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Preface 

This book describes a framework for the cross-generic application of nar-
ratological concepts and methods to lyric poetry. A series of analyses of 
individual English poems demonstrates how the theory can be put into 
practice. The book is the result of work carried out under the leadership of 
Jörg Schönert and me in Sub-Project P6 (The Theory and Methodology of 
the Narratological Analysis of Lyric Poetry: Approaches from the Per-
spective of English and German Studies) of the Narratology Research 
Group established at the University of Hamburg by the Deutsche For-
schungsgemeinschaft (German Research Foundation) on 1 April 2001 (see 
www.nanport.uni-hamburg.de). Jens Kiefer and Malte Stein participated 
as research assistants, Stefan Schenk-Haupt, Jette Katharina Wulf, and 
Tonio Kempf as student assistants. I should like to thank them all for their 
help. Jens Kiefer also prepared several of the studies presented in this 
book. A companion volume by Jörg Schönert and Malte Stein on the nar-
ratological analysis of German lyric poetry will soon be published in this 
series. 
I would like to thank Alastair Matthews for the translation of the entire 
volume and John Pier for offering valuable advice for improving the clar-
ity of the analyses. 

Hamburg Peter Hühn 
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Peter Hühn and Jörg Schönert 

1 Introduction: The Theory and Methodology of the Nar-
cological Analysis of Lyric Poetry 

The essays on English lyric poetry presented in this volume are a practical 
demonstration of how the analytical methods and concepts of narratology 
can be used to provide detailed descriptions and interpretations of poems.1 

The legitimacy of this approach depends on the premise that narration is 
an anthropologically universal semiotic practice, independent of culture 
and period, used to structure experience and produce and communicate 
meaning, and is as such one of the basic operations at work even in lyric 
poetry. If this is so, it is reasonable to assume that the well-developed 
precision and explanatory potential of modem narrative analysis—narra-
tology—can help us conceptually refine and enhance the study of lyric 
poetry. In order to provide a theoretical foundation for and methodologi-
cal introduction to the essays on the individual poems, this introduction 
provides a brief explanation of the structure and terminology of the ap-
proach used in the book. We consider (1) the justification for the cross-
generic application of narratology to lyric poetry, (2) the status of lyric 
poetry in genre theory, and, most importantly, (3) the nature and compo-
nents of the narratological framework behind the analyses. Modelling the 
role of the dimensions of sequentiality (3.1) and mediacy (3.2) in the nar-
rative process is of particular importance here. This theoretical treatment 
of how narratology can be applied to lyric poetry is followed (4) by some 
remarks on the selection of the poems treated in the subsequent essays. 

1 Narrativity and Lyric Poetry: The Cross-Generic Application of 
Narratology to the Study of Poems 

The following discussion assumes that narrativity consists of a combina-
tion of two dimensions: sequentiality, or the temporal organization and 
linking of individual incidents to form a coherent succession, and me-
diacy, mediation being the selection, presentation, and meaningful inter-

See the theoretical description and justification of this approach in Hühn and Schönert 
(2002). Cf. also Hühn (2002, 2005). 
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pretation of such a succession from a particular perspective. These two 
dimensions underlie the important conceptual opposition between histoire 
and recit, story and discourse, story and text, and fabula and syuzhet in 
most narcological models.2 However, our two dimensions are not com-
pletely identical with this group of terms. The latter make it possible to 
perform what we might call pragmatic chronological analysis: they distin-
guish the initial, unmediated happenings from their presentation, which is 
mediated through narrative, but they do not provide a systematic distinc-
tion between any of the constitutive elements of narrativity. In this re-
spect, sequentiality (and within it, eventfulness) has clear priority in the 
definition of narrativity: different text-types such as description, argu-
ment, and explanation necessarily contain the dimension of mediacy, but 
temporal structure alone is a constitutive element of narrative texts. 

Lyric texts in the narrower sense of the term (i.e. not just obviously 
narrative poems such as ballads, romances, and verse stories) have the 
same three fundamental narratological aspects (sequentiality, mediacy, 
and articulation) as prose narratives such as novels and novellas. They 
involve a temporal sequence of happenings (which are usually mental or 
psychological, but can be external, for example social in nature), and they 
also create coherence and relevance by relating these happenings from a 
particular perspective (the act of mediation). Finally, they require an act of 
expression with which the mediation finds form in a linguistic text. 

The objective of applying the constructs of narratology to poetry is 
primarily a practical one: narrative theory is a sophisticated framework 
with which we may be able to refine, extend, and elucidate the methodol-
ogy of the analysis of lyric poetry, which is notoriously lacking in theo-
retical foundations—perhaps to the extent of opening the way to the de-
velopment of a theory of the lyric.3 We have no desire to conflate lyric 
poetry with the narrative genres as if it were no different from them. In 
fact, the cross-generic approach is designed to capture the ways of com-
bining processes, experiences, perceptions, and so on that are characteris-
tic of lyric poetry and distinguish it from other genres. 

2 On these oppositions, cf. Genette (1980), Chatman (1978), Rimmon-Kenan (2002), and 
Tomashevsky (1965). Cf. Pier (2003) on the background and issues behind this opposi-
tion. 

3 Cf. the fundamental criticism of the state of lyric theory in Warning (1997), Müller-
Zettelmann (2000), and Schönert (2004). 
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2 The Distinctiveness of Lyric Poetry: 
The Status of the Lyric in Genre Theory 

Experience to date has shown that it is futile to attempt to proceed as with 
the epic and the drama and define the lyric systematically in the context of 
the three traditional literary genres.4 Instead, it will be proposed that the 
place of the lyric relative to the epic and dramatic genres should be de-
fined in terms of text theory.5 If we define narration as a communicative 
act in which chains of happenings are provided with a meaningful struc-
ture by a complex of mediating entities (particularly the narrating entity), 
lyric and dramatic texts can be reconstructed as reduced forms in which 
the range of particular possible levels of mediation varies in each case.6 

Seen in this way, lyric texts in the nairower sense (i.e. not just narrative 
poetry) are distinguished by a characteristic variability in the extent to 
which they use the theoretically available levels and sources of mediation. 
They can instantiate the two fundamental constituents of the narrative pro-
cess equally well (the arrangement of happenings into a temporal se-
quence on the one hand and the assembly of mediating entities and the 
manipulation of modes of mediation on the other). However, in a manner 
analogous to the speech of characters in dramatic texts, they are able to 
make it seem as if mediacy is replaced by the performative immediacy of 
speech. The result is that the voice of the speaker alone is heard as it ema-
nates from experience and speech that are apparently simultaneous, analo-
gous to the performative flow of the speech of characters in dramatic 
texts. 

3 Modelling the Narrative Process: The Narratological Framework 

A slightly modified form of Genette's approach provides the basis for the 
treatment of mediacy in the descriptive approach to the analysis of lyric 
poetry suggested here. In the case of the study of mediation, on the other 
hand, no such widely recognized analytical framework has yet been elabo-
rated. The approach in this book draws on cognitive psychology and cog-
nitive linguistics (from which it borrows the concepts of schema, script, 
and frame) and combines them with models of schema-deviation and the 

4 Cf. Warning (1997:17f.). 
5 Cf. Titzmann (2003) and Schönert (2004). 
6 See Schönert (2004:313f.) on the following. 
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violation of expectations that can be developed on the basis of Lotman's 
theory of the syuzhet (which provides the concepts of the boundary cross-
ing and the event) and Burner's concept of canonicity and breach (1991). 
The modelling of sequentiality is of particular importance for the refine-
ment and further development of the analysis of lyric poetry, for the 
methods of traditional interpretation do not provide a satisfactory frame-
work for use in this area. To avoid misunderstandings, it should be explic-
itly stated that potentially familiar terms may need to be redefined. With 
this in mind, we now propose a number of definitions, which are compli-
cated as little as possible by terms with multiple meanings. 

When applying narratological constructs to lyric poetry, we begin by 
making the fundamental distinction between the level of happenings and 
the level of presentation—between incidents, which we take as the pri-
mary, basic material, and the way in which they are mediated in the text.7 

We assume that plots (or stories, as we shall call them) are not objectively 
present in (factual or fictional) reality and do not exist before a (human) 
agent constructs them on the basis of the incidents. Thus, the level of hap-
penings is defined as the chronologically (and only chronologically) or-
dered set of existents and incidents relevant to the text. The meaningful 
connections between them are established on the level of presentation and 
are thus the work of the mediating and sending entities (the abstract au-
thor, the speaker/narrator, and speaking characters) and are also affected 
by focalization (as we shall see in detail below). The relationship between 
happenings and presentation is one of mutual dependency. The text (of a 
poem) requires the presence of happenings, but these happenings only 
come into being through the words of the text. This relationship can be 
described in two ways, analytically or genetically. We should also men-
tion the level of the fictional narrative act (or the poetic utterance) which 
converts the happenings into the form of their textual presentation.8 The 

7 This distinction corresponds approximately to the difference between histoire and recit 
in Genette (1980) and story and discourse in Chatman (1978). In the terminology we 
propose, however, happenings are the chronologically ordered set of incidents, as in 
Martinez and Scheffel (1999), whereas it is clear that Genette and Chatman—and many 
other narcologists, including Bal (1985), Rimmon-Kenan (2002), and Tomashevsky 
(1965)—assume the presence of meaningful connections (usually referred to as logical 
or causal connections) on this level. The term 'happenings' in our framework, then, is 
not identical to Chatman's 'happenings' (1978), which are one of his subtypes of event, 
the other being actions. 

8 This level is equivalent to Genette's concept of narration. 
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textual presentation is the only level directly accessible to the analyst: 
from it, both the happenings and the narrative act are to be reconstructed. 

3.1 Sequentiality 

We introduce the concepts of existent and incident to make possible a 
detailed description of the level of happenings.9 An existent is a static 
element or something/someone related to an action (e.g. a character and 
its traits, location, and so on), while an incident involves something dy-
namic (e.g. a change in properties or conditions, an occurrence, an action, 
and so on). Arranged in chronological order, the set of all existents and 
incidents constitutes the happenings that occur within the narrative world. 
In lyric poetry, happenings are frequently composed of mental or psycho-
logical processes. 

The level of presentation is produced by drawing a complex combina-
tion of syntagmatic and paradigmatic connections between the incidents. 
These connections are made (or presented as being made) from particular 
perspectives by particular mediating entities (see below). Incidents and 
existents are bound into meaningfully coherent sequences by means of 
selection, linking, and interpretation. We can turn to the methods of cogni-
tive psychology and linguistics for help in elucidating these operations in 
more detail. On this basis, we make the fundamental assumption that 
meaningful sequences come into being only with the help of reference to 
contexts and world knowledge. Authors and readers, that is to say, can 
grasp or understand texts only by referring to pre-existent meaningful 
structures, to familiar cognitive schemata that already have a meaning.10 

The concept of world knowledge covers culture-specific paradigms drawn 
both from general experience (extratextual references to, for example, 
phenomena such as sea travel, growing old, or sexual love) and from lit-
erature and the other arts (intertextual references to literary models such 
as, for example, the medieval knight's quest or Petrarchan love). The nar-
ratological analysis of sequences in poems, then, attempts to reconstruct 
the schemata, acquired through reading or experience, that can be as-

9 Cf. the distinction between existents and events in Chatman (1978). Chatman's term 
'event' is replaced by 'incident' in our framework because our use of 'event' is associ-
ated with Lotman's concept of the boundary crossing and Bruner's idea of canonicity 
and breach (1991). 

10 Culler (1975:139-60), Schank and Abelson (1977), Bruner (1990, 1991), and Turner 
(1996). 
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sumed to be (or have been) known to the author and contemporary readers 
and are relevant to the texts and thus help provide their meaning.11 Cogni-
tive schemata can also have a predominantly intratextual basis, for par-
ticular patterns can be created for a particular text and then (again with 
reference to pre-existent extra- or intertextual models) be developed in a 
text-specific manner. An example of this is provided by the development 
of life as a chain of illusory triumphs over illusion in Joyce's A Portrait of 
the Artist as a Young Man. 

We can distinguish between two types of cognitive schema: frames 
and scripts. Frames provide thematic or situational contexts or frames of 
reference for the reading of a poem. Examples are death in Tennyson's 
'Crossing the Bar' and sexual love in Marvell's 'To His Coy Mistress'. 
Scripts, on the other hand, embody model sequences—they refer to natu-
ral processes or developments, to conventional courses of action or stereo-
typical procedures, usually in close connection with the relevant frame. 
Death as the crossing of a boundary between one world and another and 
the formal ritual of unfulfilled courtly love might be identified as the 
scripts of the Tennyson and Marvell poems respectively. Identifying the 
frame allows a reader to draw together, coherently and in a primarily 
static sense, the situationally and/or thematically significant elements and 
parts of a poem. Referring to one or more scripts, on the other hand, al-
lows the dynamic (i.e. specifically narrative) dimension of the text to be 
modelled. The conventions of brevity and situational abstraction in the 
mediation of the happenings in lyric poetry means that most frames and 
scripts are indicated only in passing, requiring a greater effort of recon-
struction on the part of the reader than is the case in novels or short sto-
ries. 

Isotopies are an additional way in which meaningful connections can 
be made. They are equivalences that exist between words or phrases on 
the level of the signified and create semantic coherence by placing a cer-
tain recurring seme in a dominant position (e.g. unpreparedness or imma-

•J Λ 

turity in the first stanza of Donne's 'The Good Morrow'). 

11 Cf. in particular Herman (2002:85-113) and Semino (1995), and in general Barthes 
(1994), Culler (1975), and Eco (1979). 

12 Cf. Greimas (1966). Greimas's original definition of seme and isotopy was originally a 
narrow one. He himself, together with Courtes (1979), Rastier (1972), and Eco (1979) 
extended it beyond simple features (e.g. human or sexual) to cover more complex se-
miotic phenomena, including categories of theme, situation, and figurative language, 
that create coherence through repetition. 
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We introduce the concept of the event to refer to the decisive turning 
point in the sequence structure of a poem. It is the central component of a 
poem's narrative organization and determines its tellability.13 Eventful-
ness in our sense is defined as deviation from the expected continuation of 
the sequence pattern activated by the text.14 An event also occurs if an 
expected continuation or change does not occur. Sequences can deviate 
more or less strongly from the expectations raised by the standard pattern; 
thus, they can be more or less eventful, and eventfulness is measured 
along a sliding scale rather than being either present or absent.15 The level 
of deviation in any particular case is a product of the interpretation of the 
sequence structure in the context of cultural and historical parameters. 

Events are generally linked to entities, participants in the action who 
cause or bring with them an occurrence of decisive importance. Two basic 
types of event can be distinguished depending on whether the entity is 
associated with happenings or the presentation. If the event is linked with 
a character in the narrated story (i.e. on the level of the happenings), such 
as the protagonist, we are dealing with an event in the happenings. If the 
decisive change in attitude or behaviour involves the speaker or narrator 
behind the performatively presented narrative act or act of articulation (in 
the sense of the story of the narrator), we are dealing with a presentation 
event.16 We also note two special kinds of event. A mediation event is an 
exceptional, borderline variant of the presentation event. It is found when 
the decisive change is brought about, not by a change in individual atti-
tude, but by what is primarily a textual and rhetorical restructuring of the 
form of presentation—a change in the manner of mediation. The modifi-
cation or replacement of schemata (frames and/or scripts) are two exam-
ples of such a change. As a result, the context of mediation events moves 
from the figure of the speaker to the level of the abstract author/com-
posing subject (see below). The (ideal) reader is the context for reception 
events. Here, the decisive change in attitude does not take place in the 
narrator or in a character, but is meant to occur in the reader as a result of 
the reading experience: this might involve gaining insight or adopting a 
new ideological position, for example. 

13 Cf. Pratt (1977) and Prince (1987). 
14 Cf. Lotman's (1977) strong concept of the event as a boundary crossing, Bruner's 

canonicity and breach approach (1991:11-13), and Wolfs idea of the narreme 
(2002:44-51). 

15 Cf. Schmid (2003). 
16 Cf. Schmid (1982:93) on the concept of the story of the narrator (Erzählgeschichte). 
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The story (known as the plot in some alternative frameworks) is the 
most complex and wide-ranging (macro)structure on the level of presenta-
tion.17 A story is the result of the selection, weighting, and correlation of 
meaningful sequences. It is typically linked to a participant in the action 
and structured accordingly. Events provide the central points around 
which the course of a story is orientated, and the meaningful relationships 
between them are established by that story. In lyric poetry, stories tend to 
differ from those of novels in that they are concerned primarily with inter-
nal phenomena such as perceptions, thoughts, ideas, feelings, memories, 
desires, attitudes, and products of the imagination that the speaker or pro-
tagonist ascribes to him- or herself as a story in a monological process of 
mental reflection, defining his or her individual identity by means of that 
story.18 

3.2 Mediacy 

There is one further prerequisite for the complete description of the struc-
ture of narrative sequentiality: we must specify the forms and entities that 
mediate the happenings on the level of presentation. Here, two basic as-
pects of mediacy must be distinguished: modes of mediation and mediat-
ing entities. With respect to the mode of mediation, we can differentiate 
between two kinds or facets of perspective. First, voice involves direct lin-
guistic expression whose deictic (pronominal, temporal, spatial, and mo-
dal) orientation is provided by the speaking subject. Second, focalization 
is the perceptual, psychological, cognitive, and/or ideological perspective 
from which incidents and existents are presented and through which they 
are filtered, by which they are formed, and, in some cases, from which 
they are interpreted or evaluated.19 Care must be taken to keep voice and 
focalization separate from one another, but this does not exclude the pos-
sibility that the same figure can be the source of both. 

When dealing with mediating entities, four levels (of communication) 
embedded in one another can be distinguished.20 They are the levels of (1) 

17 Cf. the concept of the plot in Brooks (1984). 
18 On the narrative constitution of individual identity, cf. for example Cavarero (2000), 

Eakin (1999), Kerby (1991), Ricceur (1990), and Worthington (1996). 
19 Cf. Genette (1980), Kablitz (1988), Lanser (1981), Nünning (1990), and Uspensky 

(1973). 
20 Initial approaches to making distinctions of this kind in lyric poetry can be found in 

Bernhart (1993), Burdorf (1997), Hühn (1995,1998), and Schönert (1999). 
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the empirical author/producer of a text, (2) the abstract author/composing 
subject, (3) the speaker/narrator, and (4) a protagonist/character. Like the 
speaker, a protagonist or character can have a voice. 

The empirical author is considered in the analytical process only in so 
far as it is necessary to ensure that the frames and scripts we identify and 
the meanings we associate with words would also have been historically 
plausible when the author wrote the poem in question. 

The abstract author/composing subject is responsible for the system of 
values, norms, and meaning implied by the formal, stylistic, rhetorical, 
and tropical structure of the text. This structure is an attitude or stance that 
should be treated as a construct, not as belonging to an individualized 
person.21 This is the level where we can see what is (necessarily) excluded 
from the words of the speaker/narrator by his or her particular personal 
perspective, the level where we may find out about underlying motiva-
tions or problems, for example.22 This level can therefore be described 
more precisely as one of second-order observation, a source of perspective 
superordinate to speaker and focalizer and established, so to speak, behind 
their backs.23 It can also be described as a special form of perspective. 
(For example, the metaphorical language in Wordsworth's 'The Daffo-
dils' shows—behind the speaker's back—how he longs for company in 
his isolated situation and has a spontaneous experience in which he sud-
denly projects this desire onto nature as a feeling of found company, then 
claiming to have received the feeling from nature without knowing it be-
fore drawing his poetic inspiration from the experience.) 

Making a precise distinction between the abstract author and the 
speaker is always dependent on interpretation, and more precisely on what 
we attribute to whom. We must decide what mental features and level of 
self-awareness we attribute to the narrator (in some cases also to the nar-
rated I) and the abstract author respectively. We must also be able to rec-
ognize cases in which making this distinction is deliberately impeded (e.g. 
in Shakespeare's Sonnets 71 and 138). The question of the reliability of 
the speaker/narrator can be formulated in terms of the relationship be-
tween him or her and the abstract author: contradictions between the 
words of the speaker and the composition of the text (i.e. the abstract au-
thor) point to the unreliability of the former. Just as in the narrators of 

21 On the justification for conceiving of the entity of the abstract author in this way, which 
has met with considerable criticism, cf. for example Chatman (1990). 

22 Cf. Easthope (1983) and Hühn (1998). 
23 Luhmann (1990, 1995). 
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narrative literature, the phenomenon of unreliability and non-omniscience 
can be found in the speaker of lyric poetry, although this has been the 
subject of little or no previous work. 

4 The Choice of Texts and Arrangement of the Analyses 

The potential of this narratological approach to the analysis of lyric poetry 
is explored in a total of eighteen English lyric poems stretching from the 
sixteenth century to the end of the twentieth century. In order to make the 
analyses comparable despite the fact that they cover different authors and 
periods, all the texts were required to have a particular thematic feature in 
common: the speaker must be clearly self-reflexive or clearly make him-
or herself a theme of the poem. This decision does not reflect a subjectiv-
ist understanding of the lyric genre: instead, it was motivated by the ob-
servation that a distinctly self-reflexive speaker is found in a large propor-
tion of the English lyric poems from all periods in representative antholo-
gies.24 The poems selected can be considered part of the established canon 
of the English lyric, for the majority of them (or at least of those prior to 
modernism) are found in the main anthologies in common use. The indi-
vidual selections were made with a view to covering the most well-known 
authors and as many periods and styles as possible. 

The primary aim of the essays that follow is to demonstrate the meth-
ods and benefits of the narratological approach when it is put into prac-
tice. The concepts and terms they use are employed in the context of the 
system described here. They are intended as models of how the approach 
described in this introduction should be put into practice, and not to pro-
vide comprehensive interpretations on the basis of a detailed discussion of 
previous assessments; references to secondary literature have therefore 
been restricted to selected representative works. A second purpose of the 
analyses and of the concluding chapter is to use our narratological ap-
proach to illustrate the distinctive features of the narrative structures found 
in lyric poetry. 

24 To demonstrate the prominence of poems with a first-person perspective or a self-
reflexive speaker in three common anthologies, we point out that they comprise 88% of 
John Hayward's Penguin Book of English Verse (1956), 76% of Christopher Ricks's 
Oxford Book of English Verse (1999), and 74% of Paul Keegan's New Penguin Book of 
English Verse (2000). 

25 See for example the three anthologies listed in n. 24. 
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Jens Kiefer 

2 Sir Thomas Wyatt: 
"They flee from me that sometime did me seek" 

THEY flee from me that sometime did me seek 
With naked foot stalking in my chamber. 
I have seen them gentle, tame, and meek 
That now are wild and do not remember 

5 That sometime they put themselves in danger 
To take bread at my hand; and now they range 
Busily seeking with a continual change. 

THANKED be fortune it hath been otherwise 
Twenty times better, but once in special, 

10 In thin array after a pleasant guise, 
When her loose gown from her shoulders did fall 
And she me caught in her arms long and small, 
Therewithall sweetly did me kiss 
And softly said, 'Dear heart, how like you this?' 

15 IT was no dream: I lay broad waking. 
But all is turned thorough my gentleness 
Into a strange fashion of forsaking. 
And I have leave to go of her goodness 
And she also to use newfangleness. 

20 But since that I so kindly am served 
I would fain know what she hath deserved. 

Sir Thomas Wyatt (1978). The Complete Poems, ed. R. A. Rebholz (Harmondsworth), 
116-17. 

Sir Thomas Wyatt (1503-1542). The poem was first printed in Tottel's Miscellany in 1557. 

1 Lyric Poetry and the Petrarchan Legacy 

Thomas Wyatt is not only recognized as one of the most important poets 
in the revival of the sixteenth-century English lyric, but is also remem-
bered for establishing, along with Surrey, the conventions of Petrarchan 
love in the English lyric with his translations from the Italian and poems 
of his own. The Petrarchan love schema originated in the Canzoniere, 
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Petrarch's sonnets to Laura, and for roughly three hundred years it consti-
tuted the most important point of reference for European love poetry. It 
also represents the central way of transmitting emotions in lyric poetry. 
The basic situation with which the Petrarchan conventions operate is that 
of a man wooing a socially superior lady in a courtly context where, for 
social and moral reasons, his desire cannot be fulfilled. This may be due, 
for example, to the demand for female chastity, the lady's higher social 
standing, or the fact that she is already married. The disappointment and 
lamenting with which the lover responds to his rejection are of special 
significance because their primary consequence is that they prompt him to 
turn to self-reflection and self-discipline. Being confronted with rejection 
and frustration forces the lover to respond to his experience cognitively 
and reflect on his identity as it relates to his role in the love situation. 

Wyatt's poem clearly engages with this schema, but it does so in an 
unconventional manner, deviating from the conventions of Petrarchan 
love in both its form and, above all, its content.1 Rather than turning to the 
sonnet form chosen by Petrarch, Wyatt employs seven-line stanzas that 
associate his poem with the rhyme-royal form used by Chaucer in the love 
epic Troilus and Criseyde. It is in his development of the basic material 
(the lover and the idolized lady), however, that Wyatt breaks most deci-
sively from tradition, leaving the lover's experience of frustration and 
expression of it as the only features that conform to the schema. He de-
parts from it by having the disappointed lover discredit the lady instead of 
praising her, and by making several women at once rather than a single 
woman the cause of the lover's disappointment. Above all—and this re-
presents a particularly striking departure from convention—the lover has 
found sexual fulfilment. The violation of the implicit rule of renunciation 
by the full expression of sexuality is found in even more radical form in 
Donne's lyric poetry.2 

Some of Wyatt's deviations from Petrarchism have been described both as develop-
ments of Petrarchism and criticism of it. Cf. Gus (1974:218f.), who interprets the ele-
ments in Wyatt's lyric poetry that deviate from traditional Petrarchism, not as provoca-
tive criticism, but as the product of a creative combination of Petrarchism, early English 
love lyrics, and elements of Stoic thought. 

2 For example, the sexual fulfilment of love is also eventful in Donne's 'The Canoniza-
tion' (see pp. 35-45). 



Wyatt: They Flee from Me 17 

2 Characters, Communication Situation, and Perspective 

The internally focalized happenings are presented to us by an autodiegetic 
speaker who alternates between narrating things as they happen and in 
retrospect. In addition to the speaker, the characters include a number of 
his former lovers and an anonymous woman. Summarized and condensed, 
the happenings consist of the following elements: the speaker has been 
forsaken, reacts to this rejection, and remembers the happy time when he 
was sexually united with a woman, as well as sexual relations with other 
women. The speaker is moved to speak by his present love situation, 
which is characterized by the fact that the women who initially sought to 
spend time with him are now avoiding him. Despite his disappointment, 
he does not try to persuade his former lover to resume their relationship. 
The purpose of his speech act is rather to articulate his displeasure and 
help him come to terms with the frustration caused by his separation from 
his former lovers. 

3 Juxtaposing the Past and Present Situations 

As early as the opening line, it is clear that the speech act of the poem is 
preceded by an event whose significance for the speaker lies in the fact 
that it creates a decisive break between his present situation and the past. 
This event concerns the end of the sexual relationships between the speak-
er and the women. In the past, they sought his love and readily gave them-
selves to him, but they now shun him. The speaker does not attempt to 
find something in his own behaviour that might explain why his former 
lovers no longer find him attractive; instead, he suggests that they are ha-
bitually unfaithful and fickle: '[...] and now they range / Busily seeking 
with continual change' (11. 6-7). A change in the characters' roles has 
clearly taken place before the speech act begins. From his point of view, 
he previously had control ('danger') of the various women, who have now 
however distanced themselves from him and no longer seek his presence. 
At the time of narration, the former lovers enjoy an independence which 
prevents the speaker from exercising power over and having sexual access 
to them: Ί have seen them gentle, tame, and meek / That now are wild 
and do not remember / That sometime they put themselves in danger' 
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(11. 3-5).3 This transformation also contributes to the ironic distortion of 
the conventional Petrarchan concept of the lover's role, according to 
which the lover is understood as the servant of the lady he courts. In the 
third stanza of this poem, however, in which the speaker once more at-
tempts to explain the change in his situation, he portrays himself as the 
person who has been performed a service: 'But since that I so kindly am 
served [...]'(1. 20). 

The sexual union of the past is narrated two times. In the first stanza, it 
is narrated as an occurrence that took place repeatedly and with different 
women; in the second, it is narrated as a singular occurrence involving a 
specific woman. The former lovers are all remembered as sharing the 
same features ('gentle, tame and meek' 1. 3), but the memory of this par-
ticular lover has additional qualities: the situation was clearly felt to be 
unique ('once in special', 1. 9), and the woman's words are repeated liter-
ally. The speaker's present misfortune is accentuated by the memory of 
this central erotic experience: 'Thanked be fortune it hath been otherwise / 
Twenty times better' (11. 8-9). 

4 Discrediting the Lovers of the Past 

The situation with which the speaker finds himself confronted is one in 
which his erotic desires are unfulfilled. There does not seem to be any 
chance of his consoling himself with another woman, for all women have, 
from his point of view, abandoned him. He does not try to win back his 
woman with a seductive poem,4 but rather discredits her in order to deny 
her the status of an admirable lady. He undermines her reputation in the 
context of a one-sided explanation of why their relationship ended. The 
speaker describes his own behaviour towards the woman with the word 
'gentleness' (1. 16) and characterizes her as the guilty party by implicitly 
accusing her of abandoning her gentleness (cf. 1. 3f.) and alleging that she 
was led to end their relationship by her desire for something new ('new-
fangleness', 1. 19) in the form of other men. In his one-sided analysis of 
why their relationship ended, the speaker fails to reflect on the fact that he 

3 As in Middle English, the primary meaning of 'danger' here is power and influence, the 
sense of modern English 'danger' being an additional implication. 

4 Marvell's 'To His Coy Mistress' (see pp. 45-55) is an example of a poem in which the 
speaker attempts to seduce a woman. 
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is accusing the woman of behaving like himself, for, as the first stanza 
demonstrates, the speaker also had a variety of love relationships. The fact 
that the speaker complains about losing not only a single woman but sev-
eral women at once shows that the ironic tone of the final stanza is a re-
sponse, not to a single case of disappointed love, but to a more fundamen-
tal disappointment at the loss of the power that the women previously 
allowed him to exert over them. The speaker's desire for power is re-
vealed particularly clearly in the animal-related metaphors of the first 
stanza, which express not only the women's consent to engage in sexual 
activity, but also stress their dependence and subjection by describing 
them with the features tame, meek, and needing to be fed. The speaker's 
loss of power and the change in the women's state from tame to wild are 
two sides of the same coin, for by returning to their untamed condition, 
his former lovers leave his sphere of influence: Ί have seen them gentle, 
tame, and meek, / That now are wild and do not remember / That some-
time they put themselves in danger / To take bread at my hand' (11. 3-6). 
We cannot say for sure whether the speaker really exercised power over 
the women or whether they actually sought his presence of their own free 
will and his position of power was no more than wishful thinking on his 
part. When he accuses the women of doing something that he himself has 
also done, it becomes clear that he is too closely involved in the happen-
ings to be able to see his own position in them clearly. This undermines 
the credibility of the speaker and clearly suggests that his evaluation of the 
happenings is marked by his subjective interests and is to a certain extent 
unreliable. 

5 Sequence Structure 

The macrostructure of the happenings presented in the poem can be di-
vided into three components: a past state, characterized by the iterative 
sequence of women coming close; a present state, in which the women no 
longer seek the presence of the speaker; and his reaction to this change of 
state. The failure of the women to return and the speaker's reaction follow 
the script of revenge as a reaction to disappointment, for the discrediting 
of the lady takes place as a reaction to the withdrawal of her love. The 
choice of animal-related metaphors to describe the behaviour of the 
women means that their absence can be understood as suggesting the se-
quence of returning to the wild. If they were initially tame, the speaker 
now perceives them as wild. Thus, the script of returning to the wild func-


