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Preface

This book 1s about numerical organization in works of literature,
especially English poetry of the Elizabethan period. It studies the
composition of substantive and formal elements into spatial patterns,
n an age when all art was thought of spatially. Some now regard
numerology as an occasional device, comparable with acrostics. Yet it
was widely used by ancient Latin authors, common to the best medi-
eval and renaissance poets and almost universal in the period 1580~
1680, when it reached its greatest height of sophistication. The best
poems of that time are generally interesting from a numerological
point of view; though of course the converse need not obtain. My
subject, then, is the largely unstudied level of organization of poetic
form, intermediate between prosody and structure ; merging with the
former in complex stanza forms (sestina, canzone), with the latter
in patterns of substantive elements (episodes, catalogues, proces-
sions). Numerology has as great interest, potentially, as either of its
neighbours; yet it is practically a virgin province of the critical
continent.

For its neglect there are good historical reasons. Most obviously
and fundamentally, we have come to despise the notion that literature
is spatial in character. No longer uz pictura poesis. And with its struc-
tural and symbolic functions, stanzaic organization lost most of its
interest in the eighteenth century, until at last it was relegated to a
humble place under the heading of prosody. When Wordsworth (as

ix
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De Vere reports) said he was puzzled by ‘a subtle metrical sweetness’
in Epithalamion ‘ the secret of which he could never wholly discover’,
he was in all probability quite oblivious of the secret pattern Professor
Hieatt has recently demonstrated in the poem’s large-scale metrical
organization. Nineteenth-century attempts to find an expressive
raison d’étre for the stanza failed, and made way for vers libre. For
when the link with internal structure broke, all metrical organization
beyond the phrase seemed external decoration. To this we must add
that the whole system of symbolism that numerology depends onisa
dead language. Who now has enough knowledge of Scripture to
remember how many generations intervened between Abraham and
Christ ? Or enough interest in Pythagoreanism to be moved by recog-
nition of the zefractys *—let alone enough faith in the significance of
numbers to manipulate them into their symbolic parts. Less obviously,
interest in numerology may have declined because fewer practised
the poetic art than in Elizabethan times, when readers of court
poetry had first-hand knowledge of composition and structural
methods. Some numerology has perhaps always been hidden,
however. Singleton may be right to compare Dante’s numerical
patterns to inaccessible carvings in medieval cathedrals, visible to
God and the angels but not to men. The mathematical harmonies
governing renaissance architecture, and rediscovered for our own
age by Professor Wittkower, are equally independent of subjective
perception.

For some the current attempt to recover appreciation of literary
numerology displays all the follies of which autonomous speculative
criticism is capable: for others, it vindicates descriptive analysis as
a heuristic instrument. As may be imagined, I take the second view.
But I have to admit the prematurity, at least, of this study. What
makes it premature is not merely the paucity of individual numero-
logical analyses of high quality. A still more rudimentary difficulty
exists: the absence of reliable information about the external facts of
poetic form. Contrary to what one might suppose, for example, the
development of the stanza has never been fully charted. For that
matter, there has been no comprehensive history of prosody at all
since Saintsbury’s impressionistic sketch (19o6-10). Even simple
statistics are lacking, such as would enable a numerologist to deter-
mine, say, what percentage of elegies were composed in seven-line
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stanzas, or with line totals of 120, during particular historical periods.
Being ante tempus, the present book undefinitively aims simply to
arouse interest and to suggest future lines of exploration.

The interest of numerological criticism is twofold. First, it makes
possible a more fully intelligible descriptive analysis. By bridging the
gap between form and content it not only shows what internal con-
siderations led to the external proportions but can even sometimes
stimulate fresh appreciation of the meaning. Self-referring passages
relating to the work’s own structural patterns must remain obscure
without it. Nor can we adequately account for the Elizabethan poet’s
characteristic sureness of direction, without referring to the numero-
logical maps by which he could always tell where he was going and
what came next. Secondly, numerological criticism holds out the
hope of a better understanding of poetry’s relations with the sister
arts music and architecture. For, if the doctrines uz pictura poesis and
ut architectura poesis ever had validity, this should be plainest where
poetry is most visual: in structural patterns of lines and stanzas.
These doctrines, in reality far from vague, implied a completely
spatial conception of literature, of which figure poems were only one
manifestation, noticeable because bizarre. Literary and architectural
theorists shared many ideas, especially that of creation by number
and proportion: when he spoke in his Poetice (1561) of the poet as an
alter deus, Scaliger was repeating Alberti’s claim (1435) that the
painter ‘will feel himself another God’. We should never, of course,
allow ourselves to forget that comparisons between the arts are only
moreor lessremote analogies. Elizabethan poets were no more trying
to write architecture than Palladian architects with their octave pro-
portions were composing music in stone. Nevertheless, if we are to
have such analogies at all, numerological criticism may help to make
them less impressionistic.

A subject as large as numerical organization, necessarily involving
much detail, could hardly be treated in a single volume. Consequently
I have selected two sorts of pattern from among many: other books
could be written about other sorts. The chosen two, however, tri-
umphal patterns and temporal patterns, are the commonest, and
often occur in conjunction. They are also among the most significant ;
for the triumph embodied some of the profoundest aspirations of the
renaissance, while meditations on time and the structure of history

xi
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many of the finest poems of the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries.

Chapter 1, on evidence for the existence of numerical composition,
may be passed over by those to whom such evidence seems superflu-
ous or irrelevant. Chapters 2—5 deal with triumphal patterns involving
symmetry or significant central points. Similar iconology is traced
in extra-literary forms (2), in the substantive structure of poetry (3),
in poetic form considered synchronically (4) and in poetic form
considered diachronically with respect to historical art styles (5).
Chapters 6-8 study the use of temporal numbers: first in renaissance
critical theory and in the measure of the action, then in numerology
at large, and finally in the numerology of the epithalamic genre. In
sonnet sequences (9) temporal and triumphal forms are sometimes
closely interwoven.

For the time in which much of this book was written I have to
thank the Principal and Fellows of Brasenose College, Oxford, and
the Board of the Faculty of English, for sabbatical leave. An invita-
tion to the Institute for Advanced Study, Princeton, made it possible
for me to work in almost ideal circumstances of quiet and scholarly
companionship. My debt to generations of indulgent undergraduates
isincalculable. Pupils and friends whom I have to thank for individual
contributions include Maren-Sofie Rostvig, Douglas Brooks, Robert
B. Cummings, Howard Erskine-Hill, John Peacock and Michael
Wilding. Where my ignorance was particularly complete, I asked
help of David R. Coffin, Ralph Giesey, Colin G. Hardie, Lewis H.
Lockwood and John North, meeting with generous assistance to be
remembered with pleasure.

In accordance with editorial principles I have set out elsewhere,
spelling of post-medieval texts has been modernized throughout
(except for proper names), but original punctuation has been retained.
In the notes, omission of a place of publication implies London.
Unless a specific English version is cited, I may be held responsible
for translations myself. Acknowledgements are due to Penguin
Books for quotations from Dorothy Sayers’s translation of the Divina
commedia, and to the University of Chicago for quotations from
E. H. Wilkins’s The Triumphs of Petrarch.

Brasenose College, ADSF.
Oxford
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The analytical study of works of music reached the point
where musical themes were transformed into physico-
mathematical formulas. Not long after this philologists
began to work on the same lines, and to measure word
pictures in the same way as the physicists measured the
manifestations of nature: this brought the analysis of
pictorial art into line with the long standing relationship
between architecture and mathematics. Abstract formu-
las, relationships, analogies and correspondences were
now discovered among those which had already been
gained by following these paths.

Hermann Hesse, Das Glasperlenspiel, tr. Mervyn Savill as
Magister Ludi (New York 1949) 33
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