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Series Introduction

Bloom’s Classic Critical Views is a new series presenting a selection of the most
important older literary criticism on the greatest authors commonly read in high
school and college classes today. Unlike the Bloom’s Modern Critical Views series,
which for more than 20 years has provided the best contemporary criticism on great
authors, Bloom'’s Classic Critical Views attempts to present the authors in the con-
text of their time and to provide criticism that has proved over the years to be the
most valuable to readers and writers. Selections range from contemporary reviews
in popular magazines, which demonstrate how a work was received in its own era,
to profound essays by some of the strongest critics in the British and American tradi-
tion, including Henry James, G.K. Chesterton, Matthew Arnold, and many more.

Some of the critical essays and extracts presented here have appeared previously
in other titles edited by Harold Bloom, such as the New Moulton’s Library of Literary
Criticism. Other selections appear here for the first time in any book by this publisher.
All were selected under Harold Bloom’s guidance.

In addition, each volume in this series contains a series of essays by a con-
temporary expert, who comments on the most important critical selections,
putting them in context and suggesting how they might be used by a student writer
to influence his or her own writing. This series is intended above all for students, to
help them think more deeply and write more powerfully about great writers and
their works.

xiii






Introduction by Harold Bloom

1

The title of this volume is itself both a necessary misnomer and an
instructive oracle of the odd processes that constitute literary history.
John Donne and his disciple George Herbert both were great poets, and
can be considered “metaphysical” in some of the senses given to that
displaced philosophical term by the major Western literary critic, Dr. Samuel
Johnson.

Andrew Marvell is as great a poet as Donne and Herbert, but remains a
party-of-one, an original creator without English literary antecedents, and
no affiliation to the metaphysicals. Robert Herrick, a charming poet, was a
disciple of Ben Jonson, and the Sons of Ben were not metaphysicals. Richard
Crashaw, though primarily the major English representative of the Catholic
baroque mode (the poetry of Giambattista Marino, the sculpture of Bernini),
was also a disciple of George Herbert’s metaphysical devotional poetry.

Any discussion of the metaphysical poets must begin with Dr. Johnson’s
“Life of Cowley;” the long lead-off essay in The Lives of the Most Eminent
English Poets: With Critical Observations on Their Works (1779). Abraham
Cowley is now read only by specialists and is a weak poet, whether in his
vapid Pindaric odes or in his faded imitations of Donne. To the eighteenth
century, he was an honored bard, though hardly in Johnson’s estimate. But
Johnson nodded in valuing Cowley over Donne, thus agreeing too readily
with the general climate of opinion in the great critic’s day.

Nevertheless Johnson's “invention” ofthe metaphysical poetshas permanently
prevailed, flowering from an ironic sentence in his “Life of Cowley”:

The metaphysical poets were men of learning, and to shew their
learning was their whole endeavour; but, unluckily resolving to
shew it in rhyme, instead of writing poetry, they only wrote verses,
and very often such verses as stood the trial of the finger better than

XV



XVi Harold Bloom

of the ear; for the modulation was so imperfect, that they were only
found to be verses by counting the syllables.

Johnson must mean Donne, a generation before Cowley, but who else
would say of a great poet that his whole endeavor was to show his learning?
What causes the strongest of critics to go so wrong? Dryden is quoted
by Johnson as confessing that he falls below Donne in wit yet surpasses
him in poetry. Wit is defined by Johnson “as a kind of discordia concors, a
combination of dissimilar images or discovery of occult resemblances in
things apparently unlike” That catches something of Donne; unfortunately
Johnson expands this into an attack:

The most heterogeneous ideas are yoked by violence together;
nature and art are ransacked for illustrations, comparisons, and
allusions; their learning instructs, and their subtilty surprises; but
the reader commonly thinks his improvement dearly bought, and,
though he sometimes admires, is seldom pleased.

Taste changed in the generation after Johnson, and, from Coleridge on
through the entire nineteenth and twentieth centuries, readers have been
pleased.

2

John Donne’s popularity thus long preceded T.S. Eliot’s belated discovery,
which led on to the generous overvaluation by Eliotic critics such as Cleanth
Brooks, Allen Tate, and R.P. Blackmur, who seemed to place Donne in
Shakespeare’s sublime company while joining Eliot in the denigration of
Milton and all the Romantics and Victorians. Now, in the twenty-first
century, balance has been restored, and I can agree happily with Ben Jonson
that John Donne was the best poet in the world for some things.

The wonder of Donne’s poetry is its unitary nature. His early libertine
lyrics, in Song and Sonnets, display the same modes of wit and mastery of
images that continue in his devotional verse, the Holy Sonnets and the great
hymns. “The Ecstasy” and the “Hymn to God my God, in My Sickness” are
palpably the work of the same poetic mind. Donne’s wit is an instrument of
discovery and an avenue always to fresh invention, as here at the close of his
A Hymn to God the Father:

I have a sin of fear, that when I have spun
My last thread, I shall perish on the shore;
But swear by thy self, that at my death thy son
Shall shine as he shines now, and heretofore;
And, having done that, thou hast done,
I fear no more.
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3

George Herbert, by common critical consent, is the most considerable
devotional poet in the language. His starting point is Donne, and he converts
both the erotic wit and the libertine contexts into further pathways to God.
Like Donne, Herbert is immensely fecund in discovering new metaphors
burgeoning out of prior ones; indeed he transcends Donne in this regard.
Both are process-poets, recasting their poems even after they are under way.
Here is Herbert’s wonderful “Prayer (1)”:

Prayer is the Church’s banquet, Angel’s age,
God’s breath in man returning to his birth,
The soul in paraphrase, heart in pilgrimage,
The Christian plummet sounding heaven and earth;
Engine against the Almighty, sinners’ tower,
Reversed thunder, Christ-side-piercing spear,
The six-day’s-world transposing in an hour,
A kind of tune, which all things hear and fear;
Softness, and peace, and joy, and love, and bliss,
Exalted manna, gladness of the best,
Heaven in ordinary, man well dressed,
The milky way, the bird of paradise,
Church-bells beyond the stars heard, the soul’s blood,
The land of spices; something understood.

This is a montage of two dozen tropes or images of prayer, but itself
declines to be a prayer. Instead it dances from metaphor to metaphor until
it concludes with the beautiful suggestiveness of the final three lines. An
extraordinary artist, Herbert demands and rewards close reading:

Of what strange length must that needs be,
Which e'vn eternity excludes!
Thus far Time heard me patiently:
Then chafing said, This man deludes:
What do I here before his door?
He doth not crave less time, but more.

4
Andrew Marvell, an unclassifiable poet, has nothing in him of Donne or
of Herbert, and I prefer him to either, not out of any distaste for metaphysical
poetry, but because Marvell is an unique poet, without precursors in English.
Herbert is somewhat monolithic, as even the best of exclusively devotional
poets have to be. Marvell matches Donne in variety and has also a rich
strangeness entirely unique to him.
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Except for some satires, Marvell published very little poetry in his lifetime.
Neither did Herbert, but he carefully prepared The Temple for posthumous
publication. Like Emily Dickinson and Gerard Manley Hopkins, Marvell had
little interest in auctioning his mind and art to a public.

Not even the hermetic poems of the Welsh metaphysical Henry Vaughan
are as enigmatic as Marvell’s pastoral meditations and lyrics. They are difficult
not because of esoteric thought, as in Henry Vaughan, nor in Donnean
paradoxes, but because Marvell is individualistic in the highest degree. In
a very subtle way, he is a somewhat allegorical poet, but freestyle. His best
poems intimate otherness, but only suggestively. There is little continuous
allegory, as in the mode of Edmund Spenser.

Finally, there is the question of Marvell’s tone, which has an uncanny
detachment unlike any other. What tonalities do we hear in the superb lines
ending my favorite poem by Marvell, “The Mower Against Gardens”?

"Tis all enforced, the founding and the grot,
While the sweet fields do lie forgot,

Where willing Nature does to all dispense
A wild and fragrant innocence;

And fauns and fairies do the meadows till
More by their presence than their skill.
Their statues polished by some ancient hand,

May to adorn the gardens stand;
But, howsoe're the figures do excel,
The Gods themselves with us do dwell.

William Empson called Damon the Mower “the clown as Death” There is
something in that version of Adam, but what about the tone? My inner ear
detects an ironic sense of content. Nature may be fallen, Marvell implies, but
we are not. The Clown is also the Hermetic God-Man, unfallen Adam, so that
“the Gods themselves with us do dwell”

5
The delightful Robert Herrick owes his perpetual audience to his
Hesperides; or the Works both Humane and Divine rather than to his Noble
Numbers; or Pious Pieces. Hesperides has many triumphs, of which the
masterpiece is “Corinna’s Going A-Maying.” Here is the last of its five stanzas,
thus maintaining my propensity, in this introduction, for emphasizing the
end of poems:

Come, let us goe, while we are in our prime;
And take the harmlesse follie of the time.
We shall grow old apace, and die
Before we know our liberty.
Our life is short; and our dayes run
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As fast away as does the Sunne:
And as a vapour, or a drop of raine
Once lost, can ne’r be found againe:
So when you or I are made
A fable, song, or fleeting shade;
All love, all liking, all delight
Lies drownd with us in endless night.
Then while time serves, and we are but decaying;
Come my Corinna, come, let’s goe a Maying.

There are few rivals to that, even in English seventeenth-century poetry.
Herrick implicitly understood that love, shadowed by mortality, kindles itself
into eroticism.

6

The baroque sensibility of Richard Crashaw sets him apart from other
metaphysicals, though two of his volumes were written in tribute to George
Herbert. metaphysical style, in Donne at his most exuberant, still is very
different from the fierce extravagance of the continental baroque. Crashaw’s
two baroque masterpieces are his hymns celebrating the Carmelite nun Saint
Teresa of Avila: “A Hymn to the Name and Honor of the Admirable Saint
Teresa” and “The Flaming Heart” Here is the energetic conclusion of the
latter:

O though undaunted daughter of desires!

By all thy dower of Lights & Fires;

By all the eagle in thee, all the dove;

By all thy lives & deaths of love;

By thy large draughts of intellectual day,
And by thy thirsts of love more large than they;
By all thy brim-filld Bowls of fierce desire
By the last Morning’s draught of liquid fire;
By the full kingdom of that final kiss

That seizd thy parting Soul, & seald thee his;
By all the heavens thou hast in him

(Fair sister of the Seraphim!)

By all of Him we have in Thee;

Leave nothing of my Self in me,

Let me so read thy life, that I

Unto all life of mine may die.

As an intellectual and spiritual fireworks display, this is memorable
and transcendent, a baroque ascension into the sublime. Reading Teresa’s
autobiography, Crashaw merges himself both with her and with God.
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JOHN DONNE
(1572-1631)

o
(3)

John Donne was born in London in 1572. His father was a prosperous merchant; his
mother (the daughter of the epigrammatist John Heywood) was a devout Catholic
whose family had suffered religious persecution and exile. Donne matriculated from
Oxford in 1584, and although he did not receive a degree, the university would later
award him an honorary MA. Donne also trained as a lawyer—his entrance in 1591
to Thavies Inn was followed by admittance to Lincoln’s in 1592—and some critics
have remarked upon the traces of legal training evident in the conceits and tight
reasoning of his verse. Donne appears to have remained at Lincoln’s until 1596,
when he joined the English expedition to Cadiz. On his return to England in 1597,
he spent several years in the service of Sir Thomas Egerton, staying with Egerton
while he entered Parliament as the Member for Brackley. One of the decisive
turning points of his life occurred in December 1601, when he secretly married
Ann More, Lady Egerton’s niece. The confession of his marriage to his father-in-law
in February 1602 resulted in imprisonment and dismissal from Egerton’s service. His
marriage was subsequently to cause Donne so much difficulty that he would write
in a letter to his wife in 1602, “John Donne, Ann Donne, Un-done.”

Donne was unsuccessful in his application for employment in the Queen'’s
household, and for secretaryships in Ireland and with the Virginia Company. In
1614, he served as Member of Parliament for Taunton and sat on several select
committees; he was, however, still unable to find state employment. In 1615, he
took orders in the Church of England, a step which had been urged on him by
the Dean of Gloucester eight years before. From this time on, he served in various
ecclesiastical functions: as Royal Chaplain, rector and vicar of several parishes,
Reader in Divinity at Lincoln’s Inn, and as a Justice in the Court of Delegates. The
crowning achievement of his career came in 1621, when he was elected Dean of
St. Paul’s. He preached widely, both at Court and abroad, and his sermons were
received with acclaim and published in 1622, 1625, and 1626. He was a strong
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candidate for a bishopric in 1630, but fell seriously ill late that year. He died in 1631
and is buried in St. Paul’s. Although he is best known today for his poems, few of
them were published in his lifetime: the First and Second Anniversaries came out
in 1612, as did “Break of Day,” and “Elegy upon Prince Henry” was published the
following year. The first collected edition of the poetry appeared in 1633.
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INSCRIPTION ON A MONUMENT

JOHANNES DONNE,
Sac. Theol. Profess.
Poet Varia Studia, Quibus Ab Annis
Tenerrimis Fideliter, Nee Infeliciter
Incubuit;
Instinctu Et Impulsu Sp. Sancti, Monitu
Et Hortatu
Regis Jacobi, Ordines Sacros Amplexus,
Anno Sui Jesu, MDCXIV. Et Suae Atatis
XLII.
Decanatu Hujus Ecclesiae Indutus,
XXVII. Novembris, MDCXXI
Exutus Morte Ultimo Die Martii,
MDCXXXI.
Hie Licet In Occiduo Cinere, Aspicit Eum
Cujus Nomen Est Oriens.
—Inscription

HeNRrY KING “To THE MEMORY OF MY EVER

DESIRED FRIEND DoCTOR DONNE” (1631)

A former Bishop of Chicester, Henry King (1592-1669) was a noted
churchman and author of his day. A close friend of Donne’s and executor
of his estate, King's elegy on Donne’s death is often considered amongst
the finest of his works.

To have livd eminent, in a degree

Beyond our lofti’st flights, that is, like Thee

Or t have had too much merit, is not safe;

For such excesses find no Epitaph.

At common graves we have Poetic eyes

Can melt themselves in easy Elegies.

But at Thine, Poem, or Inscription

(Rich soul of wit, and language) we have none.

Indeed, a silence does that tomb befit, Where is no Herald left to blazon it.

—Henry King, “To the Memory of My Ever
Desired Friend Doctor Donne,” c. 1631
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IzAAK WALTON (1639)

John Donne was once Izaak Walton’s (1593-1683) pastor at St. Dunstan’s
in addition to being a close friend. Walton considered himself a “Convert”
of Donne, who was clearly an important influence on both his spiritual
and literary life. Walton wrote the first biography of Donne, published in

1640 and revised in 1658.

He was of stature moderately tall; of a straight and equally-proportioned
body, to which all his words and actions gave an unexpressible addition
of comeliness. The melancholy and pleasant humour were in him so
contempered, that each gave advantage to the other, and made his company
one of the delights of mankind. His fancy was unimitably high, equalled
only by his great wit; both being made useful by a commanding judgment.
His aspect was cheerful, and such as gave a silent testimony of a clear
knowing soul, and of a conscience at peace with itself. His melting eye
shewed that he had a soft heart, full of noble compassion; of too brave a
soul to offer injuries, and too much a Christian not to pardon them in
others. He was by nature highly passionate, but more apt to reluct at the
excesses of it. A great lover of the offices of humanity, and of so merciful
a spirit, that he never beheld the miseries of mankind without pity
and relief.

—Izaak Walton,
The Life of Dr. John Donne, 1639

SIR RICHARD BAKER (1641)

Sir Richard Baker (1568-1645) was an author and occasional member of
the British parliament. He is most know for his work Chronicle of the Kings
of England from the Time of the Romans’ Government unto the Death of King
James, which he completed while incarcerated in Fleet debtor’s prison.

Mr. John Dunne, who leaving Oxford, lived at the Innes of Court, not
dissolute, but very neat; a great Visitor of Ladies, a great frequenter of Playes,
a great writer of conceited Verses; until such times as King James taking
notice of the pregnancy of his Wit, was a means that he betook him to the
study of Divinity, and thereupon proceeding Doctor, was made Dean of
Pauls; and became so rare a Preacher, that he was not only commended,
but even admired by all who heard him.
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—Sir Richard Baker,
A Chronicle of the Kings of England, 1641

JoHN HACKET (1693)

John Hacket (1592-1670) was a renowned English churchman, formerly
Bishop of both Lichfield and Coventry. He wrote several works, most
noted of which are the comedy Loiola and the biography, published
posthumously, that is excerpted below.
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Dr. Donne, a laureate wit; neither was it impossible that a vulgar soul
should dwell in such promising features.

—John Hacket, Life of Archbishop Williams,
1693, par. 74

THOMAS CAMPBELL (1819)

An important and influential poet and writer of the latter portion of the
Romantic period, Thomas Campbell (1777-1844) was most known for his
biographies and his humanist work, The Pleasures of Hope.

The life of Donne is more interesting than his poetry.

—Thomas Campbell,
Specimens of the British Poets, 1819

ANNA BROWNELL JAMESON (1829)

Famed as an art historian, travel writer, and feminist pioneer, Anna
Brownell Jameson (1794-1860) wrote the popular, two-volume work The
Loves of the Poets, which explored the lives of the women who were loved
and celebrated by great poets throughout time.
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Dr. Donne, once so celebrated as a writer, now so neglected, is more
interesting for his matrimonial history, and for one little poem addressed to
his wife, than for all his learned, metaphysical, and theological productions.

—Anna Brownell Jameson,
The Loves of the Poets, 1829, vol. 2, p. 94
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WILLIAM MINTO “JOHN DONNE” (1880)

William Minto (1845-1893) was a Scottish critic and scholar, a pro-
fessor at the University of Aberdeen, and author of the respected
Characteristics of English Poets from Chaucer to Shirley.

The knowledge of Donne’s immense learning, the subtlety and capacity of his
intellect, the intense depth and wide scope of his thought, the charm of his
conversation, the sadness of his life, gave a vivid meaning and interest to his
poems, circulated among his acquaintances, which at this distance of time we
cannot reach without a certain effort of imagination. Dr. Donne is one of the
most interesting personalities among our men of letters. The superficial facts
of his life are so incongruous as to be an irresistible provocation to inquiry.
What are we to make of the fact that the founder of a licentious school of
erotic poetry, a man acknowledged to be the greatest wit in a licentious
Court, with an early bias in matters of religion towards Roman Catholicism,
entered the Church of England when he was past middle age and is now
numbered among its greatest divines? Was he a convert like St. Augustine, or
an indifferent worldling like Talleyrand? Superficial appearances are rather in
favour of the latter supposition.

—William Minto, “John Donne,”
The Nineteenth Century, 1880, p. 849

J.B. LIGHTFOOT (1895)

Joseph Barber Lightfoot (1828-1889) was an English churchman and
bishop of Durham. A noted scholar of theology, Lightfoot published
over a dozen well-respected books, most of which deal with biblical
subject matter.

Against the wall of the south choir aisle in the Cathedral of St. Paul is a
monument which very few of the thousands who visit the church daily
observe, or have an opportunity of observing, but which, once seen, is not
easily forgotten. It is the long, gaunt, upright figure of a man, wrapped
close in a shroud, which is knotted at the head and feet, and leaves only the
face exposed—a face wan, worn, almost ghastly, with eyes closed as in death.
This figure is executed in white marble, and stands on an urn of the same,
as if it had just arisen therefrom. The whole is placed in a black niche, which,
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by its contrast, enhances the death-like paleness of the shrouded figure. Above
the canopy is an inscription recording that the man whose efligy stands
beneath, though his ashes are mingled with western dust, looks towards
Him whose name is the Orient. It was not such a memorial as Donne’s
surviving friends might think suitable to commemorate the deceased, but
it was the very monument which Donne himself designed as a true emblem
of his past life and his future hopes.

—]J.B. Lightfoot,
Historical Essays, 1895, pp. 221-223

AUGUSTUS JESSOPP (1897)

A noted English author and archaeologist, Augustus Jessopp (1823-1914)
was, like Donne, a churchman and rector, and often acted as chaplain in
ordinary to King Edward VII.
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His graceful person, vivacity of conversation, and many accomplishments
secured for him the entree at the houses of the nobility and a recognised
position among the celebrities of Queen Elizabeth’s court. He was
conspicuous as a young man of fortune who spent his money freely, and
mixed on equal terms with the courtiers, and probably had the character
of being richer than he was. The young man, among his other gifts, had
the great advantage of being able to do with very little sleep. He could read
all night and be gay and wakeful and alert all day. He threw himself into the
amusements and frivolities of the court with all the glee of youth, but never
so as to interfere with his duties. The favourite of fortune, he was too the
favourite of the fortunate—the envy of some, he was the darling of more.
Those of his contemporaries who knew him intimately speak of him at all
times as if there was none like him; the charm of his person and manners
were irresistible. He must have had much love to give, or he could never
had so much bestowed upon him.

— Augustus Jessopp, John Donne,
Sometime Dean of St. Paul’s, 1897, pp. 13, 18

EpMUND GOSSE (1899)

Edmund Gosse (1849-1928) was a prolific and important “man of letters”
from the late Victorian Era through the first quarter of the twentieth
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century. Though also a poet and author of prose, Gosse was most
revered as a literary critic, penning a wide scope of literary criticism
and biography on such seemingly disparate figures as Algernon Charles
Swinburne, Henrik lbsen, William Congreve, Robert Browning, and, of
course, John Donne.

History presents us with no instance of a man of letters more obviously
led up to by the experience and character of his ancestors than was John
Donne. As we have him revealed to us, he is what a genealogist might
wish him to be. Every salient feature in his mind and temperament is
foreshadowed by the general trend of his family, or by the idiosyncrasy
of some individual member of it ... The greatest preacher of his age
... No one, in the history of English literature, as it seems to me, is
so difficult to realise, so impossible to measure, in the vast curves of his
extraordinary and contradictory features. Of his life, of his experiences,
of his opinions, we know more now than it has been vouchsafed to us to
know of any other of the great Elizabethan and Jacobean galaxy of writers,
and yet how little we fathom his contradictions, how little we can account for
his impulses and his limitations. Even those of us who have for years made
his least adventures the subject of close and eager investigation must admit
at last that he eludes us. He was not the crystal-hearted saint that Walton
adored and exalted. He was not the crafty and redoubtable courtier whom
the recusants suspected. He was not the prophet of the intricacies of fleshly
feeling whom the young poets looked up to and worshipped. He was none of
these, or all of these, or more. What was he? It is impossible to say, for, with
all his superficial expansion, his secret died with him. We are tempted to
declare that of all great men he is the one of whom least is essentially known.
Is not this, perhaps, the secret of his perennial fascination?

—Edmund Gosse, The Life and Letters of John Donne,
1899, vol. 1, pp. 3, 11, vol. 2, p. 290

SERMONS

The following six excerpts specifically examine aspects of Donne’s sermon
writing, offering both criticism and praise, and any reader interested in
Donne’s homilies will find these comments particularly useful.



Personal 11

IZAAK WALTON (1639)

A preacher in earnest; weeping sometimes for his auditory, sometimes
with them; always preaching to himself, like an angel from a cloud, but
in none; carrying some, as St. Paul was, to heaven in holy raptures; and
enticing others by a sacred art and courtship to amend their lives: here
picturing a Vice so as to make it ugly to those that practised it; and a Virtue
so as to make it beloved, even by those who loved it not; and all this with a
most particular grace and an unexpressible addition of comeliness.

—Izaak Walton, The Life of Dr. John Donne, 1639

HENRY HALLAM (1837-39)

Henry Hallam (1777-1859) was a prominent nineteenth-century literary
historian and scholar. Often viewed as a philosopher or moralist, Hallam
penned several well-regarded works, including one on the constitu-
tional history of England.
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The sermons of Donne have sometimes been praised in late times. They
are undoubtedly the productions of a very ingenious and a very learned
man; and two folio volumes by such a person may be expected to supply
favorable specimens. In their general character, they will not appear, I think,
much worthy of being rescued from oblivion. The subtilty of Donne, and
his fondness for such inconclusive reasoning as a subtle disputant is apt
to fall into, runs through all of these sermons at which I have looked. His
learning he seems to have perverted in order to cull every impertinence of
the fathers and schoolmen, their remote analogies, their strained allegories,
their technical distinctions; and to these he has added much of a similar kind
from his own fanciful understanding.

—Henry Hallam, Introduction to
the Literature of Europe,
1837-39, pt. 3, ch. 2, par. 70

EpwiIN P. WHIPPLE (1859-68)

Edwin Percy Whipple (1819-1886) was a prominent American essayist and crit-
ic, one of the foremost authors on literary works of the nineteenth century.
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Donne’s published sermons are in form nearly as grotesque as his poems,
though they are characterized by profounder qualities of heart and mind.
It was his misfortune to know thoroughly the works of fourteen hundred
writers, most of them necessarily worthless; and he could not help displaying
his erudition in his discourses. Of what is now called taste he was absolutely
destitute. His sermons are a curious mosaic of quaintness, quotation, wisdom,
puerility, subtilty, and ecstasy. The pedant and the seer possess him by turns,
and in reading no other divine are our transitions from yawning to rapture
so swift and unexpected. He has passages of transcendent merit, passages
which evince a spiritual vision so piercing, and a feeling of divine things so
intense, that for the time we seem to be communing with a religious genius
of the most exalted and exalting order; but soon he involves us in a maze of
quotations and references, and our minds are hustled by what Hallam calls
“the rabble of bad authors” that this saint and sage has always at his skirts,
even when he ascends to the highest heaven of contemplation.

—Edwin P. Whipple, The Literature of
the Age of Elizabeth, 1859-68, p. 237

ANNE C. LyNcH BoTtTA (1860)

An American poet and critic of modest achievement, Anne C. Lynch
Botta (1815-1891) was more renowned for hosting a famous literary
salon, first in Providence, Rhode Island, and then later in New York City.
At these weekly salons, prominent writers of the day shared new and
emerging works with eager audiences. Edgar Allen Poe, Horace Greeley,
and Catharine Sedgwick are amongst the writers who appeared in
Botta's drawing room.

The sermons of Donne, while they are superior in style, are sometimes
fantastic, like his poetry, but they are never coarse, and they derive a
touching interest from his history.

—Anne C. Lynch Botta, Hand-Book of
Universal Literature, 1860, p. 476

WILLIAM MINTO (1872-80)

In Donne’s sermons, an intellectual epicure not too fastidious to read sermons
will find a delicious feast. Whether these sermons can be taken as patterns
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by the modern preacher is another affair. It will not be contended that any
congregation is equal to the effort of following his subtleties. In short, as
exercises in abstract subtlety, fanciful ingenuity, and scholarship, the sermons
are admirable. Judged by the first rule of popular exposition, the style is bad—a
bewildering maze to the ordinary reader, much more to the ordinary hearer.

—William Minto, Manual of
English Prose Literature, 1872-80, p. 253

AUGUSTUS JESSOPP (1888)

During this year, 1622, Donne’s first printed sermon appeared. It was
delivered at Paul's Cross on 15 Sept. to an enormous congregation, in
obedience to the king’s commands, who had just issued his “Directions
to Preachers,” and had made choice of the dean of St. Paul’s to explain his
reasons for issuing the injunctions. The sermon was at once printed; copies of
the original edition are rarely met with. Two months later Donne preached
his glorious sermon before the Virginian Company. Donne’s sermon
struck a note in full sympathy with the larger views and nobler aims of
the minority. His sermon may be truly described as the first missionary
sermon printed in the English language. The original edition was at once
absorbed. The same is true of every other sermon printed during Donne’s
lifetime; in their original shape they are extremely scarce. The truth is that
as a preacher at this time Donne stood almost alone. Andrewes’s preaching
days were over (he died in September 1626), Hall never carried with him
the conviction of being much more than a consummate gladiator, and was
rarely heard in London; of the rest there was hardly one who was not either
ponderously learned like Sanderson, or a mere performer like the rank and
file of rhetoricians who came up to London to air their eloquences at Paul’s
Cross. The result was that Donne’s popularity was always on the increase, he
rose to every occasion, and surprised his friends, as Walton tells us, by the
growth of his genius and earnestness even to the end.

—Augustus Jessopp,
Dictionary of National Biography,
1888, vol. 15, p. 229






A
LX) 4

v

GENERAL

A
L) 4

v






General 17

JoHN DONNE (1614)

One thing more I must tell you; but so softly, that I am loth to hear myself:
and so softly, that if that good lady were in the room, with you and this
letter, she might not hear. It is, that I am brought to a necessity of printing
my poems, and addressing them to my Lord Chamberlain. This I mean to
do forthwith: not for much public view, but at mine own cost, a few copies.
I apprehend some incongruities in the resolution; and I know what I shall
suffer from many interpretations; but I am at an end, of much considering
that; and, if I were as startling in that kind, as I ever was, yet in this
particular, I am under an unescapable necessity, as I shall let you perceive
when I see you. By this occasion I am made a rhapsodist of mine own rags,
and that cost me more diligence, to seek them, than it did to make them.
This made me ask to borrow that old book of you, which it will be too late
to see, for that use, when I see you; for I must do this as a valediction to the
world, before I take orders. But this is it, I am to ask you: whether you ever
made any such use of the letter in verse, a notre comtesse chez vous, as that
I may not put it in, amongst the rest to persons of that rank; for I desire it
very much, that something should bear her name in the book, and I would
be just to my written words to my Lord Harrington to write nothing after
that. I pray tell me as soon as you can, if I be at liberty to insert that: for
if you have by any occasion applied any pieces to it, I see not, that it will
be discerned, when it appears in the whole piece. Though this be a little
matter, I would be sorry not to have an account of it, within as little after
New Year’s-tide, as you could.

—John Donne, letter to Sir Henry Goodyere,
Dec. 20, 1614, The Works of John Donne,
ed. Henry Alford, vol. 6, 1839, p. 367

BEN JONSON
“To JoHN DONNE” (1616)

Ben Jonson (1572?7-1637) was one of the most prominent authors of his
time, a renowned dramatist and poet. A contemporary and colleague
of Donne’s, Jonson was a great admirer of the poet, often praising him
in his works, though, as is typical of Jonson, some of his praise was also
tempered by criticism as well.
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Donne, the delight of Phoebus and each Muse,
Who, to thy one, all other brains refuse;

Whose every work of thy most early wit

Came forth example, and remains so yet;

Longer a-knowing than most wits do live,

And which no affection praise enough can give!
To it, thy language, letters, arts, best life,

Which might with half mankind maintain a strife;
All which I meant to praise, and yet I would;

But leave, because I cannot as I should!

—Ben Jonson, “To John Donne,” 1616

WILLIAM DRUMMOND (1619)

William Drummond of Hawthornden (1585-1649) was a sublime Scottish
poet and the unofficial poet laureate of Edinburgh in his day. Today
he is most remembered for publishing a series of notes and observa-
tions based on conversations with Ben Jonson, whose views on Donne,
both praising and critical, Drummond repeats below. In another letter,
Drummond is also credited with being the first critic to write of a group
of metaphysical writers.

That Done’s Anniversarie was profane and full of blasphemies: that he told
Mr. Done, if it had been written of the Virgin Marie it had been something;
to which he answered, that he described the Idea of a Woman, and not as
she was. That Done, for not keeping of accent, deserved hanging . .. He

esteemeth John Done the first poet in the world in some things: his verses of
the “Lost Chaine” he heth by heart; and that passage of the “Calme,” That
dust and feathers doe not stirr, all was so quiet. Affirmeth Done to have written
all his best pieces ere he was 25 years old.

—William Drummond,
Notes on Ben Jonson’s Conversations, 1619

TaoMAS CAREW “AN ELEGIE UPON
THE DEATH OF DOoCTOR DONNE” (1631)

Thomas Carew (1594 or 1595-1640) was one of the more successful and
well-known poets of the court of King Charles I. Today he is remembered
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as belonging to the Cavalier style of poetry, along with Sir John Suckling,
Richard Lovelace, and others. Carew’s deservedly famous elegy on the
death of Donne, excerpted below, has often been considered one of the
most perceptive appraisals of the great metaphysical poet’s work dating
from his own time.

The Muses’ garden, with pedantic weeds
O'erspread, was purgd by thee, the lazie seeds
Of servile imitation throwne away,

And fresh invention planted; thou didst pay
The debts of our penurious banquerout age:

.. .whatsoever wrong

By ours was done the Greek or Latin tongue,
Thou hast redeem’d, and opened as a mine

Of rich and pregnant fancie . . .

... to the awe of thy imperious wit

Our troublesome language bends, made only fit,
With her tough thick-ribd hoopes, to gird about
Thy gyant fancy.

—Thomas Carew, “An Elegie upon the Death of
Doctor Donne,” Works, c. 1631, ed. Hazlitt, pp. 93-94

GEORGE DANIEL

“A VINDICATION OF POESY” (1647)

George Daniel (1616-1657) was a poet best known for his work “The
Robin.” As many of his contemporaries did, Daniel responded to Donne’s
work in poetic form, a sure sign of Donne’s significance to his fellow
writers.

... all the softnesses,

The Shadow, Light, the Air, and Life, of Love;
The Sharpness of all Wit; ev’n bitterness
Makes Satire Sweet; all wit did God improve,
"Twas flamed in him, "Twas but warm upon
His Embers; He was more; and it is Donne.

—George Daniel, “A Vindication of Poesy,” 1647
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JoHN DRYDEN

“ESSAY ON SATIRE” (1692)

The greatest playwright and satirist of his day, John Dryden (1631-1700)
ranks as foremost among the generation of English writers that suc-
ceeded Donne and his contemporaries. Though clearly an admirer of
Donne’s body of work, Dryden’s criticism of the poet helped usher in an
era where some of Donne’s writing fell from the highest lofts of artistic
favor. Though not present in the excerpt below, Dryden was the first
critic to use the term “metaphysic” when writing about Donne.

Would not Donne’s satires, which abound with so much wit, appear more
charming, if he had taken care of his words, and of his numbers? But he
followed Horace so very close, that of necessity he must fall with him; and I
may safely say it of this present age, that if we are not so great wits as Donne,
yet, certainly, we are better poets.

—John Dryden, “Essay on Satire,” Works,
1692, vol. 13, eds. Scott, Saintsbury, p. 109

NATHAN DRAKE (1798)

Nathan Drake (1766-1836) was an English physician and literary scholar
most noted for his comprehensive, two-volume work on William
Shakespeare.

If it be true that the purport of poetry should be to please, no author has
written with such utter neglect of the rule. It is scarce possible for a human
ear to endure the dissonance and discord of his couplets, and even when his
thoughts are clothed in the melody of Pope, they appear to me hardly worth
the decoration.

—Nathan Drake, Literary Hours, 1798, no. 28

HENRY KIRKE WHITE

“MELANCHOLY HOURS” (1806)

Henry Kirke White (1785-1806) gained some fame as a young poet
whose natural genius for poesy was hailed by numerous prominent
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men of his day, including Robert Southey and George Gordon, Lord
Byron. Having died young, White’s second collection—where the below
excerpt can be found—was published posthumously in 1807.
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Donne had not music enough to render his broken rhyming couplets
sufferable, and neither his wit, nor his pointed satire, were sufficient to rescue
him from that neglect which his uncouth and rugged versification speedily
superinduced.

—Henry Kirke White, “Melancholy Hours,”
Remains, 1807, vol. 2, ed. Southey

SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE (1818)

One of the most significant authors and critics of his time, Samuel
Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834) is perhaps most well-known today for his
epic poems “Kubla Khan” and “Rime of the Ancient Mariner.”
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Since Dryden, the metre of our poets leads to the sense: in our elder and
more genuine bards, the sense, including the passion, leads to the metre.
Read even Donne’s satires as he meant them to be read, and as the sense and
passion demand, and you will find in the lines a manly harmony.

—Samuel Taylor Coleridge,
Notes on Beaumont and Fletcher,
1818, ed. Ashe, p. 427

ROBERT SOUTHEY (1807)

Renowned as one of the famous Lake Poets, whose ranks also included
Coleridge and William Wordsworth, Robert Southey (1774-1843) served
as poet laureate of England for thirty years. An important critic and
man of letters, Southey’s criticism of Donne, especially when com-
pared and contrasted to the other excerpts presented here from his
contemporaries Coleridge, Campbell, and Hallam, demonstrates the
inconstant opinion with which Donne was regarded in the early part of
the nineteenth century.
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Nothing could have made Donne a poet, unless as great a change had been
worked in the internal structure of his ears, as was wrought in elongating
those of Midas.

—Robert Southey, Specimens of the
Later English Poets, 1807, vol. 1, p. xx iv

THOMAS CAMPBELL (1819)

Donne was the “best good-natured man, with the worst natured Muse” A
romantic and uxorious lover, he addresses the object of his real tenderness
with ideas that outrage decorum. He begins his own epithalamium with
most indelicate invocation to his bride. His ruggedness and whim are almost
proverbially known. Yet there is a beauty of thought which at intervals rises
from his chaotic imagination, like the form of Venus smiling on the waters.

—Thomas Campbell, An Essay on English Poetry, 1819

HENRY HALLAM (1837-39)

Donne is the most inharmonious of our versifiers, if he can be said to have
deserved such a name by lines too rugged to seem metre. Of his earlier poems,
many are very licentious; the later are chiefly devout. Few are good for much;
the conceits have not even the merit of being intelligible: it would perhaps be
difficult to select three passages that we should care to read again.

—Henry Hallam, Introduction to
the Literature of Europe, 1837-39,
pt. 3, ch. 5, para. 39

EL1ZABETH BARRETT BROWNING
(1842-63)

The most renowned woman poet of the nineteenth century, Elizabeth
Barrett Browning (1806-1861) is famous today for her “Sonnets from
the Portuguese” and her romantic marriage to fellow poet Robert
Browning. Though she mainly published her own poetry, Barrett
Browning was also a respected critic of other poets’ work.

Having a dumb angel, and knowing more noble poetry than he articulates.
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—Elizabeth Barrett Browning,
The Book of Poets, 1842-63, vol. 2, p. 50

HARTLEY COLERIDGE “DONNE”
(1849)

The son of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Hartley Coleridge (1796-1849) was
a minor writer who never lived up to the promise and expectations his
father placed upon him. Coleridge was more known for his literary jour-
nalism and criticism, placing essays and poems in several popular maga-
zines of the day and publishing one biographical work in his lifetime.

Of stubborn thoughts a garland thought to twine;
To his fair Maid brough cabalistic posies,

And sung quaint ditties of metempsychosis;
“Twists iron pokers into true love-knots,’
Coining hard words, not found in polyglots.

—Hartley Coleridge, “Donne,” Sketches of the
English Poets, Poems, 1849, vol. 2, p. 295

EpwiIN P. WHIPPLE (1859-68)

With vast learning, with subtile and penetrating intellect, with a fancy
singularly fruitful and ingenious, he still contrived to disconnect, more or
less, his learning from what was worth learning, his intellect from what
was reasonable, his fancy from what was beautiful. His poems, or rather his
metrical problems, are obscure in thought, rugged in versification, and full
of conceits which are intended to surprise rather than to please; but they
still exhibit a power of intellect, both analytical and analogical, competent at
once to separate the minutest and connect the remotest ideas. This power,
while it might not have given his poems grace, sweetness, freshness, and
melody, would still, if properly directed, have made them valuable for their
thoughts; but in the case of Donne it is perverted to the production of what
is bizarre or unnatural, and his muse is thus as hostile to use as to beauty.
The intention is, not to idealize what is true, but to display the writer’s skill
and wit in giving a show of reason to what is false. The effect of this on the
moral character of Donne was pernicious. A subtile intellectual scepticism,
which weakened will, divorced thought from action and literature from life,
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and made existence a puzzle and a dream, resulted from this perversion of
his intellect. He found that he could wittily justify what was vicious as well as
what was unnatural; and his amatory poems, accordingly, are characterized
by a cold, hard, labored, intellectualized sensuality, worse than the worst
impurity of his contemporaries, because it has no excuse of passion for its
violations of decency.

—Edwin P. Whipple, The Literature of
the Age of Elizabeth, 1859-68, p. 231

GEORGE GILFILLAN (1860)

George Gilfillan (1813-1878) was a revered Scottish clergyman and author,
writing popular biographies of Robert Burns and Sir Walter Scott and
numerous other important texts. Gilfillan collected and edited volumes
of the work of dozens of prominent writers, including contemporaries
of Donne like George Herbert, Richard Crashaw, and John Milton. As evi-
denced below, his opinion of Donne—uwritten in his characteristic, at times
grandiloquent, style—was decidedly mixed.

Donne, altogether, gives us the impression of a great genius ruined by
a false system. He is a charioteer run away with by his own pampered
steeds. He begins generally well, but long ere the close, quibbles, conceits,
and the temptation of shewing off recondite learning, prove too strong
for him, and he who commenced following a serene star, ends pursuing a
will-o’-wisp into a bottomless morass. Compare, for instance, the ingenious
nonsense which abounds in the middle and the close of his “Progress of
the Soul” with the dark, but magnificent stanzas which are the first in the
poem. In no writings in the language is there more spilt treasure—a more
lavish loss of beautiful, original, and striking things than in the poems of
Donne.

—George Gilfillan, Specimens with Memoirs
of the Less-Known British Poets, 1860, vol. 1, p. 203

GEORGE L. CrRAIK (1861)

George Little Craik (1798-1866) was a Scottish historian and literary
scholar.
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On a superficial inspection, Donne’s verses look like so many riddles. They
seem to be written upon the principle of making the meaning as difficult to be
found out as possible,—of using all the resources of language, not to express
thought, but to conceal it. Nothing is said in a direct, natural manner; conceit
follows conceit without intermission; the most remote analogies, the most
farfetched images, the most unexpected turns, one after another, surprise and
often puzzle the understanding; while things of the most opposite kinds—the
harsh and the harmonious, the graceful and the grotesque, the grave and the
gay, the pious and the profane—meet and mingle in the strangest of dances.
But, running through all this bewilderment, a deeper insight detects not only
a vein of the most exuberant wit, but often the sunniest and most delicate
fancy, and the truest tenderness and depth of feeling.

—George L. Craik, A Compendious History of
English Literature and of the English Language,
1861, vol. 1, p. 579

RicHARD CHENEVIX TRENCH (1868)

Richard Chenevix Trench (1807-1886) was an Irish poet and churchman
who eventually became Archbishop of Dublin. Sometimes considered a
poetic follower of Wordsworth’s, Trench also contributed to the study of
English linguistics.

10/~ U ——0

There is indeed much in Donne, in the unfolding of his moral and spiritual
life, which often reminds us of St. Augustine. I do not mean that, noteworthy
as on many accounts he was, and in the language of Carew, one of his
contemporaries,

A king who ruled as he thought fit
The universal monarchy of wit.

he at all approached in intellectual or spiritual stature to the great Doctor
of the Western Church. But still there was in Donne the same tumultuous
youth, the same final deliverance from them; and then the same passionate
and personal grasp of the central truths of Christianity, linking itself as this
did with all that he had suffered, and all that he had sinned, and all through
which by God’s grace he had victoriously struggled.

—Richard Chenevix Trench, A Household
Book of English Poetry, 1868, p. 403
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H.A. TAINE (1871)

A French literary critic and historian, Hippolyte Adolphe Taine (1828-
1893) was the author of numerous important works, including his four-
volume History of English Literature, which he penned in 1864 and was
translated into English in 1871. Taine was an important literary theorist
and is often credited as the architect of literary historicism.

A pungent satirist, of terrible crudeness, a powerful poet, of a precise
and intense imagination, who still preserves something of the energy
and thrill of the original inspiration. But he deliberately abuses all
these gifts, and succeeds with great difficulty in concocting a piece of
nonsense. Twenty times while reading him we rub our brow, and ask
with astonishment, how a man could so have tormented and contorted
himself, strained his style, refined on his refinement, hit upon such absurd
comparisons?

—H.A. Taine, History of English Literature,
1871, vol. 1, tr. Van Laun, bk. 2, ch. 1, pp. 203-04

ROBERT CHAMBERS (1876)

A noted Scottish publisher and author, Robert Chambers (1802-1871)
was the author of dozens of works, including the Cyclopaedia of English
Literature, which he first completed in 1840 and which was subse-
quently revised. He is often best remembered today as the author
of Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation, released anonymously in
1844, which presented a somewhat radical and highly controversial
view of evolution.

His reputation as a poet, great in his own day, low during the latter part of the
seventeenth and the whole of the eighteenth centuries, has latterly revived.
In its days of abasement, critics spoke of his harsh and rugged versification,
and his leaving nature for conceit. It seems to be now acknowledged that,
amidst much bad taste, there is much real poetry, and that of a high order,
in Donne.

—Robert Chambers, Cyclopaedia of
English Literature, 1876, ed. Carruthers
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ROBERT BROWNING (1878)

One of the most important Victorian poets, Robert Browning (1812-
1889) professed his admiration for Donne in his 1878 collection La
Saisiaz: The Two Poets of Croisic.

Better and truer verse none ever wrote
Than thou, revered and magisterial Donne!

—Robert Browning,
The Two Poets of Croisic, 1878

ALFRED WELSH (1882)

An American literary scholar and author, Alfred Welsh (1849-1889) spent
most of his career in the English Department at the Ohio State University.
Welsh, unlike many of his contemporaries, who were beginning to redis-
cover admiration for Donne (as Chambers expresses above,) reflected
the views of critics of the previous century, who found much to criticize
in the poet’s work.

—2/3 ——2/3 —9/3

We find little to admire, and nothing to love. We see that farfetched similes,
extravagant metaphors, are not here occasional blemishes, but the substance.
He should have given us simple images, simply expressed; for he loved and
suffered much: but fashion was stronger than nature.

—Alfred Welsh, Development of English
Literature and Language, 1882, vol. 1, p. 413

FrANcIS T. PALGRAVE (1889)

Francis Turner Palgrave (1824-1897) was an oft controversial Victorian
critic of both art and literature. Though Palgrave was an occasional poet
and prose author, he is best remembered for his criticisms, which were
widely respected in his day.
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Donne’s poems were first collected in 1633: they cover an extraordinary
range in subject, and are throughout marked with a strange originality
almost equally fascinating and repellent. It is possible that his familiarity
with Italian and Spanish literatures, both at that time deeply coloured by
fantastic and far-fetched thought, may have in some degree influenced him
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in that direction. His poems were probably written mainly during youth.
There is a strange solemn passionate earnestness about them, a quality
which underlies the fanciful “conceits” of all his work.

—Francis T. Palgrave, The Treasury of
Sacred Song, 1889, note, p. 333

EDMUND GOSSE (1894)

In him the Jacobean spirit, as opposed to the Elizabethan, is paramount. His
were the first poems which protested, in their form alike and their tendency,
against the pastoral sweetness of the Spenserians. Something new in English
literature begins in Donne, something which proceeded, under his potent
influence, to colour poetry for nearly a hundred years. The exact mode
in which that influence was immediately distributed is unknown to us, or
very dimly perceived. To know more about it is one of the great desiderata of
literary history. The imitation of Donne’s style begins so early, and becomes so
general, that several critics have taken for granted that there must have been
editions of his writings which have disappeared. . . . The style of Donne,
like a very odd perfume, was found to cling to every one who touched it, and
we observe the remarkable phenomenon of poems which had not passed
through a printer’s hands exercising the influence of a body of accepted
classical work. In estimating the poetry of the Jacobean age, therefore, there
is no writer who demands more careful study than this enigmatical and
subterranean master, this veiled Isis whose utterances outweigh the oracles
of all the visible gods..

—Edmund Gosse, The Jacobean Poets,
1894, pp. 47-48

EpWARD DOWDEN (1895)

An Irish poet and scholar, Edward Dowden (1843-1913) was a professor of
English literature at Trinity College in Dublin for over forty years. He pub-
lished extensively on French and English authors, including full-length
works on William Shakespeare, Michel de Montaigne, Edmund Spenser,
and Percy Bysshe Shelley.

After he had taken holy orders Donne seldom threw his passions into verse;
even his “Divine Poems” are, with few exceptions, of early date; the poet in
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Donne did not cease to exist, but his ardour, his imagination, his delight
in what is strange and wonderful, his tenderness, his tears, his smiles, his
erudition, his intellectual ingenuities, were all placed at the service of one
whose desire was that he might die in the pulpit, or if not die, that he
might take his death in the pulpit, a desire which was in fact fulfilled. . . .
Donne as a poet is certainly difficult of access. . . . He sometimes wrote best,
or thought he wrote best, when his themes were wholly of the imagination.
Still it is evident that Donne, the student, the recluse, the speculator on
recondite problems, was also a man who adventured in pursuit of violent
delights which had violent ends. . . . In whatever sunny garden, and at
whatever banquet Donne sits, he discerns in air the dark Scythesman of
that great picture attributed to Orcagna. An entire section of his poetry is
assigned to death.

—Edward Dowden, New Studies in Literature,
1895, pp. 90-91, 107-17

FELIX E. SCHELLING “INTRODUCTION” (1895)

Felix Emmanuel Schelling (1858-1945) was an American educator and
literary scholar. In the essay below, taken from an introductory essay
to a collection of Elizabethan poetry, Schelling describes what he calls
the “positive originality” and “negative originality” of Donne’s work.
Donne’s “positive originality” manifests in Donne’s poetic insight, which
Schelling writes “the power which, proceeding by means of the clash of
ideas familiar with ideas remote, flashes light and meaning into what has
hitherto appeared mere commonplace.” Donne’s “negative originality”
is found in the uniqueness of his lyrics and work; Schelling argues that
Donne was “by far the most independent lyrical metrist of this age” and
that unlike many of his contemporaries, Donne was not highly shaped by
the prevailing influence of Renaissance Italian poetry.

Schelling also compares Donne to several of his contemporaries,
including George Daniel, Fulke Greville, and especially Ben Jonson.
Schelling bristles at the notion, often debated in his time, that Jonson
may have originated the metaphysical school of poetry; Schelling clearly
places this mantle onto Donne’s shoulders, arguing that, excepting
Shakespeare, no one “has done so much to develop intellectualized
emotion in the Elizabethan lyric as John Donne.” Any individual carefully
studying Donne’s work may find Schelling’s essay particularly interesting,
and applying Schelling’s concepts of positive and negative originality to
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not only Donne but also Jonson and the other poets Schelling mentions
below may prove a fruitful endeavor in further understanding Donne’s
unique place amongst Renaissance poets.

The most important poetical influence of this decade (1590-1600) is that
of that grave and marvelous man, Dr. John Donne. I would respectfully
invite the attention of those who still persist with Dr. Johnson in regarding
this great poet as the founder of a certain “Metaphysical School of Poetry;!
a man all but contemporary with Cowley, and a writer harsh, obscure,
and incomprehensible in his diction, first to an examination of facts
which are within the reach of all, and, secondly, to an honest study of
his works. Ben Jonson told Drummond? that “Donne’s best poems were
written before he was twenty-five years old,” i.e., before 1598, and Francis
Davison, apparently when collecting material for his Poetical Rhapsody
in 1600, includes in a memorandum of “M.S. S. to get,” certain poems of
Donne.? The Carews, Crashaws, and Cowleys begin at least thirty years
later, and, be their imitations of Donne’s characteristics what they may,
Donne himself is an Elizabethan in the strictest possible acceptation of
that term, and far in fact as in time from the representative of a degenerate
and false taste. It is somewhat disconcerting to find an author whom, like
Savage Landor in our own century, the critic cannot glibly classify as the
founder of a school or the product of a perfectly obvious series of literary
influences. Donne is a man of this difficult type. For, just as Shakespeare
touched life and man at all points, and, absorbing the light of his time,
gave it forth a hundredfold, so Donne, withdrawn almost wholly from the
influences affecting his contemporaries, shone and glowed with a strange
light all his own.

Few lyrical poets have ever rivaled Donne in contemporary popularity.
Mr. Edmund Gosse has recently given a reason for this, which seems worthy
of attention, while by no means explaining everything. “Donne was, I would
venture to suggest, by far the most modern and contemporaneous of the
writers of his time. ... He arrived at an excess of actuality of style, and it
was because he struck them as so novel, and so completely in touch with
his age, that his immediate coevals were so much fascinated with him”*
A much bequoted passage of the Conversations with Drummond informs
us that Ben Jonson “esteemeth Donne the first poet in the world in some
things”> An analysis of these “some things,” which space here forbids, will,
I think, show them to depend, to a large degree, upon that deeper element
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of the modern lyric, poetic insight; the power which, proceeding by means
of the clash of ideas familiar with ideas remote, flashes light and meaning
into what has hitherto appeared mere commonplace. This, mainly, though
with much else, is the positive originality of Donne. A quality no less
remarkable is to be found in what may be called his negative originality,
by which I mean that trait which caused Donne absolutely to give over
the current mannerisms of his time; to write neither in the usual Italian
manner, nor in borrowed lyrical forms; indeed, to be at times wantonly
careless of mere expression, and, above all, to throw away every trace of
the conventional classic imagery and mannerisms which infected and
conventionalized the poetry of so many of his contemporaries. It seems to
me that no one, excepting Shakespeare, with Sidney, Greville, and Jonson
in lesser measure, has done so much to develop intellectualized emotion in
the Elizabethan lyric as John Donne. But Donne is the last poet to demand
a proselyting zeal of his devotees, and all those who have learned to love
his witching personality will agree to the charming sentiment of his faithful
adorer, Izaak Walton, when he says: “Though I must omit to mention divers
persons, friends of Sir Henry Wotton; yet I must not omit to mention of
a love that was there begun betwixt him and Dr. Donne, sometime Dean
of Saint Paul’s; a man of whose abilities I shall forbear to say anything,
because he who is of this nation, and pretends to learning or ingenuity, and
is ignorant of Dr. Donne, deserves not to know him.¢

But in the great age of Elizabeth, miracles were not the monopoly
of the immortals. Strenuous Titans, such as those that wrought poetical
cosmos out of the chaos of Barons Wars or Civil Wars, out of disquisitions
on statecraft and ponderous imitations of Senecan rhetoric, could also
work dainty marvels in song. The lyrics of that most interesting and
“difficult” of poets, Fulke Greville, have already been noticed, and are
the more remarkable in their frequent grace of fancy, uncommon wit,
originality, and real music of expression in that they are the sister products
of the obscure and intricate musings and the often eccentric didacticism
of Mustapha and Alaham. Of Daniel, a conscientious artist as he was a
sensible theorist in verse, we might expect less masterly restraint; whilst
Donne displayed the daring of an individualism that enabled him, while
his poems were yet in manuscript, to exercise upon his contemporaries the
effect of an accepted classic.

The story of Shakespeare’s gradual enfranchisement from the trammels
of imitation and the adherence to ephemeral rules of art has been often
told, and is as true of his work, considered metrically, as from any other
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point of view. With increasing grasp of mind came increasing power and
abandon in style and versification; and this applies to the incidental lyrics
of his plays (as far as the data enables us to judge), as it applies to the sweep
and cadence of his blank verse.”

On the other hand, Jonson, despite his unusual versatility in the
invention and practice of new and successful lyrical forms, displays the
conservative temper throughout, in avoiding mixed meters, stanzas of
irregular structure or of differing lengths, and in such small matters as his
careful indication of elision where the syllable exceeds the strict number
demanded by the verse-scheme. Many of Jonson’s utterances, too, attest his
detestation of license (e.g., “that Donne, for not keeping of accent, deserved
hanging”); his esteem of the formal element in literature (e.g., “that
Shakespeare wanted art”); or his dislike to innovation.® Towards the close of
his life, Jonson grew increasingly fond of the decasyllabic rimed couplet, the
meter which was to become the maid of all work in the next generation. This
meter it was that he defended in theory against the heresies of Campion and
Daniel,’ and it was in this meter that he wrote, at times with a regularity of
accent and antithetical form that reminds us of the great hand of Dryden
in the next age.!° Jonson’s tightening of the reins of regularity in the couplet
and in lyric forms—in which latter, despite his inspiration, Herrick followed
his master with loving observance of the law—is greatly in contrast with
the course of dramatic blank verse, which, beginning in the legitimate
freedom of Shakespeare, descended, through the looseness of Fletcher and
Mas-singer, to the license of Davenant and Crowne.

By far the most independent lyrical metrist of this age was John Donne,
who has been, it seems to me, quite as much misunderstood on this side as
on the side of his eccentricities of thought and expression. In a recent chapter
on Donne, in several other respects far from satisfactory, Mr. Edmund Gosse
has treated this particular topic very justly. Speaking of Donne’s “system of
prosody;” he says: “The terms ‘irregular; ‘unintelligible’ and ‘viciously rugged,
are commonly used in describing it, and it seems even to be supposed by
some critics that Donne did not know how to scan. This last supposition
may be rejected at once; what there was to know about poetry was known
to Donne. But it seems certain that he intentionally introduced a revolution
into English versification. It was doubtless a rebellion against the smooth and
somewhat nervous iambic flow of Spenser and the earliest contemporaries
of Shakespeare, that Donne invented his violent mode of breaking up the
line into quick and slow beats” Mr. Gosse finds this innovation the result
of a desire for “new and more varied effects,” adding: “The iambic rimed
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line of Donne has audacities such as are permitted to his blank verse by
Milton, and although the felicities are rare in the older poet instead of being
almost incessant, as in the later, Donne at his best is not less melodious
than Milton”!! We need not be detained by the query, whether it was not
the strange personality of the poet rather than any unusual desire for “new
and more varied effects” which produced a result so unusual. It is certain,
that for inventive variety, fitness, and success, the lyrical stanzas of Donne
are surpassed by scarcely any Elizabethan poet. In short, Donne seems to
have applied to the lyric the freedom of the best dramatic verse of his age,
and stood as the exponent of novelty and individualism in form precisely as
Jonson stood for classic conservatism.

We have thus seen how in form as well as in thought the governing
influence upon the English Elizabethan lyric was the influence of Italy, the
Italy of the Renaissance; how, organically considered, there was a steady
advance towards greater variety of measure and inventiveness in stanzaic
form, and a general growth of taste in such matters as alliteration, the
distribution of pauses, and the management of rime. As might be expected,
the analogies of certain forms of verse to certain forms of thought were far
less rigidly preserved in the English literature of this day than in that of
Italy; and there is scarcely a form of English verse, of which it can be said
that it was restricted to a given species of poetry. Spenser less completely
than Sidney is the exponent of the Italianate school of poetry in England;
for in Sidney is to be found not only its pastoral presentation, but the sonnet
sequence and the madrigal, both long to remain the favorite utterance of
contemporary lyrists. But even if Sidney was the representative of the
Italianate school, the lyric took almost at once in his hands, and in those
of Spenser and Shakespeare, the characteristics of a genuine vernacular
utterance which it afterwards maintained, adapting itself in the minutiae of
style and versification as in the character of thought and theme. The Italian
influence, although completely assimilated especially among dramatists
like Dekker, Fletcher, and Beaumont, and in Browne and the later poetry of
Drayton, still continued dominant in poets such as Davison, Drummond,
and the writers of madrigals; but failed, as the classic influence too failed,
to reach Donne. It was here that the new classic influence arose with Ben
Jonson, an assimilated classicism—as far as possible removed from the
imitative classicism of Harvey and Spenser in the days of the Areopagus;
and it was this spirit that came finally to prevail—not that of Donne
which substituted one kind of radicalism for another;—it was this spirit



34 John Donne

of conservative nicety of style and regularity of versification that led on
through Herrick and Sandys to the classicism of Dryden and Pope.

Notes

1. Lives of the English Poets, ed. Tauchnitz, 1,11.

2. Conversations, Shakespeare Society, p. 8.

3. Poetical Rhapsody, ed. Nicolas, p. xlv.

4. Edmund Gosse, The Jacobean Poets, 1894, p. 64.

Conversations, as above, p. 8.

6. Life of Wotton, Lives, etc., Amer. ed., 1846, p. 136.

7. There is a wide step in versification between Silvia or the Song from the
Merchant of Venice, and the free cadenced songs of the Tempest.

8. See Jonsons Conversations, Sh. Soc. Pub., p. 3.

9. See, especially, the opening passage of the Conversations concerning his Epic,
“all in couplets, for he detesteth all other rimes. Said he had written a Discourse
of Poesie, both against Campion and Daniel,where he proves couplets to be the
bravest sort of verse, especially when they are broken like hexameters,” i.e.,
exhibit a strong medial caesura.

10. See, especially, the later epistles and occasional verses, such as the
Epigrams to the Lord Treasurer of England, To my Muse, etc.
11. The Jacobean Poets, p. 61 f.

—Felix E. Schelling, from “Introduction,”
A Book of Elizabethan Lyrics, 1895, pp. xxi-Ixix

OswALD CRAWFURD (1896)

Oswald Crawfurd (1834-1909) was an English novelist, poet, and travel
writer. He is best known for his travel writings on Portugal and his novels
The World We Live In and Sylvia Arden.

“The Will of John Donne” is probably the wittiest and the bitterest lyric
in our language. Donne’s love passages and their record in verse were over
before the author was of age. His wit then turned into metaphysical sermon-
writing and theological polemics, and his bitterness into a despairing
austerity.

—Oswald Crawfurd, Lyrical Verse from
Elizabeth to Victoria, 1896, p. 426
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].B. LIGHTFOOT
“DONNE, THE POET-PREACHER” (1896)

In the essay below, Lightfoot writes eloquently of Donne’s passions
and ability as a preacher, declaring that in his published sermons,
“There is throughout an energy, a glow, an impetuosity, a force as
of a torrent, which must have swept his hearers onward despite
themselves.” Lightfoot provides a contextual understanding of how
Donne approached composing his sermons, and likewise suggests
how contemporary readers and critics should approach these works
as well: “Donne’s sermons are not faultless models of pulpit oratory.
From this point of view they cannot be studied as the sermons of the
great French preachers may be studied . . . even here he is elevated
above himself and his time by his subject. There is still far too much of
that conceit of language, of that subtlety of association, of that ‘sport
with ideas,” which has been condemned in his verse compositions . . .
[yet] we marvel at the profusion of learning, the richness of ideas and
imagery, the abundance in all kinds . . . [he] speaks directly to our time,
because he speaks to all times.” Any student examining Donne’s ser-
monic writings is well advised to begin with this essay, which not only
highlights the few flaws Lightfoot finds in Donne’s oratorical works
but which also, and much more effectively, unabashedly demonstrates
the longstanding admiration with which critics and scholars have
viewed these same works.

/0 0/ e ——T

As a layman he had been notably a poet; as a clergyman he was before all
things a preacher. He had remarkable gifts as an orator, and he used them
well. Henceforward preaching was the main business of his life. After he had
preached a sermon, “he never gave his eyes rest,” we are told, “till he had
chosen out a new text, and that night cast his sermon into a form, and his
text into divisions, and the next day he took himself to consult the fathers,
and so commit his meditations to his memory, which was excellent.”! On the
Saturday he gave himself an entire holiday, so as to refresh body and mind,
“that he might be enabled to do the work of the day following not faintly, but
with courage and cheerfulness” When first ordained he shunned preaching
before town congregations. He would retire to some country church with a
single friend, and so try his wings. His first sermon was preached in the quiet
village of Paddington. But his fame grew rapidly; and he soon took his rank as
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the most powerful preacher of his day in the English Church. Others envied
him and murmured, says an admirer, that, having been called to the vineyard
late in the day, he received his penny with the first.2

More than a hundred and fifty of his sermons are published. Some
of them were preached at Lincoln’s Inn, where he held the Lectureship;
others at St. Dunstan’s-in-the-West, of which church he was vicar; others
at Whitehall, in his turn as Royal Chaplain, or before the Court on special
occasions; others, and these the most numerous, at St. Paul’s. Of this
last class a few were delivered at the Cross, by special appointment, but
the majority within the Cathedral, when year after year, according to the
rule which is still in force at St. Paul’s, he preached as Dean at the great
festivals of the Church—Christmas and Easter and Whitsunday—or when
he expounded the Psalms assigned to his prebendal stall, or on various
incidental occasions.

An eminent successor of Donne, the late Dean Milman, finds it difficult
to “imagine, when he surveys the massy folios of Donne’s sermons—each
sermon spreads out over many pages—a vast congregation in the Cathedral
or at Paul’s Cross listening not only with patience, but with absorbed
interest, with unflagging attention, even with delight and rapture, to those
interminable disquisitions.” “It is astonishing to us,” he adds, “that he
should hold a London congregation enthralled, unwearied, unsatiated.”

And yet I do not think that the secret of his domination is far to seek.
Fervet immensusque ruit.

There is throughout an energy, a glow, an impetuosity, a force as of a
torrent, which must have swept his hearers onward despite themselves.
This rapidity of movement is his characteristic feature. There are faults in
abundance, but there is no flagging from beginning to end. Even the least
manageable subjects yield to his untiring energy. Thus he occupies himself
largely with the minute interpretation of scriptural passages. This exegesis
is very difficult of treatment before a large and miscellaneous congregation.
But with Donne it is always interesting. It may be subtle, wire-drawn,
fanciful at times, but it is keen, eager, lively, never pedantic or dull. So,
again, his sermons abound in quotations from the fathers; and this burden
of patristic reference would have crushed any common man. But here the
quotations are epigrammatic in themselves; they are tersely rendered, they
are vigorously applied, and the reader is never wearied by them. Donne is, I
think, the most animated of the great Anglican preachers.
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I select two or three examples out of hundreds which might be chosen,
as exhibiting this eagerness of style, lit up by the genius of a poet, and heated
by the zeal of an evangelist. Hear this, for instance:

“God’s house is the house of prayer. It is His court of requests. There he
receives petitions; there He gives orders upon them. And you come to God
in His house as though you came to keep Him company, to sit down and talk
with Him half an hour; or you come as ambassadors, covered in His presence,
as though ye came from as great a prince as He. You meet below, and there
make your bargains for biting, for devouring usury, and then you come up
hither to prayers, and so make God your broker. You rob and spoil and eat
His people as bread by extortion and bribery, and deceitful weights and
measures, and deluding oaths in buying and selling, and then come hither,
and so make God your receiver, and His house a den of thieves. . . . As if the
Son of God were but the son of some lord that had been your schoolfellow in
your youth, and so you continue a boldness to him ever after; so because you
have been brought up with Christ from your cradle, and catechised in His
name, His name becomes reverend unto you; and sanctum et terribile, holy
and reverend, holy and terrible, should His name be™ . ..

Listen to such words as I have read; and to complete the effect summon
up in imagination the appearance and manner of the preacher. Recall him
as he is seen in the portrait attributed to Vandyck—the keen, importuning
“melting eye,”” the thin, worn features, the poetic cast of expression,
half pensive, half gracious. Add to this the sweet tones of his voice and the
“speaking action,”® which is described by eye-witnesses as more eloquent
than the words of others, and you will cease to wonder at the thraldom
in which he held his audience. “A preacher in earnest,” writes Walton,
“weeping sometimes for his auditory, sometimes with them; always
preaching to himself; like an angel from a cloud but in none; carrying some,
as St. Paul was, to heaven in holy raptures and enticing others by a sacred
art and courtship to amend their lives; here picturing a vice so as to make it
ugly to those who practised it, and a virtue so as to make it beloved even by
those that loved it not”” Indeed we cannot doubt that he himself was alive
to that feeling which he ascribes to the “blessed fathers” when preaching, “a
holy delight to be heard and to be heard with delight.”®

Donne’s sermons are not faultless models of pulpit oratory. From this point of
view they cannot be studied as the sermons of the great French preachers may be
studied. Under the circumstances this was almost an impossibility. Preaching his
hour’s sermon once or twice weekly, he had not time to arrange and rearrange,
to prune, to polish, to elaborate. As it is, we marvel at the profusion of learning,
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the richness of ideas and imagery, the abundance in all kinds, poured out by a
preacher who thus lived, as it were, from hand to mouth.

Moreover, the taste of the age for fantastic imagery, for subtle disquisition,
for affectations of language and of thought, exercised a fascination over him.
Yet even here he is elevated above himself and his time by his subject. There is
still far too much of that conceit of language, of that subtlety of association, of
that “sport with ideas,” which has been condemned in his verse compositions;
but, compared with his poems, his sermons are freedom and simplicity itself.
And, whenever his theme rises, he rises too; and then in the giant strength
of an earnest conviction he bursts these green withers which a fantastic age
has bound about him, as the thread of tow snaps at the touch of fire. Nothing
can be more direct or more real than his eager impetuous eloquence, when
he speaks of God, of redemption, of heaven, of the sinfulness of human sin,
of the bountifulness of Divine Love.

At such moments he is quite the most modern of our older Anglican
divines. He speaks directly to our time, because he speaks to all times. If it
be the special aim of the preacher to convince of sin and of righteousness
and of judgment, then Donne deserves to be reckoned the first of our classic
preachers. We may find elsewhere more skilful arrangement, more careful
oratory, more accurate exegesis, more profuse illustration; but here is the
light which flashes and the fire which burns.

Donne’s learning was enormous; and yet his sermons probably owe
more to his knowledge of men than to his knowledge of books. The penitent
is too apt to shrink into the recluse. Donne never yielded to this temptation.
He himself thus rebukes the mistaken extravagance of penitence: “When
men have lived long from God, they never think they come near enough to
Him, except they go beyond Him.” No contrition was more intense than
his; but he did not think to prove its reality by cutting himself off from the
former interests and associations of his life. He had been a man of the world
before; and he did not cease to be a man in the world now. “Beloved”—he
says this term “beloved” is his favourite mode of address—“Beloved,
salvation itself being so often presented to us in the names of glory and of
joy, we cannot think that the way to that glory is a sordid life affected here,
an obscure, a beggarly, a negligent abandoning of all ways of preferment or
riches or estimation in this world, for the glory of heaven shines down, in
those beams hither. As God loves a cheerful giver, so He loves a cheerful
taker that takes hold of His mercies and His comforts with a cheerful
heart.”!% This healthy, vigorous good sense is the more admirable in Donne,
because it is wedded to an intense and passionate devotion.
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I wish that time would allow me to multiply examples of his lively
imagination flashing out in practical maxims and lighting up the common
things of life; as, for instance, where he pictures the general sense of insecurity
on the death of Elizabeth: “Every one of you in the city were running up and
down like ants with their eggs bigger than themselves, every man with his
bags, to seek where to hide them safely’!! Or where he enforces the necessity
of watchfulness against minor temptations: “As men that rob houses thrust
in a child at the window, and he opens greater doors for them, so lesser sins
make way for greater”!> Or when he describes the little effect of preaching on
the heartless listener: “He hears but the logic or the rhetoric or the ethic or the
poetry of the sermon, but the sermon of the sermon he hears not.”!* Of such
pithy sayings Donne’s sermons are an inexhaustible storehouse, in which I
would gladly linger; but I must hasten on to speak of one other feature before
drawing to a close. Irony is a powerful instrument in the preacher’s hands,
if he knows how to wield it; otherwise it were better left alone. The irony of
Donne is piercing. Hear the withering scorn which he pours on those who
think to condone sinful living by a posthumous bequest: “We hide our sins
in His house by hypocrisy all our lives, and we hide them at our deaths,
perchance, with an hospital. And truly we had need do so; when we have
impoverished God in His children by our extortions, and wounded Him
and lamed Him in them by our oppressions, we had need to provide God
an hospital”!* Or hear this again, on the criticism of sermons: “Because God
calls preaching foolishness, you take God at His word and think preaching a
thing under you. Hence it is that you take so much liberty in censuring and
comparing preacher and preacher”!> And lastly, observe the profound pathos
and awe which are veiled under the apparent recklessness of these daring
words: “At how cheap a price was Christ tumbled up and down in this world!
It does almost take off our pious scorn of the low price at which Judas sold
Him, to consider that His Father sold Him to the world for nothing.”'¢

For preaching Donne lived; and in preaching he died. He rose from a
sick-bed and came to London to take his customary sermon at Whitehall
on the first Friday in Lent. Those who saw him in the pulpit, says Walton
quaintly, must “have asked that question in Ezekiel, ‘Do these bones live?’”
The sermon was felt to be the swan’s dying strain. Death was written in his
wan and wasted features, and spoke through his faint and hollow voice.

The subject was in harmony with the circumstances. He took as his
text!” the passage in the Psalms, “Unto God the Lord belong the issues of
death” His hearers said at the time that “Dr. Donne had preached his own
funeral sermon.”
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The sermon was published. It betrays in part a diminution of his wonted
fire and animation. We seem to see the preacher struggling painfully with his
malady. But yet it is remarkable. The theme and the circumstances alike invest
it with a peculiar solemnity; and there are flashes of the poet-preacher still.

“This whole world,” he says, “is but a universal churchyard, but one
common grave: and the life and motion that the greatest persons have in it
is but as the shaking of buried bodies in their graves by an earthquake.”!

“The worm is spread under thee, and the worm covers thee. There is
the mats and carpet that lie under, and there is the state and the canopy that
hangs over the greatest of the sons of men.”"’

“The tree lies as it falls, it is true, but yet it is not the last stroke that fells
the tree, nor the last word nor the last gasp that qualifies the man.”?°

Hear now the closing words, and you will not be at a loss to conceive the
profound impression which they must have left on his hearers, as the dying
utterance of a dying man:

“There we leave you in that blessed dependency, to hang upon Him that
hangs upon the Cross. There bathe in His tears, there suck at His wounds,
and lie down in peace in His grave, till He vouchsafes you a resurrection and
an ascension into that kingdom which He hath purchased for you with the
inestimable price of His incorruptible blood. Amen.”

Amen it was. He had prayed that he might die in the pulpit, or (if not
this) that he might die of the pulpit; and his prayer was granted. From this
sickness he never recovered; the effort hastened his dissolution; and, after
lingering on a few weeks, he died on the last day of March 1631. This
study of Donne as a preacher will be fitly closed with the last stanza from
his poem entitled, “Hymn to God, my God, in my sickness,” which sums
up the broad lesson of his life and teaching:

So in His purple wrapped, receive me, Lord;

By these His thorns give me His other crown;

And as to others’ souls I preached Thy Word,

Be this my text, my sermon to mine own:
Therefore, that He may raise, the Lord throws down.?!
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—]J.B. Lightfoot, “Donne, the Poet-Preacher,’
Historical Essays, 1896, pp. 23245

FREDERIC IVES CARPENTER
“INTRODUCTION” (1897)

Frederic Ives Carpenter (1861-1925) was an American literary scholar and

long-time faculty member at the University of Chicago.

——12/3/ 1 ——T

Donne is a thoroughly original spirit and a great innovator; he is thoughtful,

indirect, and strange; he nurses his fancies, lives with them, and broods over

them so much that they are still modern in all their distinction and ardour,

in spite of the strangeness of their apparel—a strangeness no greater perhaps

than that of some modern poets, like Browning, as the apparel of their verse

will appear two hundred years hence. Ingenuity, allusiveness, the evocation
of remote images and of analogies that startle the mind into a more than half

acquiescence, phantoms of deep thoughts, and emotions half-sophisticated

and wholly intense: these things mark the poetry of Donne. His lyric is

original and taking, but it lacks simple thoughts; it does not sing. It is ascetic

and sometimes austere; the sense of sin, the staple of contemporary
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tragedy, enters the lyric with Donne. He is all for terseness and meaning;
and his versification accords with his thought and is equally elliptical.

—Frederic Ives Carpenter, “Introduction,’
to English Lyric Poetry, 1500-1700, 1897, p. lviii

DAvID HANNAY (1898)

An English journalist and author, David Hannay (1853-1934) was mostly
known for his biographies and newspaper work.

One of the most enigmatical and debated, alternately one of the most
attractive and most repellent, figures in English literature.

—David Hannay, The Later Renaissance, 1898, p. 220

LESLIE STEPHEN “JOHN DONNE” (1899)

Leslie Stephen (1832-1904) was the father to famed author Virginia Woolf
and the first editor of The Dictionary of National Biography. Though long
overshadowed by his famous progeny, Stephen was a prolific author and
critic whose agnostic ideals shine through his analysis of Donne.

In one way he has partly become obsolete because he belonged so completely
to the dying epoch. The scholasticism in which his mind was steeped was
to become hateful and then contemptible to the rising philosophy; the
literature which he had assimilated went to the dust-heaps; preachers
condescended to drop their doctorial robes; downright common-sense
came in with Tillotson and South in the next generation; and not only the
learning but the congenial habit of thought became unintelligible. Donne’s
poetical creed went the same way, and if Pope and Parnell perceived
that there was some genuine ore in his verses and tried to beat it into the
coinage of their own day, they only spoilt it in trying to polish it. But on the
other side, Donne’s depth of feeling, whether tortured into short lyrics or
expanding into voluble rhetoric, has a charm which perhaps gains a new
charm from modern sentimentalists. His morbid or “neurotic” constitution
has a real affinity for latter-day pessimists. If they talk philosophy where he
had to be content with scholastic theology the substance is pretty much the
same. He has the characteristic love for getting pungency at any price; for
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dwelling upon the horrible till we cannot say whether it attracts or repels
him; and can love the “intense” and supersublimated as much as if he were
skilled in all the latest aesthetic canons.

—Leslie Stephen, “John Donne,
The National Review, 1899, p. 613

ARTHUR SYMONS “JOHN DONNE” (1899)

A British playwright, poet, translator, and critic, Arthur Symons (1865-
1945) was as much of a “Renaissance man” as he paints Donne to be in
the portrait excerpted below. He published numerous volumes of his
poetry and essays, and was also praised for his editorial work on volumes
by Shakespeare and Ernest Dowson.

—0/3/ o (/s ——=(3

Was the mind of the dialectician, of the intellectual adventurer; he is a poet
almost by accident, or at least for reasons with which art in the abstract has
but little to do. He writes verse, first of all, because he has observed keenly,
and because it pleases the pride of his intellect to satirise the pretensions
of humanity. Then it is the flesh which speaks in his verse, the curiosity of
woman, which he has explored in the same spirit of adventure; then passion,
making a slave of him for love’s sake, and turning at last to the slave’s hatred;
finally, religion, taken up with the same intellectual interest, the same subtle
indifference, and, in its turn, passing also into passionate reality. A few
poems are inspired in him by what he has seen in remote countries; some
are marriage songs and funeral elegies, written for friendship or for money.
But he writes nothing “out of his own head,” as we say; nothing lightly, or,
it would seem, easily; nothing for the song’s sake. He speaks, in a letter,
of “descending to print anything in verse”; and it is certain that he was
never completely absorbed by his own poetry, or at all careful to measure
his achievements against those of others. He took his own poems very
seriously, he worked upon them with the whole force of his intellect; but to
himself, even before he became a divine, he was something more than a
poet. Poetry was but one means of expressing the many-sided activity of his
mind and temperament. Prose was another, preaching another; travel and
contact with great events and persons scarcely less important to him, in the
building up of himself.

—Arthur Symons, “John Donne,”
Fortnightly Review, 1899, p. 735
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REUBEN PostT HALLECK (1900)

Reuben Post Halleck (1859-1936) was a scholar and writer most known
for his excellent companion works, History of English Literature and
History of American Literture.

John Donne is of interest to the student of literature chiefly because of
the influence which he exerted on the poetry of the age. His verse teems
with forced comparisons and analogies between things remarkable for
their dissimilarity. An obscure likeness and a worthless conceit were as
important to him as was the problem of existence to Hamlet.

—Reuben Post Halleck, History of
English Literature, 1900, p. 186

JouN W. HALES “JoHN DONNE” (1903)

John Wesley Hales (1836-1914) was a prominent scholar best known
for his work on Renaissance poet Edmund Spenser. In the piece below,
though Hales professes himself an admirer of Donne’s, the author rails
against the metaphysical school of poetry, arguing that Donne’s poetic
gifts were “perversely directed,” and that the metaphysics represent a
“certain bad taste of [the] day.” Hales’s main issue with the metaphysical
school is “what may be called its fantasticality, its quaint wit, elaborate
ingenuity, far-fetched allusiveness.” This was the most prominent criti-
cism leveled against Donne in the nineteenth century (and, indeed, prior
to that time) and Hales demonstrates the continuing authority of the
argument in the early twentieth century. Paradoxically, Hales assails the
fact that Donne’s reputation has suffered because of this idea: “Donne’s
contemporary reputation as a poet, and still more as a preacher, was
immense; and a glance at his works would suffice to show that he did
not deserve the contempt with which he was subsequently treated.”
Nonetheless, Hales reproduces the argument himself, demonstrating
that the chief complaint against the metaphysical poets is the very
nature of metaphysical poetry itself.

Donne’s contemporary reputation as a poet, and still more as a preacher,
was immense; and a glance at his works would suffice to show that he
did not deserve the contempt with which he was subsequently treated.
But yet his chief interest is that he was the principal founder of a school
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which especially expressed and represented a certain bad taste of his day.
Of his genius there can be no question; but it was perversely directed. One
may almost invert Jonson’s famous panegyric on Shakespeare, and say that
Donne was not for all time but for an age.

To this school Dr. Johnson has given the title of the Metaphysical; and
for this title there is something to be said. ‘Donne; says Dryden, ‘affects
the metaphysics not only in his Satires, but in his amorous verses where
Nature only should reign, and perplexes the minds of the fair sex with
nice speculations of philosophy when he should engage their hearts and
entertain them with the softnesses of love’ Thus he often ponders over
the mystery of love, and is exercised by subtle questions as to its nature,
origin, endurance. But a yet more notable distinction of this school than
its philosophising, shallow or deep, is what may be called its fantasticality,
its quaint wit, elaborate ingenuity, far-fetched allusiveness; and it might
better be called the Ingenious, or Fantastic School. Various and out-
of-the-way information and learning is a necessary qualification for
membership. Donne in one of his letters speaks of his ‘embracing the
worst voluptuousness, an hydroptic immoderate desire of human learning
and languages’ Eminence is attained by using such stores in the way to be
least expected. The thing to be illustrated becomes of secondary importance
by the side of the illustration. The more unlikely and surprising and
preposterous this is, the greater the success. This is wit of a kind. From
one point of view, wit, as Dr. Johnson says, ‘may be considered as a kind of
discordia concors; a combination of dissimilar images or discovery of occult
resemblances in things apparently unlike. Of wit thus defined they [Donne
and his followers] have more than enough. The most heterogeneous
ideas are yoked by violence together; nature and art are ransacked for
illustrations, comparisons, and allusions; their learning instructs, and their
subtility surprises; but the reader commonly thinks his improvement
dearly bought, and though he sometimes admires is seldom pleased’

And so in the following curious passage from Donne’s Dedication of
certain poems to Lord Craven it should be observed how ‘wit” and ‘poetry’
are made to correspond: ‘Amongst all the monsters this unlucky age has
teemed with, I find none so prodigious as the poets of these late times [this
is very much what Donne’s own critics must say], wherein men, as if they
would level undertakings too as well as estates, acknowledging no inequality
of parts and judgments, pretend as indifferently to the chair of wit as to the
pulpit, and conceive themselves no less inspired with the spirit of poetry than
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with that of religion” Dryden styles Donne ‘the greatest wit though not the
best poet of our nation.

The taste which this school represents marks other literatures besides our
own at this time. It was ‘in the air’ of that age; and so was not originated by
Donne. But it was he who in England first gave it full expression—who was
its first vigorous and effective and devoted spokesman. And this secures him
a conspicuous position in the history of our literature when we remember
how prevalent was the fashion of ‘conceits’ during the first half of the
seventeenth century, and that amongst those who followed it more or less are
to be mentioned, to say nothing of the earlier poems of Milton and Waller
and Dryden, Suckling, Denham, Herbert, Crashaw, Cleveland, Cowley.

This misspent learning, this excessive ingenuity, this laborious wit
seriously mars almost the whole of Donne’s work. For the most part we look
on it with amazement rather than with pleasure. It reminds us rather of a
‘pyrotechnic display, with its unexpected flashes and explosions, than of a
sure and constant light (compare the Valediction given in our selections). We
weary of such unmitigated cleverness—such ceaseless straining after novelty
and surprise. We long for something simply thought, and simply said.

His natural gifts were certainly great. He possesses a real energy and
fervour. He loved, and he suffered much, and he writes with a passion
which is perceptible through all his artificialities. Such a poem as The Will is
evidence of the astonishing rapidity and brightness of his fancy.

He also claims notice as one of our earliest formal satirists. Though not
published till much later, there is proof that some at least of his satires
were written three or four years before those of Hall. Two of them (ii. and
iv.) were reproduced—‘versified’—in the last century by Pope, acting on
a suggestion by Dryden; No. iii. was similarly treated by Parnell. In these
versions, along with the roughness of the metre, disappears much of the
general vigour; and it should be remembered that the metrical roughness
was no result of incapacity, but was designed. Thus the charge of metrical
uncouthness so often brought against Donne on the ground of his satires
is altogether mistaken. How fluently and smoothly he could write if he
pleased, is attested over and over again by his lyrical pieces.

—John W. Hales, “John Donne,” The English Poets,
ed. Thomas Humphrey Ward, 1903, vol. |, pp. 558-60
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WiLLIAM HAazLiTT “ON COWLEY,
BUTLER, SUCKLING, ETC.” (1819)

One of the greatest English literary critics of the nineteenth century,
William Hazlitt (1778-1830) also wrote on art, politics, and history. A
renowned intellect and essayist, Hazlitt comments below on Donne’s
satirical works, stating that in his satires, Donne strove to demonstrate
“disagreeable truths in as disagreeable a way as possible, or to convey
a pleasing and affecting thought (of which there are many to be found
in his other writings) by the harshest means, and with the most painful
effort.” Ultimately Hazlitt concludes that he does not admire Donne’s
satires as much as his other works for this reason; they are too filled
with contempt and dogma for Hazlitt’s liking, who seemingly preferred
a lighter, defter approach to satire. Hazlitt's critique of Donne’s satires
reflect those made by critics of his other works, and those studying
Donne’s body of work may find it suggestive to compare Hazlitt's
criticisms to others presented in this collection.

—10/3/— ——10

Donne, who was considerably before Cowley, is without his fancy, but
was more recondite in his logic, and in his descriptions. He is hence led,
particularly in his satires, to tell disagreeable truths in as disagreeable a way
as possible, or to convey a pleasing and affecting thought (of which there are
many to be found in his other writings) by the harshest means, and with
the most painful effort. His Muse suffers continual pangs and throes. His
thoughts are delivered by the Caesarean operation. The sentiments, profound
and tender as they often are, are stifled in the expression; and ‘heaved
pantingly forth, are “buried quick again’ under the ruins and rubbish of
analytical distinctions. It is like poetry waking from a trance: with an eye
bent idly on the outward world, and half-forgotten feelings crowding
about the heart; with vivid impressions, dim notions, and disjointed words.
The following may serve as instances of beautiful or impassioned reflections
losing themselves in obscure and difficult applications. He has some lines
to a Blossom, which begin thus:

Little thinkst thou, poor flow’,

Whom I have watched six or seven days,

And seen thy birth, and seen what every hour
Gave to thy growth, thee to this height to raise,
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And now dost laugh and triumph on this bough.
Little think’st thou

That it will freeze anon, and that I shall
To-morrow find thee fall’'n, or not at all.

This simple and delicate description is only introduced as a foundation for

an elaborate metaphysical conceit as a parallel to it, in the next stanza.

Little think’st thou (poor heart

That labour’st yet to nestle thee,

And thinKk’st by hovering here to get a part
In a forbidden or forbidding tree,

And hop’st her stiffness by long siege to bow:)
Little think’st thou,

That thou to-morrow, ere the sun doth wake,
Must with this sun and me a journey take.

This is but a lame and impotent conclusion from so delightful a beginning.
He thus notices the circumstance of his wearing his late wife’s hair about
his arm, in a little poem which is called the Funeral.

Whoever comes to shroud me, do not harm
Nor question much

That subtle wreath of hair, about mine arm;
The mystery, the sign you must not touch.

The scholastic reason he gives quite dissolves the charm of tender and

touching grace in the sentiment itself—

For ’tis my outward soul,

Viceroy to that, which unto heaven being gone,

Will leave this to control,

And keep these limbs, her provinces, from
dissolution.

Again, the following lines, the title of which is Love’s Deity, are highly

characteristic of this author’s manner, in which the thoughts are inlaid in

a costly but imperfect mosaic-work.

I long to talk with some old lover’s ghost,
Who died before the God of Love was born:
I cannot think that he, who then lovd most,
Sunk so low, as to love one which did scorn.
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But since this God producd a destiny,
And that vice-nature, custom, lets it be;
I must love her that loves not me.

The stanza in the Epithalamion on a Count Palatine of the Rhine, has
been often quoted against him, and is an almost irresistible illustration
of the extravagances to which this kind of writing, which turns upon a
pivot of words and possible allusions, is liable. Speaking of the bride and
bridegroom he says, by way of serious compliment—

Here lies a she-Sun, and a he-Moon there,
She gives the best light to his sphere;

Or each is both and all, and so

They unto one another nothing owe.

His love-verses and epistles to his friends give the most favourable idea
of Donne. His satires are too clerical. He shews, if I may so speak, too
much disgust, and, at the same time, too much contempt for vice. His
dogmatical invectives hardly redeem the nauseousness of his descriptions,
and compromise the imagination of his readers more than they assist their
reason. The satirist does not write with the same authority as the divine, and
should use his poetical privileges more sparingly. “To the pure all things are
pure, is a maxim which a man like Dr. Donne may be justified in applying
to himself; but he might have recollected that it could not be construed to
extend to the generality of his readers, without benefit of clergy.

—William Hazlitt, from “On Cowley, Butler, Suckling, etc.,”
Lectures on the English Comic Writers, 1819,

The Collected Works of William Hazlitt, eds.

A.R. Walker and Arnold Gower, 1903, vol. 8, pp. 51-53

UNSIGNED (1823)

The unsigned piece below, published in an early nineteenth-century literary
magazine, is quite critical of Donne, suggesting that, “In pieces that can
be read with unmingled pleasure, and admired as perfect wholes, the
poetry of Donne is almost entirely deficient. Almost every beauty we
meet with, goes hand in hand with some striking deformity, of one kind
or another; and the effect of this is, at first, so completely irritating to
the imagination, as well as to the taste, that, after we have experienced
it a few times, we hastily determine to be without the one, rather than
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purchase it at the price of the other.” Though the author considers
Donne learned and in possession of a strong wit, he dislikes the poet’s
“fantastical imagination” (a criticism shared by Hazlitt and Lightfoot
in above excerpted texts) and suggests that Donne lacks sensitivity
and taste. In fact, the author generally criticizes the entire school of
metaphysical poetry, writing that the metaphysical poets “had little
simplicity of feeling, and still less of taste. They did not know the real and
intrinsic value of any object, whether moral or physical; but only in what
manner it might be connected with any other object, so as to be made
subservient to their particular views at the moment.” The author does,
however, find little gems in Donne’s works to admire, phrases, lines and
passages that are not encumbered by the poet’s numerous “faults,” and
in sharing those particular moments in Donne’s poesy with the reader,
the author is perhaps initiating a larger conversation about the merit of
individual pieces of work in Donne, though students studying the author
will more likely find this author’s criticisms a more useful springboard in
constructing their own arguments about Donne.

Theobald, in his egregious preface to Shakspeare, calls Donne’s Poems
“nothing but a continued heap of riddles”—We shall presently shew that he
knew as little about Donne as he himself has shewn that he knew about
Shakspeare. If he could have written such “riddles;,” or even expounded
them, Pope might have put him into the Dunciad in vain.

Donne was contemporary with Shakspeare, and was not unworthy to be
so. He may fairly be placed, in point of talent, at the head of the minor poets
of that day. Imbued, to saturation, with all the learning of his age—with
a most active and piercing intellect—an imagination, if not grasping and
comprehensive, most subtle and far-darting—a fancy rich, vivid, picturesque,
and, at the same time, highly fantastical,—if we may so apply the term—a
mode of expression singularly terse, simple, and condensed—an exquisite ear
for the melody of versification—and a wit, admirable as well for its caustic
severity as its playful quickness; all he wanted to make him an accomplished
poet of the second order was, sensibility and taste: and both of these he
possessed in a certain degree; but neither in a sufficient degree to keep them
from yielding to the circumstances in which he was placed. His sensibility
was by nature strong, but sluggish and deep-seated. It required to be roused
and awakened by the imagination, before it would act; and this process
seldom failed to communicate to the action which it created, an appearance
of affectation (for it was nothing more than the appearance), which is more
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destructive to the effect of sentimental poetry than any thing else. We do not
mind the images and illustrations of a sentiment being recondite and far-
fetched; and, indeed, this has frequently a good effect; but if the sentiment
itself has any appearance of being so, we doubt the truth of it immediately;
and if we doubt its truth, we are disposed to give it any reception rather than
a sympathetic one. The scholastic habits of Donne’s intellect also, without
weakening his sensibility, contributed greatly to deform and denaturalize
its outward manifestations. It was not the fashion of his time for a scholar
and a poet to express himself as other people would; for if he had done so,
what advantage would he or the world have derived from his poetry or his
scholarship? Accordingly, however intense a feeling might be, or however
noble a thought, it was to be heightened and illustrated, in the expression
of it, by clustering about it a host of images and associations (congruous
or not, as it might happen), which memory or imagination, assisted by
the most quick-eyed wit, or the most subtle ingenuity, could in any way
contrive to link to it: thus pressing the original thought or sentiment to
death, and hiding even the form of it, beneath a profusion of superfluous
dress. This was the crying fault of all the minor poets of the Elizabethan
age; and of Donne more than of any other: though his thoughts and feelings
would, generally speaking, bear this treatment better than those of any of his
rivals in the same class. These persons never acted avowedly, (though they
sometimes did unconsciously) on the principle that an idea or a sentiment
may be poetical per se; for they had no notion whatever of the fact. They
considered that man was the creator of poetry, not Nature; and that any
thing might be made poetical, by connecting it, in a certain manner, with
something else. A thought or a feeling was, to them, not a thing to express, but
a theme to write variations upon—a nucleus, about which other thoughts
and feelings were to be made to crystallize. A star was not bright to their
eyes till it had been set in a constellation; a rose was not sweet till it had been
gathered into a bouquet, and its hue and odour contrasted and blended
with a thousand others. In fact, they had little simplicity of feeling, and still
less of taste. They did not know the real and intrinsic value of any object,
whether moral or physical; but only in what manner it might be connected
with any other object, so as to be made subservient to their particular views
at the moment. They saw at once how far it was available fo them, but nothing
whatever of the impression it was calculated to make for itself.

We are speaking, now, of a particular class or school of poets of that
day; for they differed as much from all others, and were as much allied by a
general resemblance of style among themselves, as the Delia Cruscan school
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in our own day. Indeed, in some particulars, there is no slight resemblance
between the two styles; inasmuch, as both are purely artificial, and are
dependent for their effect on a particular manner of treating their subject:
at least, their intended effect is dependent on this—for the school to which
Donne belongs often delights us in the highest degree, not in consequence
of this manner, but in spite of it. There is also this other grand difference
in favour of the latter,—that, whereas the Delia Cruscans tried to make
things poetical by means of words alone, they did it by means of thoughts
and images;—the one considered poetry to consist in a certain mode of
expression; the other, in a certain mode of seeing, thinking, and feeling.
This is nearly all the difference between them; but this is a vast difference
indeed: for the one supposes the necessity of, and in fact uses, a vast fund
of thoughts and images; while the other can execute all its purposes nearly
as well without any of these. In short, the one kind of writing requires very
considerable talent to produce it, and its results are very often highly poetical;
whereas the other requires no talent at all, and can in no case produce poetry,
but very frequently covers and conceals it where it is.

But it is not at present our intention to go into a general discussion of that
particular school of poetry to which Donne belongs; but merely to bring to
light some of the exquisite beauties which have hitherto lain concealed from
the present age, among the learned as well as unlearned lumber which he
has so unaccountably mixed up with them. We say unaccountably—for it is
impossible to give a reasonable account of any poetical theory, the perpetual
results of which are the most pure and perfect beauties of every kind—of
thought, of sentiment, of imagery, of expression, and of versification—lying
in immediate contact with the basest deformities, equally of every kind;
each given forth alternately in almost equal proportions, and in the most
unconscious manner on the part of the writer as to either being entitled to
the preference; and indeed without one’s being able to discover that he saw
any difference between them, even in kind.

Before doing this, however, it may be well to let the reader know what
was thought of Donne in his own day, lest he should suppose that we are
introducing him to a person little known at that time, or lightly valued.

If a prophet has little honour in his own time and country, the same can
seldom be said of a poet; though he, too, is in some sort a prophet. The
day in which Donne lived was the most poetical the world ever knew, and
yet there can be little doubt, from the evidence of the fugitive literature of
the time, that Donne was, upon the whole, more highly esteemed than
any other of his contemporaries. We do not, however, mean to attribute all
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his fame to his published poetry. He was undoubtedly a very extraordinary
person in many other respects. He possessed vast knowledge and erudition,
and was highly distinguished for the eloquence of his public preaching. But
the greater part of the admiration bestowed on him, was avowedly directed
to the poetical writings.

It is remarkable that the writer, of whom this could be said by persons
of repute, (whether truly or not is no matter) in an age which produced
Shakspeare and the elder dramatists—besides Spenser, Syndey, Herbert,
Raleigh, and a host of minor names—should so long have remained
unknown in an after age, one of the distinguishing boasts of which is, that
it has revived a knowledge of, and a love for its great predecessor, at the same
time that it has almost rivalled it.

In pieces that can be read with unmingled pleasure, and admired as
perfect wholes, the poetry of Donne is almost entirely deficient. This may
serve, in some degree, to account for the total neglect which has so long
attended him. Almost every beauty we meet with, goes hand in hand with
some striking deformity, of one kind or another; and the effect of this is, at
first, so completely irritating to the imagination, as well as to the taste, that,
after we have experienced it a few times, we hastily determine to be without
the one, rather than purchase it at the price of the other. But the reader
who is disposed, by these remarks, and the extracts that will accompany
them, to a perusal of the whole of this poet’s works, may be assured that
this unpleasant effect will very soon wear off, and he will soon find great
amusement and great exercise for his thinking faculties, (if nothing else)
even in the objectionable parts of Donne; for he is always, when indulging
in his very worst vein, filled to overflowing with thoughts, and materials for
engendering thought.

The following short pieces are beautiful exceptions to the remark made
just above, as to the mixed character of this poet’s writings. The first is a
farewell from a lover to his mistress, on leaving her for a time. For clearness
and smoothness of construction, and a passionate sweetness and softness
in the music of the versification, it might have been written in the present
day, and may satisfy the ear of the most fastidious of modern readers; and
for thought, sentiment, and imagery, it might not have been written in the
present day;—for, much as we hold in honour our living poets, we doubt if
any one among them is capable of it. In fact, it is one of those pieces which
immediately strike us as being purely and exclusively attributable to the writer
of them—which satisfy us, that, but for him, we never could have become
possessed of them—which bear a mark that we cannot very well expound,
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even to ourselves, but which we know no one could have placed on them but
him; and this, by-the-bye, is one of the most unequivocal criterions of a
true poet. Perhaps the piece itself will explain better what we mean, than any
thing we could say of it.

As virtuous men pass mildly away

The simile of the compasses, notwithstanding its quaintness, is more
perfect in its kind, and more beautiful, than any thing we are acquainted with.
Perhaps the above is the only poem we could extract, that is not disfigured
by any of the characteristic faults of Donne. Several of them have, however,
very few. The following is one of these. It has an air of serious gaiety about it,
as if it had been composed in the very bosom of bliss. The versification too,
is perfect. It is called, “The Good-Morrow.”

I wonder by my troth, what thou and I
Did till we lovid

The following, though not entirely without the faults of his style, is
exceedingly graceful and elegant:

THE DREAM

Dear love, for nothing less than thee

What follows is extremely solemn and fine, and scarcely at all
disfigured by the author’s characteristic faults:

THE APPARITION
When by thy scorn, O murderess, I am dead

The next specimens that we shall give of this singular writer will
be taken from among those of his poems which unite, in a nearly equal
proportion, his characteristic faults and beauties; and which may be
considered as scarcely less worthy of attention than the foregoing, partly on
account of that very union of opposite qualities, but chiefly on account of
their remarkable fullness of thought and imagery; in which, indeed, his very
worst pieces abound to overflowing.

Notwithstanding the extravagance, as well as the ingenuity, which
characterize the two following pieces, there is an air of sincerity about
them, which renders their general effect impressive, and even solemn; to
say nothing of their individual beauties, both of thought and expression.

THE ANNIVERSARY
All kings, and all their favourites
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LOVE’S GROWTH
I scarce believe my love to be so pure

The reader will not fail to observe the occasional obscurities which arise
out of the extreme condensation of expression in the foregoing pieces, and
in most of those which follow. These passages may always be unravelled by
a little attention, and they seldom fail to repay the trouble bestowed upon
them. But they must be regarded as unequivocal faults nevertheless.

The following is, doubtless, “high-fantastical,” in the last degree; but it
is fine notwithstanding, and an evidence of something more than mere
ingenuity.

Let me pour forth

The feelings which dictated such poetry as this, (for it is poetry, and
nothing but real feelings could dictate it,) must have pierced deeper than the
surface of both the heart and the imagination. In fact, they wanted nothing
but to have been excited under more favourable circumstances, to have made
them well-springs of the richest poetry uttering itself in the rarest words.

For clearness of expression, melody of versification, and a certain wayward
simplicity of thought peculiarly appropriate to such compositions as these,
the most successful of our modern lyrists might envy the following trifle:

THE MESSAGE
Send home my long strayd eyes to me

Perhaps the two short pieces which follow, include all the characteristics
of Donne’s style—beauties as well as faults.

A LECTURE [UPON THE SHADOW]
Stand still, and I will read to thee

THE EXPIRATION
So, so,—break off this last lamenting kiss

The following piece, entitled “The Funeral,” is fantastical and far-fetched
to be sure; but it is very fine nevertheless. The comparison of the nerves and
the braid of hair, and anticipating similar effects from each, could never
have entered the thoughts of any one but Donne; still less could any one
have made it tell as he has done. The piece is altogether an admirable and
most interesting example of his style.

Whoever comes to shroud me, do not harm
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As a specimen of Donne’ infinite fullness of meaning, take a little poem,
called “The Will”; almost every line of which would furnish matter for a
whole treatise in modern times.

Before I sigh my last gasp, let me breathe

The following (particularly the first stanza) seems to us to express even
more than it is intended to express; which is very rarely the case with the
productions of this writer. The love expressed by it is a love for the passion
excited, rather than for the object exciting it; it is a love that lives by ‘chewing
the cud of sweet and bitter fancy, rather than by hungering after fresh
food—that broods, like the stock dove, over its own voice, and listens for no
other—that is all sufficient to itself, and (like virtue) its own reward.

I never stooped as low as they

What follows is in a different style, and it offers a singular specimen of
the perverse ingenuity with which Donne sometimes bandies a thought
about (like a shuttle-cock) from one hand to the other, only to let it fall to the
ground at last.

THE PROHIBITION
Take heed of loving me

The following, in common with many other whole pieces and detached
thoughts of this writer, has been imitated by other love-poets in proportion
as it has not been read.

SONG
Go and catch a falling star

The following is to the same purpose, but more imbued with the writer’s
subtlety of thought and far-fetched ingenuity of illustration.

WOMAN’S CONSTANCY
Now thou hast loved me one whole day

The whole of the foregoing extracts are taken from the first department
of Donne’s poetry—the Love-verses. The only others that we shall choose
from these, will be a few specimens of the truth and beauty that are
frequently to be met with in Donne, in the shape of detached thoughts,
images, &c. Nothing was every more exquisitely felt or expressed, than this
opening stanza of a little poem, entitled “The Blossom.”
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Little thinkest thou, poor flower

The admirer of Wordsworth’s style of language and versification will see,
at once, that it is, at its best, nothing more than a return to this.

How beautiful is the following bit of description!
When I behold a stream, which from the spring
Doth with doubtful melodious murmuring,
Or in a speechless slumber calmly ride
Her wedded channel’s bosom, and there chide,
And bend her brows, and swell, if any bough
Do but stoop down to kiss her utmost brow, &c.

The following is exquisite in its way. It is part of an epithalamion.

—and night is come; and yet we see
Formalities retarding thee.

What mean these ladies, which (as though
They were to take a clock to pieces) go

So nicely about the bride?

A bride, before a good-night could be said,
Should vanish from her cloathes into her bed,
As souls from bodies steal, and are not spyd.

The simile of the clock is an example (not an offensive one) of Donne’s
peculiar mode of illustration. He scarcely writes a stanza without some
ingenious simile of this kind.

The two first lines of the following are very solemn and far-thoughted.
There is nothing of the kind in poetry superior to them. I add the lines
which succeed them, merely to shew the manner in which the thought is
applied.

I long to talk with some old lover’s ghost
Who died before the God of Love was born

Of Donne’s other poems, the Funeral Elegies, Epistles, Satires, and what he
calls his “Divine Poems,” particularly the last named, we have little to say in
the way of general praise, and but few extracts to offer. We shall, however,
notice and illustrate each class briefly, in order that the reader may have a fair
impression of the whole body of this writer’s poetical works.

The Epistles of Donne we like less than any of his other poems, always
excepting the religious ones. Not that they are without his usual proportion
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of subtle thinking, felicitous illustration, and skilful versification; but they
are disfigured by more than his usual obscurity—by a harshness of style,
that is to be found in few of his other poems, except the satires—by an
extravagance of hyperbole in the way of compliment, that often amounts
to the ridiculous—and by an evident want of sincerity, that is worse
than all. To whomever they are addressed, all are couched in the same
style of expression, and reach the same pitch of praise. Every one of his
correspondents is, without exception, “wisest, virtuousest, discreetest, best.”
It is as if his letters had been composed at leisure, and kept ready cut and
dried till wanted.

Though it will not exactly bear quotation, perhaps the most poetical, as
well as the most characteristic of the Epistles is the imaginary one (the only
one of that description) from Sappho to Philaenis.

The following is finely thought and happily expressed. It is part of an
Epistle to Sir Henry Wotton.

Be then thine own home, and in thyself dwell;
Inn anywhere, continuance maketh hell.

And seeing the snail, which everywhere doth roam,
Carrying his own house still, still is at home,
Follow (for he is easy paced) this snail,

Be thine own palace, or the world’s thy goal.
And in the world’s sea, do not like cork sleep
Upon the water’s face; nor in the deep

Sink like a lead without a line: but as

Fishes glide, leaving no print where they pass,
Nor making sound, so closely thy course go,
Let men dispute, whether thou breathe, or no.

We can afford no other extract from the Epistles, although many most
curious ones might be found; but pass on to the Funeral Elegies. All
Donne’s poems, even his best, with one or two exceptions, are laboured in
the highest degree; and the Funeral Elegies are still more so than any of the
others. They have all the faults of his style, and this one above all. Still they
abound in passages of great force, depth, and beauty; but none of them will
bear extracting entire—at least, none which are properly included in this
class. But there is one poem printed among these, which we shall extract the
greater portion of, and which the reader will find to be written in a somewhat
different style from that of almost all the others that we have quoted. There
is a solemn and sincere earnestness about it, which will cause it to be read
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with great interest, even by those who may not be capable of appreciating,
in detail, the rich and pompous flow of the verse, and the fine harmony of
its music; the elegant simplicity of the language; and the extreme beauty of
some of the thoughts and images.

The poem seems to have been addressed to his mistress, on the occasion
of his taking leave of her, after her having offered to attend him on his
journey in the disguise of a page. It is headed strangely enough.

ELEGY ON HIS MISTRESS
By our first strange and fatal interview

It only remains to speak of Donne’s Satires; for his Divine Poems must
be left to speak for themselves. General readers are probably acquainted
with Donne chiefly as a writer of satires; and, in this character, they know
him only through the medium of Pope; which is equivalent to knowing
Homer only through the same medium. The brilliant and refined modern
attempted to give his readers an idea of Donne, by changing his roughness
into smoothness, and polishing down his force into point. In fact, he altered
Donne into Pope—which was a mere impertinence. Each is admirable
in his way—quite enough so to make it impossible to change either, with
advantage, into a likeness of any other.

Donne’s Satires are as rough and rugged as the unhewn stones that have
just been blasted from their native quarry; and they must have come upon
the readers at whom they were levelled, with the force and effect of the same
stones flung from the hand of a giant. The following detached character is
the only specimen we have left ourselves room to give of them. It strikes us
as being nearly the perfection of this kind of writing.

Therefore I suffered this; towards me did run

A thing more strange than on Nile’s slime the sun
E'er bred, or all which into Noah’s Ark came:

A thing, which would have posed Adam to name:
Stranger than seven antiquaries’ studies,

Than Afric’s monsters, Guiana’s rarities,

Stranger than strangers; one, who for a Dane,

In the Danes’ Massacre had sure been slain,

If he had lived then; and without help dies,
When next the ‘prentices ‘gainst strangers rise.
One, whom the watch at noon lets scarce go by,
One, to whom, the examining Justice sure would cry,
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‘Sir, by your priesthood tell me what you are’

His clothes were strange, though coarse; and black, though bare;
Sleeveless his jerkin was, and it had been

Velvet, but twas now (so much ground was seen)
Become tufftaffaty; and our children shall

See it plain rash awhile, then naught at all.

This thing hath travelled, and saith, speaks all tongues
And only knoweth what to all states belongs,

Made of th’ accents, and best phrase of all these,

He speaks one language; if strange meats displease,
Art can deceive, or hunger force my taste,

But pedant’s motley tongue, soldier’s bombast,
Mountebank’s drugtongue, nor the terms of law

Are strong enough perparatives, to draw

Me to bear this, yet I must be content

With his tongue: in his tongue, called compliment:

He names me, and comes to me; I whisper, ‘God!
How have I sinned, that thy wrath’s furious rod,
This fellow, chooseth me?” He sayeth,

‘Sir, I love your judgement; whom do you prefer,
For the best linguist?” And I sillily

Said, that I thought Calepine’s Dictionary;

‘Nay but of men, most sweet Sir’. Beza then,
Some Jesuits, and two reverend men

Of our two Academies, I named. There

He stopped me, and said; ‘Nay, your Apostles were
Good pretty linguists, and so Panurge was;

Yet a poor gentleman, all these may pass

By travail” Then, as if he would have sold

His tongue, he praised it, and such wonders told
That I was fain to say, ‘If you had lived, Sir,
Time enough to have been interpreter

To Babel’s bricklayers, sure the Tower had stood’
He adds, ‘If of Court life you knew the good,
You would leave loneness. I said, ‘Not alone

My loneness is; but Spartan’s fashion,

To teach by painting drunkards, doth not last
Now; Aretine’s pictures have made few chaste;
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No more can princes’ Courts, though there be few
Better pictures of vice, teach me virtue’;

He, like to a high stretched lute string squeaked, ‘O Sir,
"Tis sweet to talk of kings’ ‘At Westminster;

Said I, ‘the man that keeps the Abbey tombs,

And for his price doth with whoever comes,

Of all our Harrys, and our Edwards talk,

From king to king and all their kin can walk:

Your ears shall hear naught, but kings; your eyes meet
Kings only; The way to it, is King Street’

He smacked, and cried, ‘He’s base, mechanic, coarse,
So are all your Englishmen in their discourse.

Are not your Frenchmen neat?” ‘Mine? as you see,

I have but one Frenchman, look, he follows me’
‘Certes they are neatly clothed. I of this mind am,
Your only wearing is your grogaram!

‘Not so Sir, I have more. Under this pitch

He would not fly; I chatfed him; but as itch
Scratched into smart, and as blunt iron ground
Into an edge, hurts worse: so, I (fool) found,
Crossing hurt me; to fit my sullenness,

He to another key his style doth dress,

And asks, ‘What news?’ I tell him of new plays.

He takes my hand, and as a still, which stays

A semi-breve ‘twixt each drop, he niggardly,

As loth to enrich me, so tells many a lie,

More than ten Holinsheds, or Halls, or Stows,

Of trivial household trash he knows; he knows
When the Queen frowned, or smiled, and he knows what
A subtle statesman may gather of that;

He knows who loves; whom; and who by poison
Hastes to an office’s reversion;

He knows who hath sold his land, and now doth beg
A licence, old iron, boots, shoes, and egg-

Shells to transport; shortly boys shall not play

At span-counter, or blow-point, but they pay

Toll to some courtier; and wiser than all us,

He knows what lady is not painted; thus
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We had intended to close this paper with a few examples of the most glaring
faults of Donne’s style; but the reader will probably think that we have made
better use of our space. We have endeavoured to describe those faults, and
the causes of them; and not a few of them—or of those parts which should
perhaps be regarded as characteristics, rather than absolute faults—will be
found among the extracts now given. Those who wish for more may find them
in almost every page of the writer’s works. They may find the most far-fetched
and fantastical allusions and illustrations brought to bear upon the thought or
feeling in question, sometimes by the most quick-eyed and subtle ingenuity, but
oftener in a manner altogether forced and arbitrary; turns of thought that are
utterly at variance with the sentiment and with each other; philosophical and
scholastic differences and distinctions, that no sentiment could have suggested,
and that nothing but searching for could have found; and, above all, paradoxical
plays of words, antitheses of thought and expression, and purposed involutions
of phrase, that nothing but the most painful attention can untwist. All this they
may find, and more. But, in the midst of all, they not only may, but must find
an unceasing activity and an overflowing fullness of mind, which seem never to
fail or flag, and which would more than half redeem the worst faults (of mere
style) that could be allied to them.

—Unsigned, Retrospective Review,
1823, pp. 31-35

HENRY ALFORD “LIFE OF DR. DONNE” (1839)

One of Donne’s most renowned editors, Henry Alford (1810-1871)
was a celebrated English literary and theological scholar and author
in his own right. A longtime dean at Canterbury, Alford was also a
prominent photographer, poet, and translator, and his four-volume
New Testament in Greek changed the way in which scholars examined
biblical text. The text below is from Alford’s edition of Donne’s works.
In it Alford labels Donne “a wit in an age of wit." The laudatory piece
acts as an introduction to Donne’s sermons, pieces that Alford sug-
gests are “arrangements are often artificial and fanciful; but always easily
retained, and instructive to the Scripture student” and that Alford hopes
will become “standard volumes in the English Divinity Library.” Alford
also offers interesting discussions of Donne’s rediscovery in the nine-
teenth century and how the term “metaphysical” came to be applied
to Donne’s works in the first place.
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As a preacher he was most highly valued by his illustrious contemporaries.
It was an age of flattery; but the encomiums which I have collected below!
will bear with them the evidence of genuineness and real feeling. His royal
master, no mean judge of ability, except in his own case, first foresaw
his eminence in preaching, and ever afterwards valued himself on that
discernment.

Donne is a rare instance of powers first tried, and then consecrated.
Having studied, not by compulsion, but by choice, the whole body of divinity,
and matured his judgment on controverted points, in the fulness of age and
mental strength he commenced his clerical labours. Hence we never find
in him poverty of thought, but are rather sensible (as generally in reading
the most eminent of human writings, and always in the Scriptures) that the
store has been but sparingly dealt out, and that much more remained, if he
would have said it. Having shone as a wit in an age of wit, and an age when
wit was not confined to ludicrous associations, but extended to a higher skill
of point and antithesis, and cunning interweaving of choice words, he gained
his hearers by flattering their discernment; and served up to the English
Solomon and his court, dark sentences, which, in these days, when we have
levelled our diction for convenience, and use language as a mere machine,
require some thoughtful unravelling before their meaning is detected. That
he should have gained among the moderns the reputation of obscurity is no
wonder; for, on the one hand, the language of one age will always be strange to
those who live in, and are entirely of, another of a totally different character;
and again, this intricacy of words frequently accompanies subtle trains of
thoughts and argument, which it requires some exertion to follow. But it must
be remembered that obscurity is a subjective term, that is, having its place
in the estimation of him who judges, and not necessarily in the language
judged of; and is therefore never to be imputed to an author without personal
examination of his writings. And I am satisfied that such an examination of
the sermons of Donne would result in his being cleared from this charge. A
man is obscure, either from his thoughts being confused and ill-arranged; or
from his language being inadequate to express his meaning; or because he
affects obscurity. Neither of these three was the fault of Donne. Precision and
definiteness of thought, and studied arrangement of the steps of an argument,
are to be found in all his sermons; and it is always more evident what he is
proving, than whether his premises legitimately belong to that conclusion.
“Whereunto all this tendeth” is a note which never need be placed in his
margin, as far as the immediate subject is concerned. Again, his power over
the English language, one rarely surpassed in its capabilities of ministering to
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thought, was only equalled by one or two of his great contemporaries. And
the affectation of obscurity, (the resource of weakness and ignorance, and
the greatest of crimes in a literary, much more in an ecclesiastical writer,)
can hardly be laid to the charge of one so single-hearted in his zeal, and so
far above such a meanness, both from his learning and genius. His faults in
this matter are the faults of his time, somewhat increased by a mind naturally
fond of subtilty and laborious thought. And even the real difficulties of his
style will soon give way and become familiar to the reader, who is capable of
discovering and appreciating the treasures which it contains.

But it is not in diction, or genius, or power of thought, that we must look
for the crowning excellence of these Sermons. We find in them, what we feel
to be wanting in most of the great preachers of that and the succeeding age,
a distinct and clear exposition of the doctrines of redemption, as declared
in the Scriptures, and believed by the Church in England. This too is
set forth, without any dread of that poisonous maxim, “the further from
Rome, the nearer the truth;” to the working of which we owe most of the
dissent from, and the ignorance in, the present English church. That these
remarks are not to be taken without exception; that Donne does fall, upon
comparatively minor points, into very many puerilities and superstitions;
that the implicit following of the Fathers is, in divinity, his besetting fault,
and often interferes with his lucid declarations of the truth, no impartial
reader of his sermons can deny.? Still when all these have been amply allowed
for—all the obnoxious or trifling passages struck out—I think every reader
will be equally convinced, that there is left unimpaired a genuine body of
orthodox divinity (in the best sense of the words) not to be found, perhaps,
in any other English theologian.

In his expositions of Scripture he follows chiefly the close and verbal
method of the day: which though it frequently leads him to make too much
of an indifferent word, never allows the passing over of an important one;
and the want of which is, perhaps, more to be regretted in modern divinity,
than its use despised in ancient. His arrangements are often artificial and
fanciful; but always easily retained, and instructive to the Scripture student.
It has been observed of him, that he has the faculty of making whatever
he touches upon to appear important. It should, perhaps, rather have been
said, that he resolves all minor matters into more important ones, and by
constantly fixing the attention of his hearer on the great objects of Christian
faith, and bringing every doctrine and opinion to bear upon them in
greater or less degree, invests every subject with a dignity which does not
belong to it, considered apart.
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In illustration by simile or allusion, Donne shows the true marks of great
genius. The reader of the following Sermons will find sentences and passages
which he will be surprised he never before had read, and will think of ever
after. In depth and grandeur these far surpass (in my judgment) the strings
of beautiful expressions to be found in Jeremy Taylor; they are the recreations
of a loftier mind; and while Taylor’s similes are exquisite in their melody of
sound, and happy in external description, Donne enters into the inner soul
of art, and gives his reader more satisfactory and permanent delight.* Sir
Thomas Browne is, perhaps, the writer whose style will be most forcibly
recalled to the mind of the reader by many parts of these Sermons; but
here again Donne has immeasurably the advantage. While the one is ever
guessing at truth, the other is pouring it forth from the fulness of his heart.
While the one in his personal confessions keeps aloof and pities mankind,
the other is of them, and feels with them.

Donne’s epistolary writings are models in their kind. Laboured
compliments, and studied antitheses have seldom been so ably or pleasingly
strung together; or playfulness and earnest, pathos and humour, more
happily blended.

His poems were mostly written in his youth; his satires, according to
one of the panegyrics on him, before he was twenty. It has been remarked,
that the juvenile poems of truly great men are generally distinguished by
laborious condensation of thought; and the remark is amply borne out in
this instance. This labour of compression on his part has tended to make
his lines harsh and unpleasing; and the corresponding effort required
on the reader’s part to follow him, renders most persons insensible to his
real merits. That he had and could turn to account a fine musical ear, is
amply proved by some of his remaining pieces.* Why Dr. Johnson should
have called him a metaphysical poet, is difficult to conceive. What “wittily
associating the most discordant images” has to do with metaphysics is not
very clear; and Johnson, perhaps, little thought that the title which he was
giving to one of the most apparently laboured of poets, belonged of all others
to his immortal contemporary, who is recorded “never to have blotted a line”
A greater man that Dr. Johnson, even Dryden, has said in his dedication of
Juvenal to the Earl of Dorset, that Donne “affects the metaphysics;” probably
meaning no more than that scholastic learning and divinity are constantly
to be found showing themselves in his poems.

The personal character of Donne is generally represented to us to have
undergone a great change, between his youth and the time when he entered
holy orders. This representation is countenanced by the uniform tenor of



68 John Donne

deep penitence with which he speaks in his Sermons of his former life; and by
the licentiousness of some of his poetical pieces. It would be wrong, however,
to infer moral depravity solely from the latter circumstance, as this strain
was in keeping with the prevalent taste of the times; and the object addressed
in the Love-poems of the day, and the circumstances introduced, were often
both equally imaginary. That his manners were the manners of the court and
the society in which he lived, is the most reasonable and the most charitable
sentence; and the reader who values what is truly valuable, will rather
consider the holiness and purity of his more mature years, than any reproach
which report or his writings may have fixed on his youth; and with the charity
which “rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth in the truth,” will look rather on
these Sermons and Devotions, in which he has built himself and the church
a lasting memorial, than on the few scattered leaves, which betray after all,
perhaps, no more than simplicity and fearlessness of natural disposition; and
that he snowed what others have concealed. Mankind are always more apt to
judge mildly of one whose heart is open; and to sympathise where confidence
is given. And we find, I think, that those writers with whose lives, and trials,
and changes of opinion we are acquainted, and who speak to us not from the
forbidding height of apathy, but as men giving and requiring sympathy, have
always stood, other things being equal, highest in the public esteem. With no
writer is this more the case than with Donne. Every Sermon is the voice of the
same man; in every solemn appeal, every serious direction for self-searching
and reflection, we see the footsteps of the same Providence, whose ways
having been manifested to the preacher in his own experience, are by him
imparted to the hearer. Egotism is a word which has obtained a bad name;
but it must not be forgotten that it has a good sense; and that in this sense
every truly great man is an egotist. For it is by intimate moral and critical
acquaintance with himself that he becomes powerful over the thoughts and
feelings of our kind in general; and, as the greatest of public speakers says in
his Funeral Oration, That the praises of others are only tolerable up to a point
of excellence, which the hearer thinks he could have equalled®, so it may be
generally said of the productions of the greatest minds, that they are most
valued, and take most hold of the universal heart of mankind, when the man
uttering them is shown to have been what all might have been, and to have
felt what all have felt.®

I own I have indulged a hope, that these Sermons will become standard
volumes in the English Divinity Library. For myself, what I have acquired from
them has been invaluable; and I can only wish that they may give as much
instruction and delight to the reader, as I have received in editing them.
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Notes

1. Walton, a frequent hearer of Donne, thus characterises his preaching:—
”A preacher in earnest, weeping sometimes for his auditory, sometimes
with them; always preaching to himself like an angel from a cloud, but
in none; carrying some, as St. Paul was, to heaven in holy raptures, and
enticing others by a sacred art and courtship to amend their lives; here
picturing a vice so as to make it ugly to those that practised it; and a virtue,
so as to make it beloved even by those that loved it not; and all this with a
most particular grace and an inexpressible addition of comeliness.”—
Life of Donne. Ed. Zouch.

Mr. Chudleigh, one of the contributors of Elegies on Donne’s death, has

the following lines:—

He kept his love, but not his object. Wit
He did not banish, but transplanted it;
Taught it both time and place, and brought it home
To piety, which it doth best become.
For say, had ever pleasure such a dress?
Have you seen crimes so shaped, or loveliness
Such as his lips did clothe religion in?
Had not reproof a beauty passing sin?
—Id. ibid.

In a Latin Poem, by Darnelly, the following description of his

eloquence occurs:—
vidi

Audivi, et stupui, quoties orator in aede
Paulina stetit, et nura gravitate levantes
Corda oculosque viros tenuit: dum Nestoris ille
Fudit verba; omni quanto mage dulcia melle!
Nunc habet attonitos, pandit mysteria plebi
Non concessa prius, nondum intellecta; revolvunt
Mirantes, tacitique arrectis auribus astant.
Mutatis mox ille modo formaque loquendi
Tristia pertractat; fatumque, et flebile mortis
Tempus, et in cineres redeunt quod corpora primos.
Turn gemitum cunctos dare, tune lugere videres,
Forsitan a lacrimis aliquis non temperat, atque
Ex oculis largum stillat rorem.
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In an Elegy by Mr. R. B.—

Methinks I see him in the pulpit standing.

Not ears, nor eyes, but all men’s hearts commanding,
When we that heard him, to ourselves did feign
Golden Chrysostom was alive again;

And never were we wearied, till we saw

His hour (and but an hour) to end did draw.

In another by Mr. Mayne of Christ Church:—

Thou with thy words could’st charm thine audience,
That at thy sermons, ear was all our sense;

Yet have I seen thee in the pulpit stand,

Where we might take notes, from thy look, and hand;
And from thy speaking action bear away

More sermon, than some teachers use to say.
Such was thy carriage, and thy gesture such,

As could divide the heart, and conscience touch.
Thy motion did confute, and we might see

An error vanquished by delivery.

Not like our sons of zeal, who to reform

Their hearers, fiercely at the pulpit storm,

And beat the cushion into worse estate

Than if they did conclude it reprobate,

Who can out-pray the glass, then lay about

Till all predestination be run out;

And from the point such tedious uses draw,

Their repetitions would make Gospel, law.

No, in such temper would thy sermons flow,

So well did doctrine, and thy language show,

And had that holy fear, as, hearing thee,

The court would mend, and a good Christian be.

.1 have selected a few passages which may enable the reader shortly to
exemplify the above remarks: —
For an exposition of the doctrine of redemption free and universal,
by the assumption of the human nature by Christ, see vol. L., p. 566,
line 36.
On the Church, and the Scripture, see vol. L., p. 418,1. 33; vol. IV,
p. 176, 1. 20.
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On the Sacraments—Baptism, see vol. I., p. 583, 1. 12. Baptism
and the Lord’s Supper, see the whole of Ser. 78, vol. IV,, p. 414.

The sacrificial nature of the Lord’s Supper, vol. V1., p. 39,1. 21, seq.

The real presence, in ditto, vol. V., p. 327,1. 13-22; vol. L, p. 479,

1. 5-10.

Prayer for the dead entered into, Ser. 77, vol. III.

His judgment of the Roman Church, Ser. 99, vol. IV,, p. 295, 1. 4.

Confession to the priest, Ser. 66, vol. V., p. 563, 1. 22, seq.

Estimation of the fathers by the Roman Church, vol. III., p. 309, 1.

18, seq.

Prayer to saints; vol. IIL, p. 320, 1. 7.

For an instance of puerility and superstition, see vol. L., p. 456,
1. 12.

. I have subjoined one or two specimens as a foretaste to the reader.
Speaking of eternity, he says:—“A day that hath no pridie, nor
postridie; yesterday doth not usher it in, nor to-morrow shall not
drive it out. Methusalem, with all his hundreds of years, was but a
mushroom of a nights growth, to this day; all the four monarchies,
with all their thousands of years, and all the powerful kings, and all the
beautiful queens of this world, were but as a bed of flowers, some gathered
at six, some at seven, some at eight, all in one morning, in respect of this
day” Vol. m., p. 326.

“Our flesh, though glorified, cannot make us see God better, nor
clearer, than the soul above hath done, all the time, from our death to our
resurrection. But as an indulgent father, or a tender mother, when they
go to see the king in any solemnity, or any other thing of observation and
curiosity, delights to carry their child, which is flesh of their flesh, and
bone of their bone, with them, and though the child cannot comprehend
it as well as they, they are as glad that the child sees it, as that they see it
themselves;—such a gladness shall my soul have, that this flesh (which
she will no longer call her prison, nor her tempter, but her friend, her
companion, her wife), that this flesh, that is, I, in the re-union and
redintegration of both parts, shall see God: for then one principal clause
in her rejoicing, and acclamation, shall be, that this flesh is her flesh; in my
flesh shall I see God.” Vol. iv., p. 239.

“O what a Leviathan is sin, how vast, how immense a body! and then what
a spawner, how numerous! Between these two, the denying of sins which we
have done, and the bragging of sins which we have not done, what a space,
what a compass is there, for millions of millions of sins!” Vol. iv., p. 370.



72

John Donne

. See especially the piece, “Come live with me and be my love;” that

written to his wife on parting from her to go into France, (vol. vi.,
p. 554,) and the opening of his Epithalamion on the marriage of the
Princess Elizabeth.

. Thucydides, book n., chap. 35.
. It may be interesting to the reader to know that the marble figure of

Donne in his shroud, which formed part of his monument in old St.
Paul’s, is the only relic which has been preserved whole from the
ravages of the fire, and is now to be seen in the crypt.

—Henry Alford, from “Life of Dr. Donne,”
The Works of John Donne, 1839, vol. 1,
pp. Xvii-xxvi

UNSIGNED (1846)

The following excerpt, from an anonymous mid-nineteenth-century
magazine, deigns to “name and illustrate some of [Donne’s] peculiarities”
as a poet. The author suggests that the first of Donne’s flaws is that his
versification “is about the very ruggedest that ever has been written.” The
author adds that any text from Donne would prove this point, and a later
fault of the poet’s the author of the article points out is the “average flow”
of his verse, noting that, though there are exceptions, most of Donne’s
works lack “a tolerable smoothness of versification.”

The third “peculiarity” faults Donne’s wit: “Another quality, equally
against his popularity, is his profundity of thought, and the constant
attention which is therefore required in order to understand him.” This
has always been a common criticism of Donne, and remained so until
T. S. Eliot reintroduced this aspect of the poet in a more favorable light
in the early twentieth century.

The fourth flaw concerns Donne’s love poems, which the author
below suggests “seem rather to be inspired by a love of love, than by any
very powerful passion for the object of whom they chiefly discourse.”
Though the text does provide an example of Donne’s love poetry that
goes beyond this flaw, the author generally disapproves of this portion
of Donne’s oeuvre. Lastly, the author suggests that much of Donne’s
remaining work, anything below what he labels Donne’s “second
class,” is troubled by an “inexplicable, incommunicable aura.” This aura
relates both to Donne’s unsettled versification as well as his at-times
impenetrable wit. Ultimately, the claims presented in the essay below
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reflect much of the criticism Donne’s work faced in both the eighteenth
and the nineteenth centuries, and are often echoed in the other excerpts
presented in this collection.

7 7 —7

For every individual reader of the poems of John Donne, there have probably
been a hundred readers of the exquisite “Life” of him, by Izaak Walton.
Unprefaced by this “Life,” no edition of Donne’s poems ought ever to have
appeared. Not only is the memoir itself in every respect worthy of its subject—
executed con amore—coming, paragraph after paragraph, like a succession
of “meadow-gales in spring,” over the heart of the habitual wanderer in the
arid wastes of modern biographical literature; touching the souls of men with
a tender sorrow for the noble days gone by—a sorrow which hardly subsides
at thought of the nobler, but far different days to come; not only has it all these
and many similar merits, but it moreover supplies a commentary upon the
writings of our poet which could ill have been dispensed with. To the fact
that “his father was masculinely and lineally descended from a very ancient
family in Wales,” and that “by his mother he was descended of the family
of the famous and learned Sir Thomas More, some time Lord Chancellor of
England,” we may trace the lofty self-possession which breathes through all
his writings, and which, in literature as in manners, is almost invariably the
result of lofty extraction. In the circumstances, that although “his friends
were of the Romish persuasion,” young Donne would not receive their, or
any creed implicitly; but “about the nineteenth year of his age, he being
then unresolved what religion to adhere to, and considering how much it
concerned his soul to choose the most orthodox, did therefore (though
his youth and health promised him a long life), to rectify all scruples
that might concern that, presently lay aside all study of the law, and of all
other sciences that might give him a denomination, and began seriously to
survey and consider the body of divinity, as it was controverted betwixt the
Reformed and the Roman Church,” we find an explanation of the peculiar
vent of thought and imagination which characterizes all his writings, but
particularly the first, namely the “Satires,” and “Funeral Elegies.” In his deep
and various acquaintance with the physical, mathematical, and metaphysical
sciences, as they then existed, we discover the origin of many of his far-
fetched, and often painfully-ingenious illustrations. In his travels and his
troubles, we find him undergoing the true poet-education, an experimental
knowledge of men and sorrows. Finally, in his latterly blameless and holy life,
we behold his defence against those who might otherwise have been inclined
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to infer, from the wonderful subtlety of his religion, an absence of a great
sincerity in its pursuit.

Though too often neglected, it is one of the first duties of the critic, in his
estimation of the merits and demerits of a literary production, to point out,
as far as may be in his power, what of those merits and demerits belong to
the author, and what to the time he wrote in. An endeavour to do this in a
general manner shall be our first step in criticizing the poems of Donne.

His death occurred in 1631, when he was 58 years old. Shakespeare
died in 1616. Therefore English intellect was at its height in the age Donne
wrote. Mental philosophy was profounder and purer than it had ever been
before; but it was occasionally wronged by an attempt to wed it with physical
science: a marriage of which the times forbade the bans, because the latter
was as yet unripe. Philosophy being profound and pure, so was religion; and
in the midst of a vigorous and flourishing philosophy, and of a true religion,
what could poetry be but vigorous, flourishing, and true?

Religion, also, in various ways, enhanced the poetic liberty of the time:
especially it extinguished that false shame which Romanism had attached
to the contemplation of the sexual relations. The purity of these relations
had been for long ages lied away by the enforcement, as a permanent doctrine,
of what St. Paul had advised merely as “good for the present distress,” (I Cor. vii.
26) caused by the persecutions in his day. But the Reformation had arisen,
and commanded, that what God had declared to be clean, no man should
call common. The command had been received with an obedience which
had not, in Donne’s time, been deadened or destroyed by the poisonous taint
of Romanism, which yet lurked in the doctrine, and afterwards developed
itself in the life-blood of the new era. The consequence was, that the sphere
of nature was yet widened to the rejoicing poet, who now revered true
chastity all the more that he was no longer obliged to bow down to the
really unchaste mockeries of her “unblemished form,” which had been set
up for his worship by the harlot, Rome.

Again, a true philosophy gave birth to powers of the subtlest perception;
which it did by inducing a faith in those powers. A good, perhaps the best,
test of the subtlety of a poet’s perception, is his appreciation of the female
character; which, presenting, as it does, an endless series of contradictions to
the understanding, thus declares itself to be the subject of a wholly different
tribunal. Poets, whose powers of perception have fallen short of the highest,
have made endless unavailing attempts to solve the character of woman. The
subtle singers of Donne’s time knew that they might as well endeavour to
solve an irrational equation, or to express, in terminated decimals, a “surd
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quantity” But they knew that a comprehension of her character was no
indispensable qualification for depicting it; and accordingly, and therefore,
they have depicted it, as no poets had ever done before, or have done
since.

In Donne’s day, the faith in instinctive immediate perception was not a
thing merely to talk about and admire, or to act upon within due and decent
limitation, as it is with our living poets; it was a thing to possess and act
upon unconsciously, and without limits imposed by the logical faculty, or by
the hyperbole-hating decencies of flat conventionality. Our modern carpet-
poets tread their way upon hyperbole as nicely as they would do over ice
of an uncertain strength, dreading every moment to be drowned by ridicule,
or sucked into some bottomless abyss, by an “Edinburgh” or “Quarterly”
“Attack” Not so in Shakespeare’s time:—

Tempests themselves, high seas, and howling
winds,

The gutterd rocks, and congregated sands,—

Traitors ensteepd to clog the guiltless keel,

As having sense of beauty, did omit

Their mortal natures, letting go safely by

The divine Desdemona.

So much then, for the qualities of the period; qualities which Donne,
as a poet, must necessarily participate in, and represent. We now proceed
to name and illustrate some of his peculiarities. To begin with censure, and
to prepare our readers for the quotations we shall make, let us state our
conviction, that Donne’s ordinary versification is about the very ruggedest
that ever has been written. We shall not extract any particular lines to prove
this assertion, since we shall make few quotations which will not prove it.
This defect will always prevent Donne from becoming popular: fit and few
will be his audience as long as poetry is read.

Another quality, equally against his popularity, is his profundity of
thought, and the constant attention which is therefore required in order to
understand him. Though his poems may be read once through, as a kind
of disagreeable duty, by the professed student of English literature, they will
be pored over, again and again, as true poetry should be, only by the most
faithful and disciplined lovers of the muse. With these latter, however,
Donne will always be a peculiar favourite. By them his poems will be valued
as lumps of precious golden ore, touched, here and there, with specks of
richest gold, and almost everywhere productive of the shining treasure,
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when submitted to the operation of affectionate reflection. By such readers
even his worst versification will be pardoned, since no sacrifice of meaning
is ever made to it,—it thus becoming so much more palatable to the truly
cultivated taste than the expensive melody of some modern versifiers.

Donne’s poems seem to divide themselves naturally into three classes:—
I. His early “Songs and Sonnets” and “Elegies,” chiefly love-poems, and his
“Epithalamions.” II. His “Satires,” “Letters,” and “Funeral Elegies.” III. His
“Divine Poems” We will notice the contents of each class in its order.

The love-poems seem rather to be inspired by a love of love, than by
any very powerful passion for the object of whom they chiefly discourse.
Most lovers love their object because they confound her with their ideal of
excellence. Donne seems ever aware that his is the mere suggestion of that
ideal which he truly loves. His love is a lofty and passionate, but voluntary,
contemplation, deriving its nourishment mainly from the intellect, and
not a fiery atmosphere, in which he lives and moves always, and whether
he will or no.

On the whole, this class of his poems is greatly inferior to the second
order. It is much more deformed by the intrusion of “conceits” and its
general lack of spontaneous feeling is compensated by no general profundity
of thought. Here and there, however, we find gems of admirable and various
lustre, though no one, of any magnitude, without defect. We give the
following noble poem entire. It is, perhaps, the most perfect thing of its
length in Donne’s whole volume. Its versification is generally good, and,
sometimes, exquisite.

As virtuous men pass mildly away,
And whisper to their souls, to go,
Whilst some of their sad friends do say,
The breath goes now, and some say, no:
So let us melt, and make no noise,
No tear-floods, nor sigh-tempests move,
"Twere profanation of our joys
To tell the laity our love.
Moving of thearth brings harms and fears,
Men reckon what it did and meant,
But trepidation of the spheres,
Though greater far, is innocent.
Dull sublunary lovers’ love
(Whose soul is sense) cannot admit
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Absence, because it doth remove

Those things which elemented it.
But we by a love, so much refined,

That our selves know not what it is,
Inter-assured of the mind,

Care less, eyes, lips, and hands to miss.
Our two souls therefore, which are one,

Though I must go, endure not yet
A breach, but an expansion,

Like gold to aery thinness beat.
If they be two, they are two so

As stiff twin compasses are two,
Thy soul the fixed foot, makes no show

To move, but doth, if thother do.
And though it in the centre sit,

Yet when the other far doth roam,
It leans, and hearkens after it,

And grows erect, as that comes home.
Such wilt thou be to me, who must

Like th” other foot, obliquely run;
Thy firmness makes my circle just,

And makes me end, where I begun.

Old Izaak Walton mentions this poem in his “Life,;’—“a copy of verses
given by Mr. Donne to his wife at the time he then parted from her (to spend
some months in France). And I beg leave to tell, that I have heard some
critics, learned both in languages and poetry, say, that none of the Greek or
Latin poets did ever equal them.”

The above is the only entire poem, and indeed the only considerable
passage of continuous beauty in the love-poems. There are indeed little
exquisite touches without number, starting up here and there, like violets in
the rough, and, as yet, leafless woods. Of these we will give only as many as
we think may be sufficient to sharpen the appetite of the lover of poetry, and
send him to their source for more.

Unfortunately, (or shall we say, fortunately?) the best thing in a true poet
is that which it is impossible to convey any fit notion of, by a few and limited
extracts. “Every great poet has, in a measure, to create the taste by which
he is to be enjoyed” (Wordsworth) The divine aura that breathes about his
works, is not to be found by the chance reader in any particular passage or
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poem. This only reveals itself to the loving student of the Muses, and departs
from him who departs from them, or endeavours to a-muse himself by
carelessly attending to their songs. The longest and most famous of these
“Epithalamions,” has scarcely a quotable passage. Its whole merit lies in this
inexplicable, incommunicable aura.

The “Elegies,” which we have classed with the early poems, and
“Epithalamions,” form rather, indeed, a link between these and the second
class. We give the following passage, which seems to illustrate our assertion,
combining, as it does, the fantastic beauty of the former, the maturer thought
of the latter, and the faults of both.

Donne’s “Satires,”—to speak of which we now come— are, to our mind,
the best in the English language. A satirist should never get into a passion
with that which he is satirizing, and call names, as Dryden and Pope do; it
is totally inconsistent with the dignity of the judicial position he assumes. To
be sure, a lofty indignation may sometimes be allowed, but only on great
occasions, and not against such petty-larceny practices and people as are,
for the most part, the objects of satire. This was fully felt by the gentlemanly
Donne, who, in his satires, resorts more often to the simple and the crushing
strength of truth, than to the “cat-o’-nine-tails” of invective. We quote
largely from Satire III.; it is upon the adoption of a religion—a subject which,
as we have seen, had engaged our author’s deepest thoughts.

Throughout all our former quotations, there was a tolerable smoothness
of versification: sometimes there was the sweetest music; but they were,
in this, exceptions to the rule. The above passage is a good specimen of
the average flow of Donne’s verses. But who, that, loving best of course
the marriage of sound and meaning, would not yet prefer climbing, with
Donne, these crags, where all the air is fresh and wholesome, to gliding with
Thomas Moore, over flats, from beneath the rank verdure of which arises
malaria and invisible disease?

Pope took it upon himself to “improve” some of Donne’s satires; and
he did it, but in much the same style as the sailor who, having obtained
a curiosity in the form of the weapon of a sword-fish, “improved” it by
scraping off, and rubbing down, all the protuberances by which it was
distinguishable from any other bone. Fortunately, however, in most editions
of Pope’s writings, the original crudities are printed side by side with the
polished improvement upon them; as sometimes we see, up-hung in
triumph at the doors of writing-masters, pairs of documents to some such
effect as this:—I. “This is my handwriting before taking lessons of Mr. Pope.
Signed. John Donne.” II. “This is my handwriting after taking lessons of Mr.
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Pope. Signed. John Donne.” Let us, however, give specimens of those so-
different handwritings. The theme is the appearance of a reduced courtier.

I. This is Donne, before being improved by Pope:—
T’wards me did run

A thing more strange than on Nile’s slime the sun

FE'er bred, or all which into Noah’s ark came;

A thing which would have posed Adam to name:

Stranger than seven antiquaries’ studies,

Than Afric monsters, Guiana’s rarities,

Stranger than strangers: one who for a Dane

In the Dane’s massacre had sure been slain,

If he had lived then; and without help dies,

When next the ‘prentices ‘gainst strangers rise;

One, whom the watch at noon scarce lets go by—

One, to whom th’ examining justice sure would cry,

“Sir, by your priesthood, tell me what you are!”

II. This is Donne, after being improved by Pope:—
Behold! there came

A thing which Adam had been posed to name;

Noah had refused it lodging in his ark,

Where all the race of reptiles might embark:

A verier monster than on Afric’s shore

The sun eer got, or slimy Nilus bore;

Or Sloan or Woodward’s wondrous shelves
contain,—

Nay, all that lying travellers can feign.

The watch would scarcely let him pass at noon,

At night would swear him droppd out of the moon;

One whom the mob, when next we find or make

A popish plot, shall for a Jesuit take;

And the wise justice, starting from his chair,

Cry, “By your priesthood, tell me what you are!”

Oh, wonderful Mr. Pope! powerful to knock off such excrescences as,
Stranger than seven antiquaries’ studies.

and, “Stranger than strangers”; powerful to introduce such improvements as,
Nay; all that lying travellers can feign!

We had marked many more passages for quotation from the “Satires,”
but we must, for want of space, hurry on, skipping the “Letters,” which are
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crowded with gems of purest ray serene, and give a sweet word or two from
the “Funeral Elegies,” which contain more wisdom and poetry in the same
space, than almost anything out of Shakespeare. We will take only one of the
Elegies and string some of its gems together without remark,—

Her pure and eloquent soul
Spoke in her cheeks, and so distinctly wrought,
That one might almost say, her body thought.
They who did labour Babel’s tower to erect,
Might have considerd that, for that effect,
All His whole solid earth would not allow
Nor furnish forth materials enow;
And that his centre, to raise such a place,
Was far too little to have been the base;
No more affords this world foundation
To erect true joy.
In all she did
Some figure of the golden times was hid.
She is in Heaven; whither who doth not strive
The more because she’s there, he doth not know
That accidental joys in Heaven do grow.
(Speaking of closing the eyes of the dead)
O, they confess much in the world amiss,
Who dare not trust a dead man’s eyes with that,
Which they from God and angels cover not.

The “Divine Poems” are, for the most part, very poor, compared to these
“Elegies”; but here, as everywhere, splendid thoughts and splendid words
abound. One instance or two is all we can give. Here is a description of
Leviathan in the style of Milton, who made him “swim the ocean stream”

At every stroke his brazen fins do take,
More circles in the broken sea they make
Than cannons voices, when the air they tear;
His ribs are pillars and his high-archd roof
Of bark that blunts best steel, is thunder-proof.
To his soul—
O make thyself with holy mourning black,
And red with blushing as thou art with sin.
Of a repentant sinner,—
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Tears in his eyes quench the amazing light. With these extracts we
conclude, hoping that we shall have introduced many of our readers to
hundreds more like them, by having sent them to the volume out of which
we have copied.

—Unsigned, Lowe’s Edinburgh Magazine,
1846, pp. 228-236

JOHN ALFRED LANGFORD

“AN EVENING WITH DONNE” (1850)

The English scholar, critic, and journalist John Alfred Langford (1823-
1903) writes below of the great religious poets spawned by England,
and proposes that “old, antiquated, and venerable Donne” ranks high
amongst them. After providing a brief biography of Donne, Langford
writes of that chief characteristic of the metaphysical poets that all
nineteenth-century critics commented upon: their wit. Langford, how-
ever, unlike many of his contemporaries, seemed to relish the puzzling
opportunities the wit of Donne and his ilk presented to him: “Forsaking
the pure and genial naturalness of the Elizabethan poets, they seek by
strange and farfetched allusions, similes, and figures, to clothe a simple
thought in party-coloured garments; and to offer it to the reader in as
many varied aspects as the most violent twistings and torturings of this
brave English language would allow. Extremely learned, in whatever
was considered learning in their day, they ransacked all their store in the
search for refined, recherche, and difficult analogies. Physics, metaphys-
ics, scholastic literature, were made to bear tribute to their love of ‘the
blue-eyed maid’ chimera.” Langford thus becomes one of the most ardent
defenders of the metaphysical voice in his era, and students examining
this aspect of Donne’s work will surely find his argument an impassioned
counterpoint to many of the others presented in this text.

Sy Y Sy v/ P —

Among the many glories of English literature, not the least is her possession
of so long a list of truly religious poets. In this, the highest order of poetry,
we have names unsurpassed by those of any nation, or of any time. Setting
aside the matchless glory of Milton, we have the quaint song of the pious
old George Herbert; the epigrammatic force of the “Night Thoughts”
of Young; the genial, warm-hearted homeliness of the strains of Cowper;
the childlike lyrics of the ever-loved Watts; the smooth, stream-like flow of
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Montgomery; the soul-raising thought of the nature-loving Wordsworth;
and not to mention others of high and lofty fame, whose works the world
will not willingly let die, we have him with whom we propose to spend the
present evening—the old, antiquated, and venerable DONNE.

Dr. Johnson has offered some very curious reasons why religious poetry
has not been successful in attaining a very high state of excellence. We
venture to opine that in this respect the Doctor has committed himself, by
giving a verdict which posterity will not confirm. We could select from our
religious writers passages unequalled, in all that constitutes high poetry,
by any equal number of passages from the greatest bards who have not
especially devoted their talents to religion, such as Byron and Shelley,
for instance. It is curious to think that the Doctor should fall into such
a mistake; and it is still more curious to think of the numbers who have
since re-echoed the opinion, considering that all the facts are against them.
Why, the greatest of every land, and of every faith, are the religious ones,
whether we look at the sublime old Hebrew bards, with “the fires of Sinai,
and the thunders of the Lord!” or at the poets of classic Greece, or at their
numerous successors, who have drawn their inspiration from the Christian
faith, the fact is the same. Well has a modern poet said,

The high and holy works, mid lesser lays,
Stand up like churches among village cots:
And it is joy to think that in every age,
However much the world was wrong therein,
The greatest works of mind or hand have been
Done unto God. So may they ever be!
It shows the strength of wish we have to be great,
And the sublime humility of might.

—PFestus.

But now to Donne. He was born in London in the year 1573. His
parents were of the Roman Catholic faith, but their son, convinced of the
truth of Protestantism, early declared himself a proselyte to the doctrines
of the Reformation. He studied, and successfully, at both the Universities,
and became, as one of the critics well observes, “completely saturated with
the learning of his times” His works are rather voluminous, filling six
goodly sized volumes, and consist of satires, ejaculations, occasional poems,
elegies, and devotional pieces.

There is a class of poets known as the metaphysical. Of these Donne
is perhaps the first in point of time, though some give “rare old Ben,” the
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precedence. Their chief characteristic is their intellectualism. Forsaking the
pure and genial naturalness of the Elizabethan poets, they seek by strange
and farfetched allusions, similes, and figures, to clothe a simple thought
in party-coloured garments; and to offer it to the reader in as many varied
aspects as the most violent twistings and torturings of this brave English
language would allow. Extremely learned, in whatever was considered
learning in their day, they ransacked all their store in the search for refined,
recherche, and difficult analogies. Physics, metaphysics, scholastic literature,
were made to bear tribute to their love of “the blue-eyed maid” chimera.
“The metaphysical poets,” says Dr. Johnson, “were men of learning; and to
show their whole endeavour, but, unluckily, resolving to show it in rhyme,
instead of writing poetry, they only wrote verses, and very often such verses
as stood the trial of the finger better than of the ear, for the modulation
was so imperfect, that they were only found to be verses by counting the
syllables” Such is sure to be the case, when men sit down to put thoughts
into verse, instead of waiting till the divine afflatus compels them to utter
their feelings, which necessarily take the form of song; as different a thing
from verse as light is from darkness. Goethe has well said in one of those
world-famous Xenien of his,

What many sing and say,

Must still by us be borne!

Ye worthy—great and small—
Tired you sing yourselves and lorn;
And yet let no one tune his lay
Except for what he has to say.

But of these poets, if we except Cowley, Donne holds the highest place.
He had much wit, in which gift Dryden confesses himself and his
contemporaries to be inferior. He had, as we have seen, a vast erudition,
some fancy and elegance, together with strong piety. These combined must
surely make a poet of no ordinary power. His satires are strong, vigorous,
and masculine. Compared with Pope his verses would certainly want
smoothness, but Pope himself would have been a much greater poet, had
he possessed some of the wholesome roughness, and known that amidst a
profusion of sweets that a bitter is often welcome and good. It is true that
Donne is very capricious about the place of accent; but few readers would
have to count the fingers to tell whether it were verse or no. Certain we are,
if much of his writing be not verse, there is much of it that is poetry. Take the
following lines on the “Last Night of the Year”:—
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This twilight of two years, not past nor next,
Some emblem is of me, or I of this,

Who meteor-like, of stuftf and form perplext,
Whose what and where in disputation is,
If I should call me anything, should miss.

I sum the years and me, and find me not,
Debtor to th’ old, nor creditor to th’ new.

That cannot say, my thanks I have forgot,
Nor trust I this with hopes, and yet scarce

true

This bravery is, since these times showed me
you.

The critic we have quoted above as saying that Donne was saturated
with all the learning of his times, also says of him “That he was endowed
with a most active and piercing intellect—an imagination, if not grasping
and comprehensive, most subtle and far-darting—a fancy rich, vivid, and
picturesque—and a wit admirable as well for its caustic severity as for its
playful quickness” This is particularly applicable to his satires, which are
the precursors of Dryden and Pope’s. It would be useless to select from
these, as it is but by examination of them as a whole that their force, their
truthfulness, and their caustic severity and playful quickness can be felt. To
take a passage from any at all adapted to the limits of this paper, in order to
show their quality, would be about as wise as the man who having a house to
sell, carried a brick with him as a specimen. We may say of them, what can
be said of but few satires, that they possess more than a temporary interest,
and may be read with profit and advantage at the present time.

The following piece illustrates pretty well the best and worst qualities
of Donne.

As virtuous men pass mildly away,

And whisper to their souls, to go,

Whilst some of their sad friends do say,

The breath goes now, and some say, no:

So let us melt, and make no noise,

No tear-floods, nor sigh-tempests move,
profanation of our joys
To tell the laity our love.
Moving of th’ earth brings harms and fears,
Men reckon what it did and meant,
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But trepidation of the spheres,

Though greater far, is innocent.
Dull sublunary lovers’ love

(Whose soul is sense) cannot admit
Absence, because it doth remove

Those things which elemented it.
But we by a love, so much refined,

That our selves know not what it is,
Inter-assured of the mind,

Care less, eyes, lips, and hands to miss.
OQur two souls therefore, which are one,

Though I must go, endure not yet
A breach, but an expansion,

Like gold to aery thinness beat.
If they be two, they are two so

As stiff twin compasses are two,
Thy soul the fixed foot, makes no show

To move, but doth, if thother do.
And though it in the centre sit,

Yet when the other far doth roam,
It leans, and hearkens after it,

And grows erect, as that comes home.
Such wilt thou be to me, who must

Like th’ other foot, obliquely run;
Thy firmness makes my circle just,

And makes me end, where I begun.

A strange analogy this; but yet not so absurd as at first reading it may
appear. It is true it may need reading over more than once clearly to seize its
hidden meaning; but what then, shall we turn aside from every one “who
does not wear his heart upon his sleeve for daws to peck at”?

One more extract, and we bid our poet good night. It is on the littleness of
temporal existence, compared with the great, solemn eternity beyond. The
lines are quaint, but their spirit fine.

Think in how poor a prison thou didst lie

After, enabled but to suck and cry.

Think, when ’twas grown to most, twas a poor inn,
A province packed up in two yards of skin,

And that usurped or threatened with the rage
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Of sicknesses, or their true mother, age.

But think that death hath now enfranchised thee,
Thou hast thy expansion now, and liberty;

Think that a rusty piece, discharged, is flown

In pieces, and the bullet is his own,

And freely flies; this to thy soul allow,

Think thy shell broke, think thy soul hatched but
now.

—John Alfred Langford, from
“An Evening with Donne,” The Working
Man’s Friend, December 1850, pp. 18-21

GEORGE MAcCDONALD “DR. DONNE:
His MoODE AND STYLE” (1868-69)

George MacDonald (1824-1905) was a Scottish author and minister. Most
famous for his fairy tales and fantasy novels, MacDonald inspired the
works of such authors as W. H. Auden, J.R.R. Tolkein, and Madeline L'Engle.
In the piece below, MacDonald, like many of his contemporaries, praises
Donne for his intellect and wit but chastises the poetical qualities of the
man, echoing earlier complaints that Donne’s poesy is rugged and his
rhythm “is often as bad as it can be to be called rhythm at all.” Anyone
studying Donne’s works will find MacDonald’s close readings particularly
useful, especially his explorations of Donne’s “Hymn to God, my God, in my
Sickness” and “A Hymn to God the Father.” MacDonald also examines, to a
lesser degree, “A Hymn to Christ,” three of the Holy Sonnets (including the
famous “Death, be not proud .. .,”) and a fragment of the “Resurrection.”

He (Donne) is represented by Dr. Johnson as one of the chief examples of
that school of poets called by himself the metaphysical, an epithet which, as a
definition, is almost false. True it is that Donne and his followers were always
ready to deal with metaphysical subjects, but it was from their mode, and not
their subjects, that Dr. Johnson classed them. What this mode was we shall see
presently, for I shall be justified in setting forth its strangeness, even absurdity, by
the fact that Dr. Donne was the dear friend of George Herbert, and had much to
do with the formation of his poetic habits. Just twenty years older than Herbert,
and the valued and intimate friend of his mother, Donne was in precisely that
relation of age and circumstance to influence the other in the highest degree.
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The central thought of Dr. Donne is nearly sure to be just: the subordinate
thoughts by means of which he unfolds it are often grotesque, and so
wildly associated as to remind one of the lawlessness of a dream, wherein
mere suggestion without choice or fitness rules the sequence. As some of
the writers of whom I have last spoken would play with words, Dr. Donne
would sport with ideas, and with the visual images or embodiments of them.
Certainly in his case much knowledge reveals itself in the association of his
ideas, and great facility in the management and utterance of them. True
likewise, he says nothing unrelated to the main idea of the poem; but not
the less certainly does the whole resemble the speech of a child of active
imagination, to whom judgment as to the character of his suggestions is
impossible, his taste being equally gratified with a lovely image and a brilliant
absurdity: a butterfly and a shining potsherd are to him similarly desirable.
Whatever wild thing starts from the thicket of thought, all is worthy game
to the hunting intellect of Dr. Donne, and is followed without question
of tone, keeping, or harmony. In his play with words, Sir Philip Sidney kept
good heed that even that should serve the end in view; in his play with
ideas, Dr. John Donne, so far from serving the end, sometimes obscures
it almost hopelessly: the hart escapes while he follows the squirrels and
weasels and bats. It is not surprising that, their author being so inartistic
with regard to their object, his verses themselves should be harsh and
unmusical beyond the worst that one would imagine fit to be called verse. He
enjoys the unenviable distinction of having no rival in ruggedness of metric
movement and associated sounds. This is clearly the result of indifference;
an indifference, however, which grows very strange to us when we find that
he can write a lovely verse and even an exquisite stanza.

Greatly for its own sake, partly for the sake of illustration, I quote a poem
containing at once his best and his worst, the result being such an incongruity
that we wonder whether it might not be called his best and his worst, because
we cannot determine which. He calls it Hymn to God, my God, in my Sickness.
The first stanza is worthy of George Herbert in his best mood.

Since I am coming to that holy room,

Where with the choir of saints for evermore
I shall be made thy music, as I come

I tune the instrument here at the door,
And what [ must do then, think here before.

To recognize its beauty, leaving aside the depth and truth of the phrase,
“Where I shall be made thy music,” we must recall the custom of those days
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to send out for “a noise of musicians” Hence he imagines that he has been
summoned as one of a band already gone in to play before the king of “The
High Countries:” he is now at the door, where he is listening to catch the
tone, that he may have his instrument tuned and ready before he enters.
But with what a jar the next stanza breaks on heart, mind, and ear!

Whilst my physicians by their love are grown
Cosmographers, and I their map, who lie

Flat on this bed, that by them may be shown
That this is my south-west discovery,

Per fretum febris—by these straits to die;—

Here, in the midst of comparing himself to a map, and his physicians
to cosmographers consulting the map, he changes without warning into
a navigator whom they are trying to follow upon the map as he passes
through certain straits—namely, those of the fever—towards his south-
west discovery, Death. Grotesque as this is, the absurdity deepens in the end
of the next stanza by a return to the former idea. He is alternately a map
and a man sailing on the map of himself. But the first half of the stanza is
lovely: my reader must remember that the region of the West was at that
time the Land of Promise to England.

I joy that in these straits I see my West;
For though those currents yield return to
none,
What shall my West hurt me? As west and east
In all flat maps (and I am one) are one,
So death doth touch the resurrection.

It is hardly worth while, except for the strangeness of the phenomenon,
to spend any time in elucidating this. Once more a map, he is that of
the two hemispheres, in which the east of the one touches the west of the
other. Could anything be much more unmusical than the line, “In all flat
maps (and I am one) are one”? But the next stanza is worse.

Is the Pacific sea my home? Or are
The eastern riches? Is Jerusalem?
Anvan, and Magellan, and Gibraltar?
All straits, and none but straits are ways to
them,
Whether where Japhet dwelt, or Cham, or
Sem.
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The meaning of the stanza is this: there is no earthly home: all these
places are only straits that lead home, just as they themselves cannot be
reached but through straits. Let my reader now forget all but the first
stanza, and take it along with the following, the last two:

We think that Paradise and Calvary,
Christ’s cross and Adam’s tree, stood in one
place:
Look, Lord, and find both Adams met in me;
As the first Adam’s sweat surrounds my face,
May the last Adam’s blood my soul embrace.
So, in his purple wrapped, receive me, Lord;
By these his thorns give me his other crown;
And as to others’ souls I preached thy word,
Be this my text, my sermon to mine own:
Therefore, that he may raise, the Lord throws down.

Surely these are very fine, especially the middle verse of the former
and the first verse of the latter stanza. The three stanzas together make us
lovingly regret that Dr. Donne should have ridden his Pegasus over quarry
and housetop, instead of teaching him his paces.

The next I quote is artistic throughout. Perhaps the fact, of which we are
informed by Izaak Walton, “that he caused it to be set to a grave and solemn
tune, and to be often sung to the organ by the choristers of St. Paul’s church
in his own hearing, especially at the evening service,” may have something
to do with its degree of perfection. There is no sign of his usual haste about
it. It is even elaborately rhymed after Norman fashion, the rhymes in each
stanza being consonant with the rhymes in every stanza.

A HYMN TO GOD THE FATHER
Wilt thou forgive that sin where I begun,

Which was my sin, though it were done before?
Wilt thou forgive that sin, through which I run,

And do run still, though still I do deplore?—

When thou hast done, thou hast not done;
For I have more.
Wilt thou forgive that sin which I have won
Others to sin, and made my sins their door?

Wilt thou forgive that sin which I did shun

A year or two, but wallowed in a score?—
When thou hast done, thou hast not done;
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For I have more.
I have a sin of fear, that when I've spun
My last thread, I shall perish on the shore;
But swear by thyself, that at my death thy Son
Shall shine, as he shines now and heretofore;
And having done that, thou hast done:
I fear no more.

In those days even a pun might be a serious thing: witness the play in the
last stanza on the words son and sun—not a mere pun, for the Son of the
Father is the Sun of Righteousness: he is Life and Light.

What the Doctor himself says concerning the hymn, appears to me not
only interesting but of practical value. He “did occasionally say to a friend,
“The words of this hymn have restored to me the same thoughts of joy that
possessed my soul in my sickness, when I composed it.” What a help it
would be to many, if in their more gloomy times they would but recall the
visions of truth they had, and were assured of, in better moments!

Here is a somewhat strange hymn, which yet possesses, rightly
understood, a real grandeur:

A HYMN TO CHRIST
At the Author’s last going into Germany.!
In what torn ship soever I embark,
That ship shall be my emblem of thy ark;
What sea soever swallow me, that flood
Shall be to me an emblem of thy blood.
Though thou with clouds of anger do disguise
Thy face, yet through that mask I know those eyes,
Which, though they turn away sometimes—
They never will despise.
I sacrifice this island unto thee,
And all whom I love here and who love me:
When I have put this flood ‘twixt them and me,
Put thou thy blood betwixt my sins and thee.
As the tree’s sap doth seek the root below
In winter, in my winter? now I go
Where none but thee, the eternal root
Of true love, I may know.
Nor thou, nor thy religion, dost control
The amorousness of an harmonious soul;
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But thou wouldst have that love thyself: as thou
Art jealous, Lord, so I am jealous now.
Thou lov’st not, till from loving more thou free
My soul: who ever gives, takes liberty:
Oh, if thou car’st not whom I love,
Alas, thou lov’st not me!
Seal then this bill of my divorce to all
On whom those fainter beams of love did fall;
Marry those loves, which in youth scattered be
On face, wit, hopes, (false mistresses), to thee.
Churches are best for prayer that have least light:
To see God only, I go out of sight;
And, to ‘scape stormy days, I choose
An everlasting night.

To do justice to this poem, the reader must take some trouble to enter
into the poet’s mood.

It is in a measure distressing that, while I grant with all my heart the claim
of his “Muse’s white sincerity,” the taste in—I do not say of—some of his
best poems should be such that I will not present them.

Out of twenty-three Holy Sonnets, every one of which, I should almost
say, possesses something remarkable, I choose three. Rhymed after the true
Petrarchian fashion, their rhythm is often as bad as it can be to be called
rhythm at all. Yet these are very fine.

Thou hast made me, and shall thy work decay?
Repair me now, for now mine end doth haste;
I run to death, and death meets me as fast,
And all my pleasures are like yesterday.
I dare not move my dim eyes any way,
Despair behind, and death before doth cast
Such terror; and my feeble flesh doth waste
By sin in it, which it towards hell doth weigh.
Only thou art above, and when towards thee
By thy leave I can look, I rise again;
But our old subtle foe so tempteth me,
That not one hour myself I can sustain:
Thy grace may wing me to prevent his art,
And thou like adamant draw mine iron heart.
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If faithful souls be alike glorified
As angels, then my father’s soul doth see,
And adds this even to full felicity,
That valiantly I hell’s wide mouth oerstride:
But if our minds to these souls be descried
By circumstances and by signs that be
Apparent in us—not immediately—
How shall my mind’s white truth by them be tried?
They see idolatrous lovers weep and mourn,
And, style blasphemous, conjurors to call
On Jesu’s name, and pharisaical
Dissemblers feign devotion. Then turn,
O pensive soul, to God; for he knows best
Thy grief, for he put it into my breast.
Death, be not proud, though some have called thee
Mighty and dreadful, for thou art not so;
For those whom thou think’st thou dost
overthrow,
Die not, poor Death; nor yet canst thou kill me.
From rest and sleep, which but thy picture be,
Much pleasure, then from thee much more
must flow;
And soonest our best men with thee do go,
Rest of their bones, and soul’s delivery!
Thou'rt slave to fate, chance, kings, and
desperate men,
And dost with poison, war, and sickness dwell;
And poppy or charms can make us sleep as well,
And better than thy stroke. Why swell’st thou
then?
One short sleep past, we wake eternally,
And death shall be no more: Death, thou shalt die.

In a poem called The Cross, full of fantastic conceits, we find the following
remarkable lines, embodying the profoundest truth.

As perchance carvers do not faces make,

But that away, which hid them there, do take:
Let crosses so take what hid Christ in thee,
And be his image, or not his, but he.
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One more, and we shall take our leave of Dr. Donne. It is called a
fragment; but it seems to me complete. It will serve as a specimen of his best
and at the same time of his most characteristic mode of presenting fine
thoughts grotesquely attired.

RESURRECTION

Sleep, sleep, old sun; thou canst not have

re-past

As yet the wound thou took’st on Friday last.
Sleep then, and rest: the world may bear thy stay;
A better sun rose before thee to-day;
Who, not content to enlighten all that dwell
On the earth’s face as thou, enlightened hell,
And made the dark fires languish in that vale,
As at thy presence here our fires grow pale;
Whose body, having walked on earth and now
Hastening to heaven, would, that he might allow
Himself unto all stations and fill all,
For these three days become a mineral.
He was all gold when he lay down, but rose
All tincture; and doth not alone dispose
Leaden and iron wills to good, but is
Of power to make even sinful flesh like his.
Had one of those, whose credulous piety
Thought that a soul one might discern and see
Go from a body, at this sepulchre been,
And issuing from the sheet this body seen,
He would have justly thought this body a soul,
If not of any man, yet of the whole.

What a strange mode of saying that he is our head, the captain of our
salvation, the perfect humanity in which our life is hid! Yet it has its dignity.
When one has got over the oddity of these last six lines, the figure contained
in them shows itself almost grand.

As an individual specimen of the grotesque form holding a fine sense,
regard for a moment the words,

He was all gold when he lay down, but rose
All tincture;

which means, that, entirely good when he died, he was something yet greater
when he rose, for he had gained the power of making others good: the
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tincture intended here was a substance whose touch would turn the basest
metal into gold.

Through his poems are scattered many fine passages; but not even his
large influence on the better poets who followed is sufficient to justify our
listening to him longer now.

Notes

1.He was sent by James I. to assist an embassy to the Elector Palatine,
who had married his daughter Elizabeth.

2. He has lately lost his wife, for whom he had a rare love.

—George MacDonald, from “Dr. Donne:
His Mode and Style,” England’s Antiphon,
1868-69, pp. 114-24

EpMUND GOSSE “JOoHN DONNE” (1894)

In the essay below, part of a larger work on Jacobean poets, Gosse begins
by classifying Donne’s work into seven distinct categories. The first are
the satires, which Gosse suggests are “brilliant and picturesque beyond
any of their particular compeers,” though they still suffer from the flaws
that suffuse all Elizabethan satire. After pausing to examine the poem
“The Progress of the Soul” (or “Poema Satyricon”), Gosse next classifies
Donne’s epistles, or poems structured as letters, which includes a brief
but useful discussion of “Letter to the Countess of Huntingdon.” Gosse
does not generally admire Donne’s epistles, writing that the “epistles are
stuffed hard with thoughts, but poetry is rarely to be found in them; the
style is not lucid, the construction is desperately parenthetical.”

Nextfor Gosse are the Epithalamia, the marriage-songs. Gosse considers
these works inspired by Edmund Spenser, and labels them “elegant and
glowing.” Fourth are the Elegies, a grouping of Donne’s secular works that
Gosse believes are often marred by “inconceivable offences against good
taste.” Gosse finds Donne’s fifth category of work, his funeral elegies or
requiems, almost as curious as the Epithalamia, though “lovely sudden
bursts of pure poetry are more frequent in the ‘Funeral Elegies’ than in any
section of Donne’s poetry which we have mentioned.”

The sixth classification of Donne’s work includes the Holy Sonnets,
which includes a closer examination of Holy Sonnet 17, “Since she whom
I loved hath paid her last debt.” The final classification is that which Gosse
finds most interesting—Donne’s amatory lyrics. Gosse suggests these
works are “personal, confidential, and vivid; the stamp of life is on them.”
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After he classifies Donne’s work, Gosse defends the poet’s meter.
Rejecting earlier critical claims that Donne’s work is rugged and lacks
versification, Gosse writes that Donne “intentionally introduced a
revolution into English versification. It was doubtless as a rebellion against
the smooth and somewhat nerveless iambic flow of Spenser and the
earliest contemporaries of Shakespeare, that Donne invented his violent
mode of breaking up the line into quick and slow beats.” Though Gosse
still considers Donne's scansion “violent,” he does defend it, noting that
far from being an almost accidental poet, Donne’s harsh versification
was the conscious act of a poet at the height of his intellectual gifts,
an experiment that, while not always successful, is certainly worthy, in
Gosse’s mind, of admiration and serious consideration.

10/ —(0/3/ i ——s

The poems of Donne were not published until after his death. The first
edition, the quarto of 1633, is very inaccurate and ill-arranged; the octavos
of 1635 and 1639 are much fuller and more exact. Donne, however, still lacks
a competent editor. We have no direct knowledge of the poet’s own wish as
to the arrangement of his poems, nor any safe conjecture as to the date of
more than a few pieces. The best lyrics, however, appear to belong to the
first decade of James s reign, if they are not even of earlier composition.
There seems to be no doubt that the Satires, an imperfect manuscript of
which bears the date 1593, are wholly Elizabethan. These are seven in
number, and belong to the same general category as those of Hall, Lodge,
and Guilpin. Neither in date nor in style do they belong to the period
treated of in this volume, and it is therefore not necessary to dwell on them
at great length here. They are brilliant and picturesque beyond any of their
particular compeers, even beyond the best of Hall’s satires. But they have the
terrible faults which marked all our Elizabethan satirists, a crabbed violence
alike of manner and matter, a fierce voluble conventionality, a tortured and
often absolutely licentious and erroneous conception of the use of language.
The fourth is, doubtless, the best written, and may be taken as the best essay
in this class of poetry existing in English literature before the middle-life of
Dryden; its attraction for Pope is well known.

“The Progress of the Soul,” as named by its author “Poema Satyricon,”
takes its natural place after the satires, but is conjectured to have been
written not earlier than 1610. De Quincey, with unwonted warmth,
declared that “massy diamonds compose the very substance of this poem,
thoughts and descriptions which have the fervent and gloomy sublimity of
Ezekiel or /Eschylus?” It is written in a variant of the Spenserian stanza, and
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is a hyperbolical history of the development of the human soul, extended
to more than five hundred lines, and not ended, but abruptly closed.
It is one of the most difficult of Donne’s writings, and started a kind of
psychologi- cal poetry of which, as the century progressed, many more
examples were seen, none, perhaps, of a wholly felicitous character. It has the
poet’s characteristics, however, to the full. The verse marches with a virile
tread, the epithets are daring, the thoughts always curious and occasionally
sublime, the imagination odd and scholastic, with recurring gleams of
passion.
Here is a fragment of this strange production—

Into an embryon fish our soul is thrown,
And in due time thrown out again, and grown
To such vastness, as if, unmanacled
From Greece, Morea were, and that, by some
Earthquake unrooted, loose Morea swum,
Or seas from Afric’s body had severed
And torn the hopeful promontory’s head;
This fish would seem these, and, when all hopes fail,
A great ship overset, or without sail

Hulling, might (when this was a whelp) be like

this whale.

At every stroke his brazen fins do take
More circles in the broken sea they make
Then cannons’ voices, when the air they tear;
His ribs are pillars, and his high-archd roof,
Of bark that blunts best steel, is thunder-proof;
Swim in him, swallowd dolphins, without fear,
And feel no sides, as if his vast womb were
Some inland sea, and ever as he went
He spouted rivers up, as if he meant

To join our seas with seas above the

firmament.

Now drinks he up seas, and he eats up flocks;
He jostles islands and he shakes firm rocks;
Now in a roomful house this soul doth float,
And like a prince she sends her faculties

To all her limbs, distant as provinces.
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The Sun hath twenty times both crab and goat
Parched, since first launchd forth this living boat;
"Tis greatest now and to destruction
Nearest; there’s no pause at perfection,

Greatness a period hath, but hath no station.

Far less extraordinary are the Epistles, which form a large section of
Donne’s poetical works. All through life he was wont to address letters,
chiefly in the heroic couplet, to the most intimate of his friends. These
epistles are conceived in a lighter vein than his other writings, and have less
of his characteristic vehemence. The earliest, however, “The Storm,” which
he addressed from the Azores, possesses his Elizabethan mannerism; it
is crudely picturesque and licentious, essentially un-poetical. “The Calm,”
which is the parallel piece, is far better, and partly deserves Ben Jonson’s
high commendation of it to Drummond. The epistle to Sir Henry Goodyer
is noticeable for the dignified and stately manner in which the four-line
stanza, afterwards adopted by Gray for his Elegy, is employed; this poem is
exceedingly like the early pieces written by Dryden some fifty years later. The
school of the Restoration is plainly foreshadowed in it.

Many of these epistles are stuffed hard with thoughts, but poetry is rarely
to be found in them; the style is not lucid, the construction is desperately
parenthetical. It is not often that the weary reader is rewarded by such a
polished piece of versification as is presented by this passage about love in
the “Letter to the Countess of Huntingdon.”

It is not love that sueth, or doth contend;

Love either conquers, or but meets a friend.

Man’s better part consists of purer fire,

And finds itself allowed, ere it desire.

Love is wise here, keeps home, gives reason sway,

And journeys not till it find summer-way.

A weather-beaten lover, but once known,

Is sport for every girl to practise on.

Who strives, through woman’s scorns, woman to
know,

Is lost, and seeks his shadow to outgo;

It must be sickness, after one disdain,

Though he be called aloud, to look again;

Let others sin and grieve; one cunning slight

Shall freeze my love to crystal in a night.
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I can love first, and, if I win, love still,
And cannot be removed, unless she will;
It is her fault if I unsure remain;

She only can untie, I bind again;

The honesties of love with ease I do,
But am no porter for a tedious woe.

Most of these epistles are New Year’s greetings, and many are addressed
to the noble and devout ladies with whom he held spiritual converse in
advancing years. The poet superbly aggrandizes the moral qualities of these
women, paying to their souls the court that younger and flightier cavaliers
reserved for the physical beauty of their daughters.

The Epithalamia of Donne form that section of his work in which, alone,
he seems to follow in due succession after Spenser. These marriage-songs
are elegant and glowing, though not without the harshness which Donne
could not for any length of time forego. That composed for the wedding of
Frederick Count Palatine and the Lady Elizabeth, in 1613, is perhaps the
most popular of all Donne’s writings, and opens with a delicious vivacity.

Hail, Bishop Valentine, whose day this is!
All the air is thy diocese,
And all the chirping choristers
And other birds are thy parishioners;
Thou marryest every year
The lyric lark and the grave whispering dove,
The sparrow that neglects his life for love,
The household bird with the red stomacher;
Thou mak’st the blackbird speed as soon
As doth the goldfinch or the halcyon;
The husband cock looks out, and straight is sped,
And meets his wife, which brings her feather-bed.
This day more cheerfully than ever shine,—
This day, which might enflame thyself, old
Valentine.

The ode within the rather stiff setting of the Allophanes and Idios
eclogue is scarcely less felicitous.

The miscellaneous secular poems of Donne are generically classed under
the heading of “Elegies” We have here some of the most extraordinary
aberrations of fancy, some of the wildest contrasts of character and style,
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to be observed in literature. They are mainly Ovidian or Tibullan studies of
the progress of the passion of love, written by one who proclaims himself
an ardent, but no longer an illusioned lover,—hot, still, but violent and
scandalous. The youth of the author is disclosed in them, but it is not the
callous youth of first inexperience. He is already a past master in the subtle
sophistry of love, and knows by rote “the mystic language of the eye and
hand” Weary with the beauty of spring and summer, he has learned to find
fascination in an autumnal face. The voluptuous character of these elegies has
scandalized successive critics. Several of them, to be plain, were indeed too
outspoken for the poet’s own, or for any decent age. Throughout it is seldom
so much what the unbridled lover says, as his utter intemperance in saying it,
that surprises, especially in one who, by the time the poems were given to the
public, had come to be regarded as the holiest of men. Even saints, however,
were coarse in the age of James, and the most beautiful of all Donne’s elegies,
the exquisite “Refusal to Allow His Young Wife to Accompany Him Abroad
as a Page,” which belongs to his mature life and treats of a very creditable
passion, is marred by almost inconceivable offences against good taste.
Another section of Donne’s poems is composed of funeral elegies or
requiems, in which he allowed the sombre part of his fancy to run riot.
In these curious entombments we read nothing that seems personal or
pathetic, but much about “the magnetic force” of the deceased, her spiritual
anatomy, and her soul’s “meridians and parallels.” Amid these pedantries,
we light now and then upon extraordinary bursts of poetic observation, as
when the eminence of the spirit of Mistress Drury reminds the poet of a
vision, seen years before in sailing past the Canaries, and he cries out—

Doth not a Teneriffe or higher hill,
Rise so high like a rock, that one might think
The floating moon would shipwreck there, and sink,

or as when one of his trances comes upon him, and he sighs—

when thou know’st this,
Thou know’st how wan a ghost this our world is.

These lovely sudden bursts of pure poetry are more frequent in the
“Funeral Elegies” than in any section of Donne’s poetry which we have
mentioned, and approach those, to be presently noted, in the Lyrics. The
spirit of this strange writer loved to dwell on the majestic and gorgeous
aspects of death, to wave his torch within the charnel-house and to show that
its walls are set with jewels.
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This may be taken as an example of his obscure mortuary imagination—

As men of China, after an age’s stay,

Do take up porcelain where they buried clay,

So at this grave, her limbeck (which refines

The diamonds, rubies, sapphires, pearls and mines
Of which this flesh was), her soul shall inspire
Flesh of such stuff, as God, when his last fire
Annuls this world, to recompense it, shall

Make and name them the elixir of this All.

They say, the sea, when it gains, loseth too,

If carnal Death (the younger brother) do

Usurp the body; our soul, which subject is

To the elder Death, by sin, is freed by this;

They perish both, when they attempt the just,
For graves our trophies are, and both death’s dust.

The presence of the emblems of mortality rouses Donne to an unusual
intellectual ecstasy. The latest of these elegies is dated 1625, and shows that
the poet retained his art in this kind of writing to the very end of his career,
adding polish to his style, without any perceptible falling off in power.

A large number of “Holy Sonnets,” which Izaak Walton thought had
perished, were published in 1669, and several remain still unprinted. They
are more properly quatorzains than sonnets, more correct in form than
the usual English sonnet of the age—for the octett is properly arranged
and rhymed—but closing in the sestett with a couplet. These sonnets are
very interesting from the light they throw on Donne’s prolonged sympathy
with the Roman Church, over which his biographers have been wont to slur.
All these “Holy Sonnets” probably belong to 1617, or the period immediately
following the death of Donne’s wife. In the light of certain examples in the
possession of the present writer, which have not yet appeared in print, they
seem to confirm Walton’s remark that though Donne inquired early in
life into the differences between Protestantism and Catholicism, yet that
he lived until the death of his wife without religion.

A pathetic sonnet from the Westmoreland manuscript, here printed for
the first time, shows the effect of that bereavement upon him—

Since she whom I loved hath paid her last debt,
To Nature, and to hers and my good is dead,
And her soul early into heaven vanished.—
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Wholly on heavenly things my mind is set.
Here the admiring her my mind did whet
To seek thee, God; so streams do show their
head,
But tho’ I have found thee, and thou my thirst
has fed,
A holy thirsty dropsy melts me yet.
But why should I beg more love, when as thou
Does woo my soul for hers, off ring all thine:
And dost not only fear lest I allow
My love to Saints and Angels, things divine,
But in thy tender jealousy dost doubt
Lest this World, Flesh, yea Devil put thee out?

The sonnet on the Blessed Virgin Mary, however, has probably been
attributed to Donne by error; the more likely name of Constable has been
suggested as that of its author.

In his other divine poems, also, the Roman element is often very strong,
and the theology of a cast which is far removed from that of Puritanism.
In the very curious piece called “The Cross,” he seems to confess to the use
of a material crucifix, and in “A Litany” he distinctly recommends prayer to
the Virgin Mary,

That she-cherubim which unlocked Paradise.

All these are matters which must be left to the future biographers of
Donne, but which are worthy of their closest attention in developing the
intricate anomalies of his character.

We have now, by a process of exhaustion, arrived at what is the most
interesting of the sections of Donne’s poetry, his amatory lyrics. These are
about seventy in number, and so far as the scanty evidence can be depended
upon, belong to various periods from his twentieth to his thirty-fifth year.
The series, as we now hold it, begins with the gross and offensive piece of
extravagance called, “The Flea,” but is followed by “The Good-Morrow;’
which strikes a very different note. As a rule, these poems are extremely
personal, confidential, and vivid; the stamp of life is on them. None the less,
while confessing with extraordinary frankness and clearness the passion
of the writer, they are so reserved in detail, so immersed and engulphed in
secrecy, that no definite conjecture can be hazarded as to the person, or
persons, or the class of persons, to whom they were addressed. One or two
were evidently inspired by Donne’s wife, others most emphatically were not,
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and in their lawless, though not gross, sensuality, remind us of the still more
outspoken “Elegies” In spite of the alembicated verbiage, the tortuousness
and artificiality of the thought, sincerity burns in every stanza, and the
most exquisite images lie side by side with monstrous conceits and ugly
pedantries.

A peculiarity of the lyrics is that scarcely two of the seventy are written in
the same verse-form. Donne evidently laid himself out to invent elaborate
and farfetched metres. He was imitated in this down to the Restoration,
when all metrical effects tended to merge in the heroic couplet. But of the
innumerable form-inventions of Donne and of his disciples scarcely one has
been adopted into the language, although more than one, by their elegance
and melody, deserve to be resumed.

This exemplifies one of the prettiest of his stanza-forms—

If thou be’st born to strange sights,

Things invisible to see,

Ride ten thousand days and nights,

Till age snow white hairs on thee;
Thou, when thou return’st, wilt tell me
All strange wonders that befell thee,

And swear

Nowhere
Lives a woman true and fair.

If thou find’st one, let me know;

Such a pilgrimage were sweet.
Yet do not,—I would not go

Though at next door we might meet,
Though she were true when you met her,
And last till you write your letter,

Yet she

Will be

False, ere I come, with two or three.

It now remains to examine this body of poetry in general terms, and, first
of all, it is necessary to make some remarks with regard to Donne’s whole
system of prosody. The terms “irregular,” “unintelligible,” and “viciously
rugged,” are commonly used in describing it, and it seems even to be
supposed by some critics that Donne did not know how to scan. This last
supposition may be rejected at once; what there was to know about poetry

was known to Donne. But it seems certain that he intentionally introduced a
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revolution into English versification. It was doubtless as a rebellion against
the smooth and somewhat nerveless iambic flow of Spenser and the earliest
contemporaries of Shakespeare, that Donne invented his violent mode of
breaking up the line into quick and slow beats. The best critic of his own
generation, Ben Jonson, hated the innovation, and told Drummond “that
Donne, for not keeping of accent, deserved hanging” It is difficult to stem a
current of censure which has set without intermission since the very days of
Donne itself, but I may be permitted to point out what I imagine was the
poet’s own view of the matter.

He found, as I have said, the verse of his youth, say of 1590,
exceedingly mellifluous, sinuous, and inclining to flaccidity. A five-syllabled
iambic line of Spenser or of Daniel trots along with the gentlest amble of
inevitable shorts and longs. It seems to have vexed the ear of Donne by its
tendency to feebleness, and it doubtless appeared to him that the very gifted
writers who immediately preceded him had carried the softness of it as far as
it would go. He desired new and more varied effects. To see what he aimed
at doing, we have, I believe, to turn to what has been attempted in our own
time, by Mr. Robert Bridges, in some of his early experiments, and by the
Symbolists in France. The iambic rhymed line of Donne has audacities such
as are permitted to his blank verse by Milton, and although the felicities
are rare in the older poet, instead of being almost incessant, as in the later,
Donne at his best is not less melodious than Milton. When he writes—

Blasted with sighs and surrounded with tears,

we must not dismiss this as not being iambic verse at all, nor,— much
less,—attempt to read it—

Blasted with sighs, and surrounded with tears,

but recognize in it the poet’s attempt to identify the beat of his verse with
his bewildered and dejected condition, reading it somewhat in this
notation:—

Blasted | with sighs || and surrounded | with tears.

The violence of Donne’s transposition of accent is most curiously to be
observed in his earliest satires, and in some of his later poems is almost
entirely absent. Doubtless his theory became modified with advancing
years. No poet is more difficult to read aloud. Such a passage as the following
may excusably defy a novice:
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No token of worth but Queen’s man and fine
Living barrels of beef and flagons of wine.

I shook like a spied spy. Preachers which are
Seas of wit and arts, you can then dare

Drown the sins of this place, for, for me,
Which am but a scant brook, it enough shall be
To wash the stains away.

But treat the five-foot verse not as a fixed and unalterable sequence of
cadences, but as a norm around which a musician weaves his variations, and
the riddle is soon read—

No token | of worth | but Queen’s | man | and fine
Living | barrels of | beef and | flagons of | wine.

I shook | like a spied | spy. | Preachers | which are
Seas | of wit | and arts, | you can then | dare D
rown | the sins | of this place, | for, | for me,
Which am | but a scant | brook, | it enough | shall be
To wash | the stains | away.

The poetry of Donne possesses in no small degree that “unusual and
indefinable witchery” which Dr. Jessopp has noted as characteristic of the
man himself. But our enjoyment of it is marred by the violence of the writer,
by his want of what seems to us to be good taste, and by a quality which has
been overlooked by those who have written about him, but which seems to
provide the key to the mystery of his position. Donne was, I would venture
to suggest, by far the most modern and contemporaneous of the writers of
his time. He rejected all the classical tags and imagery of the Elizabethans, he
borrowed nothing from French or Italian tradition. He arrived at an excess
of actuality in style, and it was because he struck them as so novel that his
immediate coevals were so much fascinated with him. His poems are full
of images taken from the life and habits of the time. Where earlier poets
had summoned the myths of Greece to adorn their verse, Donne weaves
in, instead, the false zoology, the crude physics and philosophy, of his own
fermenting epoch. The poem called “Love’s Exchange,” is worthy of careful
examination in this respect. Each stanza is crowded with conceits, each one
of which is taken from the practical or professional life of the moment in
which the poet wrote. This extreme modernness, however, is one potent
source of our lack of sympathy with the poetry so inspired. In the long run,
it is the broader suggestion, the wider if more conventional range of classic
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imagery, which may hope to hold without fatigue the interest of successive
generations.

For us the charm of Donne continues to rest in his occasional felicities,
his burst of melodious passion. If his song were not so tantalizingly
fragmentary, we should call him the ungestioned nightingale of the Jacobean
choir. No other poet of that time, few poets of any time, have equalled the
concentrated passion, the delicate, long-drawn musical effects, the bold and
ecstatic rapture of Donne at his best. In such a poem as “The Dream,” he
realizes the very paroxysm of amatory song. In his own generation, no one
approached the purity of his cascades of ringing monosyllables, his

For God’s sake, hold your tongue and let me love,
or,

I long to talk with some old lover’s ghost
Who died before the God of Love was born,

or,

Oh more than moon,
Draw not thy seas to drown me in thy sphere.

or,
A bracelet of bright hair about the bone.

In these and similar passages, of which a not very slender florilegium
might be gathered from his voluminous productions, Donne reminds us
that Ben Jonson esteemed him “the first poet in the world in some things”
But this quality of passionate music is not the only one discernible, nor
often to be discerned. The more obvious characteristic was summed up by
Coleridge in a droll quatrain—

With Donne, whose Muse on dromedary trots,
Wreathe iron pokers into true-love-knots;

Rhyme’s sturdy cripple, Fancy’s maze and clue,
Wit’s forge and fire-blast, Meaning’s press and screw.

In the use of these ingenuities, which it was once the fashion to call
“metaphysical,” Donne shows an amazing pertinacity. He is never daunted by
the feeling that his wit is exercised “on subjects where we have no right to expect
it} and where it is impossible for us to relish it. He pushes on with relentless
logic,—sometimes, indeed, past chains of images that are lovely and appropriate;
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but, oftener, through briars and lianas that rend his garments and trip up his
feet. He is not affected by the ruggedness of his road, nor by our unwillingness
to follow him. He stumbles doggedly on until he has reached his singular goal.
In all this intellectual obstinacy he has a certain kinship to Browning, but his
obscurity is more dense. It is to be hoped that the contemporary maligned
him who reported Donne to have written one of his elegies in an intentional
obscureness, but that he delighted in putting his readers out of their depth can
scarcely be doubted. It is against this lurid background, which in itself and
unrelieved would possess a very slight attraction to modern readers, that the
electrical flashes of Donne’s lyrical intuition make their appearance, almost
blinding us by their brilliancy, and fading into the dark tissue of conceits before
we have time to appreciate them.

The prominence here given to Donne will be challenged by no one
who considers what his influence was on the poetical taste of the time. It is
true that among his immediate contemporaries the following of Spenser
did not absolutely cease at once. But if a study on the poets of Charles I.
were to succeed the present volume, the name of Donne would have to
be constantly prominent. On almost everything nondramatic published
in the succeeding generation, from Crashaw to Davenant, from Carew to
Cowley, the stamp of Donne is set. Dryden owed not a little to him, although,
as time went on, he purged himself more and more fully of the taint of
metaphysical conceit. So late as 1692, in the preface to Eleanora, Dryden still
held up Donne as “the greatest wit, though not the best poet of our nation”
His poems were among the few non-dramatic works of the Jacobean period
which continued to be read and reprinted in the age of Anne, and Pope both
borrowed from and imitated Donne.

So far as we trace this far-sweeping influence exercised on the poets of a
hundred years, we have difficulty in applauding its effects. The empassioned
sincerity, the intuitions, the clarion note of Donne were individual to
himself and could not be transmitted. It was far otherwise with the jargon
of “metaphysical” wit, the trick of strained and inappropriate imagery. These
could be adopted by almost any clever person, and were, in fact, employed
with fluent effect by people in whom the poetical quality was of the
slightest. Writers like Mildmay Fane, Earl of Westmoreland, or like Owen
Feltham (in his verse), show what it was that Donne’s seed produced when
it fell upon stony ground.

—Edmund Gosse, “John Donne;
The Jacobean Poets, 1894, pp. 51-67
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GEORGE SAINTSBURY “INTRODUCTION” (1896)

For the piece below, Saintsbury relies at first on a theme of duality he
believes somewhat defines Donne as a writer: “Always in him are the two
conflicting forces of intense enjoyment of the present, and intense feeling
of the contrast of the present with the future. He has at once the tran-
scendentalism which saves sensuality and the passion which saves mysti-
cism. Indeed the two currents run so full and strong in him, they clash and
churn their waves so boisterously, that this is of itself sufficient to account
for the obscurity, the extravagance, the undue quaintness which have
been charged against him.” This duality, Saintsbury argues, is marked by
a transition in Donne’s life that is reflected in a transition in his writings.
The first part of his writings, chronologically speaking, are the secular
works, which belongs to the first period in his life; the second part, the
sacred works and prose, belongs to a second period accompanied by a
spiritual awakening. Saintsbury puts it thusly: “the greater part of the
verse is animated by what may be called a spiritualized worldliness and
sensuality, the whole of the prose by a spiritualism which has left worldli-
ness far behind.” Saintsbury punningly refers to this as a “Renaissance”
within Donne, a transition shared by other writers, but one that is key,
Saintsbury suggests, to understanding Donne.

While the above cataloguing of Donne’s work is based on chronology
and biography, critically speaking, Saintsbury places Donne’s works into
three categories: the satires; the elegies and amatory poems; and the
sacred work (plus other miscellaneous texts). Much of the rest of the
excerpted material focuses on the satires; this proves eminently useful,
as Saintsbury’s examination of the satires in general proves one of the
most thorough studies in this text. Saintsbury begins by probing their
metrical structure, claiming that while unmusical, they reflect only the
freeform nature of Renaissance poetry in and of itself. He then looks at
specific passages in some of the satires. Saintsbury next examines some
of Donne’s other works, but students will no doubt find his examinations
of the satires and his explanation of Donne’s duality the most illuminating
and useful section of the text.

/31— —0/3/ i) ——Ts

There is hardly any, perhaps indeed there is not any, English author on
whom it is so hard to keep the just mixture of personal appreciation and
critical measure as it is on John Donne. It is almost necessary that those
who do not like him should not like him at all; should be scarcely able to see
how any decent and intelligent human creature can like him. It is almost as
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necessary that those who do like him should either like him so much as to
speak unadvisedly with their lips, or else curb and restrain the expression of
their love for fear that it should seem on that side idolatry. But these are not
the only dangers. Donne is eminently of that kind which lends itself to sham
liking, to coterie worship, to a false enthusiasm; and here is another weapon
in the hands of the infidels, and another stumbling-block for the feet of the
true believers. Yet there is always something stimulating in a subject of this
kind, and a sort of temptation to attempt it.

To write anything about Donne’s life, after Walton, is an attempt which
should make even hardened écrivailleurs and écrivassiers nervous. That the
good Izaak knew his subject and its atmosphere thoroughly; that he wrote
but a very few years after Donne’s own death; and that he was a writer of
distinct charm, are discouraging things, but not the most discouraging. It is
perhaps only those who after being familiar for years with Donne’s poems, of
which Walton says very little, make subsequent acquaintance with Walton’s
presentment of the man, who can appreciate the full awkwardness of the
situation. It is the worst possible case of pereant qui ante nos. The human
Donne whom Walton depicts is so exactly the poetical Donne whom we
knew, that the effect is uncanny. Generally, or at least very frequently,
we find the poet other than his form of verse: here we find him quite
astoundingly akin to it.

...(T)here is a strange, though by no means unexampled, division
between the two periods of his life and the two classes of his work. Roughly
speaking, almost the whole of at least the secular verse belongs to the first
division of the life, almost the whole of the prose to the second. Again, by far
the greater part of the verse is animated by what may be called a spiritualized
worldliness and sensuality, the whole of the prose by a spiritualism which
has left worldliness far behind. The conjunction is, I say, not unknown: it
was specially prevalent in the age of Donne’s birth and early life. It has even
passed into something of a commonplace in reference to that Renaissance
of which, as it slowly passed from south to north, Donne was one of the
latest and yet one of the most perfect exponents. The strange story which
Brantome tells of Margaret of Navarre summoning a lover to the church
under whose flags his mistress lay buried, and talking with him of her,
shows, a generation before Donne’s birth, the influence which in his day
had made its way across the narrow seas as it had earlier across the Alps, and
had at each crossing gathered gloom and force if it had lost lightness and
colour. Always in him are the two conflicting forces of intense enjoyment
of the present, and intense feeling of the contrast of the present with the
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future. He has at once the transcendentalism which saves sensuality and
the passion which saves mysticism. Indeed the two currents run so full and
strong in him, they clash and churn their waves so boisterously, that this is
of itself sufficient to account for the obscurity, the extravagance, the undue
quaintness which have been charged against him. He was “of the first order
of poets”; but he was not of the first amongst the first. Only Dante perhaps
among these greatest of all had such a conflict and ebullition of feeling to
express. For, as far as we can judge, in Shakespeare, even in the Sonnets,
the poetical power mastered to some extent at the very first the rough
material of the poetic instinct, and prepared before expression the things to
be expressed. In Dante we can trace something of the presence of slag and
dross in the ore; and even in Dante we can perhaps trace faintly also the
difficulty of smelting it. Donne, being a lesser poet than Dante, shows it
everywhere. It is seldom that even for a few lines, seldomer that for a few
stanzas, the power of the furnace is equal to the volumes of ore and fuel that
are thrust into it. But the fire is always there—over-tasked, over-mastered for
a time, but never choked or extinguished; and ever and anon from gaps in
the smouldering mass there breaks forth such a sudden flow of pure molten
metal, such a flower of incandescence, as not even in the very greatest poets
of all can be ever surpassed or often rivalled.

For critical, and indeed for general purposes, the poetical works of
Donne may be divided into three parts, separated from each other by a
considerable difference of character and, in one case at least, of time. These
are the Satires, which are beyond all doubt very early; the Elegies and
other amatory poems, most of which are certainly, and all probably, early
likewise; and the Divine and Miscellaneous Poems, some of which may
not be late, but most of which certainly are. All three divisions have certain
characteristics in common; but the best of these characteristics, and some
which are not common to the three, belong to the second and third only.

It was the opinion of the late seventeenth and of the whole of the
eighteenth century that Donne, though a clever man, had no ear. Chalmers, a
very industrious student, and not such a bad critic, says so in so many words;
Johnson undoubtedly thought so; Pope demonstrated his belief by his fresh
“tagging” of the Satires. They all to some extent no doubt really believed what
they said; their ears had fallen deaf to that particular concord. But they all also
no doubt founded their belief to a certain extent on certain words of Dryden’s
which did not exactly import or comport what Mr. Pope and the rest took
them to mean. Dryden had the knack, a knack of great value to a critic, but
sometimes productive of sore misguiding to a critic’s readers—of adjusting his
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comments solely to one point of view, to a single scheme in metric and other
things. Now, from the point of view of the scheme which both his authority
and his example made popular, Donne was rather formless. But nearly all
the eighteenth-century critics and criticasters concentrated their attention
on the Satires; and in the Satires Donne certainly takes singular liberties, no
matter what scheme be preferred. It is now, I believe, pretty well admitted by
all competent judges that the astonishing roughness of the Satirists of the late
sixteenth century was not due to any general ignoring of the principles of
melodious English verse, but to a deliberate intention arising from the same
sort of imperfect erudition which had in other ways so much effect on the
men of the Renaissance generally. Satiric verse among the ancients allowed
itself, and even went out of its way to take, licences which no poet in other
styles would have dreamt of taking. The Horace of the impeccable odes writes
such a hideous hexameter as—

Non ego, namque parabilem amo Venerem facilemque,

and one of the Roman satirists who was then very popular, Persius, though
he could rise to splendid style on occasion, is habitually as harsh, as obscure,
and as wooden as a Latin poet well can be. It is not probable, it is certain,
that Donne and the rest imitated these licences of malice prepense.

But it must be remembered that at the time when they assumed this
greater licence, the normal structure of English verse was anything but fixed.
Horace had in his contemporaries, Persius and Juvenal had still more in their
forerunners, examples of versification than which Mr. Pope himself could
do nothing more “correct’; and their licences could therefore be kept within
measure, and still be licentious enough to suit any preconceived idea of the
ungirt character of the Satiric muse. In Donne’s time the very precisians took
a good deal of licence: the very Virgils and even Ovids were not apt to concern
themselves very greatly about a short vowel before s with a consonant, or a
trisyllable at the end of a pentameter. If therefore you meant to show that you
were sans gene, you had to make demonstrations of the most unequivocal
character. Even with all this explanation and allowance it may still seem
probable that Donne’s Satires never received any formal preparation for the
press, and are in the state of rough copy. Without this allowance, which the
eighteenth century either did not care or did not know how to give, it is not
surprising that they should have seemed mere monstrosities.

The satiric pieces in which these peculiarities are chiefly shown, which
attracted the attention of Pope, and which, through his recension, became
known to a much larger number of persons than the work of any other
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Elizabethan Satirist, have the least share of Donne’s poetical interest. But
they display to the full his manly strength and shrewd sense, and they are
especially noticeable in one point. They exhibit much less of that extravagant
exaggeration of contemporary vice and folly which makes one of their chief
contemporaries, Marston’s Scourge of Villainy, almost an absurd thing, while it
is by no means absent from Hall’s Virgidemiarum. We cannot indeed suppose
that Donne’s satire was wholly and entirely sincere, but a good deal in it
clearly was. Thus his handling of the perennial subjects of satire is far more
fresh, serious, and direct than is usual with Satirists, and it was no doubt this
judicious and direct quality which commended it to Pope. Moreover, these
poems abound in fine touches. The Captain in the first Satire—

Bright parcel-gilt with forty dead men’s pay—
the ingenious evildoers in the second—
for whose sinful sake,
Schoolmen new tenements in hell must make—

the charming touch at once so literary and so natural in the fifth—

so controverted lands
‘Scape, like Angelica, the striver’s hands,

are only a few of the jewels five words long that might be produced as
specimens. But it is not here that we find the true Donne: it was not this
province of the universal monarchy of wit that he ruled with the most
unshackled sway. The provinces that he did so rule were quite other: strange
frontier regions; uttermost isles where sensuality, philosophy, and devotion
meet, or where separately dwelling they rejoice or mourn over the conquests
of each other. I am not so sure of the Progress of the Soul as some writers
have been—interesting as it is, and curious as is the comparison with Prior’s
Alma, which it of necessity suggests, and probably suggested. As a whole it
seems to me uncertain in aim, unaccomplished in execution. But what
things there are in it! What a line is—

Great Destiny, the Commissary of God!
What a lift and sweep in the fifth stanza—
To my six lustres almost now outwore!

What a thought that—
This soul, to whom Luther and Mahomet were
Prisons of flesh!
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And the same miraculous pregnancy of thought and expression runs
through the whole, even though it seems never to have found full and
complete delivery in artistic form. How far this curious piece is connected
with the still more famous ‘Anniversaries, in which so different a stage of
“progress” is reached, and which ostensibly connect themselves with the
life and death of Mrs. Elizabeth Drury, is a question which it would be
tedious to argue out in any case, and impossible to argue out here. But the
successive stages of the ‘Anatomy of the World’ present us with the most
marvellous poetical exposition of a certain kind of devotional thought
yet given. It is indeed possible that the union of the sensual, intellectual,
poetical, and religious temperaments is not so very rare; but it is very
rarely voiceful. That it existed in Donne’s pre-eminently, and that it found
voice in him as it never has done before or since, no one who knows his
life and works can doubt. That the greatest of this singular group of poems
is the ‘Second Anniversary, will hardly, I think, be contested. Here is the
famous passage—

Her pure and eloquent blood
Spoke in her cheeks and so distinctly wrought,
That one might almost say her body thought—

which has been constantly quoted, praised, and imitated. Here, earlier, is
what I should choose if I undertook the perilous task of singling out the
finest line in English sacred poetry—

so long

As till God’s great Venite change the song—a Dies Iras and a Venite itself
combined in ten English syllables. Here is that most vivid and original of
Donne’s many prose and verse meditations on death, as—

A groom
That brings a taper to the outward room.

33

Here too is the singular undernote of “she” repeated constantly in different
places of the verse, with the effect of a sort of musical accompaniment or
refrain, which Dryden (a great student of Donne) afterwards imitated on
the note “you” in Astrcea Recluse, and the Coronation. But these, and many
other separate verbal or musical beauties, perhaps yield to the wonder of the
strange, dreamy atmosphere of moonlight thought and feeling which is
shed over the whole piece. Nowhere is Donne, one of the most full-blooded
and yet one of the least earthly of English poets, quite so unearthly.
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The Elegies, perhaps better known than any of his poems, contain the
least of this unearthliness. The famous ‘Refusal to Allow His Young Wife
to Accompany Him as His Page, though a very charming poem, is, I
think, one of the few pieces of his which have been praised enough, if not
even a little overpraised. As a matter of taste it seems to me indeed more
open to exception than the equally famous and much more “fie-fied” “To
His Mistress Going to Bed, a piece of frank naturalism redeemed from
coarseness by passion and poetic completeness. The Elegies again are the
most varied of the divisions of Donne’s works, and contain next to the Satires
his liveliest touches, such as—

The grim, eight-foot-high, iron-bound,
serving-man,
That oft names God in oaths, and only than

or as the stroke—
Lank as an unthrift’s purse.

In Epithalamia Donne was good, but not consummate, falling far
short of his master, Spenser, in this branch. No part of his work was more
famous in his own day than his ‘Epistles’ which are headed by the ‘Storm’
and ‘Calm, that so did please Ben Jonson. But in these and other pieces
of the same division, the misplaced ingenuity which is the staple of the
general indictment against Donne, appears, to my taste, less excusably than
anywhere else. Great passion of love, of grief, of philosophic meditation, of
religious awe, had the power to master the fantastic hippogrift of Donne’s
imagination, and make it wholly serviceable; but in his less intense works it
was rather unmanageable. Yet there are very fine things here also; especially
in the Epistle to Sir Henry Goodyere, and those to Lucy Countess of
Bedford, and Elizabeth Countess of Huntingdon. The best of the ‘Funeral
Elegies’ are those of Mrs. Boulstred. In the Divine Poems there is nothing
so really divine as the astonishing verse from the ‘Second Anniversary’
quoted above. It must always however seem odd that such a poet as Donne
should have taken the trouble to tag the Lamentations of Jeremiah into
verse, which is sometimes much more lamentable in form than even in
matter. The epigram as to Le Franc de Pompignan’s French version, and
its connection, by dint of Jeremiah’s prophetic power, with the fact of his
having lamented, might almost, if any Englishman had had the wit to
think of it, have been applied a century earlier to parts of this of Donne.
The ‘Litany’ is far better, though it naturally suggests Herrick’s masterpiece
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in divine song-writing; and even the ‘Jeremiah’ ought not perhaps to be
indiscriminately disapproved. The opening stanzas especially have a fine
melancholy clang not unknown, I think, as a model to Mr. Swinburne.
But to my fancy no division of Donne’s poems—the ‘Second Anniversary’
always excepted—shows him in his quiddity and essence as do the Lyrics.
Some of these are to a certain extent doubtful. One of the very finest of the
whole, ‘Absence, hear thou my protestation, with its unapproached fourth
stanza, appeared first in Davison’s Poetical Rhapsody unsigned. But all
the best authorities agree (and for my part I would almost go to the stake
on it) that the piece is Donne’s. In those which are undoubtedly genuine
the peculiar quality of Donne flames through and perfumes the dusky air
which is his native atmosphere in a way which, though I do not suppose
that the French poet had ever heard of Donne, has always seemed to me
the true antitype and fulfilment by anticipation of Baudelaire’s

Encensoir oublie qui fume
En silence a travers la nuit.

Everybody knows the
Bracelet of bright hair about the bone

of the late discovered skeleton, identifying the lover: everybody the perfect
fancy and phrase of the exordium—

I long to talk with some old lover’s ghost
Who died before the god of Love was born.

But similar touches are almost everywhere. The enshrining once for all
in the simplest words of a universal thought—

I wonder by my troth what thou and I Did till we loved?

The selection of single adjectives to do the duty of a whole train of
surplusage—

Where can we find two better hemispheres
Without sharp north, without declining west?—

meet us, and tell us what we have to expect in all but the earliest. In
comparison with these things, such a poem as ‘Go and catch a falling
star; delightful as it is, is perhaps only a delightful quaintness, and
‘The Indifferent’ only a pleasant quip consummately turned. In these
perversities Donne is but playing tours de force. His natural and genuine
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work re-appears in such poems as ‘Canonizations, or as “The Legacy. It is the
fashion sometimes, and that not always with the worst critics, to dismiss
this kind of heroic rapture as an agreeable but conscious exaggeration, partly
betrayed and partly condoned by flouting-pieces like those just mentioned.
The gloss does not do the critic’s knowledge of human nature or his honesty
in acknowledging his knowledge much credit. Both moods and both
expressions are true; but the rapture is the truer. No one who sees in these
mere literary or fashionable exercises, can ever appreciate such an aubade
as ‘Stay, O Sweet, and Do Not Rise, or such a midnight piece as “The
Dream, with its never-to-be-forgotten couplet—

I must confess, it could not choose but be
Profane to think thee anything but thee.

If there is less quintessence in “The Message, for all its beauty, it is only
because no one can stay long at the point of rapture which characterizes
Donne at his most characteristic, and the relaxation is natural—as natural
as is the pretty fancy about St. Lucy—

Who but seven hours herself unmasks—

the day under her invocation being in the depths of December. But the
passionate mood, or that of mystical reflection, soon returns, and in
the one Donne shall sing with another of the wondrous phrases where
simplicity and perfection meet—

So to engraft our hands as yet
Was all our means to make us one,
And pictures in our eyes to get
Was all our propagation.
Or in the other dwell on the hope of buried lovers—
To make their souls at the last busy day,
Meet at this grave, and make a little stay.

I am not without some apprehension that I shall be judged to have fallen
a victim to my own distinction, drawn at the beginning of this paper, and
shown myself an unreasonable lover of this astonishing poet. Yet I think I
could make good my appeal in any competent critical court. For in Donne’s
case the yea-nay fashion of censorship which is necessary and desirable in
the case of others is quite superfluous. His faults are so gross, so open, so
palpable, that they hardly require the usual amount of critical comment and
condemnation. But this very peculiarity of theirs constantly obscures his
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beauties even to not unfit readers. They open him; they are shocked, or bored,
or irritated, or puzzled by his occasional nastiness (for he is now and then
simply and inexcusably nasty), his frequent involution and eccentricity, his
not quite rare indulgence in extravagances which go near to silliness; and so
they lose the extraordinary beauties which lie beyond or among these faults.
It is true that, as was said above, there are those, and many of them, who can
never and will never like Donne. No one who thinks Don Quixote a merely
funny book, no one who sees in Aristophanes a dirty-minded fellow with a
knack of Greek versification, no one who thinks it impossible not to wish
that Shakespeare had not written the Sonnets, no one who wonders what on
earth Giordano Bruno meant by Gli eroici Furori, need trouble himself even
to attempt to like Donne. “He will never have done with that attempt,” as our
Dean himself would have unblushingly observed, for he was never weary of
punning on his name.

But for those who have experienced, or who at least understand, the
ups-and-downs, the ins-and-outs of human temperament, the alternations
not merely of passion and satiety, but of passion and laughter, of passion
and melancholy reflection, of passion earthly enough and spiritual rapture
almost heavenly, there is no poet and hardly any writer like Donne. They
may even be tempted to see in the strangely mixed and flawed character
of his style, an index and reflection of the variety and the rapid changes of
his thought and feeling. To the praise of the highest poetical art he cannot
indeed lay claim. He is of course entitled to the benefit of the pleas that
it is uncertain whether he ever prepared definitely for the press a single
poetical work of his; that it is certain that his age regarded his youth with
too much disapproval to bestow any critical care on his youthful poems.
But it may be retorted that no one with the finest sense of poetry as an art,
could have left things so formless as he has left, that it would have been
intolerable pain and grief to any such till he had got them, even in MS., into
shape. The retort is valid. But if Donne cannot receive the praise due to the
accomplished poetical artist, he has that not perhaps higher but certainly
rarer, of the inspired poetical creator. No study could have bettered—I
hardly know whether any study could have produced—such touches as the
best of those which have been quoted, and as many which perforce have
been left out. And no study could have given him the idiosyncrasy which
he has. Nos passions, says Bossuet, ont quelque chose d’infini. To express
infinity no doubt is a contradiction in terms. But no poet has gone nearer
to the hinting and adumbration of this infinite quality of passion, and of
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the relapses and reactions from passion, than the author of “The Second

Anniversary’ and “The Dream, of “The Relique’ and “The Ecstasy.

—George Saintsbury, from “Introduction,”
Poems of John Donne, ed. E.K. Chambers, 1896,
vol. 1, pp. xi-xxxiii

EpMUND GOSSE (1899)

Gosse responds to much of the conventional nineteenth-century thought
on Donne, both directly and indirectly, in the critical study below. Gosse
approaches Donne as a biographer, and thus examines how changes in
Donne’s life conditions and beliefs alter his works (a process mimicked by
Courthope, below). As Gosse puts it: “the careful study of Donne, when
the first obscure crust is broken, reveals a condition of mind and even a
sequence of events so personal, that we hardly dare to take our legiti-
mate advantage from it.” Gosse’s approach to Donne’s work has been
more commonly applied to writers like Andrew Marvell, who espouse
an overt politicism in their poems. Gosse’s method here is a bit more
personal, and thus a bit more tenuous; nonetheless, his findings are
both illuminating on Donne and his work and suggestive of further
areas of thought and research for individuals studying the works of the
first metaphysical poet.

Gosse begins his analysis by suggesting that Donne’s early life was,
unsurprisingly for a youth, frivolous and carefree, and that his work
reflects this: “In these early days his experiences are all sensation and
superficial emotion. He wanders wherever his desires attract him, rifles all
blossoms for their honey, boasts—in the manner of impudent youth—his
detachment from all chains of duty or reflection.” Gosse examines this
construct in several of Donne’s early works, including his famous pieces
“The Sun Rising,” “The Flea,” and “The Legacy.” Gosse then suggests that
Donne begins to transition out of his young adulthood and into a more
mature phase of thought and writing: “He had been pursuing with frenzy
an illusive chimera of pleasure. But in spite of all his impudent protests,
the strong heart of John Donne could not be satisfied by these ephemeral
captures. His passions were now dominant and his blood imperious.”
These “passions” caused a growth in what Gosse calls Donne’s “ethical
ambition,” his desire to examine philosophical and poetic concepts from
a more earnest and intellectual perspective. This passage in Donne’s life
coincided with a move to the Azores and a secret affair; Donne’s return
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from the islands and rejection of the affair implies to Gosse another
transition for the author, one chronicled amongst Donne’s “Elegies.”
Gosse writes that Donne’s work becomes infused with “hatred and
enforced resignation,” and argues that the poem “The Apparition” is the
best example of this period in Donne’s life: “as he tosses between sleep
and waking, the horror of his situation, the vileness of the woman he has
loved, and the whole squalor of the outworn liaison come upon him and
overwhelm him. The fierce passion in this brief lyric, a ‘hate-poem’ of the
very first class, is closely akin to those flashes of lurid light in which the
contemporary tragedians excelled, ‘steeping us,” as Charles Lamb says,
‘in agonies infernal.””

As Courthope will likewise indicate below, Donne’s marriage marks
another transitory period in his life and work, which Gosse examines
through the piece “Epithalamion made at Lincoln’s Inn.” This leads Gosse
into a close examination of Donne’s divine poems, a period of the author’s
life that reflected a movement towards intellectualizing his own work.
This, Gosse asserts, is where metaphysics comes into Donne's writing:
“That is to say, the more metaphysical pieces are the outcome of the years
when religious inquiry formed one of his prominent studies, but when no
exclusive call had summoned him to the ministry.” Though Gosse admires
the wit of Donne’s early work in this genre, he finds the pieces “frigid” and
cold—to Gosse, a work like “The Litany” is “burdened with ingenuity.” Still,
Gosse believes that Donne does begin to hone this aspect of his craft, until
a particular “richer gloom” inhabits some of his better sacred works.

Gosse then moves into examining how Donne influenced his
successors. He first begins by exploring Donne’s own Italian influences
before lamenting that Donne himself had a significant impact on the
poetry of his day: “In examining the remarkable wide and deep, though
almost entirely malign, influence of Donne upon the poetry of this
country, it is necessary first of all to dwell on the complete intellectual
isolation of his youth and middle age.” Partly because Donne was not
interested in the poetic fashions of his day, and partly because of his
inconsistent meter (though Gosse does defend Donne’s versification, he
seems to suggest that it should not be copied—his study of “Twickenham
Garden” in this section of the essay is the best examination of this
particular work in the entire collection). Eventually, Gosse concludes that
it was Donne’s intellectualism that attracted young poets to attempt
to imitate him; to them, Donne represented a new tradition in poetry.
Still, Gosse laments these imitations, suggesting that none managed to
replicate the genius of the original.
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Ultimately, Gosse concludes that Donne and his genius were a
particular product of their time, best understood in their own day. Gosse
writes of Donne: “His writings, like his actions, were faulty, violent, a little
morbid even, and abnormal.” Still, he admires him greatly, and in his work
below, does address and redress the most prominent criticisms leveled
against Donne in the nineteenth century, and his arguments should prove
of enormous use to anyone still studying Donne today.

—0/3/ o 0/t~ ——(3

When we come to consider the relation of the early poetry of Donne to that
which was being produced elsewhere in England, so abundantly, during
the closing years of the sixteenth century, we shall have to dwell on its
curious divergence from all the established literary traditions of the time.
Among these traditions, that of taking an imaginary episode in love and
embroidering fancies upon it was one of the most accepted. In the more
favourable instances of a pretended revelation of amatory adventure in verse,
such as the Idea of Drayton in 1593 and 1594, or the Amoretti of Spenser in
1595, it is almost impossible for the most ingenious reader to build on the
shadowy and nebulous basis any superstructure of conjectural biography. At
first sight it may seem that Donne offers the same intangibility; but there is
this difference, that, after twenty readings, the story indicated by Spenser or
Drayton in his sonnets continues as vague as ever, whereas the careful study
of Donne, when the first obscure crust is broken, reveals a condition of
mind and even a sequence of events so personal, that we hardly dare to take
our legitimate advantage from it.

We read Donne, however, to little purpose if we do not perceive that
he was, above all things, sincere. His writings, like his actions, were faulty,
violent, a little morbid even, and abnormal. He was not, and did not attempt
to be, an average man. But actions and writings alike, in their strangeness,
their aloofness, were unadulterated by a tinge of affectation. Donne was
Elizabethan in his absolute straightforwardness of character; it was left
to his Caroline disciples to introduce into a mode of expression founded
upon his a trick of pastiche, an alloy of literary pretence. Donne, in turbid
and violent language—for, with all his genius, he lacked the last ornament
of a perfect style, lucidity—expressed what he himself perceived, suffered,
and desired. If, therefore, we can but comprehend what Donne is saying,
and realise what his character is, if we can but appreciate the curious
alternations of cautious reserve and bold confession in which he indulges, if
we can but discover how to stand on his own level, there is hardly a piece of
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his genuine verse which, cryptic though it may seem, cannot be prevailed
upon to deliver up some secret of his life and character.

The dangers of such a conjectural reconstruction of biography are
obvious, yet I believe that in few cases in literary history is that method
more legitimate than here. When Donne speaks of his personal experience,
there is something so convincing in his accent, poignant and rude at once,
that it is impossible not to believe it the accurate record of a genuine
emotional event. I am not unaware that, in 1625, writing to Sir Robert Ker,
he said, “You know my uttermost [in verse] when it was best, and even then
I did best when I had least truth for my subjects.” By truth he means here
what, in the evolution of his taste, he had come to regard as an excess of
realism; and beyond question, what he here describes as his “best” were
those pieces of metaphysical extravagance, where he had “least truth for his
subjects,” but embroidered conceit after conceit upon a false or trivial first
idea. The Second Elegy, with its extravagant ingenuity about the elements of
a fair face, the “anagram” of beauty, is a capital example of what we now
have come to detest as thoroughly bad art, but of what particularly dazzled
the followers of Donne, and laid the foundation of his excessive fame as a wit.
These are what Donne regarded with complacency as his “best,” but to us
they are little else than grotesque, the symptoms of a malady of the mind.

Very different, however, from these chains of “enormous and disgusting
hyperboles,” as Dr. Johnson called them, are the numerous poems in
which Donne, retaining of course the tortured manner natural to him,
recounted the adventures of his body and his soul. In their consideration of
these poems the biographers of Donne, misled by an amiable fallacy, have
not chosen to give their true weight and meaning to words about the scope
of which there can be no honest question. Walton, in his exquisite portrait
of his friend, has nothing at all to say of the stormy and profane youth
which led up to that holy maturity of faith and unction. He chose to ignore
or to forget anything which might seem to dim the sacred lustre of the
exemplary Dean of St. Pauls. Yet even Walton admitted that Donne “was
by nature highly passionate,” and doubtless he was well aware that below
the sanctity of his age lay a youth scored with frailty and the injuries of
instinct. Later biographers have had less excuse for attempting to conceal
those tenebrous and fiery evidences, which but add a more splendid majesty
to the career rising out of them into peace and light. To pretend that Donne
was a saint in his youth is to nullify the very process of divine grace in the
evolution of a complex soul, in the reduction of a magnificent rebel to a still
more brilliant and powerful servant.
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In (the) earliest series of his poems we find him a mere butterfly of the
court, ostentatiously flitting from flower to flower, indulging his curiosity
and his sensuousness wherever satisfaction is offered to him. “Women’s
Constancy” is the complete expression of his unattached condition of mind
and body. In “Love’s Usury,” with the impertinence of the successful gallant,
he promises to turn monogamous when he is old. In these early days his
experiences are all sensation and superficial emotion. He wanders wherever
his desires attract him, rifles all blossoms for their honey, boasts—in the
manner of impudent youth—his detachment from all chains of duty or
reflection. He is the ideal light o’ love; he will pluck the rose wherever he
finds it, and he is confident that for the wise youth who knows how to nip the
flower discreetly there can be no thorns. The tone of these earliest lyrics is one
of sceptical, even contemptuous, arrogance. In “A Fever” the mistress of the
moment is ill, but it only amuses the lover. The malady is an excuse for a feu
de joie of conceits; she may die of it, for all he really cares. In these foppish,
heartless lyrics Donne is most interesting when most frankly sensual. “The
Good Morrow” is the perfectly contented and serene record of an illicit,
and doubtless of an ephemeral, adventure. “The Sun Rising,” perhaps the
strongest of the early lyrics, gives no evidence of soul, but is a fine hymn of
sturdy, virile satisfaction. What could be more spirited, in its boyish way, than
the opening stanza—

Busy old fool, unruly Sun,
Why dost thou thus,
Thro windows and thro’ curtains, call on us?
Must to thy motions lovers” seasons run?
Saucy pedantic wretch, go chide
Late schoolboys and sour prentices;
Go tell court-huntsmen that the king will ride,
Call country ants to harvest offices;
Love, all alike, no season knows nor clime,’
Nor hours, days, months, which are the rags of time.

From a young lover in this mood we need not be scandalised to receive
such a poem as “The Flea,” that extremely clever piece of impudent ribaldry,
nor expect a deeper sense of the dignity of womanhood than is found in
“The Indifferent,” that uproarious claim to absolute freedom in love. Here
Donne reminds us of a very different poet, of the nomadic Verlaine, with his
“Es tu brune ou es tu blonde?—]Je ne sais!”
and with an intuition of deeper feeling, Donne playfully upbraids his heart

In “The Legacy, more seriously,
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for its own too-flagrant infidelities. When he rips up his bosom to send
his heart to the woman of the moment he is alarmed at first to find none
there, and he suffers his first shudder, his earliest movement of conscience,
in this instant, when the threatened impotency of genuine feeling suddenly
chills the light tumult of his love. But in another moment he recovers his

composure: all is not lost—

Yet I found something like a heart,

But colours it, and corners had;

It was not good, it was not bad,

It was entire to none, and few had part;

As good as could be made by art

It seemed, and therefore for our loss be sad.
I meant to send that heart instead of mine,
But O! no man could hold it, for twas thine.

Serious for a moment, with a presage of better things, the mood has
changed before the stanza was over, and the lash of satire at feminine frailty
leaps out. Of this arrogance of juvenile cynicism the mandrake song
remains the most poetical expression—

If thou be’st born to strange sights,

Things invisible to see,

Ride ten thousand days and nights

Till age snow white hairs on thee,
Thou, when thou return’st, wilt tell me
All strange wonders that befell thee,

And swear
Nowhere
Lives a woman true and fair.
If thou find’st one, let me know;

Such a pilgrimage were sweet.
Yet do not, I would not go,

Though at next door we might meet.
Tho’ she were true when you met her,
And last till you write your letter,

Yet she
Will be
False, ere I come, to two or three.
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... His life since manhood had been haunted by all the phantoms of
infidelity. He had been pursuing with frenzy an illusive chimera of pleasure.
But in spite of all his impudent protests, the strong heart of John Donne
could not be satisfied by these ephemeral captures. His passions were now
dominant and his blood imperious. The instinct that drives vehement
young men to acts of madness was violent in him. He had been looking
around him for an adventure, for some liaison which could give him the
measure of his own vital intensity. If the moralists will allow us to say so, his
ethical ambition had risen a grade, from the pursuit of woman as a speqes
to the selection of one who should present herself to his imagination
as a symbol of the Feminine. We must remember, to comprehend the
conditions depicted in the “Songs and Sonnets” and the “Elegies,” that
we have to do with no simple pastoral swain, but with one of the most
headstrong and ingenious intellects of the century, now, for the time being,
concentrating itself on the evolution of its own vita sexualis. And we must
remember, too, that it was from these agonies and errors, bleeding as from
rods with the wounds of passion, that Donne rose slowly to those spiritual
heights in which he so glorified the grace of God.

But to such a nature, so roused even in the storm of illicit passion, there
was but a short space for complete satisfaction. At first the crushing of
“joy’s grape,” as Keats puts it, excluded every other sentiment, and Donne
composed—we dare not allow ourselves to overlook the fact—some of the
most sensual poetry written in the history of English literature by any poet of
eminence. It was, perhaps, needful that he should go off to the Islands, since
the liaison was carried on in the first instance with astonishing effrontery.
The husband was a deformed man, and was stationary all day in a basket-
chair. This gave the lovers confidence, but the lady, as Donne tells her in
one of the later denunciatory pieces, was dull in speech and unready in
mind. Their secret meetings, stolen correspondence, and artificial language
were, no doubt, thoroughly after Donne’s own ingenious heart, but they
distracted and alarmed the lady. With singular complacency, alluding
to her original want of cleverness, he says that he has “refined her into a
blissful paradise” “The Apparition” shows that Donne did too well his work
of awakening those slumbering faculties which the roughness and jealousy
of her husband had crushed so long. On this subject the Seventh Elegy
throws a curious light.

But when he returned from the Azores, and took up once more those
vows of constancy which had been sealed during his absence by stealthy
means— we can love by letters still, and gifts”"—there seems evidence of a
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change in the poet’s sentiments. By a perverse ingenuity very characteristic
of him, he reversed the process which had made the easy seduction of the
lady grateful to his vanity, and in that very fact, no longer flattering to him,
he sees a proof of her lack of stability and value. He discovers her to be less
youthful than he thought her, and, in the reflex of his passion, her autumnal
sensuality exasperates him. She overdoes the mysteries of their meetings,
the alphabet of flowers, the secret messengers, the elaborate and needless
subterfuges. The Thirteenth Elegy is, doubtless, the expression of this turn
of the tide. She is still his “dove-like friend,” still in profuse and burning
couplets his love rages when he thinks upon her. Yet he upbraids the passion
which he cannot resist, and even the lady he still worships—

Was’t not enough that thou didst hazard us

To paths in love so dark and dangerous,

And those so ambushd round with household spies,
And over all thy husband’s towering eyes?

He begins to feel the horror and the ridicule of the intimate feast under
the light of the family candlesticks, where the afflicted and jealous husband,
daring not to complain openly in words, yet

Swollen and pamperd with great fare,
Sits down and snorts, caged in his basket-chair.

The poet’s first revolt is a refusal to meet in the lady’s own house—

Now I see many dangers; for it is
His realm, his castle, and his diocese.

As yet, Donne still exults in the betrayal, but the Nemesis of his sin is
falling upon him. They must part, make fewer meetings, run less risk;
“she must go, and I must mourn.” He permits the symptoms of a growing
lassitude in himself to be perceived; there follow angry words, and those
recriminations that are so surely the death of love. The Third Elegy marks a
sense of her declining devotion to him, and characteristically, although he
cools to her, his pride is exquisitely wounded at her becoming less ardent to
him. In a note of mingled mockery and trepidation he recommends to her
an “apostasy” that may confirm her love, and in a brilliant flash of caprice
informs her that

Change is the nursery
Of music, joy, life and eternity.
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Does she take him at his word, or does he mistake her timorous withdrawal
for the heart’s act of treason? We cannot tell, but the sources of his
forbidden joy are poisoned, and jealousy stings him at last to vehement and
gross attack. There are no hate-poems in the language finer of their kind,
filled with a stronger wind of vindictive passion, than those which now
close this incident.

To distribute these lyrics according to the order of their composition
would be preposterous. They possess a close similarity of style; they were
probably written at short intervals, all possibly in the summer of 1597.
“The Curse” is an expression of the angry lover’s first rage; but he comforts
himself that his mistress has been extremely discreet and secret, and that
the open ridicule of defeat may be spared him. “The Message” breathes
the same egotistical spirit, and denounces the forced fashions and false
passions which have fooled him and destroyed him. He perversely parodies
Marlowe’s beautiful pastoral song to satirise those hands and eyes that, as he
believes, have been his ruin—

Let others freeze with angling reeds,

And cut their legs with shells and weeds,
Or treachrously poor fish beset,

With strangling snare or windowy net.

Let coarse bold hands from slimy nest
The bedded fish in banks out-wrest;
Or curious traitors, sleeve-silk flies,
Bewitch poor fishes’ wandering eyes.

With all his rage, he feels himself still drawn to the false one, with agonising
threads of desire; and “Love’s Deity,;” with the enchanting melody of its
opening couplet, gives expression to his torture—

I long to talk with some old lover’s ghost,
Who died before the God of Love was born;
I cannot think that he who, then, loved most,
Sunk so low as to love one which did scorn.
But since this God produced a destiny,
And that vice-nature, custom, lets it be,
I must love her that loves not me.

Here the note is as the note of Catullus—
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Odi et amo. Quare id faciam fortasse requiris.
Nescio, sed fieri sentio et excrucior.

To this period also we may assign the passionate wilfulness of “The
Prohibition”—

Take heed of loving me;
At least remember, I forbade it thee.
Not that I shall repair my unthrifty waste

Of breath and blood upon thy sighs and tears,
By being to me then what to me thou wast;

But so great joy our life at once outwears.
Then, lest that love by my dearth frustrate be,
If thou love me,—take heed of loving me.

“The Will” carries us on a further step to acrid scorn and contemptuous
satire. He will die, smitten by great Love, to whom, however, he prays for
a moment’s respite, that he may make some legacies. His codicils are
burning ironies; he gives—

My tongue to Fame; to ambassadors mine ears;
To women—or the sea—my tears.

Jealousy has now taken possession of him. He fancies that his mistress has
had twenty lovers before him, that she entertains younger lovers now. In the
midst of the boisterous cynicism of this poem there are touches which we
like to note—

My constancy I to the planets give;

My truth to them who at the court do live;

Mine ingenuity and openness

To Jesuits; to buffoons my pensiveness;

My silence to any, who abroad have been;
My money to a Capuchin;

and this—

To him for whom the passing-bell next tolls,

I give my physic-books; my written rolls

Of moral counsels I to Bedlam give;

My brazen medals unto them which live

In want of bread; to them which pass among
All foreigners, my English tongue.
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Much more serious, indeed of a noble and resigned melancholy, is “The
Funeral,” in which he announces that he is “Love’s martyr;” and, by an image
which had impressed his fancy so much that he repeats it in several poems,
announces that when they come to enshroud his body, they will find

That subtle wreath of hair, which crowns my arm,
The mystery, the sign you must not touch,

all that remains to him now of one loved so passionately and proved to be so
false. Since she will now have none of him, he will at least bury some of her,
and at the Last Day, when the bodies stir, his arm will be seen to wave with
“a bracelet of bright hair about the bone.”

But all these poems of hatred and enforced resignation pale before “The
Apparition,” in which, as he tosses between sleep and waking, the horror of
his situation, the vileness of the woman he has loved, and the whole squalor
of the outworn liaison come upon him and overwhelm him. The fierce
passion in this brief lyric, a “hate-poem” of the very first class, is closely akin
to those flashes of lurid light in which the contemporary tragedians excelled,
“steeping us,” as Charles Lamb says, “in agonies infernal” Such error,
however, as Donne had indulged in could be washed out in no less bitter
waters. “The Apparition” is brief, and must be read complete to produce the
terrific effect of its reluctant malediction—

When by thy scorn, O murderess, I am dead,

And that thou think’st thee free

From all solicitation from me,

Then shall my ghost come to thy bed,

And thee, feignd vestal, in worse arms shall see;

Then thy sick taper will begin to wink,

And he, whose thou art then, being tired before,

Will, if thou stir, or pinch to wake him, think
Thou call’st for more,

And, in false sleep, will from thee shrink:
And then, poor aspen wretch, neglected thou,
Bathed in a cold quicksilver sweat wilt lie

A verier ghost than I.

What I will say, I will not tell thee now.

Lest that preserve thee; and since my love is spent,
I'd rather thou should’st painfully repent,

Than by my threatenings rest still innocent.
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This is the culmination of the incident, the flames of hatred now quickly
subsiding into a heap of the ashes of indifference and satiety. This exhausted
cynicism is interpreted by “Love’s Alchemy,” where the poet protests that
all women are alike vile, and the elixir of happiness an imposture not to be
discovered by any alchemist who “glorifies his pregnant pot,” only to be fooled
and disenchanted. So, also, in a most curious ode, the “Nocturnal upon St.
Lucy’s Day;” amid fireworks of conceit, he calls his mistress dead, and protests
that his hatred has grown calm at last. So this volcanic passion sinks back
into its crater at length, leaving this series of astonishing poems to illustrate it,
poems which, as Donne himself says, are “as itself. When he grew supine once
more, he reflected, rather splenetically, on his want of common prudence in
this revelation of the adventures of the soul. As he said to Rowland Woodward,
he had shown these “love-song weeds and satiric thorns” to too many of his
friends to be able to quench the incident in oblivion, and too many copies of
them had been made by his private admirers to preclude their circulation.

Donne, in his own words, had “stained” his soul’s “first white,” but his
conduct from this time forth seems to have given no scandal. One or two
love-passages appear to have ruftled the tenour of the wave of life which was
carrying him towards the bourne of matrimony. He sees and is the sudden
victim of beauty again and again.

His sensitive heart is ingenious in self-torture, and to what extremities it
still can fling him we read in “The Blossom.” The lady of the moment has
left him a week ago, and in three weeks more he is to meet her in London.
In subtle, modulated verse his heart taunts and plagues him, for he no longer
knows what he desires nor what he is. His previous adventures have made
him cautious, even sceptical, and he will not frankly give way to this sweet,
insidious hope. He apostrophises his own trembling heart, which knows not
whether to bide with him or to follow the new and desired mistress—

Well then, stay here; but know,

When thou hast stayd and done thy most,
A naked thinking heart, that makes no show,
Is to a woman but a kind of ghost;

How shall she know my heart?

To the same vague category of emotions which faintly stirred the poet
between his great criminal liaison and his ultimate betrothal, I am inclined
also to attribute, on internal and structural evidence, the Tenth Elegy, as
well as, perhaps, the extremely fantastic lyric called “The Ecstasy,” with its
obsession on the word “violet”; this had, unquestionably, at the time of its



Works 129

composition an illuminating meaning which time has completely obscured.
A few of the Epistles, too, may belong to this early period, and one of the most
important of these, the second to Sir Henry Wotton, I am able for the first
time to date. This poem is given in the Westmoreland MS., in my possession,
with the heading, “To Mr. H. W. 20 July 1598. At Court.” But the majority of
the Letters in Verse, and probably all the Divine Poems, belong to a period
subsequent to the poet’s marriage.

To any date earlier than that of his own marriage may be assigned a
poem which holds a somewhat unique position in the rolls of Donne’s
undoubted writings. In the “Epithalamion made at Lincoln’s Inn” he drops his
accustomed manner and closely imitates the imagery, the prosody, and the
tone of Spenser. His own peculiar individuality lies below the rich Spenserian
embroidery, and the result has a mellifluous glow which we could wish to
see more frequent in Donne. The occasion of this stately, sensuous ode is
uncertain; all we know is that the bridegroom was one who was a member
of the Inn, and not an assiduous one, for he combined “study” with “play” in
it. So impersonal is the poem, so made to order, that we know not whether
to indulge a guess that the nuptials of Christopher Brooke form its theme.
If it were suggested that Donne’s own secret marriage was here celebrated,
we should be unable to reject the idea on any internal evidence. In this class
of Elizabethan poem the best of men permitted themselves so fescennine a
liberty, that it is difficult to give a specimen to modern readers; this stanza,
however, represents the poem not unfairly—

Daughters of London, you which be
Our golden mines and furnishd treasury,
You which are angels, yet still bring with you
Thousands of angels on your marriage days,
Help with your presence, and devise to praise
These rites, which also unto you grow due;
Conceitedly dress her, and be assignd
By you fit place for every flower and jewel;
Make her for love fit fuel,
As gay as Flora and as rich as Ind;
So may she, fair and rich, in nothing lame,
To-day put on perfection and a woman’s name.

The pun about “angels”—the divine ministrants and the earthly
coin—was a favourite one with Donne. In the Eleventh Elegy he plays
upon it until we lose all patience with so much self-satisfied ingenuity—
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Angels, which heaven commanded to provide
All things to me, and be my faithful guide,

To gain new friends, to appease great enemies,
To comfort my soul, when I lie or rise;

or—

Twelve righteous angels, which as yet
No leaven of vile solder did admit;

or—

Pity these angels yet; their dignities
Pass Virtues, Powers, and Principalities.

The extravagance might be pardoned once, but its recurrence is more and
more intolerable. Yet it was precisely this dross and slag of his genius which
endeared Donne as a poet to his immediate followers . ..

Divine Poems

The Divine Poems of Donne offer considerable difficulty to his
biographer. A few of them already are, or can approximately be, dated, but
the majority are subject to conjecture founded upon internal evidence. They
are of two orders; there are hymns and spiritual poems of Donne’s which,
however rugged their form, breathe a fervid spirit of faith and a genuine
humility. In others the intellectual element outweighs the religious. These
verses are rather extremely ingenious exercises in metrical theology than
bursts of impulsive piety. It may be broadly suggested that the latter belong
to the second, and the former to the third or final, division of Donne’s
career. That is to say, the more metaphysical pieces are the outcome of
the years when religious inquiry formed one of his prominent studies, but
when no exclusive call had summoned him to the ministry. In form all the
sacred poetry of Donne suffers from his determination to introduce Spanish
effects into English prosody, and Spanish ingenuities into the expression of
English thought. If Donne’s early hymns and litanies do not move us, it is
largely due to the fact that they did not move himself. They are frigid, they
are stiffened with legal and medical phraseology, the heart of a sinner saved
does not beat beneath their “cross and correct concupiscence of wit.”

An excess of ingenuity is peculiarly fatal to the unction of religious
poetry. Unless it is spontaneous, unless it palpitates with ecstasy or moans
with aspiration, unless it is the outpouring of a contrite spirit, it leaves upon
the listener a sense of painful artificiality. The dogmatic verses of Donne do
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not escape from this disability. We admit their cleverness, and are sure that
it is misplaced. The solemn mystery of Christ’s three days’ sojourn in the
tomb is not, for instance, illuminated

when Donne speaks of Him as one

Whose body, having walkd on earth, and now
Hasting to heaven, would—that He might allow
Himself unto all stations and fill all—

For those three days become a mineral.

He was all gold when He lay down, but rose

All tincture, and doth not alone dispose
Leaden and iron wills to good, but is

Of power to make een sinful flesh like His.

Here Donne’s intellectual arrogance stood him in evil stead. He would not
continue and intensify the tradition of such gentle Catholic singers of the
Elizabethan age as Southwell and Constable; the hymns of Wither he had
probably never seen, and would have despised; he shows not the slightest
sign of having read the noblest religious poem written between the Vision
of Piers Plowman and Paradise Lost, that Christs Victory and Triumph which
Giles Fletcher published just when Donne was moving into Drury House
in 1610. He had doubtless read, without advantage to his style, Sylvester’s
popular version of the Divine Weeks and Works. But he disdained all that
was purely English. His sympathy with Elizabethan verse, good or bad,
was a negative quality, and we can scarcely trace that he allowed himself
to be even conscious of the existence of Spenser or Shakespeare. Among
his English contemporaries he admired but one poet, Ben Jonson, and to
him he was attracted by the very qualities which we now recognise as being
anti-Elizabethan. Hence, in the history of literature, the sacred poetry of
Donne is interesting mainly for its resolute independence of all existing
English types, and for its effect in starting a new and efficient school of
religious verse in which many of the disciples far exceeded the master.
Donne prophesied, while those poets were not born or were but children,
of George Herbert, of Crashaw, of the Vaughans, of Herrick in the Noble
Numbers, of Cowley in the Davideis; and when we come to consider his
posthumous glory we shall have to return to his crabbed and litigious early
sacred poetry.

Of Donne’s spiritual poems the most important, if we omit the two
cycles of “Holy Sonnets,” which belong to a later period, is that which he
called “A Litany” He composed it in his bed, during his tedious illness at
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Mitcham in 1609, and he sent it to Sir Henry Goodyer with a learned note
on the Litaneia, or public form of chanted prayer to God, and on its use in
the Primitive Church. His own specimen is composed in a curious measure
of his invention, in grave lines with an odd singing break in the middle of
each stanza, an artifice from which, it is only fair to say, he rarely extracts so
much charm as we might reasonably expect. The “Litany” is burdened with
ingenuity. From a dogmatic point of view it shows Donne still imperfectly
divorced from the tenets of Rome. He still proclaims the efficacy of the
Virgin Mary’s prayers to God the Father for souls on earth. Donne, who
was much occupied at this time with the principle of martyrdom, dedicates
these stanzas to the martyrs and confessors—

And since Thou so desirously
Didst long to die, that long before thou could’st
And long since Thou no more couldst die,
Thou in thy scatterd mystic body would’st
In Abel die; and ever since
In Thine; let their blood come
To beg for us a discreet patience
Of death, or of worse life; for O, to some
Not to be martyrs is a martyrdom.
Therefore with thee triumpheth there
A virgin squadron of white confessors,
Whose bloods betrothd, not married, were,
Tenderd, not taken, by those ravishers.
They know, and pray that we may know,
In every Christian
Hourly tempestuous persecutions grow;
Temptations martyr us alive; a man
Is to himself a Diocletian.

The ingenious darkness of Donne’s poetical expression never went
further or achieved a richer gloom than it does in some of his Sacred Poems.
The “Litany” is certainly not for use by the poor of the flock. The intellectual
dangers so strangely petitioned against in the following stanza do not
certainly afflict many humble-minded Christians, although they were real
enough to Donne—

That learning, Thine ambassador,
From Thine allegiance we never tempt;
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That beauty, paradise’s flower,—
For physic made,—from poison be exempt;
That wit—born apt high good to do—
By dwelling lazily
On Nature’s nothing be not nothing too;
That our affections kill us not, nor die;
Hear us, weak echoes, O Thou Ear and Eye.

One more stanza may be given from this highly metaphysical poem, in
which a considerable flower of beauty is choked by the weeds of pedantry
and misplaced intelligence—

From being anxious, or secure,
Dead clods of sadness, or light squibs of mirth,
From thinking that great courts immure
All, or no happiness, or that this earth
Is only for our prison framd;
Or that Thou’rt covetous
To them whom Thou lovest, or that they are maimd
From reaching this world’s sweet who seek Thee
thus,
With all Thy might, Good Lord, deliver us.

A poem which we can exactly date is that written for Good Friday 1613.
Donne had been staying at Polesworth, in Warwickshire, with Sir Henry
Goodyer, and he set forth on horseback to visit Magdalen Herbert and her
son, Sir Edward, at Montgomery Castle. Six years earlier he had sent to this
beloved lady “holy hymns and sonnets,” of which but one survives, the
quatorzain beginning—

Her of your name, whose fair inheritance
Bethina was, and jointure Magdalo.

He now, looking forward to the joys of high spiritual converse with these
elected friends, sends to him whom he leaves at Polesworth a meditation on
the day. He is more direct and less tortured than usual—

I am carried towards the west,
This day, when my soul’s form bows to the East;
There I should see a Sun by rising set,
And by that setting endless day beget;
But that Christ on His cross did rise and fall,
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Sin had eternally benighted all.

Yet dare I almost be glad, I do not see

That spectacle of too much weight for me;

Who sees God’s face, that is self-life, must die,—
What a death were it then to see God die!

That is impressive, and comparatively simple; but a spasm of his disease of
style catches him, and he proceeds—

It made His own lieutenant, Nature, shrink,

It made His footstool crack, and the sun wink.
Could I behold those hands, which span the poles
And tune all spheres at once, pierced with those holes?
Could I behold that endless height, which is

Zenith to us and our antipodes,

Humbled below us?

Nothing could be more odious; yet, such was the taste of the day that, no
doubt, when he read these verses that evening in Montgomery Castle, the
noble Herberts were not merely astonished, but charmed and edified.

We may confidently attribute “The Cross” to the Mitcham period. It
shows Donne still more indignant at the obstinacy of political recusants
than convinced with regard to the dogmas which separate Rome from the
Reformed Churches. He writes here precisely as any fervent Italian or
Spanish monk might do—

From me no pulpit, nor misgrounded law,

Nor scandal taken, shall this cross withdraw,

and he rejoices to see its emblem in every manifestation of natural
force—

Look down, thou spiest out crosses in small things;
Look up, thou seest birds raisd on crossd wings;
All the globe’s frame, and spheres, is nothing else
But the meridian’s crossing parallels.

In composing these early sacred poems, although he was at the very time
fighting with Morton for the Anglicans, he could not but look back to Rome
as the real arbiter, and he had no warmer excuse to make for his odes and
litanies than that the Roman Church herself need not call them defective.

It is to be observed that the early and amatory writings of Donne
contain no single example of the sonnet, and that with the exception of
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one or two unimportant epistles in the quatorzain form, all his work in
this class is to be found among his divine poems. He disdained the softness
and vagueness of the Petrarchists, and had no ambition to compete with
Drayton or Daniel in their addresses to a dimly-outlined Idea or Delia.
The form he ultimately adopted for his sonnets is neither purely Italian,
nor purely Elizabethan. He had not Milton’s courage in recurring to the
splendid fulness of the sonnet of Petrarch, but he eschewed the laxity of
the English writers of his age; and though we have to regret that he adopted
the final couplet, his octett is of perfect arrangement, and boasts but two
rhymes. It is strange that he did not perceive how much his sonnets lose in
grandeur by this concession to triviality in the sestett. It is part, however,
of Donne’s irremediable imperfection as an artist, that he has produced
much noble poetry in his divine sonnets, and yet not one sonnet that can
be considered faultless.

The style of this section of his poetry is extremely characteristic of
himself and of certain exotic influences of his time. When he was in Italy, he
must have been familiar with Tansillo and Molza, the polished Petrarchists
of the age, who celebrated love and religion with an equal refinement. But
he is not more touched by their manner of writing than by that of Spenser.
Underneath the graceful accomplishment of the Cinque Cento, however,
there ran hidden the vehement stream of speculative philosophic style,
rugged and bold, and it was this which attracted Donne. With Galileo
we know that he had a close sympathy. Did he dip with curiosity into the
forbidden writings of Galileo’s fellow-martyr, Giordano Bruno? We know
not; yet here at least was an Italian with whom Donne had not a little
fellowship in the construction of his mind. He had still more with that of a
Dominican monk who was more exactly his contemporary, and of whose
misfortunes he cannot fail to have heard. The Sonnets of Campanella have
more kinship with “La Corona” and the Ecclesiastical Sonnets of Donne
than with any other English writings. Yet neither poet can well have read
the work of the other, and it is even a stretch of probability to hope that
Donne may have seen the obscure volume of Campanula’s poems which
the German, Tobias Adami, published in 1622. The similarity is accidental,
and is founded upon a certain double sympathy with the obscurity and
with the heterodoxy of the strange Italian pantheists of the age. Had
Donne been born south of the Alps, his work might probably have taken
a less tormented form than it actually adopted, but his body would almost
certainly have been tortured with Campanella’s, if by a happy fate it escaped
the stake with Vanini’s.
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The Influence of Donne

In examining the remarkable wide and deep, though almost entirely
malign, influence of Donne upon the poetry of this country, it is necessary
first of all to dwell on the complete intellectual isolation of his youth
and middle age. The Elizabethan poets were, as a rule, a sociable and
sympathetic body of men. They acted and interacted upon one another
with vivacity; they met at frequent intervals to encourage themselves in the
art they exercised and to read each other’s verses. The habit which sprang
up of contributing strings of complimentary effusions to accompany the
published efforts of a friend was symptomatic of the gregarious tendency of
the age. So, even, were the fierce feuds and noisy, rather than envenomed,
encounters which periodically thrilled the poetic world. It was not hatred,
so much, or even jealousy, which inspired these famous battles, as the
inevitability that in a society, the atoms of which hustled about so rapidly
in the immediate neighbourhood of the rest, collisions should occasionally
occur. In the last years of Elizabeth and the first years of James, London
swarmed with poets and poeticules, and each of these was, more or less,
in personal relation with the others.

Herein lies the first peculiarity of Donne. After the juvenile concession to
the taste of the hour, implied in his Satires of 1593 and onward, he gave no
further hostages to the fashion. Nor do we find that he paid any attention
to the leaders of literature whom it was inevitable that he should meet at
Court or in the taverns. At no period even of his youth does he seem to have
been impressed by the fame of his English compeers, to have felt admiration
or even curiosity in their work. One is left with the impression that Donne
would not have turned to see Edmund Spenser go by, nor have passed into
an inner room at the Mermaid to listen to the talk of Shakespeare. His was
the scornful indifference of the innovator, the temperament of the man
born to inaugurate a new order of taste . ..

It is a curious fact that Jonson alone, of those who in the first half of
the seventeenth century discussed the characteristics of Donne’s style,
commented on the peculiarities of his metre. This would seem to have filled
even his fondest disciples with horror, and it is much to be doubted whether
they understood the principle upon which he worked. On this point,
successive critics have agreed in finding Donne an unpardonable sinner. It
seems even to be supposed by some writers that the curious condition of his
early verse is due to ignorance, and that Donne did not know how to scan.
As to this, I can but repeat, what I have said before,? that what there was to
know about prosody was, we may be sure, perfectly known by Donne.
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But it is evident that he intentionally essayed to introduce a revolution into
English versification. One of the main objections he took to the verse of his
youth was that it was so mellifluous, sinuous, and soft. A five-syllabled iambic
line of Spenser or of Daniel trots along with the gentlest amble of inevitable
shorts and longs. Donne thought that the line should be broken up into
successive quick and slow beats. The conventional line vexed his ear with
its insipidity, and it doubtless appeared to him that his great predecessors
had never completely shaken off a timidity and monotony which had come
down to them from Surrey and Gascoigne. It is possible that he wished to
improve on the rhymed verse of Spenser, as Shakespeare had improved on
the blank verse of Sackville.

The curious ruggedness of the Satires and Elegies becomes comprehensible
only when we adopt some such theory I have suggested. Part of Donne’s
iconoclasm consisted in his scorn of the flaccid beat of the verse of the
sonneteers. He desired greatly to develop the orchestral possibilities of English
verse, and I have remarked that the irregular lyrics of Mr. Robert Bridges and
the endless experiments of the Symbolists in France are likely to be far more
fruitful to us in trying to understand Donne’s object, than any conventional
repetition of the accepted rules of prosody. The iambic rhymed line of
Donne has audacities such as are permitted to his blank verse by Milton;
and although the felicities are rare in the older poet, instead of being almost
incessant as in the younger, Donne at his best is not less melodious than
Milton. One of his most famous traps for the ear, is the opening line of
“Twickenham Garden,” which the ordinary reader is ever tempted to dismiss
as not being iambic verse at all. We have to recognise in it the poet’s attempt to
identify the beat of his verse with his bewildered and dejected state, reading
it somewhat in this notation:—

Blasted | with sighs || and | surrounded | with tears.

It is almost certain that this intrepid shifting about at will of the accent is a
symptom of youth in the poem, that we can almost, that is to say, approximately,
date any given piece of his by the degree in which this prosodical violence
is sustained.> After middle-life, Donne dropped the experiment more and
more completely, having found, no doubt, that his closest friends were by
no means certain to comprehend what he meant by the rapid changes of the
instrument; nor, in reading to themselves, could produce the effect which he
had intended. These variations of cadence, then, must be looked upon as a
peculiarity not essential to Donne’s style, nor persistent in it, but as a studied
eccentricity of his youth. At his very best, as in
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I long to talk with some lover’s ghost,
Who died before the God of Love was born,

Or asin

A naked, thinking heart, that makes no show,
Is to a woman but a kind of ghost,

there is no trace of this not keeping of accent, which puzzled and enraged
Ben Jonson.

His conscious isolation, no doubt, made Donne hesitate to press his
poetry upon his own generation. He found its flavour, the strong herbal
perfume of it, not agreeable in the nostrils of the latest Elizabethans. Neither
the verse, nor the imagination, nor the attitude of soul were what people in
1600 were ready to welcome, or even to apprehend. We can imagine Donne
rather wistfully saying—

Ho io appreso quel che, s’io ridico,

A molti fia savor di forte agrume,*

and this may have been a main reason why he refrained from publication. He
kept his rosemary and his marjoram, his rough odorous herbs, to himself.

What these young poets (who emulated Donne between 1620 and 1650)
saw in Donne, and what attracted them so passionately to him, was the
concentration of his intellectual personality. He broke through the tradition;
he began as if poetry had never been written before; he, as Carew says—

opend us a mine
Of rich and pregnant fancy.

He banished the gods and goddesses from his verse, not a Roundhead fiercer
than he in his scorn of “those old idols” He wiped away “the wrong” which
the English language in its neo-pagan raptures had “done the Greek or Latin
tongue.” His gigantic fancy put such a strain upon the resources of the
English language, that its “tough, thick-ribbd hoops” almost burst beneath
the pressure. The earlier Elizabethan writers had been “libertines in poetry”;
Donne recalled them to law and order. This is how Carew describes the
extraordinary emotion caused by the first reading of Donne’s poems—

the flame
Of thy brave soul, that shot such heat and light
As burned our earth and made our darkness bright,
Committed holy rapes upon the will,
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Did through the eye the melting heart distil,
And the deep knowledge of dark truths did teach.

Once again, Donne has

opend us a mine
Of rich and pregnant fancy, drawn a line
Of masculine expression. . .
Thou shalt yield no precedence, but of time,—

that is to say, the ancient poets have no advantage of originality over thee,
save the purely accidental one of having been born in an earlier age.

When we turn to Donne’s poems, but in particular to his lyrics,
and endeavour to find out what it was which excited these raptures of
appreciation, we are at first unable to accept the seventeenth-century point
of vision. Nothing is more difficult than to be certain that we value in the old
poets what their contemporaries valued. Those pieces of Shakespeare which
are on every tongue to-day, and excite our unbounded admiration, are not
alluded to by any of his contemporaries. We have no evidence that a single
friend of Milton saw what we all see in the central part of “L’Allegro” or in
“At a Solemn Music” What contemporary criticism found in Herrick was
“a pretty flowery and pastoral gale of fancy, in a vernal prospect of some hill,
cave, rock, or fountain” We ask ourselves, in despair, what can the people
who wrote such words have seen in “Gather the Rosebuds While Ye May,’
or in “Bid Me to Live’? In the same way, we have the greatest difficulty in
constraining ourselves to regard Donne’s verse from the point of view and in
the light of its early, enthusiastic readers of 1620.

Perhaps we cannot do better than read over again an entirely typical
poem, written towards the middle of his career, and illustrating, without
extravagance, the very peculiarities which Donne’s disciples admired. For
this purpose, “Twickenham Garden” may serve as well as any:—

Blasted with sighs, and surrounded with tears,
Hither I come to seek the spring.

And at mine eyes, and at mine ears,
Receive such balms as else cure every thing.
But O! self-traitor, I do bring

The spider Love, which transubstantiates all,

And can convert manna to gall;

And that this place may thoroughly be thought

True paradise, I have the serpent brought.
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"Twere wholesomer for me that winter did
Benight the glory of this place,

And that a grave frost did forbid
These trees to laugh and mock me to my face;
But that I may not this disgrace

Endure, nor yet leave loving, Love, let me

Some senseless piece of this place be;

Make me a mandrake, so I may grow here,

Or a stone fountain weeping out my year.
Hither with crystal phials, lovers, come,
And take my tears, which are love’s wine,
And try your mistress’ tears at home,
For all are false, that taste not just like mine.
Alas! hearts do not in eyes shine,
Nor can you more judge woman’s thoughts by tears
Than, by her shadow, what she wears.
O perverse sex, where none is true but she
Who's therefore true, because her truth kills me.

If we compare this with an analogous piece of ordinary Elizabethan or
early Jacobean poetry, we observe, first of all, that it is tightly packed with
thought. As to the value of the thought, opinions may differ, but of the
subtlety, the variety, and the abundance of mental movement in this piece
there can be no question. The Elizabethan poet had held a mirror up to
nature; Donne (the illustration is almost his own) shivered the glass, and
preserved a reflection from every several fragment. This redundancy of
intellectual suggestion was one of Donne’s principal innovations.

In the second place, we notice an absence of all conventional or historical
ornament. There is no mention here of “cruel Amaryllis,” or “great Pan,’
or “the wanton shears of Destiny.” A rigid adherence to topics and to objects
familiar to the non-poetical reader of the moment is strictly observed. This,
as I suppose, was another of the main sources of Donne’s fascination; he was,
in a totally new and unprecedented sense, a realist. In this he revolted with
success against all the procedure of the Renaissance, and is, in his turbid
and unskilful way, the forerunner of modern Naturalism in English poetry.
This is an aspect of his influence which has been strangely overlooked, and,
no doubt, for this reason, that what was realistic in the reign of James I.
seems utterly old-fangled and antiquarian in that of Victoria; so that the
poetry of Donne, instead of striking us—as it did his contemporaries—as



Works 141

amazingly fresh and new in its illustrations, strikes us as unspeakably moth-
eaten and decrepid. In this poem of “Twickenham Hill” there is even
an innovation in naming, topographically, a place by its existing, modern
name; and this prepares us for all the allusions to habits, superstitions, rites,
occasions of the moment which occur to the rapid brain of the author.

If the poems of Donne are examined, we shall find that it is only on the
rarest occasions that he draws his imagery from mythology or romantic
history. He has no interest in Greek or Latin legend. He neither translates nor
paraphrases the poets of antiquity. For the conventional elements of beauty,
as it was understood in that age, for roses, that is to say, and shepherds,
lutes, zephyrs, “Thetis’ crystal floods,” and “flower-enamelled meadows,’
Donne has a perfect contempt. He endeavours to extract intellectual beauty
from purely subjective sources, by the concentration of intensity and
passion upon modern thought. Accordingly, he draws his illustrations,
not from asphodel or from the moon, but from the humdrum professional
employments of his own age, from chemistry, medicine, law, mechanics,
astrology, religious ritual, daily human business of every sort. The decency
of reticence between lovers reminds him of a sacerdotal mystery, and he
cries—

"Twere profanation of our joys
To tell the laity our love.

Love is a spider dropped into the luscious chalice of life and
“transubstantiating” it to poison. The sun is no more Phoebus, or the
golden-haired son of Hyperion, but a pedantic lackey, whose duty is to “tell
court-huntsmen that the king will ride” If the poet abuses his mistress for
her want of faith, he does it in the language of an attorney, and his curses
are “annexed in schedules” to the document. A woman’s tear, on which her
lover’s tear falls, is like a round ball, on which a skilled workman paints the
countries of the world.

From the days of Dr. Johnson downwards, the nature of these images
has been not a little misunderstood. They have two characteristics, which
have been unduly identified—they are sometimes realistic, and they are
sometimes inappropriate. To us to-day they are almost all grotesque,
because they are fetched from a scheme of things now utterly obsolete; but
we must endeavour to recollect that such phrases as—

no chemic yet the elixir got
But glorifies his pregnant pot,
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If by the way to him befall
Some odoriferous thing, or medicinal,

or,

As he that sees a star fall, runs apace,
And finds a jelly in the place,

phrases which now call for a commentary, and disturb our appreciation

of the poet’s fancy, were references to the science or half-science of the
Jacobean age as modern and “topical” as allusions to the Rontgen rays
would be today.

... We must, at length, give to Donne such credit as is due to complete

originality in working out and forcing upon English taste a style in which
affectation and wilful obscurity took a part so prominent that by ordinary

readers no other qualities are nowadays perceived.

Notes

1.

If, as I think likely, this was written about 1595, the “clime” was probably
France, and “the king” Henry IV, a mighty hunter, our ally, and very popular
in England. But there is no need to press a poet to this extremity of exact
allusion.

. The Jacobean Poets, 1894, pp. 60-63; from which a few lines are here

reproduced.

. In the interesting notes scribbled in 1811 by Coleridge, in Lamb’s copy of

Donne’s Poems, S.T.C. remarks on the judicious use Donne makes of the
anapaest in iambic measures where he wishes, in the eagerness of haste,
to confirm or to exaggerate emotion. This valuable copy is now in the
possession of Mr. W. H. Arnold, of New York.

4. Paradiso, xvii. 116, 117.

—Edmund Gosse, from The Life and Letters
of John Donne, 1899, vol. 1, pp. 61-77,
263-69, vol. I1, p. 329-44, The Lyrical Poems

W.]. COURTHOPE “THE SCHOOL OF
METAPHYSICAL WIT: JOHN DONNE” (1903)

English author and literary scholar William John Courthope (1842-1917)
was one of the most prominent historians of English verse in his day.
In the piece below, Courthope states that “the essence of Donne’s wit
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is abstraction,” which results in a type of “paradoxical logic, the same
subtlety of thought and imagery,” and it is this notion that truly informs
Courthope's view of Donne. Courthope begins his piece by agreeing with
the thesis Gosse illustrates in the excerpt above, namely, that “character
of Donne’s poetry reflects very exactly the changes in his life and opin-
ions.” He further classifies this notion: “Most of his compositions in verse
are said to have been written while he was still a young man. To this class
belong his Satires, his Songs and Sonnets, his Elegies, and The Progress of
the Soul. A graver and more philosophic period follows, in which were
produced most of the Verse Epistles, his Epicedes and Obsequies, and The
Anatomy of the World; while the Divine Poems and the paraphrase of the
Lamentations of Jeremiah are the work of the time when he was about
to be, or had been, ordained.” This classification is useful in not only
understanding Courthope’s thesis, but also in further elucidating Gosse’s
work above as well.

Courthope believes that a “mixture of strong religious instinct and
philosophic scepticism” is the cornerstone of Donne’s writing. However,
as Donne matures, this “philosophic scepticism” becomes more
contemplative. This switch is illustrated by Donne’s piece The Progress of
the Soul, a piece Courthope discusses in useful detail. Also early in his life,
Courthope suggests that Donne was “at this stage a sceptic in religion, so
was he a revolutionist in love.” Donne’s love poetry, he writes, was “To him
love, in its infinite variety and inconsistency, represented the principle of
perpetual flux in Nature. At the same time, his imagination was stimulated
by the multitude of paradoxes and metaphors which were suggested to
him by the varying aspects of the passion.” He examines this concept in
Donne’s work Cours d’Amours, another useful explication for any student
studying that same work.

There is a measurable shiftin Donne’s work once he is wed, and “in the
poems written after his marriage in 1601 we find a complete change of
sentiment and style.” Courthope traces this change through The Anatomy
of the World, a poem written on the death of one Elizabeth Drury. Long
a heavily criticized work, Courthope argues, as Donne himself did, that
“an elaborate exposition of Donne’s philosophy of life. The girl stood to
Donne, for his poetical purpose, in the same relation as Beatrice stood
to Dante in the Vita Nuova and the Divine Comedy, being the incarnate
symbol of the spiritual perfection—the Idea of Woman, as he put it to
Ben Jonson—which he sought to express.” Courthope’s section on this
poem is the best represented in this text, and any student studying this
particular work will no doubt find Courthope’s ideas helpful.

143
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Courthope next discusses Donne’s divine poems as he continues
examining how Donne’s maturation in thought and experience affects
his work. Ultimately, Courthope suggests that Donne should not be
remembered as one of the truly great poets of all time, but “to those who
see in poetry a mirror of the national life, and who desire to amplify
and enrich their own imagination by a sympathetic study of the spiritual
existence of their ancestors, the work of Donne will always be profoundly
interesting. No more lively or characteristic representative can be found
of the thought of an age when the traditions of the ancient faith met
in full encounter with the forces of the new philosophy.” Donne’s own
growth as a poet thus mirrors, to some extent, the growth of the nation as
well, and Courthope seems to suggest that a careful study of Donne will
reveal as much of the time he lived in as the methods he used to create
his works themselves.

Beyond the sphere of theological allegory, in which the traditions of the
schools were still preserved, lay the region of pure thought; and here the
contradiction between mediaeval and modern ideas furnished ample
materials for the exercise of “wit” Assailed at once by the forces of the new
faith, the new science, and the growing spirit of civic liberty, the ancient
fabric of Catholicism and Feudalism fell more and more into ruin, but
the innovating philosophy was yet far from having established a system
of order and authority. The reasoning of Copernicus and Galileo shook
men’s belief in the truth of the Ptolemaic astronomy: the discoveries of
Columbus extended their ideas of the terrestrial globe: the study of Greek
and Hebrew literature in the original disturbed the symmetrical methods of
scholastic logic: the investigations of the Arabian chemists produced havoc
in the realm of encyclopaedic science. Still, the old learning had rooted
itself too firmly in the convictions of society to be easily abandoned, and
the first effect of the collision between the opposing principles was to
propagate a feeling of philosophic doubt. In the sphere of reason a new kind
of Pyrrhonism sprang up, which expressed itself in Montaigne’s motto, Que
sqay je? and this disposition of mind naturally exerted another kind of
influence on the men of creative imagination. In active life the confusion of
the times was the opportunity of the buccaneer and the soldier of fortune,
who hoped to advance themselves by their swords; and like these, many
poets, in their ideal representations of Nature, seized upon the rich materials
of the old and ruined philosophy to decorate the structures which they
built out of their lawless fancy. On such foundations rose the school of
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metaphysical wit, of which the earliest and most remarkable example is
furnished in the poetry of John Donne . ..

The character of Donne’s poetry reflects very exactly the changes in his
life and opinions. Most of his compositions in verse are said to have been
written while he was still a young man. To this class belong his Satires, his
Songs and Sonnets, his Elegies, and The Progress of the Soul. A graver and
more philosophic period follows, in which were produced most of the
Verse Epistles, his Epicedes and Obsequies, and The Anatomy of the World;
while the Divine Poems and the paraphrase of the Lamentations of Jeremiah
are the work of the time when he was about to be, or had been, ordained.

Ben Jonson said to Drummond, speaking of The Progress of the Soul: “Of
this he (Donne) never wrote but one sheet, and now, since he was made
Doctor, repenteth highly, and seeketh to destroy all his poems.” The thing
is probable enough. Donne was educated as a Roman Catholic. His love-
poems are those of a man who has assimilated, with thorough appreciation,
all the learning and intellectual methods of the schoolmen—their fine
distinctions, their subtle refinement, their metaphysical renderings of the
text of Scripture. We know that, at some uncertain date, he abandoned the
Roman Catholic faith, but his scholastic education had grounded in his
mind a doctrine which, to the close of his life, continued to lie at the root of
all his convictions, and to give form and colour to his poetical style, namely,
the belief in the indestructible character of the soul. He constantly alludes
to the old theory of the schoolmen respecting the triple nature of the soul,
as in the lines:—

We first have souls of growth and sense; and those,
When our last soul, our soul immortal, came,
Were swallowed into it, and have no name.!

In the middle period of his life, when his opinions were becoming more
settled and religious, he writes of this individual soul:—

Our soul, whose country’s heaven, and God her
father,
Into this world, corruption’s sink, is sent;
Yet so much in her travel she doth gather,
That she returns home wiser than she went.?

This mixture of strong religious instinct and philosophic scepticism
appears in its simplest form in his third Satire, which we know to have
been among the earliest of his works. What interest is there, the poet asks,
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which can compare with religion? Why, then, are men prepared to risk their
lives for the smallest material stake—money, adventure, honour—while at
the same time they give no thought to their spiritual foes—the world, the
flesh, and the devil?—

Flesh itself’s death; and joys which flesh can taste
Thou lovest; and thy fair goodly soul, which doth
Give this flesh power to taste joy, thou dost loathe.

But then he goes on: “Seek true religion, O where?” Some, he says, seek her
in the ancient, decayed authority of Rome; others in the sullen Protestantism
of Geneva; some put up with FEras-tianism; others abhor all forms of
religion, just because all cannot be good; others, on the contrary, think all
are equally good. He concludes:—

Doubt wisely; in strange way
To stand inquiring right, is not to stray;
To sleep or run wrong is. On a huge hill,
Cragged and steep, Truth stands, and he that will
Reach her, about must and about must go,
And what th’ hill's suddenness resists win so.
Yet strive so, that before age, death’s twilight,
Thy soul rest, for none can work in that night.

On this principle he himself seems to have proceeded. Certain it
is that, in his poem called The Progress of the Soul, he had reached
a stage of contemplative scepticism. To this composition, which
bears the following title and date: “Infinitati sacrum, 16 August 1601.
Metempsychosis. Poema Satyricon,” is prefixed a highly characteristic
epistle, in which the author says:—

I forbid no reprehender, but him that like the Trent Council
forbids not books but authors, damning whatever such a
name hath or shall write. None writes so ill, that he gives not
something exemplary to follow or fly. Now when I begin this book
I have no purpose to come into any man’s debt; how my stock will
hold out I know not; perchance waste, perchance increase in use.
If I do borrow anything of antiquity, besides that I make account
that I pay it with as much and as good, you shall still find me to
acknowledge it, and to thank not only him that hath digged out
treasure for me, but that hath lighted me a candle to the place, all
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which I will bid you remember (for I will have no such readers as
I can teach) is, that the Pythagorean doctrine doth not only carry
one soul from man to man, nor man to beast, but indifferently to
plants also; and therefore you must not grudge to find the same
soul in an Emperor, in a Posthorse, and in a Macaron, since no
unreadiness in the soul, but an indisposition in the organs, works
this.

In the poem itself Donne feigns that the soul, which moves all things—
plants and beasts, as well as men—entered into the world by the plucking
of an apple from the Tree of Life. The subtle and searching analysis of the
poet’s imagination may be illustrated by the following stanza:—

For the great soul which here amongst us now
Doth dwell, and moves that hand, and tongue, and
brow,

Which, as the moon the sea, moves us; to hear
Whose story with long patience you will long,
—For ’tis the crown and last strain of my song—
This soul to whom Luther and Mahomet were
Prisons of flesh; this soul which oft did tear
And mend the wracks of th’ Empire, and late Rome,
And lived when every great change did come,

Had first in Paradise a low but fatal room.

By the woman eating the apple, corruption passed by transmission through

the whole race of mankind; and Donne’s “wit” settles on each detail of the
metaphysical conception, thus:—

Prince of the orchard, fair as dawning morn,
Fenced with the law, and ripe as soon as born,
That apple grew, which this soul did enlive,
Till the then climbing serpent, that now creeps
For that offence, for which all mankind weeps,
Took it, and to her whom the first man did wive
—Whom and her race only forbiddings drive—
He gave it, she to her husband; both did eat:
So perished the eaters and the meat;

And we—for treason taints the blood—thence

die and sweat.

Man all at once was thus by woman slain,
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And one by one were here slain oer again

By them. The mother poisoned the well-head,

The daughters here corrupt us, rivulets;

No smallness scapes, no greatness breaks their nets;

She thrust us out, and by them we are led

Astray, from turning to whence we are fled.

Were prisoners judges, ‘twould seem rigorous:

She sinned, we bear; part of our pain is thus
To love them whose fault to this painful love

yoked us.

So fast in us did this corruption grow,

That now we dare ask why we should be so.

Would God—disputes the curious rebel—make

A law, and would not have it kept? Or can

His creature’s will cross His? Of every man

For one will God (and be just) vengeance take?

Who sinned? ’twas not forbidden to the snake,

Nor her, who was not then made; nor is’t writ

That Adam croppd, or knew, the apple; yet
The worm, and he, and she, and we endure

for it.

The apple once plucked, the soul flies from the Tree through the aperture,
and enters successively into a plant (the mandrake), the egg of a bird
(sparrow, symbol of lechery), a fish, a sea-osprey, a whale, a mouse, an
elephant, a wolf, an ape, and a woman. All these are described, with various
allegorical and satirical reflections by the way upon the manners and morals
of mankind, especially at Court. The poem has no conclusion. Ben Jonson
told Drummond: “The conceit of Done’s transformation or Metempsychosis
was that he sought the soul of that apple which Eve pulled, and thereafter
made it the soul of a bitch, then of a she-wolf, and so of a woman: his
general purpose was to have brought in all the bodies of the heretics
from the soul of Cain, and at last left it in the body of Calvin” Though this
description of the poem is inaccurate in detail, it may well be that Donne
originally designed some satiric stroke against Calvin; for his conclusion is
steeped in the merest Pyrrhonism:—

Whoeer thou beest that read’st this sullen writ,
Which just so much courts thee as thou dost it,
Let me arrest thy thoughts; wonder with me,
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Why ploughing, building, ruling, and the rest
Or most of these arts, whence our lives are blest,
By cursed Cain’s race invented be,

And blest Seth vexd us with astronomy.

There’s nothing simply good or ill alone;

Of every quality Comparison

The only measure is, and judge, Opinion.

Here we have plainly the utterance of a sceptic in religion, who, having
thrown off the forms of authoritative belief, indulges his imagination with
a reconstruction of the ruins of Pythagorean and Rabbinical philosophy.
Many allusions to natural history and theological dogma are scattered
through Donne’s Songs and Sonnets, and all are couched in the same
reckless spirit.

And as Donne was at this stage a sceptic in religion, so was he a revolutionist
in love. We have seen that, for many centuries, the law of chivalrous love had
been rigorously defined. The Provengal poets and the female presidents
of the Cours dAmours had revised and extended the ancient canons of
the art as expounded by Ovid; and, while they tacitly recognised the
physical basis of the passion, they disguised it by the elaborate character of
the imaginative superstructure they raised upon it. In the delicacy of their
observation, the nicety of their distinctions, and the keenness of their logic,
they rivalled the theological science of the schoolmen; and by allying the
phenomena of love with the loftier virtues of constancy, patience, loyalty,
and self-surrender, they so spiritualised the former that, under the regime of
chivalry—to use the words of Burke,— “vice itself lost half its evil by losing
all its grossness.”

This fine Platonic edifice is ruthlessly demolished in the poetry of
Donne. To him love, in its infinite variety and inconsistency, represented
the principle of perpetual flux in Nature. At the same time, his imagination
was stimulated by the multitude of paradoxes and metaphors which were
suggested to him by the varying aspects of the passion. He pushed to
extremes the scholastic analysis and conventional symbolism of the
Provencals; but he applied them within the sphere of vulgar bourgeois
intrigue, as may be inferred from the following characteristic lines:—

Nature’s lay idiot, I taught thee to love,
And in that sophistry, O! thou dost prove
Too subtle; fool, thou didst not understand
The mystic language of the eye nor hand;
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Nor couldst thou judge the difference of the air

Of sighs, and say, “This lies, this sounds despair”;

Nor by th’ eye’s water cast a malady,

Desperately hot, or changing feverously.

I had not taught thee then the alphabet

Of flowers, how they, devisefully being set

And bound up, might, with speechless secrecy,

Deliver errands mutely and mutually.

Remember since all thy words used to be

To every suitor, “Ay, if my friends agree”;

Since household charms thy husband’s name to
teach,

Were all the love-tricks that thy wit could reach;

And since an hour’s discourse could scarce have
made

An answer in thee, and that ill-arrayed

In broken proverbs and short sentences.*

The law of love in the Cours d’Amours required unfailing constancy in both
lovers: in the philosophy of Donne this law is contrary to Nature, and is
therefore heresy:—

Venus heard me sigh this song,

And by love’s sweetest part, variety, she swore

She heard not this till now; it should be so no more.
She went, examined, and returned ere long,

And said, “Alas! some two or three

Poor heretics in love there be,

Which think to ‘stablish dangerous constancy.

But I have told them, ‘Since you will be true,

You shall be true to them who're false to you.”

Over and over again he insists on the essential falsehood and fickleness
of women. He asks, for instance, “where lives a woman true and fair,”
and proceeds:—

If thou find’st one let me know;

Such a pilgrimage were sweet.
Yet do not, I would not go,

Though at next door we might meet.
Though she were true when you met her,
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And last till you write your letter,
Yet she
Will be

False, ere I come, to two or three.®

This is the spirit of Ariosto’s story of Giocondo. But Donne goes further,
and cynically erects this observed habit of fickleness into a rule for
constant, but discriminating, change:—

By Nature, which gave it, this liberty

Thou lovest, but O! canst thou love it and me?
Likeness glues love; and if that thou so do,

To make us like and love, must I change too?
More than thy hate I hate it; rather let me
Allow her change, then change as oft as she;
And so not teach, but force, my opinion

To love not any one, nor every one.

To live in one land is captivity,

To run all countries a wild roguery.

Waters stink soon, if in one place they bide,
And in that vast sea are more putrified;

But when they kiss one bank, and leaving this
Never look back, but the next bank do kiss,
There are they purest; change is the nursery
Of music, joy, life, and eternity.”

From this spirit of cynical lawlessness he was perhaps reclaimed by
genuine love. To his wife he seems to have been devotedly attached, and in
the poems written after his marriage in 1601 we find a complete change of
sentiment and style. The old underlying conviction of the indestructible
nature of the soul and of the corruption of the material world remains, but it
is now made the starting-point for a graver philosophy of conduct. The Verse
Letters written to the Countesses of Bedford, Huntingdon, and Salisbury,
though all are couched in a vein of metaphysical compliment, are decorous
in tone; in The Anatomy of the World Donne seems to have intended to
embody his serious thoughts about the meaning and duties of human life.
Whether there was any real ground for the hyperbolical praise with which
he exalts the memory of Elizabeth Drury, we have no means of knowing. It
is said, indeed, that she was betrothed to Henry, Prince of Wales; but Ben
Jonson probably expressed a general opinion when he said to Drummond
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that “Done’s ‘Anniversarie’ was profane and full of blasphemies: that he told
Mr. Done, if it had been written of the Virgin Marie it had been something;
to which he answered that it described the Idea of a Woman, and not as
she was”

Viewed literally, The Anatomy of the World fully deserves the sentence
passed upon it by Jonson. The poet asserts that after the death of Elizabeth
Drury the whole mortal universe lost its vitality; that nothing but the
shadow of life remained in it; that the disorder in the constitution of things,
the decay and weakness of mankind, and the failure of the influence of
the heavenly bodies, are all due to her removal from the earthly sphere.
It is no wonder that such absurdities should have provoked matter-of-fact
criticism. They are, however, not of the essence of the composition. “I hear
from England,” writes Donne in Paris to a correspondent with the initials Sir
G. E “of many censures of my book of Mrs. Drurys; if any of these censures
do but pardon me my descent in printing anything in verse (which if they
do they are more charitable than myself; for I do not pardon myself, but
confess that I did it against my conscience, that is against my own opinion,
that I should not have done so), I doubt not that they will soon give over
that other part of the indictment, which is that I have said so much; for
nobody can imagine that I, who never saw her, could have purpose in that,
than that when I had received so very good testimony of her worthiness,
and was gone down to print verses, it became me to say, not what I was sure
was just truth, but the best that I could conceive; for that would have been
a new weakness in me to have praised anybody in printed verse, that had
not been capable of the best verse that I could give”

The true character of The Anatomy of the World is indicated in the
respective titles of the two Anniversaries. That of the first runs: “Wherein,
by occasion of the untimely death of Mistress Elizabeth Drury, the frailty and
decay of this whole world is represented.” The subject of the second is defined
thus: “Wherein, by occasion of the religious death of Mistress Elizabeth Drury,
the incommodities of the soul in this life, and her exaltation in the next,
are contemplated” In other words, the early death and religious character
of Elizabeth Drury are merely the text justifying an elaborate exposition of
Donne’s philosophy of life. The girl stood to Donne, for his poetical purpose,
in the same relation as Beatrice stood to Dante in the Vita Nuova and the
Divine Comedy, being the incarnate symbol of the spiritual perfection—the
Idea of Woman, as he put it to Ben Jonson—which he sought to express.
When he says that her death was the cause of all the imperfections of
the material world, he intended, in the first place, to pay a hyperbolical
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compliment to the daughter of his patron, and in the second, to express the
theological doctrine of the corruption of Nature after the fall of man from his
original state of perfection.

On the whole, it seems to me probable that the publication of The
Anatomy of the World was part of a deliberate literary design on Donne’s
part. His affected depreciation of verse-writing is not to be taken seriously.
His views of life were changing with his years: he was anxious for either
secular or sacred employment: he regretted the evidences of a dissipated
past which existed in his youthful poems: he hoped to attain the object of
his ambition by giving public proof of the present gravity of his mind, and
by securing the special favour of the most influential patrons of literature,
such as the famous ladies of the Court, to whom so many of his Verse
Letters are addressed. He writes to a correspondent in 1614: “This made me
ask to borrow that old book” (i.e. an MS. collection of his poems), “which
it will be too late to see, for that use, when I see you: for I must do this as a
valediction to the world before I take orders. But this it is I am to ask of you:
whether you ever made any such use of the letter in verse a nostre comtesse
chez vous, as that I may put it in among the rest to persons of rank; for I
desire it very much that something should bear her name in the book, and I
would be just to my written words to my Lord Harrington, to write nothing
after that” To Lady Bedford herself he writes, in a Verse Letter, perhaps the
one above referred to:—

So whether my hymns you admit or choose,

In me you've hallowed a pagan muse,

And denizened a stranger who, mistaught

By blamers of the times they’ve marred, hath sought
Virtues in corners, which now bravely do

Shine in the world’s best part, or all it,—you.

As to the poems being a “valediction to the world,” Donne kept his
promise. His letter to Sir H. Goodyere was written within a year of his
taking orders, and henceforth all his publications in prose and verse were
of a religious and theological cast. The last period of his poetical genius
contains the Divine Poems, comprising meditations on the various mysteries
of the Christian faith, a version of Tremellius’ Lamentations of Jeremiah,
written after the death of his much-loved wife, and other religious topics.
As John Chudleigh, one of his panegyrists, said in the edition of his poems
published after his death in 1650:—
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Long since this task of tears from you was due,
Long since, O poets, he did die to you,

Or left you dead, when wit and he took flight
On divine wings, and soared out of your sight.

In close friendship with George Herbert and other divines of the period, he
helped during the remainder of his life to swell the volume of Anglican ascetic
thought which, under the direction of Laud, formed, in the reign of Charles
L., the counterbalancing force to the movement of iconoclastic Puritanism.

But though his view of life and his object in art were thus completely
altered, his poetical method remained consistently the same. As his
admirer, Chudleigh, again remarks:—

He kept his loves, but not his objects: Wit

He did not banish, but transplanted it;

Taught it his place and use, and brought it home
To piety which it doth best become;

He showed us how for sins we ought to sigh,
And how to sing Christ’s epithalamy.

How just this criticism is may be seen from Donne’s Hymn to Christ at the
Author’s last going into Germany:—

Nor Thou, nor Thy religion, dost control
The amorousness of an harmonious soul;
But Thou wouldst have that love Thyself; as Thou
Art jealous, Lord, so am I jealous now;
Thou lovest not, till from loving more Thou free
My soul; whoever gives takes liberty; Oh, if Thou carest not whom I

love, Alas! Thou lovest not me.
Seal then this bill of my divorce to all
On whom those fainter beams of love did fall;
Marry those loves, which in youth scattered be
On fame, wit, hopes—false mistresses—to Thee.
Churches are best for prayer that have least light;
To see God only I go out of sight;

And to escape stormy days, I choose
An everlasting night.

Here we have precisely the same kind of paradoxical logic, the same subtlety
of thought and imagery, as we find in the Elegy on Change, and though
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the imagination is now fixed on an unchangeable object, it plays round
it precisely in the same way. The essence of Donne’s wit is abstraction.
Whether he is writing on the theme of sacred or profane love, his method
lies in separating the perceptions of the soul from the entanglements of
sense, and after isolating a thought, a passion, or a quality, in the world of
pure ideas, to make it visible to the fancy by means of metaphorical images
and scholastic allusions. The most characteristic specimens of his wit are to
be found in his Songs and Sonnets, where he is dealing with the metaphysics
of love, for here his imagination is at liberty to move whithersoever it
chooses; and the extraordinary ingenuity with which he masters and reduces
to epigrammatic form the most minute distinctions of thought, as well as
the facility with which he combines contrary ideas and images, are well
exemplified in a poem called The Primrose Hill:—

Upon this Primrose Hill,
Where, if heaven would distill
A shower of rain, each several drop might go
To his own primrose, and grow manna so;
And where their form and their infinity
Make a terrestrial galaxy,
As the small stars do in the sky,
I walk to find a true-love, and I see
That ’tis not a mere woman that is she,
But must or more or less than woman be.?
Yet know I not which flower
I wish, a six or four:
For should my true love less than woman be,
She were scarce anything; and then should she
Be more than woman, she would get above
All thought of sex, and think to move
My heart to study her, and not to love.
Both these were monsters; since there must reside
Falsehood in woman, I could more abide
She were by art than nature falsified.
Live, primrose, then, and thrive
With thy true number five;
And, woman, whom this flower doth represent,
With this mysterious number be content;
Ten is the farthest number; if half ten



156 John Donne

Belongs unto each woman, then

Each woman may take half us men:
Or—if this will not serve their turn—since all
Numbers are odd or even, and they fall
First into five, women may take us all.’

But for the purposes of great and true art the flight of metaphysical wit
soon reveals the limitations of its powers. Sceptic as he was, Donne never
formed any organic idea of Nature as a whole, and his sole aim, as a poet,
was to associate the isolated details of his accumulations of learning with
paradoxes and conceits, which are of no permanent value. For example, he
was acquainted with the Copernican theory, but he is only interested in it
as far as it helps to supply him with a poetical illustration:—

As new philosophy arrests the sun,

And bids the passive earth about it run,

So we have dulled our mind; it hath no ends,
Only the body’s busy, and pretends.!

The theory that the earth was gradually approaching the sun suggests to
him the following reflection: —

If the world’s age and death be argued well
By the sun’s fall, which now towards earth
doth bend,
Then we might fear that virtue, since she fell
So low as woman, should be near her end.

But he at once corrects this conclusion into an extravagant compliment:—

But she’s not stooped but raised; exiled by men,
She fled to heaven, that’s heavenly things,
that’s you. !

The general scepticism, produced in his mind by the collision between
the new philosophy and the old theology, is forcibly expressed in his first
Anniversary:-—

The new philosophy calls all in doubt;

The element of fire is quite put out;

The sun is lost, and th’ earth, and no man’s wit
Can well direct him where to look for it.

And freely men confess that the world’s spent,
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When in the planets and the firmament
They seek so many new; they see that this

Is crumbled out again to his atomies.

"Tis all in pieces, all coherence gone,

All just supply and all relation.

Prince, subject, father, son, are things forgot,
For every man alone thinks he hath got

To be a phoenix, and that there can be
None of that kind of which he is, but he.!?

The conclusion at which he finally arrived was the one to which all such
souls, who have in them the element of religion, must be brought:—

In this low form, poor soul, what wilt thou do?

When wilt thou shake off this pedantry

Of being taught by sense and fantasy?

Thou looK’st through spectacles; small things seem
great

Below; but up into thy watch-tower get,

And see all things despoiled of fallacies;

Thou shalt not peep through lattices of eyes,

Nor hear through labyrinths of ears, nor learn

By circuit or collections to discern.

In heaven thou straight know’st all concerning it,

And what concerns it not shalt straight forget.

But before he arrives at this intelligible goal, his soul, wandering through
an infinite maze of metaphysical ideas, has made shift to embody its transitory
perceptions in the forms of poetical art; and, while he is engaged in a business
which he acknowledges to be vain, he delights in involving himself and his
readers in inextricable labyrinths of paradox. One of his favourite ideas is that
Love is Death, and this thought he divides and subdivides by means of an
endless variety of images. Thus he finds an opportunity of associating it with
the reflections aroused by the shortest day, sacred to St. Lucy. All Nature, he
says, seems to have shrivelled into nothing:—

The world’s whole sap is sunk;

The general balm th’ hydroptic earth hath drunk,
Whither, as to the bed’s feet, life is shrunk,

Dead and interrd; yet all these seem to laugh,
Compared to me, who am their epitaph.
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He then calls on all lovers to come and study him as a “very dead thing,

For whom Love wrought new alchemy;
For his art did express
A quintessence even from nothingness,
From dull privations, and lean emptiness;
He ruind me, and I am rebegot
Of absence, darkness, death—things which are not.

He goes on to intensify the idea of annihilation, by saying that he is “the
grave of all that’s nothing”; that he is

Of the first nothing the elixir grown;
nay, he is something less than nothing:
If I an ordinary nothing were,
As shadow, a light and body must be here,

But I am none. 13

In a poem called The Paradox he indulges in still more intricate logic on the
same subject:—

No lover saith I love, nor any other
Can judge a perfect lover;

He thinks that else none can nor will agree
That any loves but he:

I cannot say I loved, for who can say
He was killed yesterday?

Love with excess of heat, more young than old,
Death kills with too much cold.

We die but once, and who loved best did die,
He that saith twice did lie;

For though he seem to move and stir awhile,
He doth the sense beguile.

Such life is like the light which bideth yet,
When the life’s light is set,

Or like the heat which fire in solid matter
Leaves behind two hours after.

Once I loved and died; and am now become
Mine epitaph and tomby

Here dead men speak their last, and so do I;
Love slain, lo! here I lie.
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This perpetual endeavour to push poetical conception beyond the limits

of sense and Nature produced its necessary effect on the character of

Donne’s metrical expression. When he seeks to embody a comparatively

simple and natural thought, he can write with admirable harmony, as in the

following lines, describing love in the Golden Age:—

What pretty innocence in those days moved!

Man ignorantly walked by her he loved;

Both sighd and interchangd a speaking eye;
Both trembled and were sick; both knew not why.
That natural fearfulness, that struck man dumb,
Might well—those times considered—man become.
As all discoverers, whose first essay

Finds but the place, after, the nearest way,

So passion is to woman’s love, about,

Nay, farther off, than when we first set out.

It is not love that sueth or doth contend;

Love either conquers or but meets a friend;
Man’s better part consists of purer fire,

And finds itself allowed ere it desire.!*

Here, too, is an excellent compliment in a Verse Letter to the Countess of

Salisbury, grounded on the idea that chivalrous love is a liberal education:—

So, though I'm born without those eyes to live,
Which Fortune, who hath none herself, doth give,
Which are fit means to see bright courts and you,
Yet, may I see you thus, as now I do:

I shall by that all goodness have discernd,

And, though I burn my library, be learnd.

His whole philosophy of life, in his early days, is condensed in the following
couplet:—

Be then thine own home, and in thyself dwell;
Inn anywhere: continuance maketh hell.'®

And he is most vivid in the presentation of abstract ideas, as in the famous

lines:—

Her pure and eloquent blood
Spoke in her cheeks, and so distinctly wrought
That one might almost say her body thought.!
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The abrupt and forcible openings of his poems often strike a key-note of
thought which promises completeness of treatment, but his metaphysical wit
and his love of endless distinctions generally cause the composition to end
nowhere. He begins a poem called Love’s Deity thus:—

I long to talk with some old lover’s ghost,
Who died before the God of Love was born.

The object of the discourse is to be the mystery why love should be forced
from one lover where there is no return from the other. This is a subject of
universal interest, and the poet, on the assumption that Love, after being
made into a deity, has abused his power, conducts a striking thought, by
means of an appropriate image, to an intelligible conclusion:—

O were we wakened by this tyranny
To ungod this child again, it could not be
I should love her who loves not me.

But such straightforward logic would not have suited the super-subtle
character of Donne’s intellect; and he proceeds to invert his reasoning, and
to close his poem with a stanza of pure paradox, leaving the mind without
that sense of repose which art requires:—

Rebel and atheist, why murmur I,

As though I felt the worst that love could do?
Love may make me leave loving, or might try

A deeper plague, to make her love me too;
Which, since she loves before, 'm loth to see.
Falsehood is worse than hate; and that must be,

If she whom I love should love me.

Where he thinks simply the reader perceives that his thoughts are
really common enough. He begins a Verse Letter to Sir H. Goodyere on his
favourite subject of the necessity of change:—

Who makes the last a pattern for next year,
Turns no new leaf, but still the same thing
reads;
Seen things he sees again, heard things doth hear,
And makes his life but like a pair of beads.
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This has the simplicity and directness of Sir John Davies in his Nosce
Teipsum. But we soon come to a quatrain in which the poet is anxious to
show his wit:—

To be a stranger hath that benefit,
We can beginnings, but not habits choke.
Go—whither? hence. You get, if you forget;
New faults, till they prescribe to us, are
smoke.

We certainly do not get anything by the mere negative act of forgetting; and
nobody could gather from the last line that the meaning was, “new faults,
till they become our masters, are merely smoke.” Eagerness for novelty and
paradox leads the poet to obscurity of expression; and the reader is justly
incensed when he finds that the labour required to arrive at the meaning,
hidden behind involved syntax and unmeasured verse, has been expended
in vain. Ben Jonson does not express this feeling too strongly when he says,
“That Done for not keeping of accent deserved hanging”” It is superfluous to
justify this verdict by examples. The reader, in the numerous extracts I have
given from Donne’s poems, will have observed for himself how deliberately he
seeks to attract attention to the extravagance of his thought, by the difficulty
of his grammatical constructions, and by the dislocation of his accents.
All these things must be taken into account in deciding the place to be
assigned to this acute and powerful intellect in the history of English poetry.
Donne’s qualities were essentially those of his age. His influence on his
contemporaries and on the generation that succeeded him was great. They
had all been educated under the same scholastic conditions as himself; they
were all in touch with his theological starting-point, and set a value on the
subtlety of his metaphysical distinctions. In Dryden’s time, when the prestige
of “wit,” still represented by the genius of Cowley, was weakening before
the poetical school which aimed first at correctness of expression, men
continued to speak with reverence of Donne’s genius. But as the philosophy
of Bacon, Newton, and Locke gradually established itself, the traditions
of the schoolmen fell into discredit, so that, in the days of Johnson and
Burke, the practice of the metaphysical wits had come to be regarded in
the light of an obsolete curiosity. The revival of mediaeval sentiment, which
has coloured English taste during the last three generations, has naturally
awakened fresh interest in the poems of Donne, and there is perhaps in our
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own day a tendency to exaggerate his merits. “If Donne,” writes a learned
and judicious critic, “cannot receive the praise due to the accomplished
poetical artist, he has that not perhaps higher, but certainly rarer, of the
inspired poetical creator.”'” Poetical creation implies that organic conception
of Nature, and that insight into universal human emotions, which
make the classical poets of the world—Homer and Dante, and Chaucer
and Milton; and to this universality of thought, as I have endeavoured to
show, Donne has no claim. Nor can he be reckoned among the poets who,
by their sense of harmony and proportion, have helped to carry forward the
refinement of our language from one social stage to another. The praise
which Johnson bestows upon his learning adds little to his fame, for the
science contained in his verse is mostly derived from those encyclopaedic
sources of knowledge which, even in his own time, were being recognised
as the fountains of “Vulgar Error” On the other hand, to those who see
in poetry a mirror of the national life, and who desire to amplify and
enrich their own imagination by a sympathetic study of the spiritual
existence of their ancestors, the work of Donne will always be profoundly
interesting. No more lively or characteristic representative can be found
of the thought of an age when the traditions of the ancient faith met in
full encounter with the forces of the new philosophy. The shock of that
collision is far from having spent its effect, even in our own day; and he who
examines historically the movements of imagination will find in Donne’s
subtle analysis and refined paradoxes much that helps to throw light on
the contradictions of human nature.

Notes

1. Verse Letter to the Countess of Bedford.

2. Verse Letter to Sir H. Goodyere.

3. Reflections on the French Revolution.

4. Elegy vii.

5. The Indifferent.

6. Song, “Go and catch a falling star”

7. Elegy iii.

8. The conceit of the poem turns on the two facts that the normally constituted
primrose has five segments in its corolla, and that the token of true love among
the country folk of Donne’s time was the exceptional primrose, with either four
or six segments.

9. The argument in this stanza is drawn from the science of numbers. Five
being half of ten, the farthest number (i.e. the first double number, and the basis of



10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
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the whole metric system), women may claim to represent half of what is in human
nature; or, if this be not enough for their ambition, then (numbers being either
odd or even, and falling first into five, i.e. 2 + 3) since five is woman’s number,
women may have the whole of human nature given over to them.

Verse Letter to Countess of Bedford.

Verse Letter to Countess of Huntingdon.

Anatomy of the World, first Anniversary, 205-218.

A Nocturnal upon St. Lucy’s Day.

Verse Letter to the Countess of Huntingdon.

Verse Letter to Sir H. Wotton.

Anatomy of the World, second Anniversary, 244-246.

Professor Saintsbury, Preface to Poems of John Donne. Edited by E. K.
Chambers.

—W.J. Courthope, from “The School of
Metaphysical Wit: John Donne;” A History
of English Poetry, 1903, vol. 3, pp. 147-168
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(1621-1678)
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Andrew Marvell was born on March 31, 1621, near Hull, in Yorkshire. His father, a
clergyman with Calvinist leanings, was Master of the Aknshouse at Hull. Marvell
was educated at the Hull Grammar School and Trinity College, Cambridge, from
which he graduated with a B.A. in 1639. After his mother’s death in 1638 and his
father’s in 1640, Marvell left England to travel on the Continent. Little is known of
the ten years that followed; he was abroad from 1642 to 1646, possibly as a tutor
in France.

In 1650 he became tutor to Lord Fairfax’s daughter, and it was about Fairfax’s
home that he wrote one of his best-known poems, “Upon Appkton House.” Marvell
remained at Nun Appleton for two years, and it is from that period that much of
his lyric poetry seems to date.

While his sympathies appear to have been with the Royalists during his years with
Fairfax, who was himself in exile because of his monarchist leanings, Marvell later
came to admire Cromwell. The admiration was mutual, and in 1653 Marvell became
tutor to William Dutton, a ward of Cromwell’s. In 1657 he was appointed assistant to
JohnThurloe, Secretary of State, a position for which Milton had recommended him
in 1652. He became the Member of Parliament for Hull in 1659 and served in that
capacity, apart from a brief interruption, until his death. Milton’s championing of
Marvell was repaid in kind in 1660, when Marvell defended him against charges of
regicide. From 1662 until his death Marvell published various satires, including The
Reheersall Transpros'd in two parts in 1672 and 1673. He died on August 16, 1678, in
London and is buried at St. Giles-in-the-Fields. His Miscellaneous Poems, containing
most of his poems, was purportedly published by his housekeeper, claiming to be
his widow, in 1681; it appears, however, that Marvell never married.
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JoHN NORTON “LETTER TO
REVEREND MARVELL” (1640)

The notation above refers to a famous letter written to Marvell by a local
clergyman, Reverend John Norton (fl. 1640), from the parish of Welton.
The letter inquires about Marvell’s own flirtation with Catholicism in his
college days and queries how Marvell’s family managed to sway him
away from the faith. The actual text presented below is from Thomas
Cooke’s 1726 commentary on the same subject.

/0 —0/3/ i ——G

He had not been long there (at Cambridge), before his Studys were
interrupted by this remarkable Accident. Some Jesuits, with whom he was
then conversant, seeing in him a Genius beyond his Years, thought of
Nothing less than gaining a Proselyte. And doubtless their Hopes extended
farther. They knew, if that Point was once obtained, he might in Time be
a great Instrument towards carrying on their Cause. They used all the
Arguments they could to seduce him away, which at last they did. After
some Months his Father found him in a Bookseller’s Shop in London and
prevailed with him to return to the College.

—John Norton, letter to Reverend Marvell,
c. January 1640

JoHN MILTON (1652/3)
One of the greatest English authors of all time, John Milton (1608-1674)
penned the seminal work Paradise Lost. Milton was a contemporary and
friend of Marvell's and, in the letter below, recommends him for the posi-
tion of assistant to the secretary of state.

/8 o A0/ s~

My Lord,

But that it would be an interruption to the publick, wherein your studies are
perpetually imployd, I should now & then venture to supply this my enforced
absence with a line or two, though it were my onely busines, & that would
be noe slight one, to make my due acknowledgments of your many favours;
which I both doe at this time & ever shall; & have this farder which I thought
my parte to let you know of, that there will be with you to morrow upon some
occasion of busines a Gentleman whose name is Mr. Marvile; a man whom
both by report, & the converse I have had with him, of singular desert for the
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State to make use of; who alsoe offers himselfe, if there be any imployment for
him. His father was the Minister of Hull & he hath spent foure yeares abroad
in Holland, France, Italy, & Spaine, to very good purpose, as I beleeve, & the
gaineing of those 4 languages; besides he is a scholler & well read in the latin
& Greeke authors, & noe doubt of an approved conversation; for he corn’s
now lately out of the house of the Lord Fairefax who was Generall, where
he was intrusted to give some instructions in the Languages to the Lady his
Daughter. If upon the death of Mr. Wakerley the Councell shall thinke that
I shall need any assistant in the performance of my place (though for my part
I find noe encumberance of that which belongs to me, except it be in point
of attendance at Conferences with Ambassadors, which I must confesse, in
my Condition I am not fit for) it would be hard for them to find a Man soe fit
every way for that purpose as this Gentleman, one who I beleeve in a short
time would be able to doe them as good service as Mr. Ascan.

—John Milton, letter to Lord Bradshaw,
February 21, 1652/3

JOHN AUBREY
“ANDREW MARVELL” (1669-96)

An English historian and writer, John Aubrey (1626-1697) gained much
renown for his short biographical works entitled Brief Lives, whose sec-
tion on Marvell is excerpted below.

He was of middling stature, pretty strong sett, roundish faced, cherry
cheek’t, hazell eie, browne haire. He was in his conversation very modest,
and of very few words: and though he loved wine he would never drinke
hard in company, and was wont to say that, he would not play the goodfellow
in any man’s company in whose hands he would not trust his life. He had not
a generall acquaintance.

In the time of Oliver the Protector he was Latin Secretarie. He was a
great master of the Latin tongue; an excellent poet in Latin or English: for
Latin verses there was no man could come into competition with him.

I remember I have heard him say that the Earle of Rochester was the
only man in England that had the true veine of Satyre.

His native towne of Hull loved him so well that they elected him for
their representative in Parliament, and gave him an honourable pension
to maintaine him.
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He kept bottles of wine at his lodgeing, and many times he would drinke
liberally by himselfe to refresh his spirits, and exalt his Muse. (I remember
I have been told that the learned Goclenius (an High-German) was wont
to keep bottells of good Rhenish-wine in his studie, and, when his spirits
wasted, he would drinke a good Rummer of it.)

Obiit Londini, Aug. 18. 1678; and is buried in St. Giles church in-
the-fields about the middle of the south aisle. Some suspect that he was
poysoned by the Jesuites, but I cannot be positive.

—]John Aubrey, “Andrew Marvell,
Brief Lives, 1669-96

RICHARD MORTON (1692)

Richard Morton (1637-1698) was a prominent physician and doctor to
the king. He penned two well-received medical volumes, Phthisiologica
in 1689 and Pyretologia in 1692. In the excerpt below Morton talks about
the death of Marvell, which he feels was brought about through the
treating physician’s incompetence and quackery.

——0/3/ o (/s ——(3

The way having been made ready after this fashion, at the beginning
of the next fit [the fourth, that is, of tertian ague] a great febrifuge was
administered, that is to say, a draught of Venice treacle, etc. By the doctor’s
orders the patient was covered up close with blankets, or rather buried
under them; and composed himself to sleep and sweat, in order to escape
the cold shivers that ordinarily accompany the onset of the ague-fit. Seized
with the profoundest sleep and sweating profusely, in the short space of
twenty-four hours after the last fit he died comatose [Apopleptice]. Thus
the patient died who, had a single ounce of Peruvian bark been properly
administered, might easily have escaped, in twenty four hours, from the
jaws of death and the grave. This is what I, burning with anger, informed the
doctor when he told me this story without any sense of shame.

—Richard Morton, Pyretologia, 1692

SAMUEL PARKER (1727)

Samuel Parker (1640-1688) was an English writer and theologian who
served as Bishop of Oxford. Parker advocated state control of religious
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affairs, which caused a public argument with Marvell, as evidenced by
the account below.

Amongst these lewd Revilers, the lewdest was one whose name was Marvel.
As he had livd in all manner of wickedness from his youth, so being of a
singular impudence and petulancy of nature, he exercised the province of a
Satyrist . . . Being abandond by his father, and expelld the University, ... A
vagabond, ragged, hungry Poetaster, . . . At length, by the interest of Milton,
to whom he was somewhat agreeable for his ill-naturd wit, he was made
Undersecretary to Cromwell’s Secretary. . . . But the King being restord, this
wretched man falling into his former poverty, did, for the sake of a livelihood,
procure himself to be chosen Member of Parliament for a Borough, in
which his father had exercisd the office of a Presbyterian teacher. . . . In
all Parliaments he was an enemy to the King’s affairs. . . . But out of the
House, when he could do it with impunity, he vented Himself with the
greater bitterness, and daily spewed infamous libels out of his filthy mouth
against the King himself. . . . But this Bustuarius, or fencer, never fought
with more fury, than near his own grave, in a book written a little before his
death, to which he gave this title, An Account of the Growth of Popery, and
Arbitrary Government in England.

—Samuel Parker, History of His Own Time, 1727
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CHARLES CHURCHILL “THE AUTHOR” (1763)

Charles Churchill (1731-1764) was an English writer most famous for his
satirical work The Rosciad, which harshly criticized the most noteworthy
actors of the day. Churchill’s other satirical poems attacked members of
Parliament and fellow authors.

7 7 7

Is this the Land, where, in those worst of times, The hardy Poet raisd his
honest rimes To dread rebuke, and bade controulment speak In guilty
blushes on the villain’s cheek, Bade Pow’r turn pale, kept mighty rogues in
awe, And made them fear the Muse, who feard not Law?

—Charles Churchill, “The Author,” 1763

JAMES GRANGER (1769-1824)

James Granger (1723-1776) was a prominent English biographer and
collector.

/8 o A0/ s —

His pen was always properly directed, and had some eftfect upon such as
were under no check or restraint from any laws human or divine. He hated
corruption more than he dreaded poverty; and was so far from being venal,
that he could not be bribed by the king into silence, when he scarce knew
how to procure a dinner. His satires give us a higher idea of his patriotism,
parts, and learning, than of his skill as a poet.

—James Granger, Biographical History
of England, 1769-1824

JOHN AIKIN (1799-1815)

John Aikin (1747-1822) was an English doctor who, upon his retirement,
devoted himself entirely to writing and became a prominent man of let-
ters. His six volume Evenings at Home, completed before his retirement in
1795, was translated into over a dozen languages.

Sy Ry Y P

By his writings Marvell obtained the character of the wittiest man of his
time, and doubtless was of great service to the cause he espoused, which had
in general been defended rather by serious argument than by ridicule. He
occasionally threw out a number of poetical effusions of the humorous and
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satirical kind, in which he did not spare majesty itself. These are careless
and loose in their composition, and frequently pass the bounds of decorum;
but they were well calculated for effect as party pieces, and became very
popular. He exercised his wit still more copiously in prose. In 1672, Dr.
Sam. Parker, afterwards bishop of Oxford, a flaming and intolerant high
churchman, published a work of bishop Bramhall’s, to which he added a
preface of his own, maintaining the most extravagant positions concerning
the rights of sovereigns over the consciences of their subjects. This piece
Marvell attacked in the same year in a work which he entitled The Rehearsal
Transprosed. With a profusion of witty sarcasm, it contains much solid
argument, and may be reckoned one of the ablest exposures of the maxims
of religious tyranny. Parker wrote an answer, to which Marvell replied; and
the reverend champion did not choose to carry the controversy further.

—John Aikin, General Biography; or Lives of
the Most Eminent Persons, 1799-1815

WILLIAM LiSLE BOWLES “INTRODUCTION” (1806)

William Lisle Bowles (1762-1850) was an English poet who gained more
fame as a literary critic. He advocated certain principles of poetic inter-
pretation that eventually became widely accepted and ushered in a
new era of literary criticism.

Marvell abounds with conceits and false thoughts, but some of the
descriptive touches are picturesque and beautiful. His description of a
gently rising eminence is more picturesque, although not so elegantly and
justly expressed, as the same subject is in Denham. . . . Sometimes Marvell
observes little circumstances of rural nature with the eye and feeling of a
true poet:

Then as I careless on the bed

Of gelid strawberries do tread,
And through the hazels thick, espy,
The hatching throstle’s shining eye.

The last circumstance is new, highly poetical, and could only have been
described by one who was a real lover of nature, and a witness of her beauties
in her most solitary retirement. It is the observation of such circumstances
which can alone form an accurate descriptive rural poet. In this province
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of his art Pope therefore must evidently fail, as he could not describe what
his physical infirmities prevented his observing. For the same reason
Johnson, as a critic, was not a proper judge of this sort of poetry.

—William Lisle Bowles, “Introduction,”
The Works of Alexander Pope, Esq., 1806

THOMAS CAMPBELL (1819)

The humour and eloquence of Marvell’s prose tracts were admired and
probably imitated by Swift. In playful exuberance of figure he sometimes
resembles Burke. For consistency of principles, it is not so easy to find his
parallel. His few poetical pieces betray some adherence to the school of
conceit, but there is much in it that comes from the heart warm, pure, and
affectionate.

—Thomas Campbell, Specimens of
the British Poets, 1819

HENRY ROGERS “ANDREW MARVELL” (1844)

Essayist Henry Rogers (1806-1877) was a Congregationalist minister and
professor of English literature at University College in London. More known
for his theological writing, Rogers also edited an edition of Marvell’s work.
The majority of Rogers’ piece below focuses on an examination of Marvell’s
wit, in both how that characteristic manifested itself in Marvell’s work and
in how Marvell’s wit affected his reception as a satirist. Rogers writes: “The
characteristic attribute of Marvell’s genius was unquestionably wit, in all
the varieties of which—Dbrief sententious sarcasm, fierce invective, light
raillery, grave irony, and broad laughing humour—he seems to have been
by nature almost equally fitted to excel.” As a satirist and humor writer,
Marvell has few equals. “His forte . . . appears to be a grave ironical banter,
which he often pursues at such a length that there seems no limit to his
fertility of invention. In his endless accumulation of ludicrous images and
allusions, the untiring exhaustive ridicule with which he will play upon the
same topics, he is unique.” Yet what especially defines Marvell’s humor for
Rogers is its lack of malice. Marvell’s satire is gentler than that of Donne,
for example, and for Rogers, this elevates Marvell’s abilities above many of
his contemporaries and successors. Though Rogers laments that Marvell's
wit is occasionally coarse, “often amounting to buffoonery,” its lack of
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pretense and rancor overcomes the occasional vulgarity that Rogers spies
amongst Marvell’s work.

Rogers’ consideration of Marvell’s satirical works is perhaps the most
informative aspect of Rogers’ essay, as no other essay in this collection so
extensively reflects on Marvell’s satirical abilities. Comparing what Rogers
has written about Marvell as a satirist to what other critics in this text
have written about Donne, for example, might make for an interesting
contrast. Still, Rogers is quick to point out that wit was not the only one
of Marvell’s assets: “But he who supposes Marvell to have been nothing
but a wit, simply on account of the predominance of that quality, will do
him injustice.” Rogers labels and describes what he feels are Marvell’s
other fine qualities as a poet: “His judgment was remarkably clear and
sound, his logic by no means contemptible, his sagacity in practical
matters great, his talents for business apparently of the first order, and
his industry indefatigable.” Rogers does lament that Marvell’s work was
given over to lengthy conceits and “quaint” artifice and that his style
was markedly uneven, complaints commonly leveled against most of
the metaphysical poets in the nineteenth century. Despite this truism,
though, Rogers’ appraisal of Marvell’s finer qualities is a somewhat unique

u"

approach to the subject. He concludes by arguing that Marvell’s “moral
worth” far exceeds his literary and intellectual achievements, a worth
that is perhaps reflected in the geniality of Marvell’s satire and humor.
Rogers’ take on Marvell as satirist and author is thus worth examining, as
it proffers both very similar and very differing arguments from many of

his critical peers.

The characteristic attribute of Marvell’s genius was unquestionably wit, in
all the varieties of which—brief sententious sarcasm, fierce invective, light
raillery, grave irony, and broad laughing humour—he seems to have been
by nature almost equally fitted to excel. To say that he has equally excelled
in all would be untrue, though striking examples of each might easily
be selected from his writings. The activity with which his mind suggests
ludicrous images and analogies is astonishing; he often absolutely startles us
by the remoteness and oddity of the sources from which they are supplied,
and by the unexpected ingenuity and felicity of his repartees.

His forte, however, appears to be a grave ironical banter, which he
often pursues at such a length that there seems no limit to his fertility of
invention. In his endless accumulation of ludicrous images and allusions,
the untiring exhaustive ridicule with which he will play upon the same
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topics, he is unique; yet this peculiarity not seldom leads him to drain the
generous wine even to the dregs—to spoil a series of felicitous ralleries by
some far-fetched conceit or unpardonable extravagance.

But though Marvell was so great a master of wit, and especially of that
caustic species which is appropriate to satirists, we will venture to say that
he was singularly free from many of the faults which distinguish that irritable
brotherhood. Unsparing and merciless as his ridicule is, contemptuous and
ludicrous as are the lights in which he exhibits his opponent; nay, further,
though is invectives are not only often terribly severe, but (in compliance
with the spirit of the age) often grossly coarse and personal, it is still
impossible to detect a single particle of malignity. His general tone is that
of broad laughing banter, or of the most cutting invective; but he appears
equally devoid of malevolence in both. In the one, he seems amusing
himself with opponents too contemptible to move his anger; in the other,
to lay on with the stern imperturbable gravity of one who is performing the
unpleasant but necessary functions of a public executioner. This freedom
from the usual faults of satirists may be traced to several causes; partly to the
bonhommie which, with all his talents for satire, was a peculiar characteristic
of the man, and which rendered him as little disposed to take offence, and
as placable when it was offered, as any man of his time; partly to the integrity
of his nature, which, while it prompted him to champion any cause in
which justice had been outraged or innocence wronged, effectually preserved
from the wanton exercise of his wit for the gratification of malevolence; partly,
perhaps principally, to the fact, that both the above qualities restricted him
to encounters in which he had personally no concern. If he carried a keen
sword, it was a most peaceable and gentlemanly weapon; it never left the
scabbard except on the highest provocation, and even then, only on behalf
of others, His magnanimity, self-control, and good temper, restrained him
from avenging any insult offered to himself; his chivalrous love of justice
instantly roused all the lion within him on behalf of the injured and oppressed.
It is perhaps well for Marvell’s fame that his quarrels were not personal: had
they been so, it is hardly probable that such powers of sarcasm and irony
should have been so little associated with bitterness of temper.

This freedom from malignity is highly honourable to him. In too many
cases it must be confessed that wit has been sadly dissociated from amiability
and generosity. It is true, indeed, that there is no necessary connexion
between that quality of mind and the malevolent passions, as numberless
illustrious examples sufficiently prove. But where wit is conjoined with
malevolence, the latter more effectually displays itself; and even where there
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is originally no such conjunction, wit is almost always combined with that
constitutional irritability of genius which is so readily gratifies, and which,
by gratifying, it transforms into something worse. Half the tendencies of
our nature pass into habits only from the facilities which encourage their
development. We will venture to say, that there is not a tithe of the quarrels
in the world that there used to be when all men were accustomed to wear
arms; and we may rest assured, that many a waspish temper has become
so, principally from being in possession of the weapon of satire. Not seldom,
too, it must with sorrow be admitted, the most exquisite sense of the
ridiculous has been strangely combined with a morbid, gloomy, saturnine
temperament, which looks on all things with a jaundiced imagination,
and surveys human infirmities and foibles with feelings not more remote
from those of compassionate benevolence than of good-humoured mirth.
Happy when, as in the case of Cowper, the influence of a benign heart
and unfeigned humility, prevents this tendency from degenerating into
universal malevolence. There are few things more shockingly incongruous
than the ghastly union of wit and misanthropy. Wit should be ever of open
brow, joyous, and frank-hearted. Even the severest satire may be delicious
reading, when penned with the bonhommie of Horace, or of Addison, or the
equanimity of Plato, or of Pascal. Without pretending these immortal writers,
we firmly believe he had as much kindly feeling as any of them. Unhappily
the two by no means go together; there may be the utmost refinement
without a particle of good-nature; and a great deal of goodnature without
any refinement. It were easy to name writers, who with the most exquisite
grace of diction can as little disguise the malice of their nature, as Marvell,
with all his coarseness, can make us doubt his benevolence. Through the veil
of their language (of beautiful texture, but too transparent) we see chagrin
poorly simulating mirth; anger struggling to appear contempt, and failing;
scorn writhing itself into an aspect of ironical courtesy, but with grim
distortion in the attempt; and sarcasms urged by the impulses which, under
different circumstances, and in another country, would have prompted to
the use of the stiletto.

It is impossible, indeed, not to regret the coarseness, often amounting to
buffoonery, of Marvell’s wit; though, from the consideration just urged, we
regard it with the more forbearance. Other palliations have been adverted to,
derived from the character of his adversaries, the haste with which he wrote,
and the spirit of the age. The last is the strongest. The tomahawk and the
scalping-knife were not yet discreditable weapons, or thrown aside as fit only
for savage warfare; and it is even probable, that many of the things which
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we should regard as gross insults would then pass as pardonable jests. It is
difficult for us, of course, to imagine that callousness which scarcely regards
any thing as an insult but what is enforced by the argumentum baculinum.
Between the feelings of our forefathers and our own, there seems to
have been as great a difference as between those of the farmer and the
clergyman, so ludicrously described by Cowper, in his “Yearly Distress”:

O, why are farmers made so coarse,
Or clergy made so fine?
A kick that scarce would move a horse,
May kill a sound divine.

The haste with which Marvell wrote must also be pleaded as an excuse for
the inequalities of his works. It was not the age in which authors elaborated
and polished with care, or submitted with a good grace to the lima labor;
and if it had been, Marvell allowed himself no leisure for the task. The
second part of the Rehearsal, for example, was published in the same year in
which Parker’s Reproof appeared. We must profess our belief, that no small
portion of his writings stand in great need of this apology. Exhibiting, as
they do, amazing vigour and fertility, the wit is by no means always of the
first order.

We must not quit the subject of his wit, without presenting the
reader with some few of his pleasantries; premising that they form but a
very small part of those which we had marked in the perusal of his works;
and that, whatever their merit, it were easy to find others far superior to
them, if we could afford space for long citations.

Ironically bewailing the calamitous effects of printing, our author
exclaims—‘O Printing! how hast thou disturbed the peace of mankind?
Lead, when moulded into bullets, is not so mortal as when founded into
letters. There was a mistake, sure, in the story of Cadmus; and the serpents’
teeth which he sowed, were nothing else but the letters which he invented’
Parker having declared, in relation to some object of his scurrility, that he
had written, ‘not to impair his esteem, but ‘to correct his scribbling humour;’
Marvell says—‘Our author is as courteous as lightning; and can melt the
sword without ever hurting the scabbard. After alleging that his opponent
often has a byplay of malignity even when bestowing commendations, he
remarks—‘The author’s end was only railing. He could never have induced
himself to praise one man but in order to rail on another. He never oils
his hone but that he may whet his razor, and that not to shave but to cut
men’s throats” On Parker’s absurd and bombastic exaggeration of the merits
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and achievements of Bishop Bramhall, Marvell wittily says— ‘Any worthy
man may pass through the world unquestioned and safe, with a moderate
recommendation; but when he is thus set off and bedaubed with rhetoric,
and embroidered so thick that you cannot discern the ground, it awakens
naturally (and not altogether unjustly) interest, curiosity, and envy. For all
men pretend a share in reputation, and love not to see it engrossed and
monopolized; and are subject to enquire (as of great estates suddenly got)
whether he came by all this honestly, or of what credit the person is that tells
the story? And the same hath happened as to this bishop ... Men seeing
him furbished up in so martial accoutrements, like another Odo, Bishop
of Baieux, and having never before heard of his prowess, begin to reflect
what giants he defeated, and what damsels he rescued ... After all our
author’s bombast, when we have searched all over, we find ourselves bilked
in our expectation; and he hath created the Bishop, like a St. Christopher
in the Popish churches, as big as ten porters, and yet only employed to
sweat under the burden of an infant? Of the paroxysms of rage with which
Parker refers to one of his adversaries, whom he distinguishes by his initials,
Marvell says—As oft as he does but name those two first letters, he is, like
the island of Fayal, on fire in threescore and ten places;’ and affirms; ‘that
if he were of that fellow’s diet here about town, that epicurizes on burning
coals, drinks healths in scalding brimstone, scranches the glasses for his
dessert, and draws his breath through glowing tobacco-pipes, he could
not show more flame than he always does upon that subject. Parker, in a
passage of unequalled absurdity, having represented Geneva as on the south
side of the lake Leman, Marvell ingeniously represents the blunder as the
subject of discussion in a private company, where various droll solutions
are proposed, and where he, with exquisite irony, pretends to take Parker’s
part. ‘I; says Marvell, ‘that was still on the doubtful and excusing part, said,
that to give the right situation of a town, it was necessary first to know in
what position the gentleman’s head then was when he made his observation,
and that might cause a great diversity—as much as this came to] Having
charged his adversary with needlessly obtruding upon the world some
petty matters which concerned only himself, from an exaggerated idea of
is own importance, Marvell drolly says—‘When a man is once possessed
with this fanatic kind of spirit, he imagines if a shoulder do but itch that
the world has galled it with leaning on it so long, and therefore he wisely
shrugs to remove the globe to the other. If he chance but to sneeze, he
salutes himself, and courteously prays that the foundations of the earth be
not shaken. And even so the author of the Ecclesiastical Polity, ever since
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he crept up to be but the weathercock of a steeple, trembles and creaks at
every puff of wind that blows him about, as if the Church of England were
falling, and the state tottered’ After ludicrously describing the effect of the
first part of the Rehearsal in exacerbating all his opponent’s evil passions, he
remarks— ‘He seems not to fit at present for the archdeacon’s seat, as to take
his place below in the church amongst the energumeni.’ Parker had charged
him with a sort of plagiarism for having quoted so many passages out of his
book. On this Marvell observes—‘It has, I believe, indeed angered him, as
it has been no small trouble to me; but how can I help it? I wish he would
be pleased to teach me an art (for, if any man in the world, he hath it) to
answer a book without turning over the leaves, or without citing passages.
In the mean time, if to transcribe so much out of him must render a man,
as he therefore styles me, a “scandalous plagiary,” I must plead guilty; but
by the same law, whoever shall either be witness or prosecutor in behalf of
the King, for treasonable words, may be indicted for a highwayman’ Parker
having viewed some extravaganza of Marvell’s riotous wit as if worthy of
serious comment, the latter says— ‘Whereas I only threw it out like an empty
cask to amuse him, knowing that I had a whale to deal with, and lest he
should overset me; he runs away with it as a very serious business, and so
moyles himself with tumbling and tossing it, that he is in danger of melting
his spermaceti. A cork, I see, will serve without a hook; and, instead of a
harping-iron, this grave and ponderous creature may, like eels, be taken
and pulled up only with bobbing’ After exposing in a strain of uncommon
eloquence the wickedness and folly of suspending the peace of the nation
on so frivolous a matter as ‘ceremonial, he says ‘For a prince to adventure
all upon such a cause, is like Duke Charles of Burgundy, who fought three
battles for an imposition upon sheep-skins;” and ‘for a clergyman to offer
at persecution upon this ceremonial account, is (as is related of one of the
Popes) to justify his indignation for his peacock, by the example of God’s
anger for eating the forbidden fruit’ He justifies his severity towards Parker
in a very ludicrous way—‘No man needs letters of marque against one that
is an open pirate of other men’s credit. I remember within our own time one
Simons, who robbed always on the bricolle—that is to say, never interrupted
the passengers, but still set upon the thieves themselves, after, like Sir John
Falstaft, they were gorged with a booty; and by this way—so ingenious that
it was scarce criminal—he lived secure and unmolested all his days, with the
reputation of a judge rather than of a highwayman’ The sentences we have
cited are all taken from the Rehearsal. We had marked many more from his
‘Divine in Mode, and other writings, but have no space for them.
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But he who supposes Marvell to have been nothing but a wit, simply on
account of the predominance of that quality, will do him injustice. It is the
common lot of such men, in whom some one faculty is found on a great
scale, to fail of part of the admiration due to other endowments; possessed
in more moderate degree, indeed, but still in a degree far from ordinary.
We are subject to the same illusion in gazing on mountain scenery. Fixing
our eye on some solitary peak, which towers far above the rest, the groups
of surrounding hills look positively diminutive, though they may, in fact, be
all of great magnitude.

This illusion is further fostered by another circumstance in the case of
great wits. As the object of wit is to amuse, the owl-like gravity of thousands
of common readers, would decide that wit and wisdom must dwell apart,
and that the humorous writer must necessarily be a trifling one. For similar
reasons, they look with sage suspicion on every signal display, either of fancy
or passion; think a splendid illustration nothing but the ambuscade of a
fallacy, and strong emotion as tantamount to a confession of unsound
judgment. As Archbishop Whately has well remarked, such men having
been warned that ‘ridicule is not the test of truth, and that ‘wisdom and wit
are not the same thing, distrust every thing that can possibly be regarded as
witty; not having judgment to perceive the combination, when it occurs, of
wit and sound reasoning. The ivy wreath completely conceals from their
view the point of the thyrsus’

The fact is, that all Marvell's endowments were on a large scale, though
his wit greatly predominated. His judgment was remarkably clear and sound,
his logic by no means contemptible, his sagacity in practical matters
great, his talents for business apparently of the first order, and his industry
indefatigable. His wit, would, if sufficiently cultivated, have made him a poet
considerably above mediocrity: though chiefly alive to the ludicrous, he was
by no means insensible to the beautiful. We cannot, indeed, bestow all
the praise on his Poems which some of his critics have assigned them. They
are very plentifully disfigured by the conceits and quaintnesses of the age,
and as frequently want grace of expression and harmony of numbers. Of
the compositions which Captain Thompsons’s indiscriminate admiration
would fain have affiliated to his Muse, the two best are proved—one not to
be his, and the other of doubtful origin. The former, beginning—

When Israel, freed from Pharoah’s hand,

is a well-known composition of Dr. Watts; the other, the ballad of “William
and Margaret, is of dubious authorship. Though probably of earlier date
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than the age of Mallet, its reputed author—the reasons which Captain
Thompson gives for assigning it to Marvell, are altogether unsatisfactory.
Still, there are unquestionably many of his genuine poems which indicate a
rich, though ill-cultivated fancy; and in some few stanzas there is no little
grace of expression. The little piece on the Pilgrim Fathers, entitled the
‘Emigrants, the fanciful ‘Dialogue between Body and Soul; the ‘Dialogue
between the Resolved Soul and Created Pleasure, and the ‘Coronet; all
contain lines of much elegance and sweetness. It is in his satirical poems,
that, as might be expected from the character of his mind, his fancy appears
most vigorous; though these are largely disfigured by the characteristic
defects of the age, and many, it must be confessed, are entirely without
merit. With two or three lines from his ludicrous satire on Holland, we
cannot refrain from amusing the reader. Some of the strokes of humour are
irresistibly ridiculous:

Holland, that scarce deserves the name of land,
As but the off-scouring of the British sand;
And so much earth as was contributed

By English pilots when they heavd the lead;

Or what by th’ ocean’s slow alluvion fell,

Of shipwreckd cockle and the muscle-shell;
This indigested vomit of the sea

Fell to the Dutch by just propriety.

Glad then, as miners who have found the ore,
They, with mad labour fishd the land to shore;
And dived as desperately for each piece

Of earth, as if it had been of ambergris;
Collecting anxiously small loads of clay,

Less than what building swallows bear away;
For as with pigmies, who best kills the crane,
Among the hungry he that treasures grain,
Among the blind the one-eyed blinkard reigns,
So rules among the drowned be that drains,
Not who first see the rising sun commands:
But who could first discern the rising lands.
Who best could know to pump an earth so leak,
Him they their lord, and country’s father, speak.

His Latin poems are amongst his best. The composition often shows
no contemptible skill in that language; and here and there the diction
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and versification are such as would not have absolutely disgraced his great
coadjutor, Milton. In all the higher poetic qualities, there can of course be
no comparison between them.

With such a mind we as we have ascribed to him—and we think his works
fully justify what we have said—with such aptitudes for business, soundness
of judgment, powers of reasoning, and readiness of sarcasm, one might have
anticipated that he would have taken some rank as an orator. Nature, it is
certain, had bestowed upon him some of the most important intellectual
endowments of one. It is true, indeed, that with his principles and opinions
he would have found himself strangely embarrassed in addressing any
parliament in the days of Charles II., and stood but a moderate chance of
obtaining a candid hearing. But we have no proof that he ever made the trial.
His parliamentary career in this respect resembled that of a much greater
man—Addison, who, with wit even superior to his own, and with much
more elegance, if not more strength of mind, failed signally as a speaker.

Marvell’s learning must have been very extensive. His education was
superior; and, as we have seen from the testimony of Milton, his industry
had made him master, during his long sojourn on the Continent, of several
continental languages. It is certain also, that he continued to be a student
all his days; his works bear ample evidence of his wide and miscellaneous
reading. He appears to have been well versed in most branches of literature,
though he makes no pedantic display of erudition, and in this respect is
favourably distinguished from many of his contemporaries; yet he cites his
authors with the familiarity of a thorough scholar. In the department of
history he appears to have been particularly well read; and derives his witty
illustrations from such remote and obscure sources, that Parker did not
hesitate to avow his belief that he had sometimes drawn on his invention for
them. In his Reply, Marvell justifes himself in all the alleged instances, and
takes occasion to show that his opponent’s learning is as hollow as all his
other pretensions.

The style of Marvell is very unequal. Though often rude and unpolished,
it abounds in negligent felicities, presents us with frequent specimens of
vigorous idiomatic English, and now and then attains no mean degree of
elegance. It bears the stamp of the revolution which was then passing on
the language; it is a medium between the involved and periodic structure so
common during the former half of the century, and which is ill adapted
to a language possessing so few infections as ours, and that simplicity
and harmony which were not fully attained till the age of Addison. There is
a very large infusion of short sentences, and the structure in general is as
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unlike that of his great colleague’s prose as can be imaged. Many of Marvell’s
pages flow with so much ease and grace, as to be not unworthy of a later
period. To that great revolution in style to which we have just alluded, he
must in no slight degree have contributed; for, little as his works are known
or read now, the most noted of them were once universally popular, and
perused with pleasure, as Burnet testifies, by every body, ‘from the king
to the tradesman’

Numerous examples show, that it is almost impossible for even the rarest
talents to confer permanent popularity on books which turn on topics of
temporary interest, however absorbing at the time. If Pascal’s transcendant
genius has been unable to rescue even the Lettres Provinciates from partial
oblivion, it is not to be expected that Marvell should have done more for the
Rehearsal Transprosed. Swift, it is true, about half a century later, has been
pleased, while expressing this opinion, to make an exception in favour of
Marvell. ‘“There is indeed, says he, ‘an exception, when any great genius
thinks it worth his while to expose a foolish piece; so we still read Marvell’s
answer to Parker with pleasure, though the book it answers be sunk long ago’
But this statement is scarcely applicable now. It is true that the ‘Rehearsal’ is
occasionally read by the curious; but it is by the resolutely curious alone.

Yet assuredly he has not lived in vain who has successfully endeavoured to
abate the nuisances of his own time, or to put down some insolent abettor
of vice and corruption. Nor is it possible in a world like this, in which there
is such continuity of causes and effects—where one generation transmits its
good and its evil to the next, and the consequences of each revolution
in principles, opinions, or tastes, are propagated along the whole line
of humanity—to estimate either the degree or perpetuity of the benefits
conferred by the complete success of works even of transient interest. By
modifying the age in which he lives, a man may indirectly modify the
character of many generations to come. His works may be forgotten while
their effects survive.

Marvell’s history affords a signal instance of the benefits which may be
derived from well-directed satire. There are cases in which it may be a
valuable auxiliary to decency, virtue, and religion, where argument and
persuasion both fail. Many, indeed, doubt both the legitimacy of the weapon
itself, and the success with which it can be employed. But facts are against
them. To hope that it can ever supply the place of religion as a radical cure
for vice or immorality, would be chimerical; but there are many pernicious
customs, violations of propriety, ridiculous, yet tolerated, follies, which
religion can scarcely touch without endangering her dignity. To assail
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them is one of the most legitimate offices of satire; nor have we the slightest
doubt that the ‘Spectator’ did more to abate many of the prevailing follies
and pernicious customs of the age, than a thousand homilies. This, however,
may be admitted, and yet it may be said that it does not reach the case of
Marvell and Parker. Society, it may be argued, will bear the exposure of its
own evils with great equanimity, and perhaps profit by it—no individual
being pointed at, and each being left to digest his own lesson, under the
pleasant conviction that it was designed principally for his neighbours. As
corporations will perpetrate actions of which each individual member
would be ashamed; so corporations will listen to charges which every
individual member would regard as insults. But no man, it is said, is likely
to be reclaimed from error or vice by being made the object of merciless
ridicule. All this we believe most true. But then it is not to be forgotten,
that it may not be the satirist’s object to reclaim the individual—he may
have little hope of that; it may be for the sake of those whom he maligns
and injures. When the exorcist takes Satan in hand, it is not because he is
an Origenist, and ‘believes in the conversion of the devil, but in pity to the
supposed victims of his malignity. It is much the same when a man like
Marvell undertakes to satirize a man like Parker. Even such a man may be
abashed and confounded, though he cannot be reclaimed; and if so, the
satirist gains his object, and society gets the benefit. Experience fully shows
us that there are many men who will be restrained by ridicule long after
they are lost to virtue, and that they are accessible to shame when they are
utterly inaccessible to argument.

This was just the good that Marvell effected. He made Parker, it is true,
more furious; but he diverted, if he could not turn the tide of popular feeling;
and thus prevented mischief. Parker, and others like him, were doing
all they could to inflame angry passions, to revive the most extravagant
pretensions of tyranny, and to preach up another crusade against the
Nonconformists. Marvell’s books were a conductor to the dangerous fluid;
if there was any explosion at all, it was an explosion of merriment. ‘He
had all the laughers on his side, says Burnet. In Charles IIs reign, there
were few who belonged to any other class; and then, as now, men found it
impossible to laugh and be angry at the same time. It is our firm belief,
that Marvell did more to humble Parker, and neutralize the influence of
his party, by the Rehearsal Transprosed, than he could have done by writing
half a dozen folios of polemical divinity; just as Pascal did more to unmask
the Jesuits and damage their cause by his Provincial Letters, than had been
effected by all the efforts of all their other opponents put together.
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But admirable as were Marvell’s intellectual endowments, it is his moral
worth, after all, which constitutes his principal claim on the admiration of
posterity, and which sheds a redeeming lustre on one of the darkest pages
of the English annals. Inflexible integrity was the basis of it—integrity
by which he has not unworthily earned the glorious name of the ‘British
Aristides” With talents and acquirements which might have justified him
in aspiring to almost any office, if he could have disburdened himself of his
conscience; with wit which, in that frivolous age, was a surer passport to
fame than any amount either of intellect or virtue, and which, as we have
seen, mollified even the monarch himself in spite of his prejudices; Marvell
preferred poverty and independence to riches and servility. He had learned
the lesson, practised by few in that age, of being content with little—so that
he preserved his conscience. He could be poor, but he could not be mean;
could starve, but could not cringe. By economizing in the articles of pride
and ambition, he could afford to keep what their votaries were compelled
to retrench, the necessaries, or rather the luxuries, of integrity and a good
conscience. Neither menaces, nor caresses, nor bribes, nor poverty, nor
distress, could induce him to abandon his integrity; or even to take an office
in which it might be tempted or endangered. He only who has arrived at
this pitch of magnanimity, has an adequate security for his public virtue.
He who cannot subsist upon a little; who has not learned to be content with
such things as he has, and even to be content with almost nothing; who has
not learned to familiarize his thoughts to poverty, much more readily than
he can familiarize them to dishonour, is not yet free from peril. Andrew
Marvell, as his whole course proves, had done this. But we shall not do full
justice to his public integrity, if we do not bear in mind the corruption of
the age in which he lived; the manifold apostasies amidst which he retained
his conscience; and the effect which such wide-spread profigacy must have
had in making thousands almost sceptical as to whether there were such
a thing as public virtue at all. Such a relaxation in the code of speculative
morals, is one of the worst results of general profigacy in practice. But
Andrew Marvell was not to be deluded; and amidst corruption perfectly
unparalleled, he still continued untainted. We are accustomed to hear
of his virtue as a truly Roman virtue, and so it was; but it was something
more. Only the best pages of Roman history can supply a parallel: there was
no Cincinnatus in those ages of her shame which alone can be compared
with those of Charles II. It were easier to find a Cincinnatus during the era
of the English Commonwealth, than an Andrew Marvell in the age of
Commodus.
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The integrity and patriotism which distingusihed him in his relations
to the Court, also marked all his public conduct. He was evidently
most scrupulously honest and faithful in the discharge of his duty to his
constituents; and, as we have seen almost punctilious in guarding against
any thing which could tarnish his fair fame, or defile his conscience.
On reviewing the whole of his public conduct, we may well say that he
attained his wish, expressed in the lines which he has written in imitation
of a chorus in the Thyestes of Seneca:

Climb at court for me that will—
Tottering favour’s pinnacle;

All T seek is to lie still.

Settled in some secret nest,

In calm leisure let me rest,

And far off the public stage,

Pass away my silent age.

Thus, when without noise, unknown,
I have lived out all my span,

I shall die without a groan,

An old honest countryman.

He seems to have been as amiable in his private as he was estimable in his
public character. So far as any documents throw light upon the subject, the
same integrity appears to have belonged to both. He is described as of a very
reserved and quiet temper; but, like Addison, (whom in this respect as in
some few others he resembled,) exceedingly facetious and lively amongst his
intimate friends. His disinterested championship of others, is no less a proof
of his sympathy with the oppressed than of his abhorrence of oppression; and
many pleasing traits of amiability occur in his private correspondence, as well
as in his writings. On the whole, we think that Marvell’s epitaph, strong as the
terms of panegyric are, records little more than the truth; and that it was not
in the vain spirit of boasting, but in the honest consciousness of virtue and
integrity, and that he himself concludes a letter to one of his correspondents
in the words—

Disce, puer, virtutem ex me, verumque laborem;
Fortunam ex aliis.

—Henry Rogers, from “Andrew Marvell”
Edinburgh Review, January 1844, pp. 90-104
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MARY RUSSELL MITFORD (1851)

An English poet and playwright, Mary Russell Mitford’s (1787-1855)
most prominent claim to fame is as the author of a series of sketches
under the title of Our Village, which proved enormously popular. Her
Recollections of a Literary Life was an informal series of observations on
some of her favorite books and authors.
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His poems possess many of the finest elements of popularity; a rich profusion
of fa