


HELLO EVERYONE!

Epistle li: To a Lady on the Characters of Womep,

BY ALEXANDER POPE
.. Nothingso true-as what you once let fall,
: “Most Women have no Characters at all.”
Matter too soft a lasting mark to bear,
And best distinguish’d by black, brown, or fair.

How many pictures of one nymph we view,
All how unlike each other, all how true!
“Arcadia’s Countess, here, in-ermin’d pride,
Is, there, Pastora by a fountain side.
Here Fannia, leering on her own good man,

- . — _ And there; a naked Leda witha Swan.
Let then the Fair one beautifully cry,
In Magdalen’s loose hair and lifted eye,
- Or dress’d in smiles of sweet Cecilia.shine, -
. W"th simp’ring angels, palms, and harps divine;
Whether the charmer sinner it or saint it,
—Af folly grows romantic, | must paint it.

cm:‘e“ the _colou_r's and the ground prepare!
. Pinthe rainbow, trick her off in air:-

 Cateh o 2 firm cloud, before it fall, and in it |

e b ope “: she change; the Cynthia of this minute.
~ S @ master of satire. He’s the father of EnghSh j

th Satiry - . i the
Century irical eritique of women frames withi?




Gender norms mean how a man and a woman are expected to
behave in a certain society. At that time, women Were confined to
| domestic roles. Their primary societal expectations revolved
| around marriage, beauty and virtue. A woman was not exﬁpgcted_to
| pursue a career or to. have an education.- Women's md1v1dgahty
" was often suppressed or dismissed. Their value was typlc‘:ally
 judged by external appearance, charm, and adherence to societal
| norms. :

- The ~ poem explores  “the- instability and perceives the

t inconsistency a woman’s character shaped by external appearance,

social roles, and moral expectations. It is argued in the poem that

.' women are inconsistent and fickle.

.~ Although the addressee, who is Martha Blount, is unnamed, the
quotation at the beginning of the poem was said by her. Pope here
is quoting Martha and arguing with her idea.

~ Analysis:

« Nothing so true as what you once let fall,

« “Most Women have no Characters at all.”

Pope is addressing Martha saying that there is nothing as true
and accurate as what you said. He opens the poem with a claim.
The statement he quotes is very provocative. The provocative
statement that-mest women have no character-at all suggests that

all women lack fixed substantial identities implying the societal
belief in their inconsistency or superficiality. Martha is contrasting

- women with men. She is giving essential attributes to men and no

- substantial identity to women. | |
- By opening his poem with such a statement, Pope is criticizing

. = this societal perception.of women. o

.  Matter too soft a lasting mark to bear,
~ * And best distinguish’d by black, brown, or fair. '

i The matter of the character of women is so trivial and you

~Wouldn’t think about it that much. You can only distinguish
women by their hair or skin color. The matter of the character of a
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the fabricated nature of women’s societal

underscoring
re resentations. : u
li Choose a firm cloud, before it fall, and in it
the Cynthia of this minute.

« Catch, ere she change, : i
- Do all these things in preparation of paimnting

she changes. P ' '
on goddess that is ‘associated with

Cynthia 18 the mo | |
changeability and femininity. There 1s constant change in a

~ woman’s identity and character. |
Pope here adopts addresses Martha and adopts the role of the

__artist preparing to create- an image--of women. The rainbows

emphasize the pride and the fleeting quality. The way society
- represeis a woman shows-both the-way people perceive her and
how she puts on a mask 0 perform in society. It’s a critique of
both the social perception of women and the role women take on
in order to fit in in such a society. | :
The expression “firm cloud” is an irony becausc a cloud 1s
always changeable and is never firm.
The poet wants to catch the identity of Cynthia although she is
associated with changeability so there is irony here.
| In this poem, Pope is critiquing the societal representations of
. - women suggesting that—their identities —are - defined mnot by
themselves but by how others perceive and portray them. A

this woman before

like the way she is portrayed in art and literature.
oy “The tone of the poem is —satirical targeting both women’s
i mc?nsistency and the cultural forces that romanticizes and
- caricatures women.
. Tl.le poem lends humor, criticism, and artifice to highlight the
- tension between reality and representation.
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_ woman is given certain characteristics and perceived in'such a way



LECTURE NO. 8
08.02.2025

Epistle Ik To a Lady on the Characters of Women
BY ALEXANDER POPE

" Pope _beginS_ ] I} : servation of women. Women
according 10 lack the consistent character. He suggests that their
personaljties are toO sqft. He 1S also giving us the opinion of the
 cociety of that era-which perceived women as being too soft and
shallow t0 the extent that they can be judged by external appearances.
Then he 15 offering his own perception of women and showing how
society through literature and art contributes to these characteristics
——that women have.

The noble woman dressed in luxurious ermine might pose as a
simple shepherdess 1n a pastoral scene. Similarly, a woman can be
both a faithful wife who flirts with her own husband and elsewhere a
seductive figure like Ieda. Leda was the seducer of Zeus. Pope then
. continues t0 describe how women can take on the roles of both sinners
| and saints: a woman might adopt the repentant posc of Mary

\ Magdalen with loose hair and lifted eye or she might appear as Saint

Cecilia smiling among heavenly angels. Regardless of whether a
S -.--woman plays the saint or the sinner, her foolishness becomes dramatic
or exaggerated, and Pope as a satirical poet feels compelled to capture

TR

j@. . _P.Ope compares wWomen'’s changing identities t0 the moon Cynthia
] - which always changes its shape as women do. Pope portrays women
" mthc poem as inconsistent and ever-changing making 1t impossible to
- _:-dcﬁﬁﬁ them with a single stable character.
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Mﬂggﬁﬁ_gd d at the blood on his hands, he asks:
Will all great Neptune’s ocean wash his blood
Clean from my hand? No. This my hand will rather
The multitudinous swap incarnadine
Making the green one red.

Literally, it does not require an ocean to wash blood from one’s

- hand, nor can the-blood on ene hand turn the green ocean rid. The
hyperbole works to illustrate the guilt Macbeth feels at the brutal
murder of his king and Kingsman.

Example of hyperbole: I am so hungry that I can eat a horse.

The statement “most women have no character at all” emphasizes
the fact that women are too changeable and too shallow to be defined.
This is hyperbole.

There is hyperbole in the next two lines:

How many pictures of one nymph we view,

All how unlike each other, all how true!

. The idea that the same-woman can be painted-in vastly different
ways yet all are true is an exaggerated way of saying that women are
endlessly adaptable almost paradoxically.

There is hvperbole in the next two lines:

Whether the charmer sinner it, or saint it,

If folly grows romantic, I must paint it.

 -Pope cxaggerates how -wemen-can-be ‘both sinners-and saints

suggesting that their behavior shifts dramatically between two

_ extremes. He implies-that-even their foolishness can become theatrical

 or romantic (exaggerated) enough to be worth immortalizing in

~ poetry. |

" There is hyperbole in the next four lines:

_ Come then, the colours and the ground prepare!

~ Dip in the rainbow, trick her off in air;

_ Choose a firm-cloud, before it fall, and in it

 Catch, ere she change, the Cynthia of this minute.

~_ Pope is exaggerating how fleeting and changeable womenl’s nat
he extent that it is impossible to capture them in any concrete way.
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v etaphor
— . afi of memorable novelty. The metap |

f emotion, Or the heartlessness \l

wghe is @ it to convey the sti |

rwecba”‘ﬂégcibed'- —— veen two things without the use o

ke 22 = In irony of situation, the resu
= [rony: ————— =
ed. B = T 4. A 3 & Qe
actor expect — S . ~ 1€ S€a.
- Je of irony: he escaped the war just 10 dic mk? ; the characters
e ony, the audience knows something tha :
[n dramatic 1rony,

- do not. : - " whe
mltze drrz;)r;llaimny the contrast 1s between the literal meaning of what
Ve *

—is saidrand what is-Teant. There is a double meaning here. A char;actgr
may refer to a plan as brilliant while actually he means that the plan 1s
foolish. Sarcasm is a form of verbal irony. |
. Example: if you attended a performance that was bad on all level.s
and a friend asked you how the performance was, you answered: oh 1t

- was brilliant and fantastic.

Matter too soft a lasting mark to bear: metaphor. The poet 1s

suggesting that women’s characters are like a soft matter that cannot
be captured.

- Dressed in smiles: hyperbole

Dip in the rainbow: p
. metaphor
+ changeable characteristics a wo

(the rambow is éhmetaphor for the

Choose a firm cloud: meta hlclflé haS) in o
to the cloud ——por companng the canvas of the painter

< many allusions i the
‘412's  Countesg and  Pastora-

allude o
roles,
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lical allusion
piblical allusion

Magdalen: bib
gweet Cecilia:

ment that seems absurd or Selﬂ
have -a -rational -meaning, usually |

_| contradictory but :
unexpectedly. Paradox is an extreme SoEE . —
" Firm cloud: paradox

All how unlike each other, all how true:

= Juxtaposition is when you put something vis-a-vis something E
Arcadia’s Countess 18 juxtaposed with Pastora. This juxtaposition
highlights the shifting roles and expectations of women.
Fannia is juxtaposed with naked Leda.

. Magdalen is juxtaposed with Cecilia.

+ Alliteration is the repetition of the initial sounds of several words in a
 group.

Saint, sinner: alliteration
. Black, brown: alliteration

Sw_gq, smile, Cecilia: alliteration

= Pun: a play on.words wherein a word is used to convey two meanings
at th.e same time. It is the playful uses of words with double meanings or
ambiguity. Pun enhances the poem'’s wit and satirical tone.

Trick her off in air: pun (trick means to deceive someone and 1t
- means to.sketch or draw someone)

Th 1 1 - . - -
bcjnge {)i;?itt ésd Sayng thfﬂ: when a woman’s character is being drawn 1S
= superficial ar dto one image. The double meaning underscores the
'whicth e fhe coﬂstmc_t“’e nature of women’s societal roles

Piemﬁe C;I th;:es as both illusory and performative.

: - pun i 5 A .

pun (here it means women’s characteristics and it means

R ket
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