Anne Finch and Alexander Pope Poetry Battle, early 18th century

From The Norton Anthology of English Literature:


In Pope’s Rape of the Lock […] a gnome invokes the goddess Spleen: “Parent of vapors and of female


wit, / Who give the hysteric or poetic fit, / On various tempers act by various ways, / Make some take 
physic, others scribble plays.”  Anne Finch, countess of Wilchilsea, had written a well-known poem, The 
Spleen, and two plays and thus would have been justified in taking the lines as a personal attack.  
Instead, she defended women poets in general, as she had in The Introduction […].  Pope’s flattering 
reply maintains that she is better than all other female wits and hence a lonely exception.  Such 
arguments are typical of male poets who patronize women. […] Pope and Finch were on friendly terms; 
he published an abridged version of her Answer in Poems on Several Occasions (1717).  Like Pope’s 
Impromptu, her reply mixes flattery with irony.  Playfully threatening him with retribution by women, 
she tops his myth about female wits with a myth about the destruction of Orpheus, the prototypical male 
poet.  Men make a bad mistake, she advises, when the underestimate women’s powers.
The Introduction

By Anne Finch, Countess of Winchilsea, 1713
Did I, my lines intend for public view,

How many censures, would their faults pursue,

Some would, because such words they do affect,

Cry they’re insipid, empty, and uncorrect.

And many have attained, dull and untaught,

The name of wit only by finding fault.

True judges might condemn their want of wit,

And all might say, they’re by a woman writ.

Alas! a woman that attempts the pen,

Such an intruder on the rights of men,

Such a presumptuous creature, is esteemed,

The fault can by no virtue be redeemed.

They tell us we mistake our sex and way;

Good breeding, fashion, dancing, dressing, play

Are the accomplishments we should desire;

To write, or read, or think, or to inquire

Would cloud our beauty, and exhaust our time,

And interrupt the conquests of our prime;

Whilst the dull manage of a servile house

Is held by some our outmost art, and use.

    Sure ’twas not ever thus, nor are we told

Fables, of women that excelled of old;

To whom, by the diffusive hand of Heaven

Some share of wit, and poetry was given.

On that glad day, on which the Ark returned,

The holy pledge, for which the land had mourned,

The joyful tribes, attend it on the way,

The Levites do the sacred charge convey,

Whilst various instruments, before it play;

Here, holy virgins in the concert join

The louder notes, to soften, and refine,

And with alternate verse complete the hymn divine.

Lo! the young Poet, after God’s own heart,

By Him inspired, and taught the Muses’ art,

Returned from conquest, a bright chorus meets,

That sing his slain ten thousand in the streets.

In such loud numbers they his acts declare,

Proclaim the wonders of his early war,

That Saul upon the vast applause does frown,

And feels its mighty thunder shake the crown.

What, can the threatened judgment now prolong?

Half of the kingdom is already gone;

The fairest half, whose influence guides the rest,

Have David’s empire o’er their hearts confessed.

    A woman here, leads fainting Israel on,

She fights, she wins, she triumphs with a song,

Devout, majestic, for the subject fit,

And far above her arms, exalts her wit;

Then, to the peaceful, shady palm withdraws,

And rules the rescued nation, with her laws.

How are we fall’n, fall’n by mistaken rules?

And education’s, more than nature’s fools,

Debarred from all improvements of the mind,

And to be dull, expected and designed;

And if some one would soar above the rest,

With warmer fancy, and ambition pressed,

So strong th’ opposing faction still appears,

The hopes to thrive can ne’er outweigh the fears,

Be cautioned then my Muse, and still retired;

Nor be despised, aiming to be admired;

Conscious of wants, still with contracted wing,

To some few friends, and to thy sorrows sing;

For groves of laurel thou wert never meant;

Be dark enough thy shades, and be thou there content.

Impromptu to Lady Winchilsea
Occasioned by Four Satirical Verses on Women Wits, in The Rape of the Lock

By Alexander Pope, 1714

In vain you boast poetic dames of yore,

And cite those Sapphos* we admire no more.
Fate doomed the fall of every female wit,

But doomed it then when first Ardelia* writ.

Of all examples by the world confessed,

I knew Ardelia could not quote the best,

Who, like her mistress on Britannia’s throne,*
Fights and subdues in quarrels not her own.

    To write their praise you but in vain essay;

Even while your write, you take that praise away.
Light to the stars the sun does thus restore,

But shines himself till they are seen no more.

*The name of the Greek poet Sappho was used generically for women poets.
*Winchilsea’s pen name

*Queen Anne

The Answer (To Pope’s Impromptu)

By Anne Finch, Countess Winchilsea, 1717

Disarmed with so genteel an air,
     The contest I give o’er,

Yet, Alexander! have a care,

     And shock the sex no more.

We rule the world our life’s whole race,

     Men but assume that right;

First slaves to every tempting face,

      Then martyrs to our spite.

You of one Orpheus* sure have read,

     Who would like you have writ

Had he in London town been bred,

     And polished too his wit;

But he, poor soul, thought all was well.

     And great should be his fame,

When he had left his wife in Hell,

     And birds and beasts would tame.

Yet venturing then with scoffing rhymes

     The women to incense,

Resenting heroines of those times

     Soon punished his offense.

And as through Hebrus rolled his skull

     And harp besmeared with blood,

They clashing, as the waves grew full,

     Still harmonized the flood.

But you our follies gently treat,

     And spin so fine the thread,

You need not fear his awkward fate:

     The Lock won’t cost the head.

Our admiration you command

     For all that’s gone before;

What next we look for at your hand

     Can only raise it more.

Yet soothe the ladies, I advise,

     As me to pride you’ve wrought;

We’re born to wit, but to be wise

     By admonitions taught.

* Orpheus won permission to lead Eurydice, his dead wife, out of Hades, on condition that he not look back; when he did, she was lost forever.  His music had power to charm animals, trees, and stones.  Later, enraged because Orpheus had spurned them, maenads tore him to pieces.  His head and lyre floated down the Hebrus River, making music all the way.
