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1. (iii) The Rape of the Lock  as a Mock Heroic Poem 

The Rape of the Lock is one of the several mock epic poems of the period. It is 

probably the most polished example of the form. Its predecessors include 

Dryden‟s Macflecknoe (1678), Boileau‟s Le Lutrin (1674) and Garth‟s The 

Dispensary (1699). The later Dunciad is another example of the form, and we 

find mock heroic elements in many other writers like in Dryden‟s Absalom and 

Achitophel. 

The prevalence of the mock epic in Pope‟s times has several possible 

explanations. One is that the more middle class reading public could not subscribe 

wholeheartedly to the celebration of the war and the military virtues found in 

aristocratic forms like the heroic poem. The experiences of religious divisions and 

civil war in the previous century promoted a reaction in favour of social virtues 

and mutual adjustment. No major Augustan writer produced an epic though 
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Dryden and Pope both translated them. Dryden wrote heroic drama for the stage, 

but the audience did not take such plays seriously. 

Good sense and good humour are not heroic virtues but they are what Pope wants 

to endorse in The Rape of the Lock. His poem portrays a deeply competitive 

society. His poem portrays a deeply competitive society, where women are rival 

for men‟s attention, and each sex contends for mastery over the other. Under the 

elegance and polish of poem‟s surface the war of the sexes rages. Pope knows it 

well but does not but he does not endorse the baron‟s inflexibility or the call to 

arms issued by Thalestris. These heroic posturings are held up to ridicule, while 

Pope, through Clarissa, preaches that women should accept their losses gracefully 

: 

“And keep good humour still whatever we lose” (V 30) 

The period was redefining its heroes. The military model with its vaunting 

ambition was outdated. Though in theory the epic was held in the highest esteem 

as a literary form of great dignity, Homer himself is often found to fall short of 

the proper standards, making his gods unsuitably adulterous or his heroes quarrel 

like fishwives. Fighters like Homer‟s Achilles strike contemporaries as „only 

remarkable for his Extraordinary strength and little brains.(Sam Wesley 1963). 

The mock-epic registers some degree of amusement at the traditions and typical 

features of the classical epic. 

The Rape of the Lock has a very high number of epic features. The subject is 

introduced in the manner. Belinda arms herself as the epic hero does, the 
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sylphs represent the Heroic gods and goddesses, there are epic games, heroic 

speeches, a trip to the underworld (the cave of spleen) and so on. But the 

chief purpose of the mock heroic is to satirise contemporary manners and 

attitudes. As Pope himself said: 

“the use of pompous expressions for low actions…is the perfection of the 

Mock Epic” 

The obvious purpose of the mock-heroic form is to put the trivial concerns and 

unheroic values of contemporary fashionable society into perspective by calling 

up echoes of a more splendid heroic past that contrast with them. Pope‟s purpose 

was to laugh the quarreling families of the Fermors and Peters together again. 

When he presents their quarrel in ridiculous terms with the silver bodkin 

fromBelind‟s hair replacing the scepter of Agamemnon, or the delicately feminine 

scissors at the Baron‟s finger-ends as the modern equivalent of the wooden horse 

of Troy, it is the disproportion between the two cultures which makes the whole 

thing so comic .It is not only mock-heroic that invokes the past in conjunction 

with the present. 

Since the mock heroic is a form that works by exaggerating disproportion in order 

to reassert proportion. If the reader cannot see the discrepancy between the 

armour of Achilles and the cosmetics of Belinda, he cannot see the joke either. 

The characters in the poem have no sense of proportion; they think that their 

culture is as immutable as law of nature. They cannot conceive of a day when 

Atlantis shall not be read, or when the Hyde Park shall remain unvisited. But the 
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reader does not share the perceptions. He can see the wigs and sword knots should 

not be the object of the heart‟s affections, and he begins to ask questions about a 

society that worships coffee on “Altars of Japan”   or has both Jews and infidels 

adoring the Christian cross, strategically placed on Belinda‟s white breast. So, the 

mock heroic element satirizes lack of discrimination and judgement in Belinda 

and her society.   

 

Note:  

This e-content is for the use of students of Patna College. It has been suitably 

adapted from standard sources. The students are expected to read it as a 

supplement . 

 


