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      FOREWORD

      

      In 1553, Joachim Du Bellay went to Rome in the employ of cardinal Jean Du Bellay, his father’s cousin, whose mission was to protect the interests of Henri II at the papal court. During his four-year stay in Rome, Joachim Du Bellay prepared four collections of poems. The most famous of these, Les Regrets
, is a book of elegiac and satirical sonnets, and the historical interest of these poignant and scurrilous poems is vast. Les Regrets
, which Du Bellay describes at the outset as “papiers journaulx” or “commentaires”, offer a candid and finely-drawn view of the corruption, intrigue, vice and, very occasionally, the virtues practised by the clerics, the courtesans, the bankers and many other people who dwelt at that time in the eternal city.

      Many of these satirical sonnets portray the character or actions of particular individuals. Du Bellay hardly ever gives the names of the subjects of his satire. But it is clear that many of the poet’s victims occupied the very highest positions in church and state. In some cases, the veil which conceals their identity is a diaphanous one : for example, it is quite easy even for a present-day reader to recognize that the triple Montagne
, the Biche
 and the vieille Caraffe
 referred to in sonnet 113 designate respectively Giovanni Maria del Monte
 (pope Julius III
), Marcello Cervini
 (pope Marcellus II) and the elderly Giovanni Pietro Carafa
 (pope Paul IV). In other cases, however, and particularly perhaps in those sonnets where the satire is most biting, the veil is 
more tantalisingly opaque. This study is, in part, an attempt to explain some of the veiled references to people and events which abound in Les Regrets
. Research of this nature feeds on intuition as much as on documents, and its conclusions are, it must be admitted, often conjectural. The main aim of this part of the book is to stress the importance of the topical material in Du Bellay’s masterpiece, and to indicate ways in which that material can, even at a great distance in time, be discerned.

      This book deals also with relations between poets and their patrons in the Renaissance. It is my contention that the victim of a good part of the satire contained in Les Regrets
 was a man who was noted as a patron of men of letters. Du Bellay himself, after he had returned from Rome, lavished praise on this man, and this book examines Du Bellay’s eulogies of him in the light of the poet’s personal situation and of contemporary events. Much of Du Bellay’s praise of this individual is found in his collections of Latin poetry, the Poematum libri quatuor
, the Tumulus Henrici secundi
 and the Xenia
. Du Bellay’s Latin poetry is not often read nowadays but it deserves to be, and it is my hope that this book will help make it more widely known.

      The specific aims of this study are, then (1) to show why Du Bellay concealed the identity of the victims of most of his satirical sonnets ; (2) to identify the very eminent Frenchman against whom sonnet 63 is directed ; (3) to offer evidence that several other sonnets concern the same man ; to show (4) how, after his return from Rome, Du Bellay’s need for patronage dictated a radical change in his attitude towards this man and (5) how this change was probably also influenced by the religious climate ; (6) to show how Du Bellay’s views on this man are complemented by those of Ronsard and (7) to stress the historical interest of poets’ verdicts on the great men of their day. An appendix to this book contains the first modern edition of an important Latin poem published by Du Bellay in 1559 and bearing 
on the subject of this study ; and a second appendix gives the first modern edition of the poems by Du Bellay published in 1569 under the title Xenia, sea Illustrium quorun-dam Nominam Allusiones
.

      This book presents both a method of discerning the topical content of Renaissance poetry and an attempt to apply that method. This approach is a historical one : literary texts are assessed in the light of such considerations as the social, political and religious climate of the age in which the author lived, any factors in his biography which may be relevant, his own statements implicit and explicit about his purpose in writing, the conventions of whatever genre he was writing in and especially that knowledge of the author’s mind which derives from a familiarity with his whole extant œuvre
. For example, one premise on which this book is based is that Du Bellay’s French and Latin writings can shed light on each other : that, in the words 01 Professor Screech’s introduction to Du Bellay’s most famous poems, “[…] les Regrets
 gagnent à être lus à la lumière des autres poèmes de l’exil
 romain”. It is usually difficult and sometimes impossible to decide how much weight to give to particular historical material and for this reason the individual conclusions in this book are subject to debate. Je m’avance vers celluy qui me contredit, qui m’instruit
. But that such material is often a key to the understanding of Renaissance texts is a proposition that few would dispute.

      A great many of the mysteries contained in Les Regrets
 were unveiled for me in lectures given some years ago at University College London by Dr D.P. Walker and Professor M.A. Screech. Moreover, it was while preparing my Ph. D. thesis at University College under the most generous and painstaking supervision of these two scholars that I first examined in detail the involvement of the Pléiade poets in the affairs of their day. All readers of Les Regrets
 are indebted in a more general way to Professor Screech for his erudite and inspired notes to the edition 
which he and Dr J. Jolliffe produced for the Textes Littéraires Français
 series. A large part of this study was written during a very happy year which I spent as a Visiting Professor at the University of Western Ontario in London, Canada : this University gave me much free time for research as well as the stimulating and enjoyable conversation of many colleagues well-versed in the literature of the French Renaissance, notably Dr Lane Heller, Dr James Sanders and Dr Felix Atance. Mr Kenneth Rowe of the Department of Greek in the University of Leeds very expertly helped me understand some parts of the Xenia
 on which my puerile & apprantisse intelligence
 had foundered. Mr David Hartley and Mr Peter Durbin read a primitive version of this study in typescript and offered helpful comments. Miss Elizabeth Smith, with exemplary patience and diligence, prepared the typescript of this book. The proofs of this book, as of everything I write, were scanned by my brother, Mr Graham C. Smith. To all these people who so generously helped make this little book, I offer my warmest thanks.

      Quotations from the work of Du Bellay in this book are almost invariably taken from one of the following editions : (i) Les Regrets et autres œuvres poëtiques
, ed J. Jolliffe & M.A. Screech (Textes Littéraires Français), Genève, 1968 ; (ii) Œuvres poétiques
, ed. H. Chamard (Société des Textes Français Modernes), 6 v., Paris, 1908-1931 ; (iii) Poésies françaises et latines
, ed. E. Courbet, 2 v., Paris, 1918.

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      CHAPTER I 
VEILED VICTIMS

      Joachim Du Bellay stresses, in the first four sonnets of Les Regrets
, that these poems are not prophetic, divinely-inspired utterances of the kind that he had presented at the outset of his career, and of the kind that Ronsard was still offering :

      
        Je ne peins mes tableaux de si riche peinture,

        Et si hauts argumens ne recherche à mes vers,

        Mais suivant de ce lieu les accidents divers

        Soit de bien, soit de mal, j’escris à l’adventure.

      

      These poems are simply “papiers journaulx” or “ commentaires ”, they are “une prose en ryme, ou une ryme en prose” : they are not the sort of poetry which earns immortality for its writer, nor (claims the poet — but tongue in cheek !) are they based on assimilation of the work of prestigious classical authors. Perhaps Du Bellay was tacitly responding to criticisms of obscurity : as early as 1549 he had anticipated that poetry based on classical models would be attacked as obscure.1
 Ronsard, too, though still committed to the prophetic conception of the poet’s role, was aware in the mid-1550 s of the demand for a poetry written in a “beau stille bas, Populaire & plaisant”.2



      However, in one respect at least Les Regrets
 are similar to the serious, oracular poetry which Du Bellay is ostentatiously eschewing : in Les Regrets
, me poet’s message is still to some extent esoteric and veiled, and still requires the sensitive participation of a receptive audience. The poet often refers allusively to contemporary persons and events. References of this kind would of course have been more readily understood in his own day than they can be now. But even Du Bellay’s contemporaries had difficulties with the subtleties of Les Regrets.
 No less a person than François Olivier, who had been Chancellor of France and was soon to resume this office, confessed as much in a letter to Jean Morel. This letter was published as a preface to Du Bellay’s Poematum libri quatuor
 of 1558, and in it we read the following interesting tribute :

      
        […] Since you left I have reread Du Bellay’s poems three or four times, and they appeal to me more and more all the time. There are it is true some things in them which escape me : this is obviously because I do not grasp his allusions. He can display a certain Greek or Latin quality that I am unable to define : one thing I do know, his writing is of a kind which only a thoroughly refined man of far-ranging and diversified learning and most discerning taste could offer. For up till now I have not come across any writer who either shows any promise of attaining, or actually offers, such exceptional splendour of French style, and such unfailing charm in the use of that language.

      

      Although Olivier does not specify which of Du Bellay’s poems he has in mind, it can be proved that he was writing about Les Regrets.

3
 Recent editors of these poems have pointed out, and rightly, that the modern reader need feel no compunction in confessing his own inability to fathom all the allusions contained in Les Regrets.

4
 Their very obscurity, of course, constitutes a major part of the appeal of Les Regrets
, and Du Bellay certainly intended that it should. The Pléiade poets, and many other writers of their day, insisted, and with plausibility, that a “veil” makes the message more alluring : it conceals the underlying body of truth, but it also suggests its outlines. Usually, it was moral and religious truths which were enveloped in a fictional veil : Christ, it was often pointed out, had shrouded his teaching in parables to make it visible to those alone who had eyes to see. Secular poets, also, had veiled their moral teaching : Ronsard explained in his Abregé de l’Art poëtique françois
 that “[…] la Poësie n’estoit au premier aage. qu’une Theologie allegoricque, pour faire entrer au cerveau des hommes grossiers par fables plaisantes & colorées les secretz qu’ilz ne pouvoyent comprendre, quand trop ouvertement on leur descouvroit la verité”.5
 Many of Ronsard’s poems do in fact lend themselves to interpretation as “allegorical theology” and, as I hope...
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