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      CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction



      When Marot published a group of poems in the Suite de l’Adolescence Clementine

1
 under the title of “Elégies”, he was the first French poet to use this title. However, on closer scrutiny of the poems that Marot called “élégies” in this and subsequent editions2
 of his works, it becomes clear that the poet himself had a very ill-defined idea of the nature of the elegy, and it is this initial vagueness on the part of the so-called inventor of the genre that gave rise to the ambiguities which surround the elegies of the poets of the early sixteenth century. During the period between Marot’s creation of the elegy, and 1550, although the majority of the pieces baptised as elegies deal with the same themes as Marot’s elegies, with either love or death, there are some very curious exceptions3
. Later on, for the poets of the Pléiade, the genre is still a very ill-defined one, and for Ronsard in particular it is almost infinitely elastic4
. In the various Arts Poétiques

5
 which appear in the two decades following the publication of Marot’s elegies, the definition becomes even more confused and complicated, since the theorists based their remarks sometimes on the examples of elegies by their contemporaries, and sometimes on their limited knowledge of the Greek and Roman elegy. V. L. Saulnier, in his book on Marot’s elegies6
 clears up some of the more confused points when he touches on the influence of Ovid ; and more particularly of the Heroides
 on Marot. It is from this point of view that the “birth” and subsequent development of the elegy in France up until 1550 can most usefully be studied.

      It is in the light of the influence of the Heroides
 that we should consider the passage in Sebillet’s Art Poétique

7
, where he points, seemingly rather mysteriously, to Ovid as a model for the elegy, as paradoxically it is not the more obviously elegiac works of Ovid which seem to have influenced Marot here. It is not the Amores
 or the Tristia
, but quite simply Ovid’s letters from the heroines of Antiquity, whose husbands or lovers have deserted them. Sebillet is aware of this fact, and is at pains to explain why Marot called elegies poems which were in fact basically the same as the Heroides
 of Ovid. After remarking that the epistle may have a wide variety of subjects, Sebillet continues :

      
        L’élégie n’est pas sugette a téle variété de suget : et n’admet pas lés différences des matiéres et légeretés communément traittées aus épistres : ains ha je ne say quoy de plus certain. Car de sa nature l’Elégie est triste et flebile : et traitte singuliérement lés passions amoureuses, lésquéles tu n’as guéres veues ny oyës vuides de pleurs et de tristesse. Et si tu me dys que les epistres d’Ovide sont vrayes épistres tristes et amoureuses, et toutesfois n’admettent le nom d’élégie : enten que je n’exclu pas l’Amour et sés passions de l’Epistre, comme tu peus avoir entendu au commencement de ce chapitre en ce que je t’en ay dit : Mais je dy que l’Elégie traitte l’Amour, et déclare sés desirs, ou plaisirs, et tristesses à celle qui en est la cause et l’obgét, mais simplement et nuément : ou l’épistre garde sa forme de superscriptions et soubzscriptions, et de stile plus populaire. Or si tu requiers exemples d’Elégies, propose toy pour formulaire celles d’Ovide escrittes en sés trois livres d’Amours : ou mieus ly lés élégies de Marot : desquéles la bonne part représente tant vivement l’image d’Ovide, qu’il ne s’en faut que la parole du naturel. Pren donc l’élégie pour epistre Amoureuse : et la fay de vers de dis syllabes toujours : lesquelz tu ne requerras tant superstitieusement en l’épistre que tu ne la faces par fois de vers de huit, ou moindres : mais en l’une et en l’autre retien la ryme platte pour plus douce et gracieuse8
.

      

      Sebillet, having first tried to differentiate the elegy from the epistle by remarking that it treats less varied themes, and principally love, is then hard put to it to explain the difference between the elegy, and Ovid’s Heroides.
 He attempts to do this, first by conceding that the epistle may
 have love as its subject, and then by introducing the curious distinction that the epistle retains “superscriptions et soubzscriptions”, and that the elegy does not. He finally capitulates, and concedes that there is in fact very little difference, and that the elegy is in fact an Epître Amoureuse
, closely modelled on Ovid, and more particularly influenced by the Heroides.
 At the same time Sebillet insists on sadness as the distinguishing note of the elegy, and although this is indeed characteristic of Ovid’s Heroides
 this does not necessarily hold good for Marot’s elegies. In discussing the elegy here Sebillet does not mention Marot’s elegies on death. However, in his chapter De la Deploration, et Complainte

9
 he further complicates his definition by remarking :

      
        Complaintes et deplorations sembleroient estre comprises soubz l’élégie, qui ne les sonderoit au vif. Car l’élégie proprement veut dire complainte. Mais lés usages et différentes sortes d’icelles me contraignent t’en faire traité particulier : et t’aviser au reste que tu trouveras chés Marat et autres clers Pöétes dés complaintes et déplorations : lés unes faites en forme d’épitaphes, comme la pluspart dés épitaphes qui se font aujourd’huy : lés autres en forme l’élégie, comme celle de Marat sur la mort de Samblançay.

      

      In his attempt to define the elegy, Sebillet admits that on the one hand the elegy and the epistle are so close as to be almost indistinguishable, and that on the other hand, the elegy is practically synonymous with the Complainte.



      When Du Bellay treats the elegy in his chapter on the genres that the poet should cultivate10
, he makes no mention at all of Marot’s elegies, but simply advises which authors should be imitated.

      
        Distile avecques un style coulant & non scabreux ces pitoyables elegies, à l’exemple d’un Ovide, d’un Tibule & d’un Properce, y entremeslant quelquesfois de ces fables anciennes, non petit ornement de poësie11
.

      

      In his remarks on the epistle, Du Bellay condemns the genre as unworthy, but cannot escape from the fact that the Epître Amoureuse
 owes much to Ovid.

      
        Quand aux epistres, ce n’est un poëme qui puisse grandement enrichir nostre vulgaire, pource qu’elles sont voluntiers de choses familieres & domestiques, si tu ne les voulois faire à l’immitation d’elegies, comme Ovide, ou sentencieuses et graves, comme Horace12
.

      

      Du Bellay’s attitude is explained by the fact that he wished to discredit Marot, but realised that he could not reject Ovid as a model for both the elegy and the epistle. The definition is further complicated by Barthélemy Aneau in his reply to Du Bellay, Quintil Horatian.
 Aneau seems to consider the elegy as a form of the epistle which necessarily has unhappy love as its theme.

      
        Tu nous renvoyes aussi à ces pitoyables elegies (helas) pour, alors que demandons à rire, nous faire plourer, à la singerie de la passion Italiane. Lesquelles sont ouvrages de propre affection, de simple & facile artifice, & de ryme plate13
.

      

      Aneau pours scorn on Du Bellay’s exhortation to enrich the epistle by imitation of Ovid, insisting that he would rather learn “à parler & escrire & enrichir mon vulgaire, et ma langue illustrer, que tes elegies larmoyantes.” Finally, by misinterpreting a passage of Horace, Aneau manages to condemn the elegy outright as an unimportant genre.

      
        Horace te a enseigné (si tu as voulu) que la poësie est comme la peinture. Or la peinture est pour plaire et resjouir, non pour contrister. Parquoy la triste elegie est une des moindres parties de poësie : et aussi la plus aisée, toute place et plaignante, qui n’apprent rien qu’à plorer & jouer le personnage des amoureux & amoureuses.

      

      
        Des langoureux & langoureuses

        Qui meurent le jour quinze fois14
.

      

      In the Art Poëtique
 of Claude de Boissière15
, which follows Aneau’s Quintil Horatian
 in the Lyons edition of 1556, we find only a very brief paragraph on the epistle and the elegy.

      
        
          Des Epistres et Elegies

        

        Elegie et Epistre en ce different, qu’une epistre traite diverses matieres, jouxte nos divers accidens et affaires : et Elegie traite des tristesses d’amour16
.

      

      Here Claude de Boissière simply follows the notion of Sebillet, that sadness was essentially the distinguishing feature of the elegy.

      Jacques Peletier du Mans in his Art Poëtique
 (published for the first time in 1555) devotes a long chapter to the epistle and the elegy. For the epistle, he proposes Horace as a model. For the elegy he is less precise, first of all quoting the Greek origins of the elegy as a poem of lament for the dead, or on an unhappy occasion.

      
        La premiere matiere de l’Elegie furet choses tristes : comme lamantacions, deploracions sus les mors, doleances des cas piteus : einsi męme que sonne le mot an Grec. E męmes les Epitafes des mors, se fęsoęt an vęrs Elegiaques. Toutefoęs on à gagnè depuis, à l’accommoder aus choses joyeuses, c’ęt assauoęr aus propos d’Amour17
.

      

      Jacques Peletier enumerates some of the Latin elegists, praising Tibullus and Propertius, but condemning Ovid as “lascif”. He concludes that the elegy was adopted as a love poem, because of the sadness, rather than the joyfulness of love.
...
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