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  John Dryden

Dryden wrote plays, poems, and essays and translated classical works into the idiom of his time. His abundance can scarcely be guessed at from the offerings in our text. As for his overall stature, he must be ranked with Pope, Swift, and Johnson as a top literary figure in the Neoclassical Era. Of note is the fact that Dryden established the Neoclassical style in poetry. During the last third of the 17th century, his contemporaries read his poetry, liked it, and adopted its style as their own. For over 130 years, from the beginnings of the Restoration till the end of the 18th century, poets would continue to write poetry in this style. One of the chief signs of literary revolution with the advent of Romanticism was the abandonment by Romantic poets of the Neoclassical style.

Neoclassical Literary Traits:

Neoclassical writers made (1) abundant allusion to classical literature and mythology. They admired imitations of classical Greek and Roman models (Virgil, Horace, Homer) and translations of classical works and saw them as appropriate activities for a creative poet. In keeping with (2) the spirit of satire, much neoclassical writing was didactic and aimed at correcting vices and foibles through ridicule. Neoclassical taste had (3) a respect for reason and a rational control of the passions. Imagination and fantasy were distrusted. Finally, Neoclassical verse was characterized by the (4) heroic couplet, also called heroic verse. The term heroic verse derives from Dryden's use of rhyming couplets in iambic pentameter in his heroic plays.  

“Mac Flecknoe” Discussion Questions

1. Explore how and why Dryden references classical literature and mythology. How is this a “mock heroic”?

2. Examine the use and effect of heroic couplet. Where and why is there an occasional triplet (three rhymed lines rather than two)? Are there other ways you think the language witty – “thought and words elegantly adapted to the subject”?

3. If satire is supposed to be didactic (teach a lesson and correcting vices), what vices does it aim to correct? Apply Dryden’s theory of satire from “The Art of Satire” to “Mac Flecknoe.” Does the poem “separate the head from the body, and leave it standing in its place”?

4. How does the poem demonstrate the literary values of the Restoration and Eighteenth Century?

5. “Mac Flecknoe” is a poem that uses the political concerns over proper succession to illustrate a problem in the literary kingdom. What parallel (metaphor) does Dryden construct? What are the implications of the comparison? 

6. According to the Norton Anthology teaching edition, “The closing image of the ‘yet declaiming bard’ falling through the trapdoor can be a useful way to imagine Dryden’s art; he creates a series of trapdoors through which the reader falls.” What literary trapdoors do you find in the poem?

7. According to the introduction to the Restoration and Eighteenth Century in our Norton Anthology, “Much of eighteenth-century poetry demands to be visualized. A phrase from Horace’s Art of Poetry, ut pictura poesis (as in painting so in poetry), was interpreted to mean that poetry ought to be a visual as well as verbal art” (2071). How does the poem use imagery and draw on all our senses? Draw a particularly lasting image from the poem (Shadwell, the London scene, the Thames, Flecknoe, etc.)
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