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INTRODUCTION

The t i t l e  o f  t h i s  s tu d y  i s  ta k e n  from D onne 's

" .S leg ie  upon th e  u n tim e ly  d e a th  o f  th e  in co m p arab le  P r in c e

H e n ry ," i n  which re a so n  and f a i t h  a r e  co n c e iv e d  o f  a s  two

c e n te r s  o f  th e  mind. When b o th  a s s e r t  t h e i r  i n f lu e n c e

e q u a l l y ,  th e  co u rse  o f  th o u g h t  i s  e l l i p t i c a l  o r  im p e r f e c t ,

a3 i s  a p l a n e t a r y  o r b i t  w i th  i t s  doub le  f o c i .  Were th e

two c e n te r s  t o  c o a le s c e ,  th e  m in d 's  m otion  would be

p e r f e c t e d .  But th e  c o in c id e n c e  o f  r e a s o n  and f a i t h ,

though th e  mind s t r i v e s  f o r  i t ,  i s  p e rh ap s  n e v e r  t o  be

a c h ie v e d :  "For r e a s o n ,  p u t  t o ' h e r  b e s t  e x te n s io n , /A lm o s t

m eetes  f a i t h ,  and makes b o th  c e n te r s  o n e . ” The im p o r ta n t

word h e re  i s  "A lm ost": a few l i n e s  l a t e r ,  th e  poem produces

an image o f  man as  an im p e r f e c t  b e in g  e x a c t l y  b e c a u se  h i s

c e n t e r  i s  " d i s t r a c t e d , "  o r  drawn i n  d i f f e r e n t  d i r e c t i o n s .

T h is  m ig h t a lm ost be c a l l e d  a  " s o u rc e  image" i n  Donne, f o r

th e m a t i c a l ly  i t  g e n e ra te s  numerous o t h e r  im ages i n  h i s

p o e t r y ,  a l l  connec ted  t o  th e  i d e a  o f  th e  in c o h e re n c e ,

d i s p r o p o r t i o n ,  and d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  t h a t  r e s u l t  from th e  la c k
1

o f  an o r g a n iz in g  c e n t e r .  But i t  i s  n o t  th e  th e m a t ic  

im p o rtan ce  o f  " d i s t r a c t e d  c e n te r "  t h a t  prom pted  i t s  ch o ice  

a3 t i t l e ;  i t  was, r a t h e r ,  th e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  te rm  d o v e t a i l e d



n e a t l y  w i th  a modern approach  to  th e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f

s t r u c t u r e s  t h a t  in f lu e n c e d  t h i s  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  o f  Donne.

One so u rc e  o f  t h i s  approach  i s  C laude L e v i-

S t r a u s s ' s  "O v ertu re"  t o  Le Cru e t  Le C u i t . There  L ev i-

S t r a u s s  e x p la in s  why th e  myth t h a t  he h as  chosen  a s  th e

" r e f e r e n c e  myth" y e t  does n o t  d e s e rv e  t h a t  s p e c i a l  s t a t u s :

[T h is  r e f e r e n c e  myth] i s  a more o r  l e s s  e x ten d ed

t r a n s f o r m a t io n  o f  o th e r  myths w hich have o r i g i n a t e d

e i t h e r  i n  th e  same s o c i e ty  o r  i n  o t h e r  n e a r  and

d i s t a n t  s o c i e t i e s .  Because o f  t h i s ,  i t  would have

been q u i t e  p o s s i b l e  to  ta k e  o u r  p o i n t  o f  d e p a r tu r e
2

from any s i n g l e  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  t h e  g roup .

In  o r d e r  t o  s e e  th e  r e le v a n c e  o f  th e s e  words t o  o u r  

p r e s e n t  co n c e rn ,  we must s u b s t i t u t e  "body o f  poems" f o r  

"body o f  myths" as  t h a t  which m a n i f e s t s  " a - c e n t e r e d n e s s . "

The ty p e  o f  co h e s io n  e x i s t i n g  among D onne 's  poems i s  

s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  e x i s t i n g  among myths p roduced  by one c u l t u r e  

th e y  a r e  c o n n e c te d  n o t  by t h e i r  o r g a n iz a t io n  around  a s i n g l e  

poem, b u t  by t h e i r  embodiment, i n  v a r io u s  fo rm s, o f  th e  same 

f o r c e s  and r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  Thus i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  to  choose any 

one o f  them as  our s t a r t i n g  p o i n t ,  and s t i l l  t o  a r r i v e  a t  

th e  same s t r u c t u r a l  d e s c r i p t i o n .  The p a r t i c u l a r s  vary  from 

poem t o  poem, b u t  th e  k in d s  o f  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  t h a t  o rg a n iz e  

th o s e  p a r t i c u l a r s  a r e  c o n s ta n t .



These r e l a t i o n s h i p s  we have c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by t h e i r  

p r o p e r t i e s  o f  asymmetry, o b s c u r i t y ,  and d i a l e c t i c ,  

p r o p e r t i e s  w h ich , f a r  from b e in g  a r b i t r a r y ,  d e r iv e  i n  p a r t  

from  s p e c i f i c  h i s t o r i c a l ,  c u l t u r a l ,  and l i t e r a r y  fo rc e s  i n  

some way a c t i n g  on Donne— a lth o u g h  t o  d e s c r ib e  th e s e  f o r c e s  

a t  a l l  co m p re h en s iv e ly ,  and t o  t r a n s l a t e  t h a t  vague p h ra s e  

" in  some way" i n t o  more e x a c t  te rm s ,  would be a monumental 

t a s k .  R a th e r  th a n  a t te m p t in g  i t ,  we have chosen to  d e a l  

w i th  a more m anageable p rob lem , and have t r i e d ,  i n  th e  f i r s t  

c h a p t e r ,  t o  s u g g e s t  some o f  th e  ways in  which changes in  

con tem porary  p ro se  s t y l e  m igh t have pushed Donne's p o e t ry  

i n  th e  d i r e c t i o n s  i t  to o k .  The t h r e e  fo l lo w in g  c h a p te r s  t r y  

t o  d e f i n e ,  and t o  e x p lo re  i n  p a r t i c u l a r  poems, th o s e  

t e n d e n c i e s .

We have assumed, i n  th e  p r o c e s s ,  t h a t  because  D onne 's  

p o e t ry  a s  a whole i s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by a sy m m etr ic a l ,  o b s c u re ,  

and d i a l e c t i c a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  o u r  d i s c u s s io n  o f  an 

a d m i t te d ly  sm a ll  number o f  poems w i l l  be in  some way r e p r e ­

s e n t a t i v e .  We have a l s o  found i t  t o  be th e  c a se  t h a t  t h e s e  

t h r e e  ty p e s  o f  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  a r e  i n e x t r i c a b l y  bound t o  each  

o t h e r ,  so  t h a t  a c o n s id e r a t i o n  o f  any one n e c e s s a r i l y  

in v o lv e s  us i n  a c o n s id e r a t i o n  o f  th e  o t h e r s .  Thus i t  w ould  

have been p o s s i b l e  t o  a r r a n g e  o u r  c h a p te r s  d i f f e r e n t l y ,  s i n c e  

t h e  modes w i th  which th e y  d e a l  a r e  i n t e r tw in e d  i n  a  c i r c u l a r ,



n o t  a h i e r a r c h i c a l ,  f a s h io n .  S i m i l a r l y ,  an a n a l y s i s  o f  a

p a r t i c u l a r  poem may b e g in  i n d i f f e r e n t l y  w i th  m e te r ,  sy n ta x ,

o r  rhyme, f o r  each  avenue o f  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  w i l l  b r in g  us to

th e  same c r o s s r o a d s .

T h is  a p p a re n t ly  i n f i n i t e  s e l f - r e f l e x i v e n e s s  o f  a

poem means t h a t  th e  p ro c e s s  o f  d e s c r ib in g  i t  i s  n ev e r

com ple te ; as L e v i - S t r a u s s  has  s a i d  o f  m y th ic a l  a n a l y s i s ,

[T here  i s  no] s e c r e t  u n i ty  which one can s e i z e

h o ld  o f  a t  th e  end o f  th e  a n a l y s i s .  The themes

can  be s u b d iv id e d  e n d l e s s l y .  When we th in k  t h a t

we have u n ra v e le d  one from th e  o th e r  and can

m a in ta in  them s e p a r a t e l y ,  we soon f i n d  t h a t  they

a r e  b le n d in g  to g e t h e r  a s  though  u n d er  th e  p r e s s u r e
3

o f  a f f i n i t i e s  we had n o t  f o r e s e e n .

A k in d re d  f e e l i n g  h as  a t t e n d e d  t h i s  i n v e s t i g a t i o n

o f Donne a t  ev e ry  s t e p ,  f o r  each  a t te m p t  t o  i s o l a t e  a

p a r t i c u l a r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  h as  seemed a r b i t r a r y ,  and y e t

c o r r e c t iv e  e f f o r t s  t o  l o c a t e  i t  i n  th e  t o t a l  netw ork  o f

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  have  a lw ays r i s k e d  redundancy . But th e r e

i s  no d i r e c t  r o u te  to  th e  " c e n te r "  o f  a p o e t ' s  work, th e

e s s e n t i a l  must be found eve ryw here , i n  t h e  c o n t in u o u s ly

re v e a le d  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  o f  a l l  o f  i t s  p a r t s  t o  each  o th e r

— f o r  so " . . . t h e  p e e c le s s e  c e n te r s  f lo w ,/A n d  a re  i n  a l l
4

th e  l i n e s  w hich a l l  wayes g o e ."
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We hope, th e n ,  by fo l lo w in g  d ev io u s  p a th s  t o  come 

a t  som ething  e s s e n t i a l  i n  Donne. P erhaps  i n  th e  p ro c e s s  

i t  w i l l  a l s o  be p o s s i b l e  t o  make a c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  an 

ongo ing  s p e c u la t io n  b o th  a b o u t  what was im p o r ta n t  t o  h i s  

p o e t r y ,  and abou t t h o s e ,  coming a f t e r  him , t o  whom h i s  

p o e t ry  was im p o r ta n t .
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CHAPTER I  

POETRY AND PROSE 

• . . t h e  b l i n d e  f a t e  o f  la n g u a g e ,  whose t u n 'd  chime

More charmes th e  ou tw ard  se n se  . . .

Thomas Carew

To a p p e a l  more t o  th e  o u t e r  th a n  to  th e  in n e r  s e n s e ,

t o  f a i l  t o  be a f i t  in s t ru m e n t  f o r  th o u g h t ,  t o  d e f l e c t

one from e s s e n t i a l s :  such  i s  th e  b l i n d  f a t e  o f  a l l  w ords.

C arew 's  e le g y  on Donne r e p e a t s  an a n c ie n t  judgm ent, one

t h a t  can be t r a c e d  a t  l e a s t  as  f a r  back  as  th e  d i s t i n c t i o n

made i n  P l a t o ' s  P haedrus  betw een language  and th e  " l i v i n g
1

w ord ,"  th e  t r u e  w r i t i n g  en g rav ed  i n  th e  h e a r t .  Yet 

d e s p i t e  C arew 's  acknowledgment o f  t h e  u n iv e r s a l  c o n d i t io n  

(he r e a l i z e s  t h a t  D onne 's  p o e t ry  m ust e v e n tu a l ly  y i e l d  to  

th e  f a t e  t h a t  c o v e rs  a l l ) , he n e v e r t h e l e s s  g r a n t s  Donne 

a p ro m in en t  p l a c e  i n  t h e  h ie r a r c h y  o f  th e  damned. Below 

him w i l l  be th o s e  " L ib e r t i n e s  i n  P o e t r i e "  whose w i t ,  u n l ik e  

D o n n e 's ,  was n o t  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  th e  t a s k  o f  m atch ing  language  

t o  im a g in a t io n .  Carew a l lu d e s  h e r e  n o t  on ly  to  th o se  who 

have weakened th e  language  by s e r v i l e  i m i t a t i o n  o f  th e  

c l a s s i c a l  p o e t s ,  b u t  a l s o  t o  th e  t u r g i d i t y  o f  th e  E n g l is h  

language  i t s e l f ,  which s tu b b o rn ly  opposes any a t te m p t  to  

toughen  i t .



Abundant e v id e n c e  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  th e  e f f o r t s  by th e

l a t e - s i x t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  p o e t s  t o  make a  "c ru d e"  language

e lo q u e n t  were fo l lo w e d  by a counter-m ovem ent t o  r e f i n e  th e
2

language by d e s t r o y in g  t h a t  e lo q u e n c e .  A lthough  i t  was 

p o s s ib le  in  1579 f o r  "E .K ."  to  comment e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y  on 

S p e n s e r 's  use  o f  r h e t o r i c a l  f i g u r e s  i n  th e  S hepheardes 

C a le n d e r , by 1640 ( th e  p u b l i c a t i o n  d a t e  o f  Ben J o n s o n 's  

T im ber, o r  D i s c o v e r i e s ) t h e r e  were some i n d i c a t i o n s  o f  

r e a c t i o n ,  p e rhaps  t h e  m ost n o ta b le  b e in g  J o n s o n 's  remark 

t h a t  "S p en cer ,  i n  a f f e c t i n g  th e  A n c ie n ts ,  w r i t  no Language."

J o n s o n 's  p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  "a  p l a i n e  d o w n e - r ig h t  wisdome, 

[ r a t h e r ]  th e n  a f o o l i s h  and a f f e c t e d  e lo q u en ce"  h a s  some­

tim e s  been seen  as a d e c l a r a t i o n  o f  h i s  a l l e g i a n c e  to  

th e  M e ta p h y s ic a ls .  B ut h i s  c l a s s i c i s m  com m itted him to  

th e  m iddle ro a d ;  he w arn ed , i n  th e  same w ork, t h a t  a w r i t e r

sh o u ld  ta k e  c a re  t h a t  h i s  s t y l e  "be n o t  w in d in g , o r  wanton
3

w ith  f a r - f e t c h t  d e s c r i p t i o n s "  —which c e r t a i n l y  sounds 

l i k e  an a l l u s i o n  t o  t h e  enjam bed l i n e s  and "M etap h y s ica l"  

c o n c e i t s  o f  Donne. As a c r i t i c ,  Jonson  s e r v e s  a s  a u s e fu l  

b a ro m e te r ,  i n d i c a t i n g  a t  l e a s t  t h a t  p o e t s  were c o n sc io u s  

o f  th e  s t y l i s t i c  changes  t a k in g  p l a c e .

But i t  sh o u ld  b e  remembered t h a t  Donne was t r y i n g  to  

modify o n ly  t h a t  k in d  o f  e lo q u en ce  w hich c h a r a c t e r i z e d  h i s
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im m ediate  p re d e c e s s o rs - - th o u g h  to  some o f  h i s  c o n te m p o ra r ie s  

i t  seem ed t h a t  a l l  e loquence was b e in g  s a c r i f i c e d  to  a  new 

c r u d i t y ,  n o t  o n ly  o f  d i c t i o n  and  im a g e ry , b u t  o f  m e te r  

and s y n ta x  as w e l l .  (Some o f  th e  c o n fu s io n  m igh t be 

e x p la in e d  by th e  f a c t  t h a t  t o  t h e  e a r l y  E l iz a b e th a n s  

" r e f i n e , "  when used i n  r e s p e c t  t o  la n g u a g e ,  m eant c h i e f l y  

" p o l i s h  o r  make e l e g a n t , "  w hereas  by D onne 's  t im e  th e  word 

was b e g in n in g  t o  su g g e s t  s u b t l e t y  and  p r e c i s i o n  i n  

a d d i t i o n . )  Carew 's ev o c a t io n  o f  D onne 's  w i t  i s  h e l p f u l  

he re  i n  d e f in in g  one o f  th e  p r im a ry  i n t e n t i o n s  o f  h i s  

p o e t r y :  t o  educe from an e lo q u e n c e  o f  s u r f a c e s  an e lo q u e n c e

o f  s t r u c t u r e s .

D onne's achievem ent i s ,  t h e n ,  p re -e m in e n t  b ecau se  o f  

h i s  s u p e r i o r  w i t .  But i f  we t a k e  " s u p e r i o r "  to  mean o n ly  

" s u p e r i o r  t o  h i s  c o n te m p o ra r ie s ,"  we a re  r e a d in g  Carew 

n a i v e l y .  There i s  no doubt t h a t  Donne e x c e l l e d  i n  o r i g i ­

n a l i t y  (and Carew does comprehend t h e  word i n  i t s  modern 

sense  when he sa y s  t h a t  Donne g le a n e d  m a t t e r  f o r  h is  v e r s e  

from t h e  "b a re  lan d s"  o f  what was p u r e ly  h i s ) , t h a t  he  

imposed s p a r ta n  laws on a s l a c k  la n g u a g e ,  t h a t ,  i n  s h o r t ,  he 

w ro te  a  new k in d  o f  p o e t ry .  B u t i f  a t  th e  p e r ip h e ry  o f  

C arew 's  p r a i s e  o f  Donne i s  t h e  th o u g h t  t h a t  "He was b e t t e r  

a t  so m e th in g  th an  anyone e l s e  t o d a y ,"  a t  i t s  c e n t e r  i s  q u i t e  

a n o th e r :  "He was very  good a t  so m e th in g  no one e v e r  r e a l l y

su c c e e d s  i n . "
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F or lan g u ag e  i s  n o t  a  d iv in e  a c t i v i t y .  I t  c a n n o t

c la im  t o  have a p r i v i l e g e d  r e l a t i o n  to  t r u t h .  Yet where

th e  in a d e q u a c ie s  o f  language a re  much d w e lle d  upon— f o r

exam ple , i n  P l a t o — th e r e  o f t e n  i s  an i m p l i c a t i o n  t h a t  one

k in d  o f  lan g u ag e  i s  more t r u e  th a n  th e  o t h e r s .  The language

o f  th e  p h i lo s o p h e r s  i s  c o n s id e re d  " l e s s  e x t e r n a l "  th a n  th e

language  o f  t h e  r h e t o r i c i a n s  o r  th e  p o e t s .  A s e v e n te e n th -

c e n tu ry  fo rm u la t io n  o f  t h i s  id e a  may be found i n  Bacon:

f o r  him , p h ilo s o p h y  has r e f e r e n c e  t o  m an 's  r e a s o n ,  w h i le

p o e t r y ,  which r e f e r s  on ly  t o  th e  im a g in a t io n ,  c a n n o t

l e g i t i m a t e l y  be c h a r a c t e r i z e d  as "k n o w led g e .” In  a d d i t i o n ,

p h i lo s o p h ic  d i s c o u r s e  (o r  what Bacon c a l l e d  t h e  "way o f

p r o b a t i o n " ) , b ec au se  i t  m i r r o r s  th e  p r o c e s s e s  o f  th o u g h t

t h a t  have gone i n t o  i t s  fo rm a t io n ,  and th u s  i s  c a p a b le  o f
4

s e l f - c r i t i c i s m ,  f u n c t io n s  as a d i a l e c t i c a l  in s t r u m e n t .

I t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t o  see  i n  C arew 's  e le g y  an i m p l i c i t  answer 

t o  th e  B aconian p o s i t i o n ,  i n s o f a r  as  i t  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  

D onne 's  i n t e l l e c t  has su cceeded  in  making a p h i lo s o p h ic a l  

t o o l  o f  h i s  la n g u a g e ,  and has t h e r e f o r e  done a s  much as can 

be done t o  redeem p o e t ry  from p e r i s h i n g .

In d e ed ,  much has been made o f  th e  d i a l e c t i c a l  n a tu r e  

o f  M e ta p h y s ic a l  p o e t r y ,  i t s  commitment, s h a r e d  w ith  

"M e tap h y s ica l"  p ro s e  w r i t e r s  l i k e  Browne, t o  th e  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n
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o f  th o u g h t .  One way o f  ap p ro a c h in g  th e  p o e t ry  o f  Donne, 

H e r b e r t ,  and M arv e ll  i s  t o  se e  i t  as  p a r t  o f  a long­

s ta n d in g  c o n s p ira c y  t o  u su rp  p a r t  o f  p h i lo s o p h y 's  domain.

T h a t some con tem porary  r e a d e r s  saw i t  as such i s  i n d i c a t e d  

by Drummond o f  H aw thornden 's  comment t h a t  " in  v a in  have 

some Men o f  l a t e  (T ran s fo rm ers  o f  every  Thing) co n su lted -  

upon h e r  [ p o e t r y ' s ]  R e fo rm a tio n ,  and endeavoured to  

a b s t r a c t  h e r  to  M e ta p h y s ic a l  I d e a ' s  [ s i c . ] ,  and S c h o l a s t i c a l  

Q u i d d i t i e s ,  denuding  h e r  o f  h e r  own H a b i ts ,  and th o se  

Ornaments w ith  which she h a th  amused the  World some
g

Thousand Y e a rs ."  There  i s  some i n s i g h t  h e r e ,  though one 

would l i k e  to  r e f e r  t h e  w r i t e r  t o  Dante. I t  i s  n e c e s s a r y ,  

i n  any c a s e ,  to  r e c a l l  t h a t  th e  m edieval p r a c t i c e  o f  

r e f e r r i n g  t o  th e  p o e t  as a p h i lo s o p h e r  was f a r  from dead  

i n  D onne's t im e . S id n e y 's  d e fe n s e  o f  p o e try  r e s t s  in  l a r g e  

p a r t  on t h e  id e a  t h a t  p o e ts  were th e  o r i g i n a l  p h i lo s o p h e r s ,  

and Ben Jo n so n ,  to o ,  a f f i r m s  t h a t  "Poesy" i s  "a  d u lc e t  and
7

g e n t l e  P h ilo so p h y  . . . "

To m ention  th e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  p o e t ry  w ith  

p h i lo s o p h y  (and c o n s e q u e n t ly ,  th e  s t r u g g le  on th e  p a r t  o f  

each  t o  b re ak  f r e e  o f  th e  o th e r )  r a i s e s  a s p e c t e r  o f  im posing , 

d im e n s io n s .  M oreover, t h e r e  a r e  o th e r s  t h a t  fo llo w  s u i t :  

t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  p o e t ry  w i th  r h e t o r i c ,  on th e  one h an d ,
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and w ith  m usic , on t h e  o t h e r .  T hat r h e t o r i c  s t i l l

e x e rc i s e d  p o w erfu l  dom inion o v e r  p o e t ry  i n  th e  R ena issance

i s  a w ell-know n f a c t .  The f i g u r e s  o f  s p e e c h ,  t o p i c s  o f

in v e n t io n ,  and th e o ry  o f  th e  t h r e e  s t y l e s  p ro v id e d  much 
8

common ground. The p r a c t i c e  o f  e a r l y  w r i t e r s  on r h e t o r i c

o f  f in d in g  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  in  t h e  p o e ts  c o n t in u e d  i n t o  th e

R e n a is san c e , as  w e l l  a s  th e  r e v e r s e  b e in g  t r u e :  m ost

R enaissance  works on " p o e t ic "  were r e a l l y  on r h e t o r i c .

While i t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  as  e a r l y  as A r i s t o t l e ' s  R h e to r ic

d i s t i n c t i o n s  betw een  p o e t ry  and r h e t o r i c  had been  made, i t

i s  a l s o  t r u e  t h a t  p o e t r y ,  as  a r u l e ,  s u f f e r e d  more h e a v i ly

from i t s  a s s o c i a t i o n  w i th  r h e t o r i c  th an  d id  r h e t o r i c
9

from i t s  a s s o c i a t i o n  w i th  p o e t r y .  (There i s  a s i g n i f i c a n t

amount o f  c r i t i c i s m  t h a t  app roaches  th e  p o e t r y  o f  t h i s
10

p e r io d  from th e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  r h e t o r i c .  At i t s  b e s t ,  t h i s  

k ind  o f  c r i t i c i s m  u s e s  th e  i n t i m a t e  c o n n e c t io n  between 

p o e try  and r h e t o r i c  t o  i l l u m i n a t e  t h e  form er? a t  i t s  w o rs t ,  

i t  feed s  co n fu s io n  by  a v o id in g  th e  i s s u e  o f  why p o e t ry  i s  

n o t  r h e t o r i c . )

T r e a t i s e s  su c h  as  S id n e y 's  A po log ie  and P u tte n h a m 's  

A rte  o f  E n g lish  P o e s i e  t e s t i f y  t h a t  the  l a t e  s i x t e e n t h -  

c e n tu ry  was s t i l l  u n d e r  th e  heavy in f lu e n c e  o f  th e  t r a d i t i o n  

t h a t  p i c t u r e d  p o e t r y  f la n k e d  by th e  s i s t e r  a r t s  o f  r h e t o r i c  

and p h i lo s o p h y .  I n  f a c t ,  i t  was n o t  u n t i l  th e  e i g h te e n th
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c e n tu ry  t h a t  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n  l o s t  i t s  h o ld ,  and th e n  i t  was

a t  some ex p en se . For i t  was t h a t  lo n g - s ta n d in g  a s s o c i a t i o n

which h ad  bestow ed upon p o e t ry  p a r t  o f  i t s  " r a t i o n a l i t y " ?

th e  su b se q u e n t  r e f e r e n c e  o f  p o e t ry  e x c lu s iv e ly  to  th e  domain
11

o f  th e  im a g in a t io n  (a tendency  w hich began w i th  Bacon)

r e s u l t e d  i n  th e  developm ent o f  a  p r e c a r i o u s  s i t u a t i o n .  Not

f o r  two c e n tu r i e s  would th e r e  be a  th e o ry  o f  th e  im a g in a t io n

a b le  t o  s u s t a i n  th e  l in k in g  o f  p o e t ry  w i th  th e  i r r a t i o n a l .

U n t i l  th e n ,  i t  c o u ld  n o t  a f f o r d  t o  lo s e  th e  s u p p o r t  o f

p h i lo so p h y  and r h e t o r i c :  t h a t  s u p p o r t  was one o f  th e

c o n d i t io n s  t h a t  a l low ed  i t  t o  e x i s t  as p o e t r y .  Thus th e

h-^avy p a r t i c i p a t i o n  by p o e t ry  in  t h e  a c t i v i t i e s  o f  p r o s e - -

th e  freedom  en jo y ed  by p o e ts  such  as  S p e n s e r ,  D av ie s ,  and

G r e v i l l e  to  be " p h i l o s o p h ic a l " —was i n  p a r t  a good th in g ?

th e  ad v an c in g  s e p a r a t io n  o f  p o e t r y  and p ro se  i n  th e  l a t t e r

h a l f  o f  th e  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry  was accom panied by th e

t r i v i a l i z a t i o n  o f  th e  fo rm er: i t  had a lw ays been th e  handmaid
12

o f  t r u t h ,  b u t  t r u t h  was th en  i n  t h e  hands o f  th e  s c i e n t i s t s .

One f i n a l  t i e  shou ld  be m e n t io n e d - - th a t  betw een 

p o e t ry  and m usic . T hat much o f  M e ta p h y s ic a l  p o e t ry  r e p r e s e n te d  

a movement away from l y r i c - a s - s o n g  i s  g e n e r a l l y  a c c e p te d ?  no 

R e n a is sa n c e  th e o ry  o f  s o n g -p h ra s in g  w i l l  a c c o u n t  f o r  th e  

complex rhythm s o f  Donne. B u t t h e r e  h as  been a te n d e n c y ,
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s in c e  th e  R om antics, t o  c o n f l a t e  th e  i d e a  o f  m usic  and

th e  i d e a  o f  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  " l y r i c "  b e in g  th e  bond. Such
13

c o n c lu s io n s  as  V ic t o r  Hamm's ( in  "M eter and Meaning")

t h a t  " s u b j e c t i v e  ( l y r i c a l )  f e e l i n g  s e e k s  rhythm s t h a t

ap p ro x im a te  th e  e f f e c t s  o f  music" a r e  s t i l l  p o s s i b l e ,  as

long  a s  we do n o t  ta k e  "music" t o  be w hat th e  s e v e n te e n th

c e n tu ry  took  i t  to  be . I f  we a r e  to  u n d e r s ta n d  "music"

i n  i t s  s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu ry  s e n se ,  th e n  we m ust a l lo w

w hat i s  by now a x io m a t ic :  t h a t  D onne's  p o e t r y ,  a t  l e a s t ,

i s  opposed  i n  c o n c e p t io n  t o  th e  song forms th e n  c u r r e n t .

Much o f  i t s  i n t e r e s t  d e r iv e s  from th e  f a c t  t h a t  w h ile

th e  form o f  a song i s  r e t a i n e d ,  a co m p lex ity  o f  s y n ta x ,

rhy thm , and m e te r  i s  engendered  t h a t  c a n n o t  a d e q u a te ly
14

be re n d e re d  m u s ic a l ly .

Why h i s  p o e t ry  e s p e c i a l l y ,  as a co rpus  p u r p o r t i n g

i n  some ways t o  be " p h i lo s o p h ic , "  had  to  s e p a r a t e  i t s e l f

from m usic i s  made c l e a r  by S a in t  A u g u s t in e 's  d i s t i n c t i o n

b e tv e e n  song and sp e e ch :  s in c e  th e  p u rp o se s  o f  s p e a k in g

a r e  t o  te a c h  and to  rem ind , words j o in e d  t o  m usic  o n ly  f o r

p l e a s u r a b l e  e f f e c t  p roduce  a sound t h a t  "can  be c a l l e d
15

s i n g i n g ,  b u t  i t  c a n n o t  be c a l l e d  s p e a k in g ."  In  s h o r t ,  

s p e e c h ,  however f a u l t y ,  can make a c o n n e c t io n  to  L ogos; 

song c a n n o t .
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But i f  music c a n n o t be  an adequate  d e te rm in a n t  o f

l y r i c ,  n e i t h e r  can a s im p le  co n c ep t o f  i n d i v i d u a l i t y .

B oth  "Come Away, Come, Sweet Love!" and "The Good-morrow"

have  a r i g h t  t o  th e  same name. What can be sa id  i s  t h a t

t h e r e  a p p e a rs  to  be a c o n n e c t io n  between Donne's k i n d  o f

i n d i v i d u a l i z e d  l y r i c  and th e  d im in u tio n  o f  th e  "m u s ic a l"

component in  p o e t r y .  The r e v e r s e  i s  a lso  t r u e :  " i n s o f a r

as  th e  age [ t h e  s i x t e e n t h  c e n tu r y ]  i s  one i n  which 'm u s ic

and  sw ee t p o e t ry  a g r e e '  i t  i s  one w ith  a b i a s  to w ard
16

g e n e r a l i z e d  and im p e rso n a l  l y r i c  p o e t ry ."

The s u g g e s t io n  t h a t  m u s i c a l i t y  i n  v e rse  u n d e rw en t 

a change between S idney  and S p e n s e r 's  tim e and D onne 's  

( i t  i s  a s u g g e s t io n  one f i n d s  a l s o  in  C arew 's e leg y )  

m ig h t  seem t o  p la y  e i t h e r  i n t o  th e  hands o f  those o b s e r ­

v e r s  o f  Donne who, l i k e  Jo n so n ,  acknowledged th a t  h e  

m ig h t  be " th e  f i r s t  p o e t  i n  t h e  w orld  in  some t h i n g s , "

b u t  i n s i s t e d  t h a t  h e ,  " f o r  n o t  keep in g  o f  a c c e n t ,  d e s e r v e d  
17

h an g in g "  — o r  i n t o  th e  hands o f  such u n p o e t ic  s e n s i b i l i ­

t i e s  as  Thomas S p r a t ' s ,  whose commendation o f  C ow ley 's

i r r e g u l a r  m e te r  i n  th e  P in d a r iq u e  Odes was based on  i t s
18

su p p o sed  " n e a r  a f f i n i t y  w i th  P r o s e ."  O c c a s io n a l ly  a 

modern c r i t i c  w i l l  echo t h i s  le f t - h a n d e d  p r a i s e  by c l a im in g  

t h a t  Donne, i n  h i s  a n x ie ty  t o  t r a n s c e n d  E l iz a b e th a n  f lu e n c y ,
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d e l i b e r a t e l y  ig n o r e d  m e t r i c a l  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s :  " n o t  to

19
b o th e r  a b o u t  o n e 's  m e tre  was a to k e n  o f  in t im a c y ."

A lthough  i t  i s  by now a commonplace t h a t  Donne's

v e r s e  i n c o r p o r a t e s  th e  rhythm s o f  th e  spoken language—

and i n n o v a t i v e l y  so — i t  i s  u n j u s t i f i e d  t o  assum e, f i r s t ,

t h a t  w hat we f i n d  i n  him i s  a c a v a l i e r  f l a u n t i n g  o f

m e t r i c a l  norm s, and se c o n d , t h a t  t h i s  b e h a v io r  d e r iv e s

from h i s  i n o r d i n a t e  a t ta c h m e n t  to  c o n v e r s a t io n a l

v e r i s i m i l i t u d e .  There h as  been  enough ev id en ce  assem bled

t o  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  Do nne i s  " u n m e tr ic a l"  o r  h a r s h  c h i e f ly
20

i n  h i s  s a t i r e s ,  and t h e r e  was p r e c e d e n t  f o r  t h a t .  (The

l a r g e r  q u e s t i o n s  o f  th e  ro u g h n e s s ,  d e n s i t y ,  and asymmetry

o f  h i s  n o n - s a t i r i c  v e r s e  w i l l  have t o  be d e f e r r e d  u n t i l

l a t e r  c h a p t e r s . )

More i l l u m i n a t i n g  i n  r e s p e c t  to  Donne i s  T .S .

E l i o t ' s  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  t h e  t a s k  o f  h i s  own g e n e ra t io n  o f

p o e ts  was th e  e n la rg e m e n t  o f  p o e t ry  to  in c lu d e  " n o n -p o e t ic "  
21

e le m e n ts .  T h is  s ta te m e n t  was made by way o f  c r i t i c i z i n g  

M ilton  f o r  h i s  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s l y  " p o e t ic "  d i c t i o n ;  i t  

p ro b a b ly  would n o t  have been made i f  Donne had n o t  s e t  a 

p r e c e d e n t  f o r  th e  i n c l u s i o n  o f  "p ro se "  e lem en ts  in  v e r s e .  

H ere , as  A rn o ld  S t e in  h as  p o in te d  o u t ,  i t  i s  n o t  so  much 

Donne's use  o f  l o g i c  and r h e t o r i c ,  even when th e s e  a re  

employed i n  a s t r u c t u r a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  way, t h a t  i s
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im p o r ta n t ;  w hat i s  r e l e v a n t  i s  h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  p u t  th e

s y n ta x ,  rhythm, and d i c t i o n  o f  c o l l o q u i a l  sp eech  t o  p o e t i c  
22

u s e .  The f a c t  t h a t  th e  p ro se  o f  D onne's  t im e  was in  th e

p ro c e s s  o f  f in d in g  i t s e l f  so  f l e x i b l e  an in s t ru m e n t  m ust

have  c o n s t i t u t e d  a p a r t i c u l a r  t h r e a t  to  p o e t r y ,  one t h a t

would fo rc e  i t  t o  e n l a r g e  i n  o r d e r  t o  become a more a l l -

encom passing medium.

I t  m ight p ro v e  f r u i t f u l ,  when exam in ing  th e  m e te r ,

rhythm , s y n ta x ,  and d i c t i o n  o f  D onne 's  v e r s e  f o r  th e

s o - c a l l e d  " n o n -p o e t ic "  e le m e n ts  c o n ta in e d  t h e r e i n ,  to

r e c a l l  th e  f a c t  t h a t  a t  one o th e r  t im e ,  a t  l e a s t ,  i n  th e

h i s t o r y  o f  p o e t ry  ( D a n t e 's ) ,  ex trem e p r e s s u r e  from th e

d i r e c t i o n  o f  p r o s e  r e s u l t e d  in  an e x t r a o r d in a r y  e x te n s io n

o f  th e  p o e t i c  b o u n d a r ie s .  (However, i t  m ust be  acknowledged

t h a t  in  D a n te 's  c a s e  th e  c o m p e t i t io n  was fo rm id a b le  n o t

on ly  from p r o s e ,  i . e .  th e o lo g y ,  b u t  a l s o  from p o e t r y . )
23

One m ight assum e, as  E r i c h  Auerbach has done, t h a t  th e  

p r e s s u r e  on Dante t o  d e fe n d  p o e t ry  was s o  g r e a t ,  and h i s  

d e s i r e  to  au tonom ize p o e t i c  e lem e n ts  so  s t r o n g ,  t h a t  sub­

ju g a t io n  o f  th e  a l l e g o r i c a l  d im ension  t o  th e  l i t e r a l  r e s u l t e d .  

As Dante has been  ac c u se d  o f  l e t t i n g  h i s  c h a r a c t e r s  o v e r r u le  

th e  C h r i s t i a n  a l l e g o r y ,  so  Donne h as  been ac cu se d  o f  

a l lo w in g  h i s  c h a r a c t e r s  ( th e  d ra m a t ic  v o ic e s  i n  h i s  p o e try )  

to  overthrow  him a s  c r a f t s m a n .  But i t  i s  a s  l i t t l e  j u s t i f i e d
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t o  blame "mimesis" f o r  making Dante to o  much o f  a p o e t  

(as  opposed  to  a l l e g o r i s t )  as  i t  i s  t o  blame i t  f o r  making 

Donne to o  l i t t l e  o f  one. I t  would be f a i r e r  to  say t h a t  

b o th  p o e t s  le a rn e d  to  wage b a t t l e  on t h e  enem y's ground 

( in  some ways one m ight r e a d  Dante i n s t e a d  o f  A qu inas , and 

Donne i n s t e a d  o f  Montaigne) , and t h a t  an  u n u su a l d e g re e  o f  

p o e t i c  freedom  r e s u l t e d  from th e  c h a l l e n g e  o f  th e  

c o m p e t i t io n .

S h a red ,  to o ,  by b o th  p o e ts  i s  a  p r e c a r io u s  i n d iv i d u ­

a l i t y  w h ich , s e e in g  th e  D iv ine as  t h e  so u rc e  o f  i t s  p o e t r y ,  

i s  c a p a b le  o f  lu r c h in g  from th e  e x t re m e  o f  p r id e  t o  th e  

ex trem e o f  h u m i l i ty ,  depending on w h ich  p e r s p e c t iv e  i s  ta k e n .  

(One does n o t  o r d i n a r i l y  th in k  o f  Donne as a c o n s c io u s ly  

t h e o c e n t r i c  p o e t— a s ,  f o r  exam ple , H e r b e r t  and , more s u b t l y ,

M a rv e l l ,  a r e —b u t  t h e o c e n t r i c  t h e o r i e s  o f  a r t  were very
24

much a l i v e  i n  h i s  t im e . He i s  e c h o in g  an a n c i e n t  id e a

when, i n  h i s  sermon on E a s t e r  Day, 1622 , he l ik e n s  th e

p o e t ' s  work to  G od 's : " . . . P o e t r y  i s  a c o u n t e r f a i t

C r e a t i o n ,  and makes th in g s  t h a t  a r e  n o t ,  as though th e y  
25

w e re ."  ) But though Donne's p o e t ry  c o n ta in s  b o th  e x tre m e s ,

i t  does n o t  succeed  in  e s t a b l i s h i n g  a con tinuum  betw een  them,

as D a n te 's  does ; however, no s u c c e s s io n  o f  b r i e f  l y r i c s
26

co u ld  a c h ie v e  th e  c o n t in u i ty  o f  t h e  D iv in a  Commedia.
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N e v e r th e l e s s , D onne's i n a b i l i t y  t o  e f f e c t  a t o t a l  r e c o n c i l i ­

a t i o n  betw een c o n f l i c t i n g  ex trem es in  h i s  p o e t ry  m ig h t be 

a t t r i b u t e d  t o  a s u s p i c io n  on h i s  p a r t  t h a t  p o e t r y — even 

i f  " d iv in e " — was somehow a dangerous a c t i v i t y ,  d i d a c t i c  

works i n  p ro se  n e c e s s a r i l y  b e in g  s a f e r .  And w h i le  h i s  

comment on p o e t ry  a s s u r e d ly  d id  n o t  in te n d  th e  p u n , t h e r e  

i s  p e rh ap s  a se n se  in  w hich  D onne's  poems were "made 

a g a in s t "  th e  a c t i v i t y  o f  th e  C r e a to r ,  h i s  se rm ons , on th e  

o t h e r  h an d , b e in g  "made fo r"  i t .

F o r  D onne's p o e t r y  i s  very  much a d i a l e c t i c a l  

e n d e a v o r .  H is su c c e s s  i n  evoking  th e  k n o t te d n e s s  o f  

e x p e r ie n c e  by th e  k n o t te d n e s s  o f  words r a i s e s  th e  same query  

a s  do some o f  M i l to n 's  more s p e c t a c u l a r  s y n t a c t i c a l  man­

e u v e rs  : w hether th e  f a l l  i n t o  d i a l e c t i c  was n o t  r a t h e r  a

f o r t u n a t e  consequence o f  m an 's o r i g i n a l  s i n .  (That th e  F a l l

d i d  e n t a i l  a f a l l  f o r  la n g u ag e  i s  one o f  th e  u n a v o id a b le
27

i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  P a r a d i s e  L o s t ,  though th e  a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  

m an 's  d i s t a n c e  from th e  D iv ine  w ith  th e  o p a c i ty  o f  lan g u ag e  

need  n o t  be so u g h t  in  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  t r a d i t i o n  o n ly :  w i tn e s s

th e  e v e r - p r e s e n t  se n se  o f  l i n g u i s t i c  t r a n s p a re n c y — a s t a t e  

im ag ined  b u t  n e v e r  to  be  a c h ie v e d ,  because  i t  i s  i n  some way 

a  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  in  te rm s— i n  th e  P l a t o n i c  d i a lo g u e s . )  I t  i s ,  

p a r a d o x i c a l l y ,  th e  f a l l e n  s t a t e  o f  language t h a t  a l lo w s  

t h e  human mind t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  i t s e l f .  As K enneth Burke has
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s a i d ,  w hat s e t s  man a p a r t  i s  n o t  so  much th e  a b i l i t y  to  use

language  as i t  i s  th e  a b i l i t y  to  use  language  to  t a l k  ab o u t 
28

la n g u ag e .

And d i a l e c t i c  i s  th e  s e l f - c r i t i c a l  mode p a r  e x c e l l e n c e . 

Depending on o n e 's  p o i n t  o f  v iew , i t s  u se  may be re g a rd e d  

e i t a e r  as  a s e l f - a b a s i n g  a c t i v i t y  s e r v in g  p r im a r i l y  to  

em phasize th e  l i m i t s  b o th  o f  language  and o f  th e  mind— o r  

as a s e l f - g l o r i f y i n g  a c t i v i t y  on a c c o u n t  o f  i t s  m e ta l in ­

g u i s t i c  n a t u r e .  As M a rv e l l ,  f o r  exam ple , u se s  d i a l e c t i c ,  

th e  fo rm er seems t o  be t r u e ?  he "makes hay ro p es"  as  one 

m ig h t clim b hand o v e r  hand : th e  g o a l  i s  k e p t  in  mind, b u t

i t  n e v e r  a p p e a rs  i n  s i g h t .  On th e  o t h e r  hand , Donne's use 

o f  d i a l e c t i c ,  a shade more ambiguous th a n  M a r v e l l ' s ,  

s u g g e s ts  a mind w hich r e v e l s  in  t h a t  to r tu o u s  a c t i v i t y .

(The d i f f e r e n c e s  betw een th e  two p o e ts  w a r ra n t  f u r t h e r  

d i s c u s s io n ?  t h e s e  g e n e ra l  rem arks a r e  in te n d e d  s im ply  a s  

p r e l im in a r y  t o  th e  e x te n d ed  d i s c u s s io n  o f  d i a l e c t i c  in  

C h ap te r  IV .)

But w h a tev e r  th e  d i f f e r e n c e s  between them, M arv e ll

and Donne become tem porary  a l l i e s  i n  s p i r i t  when compared

to  H e r b e r t .  The em blem atic  e le m e n ts  i n  h i s  p o e t r y ,  h i s  use

o f  f i g u r e ,  i n  a v i s u a l  s e n s e ,  have o f t e n  been commented 
29

upon. I n s o f a r  as t h e  em blem atic , by v i r t u e  o f  i t s
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immediate l i n k  t o  a l l e g o r y ,  e n t a i l s  a " t h i s  e q u a ls  th a t "

30
mode, H e r b e r t ' s  p o e t ry  may be s a i d  to  s t r i v e  f o r  s t a s i s .

C e n tr a l  to  h i s  work a r e  th e  c o n c e p ts  o f  l i g h t  and s i l e n c e

— a t t r i o u t e s  o f  th e  E t e r n a l —w hereas i n  Donne, m o tion ,
31

" d a rk n e s s ,"  and speech  a r e  th e  g iv e n s .  A no ther  way o f

s t a t i n g  th e  d i f f e r e n c e  be tw een  th e  two i s  t o  say  t h a t  i f

in h e r e n t  in  D onne's u se  o f  f i g u r a t i v e  lan g u ag e  i s  a

paradox  ( s in c e ,  as  R o s a l ie  C o lie  d e m o n s t r a te s ,  a l l  f i g u r a -
32

t i v e ' language p o in t s  t o  t h e  d i s a b i l i t i e s  o f  lan g u ag e  ) ,  

th en  in h e r e n t  i n  H e r b e r t ' s  k in d  o f  f i g u r a t i o n  i s  th e  same 

paradox  t r a n s l a t e d  i n t o  o t h e r  te rm s .

For even th e  m ost " t r a n s p a r e n t "  language  i s  image­

la d e n ,  .since th e  word i t s e l f  i s  b u t  a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  a 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n .  M eaning, th e n ,  always l i e s  b eh in d  a v e i l ,  

and, as  C.S. P e i r c e  h as  s a i d ,  "T h is  c l o th in g  n e v e r  can be

com ple te ly  s t r i p p e d  o f f ,  i t  i s  o n ly  changed f o r  som eth ing
33

more d iap h an o u s ."  B ut b e h in d  H e r b e r t ' s  f i g u r a t i o n  l i e s  

an a t te m p t  to  d is p e n s e  w i th  th e  in t e r m e d ia te  n a t u r e  o f  

im ages; i t  h o ld s  u p , i n  i t s  e v o c a t io n  o f  a t r a n s p a r e n t  

s i m p l i c i t y ,  " a - f i g u r a t i v e n e s s "  as  an i d e a l .

To c la im , i n  c o n t r a s t ,  t h a t  p a r t  o f  D onne 's  "da rkness"  

d e r iv e s  from h i s  use  o f  t h e  f i g u r e s  o f  s p e e c h ,  and e s p e c i a l l y  

o f  t r o p e ,  m ig h t ,  how ever, le a d  t o  a t o o - f a c i l e  c o n c lu s io n :
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t h a t  Donne was a t y p o l o g i s t  manque, and would have l i k e d

to  have been  an em b lem a tis t  had he l i v e d  a l i t t l e  e a r l i e r ,

b u t  was fo rc e d  by th e  tem per o f  h i s  t im e  i n t o  a more
34

p r i v a t e ,  and th u s  o b s c u re r ,  k in d  o f  f i g u r a t i o n .  B ut 

t h e r e  i s  to o  much d i f f e r e n c e  i n  i n t e n t i o n  betw een  D onne 's  

c o n c e i t s  and H e r b e r t ' s  f o r  t h i s  h y p o th e s i s  to  be a c c e p ta b le :  

Donne as  c o n c e i t i s t  i s  n o t  b a s i c a l l y  v i s u a l  in  o r i e n t a t i o n .

To se ek  th e  so u rc e  o f  h i s  p o e t i c  in  C o n t in e n ta l  t h e o r i e s  

o f  th e  emblem i s  a m isgu ided  en d e av o r ;  a l th o u g h  b o th  th e  

p o e t ' s  use  o f  language and an emblem may be c a l l e d  

" f i g u r a t i o n , "  th e  common term  r e s t s  on a b i f u r c a t i o n  o f  

m eaning.

A m ost s u c c in c t  fo rm u la t io n  o f  t h i s  d i f f e r e n c e  may

be found i n  R obert K l e i n 's  c h a p te r  on th e  emblem i n  La Forme

e t  L ' I n t e l l i g i b l e , which p o in t s  o u t  t h a t  c o n c e i t i s m  (one o f

th e  e s s e n t i a l  marks o f  which i s  th e  movement from v e r b a l

f i g u r e s  to  q u a s i - v i s u a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n )  r e s t s  on th e  f a c t

t h a t  th e  m etaphor in v o lv e d  i s  an image a t  once d i s c u r s i v e

and c a p a b le  o f  v i s u a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n — i s ,  in d e e d ,  a n t e r i o r
35

t o  th e  d i s t i n c t i o n  between th e  two modes t h a t  e x p r e s s  i t .

T h a t  m etaphor i n  Donne i s  n o t  a n t e r i o r  t o  t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n  

can be d e m o n s tra te d  by a t te m p t in g  to  fo l lo w  some o f  h i s  

c o n c e i t s  v i s u a l l y ;  to  do so  would t u r n  a poem l i k e  "The
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E x s ta s ie "  i n t o  an e x e r c i s e  i n  th e  g r o te s q u e .  (Of c o u r s e ,

c e r t a i n  M e ta p h y s ica l  images can be r e a d  v i s u a l l y  w i th o u t

becoming g r o te s q u e ,  a l th o u g h  a g ro te s q u e  e f f e c t  i s  o f t e n

th e  i n a d v e r t e n t  r e s u l t  o f  a " v i s u a l  i n t e n t i o n "  on t h e  p a r t

o f  a  M e tap h y s ic a l  p o e t— Crashaw, f o r  o n e .)

Yet i t  i s  n o t  c o m p le te ly  u n w arran ted  to  p o s i t  some

k in d  o f  c o n t i n u i t y  betw een a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  s i x t e e n t h -

c e n tu ry  form o f  im age-m aking and th e  te c h n iq u e s  o f  th e

M e tap h y s ica l  p o e t s ,  a l th o u g h  t h a t  c o n t i n u i t y  c a n n o t  r e s t

s im ply  i n  t h e  d e s i r e  o f  th e  p o e ts  t o  " s e l e c t  such  p a r t i c u l a r s

as  w i l l  b e s t  i n d i c a t e  th e  in te n d e d  u n i v e r s a l " — a d e s i r e

w h ich , a c c o rd in g  t o  Rosemond Tuve, u n i t e s  th e  E l iz a b e th a n
36

w ith  th e  s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  p o e t s .  (O ther c r i t i c s ,  to o ,

have a rg u ed  t h a t  Donne i s  o r g a n i c a l l y  l in k e d  t o  th e

R en a is san c e  emblem t r a d i t i o n  and th e  " p o e t i c  o f  c o r re sp o n d -  
37

e n c e ."  ) But i t  would seem t h a t  th e  tendency  to  

u n i v e r s a l i z e  p a r t i c u l a r s  i s  s h a re d  by p o e t s  o f  a l l  e r a s ,  and 

c a n n o t  j u s t l y  be r e g a rd e d  as th e  d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  l i n k  between 

th e  E l iz a b e th a n s  and t h e  M e ta p h y s ic a ls .

What was common t o  th e  p o e t i c  im agery o f  b o th  th e  

s i x t e e n t h  and th e  s e v e n te e n th  c e n t u r i e s  was th e  f r e q u e n t  

ap p e a ran c e  o f  w hat K enneth Burke has c a l l e d  th e  " n o b le s t  

sy n e c d o c h e ,"  nam ely , t h a t  p ro c la im in g  th e  i d e n t i t y  o f  

macrocosm and  m icrocosm . Burke c a l l s  t h i s  form o f  th e  f i g u r e
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an " i d e a l  synecdoche" b ec a u se  o f  i t s  com ple te  r e v e r s i ­

b i l i t y :  s in c e  " th e  i n d i v i d u a l  i s  t r e a t e d  as  a r e p l i c a  o f

th e  u n i v e r s e ,  and v ic e  v e r s a  . . . m icrocosm i s  r e l a t e d  to  

macrocosm as  p a r t  to  w h o le , and e i t h e r  th e  whole can 

r e p r e s e n t  th e  p a r t  o r  th e  p a r t  can  r e p r e s e n t  th e  whole . . . 

One co u ld  th u s  look  th ro u g h  th e  r e m o te s t  a s t ro n o m ic a l

d i s t a n c e s  to  th e  ' t r u t h  w i t h i n , '  o r  co u ld  look  w i th in  to
38

l e a r n  th e  ' t r u t h  in  a l l  th e  u n iv e r s e  w i t h o u t . '  "

Not a R e n a issan c e  i n v e n t io n ,  t h i s  e q u a t io n  o f  in n e r

w ith  o u t e r  r e a l i t y  y e t  had p a r t i c u l a r  s i g n i f i c a n c e  f o r  th e

ag e . The w ell-know n s t u d i e s  by B u rc k h a rd t  and C a s s i r e r

have d e m o n s tra te d  t h a t  th e  human mind was th o u g h t  o f  as

b o th  c e n t r a l  and i n f i n i t e ,  as b e in g  s i t u a t e d  a t  th e  c e n t e r

o f  th e  u n iv e r s e  and a t  th e  same tim e  c a p a b le  o f  i n f i n i t e  
39

e x p a n s io n .  "Man, th e  Ego, a p p e a rs  t o  t h e  u n iv e r s e ,  th e
40

w o rld ,  a t  once as  th e  e n c lo s in g  and th e  e n c lo s e d ."

However, th e  microcosm-macrocosm r e l a t i o n  i s  n o t  an 

unambiguous one; two d i f f e r e n t  v iew s o f  th e  p r o p o s i t i o n  

"Man i s  a  l i t t l e  w orld"  may be t a k e n ,  depend ing  on w h e th e r
•4  . . . .

one p u ts  th e  em phasis  on " l i t t l e "  o r  on "w o r ld ."  E x p lo i t ­

in g  th e  m icrocosm  c o n c e p t  as  a l t e r n a t e l y  e n n o b l in g  and 

h u m i l i a t i n g  i s  as  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  M e tap h y s ica l  p ro se  as 

i t  i s  o f  th e  p o e t r y :  i n  th e  fo rm er (Donne and Browne

e s p e c i a l l y ) , th e  te c h n iq u e  o f  i n s t a n ta n e o u s  r e v e r s a l  may be
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c o n s id e r e d  a norm. M orris  C r o l l  h as  s a i d  o f  B row ne's s t y l e

t h a t  th e  p e r io d s  always open o u tw ard , lo s i n g  th e m se lv es  in
41

a h i n t  o f  i n f i n i t y .  But w hat has  been c a l l e d  h i s
42

" g e n e r a t iv e  s t y l e "  has i t s  c o u n t e r p a r t  i n  a " d e g e n e r a t iv e "  

mode, when th e  u n iv e r s a l  i s  su d d en ly  c o l l a p s e d  i n t o  an
43

i n s i g n i f i c a n t  p a r t i c u l a r  and e x a l t e d  rhythm s become p a l t r y .

S e v e r a l  s c h o la r s  have found i n  th e  M e ta p h y s ic a l s '

h a b i t  o f  a l t e r n a t i n g  betw een ex trem es  (and e s p e c i a l l y  in

t h e i r  a t te m p t  t o  in c a r n a te  th e  i n f i n i t e ,  s u g g e s t in g  th e

a b s t r a c t  and rem ote th rough  images o f  p h y s i c a l i t y )  a
44

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  p a r t i c u l a r l y  b a ro q u e .  Y et i t  i s  l i k e l y  

t h a t  any p o e t ry  which i s  c o n s c io u s ly  p a r t  o f  th e  C h r i s t i a n  

t r a d i t i o n  would ten d  to  do t h i s ;  we can a t  m ost assume t h a t  

th e  M e ta p h y s ic a ls  s im ply  e x p l o i t e d  i n  t h e i r  own way a 

p o t e n t i a l i t y  i n h e r e n t  i n  C h r i s t i a n  p o e t ry  i n  th e  W est. How 

much th e  s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  p o e t s — and th e  s t y l i s t i c  

r e v o lu t i o n  t h a t  th e y  were p a r t  o f— owed t o  C h r i s t i a n i t y  

c a n n o t  be o v er-em p h as ized . W hether o r  n o t  th e  body o f  

p o e t ry  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  " r e l i g i o u s "  ( though i t  happens t h a t  

th e  M e tap h y s ic a l  mode does encompass a s i g n i f i c a n t  body o f  

r e l i g i o u s  v e rse )  i s  n o t  r e a l l y  th e  p o i n t ;  i t  i s  th e  p r e ­

c e d e n t  s e t  by C h r i s t i a n  w r i t i n g s  t h a t  i s  im p o r ta n t .

T aking  th e  I n c a r n a t io n  as  th e  i n s p i r a t i o n  f o r  a l l  

s u b se q u e n t  c o n jo in in g s  o f  humble and e x a l t e d ,  and th e  New
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T e s ta m e n t 's  co m b in a tio n  o f  a p l a i n  s t y l e  w i th  sub lim e 

m a t t e r  as a  l i t e r a r y  s o u r c e ,  E r ic h  Auerbach d e m o n s tra te s  

how th e  C l a s s i c a l  co n c e p ts  o f  s t y l i s t i c  g e n re s  were g rad u ­

a l l y  b roken  downs th e  f u s in g  o f  humble and su b lim e  in

C h r i s t i a n i t y  i s  in c o m p a t ib le  w i th  th e  s e p a r a t i o n  o f  s t y l e s  
45

i n  A n t iq u i t y .  (A f u r t h e r  im petus to  th e  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n

o f  s t y l i s t i c  g en re s  m ig h t be seen  i n  th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e

s e p a r a t e  f u n c t io n s  o f  th e  genus hum ile— to  te a c h — and th e

genus g ra n d e— t o  move— a r e  t e le s c o p e d  i n t o  one i n  th e  B i b le . )

The D iv in a  Commedia, i t  need  n o t  be s a i d ,  merges b o th  o f  th e

ex trem es  and b o th  o f  t h e  f u n c t io n s  in  an exem plary  f a s h io n .

I f  t h e s e  p r e c e d e n ts  a r e  k e p t  i n  m ind, some o f  th e

gen re  v i o l a t i o n s  a t t r i b u t e d  to  Donne ( e . g . ,  D ry d en 's

a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  he b roke  th e  r u l e s  o f  lo v e  p o e t ry  by " a f f e c t -
46

in g  th e  m e ta p h y s ic s" )  become c o m p re h e n s ib le .  The p l a i n

s t y l e  i n  E ngland— th e  one a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  a " p h i lo s o p h ic "
47

p o e t ry  a s  opposed t o  t h e  "sub lim e"  M i l to n ic  mode — had

long  been a v e h i c l e  f o r  r e l i g i o u s  and lo v e  p o e t ry  as  w e l l  
48

as f o r  s a t i r e .  The p e c u l i a r  k in d  o f  in d iv id u a l i s m  t h a t  

combined w i th  a p h i lo s o p h iz in g  a b s t r a c t i o n  t o  p roduce  th e  

p ro s e  o f  M ontaigne and Browne a l s o  pushed  Donne i n  th e  

d i r e c t i o n  o f  a t r a n s - g e n r e  p o e t ry .

As h as  been w e l l  e s t a b l i s h e d ,  th e s e  two c h a r a c t e r ­

i s t i c s  o f  Senecan p ro s e  were d i r e c t l y  r e l a t e d  t o  th e
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r e j e c t i o n  o f  C ic e ro n ia n  p e r i o d i c i t y .  The p e r io d s  which 

"open i n t o  i n f i n i t y "  do n o t  employ a t i g h t  " c i r c u l a r "  

form o f  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  i n  w hich each  member p o i n t s  e i t h e r  

fo rw ard  o r  back  t o  a c e n t r a l  o r  c l i m a c t i c  member; th ey  

r e l y ,  a c c o rd in g  t o  C r o l l ,  on p a r a t a x i s  in  th e  c u r t ,  o r  

a b r u p t ,  s t y l e ,  and , i n  th e  lo o s e  s t y l e ,  e i t h e r  on c o o rd i ­

n a t io n  o r  on a c a s u a l  form o f  h y p o ta x is  ( in  w h ich , f o r  

exam ple , s u b o r d in a t in g  c o n ju n c t io n s  a r e  used  a s  a n e c e s s a ry  

means o f  a d v an c in g  an i d e a ,  b u t  th e  t i g h t  c o n s t r u c t io n  

im p l ie d  by t h e i r  u se  i s  r e l a x e d ) . C h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  th e  

lo o s e  s t y l e  i s  a  c e r t a i n  m ethod o f  a sy m m e tr ic a l  c o n s t r u c t io n  

which employs a b l a t i v e  a b s o lu te s  and a p p o s i t i o n a l  p h ra s e s  

as s e m i- in d e p e n d e n t  members o f  a p e r io d ;  i t  r e l i e s ,  as  w e l l ,  

on th e  phenomenon known as  t e r m i n a l  l i n k i n g  ( p a r t i c u l a r l y  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  B row ne), i n  which a member depends n o t

on th e  e n t i r e  th o u g h t  o f  t h e  p r e v io u s  member, b u t  on th e
49

l a s t  word o f  i t  o n ly .

D onne 's  e p i s t o l a r y  s t y l e  p ro v id e s  an e x c e l l e n t  

example o f  t h i s  modes
I

No o t h e r  k in d e  o f  conveyance [ th a n  a l e t t e r ]  i s  

b e t t e r  f o r  know ledge, o r  lo v e :  What t r e a s u r e s  o f

M oral1 Knowledge a re  i n  Senecaes L e t t e r s  t o  onely  

one L u c i l i u s ?  and w hat o f  N a t u r a l l  i n  P l i n i e s ?  how
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much o f  th e  s t o r i e  o f  th e  t im e ,  i s  i n  C ice ro e s

L e t t e r s ?  And how a l l  o f  t h e s e  t i m e s , in  t h e  J e s u i t e s

E a s t e r n  and W estern E p i s t l e s ?  where can w e i f in d e  so

p e r f e c t  a C h a ra c te r  o f  P h a l a r i s , a s  i n  h i s  own

L e t t e r s , which a re  a lm o st so many w r i t s  o f  E x ec u tio n ?

Or o f  B r u tu s ,  as  in  h i s  p r i v i e  s e a l s  f o r  monie? The

E v a n g i le s  and A c ts ,  te a c h  us what t o  b e l e e v e ,  b u t  th e
50

E p i s t l e s  o f  th e  A p o s tle s  w hat to  do .

( I t  i s ,  by t h e  way, c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  Senecan  t o  a t t r i b u t e  

d i d a c t i c  s u p e r i o r i t y  to  th e  l e t t e r  a s  a fo rm .)

One o b s e rv a t io n  C r o l l  has made ( in  "The Baroque S ty l e  

i n  P ro se ',"  pp . 212 and 223) ab o u t t h i s  k in d  o f  u t t e r a n c e  i s  

t h a t ,  a l th o u g h  i t  i s  n o t  p a r a t a c t i c ,  i t s  u s e  o f  weak con­

n e c t i v e s ,  lo o s e  c o n s t r u c t io n s ,  and f r e q u e n t  r e p e t i t i o n s  

a p p ro x im a tes  th e  " s im u l ta n e i ty "  o f  t h e  c u r t  p e r i o d ,  i n  

which th e  f i r s t  member s t a t e s  th e  k e r n e l  o f  a  th o u g h t ,  and 

th e  s u b se q u e n t  ones develop  i t  i n  a s e r i e s  o f  im a g in a t iv e  

e l a b o r a t i o n s .  In  o th e r  w ords , C r o l l  i s  s u g g e s t in g  t h a t  

Senecan p r o s e ,  when c o n s id e re d  in  r e l a t i o n  t o  l o g i c ,  i s  o f t e n  

g iv e n  to  jum ping up and down in  one p l a c e ,  a s  opposed to  th e  

c l e a r l y  p r o g r e s s iv e  mode o f  th e  C ic e ro n ia n  p e r i o d .  T h is  

i m p l i c a t i o n  o f  v e r t i c a l i t y  in  p a r a t a x i s  i s  n o t  g r a t u i t o u s :  

th e  mode i s  u s e d ,  as  E r ic h  Auerbach p o i n t s  o u t  i n  M im esis , 

when th e  i n t e r e s t  o f  a w r i t e r  r e s i d e s  n o t  i n  th e  l o g i c a l  o r
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te m p o ra l  r e l a t i o n s  betw een e v e n t s ,  b u t  i n  th e  u l t i m a t e  te rm s ,

51
th e  "g round  which g iv e s  th o s e  e v e n ts  s i g n i f i c a n c e . "

H y p o ta x is ,  on th e  o t h e r  hand , i s  r e l a t e d  to  an 

i n t e r e s t  i n  th e  continuum  o f  e v e n t s .  I t  i s  th e  mode o f  t h e  

h i s t o r i a n ,  as opposed  t o  th e  c h r o n i c l e r  o f  th e  i n n e r  l i f e ;  

e a r t h l y  e v e n t s ,  i f  one knew enough, c o u ld  be f i t t e d  

t o g e t h e r  as a re  th e  p ie c e s  o f  a p u z z le ,  b u t  any a c c o u n t  o f  

t h e  s o u l ' s  r e l a t i o n  to  God w i l l  c o n ta in  some u n b r id g e a b le  

g a p s .  Auerbach r e g a rd s  th e  B ib le  a s  th e  p r o t o t y p i c a l  s o u rc e  

o f  p a r a t a x i s ,  s in c e  th e  p a r t i c u l a r s  w ith  which i t  d e a l s  

a t t a i n  s i g n i f i c a n c e  n o t  from t h e i r  r e l a t i o n  t o  each  o t h e r  

i n  t im e ,  i . e . ,  on a h o r i z o n t a l  a x i s ,  b u t  r a t h e r  from t h e i r  

common r e l a t i o n  t o  G o d . ( I t  sh o u ld  a l s o  be n o te d  h e r e  t h a t  

p a r a t a x i s ,  when n o t  r e l a t e d  t o  th e  B i b l i c a l  use  o f  f i g u r e  

o r  ty p e ,  can be an i n d i c a t i o n  o f  a concern  w ith  th e  d i s ­

c o n t in u o u s ,  th e  f ra g m e n ta ry ,  and th e  i n d i v i d u a l  p e r  s e ;

C r o l l  h as  re g a rd e d  as such  i t s  use  in  Senecan p r o s e . )

I t  sh o u ld  now be c l e a r  why th e  u se  o f  f i g u r e  by th e  

Church F a th e r s  c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  th e  a n n i h i l a t i o n  o f  th e  

" c i r c u l a r "  language  o f  c l a s s i c a l  a n t i q u i t y :  th e  c o n n e c t io n

betw een  th e  f i g u r e  and i t s  f u l f i l l m e n t  i s  n o t  tem p o ra l o r  

c a u s a l ,  b u t  v e r t i c a l ,  s in c e  th e  key i s  t h e i r  common l i n k  

t o  P ro v id e n c e .  (D a n te 's  " F a r i n a t a  and C av a lcan te"  e p is o d e  

i n  th e  D iv in a  Commedia— i n  w hich Auerbach se e s  th e  v o ic e s  o f
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th e  two damned as  b e in g  so  p o w erfu l  i n  t h e i r  e a r t h l i n e s s  

t h a t  they  b re a k  o u t  o f ,  and d e f l e c t  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  from , th e  

D iv ine scheme t h a t  governs th e m - - i s  th e n  adduced as  an 

in s t a n c e  o f  t r iu m p h a n t  h y p o ta x i s ,  a s  i f  Dante had somehow 

been ca u g h t  c o n c e n t r a t in g  on th e  h i s t o r i c i t y  o f  a f ig u r e  

r a t h e r  th a n  on i t s  e t e r n a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e . )

T h is  b r in g s  t o  l i g h t  an a p p a re n t  p a rad o x  in  r e l a t i o n

to  Donne: h i s  p o e t r y  as a w hole ca n n o t  be c o n s id e re d

p a r t i c u l a r l y  p a r a t a c t i c  ( Jo se p h in e  M iles  n o te s  t h a t  i t  i s

d i s t i n g u i s h e d  from t h a t  o f  t h e  o t h e r  " c l a u s a l ” p o e ts  by i t s
52

e x c e p t i o n a l l y  f r e q u e n t  use  o f  c o n n e c t iv e s )  , y e t  n e i t h e r  

does i t  seem e n t i r e l y  a l i e n  t o  th e  "p sycho logy"  o f  th e  

p a r a t a c t i c  mode. Donne a s s u re d ly  p o s s e s s e s  an in d iv i d u a l  

and i n d i v i d u a l i z i n g  v o i c e ,  he i s  w i th o u t  doub t to  be 

a f f i l i a t e d  w i th  th e  Senecan movement i n  te rm s o f  b o th  th e o ry  

and p r a c t i c e ,  and y e t  h i s  p o e t ry  does n o t  e v in c e  an o v e r ­

whelming u se  o f  d i s c o n t in u o u s  s t r u c t u r e  on th e  s e n te n c e  

l e v e l .

A c lu e  w i l l  p e rh ap s  be p ro v id e d  i f  we m odify th e  

a n t i t h e s i s  betw een  p a r a t a x i s  and d i s c o n t i n u i t y  on th e  one 

hand , and h y p o ta x is  and c o n t i n u i t y  on th e  o t h e r .  (There i s  

re a so n  to  su p p o se ,  f o r  exam ple , t h a t  h y p o ta x is  m igh t occu r  

a p a r t  from a  c o n t in u o u s  developm ent o f  th o u g h t . )  To e x p e c t  

t h a t  a f rag m en ted  p sy ch o lo g y  would always m a n i f e s t  i t s e l f  i n
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p a r a t a x i s  i s  t o  assume, r a t h e r  r e d u c t i v e l y ,  a t o t a l l y

r e c i p r o c a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between w o rld -v ie w  and s t y l e .

F u r th e rm o re ,  i n  many c a se s  t h e r e  i s  s im p ly  no c o n s i s t e n t

w o rld -v iew  a v a i l a b l e .  T h is  c a u t io n  a p p l i e s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  to

Donne, f o r  th e  same p o e t  who used  th e  d e a th  o f  E l i z a b e th

Drury to  e x p l o i t  th e  " lo s s  o f  p r o p o r t io n "  theme i n  th e  two

A n n iv e r s a r ie s  co u ld  a l s o  c o n v in c in g ly  evoke t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l

images o f  th e  f i t t i n g n e s s  o f  t h i n g s :

The c o rre sp o n d e n ce  and r e l a t i o n  o f  a l l  p a r t s  o f

N a tu re  t o  one A uthor, th e  c o n c in n i t y  and dependance

o f  e v e ry  p ie c e  and jo y n t  o f  t h i s  frame o f  th e  w o r ld ,

th e  ad m ira b le  o r d e r ,  th e  im m utable s u c c e s s io n ,  th e

l i v e l y  and c e r t a i n  g e n e r a t io n ,  and b i r t h  o f  e f f e c t s

from t h e i r  P a r e n t s ,  th e  c a u s e s ;  i n  a l l  t h e s e ,  though

t h e r e  be no sound , no v o ic e ,  y e t  we may even se e

t h a t  i t  i s  an e x c e l l e n t  so n g , an a d m ira b le  p ie c e  o f
53

m usick and harmony . . .

( I t  i s  w o rth  p o in t i n g  o u t  h e r e ,  as does John  H o l la n d e r  i n

The U ntuning  o f  th e  Sky, t h a t  D onne 's  u se  o f  t h e  m u s ic a l

m etaphor more f o r  h o m i le t i c  p u rp o se s  th a n  as  an " o n t o l o g i c a l

q u a l i f i c a t i o n "  b e l i e s  th e  very  a s s e r t i o n  o f  com ple te  harmony
54

— i . e . ,  t h e  m etaphor i s  a l r e a d y  somewhat d e a d .)  The p o i n t  

i s  t h a t  b o th  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  (of f r a g m e n ta t io n  and o f  harmony)
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a re  c a p a b le  o f  b e in g  h e ld  i n  t h e  mind s im u l ta n e o u s ly ,  and o f  

b e in g  evoked p o e t i c a l l y  i n  d i f f e r e n t  ways.

But D onne 's  c h o ic e  o f  th e  word " c o n c in n i ty "  in  th e

c o n te x t  o f  u n i v e r s a l  harmony c a n n o t  h e lp  b u t  echo i t s

commoner u se  to  d e s c r ib e  th e  harm onious f i t t i n g - t o g e t h e r  o f

p a r t s  i n  th e  C ic e ro n ia n  p e r io d .  ‘ (The O.E.D. c e r t i f i e s  t h a t

b o th  u se s  were c u r r e n t  i n  th e  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu r y . )  C i c e r o 's

a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  a r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  harm onious i n s e p a r a b i l i t y

e x i s t s  betw een  word and th o u g h t  i s  p a r a l l e l e d  by N ic h o la s

o f  C u s a 's  d o c t r i n e  t h a t  th e  s o u l  i s  n o t  j u s t  r e l a t e d  t o  th e

body as  i n t e r n a l  t o  e x t e r n a l ,  b u t  m i r r o r s  e x a c t ly  th e  changes

i n  t h e  body , th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  betw een  them b e in g  one o f
55

unbroken p r o p o r t i o n  o r  " c o n c i n n i t y . "  A l l  o f  t h i s  s u g g e s ts  

t h a t  t h e  p re m is e s  o f  C ic e ro n ia n  e lo q u e n c e ,  i n  a t  l e a s t  one 

way, fe d  i n t o  R e n a is san c e  id e a s  o f  harmony to  p roduce  a 

c o n t in u o u s  t r i a d :  w ord , m ind, cosmos.

As we have s a i d  e a r l i e r ,  any fo rm u la t io n  ab o u t w r i t i n g  

and w o rld -v ie w s  as  com prehensive  as t h i s  one i n v i t e s  

q u a l i f i c a t i o n .  N e v e r th e l e s s ,  as a  p r o p o s i t i o n  ab o u t th e  

e a r l y  R e n a is san c e  in te n d in g  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  i t  from th e  

s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu r y ,  i t  i s  n o t  u n j u s t i f i e d ;  th e  em phasis  

was s u r e l y  p l a c e d ,  i n  t h e  e a r l i e r  p e r i o d ,  on th e  id e a  o f  

cosm ic  harm ony, and , i n  t h e  l a t e r  p e r i o d ,  on th e  a s s a u l t s
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made on t h a t  a r t i c u l a t e d  v i s i o n .  The s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  

se n se  t h a t  co h e re n ce  was l a c k in g  i n  th e  o u t e r  w o r ld ,  t h a t  

t h e r e  was no language  t h a t  co u ld  j o i n  tim e to  e t e r n i t y ,  

found some ana logue  in  th e  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  t h e  age . (Encour­

a g in g ,  i n s o f a r  as i t  r e i n f o r c e s  th e  v a l i d i t y  o f  t h i s  

p a r a l l e l ,  i s  D onne 's  use  o f  th e  i d e a  o f  s y n t a c t i c  co m p le tio n  

as a m etaphor f o r  E t e r n i t y :  he c a l l s  t im e an ac c u m u la t io n

o f  words t h a t  c a n n o t  make up one s y l l a b l e ,  tow ards  t h i s
56

E t e r n i t y , th e  p e r io d  o f  t h i s  b l e s s e d n e s s e . " )

We may, th e n ,  w ant to  a c c e p t  th e  n o t io n  t h a t  th e  

s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry  was a p e r io d  when id e a s  o f  cosm ic harmony 

were d i s s o l v i n g .  But t o  do so  does n o t  a u t o m a t ic a l ly  mean 

t h a t  we can " p la c e "  Donne by s a y in g  t h a t  he was a p o e t  o f  

t h a t  c e n tu r y ,  any more th a n  we can a c c u r a t e l y  d e s c r ib e  him 

by s a y in g  t h a t  he be lo n g ed  to  th e  p re v io u s  o ne . (Chrono­

l o g i c a l l y ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  b o th  s ta te m e n ts  a r e  t r u e . )  F o r  i n  h i s  

p o e t ry  we do n o t  f i n d  a mere r e v e r s a l  o f  t h e  norms o f  

C ic e ro n ia n  c o n c in n i t y .  What, t h e n ,  do we f in d ?

To answ er t h a t  q u e s t i o n ,  we s h a l l  f i r s t  have to  

r e c o g n iz e  t h a t ,  i n  a tim e when g r e a t  s t y l i s t i c  changes a re  

ta k in g  p l a c e ,  no c o n s i s t e n t  f u n c t io n  can  be a s c r ib e d  to  any 

one f e a t u r e  such  as h y p o ta x i s .  For exam ple , where a lo o s e  

form o f  h y p o ta x is  does o c c u r  i n  D onne 's  p o e t r y ,  i t  i s  n o t  

employed i n  th e  s e r v i c e  o f  th e  smooth h o r i z o n t a l  in te rw e a v in g
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o f  p a r t s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  th e  C ic e ro n ia n  p e r i o d ,  b u t  

r a t h e r  i s  u se d  i n  th e  manner o f  th e  c a s u a l  Senecan p e r i o d ,  

to  e f f e c t  a " v e r t i c a l "  i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n  o f  th o u g h t .

As we have s a i d ,  Auerbach r e l a t e s  p a r a t a x i s  t o  th e  

u se  o f  t y p o l o g i c a l  f i g u r e ;  b u t  we may a l s o  c o n n e c t  i t — 

a lo n g  w ith  t h e  lo o se  h y p o ta x is  t h a t  ap p ro x im a te s  i t s  

e f f e c t s — t o  th e  use o f  f ig u re  as  c o n c e i t .  T hat i s ,  e i t h e r  

mode may be u se d  to  e l a b o r a te  a M e ta p h y s ic a l  c o n c e i t  i n  a 

manner t h a t  s u g g e s ts  "jumping up and down i n  one p l a c e . "

B ut w h e th e r  we a re  sp e ak in g  ab o u t a p a r a t a c t i c  s t r u c t u r e  

o r  a b o u t a  h y p o ta c t i c  one , th e  image t h a t  b e s t  d e s c r ib e s  

th e  t h r u s t  o f  th e  sy n tax  i s  " v e r t i c a l . "  To i l l u s t r a t e  

th e  f i r s t  p r i n c i p l e ,  a b r i e f  example from Donne— though i t  

i s  p e rh a p s  an extrem e c a s e —w i l l  s e r v e .  H is  method o f  

p ro c e e d in g  i n  "A N o c tu m a l l  upon S. L u c ie s  day , b e in g  th e  

s h o r t e s t  day" i s  i n  s e v e r a l  ways t y p i c a l  o f  h i s  b es t-know n  

l y r i c s .  The f i r s t  s ta n z a  p r e s e n t s  th e  g o v ern in g  c o n c e i t  

(w hich , ro u g h ly  s t a t e d ,  i s  " I t  i s  th e  y e a r ' s ,  th e  d a y ' s ,  

and th e  p o e t ' s  m id n ig h t o r  n a d i r " ) ,  w h i le  t h e  fo l lo w in g  fo u r  

dev e lo p  i t .  The manner o f  d eve lopm en t, how ever, i s  r a t h e r  

t h a t  o f  i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n  th a n  o f  e x p a n s io n :  a m u l t i tu d e  o f

r e p e t i t i o n s - w i t h - v a r i a t i o n  fo l lo w  ("The Sunne i s  s p e n t , "

"The w o r l d 's  whole sap i s  su n k e ,"  " l i f e  i s  s h ru n k e ,"  e t c . ) ,  

u n t i l  th e  poem ends in  a lm ost th e  same words w ith  which i t  

began .
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B ut i t  would be g r o s s l y  i n a c c u r a t e  to  say  t h a t  th e  

poem has  t h e r e f o r e  "gone now here"; r a t h e r ,  ou r  co n c ep t o f  

"g o in g  somewhere" m ust be l a r g e  enough t o  in c lu d e  i n t e n s i ­

f i c a t i o n  as  w e l l  as p r o g r e s s io n .  The same c o n c e i t  r e ­

a p p e a rs  i n  each  s t a n z a  i n  s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t  form , i t s  

te rm s u n d erg o in g  m inor p e r m u ta t io n s ;  we do n o t  have to  w a i t  

f o r  t h e  end  o f  th e  poem t o  f i n d  o u t  what i s  go ing  on. To 

p u rs u e  o u r  o r i g i n a l  image f u r t h e r ,  we m igh t say  t h a t  in  

t h i s  peem Donne jumps up o n ly  j u s t  enough to  a l lo w  him to  

come down ag a in  in  t h e  same p l a c e  w i th  f u l l e r  f o r c e .  An 

e x a m in a t io n  o f  "The F u n e r a l l , "  "Loves A lchym ie," "A 

V a l e d i c t io n :  o f  W eeping," "The Dreame," "Twicknam G arden ,"

and "The Sunne R is in g "  ( to  name a few) w i l l  r e v e a l  a 

s i m i l a r  phenomenon.

T h is  te c h n iq u e  o f  m e ta p h o r ic  i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n  p ro v id e s  

a k in d  o f  p o e t i c  p a r a l l e l  to  t h e  im a g in a t iv e  e x h a u s t io n  o f  

th o u g h t  which C r o l l  s e e s  as c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  th e  lo o se  

Senecan  p e r io d .  Not a l l  o f  t h e  f e a t u r e s  named by C r o l l  c a n ,  

how ever, be found  i n  "A N o c tu r n a l l "  o r  i n  o th e r  poems o f  i t s  

t y p e ;  th e  s e a rc h  f o r  a b l a t i v e  a b s o lu te s  and te rm in a l  l i n k i n g  

i s  n o t  a f r u i t f u l  one. N e v e r th e l e s s ,  some th in g s  a r e  s h a re d  

by D onne 's  poem and th e  t y p i c a l  lo o s e  p e r io d :  th e  fo rm er

has  a  h ig h  r a t i o  o f  c o o r d in a te  t o  s u b o r d in a te  c o n ju n c t io n s
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( t h i r t e e n  o f  th e  fo rm er and f i v e  o f  th e  l a t t e r  in  f o r t y -  

f i v e  l i n e s ) , i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  f i v e  a p p o s i t i o n a l  p h ra s e s  t h a t  

a l l  make some p r e t e n s e  t o  s y n t a c t i c  autonomy. ( In  fo u r  o f  

th e  f i v e  c a s e s ,  th e  se m i- in d ep e n d en ce  o f  th e  p h ra s e  in  

a p p o s i t io n  i s  em phasized  by i t s  o c c u r re n c e  a t  t h e  end o f  a 

l i n e :  "who s c a r c e  seav en  h o u res  h e r s e l f  unm askes,"  "no

c o n s t a n t  r a y e s , "  "who am t h e i r  E p i t a p h ,"  and " th i n g s  which 

a re  n o t . "  The f i r s t  i s  th e  m ost i n t e r e s t i n g  example o f  

t h i s  tendency  tow ard  in d e p e n d e n c e ,  s in c e  i t s  fo l lo w in g  

" L u c ie s ,"  r a t h e r  th a n  "L ucy ,"  in v o lv e s  a s l i g h t  g ram m atica l 

l a p s e . )

T h is  l a t t e r  phenomenon may be r e l a t e d  t o  th e  lo o s e  

Senecan p e r io d  i n s o f a r  as  i t  c o n s t i t u t e s  a c a se  i n  which 

s u b o r d in a te  c o n s t r u c t i o n s  a r e  u sed  i n  th e  s e r v i c e  o f  

v e r t i c a l i t y  r a t h e r  th a n  as  a means o f  e s t a b l i s h i n g  c i r c u ­

l a r i t y .  For w h i le  each  p h ra s e  i n  a C ic e ro n ia n  p e r io d  

c o n t r i b u t e s  to  th e  developm ent o f  a t o t a l  "symphonic" rhythm , 

and c a n n o t  be g ra s p e d  e x c e p t  as  p a r t  o f  t h a t  g o v e rn in g  p a t t e r n ,  

th e  more l o o s e l y - c o n s t r u c t e d  p h ra s e s  o f  a Senecan p e r io d  can

s u g g e s t  a k in d  o f  s e m i - r e s o l u t i o n  i n  w hich e x p e c ta t io n s  a re
58

r a i s e d  and r e q u i t e d  i n t e r m i t t e n t l y .

At i t s  b e s t ,  t h i s  s t y l e  can be u sed  as an in s t ru m e n t  

to  c a p tu r e  th e  e x a c t  o r d e r  in  w hich a th o u g h t  i s  fo rm u la te d —
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o r  r a t h e r ,  i t  was th o u g h t  by s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  t h e o r i z e r s  

t h a t  i t  was such  an in s t ru m e n t .  (The q u e s t io n  o f  w h e th e r  

th e  Senecan s t y l e  was in  f a c t  any l e s s  c e n s o re d  and a r t i ­

f i c i a l  th a n  th e  C ic e ro n ia n  becomes l e s s  r e l e v a n t  i n  t h e  

l i g h t  o f  tw e n t i e t h - c e n tu r y  l i n g u i s t i c  p h i lo s o p h y ,  b u t  

c e r t a i n l y  i t  was c o n s id e re d  a l e g i t i m a t e  q u e s t i o n  t h r e e  

c e n t u r i e s  ago .)

At i t s  w o r s t ,  th e  freedom o f  th e  Senecan  p e r io d

r e s u l t e d  i n  a k in d  o f  l i b e r t i n i s m  i n  w hich th e  s u c c e s s iv e

members o f  a p e r i o d ,  i n s t e a d  o f  growing o u t  o f  each  o t h e r ,

were a t t a c h e d  s im p ly  by means o f  c a s u a l  a s s o c i a t i o n .  Bacon,

f o r  o n e ,  saw t h e  a n t i t h e t i c a l  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  i n h e r e n t  i n

t h i s  p r i n c i p l e  o f  g e n e ra t io n  when he a l t e r e d  h i s  o r i g i n a l

p r a i s e  o f  th e  Senecan s t y l e  t o  b lam e. The a n t i - C i c e r o n i a n

p e r i o d ,  i n  i t s  a t te m p t  t o  av o id  a f a l s e  s e n s e  o f  c o m p le t io n ,

had  e a r l y  been  r e l a t e d ,  f o r  him, to  th e  p ro b in g , method o f

in d u c t i o n ;  l a t e r ,  he saw th e  c o n c ise n e s s  o f  th e  s t y l e  as

d e c e iv in g  in  i t s  own f a s h io n ,  s in c e  i t  p r e te n d e d  t o  a
59

w e ig h t in e s s  i t  d id  n o t  always have .

The p o s s i b i l i t y ,  th e n ,  o f  fo rm al s t r u c t u r e s  becoming 

g r a t u i t o u s  m ust be c o n s id e re d .  We have s e e n  how t h i s  

p o s s i b i l i t y  i s  i n h e r e n t  in  Senecanism  p e r  s e , f o r  t h e r e  i s  

th e  d a n g e r ,  i n  t h e  lo o s e  s t y l e ,  o f  i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n  d e g e n e r a t in g  

i n t o  red u n d an cy , o f  ag g lo m era tio n  becoming m ere ly  q u a n t i t a t i v e .
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The r e v o l u t i o n  in  p ro s e  s t y l e  t h a t  began  as a r e a c t i o n  to  

C ic e ro n ia n  mannerism was i t s e l f  s u b j e c t  to  d e g e n e ra t io n :  i n

i t s  e a g e r n e s s  t o  a v o id  a f a l s i f y i n g  symmetry and e lo q u e n c e ,  

i t  som etim es f e l l  i n t o  an e q u a l ly  f a l s i f y i n g  asymmetry 

and ro u g h n e ss .  O b s c u r i ty ,  th e  h a l lm a rk  o f  th e  Senecan 

w r i t e r s ,  d id  n o t  always r e s u l t  from complex th o u g h t ,  b u t  

som etim es was m ere ly  w i l l f u l .  An an a lo g o u s  phenomenon can 

be found  i n  some s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  p o e t r y ;  i t  i s  o f t e n  

t r u e  o f  th e  ja d e d  M e ta p h y s ic a l  s t y l e  as i t  i s  found , s a y ,  

i n  C le v e la n d ,  t h a t  s u r f a c e s  a r e  n o t  j u s t i f i e d  by d e p th s .

I n  Donne, however— as th e  fo l lo w in g  c h a p te r s  

h o p e f u l ly  w i l l  d e m o n s tra te — th e  Senecan  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  

asym m etry , ro u g h n e s s ,  and o b s c u r i t y  have been t r a n s f e r r e d  

to  th e  p o e t i c  medium in  a way t h a t  i s  seldom u n m o tiv a te d , 

b u t  r a t h e r  a t t e s t s  t o  a t r u e  co m p le x i ty  o f  th o u g h t  b eh in d  

them. I n  s h o r t ,  D onne 's  p o e t ry  r e f l e c t s  th e  r e a l  i n t e n ­

t i o n s  o f  th e  Senecan  movement. Such an a s s e r t i o n  can on ly  

be made, o f  c o u r s e ,  w i th  th e  u n d e r s ta n d in g  t h a t  i n  many ways 

th e  i n t e n t i o n s  o f  p ro s e  and p o e t ry  do n o t  c o in c id e ;  th e  norms 

o f  one a r e  n o t  always th e  norms o f  t h e  o t h e r .  N e v e r th e le s s ,  

b o th  D onne 's  p o e t r y  and S enecan  p ro s e  c o n f ro n te d  th e  same 

" b l in d e  f a te "  s im p ly  by v i r t u e  o f  b e in g  l i n g u i s t i c  con­

s t r u c t i o n s — and as lo n g  as we make th e  n e c e s s a ry  accommoda­

t i o n s ,  we w i l l  f in d  a l i k e n e s s  i n  t h e  ways in  which th e y  

t r i e d  t o  oppose i t .
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c e t t i s m e  es ':  p o s s i b l e ,  e t  l i e  e t r o i t m e n t  a  I ' i m p r e s a ,
/  % 4

p a r c e  q u e  l a  r a e t a p h o r e  e s t ,  a  l ' o r i g i n e ,  un r e v e t e r a e n t  

de  l a  p e n s e e  a v a n t  1 ' e x p r e s s i o n ,  im a g e  a  l a  f o i s
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CHAPTER I I  

ASYMMETRY

" In  th e  one c a s e ,  th e  v a lu e s  o f  b e i n g ,  in  th e  o t h e r ,  
th e  v a lu e  o f  change . In  th e  one c a s e ,  beau ty  r e s id e s  
i n  th e  d e t e r m in a t e ,  in  th e  o t h e r ,  i n  th e  in d e te r m in a te . "

H e in r ic h  W o l f f l i n ,  c o n t r a s t i n g  
t e c t o n i c  and a - t e c t o n i c  ( c lo s e d  and open) form i n  
R ena issance  a r t .

K enneth Burke has w r i t t e n ,  a s  an e p i lo g u e  to  

The R h e to r ic  o f  R e l ig i o n , a  s c e n a r io  i n  which The L ord , 

v/ho has  been  d e b a t in g  w h e th e r  o r  n o t  he sh o u ld  c a r r y  o u t  

h i s  p la n  to  c r e a t e  man, e x p l a in s  to  S a ta n  h i s  re a so n s  

f o r  f i n a l l y  d e c id in g  th e  m a t t e r  i n  t h e  a f f i r m a t i v e .  " I t  

w i l l , "  he  s a y s ,  "round  t h in g s  o u t ,  w i th  th e  symmetry o f  

th e  c i r c l e . "  S a ta n ,  who p la y s  t h e  p a r t  o f  an adm iring  

b u t  somewhat b e w ild e re d  p u p i l ,  p u z z le s  over  t h i s  s t a t e ­

ment f o r  a  moment, b u t  soon comes t o  see  th e  r a t i o n a l e  

b e h in d  i t :  " I f  n a t u r e  g iv e s  b i r t h  t o  an anim al t h a t  can

t a l k ,  th e n  by th e  same to k en  n a t u r e  becomes a b le  to  

comment on i t s e l f . "  Thus, as  The Lord adds w ith  a touch

o f  p r i d e  i n  t h e  p e r f e c t i o n  o f  h i s  c o n c e p t io n ,  " n a tu re  can
1

c i r c l e  back  on i t s e l f . "  As se en  by God, th e  p la n  i s  

u n d e n ia b ly  im p r e s s iv e ,  s in c e  i t  a r r a n g e s  f o r  e v e ry th in g  

to  r e t u r n  t o  Him i n  th e  en d . Had God d ec id ed  n o t  t o  bestow
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language on man, th e  C re a t io n  would have been  s im p ly  an 

em ana tion , p ro c e e d in g  from b u t  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  r e t u r n i n g  

to  Him— o r  r a t h e r ,  i t s  r e t u r n  would have been somewhat 

o f  a m echan ica l a f f a i r ,  n o t  v e ry  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  w a tch . 

S a ta n ,  t o o ,  must have som eth ing  t o  occupy h im s e l f  w ith  

u n t i l  Judgment Day, and , a s  he q u ic k ly  r e a l i z e s  w ith  

d e l i g h t ,  th e  a d d i t i o n  o f  la n g u a g e -u s in g  c r e a t u r e s  opens 

up i n f i n i t e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  f r u i t f u l  c o m p l ic a t io n .

For even though th e  D ev il  m ust lo s e  th e  game in  

th e  end , th e r e  a r e  enough t w i s t s  b u i l t  i n t o  th e  r u l e s  to  

p u t  him and th e  C r e a to r  on sp e a k in g  te rm s .  Above a l l ,  

t h e r e  i s  th e  fu n d am en ta l i r o n y  t h a t  th e  p e r f e c t i o n ,  o r  

symmetry, t h a t  God has  co n c e iv e d  can be acco m p lish ed  

o n ly  a t  g r e a t  ex p e n se :  i n  o r d e r  f o r  m an 's  o b e d ie n c e  to

be m e an in g fu l ,  i t  m ust be a p ro d u c t  o f  c o n s c io u s  c h o ic e ,  

which means t h a t  th e  C r e a to r  w i l l  have to  l e t  lo o s e  on 

th e  w o rld  a l l  th e  a g o n ie s  o f  freedom . The f i g u r e  o f  th e  

s e r p e n t  b i t i n g  i t s  own t a i l ,  u s u a l ly  an emblem o f  e t e r n i t y ,  

can a l s o  r e p r e s e n t  th e  e t e r n a l l y  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e  a c t i v i t y  

o f  S a ta n ,  which wounds b u t  n e v e r  consum es.

Man, to o ,  as  Donne i s  w e l l  aw are , i s  a k in d  o f
2

s e r p e n t  "vexed by c o n t r a r i e s , "  a c o n d i t io n  he n e v e r  would 

have s u f f e r e d  i f  God had  k e p t  m a t t e r s  s im p le .  I n s t e a d ,  He 

formed a c r e a t u r e  c o n t i n u a l l y  a t  w ar w i th  h im s e l f ,  whose
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"vehem ent g r i e f e "  on t h a t  a c co u n t " h a th  b e e n e / T h 'e f f e c t

3
and c a u s e ,  th e  punishm ent and s i n n e . "  The s u b j e c t  o f

t h i s  p a rad o x , man, may n o t  p r o p e r ly  be c a l l e d  sy m m e tr ic a l ,

a t  l e a s t  i n s o f a r  as th e  te rm  p e r t a i n s  to  h i s  p s y c h ic  and

n o t  p h y s ic a l  b e in g ,  f o r  th e  c o n t r a r i e s ,  n o t  b e in g  s t a t i c ,

do n o t  c a n c e l  each  o t h e r  o u t ,  b u t  p roduce  i n s t e a d  a

c o n s t a n t  s t a t e  o f  m otion i n  w hich r e s t  i s  im p o s s ib le .  The

p a r t s  o f  th e  psyche do n o t  e f f e c t  a b a la n c e  as  do th e

lim b s  o f  th e  body, n o r  do th e y  e v in c e  t h a t  "due o r  j u s t

p r o p o r t io n "  and "harmony o f  p a r t s  w i th  each  o th e r "  which
4

i s  a n o th e r  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  "sym m etry ."  (Here we may 

remember from th e  d i s c u s s io n  o f  " c o n c in n i ty "  in  C h a p te r  I  

t h a t  q u i t e  s i m i l a r  p h ra s e s  d e f in e  t h a t  word. In  h i s  d i s ­

p r o p o r t io n  and u n r e s t ,  man t h r e a t e n s  u n i v e r s a l  harmony 

and symmetry b o th .)

I t  may be t r u e  t h a t  "The way, to  p e a c e ,  i s  th e

mid w ay," and t h a t  " a l l  a n a lo g ie ,  sy m m etr ie ,  harmony, in
5

th e  w o r ld ,  goe th  by i t "  — b u t  i t  i s  a l s o  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  f o r

c r e a t u r e s  o f  ex trem es th e  ach iev e m en t o f  th e  "mid way" i s

u n l i k e l y ,  and ev en , f o r  c e r t a i n  r e c a l c i t r a n t  s p i r i t s  l i k e
6

D o n n e 's ,  u n d e s i r a b le .  He u n d e r s ta n d s  t h a t  man, l i k e  th e

sa lam a n d e r  t o  which he i s  com pared, t h r i v e s  on e x tre m e s ,

and needs n o t  m o d e ra t io n ,  b u t  " c o n t r a r y  musique t o  charme
7

him , c o n t r a r y  p h y s ic k  t o  cu re  h im ."  But n e i t h e r  th e
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"musique" n o r  t h e  "p h y s ick "  can be h i s  own; th e  human 

im balance  can be s t a b i l i z e d  o n ly  by an a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  

D iv ine  p arad o x , o f  t h i s  Donne i s  p e r f e c t l y  aw ares  h i s  

Holy S onnets  come c lo s e  t o  c o v e r in g ,  in  a very  b r i e f  

sp ace  , th e  sp ec tru m  o f  p a r a d o x ic a l  s t a n c e s  t h a t  can be 

g e n e ra te d  by a mind s e e k in g  God. The v o ic e  t h a t  c a l l s  

o u t  in  th e s e  n in e t e e n  poems f r e q u e n t ly  s u p p l i e s  i t s  own 

answ ers ; Donne knows ab o u t th e  d i s t a n c e — q u a l i t a t i v e  

r a t h e r  th a n  q u a n t i t a t i v e — t h a t  s e p a r a te s  m an's b e in g  

from G o d 's .  T h is  se n se  o f  in c o m m en su rab il i ty  g overns  

H e r b e r t ' s  poems as w e l l ,  b u t  h i s  a t t r i b u t i o n  o f  h i s  own 

power as a p o e t ,  h i s  c o n s t a n t  r e c o g n i t io n  o f  God as h i s  

s o u rc e ,  sav es  him when he approaches dangerous g ro u n d . 

Donne, how ever, t a k e s  f u l l e r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  h i s  

com m unications w i th  God; one f e e l s  t h a t  i f  a s p a rk  sh o u ld  

m ira c u lo u s ly  b r id g e  th e  gap between him and h i s  C r e a t o r ,  

more o f  th e  c r e d i t  would be due to  th e  l i n g u i s t i c  in g e ­

n u i t y  o f  th e  fo rm er th a n  t o  th e  b e n e f i c e n t  g ra c e  o f  t h e
8

l a t t e r .

F or  u n d e r ly in g  th e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e s e  s o n n e ts  i s  a 

fundam en ta l i r o n y — nam ely , t h a t  th e  D iv in e ,  w hich  has been 

c a l l e d  i n t o  b e in g  by th e  p o e t ' s  la n g u ag e , can e a s i l y  s in k  

i n t o  n o th in g n e s s  i f  t h a t  language c e a s e s .  (Burke t r e a t s  

t h i s  s i t u a t i o n  g e n t l y ,  and w ith  a se n se  o f  humor, when he
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ha3 The L ord , i n  a lm o s t  S o c r a t i c  f a s h io n ,  t e a s e  th e  

r e a l i z a t i o n  o u t  o f  S a ta n  t h a t  th e y  b o th  w i l l  c e a se  to  

e x i s t  when th e  human s p e c ie s  d o es .  The symmetry t h a t  has 

been g e n e ra te d  by m an 's a b i l i t y  t o  comment on n a tu r e  can 

r e a d i l y  be r e v e r s e d :  i f  he s t a r t s  a t  th e  p o i n t  a t  which

th e  c i r c l e  was com ple ted  and r e t r a c e s  h i s  s t e p s ,  he w i l l  

e v e n tu a l ly  a r r i v e  a t  p o i n t  z e ro ,  th u s  e r a s i n g  th e  f i g u r e  

c o m p le te ly .)

But we sh o u ld  be c a r e f u l  t o  remember t h a t  t h i s

i ro n y  does n o t  emerge as  more th a n  a s u g g e s t io n — a l b e i t

a h e r e t i c a l  one— i n  th e  Holy S o n n e ts .  Donne was n e v e r  as

b o ld  a w r i t e r  as  P a s c a l .  I f  th e  id e a  o f  th e  "wager"

e n t e r s  a t  a l l  i n t o  th e s e  poems, i t  e n t e r s  i m p l i c i t l y ,  by

way o f  c e r t a i n  fo rm al s t r u c t u r e s ,  and n o t  e x p l i c i t l y  a t

a l l .  To d i r e c t l y  p o s i t  th e  in c o m m e n su ra b i l i ty  o f  th e

human and t h e  D iv in e  was n o t  much o f  a p o s s i b i l i t y  in

s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  England— and , l e s t  we th in k  Donne's

tim e  g u i l t y  o f  a s p e c i a l  k in d  o f  f a n a t i c i s m ,  we sh o u ld

remember t h a t ,  a c c o rd in g  t o  I a m b l ic h u s ,  th e  P y thagorean

H ippasus was drowned f o r  h i s  r e v e l a t i o n  t h a t  th e  d ia g o n a l

o f  th e  s q u a re  was an i r r a t i o n a l  ( incom m ensurab le , o r ,  i n
9

G reek, asymmetron) number. These c o n s id e r a t i o n s  may seem 

to  ta k e  us f a r  a f i e l d  o f  D onne's  s o n n e t s ,  b u t  in  f a c t  th e
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aw areness  o f  o p p o s i t i o n s ,  d i s p r o p o r t i o n s ,  and incom­

m e n s u r a b i l i t i e s  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  h i s  r e l i g i o u s  tem pera­

ment f in d s  an ana logue  i n  th e  a sy m m e tr ic a l  s t r u c t u r e s  o f  

th e s e  poems. A c l o s e r  lo o k ,  h o p e f u l ly ,  w i l l  b r in g  them 

to  l i g h t .

Most r e a d e rs  o f  Donne have n o t i c e d  t h a t  he i s  a

p o e t  o f  ex trem es r a t h e r  th a n  a p o e t  o f  th e  m idd le  way.

Some o f  h i s  images ca u se  r e l a t i o n s  t o  be made between

ex trem e u n l i k e s ,  o f t e n  w i th  u n f o r tu n a te  consequences  ( a s ,

f o r  exam ple , when he compares h i s  g r a t i t u d e  t o  th e  C ountess

o f  B edford  t o  th e  embalming f l u i d  t h a t  p r e s e r v e s  a 
10

c o rp se  ) .  The id e a  t h a t  Donne works by ju x ta p o s in g  

th e m a t i c a l ly  d i s t a n t  t e r m in o lo g ie s — e . g . ,  by u s in g  s e n s u a l  

im agery when d e a l in g  w ith  m a t t e r s  s p i r i t u a l ,  o r  v ic e  

v e r s a — can be t r a c e d  a t  l e a s t  as f a r  back  as H e rb e r t  

G r i e r s o n ' s ,  and a f t e r  h im , T .S .  E l i o t ' s ,  judgm ent t h a t
11

somehow Donne th o u g h t h i s  f e e l i n g s  and f e l t  h i s  th o u g h ts .  

Once i t  i s  r e a l i z e d ,  how ever, t h a t  a whole t r a d i t i o n  o f  

m y s t i c a l  p o e ts  had w r i t t e n  o f  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  i n  e r o t i c  

te rm s ,  and t h a t  P e t r a r c h  and h i s  fo l lo w e r s  had w r i t t e n  o f  

th e  e r o t i c  in  s p i r i t u a l  te rm s ,  t h i s  view o f  Donne seems 

l e s s  i l l u m i n a t i n g .
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M oreover, a c l e a r c u t  d i s t i n c t i o n  between lo v e  and

d e a th ,  th e  s e n s u a l  and th e  s p i r i t u a l ,  f e e l i n g  and th o u g h t

i s  somewhat s p u r io u s  i n  any c a s e ,  so  t h a t  Donne ca n n o t

j u s t l y  be c h a r a c t e r i z e d  as a p o e t  o f  ex trem es s o l e l y  on

th e  grounds t h a t  he can  a l lu d e  to  th e s e  s e v e r a l  t h in g s  
12

i n  one b r e a t h .  But even i f  we do n o t  a c c e p t  th e  

G r i e r s o n - E l i o t  v iew , we can a t  l e a s t  acknowledge t h e  f a c t  

t h a t  Donne c o n s id e r e d  c e r t a i n  phenomena " o p p o s i t e , "  i f  

n o t  by n a t u r e ,  th e n  a t  l e a s t  by v i r t u e  o f  t h e i r  conven­

t i o n a l  s i t u a t i o n  a t  o p p o s i t e  ends o f  a h i e r a r c h i c a l  s c a l e .  

Then t o  ju x ta p o s e  d i s t a n t  e lem en ts  and s e p a r a t e  p ro x im a te  

ones may be re g a rd e d  as  an "extrem e" a c t i v i t y ,  s i n c e  i t  

t h r e a t e n s  an e s t a b l i s h e d  o r d e r  and u n b a lan ces  th e  h i t h e r ­

to  b a la n c e d .

I t  has been p o in te d  o u t  t h a t  one way in  which 

Donne th row s th in g s  o u t  o f  t h e i r  ex p e c te d  r e l a t i o n  i s  to  

a v o id  o r  d i s t u r b  th e  norm al h i e r a r c h i c a l  o r d e r in g  o f  a 

s e r i e s — a s ,  f o r  exam ple , i n  "The Sunne R is in g ,"  when he 

moves from "L a te  s c h o o le  boyes" to  "sowre p r e n t i c e s "  to

"C ourt-hun tsm en" t o  " th e  K ing,"  th e n  d rops su d d en ly  to

13" c o u n tre y  a n t s . "  O r d i n a r i l y  one m igh t n o t  want t o  make 

much o f  th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  King and c o u n try  a n t s  a r e  j u x t a ­

p o se d ,  b u t  t h i s  i s  p ro b a b ly  n o t  a c c id e n ta l  i n  a poem t h a t



d e c la r e s  th e  power o f  lo v e  t o  t r a n s c e n d  th e  s e a s o n s ,  

e c l i p s e  th e  s u n ,  o u tw eigh  a l l  p r in c e s  and s t a t e s ,  and 

r e - d e f in e  v a lu e s  such  a s  "w ea lth "  and "honor"  i n  i t s  own 

te rm s .  Love, i n  s h o r t ,  i s  b e in g  made i n t o  a new 

s ta n d a r d ,  one t h a t  does n o t  m ere ly  cau se  a r e - o r d e r in g  

o f  t h e  members o f  th e  o ld  h i e r a r c h y  around  i t s e l f ,  b u t  

r a t h e r  a b o l i s h e s  a l t o g e t h e r  fo rm er  id e a s  o f  d e g re e .

S i m i l a r l y ,  th e  ex tre m es  o f  p r id e  and h u m il i ty  

t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e  th e  Holy S o n n e ts  o p e r a t e  as  "d e g re e -  

b re a lc e rs ."  The "norm al" r e l a t i o n s h i p  betw een man and God, 

in  which each  h as  a c e r t a i n  p la c e  and f u n c t io n  t h a t  i s  

n o t  v i o l a t e d ,  does n o t  e x i s t  h e r e — o r  r a t h e r ,  i t  e x i s t s  

o n ly  as  a s o r t  o f  r u l e  to  be b ro k e n .  At some p o i n t s ,

Donne adop ts  a p roud  o r  i r o n i c  s ta n c e  which g r e a t l y  

i n c r e a s e s  th e  d i s t a n c e  betw een  h im s e l f  and God; a t  o t h e r s ,  

he ad o p ts  an a t t i t u d e  o f  such h u m i l i ty  t h a t  God i s  " fo rc e d "  

t o  descend  t o  h i s  l e v e l .  Sometimes th e  com bina tion  o f  

i ro n y  and h u m i l i ty  r e s u l t s  in  a k in d  o f  se e -saw  e f f e c t ,  

as in  th e  s o n n e t  which opens w i th  th e  p o e t  h a i l i n g  th e  

s o u ls  o f  th e  dead  ("A t th e  round  e a r t h s  im a g in 'd  c o r n e r s ,  

blow") as i f  he were God a t  th e  L a s t  Judgm en t, th e n  tu r n s  

a b r u p t ly  to  a p e r s o n a l  p l e a  f o r  g r a c e .  But t h a t  p l e a  i s  

i t s e l f  t i n g e d  w i th  an i r o n i c  n o te  i n  th e  c o n d i t i o n a l  "Teach
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mee how to  r e p e n t ;  f o r  t h a t ' s  as good/As i f  th o u ' h a d s t  

s e a l ' d  my p a rd o n , w i th  th y  b lo o d ."

A nother f a m i l i a r  s o n n e t  ( " B a t t e r  my h e a r t ,  t h r e e  

p e r s o n 'd  God? f o r ,  you") d e r iv e s  i t s  en e rg y  n o t  o n ly  

from th e  u rgency  o f  i t s  p a r a d o x ic a l  r e q u e s t s  ("T h a t  I  may 

r i s e ,  and s t a n d ,  o 'e r th r o w  m e e " ) , b u t  a l s o  from an 

obv ious  i r o n y :  th e  c r e a t u r e  who i s  humbly b eg g in g  to  be

overthrow n has so  f a r  been  s t r o n g  enough t o  r e s i s t  God's 

e f f o r t s  t o  subdue him . I f  G od 's v ic e ro y  in  man, h i s  

r e a s o n ,  has  p roved  to o  weak o r  u n t r u e  to  w i th s t a n d  th e  

o n s la u g h ts  o f  S a ta n ,  th e n  some o f  th e  f a u l t  must l i e  

w i th  God, who c r e a t e d  t h i s  im p e r f e c t  in s t r u m e n t .  F u r th e r ­

m ore, i f  th e  s p e a k e r  h as  been  " b e t r o t h 'd "  t o  S a ta n ,  th e  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  a g a in ,  i s  n o t  e n t i r e l y  h i s ,  f o r  th e  word 

means n o t  o n ly  " p l i g h t  o n e 's  t r o t h  to "  b u t  a l s o  " c o n t r a c t  

two p e rso n s  to  each  o t h e r  in  m a r r ia g e ."  God, i n  o t h e r  

w ords , has b ro u g h t  a b o u t  th e  unho ly  u n ion  betw een man 

and S a ta n ,  and i f  C h r i s t ' s  d e a th  su cceed ed  once i n  

b r e a k in g  t h a t  k n o t ,  why th e n  does He n o t  do som eth ing  to  

u n t i e  i t  aga in?  (Or b e t t e r  y e t ,  why d id  n o t  t h a t  f i r s t  

u n ty in g  s e rv e  f o r  a l l  t im e?  The s a c r i f i c e  o f  C h r i s t  co u ld  

n o t  r e a l l y  have sav ed  man, i f  he can f a l l  j u s t  as e a s i l y  

a f t e r  i t  as b e f o r e  i t . )



A lthough th e  s p e a k e r  does ac c u se  h im s e l f  o f  b e in g  

f law ed  ( s in c e  God i s  se e k in g  t o  mend h im ) , God a f t e r  a l l  

i s  th e  c r e a t o r  o f  t h i s  f law ed  o b j e c t ,  and r a t h e r  th a n  

a c c e p t in g  H is e r r o r  and a t te m p t in g  t o  make man anew, He 

i s  somewhat n e g l i g e n t l y ,  and w i th o u t  to o  much o f  an 

e x p e n d i tu r e  o f  e n e rg y ,  t r y i n g  to  p a tc h  up t h i s  c rac k ed  

v e s s e l .  What caps th e  i ro n y  i s  D onne 's  ch o ic e  o f  " th r e e  

p e r s o n 'd "  as  h i s  opening  e p i t h e t  f o r  God: i f  t h e r e  a re

" th r e e "  o f  Him and o n ly  one o f  Donne, why i s  Donne 

w in n in g  t h i s  b a t t l e  and lo s i n g  h i s  so u l?  The in g e n u i ty  

o f  t h i s  poem l i e s  in  i t s  use  o f  s e l f - a b a s i n g  p o s tu r e s  to  

cam ouflage an u n d e r ly in g  h u b r i s .  Donne h as  ta k e n  a s i t u ­

a t i o n  which d e r iv e s  from an i n t e r n a l  c o n f l i c t ,  and has 

t r e a t e d  i t  i n  such a manner as t o  im ply t h a t  t h e  

a n t a g o n i s t s  a re  in  f a c t  two e x t e r n a l  f o r c e s ,  God and 

S a ta n ,  he b e in g  m erely  an in n o c e n t  pawn i n  t h e i r  game.

By s h i f t i n g  th e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  h i s  f a i l u r e s  

from h im s e l f  t o  God, th e  s p e a k e r  n e g a te s  th e  p re m ise s  on 

w hich th e  poem i s  b u i l t ,  f o r  i f  th e  t r a p  man f a l l s  i n t o  

h as  somehow been s e t  by God, t h e r e  i s  no p o i n t  i n  p ra y in g  

t o  Him to  undo i t .  The poem i s ,  t h e n ,  h o v e r in g  on th e  

b r in k  o f  c o l l a p s e ;  i t  ap p ears  s t a b l e  o n ly  as  lo n g  as th e  

b a s i c  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  between i t s  s u r f a c e  s t r u c t u r e  (p ray e r)
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and i t s  s u b - s t r u c t u r e  ( th e  i r o n i c  im p l i c a t io n  t h a t  p r a y e r  

i s  u s e le s s )  rem ains unexposed . A d is c re p a n c y  o f  t h i s  

k in d  does much more t o  c r e a t e  an im balance  th a n  does i t s  

s u p e r f i c i a l  e x p l o i t a t i o n  o f  p a ra d o x ,  s in c e  i f  th e  poem 

i s  to  be c o n s i s t e n t ,  i t  m ust in  e f f e c t  e r a s e  i t s e l f .

S im i l a r  i r o n i e s  r e v o lv e  around  th e  i s s u e  o f  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  in  a n o th e r  Holy S onnet ("As due by many 

t i t l e s  I  r e s ig n e " )  w h e re ,  though  Donne seems to  adm it t h a t  

he has b e t r a y e d  h im s e l f ,  God i s  s t i l l  accu sed  o f  f a i l i n g  

to  f i g h t  f o r  h i s  own p o s s e s s io n  a g a in s t  th e  u s u r p a t io n s  

o f  S a ta n .  The p a s s iv e  c o n s t r u c t io n  o f  "when I  was 

d e c a y 'd "  in  l i n e  3 a l s o  s u g g e s ts  t h a t  som eth ing  o t h e r  th a n  

man h im s e l f  has  ca u sed  th e  d ecay in g  t o  o c c u r ,  s i n c e ,  

a n a lo g o u s ly ,  one would n o t  say  "when I  was b e t ra y e d "  i f  

"when I  b e t r a y e d  m y se lf"  was m eant. A lso , th e  f a c t  t h a t  

" d e c a y 'd "  rhymes w i th  "made" in  th e  p re v io u s  l i n e  s t r e n g t h e n s  

t h e  im pu lse  t o  m e n ta l ly  su p p ly  th e  p h ra s e  t h a t  would make 

th e  two l i n e s  in  p a r a l l e l  c o n s t r u c t i o n :  " . . . 0 God, 

f i r s t  I  was made/By t h e e ,  and f o r  t h e e ,  and when I  was 

d ec ay 'd /B y  th e e  . . . "  I f  one a c c e p ts  t h i s  h y p o th e s i s  

( t h a t  th e  poem g e n e r a t e s ,  b u t  th e n  b lo c k s ,  th e  im p u lse  to  

r e a d  "By th e e "  a t  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  l i n e  4 ) ,  th e n  th e  

sounds t h a t  do o c c u r  i n  t h a t  and th e  fo l lo w in g  l i n e s  seem 

f a r  from a c c i d e n t a l .  F o r  j u s t  a t  th e  p o i n t  w here "b"



fo llo w ed  by " th "  m ig h t have o c c u r r e d ,  we f i n d  i n s t e a d  

"Th" fo llo w ed  by "b" i n  "Thy b lo o d ,"  and t h a t  i s  th e n  

r e v e r s e d  i n  th e  " b " - " th "  o f  "bought t h a t . "  And in  case  

th e  " th e "  sound has n o t  a l r e a d y  been  s u f f i c i e n t l y  

em phasized , l i n e  4 a l s o  p ro v id e s  " th e "  and " t h i n e . "  The 

r e s t  o f  th e  poem, to o ,  f a i r l y  in u n d a te s  us w i th  " th "  

sounds ( th e r e  a r e  e ig h te e n  o f  them in  th e  rem a in in g  te n  

l i n e s ) ,  e le v e n  o c c u r r in g  i n  th e  form " t h e e , "  " th o u ,"  " th y ,  

o r  " t h i n e , "  which s e rv e s  f u r t h e r  to  s u g g e s t  th e  id e a  o f  

G od 's o w n e r s h i p . ^

We m igh t say  t h a t  by o v e r lo a d in g  th e  c i r c u i t s  in  

t h i s  m anner, Donne i s  t r y i n g  to  e f f e c t  a f e a t  o f  v e rb a l  

m agic , as i f  God co u ld  be c o n ju re d  to  a p p e a r  and acknow­

led g e  H is r o l e .  The r e p e t i t i o n s  o f  th e  p e r s o n a l  pronoun, 

as w e l l  as  th e  i n f i l t r a t i o n  o f  i t s  i n i t i a l  sound i n t o  

o t h e r  words i n  t h e  poem, have th e  e f f e c t  o f  " c o lo r in g "  

th e  e n t i r e  s o n n e t  w ith  th e  s p e a k e r 's  w ish — t h a t  God would 

in  f a c t  c la im  w hat b e lo n g s  t o  Him. P h o n e t i c a l ly  and 

l e x i c a l l y ,  t h e  s o n n e t  may be c a l l e d  " im b a la n c e d ,"  s in c e  

th e r e  i s  such  a h ig h  p r o p o r t io n  o f  words t h a t  s h a re  th e  

same so u n d , an d ,  among th o s e ,  a  h ig h  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  sounds 

t h a t  f a l l  i n t o  t h e  same se m a n tic  g ro u p .

We m ig h t s a y ,  t h e n ,  t h a t  a l th o u g h  i n  t h i s  poem th e  

s t a t e d  d i s t a n c e  between man and God i s  g r e a t ,  a



p a r t i c u l a r  s t r u c t u r a l  e lem en t, nam ely , th e  r e p e t i t i o n  o f  

one sound , s e rv e s  as a c o u n te r  fo rc e  by "draw ing" God 

c l o s e r .  A s i m i l a r  phenomenon o c c u rs  i n  th e  Holy S onne t 

b e g in n in g  "Thou h a s t  made me, And s h a l l  th y  worke decay?" 

where one p a t t e r n  o f  a l l i t e r a t i o n  r e i n f o r c e s ,  and th e  o th e r  

c o u n t e r s , t h e  main movement o f  th e  poem. The movement 

d e s c r ib e d  i s  one in  which th e  s p e a k e r ,  s e e in g  d e s p a i r  

b eh in d  him and d ea th  b e fo re  h im , on th e  one hand i s  power­

l e s s  t o  make th e  m otion he w ishes  t o  make— nam ely , t o  

r a i s e  h i s  eyes  to  God-— and, on th e  o t h e r ,  i s  drawn down­

ward tow ard  H e l l  a g a in s t  h is  w i l l .  He i s  u n ab le  t o  look 

upward b ec au se  d e s p a i r  and d e a th  have p a r a ly z e d  h i s  v i s i o n ,  

d raw ing  him away from God and tow ard  th e m se lv e s .  P a r t  o f  

t h e i r  power o v e r  him d e r iv e s  from  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  th e y  a re  

a c t i v e l y  making m otions toward him, w h i le  God, so  f a r ,  i s  

rem a in in g  s t i l l .  P a r a d o x ic a l ly ,  th e  s p e a k e r  i s  n o t  

r e s i s t i n g  th e s e  e f f o r t s ;  t h i s  i s  b ec au se  he  s t i l l  s u f f e r s  

th e  b u rden  o f  th e  f l e s h ,  which a c t s  a s  a w e ig h t  t o  draw 

him down.

But t h e r e  i s  a su g g e s t io n  t h a t  p a r t  o f  th e  re sp o n ­

s i b i l i t y  f o r  th e  s p e a k e r 's  downward m o tion  l i e s  w i th  God, 

s in c e  i t  i s  on ly  "by h i s  leav e"  t h a t  th e  s i n n e r  may look 

upward and r i s e .  And God H im self w i l l  make no m o tion— a l ­

though H is enem ies p l i a n t l y  e x te n d  th e m s e lv e s — tow ard  th e
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s p e a k e rs  even when th e  c o u n te r in g  fo rc e  o f  His g rac e  

i s  m e n tio n e d , i n  th e  l a s t  two l i n e s  o f  th e  s o n n e t ,  God 

as i t s  so u rc e  i s  c a l l e d  "Adamant," which s i g n i f i e s ,  

c h i e f l y ,  th e  l o a d s to n e ,  b u t  a l s o  c a r r i e s  th e  secondary  

a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  im p e n e t ra b le  h a rd n e s s .  Thus th e  e a r l i e r  

s u g g e s t io n  t h a t  God can somehow rem ain unmoved by m an 's  

s u f f e r i n g ,  ch o o s in g  a t  w i l l  t o  ig n o re  i t  o r  t o  r e l i e v e  

i t  by t h e  g i f t  o f  g r a c e ,  i s  r e in f o r c e d .

S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  th e  "g" sound o f  "Grace" o cc u rs  

o n ly  once i n  th e  poem, i . e . ,  w i th  th e  m ention  o f  t h a t  

w ord, w h ile  th e  "d" o f  "d e a th "  and " d e s p a i r "  i s  r e p e a te d  

e l e v e n  t im e s ,  as an i n i t i a l  sound in  th o s e  and o th e r  w ords , 

i n  t h e  f i r s t  e i g h t  l i n e s .  I t  th e n  o ccu rs  o n ly  once more 

in  t h e  poem, in  th e  "draw" o f  th e  l a s t  l i n e ,  which 

s u g g e s t s  t h a t  th e  in t e r v e n in g  "Grace" i s  s t r o n g  enough to  

conquer a t  one s t r o k e  th e  am assed fo rc e  o f  th e  "d" 

c o l l o c a t i o n .  And y e t  t h e r e  rem ains  an im balance  betw een 

th e  seem ing ly  c o n c lu s iv e  "argum ent" o f  t h i s  p h o n e t ic  scheme 

and th e  h e s i t a n c y  o f  th e  l a s t  two l i n e s :  "Thy Grace may

wing me . . .  " (em phasis m in e ) .

F u r th e rm o re ,  t h e  am b ig u ity  i s  s t r e n g th e n e d  by th e  

poem 's  second  main s o u n d - r e p e t i t i o n  scheme, t h a t  made up o f  

th e  v a r io u s  " i "  sounds t h a t  d e r iv e  from th e  c e n t r a l  word 

" e y e ."  T h e m a t ic a l ly ,  th e  word i s  c e n t r a l ,  s in c e  i t  i s  th e



s p e a k e r 's  eyes w hich i n d i c a t e  h i s  s o u l ' s  d i r e c t i o n  ( i f  

S a ta n  i s  draw ing him , h i s  ey es  a r e  dimmed and in c a p a b le  

o f  moving; i f  God i s  d raw ing  him, h i s  eyes a r e  f r e e d  to  

look upw ard), and t h i s  th e m a t ic  c e n t r a l i t y  i s  r e i n f o r c e d  

by heavy p h o n e t ic  em p h as is .  There a re  a t o t a l  o f  

tw en ty -one  " i "  sounds in  th e  poem, s l i g h t l y  o v e r  h a l f  

o f  them (e leven)  o c c u r r in g  e i t h e r  i n  th e  word " I"  o r  in  

th e  a s s o c i a t e d  words "my" and "m ine ."  Thus t h i s  one sound 

forms a "kno t"  j o i n i n g  th e  two opposing  themes o f  th e  poem: 

on th e  one hand , th e  s p e a k e r ' s  s tu b b o rn  i n d i v i d u a l i t y  t h a t  

w i l l s  m otion tow ard  S a ta n  r a t h e r  th a n  tow ard  God, and , on 

th e  o t h e r ,  th e  eye  as  an emblem o f  t h a t  p a r t  o f  h i s  s p i r i t  

which th e  sp e a k e r  can n o t c o n t r o l ,  b u t  which can be a c t i v a ­

t e d  o n ly  by God. A r e s o l u t i o n  o f  t h i s  o p p o s i t io n  seems to  

be su g g e s te d  i n  t h e  "o u r  o ld  s u b t l e  foe"  o f  l i n e  11, s in c e  

th e  s p e a k e r  i s  h e r e  a l i g n i n g  h im s e l f  w i th  God o f  h i s  own 

w i l l — b u t  t h a t  th e  a l ig n m e n t i s  on ly  tem porary  i s  im p l ie d  

by th e  pun in  th e  fo l lo w in g  l i n e :  " . . .  n o t  one h ou re

I  can my s e l f e  s u s t a i n e "  (emphases m in e ) . Thus th e  b a s i c  

th e m a t ic  im ba lance  o f  th e  poem i s  r e f l e c t e d  i n  i t s  sound 

p a t t e r n s :  th e  " I - e y e "  c o n f l i c t  i s  n ev e r  r e a l l y  s i l e n c e d ,  

o r  th e  r e c o n c i l i n g  "o u r"  r e a l l y  s u s t a i n e d ,  by th e  "g" o f  

" G ra c e ."
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We have s e e n ,  t h e n ,  some o f  th e  ways i n  which Donne 

c r e a t e s  v a r io u s  k in d s  o f  p o e t i c  im b a lan ce : he p ro d u ces

a c o n c e p tu a l  im ba lance  by d i s t u r b in g  th e  norm al o r d e r  o f  

e lem e n ts  in  a h i e r a r c h i c a l  s e r i e s ,  o r  by su d d e n ly  r e v e r s in g  

o r d i n a r i l y  f ix e d  r o l e s  (man's and G o d 's ) ; he a l lo w s  a 

c e n t r a l  am b ig u ity  t o  s t a n d  u n re so lv e d  by p la y in g  o f f  th e  

c o n t r a ry  t e n d e n c ie s  o f  l e x i c a l  and p h o n e t ic  e lem e n ts  

a g a i n s t  th e m a t ic  e le m e n ts ;  and f i n a l l y ,  he g e n e r a te s  a more 

b a s i c  d i f f i c u l t y  i n  which t h e ^ c o n f l i c t i n g  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  

s u r f a c e  s t r u c t u r e  and s u b - s t r u c t u r e  make i t  im p o s s ib le  f o r  

th e  r e a d e r  to  " b a la n c e "  th e  poem.

I t  would be n a t u r a l  to  e x p e c t  t h a t ,  u n d er  th e s e  

c i r c u m s ta n c e s ,  D onne 's  p rosody  would r e i n f o r c e  t h i s  se n se  

o f  i n s t a b i l i t y .  The more r e g u la r  and th u s  m e t r i c a l l y  more 

b a la n c e d  l i n e s  o f  Pope , o r  even o f  M a rv e l l ,  would n o t  " f i t "  

D onne's  p o e t r y ;  many o f  h i s  r e a d e r s  s h a re  th e  f e e l i n g  t h a t  

th e  i r r e g u l a r i t i e s  o f  h i s  m e te r ,  i n  th e  S a t i r e s  and th e  

Songs and S o n n e ts ,  a s  w e l l  as in  th e  Holy S o n n e ts ,  a re  

somehow a p p r o p r i a t e  t o  t h e i r  c o n te x t .  A b r i e f  d i s c u s s io n  

o f  two m e t r i c a l  phenomena— s t r e s s  maximum and c a e s u r a —w i l l  

p e rh a p s  p ro v id e  some s o l i d  s u p p o r t  f o r  t h i s  im p re s s io n .

M orris  H a l le  and Samuel Jay  K ey se r , i n  t h e i r  p a p e r  

on C h a u c e r 's  p ro so d y ,  d e f in e d  a s t r e s s  maximum as "a  

s y l l a b l e  b e a r in g  l i n g u i s t i c a l l y  d e te rm in ed  s t r e s s  t h a t  i s



g r e a t e r  th a n  t h a t  o f  th e  two s y l l a b l e s  a d j a c e n t  to  i t  in

the same v e r s e . 1' A ccord ing  t o  H a l le  and K ey se r ,  s t r e s s

maxima can f a l l  o n ly  on th e  even p o s i t i o n s  in  a l i n e  o f

S n g l ish  iam b ic  p e n ta m e te r  v e r s e ;  a s t r e s s  maximum in  an

odd p o s i t i o n  i s  c o n s id e re d  u n m e t r i c a l .  ( In  d e te rm in in g

p o s i t i o n ,  r u l e s  g o v ern in g  e l i s i o n  and s u b s t i t u t i o n — e . g . ,

a l lo w in g  two s y l l a b l e s  to  occupy one p o s i t i o n — m ust be
15

tak en  i n t o  a c c o u n t . )  But a t  l e a s t  one c r i t i c  has  found 

Donne's l i n e s  t o  be f r e q u e n t ly  u n m e tr ic a l  in  r e g a rd  t o  th e  

stress-m axim um  r u l e ,  even i f  a l lo w a n c e s  a r e  made fo r  

e l i s i o n  and s u b s t i t u t i o n .  Jo sep h  G. B e av e r ,  i n  "A 

Grammar o f  P ro so d y ,"  f in d s  t h a t  Donne d e l i b e r a t e l y  a l lo w s  

th e  s t r e s s  maxima to  f a l l  on th e  odd p o s i t i o n s ,  as  th e  

f i r s t  one does in  "Thou h as  made me, and s h a l l  th y  worke 

d ec ay ? " . B e a v e r 's  o p in io n  t h a t  t h i s  s h i f t i n g  o f  em phasis 

u n d e rs c o re s  th e  b a s i c  c o n f l i c t  i n  th e  poem i s  co n so n an t 

w ith  o u r  e a r l i e r  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h i s  s o n n e t .

F u r th e rm o re ,  i n  com paring D onne 's  Holy S onnets  to

S h a k e s p e a re 's  s o n n e t s ,  B eaver f in d s  t h a t  th e  l a t t e r  most

f r e q u e n t ly  have s t r e s s  maxima a t  th e  m idd le  and end o f  

l i n e s ,  w h ile  i n  th e  fo rm er th e y  f a l l  a t  th e  b e g in n in g  and 

end . H is c o n c lu s io n  i s  t h a t  Donne s a c r i f i c e s  th e  m ed ia l 

s t a b i l i t y  o f  h i s  l i n e ,  c r e a t i n g ,  th ro u g h  h i s  em phasis o f

th e  b e g in n in g  and e n d ,  a k in d  o f  " s u s p e n s io n  b r id g e "
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s t r u c t u r e .  I f  t h i s  a c c o u n t i s  c o r r e c t ,  t h e r e  i s  f u r t h e r

e v id e n ce  to  s u p p o r t  o u r  th e o r y ,  advanced e a r l i e r ,  t h a t
16

Donne i s  a p o e t  o f  "ex trem es"  and n o t  o f  "m eans."

A nother way in  which Donne av o id s  th e  m idd le  i s

t o  eschew th e  r e g u l a r  use  o f  th e  m e d ia l  c a e s u r a .  The

s t r i k i n g  v a r i e t y  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  h i s  c a e s u r a l  p r a c t i c e

i s  m ost r e a d i l y  se en  i n  th e  S a t i r e s ,  w here , i n  th e  space

o f  f i v e  l i n e s ,  i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t o  f i n d  l i n e s  w i th  z e r o ,

o n e , two, o r  t h r e e  c a e s u ra s  ( e . g . ,  th e  f i r s t  f i v e  l i n e s  
17

o f  S a t i r e  IV ) .  And, when some r e g u l a r i t y  does o c c u r—

f o r  exam ple , i n  l i n e s  6-8 and 10-13 i n  th e  same S a t i r e ,

which a l l  have one c a e s u ra — Donne v a r i e s  th e  p o s i t i o n

o f  t h e  c a e s u ra  so t h a t  i t  does n o t  a lw ays f a l l  in  th e

m id d le  o f  t h e  l i n e .  ( E s p e c i a l ly  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f

D onne 's  enjambed l i n e s  i n  th e  S a t i r e s ,  as  A rnold  S t e in

has  p o in te d  o u t ,  i s  th e  p la cem en t o f  th e  c a e s u ra  n e a r  th e

end o f  th e  l i n e ,  so  t h a t  i n  e f f e c t  a new rhythm b e g in s
18

and c a r r i e s  o v e r  i n t o  th e  n e x t  l i n e  .)

A lthough D onne's  l y r i c s  do n o t  always m a n i f e s t

q u i t e  t h i s  range  o f  v a r i e t y ,  th e y  s t i l l  a r e  f a r  from

b e in g  p r e d i c t a b l e .  A side from th e  f a c t  t h a t  he o f t e n  u ses
19

d i f f e r e n t  m e te rs  w i th in  th e  same poem, so t h a t ,  f o r  

exam ple , a d im e te r  i s  fo l lo w ed  by a p e n ta m e te r  l i n e .
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c r e a t i n g  an u n eq u a l v i s u a l  p a t t e r n —

L et me powre f o r t h

My t e a r e s  b e f o r e  th y  f a c e ,  w h i l ' s t  I  s t a y  h e re

— he a l s o  p la c e s  th e  c a e s u ra s  i r r e g u l a r l y  to  c r e a t e  th e

same e f f e c t ,  as  in  th e  f i r s t  s t a n z a  o f  "Communitie"s

Good wee m ust l o v e , /  /a n d  must h a te  i l l ,

Fo r  i l l  i s  i l l , /  /a n d  good/ /good  s t i l l ,

B ut t h e r e  a r e  th in g s  i n d i f f e r e n t ,

Which wee may n e i t h e r  h a t e , /  / n o r  lo v e ,

But o n e , /  / a n d  th e n  a n o th e r  p ro v e ,

As wee s h a l l  f in d e  our fancy b e n t .

Of c o u r s e ,  th e  p e r c e p t io n  o f  i r r e g u l a r  g roup ings  t h a t

r e s u l t s  from n o t i c i n g  th e  c a e s u r a  p lacem ent i s  s u b t l e r

th a n  th e  aw areness  o f  v a r y in g  l i n e  le n g th s  in  a s t a n z a ,

s i n c e ,  f a r  from b e in g  a t o t a l l y  v i s u a l  e x p e r ie n c e ,  i t

depends on an u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  th e  sense  o f  th e  l i n e :

t h e  s e p a r a t io n  betw een th e  two "goods" t h a t  one would

re a d  i n t o  l i n e  two above p re su p p o se s  a g ra sp  o f  th e  f a c t

t h a t  th e  f i r s t  i s  n o m in a l ,  th e  second a d j e c t i v a l .

I t  has  been s a i d  t h a t  Donne o f te n  u ses  c a e s u ra s  to
20

d e f in e  t h e  p i v o t s  o f  h i s  th o u g h t .  I t  i s  a s ta te m e n t  

w o rth  e x p l o r in g ,  b u t  one w hich i s  n o t  im m edia te ly  

p e r t i n e n t .  F or th e  moment, i t  i s  enough t o  p o i n t  o u t  t h a t  

D onne 's  f l e x i b i l i t y  r e g a r d in g  c a e s u r a  use te n d s  to  r e s u l t
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in  ail a sym m etrica l l i n e , i n  t h a t  th e  l i n e  ca n n o t r e g u l a r l y

be d iv id e d  i n t o  h a l v e s .  (Of c o u r s e ,  even i n  v e r s e  where

a f a i r l y  r e g u l a r  m ed ia l c a e s u r a  o c c u r s — f o r  exam ple , in

th e  \u g u s tan  c o u p le t— th e  l i n e  does n o t  d iv id e  e x a c t l y

in  h a l f ,  s in c e  th e  c a e s u r a  comes, u s u a l l y ,  a f t e r  th e  second

f o o t ,  n o t  i n  between th e  se co n d  and th e  t h i r d  f o o t .  But

t h i s  i s  c lo s e  enough t o  g iv e  th e  s e n se  o f  b i f u r c a t i o n . )

Hermann Weyl, in  w r i t i n g  o f  symmetry i n  a r t  and

n a tu r e ,  has  s a i d  t h a t  th e  r e a s o n  b i - l a t e r a l  symmetry

p r e v a i l s  i n  n a tu re  ( in  th e  human body , f o r  example) i s

t h a t  "a  s t a t e  o f  e q u i l i b r iu m  i s  l i k e l y  to  be sy m m etr ic ,"

f o r  "under c o n d i t io n s  which d e te rm in e  a un ique s t a t e  o f

e q u i l ib r iu m  th e  symmetry o f  th e  c o n d i t io n s  m ust c a r r y  o v e r
21

t o  t h e  s t a t e  o f  e q u i l i b r i u m . " I f  t h i s  i s  t r u e ,  and i f  

draw ing an ana logy  betw een two such  d i f f e r e n t  o b j e c t s  as 

th e  human body and a poem i s  n o t  too  r i s k y  an e n d e av o r ,  

th en  p e rh ap s  we can say  t h a t  th e  la c k  o f  b i - l a t e r a l  sym­

m etry  in  D onne's p o e t ry  s u g g e s t s  a c o r re sp o n d in g  d i s e q u i l ­

ib r iu m  in  th e  fo rc e s  t h a t  p ro d u ced  i t — though  to  le a p

im m edia te ly  from im b a lan ces  i n  th e  p o e t r y  to  im ba lances
22

in  th e  p o e t  i s  u n j u s t i f i e d .  There  a r e  c e r t a i n l y  c o n n e c t io n s  

between th e  "form" o f  th e  p o e t ' s  mind and th e  "form" o f  h i s  

p o e t r y ,  b u t  they  a re  n o t  much e a s i e r  to  d i s c e r n  th a n  th o s e  

between n a tu r e  in  g e n e r a l  and th e  human body.
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I t  m igh t be u s e f u l  a t  t h i s  p o in t  t o  compare to  

Donna a p o e t  who i s  u n q u e s t io n a b ly  c o n s id e r e d  more 

"sym m etrica l"  i n  s e v e r a l  ways—nam ely, Pope. I n t u i t i o n  

would s u p p o r t  th e  th e o ry  t h a t  phenomena i n  Pope w hich 

a re  th o u g h t  o f  as sy m m e tr ic a l ,  f o r  exam ple , h i s  use  o f  

p a r a l l e l  c o n s t r u c t i o n s ,  o r  th e  c lo s e d  c o u p l e t ,  would be 

met w ith  c o r re sp o n d in g  asym m etries in  Donne— and in  f a c t ,  

enough ev id en ce  can be assem bled  to  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  Donne 

i s  f a i r l y  c o n s i s t e n t l y  a sy m m etr ica l ,  as  Pope i s  f a i r l y  

c o n s i s t e n t l y  s y m m e t r i c a l , i n  r e s p e c t  t o  o t h e r  p o e t i c  

f e a t u r e s  b e s id e s  p ro so d y . S ince  much o f  th e  i n v e s t i g a ­

t i o n  n e c e s s a ry  t o  s u p p o r t  t h i s  c o n je c tu r e  h as  a l r e a d y  

been done by Seymour Chatman in  a p a p e r  w hich c o n s id e r s  

D onne 's  S a t i r e  IV and P o p e 's  v e r s io n  o f  i t ,  we w i l l  

b r i e f l y  summarize h i s  f in d in g s  h e re .

In  h i s  s tu d y  o f  rhyme, a l l i t e r a t i o n ,  and c l o s u r e ,  

Chatman f in d s  f i r s t ,  t h a t ,  w h ile  Pope seldom  rhymes a 

s t r e s s e d  w ith  an u n s t r e s s e d  s y l l a b l e ,  Donne f r e q u e n t ly  

does s o ,  as in  " S i r /W e s tm in s te r ,"  " a l o n e / f a s h i o n , "  " o n e /  

p r i s o n , "  and " g e t / m e r i t " ; second , t h a t  Donne tw ic e  as 

o f t e n  as Pope a l l i t e r a t e s  co n tig u o u s  s y l l a b l e s  ( t h a t  i s ,  

s y l l a b l e s  t h a t  a r e  n o t  b o th  m e t r i c a l l y  s t r e s s e d ) , w h ile  

Pope i n  g e n e ra l  makes a l l i t e r a t i o n  c o in c id e  w i th  m e t r i c a l



s t r e s s ;  t h i r d ,  t h a t  Pope fo re g ro u n d s  th e  p a t t e r n  o f

b i s y l l a b i t c  m o d if ie r -m o n o s y l la b ic  head  by a l l i t e r a t i n g

(as in  "G rac io u s  God" and "p o p ish  p l o t " ) ,  w h i le  Donne

ten d s  t o  a l l i t e r a t e  words t h a t  do n o t  f a l l  i n t o  a s t r u c -
23

t u r a l  p a t t e r n  ( "d a re  drow n," "win widows") ; and f o u r th ,

t h a t  w h i le  Pope o f t e n  (77% o f  th e  tim e) u se s  p u n c tu a t io n

to  i n d i c a t e  a te rm in a l  ju n c tu r e  a t  th e  end o f  th e  second

l i n e  in  a c o u p l e t ,  Donne does t h i s  seldom  (36% o f  th e

t i m e ) , 15% o f  h i s  c o u p le t s  h a v in g  s t r o n g e r  ju n c tu r e s  a t

th e  end o f  th e  f i r s t  l i n e .  In  sum, th e n ,  Donne p r e f e r s

a deg ree  o f  im ba lance  in  h i s  rhym es, a v o id s  a h ig h

p e rc e n ta g e  o f  c o in c id e n c e  betw een h i s  sound e f f e c t s  and

h i s  s y n t a c t i c  and m e t r i c a l  s t r u c t u r e s ,  and te n d s  toward
24

an "open" c o u p le t .

L a s t l y ,  we sh o u ld  n o te  t h a t  p a r a l l e l  th o u g h ts  in  

Donne's v e r s e  a re  o f t e n  e x p re s s e d  i n  n o n - p a r a l l e l  

f a s h io n ,  as when he r e v e r s e s  th e  a d je c t iv e - n o u n  o r d e r  in  

"As p rone to* a l l  i l l ,  and o f  good as f o r g e t - / f u l l , as 

p ro u d , as l u s t f u l l ' ,  and as much i n  d e b t , "  o r  p roduces 

th e  awkward "My m inde, n e i t h e r  w ith  p r i d e s  i t c h ,  n o r  y e t  

h a th  b e e n /P o y s o n 'd  w i th  lo v e  t o  s e e ,  o r  t o  bee seene"

(11. 13-14 and 5 - 6 ) .  Pope, how ever, r e g u l a r i z e s  th e s e  

l i n e s  so t h a t  p a r a l l e l  th o u g h ts  a r e  fram ed in  p a r a l l e l



77
s y n ta x ,  and th e  l a t t e r ,  i n  t u r n ,  c o r re sp o n d s  w ith  l i n e  

and (n e e d le s s  t o  s a y ,  Pope would n o t  th in k  o f  en jam bing  

" f o r g e t / f u l l , "  o r ,  as Donne does l a t e r ,  " e g g e / s h e l s " ) : 

th e  f i r s t  passage  becomes "As p rone  to  111 , as n e g l ig e n t  

o f  Good,/A s deep in  D eb t,w i th o u t  a th o u g h t  t o  p a y " ; th e  

second  "With f o o l i s h  P r id e  my H e a r t  was n e v e r  f i r ' d , / N o r  

th e  v a in  I t c h  t 1a d m ire , o r  be  adm ired" (em phasis P o p e ' s ) .

As has been p o in te d  o u t  by M.F. Moloney in  "D onne 's  

M e t r i c a l  P r a c t i c e , "  P o p e 's  l i n e s  g iv e  m e t r i c a l  c o n f irm a­

t i o n  t o  th e  r h e t o r i c a l  p a r a l l e l s  i m p l i c i t  i n  D o n n e 's ,  

s i n c e  th e  p a r a l l e l  p h ra s e s  ap p e a r  as f u l l  l i n e s .  In  

e f f e c t ,  P o p e 's  use  o f  p a r a l l e l i s m  and b a la n c e  makes a 

v i r t u e  o f  th e  n e c e s s i t y  o f  f i l l i n g  o u t  an e n d -s to p p e d
25

l i n e ;  Donne does n o t  o p e r a te  u n d er  th e s e  c o n s t r a i n t s .

A com parison o f  th e  rhyming p r a c t i c e s  o f  Pope and

Donne in  th e  two s a t i r e s  w i l l  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  Donne i s

w i th o u t  doubt th e  more a sy m m etr ica l  o f  th e  two, in  t h a t

rhyming words a re  commonly made up o f  d i f f e r e n t  p a r t s  o f

s p e e c h ,  nouns rhyming w i th  v e r b s ,  a d j e c t i v e s  w i th  p ro n o u n s ,

2 6v e rb s  w i th  c o n ju n c t io n s ,  e t c .  In  a d d i t i o n ,  Donne's 

rhymes a re  more o f t e n  " d is s o n a n t"  in  some f a s h io n :  he

u ses  o ff- rh y m es  ( " a r e / d a r e " ) , p a r t i a l  rhymes ( " n a t u r a l l /  

a l l " ) , and o c c a s io n a l ly  a co m b in a tio n  o f  p a r t i a l  rhyme 

and m a sc u l in e - fe m in in e  o p p o s i t i o n ,  as i n  " s e c o n d / f o u n d ."



But W.K. W im satt h as  shown t h a t ,  i n  o th e r  p l a c e s ,  " P o p e 's

rhymes a re  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by d i f f e r e n c e  i n  p a r t s  o f  speech

o r  i n  f u n c t io n s  o f  th e  same p a r t s  o f  s p e e c h ,  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e

i n  each  ca se  b e in g  a c c e n tu a te d  by th e  te n d en cy  o f  h i s
27c o u p le t s  t o  p a r a l l e l  s t r u c t u r e "  — a c o n c lu s io n  which may 

shed  some l i g h t  on why D onne 's  s u r f e i t  o f  asymmetry in  

th e  S a t i r e s  i s  n o t  always e f f e c t i v e .  T hat i s ,  an asym­

m e try ,  t o  be f u l l y  a p p r e c i a t e d ,  m ust o c c u r  i n  th e  c o n te x t  

o f  some symmetry o r  c o r re sp o n d e n c e ;  i f  t h e r e  i s  no ground 

a g a i n s t  which th e  f i g u r e  can a p p e a r ,  th e n  th e  f i g u r e  as 

such  l o s e s  i t s  s i g n i f i c a n c e .

A more s u c c e s s f u l  k in d  o f  asymmetry o c c u rs  when 

Donne e s t a b l i s h e s  a p a t t e r n  o f  p a r a l l e l i s m s  which he 

th e n  d e v i a t e s  from o r  v a r i e s  in  s u b t l e r  ways. I f ,  f o r  

exam ple , we exam ine th e  f i r s t  s t a n z a  o f  "The C a n o n iz a t io n ,"  

we f in d  a r a t h e r  complex p a t t e r n  composed o f  t h e  t e n  

im p e r a t iv e s  and t h e i r  o b j e c t s .  The f i r s t  two commands, 

"h o ld "  and " l e t  . . . l o v e ,"  have p o s t - p o s i t i o n a l  s i n g l e  

o b j e c t s  ("y o u r  tongue"  and "m e") , w h ile  th e  t h i r d ,  " c h id e ,"  

has  a d o u b le  p o s t - p o s i t i o n a l  o b j e c t  jo in e d  by " o r . "  A 

change comes w i th  th e  f o u r th  im p e r a t iv e ,  " f l o u t , "  which 

has  a doub le  p r e - p o s i t i o n a l  o b j e c t  jo in e d  by " o r , "  and th e  

f i f t h ,  " im p ro v e ,"  which has  two p r e - p o s i t i o n a l  o b j e c t s  n o t  

jo in e d  by any c o n ju n c t io n ,  and a chiasm us i n  t h e  a rran g em en t
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o f  th e  o b j e c t s  and th e  accompanying p r e p o s i t i o n a l  p h r a s e s :  

"With w e a l th  y o u r  s t a t e ,  y o u r  minde w i th  A r ts  im prove."

The n e x t  two l i n e s  f a l l  i n t o  sy m m etr ic a l  p a t t e r n s  ("Take 

you a c o u r s e ,  g e t  you a p l a c e , /O b se rv e  h i s  honour, o r  

h i s  g r a c e " ) , b u t  th e  s e v e n th ,  w hich ap p ea rs  t o  c o n t in u e  

th e  p a r a l l e l i s m  by s u p p ly in g  two more o b j e c t s  f o r  "O bserve ,"  

i s  i n  f a c t  a sy m m etrica l  by v i r t u e  o f  i t s  a m b ig u ity .  For 

"Or th e  Kings r e a l l ,  o r  h i s  s tam ped fa c e "  can be re a d  

e i t h e r  as  an o b j e c t  o f  "O bserve" i n  l i n e  6 , o r  as an o b j e c t  

o f  "C on tem pla te"  a t  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  l i n e  8, and t h i s  

i m p e r a t iv e ,  in  t u r n ,  i s  fo l lo w ed  by th e  te m p o ra r i ly  ambig­

uous p h ra s e  "what you w i l l , "  w h ich , b e f o r e  i t  f i n a l l y  s e t t l e s  

w i th  " a p p ro v e ,"  seems to  be an o b j e c t  o f  "C ontem plate ."^®  

F u r th e r  asym m etries  may be se en  i n  th e  f a c t  t h a t  l i n e  7 

i s  th e  on ly  enjam bed l i n e  in  th e  s t a n z a ,  and "C ontem plate"  

th e  o n ly  t r i s y l l a b l e  im p e r a t iv e ;  th e  f u n c t io n  o f  th e  two 

l i n e s  as th e  s t a n z a ' s  fu lc rum  o f  im ba lance  i s  r e in f o r c e d  

by th e s e  phenomena.

As we have been a t te m p t in g  to  d e m o n s t r a te ,  Donne 

c o n s i s t e n t l y  te n d s  to  e x p l o i t  th e  i n t e r - r e l a t i o n s h i p  

between m e t r i c a l ,  p h o n e t i c ,  s e m a n t ic ,  and s y n t a c t i c  phenom­

ena  f o r  a sy m m etr ica l  e f f e c t .  Seldom i n  h i s  l y r i c s  do we 

f in d  a r e g u l a r  co rre sp o n d e n ce  betw een  s y n ta x  and l i n e  end , 

f o r  exam ple , o r  betw een word b o u n d a r ie s  and f o o t  b o u n d a r ie s .
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T his  l a t t e r  may be i l l u s t r a t e d  by an example from th e

s t a n z a  c o n s id e re d  above? s c a n s io n  o f  th e  one l i n e
K / X / ^ « /

C o n tem /p la te ,  w h a t/y o u  w i l l , /a p p ro v e

r e v e a l s  t h a t  th e  fou r  f e e t  a r e  a l l  v a r i o u s l y  composed, 

th e  f i r s t  b e in g  formed by two s y l l a b l e s  o f  a t r i s y l l a b i c  

w ord , th e  second  by th e  t h i r d  s y l l a b l e  o f  t h a t  word p lu s  

a m o n o s y l la b le ,  the  t h i r d  by two m o n o s y l la b le s ,  and th e  

f o u r t h  by a b i s y l l a b l e .  C o n v e rs e ly ,  w henever Donne 

e s t a b l i s h e s  a r e p e a t in g  p a t t e r n  o f  s y l l a b i c  d i s t r i b u t i o n ,  

he v a r i e s  th e  m e t r i c a l  p a t t e r n ,  so  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  n o t  a 

com ple te  o v e r la p  between th e  two. F o r  exam ple , l i n e s  2 

and 7 open w i th  th e  same s y l l a b i c  a r r a n g e m e n t ,  t h r e e

m o n o sy l la b le s  and a b i s y l l a b l e ,  b u t  th e  m e te r  c o u n te r s  t h i s
x /  x /  x /

p a r a l l e l :  l i n e  2 has "Or c h id e  my p a l s i e , "  l i n e  7 "Or
X '  '  X.th e  Kings r e a l l . "

The q u e s t io n  o f  enjambment i s  a more i n t e r e s t i n g  

o n e ,  s in c e  t h e r e  i s  more in v o lv e d  t h a t  i s  u n iq u e  to  Donne. 

I f  we look  a t  th e  enjambments o c c u r r in g  in  th e  f iv e  

s t a n z a s  o f  "The C a n o n iz a t io n ,"  we w i l l  f i n d  n e i t h e r  a 

random p a t t e r n  n o r  a sy m m etr ica l  o n e ,  b u t  a g a in ,  a  p a t t e r n  

t h a t  e x p l o i t s  th e  p r i n c i p l e  o f  im b a la n c e .  The rhyme 

scheme i s  abbacccaa? f o r  c o n v e n ie n c e ' s a k e ,  l e t  th e  f i r s t  

o c c u r re n c e  o f  each  rhyme be d e s ig n a te d  by th e  s u b s c r i p t i o n  

" 1 ,"  th e  second  by "2" and so  on. The f i r s t  s t a n z a ,  th e n ,
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c o n ta in s  on ly  one enjambm ent, on c 3 ( " f a c e " ) ,  and t h a t ,

as we have m en tioned  above , c o -o c c u rs  w ith  a s y n t a c t i c a l

a m b ig u i ty .  In  th e  second  s t a n z a ,  enjambments o c c u r  a t

c i  and c 3 , th e  l a t t e r  b e in g  in v o lv e d  in  a s l i g h t

se m a n t ic  am b igu ity  ( th e  " s t i l l "  o f  . . and Lawyers

f in d e  s t i l l / L i t i g i o u s  men" can be l in k e d  a d v e r b i a l l y

e i t h e r  w i th  " f in d e  o u t , "  o r  w i th  " L i t i g i o u s " ) .  S tan z a

t h r e e  enjambs on c^ and a ^ , th e  f i r s t  tim e an enjambment

o c c u rs  o u t s id e  o f  th e  "c" com plex. The rhyme word in  t h i s

l i n e ,  " p ro v e ,"  a l s o  c o n s t i t u t e s  th e  m iddle member o f  an

a sy m m etr ic a l  t r i a d ,  s in c e  i t  i s  bounded on one s id e  by

th e  non-en jam bed "approve" i n  th e  f i r s t  s t a n z a ,  and by th e

enjam bed "approve" in  th e  f o u r t h ,  bo th  o c c u r r in g  in  th e

a^ p o s i t i o n .  (There i s  a l s o  a m inor p a t t e r n  which

d e v e lo p s  o u t  o f  th e  p la y  on s im i la r - s o u n d in g  w ords, and

on d i f f e r e n t  m eanings o f  th e  same word, f a l l i n g  in  th e

same two p o s i t i o n s :  s t a n z a  1 has "im prove" a t  a2 and

"approve"  a t  a  ; s t a n z a  3 h a s  "prove" a t  a^ ; and s ta n z a  3 J
4 h as  "prove" a t  a 2 and "approve"  a t  a ^ . )  S ta n z a  4 a l s o  

h as  enjambments on b^ and c ^ , which make i t  th e  on ly  

s t a n z a  t o  have enjambments a t  a l l  t h r e e  rhym e-com plexes, 

" a , "  " b ,"  and " c . "  F i n a l l y ,  th e  f i f t h  s t a n z a  enjambs a t  

a ^ ,  a2 r and a^ .
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The c o n c lu s io n  we can now draw i s  t h a t  some 

r e g u l a r i t i e s  in  th e  poem 's enjambment p a t t e r n  o c c u r  as a 

k in d  o f  backdrop t o  th e  i r r e g u l a r i t i e s : ev e ry  s t a n z a

c o n ta in s  an enjambment somewhere in  th e  "c" com plex, b u t  

s t a n z a  4 i s  th e  o n ly  one t o  enjamb on " a ,"  " b ,"  and " c " ; 

sometimes an enjambment c o in c id e s  w i th  an am b ig u ity  o r  

w o rd -p la y ,  b u t  more o f t e n  i t  does n o t .

As w ith  th e  c a e s u r a ,  enjambment o f f e r s  th e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  i n c r e a s i n g  th e  co m p lex ity  o f  p o e t r y .  D onne 's  

use o f  i t  to  s u g g e s t  a m b ig u i t i e s  o f  c o n s t r u c t io n  lo o k s  

forw ard  t o  some o f  M i l t o n 's  p r a c t i c e s  in  P a r a d i s e  L o s t— 

p r a c t i c e s  w hich , l i k e  th e  use  o f  b la n k  v e r s e ,  have o cca­

s i o n a l l y  been r e g a rd e d  as th e  c o w a rd 's  way o u t  o f  w r i t i n g  

p o e t ry .  A con tem porary  o f  D o n n e 's ,  Dudley N o rth ,  

c r i t i c i z e s  enjambment i n  an e s sa y  t h a t ,  a l th o u g h  i t  n e v e r  

m entions names, q u i t e  c l e a r l y  a l l u d e s  t o  th e  M e ta p h y s ic a ls  

in  i t s  condem nation o f  t h e  p o e t ry  t h a t  "abounds i n  w i t ,  

h igh  c o n c e i t ,  f i g u r e ,  and p r o p o r t i o n . "  N orth c la im s  t h a t  

I t  canno t bee good in  l i m i t e d  l i n e s ,  w hich a r e  a 

pu rposed  pause  to  t h e  v o y ce , t o  c a r r y  w i th  a c o u n te r ­

tim e th e  p e r io d  o f  th e  se n se  t o  th e  body o f  th e  n e x t  

l i n e ,  much l e s s e  t o  dismember an in n o c e n t  w ord , t h a t  

ev e ry  c h i l d  a c c o rd in g  to. n a t u r e ,  and u s e ,  i n  s p e l l i n g  

would p u t  t o g e t h e r ;  and words have a n a t u r a l l  a y r e ,



83
a c c e n t ,  and q u a n t i t i e ,  whence t o  s t r a y n e  them i s  t o

ra c k  b o th  them and th e  r e a d e r  . . . whose Genius was

borne  f o r  p r o s e ,  l e t  him w r i t e  p r o s e ,  r a t h e r  th an

a f f e c t i n g  V erse  t o  make such u n n a t u r a l l  s t u f f e ,  as

29s h a l l  bee  good n e i t h e r .

N o r th 's  comments a r e  echoed  by Ben Jo n so n , who, i n  a d d i­

t i o n  to  c r i t i c i z i n g  D onne 's  " s t r a i n e d  a c c e n t s , "  sc o rn e d  

th e  p r a c t i c e  o f  en jam bing  l i n e s ,  " . . .  f o r  a  c h i l d  . . . 

may w r i t t e  a f t e r  th e  f a s h io n  o f  th e  Greeks and L a t in e  

v e r s e s  i n  ru n n in g  . . , . " 30 (But Jo n so n , n o t  one to  be 

f r i g h t e d  by th e  h o b g o b lin  o f  f o o l i s h  c o n s i s te n c y ,  h im s e l f  

d id  n o t  eschew enjambment— and , in  f a c t ,  i n  th e  C ary- 

M orison o d e ,  enjambed more d a r in g ly  th a n  Donne e v e r  

d i d . 31)

The im p l i c a t i o n  o f  th e s e  rem arks— r e i n f o r c e d  by 

J o n s o n 's  i n d i c a t i o n  e lse w h e re  t h a t  rhyme p ro v id e s  th e  

o n ly  c a e s u ra  f o r  v e r s e s  i n  th e  "V ulgar L anguages"32— 

i s  t h a t  v e r s e s  need  some k in d  o f  a s s i s t a n c e ,  w h e th e r  i t  

be th e  r e p e t i t i o n  o f  a  sound o r  th e  p o in t i n g  t h a t  i n d i ­

c a te s  a s y n t a c t i c a l  b r e a k ,  t o  s i g n a l  t h e i r  end . U ndoubtedly  

t h i s  o p in io n  d e r iv e s  from th e  com parison o f  th e  p e r io d  i n  

p ro se  t o  th e  p o e t i c  s t a n z a ,  a  com parison Jonson  a lm o s t 

s u r e l y  knew from C i c e r o ' s  O r a to r . In  a d d i t i o n ,  C ic e ro  says  

t h a t  th e  v e r s e  (hexam ete r  was meant) co r re sp o n d s  t o  th e



c o lo n ,  o r  member o f  a p e r i o d ,  and th e  h e m is t i c h  t o  th e
33comma, o r  p h r a s e .  Given th e  assu m p tio n  o f  t h i s  

co rre sp o n d e n ce  ( J o n s o n 's  ad m iss io n  t o  Drummond o f  

Hawthomden t h a t  he w ro te  h i s  v e r s e s  f i r s t  i n  p ro se  comes 

to  mind h e r e ) , i t  i s  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  he and N orth  

would e x p e c t  som eth ing  to  s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  th e  cadences 

w h ich , i n  c l a s s i c a l  o r a t o r y ,  f e l l  a t  th e  end o f  c o l a ;  

w hat i s  s u r p r i s i n g  i s  t h e i r  p r e d e c e s s o r  George P u t te n h a m 's  

a s s e r t i o n ,  i n  The A rte  o f  E n g l is h  P o e s i e , t h a t  th e  

com parison o f  th e  co lo n  t o  th e  v e r s e  i s  n o t  l e g i t i m a t e .  

There he sa y s  t h a t  commata and c o l a  a re  used  in  p ro s e  

when th e  se n se  d e c id e s  th e  c a e s u r a ,  b u t  th e s e  d i v i s i o n s  

do n o t  ap p ly  t o  p o e t r y ,  " s in c e  eu e ry  v e r s e  i s  . . .  a 

c la u s e  o f  i t s  s e l f e ,  and l i m i t e d  w i th  a C esure  howsoeuer 

th e  se n se  b e a r e ,  p e r f e c t  o r  i m p e r f e c t . " 34

In  o t h e r  w o rd s , a  s e n s e  o f  c o m p le t io n  a t t a c h e s  to  

th e „ v e r s e  l i n e  i t s e l f ,  w i th o u t  th e  a s s i s t a n c e  o f  any 

e x t e r n a l  p ro p s  such as  rhyme o r  p u n c t u a t i o n ;  th e  l i n e ,  as 

Pu ttenham  i m p l i e s ,  p o s s e s s e s  a k in d  o f  autonomy w hich can 

choose t o  e x e r t  i t s e l f  a g a i n s t  th e  f o r c e  o f  s y n ta x .  What 

r e s u l t s  from t h i s  phenomenon o f  enjam bm ent, o r  c a r r y in g  

"w ith  a c o u n te r - t im e  th e  p e r io d  o f  th e  se n se  t o  t h e  body 

o f  th e  n e x t  l i n e , "  i s  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  e x p l o i t i n g  a 

whole ran g e  o f  f r u i t f u l  t e n s i o n s .  A number o f  c o n t r a s t i v e
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r e l a t i o n s h i p s  i s  made p o s s i b l e  by enjambment: th e  t e n s io n

between th e  p ro g re s s  o f  th e  s y n ta x  and th e  end  o f  th e  l i n e  

a l lo w s  f o r  g r e a t e r  rh y th m ic  i n t e r p l a y  (between th e  p h ra s e s  

embodied in  th e  l i n e  and th o s e  w hich c o n s t i t u t e  a s y n t a c t i c  

u n i t ) , i n c r e a s e s  th e  o p t io n  o f  s y n t a c t i c  and se m a n tic  

a m b ig u ity ,  and a l s o ,  b ec au se  i t  te n d s  t o  fo re g ro u n d  th e  

word o c c u r r in g  l a s t  i n  th e  l i n e ,  p e rm its  a  c o n t r a s t  t o  

e x i s t  between an im p o r ta n t  m e t r i c a l  p o s i t i o n  and an 

"u n im p o rta n t"  v e rb a l  e le m e n t such  as  a p r e p o s i t i o n  o r  a 

c o n ju n c t io n .  A ll  o f  th e s e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  a r e  e x p l o i t e d  to  

v a ry in g  d eg re e s  by Donne.

Enjambment does c o n s t i t u t e  an a sy m m etr ica l  f e a t u r e  

o f  D onne's  v e r s e ;  y e t ,  b ec au se  i t  i s  by d e f i n i t i o n  a 

k in d  o f  f l u i d i t y ,  i t  a l s o  h e lp s  to  p r e s e r v e  h i s  p o e t r y  

from c o l l a p s i n g  under  th e  p r e s s u r e  o f  o t h e r  a sy m m etr ie s .

The " a r c h i t e c t o n i c "  q u a l i t y  o f  some R e n a issan c e  p o e t r y ,  

founded on e l a b o r a t e  i t e r a t i v e  and b i - l a t e r a l  sym m etries
n c

in  m e t r i c a l  and s t a n z a i c  p a t t e r n s  , can l e a d  to  r i g i d i -  

f i c a t i o n ?  however, D onne 's  im b a la n c e s ,  when ta k e n  to o  f a r ,  

th r e a te n  h i s  p o e t ry  w i th  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n .  B u t ,  as  H e in r ic h  

V o l f f l in  has  p o in te d  o u t  in  d i s c u s s i n g  th e  " a - t e c t o n i c "  

q u a l i t i e s  o f  baroque p a i n t i n g ,  " th e  r e a l l y  u n b a lan ce d  i s  no
O g

lo n g e r  a r t " ;  D onne's  poems rem ain poems o n ly  by v i r t u e  o f  

p o s s e s s in g  a c e r t a i n  e q u i l i b r iu m .  L ike  some s e v e n te e n th -
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c e n tu ry  p i c t u r e s ,  th e y  have an a v e r s io n  to  g ro u p in g

th em se lv es  around  a  c e n t r a l  a x i s  and e x p l o i t i n g  th e

p r i n c i p l e  o f  c o r re sp o n d e n c e ;  p u re  sym m etries e i t h e r  have

d is a p p e a re d  o r  have been  made in a p p a re n t  by s l i g h t

d i s tu r b a n c e s  o f  b a la n c e .  T h is  does n o t  mean t h a t  th e

poems f a i l  to  c o h e re ;  as W o l f f l in  n o t e s ,  th e  d i f f e r e n c e

betw een sym m etric  and asym m etric  a r t  i s  d e f in e d  by th e

ana logous c o n c e p t  i n  m echan ics  o f  s t a b l e  and u n s ta b le

e q u i l ib r iu m :  t h e  l a t t e r  f u n c t io n s  by c r e a t i n g  a " r e l a t i o n

37o f  o s c i l l a t i n g  b a l a n c e ."

One l a s t  ana logy  drawn from R enaissance  a r t  m igh t 

f u r t h e r  c l a r i f y  t h i s  p o i n t .  Out o f  th e  pose known as  th e  

c o n t r a p p o s to  in  a n t iq u e  s c u l p t u r e  ( in  which th e  p a r t s  o f  

th e  body were a r ra n g e d  a s y m m e tr ic a l ly ,  w ith  th e  tu r n  o f  

th e  head  opposed t o  t h a t  o f  t h e  h i p s ,  and so on) emerged 

th e  w in d in g  o r  t w i s t e d  body ( f i g u r a  s e r p e n t i n a t a ) o f  

M a n n e r is t  a r t .  In  th e  c l a s s i c a l  s t a t u e ,  a l l  asym m etries 

were r e c o n c i l e d  i n  a f i n a l  b a l a n c e ,  b u t ,  i n  i t s  R e n a is san c e  

a d a p t a t i o n ,  th e  o r g a n ic  d isp la c e m e n t  e x p re s se d  energy  and 

c o n t r a s t  between th e  two s id e s  o f  th e  body, th e  se n se  o f  

a r r e s t e d  m otion c r e a t i n g  a t e n s io n  between th e  p a r t s .  When 

t h i s  f i g u r e  i s  t r i p l e d ,  as i t  i s  i n  G iovanni B o lo g n a 's  

"Rape o f  th e  S a b in e ,"  and when t h i s  t r i p l i n g  i s  s u c c e s s f u l ,  

a more complex b a la n c e  i s  th e  r e s u l t .  From ev e ry  new a n g l e ,
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th e  t h r e e  f ig u re s  r e -g ro u p  th e m se lv es  i n t o  a new p a t t e r n ;  

th e  b a la n c e  between them i s  c o n t in u a l ly  b e in g  c r e a t e d  and 

d e s t r o y e d .3®

S i m i l a r ly ,  th e  c o m p o s i t io n a l  e lem en ts  in  one o f  

Donne's l y r i c s  a r e  always i n  th e  p ro c e s s  o f  r e - g ro u p in g  

as new r e l a t i o n s h i p s  em erge: p a r a l l e l s  may dev e lo p  in  one 

d im en s io n , b u t  th e y  a r e  i n t e r r u p t e d  by d i s c o n t i n u i t i e s  in  

a n o th e r ,  so  t h a t  t h e  poem n e v e r  q u i t e  s t a b i l i z e s  i t s e l f .  

Perhaps  t h i s  i s  t r u e  o f  a l l  p o e t r y — b u t  w hat makes Donne's 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  im p re s s iv e  i s  t h a t  i t  pushes th e  p r i n c i p l e  o f  

im balance t o  th e  l i m i t s .  I t  i s  p o e t ry  t h a t  e x p l o i t s  i t s  

s h i f t i n g  id iom  t o  th e  f u l l e s t ,  and y e t  m a in ta in s  a 

tenuous b a la n c e ;  " i t  i s  a lw ays com posed ."39
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CHAPTER I I I  

OBSCURITY

P l a i n l y  i f  i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t o  e x p re s s  a s u b t l e  
and r e c o n d i t e  th o u g h t  on a s u b t l e  and r e c o n d i t e  
s u b j e c t  i n  a  s u b t l e  and r e c o n d i t e  way and w i th  
g r e a t  f e l i c i t y  and p e r f e c t i o n ,  i n  th e  e n d , some­
th in g  m ust be s a c r i f i c e d ,  w i th  so  t r y i n g  a t a s k ,  
i n  th e  p r o c e s s ,  and t h i s  may be t h e  b e in g  a t  once , 
nay p e rh ap s  even th e  b e in g  w i th o u t  e x p la n a t io n  a t  
a l l ,  i n t e l l i g i b l e .

G erard  Manley Hopkins 
L e t t e r  to  R o b e r t  B r id g e s  

November 6 , 1887

D onne 's  p o e t r y ,  as  we have s e e n ,  a c h ie v e s  a complex 

b a la n c e  t h a t  em bodies th e  c o n t r a d i c to r y  p r i n c i p l e s  o f  

symmetry and  asym m etry, r e s t  and m o tion . L ike  any p o e t ,  

he works f o r  a b a la n c e  o f  p o e t i c  e le m e n ts ,  b u t  he c h a ra c ­

t e r i s t i c a l l y  chooses  a dev ious  and i n d i r e c t  r o u t e ,  o p e r ­

a t i n g  on th e  th e o ry  t h a t  th e  s u b t l e  harmony i s  b e t t e r  th a n  

th e  o b v io u s .  And j u s t  as a b a la n c e  can be a c h ie v e d  t h a t  

t a k e s  i n t o  ac co u n t  p a r t i a l  im b a la n c e s ,  so  can  a  g r e a t e r  

harmony r e s u l t  from l e s s e r  d i s s o n a n c e s ,  and a  f i n a l  c l a r i t y  

grow o u t , o f  tem p o ra ry  o b s c u r i t i e s .  A l l  t h r e e — b a l a n c e , 

harmony, and c l a r i t y — a re  f e a t u r e s  o f  D onne 's  p o e t r y ,  

a l th o u g h  many r e a d e r s  have n o t  found them t h e r e .  T h is  

p rob lem , how ever, can be s o lv e d  by u n d e r s ta n d in g  D onne's
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m ethod, w h ich , as  we have s u g g e s te d ,  i s  t h a t  o f  p ro cee d in g  

to  one g o a l  by means o f  i t s  o p p o s i t e .  We have examined 

t h i s  method as  i t  p e r t a i n s  to  th e  q u e s t io n  o f  b a la n c e ;  i t  

now rem ains  t o  c o n s id e r  th e  p rob lem s o f  harmony and 

c l a r i t y .

A b r i e f  look  a t  th e  d o c t r i n e s  o f  c e r t a i n  R ena issance  

p h i lo s o p h e r s  m igh t h e lp  t o  e x p la in  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between 

D onne 's  asymmetry and h i s  o b s c u r i t y .  F o r ,  a s  E dgar Wind 

has  shown, th e  co n c ep t  o f  God was o f t e n  c o n n e c te d  to  th e  

id e a  o f  H is h id d e n n e s s — a c o n ju n c t io n  w hich  p roduced  th e  

d o c t r i n e  o f  " l i g h t - i n - d a r k n e s s . " *  The a n te c e d e n ts  o f  t h i s  

d o c t r i n e  can be t r a c e d  back to  a n t i q u i t y :  one so u rc e  l i e s

in  t h e  m y s te ry  r e l i g i o n s  o f  a n c i e n t  G re ec e , whose members 

were th o u g h t  to  p o s s e s s  "deep" knowledge h id d e n  from th e  

u n i n i t i a t e d ;  a n o th e r  l i e s  i n  c e r t a i n  s t r a n d s  o f  p r e -  

S o c r a t i c  p h i lo s o p h y  t h a t  p ro c la im e d  th e  u n io n  o f  th e  Many 

i n  t h e  One. A ccord ing  t o  t h i s  p h i lo s o p h y ,  th e  changing  and 

f i n i t e  phenomena we know a r e  a l l  embodiments o f  one un­

ch an g in g  and i n f i n i t e  T ru th ,  and w hat a p p e a rs  d a rk  to  us 

i s ,  u n d e r  th e  a e g i s  o f  th e  U n iv e r s a l ,  c l e a r .  Some o f  th e  

shadows c lo u d in g  th e  human mind can be p e n e t r a t e d  by 

s t r i v i n g  t o  s e e  th e  One b eh in d  i t s  v a r io u s  m a n i f e s t a t i o n s ;  

i n  f a c t ,  no o th e r  p ro c e s s  o f  i l l u m i n a t i o n  i s  p o s s i b l e ,  

s in c e  th e  U n iv e r s a l  does n o t  make i t s e l f  known d i r e c t l y ,  b u t
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on ly  th ro u g h  p a r t i c u l a r s :  a s  Wind s a y s ,  " p o e t i c  p l u r a l ­

ism i s  th e  n e c e s s a ry  c o r o l l a r y  t o  th e  r a d i c a l  m y s t ic ism  
2

o f  t h e  O ne."

T hus, to  reach  l i g h t ,  one m ust d escen d  i n t o  d a rk -  

n e s s ;  th e  i l l u m i n a t i o n  o f  th e  D iv in e ,  l i k e  th e  

c o r re s p o n d in g  a t t r i b u t e s  o f  s t a s i s  and harm ony, m ust be 

app ro ach ed  by way o f  i t s  o p p o s i t e .  T h is  d o c t r i n e  was 

e p i to m iz e d  i n  th e  Docta i g n o r a n t i a  o f  t h e  R en a is san c e  

p h i lo s o p h e r  Cusanus, w i th  whose works Donne was a c q u a in te d  

(see  Wind, p .  225) . I n  o rd e r  to  convey th e  id e a  o f  

app roach  by i n d i r e c t i o n ,  as  w e l l  as  t o  s u g g e s t  th e  n a tu r e  

o f  a h id d e n  God p o s s e s s in g  c o n t r a d i c t o r y  a t t r i b u t e s ,

Cusanus d e v is e d  s e v e r a l  " e x p e r im en ts  i n  m e tap h o r ."  A ll  

o f  h i s  ex am p les , drawn from common e x p e r i e n c e ,  were 

p r o s a i c  i n  th e m se lv e s ,  b u t  were g iv e n  " m y s t ic a l"  i n t e r ­

p r e t a t i o n s .  For exam ple, he d is c u s s e d  th e  ey es  i n  a  

p o r t r a i t  t h a t  a re  s t a t i o n a r y  and y e t  " fo l lo w "  th e  b e h o ld e r  

as he moves; th e  sp in n in g  o f  a t o p ,  t h a t ,  when i t  comes 

t o  a s t a n d ,  combines a s t a t e  o f  r e s t  w i th  th e  g r e a t e s t  

speed  o f  r o t a t i o n ;  and a s p h e ro id  o r  b d w l, o b l a t e  on one 

s id e  and p r o l a t e  on th e  o t h e r ,  w hich m ust be p r o p e l l e d  

s l a n t i n g l y  i n  o r d e r  f o r  i t  to  end up s t r a i g h t .

The i n t e r e s t  i n  th e s e  " s e r i o u s  games" was n o t  

l i m i t e d  t o  Cusanus; t h a t  i t  m ust have b ee n  a p o p u la r  one
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as w e l l  i s  i n d i c a t e d  by th e  ap p e a ra n c e  o f  th e  l a t t e r  two

games, s i m i l a r l y  i n t e r p r e t e d ,  i n  Q uarles*  book o f  Emblems
4

(1 6 3 5 ). (As an i n t e r e s t i n g  a s i d e ,  Wind n o te s  [p .  223] 

t h a t  s t u d i e s  o f  R e n a is san c e  games o f  p e r s p e c t iv e  s u g g e s t  

t h a t  some o f  them were b ased  on th e  same p r i n c i p l e  as  

Cusanus* games: t h a t  e q u a l i t y  can  come ab o u t  by means o f

i n e q u a l i t y ,  and s t a b i l i t y  can be a c h ie v e d  o v e r  and above 

p a r t i a l  d i s t u r b a n c e s .)

F u r th e rm o re ,  G iordano B ru n o 's  E r o i c i  f u r o r i , w ith  

i t s  d e d i c a t i o n  t o  S i r  P h i l i p  S id n e y ,  d id  a g r e a t  d e a l  t o  

p o p u la r i z e  among th e  E l iz a b e th a n s  t h e  i d e a  o f  God as a 

c o in c id e n c e  o f  o p p o s i t e s ,  i n c lu d in g  th e  p a r t i c u l a r  mani­

f e s t a t i o n  o f  th e  id e a — manens m oveor, o r  t h e  c o in c id e n c e  

o f  m otion  and r e s t — t h a t  we have d i s c u s s e d  as hav ing  

s p e c i a l  r e le v a n c e  t o  D onne.5 In  f a c t ,  i f  Donne's poems 

had been  a v a i l a b l e  to  C usanus, he m ig h t  very  w e l l  have used  

one o f  them as  an i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  h i s  p r i n c i p l e .  Of c o u r s e ,  

i n  Donne t h e r e  te n d s  t o  be more em phasis  on one member o f  

th e  p a i r  th a n  on th e  o t h e r — t h a t  i s ,  on im b a la n ce , d i s c o r d ,  

o r  o b s c u r i t y  r a t h e r  th a n  on b a l a n c e ,  harmony, o r  c l a r i t y .  

D onne 's  poems a r e  embodiments o f  th e  p r i n c i p l e  manens 

m oveor, b u t  th e y  a r e  embodiments i n  which th e  moveor has 

g r e a t e r  im m edia te  w e ig h t  th a n  th e  m anens.
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as  w e l l  i s  i n d i c a t e d  by t h e  ap p earan ce  o f  th e  l a t t e r  two

games, s i m i l a r l y  i n t e r p r e t e d ,  i n  Q u a r le s '  book o f  Emblems
4

(1635). (As an i n t e r e s t i n g  a s i d e ,  Wind n o te s  [p .  223] 

t h a t  s t u d i e s  o f  R e n a is san c e  games o f  p e r s p e c t i v e  s u g g e s t  

t h a t  some o f  them were b a s e d  on th e  same p r i n c i p l e  as  

C usanus ' games: t h a t  e q u a l i t y  can come ab o u t  by means o f

i n e q u a l i t y ,  and s t a b i l i t y  can  be a c h ie v e d  o v e r  and above 

p a r t i a l  d i s t u r b a n c e s . )

F u r th e rm o re ,  G iordano  B ru n o 's  E r o i c i  f u r o r i , w ith  

i t s  d e d i c a t io n  to  S i r  P h i l i p  S id n e y ,  d id  a g r e a t  d e a l  t o  

p o p u la r i z e  among th e  E l iz a b e th a n s  th e  id e a  o f  God as  a 

c o in c id e n c e  o f  o p p o s i t e s ,  i n c lu d in g  th e  p a r t i c u l a r  mani­

f e s t a t i o n  o f  th e  id e a — manens m oveor, o r  t h e  c o in c id e n c e  

o f  m otion  and r e s t — t h a t  we have d i s c u s s e d  as h a v in g  

s p e c i a l  r e le v a n c e  t o  D onne.5 In  f a c t ,  i f  D onne's  poems 

had been a v a i l a b l e  t o  C usanus, he m ig h t very  w e l l  have used 

one o f  them as an i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  h i s  p r i n c i p l e .  Of c o u r s e ,  

i n  Donne t h e r e  te n d s  t o  be more em phasis  on one member o f  

th e  p a i r  th a n  on th e  o t h e r — t h a t  i s ,  on im b a la n c e ,  d i s c o r d ,  

o r  o b s c u r i t y  r a t h e r  th a n  on b a la n c e ,  harmony, o r  c l a r i t y .  

D onne's poems a re  embodiments o f  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  manens 

m oveor, b u t  th e y  a r e  embodiments i n  which th e  moveor has 

g r e a t e r  im m ediate w e ig h t  th a n  th e  m anens.
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D onne's  p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  i n d i r e c t i o n  and avo idance

o f  c e r t a i n  ty p e s  o f  symmetry o r  c lo s u re  i s  th e  so u rc e  o f

much o f  h i s  d i f f i c u l t y .  H is poems, l i k e  H e r b e r t ' s ,  a re

o f t e n  p u z z l in g ,  b u t  w hat i s  needed  to  p e n e t r a t e  them i s

n o t  so  much a key t o  t h e i r  a l l u s i o n s  as  an u n d e rs ta n d in g

o f  t h e i r  d e v i a t i o n s  from a p o e t i c  norm .6 These d e v i a t i o n s

o c c u r  a t  ev e ry  l e v e l ,  r e q u i r i n g  a c o n s id e r a t io n  o f  p h o n e t ic

as w e l l  as  s y n t a c t i c  and s e m a n tic  c o l l o c a t i o n s .

I t  was c o n v e n t io n a l ,  f o r  exam ple , to  r e g a rd  D onne's

" h a rs h n e s s  o f  sound'* a s  a "d a rk "  d e v ic e .  The two c o n c e p ts

o f  h a r s h n e s s  and o b s c u r i t y  were c lo s e ly  in t e r t w i n e d  f o r

E l iz a b e th a n  c r i t i c s ,  th e  fo rm er b e in g  l in k e d  w ith  th e

l a t t e r  by way o f  b e in g  " r u d e . ” One o f  th e  c h i e f  ways

i n  w hich Donne was th o u g h t  t o  be h a rsh  was h i s  u se  o f

heavy c o n s o n a n ta l  c l u s t e r s ,  w hich , when combined w i th

f r e q u e n t  e l i s i o n s  and i r r e g u l a r i t y  o f  a c c e n t ,  p roduced  a
8

ro u g h , s t a c c a t o  e f f e c t .  I t  i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  c h i e f l y  i n  th e

S a t i r e s  t h a t  one f in d s  l i n e s  l i k e  "Kinde p i t t y  chokes my

s p le e n e ;  b ra v e  s c o rn  f o r b id s "  and "He, l i k e  t o '  a h igh

s t r e t c h t  l u t e  s t r i n g  s q u e a k t ,  '0  S i r ' "  (111 ,1 ; IV , 73) ~

b u t  th e s e  e f f e c t s ,  a s id e  from th e  f a c t  t h a t  they  o f t e n ,  as

h e r e ,  a t t e s t  t o  an a d m ira b le  e x p re s s iv e n e s s  on th e  p o e t ' s
9

p a r t ,  were e x p e c te d  t o  accompany m oral c h a s t i s e m e n t .
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Even i n  h i s  l y r i c s ,  th o u g h , Donne p ro d u ces  sound

p a t t e r n s  t h a t  c a n n o t be c o n s id e re d  h a rm on ious , i f  harmony

i s  ta k e n  t o  depend on a  smooth and even d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f
10

v o w els , c o n so n a n ts ,  and c a e s u r a s .  T here  one w i l l  f i n d  

l i n e s ,  f a r  from a t y p i c a l  f o r  Donne, l i k e  " le t /M e e  t r a v e l l ,  

s o jo u r n e ,  s n a tc h ,  p l o t ,  h a v e ,  f o r g e t "  and "Can c a l l  vow 'd 

men from c l o i s t e r s ,  dead from tom bes"— l i n e s  whose " c la s h  

o f  co n so n an ts"  p r e v e n ts  t h a t  f low  o f  words i n t o  each  o t h e r  

which th e  C ic e ro n ia n s  c o n s id e r e d  th e  fo u n d a t io n  o f  

euphony. ^

But th e  l i n e s ,  though  by no s ta n d a r d s  eu p h o n io u s , 

canno t be c o n s id e re d  unharm onious i n  t h e i r  c o n t e x t s ;  t h e i r  

v e ry  h a r s h n e s s  s e rv e s  a p u rp o se  and th u s  i s  p a r t  o f  an 

o v e r a l l  d e s ig n .  For exam ple , th e  manner i n  w hich s i x  

v e rb s  a r e  crowded i n t o  t h e  f i r s t  l i n e  s u g g e s ts  th e  manner 

i n  which th e  sp e a k e r  i n  t h i s  poem would l i k e  t o  crowd a 

w e a l th  o f  amorous a c t i v i t y  i n t o  a b r i e f  s p a c e .  However, 

more i s  go ing  on h e re  th a n  s im p ly  th e  c r e a t i o n  o f  a u n ifo rm  

e f f e c t ;  t h e r e  a re  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  betw een i n d i v i d u a l  e lem e n ts  

t h a t ,  f a r  from b e in g  d i s c o r d a n t ,  a r e  q u i t e  i n  harmony w ith  

t h e i r  m eaning. The c o n t r a s t  be tw een  " s o jo u r n e "  and " s n a tc h ,"  

f o r  exam ple, i s  em phasized  n o t  o n ly  by th e  l e n g th  o f  t h e  

words b u t  a l s o  by th e  " d im in u t io n "  t h a t  o c c u rs  i n  r e l a t i o n  

to  th e  co n so n an ts  "s"  and " n ."  The f i r s t  word s t r e t c h e s
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th e  d i s t a n c e  betw een them; th e  second  a b r u p t ly  d im in ish e s  

i t . 12

Thus Donne has  ta k e n  a d e v ic e  which i s  c o n v e n t io n a l  

in  one g e n r e ,  s a t i r e ,  and has t r a n s f e r r e d  i t  t o  a n o th e r ,  

th e  lo v e  poem, where i t  i s  n o t .  Nor i s  h i s  t r a n s f e r  

a r b i t r a r y ,  s i n c e  th e s e  " lo v e  poems" a r e  u n m is ta k a b ly  s a t i r i ­

c a l ;  h a r s h n e s s ,  th e n ,  may s e rv e  th e  same e x p r e s s iv e  p u rpose  

i n  them as  i t  does i n  th e  S a t i r e s .  The b o rro w in g  by lo v e  

"songs" o f  th e  s t r o n g  " l i n e /O f  m a scu lin e  e x p re s s io n "  f o r  

which Carew p r a i s e d  Donne, and which was p r e v io u s ly

a s s o c i a t e d  o n ly  w ith  s a t i r e  and e l e g y ,  has d e f i n i t e l y

1 *3r e s u l t e d  i n  th e  b l u r r i n g  o f  some g en re  d i s t i n c t i o n s .  J

B ut b e f o r e  c o n s id e r in g  th e  r e s u l t s  o f  t h e s e  "non- 

l y r i c a l "  i n t r u s i o n s ,  i t  m igh t h e lp  t o  rev iew  th e  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  th e  " s t r o n g  l i n e . "

P r i m a r i l y ,  i t  was marked ( a s id e  from i t s  h a rsh n e s s )  

by v a r io u s  ty p e s  o f  d i s c o n t i n u i t y . ^  Thomas F u l l e r ,  speak­

in g  o f  C le v e la n d ,  a s c r i b e s  t h a t  p o e t ' s  s t r e n g t h — which he 

u s e s  as  a  synonym o f  " d i f f i c u l t y " — t o  h i s  c o m p ress io n :

"His l o f t y  fancy  may seem t o  s t r i d e  from th e  to p  o f  one 

m ounta in  t o  th e  to p  o f  a n o th e r ,  so making t o  i t s e l f  a 

c o n s ta n t  l e v e l  and champaign o f  c o n t in u e d  e l e v a t i o n s . "

F u l l e r  th e n  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  between th e  "Vein" and th e  " S t r a in "  

o f  p o e t ry  ( th e  fo rm er " f lo w [s ]  w i th  f a c i l i t y , "  w h ile  th e
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l a t t e r  i s  " p r e s s e d  w i th  p a i n s ,  and fo rc e d  w i th  in d u s t ry " )  ,

and e x p l a i n s  t h a t  C l e v e l a n d 's  poems "do p a r t a k e  o f  b o th ,

and a r e  n o t  t o  be t h e  l e s s  v a lu e d  by t h e  r e a d e r ,  because
15m ost s t u d i e d  by t h e  w r i t e r  t h e r e o f . "  We sh o u ld  keep i n

mind th e  f a c t ,  when lo o k in g  a t  th e  ways i n  w hich  Donne's 

l i n e  i s  " s t r a i n e d , "  t h a t  s y n t a c t i c  com press ion  i s  an 

im p o r ta n t  p a r t  o f  h i s  s t r e n g t h  a l s o .

I n  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  D onne 's  p ro s e  te c h n iq u e s  a re  

s i m i l a r  t o  h i s  p o e t i c  o n e s .  In  h e r  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  

s y n t a c t i c  d i s c o n t i n u i t e s  i n  D onne 's  p r o s e  s t y l e ,  Joan  

Webber has  found t h a t  two d e v ic e s  ( c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  th e  

Senecan p r o s e  w r i t e r s )  a r e  u sed  t o  c r e a t e  a d i s j u n c t i o n  

o f  p a r t s :  f i r s t ,  th e  w edging a p a r t  o f  a s e n te n c e  by th e

i n t e r p o l a t i o n  o f  p a r e n t h e t i c a l  p h ra s e s  o r  c l a u s e s ,  and 

second , an a r ran g em en t o f  words t h a t  s e p a r a t e s  c lo s e ly  

r e l a t e d  p a i r s ,  such  as c o o r d in a te  s u b j e c t s ,  a noun and i t s  

m o d i f i e r ,  o r  a pronoun and i t s  a n te c e d e n t  (h y p erb a to n  b e in g  

th e  r h e t o r i c a l  name f o r  t h i s  l a t t e r  d e v i c e ) . " ^

C o r re s p o n d in g ly ,  th e  u se  o f  p a r e n t h e t i c a l  c l a r i f i c a ­

t i o n  i s  q u i t e  common i n  D onne 's  p o e t r y ,  f r e q u e n t  in s t a n c e s  

b e in g  s c a t t e r e d  th ro u g h o u t  th e  Songs and  S o n n e ts .  ( I n t e r ­

j e c t i o n s  su ch  as  " a l a s "  o r  "we s a id "  may be d is c o u n te d  as 

n o n - s i g n i f i c a n t  o c c u r r e n c e s . )  Most im p o r ta n t  a r e  th o se
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o c c u r r e n c e s  i n  which th e  p a r e n t h e t i c a l  p h r a s e s  make a 

c o n t r i b u t i o n  to  th e  developm ent o f  th o u g h t  in  th e  poem, 

as i n  t h e s e  examples from "The E x s t a s i e "  s "Our s o u le s ,

(which t o  advance t h e i r  s t a t e , / W e r e  gone o u t , )  hung ' tw ix t  

h e r ,  and m ee"; "He (though he knew n o t  w hich s o u le  s p a k e , /  

B ecause b o th  m eant, b o th  spake  t h e  sam e)/M ig h t th e n c e  a 

new c o n c o c t io n  ta k e " ;  and "A s i n g l e  v i o l e t  t r a n s p l a n t , / T h e  

s t r e n g t h ,  th e  c o lo u r ,  and th e  s i z e , / ( A l l  which b e f o r e  was 

p o o re ,  and  s c a n t , ) /R edoubles s t i l l ,  and m u l t i p l i e s . "

I n  each  o f  th e s e  c a s e s ,  th e  p a r e n t h e t i c a l  rem ark , 

coming betw een  s u b j e c t  and v e rb ,  s e r v e s  t o  c l a r i f y  th e  

th o u g h t  i n  a n o n - l i n e a r  f a s h io n ;  t h e r e  i s  an i n t e r r u p t i o n  

i n  th e  p r o g r e s s  o f  th e  sy n ta x  w hich  c a u se s  us t o  h a l t ,  

r e g i s t e r  a  new p ie c e  o f  in f o rm a t io n ,  and r e a d j u s t  o u r  

u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  th e  poem in  o r d e r  t o  t a k e  a c c o u n t  o f  

d e v e lo p in g  c o m p le x i t i e s .  T his  p r o c e s s ,  w hich  does n o t  r e l y  

on a  mode o f  unbroken l o g i c a l  p r o g r e s s i o n ,  b u t  r a t h e r  

depends on a method o f  c o m p lic a t io n  and i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n ,  

i s  r e l a t e d  to  th e  v e r t i c a l i z i n g  te n d e n c y ,  d i s c u s s e d  i n  

C h ap te r  I ,  o f  th e  r e p e t i t i o n s  in  "A N o c tu r n a l l  upon S . L ucies  

d a y ."  T here  th e  r e p e t i t i o n  d e v e lo p s  th e  t h o u g h t ,  b u t  n o t  

c o n t in u o u s ly — j u s t  as h e re  o u r  com prehension  p ro c e e d s  by 

f i t s  and s t a r t s ,  e n la rg e d  and deepened  by th e  i r r e g u l a r i t i e s  

o f  t h e  p a r e n t h e t i c a l  i n s e r t i o n s .  (We m ig h t  a l s o  n o te  h e r e ,
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as an a s id e ,  t h a t  two o f  th e  t h r e e  p a r e n th e s e s  en g e n d e r  a 

m inor asymmetry i n  t h a t  th e y  c u t  a c ro s s  l i n e  b o u n d a r i e s .)

A s i m i l a r  e f f e c t  i s  a c h ie v e d  by th e  u se  o f  h y p e r ­

b a to n  w h ich , i n  some o f  i t s  m a n i f e s t a t i o n s ,  i s  c lo s e  to  

th e  av o id an ce  o f  p a r a l l e l i s m  t h a t  we d is c u s s e d  i n  th e  

l a s t  c h a p te r .  For exam ple , i n  th e  fo l lo w in g  l i n e s  from 

"Loves P ro g re s s "  t h e r e  a re  two d i s r u p t i o n s  c r e a t e d  by th e  

s e p a r a t i o n  o f  m o d ify in g  p h ra s e s  from t h e i r  g ram m atica l  

h e a d s :  "Were n o t  a  C a l f  a m o n s te r  t h a t  were g ro w n e /F a c 'd

l i k e  a man, though  b e t t e r  th a n  h i s  owne?". (The se n se  o f  

th e  l i n e s  i s  "Would n o t  t h a t  c a l f  t h a t  grew a human f a c e  

be c a l l e d  a m o n s te r ,  though t h a t  fa c e  i s  b e t t e r  th a n  h i s

own?".) In  t h e  c a se  o f  " though  b e t t e r  th an  h i s  owne,"
*

t h e  head  noun " fa c e "  does n o t  even ap p ear  in  th e  l i n e ,  b u t  

i s  l e f t  t o  be u n d e rs to o d .

O th e r  ty p e s  o f  d i s c o n t i n u i t y  t h a t  by t h e i r  i n i t i a l  

o b s c u r i t y  en courage  th e  r e a d e r  to  r e c o n s t r u c t  th e  s t e p s  in  

th e  developm ent o f  th e  poem a re  s y n t a c t i c a l  i n v e r s i o n  and 

co m p re ss io n . In  l i n e s  l i k e  th e s e  th e  s u b j e c t - v e r b  in v e r s i o n  

and e l l i p s i s  f o r c e  us to  r e a d  c a r e f u l l y :

But as  wee i n  o u r  l i e  em prisoned ,

Where c a t t e l l  o n e l y , ' and d iv e r s e  dogs a r e  b r e d ,

The p r e t i o u s  U n ic o rn e s ,  s t r a n g e  m o n s te r s ,  c a l l ,

So th o u g h t  he good, s t r a n g e ,  t h a t  had none a t  a l l .

("The P e r fu m e ," ,  11 .47-50)
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(There i s  a l s o  an i n s t a n c e  o f  h y p e rb a to n  i n  th e  s e p a r a t i o n  

o f  th e  m odify ing  c l a u s e  i n  l i n e  2 from " l i e "  in  l i n e  1 .)

Donne's a b r u p t  t r a n s i t i o n s ,  how ever, a r e  o f t e n  

used  s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t l y ,  more t o  p la c e  i r o n i c  em phasis  

on th e  d i s j o i n t e d n e s s  o f  th e  e x p e r ie n c e s  b e in g  d e s c r ib e d  

th a n  to  make c lo s e  r e a d in g  a  n e c e s s i t y .  The suddenness  o f  

th e  q u e s t io n  in  th e  open ing  c o u p le t  o f  "Womans C ons tancy"— 

"Now thou  h a s t  l o v 'd  me one whole d a y , /T o  morrow when th o u  

l e a v s ' t ,  w hat w i l t  th o u  s a y ? " — does more i n  i t s  com pactness 

t o  evoke th e  id e a  o f  in c o n s ta n c y  th a n  do th e  s e v e r a l  

e x p o s tu la t io n s  t h a t  fo l lo w .  Donne seems e s p e c i a l l y  aware 

o f  th e  paradoxes  o f  e x p e r i e n c e — t h a t  th e  mind and body 

which e x p e r ie n c e  a r e  th e  same and y e t  n o t  th e  same a t  

d i f f e r e n t  t im e s ,  and t h a t  c o n s c io u s n e s s  i s  c o n t in u o u s  and 

y e t  a new e x p e r ie n c e  can  seem t o t a l l y  unconnec ted  to  any­

th in g  t h a t  went b e f o r e  i t .  The a b ru p t  o p e n in g s ,  as  w e l l  

a s  th e  t r a n s i t i o n s ,  i n  many o f  h i s  l y r i c s  p o in t  up t h i s  

se n se  o f  s t r a n g e n e s s .  Sometimes th e  im p re s s io n  i s  a c h ie v e d  

by th e  i n t e r r o g a t i v e :  " I  wonder by my t r o t h ,  w hat th o u ,

and I /D id ,  t i l l  we l o v 'd ? "  ("The Goodmorrow"); a t  o t h e r  

t im e s ,  i t  h in g e s  on a  p lu n g e  i n  m edias r e s , th e  e f f e c t  o f  

which can be v i o l e n t ,  a s  w i th  "When I  dyed l a s t ,  and D ea re ,

I  dye/As o f t e n  a s  from th e e  I  goe" ("The L e g a c ie " ) , and  "Oh
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doe n o t  d i e ,  f o r  I  s h a l l  h a t e / A l l  women s o ,  when th o u  

a r t  gone” ("A F e a v e r” ) .

T h is  a t ta c h m e n t  t o  a b ru p tn e s s  and com pression  seems 

to  be e x a c t l y  what Hobbes, r e f l e c t i n g  on th e  M e ta p h y s ica l  

p o e t s ,  c e n su re d  i n  h i s  "Answer to  D av e n an t 's  P re fa c e  t o  

G o n d ib er t"  (1650):

To t h i s  p a lp a b le  d a rk n e ss  I  may a l s o  add th e  

a m b it io u s  o b s c u r i t y  o f  e x p re s s in g  more th en  i s  p e r ­

f e c t l y  c o n c e iv e d ,  o r  p e r f e c t  co n c e p tio n  in  few er 

words th e n  i t  r e q u i r e s .  Which E x p re s s io n s ,  though  

th e y  have had th e  honor t o  be c a l l e d  s t r o n g  l i n e s , 

a r e  in d e e d  no b e t t e r  th en  R id d les  . . . ^

The assum ption  h e re  seems to  be t h a t  any te c h n iq u e  o f  

i m p l i c a t i o n ,  e l l i p s i s  o r  o th e rw is e ,  i s  open to  th e  ch a rg e  

o f  w i l l f u l  o b s c u r i t y ,  as i f  th e  p o e t  were b e in g  a r b i t r a r i l y  

d i f f i c u l t .

A s i m i l a r  assu m p tio n  has been made o f  Donne's 

s e m a n tic  o b s c u r i t y  a s  w e l l .  However, when h i s  d i c t i o n  i s  

o b s c u re ,  i t  i s  seldom  b e c a u se  he employs an a r c h a ic  

v o c a b u la ry ;  r a t h e r ,  i t  i s  because  he engages in  a k in d  o f  

" l e v e l i n g , "  whereby words drawn from a l l  a r e a s  o f  d i s c o u r s e  

a p p e a r  in  a l l  ty p e s  o f  p o e t r y .  There i s  no s p e c i a l  c a te g o ry  

o f  words s e t  a s id e  f o r  u s e  in  lo v e  p o e t r y ,  a n o th e r  f o r  u se  

i n  r e l i g i o u s  p o e t r y ,  and y e t  a n o th e r  f o r  u se  in  s a t i r e .  I t
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i s  e x a c t l y  t h i s  a p p r o p r i a t i o n  o f  "sw ea ts"  and " f l e a s , "

"compasses" an d  " ly m b eck s ,"  t h a t  t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  c r i t i c s

( e s p e c i a l l y  T .S .  E l i o t )  have p r a i s e d  i n  Donne, on th e

grounds t h a t  a  s u c c e s s f u l  a b s o r p t io n  o f  th e  c o l l o q u i a l

18i s  a t e s ta m e n t  to  t h e  t r a n s fo r m in g  power o f  p o e t r y .

Of c o u r s e ,  t h i s  s e m a n tic  freedom  was h e a v i ly

c r i t i c i z e d  by N e o c la s s i c a l  c r i t i c s  such  a s  Dryden and Dr.

19Jo hnson , who saw m  i t  a v i o l a t i o n  o f  decorum. However,

th e y  were in  some ways c l o s e r  t o  th e  t r u t h  th a n  th o s e  who,

in  an a t te m p t  to  e x p l a in  D onne's  s e m an tic  o b s c u r i t i e s ,

have argued  t h a t  he i s  a l l i e d  t o  Chapman's c u l t i v a t i o n  o f

th e  "haughty o b sc u re  s t y l e , "  and t o  H a r in g to n 's  and

H arv e y 's  t h e o r i e s  t h a t  th e  p o e t  was an e s o t e r i c  p h i lo s o p h e r

to  be re a d  by on ly  t h e  m ost l e a r n e d .  T h is  c la im ,  made by

A rnold  S t e i n ,  i s  s u p p o r te d  by Roy D a n i e l l s ,  who a l s o

b e l i e v e s  t h a t  Chapman and Donne a re  l in k e d  by way o f  th e

c u l t  o f  " s i g n i f i c a n t  d a r k n e s s , "  and who o f f e r s  Henry R eynolds '
20

Mythomystes a s  a t h e o r e t i c a l  e x p la n a t io n  f o r  b o th .  T hat 

w ork, how ever, c o n s id e r s  p o e t ry  an in s t ru m e n t  f o r  v e i l i n g  

p ro found  d o c t r in e s  from th e  v u l g e r ,  and th u s  seems much 

c l o s e r  t o  Chapman's aims th a n  t o  D o n n e 's .

But p e rh a p s  t h e  b e s t  way t o  s u p p o r t  o u r  c o n te n t io n  

t h a t  Donne's o b s c u r i t y  i s  d i f f e r e n t  from Chapman's i s  to  

compare two p a s sa g e s  i n  te rm s o f  t h e i r  s e m a n tic  o b s c u r i t y .



F o r t h i s  p u r p o s e , we have chosen to  d i s c u s s  l i n e s  from 

"Hero and L e a n d e r ,"  s in c e  in  t h a t  poem Chapman was n o t  

t r y i n g  t o  be r e c o n d i t e .  And f o r  com parison , we have 

s e l e c t e d  th e  second  and t h i r d  s ta n z a s  o f  D onne's  "The 

A n n i v e r s a r i e ,"  s in c e  t h a t  l y r i c  i s  one o f  th e  few w r i t t e n  

i n  c o u p le t s  (though th ey  a re  o f  v a ry in g  l i n e  le n g th s )  whose 

to n e  i s  n o t  s a t i r i c .

In  th e  fo l lo w in g  l i n e s  (250-67) from th e  F o u r th  

S e s ty a d  o f  "Hero and L ea n d e r ,"  Venus i s  re b u k in g  Hero f o r  

b re a k in g  h e r  vow o f  c h a s t i t y :

Loue makes th e e  cunn ing ; thou  a r t  c u r r a n t  now,

By b e in g  c o u n t e r f e i t :  th y  broken  vow,

D e c e i t  w i th  h e r  p id e  g a r t e r s  must r e io y n e ,

And w ith  h e r  stampe thou  co u n tn an ces  must coyne: 

Coynes, and p u re  d e c e i t s  f o r  p u r i t i e s ,

And s t i l l  a mayd w i l t  seeme i n  cosoned  e i e s ,

And haue an a n t ik e  face  to  laugh  w i t h i n ,

W hile th y  smooth lo o k es  make men d i g e s t  th y  s i n .

B ut s in c e  th y  l i p s  ( l e s t  th o u g h t  fo rsw o m e )  fo rs w o re ,  

Be n e u e r  v i r g i n s  vow w orth  t r u s t i n g  more.

When B e a u t ie s  d e a r e s t  d id  h e r  Goddesse h e a r e ,

B re a th e  such  reb u k es  g a i n s t  t h a t  sh e  co u ld  n o t  c l e a r e

Dumbe so rrow  spake alowd in  t e a r e s ,  and b lo o d

T h a t from h e r  g r i e f e - b u r s t  v a in e s  i n  p i t e o u s  f lo o d ,
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From th e  sw ee t c o n d u i t s  o f  h e r  s a u o r  f e l l :

The g e n t l e  T u r t l e s  d id  w i th  moanes make s w e l l

T h e ir  s h in in g  g o rg e s :  th e  w h ite  b la c k -e y d e  Swans
21Did s in g  a s  w o fu l l  E p ic e d ia n s  . . .

I f  we o m it  c o n s id e r a t i o n s  o f  sound and s y n ta x ,  and 

c o n c e n t r a te  on th e  s e m a n t ic  d im ension  o f  th e s e  l i n e s ,  we 

s h a l l  see  t h a t ,  d e s p i t e  th e  r e l a t i v e  ab sen ce  o f  a r c h a is m s ,  

c o in a g e s ,  and o b sc u re  a l l u s i o n s ,  words a r e  b e in g  u se d  i n  

a red u n d an t and c o n v e n t io n a l  m anner. The f i r s t  pun (on 

" c u r r a n t"  and " c o u n t e r f e i t " )  e x p la in s  som eth ing  a b o u t  

H e ro 's  s t a t e ,  b u t  t h e  fo l lo w in g  p la y s  on words ("coyne" 

and "C oynes," "p u re  d e c e i t s "  and " p u r i t i e s " )  seem to  be 

more s u p e r f i c i a l ,  s e r v in g  p r i m a r i l y  as p h o n e t ic  l i n k s  

between o r  w i th in  l i n e s .  A s i m i l a r  ec h o in g  (combined 

w ith  chiasmus) o c c u rs  w i th  " . . .  d i g e s t  th y  s i n . / B u t  

s in c e  thy  . . . " i n  l i n e s  257-58 . The "paradox" o f  "Dumbe 

sorrow  spake alowd i n  t e a r e s "  i s  f l a t ,  as i s  th e  n e a r ­

oxymoron o f  " th e  w h i te  b la c k -e y d e  Swans"; n e i t h e r  does  much 

to  advance th e  meaning o f  t h e  p a s s a g e .  S im i l a r ly  v a l u e l e s s  

a re  " B ea u t ie s  d e a r e s t "  a s  an  e p i t h e t  f o r  H ero , " w o fu l l  

E p ic e d ian s"  f o r  th e  sw ans, and one c i r c u m lo c u t io n  s t r i v i n g  

f o r  e p ic  re so n a n c e  ( " th e  sw ee t c o n d u i ts  o f  h e r  s a u o r " ) .  We 

m ight say o f  t h e  p a s s a g e  as a  w hole t h a t  i t  i s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  

by an uneconom ical u se  o f  w ords ; more i s  b e in g  s a i d
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( q u a n t i t a t i v e l y )  th a n  need  be b ec au se  o f  th e  f a i l u r e  to  

engage i n  a f u l l  s e m an tic  ( o r  q u a l i t a t i v e )  e x p l o i t a t i o n .

To t h i s  phenomenon D onne's  s ta n z a s  p ro v id e  a marked 

c o n t r a s t :

Two g ra v e s  must h id e  t h i n e  and my c o a r s e ,

I f  one m ig h t ,  d e a th  were no d iv o rc e .

A la s ,  a s  w e l l  a s  o t h e r  P r in c e s ,  wee,

(Who P r in c e  enough i n  one a n o th e r  b e e ,)

Must le a v e  a t  l a s t  i n  d e a th ,  th e s e  e y e s ,  and e a r e s ,

O ft  fed  w ith  t r u e  o a t h e s ,  and w ith  sw eet s a l t  t e a r e s ;

But s o u le s  w here n o th in g  d w ells  b u t  lo v e  

(A ll  o t h e r  th o u g h ts  b e in g  inm ates)  th e n  s h a l l  p rove

T h i s ,  o r  a lo v e  in c r e a s e d  th e r e  above,

When b o d ie s  t o  t h e i r  g r a v e s ,  s o u le s  from t h e i r  g ra v e s  remove.

And th e n  wee s h a l l  be th ro u g h ly  b l e s t ,

But wee no m ore, th e n  a l l  th e  r e s t .

Here upon e a r t h ,  w e 'a r e  K ings , and none b u t  wee 

Can be such  K in g s , n o r  o f  such s u b j e c t s  b ee ;

Who i s  so  s a f e  as  wee? where none can doe 

T reason  t o  u s ,  e x c e p t  one o f  us two.

True and f i l s e  f e a r e s  l e t  us r e f r a i n e ,

L e t  us lo v e  n o b ly ,  'a n d  l i v e ,  and adde a g a in e  

Y eares and y e a re s  u n to  y e a r e s ,  t i l l  we a t t a i n e  

To w r i t e  t h r e e s c o r e :  t h i s  i s  th e  second  o f  o u r  r e i g n e .
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We can s e e ,  f i r s t ,  t h a t  a l th o u g h  t h e r e  i s  a  f r e q u e n t  

r e p e t i t i o n  o f  words i n  t h e s e  l i n e s ,  i t  i s  done n o t  g r a t u ­

i t o u s l y ,  b u t  f o r  c o n t r a s t i v e  p u rp o s e s .  F or exam ple ,

"When b o d ie s  to  t h e i r  g r a v e s ,  s o u le s  from t h e i r  g ra v e s  

remove" u se s  a p a r a l l e l  s t r u c t u r e  and th e  r e p e t i t i o n  o f  

" t h e i r  g rav es"  t o  em phasize  th e  s u b s t i t u t i o n  o f  one p r e ­

p o s i t i o n  f o r  a n o th e r — a v e ry  sm a ll  d i f f e r e n c e  and y e t  a ve ry  

l a r g e  o n e ,  s in c e  i t  m i r r o r s  th e  o p p o s i t e  d i r e c t i o n s  ta k e n  

by body and s o u l  a t  d e a th .  S i g n i f i c a n t ,  to o ,  a r e  th e  

r e p e t i t i o n s  o f  "wee" i n  th e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  th e  second  s t a n z a :  

they  echo th e  m o d u la t io n s  i n  th e  th o u g h t  o f  th e  f i r s t  

s t a n z a .  T h a t i s ,  The l o v e r s ,  when i n  h eav en , a r e  g o in g  to  

e x p e r ie n c e  b e a t i t u d e ,  b u t  i t  w i l l  be a b e a t i t u d e  e q u a l  to  

t h a t  o f  t h e  o t h e r  s o u l s ;  t h i s  much i s  known. The q u e s t i o n ,  

however, i s  w h e th e r  t h e i r  e a r t h l y  lo v e  w i l l  be e x p e r ie n c e d  i n  

heaven w ith  an e q u a l  o r  an in c r e a s e d  i n t e n s i t y .  B ut th e  

answer t o  t h i s  q u e s t i o n  m ust rem ain  unknown; a l l  t h a t  th e  

lo v e r s  can know i s  t h a t  on e a r t h  th e y  a re  suprem e. The 

v a r io u s  emphases on th e  p e r s o n a l  pronoun make us fo l lo w  th e  

poemis chang ing  v ie w p o in t ,  as com ple te  h ea v en ly  b l i s s  p a l e s ,  

i n  i t s  u n i v e r s a l i t y ,  b e s id e  th e  u n iq u e n e ss  o f  th e  e a r t h l y  

v a r i e t y .  A n o th e r  exam ple o f  r e p e t i t i o n ,  t h a t  o f  " y e a re s "  

in  th e  p e n u l t im a te  l i n e  o f  th e  second  s t a n z a ,  may n o t  seem
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so e v i d e n t l y  c o n t r a s t i v e ,  and y e t  i t  i s ,  f o r  th e  f i r s t  

two in s t a n c e s  r e f e r  to  f u t u r e  y e a r s ,  and the  t h i r d  to  

p a s t  o n e s .

I t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  Donne s l i p s  once i n t o  c o n v e n t io n a l  

p h ra s e o lo g y ,  w i th  " t r u e  o a th e s "  and "sw eet s a l t  t e a r e s , "  

b u t  o th e rw is e  th e  language  i s  s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d .  "G rav es ,"  

f o r  exam ple , a r e  d i r e c t l y — and u n c o n v e n t io n a l ly ,  f o r  lo v e  

p o e t r y - n a m e d .  And c a l l i n g  t h e  lo v e r s  " P r in c e s "  and 

"Kings" i s  n o t  h o l lo w , b u t  e x p l a in s  th e  n a tu r e  o f  t h e i r  

lo v e .

I n  c o n c lu s io n ,  Chapman's l i n e s  seem fogged by b o th  

a s u p e r f l u i t y  o f  words and a d i s c re p a n c y  between th e  e p i c  

to n e  and w hat i s  a c t u a l l y  o c c u r r in g .  The m ournful b i r d s  

a re  o u t  o f  p la c e  i n  t h i s  s c e n e ;  th e  s i t u a t i o n  has n o t  been  

made s e r i o u s  enough f o r  them t o  be j u s t i f i e d .  T his  b rea c h  

o f  decorum a c t s  as  do th e  o th e r  o v e r s ta te m e n ts :  to

in t r o d u c e  an u n w i t t i n g  n o te  o f  p a ro d y . But Donne's i n t r o -  

d u c t io n  o f  th o u g h ts  o f  th e  g ra v e  i n t o  a love  poem (som eth ing  

which he does o f te n )  does n o t  t r i v i a l i z e  lo v e ;  in  t h i s  poem 

i t  em phasizes  i t s  im p o r ta n c e .  When lo v e  i £  t r i v i a l i z e d  i n  

D onne 's  v e r s e ,  i t  i s  a r e s u l t  o f  a c o n sc io u s  s a t i r i c a l  i n t e n t  

to  paro d y  "h igh"  s e n t im e n t s ,  a s  i n  " P e r f e c t i o n  i s  in  u n i t i e ;  

P re fe r r e /O n e  woman f i r s t ,  and th e n  one th in g  i n  h e r " ;  o r
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"As th e  Almighty Balme o f  t h ' e a r l y  E a s t , /S u c h  a re  th e  sw ea t

22
d ro p s  on my M i s t r i s  b r e a s t . "

I t  sh o u ld  be e v id e n t  from  t h i s  com parison  t h a t  

even  when Chapman i s  n o t  b e in g  e s o t e r i c ,  he i s  o b sc u re  in  

a way t h a t  Donne i s  n o t ;  i t  i s  more d i f f i c u l t  t o  f i n d  th e  

s e n s e  o f  h i s  l i n e s ,  and th e  outcom e o f  t h e  s e a r c h  does n o t  

always rew ard th e  e f f o r t .  D onne 's  o b s c u r i t y ,  on th e  o t h e r  

hand— and t h i s  i s  t r u e  o f  h i s  p h o n e t ic  h a r s h n e s s  a s  w e l l  as  

o f  h i s  s y n t a c t i c  and se m a n tic  d e v i a t i o n s — i s  g e n e r a l l y  

d e s ig n e d  to  c l e a r  up , and n o t  t o  b e fo g ,  th e  i s s u e s .

With t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n  i n  m ind, we can see  why Mytho- 

m ystes  ca n n o t  be u sed  as  a t h e o r e t i c a l  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  

b o th  p o e t s .  F o r ,  d e s p i t e  R e y n o ld s ' c r i t i c i s m  o f  th e  

" f lo w re s  o f  r h e to r i c k "  (w ith  w hich  Donne would have sym­

p a th iz e d )  , he r e g a rd s  as t o t a l l y  s u p e r f i c i a l  th e  d e b a te s

o v e r  "where th e  s t r o n g  l i n e  (a s  th e y  c a l l  i t )  , where th e
23g e n t l e  s o r t e s  b e s t . "  B u t ,  a s  we have been a rg u in g  a l l  

a lo n g ,  th e  s t r o n g  l i n e  was n o t  se e n  by i t s  p r a c t i t i o n e r s  

a s  m erely  a c a s u a l  o p t io n :  i t  was a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  th e  h ig h e r

and more r e f in e d  p le a s u r e s  o f  t h e  i n t e l l e c t  as  opposed  to  

t h e  s e n s u a l  p l e a s u r e s  o f  a sm o o th er  l i n e ,  an a s s o c i a t i o n  

w hich Donne h im s e l f  makes ( " I  s in g  n o t ,  S i r e n - l i k e ,  to  tem p t;  

f o r  I/Am h a r s h " ) . ^  The s t r o n g  l i n e  a s s u re d  t h a t  t h e  r e a d e r  

would s to p  t o  th in k  as he r e a d ,  r a t h e r  th a n  b e in g  swayed by
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e lo q u e n c e ,  which M ontaigne d e s c r ib e s  as

t h a t  f o o l i s h n e s s e  and f a c i l i t i e ,  w hich i s  found i n

th e  common m u l t i t u d e ,  and which d o th  s u b j e c t  th e

same, t o  be managed, persw aded , and l e d  by t h e  e a r e s ,

by th e  sw ee t a l l u r i n g  and s e n s e - e n t r a n c in g  sound o f

t h i s  h a rm o n ie ,  w i th o u t  due ly  w e ig h in g , know ing, o r

c o n s id e r in g  t h e  t r u e t h  o f  th in g s  by th e  f o rc e  o f  
25

re a s o n .

And what C o le r id g e  s a i d  o f  Donne's t h i r d  S a t i r e  

c o u ld  a l s o  be a p p l i e d  t o  h i s  Songs and S o n n e tss  " I f  you 

would te a c h  a  s c h o l a r  i n  th e  h i g h e s t  form how t o  r e a d , ta k e  

Donne, and o f  Donne t h i s  s a t i r e .  When he has l e a r n t  to  

r e a d  Donne, w i th  a l l  th e  fo rc e  and meaning w hich a re  i n ­

v o lv e d  i n  th e  w o rd s ,  th e n  send  him to  M il to n ,  and he w i l l
26

s t a l k  on l i k e  a  m a s te r  e n jo y in g  h i s  walk" (emphases h i s ) .

Even Dr. J o h n s o n 's  s m a l l  p r a i s e  f o r  th e  M e ta p h y s ic a ls

acknowledged t h a t  "To w r i t e  on t h e i r  p la n  i t  was a t  l e a s t
27

n e c e s s a ry  to  r e a d  and t h i n k . "  I f  th e  way th ro u g h  Donne 

i s  sometim es arduous and i n d i r e c t ,  i t  i s  n e c e s s a r i l y  s o ,  f o r

On a huge h i l l ,  

C ragged, and s t e e p ,  T ru th  s t a n d s ,  and hee  t h a t  w i l l  

Reach h e r ,  ab o u t m u s t ,  and abou t m ust goe?
28

And w hat t h ' h i l l s  suddennes r e s i s t s ,  w inne s o .
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But i n  t h e  c o u rse  o f  t r y i n g  to  " r e a c h  T ru th "  i n

h i s  lo v e  p o e t r y ,  Donne s in n e d  a g a i n s t  " n a tu r a ln e s s "  i n

two ways. F i r s t ,  he chose to  be " rugged" i n  v e r s e ,

"whose t r u e  n a t u r e  and u s e ,"  a c c o rd in g  t o  some o f  h i s

c o n te m p o ra r ie s ,  " i s  t o  worke a k in d  o f  Charme upon th e

m ind, even w i th  s l i g h t n e s s e  o f  m a t t e r ,  by t h e  w e l l  w rought

and e x q u i s i t e  harmony o f  t h e i r  Cadence, and s o u n d ." 29

(The o f f e n s e  i s  w o rse ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  b ec au se  i t  i s  com m itted

i n  v e r s e s  a b o u t  lo v e . )  Second, Donne h as  i n t r o d u c e d  i n t o

h i s  lo v e  p o e t r y  some "deep th o u g h ts ,"  w h ich , as Dryden

rem inds u s ,  have no p la c e  i n  "amorous v e r s e s ,  where n a tu r e
30o n ly  sh o u ld  r e i g n . "  But th e  " s o f t  m e l t in g  P h ra se s "  o f  

e a r l i e r  lo v e  p o e t r y  w ere n o t  n a t u r a l  t o  Donne, and ta k in g  

a "h a rd  l i n e "  i d e o l o g i c a l l y — i . e . ,  i r o n i z i n g  ab o u t 

P e t r a r c h a n  c o n v e n t io n s — was n e c e s s a r i l y  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  

" h a rd  l i n e "  o f  h i s  v e r s e ,  f o r  b o th  were p a r t  o f  h i s  r e -
O l

d e f i n i t i o n  o f  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  lo v e  p o e t r y .

I f  Donne had  w anted  t o  w r i t e  a  s im p le r  k in d  o f  lo v e

so n g , he co u ld  h a v e ,  b u t  he m ust have th o u g h t  t h a t  th e  more

p u b l i c  and " p le a s in g "  n a t u r e  o f  songs p r e v e n te d  them from

c a p tu r in g  th o u g h ts  as  s u c c e s s f u l l y  as c o u ld  a more p r i v a t e  
32ty p e  o f  v e r s e .  The s e v e r a l  songs t h a t  Donne d id  w r i t e  

w ere a c c e p ta b le  as  su c h ;  and "The B a i t e , "  h i s  r e p ly  t o
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M arlow e 's  "The P a s s i o n a t e  Shepherd  t o  His L ove,"  i s  a 

p e r f e c t  to u r  de f o r c e  i n  t h a t  i t s  c h e e r f u l l y  obscene 

parody  o f  th e  c o n v e n tio n  i s  n e v e r  once b e t r a y e d  by any 

rh y th m ic  u n c o n v e n t io n a l i ty .  (Worthy o f  n o te ,  however, i s  

th e  f a c t  t h a t  when D onne 's  songs were s e t  t o  m u s ic ,  some o f  

th e  s l i g h t e s t  d e v i a t i o n s  from a p e r f e c t l y  r e g u l a r  and 

euphonious norm w ere " c o r r e c t e d "  i n  th e  s e t t i n g .  For exam ple , 

th e  heavy " th "  a l l i t e r a t i o n  i n  th e  second l i n e  o f  "The 

A p p a r i t io n " — "And t h a t  th o u  t h i n k s t  th e e  f r e e " — i s  re d u c e d ,
33i n  th e  Lawes s e t t i n g ,  t o  "and th o u  s h a l t  th in k e  th e e  f r e e . "  )

But D onne's  r e a l  songs seem addenda t o ,  r a t h e r  th a n

i n t e g r a l  p a r t s  o f ,  th e  Songs and S o n n e ts .  At any r a t e ,  we

do n o t  th in k  o f  them when r e c a l l i n g  h i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c

v o ic e ,  f o r  t h a t  i s  bound up w i th  h i s  a t te m p t  b o th  to  c a p tu r e

th e  v a ry in g  moods and s u b t l e t i e s  o f  lo v e ,  and t o  u p s e t  a

c o n v e n t io n .  The d i s c o n t i n u i t i e s  upon which Donne n e c e s s a r i l y

r e l i e d  co u ld  n o t  have been  h a n d le d  i n  th e  song form . The

r e l a t i o n s h i p  betw een  g e n re  and form was c a p tu r e d  very  w e l l

by C o le r id g e  (we c i t e  him a g a in  h e re  b ecau se  h i s  rem arks

a r e  so p e r c e p t iv e )  when he o b se rv e d  t h a t  D onne's e f f o r t s  to

"w rea th e  i r o n  p o k e rs  i n t o  t r u e - l o v e  k n o ts"  were g u id ed  by
34

a muse t h a t  " t r o t s  on a d rom edary ."  I f  Donne had w anted  

o n ly  t o  s a t i r i z e  th e  P e t r a r c h i s m s  o f  h i s  p r e d e c e s s o r s ,  he
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c o u ld  have managed v e ry  w e l l  by u s in g  t h e i r  p o e t i c  forms 

w h i le  t w i s t i n g  t h e i r  la n g u a g e ,  as  he d id  i n  "The B a i t e " /  

b u t  th e  f a c t  i s  t h a t  he was i n t e r e s t e d ,  as w e l l ,  i n  

d e v e lo p in g  a more p e r s o n a l  and i n t e l l e c t u a l  form , and 

t h e r e f o r e  d id  n o t  s to p  a t  p a ro d y .

In  c o n c lu s io n ,  th e  o b s c u r i t y  i n  D onne 's  p o e t ry  i s  

c lo s e  i n  s p i r i t  t o  t h a t  o f  th e  Senecan p ro s e  w r i t e r s ,  f o r  

h e ,  as d id  th e y ,  used  v a r io u s  ty p e s  o f  d i s c o n t i n u i t y  b o th  

t o  s u g g e s t  th e  f ra g m e n ta ry  and d i s j o i n t e d  i*a t u r e  o f  ex­

p e r ie n c e  and t o  a t te m p t  a f a i t h f u l  r e p r o d u c t io n  o f  th e

35s t a g e s  o f  th o u g h t .  S in c e  such an a t te m p t  m ust ta k e

ac co u n t o f  c e r t a i n  p r o c e s s e s — f o r  exam ple, a s s o c i a t i o n —

t h a t  a r e  n o t  l o g i c a l  by n a t u r e ,  a c e r t a i n  amount o f  o b s c u r i t y  
36i s  i n e v i t a b l e .  Som etim es, t o o ,  more o b s c u r i t y  th a n  i s

n e c e s s a ry  i s  g e n e ra te d  i n  o r d e r  t o  s u g g e s t  th e  m u rk in ess
37and o p a c i ty  o f  th o u g h t .

The A r i s t o t e l i a n  v i r t u e  o f  c l a r i t y  may be u p h e ld  

as  such  when o n e 's  m o tiv es  a r e  c h i e f l y  r h e t o r i c a l — t h a t  i s ,  

when th e  d e s i r e  t o  communicate i s  upperm ost— b u t  i t  i s  n o t

n e c e s s a r i l y  c o n s i s t e n t  w i th  th e  aim o f  p o r t r a y i n g  a p r i v a t e
38and in d i v i d u a l  r e a l i t y .  And j u s t  as th e  p o e t  i s  u n d e r  

no o b l i g a t i o n  t o  be r e a d i l y  c o m p re h en s ib le  t o  th e  p u b l i c ,  

he need  n o t  d e f e r  to  t h e  im p l ie d  r h e t o r i c a l  s i t u a t i o n  o f  a 

poem: t h a t  i s ,  he  need  make no c o n c e s s io n  to  th e  f i c t i o n
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t h a t  th e  r e a l  a u d ie n ce  o f  h i s  poem i s  th e  lady  t o  whom i t  

39i s  a d d re s s e d .  C e r t a in l y  th e  focus o f  Donne's poems i s  

th e  p o e t— and n o t  so much h i s  em otions as h i s  f l e x i b i l i t y  

in  making p o e t ry  o f  them . George Puttenham , a l th o u g h  he 

co n ce iv ed  o f  th e  lo v e  poem as p r im a r i ly  an a d d r e s s ,  u n d e r­

s to o d  t h a t  i t  co u ld  n o t  be c o n f in e d  to  th e  song form a lo n e ,  

f o r  lo v e .

r e q u i r e t h  a forme o f  P o e s ie  v a r i a b l e ,  i n c o n s t a n t ,

a f f e c t e d ,  c u r io u s  and m ost w i t t y  o f  any o t h e r s ,

w hereof  th e  io y e s  were t o  be v t t e r e d  i n  one s o r t e ,

th e  so rrow es i n  an o t h e r ,  and by th e  many formes o f

P o e s ie ,  th e  many moodesand pangs o f  l o u e r s ,  th ro u g h ly
40t o  be d i s c o u e r e d .
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CHAPTER IV 

DIALECTIC

A developm ent t h a t  se em in g ly  r e p e a t s  th e  s ta g e s  
a l r e a d y  p a s s e d ,  b u t  r e p e a t s  them o th e rw is e ,  on a 
h ig h e r  b a s i s  ( 'n e g a t i o n  o f  n e g a t i o n ' ) , a deve lop ­
m ent, so  t o  sp e a k , in  s p i r a l s ,  n o t  i n  a  s t r a i g h t  
l i n e ; - - a  developm ent by l e a p s ,  c a t a s t r o p h e s ,  
r e v o l u t i o n s ; — 'b re a k s  i n  c o n t i n u i t y ' ; — th e  t r a n s ­
fo rm a tio n  o f  q u a n t i t y  i n t o  q u a l i t y ;  th e  inner, 
im p u lses  to  d ev e lo p m en t, im p a r ted  by th e  c o n t r a ­
d i c t i o n  and c o n f l i c t  o f  t h e  v a r io u s  fo rc e s  and 
te n d e n c ie s  a c t in g  on a g iv e n  body, o r  w i th in  a 
g iv e n  phenomenon . . . — th e  interdependence and th e  
c l o s e s t ,  i n d i s s o l u b l e  c o n n e c t io n  o f  a l l  s id e s  o f  
e v e ry  phenomenon . . . — such  a r e  some o f  th e  
f e a t u r e s  o f  d i a l e c t i c s  as  a r i c h e r  ( than  th e  
o rd in a ry )  d o c t r in e  o f  deve lopm ent.

V . I .  L e n in ,  from "K arl Marx."

B efo re  c o n s id e r in g  t h e  d i a l e c t i c a l  a s p e c ts  o f  

D onne 's  v e r s e ,  we m igh t c a s t  a backward g la n ce  a t  p re v io u s  

c h a p te r s  t o  see  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n  t o  th e  p r e s e n t  one. A side  

from th e  f a c t  t h a t  when d i s c u s s i n g  v a r io u s  phenomena 

( e . g . ,  p a r a t a x i s )  e a r l i e r ,  we s u g g e s te d  t h a t  they m igh t 

be r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  q u e s t io n  o f  d i a l e c t i c ,  t h e r e  i s  th e  more 

im p o r ta n t  f a c t  t h a t  th e s e  c h a p te r s  have them selves been 

co n cern ed  w i th  d i a l e c t i c a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  Some o f  th e s e  

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w ere made e x p l i c i t :  th e  f i r s t  c h a p te r  was

d ev o ted  to  th e  s tu d y  o f  th e  in te rd e p e n d e n c e  o f  p o e try  and
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p r o s a .  As C r o l l  t r i e d  t o  show how s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  

p ro s e  had  p re -em p ted  some o f  th e  te c h n iq u e s  o f  p o e t ry  

( e s p e c i a l l y  m e ta p h o r ic a l  and s y n t a c t i c  f re e d o m ), so d id  

we s p e c u la t e  on t h e  r e v e r s e  p r o c e s s — nam ely , th e  a s s im i­

l a t i o n  o f  p ro s e  e le m e n ts  and co n c e rn s  by th e  p o e t r y .  The 

second  and t h i r d  c h a p te r s ,  as w e l l ,  d e a l t  w i th  th e  i n t e r ­

r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  o p p o s i t e s  (symmetry and asymmetry, c l a r i t y  

and o b s c u r i t y ) , and s u g g e s te d  t h a t  D onne 's  p o e t r y  a r r i v e s  

a t  some k in d  o f  s y n t h e s i s ,  i n  th e  form o f  an "a sy m m etrica l  

symmetry" and a " c l e a r  o b s c u r i t y . "

B ut t h e r e  has  been  a n o th e r  d i a l e c t i c a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

i m p l i c i t  i n  o u r  p re v io u s  d i s c u s s io n — a r e l a t i o n s h i p  

t o  be d is c o v e re d  n o t  between e lem e n ts  i n  each  c h a p t e r ,  b u t  

be tw een  th e  c h a p te r s  th e m se lv e s— s p e c i f i c a l l y  between 

C h a p te rs  I I  and I I I .  T h a t i s ,  asymmetry and o b s c u r i t y  a r e  

i n t e r r e l a t e d  b ecau se  c e r t a i n  asym m etries  can le a d  t o  

o b s c u r i t y ,  and t h a t  o b s c u r i t y ,  o r  d i f f i c u l t y  o f  i n t e r p r e ­

t a t i o n ,  th e n  p roduces  a f u r t h e r  asym m etry , i n  t h a t  t h e r e  

i s  a l a c k  o f  co rresp o n d e n ce  betw een  th e  s u r f a c e  o f  th e  

t e x t  and i t s  d e p th ,  o r  m eaning. I t  i s  e x a c t l y  t h i s  

d i a l e c t i c  w i th  which th e  a c t  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  co n c e rn ed . 

( In  no poem, o f  c o u r s e ,  i s  t h e r e  a com ple te  c o r re sp o n d e n ce  

betw een s u r f a c e  and d e p th ,  s in c e  no l i n g u i s t i c  a r t i f a c t  

i s  t r a n s p a r e n t ;  t h u s ,  th e  d i a l e c t i c  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s
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always p r e s e n t . )  In  Donne, how ever, t h e  g e n e ra l  d i a l e c t i c  

betw een s u r f a c e  and d e p th  i s  f e d  by a more s p e c i f i c  

d i a l e c t i c — t h a t  e x i s t i n g  betw een s t r u c t u r a l  e lem en ts  in  

h i3  poems.

In  r e c e n t  y e a r s  much m en tion  has  been  made o f

s t r u c t u r a l  d i a l e c t i c  i n  Donne. The c o n fu s io n  t h a t  has

a r i s e n  o v e r  t h e  use  o f  th e  word "M e tap h y s ica l"  t o  d e s c r ib e

h i s  p o e t r y  has  prom pted  more th a n  one c r i t i c  to  seek

a n o th e r  te rm  t o  r e p l a c e  t h i s  t ro u b le so m e  o n e .^  The id e a

t h a t  D onne 's  p o e t r y  i s  l o g i c a l ,  h i s  im ages r a t i o c i n a t i v e ,

and h i s  te c h n iq u e  a rg u m e n ta t iv e  t o  a d eg re e  n o t  found i n

E n g l i s h  p o e t ry  b e f o r e  him has s u g g e s te d  t o  a t  l e a s t  two

c r i t i c s  r e - d e f i n i t i o n  a lo n g  t h e s e  l i n e s ;  J .B .  Leishman

p r e f e r s  " s c h o l a s t i c "  o r  " d i a l e c t i c a l "  t o  " M e ta p h y s ic a l ,"

and E a r l  M iner a l s o  r e g a r d s  " d i a l e c t i d 1* as a d i s t i n g u i s h i n g
2c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  Donne.

But th e  c h o ic e  o f  " d i a l e c t i c a l "  by Leishman and 

M iner r e - c r e a t e s  some o f  th e  same problem s engendered  by 

th e  use  o f  " M e ta p h y s ic a l ,"  s in c e  i t  i s  n o t  b e in g  used  i n  a 

t e c h n i c a l l y  e x a c t  s e n se  e i t h e r .  Both c r i t i c s  use  

" d i a l e c t i c a l "  t o  r e f e r  to  th e  l o g i c a l  (as  w e l l  as to  th e  

a rg u m e n ta t iv e  and d ra m a tic )  e le m e n ts  o f  v e r s e ,  an e q u a t io n  

w h ich , a l th o u g h  i t  i s  n o t  p r e c i s e  enough f o r  modern e a r s ,  

d id  o c c u r  i n  th e  R e n a is sa n c e .  (W ilbur S. Howell d i s c u s s e s
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th e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  l o g i c  and d i a l e c t i c  i n  Thomas

W ils o n 's  Rule o f  Reason and o th e r  s i x t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  handbooks

o f  l o g i c  i n  E ngland . A ccord ing  t o  H ow ell, Ramus a l s o

d e f in e d  l o g i c  and d i a l e c t i c  i d e n t i c a l l y  a s  " th e  a r t  o f
3

d i s p u t i n g  w e l l . "  )

A lthough Donne's co n te m p o ra r ie s  may have u n d e rs to o d

d i a l e c t i c  to  be s im ply  fo rm al l o g i c ,  we would do an

i n j u s t i c e  t o  b o th  h i s t o r y  and D onne 's  p o e t r y  i f  we ig n o re d

th e  v a r i e t y  o f  meanings th e  word has had  a t  o t h e r  t im e s .

I n v e s t i g a t i n g  Donne f o r  ev id e n c e  o f  fo rm a l l o g i c  i s  a

w o rth w h ile  en d e a v o r ,  f o r  th e  number o f  poems i n  th e  Songs

and S onne ts  t h a t  engage i n  l o g i c a l  o r  p s e u d o - lo g i c a l

a n a l y s i s ,  employ v a r io u s  forms o f  s y l l o g i s t i c  r e a s o n in g ,

o r  seem t o  r e f u t e  p r o p o s i t i o n s  by exam ining  t h e i r  l o g i c a l
4

c o n seq u en c es ,  i s  fo rm id a b le .  Thought o f t e n  d ev e lo p s  " n o t  

i n  a  s t r a i g h t  l i n e , "  bjat by means o f  a rgum en t, and th e  

a c t io n  o f  th e  poems i s  f r e q u e n t ly  d ra m a t ic  b ec au se  o f  th e  

i m p l i c i t  p re se n c e  o f  a v o ic e  answ ering  th e  s p e a k e r ' s .  How­

e v e r ,  s i n c e  a g r e a t  d e a l  o f  work has been  done on D onne's  

"d ram a tism ,"  we have sim ply  ta k e n  f o r  g r a n te d  t h i s  a s p e c t

o f  h i s  v e r s e ,  and have d e c id e d  to  look i n s t e a d  f o r  ana logous
5p r o c e s s e s  i n  th e  s t r u c t u r e s  o f  h i s  poems. When s e a r c h in g  

f o r  th e  i n t e r p l a y  o f  opposing  v o ic e s ,  we s h a l l  a s c r i b e  

th o s e  v o ic e s  v a r io u s l y  to  s e m a n t ic ,  p h o n e t i c ,  o r  m e t r i c a l
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s t r u c t u r e s ,  r a t h e r  th a n  t o  th e  s p e a k e r s ,  e x p l i c i t  o r  

u n d e rs to o d ,  in  t h e  poems.

In  s h o r t ,  we a r e  t r y i n g  t o  use one p o e t i c  p r o c e s s  

as a m etaphor f o r  a n o th e r .  We m igh t look  a t  "The 

P r o h ib i t i o n "  in  o r d e r  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  t h i s  p o i n t .  T h is  poem 

e x p l i c i t l y  r e a s o n s  i n  a d i a l e c t i c a l  m anner, w i th  t h e  f i r s t  

s t a n z a  e x p lo r in g  t h e  consequences  o f  one p o s s i b i l i t y  

( t h a t  th e  s p e a k e r ' s  m i s t r e s s  lo v e  him w h o l ly ) ,  and th e  

second e x p lo r in g  t h e  consequences  o f  i t s  o p p o s i t e  ( t h a t  

she h a te  him w h o l l y ) . S in c e  e a c h ,  i f  c a r r i e d  o u t ,  would 

le a d  t o  i n t e r n a l  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s ,  th e  s p e a k e r  co n c lu d e s  t h a t  

a s y n th e s i s  o f  t h e  two i s  th e  o n ly  s o l u t i o n :  "Then,

l e a s t  th y  lo v e ,  and  h a t e  and mee undoe,/O h l e t  mee l i v e ,

Yet lo v e  and h a te  taee t o o . "  There  co u ld  h a r d ly  be a 

b e t t e r  image o f  t h e  u n io n  o f  o p p o s i t e s  in  a h ig h e r  s y n th e ­

s i s  th a n  t h i s  id e a  o f  lo v e  and h a te  jo in e d  i n  a s i n g l e  mind. 

The p re c e e d in g  l i n e  ("So s h a l l  I  l i v e ,  th y  S ta g e ,  n o t  

Triumph b e e " )  a l s o  o f f e r s  a model o f  a d i a l e c t i c a l  p r o c e s s :  

i f  n o t  d e s t ro y e d  by th e  t r iu m p h a n t  f o rc e  o f  h i s  m i s t r e s s '  

h a t e ,  th e  s p e a k e r  s a y s ,  he s h a l l  l i v e  as  th e  b a t t l e g r o u n d  

whereon h e r  v i c t o r y  o v e r  him s h a l l  c o n s t a n t l y  be r e - e n a c t e d .

In  o t h e r  w o rd s ,  from th e  i n t e r p l a y  o f  o p p o s i t e s  

p e r p e tu a l  a c t io n  r e s u l t s ,  th u s  p r e v e n t in g  any one e le m e n t
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from becoming h y p o s t a t i z e d .  (Our d i s c u s s io n  o f  asymme­

t r i e s  i n  th e  second  c h a p te r  o f f e r e d  exam ples o f  t h i s  

phenomenon.) T h is  p ro c e s s  can be- seen  in  a s o n n e t  we 

have a l r e a d y  c o n s id e r e d ,  "Thou h a s t  made me, And s h a l l  

thy  worke d e c a y ? " .  T h e re ,  as we saw, th e  th e m a t ic  con­

f l i c t  betw een  God and S a ta n  i s  p a r a l l e l e d  by a p h o n e t ic  

o p p o s i t i o n ,  b u t  b o th  a r e  c o n ta in e d ,  and th u s  su rm oun ted , 

by th e  word " e y e ,"  which i s  l i n k e d  s e m a n t i c a l ly  w ith  th e  

theme o f  g r a c e ,  and p h o n e t i c a l l y  w ith  th e  theme o f  d e s p a i r .  

S in ce  th e  word f u n c t io n s  i n  more th an  one way, i t  keeps  

a l i v e  th e  c o n f l i c t  upon which th e  poem i s  b u i l t ,  b u t  as  a 

u n i t ,  i t  j o i n s  t h e  c o n f l i c t i n g  e lem en ts  in  a  h ig h e r  syn­

t h e s i s .  In  d o in g  so i t  rem inds us o f  th e  r e a l  s u b j e c t  o f  

th e  s o n n e t ,  th e  human m ind, which in  a l i k e  f a s h io n  u n i t e s  

op p o s in g  f o r c e s .

A s i m i l a r  phenomenon may be seen  a t  work i n  im ages 

as w e l l  as  i n  s i n g l e  w ords . We m ight ta k e  "The Broken 

H ea r t"  as  an exam ple . There th e  s p e a k e r ,  by exam ining  th e  

l o g i c a l  consequences  o f  each  o f  th e  poem 's h y p o th e s e s ,  

i m p l i c i t l y  r e f u t e s  h i s  open ing  d e c l a r a t i o n  t h a t  "He i s  

s t a r k e  mad, who e v e r  s a y e s , /T h a t  he h a th  beene i n  lo v e  an 

h o u r e ."  The second  and t h i r d  s ta n z a s  a re  d e s ig n e d  to  r e ­

i n f o r c e  t h i s  c la im ;  th e  t h i r d ,  how ever, q u e s t io n s  i t
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i n d i r e c t l y  by r e f u t i n g  two sec o n d a ry  p r o p o s i t i o n s  t h a t  

e n t a i l  a r e v i s i o n  o f  th e  f i r s t  ( th e  s p e a k e r  adm its  t h a t  

h i s  h e a r t  ca n n o t  have been s t o l e n  from him a f t e r  one 

b r i e f  h ou r  o f  b e in g  i n  l o v e ) . Thus he c o n c lu d es  t h a t  

he has h i s  h e a r t  b a c k ,  though  i t  i s  i n  b ro k en  p i e c e s .  

N e v e r th e l e s s , he i n s i s t s  t h a t  th e  o r i g i n a l  d e c l a r a t i o n  

i s  s t i l l  t r u e ,  s in c e  a b ro k en  h e a r t  i s  in c a p a b le  o f  

l o v in g .

However, t h i s  an a lo g y  does n o t  work i n  t h e  way th e  

s p e a k e r  in te n d s  i t  t o ;  i t  i s  r e a l l y  p r e s e n t i n g  an unspoken 

argum ent opposed  t o  h i s  spoken o n e .  F or  a b roken  m i r r o r  

does n o t  c e a se  t o  r e f l e c t ;  i t  s im p ly  r e f l e c t s  in  m in i a tu r e .  

S i m i l a r l y ,  a b roken  h e a r t  may lo v e  " b r o k e n ly ,” i . e . ,  by 

s h e l t e r i n g  many s h a t t e r e d  im ages o f  th e  b e lo v e d .  Thus, 

j u s t  as  th e  s p e a k e r  o f f e r e d  one e x p la n a t io n  f o r  h i s  con­

d i t i o n  t h a t  he s u b s e q u e n t ly  r e f u t e d ,  we m ust u se  th e  

argum ent i m p l i c i t  i n  h i s  m i r r o r  an a lo g y  t o  r e f u t e  h i s  

r e f u t a t i o n .  I t  i s  n o t  t r u e  t h a t  by lo v in g  he h as  l o s t  

h i s  h e a r t  f o r e v e r ,  b u t  n e i t h e r  i s  i t  t r u e  t h a t  he has i t  

back i n  p ie c e s  u n a b le  t o  lo v e .  What i s  t r u e  i s  r e a l l y  a 

com bina tion  o f  th e s e  s t a t e m e n t s — t h a t  i s ,  he has  h i s  h e a r t  

back , b u t  i t  i s  i n  a d i f f e r e n t  s t a t e ;  and i t  does lo v e ,  

b u t  i t  lo v e s  d i f f e r e n t l y .  The poem i s  p la y in g  w i th  th e  

d i a l e c t i c  o f  lo v e ,  w i th  th e  i d e a  t h a t  " d i f f e r e n t "  i s  i n
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some way " th e  sam e." U n i t in g  th e  c o n c e p ts  o f  "has"  and 

"has n o t , "  " i s "  and " i s  n o t , "  i s  t h e  s y n t h e t i c  m ir ro r  

a n a lo g y .

In  a se n se  a d i a l e c t i c a l  f u n c t io n  o f  t h i s  ty p e  i s  

l e s s  complex th a n  th e  ty p e  e x e m p l i f ie d  by "eye" in  th e  

Holy S o n n e t ,  f o r  th e  words o f  th e  an a lo g y  a r e  b e in g  a c t i v a ­

t e d  on th e  se m a n tic  p la n e  o n ly ,  r a t h e r  th a n  on bo th  th e  

p h o n e t ic  and se m a n tic  p la n e s  s im u l ta n e o u s ly .  The p h o n e t ic  

s t r u c t u r e  o f  "b roken  g l a s s e s "  i s  n o t  r e l e v a n t  t o  an under­

s ta n d in g  o f  th e  p h r a s e 's  im p o rtan ce  in  th e  poem, b u t  th e
g

p h o n e t ic  v a lu e  o f  "eye" i s .

S in ce  we have a s c e r t a i n e d  t h a t  b o th  p h o n e t ic  and 

se m a n tic  s t r u c t u r e s  can p la y  a p a r t  i n  a d i a l e c t i c a l  

r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  i t  i s  n a t u r a l  t o  in q u i r e  w h e th e r  a m e t r i c a l  

s t r u c t u r e  can do so a l s o .  I n t u i t i o n  s u g g e s ts  an a f f i r m a ­

t i v e  answ er— i n  f a c t ,  i t  seems l i k e l y  t h a t  a " m e t r ic a l

d i a l e c t i c "  would be one o f  th e  more f r e q u e n t  ty p e s .  We do

n o t  hope to  make a th o ro u g h  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  o f  a l l  th e  p o s ­

s i b i l i t i e s  h e r e ,  b u t  r a t h e r  to  s u g g e s t  where such an

i n v e s t i g a t i o n  m ig h t b e g in .

A s im p le  example from "The P r o h ib i t i o n "  w i l l  s e rv e  

as  i l l u s t r a t i o n .  As we s a i d  e a r l i e r ,  th e  l a s t  l i n e  o f  th e  

poem s y n th e s iz e s  two a n t i t h e t i c a l  in ju n c tio n s  ( " I f  th o u



lo v e  mee, t a k e  heed o f  lo v in g  mee" and " I f  th o u  h a t e  mee, 

t a k e  heed  o f  h a t i n g  m ee") , each  o f  which has  o cc u p ied  th e  

f i n a l  l i n e  o f  a s t a n z a .  A l l  t h r e e  i n j u n c t i o n s ,  th e n ,  

p c c u r  i n  p a r a l l e l  p o s i t i o n s .  However, t h e r e  a r e  s e v e r a l  

fo rm al f e a t u r e s  t h a t  em phasize th e  p a r a l l e l i s m  i n  th e  f i r s t  

two i n s t a n c e s ,  b u t  c o u n te r  i t  i n  th e  t h i r d .  F i r s t ,  th e  

l a s t  l i n e s  o f  th e  f i r s t  and second  s t a n z a  have i d e n t i c a l  

s y n t a c t i c  s t r u c t u r e s  which a r e  r e i n f o r c e d  by t h e i r  i d e n t i ­

c a l  m e t r i c a l  s t r u c t u r e s  (bo th  have s t r e s s e s  i n  th e  f i r s t ,  

t h i r d ,  s i x t h ,  e i g h t h ,  and t e n t h  p o s i t i o n s ) . Second, b o th  

l i n e s  end on th e  same rhyme. And t h i r d ,  b o th  l i n e s  end 

w i th  a f a l l i n g  cad en ce , f o r  th e  f i n a l  s y l l a b l e  i n  each  

c a s e  does n o t  have as s t r o n g  a s t r e s s  as th e  s y l l a b l e  i n  

th e  e i g h t h  p o s i t i o n ,  w hich i n  t u r n  i s  n o t  as s t r o n g l y  s t r e s s e d  

as  th e  one i n  t h e _ s i x t h  ( "h e e d ,"  i n  b o th  l i n e s ,  r e c e iv e s  th e  

s t r o n g e s t  emphatic: s t r e s s )  .

I n  c o n t r a s t  to  th e s e  two, th e  f i n a l  l i n e  o f  th e  poem 

employs a  d i f f e r e n t  s y n t a c t i c a l  c o n s t r u c t i o n ,  changes t o  

a d i f f e r e n t  m e t r i c a l  p a t t e r n ,  and  ends on a d i f f e r e n t  rhyme. 

F or th e  open ing  c o n d i t i o n a l  c l a u s e s  o f  th e  two o t h e r  f i n a l  

l i n e s ,  i t  s u b s t i t u t e s  an im p e r a t iv e ;  f o r  th e  co m b in a tio n  o f  

two t r o c h e e s  and t h r e e  iam bs, i t  s u b s t i t u t e s  f i v e  iam bs; 

and f o r  th e  "mee" a t  th e  end o f  th e  o t h e r  two l i n e s ,  i t
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s u b s t i t u t e s  " t o o , "  a word which r e c e iv e s  a s t r o n g  m e t r i c a l  

(because  o f  a s t r o n g  s y n t a c t i c )  s t r e s s .  The e f f e c t  o f  

f i n a l i t y  a d h e r in g  t o  th e  poem 's l a s t  l i n e  i s  p a r t l y  

g e n e ra te d ,  t h e n ,  by i t s  r e g u l a r i z a t i o n  o f  th e  m e t r i c a l  

p a t t e r n  o f  t h e  o t h e r  two l i n e s .  In  f a c t ,  th e  l a s t  l i n e  

p r e s e n t s  a s y n t h e t i c  m e t r i c a l  p a t t e r n  when c o n s id e re d  i n  

r e l a t i o n  t o  a l l  o f  th e  o t h e r  l i n e s  i n  th e  poem, s in c e  i t s  

f i v e  r e g u l a r  iambs a r e  composed o f  te n  m o n o s y l la b le s ,  and 

though th e  poem c o n ta in s  l i n e s  t h a t  a r e  c o n s t i t u t e d  o f  

o n ly  m o n o s y l la b le s ,  and o th e r s  c o n s t i t u t e d  o f  f i v e  

r e g u l a r  iam bs, i t  does n o t  c o n ta in  any o t h e r  l i n e  t h a t  

i s  b o th  m o n o sy l la b ic  and m e t r i c a l l y  r e g u l a r  a t  once .

A no ther  a r e a  in  which we can se e  a  fo rm al s y n th e s i s  

ta k a  p la c e  i;s enjam bm ent. I f  we lo o k ,  f o r  exam ple , a t  

th e  enjambment p a t t e r n s  i n  th e  f i r s t  fo u r  s t a n z a s  o f  "The 

C a n o n iz a t io n ,"  we s h a l l  se e  n o t  o n ly  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  o f  

asymmetry (such as  were d i s c u s s e d  i n  C h ap te r  I I ) , b u t  a l s o  

a p r o g r e s s iv e  movement i n  w hich th e  rhyming e lem e n ts  a r e  

more f u l l y  im p l i c a te d  i n  th e  enjambments as  we go from 

s t a n z a  t o  s t a n z a .  (There a r e  f o u r  n i n e - l i n e  s t a n z a s ,  each  

c o n ta in in g  t h r e e  rhym es.)  The f i r s t  s t a n z a  has  o n ly  one 

enjam bm ent; th e  second  has two, b u t  n o t  on two d i f f e r e n t  

rhym es; th e  t h i r d  a l s o  has  two, and th e y  a re  on d i f f e r e n t  

rhym es; and th e  f o u r t h ,  f i n a l l y ,  h a s  t h r e e ,  and on a l l  t h r e e
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l e c t i c a l  i f  we r e a l i z e  t h a t  t h e r e  a re  two f o r c e s  a t  work 

h e r e  (one q u a n t i t a t i v e ,  i . e . ,  th e  i n c r e a s e  i n  th e  number 

o f  enjambments from s t a n z a  t o  s t a n z a ;  and th e  o th e r  

q u a l i t a t i v e ,  i . e . ,  th e  co m p le x i ty  o f  th e  enjambments as  

m easured by t h e i r  in v o lv e m en t o f  th e  d i f f e r e n t  rh y m es) , 

and t h a t  th e  two f o r c e s  a re  b e in g  more t i g h t l y  i n t e r ­

woven as  th e  poem goes on . As t h e  number o f  enjambments 

p e r  s t a n z a  i n c r e a s e s ,  t h e r e  i s  an  a lm o s t  s te a d y  c o r re sp o n d ­

in g  in c r e a s e  i n  th e  number o f  d i f f e r e n t  rhymes in v o lv e d ,  

so  t h a t  "more" enjambment o c c u rs  on two l e v e l s .  I f  we 

r e g a r d  th e  f o u r th  s t a n z a  as t h e  one i n  w hich th e  i n t e r ­

tw in in g  i s  most complex, th e  f i f t h  s t a n z a  m ust be  se en  as 

a n t i - c l i m a c t i c ,  f o r  though i t  i n c r e a s e s  th e  number o f  

enjam bm ents, t h e r e  i s  a d e c r e a s e  i n  th e  number o f  rhymes 

drawn i n .  Thus th e  s y n th e s i s  w hich was a t t a i n e d  b e f o r e  

i s  b e g in n in g  t o  d i s i n t e g r a t e .

A s i m i l a r  p ro c e s s  ta k e s  p l a c e — o n ly  seem ing ly  i n  

r e v e r s e — i n  "The A p p a r i t io n ."  I f  we c o n s id e r  th e  i n t e r ­

r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  t h r e e  ty p e s  o f  phenomena ( th e  enjambed 

w o rd s ,  th e  words im m ed ia te ly  fo l lo w in g  t h e  enjam bed w o rd s ,  

and th e  p o s i t i o n  o f  each  enjam bed word i n  t h e  rhyme sch em e ) , 

we se e  t h a t  th e  poem b e g in s  a t  a peak o f  c o m p le x i ty ,  w i th  

maximum co rre sp o n d en ce  among th e  v a r io u s  f o r c e s .  I t  th e n



g r a d u a l l y  r e l i n g u i s h e s  th e s e  co rresp o n d en ces  u n t i l  none 

o c c u r ,  a t  which p o i n t  i t  b e g in s  to  b u i l d  them up a g a in .

The f i r s t  enjambment ( " f r e e , /F r o m  a l l  s o l i c i t a t i o n  from 

mee") l i n k s  th e  enjam bed word to  th e  fo l lo w in g  l i n e  in  two 

ways: v i a  th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n  w i th  "From" and th e  rhyme w ith  

"mee." The second  enjam bed word ( " th in k e " )  i s  co n n e c te d  

p h o n e t i c a l l y  t o  "Thou" im m edia te ly  fo l lo w in g  i t  i n  th e  

n e x t  l i n e ,  b u t  i t  i s  n o t  connec ted  to  t h a t  l i n e  by way o f  

rhyme. In  t h i s  s e n s e  i t  i s  a f r e e r  enjambment th a n  th e  

one b e f o r e  i t .  F i n a l l y ,  " th o u ,"  which i s  t h e  t h i r d  en­

jambed word in  th e  poem, i s  f r e e s t  o f  a l l ,  s i n c e  t h e r e  i s  

n e i t h e r  an a l l i t e r a t i n g  word a t  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  t h e  n e x t  

l i n e  n o r  a rhyming word a t  th e  end o f  i t  ( th e  rhyming word 

f o r  " th in k e "  comes two l i n e s  l a t e r ,  b u t  h e r e  i t  comes t h r e e  

l i n e s  l a t e r ) . However, t h i s  s te ad y  p r o g re s s  tow ard  freedom  

f o r  th e  enjambed word i s  sudden ly  r e v e r s e d  i n  t h e  f o u r th  

ca se  ( " ly e /A  v e r y e r  g h o s t  th e n  I " ) ,  which r e - i n s t i t u t e s  

th e  l i n k i n g  by way o f  rhyme.

A lthough t h i s  p ro c e s s  seems to  be t h e  r e v e r s e  o f  

t h a t  o c c u r r in g  i n  "The C a n o n iz a t io n ,"  i t  i s  r e a l l y  n o t ;  

t h e r e  ap p e ars  t o  be a d i f f e r e n c e  between them b e c a u se  th e  

poems b e g in  a t  d i f f e r e n t  p o in t s  in  th e  d i a l e c t i c a l  p r o c e s s .  

"The C a n o n iza tio n "  t a k e s  two s t r a n d s ,  which f o r  t h e  sake  

o f  co n v en ien ce  we may c a l l  "A" and "B ," and in te rw e a v e s
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them i n  such a  way t h a t  a p o i n t  "C ," r e p r e s e n t in g  th e  

u n i ty  o f  "A" and "B ," i s  r e a c h e d .  "The A p p a r i t io n ,"  

on th e  o t h e r  han d , opens as  t h e  co m p lex ity  o f  "C" i s  on 

t i e  p o i n t  o f  d i s s o lv in g  i n t o  i t s  c o n s t i t u e n t  e le m e n ts .

These d i a l e c t i c a l  p r o c e s s e s ,  though th ey  have

d e v e lo p e d  b e c a u se  o f  th e  " c o n t r a d i c t i o n  and c o n f l i c t  o f

th e  v a r io u s  f o r c e s  and t e n d e n c ie s  a c t i n g  on a g iv en  body ,"

have n e v e r t h e l e s s  been c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by a c e r t a i n  k in d  o f

c o n t i n u i t y :  t h e r e  has been  e i t h e r  a g ra d u a l  in c r e a s e  o r  a

g ra d u a l  d e c re a s e  i n  c o m p le x i ty .  But th e r e  i s  a n o th e r  ty p e

o f  d i a l e c t i c  i n  D onne's p o e t ry  t h a t  r e l i e s  h e a v i ly  on

d i s c o n t i n u i t y ,  d e v e lo p in g  a r e l a t i o n s h i p  between e lem en ts
7

by means o f  sudden r e v e r s a l s  and t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s .  For 

an i l l u s t r a t i o n  we may t u r n  t o  th e  rhymes i n  Donne's Holy 

S o n n e t "D eath  be n o t  p ro u d ,"  com paring  t h e i r  p a t t e r n  

(which i s  ABBAABBACDDCAA) to  th e  g ram m atica l c l a s s e s  i n t o  

w hich t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  rhymes f a l l .  I n  th e  f i r s t  q u a t r a i n ,  

th e  "A" rhymes b e lo n g  to  th e  same g ram m atica l c l a s s  

(p ro n o u n ) , w h i le  th e  "B" rhymes do n o t .  In  th e  second  

q u a t r a i n ,  th e  "B" rhymes b e lo n g  to  th e  same c l a s s  ( v e r b ) , 

b u t  th e  "A" rhymes do n o t .  F i n a l l y ,  i n  th e  t h i r d  q u a t r a i n ,  

i n  n e i t h e r  rhyming p a i r  i s  t h e r e  any s h a r in g  o f  g ram m atica l 

f u n c t i o n .  The co rre sp o n d e n ce  betw een  rhyme p a i r s  and 

g ram m atica l  c l a s s  t h a t  seemed t o  be d e v e lo p in g  (so t h a t
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th a  t h i r d  q u a t r a in  would m a n i f e s t  a com ple te  co rre sp o n d e n ce  

between th e  two) i s  su d d e n ly  abandoned in  f a v o r  o f  a 

t o t a l  la c k  o f  c o r re sp o n d e n c e .

But t h i s  r e v e r s a l ,  though  a r b i t r a r y ,  i s  n o t  s e n s e ­

l e s s ;  i t  r e p r e s e n t s  th e  sudden  a s s e r t i o n  o f  freedom  on 

th e  p a r t  o f  th e  p o e t .  I f  th e  f i r s t  two s ta n z a s  show us 

t h a t  he can i n t e n s i f y  th e  l i n k  betw een words a l r e a d y  bound 

by rhyme, th e  t h i r d  shows us t h a t  he can weaken i t .  We 

m igh t i n t e r p r e t  o th e r  a sy m m e tr ic a l  rhyme p a i r i n g s  ( e . g . ,  

o f  m ascu lin e  w ith  f e m in in e ,  o r  o f  m o n o sy l la b ic  w i th  p o ly ­

s y l l a b i c )  s i m i l a r l y — t h a t  i s ,  we may s e e  i n  them a 

rem in d e r  o f  th e  d i a l e c t i c  be tw een  freedom  and c o n s t r a i n t  

t h a t  i s  an e s s e n t i a l  p a r t  o f  rhyme. Donne seems d e t e r ­

mined to  keep th e  d i a l e c t i c  a l i v e  (he n e v e r  w r i t e s  in  

b la n k  v e r s e  e x c e p t  when t r a n s l a t i n g  some o f  h i s  L a t in  

poem s), and t o  p ro v e ,  b o th  by h i s  employment o f  a w ide 

v a r i e t y  o f  rhyme schemes i n  t h e  Songs and S o n n e ts ,  and by 

h i s  f l e x i b l e  use o f  rhym es, t h a t  c o n s t r a i n t  i s  m ere ly  an 

excuse  f o r  in v e n t io n .  I t  i s  no a c c i d e n t  t h a t  he ta k e s  

more l i b e r t i e s  w ith  rhyme i n  t h e  S a t i r e s  th a n  anywhere 

e l s e ,  s in c e  i t  i s  t h e r e  t h a t  t h e  e x ig e n c ie s  o f  rhyme a re  

th e  g r e a t e s t .

Thus a s t r u c t u r a l  d i s c o n t i n u i t y  w hich i t s e l f  may be 

c h a r a c t e r i z e d  as d i a l e c t i c a l  h as  le d  us to  a k in d  o f
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" m e t a d i a l e c t i c , "  i n  w hich th e  n a tu r e  o f  a  fo rm a l f e a t u r e  

(rhyme) i s  commented u p o n ,.  Donne's m e t r i c a l  i r r e g u l a r ­

i t i e s  and h i s  e x p l o i t a t i o n  o f  enjambments m igh t be se e n  

as h a v in g  a s i m i l a r  i n t e n t ,  f o r  by a l lo w in g  a c o n f l i c t  

betw een m e t r i c a l  s t r e s s  and speech  s t r e s s ,  th e  p o e t  

m a in ta in s  an o n -g o in g  d i a l e c t i c .  We canno t r e a d  a l i n e  

a c c o rd in g  to  m e t r i c a l  s t r e s s  a lo n e  o r  ac co rd in g  to  sp e ech

s t r e s s  a lo n e ;  we m ust d e te rm in e  how to  re a d  i t  by t a k in g
8

b o th  i n t o  a c c o u n t .  And when we come to  th e  end o f  an 

enjam bed l i n e ,  we m ust r e g a rd  i t  as  bo th  c lo s e d  and open 

a t  o n c e .  The s t r u c t u r a l  d i a l e c t i c  engendered  by th e s e  

asym m etries  i s  w hat makes a l i n e  w hat i t  i s ?  t o  t r y  to  

r e a d  in  ig n o ra n c e  o f  i t  would be as  d i s a s t r o u s  as  to  t r y  

to  r e a d  one o f  D onne 's  lo v e  poems w ith o u t  a knowledge o f  

h i s  d e v i a t i o n  from th e  t r a d i t i o n — f o r  t h a t  to o  r e s u l t s  i n  

a d i a l e c t i c  (between p a s t  and p r e s e n t  forms) t h a t  i s  

e s s e n t i a l  t o  an u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  w hat th e  p o e t  i s  d o in g .

I f  we remember th e  s y n t a c t i c  d e v ia t io n s  a l s o  d i s ­

c u s se d  i n  th e  l a s t  c h a p te r ,  we can see how th o s e  exam ples 

o f  o b s c u r i t y  work i n  a d i a l e c t i c a l  f a s h io n  as w e l l ;  

p a r t  o f  th e  p u rp o se  o f  o b s t r u c t i o n s  and gaps i s  to  t e l l  

us som eth ing  ab o u t  th e  r e l a t i o n  o f  th o u g h t t o  w r i t i n g — 

i . e . ,  t h a t  th o u g h t  does n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  deve lop  i n  th e
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l i n e a r ,  s e q u e n t i a l  mode im p l ie d  by s y n ta x .  D i s t o r t i n g  

sy n ta x  i s  a  way o f  u s in g  th e  medium t o  make a c r i t i c a l  

comment upon i t s e l f ,  f o r  w hat th e  d i s t o r t i o n s  aim a t  

i s  a s i m u l t a n e i t y  im p o s s ib le  i n  sp e e c h  o r  w r i t i n g .  (Never­

t h e l e s s ,  t o  c o n t in u e  to  w r i t e  p o e t r y ,  a  p o e t  m ust in  some 

way have a c c e p te d  th e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  medium.) But 

b e fo re  d raw ing  o u r  c o n c lu s io n s  a b o u t  th e  n a tu r e  o f  Donne's 

d i a l e c t i c ,  and  th e  r o l e  p la y e d  i n  i t  by d i s c o n t i n u i t y ,  

we sh o u ld  g iv e  some a t t e n t i o n  t o  h i s  c o n c e i t s ,  f o r  in  

them many o f  t h e  problem s t h a t  we have been c o n s id e r in g  

a r e  c o n c e n t r a t e d .

In  d i s c u s s i n g  th e  d i s c o n t in u o u s  a s p e c t  o f  Donne's 

m e tap h o rs ,  how ever, we m ust r e a l i z e  t h a t  s in c e  any 

m etaphor in v o lv e s  a d i s c o n t i n u i t y ,  we s h a l l  i n  p a r t  be 

d e s c r ib in g  Donne i n  r e l a t i v e  te rm s .  Dr. Johnson  can ta k e  

th e  m ost c r e d i t  f o r  i n i t i a t i n g  th e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  p la c in g  

th e  im agery o f  Donne on th e  f a r  end o f  th e  sp e c tru m , f o r  

i t  was he who s u g g e s te d  t h a t  w hat makes t h i s  im agery 

"m e ta p h y s ic a l"  i s  i t s  a t te m p t  t o  j o i n  t o g e t h e r  c o n cep ts  

t h a t  b e a r  l i t t l e  r e l a t i o n  t o  each  o t h e r  i n  r e a l i t y .  Lying 

beh ind  t h i s  f o rm u la t io n ,  one assum es , i s  th e  i d e a  t h a t  

th e r e  i s  a k in d  o f  imagery t h a t  somehow a r i s e s  more d i r e c t l y  

from th e  p o e t i c  s u b j e c t .  B ut even th e  " p h y s ic a l "  im agery
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o f ,  f o r  exam ple, M arlow e's "Hero and L e a n d e r ,"  a l th o u g h

i t s  p e r t i n e n c e  i s  more r e a d i l y  a p p r e h e n s ib le ,  i s  l o g i c a l l y
9d i s t a n t  from th e  s u b j e c t .

N e v e r th e le s s ,  Dr. J o h n so n 's  c la im  t h a t  D onne's  

c o n c e i t s  s u f f e r  from a more v i o l e n t  y o k in g  th a n  o t h e r  

p o e t s '  seem i n t u i t i v e l y  c o r r e c t :  Donne does have a

p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  th e  j u x t a p o s i t i o n  o f  an im a te  and in a n im a te ,  

l i v i n g  and dead , s a c r e d  and p ro fa n e .  And a l th o u g h  m eta­

p h o r i c a l  d i s c o u r s e  by d e f i n i t i o n  in v o lv e s  a c o n c e p tu a l  

d i s c o n t i n u i t y  ( f o r ,  as Hegel s a y s ,  i n  t h a t  "more o b l iq u e  

form [ p o e t r y ]  some phenomenon o f  a f f i n i t y  m ere ly  and one 

even a l o o f  from th e  e s s e n t i a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  o u r  s u b j e c t  

i s  made p r e s e n t  to  u s " ) ,  i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  th e  te rm s i n

some m etaphors  w i l l  seem more v i o l e n t l y  j o in e d  th a n  in  
1°

o t h e r s .  What Hegel conc ludes o f  a l l  p o e t s  seems e s p e c i a l l y  

t r u e  o f  Donne: m etaphor in v o lv e s  d i s j u n c t i o n  e x a c t l y  b ec au se

th e  o b j e c t  o f  im portance  h e re  i s  n o t  so much t o  

make th e  f a c t  c l e a r  and d i s t i n c t  t o  th e  v i s i o n ;  

on th e  c o n t r a ry  th e  m e ta p h o r ic a l  employment o f  th e s e  

o u t ly in g  phenomena i s  i t s e l f  t h e  aim p ro p o se d .  The 

em otion  o f  th e  p o e t  c o n c e n t r a t e s  i t s e l f  as  th e  c e n t r e ,  

which th e  env ironm ent e n r ic h e s  w i th  i t s  w e a l th ;  i t  

a b so rb s  t h i s  as p a r t  o f  i t s e l f ,  a d a p ts  i t  w i th  g e n iu s
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and w i t  t o  i t s  adornm ent, s t e e p s  i t  i n  i t s  own 

l i f e ,  and f in d s  i n  t h i s  movement to  and f r o ,  t h i s  

e l a b o r a t i o n  and s e l f - r e f l e c t i o n  o f  i t s  c r e a t i o n  

i t s  own s o u rc e  o f  d e l i g h t .

The c h i e f  i n s i g h t  h e re  l i e s  i n  H e g e l 's  c o n n e c tio n  

o f  i n d i v i d u a l i s m ,  th e  a l l - t r a n s f o r m i n g  s p i r i t c o f  th e  a r t i s t ,  

w i th  a p l e a s u r e  i n  th e  d i s t a n t .  A rno ld  H au se r ,  i n  d i s ­

c u s s in g  m a n n e r i s t  a r t ,  a l s o  s e e s  a c o n n e c t io n  betw een i t s  

i n d i v i d u a l i s t  b i a s  and i t s  tendency  t o  " o v e r le a p  th e  

s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  and o b v io u s ,"  and f in d s  an ana logy  in  

M e ta p h y s ic a l  p o e t r y  t o  m an n erism 's  d e s i r e  " to  m agnify 

th e  le a p  a s  much as p o s s i b l e ,  t o  focus  a t t e n t i o n  on th e  

m o b i l i t y ,  r a n g e ,  and s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y  o f  t h e  l e a p in g  

s p i r i t  . . . " 12

N e v e r th e le s s ,  w hat has so  o f t e n  been ta k e n  to  be 

one o f  th e  " r a d i c a l "  a s p e c t s  o f  D onne 's  im agery— t h a t  th e r e  

i s  o n ly  one p o i n t  o f  c o n t a c t  betw een th e  two te rm s o f  th e

image— c e r t a i n l y  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  much o f  S h a k e s p e a re 's
13im agery as w e l l .  I n  f a c t ,  D onne's famous compass image 

in  "A V a le d ic t io n s  f o r b id d in g  Mourning" does n o t  seem 

r a d i c a l  a t  a l l ,  a l th o u g h  i t  i s  o f t e n  c i t e d  as  th e  p r o to ­

t y p i c a l  M e ta p h y s ic a l  im age. I t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  on ly  

one p o in t  o f  com parison  betw een th e  l o v e r s '  s o u l s  and th e
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f e e t  o f  a  compass, b u t  a s  th e  compass was a c o n v e n t io n a l  

emblem o f  s t e a d f a s t n e s s ,  i t  i s  u n l i k e l y  t h a t  D onne 's  

r e a d e r s  would have had any d i f f i c u l t y  making th e  n e c e s s a ry  

c o n n e c t i o n .14

B ut th e  id e a  t h a t  "y o k in g ” i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  

Donne i s  a u s e fu l  one , e s p e c i a l l y  i f  we e x te n d  i t  t o  co v e r  

a l l  ty p e s  o f  p o e t i c  co m b in a tio n . We have seen  t h a t  th e  

b r id g in g  o f  gaps i s  an e s s e n t i a l  p a r t  o f  r e a d in g  D onne's 

s y n ta x ;  i t  i s  an a c t i v i t y  t h a t  p e r t a i n s  as  w e l l  t o  th e  

r e a d in g  o f  h i s  m e tap h o rs . And. when s e a r c h in g  f o r  what 

d i s t i n g u i s h e s  Donne's image-making from t h a t  o f  o th e r  

p o e t s — e s p e c i a l l y  from th e  em blem atic  images o f  H e r b e r t— 

we a r e  l i k e l y  to  be more s u c c e s s f u l  i f  we c o n c e n t r a t e  on 

th e  d i s c o n t i n u i t i e s  in v o lv e d  in  h i s  manner o f  p r e s e n t i n g  

im ag es , r a t h e r  th an  on th o s e  i n h e r e n t  i n  th e  te rm s  o f  th e  

image i t s e l f .

F i r s t ,  Donne has a h a b i t  o f  p lu n g in g  us i n t o  h i s  

im ages , e x p l a in i n g ,  i f  a t  a l l ,  o n ly  a f t e r  th e  i n i t i a l  

shock  has  r e g i s t e r e d - - a  h a b i t  w hich may be se en  as a 

te c h n iq u e  o f  a rg u m e n ta t io n ,  as i s  h i s  d i s r u p t i o n  o f  s y n ta x ,  

f o r  i n  b o th  c a se s  som eth ing  o cc u rs  t h a t  f i r s t  b lo c k s  and 

th e n  f u r t h e r s  th e  th o u g h t .  An example i s  t h i s  image from 

"Twicknam G arden": "But 0 ,  s e l f e  t r a y t o r ,  I  do b r in g /T h e
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s p i d e r  lo v e ,  w hich t r a n s u b s t a n t i a t e s  a l l , /A n d  can c o n v e r t  

Manna t o  g a l l . " ^  The s t r a n g e n e s s  and suddenness o f  

" s p i d e r  love"  make us s to p  s h o r t  i n  bew ilderm ent as we t r y  

t o  " f i g u r e  o u t"  th e  image. And even when, as h e r e ,  some 

s o r t  o f  e x p la n a t io n  fo l lo w s ,  Donne e x p l o i t s  th e  i n i t i a l  

moment o f  shock o r  wonder e x c i t e d  i n  th e  r e a d e r  in  o r d e r  

to  make him an " u n d e r s t a n d e r . " O f te n ,  to o ,  th e  e n su in g  

e l a b o r a t i o n  does n o t  a t  a l l  d im in is h  th e  se n se  o f  w onder; 

i t  deepens i t  by making us aware o f  s u b t l e t i e s  t h a t  were 

n o t  im m ed ia te ly  a p p a r e n t ,  a s  i n  "The Relique"A£ e x p lan a ­

t i o n  t h a t  th e  " b r a c e l e t  o f  b r i g h t  h a i r e  abou t th e  bone" 

was th e  d e v ic e  o f  "a  lo v in g  co u p le"  who th o u g h t  t h a t  i t  

w ould i n s u r e  th e  m e e tin g  o f  t h e i r  s o u l s  a t  Judgment Day.

T h is  e x p l o i t a t i o n  o f  wonder i n  th e  p o e t i c  image 

has  an ana logue  i n  th e  t h e a t r i c a l  p r a c t i c e  o f  Donne's 

t im e .  The masque, e s p e c i a l l y ,  ad o p ted  some o f  th e  t e c h ­

n iq u e s  o f  im p rese  i n  o r d e r  t o  p roduce  a wondrous v i s i o n  t h a t  

f i r s t  s u r p r i s e d ,  th e n  d e l i g h t e d  th e  s p e c t a to r s  as th e y  came 

to  u n d e r s ta n d  i t s  s i g n i f i c a n c e . E v e n  i n  th e  Jo n so n ian  

masque, where p o e t r y  v ie d  i n  im p o r ta n ce  w ith  s p e c t a c l e ,

th e  "m arvelous"  had a p l a c e ;  i t s  r o l e  was to  make an i n t e l -

17l e c t u a l  a p p e a l  by way o f  th e  s e n s e s .  I n s o f a r  as i t  does 

s o ,  t h e r e  i s  a s i m i l a r i t y  i n  i n t e n t  between th e  v i s i o n  o f



149
th e  masque and th e  p o e t i c  im age.

However, t h e r e  i s  an im p o r ta n t  d i f f e r e n c e  betw een  

th e  two, and t h a t  i s  t h a t  th e  masque e x c i t e s  wonder by

p r e s e n t in g  an a l l e g o r i c a l  s c e n e ,  a l i v i n g  emblem t h a t
*

th e  p o e try  then  i n t e r p r e t s ,  b u t  th e  Donnean image i s  n o t  

s t a t i c  o r  e q u a t iv e  i n  t h i s  way— i t  w i l l  seldom  h o ld  s t i l l  

lo n g  enough to  be fram ed. There  i s  a p r i n c i p l e  o f  con­

s ta n c y  o p e r a t iv e  i n  th e  s t a g i n g  o f  th e  masque t h a t  i s  

a b s e n t  from D onne's im age-m aking . F u r th e rm o re ,  as  Angus 

F l e t c h e r  has shown, th e  p r i n c i p l e s  o f  p e r s p e c t i v e  were 

b ro u g h t  to  b e a r  on th e  c o n c e p t io n  o f  th e  s t a g e  v i s i o n ,  

so t h a t  e v e ry th in g  was u n i f i e d  by one frame and one 

p i c t u r e  p la n e ;  th u s  th e  e f f e c t  o f  th e  whole co u ld  be f u l l y

a p p r e c ia t e d  by o n ly  th o s e  s i t u a t e d  a t  a c e n t r a l  v an tag e

18p o i n t  ( i . e . ,  th e  King and h i s  com pan ions) . A f ix e d  

p e r s p e c t i v e ,  th e n ,  was n e c e s s a r y  f o r  b o th  th e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  

and th e  com prehension o f  t h e  s t a g e  s c e n e .  D onne's  manner 

o f  p r e s e n t in g  im ages, how ever, i s  much more d ra m a t ic  th a n  

th e  m a sq u e 's ,  f o r  i t  h in g e s  on t h e  o p p o s i t e  p r i n c i p l e  o f  

in c o n s ta n c y :  i f  any one t h in g  i s  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  th e  u n d e r­

s ta n d in g  o f  D onne's im a g es ,  i t  i s  c e r t a i n l y  th e  a b i l i t y  to  

fo llo w  th e  changes in  p e r s p e c t i v e  t h a t  th ey  e n t a i l .

For even when Donne seems t o  be  d e s ig n a t in g  som eth ing  

as  an emblem, a s t a t i c  e q u a t io n  i s  n o t  th e  r e s u l t .  "The
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p o in te d  t o :  "Marke b u t  t h i s  f l e a ,  and marke i n  th is , /H o w

l i t t l e  t h a t  w hich  th o u  d e n y s t  me is ; /M e e  i t  s u c k ' t  f i r s t ,

and now sucks  th e e , /A n d  i n  t h i s  f l e a ,  o u r  two b lo o d s

m ing led  b e e ."  However, th e  "emblem," though i t  r e p r e s e n t s

th e  commingling o f  th e  l o v e r ' s  and h i s  m i s t r e s s '  b lo o d ,

does n o t  by i t s e l f  convey th e  id e a  o f  th e  i n s i g n i f i c a n c e

o f  th e  f a v o r  t h a t  i s  b e in g  r e q u e s te d  o f  th e  la d y ;  t h a t  i s

e x p la in e d  on ly  by th e  su b se q u e n t  a c t i o n  o f  th e  poem. We

have t o  know t h a t  th e  la d y  k i l l s  th e  f l e a  b e f o r e  we can

u n d e rs ta n d  th e  "m o ra l"— t h a t  t o  m ing le  b loods  and " d ie "

w i l l  c a u se  h e r  as l i t t l e  l o s s  as d id  th e  f l e a ' s  d e a th .  The

s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  f l e a  changes w i th  th e  s u c c e s s iv e  s t a g e s

o f  t h e  a c t i o n ,  and c a n n o t  be  r e p r e s e n te d  by one " p i c t u r e . "

S in ce  emblems c a n n o t  a l lo w  f o r  movement, we can co n c lu d e

19t h a t  t h i s  poem does n o t  work e m b le m a tic a l ly .

A s i m i l a r  p ro c e s s  o c c u rs  i n  "A V a le d ic t io n :  

f o rb id d in g  M ourning ,"  i n  which th e  f i r s t  two s t a n z a s  

e s t a b l i s h  a c o rre sp o n d e n ce  between one s i t u a t i o n  and 

a n o th e r  ( th e  s o u l ' s  im p e rc e p t ib le  d e p a r tu re  from th e  body 

o f  a  v i r t u o u s  man, and t h e  p a r t i n g  o f  th e  two l o v e r s ) . The 

com parison  im p l ie s  f i r s t  t h a t ,  as  a re  body and s o u l ,  th e  

lo v e r s  a r e  d i f f e r e n t  in  n a t u r e ,  and seco n d , t h a t  a r e a l
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s e p a r a t io n  i s  g o in g  to  o c c u r .  S ta n z a s  t h r e e  th ro u g h  f i v e ,  

however, a rg u e  t h a t  th e  l o v e r s '  s o u l s  a r e  o f  th e  same 

e s s e n c e ,  and t h a t  th u s  th e y  s h a l l  be u n i t e d  even in  ab sen ce . 

And th e  f i n a l  compass image s u g g e s ts  t h a t  i f  th e y  m ust in  

some way be two when s e p a r a t e d ,  th e y  sh o u ld  be as  th e  

two p a r t s  o f  a com pass, t h a t  even when a p a r t  a r e  co n n e c te d . 

But how does t h i s  p r o g r e s s  i n  th e  poem 's th o u g h t  a f f e c t  

th e  i n i t i a l  an a logy?  P erh ap s  we a re  to  go back t o  i t  and 

re a d  i t  i n  th e  l i g h t  o f  w hat has  fo l lo w e d ;  we m ig h t i n f e r ,  

th e n ,  t h a t  th e  p a r t i n g  o f  body and s o u l  i s  b u t  a tem porary  

s e p a r a t io n  o f  two p a r t s  o f  th e  same b e in g ,  p a r t s  which 

e v e n tu a l ly  w i l l  end as  th e y  began ; u n i t e d .  The im per-  

c e p t i b i l i t y  o f  t h e  s o u l ' s  d e p a r tu r e  from th e  body can th u s  

be a t t r i b u t e d  n o t  t o  th e  r e s i g n a t i o n  o f  a v i r t u o u s  man, 

b u t  t o  th e  f a c t  t h a t  i n  a v i r t u o u s  p e rso n  s o u l  and body 

a re  a l r e a d y  o n e ,  so  t h a t  a t  d e a th  th e y  to o  en d u re  n o t  "A 

b re a c h ,  b u t  an e x p a n s io n ."

I t  i s  ea sy  to  see  t h a t  t h i s  p ro c e s s  o f  r e - v i s i o n  

can n o t f i t  i n t o  an em blem atic  mode whan we lo o k  a t  a poem 

t h a t  does p r e s e n t  i t s  images e m b le m a t ic a l ly — f o r  exam ple , 

H e r b e r t ' s  "The C h u r c h - f l o o r e . " I t s  open ing  s t a n z a  p r e s e n t s  

th e  f i r s t  o f  fo u r  emblems ("Mark you th e  f l o o r e ?  t h a t  

sq u a re  & s p e c k le d  s to n e , /W h ic h  lo o k s  so f i rm  and s t r o n g , /
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I s  P a t i e n c e ” ) , i n  w hich  p a r t s  o f  th e  church  r e p r e s e n t  

v a r io u s  v i r t u e s .  The c o n c lu d in g  s t a n z a ,  by summing up 

th e  p r e v io u s  emblems (showing t h a t  th e  f l o o r  a s  a w hole 

r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  human h e a r t ) , does n o t  a l t e r  t h e i r  

c h a r a c t e r  i n  any way. What has o c c u r re d  i s  e x p l i c a t i o n  

and n o t  change . Em blem atic  e q u a t io n s  l i k e  t h i s  abound in  

H e rb e r ts  " f l e s h  i s  b u t  th e  g l a s s e ,  which h o ld s  th e  d u s t /  

T h a t  m easures  a l l  o u r  t im e " ; man " i s  a b r i t t l e  c r a z i e  

g l a s s e " ;  th e  s o u l  i s  "a  shepherd  to o ;  a f lo c k  i t  f e e d s /O f  

th o u g h ts ,  and w o rd s ,  and d eed s .

I n  g e n e r a l ,  H e r b e r t ' s  images a c t  as c e n te r in g  f o r c e s ;  

th e y  condense and fo c u s  th e  meaning o f  th e  poem . D o n n e 's ,  

on th e  o t h e r  h an d , a r e  more f r e q u e n t ly  a p a r t  o f  a d e v e lo p ­

ment t h a t  r e s u l t s  i n  a change in  t h e i r  o r i g i n a l  m eaning .

The d i s c o n t i n u i t y  i n  H e r b e r t  i s  a lm ost a l l  w i t h i n  th e  image 

i t s e l f ,  and i f  he does o c c a s io n a l ly  use  some ty p e  o f  

d i s s o n a n c e ,  i t  i s  w i th  th e  pu rpose  o f  p o in t in g  us tow ard  

u l t i m a t e  h a rm o n ie s .  I f  he le av es  th e  d i s c o r d a n t  e le m e n ts  

i n  a  poem u n r e c o n c i l e d ,  he does so  o n ly  t e m p o r a r i l y ,  i n  

o r d e r  t o  make us aware o f  th e  ground i n  which t h o s e  e le m e n ts  

a r e  r e c o n c i l e d .  ("The D e n ia l l"  i s  a  good exam ple .)  I n  

M a rv e l l ,  t o o ,  a rg u m e n ta t iv e  and d ra m a tic  forms o f t e n  p o i n t  

t o ,  i f  th e y  d o n ' t  a c t u a l l y  embody, th e  t r a n s c e n d e n c e  o f
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a n t i t h e s i s  o r  d i s t a n c e .  (Some exam ples a re  "A D ialogue 

between th e  R eso lved  Soul and C re a te d  P l e a s u r e " ; "The 

C o ro n e t" ;  and " C lo r in d a  and Damon.")

One th e o ry  t h a t  p e rh a p s  e x p la in s  som eth ing  ab o u t  

w hat H e rb e r t  and M a rv e ll  were d o in g ,  a l th o u g h  i t  does n o t  

seem a p p l i c a b le  t o  Donne, i s  o f f e r e d  by Frank  L. H un tley  

i n  a s tu d y  o f  d i s c o r d i a  c o n c o r s . F in d in g  t h a t  th e  Meta­

p h y s ic a l s  employed a "yoked" form o f  a n t i t h e s i s  and th e  

A ugustans a " b a la n c e d "  form, H u n tley  co n c lu d es  t h a t  th e  

fo rm er i s  c o n n e c te d  t o  t h e  P l a t o n i c  and C h r i s t i a n  t r a d i ­

t i o n s  by v i r t u e  o f  i t s  j o i n i n g  a lo w er  and a h ig h e r  v a lu e

i n  o rd e r  to  a r r i v e  a t  a t h i r d ,  and t h a t  th e  l a t t e r  i s
21r e l a t e d  t o  C l a s s i c a l  id e a s  o f  harmony and b a la n c e .  The 

s i m i l a r i t y  o f  t h i s  i d e a  t o  E r ic h  A u e rb ac h 's  a n a l y s i s  o f  

p a r a t a x i s  i n  th e  e a r l y  C h r i s t i a n  w r i t e r s  (which we d i s c u s s e d  

i n  C h ap te r  I )  l e a d s  us t o  t h in k  t h a t  one o f  th e  fu n c t io n s  o f  

m e ta p h o r ic a l  c o n ju n c t io n  i n  C h r i s t i a n  p o e t s  such as H e rb e r t  

and Marv*- J  i ~ s i m i l a r  to  th e  f u n c t io n  o f  tem pora ry  d i s ­

co rdance  i i t  p l a c e s  an em phasis  on t h e  u l t i m a t e  s o u rc e  in  

which a l l  t h in g s  a r e  j o in e d .  When r e a d in g  H e r b e r t ' s  poem, 

one sh o u ld  n o t  be d i s t r a c t e d  by t h e  i n c o n g r u i t y  o f  " f lo o r e "  

and " h e a r t , "  b u t  sh o u ld  t h in k  o f  th e  c r e a t o r  who has  made i t  

p o s s i b l e  to  s e e  i n  humble th in g s  emblems o f  g r e a t  o n e s .
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Forms o f  yok ing  i n  H e r b e r t  and M a rv e l l ,  t h e n ,  o f t e n  

c a l l  a t t e n t i o n  t o  som ething  beyond th e m se lv e s ;  t h e i r  

p u rp o se  would be d e f e a te d  i f  th e y  c a l l e d  a t t e n t i o n  to  

th em se lv es  and k e p t  i t  t h e r e .  B u t D onne 's  c o n ju n c t io n s  

do j u s t  t h i s ; t h e i r  pu rpose  seems t o  be  n o t  to  t r a n s c e n d  

th e m s e lv e s ,  b u t  r a t h e r ,  by e m p h as iz in g  th e  d i s t a n c e  t h a t  

e x i s t s  betw een th e  c o n jo in e d  e le m e n ts ,  to  fo re g ro u n d  th e  

i n d i v i d u a l i t y  o f  th e  e lem en ts  th e m s e lv e s .  Even when h i s  

c o n ju n c t io n s  a re  p a r t  o f  a d i a l e c t i c a l  p ro c e s s  t h a t  i s  

u l t i m a t e l y  u n i t i v e ,  th e  d i s c o n t in u o u s  o r  d i s c o r d a n t  

e le m e n ts  a r e  n e v e r  q u i t e  subsumed in  t h e  w hole . Out o f  

them may come a new p o e t i c  s y n t h e s i s  t h a t  com ple tes  and 

makes u n d e rs ta n d a b le  th e  e le m e n ts  o f  w hich i t  i s  composed, 

b u t  th e  s y n th e s i s  i t s e l f  can be u n d e rs to o d  on ly  i n  th e  

l i g h t  o f  th o s e  e le m e n ts .  The r o l e  p la y e d  by th e s e  i s ,  

th e n ,  n o t  a s e l f - t r a n s c e n d i n g  b u t  a s e l f - f u l f i l l i n g  one ; 

t h e i r  co m p le t io n  i s  t o  be found w i t h i n  th e  poem i t s e l f .

The d i a l e c t i c  o f  H e rb e r t  and M a rv e ll  i s  s e l f - c r i t i c a l ,  

founded  on th e  se n se  o f  absence  and in c o m p le t io n ,  on th e  

knowledge o f  what th e  poem l a c k s ;  D onne 's  d i a l e c t i c ,  how­

e v e r ,  i s  a d i a l e c t i c  o f  f u l l n e s s ,  p r e d i c a t e d  on t h a t  which 

h a s  been  made p r e s e n t  and co m p le te  i n  th e  poem.

I f  i t  i s  t r u e ,  as  K enneth Burke has s a i d ,  t h a t  th e  

v e ry  u se  o f  language commits us t o  a b e l i e f  in  an



a b s o lu te  o f  some s o r t ,  th e n  D onne 's  p o e t ry  i s  com m itted,

i m p l i c i t l y ,  t o  such a b e l i e f  as much as  th e  p o e t ry  o f
22H e rb e r t  and  M arve ll  i s .  Yet Donne, as a p o e t  to  whom 

th e  e x e r c i s e  o f  r e a s o n ,  w i th  a l l  o f  i t s  weaknesses and 

c o n t r a d i c t i o n s ,  i s  e s s e n t i a l ,  o f f e r s  f o r  our a d m ira t io n  

n o t  th e  s i n g l e  image o f  unchang ing  and a b s o lu te  T ru th ,  

b u t  th e  many images o f  chang ing  and r e l a t i v e  t r u t h s — 

u n d e r s ta n d in g ,  p e r h a p s ,  t h a t  even  though  rea so n  canno t 

renounce  t h e  a b s o lu t e ,  i t  c a n n o t  a t t a i n  i t  w ith o u t
2 3

e n c o u n te r in g ,  a t  th e  same moment, i t s  own a b o l i t i o n .
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1
Jo sep h  Mazzeo p ro v id e s  a su rv e y  o f  modern 

d e f i n i t i o n s  o f  M e tap h y s ic a l  p o e t r y  i n  "Modern T h e o r ie s  

o f  M etap h y s ica l  P o e t r y , "  a 1952 p a p e r  r e p r i n t e d  in  F rank  
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3
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from Donne, Songs and S onnets  (London: Edward A rn o ld , 1964),

pp . 7 -2 6 ,  r p t f i n  Kermode, The M e ta p h y s ic a l  P o e t s , pp . 181- 

203.

6
Apropos h e re  i s  D e l l  Hymes' c o n c e p t  o f  th e  

"sum mative word" i n  a poem— one which i s  t h e m a t i c a l ly  

c e n t r a l ,  c o n t a in s  th e  dom inant sounds in  t h e  poem, and i s  

p la c e d  so  as  to  have a  c u lm in a t in g  e f f e c t .  I f  a word m eets 

o n ly  th e  f i r s t  two o f  th e s e  c r i t e r i a ,  Hymes c a l l s  i t  a 

"key w o rd ."  See " P h o n o lo g ic a l  A sp ec ts  o f  S t y l e :  Some

E n g l i s h  S o n n e ts ,"  in  Thomas Sebeok, e d . , S ty l e  in  Language, 
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F a i l u r e  t o  r e c o g n iz e  t h a t  sudden t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s  
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i n  D onne 's  th o u g h t  as  u n m o tiv a te d ,  w h im s ic a l ,  o r  c a r e l e s s .
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p u z z le d  and humorous s h u f f l i n g  o f  th e  p ie c e s "  ( p . 8 )— a 

s e n t im e n t  t h a t  i s  echoed  i n  W ylie S y p h e r 's  comment t h a t  

"Donne employs a g r e a t  many l o g i c a l  d e v ic e s  b u t  i s  e n t i r e l y  

c a r e l e s s  o f  th e  d i r e c t i o n  i n  w hich  h i s  logic* le a d s  him" 

(em phasis  h i s ) . See Four S ta g e s  o f  R enaissance  S ty le  
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8
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m e t r i c a l  p a t t e r n  and speech  s t r e s s  i s  th e  s u b j e c t  o f  
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" h i s  p h r a s e s  demand th e  l i v i n g  v o ic e ,  and a t  th e  same t im e  
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v a l u e . "  See p .  16.

9
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b a s i c  ty p e s :  th e  a n a l o g i c a l ,  t h e  m ere ly  s u p e r f i c i a l ,

and th e  g en u in e ly  m e ta p h y s ic a l ,  which p o i n t  to  a m eta­
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f o r  us t o  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  d i f f e r e n c e  betw een th e s e  im ages 
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CONCLUSION

In  many ways D onne 's  p o e t ry  may be seen  as  an 

e x p e r im e n t th e  e f f e c t s  o f  w hich on E n g l is h  p o e t ry  were 

g r e a t ,  a l th o u g h  th e y  have n o t  always been acknowledged.

We know from C arew 's  e le g y  t h a t  some o f  D onne's  contem­

p o r a r i e s  had  an a c c u r a te  c o n c e p t io n  o f  w hat he was 

a b o u t— t h a t  th e y  saw in  h i s  m e t r i c a l  and s y n t a c t i c  v a r i e t y ,  

h i s  un ique  id iom , and h i s  underm in ing  o f  c e r t a i n  gen re  

d i s t i n c t i o n s ,  t h e  s o p h i s t i c a t i n g  i n f lu e n c e  o f  an o r i g i n a l  

mind. But we a l s o  know t h a t  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  D onne's 

e x p e r im e n ts  became o b sc u re d  f a i r l y  r a p i d l y ,  so  t h a t  more 

and more he was p r a i s e d — o r  condemned, as th e  ca se  may 

b e — on th e  b a s i s  o f  h i s  w i t  a lo n e ,  and n o t  on th e  b a s i s  

o f  h i s  t o t a l  accom plishm ent. As th e  second  h a l f  o f  th e  

c e n tu r y  b ro u g h t  a th e o ry  and p r a c t i c e  o f  p o e t ry  d i f f e r e n t  

from D onne 's  in  s e v e r a l  im p o r ta n t  r e s p e c t s ,  i t  became more 

d i f f i c u l t  b o th  t o  s e e  th e  r a t i o n a l e  b eh in d  h i s  in n o v a t io n s  

( t h a t  i s ,  t o  u n d e r s ta n d  h i s  c o n t in u i ty  w i th  th e  p a s t ) , 

and  t o  r e c o g n iz e  th e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  th e  f u t u r e  d ev e lo p ­

ment o f  E n g l is h  v e r s e  t h a t  were i n h e r e n t  i n  them. Less 

th a n  a  h a l f - c e n t u r y  a f t e r  th e  d e a th  o f  Donne, Dryden s t a t e d  

t h a t  "were he t r a n s l a t e d  i n t o  num bers, and E n g l i s h ,  he
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would y e t  be w a n tin g  i n  th e  d i g n i t y  o f  e x p r e s s io n  . . . "

— a judgm ent t h a t  was one o f  many t o  p r e s e n t  Donne as an 

anomaly, th e  l e a d e r  o f  a  p e c u l i a r  " r a c e  o f  p o e ts "  a l i e n a t e d  

from th e  m a in s tream  o f  E n g l is h  p o e t r y .^

Donne was d i f f e r e n t  from h i s  c o n te m p o ra r ie s ;  t h i s  

much we have b een  a rg u in g  a l l  a lo n g .  And, as P a t r i c k  

C ru t tw e l l  has  s a i d ,  h i s  d i f f e r e n c e  from th e  o t h e r  p o e ts  

o f  h i s  t im e  " [w as]  n o t  one o f  them es, o r  o f  s u b j e c t - m a t t e r ,  

o r  o f  i d e a s " — i t  was n o t  on th e s e  g rounds t h a t  Dryden 

ce n su red  Donne. "The d i f f e r e n c e  [w as] i n  la n g u a g e .  And 

t h a t ,  i n  p o e t r y ,  i s  th e  o n ly  d i f f e r e n c e  t h a t  m a t t e r s . "

In  o r d e r  t o  u n d e r s ta n d  e x a c t l y  w hat was new ab o u t Donne, 

i t  has  been n e c e s s a r y  f o r  us t o  s t r e s s  th e  d e g re e  to  

which h i s  la n g u ag e  r e p r e s e n t e d  a r u p tu r e  w i th  th e  p a s t ,  

t o  d e s c r ib e  n o t  o n ly  th e  d i s c o n t i n u i t i e s  i n  h i s  p o e t r y ,  

b u t  a l s o  th e  d i s c o n t i n u i t y  o f  h i s  p o e t r y .  N e v e r th e le s s ,  

t h i s  d i s c o n t i n u i t y  was n o t  (as  D ry d e n 's  rem ark makes o f  i t )  

a q u e s t io n  o f  mere e c c e n t r i c i t y ,  f o r  some o f  th e  ways in  

which i t  m a n i fe s te d  i t s e l f  were to  s e t  an im p o r ta n t  

p r e c e d e n t  f o r  o t h e r  p o e ts  t o  fo l lo w .  D e s p i te  D ryden 's  

own v iew , a t  l e a s t  one t w e n t i e t h - c e n tu r y  p o e t— T .S . E l i o t — 

has seen  i n  him a kinsm an to  Donne, on th e  g rounds t h a t  

h i s  a t te m p t  (and th e  a t te m p t  o f  Wordsworth a f t e r  him) " to  

escape  from a  p o e t i c  id iom  w hich had c e a se d  to  have a
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r e l a t i o n  t o  contem porary  speech"  had  ta k e n  some i n s p i r a -

3
t i o n  from Donne.

E l i o t ' s  a s s e r t i o n  may be t r u e  i n  a g e n e ra l  s e n s e ,  

b u t  i t  i s  n e c e s s a ry  t o  remember t h a t  t h e r e  a re  im p o r ta n t  

d i f f e r e n c e s  between th e  way Donne in t r o d u c e d  n a t u r a l  

lan g u ag e  i n t o  h i s  p o e t r y ,  and th e  way Dryden o r  Words­

w orth  d id  so .  Donne's mode was t o  d i s t o r t  th e  common id iom ; 

everyw here  in  h i s  v e r s e  t h e r e  a re  p a l p a b le  s ig n s  o f  th e  

p r e s s u r e  t o  which i t  has been s u b j e c t e d .  These skewings 

a re  n o t  to  be found i n  Dryden, and u n d o u b ted ly  h i s  aware­

n e s s  o f  them i n  Donne had som eth ing  to  do w ith  h i s  s u g g e s t io n  

t h a t  h i s  p r e d e c e s s o r  needed " t r a n s l a t i n g . "  Beyond t h a t ,  

t h e r e  was in h e r e n t  i n  D ry d en 's  n e o c l a s s i c i s m  an a t t i t u d e  

tow ard  g e n re s  r a d i c a l l y  from D o n n e 's ,  f o r  th e  c o n c e p t  

o f  " r e g i s t e r "  t h a t  began t o  d i s s o l v e  i n  D onne's  lo v e  p o e t ry  

was u p h e ld  i n  D ryden 's  v e r s e .  But t h e s e  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s ,  

d e r i v i n g ,  o f  c o u rs e ,  from the- more b a s i c  d i s t i n c t i o n  

be tw een  a p u b l i c  mode and a p r i v a t e  o n e ,  a r e  w e l l  known; 

we m en tion  them here  on ly  i n  o r d e r  t o  a m p lify  E l i o t ' s  

s t a t e m e n t ,  which does n o t  d i s t i n g u i s h  betw een k in d s  o f  

c o l lo q u ia l i s m .  C e r t a in ly  D onne 's  i d i o s y n c r a t i c  m old ing  

o f  th e  spoken language i s  n o t  w i th o u t  p h i lo s o p h i c a l  

i m p l i c a t i o n s ,  f o r  w hereas Dryden c o u ld  r e l y ,  i n  th e  l i n g u i s t i c
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s t r u g g l e  a g a in s t  w hat Carew c a l l e d  " b l in d e  f a t e , "  on h i s  

q u a l i t y  o f  p u b l i c n e s s ,  on th e  a p p e a l  o f  a la n g u ag e  h e ld  i n  

common, Donne had  th e  problem  o f  showing t h a t  t h e  p r i v a t e  

id iom  need  n o t  be ep h em era l .  S in ce  t h i s  was n o t  a  problem  

o f  p r im a ry  i n t e r e s t  t o  th e  e i g h te e n th  c e n tu r y ,  t h e  s i g n i ­

f i c a n c e  o f  h i s  r e s p o n s e  to  i t  went te m p o ra r i ly  u n d erg ro u n d .

I t  was to  s u r f a c e ,  how ever, w ith  h i s  r e v i v a l  a t  th e  

hands o f  th e  V i c t o r i a n s ;  in  Browning, e s p e c i a l l y ,  one f e e l s  

on f a m i l i a r  t e r r a i n ,  a l th o u g h  h i s  l i n g u i s t i c  d i s t o r t i o n s  

a r e  som etim es more ex trem e th a n  D onne 's .  But we m igh t 

wonder why D onne 's  i n f lu e n c e  was n o t  f e l t  e a r l i e r ,  why n o t  

h e ,  b u t  S p e n se r ,  S h a k e s p e a re ,  and M ilto n  p ro v id e d  th e  

models f o r  much o f  Romantic p o e t r y ,  w hich , a f t e r  a l l ,  

com prised  a l a r g e  body o f  l y r i c s .  I f  E l i o t  i s  c o r r e c t  i n  

l i n k i n g  W ordsworth, as  th e  i n i t i a t o r  o f  th e  second  g r e a t  

move tow ard  c o l lo q u ia l i s m  in  E n g l is h  p o e t r y ,  w i th  Donne, 

why i s  t h e r e  n o t  more e v id e n ce  i n  him o f  D onne 's  in f lu e n c e ?

We can b e g in  t o  answer t h i s  q u e s t io n  by r e c a l l i n g  

t h a t  t h e  "humble" la n g u ag e  o f  th e  " r u s t i c "  t h a t  Wordsworth 

p ro p o sed  t o  ad o p t i n  t h e  l y r i c a l  B a l la d s  was chosen  b ec au se  

i t  "more a c c u r a t e l y  c o n te m p la te d ,  and more f o r c i b l y  com­

m un ica ted"  t h e  " e le m e n ta ry  f e e l i n g s . "  T h is  sp e e c h  o f  th e  

common man was a t  t h e  o p p o s i t e  ex trem e from D onne's
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i d i o s y n c r a t i c  v o i c e ,  though i t  a l s o  t r i e d  t o  av o id  a  p o e t i c

d i c t i o n ,  f o r  i t  r e p r e s e n t e d  n o t  a p r i v a t e  b u t  a u n i v e r s a l

id io m , " a r i s i n g  o u t  o f  r e p e a t e d  e x p e r ie n c e  and r e g u l a r
4

f e e l i n g s  . . . "  such  as m igh t be r e p r e s e n t a t i v e .  Though 

W ordsworth was i n t e r e s t e d  i n  th e  p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  c h a r a c t e r ,  

he  d id  n o t  l e a n  tow ard  d ra m a t ic  p r e s e n t a t i o n ;  and when he 

t r i a d  to  c a p tu r e  e m o tio n s ,  h i s  method was c h i e f l y  

r e f l e c t i v e .

To p ic k  up th e  th r e a d  o f  D onne's  i n f l u e n c e ,  we m ust 

t u r n  from Wordsworth t o  Brow ning, and i n  do ing  s o ,  t u r n  

from  p o e t ry  c r e a t e d  by th e  power o f  an o f te n  s im p le  

s y n ta x  t o  p o e t ry  c r e a t e d  by t h e  i n t e n s i t y  o f  d ra m a tic  

d i s t o r t i o n s .  Here we f i n d  a g a in  th e  m any-sided  l y r i c  

v o ic e  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  Donne, even though Browning was 

l e s s  c o n sc io u s  th a n  Donne o f  p r o j e c t i n g  h im s e l f ,  c o n c e iv in g  

i n s t e a d  o f  h i s  poems as  p r o j e c t i o n s  o f  th e  v o ic e s  o f  o t h e r  

c h a r a c t e r s .  N e v e r th e l e s s ,  below th e  s u r f a c e  o f  B ro w n in g 's  

" o b j e c t i v i t y "  l a y  t h e  Donnean a s p i r a t i o n  to  s t a l l  f a t e  

by th e  e x e r c i s e  o f  l i n q u i s t i c  v i r t u o s i t y ,  t o  make o f  th e  

l y r i c  a more d i f f i c u l t  m usic . In  b o th  Browning and Donne, 

p o e t r y  t r i e d  to  a c t  as  a  p h i l o s o p h i c a l ,  i n  th e  s e n s e  o f  

e x p l o r a t o r y ,  in s t r u m e n t ;  t h i s  i s  one a l t e r n a t i v e  i t  can 

t a k e  when th e  p o e t  i s  no lo n g e r  S id n e y 's  " p o p u la r  

p h i lo s o p h e r . "  Our r e a c t i o n  to  t h i s  a l t e r n a t i v e  need n o t  be



n o s t a l g i c :  much can  be d is c o v e re d  i n  a s e a s o n — t o  a d a p t

th e  words o f  W.H. Auden in  "1929"— when i t  was n e c e s s a ry  

t o  " f in d /A n  a l t e r i n g  speech  f o r  a l t e r i n g  th in g s , /A n  

em phasis on new names . . . "
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I n  "The Love P o e try  o f  John  Donne: P e d a n t iq u e

Weedes o r  F re sh  In v e n tio n ? "  M e ta p h y s ic a l  P o e t r y , ed . 
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