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          1651.                  Gondibert: An Heroick Poem.



Sir William D’ Avenant.



 Written when a prisoner in  Cowes. ( see below. )  Carisbrooke
           Sir William Davenant, 1606-1668, a godson of Shakespeare

                       and Poet Laureate succeeding Ben Johnson in 1638 was imprisoned in West Cowes Castle from 1650-1652. He was a Royalist and was captured at sea, on his way to Virginia, by a Cromwellian ship. During his captivity he wrote his famous dramatic poem 'Gondibert'.

         (printed) By Tho. Newcomb for John Holden, and are to be sold at his shop at the Sign of the Anchor in the New Exchange, 1651.
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IMPRISONMENT OF SIR WILLIAM DAVENANT IN CARISBROOKE CASTLE, AND GONDIBERT.

Popular fancy is inclined to couple dungeons with castles, and the visitor to some ruined fortress in wandering over the narrow small dark apartments inaccurately associates all these with the clanking of iron chains and the sorrows of captivity. The ' donjon' (changed at Canterbury into ' Dane John') was the strong tower placed in the middle of the castle in which the besieged made the last effort at defence after the rest had been forced. Prisoners were usually confined in these strong towers, and so the word dungeon was .applied to other strong places of confinement or imprisonment.

In castle-building times the nobility and gentry of the land were the fighting men; to make prisoners therefore was a, greater object than to kill, for the ransom of prisoners vas a source of revenue to their captors. Knighthood formed a bond of union between enemies, and victory was seldom tarnished with savage cruelty except in cases of deadly feud. An illustration of the treatment of prisoners of war is found in the old-fashioned language of Lord Berners' translation of Froissart (vol. ii. cap. 142, 145). rhe historian is describing the conduct of the victors after the battle of Otterbourne, famous in song under the name of Chevy-Chase, between the Scotch Earl Douglas and Lord Harry Percy, the renowned Hotspur. Douglas was slain, but the English were driven from the field after Hotspur and is brother, Lord Ralph Percy, had been taken prisoners; when ' Every manne sayde to his prisoner, sirs go and unarm you, and take your ease, I am your mayster; and so made heir prisoners as goode chere as though they had been Brethren, without doyng them any damage.'

At a later period castles were sometimes converted into state prisons, as, for instance, the Tower of London, which for five or six centuries served that purpose. Torture, which in its legal sense means the application of bodily pain in order to force discoveries from unwilling witnesses or con​fessions from persons accused of crime, formed a part of all the legal systems of Europe which adopted the Roman law. Severe as were our penal statutes in England, no judge could by law direct the torture to be applied, and no party or prosecutor could demand it as a right. Mr. Jardine, in his exhaustive treatise on this subject (London, 1837), has indeed proved that the use of torture, though illegal by common law and contrary to ' Magna Charta , yet was lawful as an act of prerogative, or that power which was superior to the laws or able to suspend the law. The last instance of the applica​tion of torture in England of which Mr. Jardine has found any trace occurred in 1640. Up to that period the walls of the Tower of London had often resounded with the groans and cries of prisoners on the rack, under warrants issued by the King or the Privy Council. In the Tower, besides the rack and what were called the lesser tortures of thumb-screws, pincers, and manacles, were two special places of incarcera​tion, one ' Little Ease,' and the other ' The Rat's Dungeon.' This latter is described as a cell below high-water mark, into which as the tide flowed the innumerable rats that infest the muddy banks of the Thames found an entrance through the orifices of the walls.

Carisbrooke Castle, which began its short career as a state prison in 1647, had been always free from these fearful cruelties, whether in instruments of torture or subterranean dungeons. The confinement of Charles I, though compulsory, was, strictly speaking, not an imprisonment, but a ' detention.' Such was the light in which it appeared to the legal authorities of that King's time. So Sergeant Wilde, Cromwell's friend and correspondent, afterwards Chief Baron, when summing up to the jury at Winchester on the occasion of the trial of Major Rolph, for that officer's conduct in trying to intercept Charles's second attempt at escape from Carisbrooke Castle, said: ' The King is not in prison; we only keep him safe to save from bloodshed, and the better to make addresses to him which these men who endeavour to take him from thence would   hinder.' Detention too is the term to be applied to the treatment of the Princess Elizabeth and her brother, the youthful Duke of Gloucester, in Carisbrooke Castle.

Shortly after the death of the Princess and the removal of the young Prince, the youngest son of Charles I, another state prisoner, not indeed mentioned by Worsley in his History of the Isle of Wight, was confined within Caris​brooke Castle. As will be seen from what follows, the condition of this captive of Carisbrooke was not unlike that of the ' literary Chartist notability,' who in his ' model prison, master of his own time . . . with paper and ink left with him, and all taxes and botherations shut out,' excited the envy of Mr. Carlyle, as detailed in his Latter-Day Pamphlets (No. ii. p. 69). Sir William Davenant (such was this fortunate prisoner's name) was born at Oxford in 1605. His parents kept the Crown Inn in that town, where Shakespeare, who was godfather to their son William, used to find bed and board on his journeys from Stratford-on-Avon to London. The lad was entered at Lincoln College in his native city, but did not take a degree, though of ' pregnant parts.' When he was twenty-five in 1629 a tragedy of his, Albovine, was published. When Ben Jonson died in 1637 Davenant was appointed Poet Laureate. Like many both play-wrights and play-actors during the Civil War, he cast aside his pen and quitted the stage to draw the sword when Charles summoned all loyal cavaliers to the royal standard. He was knighted by the King at the siege of Gloucester, and made a lieutenant-general. In 1646 Davenant was in France, and in the employ of the Queen-Consort, Henrietta Maria. While in France he bethought himself of carrying over a body of French emigrants to the English colony of Virginia in America. That country, so named in honour of the maiden Queen Elizabeth, received its first colonists in the reign of James I. The colonists suffered much from sickness and discord, and the whole would probably have perished had it not come under the management of Captain John Smith, whose courage and prudence preserved the little colony. The pre​servation of the colony was mainly secured by a marriage, solemnized according to the rites of the Church of England, I; between a young Englishman named John Rolfe and Pocahontas, who, being the daughter of a native Red Indian Chief,   had   saved   Smith's   life.     After  the   execution of Charles I Virginia  and  the  islands  in the Caribbean Sea revolted from the English Parliament, 'being very hot for monarchy and the Liturgy.'    A squadron flying the  Commonwealth was accordingly dispatched to scour the sea, to intercept supplies to Virginia.     These details will explain Davenant's proceedings.   The story of his expedition and its result is best told in the quaint language of that amusing gossip, John Aubrey, the zealous collector of anecdotes.    ' He (Davenant) laid an ingenious design to carry a considerable number of artificers, chiefly weavers thence  to  Virginia,   and  by Mary  (Henrietta  Maria) the Queen Mother's means, he  got favour from the King of  France to go into the prisons and pick and choose, so when the poor wretches understood what his design was they said ‘uno ore’, with one voice, Tons tisserands—we are all weavers . Well, he took thirty-six, as I remember, and not more shipped them; and as he was on his voyage to Virginia and his weavers were all taken by the ships then belonging to the Parliament of England.   The French slaves, I suppose they sold, but Sir William was brought prisoner to England whether he was first a prisoner at Carisbrooke Castle, Isle of Wight, or at the Tower of London, I have forgotten He was a prisoner at both.   His Gondibert (4to) was finished at Carisbrooke Castle.    He expected no mercy from the Parliament, and had no hope of escaping with his life; he was saved however by the intervention of two aldermen in his favour according to one account, according to by the wit of Henry Martin.'

We learn from this anecdote of John Aubrey that the epic poem of Gondibert was continued by Davenant in his Carisbrooke captivity. The philosopher Hobbes of Malmsbury to whom this heroic poem was dedicated, says of it, ' never yet saw a poem that had so much shape of art health an of morality, and vigour and beauty of expression. The author of Leviathan  who had his strong likings and dislikings , also prophesied of Gondibert, that were it not mutability of modern tongues it would last as long  as the Aeneid or Iliad. Alas, the poetic reputation of Caiisbrooke has not rivalled the fame of Mantua or Homer's disputed birthplace. No one reads Gondibert. Should  Mr. Midlane's plan of a 'Literary Guild' for the Isle of Wight come to pass, Gondibert may perhaps obtain a place on the bookshelves of the guild library, along with the works of Alexander Ross, some time Vicar of Carisbrooke serve as literary traditions of Carisbrooke Castle and village at its foot. In the meanwhile I may be allowed give the following sketch of the plot of Davenant's unfinished poem. Gondibert was of the royal line of Lombardy when he flourished, or to what dynasty ruling over the plain of Lombardy he belonged is not stated. Prince Oswald of; Verona, jealous of Gondibert, as his rival for the succession to the throne, headed a faction against him. A battle was imminent, but it was determined to decide the quarrel by four combatants on each side. Oswald is slain; Gondibert wounded, has recourse to Lord Astragon, who is a great physician, and also, like many a professor of the healing art in our days, a sage and philosopher. Astragon was also skilled in navigation, and discovered the loadstone and its use in sailing over the sea, so the poet says, thus depriving the Chinese of the credit assigned to them by the historians of the discovery of the compass, of being the first to the directing powers of the magnet to the purposes of navigation. He had also a splendid library and museum, room was called ' Great Nature's Office,' another ' Natures Nursery,' and the library bore the name of ' The Monument of Vanished Mind.' This learned doctor of medicine had a motherless daughter and only child Birtha. In she gathered blossoms for her father's still, in summer flowers and in autumn berries. The pure-minded girl, 'in love unpractised and unread,' assisted her father in healing the wounds of Prince Gondibert. With so fair a lady in the case it may be inferred that Gondibert's researches in her father's museum were neglected. So too with his studies the library. Like Biron in Love s Labour's Lost, the doctor’s patient would ask, ' where is any author in the world teaches such beauty as a woman's eye.' The young folks of course fell in love. Sir Henry Taylor, who is no cynic, has tained that' If Miranda had not fallen in love with Ferdinand, she would have fallen in love with Caliban.' Gondibert was all that a proper young man should be, so he and Birtha plighted their troth one to another, with the father's consent. A difficulty came in the way of the lovers. Aribert, King of Lombardy, ' with no male pledge,' had one only fair daughter, Rhodolinda, and wished to secure Gondibert as a husband for her. While that young Prince was whispering sweet nothings to Birtha, a page comes post haste to announce that King Aribert has proclaimed him his heir, and is about to give him his daughter in marriage. Gondibert promises to remain true to Birtha, and gives her an emerald ring, which he tells her will lose its lustre if he is false to her; then hastens to the Lombard Court in obedience to the summons of the King. Here the tale breaks off, and along with that of 'Cambuscan bold’ and Coleridge's Christabel, was never finished.

Mr. Hallam, a more judicial critic than Hobbes, has in his Literary History (vol. iii. p. 260; vol. iv. p. 245) allowed to Gondibert the high praise rendered by Sir Walter Scott to Dryden, reasoning expressed in appropriate poetical language, and says that the chief praise of Gondibert' is due to mascu​line verse, in a good metrical cadence.' This indulgent judgement of Mr. Hallam is qualified by a complaint against the entire truth of the story and the deficiency of unity in the action occasioned by the intricacies of the plot, which are sometimes too much in the style of comic fiction. ' It is so imperfect, only two books and part of the third being com​pleted, that we can hardly judge of the termination it ought to receive. Each book however after the manner of Spenser is divided into several cantos. It contains about 6,000 lines. The metre is the four-lined stanza of alternate rhymes; one capable of great vigour, but not perhaps well adapted to poetry of imagination or passion. These however Davenant exhibits but sparingly in Gondibert: they were replaced by a philosophical spirit in the tone of Sir John Davies, who had adopted the same metre, and, as some have thought, nourished by the author's friendly intercourse with Hobbes. Gondibert is written in a clear nervous English style; its condensation produces some obscurity, but pedantry, at least that of language, will rarely be found in it; and Davenant is less infected by the love of conceit and of extravagance than his contemporaries, though I would not assert that he is wholly exempt from the former blemish.' So writes Mr. Hallam ; and as Gondibert received its final touches at Carisbrooke Castle, that fact may be pleaded as an excuse for dwelling at some length upon a poem which may be considered as a kind of cross between the regular epic and" the heroic romance. Gondibert was published in 1651, and therefore fixes an approximate date for the imprisonment of its author in Caris​brooke Castle.

Davenant with Dryden altered Shakespeare's Tempest, and their version of that drama, to the scandal of the English stage, was the one chosen for representation, till the managers some fifty years ago returned to the text of Shakespeare. The poet Southey and Lord Macaulay have denounced, with righteous indignation the ignoble effort of Shakespeare's godson, combined with the poet ' glorious John Dryden,' to vulgarize and pollute one of the most exquisite creations of Shakespeare's genius. Dryden, who was really a great poet, and far superior to Davenant, in his Annus Mirabilis, or The Year of Wonders (1666), borrowed the alternate quatrain of Gondibert for his own versification in that poem, but did not repeat the experiment, exchanging it for a more manageable metre; but it is something to the credit of the Carisbrooke poem (if it may fairly bear that name) that Gondibert should have served as a model to Dryden. During the Protectorate of Cromwell, Davenant, by a sort of connivance with some of the ruling Puritans, such as ' learned Lord Commissioner Whitlocke,' Sir John Maynard, and others, opened a small house for the representation of plays, though not so called, near the Charter House, for which he obtained a patent after the restoration. At first he called his representations by the Italian name of' ‘opera.’ Along with the opera he is also said to have been the first who introduced moveable scenery on the English stage. Lord Clarendon speaks of Davenant, who died in 1668, as being an 'honest man and witty/ He was buried in the south transept of Westminster Abbey, or ' Poet's Corner,' not far from the monument to Ben Jonson, to whose laureateship he succeeded, and also near Old Parr, who, strangely enough, had his burying-place among the poets, and Sheridan, a far more brilliant dramatist than ' rare Sir William Davenant,' the sometime prisoner of Carisbrooke Castle.

February 6, 1886.

From ‘The Isle of Wight. Letters Archaeological and Historical’.
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