
 
 
                                             THE Rape of the lock 

Summary 
Summary Summary 

Belinda arises to prepare for the day’s social activities after sleeping late. Her guardian 
sylph, Ariel, warned her in a dream that some disaster will befall her, and promises to 
protect her to the best of his abilities. Belinda takes little notice of this oracle, however. 
After an elaborate ritual of dressing and primping, she travels on the Thames River to 
Hampton Court Palace, an ancient royal residence outside of London, where a group of 
wealthy young socialites are gathering for a party. Among them is the Baron, who has 
already made up his mind to steal a lock of Belinda’s hair. He has risen early to perform and 
elaborate set of prayers and sacrifices to promote success in this enterprise. When the 
partygoers arrive at the palace, they enjoy a tense game of cards, which Pope describes in 
mock-heroic terms as a battle. This is followed by a round of coffee. Then the Baron takes 
up a pair of scissors and manages, on the third try, to cut off the coveted lock of Belinda’s 
hair. Belinda is furious. Umbriel, a mischievous gnome, journeys down to the Cave of Spleen 
to procure a sack of sighs and a flask of tears which he then bestows on the heroine to fan 
the flames of her ire. Clarissa, who had aided the Baron in his crime, now urges Belinda to 
give up her anger in favor of good humor and good sense, moral qualities which will outlast 
her vanities. But Clarissa’s moralizing falls on deaf ears, and Belinda initiates a scuffle 
between the ladies and the gentlemen, in which she attempts to recover the severed curl. 
The lock is lost in the confusion of this mock battle, however; the poet consoles the bereft 
Belinda with the suggestion that it has been taken up into the heavens and immortalized as 
a constellations 

 
Summary 

Canto 1 
Summary Canto 1  

Summary 
The Rape of the Lock begins with a passage outlining the subject of the poem and invoking 
the aid of the muse. Then the sun (“Sol”) appears to initiate the leisurely morning routines 
of a wealthy household. Lapdogs shake themselves awake, bells begin to ring, and although 
it is already noon, Belinda still sleeps. She has been dreaming, and we learn that the dream 
has been sent by “her guardian Sylph,” Ariel. The dream is of a handsome youth who tells 
her that she is protected by “unnumber’d Spirits”—an army of supernatural beings who 
once lived on earth as human women. The youth explains that they are the invisible 
guardians of women’s chastity, although the credit is usually mistakenly given to “Honour” 
rather than to their divine stewardship. Of these Spirits, one particular group—the Sylphs, 
who dwell in the air—serve as Belinda’s personal guardians; they are devoted, lover-like, to 



any woman that “rejects mankind,” and they understand and reward the vanities of an 
elegant and frivolous lady like Belinda. Ariel, the chief of all Belinda’s puckish protectors, 
warns her in this dream that “some dread event” is going to befall her that day, though he 
can tell her nothing more specific than that she should “beware of Man!” Then Belinda 
awakes, to the licking tongue of her lapdog, Shock. Upon the delivery of a billet-doux, or 
love-letter, she forgets all about the dream. She then proceeds to her dressing table and 
goes through an elaborate ritual of dressing, in which her own image in the mirror is 
described as a “heavenly image,” a “goddess.” The Sylphs, unseen, assist their charge as she 
prepares herself for the day’s activities. 
Commentary 
The opening of the poem establishes its mock-heroic style. Pope introduces the 
conventional epic subjects of love and war and includes an invocation to the muse and a 
dedication to the man (the historical John Caryll) who commissioned the poem. Yet the 
tone already indicates that the high seriousness of these traditional topics has suffered a 
diminishment. The second line confirms in explicit terms what the first line already 
suggests: the “am’rous causes” the poem describes are not comparable to the grand love of 
Greek heroes but rather represent a trivialized version of that emotion. The “contests” 
Pope alludes to will prove to be “mighty” only in an ironic sense. They are card-games and 
flirtatious tussles, not the great battles of epic tradition. Belinda is not, like Helen of Troy, 
“the face that launched a thousand ships” (see the SparkNote on The Iliad), but rather a face 
that—although also beautiful—prompts a lot of foppish nonsense. The first two verse-
paragraphs emphasize the comic inappropriateness of the epic style (and corresponding 
mind-set) to the subject at hand. Pope achieves this discrepancy at the level of the line and 
half-line; the reader is meant to dwell on the incompatibility between the two sides of his 
parallel formulations. Thus, in this world, it is “little men” who in “tasks so bold... engage”; 
and “soft bosoms” are the dwelling-place for “mighty rage.” In this startling juxtaposition of 
the petty and the grand, the former is real while the latter is ironic. In mock-epic, the high 
heroic style works not to dignify the subject but rather to expose and ridicule it. Therefore, 
the basic irony of the style supports the substance of the poem’s satire, which attacks the 
misguided values of a society that takes small matters for serious ones while failing to 
attend to issues of genuine importance. 

With Belinda’s dream, Pope introduces the “machinery” of the poem—the supernatural 
powers that influence the action from behind the scenes. Here, the sprites that watch over 
Belinda are meant to mimic the gods of the Greek and Roman traditions, who are 
sometimes benevolent and sometimes malicious, but always intimately involved in earthly 
events. The scheme also makes use of other ancient hierarchies and systems of order. Ariel 
explains that women’s spirits, when they die, return “to their first Elements.” Each female 
personality type (these types correspond to the four humours) is converted into a 
particular kind of sprite. These gnomes, sylphs, salamanders, and nymphs, in turn, are 
associated with the four elements of earth, air, fire, and water. The airy sylphs are those 
who in their lifetimes were “light Coquettes”; they have a particular concern for Belinda 
because she is of this type, and this will be the aspect of feminine nature with which the 
poem is most concerned. 



Indeed, Pope already begins to sketch this character of the “coquette” in this initial canto. 
He draws the portrait indirectly, through characteristics of the Sylphs rather than of 
Belinda herself. Their priorities reveal that the central concerns of womanhood, at least for 
women of Belinda’s class, are social ones. Woman’s “joy in gilded Chariots” indicates an 
obsession with pomp and superficial splendor, while “love of Ombre,” a fashionable card 
game, suggests frivolity. The erotic charge of this social world in turn prompts another 
central concern: the protection of chastity. These are women who value above all the 
prospect marrying to advantage, and they have learned at an early age how to promote 
themselves and manipulate their suitors without compromising themselves. The Sylphs 
become an allegory for the mannered conventions that govern female social behavior. 
Principles like honor and chastity have become no more than another part of conventional 
interaction. Pope makes it clear that these women are not conducting themselves on the 
basis of abstract moral principles, but are governed by an elaborate social mechanism—of 
which the Sylphs cut a fitting caricature. And while Pope’s technique of employing 
supernatural machinery allows him to critique this situation, it also helps to keep the satire 
light and to exonerate individual women from too severe a judgment. If Belinda has all the 
typical female foibles, Pope wants us to recognize that it is partly because she has been 
educated and trained to act in this way. The society as a whole is as much to blame as she 
is. Nor are men exempt from this judgment. The competition among the young lords for the 
attention of beautiful ladies is depicted as a battle of vanity, as “wigs with wigs, with sword-
knots sword-knots strive.” Pope’s phrases here expose an absurd attention to exhibitions of 
pride and ostentation. He emphasizes the inanity of discriminating so closely between 
things and people that are essentially the same in all important (and even most 
unimportant) respects. 

Canto 2 
Summary Canto 2  

 

Summary 
Belinda, rivaling the sun in her radiance, sets out by boat on the river Thames for Hampton Court 
Palace. She is accompanied by a party of glitzy ladies (“Nymphs”) and gentlemen, but is far and 

away the most striking member of the group. Pope’s description of her charms includes “the 

sparkling Cross she wore” on her “white breast,” her “quick” eyes and “lively looks,” and the easy 
grace with which she bestows her smiles and attentions evenly among all the adoring guests. Her 

crowning glories, though, are the two ringlets that dangle on her “iv’ry neck.” These curls are 

described as love’s labyrinths, specifically designed to ensnare any poor heart who might get 
entangled in them. 

One of the young gentlemen on the boat, the Baron, particularly admires Belinda’s locks, and has 

determined to steal them for himself. We read that he rose early that morning to build an altar to 

love and pray for success in this project. He sacrificed several tokens of his former affections, 

including garters, gloves, and billet-doux (love-letters). He then prostrated himself before a pyre 



built with “all the trophies of his former loves,” fanning its flames with his “am’rous sighs.” The gods 

listened to his prayer but decided to grant only half of it. 

As the pleasure-boat continues on its way, everyone is carefree except Ariel, who remembers that 

some bad event has been foretold for the day. He summons an army of sylphs, who assemble 

around him in their iridescent beauty. He reminds them with great ceremony that one of their 
duties, after regulating celestial bodies and the weather and guarding the British monarch, is “to 

tend the Fair”: to keep watch over ladies’ powders, perfumes, curls, and clothing, and to “assist their 

blushes, and inspire their airs.” Therefore, since “some dire disaster” threatens Belinda, Ariel 
assigns her an extensive troop of bodyguards. Brillante is to guard her earrings, Momentilla her 

watch, and Crispissa her locks. Ariel himself will protect Shock, the lapdog. A band of fifty Sylphs 

will guard the all-important petticoat. Ariel pronounces that any sylph who neglects his assigned 
duty will be severely punished. They disperse to their posts and wait for fate to unfold. 

Commentary 
From the first, Pope describes Belinda’s beauty as something divine, an assessment which she 
herself corroborates in the first canto when she creates, at least metaphorically, an altar to her own 

image. This praise is certainly in some sense ironical, reflecting negatively on a system of public 

values in which external characteristics rank higher than moral or intellectual ones. But Pope also 
shows a real reverence for his heroine’s physical and social charms, claiming in lines 17–18 that 

these are compelling enough to cause one to forget her “female errors.” Certainly he has some 

interest in flattering Arabella Fermor, the real-life woman on whom Belinda is based; in order for 
his poem to achieve the desired reconciliation, it must not offend (see “Context”. Pope also exhibits 

his appreciation for the ways in which physical beauty is an art form: he recognizes, with a mixture 

of censure and awe, the fact that Belinda’s legendary locks of hair, which appear so natural and 

spontaneous, are actually a carefully contrived effect. In this, the mysteries of the lady’s dressing 

table are akin, perhaps, to Pope’s own literary art, which he describes elsewhere as “nature to 

advantage dress’d.” 
If the secret mechanisms and techniques of female beauty get at least a passing nod of appreciation 

from the author, he nevertheless suggests that the general human readiness to worship beauty 

amounts to a kind of sacrilege. The cross that Belinda wears around her neck serves a more 

ornamental than symbolic or religious function. Because of this, he says, it can be adored by “Jews” 

and “Infidels” as readily as by Christians. And there is some ambiguity about whether any of the 

admirers are really valuing the cross itself, or the “white breast” on which it lies—or the felicitous 
effect of the whole. The Baron, of course, is the most significant of those who worship at the altar of 

Belinda’s beauty. The ritual sacrifices he performs in the pre-dawn hours are another mock-heroic 

element of the poem, mimicking the epic tradition of sacrificing to the gods before an important 

battle or journey, and drapes his project with an absurdly grand import that actually only exposes 

its triviality. The fact that he discards all his other love tokens in these preparations reveals his 

capriciousness as a lover. Earnest prayer, in this parodic scene, is replaced by the self-indulgent 
sighs of the lover. By having the gods grant only half of what the Baron asks, Pope alludes to the 

epic convention by which the favor of the gods is only a mixed blessing: in epic poems, to win the 

sponsorship of one god is to incur the wrath of another; divine gifts, such as immortality, can seem 
a blessing but become a curse. Yet in this poem, the ramifications of a prayer “half” granted are 



negligible rather than tragic; it merely means that he will manage to steal just one lock rather than 

both of them. 

In the first canto, the religious imagery surrounding Belinda’s grooming rituals gave way to a 

militaristic conceit. Here, the same pattern holds. Her curls are compared to a trap perfectly 

calibrated to ensnare the enemy. Yet the character of female coyness is such that it seeks 
simultaneously to attract and repel, so that the counterpart to the enticing ringlets is the formidable 

petticoat. This undergarment is described as a defensive armament comparable to the Shield of 

Achilles (see Scroll XVIII of The Iliad), and supported in its function of protecting the maiden’s 
chastity by the invisible might of fifty Sylphs. The Sylphs, who are Belinda’s protectors, are 

essentially charged to protect her not from failure but from too great a success in attracting men. 

This paradoxical situation dramatizes the contradictory values and motives implied in the era’s 
sexual conventions. 
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