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The Generous Shepard and the Cautious Nymph

Although both poems, Marlowe’s “The Passionate Shepard to His Love” and Raleigh’s “The Nymph’s Reply to the Shepard” may appear similar at a glance, there are many differences to be discovered. Both poems consist of analogous structures that are composed of six quatrains and the ‘aabb’ rhyme scheme. The effect is that the two poems appear alike so that the reader can easily make a visual connection between the two poems. However, “The Nymph’s Reply to the Shepard” mimics the formation of the original poem written by Marlowe in a mocking manner, because often, ‘things are not what they seem on the outside.’ Within those lines that bear a striking resemblance to Marlowe’s poem, Raleigh reveals and retorts at how materialistic and superficial Marlowe’s is by saying, “all these in me no means can move.” The word usages of both authors, too, resemble one another. Sir Walter Raleigh reuses the exact terms that Christopher Marlowe used, but in contrasting situations to further reveal his discrepancies with Marlowe’s poem. While Marlowe employs sensory details and imagery to depict the joys that the couple can mutually experience, Raleigh’s poem, masterfully wielding the altered phrases from Marlowe, ponders and insinuatingly inquires, ‘what if those joyful things were not present?’ However, the staggering contrast in both writers’ idea and portrayal of love are undeniably what sets both poems apart. Marlowe, in his poem, believes that material objects without any guarantee of love can lure the ‘nymph’ to him. His opinion is mistaken and one-dimensional in thought because material gifts generally arouse only ephemeral emulations of happiness. Raleigh states that all of Marlowe’s posted conditions would be gratifying, but they will not remain perpetually. To Raleigh, true happiness would be if someone would love him unconditionally. Also, just because a person offers another person certain gifts to meet their expectations does not mean that they love them. When a person truly loves someone else, then they realize that love is not purchased but discovered within one’s self, and that memories are sufficient in keeping one content with their feelings of love. Sir Raleigh realizes that and states, “but could...love still breed, then these delights my mind might move.” Finally, the distinct writing styles, although they seem similar at first due to the structure and word choice, occupy different purposes. Marlowe writes optimistically, never pausing to consider a situation in which the items that he is presenting will vanish. In his ignorance, Christopher Marlowe’s Shepard merely babbles about the current situation he is in and his vision of ‘what could be’. Raleigh, however, has little faith in the reliability of Marlowe’s posted conditions. For, as with all tangible objects, even Marlowe’s bliss-filled gifts, will soon come to pass. With the same level of self-assurance as Marlowe, Sir Walter Raleigh pessimistically highlights the possible future, taking into consideration what Marlowe did not.

