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There are good reasons for thinking that the worst word with which Rochester rhymes might nonetheless be the best word with which to begin an account of Rochester and rhyme. I want to argue that the real obscenity of some of Rochester’s rhymes is of a particularly formal, literary kind that is of a piece with the wider formal ingenuity of his verse and other writings. That obscenity, central to, though at the same time more than simply an aspect of, his libertine performances, opens out into the larger question of the literary and political contexts for, and consequences of, Rochester’s rhyming through the mid- to late-1660s up until his death in 1680. The temporality of his writing – in and of its time, but as importantly out of it – has, I will argue, a particular literary history, and a particular literary politics, that together give his writing, and most pressingly his lyric writing, its force and its power. Rhyme, in that history, offers itself as a metonym: both as a coincidence of sounds, predominantly at the end of verse lines, and as the wider category of poetry itself, one of whose chief markers it is. More than that, rhyme in such a history provides a new and powerful way to integrate a history of form with the central cultural and political contexts of Rochester’s lifetime.
Rhyme words are in this account, then, complex words, in the way that William Empson imagined that complexity: words whose range of historical meanings changes and develops across time, and whose sometimes contradictory possibilities will differently be revealed in different literary and other contexts, among those the formal placement of words in poetry. Jason Harding reaches, as would surely have pleased Empson, for a scientific metaphor to describe this conception when describing The Structure of Complex Words (1951): ‘Empson’s investigation into the crystalline structure of key words was predicated upon the subtle interconnections of emotive and cognitive uses of poetic language – as determined by their immediate (socio-political) context’.
 Empson himself had described that interconnection in homelier, more humane terms in his chapter on ‘The English Dog’, with its careful attention to such apparently simple words such as ‘arch, rogue, fool, honest, dog and so forth’ in a range of writers, among whom was Rochester. These words matter, but have too their complexity, wrote Empson, because ‘a man tends finally to make up his mind, in a practical question of human relations, much more in terms of these vague rich intimate words than in the clear words of his official language’.
 

Perhaps in no poem of Rochester’s are the practical questions of human relations seen so clearly and unflinchingly as in ‘The Imperfect Enjoyment’, though the words with which the poem describes them, however rich and intimate, are not in the least vague.


Naked she lay clasp’d in my longing Armes,

I fill’d with Love and she all over Charmes,

Both equally inspir’d with eager fire,

Melting through kindness, flameing in desire.

With Armes, Leggs, Lipps, close clinging to embrase

She clipps me to her Breast and sucks me to her face.

Her nimble tongue (loves lesser lightning) plaied

Within my Mouth; and to my thoughts conveyd

Swift Orders, that I should prepare to throw

The all dissolving Thunderbolt beloe.

To pause the poem at its persona’s brief moment of Jove-like plenipotence is to be reminded that its pleasures for a reader lie not only in its unselfsparing humour, but in its curious blend of tact and tactility. Rochester’s heroic couplets here – paired lines of rhymed iambic pentameter – relate (as will become clear) a far from heroic coupling; but the opening four lines are rich in aural and syntactical doublings and parallels, from the subtle alliteration of ‘she lay...my longing’ in line 1, the antithetical description of ‘I...and she’ in line 2, to the shared doubleness of the strongly stressed opening of line 3, ‘Both equally inspir’d with eager fire’, the line-end couplet rhyme of fire / desire picking up eagerly the assonance with inspir’d from this, the very balanced centre of the line. So too, the patterning of the ‘Armes, Leggs, Lipps’ with which, ‘close clinging’ the unnamed partner ‘clipps’ the speaker prepares two later effects central to the poem’s success. The first is the asyndeton of ‘Armes, Leggs, Lipps’, which precisely leaves out the conjunctions that would more normally and more slowly join together such a list. The second is the heightened bodily awareness of the phrase, ‘Her nimble tongue (loves lesser lightning) plaied | Within my mouth’. Here the parenthetical clause, ‘(loves lesser lightning)’, playing within and enclosed by the line, requires the reader when sounding it to be very conscious of her or his tongue at the start of each alliterating word, ‘(loves lesser lightning)’, just as the poet is describing her tongue in his mouth, recreating in the physical sounding of these liquid phonemes the semantic content of the words.
Such heightened bodily and self-awareness, though, may not be an absolute good, as the poem goes on to make clear:


My fluttering soul, sprung with the pointed Kiss,

Hangs hovering o’re her balmy brinks of bliss;

But whilst her buisy hand would guide that part

Which shou’d convey my soul up to her heart

In liquid raptures I dissolve all o’re,

Melt into sperm and spend at every pore.

A touch from any part of her had don’t:
Her hand, her foot, her very look’s a Cunt.

The moment the poem creates and unwillingly inhabits here is both a repetition and a new development: ‘Melt into sperm’ echoes and in a solitary way reverses the earlier mutuality of the lovers ‘Melting through kindness’; and the triplet of ‘Her hand, her foot, her very look’ slows only a little the listing sensory jostle of the earlier ‘Armes, Leggs, Lipps’. It is in many ways a startling moment; but if Empson is right when he writes of Rochester’s ‘best work, which is his most desperate’, so we might also add that the quality of this writing, and particularly its final couplet, is of a piece not only with its desperation but its literariness also.
 

The last of Rochester’s startling couplets quoted here, as Jeremy Treglown recognised, has a purpose and an origin beyond ‘the energetic, almost random convolutions’ that the comedy of its physical choreography implies.
 The lines – 

A touch from any part of her had don’t:
Her hand, her foot, her very look’s a Cunt

– remember and pointedly rework a shared dialogue between two characters from John Dryden’s heroic drama, The Conquest of Granada. This, the first part of a two-part play, was first performed early in December 1670. In Dryden’s Conquest, Abdelmelech counsels the king’s brother, Abdalla, against the delightful temptations of Lyndaraxa, to little avail:


Abdal. You speak too late; my Empire’s lost too far,


   I cannot fight.


Abdelm.

— Then make a flying War,

   Dislodge betimes before you are beset.

Abdal. Her tears, her smiles, her every look’s a Net.

   Her voice is like a Syren’s of the Land;

   And bloody Hearts lie panting in her hand.

Rochester’s very deliberate rewriting and reworking of Abdalla’s plaintive list may seem nasty, but it is not only nasty. There is, for one thing, the fine ear with which he picked up the consonants that end Abdalla’s line – ‘look’s a Net’ – and anagrammed them into the ending of his own line. (‘These be her c’s, her u’s, and her t’s,’ Malvolio had stated confidently in Twelfth Night, echoed immediately by Sir Andrew Aguecheek: ‘Her c’s, her u’s, and her t’s? Why that?’
) There is also the way in which the larger context of Abdalla’s line is caught up and transformed in Rochester’s scene: bodies come to hand in both the poem and the play, ‘bloody Hearts’ in the one and other parts in the other; and the lover’s voice, ‘like a Syren’s of the Land’ in Dryden is immediately heard in Rochester:
Smileing she chides in a kind, murmring noise

And from her body wipes the clamy Joyes,

When with a Thousand kisses wandring o’re

My panting bossome, Is there then no more?

She cries; All this to Love, and Raptures due –

Must we not pay a Debt to pleasure too?

What debts do the pleasures of one poem pay to their origins in another text? Military in Dryden, Abdalla’s ‘too late’ and ‘too far’ chime betimes with the unwelcome rapidity experienced by Rochester’s persona, whose ‘panting bossome’ seems breathily to recall the ‘panting in her hand’ of Dryden’s speech. One early reader wanted to bring the passages even closer: ‘Noise’ – something more than silence, but less than words fully apprehended in the moment – is Rochester’s fine word, but ‘voice’ is the reading of at least one manuscript of the poem.

Speech, noise and voice together recover another context for the re-rhyming of Dryden’s line into Rochester’s, a context that confirms again the alchemical shrewdness of Harry Levin’s sharply off-balance judgement: ‘Rochester is never more completely in his element than when he is transmuting the gold of other poets into baser metals.’
  I take it that the couplet in ‘The Imperfect Enjoyment’ is not only or simply a coarsening of Dryden’s lines, for here Rochester’s rhyme does have a specific association with Dryden that (to be sure) it does not later in the poem, when, in the full flow of his invective the persona adapts the voice and the impetus of Jonson’s ‘An Execration Upon Vulcan’ to berate himself in impotence:


Worst part of me and henceforth hated most,

Through all the Town a Common Fucking Post,

On whom each Whore Relieves her tingling Cunt

As Hoggs on Gates doe rubb themselves and grunt,

Mayest thou to Ravenous Shankers be a prey

Or in Consumeing weepings wast away 
(62-7)
This is a different kind of verse, and has a different kind of meaning – closer to the style and mode of the anonymous poem, ‘One Writeing Against his Prick’, some of whose rhymes and nearly all of whose anger it shares: ‘Henceforth stand stiff and gaine your creditt lost | Or I’le nere draw thee, but against a Post’.

The rhyme functions differently when read in the context of ‘all the Town’, or through its earlier specific allusion to The Conquest of Granada: in the earlier couplet – ‘A touch from any part of her had don’t: | Her hand, her foot, her very look’s a Cunt’ – Rochester’s rhyme very precisely recalls Dryden, and Dryden’s rhymes. Rochester’s verse satire, ‘An Allusion to Horace’, probably written in the winter of 1675-6, five years after The Conquest which in turn provides the earliest possible date for ‘The Imperfect Enjoyment’, recasts Horace’s criticisms of Lucilius from Satires 1.10 with a different writer in mind:

Well Sir ’tis granted, I said Dryden’s Rhymes

Were stollen, unequal, nay dull many times.

What foolish Patron is there found of his

So blindly partial to deny me this?

(1-4)

The patrician hauteur of the poem’s opening concessively grants the easy confidence of its ambiguously direct insult: was it that the speaker ‘many times’ said that ‘Dryden’s Rhymes | Were stollen’ and  ‘unequal’, or that he once said that they were, in general, ‘stollen, unequal’ and, in detail, many times ‘dull’? That confidence in aesthetic judgement and poetic craft is of a piece with the speaker’s social confidence later in the poem, where an ease in writing ‘songs and verses mannerly Obscene’ (61) is held up as an emblem of sexual and civil confidence among, and with, men and women.

   Dryden in vain tryd this nice way of Witt,

For he to be a tearing Blade thought fitt.

But when he would be sharp he still was blunt:

To frisk his frolick fancy hee’d cry Cunt;

Wou’d give the Ladyes a drye bawdy bobb,

And thus he gott the name of Poet Squobb.
(71-6)
Both rhyme words in the central couplet of the three quoted here have an association with Dryden. As Treglown and Love note, in one of Rochester’s letter to Savile, probably from Spring 1676, he gestured towards a falling out with Dryden, and his disregard for any possible consequences:

You write me word that I’m out of favour with a certain poet whom I have ever admired for the disproportion of him and his attributes...If he falls upon me at the blunt, which is his very good weapon in wit, I will forgive him if you please and leave the repartee to Black Will with a cudgel.

In the poem it is not so much disproportion of the poet and his ‘attributes’ as the absolute match between Dryden’s self-foiled bluntness and his uneasy assimilation of a discourse and mode of behaviour that matters: not acute enough, too loud, and obscene in the wrong places, as he tried too hard to be natural at what Rochester and the other blades found easy, not least sex.
The dig at the worked-at awkwardness of Dryden’s rhymes is here, again, deliberately and brilliantly personal – and almost certainly unfair. For rhyming, so Dryden’s speakers had maintained in An Essay of Dramatic Poesie (1668), was supposed above all to be ‘natural and easie’, and not to show in itself too much the worked-at ‘hand of Art’.
 Indeed, Christopher Ricks has recently celebrated just this excellence of his rhyming art.
 But Rochester, closer to these rhymes, their successes and their failures, did or could not hear them quite in such a way. To be sure, the peculiarly masculine context of the barge trip, punctuated by distant canon fire, in which ‘it was the fortune of Eugenius, Crites, Lisideius and Neander, to be in company together’ (8) represents a very differently performed homosociality from that inhabited by Rochester and his imagined peers in ‘An Allusion to Horace’.
 But the social occasion that An Essay both describes and half-creates exists nonetheless within an implicitly codified pattern of social, literary and historical relationships, of which rhyme is the primary emblem, just as it was for the social Rochester. Ostensibly a discussion about the appropriateness of rhyme in heroic drama, An Essay is in fact a powerful attempt to reinscribe continuities in literary and political history through the continuities in sound between words, the naturalness of majesty explicitly a function of ‘the Majesty of Verse’ (67). Rhyme, in Neander’s account, is a matter of time and a matter of order, both an aspect of the natural: ‘the due choice of your words expresses your sence naturally, and the due placing them adapts the rhyme to it’ (69). Time and order are, he continues, a matter of the powerful continuity of rhyme: ‘either there is a dependance of sence betwixt the first line and the second, or there is none: if there be that connection, then in the natural position of the words, the latter line must of necessity flow from the former: if there be no dependance, yet still the due ordering of words makes the last line as natural in itself as the other’ (69). What could be further from this, Rochester’s poem seems to ask, than the mistimed ejaculated interjections of the hapless ‘Poet Squobb’, so ill at ease and unnaturally awkward, crying ‘Cunt’ in company?
Rhyme, we might then suggest, having followed this one perhaps far enough, is, like enjoyment, very much a matter of timing. In tetrameter or pentameter couplets very closely, but over longer spans in the stanzaic lyric writing to which in the later part of this chapter I will turn, rhyme enacts a temporal coupling of sound, and sometimes meaning: both an initial offer and a later acceptance, a prompt and an answer, a beginning and at the same time an ending. It has a temporality which is, in the completion or the extension of a rhyme onwards, both a kind of repetition and a kind of newness, startling in its dissimilarity even as it may confirm by its repeated similarity. The required repetition of rhyme may be, as Primo Levi puts it, ‘Rhyming on the Counterattack’, both a restriction and an innovation:
The restriction of rhyme obliges the poet to resort to the unpredictable: compels him to invent, to ‘find’; and to enrich his lexicon with unusual terms; bend his syntax; in short, innovate.

That poetic obligation towards a predictable innovation – ‘to ending a verse not with the word dictated by discursive logic but with another, stranger word, which must be drawn from the few that end ‘in the right way’’, as Levi puts it – has, as An Essay reminds us and other instances will confirm, not only a temporality within the movement of a poem’s lines, but in the 1660s and 1670s in which Rochester was writing. For rhyme may enact in the passage from line-end to line-end, in miniature, a model of that larger pattern of continuity and discontinuity, restoration and rupture, that have been thought constitutive of ‘Restoration literature’, and the larger political, cultural and  historical categories within which we constitute whatever it is we think that might be.
 Putting the sound, shape and meaning of what came before so clearly in connection with the sound, shape and meaning of what came after, is one of the chief functions both of rhyme and of Restoration.
In this way, rhyme may then, to take forward an argument begun by John Creaser, not only encourage (in his phrase) ‘an exact discrimination of sound’, but allow us to aspire towards an even more exact discrimination of those sounds within the period in which they were made.
 For rhyme at the line-ends of heroic verse certainly did matter in the late 1660s and early to mid- 1670s, chiefly through what Steven Zwicker has aptly characterised as the period’s ‘dominant form’: heroic drama – ‘practised, imitated, praised, defended, defined, and finally and ironically canonized in Buckingham’s Rehearsal’, a play first performed in December 1671.
 ‘Heroick Plays’, as Buckingham’s playwright, Bayes, proudly calls them in The Rehearsal, married (at their worst) the formal patterning of closed rhyming couplets with an exotic, if not self-parodying, selection of plots, some aspects of which have been seen already in The Conquest of Granada.
 Even by the close of The Rehearsal, such habits of pattern and plot had come to seem perhaps both of their time, and past it:

Let’s have, at least, once in our lives, a time
When we may hear some Reason, not all Rhyme:

We have these ten years felt its Influence;

Pray let this prove a year of Prose and Sence.

This deliberate post-Restoration placement of time and Rhyme is partly at least formulaic, as is the New Year’s hopeful prayer that this year may prove different from those it succeeds. But even the studied imprecision of ‘these ten years’ cannot quite smudge the sense of counting on from 1660; that imprecision may even, in fact, more sharply point to the key date and its events. Both inside and outside mechanical chronology, inhabiting, even as it wishes to move outside the bounds of, the heroic couplet, the Epilogue does very deliberately speak to a larger audience for this debate. 
The terms of that debate were marked centrally by John Milton’s note on ‘The Verse’ of Paradise Lost, first printed in 1668 in the fourth issue of the poem’s first edition, published the previous year.

The measure is English heroic verse without rhyme, as that of Homer in Greek, and of Virgil in Latin; rhyme being no necessary adjunct or true ornament of poem or good verse, in longer works especially, but the invention of a barbarous age, to set off wretched matter and lame metre; graced indeed since by the use of some famous modern poets, carried away by custom, but much to their own vexation, hindrance, and constraint to express many things otherwise, and for the most part worse than else they would have expressed them.

With its scorn for what Milton calls ‘the jingling sound of like endings’, endings ending alike with jingling, the note on ‘The Verse’ makes even of its apparent deficiencies a matter of determined, separate pride:
This neglect then of rhyme so little is to be taken for a defect, though it may seem so perhaps to vulgar readers, that it is rather to be esteemed an example set, the first in English, of ancient liberty recovered to heroic poem from the troublesome and modern bondage of rhyming.

Here, as I have been suggesting, rhyming brings with it a particular kind of temporality, not only in the pause and pressure of the verse line or stanzaic form, but in and against the contemporary moment of writing. Modern in the sense that Milton twice uses it here – ‘Of or relating to the present and recent times’ (OED adj. A2a) – is itself a comparatively recent coinage, first used says the OED for literary historical purposes in the 1580s, notably by George Puttenham, but then little used through the recent times of Milton’s lifetime until the 1650s. So too, the contrast Milton presents between ‘ancient liberty’ and ‘modern bondage’ offers an account of his poem’s formal properties in terms that are readily legible through a political rather than simply a literary lens: as ‘ancient liberty’ cannot but recall the more recent liberty of the English republic, so are both opposed to the monarchical conditions of ‘modern bondage’. 
Though Milton’s note is part, rather narrowly, of a specific debate about the formal properties of heroic drama and heroic (or epic) poetry, that debate has much larger ramifications too. Turning back to Rochester, we may hear Milton’s voice here, and his precise terms, as allied to those of the pompous clergyman, ‘some formal band and beard’, who is shaped as the interlocutor of ‘A Satyre against Reason and Mankind’, and courteously takes up the poet-persona’s prepared invitation:

But now methinks some formal band and beard

Takes me to task. Come on, Sir, I’me prepar’d:

Then by your favour any thing thats writt

Against this gibeing, gingling knack call’d Witt

Likes me abundantly, but you take care

Upon this point to be too severe.

(46-51)

Here dialogue and imagined dialogism blur and shift: ‘Come on, Sir, I’me prepar’d’ comes in one voice; and the answer, ‘Then by your favour’, in another, without, as it would today, the text fully marking the separation. Love glosses the ‘gingling knack call’d Witt’ by reference to Marvell’s poem, ‘On Paradise Lost’, which brilliantly catches in the poem’s second edition of 1674 not only the first impact of Milton’s poem,
 but the repercussions of The Rehearsal in this tight, intertextual network of texts:

   Well mightst thou scorn thy readers to allure

With tinkling rhyme, of thine own sense secure;

While the town-Bayes writes all the while and spells,

And like a pack-horse tires without his bells:

Their fancies like our bushy-points appear,

The poets tag them, we for fashion wear.

But the connection is deeper than this, if still short of a formal allusion, as ‘jingling’ catches a rhyme between Rochester and Milton, and a half-rhyme with the ‘tinkling rhyme’ of Marvell’s poem with its chiming bells. Moreover, the gloss from Marvell strikingly sounds out that different antipathy to Dryden’s rhymes that oddly links both Milton and Rochester – Rochester, as we have seen and heard, and Milton, in that wry phrase reported by John Aubrey, giving Dryden ‘leave to tagge his Verses’, when the younger, admiring poet ‘went to have leave to putt his Paradise-lost into a drama in Rhymne’.
 Rhyme, in Milton’s put-down, is seen as a fashion accessory, like the tagged point on a courtier’s best clothes, an unnecessary and self-regarding decoration.
The whole moment of rhyme as it mattered to Rochester and his contemporaries is, in a way, captured here. If Rochester (if it was Rochester who wrote Timon) could allow his persona to strike the pose – ‘A Song to Phillis, I perhaps might make, | But never Rhym’d but for my Pintles sake’ (21-2) –  it was because the pose could so readily be recognised as a pose, flaunting a lack of care precisely because such care, and such choices, needed here and elsewhere to have been properly considered. More than a ‘Pintles sake’ was at stake. Rhyme, seen and heard not simply as an occurrence at the ends of lines, might in a way be the first thing to which to attend as we seek to unpack a larger set of formal, cultural and political predispositions. In this way the terms of the debate about end-rhyme in the late-1660s and early 1670s, seen in An Essay and running on through the practice and theory of heroic drama, resonate with Rochester’s larger thinking and practice about form and writing. Rhyme may mean the bringing together of two verse lines in repetitions of sound, but it may come to stand for something larger: the making of poems and poetry that constitute the poet’s career.  
Again and again, we see in Rochester’s writing the very precise attraction of rhyme both as liberty and bondage, restriction and innovation. It is there in the thinking and the form of his early elegy, ‘The advice’, which pays Donne the complement of sincerely imitating his paradoxical wit:

But fate has otherwise dispos’d of things,

In different bonds subjected slaves and Kings:

Fetter’d in formes of Royall state are they

While we enjoy the freedome to obey.

(9-12)

The ‘bonds’ that the poem imagines here, as later the ‘formes of Royall state’, are the formalities and procedures of a court and its functionaries; and they are bonds of rhyme, and of poetic form too – seen clearly in the reversed syntax of lines 11 and 12, the first line of the couplet with its grammatical subject arriving only at the line-end, while in the second, antithetically, straightened out into syntactical freedom, the writing obeys the expected word-order.
Much later in Rochester’s writing that same paradox is inhabited by the prose address ‘To the Reader’, written, Love suggests, as late as 1679 to preface parodically a projected print edition of ‘A Satyre against Reason and Mankind’:
But Lett vs not bee deceiv’d in these dubious deceitfull Times nor grow weary of an Obedience which is our freedome, a Yoake which is our defence, not call our Varvells Shackles; for ’Tis a certaine position that Lawless Liberty is the Lowest slavery[.] (p.56)

Varvells – glossed by Love as the decorated rings used to attach a hawk’s leg-straps to its leash in falconry (p.382) – are not the only unusual element of this writing, which hunts between different modes and voices: that of a Tacitean historian, in Latin and English; that of an inset poet, who contributes or quotes a 21-line poem beginning ‘The Freeborne English generous and wise | Hate chaines but doe not government despise’, which occurs in manuscript elsewhere with a plausible association to Rochester as ‘An Allusion to Tacitus’; and, at the prose’s close, as ‘your Freind and Countryman | Will<iam> Lovesey | Vic<a>r of Bampt<on> | in Comi<tatu> Devon’ (p.57).
 In among those variety of voices, too, are the near-repetitions of the Donne-influenced earlier satire as the earlier enjoyment of a ‘freedome to obey’ becomes ‘an Obedience which is our freedome’ in the later text. Between these moments ‘obedience’ is a key desideratum, politically, poetically and pleasurably, as the braced rhyming triplet from ‘The Imperfect Enjoyment’ grimly recognises:


But I the most forlorn lost man alive

}

To shew my wish’d obedience vainly strive:
}

I sigh alas! and Kiss, but cannott swive.
}
(25-7)
Obedience, that is to say, is desired, even if, as in this example, it is not perfectly achieved.
This double bind – the freedom and the obedience of rhyme – illuminates and gives life to Rochester’s verse, and turns our attention again to the precise temporality of his rhyming. Take, for instance, one of his finest and most haunting lyrics, ‘Love and Life’:
All my past Life is mine no more,

   The flyeing houres are gone

Like Transitory dreams given o’re

Whose Images are kept in store

   By memory alone.

What ever is to come is not:

   How can it then be mine?

The present moment’s all my Lott

And that as fast as it is gott

   Phillis is wholly thine.

Then talk not of Inconstancy,

   False hearts and broken vows:

If I by miracle can be
This livelong Minute true to Thee

   Tis’ all that Heaven allowes.
The poem, though in a way it is ‘A Song to Phillis’ as Timon depreciatingly categorises that certain kind of writing, is exemplary in other ways too. It shows, for one thing, Rochester’s mastery of the verse line. Dispersed across his writing, that mastery is a matter in one way of range. It spans the short octosyllabic couplets of ‘A Ramble in St. James’s Park’ to the hexameter line, perhaps learned from Quarles, that makes up the third of each triplet so unsettlingly in ‘Upon Nothinge’. It spans, too, in the metre of those lines the rising two-beat iambic rhythms of much of his verse; the tripling anapaests of poems such as the ‘Lampoone’ (‘Too longe the Wise Commons have been in debate | About money, and Conscience (those Trifles of State)’, where the initial spondee ‘Too longe’ itself signally fails to keep to the allotted time); and the galloping play of triple against duple rhythm, exotic polysyllable against insistent monosyllable, in ‘To the Post Boy’:

I’ve out swilld Bacchus, sworn of my own make


Oaths would fright furies and make Pluto shake.
I’ve swiv’d more whores more ways then sodoms walls

E’re knew or the Colledge of Romes Cardinalls.
(3-6)
That mastery of range is also a mastery in range, of what he elsewhere describes in a single opening verse line: ‘What strange Surprise to meet such Words as these?’, the surprise there made stranger, and the strange more surprising, by the apparent tautology of that sibilant doublet (‘[Answer to a paper of verses], p.43).
The opening line of ‘Love and Life’ – ‘All my past Life is mine no more’ – manages to be both blank and resonant at the same time: blank because metre in monosyllables more nearly refuses to scan than any other verse, declining either to lift or fall into the duality of iamb or trochee; resonant because of the assonance that links ‘my past Life’ to ‘mine’, even as the alliteration emphasises ‘mine no more’. Yet the poem contains more remarkable lines still. In this poem the fourth line of its stanza is formally the most ambitious, though the sheer oddity to our ears of the terms available in the official language for the description of five-line stanzas like these – either cinquain or pentain – should remind us, too, that five-line stanzas do not so regularly appear in English verse as (say) heroic couplets, and have their own ambitions also.
 Rochester’s stanza splices into the a8b6a8b6 quatrains of the familiar ballad stanza three lines that very deliberately draw attention to themselves: in stanza one by keeping on, as the ‘Images are kept in store’, against the reader’s ‘Transitory’ expectations of the stanza’s passing; in stanza two by slowing the ‘present moment’ of the now-expected form against the rapidity, ‘as fast as it is gott’, that it describes; and in stanza three by pointing directly through the deictic ‘This’ to the very ‘livelong Minute’ that here the reader and the poet share in the moment of interpretation.

The formal temporality of the rhyming stanza is complicated still further by the second text that, as Jeremy Treglown was first to recognise, must complicatedly be its source.
 How might we relate the expectation and the experience of Rochester’s poem to the lines from Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan that he had in mind, and in his ear?
But this is certain; by how much one man has more experience of things past, than another; by so much also he is more Prudent, and his expectations the seldomer faile him. The Present onely has a being in Nature; things Past have a being in the Memory onely, but things to come have no being at all; the Future being but a fiction of the mind, applying the sequels of actions Past, to the actions that are Present; which with most certainty is done by him that has most Experience; but not with certainty enough.

The most elegant account of the relationship between Hobbes and Rochester is, of course, one that the two texts themselves describe: the meaning of Rochester’s poem rests precisely on the reader’s ‘experience of things past’, and the subsequent ways in which the later poem reworks the expectations created by the earlier prose. The poem’s recurrent fascination with personal and proprietorial ownership – ‘All my past Life is mine no more’; ‘What ever is to come is not: | How can it then be mine?’ – enacts precisely the question of the poem’s very language: words here persist, in the memory and on the page, so that their present being is shaded by, and constant to, the earlier text. Hobbes is here central both to the making and the meaning of Rochester’s allusion, and in that allusion we read the finesse with which his lyric applies itself as a ‘sequel’ to the earlier text.

The relationship between these texts is different from the relationship between a poem and an answer poem, though Rochester was capable of a vicious mastery in this form, as his annihilation of Sir Carr Scroope’s ‘A Letter’ (‘I cannot chang as others doe’) well shows: his ‘Answer’, ‘I Fuck no more then others doe’, as completely effaces ‘I cannot chang’ as his persona wishes herself to be engaged:

Were all my Body larded o’re


   With darts of Love so thick

That you might find in every pore

   A well stuck standing Prick,

While yet alone my eies were free

   My heart wou’d never doubt

In amorous Rage and extasie

   To wish those eies, to wish those eies, Fuckt out. (9-16)
This is, to be sure, a limit case, with all the queasy fascination of the ecstatic extreme. Yet it is of a piece with something that is central to our modern understanding of Rochester.
That the transmission through manuscript of Rochester’s verse resulted, among other outcomes, in the transposition, transformation, re-shaping and re-forming of his poems has now, thanks to the work of Love and others, been well and substantially understood, although new witnesses will continue to extend and develop our precise accountings of the processes and networks within which poems were circulated.
 That transposition, transformation, re-shaping and re-forming of other poems are themselves central aspects of Rochester’s lyric verse, though it has been seen, has not been seen so clearly, I think, nor its importance gauged. Where, following Treglown’s earlier work, subsequent editors, like Paul Hammond, have noted the very close relationships of rhyme and line that Rochester’s lyric maintain with earlier poems, it has been on occasion with an apparent degree of scepticism, while others, like Love, whose aims have been more firmly textual, do not regularly note them at all.
 In the final section of this chapter I want to read Rochester’s lyric songbook – closely related but sometimes changing forms of the liber carminum, more than one of which circulated at court, as Love has convincingly demonstrated – for the very deliberate way in which it seems to take up, and to remake, earlier temporalities of rhyme.
 
A comparison of the way in which Rochester explores and transforms the intertexts of his lyric verse is made very clear by a comparison between his ‘Song’ (‘Phillis, be gentler I advise,’) and an anonymous lyric, ‘Keep to the true Church whilst you may’, both of which take as their point of departure Robert Herrick’s ‘To the Virgins, to make much of Time’. Here is Herrick:


1. Gather ye Rose-buds while ye may,


   Old Time is still a flying:


And this same flower that smiles to day,


   To morrow will be dying.


2. The glorious Lamp of Heaven, the Sun,


   The higher he’s a getting;


The sooner will his Race be run,


   And neerer he’s to Setting.


3. That Age is best, which is the first,


   When Youth and Blood are warmer;


But being spent, the worse, and worst


   Times, still succeed the former.

4. Then be not coy, but use your time;

   And while ye may, goe marry:

For having lost but once your prime,

   You may for ever tarry.

This lyric very quickly attained the status of an anthology piece, as his exemplary editors Tom Cain and Ruth Connolly note: by the 1670s and into the 1680s it was learned and imitated as widely as any other poem from the pre-Restoration canon, if not more so.
 The timeliness of the poem is, in this way, a matter of its patience in suffering other adaptations, though none perhaps quite as blunt as this anonymous reworking, transcribed probably in the late 1680s:


Song


To the Tune of Gather your Rose Buds


Keep to the true Church whilst you may

   New sects are still a growing

And Popery that buds to day

   To morrow will be blowing

We dance an endless Circle round

   Like fayries in Religions

Whilst the Itallian gets the ground

   And calls up senceless Widgeons.

The Presbyterian leads the van

   And next the Independent

The dapper Quaker next coms on

   But Popery is the end on’t

Then be not wedded to the new

   But in the old way tarry

For haveing once but lost the True

   You may for ever Vary.

‘To the Tune of’ in this poems’ title may have meant that it was to be sung to Williams Lawes’s setting of Herrick’s lyric, but the verbal structure of the poem clearly implies a second kind of association between the two texts.
 This reworking remakes the solar rhythms and the devotional timing of Herrick’s poem into something more sharply historicised, in which the religious movements and the corresponding fears of the period between 1685 and 1688 may rather bluntly be seen. The author keeps the play of masculine a-rhymes and feminine b-rhymes from Herrick’s ballad quatrains, and the directive ‘Then’ from his fourth stanza, but the ‘tune’ and nearly all of the delicacy of the earlier poem has here been displaced.

A comparison, then, Rochester’s response to the same poem, shows much more clearly how fine his lyric, lapidary style could be:


Song

Phillis, be gentler I advise,

   Make up for tyme mispent,

When beauty on its Death-Bed lyes,

   ’Tis high tyme to Repent.

Such is the Malice of your Fate,

   That makes you Old soe soone,

Your pleasure, ever  comes too late,

   How early ere begun.

Thinke what a Wretched thing is she,

   Whose Starrs contrive in spight,

The Morning of her Love shou’d be,

   Her fadeing Beautyes Night.

Then if to make your Ruine more,

   You’ll peevishly be Coy,

Dye with the Scandall of a Whore,

   And never know the joy.

(pp.19-20)

Rochester’s poem keeps time with Herrick’s much more surely than the religio-political reworking I quoted earlier. His syncopated and sophisticated ear picks up the movement in Herrick from ‘Old Time is still a flying’ to ‘The higher he’s a getting’, applied to the sun, and makes of these a line that has its own idiomatic compression, ‘’Tis high tyme to Repent’. The lyric lives within the same chronic, morn to eve apprehension as Herrick’s poem, and it precisely uses the time of the earlier poem for its own ends. Herrick:
4. Then be not coy, but use your time;

   And while ye may, goe marry:

For having lost but once your prime,

   You may for ever tarry.
Rochester:

Then if to make your Ruine more,

   You’ll peevishly be Coy,

Dye with the Scandall of a Whore,

   And never know the joy.
This is ‘the worse, and worst’ returning of the earlier poem, from Herrick’s ‘Then be not coy’ to the cursing dismissal of ‘Then... | You’ll peevishly be Coy’, the ‘joy’ here denied to Rochester’s addressee something granted nonetheless to the reader who may marry the two contradictory yet complementary poems together.
This is, again and again, Rochester’s mode, writing in a period where verse was, as Paul Hammond has described it, ‘self-conscious and self-referential to an unusual degree’.
 On his deathbed, as Gilbert Burnett recalled, Rochester’s ear and memory turned to his having had ‘read to him the fifty-third Chapter of the Prophecie of Isiah’: ‘He had made it to be read so often to him, that he had got it by heart’, Burnett reported.
 He must have had verse by heart, too: Herbert’s ‘Love (III)’, with its astonishing opening line, ‘Love bade me welcome: yet my soul drew back’,
 opened out into ‘Woman Honour’:
Love bad me hope and I obey’d:

   Phillis continu’d still unkind.

Then you may Ev’n dispaire he said –

   In vaine I strive to change her minde.

And the very widely transmitted and transformed song that begins in Rochester’s holograph manuscript, ‘How perfect Cloris, and how free | Would these enjoyments prouve’, which lives and loves within the long tradition inaugurated by Marlowe’s invitation, ‘Come live with me, and be my love, | And we will all the pleasures prove.’
 And more Donne, for the way in which ‘Upon his leaving his Mistresse’ (‘Tis not that I am weary growne, | Of being yours, and yours alone’), with its concentration again on the possessive relations of human action and literary language, shares so much with Donne’s ‘Sweetest love, I do not go | For weariness of thee’.
 And Jonson, for the way in which, among the dazzling choir of voices from Anacreon to Ronsard, Rochester finds room for Jonson in his ‘Nestor’:

Vulcan contrive me such a Cupp


   As Nestor us’d of old:


Show all thy skill to trim it up


   Damask it round with gold.


Make it so large that fill’d with sack


   Up to the swelling brim


Vast Toasts on the Delicious lake


   Like shipps at sea may swim.

These lines are themselves contrived, skillfully trimmed, damasked and filled to the swelling brim not only with the polyphony of the earlier writers in Greek and French, but with Jonson’s song ‘To Celia’, ‘Drinke to me only with thine eyes’. It was Jonson, too, from whom Rochester took at least inspiration in his injunction to ‘Leave this gawdy guilded Stage’, with its clear echo of Jonson’s ‘Come, leave the loathed stage’.
Together the traces and voices that make up this dense network of allusive, intertextual songs speak to the complexity with which Rochester rhymes, and the deep meaning of his rhymes’ temporality. These lyric traces and echoes of earlier, pre-Restoration poets make of Rochester’s songs a personal and defiant anthology, rhyming back to earlier temporalities of verse even as they extend forward the coincidence of sounds and writing to which rhyme invites us all.  In a literary culture that prized above all bravura wit, Rochester was touted by his contemporaries as an extempore poet: a poet of the witty, libertine moment, measuring the restored King’s new times. But he was, too, I have tried to suggest, a poet extempore in something like the word’s etymological sense, out of the time. The way in which so consistently his lyric writing records and preserves, even as it remakes and reworks, earlier writing inscribes continuities in rhyme across the great rupture of the mid-century, restoring and renewing its literary culture.  Rhyme in Rochester, as it makes form, marks time and marks time’s passing, writing into the present moment of each poem a complex shading of memory, and of futurity, true in the ‘livelong Minute’ both to the seriousness, and the pleasures, of what rhyming may be.
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