
Metamorphosis in The Rape of the Lock 
R O B E R T F O L K E N F L I K 

r i i H E character of Clar i ssa i n The Rape of the Lock has been the subject of sharp modern cr i t i c i sm, though 
* she has not lacked spir i ted defenders. She has been 

pi l lor ied both as a hypocri te and as the common-sensical, 
spoil-sport destroyer of the poem's toyshop w o r l d . 1 Perhaps 
Pope thought, as Jane A u s t e n would later, that he had w r i t ­
ten a w o r k too " l i g h t and br ight and s p a r k l i n g " and wanted 
i n 1717 to b r i n g i n another tone. A c c o r d i n g to his own ac­
count, he added Clarissa 's speech to the 1717 version of 
The Rape of the Lock i n order "to open more clearly the 
Moral of the Poem."2 H i s was a problem i n the rhetoric 
of f i c t ion . H o w could he convey a positive ideal through 
the presentation of negative instances? This is always the 
satirist 's problem, but i n a poem w h i c h had to serve at once 
as satire and panegyric the problem was par t i cu lar ly acute. 

" T h e stealing of Bel le F e r m o r ' s h a i r , " sa id Pope to 
Spence, "was taken too seriously . . . . " 3 The Rape of the 
Lock takes its terms f r o m A r a b e l l a F e r m o r ' s behavior. 
H e r over-reaction to the cut t ing of her lock becomes the 
normal scale for every act ion i n the poem, as i ts hyperbolic 
t it le suggests; and since a l l the other actions are of even 
less consequence, the ir heroic elevation measures her dis­
tance f r o m real i ty . T h e mock-heroic is not used i n this 
poem p r i m a r i l y to judge modern society by the standards 
of a more heroic age. 

The Rape of the Lock is not To Augustus before its t ime, 
satire masquerading as panegyric . Pope solved his prob­
lem through an impl ied cr i t ique w i t h i n a texture of praise. 
The satire becomes sharper, as E a r l Wasserman has dem­
onstrated, when we probe the contexts of Pope's al lusions. 4 

Y e t Pope, as his " D e d i c a t i o n " to A r a b e l l a F e r m o r w i t h its 
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explanation of the most rudimentary terms of epic c r i t i c i s m 
reveals ("The Machinery, M a d a m , is a T e r m invented by 
the C r i t i c k s . . . " ) , d id not expect her to apprehend this 
level of the satire; indeed, he seems to count on the sharp­
est thrusts being missed by her, if not by the cognoscenti/' 
Pope conveys what even A r a b e l l a F e r m o r could apprehend 
through his use of metamorphosis. 

The Rape of the Lock is Pope's most O v i d i a n poem. Pope 
creates, as has been remarked, a dazzl ing w o r l d of beauti­
f u l surfaces w i t h w h i c h he is half i n love himself ; but he 
knows that one cannot s imply love them, for, as he implies 
through his use of metamorphosis, they cannot last. The 
poem starts w i t h the r i s i n g sun but ends w i t h a star that 
w i l l r emain when a l l suns set, inc luding the morta l Bel inda, 
who is compared to the sun throughout. Hence the m i x ­
ture of wise sadness and amusement along w i t h love and 
sympathy. 

The use of metamorphosis is double-edged. O n the one 
hand i t seems to i m p l y a conservation of matter — beauti­
f u l things merely change into different beauti ful things, 
g iv ing us a w o r l d of kaleidoscopic gl i t ter ; on the other hand 
we have permanent t ransformations : the vase shattered, 
the lock cut (the possibi l i ty of its growing back is deftly 
left out of consideration), v i r g i n i t y lost, beauty gone, death. 
The unnatural metamorphoses, supernatural or ar t i f i c ia l , 
whi le often attractive, are always delusive. The natural 
metamorphoses are permanent and hard ly welcome, but 
they are real . The burden of the poem is to show A r a b e l l a 
F e r m o r , and by extension a l l young ladies and a l l of us — 
the beauty is a more poignant example of the general con­
di t ion — the true state of affairs . 

The sylphs, beauti ful and c h a r m i n g — transparent i n 
several senses of the w o r d — hold out a promise not only 
of narcissistic pleasure but also of i m m o r t a l i t y . T h e y once 
were women themselves. Th is is one of the metamorphoses 
w h i c h sends the m o r a l sense on hol iday and moves the 
poem f r o m the real w o r l d to a fa i ry land . A r i e l , by re-
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collecting the sylphs' transformations, leads us to expect a 
w o r l d where a lovely t h i n g changes into something else, dif­
ferent but equally del ightful : 

As now your own, our Beings were of old, 
And once inclos'd in Woman's Beauteous Mold; 
Thence, by a soft transition, we repair 
From earthly Vehicles to these of Air. (I, 47-50) 

There are overtones here of the voice f r o m beyond the 
grave. W e m a y also notice that "beauteous M o l d " is oxy-
moronic , perhaps suggesting the B i b l i c a l image of the pot­
ter's c lay . 7 O u r strongest sense, however, is of "soft 
t rans i t ion . " 

The sylphs are not only metamorphic beings but also the 
cause of metamorphosis i n others: " W i t h v a r y i n g V a n i ­
ties f r o m ev 'ry Par t , / They shif t the m o v i n g Toyship of 
their H e a r t " (I, 99-100). There is such a w h i r l i g i g of 
mot ion i n these lines that we can hardly keep them i n 
focus. A r i e l claims, i n an argument analogous to one 
Pope was to advance seriously i n An Essay on Man, that 
the seeming disorder of women is actual ly caused by the 
invisible ac t iv i ty of the sylphs : 

Oft when the World imagine Women stray, 
The Sylphs thro mystick Mazes guide their Way, 
Thro' all the giddy Circle they pursue, 
And old impertinence expel by new . . . . 
This erring Mortals Levity may call, 
Oh blind to Truth! the Sylphs contrive it all. 

(I, 91-4, 103-4) 

" A l l Chance, Direc t ion , w h i c h thou canst not see : " A r i e l ' s 
topsy-turvy m o r a l i t y makes moralists err . T h e y seem not 
only w r o n g but s inful . The sylphs, subst i tut ing for the 
H o m e r i c gods and M i l t o n i c angels, absorb and pervert the 
ostensible religious standards i n the poem. 8 

Under such tutelage what wonder that Be l inda acts as 
h i g h priestess to b r i n g a deity — herself — into being? 
A s she cosmetically converts herself into a goddess, and a 
w a r r i o r goddess at that, we are treated to the microcosmic 
wor ld in her boudoir : 
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This Casket India's glowing Gems unlocks, 
And all Arabia breathes from yonder Box. 
The tortoise here and Elephant unite 
Transf orm'd to Combs, the speckled and the white. 
Here Files of Pins extend their shining Rows, 
Puffs, Powders, Patches, Bibles, Billet-doux. (I, 133-8) 

The minuscule is aggrandized, and the impressively large 
appears diminished. A s i n the later transmogrif icat ions 
of the three seal r ings f r o m buckle to whist le to Bel inda's 
bodkin, the tortoise and elephant — together a symbol of 
the w o r l d — are reduced i n meaning as wel l as size. 9 The 
s l ight ly blasphemous cast of the whole scene is set off by 
the incongruous " B i b l e s " , incongruous, that is, u n t i l we 
see them as jeweled bibelots. 

The sylphs' d i sarming interpretat ion m a y hold the stage 
at this point, but we have a number of other suggestions 
as to the real end of metamorphosis. The cave of Spleen, 
Pope's adaptation of the epic underworld, is c learly a de­
monic v is ion of metamorphosis, f u l l of up-dated O v i d i a n 
grotesqueries. In this fantastic wor ld , the re turn of the 
repressed ( "Maids t u r n ' d Bottels, cal l a loud for C o r k s " ) is 
accompanied b y the unpleasant side of conventional fem­
inine m u t a b i l i t y : the spleen and headache, affectation and 
tears. If the tone of the ear ly cantos can be summed up 
in the l ine "Belinda smi l 'd , and a l l the w o r l d was g a y , " here 
the tone is signaled by the gnome's p r a y e r : 

Hear me, and touch Belinda with Chagrin; 

Though we would be reducing the poem to see Be l inda as 
a manic-depressive, the cut t ing of the lock transforms her 
entirely f r o m one mode of being to another. Pope's hyper­
bolic praise ear ly i n the poem insures that her fa l l w i l l be 
extreme. 

E v e n before we enter the Cave of Spleen, however, the 
comparisons Pope makes at the moment the lock is cut are 
int imations of morta l i ty . A m o n g the things w h i c h are per­
manently transformed, we f i n d the china vessel, last i tem 
i n an ant ic l imact ic catalogue w h i c h moves down the scale 
of being f r o m husbands to lap dogs. B u t this vase, whose 
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rel igious and sexual overtones have received m u c h com­
m e n t , 1 0 is the heroine of a couplet t ragedy: 

Or when rich China Vessels, fal'n from high, 

The image is Ar i s to te l i an i n its depiction of a f a l l f r o m a 
h i g h and prosperous state. A n d the oxymoronic status of 
the tragic hero (compare Othello's " a n honorable murder­
er") is b r i l l i an t ly conveyed by the second line's conflations 
of beauty and destruction. The hubris w h i c h l inks the 
china and Bel inda is present i n the "painted Fragments , " 
for Be l inda had earl ier converted herself into a goddess 
by paint ing her face. A f t e r these "sacred Ri tes of P r i d e " 
at the end of Canto I, Be l inda sails down the Thames : 

But now secure the painted Vessel glides, 
The Sun-beams trembling on the floating Tydes, 
While melting Musick steals upon the Sky, 
And soften'd Sounds along the Waters die. (II, 47-50) 

M a r t i n Pr ice , w h o notes that the phrase "painted vessel" 
applies equally wel l to Be l inda and her boat, compares the 
passage of Dal i la ' s a r r i v a l i n Samson Agonistes,11 and per­
haps w i t h E l io t ' s combined allusions i n The Waste Land to 
Antony and Cleopatra and The Rape of the Lock in mind , 
we can see another t ragic temptress on her barge. 

The anaphoric lines w h i c h describe Bel inda's emotions 
when her lock is cut also contain hints of Bel inda's u l t i ­
mate fate : 

Not youthful Kings in Battel seiz'd alive, 
Not scornful Virgins who their Charms survive, 
Not ardent Lovers robb'd of all their Bliss, 
Not ancient Ladies when refus'd a Kiss, . . . 
E'er felt such Rage, Resentment and Despair, 
As Thou, sad Virgin! for thy ravish'd Hair. (IV, 3-6, 9-10) 

The effects are par t ia l ly muted through ant ic l imax (Not 
Cynthia when her Manteau's p inn 'd a w r y " ) , but the lines 
w h i c h refer to women otherwise insinuate a l i fe history, 
the same basic response at stages i n a misspent l i fe . The 
scornful v i r g i n will survive her charms, and what the v i r ­
g i n denies the "ancient l a d y " m a y beg for. 
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U p to this point i n the poem, every expl ic i t statement 
has been favorable to Bel inda. A l l c r i t i c i s m has been by 
implicat ion. In 1717, however, Pope decided that he need­
ed his norms voiced as a w a y of br ing ing the impl ic i t c r i t i ­
c i sm into prominence. 

Clar i ssa explicates the values at heart of the p o e m . ' 2 

Bel inda is concerned solely w i t h appearances, but Clar issa 
inquires after essence: "Say , w h y are Beauties prais 'd and 
honour 'd most . . . ? " The adoration they receive should 
have some stabi l i ty : 

How vain are all these Glories, all our Pains, 
Unless good Sense preserve what Beauty gains: 
That Men may say, when we the Front-box grace, 
Behold the first in Virtue, as in Face! (V, 15-18) 

The options are q u i c k l y canvassed. If one could l ive i n a 
w o r l d of rap id ly changing beauti ful appearances, Bel inda's 
ethics w o u l d be suff ic ient : 

Oh! if to dance all Night and dress all Day, 
Charm'd the Small-pox, or chas'd old Age away; 
Who would not scorn what Huswife's Cares produce, 
Or who would learn one earthly Thing of Use? 
To patch, nay ogle, might become a Saint, 
Nor could it sure be such a Sin to paint. (V, 19-24) 

A s elsewhere i n the poem, religious terms evoke larger 
ideals w h i c h can not come f u l l y into the structure. S i n is 
brought l i g h t l y into conjunction w i t h pa int ing and serves 
to evoke the overtones present i n the f a l l of china, as 
Clar i ssa indicates the metamorphosis w h i c h w i l l take place 
regardless of Belinda's protean changes: 

But since, alas! frail Beauty must decay, 
Curl'd or uncurPd, since Locks will turn to grey, 
Since painted, or not painted, all shall fade, 
And she who scorns a Man, must die a Maid; 
What then remains, but well our Pow'r to use, 
And keep good Humour still whate'er we lose? (V, 25-29) 

The possibilities considered are presented as mutual ly ex­
clusive and exhaustive. Clar issa sees var ie ty as reducible 
to an either/or s i tuat ion w h i c h leads to a f i n a l impasse: 
" a l l shal l fade" i n any case. "Whate 'er we lose" puts the 
lock i n its place among things great and smal l w h i c h are 
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of less importance than Bel inda's att i tude towards them. 
Clarissa 's logic is s imi lar to that of m a n y carpe diem poems 
("If to dance . . . " "but since . . . " " W h a t then remains 
. . . " ) , but i t is adapted to other ends. T h i s speech w i t h 
its playfulness and posturing would not instruct Be l inda 
to seize the day, but to remember that there is a tomorrow. 
Clarissa 's speech parodies, as Pope revealed i n a footnote, 
" T h e Episode of Sarpedon." Sarpedon urges death i n bat­
tle; C lar i ssa wants B e l i n d a to cal l off the f i g h t . 1 3 G i v e n 
the difference i n circumstances, equanimity replaces mag­
n a n i m i t y as a v ir tue . 

B e l i n d a is spared the f u l l harshness of the alternative. 
Pope suggests i n another tone what H a m l e t tells the s k u l l 
of Y o r i c k , " N o w get you to m y lady's chamber, and tel l 
her, let her paint a n inch thick, to this favor she must 
come." Pope's own famous depiction of what old coquettes 
become appears i n the "Epis t l e to a L a d y " : 

As Hags hold Sabbaths, less for joy than spight, 
So these their merry, miserable Night ; 
Still round and round the Ghosts of Beauty glide, 
And haunt the places where their Honour dy'd. 
See how the World its veterans rewards! 
A Youth of frolicks, an old Age of Cards, 
Fair to no purpose, artful to no end, 
Young without Lovers, old without a Friend, 
A Fop their Passion, but their Prize a Sot, 
Alive, ridiculous, and dead forgot. (239-48). 

T h i s ferocious v i s i o n is too strong for The Rape of the 
Lock. There we have not the l iving-dead hags but the 
c h a r m i n g sylph who, " t h o u g h she plays no more, o'erlooks 
the C a r d s " (I, 54). Pope hides his terrors through the 
strategic use of metamorphosis. 

Reuben B r o w e r has commented w i t h characterist ic intel­
ligence and tact on the closeness i n tone of The Rape of the 
Lock and Pope's " E p i s t l e to Miss Blount , w i t h the W o r k s of 
V o i t u r e . " " T h e l a d y , " he observes, " i s offered the same 
consolation and defence i n both poems . " 1 4 W h a t we should 
notice i n the fo l lowing lines is the emphasis on what can be 
achieved i n the mutable w o r l d i n w h i c h h u m a n beings act­
ual ly l i v e : 
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Trust not too much your new resistless Charms, 
Those, Age or Sickness, soon or late, disarms; 
Good Humour only teaches Charms to last, 
Still makes new Conquests, and maintains the past . . . 

(59-62) 

Bel inda does not t h i n k i n terms of a tomorrow, but Pope's 
perspective allows h i m his urbanely i ronic tone, because i t 
takes i n more t ime than the single day on w h i c h the rape 
occurs. Trag ic theory m a y have had something to do w i t h 
l i m i t i n g his act ion to one day, but his consummate art ist ic 
sense led h i m to see the ironic implicat ions of presenting 
one day i n a l i fe . The ident i ty of Clarissa's advice to 
Be l inda and Pope's to M a r t h a B lount should be no surprise, 
for w i t h i n the context of The Rape of the Lock Be l inda is 
being invi ted to do on a h u m a n level what Pope does on an 
art is t ic level by t u r n i n g her lock into a star (and by ex­
tension her being into his poem) : this metamorphosis 
w i t h its O v i d i a n echoes turns the changeable into the t ime­
less. Be l inda cannot stave off time's f ina l t r i u m p h , but 
w i t h i n her l i fe she can create a being w i t h durat ion, a self 
w h i c h , i n Clarissa 's words, "preserves what beauty gains . " 

The emphasis is not on the process of character forma­
tion, as i t w o u l d be for the Romantics , but on the product, 
the formed and steady character. Such a character, once 
attained, would be i n a sense static, but i t must be act ively 
maintained despite the temporal dangers to w h i c h i t w i l l 
be subjected. Once the t ransformat ion w h i c h Clar issa re­
commends has been completed, radical metamorphosis w i l l 
be an external phenomenon against w h i c h the good-hum­
oured character preserves a balance. Metamorphosis has 
been central to Belinda's l ife wi thout her being conscious 
of it . Clar issa tries to make her aware that metamor­
phosis, even of one's own person, must be seen as external 
to h u m a n consciousness. Th is is an attempt to create a 
k i n d of consciousness for Be l inda w h i c h she does not have 
and w h i c h , i n the context of the poem, she refuses. 

Pope's metamorphosis of the lock into a star at the end 
of the poem is an O v i d i a n device: a w a y of saving his 
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heroine at a point when, on the level of experience, she is 
unable to get out of her predicament. T h i s is, however, an 
ironic redemption; al though unable to create a conscious­
ness for herself, Be l inda w i l l be able to i l luminate others. 
T h e poem begins w i t h a w a r n i n g f r o m a sylph, but the 
entire poem is an admonit ion f r o m the poet. It is also a 
gift . A s the dedication and the poem's conclusion make 
clear, Pope offers A r a b e l l a F e r m o r more t h a n a quid pro 
quo. H e gives her a better lock to take the place of the 
one she has lost; and her acceptance of the poem i n the 
spir i t i t was given w i l l be at once a recognit ion of its t r u t h 
and an action w h i c h w i l l show she has the character Be l inda 
lacks. 
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