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Commodity and Religion in
Pope's The Rape of the Lock

ALEX ERIC HERNANDEZ

Critics reading Alexander Pope’s The Rape of the Lock typically
identify the bathetic placement of items on Belinda's toilette as
an example of the proliferation of consumables in the poem. The
heroine’s “Puffs, Powders, Patches, Bibles, Billet-doux,” aside
from being a moment of literary inventiveness for Pope, serve as
a paradigmatic example of the mixture of high and low themes
characteristic of bathos.! The past twenty-five years have seen
influential work proceed from a variety of contextual perspectives
in order to analyze the contemporary market for these consum-
ables in relation to Pope’s own attitudes to commodity fetishism,
drugs, and women, illuminating long-overlooked aspects ol the
poem.? Yet despite this, little has been said about Pope’s decision
to include Bibles among these consumables, much less about the
vibrant religious imagery the poem is rife with. Indeed, among
the major critics of the work, only Geoffrey Tillotson mentions
the Bible in the toilette scene at any length—and even he seems
less concerned with what the connection between the Bible and
the other commodities might mean to the poem as a whole than
with the extent to which Belinda can therefore be identified with
Arabella Fermor, the real-life victim of the poem’s eponymous
transgression.”

This essay argues, by contrast, that the placement of the
Bible among the other consumables on Belinda's table in fact
signifies something important, that it suggests for us a specific
confusion of religion and consumer culture in Pope’s England.
For there, in the heart of the first canto, Pope criticizes those
who would commodify the ethical heart of Christianity by mak-
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ing the provocative claim that, like the powders used to beautify
Belinda, the Bible may become simply another accessory for those
positioning themselves socially—or, perhaps more insidiously, it
becomes an ideological tool for a rapidly industrializing society.
Pope’s point. one suspects, is that such treatment in fact neuters
the ethical message at the heart of the religion, that it turns it
into something to be traded according to transient market forces.
This seems especially true in the charged world of the British
beau monde in which chastity and propriety in a young woman
may operate as marital selling points, themselves instances of
the market’'s potency in structuring the metaphorical space of
lived experience. | argue therefore, that Pope draws on a tradition
of religious and political debate in which the Bible had become
a sort ol code, shorthand for a certain view of patriotism and
religious affiliation, still relatively synonymous in the context of
Pope's England. Extending from slightly before the Interregnum
through the Restoration, this tradition sought to map a political
middle ground for the Bible, equating it with Anglican Protestant-
ism and civic duty, thereby disenfranchising not only the more
radical wing of the Reformation and its attendant schismatics,
but also the recusant Catholic community of which Pope was a
part. Yet this marginalized position also offers the poet a unique
avenue Ifrom which to advance his own critique of the religious and
cultural status quo, engaging in textual play through The Rape
of the Loclk, and later, in its anonymously published companion
"Key to the Lock,” that conflates this brand of religious iconog-
raphy with contemporary attitudes toward and concerns with a
changing political economy. Pope is thus imaginatively engaged
in a project of yoking two strands of critical thought: one, con-
cerned with the religious and theological signifying potential of
the Bible, and another, concerned with early capitalist anxieties
latent in the text.

These anxieties, of course, appear most clearly in the relation-
ship between the poem and its consumables. That The Rape of
the Lock is a text about things and the consumption of things as
much as it is about the characters consuming them now seems
a critical commonplace; much has been written in recent years
about Pope’s troubled relationship with the objects that populate
his poem. As is well recognized, the period leading up to and en-
compassing the early eighteenth century had been unique in that
it had overseen an exponential growth in the segment of British
society with expendable income. The resulting boom in consum-
erism during the period meant a new and dynamic market for
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consumer goods ranging from fashionable clothing and cosmetics
to imported coffee and exotic pets.” Belinda’'s dressing table is
illustrative of this change, populated as it is by the commodities
made available through the market for wares both foreign and
domestic: “Unnumber’d Treasures ope at once, and here / The
various Offrings of the World appear™ (1.129-30).

Pope’s attitude toward the growing “consumer crisis” is subtle
however, resisting simple characterization behind the poem’s am-
biguities and its tight construction. Indeed, the presumed fruit of
consumerism—the objects made available by "all that Land and
Sea afford” (5.11)—serves as the raw material for the poet, accu-
mulating in the poem and festooning his couplets with layers of
dense, almost tangible details. Belinda’s toilette is cluttered with
the objects of this process of miniaturization and multiplication,
a collection of paraphernalia conferring status upon their pos-
sessor while simultaneously signifying the contradictions implied
by reference to both market and parish. Pope seems acutely
aware of the almost self-proliferating nature of the market for
contemporary women’s fashion even though he himself indulges
in its verbal representation; Belinda becomes the “painted Ves-
sel” of 2.47, a vehicle for her consumables even as she supposes
herself in control of them. Here the topos of transformation un-
doubtedly owes a debt of gratitude to Ovid, who as Richard Kroll
reminds us, serves as the major classical inspiration for Pope's
text.” Belinda's cosmetics in fact transform her into something
other, into a pastiche of her things. Like Karl Marx's commodity
fetish, her trinkets take on a life of their own when she puts them
on, not only suppressing the labor that lies behind their produc-
tion and availability to the public, but also obscuring the very
relationship that obtains between signifier and signified, owner
and accessory.®

Ovidian metamorphosis, accordingly, serves as an underlying
thematic for many of the poem’s consumables. A closer sampling
of Belinda’'s beautification tools reveals a collection of exotic toys:
Indian gems, Arabian trinkets, and combs fashioned from ivory
and tortoise shell, all of which figure a culture of mercantilism,
examples of the transformation of raw materials into handheld
goods fit for market. Similar metamorphoses occur in the Cave of
Spleen of the poem’s fourth canto, where, in an almost prescient
awareness of commodity fetishism, Pope extends the Ovidian
topos by transmogriphying the various bodies that line the cave
into objects of trade (4.47-54).” These passages ought to be read,
however, not as an appropriation of such views on Pope’s part, but



J

72 lThe Rape of the Lock

rather as an attempt to represent fundamental changes in public
perception toward markets and world trade. Pope is not offering
a simplistic condemnation of consumerism, just as he should
not be reductively identified as the culprit behind fetishism. His
relationship to the commodities of the poem is, by implication,
much less static than some have assumed it to be; rather, he
ficures a world and a body politic that he himself is attempting
to negotiate.”

Nowhere does this seem more pertinent, I suggest, than in
episodes that conflate religious iconography with the ideology of
capitalist mercantilism. Pope achieves this most systematically
in the first canto, where preparations for the day soon throw not
only Belinda but also the comic spiritual realm of the Sylphs into
a frenzy of cosmetic activity. This frenzy gives way to a ritual of
sorts, one not concerned with liturgical devotion but nevertheless
organized by a quasi-religious cadence. Structured around the
routine of Belinda's maid Betty, the “inferior Priestess™ of 1.127,
the ritual enacts a procession within the text, moving toward an
altar consecrated in the name of self-beautification. And here in
fact. Pope’s ekphrastic technique allows him to paint vividly the
walls of the church, rhetorically calling forth the implements of
the service in a “verbal representation of visual representation.™
He proceeds explicitly then, identifying Belinda’'s toilette as the
bathetic “Altar” at the service of the “Rites of Pride” (1.127-8).
The “Toilet” thus displayed recalls the altar of the Mass cluttered
with the instruments of the liturgy; but whereas the altar in the
Mass displays the host and chalice for the Eucharist, Belinda’s
altar displays the various ornaments, vases—in "mystic Order”
no less—that stand ready to invoke the “Cosmetic Pow'rs” (1.121,
124). The theurgical movement of the Mass is thus replicated
as Ariel rallies the Sylphs to her service and protection. Pope
goes on, however, to reveal Belinda’s parodic Mass as ultimately
nothing more than self-referential. The congregant comes to gaze
on what is only her own image reflected in the mirror (1.125-6).
And yet, Pope surprises the reader by placing the Bible—a proper
religious symbol—among the pulfs, powders, and patches that
litter Belinda's table. Like the patches fashionable in polite society
during the period, the Bible becomes cosmetic, an item worn (or
displayed) that intimates virtue similar to the way a powdered
face suggests youthfulness and fertility. The religious signilier,
in the poem. is reduced to fashion.

But it is at this point that we ought to ask: why Bibles? Why
not use. for instance, the cross later referenced in the sexually
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charged zeugma of 2.7-8 as the symbol of religious and mate-
rial confusion? The answer may lie in Pope’s vantage point as a
Catholic outsider and the turbulent overdetermination the Bible
underwent in the years spanning the Interregnum and the Res-
toration, both of which provide localized examples of the seismic
conceptual shifts that came to characterize the Reformation in
general. In fact, this is perhaps what is so striking about the
Bible’s placement among the consumables on Belinda's dressing
table: commingling with the self-referential tools of the "Rites of
Pride” stand the scriptures, the book which had, at least osten-
sibly, come to embody the very condition of meaning. The poetic
and political stakes are high here for Pope precisely because the
Bible represents so much.

This is not to say in any way that the Bible was monolithic.
Pope’s England, on the contrary, was one of religious contradic-
tions and surprisingly diverse complexity, though not of course to
the degree we associate diversity with today.'° The Bible, to some
extent, came to absorb and encompass these tensions, to provide
a point of reference across the ideological spectrum. And yet, the
Bible was also uniquely Protestant. In contradiction to Catholic
authority, which found its source in not only the Bible but also
in the traditions of the Church along with, crucially, the active
and continuing interpretive mandate of Rome, English Protes-
tants, following Martin Luther and John Calvin, sought to locate
meaning and religious authority in the biblical canon alone. So,
for instance, as early as the Thirty-Nine Articles (1562), the self-
sufficiency of scripture comes to take on a confessional character
as an item of faith on par with the very fundamental historical be-
liefs of Christianity.'"' Understood this way, therefore, the rallying
cry of sola scriptura is an explicit rejection of Catholic dogma. By
elevating the Bible's authoritative role, Protestant theology comes
to view itself, in the words of Nicholas Boyle, “as the negation of
Roman Catholicism.”'* Of course, for a British kingdom that was
also now acting as dean over the church, theological matters took
on a decidedly political character. Anglican divines during the pe-
riod took to articulating a distinctive Protestantism that stressed
sobriety in matters religious, anchoring their understanding of
the world in the literature of the scriptures.

Despite this, Anglican Protestantism during the years lead-
ing up to the Interregnum was rarely an easy fit. Following the
via media of Elizabethan England and its elucidation during the
Jacobean period, tensions within Protestant factions and between
Anglicans and the minority Catholics threatened to derail the
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political and religious settlement brokered by these moderating
voices. By the reign of Charles I, these tensions had erupted into
a series of religious controversies that saw Laudian Protestants
and the Great Kew “rationalists” fighting hard to maintain what
they saw as the politico-theological center. In a rear-guard ac-
tion. they sought refuge during the religious controversies of
the seventeenth century in the reaffirmation of sola scriptura
and the historical convictions of the Anglican tradition. William
Chillingworth, perhaps the central figure in the Great Kew circle
of Anglicans—himself a former Catholic—is key here, moving to
identify English Protestantism synecdochically with its holy book.
His tome The Religion of Protestants a Safe Way to Salvation (1638)
is notable for its overt explicitness in this respect, declaring in
response to the Catholic position: “The BIBLE, | say, the BIBLE
only, is the religion of protestants!™'® With respect to this tradition
in British theology, Joseph M. Levine makes the point that dur-
ing the early years ol the Commonwealth government, moderate
EEnglish religious voices increasingly sought to ground the Bible
itsell in the history of the English state and the Christian canoni-
cal tradition. The years surrounding Oliver Cromwell’s revolution
saw challenges to authority from all sides, so further articulation
ol ostensibly official positions became essential to maintaining
some measure of stability. Thomas Hobbes's skeptical account
of the scriptures in Leviathan (1651), for instance, exacerbated
Protestant anxieties over the Bible's authority. Hobbes raised
doubts about the canon’s authenticity, noting: “"Who were the
originall writers of the severall Books of Holy Scripture, has not
been made evident by any sufficient testimony of other History,
(which is the only proof of matter of fact).”'* Hobbes’s argument
is that. ultimately, the authority of the Bible—if it is to be au-
thoritative not only to theology but also, in Hobbes's case, with
respecl to the new science of politics—must come from within
itself. But, as Hobbes goes on to note, the careful reader is apt
to encounter repeated inconsistencies in the text; the canon, left
lo itsell, seemed to necessitate an authority externally, or else
abdicated its own authoritative position.'> What influence Hobbes
initially had was no doubt viewed as unorthodox, but his argument
proved enduring. Nevertheless, his savvy reading of the political,
religious. and philosophical issues dividing the body politic did
not win him many Ifriends—he was labeled an atheist and enemy
of the crown.'® Challenges to scriptural authority persisted, how-
ever, from explicitly theological circles as well. Catholics and an
emboldened radical Protestant subculture (composed mainly of
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Quakers, Baptists, and some extremist Presbyterians) argued that
the Bible was an insufficient arbiter in epistemological inquiry.
Against these groups and in response to Hobbes, Chillingworth’s
theoretical descendents for a time became consumed in an
apologetic project to both reassert the historicity of the Bible
and, perhaps more importantly to their own context, provide a
link between the early Christians and contemporary Britons via
a chain of successive witnesses to the Bible’s infallibility.!” In an
almost fetishistic attachment to the Bible, Anglican moderates
became bibliolaters as the lesser of two evils. Inheritors of the
sola scriptura traditions, these apologists looked to the Bible as a
talisman of sorts, the textual object on which the Anglican tradi-
tion was philosophically and historically built.

At the Restoration, many of the central controversies on bib-
liolatry again surfaced because, in truth, they had never gone
away. Anxieties about Roman Catholicism grew increasingly acute
even as the pendulum of political rule swung away from the more
hard-line Puritans toward the moderate position. And this is cru-
cial to the argument, for it is the specter of Catholicism (and its
political incarnation, Jacobitism) that, repeatedly materializing
within the cultural fabric of early eighteenth-century England,
causes yet another reassertion of sola scriptura as a central
politico-religious imperative in the years directly leading up to
Pope’s composition of The Rape of the Lock. In some ways, this
is to be expected, since Britons had become uncomfortable with
the restored Stuart dynasty’'s sympathies with the Catholic posi-
tion. Such concerns carried with them a distinctly political and
economical character; against James Il in particular, Protestants
connected an alleged political despotism with his Catholicism
and its association with Continental culture and temperament.
To be British also meant to be Protestant. Thus, the problem
with Catholicism became increasingly synonymous with a double
allegiance to both Crown and pontiff at times bordering on sedi-
tion.'® These concerns never stray far from the central problem
of grounding meaning in the biblical text that forms a pervasive
undercurrent for these tensions and remained a persistent
object of Anglican attention. In the minds of satirists such as
Jonathan Swift (who, we ought to recall, would later become a
close friend to Pope and a Scriblerus collaborator), it is precisely
Catholicism’s propensity to change the plain truths of scripture
through excessive interpretation that is problematic. His Tale of
a Tub (published in 1704, but likely written up to a decade earlier
in the waning years of James II's reign) figuratively imagines this
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problem by allegorizing the debate. It is Peter—the eldest brother
and the allegorical figure for the Catholic Church—who, against
his deceased Father’'s will, incessantly alters the coat that repre-
sents religious tradition. Crucially, it is precisely Peter’s inability
to interpret the last will and testament of the Father (what Swilft
presumably means us to identify as the Bible) in its plain sense
that proves problematic; instead, Swilt's editor William Wotton
notes: “When the Papists cannot find anything which they want in
Scripture they go to Oral Tradition.”" Conversely, Swift identifies
the British via media with a keen attentiveness to biblical text.
Yet it was not only popular satire that excoriated Catholicism’s
deviation from the reasoned bibliolatry that came to characterize
early Latitudinarian devotional practices. Scarcely two years be-
fore Pope’s expanded, five-canto version of the poem (in which, it
is often noted, he added the supernatural machinery, the Cave of
Spleen, and much of the poem’s most memorable scenes), Samuel
Clarke, Latitudinarian and theological inheritor to Chillingworth,
sought to broker a more definitive politico-theological peace. His
1712 publication The Scripture Doctrine of the Trinity begins by
noting that in opposition to the Roman Catholics, Protestants held
up all creedal beliefs to the words of the Bible. Controversially,
he went on to democratize bibliolatry in a sense, by adding the
clarification “every person may reasonably agree to such Forms [of
creedal conlession], whenever he can in any sense at all reconcile
them with Scripture.™® Unlike the Catholics then, Protestants
held fast to the Word. For the book trade especially, this was
welcome news; the literary market was soon glutted with religious
literature.?! The Bible though, was the hot commodity, an early
bestseller. Furthermore, the fact that Pope was acquainted with
this apologetic literature seems highly probable if not absolutely
certain. In a letter to Francis Atterbury, Bishop of Rochester,
who had contacted the poet about converting to the Church of
England after his father’s death in 1717, Pope writes, “Shall [ tel
you a secret? | [read the controversies between the Churches
at fourteen years old, (for I loved reading, and my father had no
other books) there was collection of all that had been written on
both sides in the reign of King James the second: I warm’d my
head with them, and the consequence was that [ found my self
a Papist and a Protestant by turns, according to the last book I
read. ™ Surely as well, Pope’s Catholic education ensured a level
of facility with the controversies that would inform his own ex-
perience as a recusant believer.**

With regards to the everyday experience of Catholics like
Pope, bibliolatrous theology took on a decidedly political impor-
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tance and served to banish them to the fringes—both literally
and figuratively—of political power (the law barred Catholics, it
will be remembered, from living within ten miles of London).*
The Toleration Act of 1689 would be needed to relax the oppres-
sive measures of the Commonwealth and legalize certain forms
of dissenting religious practice. In fact, this act may have “com-
mercialized” religious devotion since it opened a marketplace of
sorts by withdrawing the exclusive support of the secular courts
from Anglicanism. Clergymen assumed a more aggressive stance
to proselytism and theological matters in order to vie with new
denominational competition and the plurality of views.*” But al-
though a measure of toleration was achieved through this legisla-
tion, Catholics were still oppressively marginalized by the Test Acts
(1673, 1678), which prohibited those who would not commune
with the Church of England from holding official positions.*® Such
measures combined to effectively exile the Catholic to a narrow
coterie of like-minded recusants, an exile that undoubtedly formed
a central part of Pope’s life. The memory of his family’s ostracism
would remain vivid; as late as 1737, he lamented “"And certain
Laws, by Suffrers thought unjust, / Deny’'d all Posts of Profits
or of Trust.™” He would likewise never own his own property, a
result of the emasculating anti-Catholic laws of the period.*®
Concerns of this sort no doubt weighed on Pope’s mind at
the time he was writing his mock epic. His recent publication of
An Essay on Criticism (1711) had been attacked by John Dennis
along religious lines with uncharacteristic barbarity. Dennis had
not only offered rebuttal to Pope’s thesis but proceeded to engage
in a program of caustic ridicule and slander, mocking his Catholi-
cism, “revealing” his sympathies with the Old Pretender, and even
deriding his physical deformities as physiognomical manifesta-
tions of his character (as a child Pope had suffered from spinal
tuberculosis, stunting his growth and permanently hunching his
back).*” Attacks like these during his formative years—and there
were many—iorced Pope to reevaluate his own self-understand-
ing as a recusant Catholic. In a letter of 1712 addressed to John
Caryll Jr. (the Catholic friend and mentor to whom The Rape of
the Lock is dedicated), Pope seems to complain of Dennis’s big-
otry, referring to himself as “an un-bigoted Roman Catholic.™"
The same year that Pope put the finishing touches on the poem,
1717, saw his definitive identification with the Catholicism that
would ensure a life of discrimination. In the same reply to At-
terbury in which he reveals his acquaintance with the apologetic
literature, Pope politely refuses to convert to Protestantism, divid-
ing his patriotic duties from those religious: “I am a Catholick, in
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the strictest sense of the word. If I was born under an absolute
Prince, I would be a quiet subject: but I thank God I was not. I
have a due sense of the excellence of the British constitution.™'
Yel. and this is telling, Pope’s sell-identilication with the recusant
Catholic community is a direct repudiation of the sola scriptura of
Protestant England. He would later liken his own spirituality to
Blaise Pascal and Francois Féenelon, two notable Roman Catholic
figures, remarking that he would “most readily imitate [them)],
in submitting all my Opinions of the Decision of the Church."?
This may, of course, be tongue-in-cheek, but certainly, Pope saw
himself as one for whom sola scriptura smacked of bibliolatry. A
caveat here is important, however: for while the temptation to
divide Pope’s spirituality from his identification with the Catholic
community is strong, such an anachronism denies the complex-
ity ol the poet’'s own elusive position on these matters, especially
with regards to this trying period in his life. No less a figure than
Maynard Mack reminds us that Pope, despite his own tolerant
brand of spirituality, nonetheless stubbornly identified himself as
a Catholic, even though such identification, as | have emphasized,
meant his lile was spent dogged by suspicion.”™ What is of central
importance to my argument then, is the robust manner in which
Pope viewed his Catholicism as a system of signification he ex-
isted within, a cultural and religious grid with plasticity, through
which he engaged the poetic arts as both a Roman Catholic and
an Englishman.

Pope’s own imaginative use of the Bible links the central
signifier of Protestant thought with the consumables that litter
Belinda's dressing table. There is consequently a sort of mar-
riage of the ideological and theological in this figure. His vantage
point as a Catholic outsider is thus crucial to understanding
the conflation of the religious with the commodity through the
bathos of Belinda's toilette. For the Protestant, as [ have argued,
the Bible came to signify the heart of the Christian religion, the
very horizon of interpretation for the citizen-saint. Yet unlike
the master signilier of Catholic culture and experience, the Eu-
charistic wafer, the Bible was available for purchase. Those who
could afford the volume kept a copy for private devotional use or
as display.” Thus, in the poem, the very object that contains the
Word of God subverts itselt, becoming a commodity open to trade.
The irony is one that Pope cannot resist, for the very impulse
to biblical literacy entailed by the newfound importance of the
written Word necessarily feeds a market for religious literature.
[t is this market, though, that inevitably devalues the religious
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by reducing it, in this case, to implements in the pursuit of ever-
increasing profit. And we must suspect that as a Catholic in a
Protestant kingdom, any reverence Pope has for the holy book
ultimately cannot mask what he sees as Protestant bibliolatry
run amok. Furthermore, it is no coincidence that Pope’s ironic
treatment of overdetermined religious interpretation of the poem
in his A Key to the Lock (1715) conspicuously omits reference to
the Bible. As a parody of Protestant anti-Papist tracts, the Bible
nonetheless stands as a particularly Protestant signifier; any
reference to it would argue against the paranoid reading offered
by Pope’s fictitious apothecary.?® The poel's exile thus informs
the deliberate usage of the Bible as the symbol of religious and
material confusion. The printer-merchant becomes the source of
religious enlightenment.

But Pope seems to push us further, for we might ask: what
is the effect of rendering the Bible a commodity in this sense?
[nevitably, the identification of the Bible and powder can only re-
sult in stripping the Christian narrative of its power of prophetic
critique, the ethical heart of which Pope was no doubt fond of
as a satirist cum moralist. And perhaps most insidiously, the
Bible—synecdochically identilied here with a culture’s core ethico-
religious values—becomes implicated in an ideological project
of capitalist expansion, conspiring against itself and those very
same core commitments. Regarded as little more than a fashion
accessory to the wardrobe of the elite, it becomes complicit in the
hierarchy of this social class. Here indeed, the supposedly reli-
gious silences anxieties over a changing economic and ideological
order, even becoming complicit in the proliferation of Belinda’'s
cosmetics. As a part of this collection, and therefore part of the
collection of commodities that adorns the society woman, in an
important sense it ceases to mean religiously. It ceases to signily
the inscrutability of faith and the concomitant ethical demands
placed on the reader. Rather, it becomes an advertisement of piety,
a collectible meant to be brandished, implying a greater domes-
tic use-value through an implied virtue.”® Recall, for instance,
Clarissa’s pedantic moral, herself engaged with Belinda in the
agonistic competition of markets:

But since, alas! frail Beauty must decay,

Curl'd or uncurl'd, 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,
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And keep good Humour still whate'er we lose?

Beauties in vain their pretty Eyes may roll;

Charms strike the Sight, but Merit wins the Soul.
(5.25-34)

But as a commodity—and this is the crucial point—the Bible is
open to be owned, personalized, and privatized so that it loses
its claim to broad universality. Pope’s suggestion is that this type
of ownership is never quite possible since the moment that the
ethico-religious is owned in this fashion it in fact ceases to be
robustly so.

What Pope does so well in the Rape of the Lock is to engage
in a mode of imaginative play through which these two strains
of thought can be brought together, all the while maintaining a
poelic distance. It is, in fact, rather similar to what he does in his
treatment of Belinda, for he seems to understand intuitively that
Belinda’'s own body, in becoming a sort of receptacle for these
objects, conspires in devaluing itself.”” As the “painted Vessel,”
Belinda wears her status and in turn becomes herself an object
for possession. It is important to note, therefore, that Pope is far
from offering a simple condemnation of his heroine since she
too is a victim of the ideologies that order their world. One ought
not, as some have mistakenly argued, to suppose Pope’s critique
is merely an excoriation of his heroine. On the contrary, she is
engulfed in a sort of ideological fantasy, structured as a consumer
by the very interpellation that ultimately transforms her into a
consumable. Pope, on the contrary, looks on the "Goddess™ with
uncharacteristic sympathy for the period (1.132). After all, Belinda
herself is being traded. It is her body, in the end, that is exploited:
it is her body, in the end, that is the base commodity of the cul-
ture. As a figure for patriarchy’s deepest values and desires then,
she comes to embody the confusion of the ethico-religious with
the commodity. Marx’'s classic definition of ideology is, to some
extent, appropriate here with respect to the heroine, for she does
not know it but she is doing it.”® No one is more cognizant of this
than the poet himself, for whom Belinda is not only a comic but
also a tragic ligure.

NOTLES

| wish to thank Richard Kroll. who, over two years ol study at the Uni-
versily ol California, Irvine, provided direction as well as thoughtful advice
on previous drafts of this essay.
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