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The Poet 

Alexander Pope is one of the most prominent literary figures of the eighteenth century England. 

He was born in 1688 to Catholic parents at a time when a political and military alliance along 

with church leaders drove the last Catholic monarch from the English throne. His father was a 

linen merchant, and enforcement of some harsh measures against the Catholic community by the 

new monarchs William III and Mary II, led his father to move his family from the city. Pope was 

denied a university education due to the enforcement of the Test Acts, which debarred Catholics 

from academia and also voting or holding public office. Suffering from a kind of tuberculosis of 

the spine at an early age stunted his growth and he developed a hunchback and other ailments. 

He spent his childhood largely at Windsor Forest where he came in contact with such prominent 

figures like Sir William Trumbull, William Wycherley or Thomas Betterton. Their influence 

resulted in Pastorals which was published in 1709, followed by An Essay on Criticism in 1711. 

He soon gained the limelight as these works were noticed by the Whig authors Joseph Addison 

and Richard Steele. He had affinity with the Tory leadership and such writers like Jonathan Swift 

and John Gay who were members of the Scriblerus Club and had Tory leanings. The Rape of the 

Lock and Windsor Forest followed in such a politically favourable time of his life. The death of 

Queen Anne in 1714 led to the fall of the Tory ministry, and the Hanoverians succeeded. The 

unsuccessful Jacobite rising in 1716 led to the punishment and exile of Pope’s Tory friends and 

intimates like Robert Harley (Earl of Oxford), Henry St John (Viscount Bolingbroke) and 

Jonathan Swift. Pope had to move his family in these trying times again from Binfield to 

Chiswick, and he took the mammoth task of translating The Iliad. After his father’s death in 



1717, now with a well settled career he shifted with his mother to Twickenham, a name which 

has become synonymous with Pope himself. Translation of The Odyssey followed. A second 

Jacobite conspiracy failed again and Francis Atterbury, Bishop of Rochester was banished. Pope 

did not compose any original work for almost a decade and soon his renewed friendship with 

Swift led to Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels and Pope’s verses on it. His next original work is a satire 

The Dunciad targeting the court of George II and ministry of Robert Walpole. His later works 

include Moral Essays, An Essay on Man, revised Dunciad etc. Pope died at the age of fifty six in 

May 1744.
¥
 

 

The Poem  

The Rape of the Lock is a mock - heroic poem by Alexander Pope. This poem was first published 

in Lintot's Miscellany in May 1712 in two cantos. Later it was revised and the enlarged version 

was published in 1714 in five cantos. The final form of the poem appeared in 1717 with the 

addition of Clarissa’s speech. The title of the poem alludes to Shakespeare’s The Rape of 

Lucrece. The title also alludes to the rape of Helen of Sparta by Paris, the Trojan prince as is 

found in Homer’s Iliad. In Pope’s poem the word ‘rape’ is used in its etymological sense which 

refers to any violent seizure. Thus the chosen title succeeds to strengthen the burlesque motive of 

the poem by heightening the incongruity between the trivial subject matter of the poem and the 

mighty subject matter of epic. A mock-heroic poem or mock-epic satirizes the classical epic. The 

abduction of Helen here becomes the theft of a lock of hair; the classical deities become 

miniscule sylphs; the description of the shield of Achilles becomes an expedition into the one of 

Belinda’s petticoats etc. 



The Rape of the Lock was dedicated to Miss Arabella Fermor, the daughter of a prominent 

Catholic family. The poem was written in a bid to end the conflict between the Fermors and the 

family of Lord Petre who cut a part of Miss Fermor's hair. But the petty matter that leads to the 

fall out between two families is presented in an epic style, and Dr. Johnson later called it ‘the 

most airy, the most ingenious, and the most delightful of all his compositions’ (G.S Rousseau 5).  

Though the poem proceeds from a real incident, Pope’s poem represents the shift from the 

licentiousness and profligacy of the Restoration period to the restraint and refinement (atleast 

superficially) of the age of Queen Anne, when Pope was writing. Therefore, the sophisticated 

and delicate mannerisms of the upper class aristocratic society is reflected through the pursuits of 

Belinda in the poem, who is sent to a fashionable party at the Hampton Court, where the people 

gather to take counsels or tea. In order to suit the functionaries of a mock-epic, Pope resorts to 

ridicule the thoughts, actions and speeches of his characters.    

Pope employs a number of epic conventions like invocation to Muse, supernatural machinery, 

voyage, a visit to the underworld, game of ombre etc. Pope ridicules the epic convention of 

invocation to the Muse by invoking to his friend John Caryll, a friend of the Fermors and Petres, 

and it was John Caryll who insisted Pope to write the poem.  As is the tradition in a mock epic, 

the trivial is loaded in seriousness, so the Rosicrucian machinery used in the poem turns out to be 

inconsequential nothings. Pope employs heroic couplet, makes extensive use of anti-climax, 

parodic representation of allusions throughout the poem, justifying the mock-heroic tenor and 

arousing laughter among the readers. Pat Rogers exclaims that The Rape of the Lock ‘exhibits wit 

in language, poise in tone, elegance in its simulation of heroic diction, ingenious parody of epic 

structure, and devastating powers of social observation’ (4).  

 



Commentary on the poem 

In Canto I the readers are introduced to Ariel, the guardian sylph of Belinda, who warns her 

about the imminent danger that is going to befall her soon. In the poem the supernatural spirits 

are employed as invisible guardians to protect the chastity of women. Here the sylphs are also 

destined to perform different functions.  Pope here takes reference from a French book called Le 

Comte de Gabalis as he writes in his letter to Miss Fermor. Pope derives this supernatural 

machinery taking cue from Rosicrucian spirit mentioned in the above book. According to it the 

supernatural beings are made of fire, water, earth, or air. After death, the soul of a termagant 

woman becomes a salamander. Likewise a woman of subdued nature becomes a nymph whereas 

a woman of affected modesty turns into a gnome. The flirtatious women turn into sylphs and 

reside in air. The Toilet scene is of utmost importance in Canto I. Belinda’s act of worshipping 

her mirror image resembles the elaborate description of soldiers preparing themselves for war (as 

found in Homer's Iliad). Here the weapons and armour are replaced by cosmetics, powders, pins 

and puffs etc. Set against the backdrop of mock epic poem, the Poet attempts to ridicule the 

social and fashionable lifestyle of 18
th

 century. He chooses certain phrases like ‘toyshop of their 

heart’ to criticize the inconsistent behavior on part of the ladies who shift their attention from one 

suitor to another on the basis of some fashionable wigs, sword knots or ornamental coaches. 

 

Canto II begins with the elaborate description of Belinda's pleasure trip up the Thames. She is 

surrounded by well dressed gentlemen and fair damsels. Belinda's locks which add elegance to 

her white neck have been eulogized in a vein to satirize the suitors who are enslaved by these. 

Here the evil intention of a Baron (Lord Petre) is told. To accomplish this evil mission he has 

built an altar, and on it placed ‘all the trophies of his former loves’. In Canto II, we also find a 



glimpse of Ariel's address to the spirits .He assigns some particular duties to his subordinate 

sylphs, namely, Zephyretta, Brilliante, Momentilla, Crispissa in an attempt to avert the imminent 

catastrophe. He also alarms them of grievous punishment if found neglecting their charge. After 

Ariel’s speech, the spirits rush to their assigned posts and wait in abated breath for the arrival of 

impending danger.  

 

The pleasure trip that Belinda undertook comes to an end in Canto III as Belinda and her 

entourage disembarks at Hampton Court Palace. Belinda indulges in ‘various talk’ and then 

begins with some gentlemen a game of cards which is described in the manner of a heroic battle 

as Ariel along with the Sylphs stand on guard the ‘skilful nymph’ Belinda. Though initially 

unbeatable, there suddenly seems a change of fate as the ‘baron now his diamond pour apace; / 

The embroider’d King who shows but half his face’. But soon she recovers and on one nice trick 

she finally wins the game of cards. The warning voice laments the foolery of mortals who are 

soon dejected and soon elated at the slightest occurrence. Unknowing that a greater danger is 

approaching, Belinda gratifies herself with the scent and taste of coffee, while Clarissa draws in 

the ‘two-edg’d weapon’ and passes it slightingly to the Baron. The Baron failed thrice in his 

attempt to cut the lock as Ariel stands guard. However, at the last moment the anxious Ariel 

gains access to the close recess of the virgin’s brain and realizing that ‘in spite of her art, / An 

earthly lover lurking at her heart’, it gives up and resigns and retires with a sigh. Now the locks 

stand unguarded and the attempt of a wretched sylph to protect the virgin fails as the sylph is cut 

by the weapon. However, the sylph unites again being an airy substance but soon Belinda’s 

screams fill the air as the glorious victor (the baron) upholds the glorious prize (the lock).  

 



Some issues relevant to the poem, therefore, include: 

1. The poem as a mock-epic 

2. As a satire of contemporary society 

3. The Rosicrucian machinery 

4. Belinda’a Toilet 

5. Pope’s style 

 

¥
 The life of the poet in this entry is drawn largely from the Introduction of The Cambridge 

Companion to Alexander Pope edited by Pat Rogers (pp 1-13). 
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