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Some time in the middle of the eighteenth century--at about that time
when, Foucault tells us in The Order of Things, ‘‘literature’’ became a
discipline of knowledge--a poetic genre became fully self-conscious and
disappeared. Suddenly realizing that its true subject had, all along, been
none other than itself--poetry--it clothed its nakedness in parody to flee from
what was still thought of as the garden of English poesy.

I am speaking of that enormously popular variety of poem, the pro-
gress poem, which--rooted in the pageantry of the late Tudor and early
Stuart courts--comes to light in Donne’s ‘‘Metempsychosis: The Progress
of the Soul,”’ flourishes as ‘‘Learning’’ in Denham and Fanshawe, blossoms
as ‘‘Beauty’’ in Lansdowne, only to run to seed in Swift’s parody of the
same name. I am put in mind of Blake’s Thel.

Even a cursory reading of these, and the many other progress poems
produced in early modern England will tell us that there is a great deal yet
to be said about these poems: of their curiously conservative politics in an
age when progress was an important element of Whig ideology; of their
extreme and persistent anti-feminism; of their class bias; their pseudo-
nationalism, and their sexual preoccupations and anxieties. But I want to
consider Gray’s poem as a symbolic event in the genealogy of English literary
history.

Gray was acutely anxious about his poem and its possible reception
for several years.'While courting scholarly approval for this work, originally
entitled “‘Ode in the Greek Manner,”’ he also longed for popular acclaim
from those other readers of whose opinion he felt contemptuous. The Greek
epigraph, from Pindar, declares the poem ‘‘vocal to the Intelligent alone.”
Gray even described an early version to a friend as ‘‘a high Pindaric upon
stilts which one must be a better scholar [than his publisher] to understand
a line of, and the very best scholars will understand but little of it.”’ But
Gray was later put off completing the poem for some time by a friendly
comment that ‘‘it would by no means hit the public taste.”’
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