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PREFACE

In  th e  study th a t fo llow s I sh a ll try  to  provide a defin ition  

of the  personal and y e t highly com plex w ay in w hich George H erbert 

im agines h is  re la tio n sh ip  to  G od, to  an a ly ze  ce rta in  e ffe c ts  th a t 

th is  concep tion  lead s  to  in h is  p o e try , and behind and unifying 

th e s e ,  to  m easure some portion of th e  v a s t in fluence  on the  poet 

of th e  w ritings of S t. A ugustine . During th e  tim e that I have 

thought and w ritten  about th e s e  problem s I have b een  g rea tly  aided 

by a number of scho lars w hose in te lle c tu a l g en ero sity  and human 

p a tien c e  I should here  like  to  rec o rd , th o u g h  th is  acknow ledgem ent 

cannot begin  to  in d ica te  th e  ex tent of my debt and g ra titu d e .

P rofessor H elaine  N ew stend h as been a con tinuous source of 

encouragem ent and in ce n tiv e  s in ce  I began a s  a g raduate  studen t 

a t  the  C ity  U n iv e rs ity . The standard  of e x ce llen ce  w ith  w hich she 

has endowed the  program o f s tu d ies  in  English lite ra tu re  i s  one th a t 

I can  only hope not to  betray  in the  p ag es th a t fo llow . „

To Professors John H ollander and Samuel I .  M in tz , who w ill 

see  in th is  study much th a t is  th e i r s ,  go my th a n k s , not only for 

the  helpful and c rea tiv e  c ritic ism  th ey  gave to  th is  w ork, but a lso  

for th e  re a d in e ss  w ith  w hich they a cc ep ted  and read  su c c e s s iv e  

c h a p te rs , never o b jec ting  th a t perhaps I might have  allow ed them 

more tim e for th e ir la b o rs .



To Professor David L . S tev en so n , w h o se  sem inar in  Donne and 

H erbert marked the  g e n es is  of many o f Lhe id e a s  in  th is  s tu d y , and 

who rem ained w ith th e se  id ea s  from f ir s t  to  la s t  a s  advisor and 

g u id e , I fee l an o b liga tion  th a t  i s  tru ly  im m easurab le . I shudder to  

th ink  how many w eekends in the l a s t  year h e  gave over to read in g , 

p runing , and d isc u ss in g  my various fo rm ula tions. W hat the  final 

product w ould be w ithout h is  in te llig e n c e , a tte n tio n , and c a re ,  I 

cannot sa y , but i t  would be o ther than t h i s ,  su re ly , and much l e s s .

F in a lly , my w ife , Anya, t i r e le s s  cham pion o f com prehensib le  

p ro se , has been  helpfu l in  so many w ays th a t i t  would be s e n s e le s s  

to  m ention only a  few . Her ju s t  rew ard is  th a t th e  man who cam e to  

d in n e r, George H erbert, may now depart from our hom e.
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INTRODUCTION

When Rosemond Tuve corrected  W illiam  Em pson's a n a ly s is  of

H erb e rt's  "S acrifice"—large ly  by pointing to  h is  ignorance of

H erb ert's  c rea tiv e  u se  of church litu rgy— she fu rn ished  a va luab le

le s so n  for a ll  modem read ers  of sev en te en th -ce n tu ry  poe try , and

e sp e c ia lly  of devotional poetry.'*' Sim ply, w e canno t expec t fu lly  to

understand  a poem , w hatever in c id en ta l illum ination  we may be ab le

to  shed  upon i t ,  if  we trea t i t  a s  a h e rm etica lly  se a le d  o b je c t, in

2
M iss T uve's w ords, "as if it had no p a s t ."  W hen trea ting  of 

devo tional poetry in p a rtic u la r , a se c u la r  age  seem s somehow to 

fee l th a t the C hristian  experience  m ust be reduced  to  one arb itrary  

p iece  of su b jec t m atter among m any, and th u s  m ade a s  peripheral 

a s  p o s s ib le , if th e  u n iv e rsa lity  and a r tis try  of th e  poem a re  to  go 

und im ih ished . It may b e  th a t T. S. E lio t 's  re s to ra tio n  of the  m eta­

physica l poets to the "d irec t current of English poetry" renders the

minor d isse rv ic e  of blurring a  very r e a l  d is tin c tio n  betw een much
3

d iv ine  verse  and a main current th a t i s  e s s e n t ia l ly  se c u la r .

The point i s ,  as  I sh a ll be arguing th roughout th is  e s s a y , that 

we canno t read th e  poetry  of George H erb e rt, th e  m ost thoroughly 

devo tional of th e  sev en teen th -cen tu ry  dev o tio n a l p o e ts , w holly w ithin 

the  trad ition  of secu la r p o e try , a s  if h is poem s d iffe r from secu la r



ly ric s  only in th e ir  su b je c t m atter/ b e ca u se  H erbert opera tes on assum p­

tio n s  th a t are fundam entally  d ifferen t from th o se  of a se cu la r poet lik e  

Ben Jonson or the  H errick of H e sp e rid e s . The b a s is  o f H erb ert's  

assum ptions is  apparent in a s ing le  lin e  from "The F low er/"  one of 

h is  b e s t  poems: "Thy word i s  a l l ,  if w e could  s p e l l ."  I do no t th ink

th a t too  much can  be made of the im p lica tions of th is  l in e ,  a d d re s se d , 

of c o u rse , to  G od. U nlike th e  secu la r p o e t, who na tu ra lly  id en tifie s  

h is m use w ith h is  own in v e n tiv e n e ss , H erbert, w hose every effort 

goes to  sp e ll the  redeem ing Word of G od , s e e s  h is  poetic  power i t ­

se lf  a s  a sp e llin g , how ever im p erfec t, of th e  W ord, s ince  the Word 

is  a l l .  Not only does he w rite  about G od, he  w rite s  w ith w ords , 

im ag ination , and v ision  th a t are h is  only b e c a se  God has bestow ed 

them  upon him . The C h ris tian  experience  is  not a m ere "topic" for 

argum ent or am p lifica tio n , b u t, for H erbert, the  nexus of a ll  th a t i s ,  

d esig n  and su b s ta n c e , form and c o n te n t, achievem ent and b e in g . A 

se cu la r  p o e t, lik e  so many of H e rb e rt 's  p red ecesso rs  during the  

1590s, d ec id es  to  w rite  a sonnet; H erbert w rite s  a sonnet but does 

not regard  the d ec is io n  a s  h is  ow n. Or c o n v e rse ly , he d o es  not w rite  

a poem a t  a ll: a poem is w ritten  through h im , and h is a b ility  to  have

it w ritten  through him is  an  unm istakab le  sign  of g rac e .

All th e  poems in  The Temple can  be v iew ed a s  H erb ert's  a t ­

tem pts to  make h is  own w ords approach the  Word o f G od. W hen the  

attem pt seem s su c c e s s fu l,  H e rb e rt 's  tone is  g en tle  and h is  manner



re laxed  ("The Flower"); w hen it  does n o t/ the g e n tlen e ss  g ives w ay to  

s tr id en c y / the re laxa tion  to  u rgency ("The Storm "). These m odula­

tio n s in  tone and m anner (both of w hich a re  ev iden t in "The C ollar") 

show th a t H erb ert's  se n se  of d iv in ity  p a rtic ip a te s  in more than the  

su b jec t of h is  p o e try .

In the  pages th a t follow  I sh a ll be  dealing sp e c if ic a lly  w ith 

th ree  d ifferen t w ays in w hich The Temple dem onstra tes H erb ert's  to ta l 

poetic  and lin g u is tic  involvem ent in  the  C h ris tian  ex p erien ce . C hapter 

I w ill d isc u ss  th e  theory  of poetry  im p lic it in  H erb ert's  w ork/ and w ill 

show th a t it is  a theory of w ords / deriving from a se n se  of the in ab ility  

of trad itio n a l sc h o la s tic  rhe to ric  or the  language  of secu la r poetry to 

ex p ress  the tru th . C hap ter 2 w ill exp lo re  the way in w hich  v e rse  can 

enab le  the poet to  tran scen d  the  lim ita tio n s  of tem poral m ortality  and 

en te r in to  e te rn ity / a movement th a t  H erbert rep re se n ts  m etaphorically  

a s  the su bserv ience  of the human words of poe tic  com position to  the  

poem ’s G od-given tru th . This re la tio n sh ip  is  d iagram m atically  ev iden t 

in H erb ert's  so -c a lle d  h ierog lyph ics / w here  in s tan tan eo u s  and eternal 

m eaning a r is e s  from m utable and ephem eral w ords. F in a lly , th e  th ird  

and l a s t  c h ap te r , a study of H erb ert's  sy n a e s th e tic  im agery , w ill show 

th a t ,  a s  God is  both th e  Word and the  L igh t, so can human w ards re ­

flec t the  rev ea led  lig h t in  w hich they  have th e ir  origin; there i s  a sen se  

in  w hich v isu a l and verbal tran sm iss io n  and percep tion  a re  one . Unifying 

a ll th e se  id eas  a re  H erb ert's  general C h ris tian  experience  and h is  

sp ec ific  reading of S t. A ugustine .



M iss Tuve has no t been  th e  only s tuden t of H e rb e rt 's  th eo lo g ica l

groundings. In R>etrv and Dogma M alcolm  Ross o ffers a  helpful view

of H erb e rt's  u se  of the  e u c h a ris t, a  study supplem ented  by W illiam

M cG ill.^  Richard Hughes w rites of H erbert and th e  m ystery  of the

In ca rn a tio n .^  H erbert is  considered  a s  a d is tin c tiv e ly  re lig io u s  poet

by Bernard K neiger, and throughout h is fine  book , G eorge H erbert:

H is Religion and A rt, by Joseph Summers. 6 Louis M artz p lac es

H erbert in  the m editative  tra d itio n , and R osalie  C o lie 's  c h ap te r  on

him in Paradoxia Epidemica is  perhaps c lo s e s t  of a ll  to  the  v iew  that
7

w ill em erge in th is  p ap er. And of cou rse  there  have been  many b rief 

no tes on H erbert's  typology and th e  occurrence  of e u ch a ris tic  symbols 

in  ind iv idual poem s. W hat has been  n e g le c te d , how ever, is  a  su s ­

ta ined  study of th e  re la tio n  of H e rb e rt 's  thought to S t. A u g u s tin e 's ,
g

a re la tio n  th a t p rovides the  in te lle c tu a l co n tex t of th is  e s s a y . In

George H erb ert's  L y ric s , the  m ost re c e n t fu ll- le n g th  study o f th e  poet,

Arnold Stein devo tes a full chap ter to  H erb ert's  "art of p la in n e s s ,"  bu t

does not pay adequate  a tten tion  to th e  background of th eo lo g ica l id e a s .

I sh a ll b e  arguing throughout far H e rb e rt's  im ag inative  u se  of ce rta in

A ugustinian concep ts; w ithout th e se  c o n c e p ts , H e rb e rt 's  poetry  w ould

not be qu ite  w hat i t  i s ,  and our s e n se  of A u g u stin e 's  in fluence  should

y ield  a  fu lle r understand ing  of H e rb e rt's  acco m p lish m en t.

*  *  *

In A P riest to  the Tem ple, o r . The C ountry P a rso n , h is humble 

m anual of in s tru c tio n  fo r  p re a c h e rs , and again  in  h is w il l ,  George 

H erbert acknow ledges an e x p lic it acq u a in tan ce  w ith  the  w ritings cf



St. Augustin^ th e  fifth -cen tu ry  Bishop of H ippo. In C hap ter 5 of 

A P rie s t to  th e  Tem ple, "The Parsons A ccessary  Knowledges" (a c c e s ­

sory  to  the S c rip tu re s , w hich he had been  d isc u ss in g ) , H erbert no tes 

th a t "The Country Parson hath read th e  F athers a ls o ,  and the School­

m en, and the  la te r  W rite rs , or a good proportion of a l l ,  out of which 

he hath  com piled a book , and body of D iv in ity , w hich is  th e  s to rehouse

of h is Serm ons, and  w hich he p reacheth  a ll h i s  Life: bu t d iv e rse ly

10
c lo th e d , i l lu s tra te d , and in la rg e d ."  That H erbert accorded  Augustine 

a p o sitio n  of some prom inence among th e  Fathers can  be inferred  from 

th e  only b ib lioph ilic  b eq u ests  th a t he m akes in  h is w ill: "Then I b e ­

queath  to  M r. ^£Williaa£7 H ays the Comment of Lucas B rugensis vppon 

the  Scripture and h is  halfe  y eares  w ages a fo rehand , then  I bequea th  to  

M r. ^ fb th an ie j^T B o sto ck e  S t. A ugustines w orkes and h is  h a lfe  y eares  

w ages af ore h a n d . . . .  " ^  W hat e ls e  w as in H erb ert's  personal lib rary  

we do not know , bu t s in ce  he paid sp e c ia l a tten tio n  to the  d isp o s itio n  

of A ugustine 's  w orks, we can fairly  a ssu m e  th a t they  commanded a 

sp e c ia l p lace  in  h is a ffe c tio n s .

That A ugustine occupied  a p o s itio n  of g rea t prom inence in the 

thought of the  sev en teen th  century  can  be  deduced  from h is  in fluence  

on th e  sermons o f John D onne. In volum es 3 , 6 , and  9 of the  Simpson 

and Potter edition  of th e  Serm ons, for in s ta n c e , no few er th an  226 

re fe ren c es  to  Augustine have been  id e n tif ie d , a  figure  th a t m a y b e  com ­

pared w ith 76 re fe ren ces  to  Jerom e, 58 to  C h rysostom , 50 to  T ertu llian , 

and 37 each  to  Ambrose and B a s il, th e  five Latin fa th e rs  quoted m ost 

often  a fte r A ugustine . On th e  o th er h a n d , in  only five of th e  160



serm ons have re fe ren ces  not been  id e n tif ie d , and even th e n , as

M rs. Simpson w r ite s , "It is  p o ss ib le  tha t there  may be some u n id en -

12t if ie d  a llu s io n  to  Augustine in  one or another of th e s e ."

M rs. Simpson argues p e rsu as iv e ly  for D onne 's recogn ition  of

s ig n ifican t b iog raph ica l p a ra lle ls  be tw een  h im self and A ugustine, "a

paralle l be tw een  the  sins and fa ilu re s  of h is  own youth and th o se  of

1 ̂A ugustine as narra ted  by the  Saint h im self in  h is  C o n fe s s io n s , " 

and of cou rse  th e  subsequen t p a ra lle l betw een the p ious and d ed ica ted  

l iv e s  in the  se rv ice  of God th a t both men led  in th e ir  m atu rity . W hat 

I should lik e  to  su g g est here  is  th a t George H erbert, to o , no le s s  

than  D onne, d e s p ite  his apparen t la c k  of A ugustine 's  d is so lu te  you th , 

could have seen  in  A ugustine a  model of h is  own sp iritu a l a sc e n d e n c y , 

lead ing  him aw ay from se cu la r  a f fa ir s . W hether he in  fac t saw  th is  

model or n o t , he w as led  to  adopt th o se  A ugustinian id e a s  th a t w ill 

be the  su b jec t of th is  e s s a y , (and perhaps b ecau se  of a sim ilar d is -  

- s a tis fa c tio n  w ith  w hat he had b een ),.

Both A ugustine and H erbert w e re , a s  young m en , p ro fe s s io n a l, 

highly  sk ille d  orators and te a c h e rs  of rh e to ric , in  th e  m ost formal 

academ ic s e n s e .  After leav ing  his n a tiv e  North A frica , A ugustine 

becam e, years before his conversion  to  C h ris tia n ity , f ir s t  a tu to r in 

rhetoric  in  Rome and then p ro fesso r of rheto ric  in  M ilan . In 1618 

H erbert becam e the Bam aby Reader in  Rhetoric a t C am bridge, and in 

1620 Public Orator to  th e  U n iv e rs ity , a post he held  for some seven  

y e a rs . (According to  H arris F le tc h e r , in c id e n ta lly , A ugustine w as



regarded a s  one o f th e  ch ie f m odels for in stru c tio n  in  serm ons and

other forms of pub lic  d isc o u rse  a t Cam bridge during M ilto n 's  ,/and
_  14

thus th e  end of H e r b e r t t i m e  th e re .)  As su c c e ss fu l a s  both

men w ere a t th e  p ro fessio n  of rh e to r ic , ne ither would rem ain there ; 

bo th  w ould turn from se rv an ts  of th e  w ords of men to  se rv an ts  of 

the Word of G od. In  387, a t th e  age  of 32 , A ugustine converted  to  

C h ris tia n ity , w hich  m eant a  renunc ia tion  of academ ic rheto ric ; in 

1625 or 1626, and th u s  a t approxim ately  the same age a s  A ugustine 

a t  the tim e of h is  c o n v ers io n , H erbert w as ordained  a  deacon  of th e  

Church of England.

W hat is  v ita lly  s ig n if ic a n t, how ever, is  not the  mere fa c t of 

a  m utual change of ca llin g ; a ll  churchm en w ere , a fte r  a l l ,  once la y ­

m en. A ugustine and H erbert moved no t sim ply to d ifferent p ro fe s ­

sio n s but to  p ro fe s s io n s  th a t they  acknow ledged a s  a lto g e th e r a n t i ­

th e tic a l to  th e ir  early  tra in ing ; th e  early  a c tiv it ie s  of b o th , judged 

by th e ir  la te r  s ta n d a rd s , w ere le s s  irre lev an t th an  repugnan t. From 

beginning to  e n d , the  C o n fessio n s docum ents A ugustine 's  se n se  of 

the  opposition  of pagan rheto ric  to  C h ris tian  reve la tion ; much of the  

ev idence  of th e s e  fee lin g s  w ill be c ited  in the  f ir s t  chap ter of th is  

e s s a y ,  in  a s lig h tly  d ifferen t co n n ec tio n . But i t  w ill b e  helpfu l to  

reco g n ize  th e  p a ra lle l in  H erb ert's  l ife .

Izaak  W alton a s s e r ts  strong ly  th a t H erbert regarded  h is  o ra to r- 

sh ip  a s  a s te p p in g -s to n e , not to a life  in the ch u rch , but to  a  life



of courtly  p referm ent/ and th a t h is  en trance  in to  the church (after two

y e a rs , sc a rc e ly  m entioned by W alton , a s  a Member of Parliam ent from

Montgomery) w as not o ccasio n ed  d irec tly  by a more sp iritu a l v ision

but by h is lo s s  of se cu la r  power a tten d an t on the d e a th s  in  1624

and 1625 of Lodow ick, Duke of Richm ond, Jam es, M arquis of H am ilton ,

1 sand fin a lly  King Jam es h im self. W alton is  never to ta lly  re lia b le  as 

a  biographer; M archette  C h u te , who o b jec ts  genera lly  to  h is  d e s ire  to 

canon ize  H erbert, d en ie s  th a t H erbert ever had rea l p o litic a l a s p ira ­

t io n s , c iting  th e  fa c t th a t H erbert read d iv in ity  a t  Cam bridge and h is

remark in a le t te r  of 18 M arch 1617 to  Sir John D an v ers , h is  s te p -

Ififa th e r , th a t "I am now se tting  foot in to  d iv in ity ."  H elen W hite

a g re e s , w riting  th a t "never is  there  any suggestion  of doubt about

17h is  u ltim ate  d e s tin a tio n  being holy o rd e rs ."  Her ev idence  is  

H e rb e rt's  rea ssu rin g  D an v ers , in a le t te r  of 6 O ctober 1619, th a t 

Cam bridge w ill no t "d ivert me too much from D iv in ity ."  N ow , there  

is  no denying th a t H erbert probably a lw ays considered  th e  church 

a s  one of th e  op tions th a t lay  open to him , but th a t he had so o ften  

to  a ssu re  D anvers o f h is ob jec tiv e  is  su s p e c t. It i s ,  I th in k , not 

particu la rly  cy n ica l to  observe  th a t the  tw o le tte rs  m entioned above 

and a l l  h is  other ex tan t le t te rs  to  D anvers , excep t one of 19 January 

1619 ex p ress in g  concern  for a s ick  s i s te r ,  a re  r e q u e s ts ,  th in ly  

ve iled  a t t im e s , for money or thanks for i t .  There w as apparen tly  no 

b e tte r way of loosen ing  D anvers ' purse  s trin g s than  to  m ention



unbought books of th eo lo g y . That D anvers needed rea ssu ran c e  is  i t s e l f  

a  suggestion  o f H erb ert's  doub t.

M iss  C hute a rgues further th a t the  d iv is io n s of tem peram ent in 

H erb ert's  poetry  re f le c t h is fea r th a t ,  for a ll h is  effort^ he is  unab le  

to  serve  God w e ll ,  bu t not th a t he co n sid ers  serving som eone or 

som ething e l s e .  She is  undoubtedly  righ t about such  poems as 

" D e n ia ll,"  w here H erbert is  p leading to a God w ho, i t  appears a t 

f i r s t ,  w ill not h ear. But if  the poem s be  allow ed a s  b iographical 

ev id en ce— and w ithin ce rta in  l im its , of psychology ra ther than of f a c t ,  

such  an  a llow ance is  ju s t if ie d —then  "The C ollar" su re ly  show s the 

sp ir itu a l and se c u la r  liv e s  tugging a t each  o ther w ithin  the  p o e t.

In w hatever d irec tio n s H erbert may have been tem p ted , the fac t

rem ains th a t th e  poems in The Tem ple, w ith th e ir  co llec tiv e  re a liz a tio n

th a t "Thy word is  a l l ,  if we could s p e l l ,"  a re  sim ply incom patib le

w ith  th e  kind of p ra is e  th a t the  younger George H erbert had  lav ish e d

on King Jam es in h is  Cam bridge o ra tio n s . If th e  Parson of Bemerton

rem embered th e s e  orations a t a l l , he m ust have done so w ith acu te

em barrassm ent. M iss  W hite s ta te s  fa irly  both th e  charge a g a in s t

H erbert and h is ex tenuation :

The le t te r s  he w rote for th e  u n iv ers ity  and the  
o rations he de livered  on ce rta in  o ccasio n s  of 
high cerem ony have come in for some harsh  
c ritic ism  of a d u la tio n , and h is  general conduct 
of h is o ffice  h as exposed  him to the  charge of 
g ro ss  se rv ility  and s e lf -s e e k in g . I t  is  no d e ­
fense  to  say  th a t  Donne w as gu ilty  of much



w o rse , bu t n e ith e r should  we fo rg e t, f i r s t ,  th a t 
the  custom  of the tim e in formal g reeting  and in 
d ed ica tio n  and in o ther sp e c ie s  o f compliment 
w as norm ally flo rid  and e x tra v ag a n t, a n d , seco n d , 
th a t King James and other "noble" rec ip ie n ts  of 
th e s e  com plim ents bulked very much la rger in th e  
eyes o f th e ir  con tem poraries than th ey  do in ours.*®

We may then  be som ew hat to le ran t of such s ta tem en ts  a s  "lam es is  

the  p ro tec ting  Saint vnto v s both / i . e . , Britain and Spair^; th a t ye 

may w ell c o n c e iu e , your E x ce llen c ies  to  b e e  more c le a re  vnto v s ,  

in th a t you are  of th e  sam e order and h a b it , o f w hich wee a ll  in  

th is  Kingdome g lo rie  to  be"; or "Q uare, v t m iracu lis v e s tr is  nostra  

o ccu ran t, o ratio  n o s tra  e s t  s ilen tiu m , a tque  e lo q u e n tia , stupor"

/^W e can  only em ulate  your M a je s ty 's  rem arkable q u a litie s  bv being 

o u rse lv es rem arkable for th e  b rev ity  of our oration; our eloquence i s  

our dum bfoundedness*7» rea liz in g  th a t H erbert w as only doing h is  job 

co nsc ien tiously .*®  But i t  may s t i l l  be questioned  w hether H erbert fe lt 

the  same to le ra n c e . For th e  H erbert of The Tem ple, lik e  th e  con­

verted  A ugustine , regarded  w ords a s  coun ters provided by God for 

man th a t w ere to  be  moved about only in exp ress in g  th e  h ighest 

tru ths; and so  th e ir  u se  in  the  trad itio n a l rhe to ric  th a t both men had 

p rac ticed  w as an ephem eral m isap p lica tio n .

In the  in te re s t of b iog raph ica l t id in e s s  one more p a ra lle l be tw een  

A ugustine and H erbert may be m entioned , though i t s  value is  perhaps 

q u e s tio n a b le . The g re a te s t  in flu en ce  on each  man w as h is  mother; 

a s  M onica w as re sp o n s ib le  for A ugustine 's  co n v ersio n , so w as



M agdalen th e  fin a l im petus behind H e rb e rt 's  tak in g  o rd e rs , w hatever 

h is own p red ilec tio n s might have le d  him to  do in her a b se n c e .

Though P a tric iu s  did not d ie  un til A ugustine w as 16, th e  C o n fe s s io n s , 

w hile  i t  records P a tr ic iu s ' conversion  a  y ear before h is d e a th , in ­

d ic a te s  no strong a ttachm en t of son to  fa th e r . It w as M onica, a

C hristian  from the beginning  of her l i f e ,  who p ray e d , p e rsu ad ed , and

20c a jo le d , supported by a v is io n  from G od, and who a few months

before her own d ea th  fin a lly  saw  her son converted .

Richard H erbert d ied  in  1596 w hen h is  son w as only three;

both before  and a fte r M ag d alen 's  m arriage to  D anvers in  1608, she

provided a su sta in in g  model o f p ie ty  and streng th  for her ch ild ren .

C o n seq u en tly , when H erbert did  opt fin a lly  for d iv in ity , he w as

c o n sc io u s ly  sa tis fy in g  h is  m o ther's  h o p e s . W alton so  re p o r ts , and

21o ther b iographers have not quibbled  w ith  him h e re .

T hese b iographical p a ra lle ls  a re  in te re s tin g  but are  im m aterial 

to the argum ent tha t fo llo w s, which w ill assum e only th a t H erbert 

had a fa irly  sound g rasp  of A u g u stin e 's  th o u g h t, and th a t th is  thought 

fu rn ishes a pe rtinen t anno ta tion  to  H e rb e rt 's  poe try . I have su b titled  

th is  study  "The soul in p a ra p h ra se , a line  from H erb e rt's  sonnet 

"Prayer" ( I ) ,  b e c a u se  i t  seem s t o m e  th a t the  various problem s I 

sha ll be d is c u s s in g , bo th  in  A ugustine and H erbert, are  un ified  by 

an attem pt to  put in to  w ords the in e ffab le  moment of th e  m orta l's  

union w ith  G od.



NOTES

See A Reading of George H erbert (C h icago , 1952), pp . 19-99 
and Seven Types o f Ambiguity (New York, 1930; rep rin ted , 1957), 
p p . 2 5 6 -63 . M iss Tuve a rg u e s , e .g .  , th a t if Empson knew H erb ert's  
litu rg ica l so u rc e s , he  would no t read

W hy, C a esa r  is  th e ir  only  King, no t I;
He c lav e  the  ston ly  ro c k , w hen th ey  w ere dry;
But su re ly  no t th e ir  h e a r ts ,  a s  I w ell try:

W as ever g rief like  m ine?
(121-4)

a s  an  id en tifica tio n  of "C aesa r w ith M oses as the  chosen  lea d e r of 
Israe l"  (Em pson, p . 260) a lo n e , but would see  th a t H erbert m ust 
be "thinking both o f th e  w ater from the  s id e  of C h r is t , the  liv ing  
rock  . . . and of the  m y stica l reg en era tiv e  pow ers of w a te r , so 
s t r e s s e d ,  for exam p le , in the  se rv ic e s  for E aste r E ven ."  (Tuve, 
pp . 27-8)

2
O p. c i t . , p . 24.

^"The M etaphysical P oets" (1921) in  S e lec ted  E ssays of T . S .
E liot (New York, 1950), p . 250. E lio t 's  major d is se rv ic e  in  th is  
e s sa y  i s ,  of c o u rs e , h is  ban ishm ent of M ilton  and Dryden from th e  
main curren t a lto g e th e r .

E lio t, to  be  s u re , is  a s  carefu l to  em phasize  the unique 
q u a litie s  of th e  in d iv id u a l poe ts  and th e  d ifficu lty  of grouping them 
in to  one school a s  he i s  to  ch art th e  common ground—notab ly  tha t 
"m echanism  of se n s ib ili ty  w hich could  devour any kind of experience"
(p . 247)—th a t p la c e s  them  in  th e  la rg e r tra d itio n . And he d o es  w rite  
th a t th e  v e rse  of H erb ert, V aughan, and C rashaw  w as "echoed  long 
a fte r  by  C h ris tin a  R osetti and F rancis Thompson" (p . 242), ind ica ting  
th a t  th e re  i s  no unbroken co n tin u ity  of devo tional concern  in  the  t r a ­
d ition  of English p o e try , though th e  w rite rs  of devotional v e rse  may 
for o ther re a so n s  than  th e ir  re lig io s ity  belong to  th a t tra d itio n . This 
is  su re ly  s o ,  bu t i t  s t i l l  seem s to  me th a t  in th e  m ain , new c ritic ism  
ten d s  to  o b lite ra te  w hat is  m ost d is tin c tiv e  about devo tional p o e try .

^ Poetry and Dogma (New7 B runsw ick, N . J . , 1954), p p . 137-79 , 
and "G eorge H erb e rt's  View of th e  E u c h a ris t,"  LHR, 8 (1966), p p . 16 -2 4 .

^"G eorge H erbert and th e  In c a rn a tio n ,"  C ith a ra , 4 (1964), p p . 22-
32.
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^"The Religious Verse of G eorge H e rb e rt/"  CLAJ, 4 (I9 6 0 ), 
pp . 138-47; (C am bridge, M a s s . ,  1954); re sp e c tiv e ly .

The Poetry of M edita tion  (New H aven , 1954) and Paradoxia 
Epidemica (P rinceton , 1966). M iss C o lie 's  chap ter ta k e s  up one of 
the  no tions th a t I sh a ll be  much concerned  w ith  th roughout, th a t  o f
poetry a s  a v eh ic le  for s i le n c e . My own v ie w , w hich re l ie s  h eav ily
on the  A ugustinian background , w as conce ived  independen tly  of M iss 
C o l ie 's ,  and though our conclu sio n s la rg e ly  support each  o th e r, th e  
m ethods and even th e  poem s adduced a s  ev idence  d iffe r fo r the  most 
p a rt. Therefore my re fe ren c es  to  her argum ent w ill be of only the 
m ost m arginal so r t.

8I do not m ean to  su g g est th a t no previous scho lar or c ritic  
has coupled  th e  nam es A ugustine and H erbert. Summers (op. c i t . , 
pp . 76-8) in  fa c t sa y s  th a t m ost of H e rb e rt 's  id e a s  e x is t in  A ugustine,
and many o ther s tu d ie s  m ention the in flu en ce  in  p a ss in g , but none
pretends to  c o n sid e r i ts  per v a s iv e n e s s  in  H erb ert's  w ork.

j~ ( B altim ore, 1968).
The W orks of G eorge H erb ert, ed . F . E. H utch inson  (O xford, 

1941; c o rre c te d , 1945; rep r in te d , 1964), pp . 229-30 . All c ita tio n s  
to  H erbert in  th is  e s sa y  w ill be quoted  from th is  e d itio n , hereafter 
d te d  a s  W orks.

11Ib id . , p .  382 . B ostock , a  w itn e ss  to  H e rb e rt's  w il l ,  la te r  
becam e V icar of H e s to n , M id d lesex .

l 2The Sermons of Tohn D onne, e d . Evelyn M . Simpson and G eorge 
R. Potter (Berkeley and Los A n g e les , 1953-61)_, v o l. 10 , p .  347. The 
s ta t i s t ic s  on A ugustine w ere com piled by M rs . Simpson and M rs. Mary 
H o ltby .

13Ib id . , p . 348,

14The In te lle c tu a l D evelopm ent of John M ilton (U rbana, 1961), v o l. 2 , 
pp . 2 2 5 -7 .

^^Izaak W alto n 's  L iv e s , N elson C la s s ic s  ed . (London, n .  d . ) ,  
p . 246.

■^See Two G en tle  Men (New York, 1959), pp . 2 7 9 -8 2 . For a  view  
of W alto n 's  poor handling of th e  fa c ts  of John D onne 's l i f e ,  see  J. B. 
L eishm an , The M onarch of W it (London, 1951; rep rin ted , New York,
1968), PP. 29 -3 0 .

^ T h e  M etap h y sica l P oets (New York, 1936; rep rin ted , 1962, 1966), 
p . 149.

l8 I b id . ,  p p . 149-50 .
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* W orks, pp . 4 4 2 , 444 . The tra n s la tio n  i s  H u tc h in so n 's , p . 601 . 
C f. Ben Jon so n 's  epigram  "To King Jam es": How, b e s t of K ings, d o 's t
thou a sc ep te r b eare! H ow , b e s t of P o e ts , d o 's t  thou lau re ll w e a re !"

2®See Book 3 of th e  C o n fe s s io n s .

^ Q p. c i t .  On M ag d a len 's  p ie ty  see  D onne 's  w ell-know n "Autumnal" 
e legy and his sermon a t  he r fu n e ra l, Serm ons, v o l. 8 , pp . 6 1 -9 3 .

had been  im pressed  by the  su ita b ility  of th is  ph rase  for th e  
t i t le  o f my e s s a y  before I cam e upon an a r t ic le ,  irre levan t to  my pur­
p o s e s ,  by  Annabel M . E nd ico tt, "'The Soul in  P araphrase ': G eorge
H erbert's  'L ib ra r ie , '"  RN, 19 (1966), pp . 14 -1 6 .



Chapter I

POETRY AND SILENCE: HERBERT'S ART OF POETRY

Silence is  th e  e lem ent in  w hich g rea t th ings 
fash ion  them se lves together; th a t a t leng th  they  
may em erge, fu ll-form ed and m a je s tic , in to  the  
day ligh t of L ife , w hich  they  a re  thencefo rth  to  
ru le .

Sartor R esartus

i .

No part of G eorge H erb e rt's  in h eritan ce  from S t. A ugustine is  

more im portant in  i t s  im p lica tions for h is poetry  than  th e  view  th a t 

a ll  re a lity  is  fundam entally  d iv in e , th a t ex p erien ces a re  d isp a ra te  

no t in kind but in  the  deg ree  of th e ir  p a rtic ip a tio n  in d iv in ity . 

Augustinfe's own g re a te s t  problem  in accep tin g  orthordox C h ris tia n ity , 

he w rites  in  h is  C o n fe ss io n s , w as h is  in a b ility  during sev era l y ea rs  

of to rtured  sp e c u la tio n , to  d ism iss  the M anichean idea  of ev il a s  a 

noum enal, su b s ta n tiv e  e s s e n c e  opposed  to  good . H is conversion  

w as made p o ss ib le  only by h is  read ing  in  P lato  and the  n e o -P la to n is ts  

the  view  th a t ev il had  no m ateria l e x is te n ce  of i ts  own but rep re sen ted  

an ab sen ce  of g o od , or a d is tan c in g  from it.'*'



This understand ing  led  a s  much to  A ugustine 's  theory  of a e s th e tic s  

a s  it did to  h is  theo ry  of m e tap h y s ic s . The d iv ine  w as th e  one source 

of beau ty  a s  w ell a s  of goodness; or more a c c u ra te ly , the  beau tifu l 

and the  good w ere an  in d iv is ib le  one in G od. M an 's cap ac ity  for 

c rea ting  beau tifu l o b jec ts  derived  from h is v is io n  of the  supreme beau ty  

th a t th e s e  o b jec ts  re f le c te d . A ugustine a llow ed and encouraged, a s  

P lato had n o t, fine a s  w ell a s  u se fu l a r t s ,  im ita tions of im ita tio n s , 

so  long a s  the a r t is t  never fa iled  to  reco g n ize  th e  d iv ine source of 

h is pow er. To forget G od 's  share  in  human accom plishm ent, to  a s s e r t  

th a t man c re a te s  ra th e r than  im ages re a li ty , in s ta n c e s  the  w orst kind 

of p ride .

H erbert im p lic itly  a c c e p ts  A ugustine 's  view  of th e  nature of beau ty  

and re a l i ty ,  and nairow s h is  general theory  of a e s th e tic s  in to  a sp e c i­

fic  theory of p o e try , w hich th is  chap ter w ill exam ine in d e ta i l .  Al­

though the  primary su b je c t of The Temple is  H erb ert's  re la tio n  to  G od, 

i t  is  not odd th a t th e  secondary  su b je c t, overtly  s ta te d  in more than  

one quarte r of the poem s, should be the  art of poetry itse lf ; for 

H erbert f e l t ,  w ith extrem e s e lf -c o n s c io u s n e s s , th a t  the  ro le  of the  

p o e t w as q u ie tly  and se lf -e ffa c in g ly  to  m ediate  betw een h is  h e a r t- fe lt  

C h ris tian  experience  and h is  a u d ie n c e , to  se rve  a s  a su b je c tiv e ly  

s ile n t channel through w hich  th is  experience  could p a ss  unchanged to  

the  re a d e r. Since th is  p ro cess  requ ired  a ll th e  tech n ica l s k i l l ,  in ­

g en u ity , and in v en tiv en e ss  a t  h is  com m and, i t  w as urgent for H erbert



humbly to rem ind h is  rea d e r th a t c red it for the  perform ance belonged  

not to  him bu t to  G od.

H erbert saw  h is  p o e try , qu ite  l i te ra lly  th e n , a s  a sp e llin g  of 

the  W ord, w hose in ca rn a tio n  in f le sh  had m anifested  once for a ll 

th e  tran sce n d en t re a lity  th a t the  p o e t could now try  to  copy . All 

phenom ena re fle c ted  th is  re a lity — "Tihy word is  a l l " —but the  w orth­

ie s t  poetry  would be  abou t the re a lity  i t s e l f ,  not a d is ta n t re f le c tio n . 

In a s e n s e ,  th is  poetry  would not be about the  re a lity  so much a s  it  

would be. th e  r e a l i ty .  C o n seq u en tly , H erbert ch o se  d iv in ity  for h is 

sub jec t; g iven h is p re m ise s , no poet could  do o th erw ise .

Since th e  poe t had  h is  g ift of language from G od, he w as bcund 

to  u se  th is  g ift in  G o d 's  s e rv ic e , w ithout adding a rtif ic ia l em bellish ­

m ents th a t would obscure  th e  re a lity  being  p re sen te d . Poetic p ra ise  

of God not only en lig h ten ed  th e  re a d e r about H is n a tu re , i t  p lea se d  

God a s  w e l l ,  a sign  of w hose  p le a su re , p a rad o x ica lly , w as the  

p o e t's  very a b ility  to  w rite  in p ra is e  of Him . In other w o rd s , poetic  

perfection  re s u lts  from G od 's d e lig h t w ith the poet and  i s  m easured 

by His de ligh t w ith th e  v e rs e .  The a c t  of w riting d iv ine poetry and 

the  e x is te n c e  of th e  com pleted poe tic  a r tifa c t a re  m etaphors for the 

one know able re a lity  and a ls o  for the  s ta te  of g ra c e , w h ich , for 

H erbert, denoted  a flow ing of love  from man to  God and from God to 

m an. Poetry w as th e  hum an im age of the  W ord, as human love for 

God w as th e  human im age for G o d 's  own lo v e .



It is  b e c a u se  of th ese  h igh ly  p e rso n a l co n cep tio n s  of the  nature 

of re a lity  and  the  co nsequen t nature and purpose of poe try—personal 

in h is tim e , d e sp ite  the  A ugustinian in flu e n ce —th a t the p oe try  o f 

H erbert d iffers in  the w ays th a t i t  do es from th a t  of h is  contem porary 

devo tional p o e ts . H erbert i s  p resen tin g  a re a lity  th a t he fee ls  in  h is 

heart; the in te m a ln e s s  of th is  r e a l i ty ,  though h is  apprehension  of it  

is  le s s  im m ediate a t som e tim es than  o th e rs , guards i t  from th e  kind 

o f a s s a u l t s ,  dram atic but sex u a lly  p a ss io n a te  a s  w e ll, mounted by 

John Donne in h is  D ivine S onnets. H e rb e rt 's  v e rse  is. the  re lig io u s  

e x p e r ie n c e , not m erely a v eh ic le  for pursuing  th is  e x p e r ie n c e , a 

v e h ic le  th a t could be sw itched  a rb itra rily  to  other k inds of p u rsu it.

The un ity  of H e rb e rt's  v is io n  subdues and in te g ra te s  in to  h is 

to ta l  experience  the so rt of figu re  th a t in Richard C rashaw ' a  ve rse  

so  often seem s g ra tu ito u sly  flam boyan t, even g ro te sq u e . Such 

p a tch es  a s

The c ro sse  tau g h t a ll  wood to  resound  h is name
Who bore the  sam e.

H is s tre tch ed  sinew s taugh t a ll  s t r in g s ,  w hat key
Is b e s t  to c e le b ra te  th is  m ost high d a y .

(" E a s te r ,"  9-12)

though re la tiv e ly  anom alous in The T em ple, may a t  f irs t  strike  modem 

ta s te  a s  ferv id ly  e x c e ss iv e  to  purity  of re lig io u s  fee lin g . In fa c t ,  

how ever, they sim ply a s s e r t  w hat The Temple a s  a w hole i l lu s t r a te s ,  

th a t m usic  and p o e try , in  common w ith  a ll  o ther phenom ena are 

em blem atically  in deb t to  C h r is t 's  l ife  and  p a s s io n , from w hich th ey



sp rin g . The nature of r e a l i ty ,  a s  H erbert understood i t ,  gave a ll 

s ta tem en ts  a  typo log ical v a lid ity . In C rash aw , on the  o ther hand , 

the  e ffec t is  of th e  poet superim posing h is own im agination  on 

r e a l i ty ,  ra th e r th an  making the tw o id e n tic a l.  And l in e s  like

Ie s u , no m ore, i t  i s  fu ll tid e
From thy  hands and from th y  f e e t ,

From thy h e a d , and from thy  s id e ,
All thy  Purple R ivers m eet.

("On the  b leeding w ounds of our c ruc ified  L ord ,"  1-4)

or the  poem "On our crucified  Lord N aked , and bloody" or any  s tan za  

from "Sain te Mary M agdalene or The W eeper" show how th e  method 

can obscure  th e  su b je c t.

The acknow ledged d isc ip le sh ip  of Henry Vaughan and th e  ch ild ­

lik e  in g en u o u sn ess of Thomas Traherne may su g g est stronger e lem ents 

of k insh ip  w ith H erbert than  e x is t  in  e ith e r  Donne or C rash aw . But 

a g a in , th e ir  experiences are le s s  p e rso n a l, and thus th e ir  modes of 

ex p ress io n  are le s s  a p a rt of th e  e x p e r ie n c e s . In very d ifferen t w a y s ,

both Vaughan and Traherne beg in  by standing  ap art from the o n en ess of

G od, and then  try to  app roach  him from the  o u ts id e . Their tech n iq u es  

may lea d  to  the  fu lfillm ent of th e ir  v is io n s , bu t th e  tech n iq u es are 

no t th em se lv es conceived  a s  in teg ra l parts  of the  v is io n s . The w ays 

in  w hich Vaughan m ost obv iously  d iffers  from H erbert—in his im m ense 

but unorthodox and often d iffu se  e ru d itio n , w ith i ts  re lia n c e  on such

arcana  a s  "the te r re s tr ia l ,  c e le s t ia l ,  and in te lle c tu a l s p h e r e s . . . i n  the
3

th reefo ld  world of th e  H erm etis ts"  ; and in  th e  f la t exposition  w ith



w hich he som etim es lam es h is  b rillia n tly  ex p lo siv e  opening im ages 

( e . g . ,  "The P a s s io n " )- -b e sp e a k  a need  to  b u ttre s s  in te rn a l v is io n  

w ith  ex te rna l support. Even V aughan 's d ese rv ed ly  b est-know n  l in e s — 

"They a re  a l l  gone in to  the w orld of l ig h t!"  for exam ple , or "My 

Soul, th e re  is a C ountrie  Far beyond the  s t a r s . "— in d ica te  the  g rea t 

d is ta n c e  a t w hich th e  poet p e rc e iv e s  d iv in ity .

T raherne, an ordained clergym an lik e  H erbert bu t un like  V aughan, 

p o s its  an  id ea l s ta te  of fe lic ity  o u ts id e  th e  norm al p o s t- la p s a r ia n  

w orld .

Of a ll  th e  P lay -m ates w hich I knew 
That here  I do th e  Im age view  
In o ther Selvs; w hat c an  i t  m ean?
But th a t below the  purling Stream •

Som unknown Joys there be 
Laid up in Store for me;

To w hich  I s h a l l ,  w hen th a t th in  Skin 
Is  b roken , be adm itted  in .

("Shadow s in  the  W ate r ,"  73 -80 )4 

This w orld is  fo r Traherne one of reminiscenct?, in tim atio n , and 

prom ise; i t  is  th a t for H e rb e rt, to o , but i t  is  a t th e  sam e tim e a 

perfec ted  s ig n  of g rac e .

The palpab le  s in c e rity  and g e n tle n e ss  in  m ost of H e rb e rt's

poens derive  from a unique notion  of in tim acy  w ith G od. W hile th is

in tim acy  im poses i t s e l f  a s  p o e tic  s u b je c t ,  i t  is  s im u ltaneously  the

source of p o e tic  te c h n iq u e . We sh a ll now exam ine in d e ta il H erbert's 

major comments on th e  na tu re  and  function  of p o e try , the! adherence  

of h is own poems to  the theory  th a t a r is e s  from th e se  com m ents, and 

behind  the th eo ry , th e  au th o rity  of A ugustine .



Four poems of H erb ert's  d e a l  more d irec tly  and more ex c lu siv e ly  

w ith th e  a rt and  the su b je c t m atter of poetry  th an  any  o th e r s , and 

th u s provide an obvious poin t of departure  for our in v e s tig a tio n .

The poems a re  the two early  sonnets he se n t h is  m other from Cam ­

bridge in  1609, inc luded  in  W alto n 's  L ives but not a pa rt of The 

Tem ple, and th e  two "Jordan" poems in  The Tem ple.

The two s o n n e ts , straightforw ard  and d ifficu lt to  m isread , may 

be trea ted  fa ir ly  b r ie f ly . In a  sp ir it  of youthful in to le ran ce  and se lf-  

r ig h te o u sn e ss , H erbert in v e s tig a te s  the  ab d ica tio n  of poe ts  from 

div ine p o e try . W hy, he a s k s ,  do they  not show th e  m arty rs ' d evo­

tion  to  God w ith  words when th e  lan g u ag e  and im agery of secu lar 

love poetry  a re  so e a s i ly  convertib le  to  th e  se rv ice  of God, and when 

such a conversion  w ill turn  th e  poem s' m orta lity  to  im m ortality? "My 

G od, w here i s  th a t  ancien t h ea t tow ards th e e ,"  the f ir s t  sonnet b e g in s , 

"W herewith w hole show ls of m artyrs once d id  bu rn . B esides th e ir  

other flam es?  The flam es of p a ss io n  s t i l l  r is e  in  poe try , but no 

longer tow ard G od. "Why a re  no t so n n e ts  m ade of th e e ?  and lay e s  

upon th in e  A ltar b u rn t,"  in s te a d  of upon th e  profane a lta r  of rom antic 

love?  The love  of God d e se rv e s  a s  much p ra ise  a s  the  love of a 

woman and mere: cannot th e  C h ris tian  Dove " O u t-s tr ip . . .  in fligh t"

th e  O vidian C upid? H erb e rt's  q u estio n  a ssu m e s  his answ er: the

sam e w ords th a t a re  g ro s s e s t  hyperbole in  love  poetry  becom e p la in es t
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sta tem ent of fac t in d iv ine poe try . T herefore, why should  th e  poe t

se le c t a s  su b je c t m atter fo r h is  c rea tiv e  fire his m is tre ss ' body,

fuel "which one day Worms m ay chance  r e fu s e ,"  when he has th e

option a£ choosing a God who can  never be consum ed?

W here th e  f irs t  sonnet q u e s tio n s , th e  second  a s s e r ts .  The

grace  and love of God a re , a s  p o e tic  s u b je c ts ,  in e x h a u s tib le , and

th e  fac t th a t even natu re  is  a kind of continuous trib u te  to  God—

"Each cloud d is t i l ls  thy  p ra is e " — should  m ake man know b e tte r  than

to p ra ise  anything e l s e .  H erbert i s  much le s s  d isp o sed  here than

in the  f ir s t  sonnet to  liv e  and le t  live ; y e t he  does su g g est th a t

the  standard  ep ith e ts  of rom antic love poetry  a re  equally  va lid  far

d iv ine poetry: "R oses and L ilies  sp eak  thee ; and to  m ake A pair

of C heeks of them is  th y  a b u s e ."  Not only do th e  ro se s  and l i l i e s ,

like the  c lo u d s , rem ind us of th e ir  C reato r, th ey  a lso  sym bolically

rep resen t H is life  on e a r th , a s  w e know from " D u ln e sse ,"  a  la te r
7

"sacred  parody of love  poetry":

Thy bloudy d ea th  and u n d e se rv 'd , m akes thee
Pure red and w h ite ,

( 11- 2)

w here red  rep re se n ts  C h r is t 's  b lood and w hite  h is  innocence .

The fire of the  se cu la r  p o e t, H erbert c o n c lu d e s , is  "w ild" and 

u n co n tro lled , w hereas th e  fire  of th e  d iv ine poet r is e s  upward in 

p ra ise  of the  Lord. The fin a l opposition  is  no t of l e s s  fittin g  and 

more fitting su b jec t m a tte r , or even  of fa ls ity  and tru th , though th e se



l a s t  a re  im p lic it, bu t of u g lin e ss  and beauty;

Open th e  b o n e s , and  you sh a ll nothing find 
In th e  b e s t  face  bu t filth  , w h en , Lord, in th ee  
The beau ty  l ie s  in  the  d isco v ery .

In e s ta b lish in g  H e rb e rt 's  art of p o e try , i t  is  im portant to  remember 

one  cen tra l im plication  of th is  poem: th a t th e  ph rase  "Roses and L il ie s , 

for exam ple, or perhaps any  other im age, h a s  for H erbert the  capac ity  

for d escrib ing  w hat i s  e s s e n tia lly  ugly or. e s s e n tia lly  b e a u tifu l. The 

c rea to r of The Temple canno t be held re sp o n s ib le  for h i s  every youth­

ful u tte ra n c e , bu t in one way or an o th e r, e ith e r  more or le s s  s u b tle , 

H erbert is  a lw ays aw are th a t w ords are  only s ig n s ,  and th a t beau ty  

and tru th , or th e ir  la c k , do not inhere in  them  b u t in  th a t o b je c t, 

c o n c e p t, or fee ling  for which th ey  s ta n d . This is  bu t another w ay of 

saying th a t among H e rb e rt 's  a e s th e tic  c r ite r ia  th e  natu re  of con ten t 

ta k e s  priority  over th e  sp ec ific  form. But the  ap p lica tio n s o f the  

w ord " c o n te n t,"  a s  we sh a ll see  sh o rtly , go beyond mere su b jec t 

m a tte r .

The tw o "Jordan" poem s, though they  a re  presum ably among the 

ea rlie r  poem s com posed for The T em ple, s in c e  they  appear in th e  W
O

m anuscrip t, w here th e  second  is  c a lle d  "In v en tio n ,"  are  the  products 

of a more to le ran t m aturity th an  the  sonnets from W alton 's  L iv e s .

In the  "Jordan" poems H erbert p re se n ts  a b rief for th e  kind of poetry  

he w r ite s , and for th e  w ay he w rites  i t ,  bu t he  does not continue 

to  re le g a te  a ll other poetry  to th e  realm  of th e  ugly or tra n s ito ry .



He is  operating  on d iffe ren t assu m p tio n s now , w hich a llow  a  p la c e , 

b u t not th e  sam e p la c e , for a ll  the w ords of m en, secu la r and d iv in e .

"Jordan" (I) is  re a lly  about the d isp a rity  be tw een  th e se  k inds 

of words:

Who say es  th a t  f ic tio n s  onely  and fa ls e  ha ir
Become a verse : Is  th e re  in  tru th  no b e a u tie ?
Is a ll  good struc tu re  in  a  w inding s ta ir?
May no lin e s  p a s s e ,  excep t th ey  do th e ir  du tie  

Not to  a tru e , but p a in ted  ch a ir?

Is it no v e rs e , except enchan ted  groves
And sudden arbours shadow  c o u rse -sp u n n e  lin e s?
M ust purling stream s re fre sh  a  lo v e rs  lo v e s?
M ust a ll  be v a i l ’d ,  w h ile  he  th a t r e a d e s ,  d iv in e s ,

C atching the  s e n se  a t two rem oves?

Shepherds are  h o n est people; le t  them  sing:
Riddle who l i s t ,  fo r m e, and pull for Prime:
I envie no mans n ig h tin g a le  or spring;
Nor le t  them  punish  me w ith lo s s e  o f rim e ,

Who p la in ly  s a y , My G od , My Ring.

This poem has probably  e lic ite d  a s  much c r i t ic a l  anno ta tion  as 

any other by H erbert, and s in ce  it  seem s to  me th a t m ost of th is  

anno ta tion  le a d s  us aw ay from id e a s  cen tra l to  th e  poem , I should 

lik e  to  beg in  my read ing  by d isc u ss in g  a cen tra l c r i t ic a l  p rem ise . 

S p ec ifica lly , I should lik e  to a s s e r t  a s  strong ly  and unequ ivocally  

a s  I can  th a t ,  many com m entators on th e  poem to  th e  con tra ry ,

H erbert i s  n o t , here or anyw here e l s e ,  e ith e r eschew ing  or pretending 

to  eschew  th e  w it ,  c o n c e its ,  and  o th e r m etaphysica l com plex ities of 

John Donne and th e  re s t  o f th e  so -c a lle d  schoo l of D onne, or showing 

any  sp e c ia l aw aren ess of them a s  co m p lex itie s .



D esp ite  the  m etaphysica l c o n ce its  m an ifest in  such  poem s a s  

"The C o lla r /"  "The W indow s/"  and "C hurch-m onum ents" ("Thou 

m ayst know . That f le sh  is  b u t th e  g la s s ,  w hich ho lds the  d u st 

That m easures a ll our tim e; w hich a lso  sh a ll Be crum bled in to  d u s t ." ) /  

th e re  is  a strong c r itic a l trad itio n  th a t ad v an ces  the  "Jordan" poems 

a s  ev idence  th a t H erbert w as co n sc io u s ly  a n ti-m e tap h y s ica l in  his 

v iew s of poetic  s ty le  and w as a devo tee  of Puritan p la in n e s s . I 

se le c t a  few fa irly  random bu t u n id en tica l exam ples to  i llu s tra te  th is  

tra d itio n . "The w inding co u rse  of the Jordan River sym bolizes to  

H erbert th e  in trica te  'm e ta p h y s ica l' s ty le  , "^ is  a ty p ica l annotation  

a ttach ed  to  the poem in an th o lo g ie s . In Four M etaphysica l Poem s,

Joan B ennett, making the in ev itab le  unfavorable com parison w ith 

D onne, w r i te s ,  "H erbert w ill not have pasto ra l a ffe c ta tio n s , ne ither 

w ill  he have  th e  in te lle c tu a l c u rio s itie s  of D o n n e . A n d  in  The 

Donne T rad ition , a book th a t renders a  v a s t d is se rv ic e  to  th e  d isc ip le s  

of th a t trad itio n  and a t  le a s t  a  minor one to  i t s  founder, George 

W illiam son su g g ests  th a t H erbert superim posed D onne 's com plex man­

n e r on h is n a tiv e  s im p lic ity , c o n sc io u s ly  but no t a lw ays g racefu lly  

and th a t  a lth o u g h  th e  "m etaphysical method" w as in  one se n se  "con­

g en ia l"  to  H erbert, i t  w as d is tin c tly  im ita tive  arid in ano ther se n se  

cu t very much a g a in s t th e  g ra in .

Speaking sp e c if ic a lly  of the  f irs t  s ix  l in e s  of "Jordan" (II) but 

genera lly  of H erb ert's  c ro s s -p u rp o se s  everyw here , W illiam son w r ite s ,



"Although th is  early  adoption of the  m etaphysica l method com plica tes

h is  na tive  ta le n t ,  we may tru s t  our genera l im pression  and h is h in t

th a t i t  w as n earer 'a  p la in  in te n tio n ' than  it w as to the  su b tle ty  of

D o n n e ,"  thus im plying tha t H erbert somehow fe lt  unnatural about being

as  "su b tle"  a s  h is m a s te r .11 F in a lly , even F . E . H utchinson (and

who should  know H erb ert's  d iff ic u ltie s  b e tte r  th an  h e ? ) can  w rite

th a t "In 11. 9-10 of th is  poem ^JJordan* ( lJ7  and more in  the

second 'Jo rd a n ,' H erbert may be ex p re ss in g  h is  a ttra c tio n , for h is

own u se  a t any ra te ,  to a sim pler m atter of ex p ress io n  th an  the in te l-

12le c tu a l su b tle tie s  affected  by D onne ."  L ines 3-5 of "Jordan" (1) are  

g en era lly  used  to corroborate  the  v iew s of such  c r i t ic s .

Before trying to  offer a sa tis fa c to ry  read ing  of th e  poem , and w ith ­

out begging th e  question  of i ts  rea l concerns ex cep t m om entarily , I 

should like  to  suggest sev era l rea so n s  why H erbert te n d s  to  be m is­

read  a s  i llu s tra te d  above . The firs t is  th e  consequence  of a p a rticu ­

la r ly  flag ran t c r it ic a l im p ress io n ism , the  idea  th a t D onne 's  m etaphysica l 

s ty le  seem ed w ild ly  e x c e ss iv e  to  th e  ta s te s  of h is a g e , and th a t  h is  

con tem poraries, th em se lv es  o ften  poets-, read  th e  c irc u la ted  Songs and 

Sonnets w ith  .much bew ilderm ent. Now it  can  probably no t be  den ied  

th a t there  w ere a lw ays th o se  to whom m etaphysica l inven tion  w as a 

kind of e x c e s s .  As Robert Lathrop Sharp o b se rv e s , in an exam ination 

o f th e  c ritic a l w ritings of Thomas W ilso n , Puttenham , and  o th e rs , con ­

tin u in g  a ll  the  way to  D avenant and H obbes, "From th e  f irs t  th e re  w as



a  c ritic a l elem ent w hich w as a n tith e tic  to  the  la te r  bom Donne trad i­

t io n .  The c r it ic s  dem anded q u a litie s  w hich g en era lly  cen te r in p la in ­

n e s s ,  n a tu ra ln e s s , or c l a r i t y . . . " 13 And w e may make w hat we w ill 

of Ben Jon so n 's  remark to  Drummond "That Done h im se lf, for not 

be ing  understood , would p e r i s h . " B u t  many of D onne 's adm irers 

obviously  did not share  such  a  v iew .

For one th in g , many of D onne 's  con tem poraries saw  him , in  a

sp e c ia l w a y , a s  th e  very  embodiment of n a tu ra ln e ss  and s im p lic ity .

In w hat may s ti ll  be  th e  most tren ch an t ap p rec ia tio n  of D onne, to g e th er

w ith  being  one of th e  g rea t e le g ie s  in the la n g u a g e , Thomas Carew

(1594-1640; a lm ost ex ac tly  contem poraneous w ith Herbert) em phasizes

th is  n a tu ra ln ess :

The M uses garden  w ith  Pedantique w eedes 
O 'e rsp re d , w as  purg 'd  by t h e e . . .

(25-6)

Thou h a s t  red e em 'd , and o p en 'd  Us a Mine 
Of rich  and pregnant p h a n s ie , drawne a line  
Of m ascu line  e x p re s s io n . . .

(37-9)

W ith D onne 's  d e a th , th e  Ovidian w eeds w ill grow back:

But thou a rt g o n e , and thy  s tr ic t law es w ill be 
Too hard for L ibertines in  Poetrie;
They w ill rep e a le  th e  goodly e x il 'd  tra in e  
Of gods and g o d d e s s e s , w hich in thy  ju s t reign  
W as b a n ish 'd  nobler Poem s, now w ith  th e s e ,
The s i le n c 'd  ta le s  o ' th ' M etam orphoses
Shall stu ff th e ir  l in e s ,  and sw ell the  w indy Page,
Till Verse re fin 'd  by th e e ,  in  th is  la s t  Age,
Turn ba llad  rim e , Or th o se  old  Ido lls  bee 
Ador'd a g a in e , w ith  new a p o s ta s ie .

(61-70)



D onne 's contribution to verse  w as streng th  and refinem en t, no t a r t i ­

f ic ia lity  and concealm en t.

The lin e s  from Carew  a re ,  how ever, ad d itio n a lly  in s tru c tiv e .

They rem ind u s th a t there  may be  tw o concep tions of p la in n ess  since  

th e  word can  have two a n tith e se s : rom antic (or S penserian  o r  Ovidian)

ornam entation  and  m etap h y sica l com plex ity . Though the tw o a n tith e se s  

need not occur se p a ra te ly  (in C hapm an, fcr exam ple , they  a re  often  

sim u ltaneous), th ey  w ill c a ll  forth  in the  re a d e r , if  they  are  e x c e s s iv e , 

co rrespond ing ly  d ifferen t k inds of su rfe it ,  one ap p e titiv e  and the  other 

in te l le c tu a l .  I strongly  su sp e c t th a t  the  id ea  of in te lle c tu a l su rfe it 

w a ite d , by  and la rg e , for sta tem ent by  D r. Johnson, and th a t  m ost of 

th e  au th o ritie s  whom Sharp m arsh a lls  a g a in s t th e  Donne tradition  , p a r­

tic u la rly  before there  w as such  a trad itio n  and again  when it  w as at i ts

1 fiheigh t—th a t i s ,  before  H obbes — are  w riting a g a in s t deco ra tive  ra ther 

th a n  in te lle c tu a l e x c e s s .  It w ill be  rem em bered th a t even Dryden ob­

jec ted  to  D onne, not for the  g en era l d iff ic u ltie s  th a t he p re se n te d , but 

b e c a u se , "affect th e  m e ta p h y s ic s , not only in h is  s a t i r e s ,  but

in h is amorous v e rs e s ,  w here na tu re  only should  re ig n ,"  he "perp lexes 

th e  minds of th e  fa ir se x  w ith  n ice  sp ecu la tio n s  of ph ilo so p h y ,when he 

should engage th e ir  h e a r ts ,  and en te rta in  them  w ith th e  so f tn e sse s  of 

lo v e , " ^  Dryden th u s  c o n fu se d , or p retended  to  c o n fu se , a r t  and l i f e ,  

read in g  th e  Songs and Sonets a s  if  they  w ere re a lly  in tended  to  se d u ce .

Sharp sum m arizes th e  v iew s of Puttenham : "Poetry should  not be

the product of an ex travagan t im agination; it  should  avoid the su p e rn a tu ra l,



th e  ch im erica l, the  u n re a l. By lim iting  i t s e l f  to  p ro b ab ilities  and 

dea ling  w ith the  m ateria l w o rld , i t  would have a  p rac tica l u se  and 

value."'*'® The c ritic ism  re a d s  l ik e  a prophetic  d isag reem en t, no t 

w ith  the  m ethod of John D onne, but w ith th a t of Phineas F le tc h e r.

H erb ert, a s  h is p o e tic  theory  r e v e a ls ,  is  indeed a s  cen tra l a 

figure a s  Donne in  th e  "m etaphysica l"  tra d itio n . Much of "Jordan"

(I), p a rticu la rly  lin e s  1 and 6 - 8 ,  obv iously  is  in tended  to  co n tra s t 

H erb ert's  poetry  ( in th e  sam e w ay th a t C arew  c o n tra s ts  th a t o f Donne) 

w ith  the  lo o se  R enaissance  id ea  of O vidian love p o e try . Sir H erbert 

G rierson  w rote th a t the poem is  "A p r o te s t . . .a g a in s t  love poem s, but 

a l s o ,  I th in k , a g a in s t the  p a s to ra l a llego ry  of th e  Cam bridge S penser- 

ians,"'*'® very lik e ly  th ink ing  of such v e rse  a s  F le tc h e r 's  P isca to rie  

Eclogues (published  in 1633 bu t w ritten  e a r lie r ) , a poem by a Cam bridge 

S penserian  th a t is a t  once p asto ra l and  a lle g o r ic a l. I think i t  c an  be 

dem onstrated  th a t the  k inds of poe try  G rierson c i te s  are the  only k inds 

a g a in s t w hich  H erb e rt's  poem is  a " p ro te s t ,"  th e  m etaphysica l mode 

not rea lly  en tering  into c o n s id e ra tio n , and th a t the na tu re  of the  "p ro test"  

i s  highly  c o n d itio n a l.

F ir s t ,  how ever, there  a re  tw o more re a so n s  th a t help to  exp la in  the 

p r e d i l e c t io n  for m isread in g , H erbert and for seeing  ph rases  in th e  

"Jordan" poems a s  proof of h is  a n ti-m e ta p h y s ic a l in te n tio n s . The tra ­

d itio n a l i f  o ften  u nconsc ious v iew  of H erbert, som ew hat rev e rsed  but 

s t i l l  no t o b lite ra ted  in  the la s t  decade  or so  by the in c is iv e  work of



Rosemond Tuve, Joseph Sum m ers, and o th e rs , is  of an  e s se n tia lly  

s im p le , com paratively  c h ild - lik e  and u n le tte re d  (excdpt in  Scripture) 

m ind, a man good , d e v o u t, and to ta lly  w ithou t so p h is tic a tio n ,

C h au ce r 's  Parson compounded w ith th e  Plowm an, but un touched by 

th e  learned  C le rk . We know th a t H erbert— fellow  of T rinity C o lle g e , 

Cambridge; Reader in Rhetoric; Public  Orator of th e  U niversity ; friend  

of the  m ost lea rn ed  men in  E ngland, A ndrew es, G rev ille  , D onne, and 

pa rticu la rly  Bacon among them —m ust have  been  h im self exceed ing ly  

lea rn ed . But in  reading h is  p o e try , c r i t ic s  a re  too  often  re lu c ta n t 

to  acknow ledge th e  f a c t .  "H erb ert's  p o e try ,"  w rites  Joan B ennett, 

"desp ite  h is  a r is to c ra tic  b irth  and b reed ing  and h is  co n sid e rab le  le a rn ­

in g , le a v e s  the  im pression  of an u n so p h is tic a te d  m ind. In ce rta in

w ays the  appea l of h is  v e rse  is  s im ila r to  the  appea l of John Bunyan 's 

,,20p r o s e . . . .

This kind of im pression  p e r s i s t s ,  p a ra d o x ica lly , in  the face  of

the  very  g rea t o b s ta c le s  th a t p re se n t th em se lv es  to  the  read er trying

fu lly  to  a n a ly ze  one o f H erb ert's  poem s, and d e sp ite  the se lf-e v id e n t

fa c t  th a t ,  in R osalie C o lie 's  w o rd s , h is  poems "have th e  d is tin c tio n

of being  among th e  h a rd e s t poem s in  th e  English language to  p a ra - 

21
p h ra se ."  H erb ert's  in te l le c t  is  not in  any  s ig n ifican t re sp e c t in ferio r 

to  D onne 's  but unlike D onne's, i t  d o es  not c a ll a tten tio n  to  i ts e l f  so 

rep e a te d ly . M ost of us come to  H erbert for th e  f irs t tim e a fte r having 

been  stunned  by ithe e ffe c ts  of D onne, and  see  him a s  a re s tfu l in te rlude



before we p a s s  on to  th e  rigors and c h a llen g es  of th e  true in te lle c tu a l 

g ian t of the  cen tu ry , John M ilton . But a s  I in tend  to  d em onstra te , we 

should n o t underestim ate  H erbert and assum e th a t he has been  ab le  to 

return  u s  to  some golden age  of pro tean  sim p lic ity  or th a t h is  su b tle ty  

m akes q u a lita tiv e ly  d ifferen t in te lle c tu a l dem ands from D o n n e 's . There 

are obv iously  g rea t d iffe ren ces betw een  th e  tw o p o e ts ,  to be sure;

M ary E llen Rickey sum m arizes them  w ell in her monograph on H erbert. 

"C hief among such g ro u n d s^ U e ., th o se  th a t w ill accoun t fo t the d if­

ferences betw een D onne 's v e rse  and H e r b e r t '^ ,  su re ly , is  H erb ert's  

manner of subordinating  to  th e  ske le ton  of h is  overtly  s ta te d  argum ent 

th e  very im ages w hich Donne u se s  for s ta rtin g ly  dram atic effec t„w ith

22th e  re su lt  th a t many t is s u e s  of m etaphor in The Temple go u n n o tic ed ."

It is  not th a t one p oe t is  "m etaphysica l"  and  th e  other is  n o t ,  th a t 

one has a "unified  se n s ib ility "  and th e  other do es n o t, but th a t each 

em phasizes d ifferen t m etaphysical q u a litie s ; if we m iss th is  sh ift in  

e m p h asis , w e e a s ily  r isk  d ism issin g  H erbert too  lig h tly .

The final source of re s is ta n c e  to  H erbert a s  m etaphysica l re tu rns 

u s  to  th e  "Jordan" poem s. I t i s  a cu rious anachronism  th a t many of 

th e  words and im ages in  th e  poems a re  very  c lo s e  to  th e  sen tim en ts 

w e u se  today  for d escrib in g  m etap h y sica l com plex ity . Somehow, 

i t  is  l ik e  "good structure  in  a winding s ta i r ,"  a  suggestion  that we 

work tow ard a poem 's so lid  core of argum ent through a highly  tortuous 

lab y rin th . Often a poem 's meaning does seem  "v a il 'd "  to  u s ,  w e



ca tch  it  "a t two rem o v e s ,"  a s  w hen w e puzzle  ova: the figure of a  

p a ir  of c o m p a sse s , a lw ays toge ther y e t often  a p a r t ,  rep resen ting  

lovers in  an analogous s itu a tio n . H erbert has provided a helpful s e t  

cf p h rases  for a d is c u s s io n  of m etaphysica l p o e try , but th a t  does not 

n e c e s s a r ily  mean th a t he  u se s  th e s e  p h rases  in su c h  a d isc u ss io n  

h im se lf .

The im p lica tions of H e rb e rt's  lo g ic  in  lin e s  4 -5  of "Jordan" (I)

furn ish  a  clue th a t w ill unify the  w hole poem 's a ttitu d e  toward th e

re la tio n  of secular and divine poetry:

M ay no lin e s  p a s s e ,  excep t th ey  do th e ir  du tie  
Not to  a  t ru e , but pa in ted  ch a ir?

The unm istakab le  so u rc e , d irec tly  or in d ire c tly , of H erb ert's  figure is

Book 10 of the R epub lic , w here P lato  condemns a rt a s  the  im itation

of w hat is  i t s e l f  only an  im ita tio n , th u s serv ing  to  rem ove th e  perce iver

23from re a lity  ra ther than help ing  him to approach  i t .  M iss Tuve has

su g g e s te d , very te n ta t iv e ly , th a t "the n eo -P la to n ic  ch a rac te r of

H erb ert's  id ea s  of H eavenly  Love may ju s tify  u s  in re la tin g  th is  / i . e . ,

the figure in l in e s  4-jj7 to  P la to 's  d isc u ss io n  of the  a r t i s t 's  mere

'im ita tio n ' of the tru e  in a  pa in ted  ta b le  or b e d , e t c . ,  in Republic 

2410, but she does not pursue  th e  fa c t th an  an im itation  cf an im i­

ta tio n  s t i l l  b ears  a re se m b la n c e , however f a in t ,  to  th e  o rig ina l idea 

and no t to  som ething e ls e .

H erb ert's  thought, h e re , i s  reduc ib le  to a fa ir ly  sim ple equation:



div ine poetry  i s  to  se cu la r love  poetry  a s  a  true  ch a ir is  to  a pa in ted  

c h a ir .  T herefore, in the  o rig ina l P la ton ic  te rm s , secu la r love poetry  

i s  somehow an im itation of d iv ine  poe try , o r the  su b jec t of se cu la r  

love poetry is  somehow an im ita tion  of G od , and not an  en tity  of a 

d ifferent order e n tire ly . H erbert w ould su re ly  have fe lt th a t th e  ob­

je c ts  of adora tion  in  th e  Petrarchan  trad itio n  w ere a tem ptation  to  

id o la try , bu t on a b roader view  he could se e  th a t  th e y , to o , bespoke  

d iv in ity .

The equation  po in ts in  th e  d irec tio n  of ano ther h ighly  in fluen tia l

P latonic  d ia lo g u e , the  Sym posium , in w hich the ch a rac te r of a sin g le

beau tifu l form is  se en  im p lic itly  a s  an  im itation of a b so lu te  b e a u ty ,

and in  w hich the  app rehension  of th e  sin g le  beau tifu l form beg ins a

p ro g ress io n , sp ira ling  u p w ard s , tow ard  the  apprehension  of ab so lu te

b eau ty . This P la ton ic  concep tion  of love  and b e a u ty , i t  need  hard ly

be s a id ,  is  one of the  grea t com m onplaces cf R enaissance  though t.

It i s  thus u n n e ce ssa ry  to argue th a t  H e rb e rt's  id e a s  spring d irec tly

from th e  Sym posium , w hich he could  w ell have read  in Greek a t

25
Cam bridge or e lsew here ; he cou ld  have had many sou rces for h is 

know ledge of P laton ic  lo v e ,  b u t among them , su re ly , is  A ugustine 's  

a cco u n t in  Book 10 of th e  C o n fe s s io n s . H is u n sy s tem atic  re ite ra tio n  

of P la to , and P lato  h im se lf , w ill he lp  us see  ex ac tly  w hat H erbert 

is  doing in  "Jordan" (I).

The Symposium m oves from an  explanation  of th e  s ta g e s  through



w hich one moves to  apprehend a b so lu te  b eau ty  to  an em phasis on the 

su p e rio rity  of a b so lu te  b eau ty  to  any im ita tive  form . In itia l ly , a man 

should  be  in s tru c te d  "to love  one /E e a u tifu j7  form on ly—out of th a t 

h e  should c re a te  fa ir though ts"  (Socrates i s  repea ting  to  Phaedrus 

th e  words o f the la d y  D iotim a); in  th e  R enaissance  th e  one beau tifu l 

form w as invariab ly  tak en  to  be  a lo v e r 's  m is tr e s s .  N ex t, th e  lover 

w ill recogn ize  th a t "the b e au ty  of one form is  akin  to  th e  beau ty  of 

a n o th e r ,"  and th e n , h is  p a ss io n a te  love  of th e  s in g le  form d im in ish in g , 

h e  "will becom e a lo v e r  o f a ll  b eau tifu l form ." F ourth , he w ill under­

stand  th a t the  b eau ty  of th e  m ind, w hich h as  been ab le  to p e rce iv e  

a l l  th e se  c o rre sp o n d e n ce s , " is  m are honorable than the b eau ty  of th e  

outward form ." This s e n se  of th e  in te m a ln e s s  of b e au ty , w ithout

(or a b s trac te d  from) form , le a d s  f in a lly  to th e  know ledge of "the

26e sse n c e  of b e a u ty ,"  to  the  "contem plation  of b eau ty  a b so lu te ."

When he has ach ieved  th e  con tem pla tion  of a b so lu te  b e a u ty , 

the  man can  se e  how p a le  and im ita tiv e  w ere the outw ard fo rm s. "But

w h a t i f  man had ey es  to  see  th e  true  b e a u ty ,"  Socrates c o n c lu d e s ,

"the  d iv ine b e a u ty , I m ean , pure and c le a r  and u n a llo y ed , n o t c logged 

w ith  th e  po llu tion  of m orta lity  and a ll the  co lo rs and v a n itie s  of human 

l i f e —th ith e r lo o k in g , and  holding co n v erse  w ith th e  true b eau ty  sim ple 

and  d iv ine?  Remember how in  th a t communion on ly , beholding beauty  

w ith  th e  eye o f the  m ind, he w ill be  enab led  to  bring fo rth , not im ages 

of b e a u ty , b u t r e a li t ie s  (for he  has hold not of an  im age but of a re a lity ) ,



and bringing forth and nourish ing  true v irtue  to  becom e the friend  of

God and be im m ortal/ if  m ortal man m ay.

A ugustine, to o , b e lie v e s  th a t  no man w ould choose  to  con tem pla te

an  im itation w hen re a l  b eau ty  can  be his; and he c r i t ic iz e s  th o se  who

w ish  to  forget th e  u ltim ate  source of th e ir  own c rea tion :

By every  kind of a rt and  sk ill of th e ir  hands 
men make innum erable th in g s— c lo th e s , s h o e s ,  
p o tte ry , and other u se fu l o b je c ts , b e s id e s  
p ic tu res  and various w orks w hich  a re  th e  fru it
of th e ir  im ag ina tion . They make them  on a far
more la v ish  s c a le  th an  i s  requ ired  to  sa tis fy  
th e ir  own m odest n eed s or to  ex p re ss  th e ir  
d ev o tio n , and a ll  th e s e  th in g s  are add itiona l 
tem ptations to  the  e y e , m ade by men who love 
th e  w orldly th in g s they  m ake th em se lv es  bu t 
fo rget th e ir  own M aker and d estro y  w hat he 
made in  th em . B ut, O my G od, my G lory , for 
th e se  th in g s too I offer you a hymn of th a n k s ­
g iv in g . I m ake a sa c rif ic e  of p ra ise  to  him 
who sa n c tif ie s  m e, for the  beau ty  w hich  flow s 
through m en 's m inds in to  th e ir  sk ilfu l hands 
com es from th a t Beauty w hich i s  above the ir 
soul and far w hich my soul sighs a ll  d ay  and 
n ig h t. And i t  is  from th is  sam e suprem e Beauty 
th a t men who make th in g s  of b eau ty  and love it 
in i t s  outward forms derive  th e  p rin c ip le  by 
w hich they  judge it: bu t th ey  do not a c c e p t
th e  sam e p rin c ip le  to  guide them  in the u se  
they  make of i t .  Yet i t  i s  th e re , and  th ey  do 
not se e  i t .  If only they  could  se e  i t ,  they  
w ould no t depart,from  i t .  They w ould p reserve  
th e ir  streng th  for you , no t squander i t  on 
luxu ries that m ake them  w eary . ^

The g race of God h as made the sigh t of beau ty  p o s s ib le .

Bearing P lato and A ugustine in  m ind, w e c an  see  th a t th o se  lin e s  

in  "Jordan" (I) th a t a re  not d irec tly  challeng ing  the d ic tion  and co n ­

ven tions of se cu la r love poetry  a re  em phasizing  th e  in ferio rity  o f th is



poetry—in fe rio rity / no t u tte r a b sen c e  of v a lu e / b e ca u se  a ll  beau ty  

being  o n e , even love poetry  is  im ita tive  of th e  d iv in e , though  r e ­

m otely . In o ther w o rd s , "Jordan" (I) works in tw o  w ays: on th e  one

hand , w ith  such p h ra se s  a s  "sudden arbors" and  "purling s tre a m s ,"  

i t  su g g e s ts  the m ateria ls  of love poetry; on th e  o th e r , i t  a rgues th e  

in ferio r q u a lity  of th e se  m a te r ia ls , and of the  e ffe c ts  th ey  p roduce .

In c id e n ta lly , th e  l in e s  "Is i t  n o  v e rse  excep t enchan ted  g ro v e s  

And sudden arbours shadow  c o a rse -sp u n  lin e s?  " a re  highly illum ina­

ting o f the  in tr ic a te  e ffe c ts  th a t H e rb e rt's  poetry  so often p ro v id e s .

On th e  one h an d , he is  ask ing  if one m ust u se  such  words a s  

"enchan ted  g roves" and "sudden  a rb o u rs ,"  w hich put the  tru th  in  

figu ra tive  sh ad o w s, to  make poetry  a p p ea lin g . On th e  o th er, he is  

d irec tin g  us to  th e  l i te ra l  fa c t th a t g roves and arbors in  poetry  and 

in  life  so o ften  conceal human lo v e-m ak in g , and co n cea l the  lig h t 

from the lev e rs . (See the  e p iso d es  of P risc illa  and A ladine and of 

Serena and C a le p in e  in The F aerie  Queens 6 , 2 .3 ) .

When H erbert a s k s ,  "Is th e re  in tru th  no b e a u tie ?  " he is  

recognizing  the cap ac ity  of th e  C h ris tia n , through g rac e , "to bring 

fo r th ,"  in  P la to 's  w o rd s , "not im ages of b e a u ty , but re a l i t ie s  (for 

he has hold no t of an im age but of a  re a lity ) . There is  a lso  

an im p lic it pun: " I s  the  su b s tan ce  of tru th  not beau tifu l i t s e l f ? "

and "Is th e re  re a lly  no b e a u ty ? " —rom antic love  poetry  rev e a ls  none. 

And so how fo o lish , we are  to  in fe r , for man to  toy  w ith  im ages w hen



re a l i t ie s  are a t hand . Why should h is  strength be squandered on

lu x u rie s?

It is  tem pting to  read  in the  poem s' nex t rhe to rica l q u e s tio n —

"Is a ll  good struc tu re  in  a w inding s ta ir?  "—th e  d irec t in fluence  of

C a s tig lio n e , though i t  is  no t n e c e ssa ry  to  in s is t  upon i t .  W here

Plato re fe rs  to th e  lo v er a s  "ascen d in g "  by "s te p s"  to  h is  view  of

ab so lu te  b e a u ty , Bembo, in  H oby 's tra n s la tio n  of the  Book of th e

C o u rtie r , re fe rs  ag a in  and again  to  th e  w hole progression  a s  a s ta ir ,

and s ta te s  e x p lic itly  th a t  a ll the  in te rm ed iate  s te p s ,  though d irec ted

tow ard p e rfec tio n , a re  th em se lv es  im perfect:

This s tay re  of lo v e , though i t  be very noble 
and such a s  few arive  a t ,  yet i t  is  not in 
th is  so rte  to be  ca lled  p e rfec t, forsom uch 
a s  w here th e  im agination is  of force to  make 
c o n v ey a n ce , and ha th  no know ledge, but 
through th e s e  beg inn ings th a t ye se n se s  
helped  her w ith a ll , sh e  i s  not c lean e  purged 
from g ro sse  d a rk n esse : and therefo re  though
sh e  do consider th a t u n iv e rsa ll b eau tie  in 
sunder and in it se lf  a lo n e , ye t doth she 
not w ell and c le a rly  d isc e m e  i t ,  nor w ith­
out some d o u b tfu ln e sse , by rea so n  of the  
agreem ent th a t the fan c ie s  have with the 
b o d ie .^ 0

As M iss Tuve has s a id ,  H erbert is  v o ic in g , "not a p ro te s t a g a in s t

love  poetry  bu t a g a in s t its  u su rpa tion  of the  w hole fie ld  and very  t i t le  

31of poetry" ; in  lin e  3 , sp e c if ic a lly , the p ro te s t i s  d irec ted  a g a in s t 

the kind of poetic  theo ry  th a t holds th e  P latonic s ta ir ,  w ith  i ts  se n su a l 

ea rly  s te p s ,  more w orthy of p o e tic  rep resen ta tio n  than th e  u ltim ate

apprehension  i t s e l f .  H erbert is  in s is tin g  th a t being i s  mere im portant



th an  becom ing. C a s tig lio n e , a ls o ,  s e e s  tha t the  recogn ition  of 

ab so lu te  beau ty  ten d s  to  render unim portant the  p ro cess  by w hich 

th is  recogn ition  h as been  a tta ined : "Let us c lim be up th e  s ta i r e s ,"

he w r i te s ,  "which a t th e  low erm ost s teppe  have th e  shadow  of 

s e n su a ll  b e a u tie , to  th e  high m ansion p lace  w here the  h eav en ly , 

am iable and righ t b eau tie  d w e lle th , w hich ly e th  hidden in th e  in n e r­

m ost s e c re te s  of G od , le s t  unhalow ed eyes should  come to  the  s igh t 

of i t :  and th e re  sha ll w ee finde a  m ost happie  end for our d e s i r e s . . .

H erbert h a s  not den ied  th e  c ap a c ity  of th e  P latonic s ta ir  to  lead

to  the d iv in e  v is io n , bu t s in c e  g race  may allow  man a d irec t v is io n ,

there  is  no rea so n  for a ll  poetry to  be about the ea rly  q u e s tin g s . It

i s  perhaps s ig n ific an t th a t H erbert se e s  more of th e  d iv ine in  se cu la r

love  th an  any  contem porary w riting  in th e  O vidian trad itio n  would have

adm itted (M arlove in  Hero and L eander, fo r in stan ce); to  th e  O vidians

"love w as bodily  p a ss io n  unham pered by re a so n —w here both d e lib e ra ted

th e  love w as s l ig h t. True lo v e , in th e ir v iew , w as th e  irra tio n a l and

33sa tisfy in g  experience  of mere l u s t . "

If th e  foregoing argum ent is  te n a b le , i t  should  be  ev iden t that 

l in e s  9 -10  of "Jordan" (I),

M ust a ll  b e  v a i l 'd ,  w hile  he th a t r e a d e s , d iv in e s ,
C atch ing  the se n se  a t  tw o rem oves?

have nothing w hatever to  do w ith  a carp ing  a g a in s t "m etaphysica l"

w it .  H erb ert's  word " se n se "  do es not refer to the  "m ean in g ,"

"c o n te n t,"  o r "argum ent" of "Jo rdan ,"  ( i . e . ,  to  th a t e lem ent of a



poem th a t today  we often  try  to  d ivorce by paraph rase  from "form ," or 

" s tru c tu re " ) . It i s ,  ra th e r , th e  true ch a ir th a t H erbert r e f e r s , to ,  the  

d iv ine b eau ty  a t  th e  top of th e  w inding s ta ir ,  w hich can be  apprehended 

in i ts  own e s se n c e  a s  w ell a s  from a removal severa l s te p s  below .

When se n se  is  " v a i l 'd ,"  i t  is  no t c lo thed  in " in te lle c tu a l su b tle tie s " — 

H u tch in so n 's  w ords—but is approached by in d ire c tio n , through an im i­

ta te d  th ing  in s te a d  of being  seen  in i ts  own sp lendo r.

H e rb e rt 's  m ature view  of Petrarchan (or perhaps Ovidian) love poetry  

a s  a d is ta n t re flec tio n  of th e  d iv ine (a v ie w , of co u rse  th a t he may 

have adopted  to  gain  a w ider accep tan ce  for h is  own poetry) ex p la in s  

why he can  affo rd , in  the  final s tan za  of "Jordan" (I), a  to le ran ce  

not shown in  th e  poems from W alton 's L iv e s . All poetry  th a t says 

anything about G od, a t w hatever rem ove, is  of some u s e ,  and a ll poetry 

does say  som ething about G od. "Shepherds a re  honest people"; 

w hether th e y  know it  or n o t , the  singers of Spenserian  p a s to ra l a l le ­

gories and se c u la r  love ly r ic s  a re ,  f in a lly , p ra is ing  the  sam e su b jec t 

a s  H e rb e r t 'h im se lf , and for th is  p ra is e ,  shadow y though i t  b e ,  they  

should not be  condem ned. But n e ith e r should he be condem ned and 

pu n ish ed  w ith  " lo sse  of r im e ,"  den ied  the s ta tu re  and t i t le  of p o e t,  

for approaching th a t su b je c t a s  he w ish e s  and p la in ly  sa y in g , "My 

G od, My K in g ." The argum ent the poem has follow ed un til now g ives 

"p lain  say ing" the force  of d ire c t, n o n -a lle g o ric a l re p re se n ta tio n , the  

idea  of say ing  "G od ," in s te a d  of "my m is tre ss"  or some other beau tifu l 

outward form , when one m eans "G od ."  The poem c o n tra s ts  p o ss ib le



o b jec ts  of poe tic  im itation; i t  is  no t re a lly  concerned w ith choosing

among s ty le s  for se ttin g  forth th e se  im ita tio n s , though th e  s ty le  w ill 

n a tu ra lly  follow  th e  su b je c t.

The su b je c t of "Jordan" (I) i s  th e  concep t th a t God ra ther th an  

an im itation  of God may be p resen ted  in  a poem; the su b je c t of "Jordan"

(II) is  an argum ent for th e  kind of method appropria te  to  such a p o e tic  

p re se n ta tio n . H erbert m oves from w hat to  how; in  the m odem  se n se  he 

indeed m oves from con ten t to  form, though a s  we sh a ll s e e ,  by form 

he su g g es ts  , more than  s ty le .  Rosemary Freeman has w ritte n  th a t the 

two poem s are  "obviously  com panion p ie c e s ,  th e  one being concerned  

w ith  the external a sp e c ts  of p o e tic  com position , the  o ther w ith  the
0 4

internal creative p rocess by which a poem cohbs to be w r itte n .110̂

I should sa y , ra th e r , th a t both are concerned  w ith  how th e  poe t e x ­

te rn a liz e s  c e rta in  fea tu res  of a poem the cen tra l concep t of w hich  h as  

been  conce ived  or g rasp ed  in te rn a lly . "Jordan" (II):

W hen f irs t  my l in e s  of h eav 'n ly  jo y es  m ade m ention ,
Such w as th e ir  lu s t r e ,  th e y  did so  e x c e ll ,
That I sought out qua in t w o rd s , and trim invention;
My though ts began  to  b u rn ish , sp ro u t, and sw e ll,
C urling w ith  m etaphors a p la in  in te n tio n ,
D ecking th e  s e n s e , a s  if i t  w ere to  s e l l .

T housands of no tions in  my b rain  did ru n n e ,
O ff'ring th e ir  s e rv ic e , if I w ere  not sped:
I often b lo tted  w hat I had begunne;
This w as not qu ick  enough , and th a t w as d ead .
Nothing could  seem  too  r ich  to  c lo th e  th e  su n n e ,
M uch l e s s e  th o se  jo y es  w hich  tram ple on h is h ead .

As flam es do work and w in d e , w hen they  a sc e n d ,
So d id  I w eave my se lf  in to  th e  s e n s e .
But w h ile  I b u s t le d , I might heare  a friend



W h isp er, How w ide is  a ll  th is  long p re te n c e !
There is  in  love a sw ee tn e sse  read ie  perm 'd:
C opie out onelv  t h a t ,  and save  e x p e n se .

H erbert is  not a t  a ll  in te re s te d , h e re , in ju stify in g  h is  d iv ine  su b jec t 

m a tte r , w ith in s is t in g  on th e  fa c t th a t i t  is  more "rea l"  than  th e  sub ­

je c t o f se c u la r  love  p o e try . H is problem , ra th e r , is  to  determ ine and 

th en  to  u se  the  kind of e x p re ss io n  th a t  is  p roper for speaking  of th e  

d iv in e . He seem s to  so lv e  th is  problem  by re je c tin g  th e  om ate  for 

th e  p la in , bu t in  fa c t n e ith e r th e  problem  nor the  so lu tion  is  qu ite  

so  sim p le .

The problem  in  "Jordan" (II) i s  n o t sim ple  b e ca u se  the p o e t 's  v is io n  

of God overw helm s h im . In itia l ly , a t l e a s t ,  th e  tru th  and the love  of 

God do not p re sen t th em se lv e s  p la in ly  to  the  p o e t.  If the  sy n tax  of 

the f irs t  s ta n za  i s  to  make s e n s e ,  th e  pronouns in  lin e  2— "Such w as 

th e ir  lu s t r e ,  they did so  e x c e ll" — m ust re fe r  to  th e  an teced en t 'h e a v 1-  

nly jo y e s ,"  not to  "my l in e s ."  The lu s tre  and ex ce llen ce  of the  

"h eav 'n ly  jo y es"  are  so  g r e a t 'th a t  th e  poet f e e l s ,  qu ite  n a tu ra lly , 

th a t  no amount of verbal ex trav ag an ce  c an  be su fficien t to  th em , l e t  

a lone  o v e rs ta te  th em . T hus, s in c e  "N othing could  seem  too rich  to  

c lo the  th e  su n n e "—th e  p lay  on "son" is  obv ious—the poet p roceeded 

very  d e lib e ra te ly  to em ploy a ll  th e  p y ro techn ics  a t  h is  comm and.

Several p o in ts , w hich  may or may no t be a p p a re n t, should be made 

about th e  f ir s t  two s ta n z a s ,  of "Jordan" (II). In the  f ir s t  p la c e , th e  

w o rd s , "a p la in  in ten tio n "  re fe r , no t to  the  p o e t 's  v is io n  of G od, or



G od 's m anifestation  to  the  p o e t, w h ich  w e a lread y  know to  be lu stro u s 

ra ther th an  p la in , bu t to  h is  s im p le , straightforw ard  d esire  to sp e a k , 

o r w rite , of G od. That i s ,  "p la in" d e sc r ib e s  w hat th e  poe t w an ts to  

d o , no t w hat he has to  work w ith . I t i s  not in apposition  w ith  "se n se "  

in  the  next l in e ,  w hich c a rr ie s  th e  same force a s  in lin e  10 of 

"Jordan" (I), d is c u s se d  above . We may in fe r , th e re fo re , th a t th e re  is  

som ething se lf-d e fe a tin g  about th e  p o e t 's  in it ia l  method of p ra ise  and 

th e re fo re  about h is  o b jec tiv e .

Second, H erbert is n o t c a s tig a tin g  him self for being too  "m eta­

p h y s ic a l ,” though H utchinson th in k s th a t the  poem fu rn ishes even more 

ev idence  th an  "Jordan" (I) of H e rb e rt's  re je c tio n  of Donnean paradox .

The kind of w riting  d escrib ed  in  the  f irs t tw o s ta n z a s  i s  not overly 

su b tle  or in te l le c tu a l .  We do no t have any of H erbert's  poems th a t 

exem plify the  fau lts  he is  d isc u ss in g  {if, in d ee d , there  ever w ere an y ), 

bu t to  find th e s e  fau lts  in  abundance we need go no fu rther th a t 

H erb ert's  younger contem porary Richard C rash aw , w hose work H erbert 

never knew . H erb e rt's  w ords correspond perfec tly  to th o se  moments of 

devo tional ra p tu re , a ll  too frequent for comfort in  C rash aw 's  re lig io u s  

v e rs e , when h is  d e ta i l s ,  n e t his argum ents becom e e x c e ss iv e ly  

d e v e lo p ed , th o se  moments w h en , in A. A lvarez 's  fine f ig u re , "he is  

lik e  a p a in te r w orking in  tw o s ty le s  a t  once: the dom inant s tru c tu ra l

desig n  i s  a la rg e  im p re ss io n is t s k e tc h , bu t th e  d e ta ils  are p icked  out

35w ith th e  m inute p e rv e rse  in g en u ity  of H ieronim us B o sch ."  H erbert



su re ly  r e a l iz e d , w hether o r no t he ever w rote C rashav ian  v e rs e , 

th e  dangers of ornam ental m u ltip lic ity  th a t lurked  in w a it for the  

poet overw helm ed by the  rad ia n ce  of G o d 's  im age, a  m u ltip lic ity  in 

w hich th e  grand d e s ig n  w ou ld  becom e u tte rly  lo s t .

There is  no re a l rea so n  to  read  th e  words "Curling w ith  m eta­

phors" in  lin e  5 a s  "com plicating w ith  m etaphysica l c o n c e its ,"  

though there  seem s a ten d en cy  to  do ju s t  th a t .  The m etaphorical 

m echanism  did  not seem  so  obscure  in th e  R en a issan ce . In The 

Art of Rhetorique (1560), Thomas W ilson  w r ite s , "A M etaphore i s  an 

a lte ra tio n  of a w crd e , from the  proper and n a tu ra ll m eaning, to  th a t 

w hich  is  not p roper, and y e t ag ree th  thereun to  by som e l ik e n e s s e , 

th a t appeare th  to  be i n  i t .  An Oration is  w onderfully  en rich ed , when 

ap te  M etaphores a re  g o t, and app lied  to th e  m atter. For W ilson , 

th e  m etaphor's  l ik e n e s s  is  rea d ily  p e rc e iv e d , and such other rh e to ri­

c ia n s  a s  Abraham Fraunce a g re e . H erbert is  ob jec ting  th a t m etaphors 

may d isg u ise  by d e sc r ip tio n , by th e ir  mere p re se n c e , bu t not by com ­

p le x ity . And w e should read  the  p h ra se  "D ecking the  sen se"  in th e  

follow ing lin e  in the  sam e w ay . The O. E. D . d e fin es "deck" as 

"to cover or c lo th e  w ith  w h a t b e au tif ie s ; to  a rray , a t t i r e ,  ad o rn ."  

Nowhere does i t  m ean "to  c o m p lica te ."

The la s t  po in t th a t should be  m ade here is  th a t H u tch in son 's  

no te  to  "inven tion" (1 .3 )— o rig in a lly , in  W , the  t i t le  of th e  poem— 

is  perilo u sly  m is le ad in g . H utchinson w rite s  of th e  w ord , "Almost



a tec h n ic a l term in  rheto ric : e .g .  Obadiah W alk er, Oratory (1659), p .  1

'The Parts of Oratory a re  Inven tion , tak ing  cqre  for the M atter; and

37E locu tion , for th e  W ords and S ty le .1" The rea so n  th is  no te  is  m is­

le a d in g  is  th a t ,  w hereas H erbert seem s to m ean by  "invention" som e­

th in g  s ty l is t ic ,  W alker seem s to  mean c o n te n t. I th ink  it  can  be 

a rg u e d , how ever, th a t  "taking ca re  fo r th e  M atter" d iffers from th e  

m atter i t s e l f ,  or from th e  choice  of th e  m atte r. Again Thomas W ilson  

is  helpful; he w rite s , "The finding ou t of a p t m a tte r , c a lle d  o therw ise  

In u en tio n , i s  a search ing  out of th ings t ru e ,  or th ings l ik e ly , the  

w hich may rea so n ab lie  se t forth a  m atter, and make it  appeare  

p robab le . T herefore , " in v en tio n ,"  though i t  i s  ne t the  sam e a s  

d ic tion  or s ty le  (neither for W alker nor for W ilson ), p e rta in s  somehow 

to  the  se ttin g  forth  of m atter in a rea so n a b le  and probable w ay , and 

therefo re  i t  is not the  sam e a s  "content" in the  modern s e n s e ,  e ith e r . 

Since it  had o rig ina lly  been  H erb ert's  t i t l e ,  w e may fa irly  assum e 

th a t  "invention" re p re se n ts  more than  sim ply ano ther th ing h e  had  b een  

doing w rong.

The words "invention" and " in ten tion" a re  linked  in  th e  poem by 

m ore than  rhyme; both have  in  common a concern  w ith the  method 

w hereby the  poet can  properly  s e t  forth G od. Both, fu rth er, reco g n ize  

th a t one sign of the wrong m ethod, though not the  wrong method i t s e l f ,  

i s  an overabundance of a r tif ic e  and d eco ra tio n . The wrong method 

a r is e s  from the  p o e t 's  com peting in sp le n d id  language w ith the



natu ra l sp lendors of G od , and th is  is  a  m istaking of the  p o e t 's  func­

tio n , here s ig n a lled  by s t y l e ,  b u t no t identical w ith  i t .  The f irs t two 

s ta n z a s  a re  a s  much concerned  w ith  c au se  as w ith  effect; i t  i s  the  

p o e t's  "thoughts" and  th e  "notions in my brain" th a t ,  a c tin g  as u n ­

n e c e ssa ry  in te rm ed iary , have produced the rich  clothing th a t bu rn ish es 

G od, and in te rfe re s  w ith  th e  p e rc e iv e r 's  apprehension  of H is own g lo ry . 

Stanza 3 sum m arizes th e  in te rfe ren ce  most su cc in c tly : "So d id  I w eave

m yself in to  th e  s e n s e ."

M iss Tuve w rite s  of the  "Jordan" poems th a t H erbert "here c r i t i -

39
c i z e s . . . h i s  own in te lle c tu a l p rid e , in  h is  e a r lie r  w ritin g ."  But it  

is  the  m arty r's in to le ran ce  of any  v iew s but h is  ow n, not th e  in te l­

le c tu a l 's  p rid e , th a t i s  in  ev id en ce  in th e  son n e ts  from W alto n 's  L ives; 

and b e s id e s ,  a s  q u ib b le s  w ith rom antic  d ic tio n  th e se  early  poems have 

much in  common s ty l is t ic a l ly  w ith  such  la te r  poems a s  "D u ln esse . " In 

f a c t ,  as  "Jordan" (I) d e fin es  the  o b jec t to  be  im ita ted , so "Jordan" (II), 

through a  p ro cess  of au th o ria l se lf -e ffa c e m e n t, re f in e s  the p ro cess  of 

im itation  so th a t  th e  o b je c t ,  a b so lu te  b e a u ty , G od, may appear a s  i t ­

s e l f ,  and be apprehended  by the  read e r in  the  sam e w ay th a t th e  poe t 

h im self apprehended  i t .  The fee lin g s  o ccasio n ed  by th e  read ing  of a 

poem should  be a  kind cf d irec t "im itation" of G od, ra ther than  an 

"im itation" of the p o e t 's  fe e lin g s  on perceiv ing  G od. T hus, th e  poet 

and h is  a r tifa c t do not becom e ju s t  more s te p s  on the  P la ton ic  s ta ir .



The poe t should  be m irror, not lam p. But th is  d o e s  no t m ean th a t 

God w ill th en  be seen  p la in ly  and not lu s tro u s ly . If G o d 's  im age 

e x is ts  in  th e  p o e t 's  h e a r t , i t  is  th is  im age, in  i ts  pure s t a te ,  th a t 

the  poe t should p re s e n t. In "The Parson preach ing" in  A P riest to  

the  Tem ple, H erbert w rite s  of th e  n e c e s s i ty  of "d ipp ing , and seaso n in g  

a ll our w crds and se n te n c e s  in  our h e a r ts ,  before th ey  come in to  our 

m ouths, tru ly  a ffe c tin g , and co rd ia lly  ex p ress in g  a ll th a t w e say; so

40th a t th e  au d ito rs  may p la in ly  p erce ive  th a t every  word is  h a r t-d e e p ."

There i s ,  of c o u rse , a  very e lem entary  paradox in  a ll t h i s ,  and

consequen tly  a se n se  in  w hich "Jordan" (II) m ust rem ain m erely

rh e to r ic a l. The p o e t 's  w ords a re  f ir s t  and alw ays the  p o e t 's  w ords.

N e v e r th e le s s , we sh a ll see  th a t many s ig n ifican t im p lica tio n s a r is e

from th is  em phasis on personal s i le n c e ,  on an in ten tion  no t to  u se  h is

own words to  e x p re ss  th e  W ord.

Before leav ing  th e s e  poems a word should be sa id  abou t the  t i t le

"Jo rdan ,"  a  perenn ial problem  in  H erbert c ritic ism . G rosart w as th e

f irs t  to  su g g e s t th a t th e  river Jordan s tan d s to  the  d iv in e  poet in  th e

sam e re la tio n  a s  the  H elicon  to th e  se cu la r  p o e t, and though H utchinson

dem urs ^  th is  s t i ll  seem s to  me th e  most lik e ly  ex p lan a tio n  of why

the  t i t le  ap p ea led  to  H erbert in i t ia l ly .  Rosemary Freem an w r i te s ,  "The

m use to whom any se rio u s poet of the  R enaissance  m ust appea l liv e s  by

42the springs of H elicon; bu t H erbert h as  p laced  h is  by the river Jordan." 

There are  a  number of p la c e s  w here H erbert show s an e x p lic it  aw aren ess  

of ju s t th is  dichotom y. When he s a y s ,  in "Jordan" (I), "I env ie  no



m ans n ig h tin g a le  or sp rin g ,"  he is  c le a rly  c o n tra s tin g  th e  in sp ira tio n a l 

source of s e c u la r  poetry  w ith  the  source of h is  ow n, hence  the  H elicon 

w ith th e  Jordan . A lso , in a le tte r  quoted by W alton th a t H erbert 

sen t h is  m other from Cam bridge along w ith  the  two ea rly  so n n e ts , 

h e  w r ite s ,

But I fea r  the  h ea t o f my la te  Ague h a th  
dryed up th o se  s p r in g s , by  w hich Scholars 
s a y , th e  M uses u se  to  ta k e  up th e ir  h ab i­
ta t io n s . H ow ever, I need  not th e ir help  
to  reprove th e  van ity  of th o se  many Love- 
poem s, th a t a re  d a ily  w rit and co n sec ra ted  
to  Venus; nor to  bew ail th a t so  few  a re  
w rit , th a t look tow ards God and H eav en .
For my own p a r t . . .m y  poor a b il i t ie s  in 
Poetry sh a ll be  a ll and ever co n sec ra ted  
to  Gods g lo ry ,

ag a in  im plying th a t  he h as  found o th er, more in v itin g , springs to  tak e  

h is  h ab ita tio n  by .

The t i t l e  i s  thus ano ther kind of "sac red  p a ro d y ,"  w hich sums

up the  body of c o n tra s ts  con ta ined  in the poem s. H aving c h o sen  it

for th is  r e a s o n , H erbert w ould no doubt have se e n  i t  a s  ap t for ju s t

the  rea so n s  th a t M iss  Tuve ad v an ces: "It is  qu ite  c le a r  th a t  Jordan,

C h ris tian  sym bol of redem ptive purification  and of en trance  in to  union

w ith  C h ris t a s  H eavenly  Love in c a rn a te , w as H e rb e rt 's  own symbol

for th is  com plex  of id e a s ,  and th a t he thought of poetry  a s  bo th  the

44m eans and th e  fru it of such  a u n io n ."  The "Jordan" may ap p ea r 

co sm etica lly  in ferio r to  the H e lic o n , bu t it is  c u ra tiv e ly  p e rfe c t, 

w h e rea s  the  H elicon  i s  not cu ra tiv e  a t a l l .  T hus, d iv ine  poetry  i t ­

s e lf  red e em s.



In ad d itio n , H erbert is  probably  draw ing on the se v e n te e n th -

cen tu ry  trad itio n  of rep resen tin g  e loquence  by  a c le a r ,  sm oothly

flow ing stream . Robert Burton com pares h is  s ty le  to  a  river th a t

" ru n s , som etim es p rec ip ita te  and sw if t, then  dull and slow ; now

d ire c t,  then  w inding; now d e e p , then  shallow ; now m uddy, th en

c l e a r , " ^  e t c . ,  and in  C o oper's  H ill (1665), Denham w r ite s ,

O could I flow lik e  th e e , and  make th y  stream  
My g re a t exam ple , a s  i t  i s  my them e!
Though d e ep , y e t c le a r ,  though g e n tle , y e t no t d u ll ,
Strong w ithou t ra g e , w ithout ore-flow ing f u l l . ^

(189-92)

But fo r H erbert th e  stream  of rea l e loquence  is  n o t D enham 's 

Thames or ev ery o n e 's  H elicon b u t th e  paradox ica lly  m uddied Jordan. 

The s ty le ,  like  th e  m a tte r , i s  not ornam ent but tru th .

iii.

From a  d isc u ss io n  of the  two ea rly  so n n e ts  and  of th e  "Jordan" 

poem s sev era l d is t in c t  and yet in te rre la te d  p a rts  of H e rb e rt 's  poe tic  

credo can be sum m arized (though th e y  w ill have s t i l l  to  be  te s te d ,  

la te r  in  th is  c h a p te r , a g a in s t th e  r e s t  of The T em ple). F i r s t ,  the  

e leg an ce  and au tho rity  of words are  dependen t o n , or cond itioned  b y , 

th e  th in g s  they  re p re se n t. The more d irec tly  w ords confront or rep re ­

se n t tru th , th e  more beau tifu l they  becom e, b eau ty  be ing  a function  

of c o n te x t. N e x t, w hereas tru th  is  n o t the  ex c lu s iv e  property  of 

d iv ine  p o e try , only  d iv ine  poetry  is  a  d irec t e x p re ss io n , an im m ediate



im ita tio n , o f tru th ; th e  tru th  of se cu la r  poetry  is  more d is ta n t  and 

o b liq u e . Third, e lab o ra te  ornam entation  is  u n n e c e ssa ry  in  poetry  

s in ce  it  can  o n ly  in te rfe re  w ith th e  app rehension  of tru th  and the  

sp lendors of G od. This i s  n o t ,  how ever, th e  sam e th ing  a s  an 

in s is te n c e  on sim p lic ity  or Puritan  p la in n e s s .  "There i s  in  love  a 

sw ee tn e sse  read ie  p en n 'd " : the  sw ee tn e ss  should  be  natural and

d iv in e , not a coating  supp lied  by  t h e  p o e t, who m aintains a kind of 

su b je c tiv e  s i le n c e . In th is  w ay a lone may human w crds im ita te  the  

w ords or Word of G od. F in a lly , and som ew hat in fe re n tia lly  (though 

it  i s  qu ite  ex p lic it in  Plato, and  C a s tig lio n e , and e lsew h ere  in  H er­

b e rt in  "The Foreunners" and "A tru e  H ym ne"), d iv ine  p o e try , lik e  

p rayer—the id en tif ic a tio n  is  s ig n if ic a n t— can lead  to th e  p o e t 's  im­

m orta lity , g iv ing  u s  a  " sa c re d  parody" of th e  e te rn iz ing  so nnets  of 

th e  1590&. Allowing God to  work through him , the  p o e t, lik e  th e  

good C h ris tian  g e n e ra lly , bu t in the  manner of the p reacher sp e c if ic a lly , 

can  h im self work tow ard G od.

T hese po in ts  have been  re la te d  above to  th e  w ritings of P lato  and 

the  n e o -P la to n is t A ugustine on b e au ty . There i s ,  how ever, much more 

in  two w orks of A u g u s tin e 's , the  C o n fe ss io n s  (397-8) and On C h ris tian  

D octrine (396-427) than  a d e fin itio n  of b eau ty  th a t H erbert w ould have 

found congen ial to h is  own theory  of p o e try .

In th e  C o n fess io n s  A ugustine tra c e s  h is  developm ent from a pagan 

te a c h e r  of rh e to r ic , who found only e loquence  and outw ard forms



s ig n if ic a n t, to  a devout C h r is tia n , who re a liz e d  th a t rea l beau ty  of

form can  e x is t only w here th e re  is  tru th  of c o n te n t. He d e sc rib e s

the in te re s t  w ith w hich he f irs t  l is te n e d ,  in  M ilan , to th e  preaching

of S t. Ambrose:

So w hile  I paid  th e  c lo s e s t  a tten tio n  
to  th e  w ords he u se d , I w as q u ite  u n ­
in te re s te d  in  the  su b je c t-m a tte r  and 
w as even contem ptuous of i t .  I w as d e ­
ligh ted  w ith  h is  charm ing d e liv e ry , 
b u t a lthough he w as a more lea rn ed  
speaker th an  F austu s 5 - M anichean  whom 
A ugustine had l is te n e d  to  earliejT*/ he 
had not th e  sam e sooth ing  and g ra tify ­
ing m anner.^?

H is v e rd ic t is  a ll for F au stu s; i t  is  only  l a te r ,  he c o n tin u e s , th a t

he came to re a liz e  th a t w hile  "F austu s had lo s t  h is w ays among

th e  fa l la c ie s  of M a n ic h e ism .. .Am brose m ost su re ly  taught the

48doctrine  of sa lv a tio n ."  This re a liz a tio n  w ill re v e rse  the re la tiv e  

worth a ss ig n e d  to  each  d is c o u rse . A ugustine w ill se e  th a t d isco u rse  

can  "cover s in s  w ith sm ooth nam es.

One of A ugustine 's  g rea t form ative ex p erien ces cam e on th e  day 

he  learned  from h is  friend  S im plicianus of th e  pub lic  p ro fession  of 

C h ris tian  conversion  by an  e a r lie r  te a c h e r  o f rh e to r ic , V ictorim us.

To m ake such a p ro fessio n  in  pub lic  w as incred ib ly  d a rin g , and s t i l l ,  

reaso n s A ugustine , "There w as no sa lv a tio n  in  the rheto ric  w hich he 

ta u g h t, and yet he p ro fessed  it in  p u b lic . If he w as not afra id  of 

u ttering  h is own words before a crow of m adm en, w hy should he be 

frightened  to nam e your Word before  th e  meek flock?  This



observation  has tw o im p lica tio n s . On th e  one h an d , man can be 

th e  medium for th e  Word of G od, v\hich he can  d e liv e r free of human 

a r t i f ic e .  On the  o th e r , th e  tru th  of th is  W ord, p la in ly  d e liv e re d , 

w ill have as cap tiva ting  an e ffec t on th e  aud ience  to  whom it i s  

a d d re sse d  a s  any fa lse  su b jec t c lo th ed  in a ll  th e  decoration  th a t 

rh e to ric  can  fu rn ish . As w e sh a ll see  in On C h ris tia n  D o c trin e , 

A ugustine fe e ls  th a t id ea lly  the p reacher should mold h is  s ty le  to  

th e  com position of h is  a u d ie n c e , bu t he is  qu ite  c le a r  th a t th e  

r ig h t m atte r, le f t  to i t s e l f ,  can  a ls o  m ove. He w ould have agreed  

w ith  H erbert th a t "There is  in  lo v e  a sw ee tn e sse  read ie  p e n n 'd ."

"Under the  emperor Ju lian "—A ugustine con tinues to  re la te  w hat 

S im plicianus had told him — "a law  had been p a sse d  to  prohib it 

C h ris tian s  from teach ing  l i te ra tu re  and rh e to r ic . V ictorim us had 

obeyed the  law , preferring to g ive  up h is  own schoo l of w ords rather 

th an  d e se rt your Word, by w hich you m ake the l ip s  o f in fan ts  vocal 

w ith  p ra is e . A ugustine here  reco g n izes  an opposition  of human

s i le n c e ,  through w hich the  Word can  be  h e a rd , and pagan rh e to ric , 

'-which obscures the  W ord, th u s  e s ta b lish in g  the th eo lo g ica l m etaphor 

o f the p reach e r 's  " s ile n c e , " w hich H erbert would tra n s la te  in to  a 

poetic  m etaphor. E arlier in  the  C o n fe ss io n s , A ugustine had been  a s to n ­

ish e d  by A m brose's read ing  in s i le n c e ,  an uncommon p rac tice  in the  

M iddle A ges. In "S t. A ugustine 's  Rhetoric of S ilence" Joseph M azzeo 

d escrib e s  the im portance of A u g u stin e 's  conclusion : "S t. A ugustine



had fin a lly  lea rned  th e  m eaning of s ile n c e  and th a t S t. A m brose's 

'good re a so n ' for s ile n c e  w as nothing e ls e  than  l is te n in g  to  the  

in s tru c tio n s  of the inner t e a c h e r . . . .  For S t. A ugustine a ll  d ia le c ­

t i c ,  true  rh e to r ic , and thought i ts e l f  w ere but a ttem p ts to  rea sc en d  

to  th a t  s ile n c e  from w hich  th e  w orld fe ll in  th e  perpetu ral clam or 

of l ife  a s  fa lle n  men know i t . " ^  S ilen c e , th e n , is  th e  proper 

end of a ll  w o rd s , and in  th e ir  s ilence , God w ill be  h eard .

L istening to  the  in s tru c tio n  of h is inner teach e r i s  incom patib le  

for A ugustine w ith  the  p ra c tic e  o f  rh e to ric  or the  continued  d is se m i­

n a tio n  of i ts  r u le s .  "B eautiful" sp eech  has no th ing  to  do w ith 

tru th; in a P la ton ic  se n se  it i s  no t n e c e ssa r ily  "beau tifu l"  a t  a ll:

But in  your w onderful se c re t w ay , my God 
you had a lread y  tau g h t me th a t a  s ta te ­
ment is  n o t n e c e s s a r ily  tru e  b ecau se  i t  is  ' 
w rapped in  fine  language ^ th e  ph rase  
r e c a lls  H e rb e rt/  or fa ls e  b e c a u se  i t  is  
aw kw ardly e x p re sse d . I b e lie v e  th a t it  
w as you who taugh t me t h i s ,  b e c a u se  i t  
is  th e  t ru th , and th e re  is  no o ther 
te a ch e r  of the  ti'uth b e s id e s  y o u rse lf , 
no m atter how or w here  i t  com es to  lig h t.
You had a lready  taugh t me th is  le s so n  
and th e  converse  tru th , th a t  an a sse r tio n  
is  n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  true b e c a u se  i t  is  
bad ly  ex p re ssed  or fa ls e  b e c a u se  i t  is
f in e ly  s p o k e n .53

The rhetoric of s i le n c e  i s  an  e s se n tia l  consequence  of A ugustine 's  

recogn ition  tha t God is  the  only te a c h e r  of tru th . H is freedom 

from rheto ric  (in th e  C onfessions the  word im plies fa ls ity ; in On

C h ris tian  D oc trine , how ever, th e re  is a true rh e to ric  in th e  se rv ice



of God) i s  now com plete: "The day  cam e w hen my re le a s e  from th e

p ro fess io n  of rhe to ric  w as  to  becom e a r e a l i ty , ju s t  a s ,  in my m ind,

I w as free  from it a lre ad y . The deed w as d o n e , and you re scu ed  my

54
to n g u e , a s  you had a lread y  re scu e d  my h e a r t ."

It should  be  ob se rv ed  th a t th e re  is  a  s e n se  in  w hich th e  em anci­

pated A ugustine i s ,  or cou ld  b e , a s  much a product of S t. P a u l 's  

te a c h in g s  a s  of h is  own in n e r  v is io n . P a u l 's  e p is tle s  are filled  

w ith ju s t  the  kind o f s tr ic tu re s  a g a in s t fa ls e  or prideful rhe to ric  th a t 

A ugustine  s tru g g les  to  o b ey . In the  f irs t e p is tle  to  the  C o rin th ia n s , 

for exam ple , Paul w r i te s ,  "For C h ris t sen t me not to  b a p tiz e , but to

p reach  th e  G ospel; not w ith  w isdom e of w o rd s , l e s t  the C ro sse  of

55C h ris t should  be made of none e ffec t"  (1 . 17); the  Word is  to  be  

tran sm itted  but not transfo rm ed . In II C orin th ians Paul e la b o ra te s  h is 

position : "Doe ye  looke on th in g s after th e  outw ard ap p ea ran ce?  if

any man tru s t  to  h im self th a t  he is  C h r is ts ,  l e t  him of h im selfe  th in k e  

th is  a g a in e , th a t a s  he is  C h r is ts ,  even  so  a re  w e C h r i s t s . . .  .F o r h is 

le t te r s  / i . e .  , the  w ords o f C h r is t ,  w hich men may p a ss  on7/ say  th e y , 

a re  w aigh ty  and pow erfu ll, bu t h is  Z L e . ,  m a n 's , not C h r is t '^ 7  bodily  

p re sen c e  is  w e a k e , and h is sp each  con tem ptib le" (1 0 .7 ,1 0 ); and "But 

though I be  rude in  s p e a c h , y e t not in  know ledge; but we have b een  

th roughly  made m an ifest among you in  a ll  th in g s"  (1 1 .6 ) . M ost 

s tu d en ts  of Paul would th ink  h is  p ro fessed  rud.«noe*> of speech  an over-
r c

modest judgm ent, bu t of h is  co n v ic tio n s on th e  w ickedness o f  the fa ls e



u se  of rhe to ric  there  can  be no doubt: "For such  a re  fa ls e  A p o s tle s ,

of C h ris t. And no m arv e ile , for Sathan  h im self is  transform ed in to  

an Angel of ligh t"  (1 1 .1 3 -1 4 ) . M an is  to  m an ifes t the inner m essage  

th a t  C h ris t has r e v e a le d / bu t to  th is  m essag e  he m ust add nothing 

of h im self.

B ib lical e x eg es is  and C h ris tia n  rheto ric  are  th e  su b je c ts  of 

A ugustine 's  On C h ris tian  D o c trin e . An ea rly  De Arte R heto rica , once 

a sc rib ed  to A ugustine / i s  now g en era lly  co n sid ered  sp u rio u s , and i t  

m ay w ell be s ig n ifican t th a t th e  o n e-tim e  pagan  rh e to ric ian  le f t  u s 

no th ing  in  w hich words are  co n sid ered  apart from m atte r. Although the 

f ir s t  th ree  books of On C h ris tian  D o c trin e , in  th e  w ords of S is te r 

T herese S u llivan , an a s tu te  com m entator on the w ork , "deal w ith the  

understand ing  o f the  p roper m eaning of the S c rip tu re s , and make up . 

h is to ric a lly  th e  f i r s t  general t r e a t is e  o f e x e g e s is ,"  and only the fourth 

ex p la in s "how the  S crip tures should  be u n f o l d e d , t h e r e  is  through­

out much th a t is  pertinen t to  H erb e rt's  p o e tic  theory  and im ag ination . 

H erb ert's  id e a , e x p re ssed  in  the so n n e ts  from W alto n 's  L ives and 

e lsew h e re , that the v a lid ity  o r tru th  of any word d e riv es  from i ts  co n ­

te x t r e s t s ,  u ltim a te ly , on A ugustine 's  d is tin c tio n  b e tw ee n  s ig n s  and 

th in g s .  "All doc trine  co n ce rn s  e ith e r  th ings or s i g n s , "  w rite s  Augus­

t in e ,  "but th in g s  are le a rn ed  by s i g n s . . . .  For no one u se s  w ords ex ­

c e p t for the purpose  of sign ify ing  som eth ing . From th is  may be under-
C O

stood vfaat we c a ll 's ig n s '; ' th e y  a re  th in g s  used  to  s ign ify  som eth ing .



But words a re  no t th em se lv es  w hat is  sign ified ; th e y  only  correspond 

to  i t ,  more or le s s  a c c u ra te ly . The lin g u is tic  im portance of 

A ugustine 's  d is t in c tio n /  a s  M azzeo  sh o w s , l ie s  in  the  fa c t th a t 

"The nature  and u s e s  of s ig n s  becom e s tr ic tly  re la te d  to  the  r e a lit ie s  

to  be  sought (d iscovery) and  to  th e ir  form ulation (s ta te m e n t) , so that 

the  u se  of th e  a rts  o f lan g u ag e  is  u tte rly  dependen t on th e  stru c tu re  

of r e a l i ty ,  a  re la tio n sh ip  w ith w hich no c la s s ic a l  rh e to ric ian  other 

th a n  P lato ^ p a rtic u la rly  in  th e  Phaedrus7  had been c o n c e r n e d .  " 5 9

The w hole ph ilo so p h ica l b a s is  o f H e rb e rt 's  "sacred  p a ro d ies"  

springs from ju s t  th is  dichotom y b e tw een  re a lity  and i ts  e x p re ss io n .

A word may be  m isu se d , bu t it canno t be he ld  re sp o n sib le  for such 

m isuse ; th e  sam e word may b e  sw itched  to  ano ther co n tex t ( e . g . ,  

"red" and "w hite" from a m is tre ss ' com plexion to  C h r is t 's  blood and 

purity) and  a ll is  s e t  r ig h t.  And so  w ith  o th er rheto rica l ru les  than  

th o se  governing d ic tio n .

In th e  second  book of On C h ris tia n  D octrine A ugustine w r i te s ,  

"There a r e ,  m oreover, c e r ta in  p rec ep ts  for a more copious d isco u rse  

w hich make up w hat are ca lled  the  ru le s  of e lo q u e n ce , and th e s e  a re  

v e ry  tru e , even though th ey  may be  u se d  to make fa lseh o o d s per­

su a s iv e . S ince they  can  be u sed  in connection  w ith  true p rin c ip le s , 

a s  w ell a s  w ith f a l s e ,  th ey  a re  n o t th em se lv es  c u lp a b le , but the
c n

perversity  of i l l  u sin g  them  i s  c u lp a b le .” An obvious coro llary  

of th e  observa tion  th a t w ords may be u sed  w ell or i ll  is  the  p rin c ip le



th a t th e  tru th  of any  u tte ran ce  w ill b e  re la tiv e  to  th e  degree  of tru th  

rep re sen ted  by  th e  su b je c t of the  u tte ran ce ; th u s , in th e  argum ent of 

th e  "Jordan" p o em s, the  w ords o f se c u la r  poetry  are  allow ed a kind 

o f tru th , bu t th o se  of d iv in e  poetry  a re  truer s t i l l .

A ugustine , lik e  H e rb e rt, ponders the  nature of th e  a c t of p ra is ing  

God: w hat does th e  speaker do? w h a t can he con tribu te  to  the

rev e la tio n  of G od 's  g lo ry?  All p ra ise  of God i s  firm ly roo ted  in th e  

paradox th a t God is in e ffa b le , w h e rea s  w e know ex p erien tia lly  th a t 

p ra ise  of Him can  be v o iced —but He is  not the  l e s s  in effab le  for 

th a t .  "This co n trad ic tio n  i s  to b e  p a sse d  over in  s i le n c e " — a t e l ­

ling em phasis a t  th is  p o in t— "rather than  re so lv ed  v e rb a lly . For 

G od , although nothing w orthy may b e  spoken o f H im , has accep ted  

th e  tribu te  o f th e  human v o ice  and w ished  u s  to  take joy in  p raising  

Him w ith our w o rd s . In th is  way he is  c a lle d  D e u s . Although He is  

not recogn ized  in the  n o ise  of th e s e  two s y l la b le s ,  a ll th o s e  who know

the Latin la n g u a g e , w hen th is  sound re a c h e s  th e ir  e a r s ,  a re  moved to

61th in k  of a  c e r ta in  m ost e x c e lle n t immortal n a tu re ."  The sign  "D e u s" 

i s  no t God (any more th an  "God" is  G od), b u t ,  a s  a s ig n , i t  i s  p roper 

to  God in  th a t i t  p re c ip ita te s  though ts about Him . This n o tion  of the 

propriety  of re lig io u s  lan g u ag e  is  im portan t, for not only do es i t  p ro­

v ide a check to  b lasp h em y , i t  h in ts  a t a so lu tion  to  A ugustine 's  and 

H erb e rt's  paradox  of speaking  of God in s i le n c e . The r ig h t w ords to  

u s e  in  p ra is ing  th e  d iv in e  a re  n e ith e r p lain  nor o rn a te , e x ce p t



a c c id e n ta lly , but a re  th o se  from w hich th e  o b se rv er may in fe r an  e s ­

se n tia l and m eaningful co rrespondence .

Augustine say s  a s  much w hen he reco g n ize s  th a t human speech

o p era tes  on t  he sam e p rin c ip le  a s  the  in ca rn a tio n  of the  Ward made

f le sh  among men:

In order ^Jie w rite^7  th a t w hat we a re  th ink ing  
may reach  the  mind of the  l is te n e r  through 
th e  f le sh ly  e a r s ,  th a t w hich w e have in  mind 
is  ex p re ssed  in  w ords and  is  c a lle d  sp e e c h .
But our thought is  n o t transform ed into sounds; 
i t  rem ains en tire  in i t s e l f  and assu m es the 
form of w ords by  m eans of w hich it  may reach  
th e  e a rs  w ithou t suffering  any de te rio ra tion  in  
i t s e l f .  In th e  sam e w ay the W ard of God w as 
made fle sh  w ithou t change th a t He m ight dw ell 
among us.® ^

It would be im p lic itly  f a l s e ,  th e n — another kind of d e te rio ra tio n — for 

speech  to  go beyond th e  thought tha t i t  i s  tra n sm ittin g .

The analogy  of th e  Word of God m ade f le s h  fo r hum an words

abou t God shou ld  rem ind u s  of a  num ber of poem s early  in The

Temple in  w hich th e  new d isp e n sa tio n  of C h ris t i s  seen  a s  giving

au thority  to  th e  p o e t 's  w a rd s . "The Altar" i s  an a lta r  of w o rd s ,

re fle c tin g  th e  W ord, th a t  h a s  superseded  a lta rs  o f s to n e . In

"Sepulchre" H erbert w r i te s ,

And a s  of old th e  Law by h e av 'n ly  a rt 
W as w rit in  stone ; so  th o u , w hich a Iso  a rt 
The le tte r  of th e  w ord , f in d 's t  no fit heart

To hold th e e .
(17-20)

and he concludes "N a tu re ,"



O smooth my rugged heart; and there  
Engrave thy  rev 'ren d  Law and gear;
Or make a  new one , s in c e  the old

Is s a p le s s e  grow n.
And a much f i tte r  stone 

To hide my d u s t ,  th en  th ee  to  h o ld .
(13-18)

The a c t  of w riting d iv in e  poetry  is  i ts e l f  a  dem onstration  of the New 

Law , signa lled  by th e  in ca rn a tio n  of the  W ord.

In p ra c tic e , how ever, th e  speaker or poet has s t i l l  to  se le c t th e  

rheto rica l m ethod—dic tion  and the  r e s t— th a t h e  is  going to  em ploy. 

Truth is  a b so lu te ly  fu n dam en ta l, bu t i t  c an  adm it e loquence  of ex ­

p ression ; th a t man should  sp e a k , w rite s  A ugustine, "who can  d ispu io  

or speak  w ise ly , even  though he canno t do so  e lo q u en tly , so tha t 

he may be of b en e fit to  h is h e a re rs , even  though he b e n e fits  them 

le s s  than  he would if h e  could  a ls o  sp eak  e lo q u en tly . But he who 

is  foo lish  and abounds in e loquence  i s  th e  more to  be  avoided the 

more he d e lig h ts  his aud ito r w ith  th o se  th in g s  to  w hich it  is  u s e le s s  

to  lis te n  so that he th in k s th a t b e c a u se  he h ears  a thing sa id
C O

eloquen tly  i t  is  t r u e ."  But th is  e lo q u e n c e , we see  from th e  doc trine  

of s igns and th in g s , is  no t mere ornam ent but i s  i ts e lf  a  function of 

tru th , perhaps a mere a cu te  ap p rehension  of co rrespondences than  

belongs to  the  l e s s  e loquen t sp e a k e r . In D octrine and Poetry: 

A ugustine’s Influence on Old E nglish  Poetry, Bernard Hupp£ w rites  

th a t "the  eloquence of Scripture i s  p re-em in en tly  due to th e  profundity 

of i t s  revea led  tru th , i ts  ligh t; the sw ee tn e ss  of i ts  rh e to rica l p a tte rn



d e r iv e s  from reve la tion ; rhe to ric  is  n o t som ething s e p a ra te , to  be 

learned  w ithout re fe rence  to  divine tru th ."® ^ Truth, th e n , may be 

u tte red  e ith e r p la in ly  or e loquently ; b u t if  i t  is  u tte red  e lo q u en tly , 

th a t eloquence m ust be understood a s  a formal perfec tion  th a t a r is e s  

w holly from th e  tru th  i t  su rrounds, not a s  a  s ty l is t ic  superim position . 

W hen form  and co n ten t so c o in c id e , th e  form can  be no o ther than  

it i s .

W hat the  speaker o r w rite r  should w ish  to  do is  p re sen t the 

tru th  rev ea led  to him to  h is  a u d ie n c e , as nearly  a s  p o ss ib le  in the 

sam e form th a t  he has g rasped  it  h im se lf. "In b o o k s . . .a n d  in con­

v e rs a tio n s ,"  w rites  A ugustine , "the duty should not be n eg lec ted  

of bringing th e  tru th  w hich  we have p e rce iv ed , no m atter how d ifficu lt 

it may be to  com prehend or how much labor may be invo lved , to  th e  

understand ing  of o th e rs , provided th a t th e  l is te n e r  or d isp u tan t w ish es  

to  lea rn  and has the  c ap a c ity  to  do so no m atter how the  m ateria l is 

p re sen te d . The speaker should no t co nsider th e  eloquence of h is  

teach ing  but the  c la r ity  of i t .  C la rity , a g a in , seem s a function  

of th is  sam e kind of su b jec tiv e  no n -in te rfe ren ce  th a t A ugustine has 

been  concerned w ith b e fo re .

For A ugustine , a s  for su ch  R enaissance  A ris to te lian s  a s  C in th io , 

M intum o, and S c a lig e r ,66 the u ltim ate  purpose of w ards w as teach in g  

by d e lig h t, but d e lig h t, for A ugustine , would a lw ays follow  the  

apprehension  of w hat w as tru e . "The m atter i ts e l f  i s  p leasing  when



6 0 .

67i t  is  t ru e ,"  he w r ite s . "In h is  speech  i ts e l f  </the te a ch e j^  should 

prefer to p le a se  more w ith th e  th ings sa id  th an  w ith the  w ords used  

to  speak  them; nor should he th ink  th a t anyth ing  may be  sa id  b e tte r  

th an  tha t w hich i s  sa id  tru th fu lly ; nor should  th e  te a c h e r serve  the
C O

w o rd s , but the  w crds th e  te a c h e r ."  He g o es  on to  quote S t. P au l's  

w o rd s , 1 C orin th ians 1 .1 7 ,  c ite d  a b o v e . The end of d isc o u rse  is  

tru th , and s in c e  tru th  i s  independen t of d is c o u rs e , d isc o u rse  ought 

not g ive  the  ap pearance  of determ ining w hat i t  only co n v ey s.

The same dictum  em erges v irtu a lly  unam ended from H erb ert's  

"Jordan" poem s and a l s o ,  a s  we sh a ll s e e ,  from a la rg e  num ber of 

other ly ric s  in  The Tem ple. Form , or e lo q u en ce , is  an organic a lly  

of the truth; i t  is  not to  b e  su p p ressed  in  the  in te re s t  of a p re ­

sum ptively  "p la in" s ty le ,  bu t n e ith er i s  i t  an  elem ent th a t th e  poet 

sim ply d e c id e s  to  add to  m ake th e  tru th  more than  i t s e l f .  In h is  

study of m etaphysica l poetry  Robert E llrodt re a c h e s  a n  un tenab le  but 

n e v e rth e le ss  in s tru c tiv e  co n clu sio n  apropos of H erb ert's  poetic  

th eo ry . He w rite s :

Lorsque le  cho ix  s 'im p o se  entre  la  jo u is sa n c e  
poetique e t  la  puret£  du sen tim en t re lig ie u x , 
c 'e s t  evidem m ent la  prem iere q u 'i l f a u t  s a c r i-  
f ie r . M ais i l  n 'e s t  pas so u h a itab le  que ce  
d ivorce  s 'a c c o m p lis se  ("Beauty and b eau teo u s 
w ords should  go to g e th e r") e t s i  l 'a r t  n 'a jo u te  
rien  \  la  v e rite  m&me q u 'i l  exprim e, du moins 
e s t - i l  su sc e p tib le  d 'e n  "em bellir" 1'e x p r e s s io n .^

^V hen th e  cho ice  l ie s  b e tw een  poetic  de ligh t 
and  pur'ity  of re lig io u s  fe e lin g , i t  i s  c le a r



th a t the  f i r s t  m ust be  s a c r if ic e d . But
it  is  n o t d e s ira b le  th a t  a  sep ara tio n  be
made ("B eauty and b eau teo u s  w ords should
go to g e th e r" ) , and if a rt  adds noth ing
e ls e  to  th e  tru th  th a t  it c o n v e y s , a t
le a s t  i t  is  ab le  to em bellish  i t s  e x p re s s io n ^

The l in e s  im m ediately  p reced ing  the  one Ellrodt q u o tes  from 'The 

Forerunners" make i t  c le a r  th a t  H erbert does not in tend  so  a r t if i­

c ia l  a  d is tin c tio n  betw een d iv ine  tru th  and a r t is t ic  em bellishm ent:

True b e au tie  dw ells  on high: ours is  a flam e
But borrow 'd  th en ce  to  lig h t u s  th ith e r.

Beauty and b eau teo u s  w ords should go to g e th e r .
(28-30)

The "beau teous w ards"  th a t the  poet u s e s  are  not h is  own bu t are  

"borrow 'd" or re f le c ted  from the  b eau ty  of God th a t he is  describ ing ; 

they  a re  true s ig n s  of th in g s , not a rb itrary  o n e s , and  th e  poet w orks 

tow ard h is  own l i te ra l  im m ortality  b y  u s in g  them . F in a lly , the  rea so n  

i t  is  u n n ecessa ry  to  choose  " e n t r e  la  jo u is sa n c e  poetique e t la  

purete ' du sen tim ent re lig ieu x "  is  th a t they  are  in  la rg e  m easure in ­

sep arab le : the  unadorned pu rity  of re lig io u s  fee ling  is  i t s e l f  a  source 

of the tru e s t  p o e tic  d e lig h t.

iv .

Before proceeding to  an exam ination  of the  su b tle tie s  involved in

a p o e tic  im ita tion  of the  d iv in e , i t  w ill be helpful to  (consider another

cen tra l rea so n  H erbert h as for no t w ish ing  u s  to  con fuse  G od 's



rad ian ce  w ith th e  p o e t 's  d e v ic e s . Q uite s im p ly , there  is  a long

trad itio n  in  w hich " a r t ,"  " a r t i f ic e ,"  and  th e  lik e  are bad w ords—

in w hich a rt of any  kind is  n o t m erely u n n e ce ssa ry  and unnatural

b u t is  c lo se ly  a llie d  w ith  sin; i n '< th is  teriithm, art do es no t d eco ra te

so  much a s  i t  l i e s .  This view  recu rs  frequen tly  in  The Tem ple.

C . S . L ew is 's  q u a lita tiv e  d is tin c tio n  betw een  the Bower of

B liss  and th e  Garden of Adonis in The Faerie  Q u een e , both so

w ondrous a t f irs t  s ig h t, h as  becom e a com m onplace of Spenser 

70c ritic ism . For a ll th e  apparen t s im ila r itie s  of the  two p la c e s ,

th e  Bower o f B lis s , w ith i t s  "pain ted  flow res" and sp read  over a ll

"of p u res t g o l d . . .  A tray le  of yvie in  h is  na tive  hew: For the

r ich  m etall w as so  co lou red , That w ig h t, who did no t w ell a v is 'd

71i t  v ew , W ould su re ly  deem e i t  to  bee  yv ie  tre w ,"  is  a  pasto ra l 

frau d , a grotto  w hose  decorattoe sp lendors are  a s  u n n a tu ra l, o ffe n s iv e , 

and cheap  a s  the v o y eu ris tic  and n a rc is s is t ic  a c ts  of "love" p rac ­

t ic e d  th e re , and th a t  is  why Guyon m ust d estro y  i t  and th e  deluded  

re a d e r 's  tran s ito ry  enchantm ent along w ith i t .  „

The sam e dam aging view  of a rt inform s much of P arad ise  L o st, 

p a rticu la rly  the  n in th  book . Of the  many illu s tra tio n s  we are given 

of w ays in w hich E ve 's  com prehension of the na tu re  and purpose of 

Eden fa l ls  sho rt o f A dam 's, n o n e , u ltim a te ly , is  more fa ta l than  h e r 

in s is te n c e  th a t th e  cu ltiv a tio n  of th e ir  garden dem ands th a t she  and 

Adam work a p a r t . Since th e ir  being  ap a rt a llow s her tra n s g re s s io n .



the  im p lica tion  is  c le a rly  th a t any  a ttem pt to  im pose "art" on w hat 

God h as  c re a te d  form s a cond ition  for s in ,  if i t  be not sin  i ts e l f .  

Furtherem ore, w hen Satan— "the a rtif ic e r of f rau d ,"  M ilton c a lls  

him—does tem pt E ve, he d o e s  so  w ith a ll th e  art of pagan s o p h is t ic ,

an a rt po in ted ly  p layed  off a g a in s t the  tru th  of G od. M ilto n 's  Eve

provides a  c a s e  stu d y  for w hat A ugustine found trea ch e ro u s  about the  

p u rsu it of rhe to ric  a s  an end in  i t  s e lf .

Again and a g a in , H erbert re i te ra te s  th e  point th a t a rt is  a tool of

s in , and man m ust strugg le  no t to  be m isled by i t .  (H erbert su re ly

knew St. P a u l 's  w ords on S a tan 's  transform ation  in to  "an angel of

l ig h t ." )  The sacram ent of communion is  an arming of the  C hristian

a g a in s t s in 's  p e rv asiv e  a rt:

But by  the  w ay of nourishm ent and streng th  
Thou c re e p 's t  in to  my b reast;
M aking thy  way my r e s t ,

And thy sm all q u a n titie s  my length;
W hich sp read  th e ir  fo rces in to  every  p a r t ,

M eeting  s in n e s  force and a r t .
("The H . Com m union," 7-12)

For H erbert, m an 's  na tu ra l cond ition  is a p a rtic ip a tio n  in  d iv ine 

g race  and love; to  lure him from th is  cond ition , th e re fo re , s in  m ust

tem pt w ith  a r tif ic e  and dup lic ity :

Sinne i s  s t ill  hammering my heart
Unto a h a rd n e sse , void o f love:
Let suppling g ra c e , to  c ro s se  h is  a r t ,

Drop from above.
(" G ra c e ,"  17-20)



Another poem s u g g e s ts , m etap h o rica lly , th a t  s in ,  the a r t is a n , c h a n g e s—

m akes le s s  ap p ea lin g —th e  p h y s ic a l appearance  of th e  church its e lf :

H ither som etim es Sinne s te a ls ,  and s ta in s  
The m arbles n e a t and curious v e i n s . . .

("The C h u rch -flo o re ,"  13-4)

(It is  in te re s tin g  to  observe  th a t H erbert is  ab le  to  give th e  word

"s ta in s "  both pu re ly  d esc rip tiv e  and pejo ra tive  conno ta tions in  a s in g le

contex t; com pare P ope 's  fam ous s y l le p s is ,  "Qr s ta in  her honour, or

her new b ro c a d e ." )

Sin and Satan trium ph , if a t  a l l ,  b e c a u se  th ey  have m isrep resen ted

the natu re  of tru th  'to  m an , a s  Satan  m isrep resen ted  it  to  Eve:

But now thou d o st thy se lf  immure and c lo se  
In som e one com er of a feeb le  heart:
W here y e t bo th  Sinne and S a tan , thy  old fo e s ,
Do p inch  and s tra ite n  th e e , and u se  much art

To gain th y  th ird s and  l i t t le  p a rt.
("D e ca y ,"  11-15)

By using  a ll i t s  a r t ,  s in  may cap tu re  th e  only part o f th e  m ortal th a t 

s t i l l  re ta in s  some spark  of d iv in ity .

H e rb e rt's  term inology fo r d isparag ing  a rt a s  a w eapon of sin  is  

e a s i ly  adap tab le  to  a  c ritic ism  of human rh e to ric . According to  

"C o n s ta n c ie ,"  a  C h arac te r in v e rse  but o therw ise ty p ic a l of th e  

O veiburyian tra d itio n , the h o n est man i s  a s  much concerned w ith 

fo rth righ tness  of d isc o u rse  a s  w ith  the o ther c h a ra c te r is tic s  of th e  

v ia  m edia; he is  a man

Whom none can work or wooe 
To u s e  in  any th ing  a tr ick  o r sle igh t;



For above a ll  th in g s  he  abhorres d ece it:
H is w ords and works and fash io n  too 

All o f a  p ie c e , and a ll  a re  c le a re  and s tra ig h t.
(16- 20)

All words th a t are no t "c le a re  and s tra ig h t"  are  ta in ted  w ith  d e ce it; 

trad itio n a l rheto ric  is  e s s e n tia lly  d ish o n e s t.

W hen H erbert u se s  th e  word " a r t ,"  he  does no t a lw ays in v e s t it 

w ith  conno ta tions of s in fu ln ess  and hypocrisy  a s  in  th e  p assag e  above; 

som etim es "art"  s ig n if ie s  a cond ition  eq u atab le  w ith th e  tru e s t p ra ise  

that can  be  poured ou t to  G od. S ign ifican tly , how ever, th is  favo rab le  

u se  of the word sh o w s, not th a t  H erbert w as c a re le s s  or in c o n s is te n t 

abou t h is d ic tio n , bu t th a t he d is tin g u ish ed  betw een a rt that w as true  

and g o o d , w hich  w as a g if t o f God to  whom it could be  retu rned  a s  

p r a i s e ,  and art th a t w as fa ls e  and  w ick ed , w h ic h  sinfu l man would 

u se  only to  c laim  h is  own p rio rity . T hus, the  word "art" re in fo rces 

a l l  th a t w e have  su g g ested  above about H erb ert's  conception  of the 

proper method far p resen tin g  and p ra is in g  G od, by le tt in g  Him rev ea l 

H im self through H is c re a tu re .

"P ra ise"  (II) is  a  poem about i ts e lf ;  H erbert p ra ise s  God w hile

d isc u ss in g  h is  ab ility  to  do  s o . The beginning is  in s tru c tiv e :

King of G lo rie , King of P e a c e ,
I w ill love th ee :

And th a t love  m ay n ever c e a s e ,
I w ill move th e e .

Thou h a s t g ran ted  my re q u e s t,
Thou h a s t  heard  me:

Thou d id s t no te  my w orking b re a s t ,
Thou h a s t sp a r 'd  m e.



W herefore w ith my utm ost a rt 
I w ill sing th e e ,

And th e  cream  o f  a ll my heart 
I w ill bring th e e .

( 1- 12)

In s tan za  1 H erbert acknow ledges im p lic itly  th a t h is  love for God is  

n o t in n a te  bu t i s  a s ig n  of g ra c e , a g ift from G od, w hich God can 

presum ably  w ithdraw  a t  w ill.  So th a t God w ill not w ithdraw  i t ,  he 

m ust convert i t  to  H is p ra is e . The second  s ta n za  show s th a t God 

h as  accep ted  H e rb e rt 's  p ra is e ,  and th a t His accep tan ce  is  y e t ano ther 

sign  of lo v e , w hich is  th e n  re v e rs ib le  to  th e  p o e t 's  love of H im , pro­

ducing more p ra ise  and so on . C o n seq u en tly , "my utm ost a rt"  in 

s tan za  3 , a t  once the  su b je c t and m ethod of the  w hole poem , is  a 

m an ifes ta tio n  of the p o e t 's  love for G od, w hich i s  i t s e l f  a m an ifesta tion  

of G od’s ldve for h im . God i s  the  one true a r t i s t ,  and so  long a s  a 

m o rta l's  a rt re f le c ts  G o d 's ,  and  does not pretend  se lf ish  su b je c tiv ity , 

i t  i s  a ll  for th e  good .

Presum ably H erbert would n o t u se  the  word "utm ost" to  d e sc rib e  

anything except a property  of G od. D efining "utm ost" a s  "of the  

g re a te s t cr h ig h est d e g re e ,"  th e  O .E .D . c ite s  S a tan 's  f irs t speech  in  

P arad ise  L o s t, w here  he te l l s  the  o th e r fa llen  an g els  how he G od 's 

"utm ost pow er w ith a d v e rse  pow er oppos 'd  In dubious Battel on the  

P lains of H eaven" (I , 103 -4 ). Like pow er, a rt of th e  h ig h es t deg ree  

is G od 's a lo n e .



"A true Hymne" dem onstrates yet more clearly the dependence

of true a rt on the  g race  and favor o f G od .

My jo y , my l i f e ,  my crown!
My heart w as meaning a l l  the d ay ,

Somewhat i t  fain  w ould say:
And s t i l l  i t  runneth  m utt'ring up and down 
W ith onely  th i s ,  My joy , mv l if e ,  mv crow n.

Yet s lig h t no t th e se  few words:
If tru ly  s a id , they  may take  part 

Among th e  b e s t in a r t .
The f in e n e sse  w hich a hymne or psalm e a ffo rd s ,
I s ,  when th e  soul unto the  lin e s  acco rd s .

He who c rav es a ll th e  m inde,
£nd a ll  the so u l, and s tre n g th , and tim e ,

If th e  w ords onely  rym e.
Ju s tly  co m p la in s , that som ew hat is  behinde 
To make h is v e rs e , or w rite  a hymne in k in d e .

W hereas if th 1 heart be m oved.
Although th e  v e rse  be som ewhat sc a n t,

God doth su p p lie  the w an t.
As when th* h eart sa y es  (sighing to  be approved)
O , cou ld  I lo v e ! and stops: God w rite th , Loved.

As sim ply a s  i t  i s  s ta te d ,  H e rb e rt 's  point here is  u tte rly  inva luab le  

for an understand ing  of his id e a s  on the  re la tio n  of the  d iv ine p oe t to  

G od. If th e  p o e t 's  love  for God be g e n u in e , th e  poetry  p ra is in g  th is  

lo v e  w ill ta k e  ca re  of i t s e l f .  Art c o n s is ts  in tru th  and in  s in c e r i ty , 

n o t in tec h n iq u e  or rh e to rica l f lo u rish e s . The w ould-be poet in  s ta n z a  3 , 

who is  concerned  only w ith te c h n iq u e , w ill a lw ays find som ething la c k ­

ing in h is v e rse ; he w ill  not produce words th a t "may ta k e  part Among 

th e  b e s t  in a r t . "  But the  poe t who d irec ts  th e  a tten tio n  of h is h ea rt 

to  God can  tru s t  God to tak e  ca re  of th e  techn ique; a s  in  "Jordan" (II),



the  poet is  w ell a d v ised  to e sch ew  no tions of personal ornam entation 

if  he  w ish es to p roduce true  rather th an  f a l s e  a r t .  If th e  poet w ish e s  

on ly  to  lo v e  G od/ he w il l ,  and h e  w ill be  loved  in re tu rn —a g ift th a t 

w ill g ive  h is  v e rse  the  n e c e ssa ry  rhym e.

v .

The purpose  of th is  chap ter has been to  show w ith  a s  much c la rity  

and refinem ent a s  p o ss ib le  w hat H erb ert's  id e a s  abou t poetry  w ere— 

w hat poe try  i s ,  w hat i t  d o e s , why one kind is  truer th an  ano ther; It 

has not been  my in ten tio n  to  provide an  anno ta tion  for each  and every 

u sag e  by H erbert in The Temple of a word drawn from or re la ta b le  to  

th e  term inology of poe tic  th eo ry . As varied  a s  they  a re  to  a d e g re e , 

h is  id ea s  abou t poetry  are l im itle s s  in ne ither number nor com p lex ity , 

and  so  not every reference  of h is to  poetry  or w riting ad d s som ething 

new to  th e  com posite  th eo ry . N ev erth e less  , the early  so n n e ts  from 

W alto n 's  L ives and th e  two "Jordan" poems are by no m eans su ffic ie n t 

a s  an  ex p re ss io n  of h is  to ta l c red o , though w h a t they  say  is  a lw ays 

com patib le  w ith  w ha t we find e lse w h e re , and so a number of further 

p o in ts  may be  m ade.

In th e  f i r s t  p lace  H erbert fee ls  th a t the g ift of p o e try , lik e  the  

g if t  of lan g u ag e  in  g e n e ra l, com es from G od , and th a t i ts  b esto w al on 

man o b lig e s  him to  u se  i t  in  the se rv ice  of G od. This rec ip ro c ity  is  a 

kind of m etaphor for the redeem ing bond of g ra c e , in w hich  se n tie n ce



moves con tinuously  in both d irec tio n s betw een God and m an. G od 's 

g ifts  to  man are  s ig n s of H is favor; no t to  u se  th e s e  g ifts  in H is 

se rv ic e  am ounts a lm ost to  sa c r ile g e . The beg inn ing  of "The Temper"

(I) shows th a t the  p o e t 's  p ra ise  of God is  com m ensurate w ith  h is  

se n se  of G od 's p resen ce :

How should I p ra ise  th e e ,  Lord! how should  my rym es 
G lad ly  engrave thy  love  in  s te e l .
If w hat my soul doth fee l so m etim es ,

My soul might ev er fee l!
(1-4)

H is p ra is e ,  hence h is  p o e try , is  cond itioned  by  his cap ac ity  for 

apprehending God; when s in  tem pts him aw ay from G od, th e  pow er 

of p o e try , s in ce  i t  i s  alw ays G o d 's , d e se r ts  him . We find a com­

parab le  sta tem ent a t the  beginning of "P ra ise"  (I):

To w rite  a  verse  or two is a l l  the  p ra is e ,
That I can ra ise :

Mend my e s ta te  in any w a y e s ,
Thou sh a lt have m ore.

(1-4)

If h is  e s ta te  can  be m ended, if he c an  becom e w ith G od 's help  a 

more s in c e re  se rvan t of G od, h is  a b ility  to  p ra ise  Him w ill in c re a s e .

"D enia ll"  show s God ac tu a lly  g iv ing  H erbert the power to  p ra ise  

Him . The many com plex ities of th is  poem w ill be exam ined in  some 

d e ta il  a t the end of the next c h a p te r , bu t i t  should  be m entioned 

h e re  th a t th e  f irs t five qu in ta in s of th e  poem , during w hich tim e th e  

p o e t fe e ls  h im self sep ara ted  from God are  te c h n ic a lly  incom plete  s in c e  

the  fifth  lin e  of each rhym es w itn  no o th er. Only w hen God has heard



him in the la st stanza i s  he able to w rite  that G od's favors

. . . a n d  my minde may chim e,
And mend my rym e.

(29-30)

The rhyme is  com pleted: G od 's favor is  transform ed in to  H erb ert's

to ta lly  rhyming poetry .

In "Subm ission" H erbert a sk s  God for more w orldly power and 

p o sitio n ; s in ce  he is  d ed ica ted  to  G od, he re a so n s  th a t the  la rger 

h is  p o sitio n  in  th e  w orld , the la rg e r  w ill be the e ffec ts  of h is  d e d ic a ­

t io n .  But then he re a liz e s  th a t ,  in  f a c t ,  g rea te r power might draw 

him from God— "Perhaps g rea t p la c e s  and thy  p ra ise  Do no t so  w ell 

a g re e " —and th a t h is v ision  of God is  enough , p a rticu la rly  if  God w ill 

give him the pow er to  w rite  of th is  v is io n .

W herefore unto my g ift I stand :
I w ill no more ad v ise :

Onely do thou lend  me a h an d ,
Since thou h a s t both mine e y e s .

(17-20)

The power to  w r ite , l ik e  any o th e r pow er, com es from G od.

The recogn ition  th a t poetry  com es from God e n ta ils  a re sp o n s ib ility

of u sing  it  for G od. In th e  f irs t  four s ta n z a s  of "Providence" H erbert

show s th a t  man m ust do w hat na tu re  cannot:

O Sacred P rov idence , who from end to  end 
Strongly and sw ee tly  m o v es t, sh a ll I w rite ,
And not of th e e ,  through whom my fin g ers  bend 
To hold my q u ill?  sh a ll th ey  not do th e e  rig h t?

Of a ll  the  c rea tu res  both  in se a  and land 
O nely to  Man thou h a s t made known th y  w a y e s ,
And put th e  penne a lone  in to  h is  h an d ,
And made him S ecre tarie  of thy  p ra is e .



B easts  fain  w ould sing; b ird s d it t ie  to  th e ir  no tes;
Trees would be tuning  on th e ir  n a tiv e  lu te  
To thy  renown: bu t a l l  th e ir  hands and th ro a ts
Are brought to  M an, w h ile  th ey  a re  lam e and m ute.

M an is  th e  w orlds high P rie st: h e  doth p resen t
The sa c rif ice  for a ll; w h ile  they  below  
Unto the se rv ice  m utter a n  a s s e n t ,
Such a s  springs u s e  th a t f a l l ,  and w indes th a t b low .

(1- 20)

G od 's design  is  im p lic it in a ll  the  o p e ra tio n s of n a tu re—the fa lling  of 

a sp rin g , th e  blow ing of th e  w ind; m an 's du ty  is  to  u se  the g ift of 

lan g u ag e , w hich i s  un iquely  h i s ,  to  a s s e r t  Providence in the  w ay th a t  

n a tu ra l c rea tu re s  u se  th e ir  l e s s e r  g i f ts .  That th e  poet should w rite  

re lig ious ly ric s  is  l e s s  a  m atter of h is  ind iv idual cho ice  th an  i t  i s ,  

in e v ita b ly , a  part of G od 's own p lan  to  m anifest H im self. God is not 

h idden  from the w crld .

In "O bedience" H erbert s ig n s  a " sp e c ia ll  Deed" w ith  G od, a 

formal co n trac t insuring th a t  h is  every word w ill be one of d iv ine 

p ra is e ,  th a t he w ill not try  to  thw art G od 's  n a tu ra lly  working through 

h im .

O le t  thy  sa c re d  w ill 
All thy d e lig h t in me fu lfill!

Let me not th ink  an ac tio n  m ine own w ay ,
But a s  thy  love  sh a ll sw ay ,

Resigning up th e  rudder to  th y  s k i l l .
(16- 20)

By le ttin g  God w rite through h im , H erbert a llow s th e  reader to  en te r 

in to  a  s im ila r c o n tra c t.



He th a t w ill p a s se  his la n d /
As I have m ine, may s e t  h is hand 

And h eart unto th is  D eed / w hen  he hath  read;
And m ake the  p u rch ase  spread

To both our g o o d s/ if  he  to  i t  w ill s ta n d .
(36-40)

If poetry  is  G od 's w ill ra th e r th an  the p o e t 's  a rb itrary  d is c o u rse /  i t

i s  p o ss ib le  for it to  stand  in th e  sam e re la tion  to  th e  reader a s  to

th e  poet h im se lf—the th e o re tic a l goal of a ll  p o e tic  e x p e rien c e / but 

here g iven  a th eo lo g ica l b a s i s .

The sam e ob liga tion  to  d e d ic a te  poetry  to  the  p ra ise  of God a r is e s  

in  part from the  very  aw e th a t God in s p ire s , from th e  fee lin g  th a t it 

w ould be a b su rd , given know ledge of G od 's transcend eric e , to  u se  v e rse  

for any o ther p u rp o se . "Let th e  w onder of h is  p itie  Be my d i t t ie /"  

H erbert d e c la re s  a t  the  end of "The Banquet"; how triv ia l any other 

su b jec t m ust b e  by  com parison .

This notion of th e  w o rld 's  e s se n tia l  tr iv ia lity  (it is  a lw ays a sign 

of G od, but a le s s e r  one than  sc rip tu ra l rev e la tio n ), in the  lig h t of 

m an 's  know ledge, probably u n d e rlies  m ost of H erb ert's  parod ies of 

the  language of Ovidian and Petrarchan v e rs e . These parod ies o c c a ­

s io n a lly  su g g est a  ly ric  adap ta tion  of the  de contem ptu mundi trad itio n  

of such  docum ents in R en aissan ce  C h ris tian  skep tic ism  a s  D a v ie s ' 

N osce Teipsum  and D onne 's  Second A nniversarie: Of th e  P rogresse  of

the  S o u le , a  trad itio n  th a t H erbert, to  whom G od 's  handiw ork w as 

everyw here e v id e n t, could not have tak en  too  se rio u s ly . But he u se s



i t .  "V anitie" (II), for exam ple, a rgues through a tig h tly  sy llo g is tic

stru c tu re  a g a in s t th e  a ss ig n in g  of much worth to  the  th in g s of th is

w orld . The poem beg ins on an an ti-P e tra rch an  note:

Poore s i l ly  so u l, w hose hope and head l ie s  low;
W hose f la t d e lig h ts  on earth  do c reep  and grow;
To whom the s ta rre s  sh ine  no t so  f a ir ,  a s  eyes;
Nor so lid  w ork, a s  fa lse  e m b ro y d e rie s .. .

(1-4)

The poem then  b eg in s  i ts  sy llo g ism . If m an 's na tu re  i s  in  fac t of

th e  e a r th , then  h is  a tten tio n  should be d irec ted  to  th e  th ings of th e

earth : "If so u ls  be  made of earth ly  m old, Let them  love  gold" (11 -1 2 ).

But, th e  miner prem ise im p lie s , th ey  are not so  m ade: "If bom  on

h ig h , Let them  unto  th e ir  kindred f lie "  (1 3 -1 4 ). He co n clu d es by

sta tin g  w hat should  now be  obvious:

Then s i l ly  soul tak e  heed; for ea rth ly  joy 
Is  bu t a b u b b le , and m akes th ee  a boy .

(17-18)

H erb e rt's  log ic  canno t be  fa u lte d , a s  re lu c ta n t a s  he w ould norm ally

have been  to  a c c e p t its  im p lica tio n s .

"F ra iltie"  and "D u lnesse"  a lso  m ake rheto ric  em blem atic of the

v a n ity  of human s tr iv in g s . In th e  f i r s t  of th e s e  H erbert com pares

th e  w orldly and th e  d iv ine kingdoms and finds the  form er tran s ito ry

and w an ting .

But w hen I view  abroad both Regiments;
The w c r ld s , and th ine:

Thine w ith s im p le n e s s , and sad  even ts;
The other f in e ,

Full of g lo rie  and gay w e e d s ,
Brave lan g u a g e , b raver deeds:

That which w as d u s t b e fo re , doth qu ick ly  r i s e ,
And prick mine e y e s .

(9-16)



74.

As e lse w h e re , the  d iv ine Word is  b e s t heard through human s i le n c e .

"D u lnesse"  mounts an even more frontal a tta c k  on Petrarchan  or

Ovidian e legance:

The w anton lo v er in  a curious s tra in  
Can p ra ise  h is  fa ire s t  fair;

And w ith  qua in t m etaphors her curled  hair 
Curl o 're  a g a in .

Thou a rt my lo v e l in e s s e , my l i f e ,  my l ig h t ,
Beautie a lone to  me:

Thy bloudy death  and u n d e se rv 'd , m akes th ee  
Pure red  and w h ite .

(5-12)

All p e rfe c tio n s , a ll  b e a u ty , c an  be u nders tood , P la to n ic a lly , as 

em anations of the  divine; i t  is  fo lly  to  p retend  th a t th ey  have a 

noum enal e x is te n c e  e lsew h e re .

We have seen  th a t poetry  w a s , for H erbert, a  g ift from G od, w hich 

th e  poet w as ob liga ted  to return  as p ra ise  of G od. An ax iom atic  co ro l­

la ry  of th is  a ttitu d e  is  the  id ea  th a t the  p ra ise  p le a se s  G od, and the  

v e ry  fa c t of h is p le a s u re , a s  we saw in "A true  H ym ne," m akes of 

the  p ra ise  poe try . In a number of other p la c e s  a s  w ell, H erbert show s 

ex p lic itly  th is  dual a c t of c re a tio n . The final l in e s  o f "An Offering" 

dem onstra te  the  transform ation  of human w ords in to  redeem ing beauty:

Yet thy  favour 
M ay give savour 

To th is  poore oblation;
And it ra ise  
To be thy  p ra is e ,

And be my sa lv a tio n .
(37-42)

In "The Forerunners" H erbert m akes G od 's p lea su re  th e  s o le  a e s th e tic



c rite rio n  fear judging h is work: "And i f  I p le a se  him / I w rite  fine

and w ittie "  (12).

"G rief" and "The F low er/"  though th e y  are sep ara ted  in  The Temple 

by "The C ro s s e #" are com plem entary p ie c e s .  In "G rief" H erbert w rites  

th a t h is  sorrow / presum ably o ccasio n ed  by a se n se  of G od 's ab sen ce  

(in the p revious poem , "The S ea rch ,"  he is  looking for G od), has

rendered  him incapab le  of w riting poetry: "V erses, ye  are too fine  a

th in g , to o  w ise  For my rough sorrow s" (1 3 -1 4 ). This in cap ac ity  b e ­

com es re flec ted  in  the  poem's rhyme schem e; th e  f ir s t  16 l in e s  rhyme 

a b ab e d ed , e tc . ;  l in e s  17 and 18 form a coup le t; and th e  n ineteen th  

and la s t  l in e  rhym es w ith no th ing . Iro n ica lly , how ever, th is  la s t  

l in e — "A las, my G o d !"—is  a q u in te s se n tia lly  p o e tic  reco g n itio n , and 

one of m ortal s i le n c e , w hich po in ts tow ard th e  redem ption , two poems 

la te r ,  of th e  p o e t 's  ve rse  and sp irit; the u tte ran c e  of th e  word "G od!" 

p re c ip ita te s  anew  th e  ach ievem en t of com pleted a r t .  C on seq u en tly , 

in "The Flow er" H erbert can  hard ly  b e liev e  his former s ta te :

And now in age I bud a g a in ,
After so many d e a th s  I liv e  and w rite;

I once more sm ell th e  dew and ra in ,
And re lish  versing : O my onely  l ig h t ,

It canno t be
That I am he

On whom thy  tem p ests  fe ll a ll  n ig h t.
(36-42)

The end of G od 's g lad  acc ep tan c e  of the  p o e t 's  p ra ise s  i s  th e ir 

union in heaven ly  lo v e . Though th e  poe t has not qu ite  a tta in e d  to



th is  s ta te  in  "The T hanksg iv ing /"  a s  the  final tw o lin e s  show , th ere

is  a  prem ature gasp  of rap tu re  in  the  lin e s  im m ed ia td y  preceding th e se

th a t  show s w hat the  final v is io n  w ould be like :

N ay , I w ill read e  thy  book , and never move 
Till I have found th e re in  thy  lo v e ,

Thy art of lo v e , w hich I 'l e  turn back  on th ee :
O my deare  Saviour, V ictorie!

(45-8)

Turning back  on God H is love i s  a figure  sim ila r in concept to  the 

p ra is ing  of God w ith  the  vo ice  He has g iv en . But th e  poe t i s  not 

y e t  ready:

Then for th y  p a ss io n — I w ill do for th a t—
A la s , my G od, I know not w h a t.

(49-50)

The m ystery of God i s  s t i l l  beyond h is com prehension , and la s tin g

un ion  is a prom ise ra ther than  a fu lfillm en t. T he  lin e s  quoted e a rlie r

from "The F o re ru n n ers ,"

True b e a u tie  dw ells  on  high: ours is  a flam e
But borrow 'd  th en ce  to  lig h t u s  th ith e r ,

(28-9)

in d ic a te , how ever, th a t  o n e 's  l i f e ,  derived  from th e  d iv in e , can be 

i ts  own gu ide  to  the u ltim ate  return to God and union in heaven ly  

lo v e .

It i s  appropria te  to  conclude th is  sec tio n  w ith H erb ert's  a n a ly s is

in "The Q uidditie" of th e  na tu re  of poe try .

My G od, a  v e rse  i s  n o t a crow n,
No po in t of honour, or gay  s u i t .
No haw k, or b a n q u e t, or renow n,
Nor a  good sw ord , nor y e t a lu te :



It canno t v a u lt ,  or d a n c e , or play;
It never w as in  France or Spain;
Nor can i t  en te rta in  the  day 
W ith my g rea t s ta b le  o r dem ain;

It is  no o ff ice , a r t ,  or n e w s ,
Nor th e  E xchange, or b u sie  H all;
But i t  i s  th a t w hich w h ile  I u se  
I am w ith th e e , and most tak e  a l l .

Poetry—and H erbert is  w riting  sp e c if ic a lly  of h is  own d iv ine  ve rse  

(be it  no ticed  th a t th e  C a th o lic  m use of France or Spain provides no 

in sp ira tio n )— is  th e  one phenom enon th a t a llow s th e  mortal to be n e a r  

God and enjoy a  kind of fundam ental experience  th a t various su p erfic ia l 

appurtenances canno t app roach . J. M iddleton Murray w rites  of the  fin a l 

l in e ,  "The t i t le s  to  esteem  w hich v e rse  i s  not are  f irs t de ta iled ; then  i t  

is  declared  th a t v e rse  n e v e r th e le s s  is  th e  qu idd ity  of them a l l ,  in the 

very  rea l se n se  th a t H erbert in  h is  poetry  com es n e a re s t to  God and 

m o st p a rtak es of the  c rea tiv e  pow er th a t su s ta in s  a ll  th e s e  e x c e l le n c e s .1 

P o ss ib ly , excep t th a t not a ll th e  d e ta ils  in the  poem would very  lik e ly  

have been  regarded  b y  H erbert a s  e x c e lle n c e s . R ather, he i s  providing 

a ca ta logue  of more ("a lu te " ) and le s s  ("France or Spain") true  im ita ­

tio n s  of d iv in ity , and say ing  th a t v e r s e ,  by v irtue  of being the  tru e s t 

im itation  of them  a l l ,  a ssu m es an a scen d an cy  over them . Verse is  not 

the  quiddity  of a ll th e  d e ta ils  in th e  poem b u t—p ra ise  be to  G od!— of 

th e  re lig ious ex p e rien c e .



78.

vi.

H erbert regarded  poetry  a s  a major instrum ent w hereby man may 

com m unicate w ith  and about God; th e  u se  of th is  in strum en t for o ther 

pu rp o ses is  i l l - a d v is e d ,  o c ca s io n a lly  verging on the  id o la tro u s , 

though no t n e c e s s a r ily  sinful; an d , p roperly , d iv ine  poetry  w ill e fface  

i ts e lf  a s  the m essag e  of a  m ortal and  allow  th e  reader to  share w ith 

the  poet one apprehension  of God'£ ra d ia n c e , w hich  is  no t qu ite  the 

sam e th in g  a s  say ing  th a t d iv ine poetry should be w ritten  in a "p la in"  

s ty le . In add ition  to  th e  poems w e have exam ined so  fa r , th e re  are  

in The Temple ce rta in  c lu s te rs  of poems th a t a re  not about w riting p o e try , 

but th a t do em ploy, a s  cen tra l m etaphors or im ages a t le a s t  two figu res 

th a t a re  e lsew here  c lo se ly  a llie d  w ith  H erb ert's  though ts on the poe tic  

p ro c e s s . In o th e r-w o rd s , ce rta in  n o n -p o e tic  su b je c ts  are in v es ted  

w ith v a lu es  inheren t in H e rb e rt's  lite ra ry  c rit ic ism , in fusing  The Temple 

w ith a  ce rta in  un ity  of id e a .

Three poem s— "S io n ,"  "The British C h u rch ,"  and "D o tage"— con­

tra s t  various k inds, o f d ecep tiv e  e legance  of w orship  w ith tru th  in  th e  

way th a t the "Jordan" poems co n tra s t the ornam entation of rom antic 

love poetry  w ith  true  im ita tio n . In "Sion" H erbert show s the  ty p o lo ­

g ic a l p rog ression  from the house th a t Solomon b u ilt for the Lord 

(2 Samuel 7 .1 3 ) to  th e  New T estam ent recogn ition  th a t th is  h o u se  is  

in te rn a l, s ig n a lled  by  P a u l's  adm onition , "Know ye not th a t ye are



th e  tem ple o f G od, and th a t  the Spirit of God dw elle th  in  y o u ?"

(1 C orin th ians 3 .1 6 ) . It i s  no tew orthy th a t Solom on's tem p le , for

a ll  i ts  ex travagan t b eau ty — "W here m ost th ings w ere of p u res t gold;

The wood w as a ll  em bellished  W ith flow ers and c a rv in g s , m ystica ll

and rare : All show 'd  the  b u ild e rs  c rav 'd  the se e e rs  care"  (3-6) —

n e v e r re a lly  su ff ic e d , perhaps b ecau se  the  a rc h ite c ts  w ere show ing

th em se lv e s  in  it ra ther than  God ( th e  kind of pride H erbert denounces

for h is ve rse):

Yet a ll  th is  g lo r ie , a ll  th is  pomp and s ta te  
D id not a ffe c t th e e  m uch, w as not thy  a i m . . .

(7-8)

Better than  the  tem ple of Solomon is  any  sim ple and s in ce re  u tte ran ce

of m an. "All Solomons se a  of b ra s s e  and w orld of stone  Is  not so

d eare  to  th ee  a s  one good grone" (1 7 -8 ). For the m ortal g roan , lik e

th e  m ortal poem (we in fe r), c o n ta in s  the  divine p resen ce  and works i ts

way to  i ts  so u rc e .

And tru ly  b ra s se  and s to n e s  are  heav ie  th in g s ,
Tombes for th e  d e a d , not tem ples fit for thee :

But grones are q u ic k , and full of w in g s ,
And a ll th ir m otions upward be;

And ever a s  they  m ount, lik e  la rk s  they  sing ;
The note is  s a d , y e t m usick for a King.

(19-24)

H erbert i s  no t speak ing  of p o e try , p o ss ib ly  not th ink ing  of i t ,  and 

yet everything he sa y s  here i s  ap p licab le  to  h is  poe tic  th eo ry .

The tru th  and  perfection  of th e  B ritish  C hu rch , in  the  poem of th a t 

t i t l e ,  l ie  in i ts  avo idance  of the  extrem es on e ith er s id e  o f i t .  On



one s id e  is  Rome,

She on th e  h i l l s ,  w h ich  w antonly  
A llureth a ll  in  hope to  be 

By her p re fe rr 'd ,
Hath k is s 'd  so  long her pa in ted  sh r in e s ,
That e v 'n  her face  by k iss in g  sh in e s ,

For her rew ard ,
(13-8)

w hose  sp lendors a re  su b jec tiv e  and id o la tro u s . On th e  o ther is

C a lv in 's  G eneva ,

She in  the  v a lley  is  so  sh ie  
Of d re s s in g , tha t her ha ir doth l ie  

About her ea res :
W hile she avoids her neighbours p rid e ,
She w holly goes on th ' o ther s id e ,

And nothing w e a rs ,
(19-24)

w hose sp a re n e ss  fa ils  to  do God ju s t ic e .  But in the  m iddle is  the

B ritish  C hurch , w hich  m an ifests rad ian ce  bu t an  adm itted ly  borrowed

rad iance: "B eautie in  th ee  tak e s  up her p lace"  (4); th is  church alone

re f le c ts  i ts  c re a to r .

"D otage" i s  a more com m onplace com parison  of ea rth ly  p lea su re

and sorrow w ith  th e  true  d e lig h ts  of h eav en . W hat is  in te re s tin g  here

is  th a t  the  p u rsu it, not only of p lea su re  w ith  i ts  concom itant "cask e

of h ap p in ess"  and "guilded e m p tin e ss ,"  but a s  w ell of "ea rn es t so rrow s,

rooted  m ise ries"  is  condem ned. N either is  a  ju s t  rep re sen ta tio n  of the

e s s e n c e  of immortal l i f e .  The poem c o n c lu d e s ,

But oh th e  fo lly  of d is trac te d  m en,
Who g riefs in  e a rn e s t, jo y es  in je s t  pursue;
P referring , lik e  bru te  b e a s t s ,  a lo th so n e  den 
Before a c o u r t ,  ev 'n  th a t above so c le a re ,
W here a re  no so rrow s, b u t d e lig h ts  more true

Then m iseries  a re  h e re .
(13-8)



The g rie fs  and the joys are  equally  "a lo thsom e d e n / '  w hich none w ith  

a  v is io n  o f the c le a r  d e lig h ts  above— a v is io n  rev e la tio n  has m ade 

a v a ila b le —would ch o o se . H erbert is  answ ering  a t  once a d v o ca te s  of 

Rome and G eneva/ the  ornate and th e  plain s ty le s  in p o e try .

The o ther figure th a t  I w ish  to  exam ine in v o lv es th e  v a lu e s  im plicit 

in  H erb ert's  c o n s is te n t u se  of the  sin g le  word "g ro v e ."  I t w ill be r e ­

c a lled  th a t one of th e  im ages in "Jordan" (I) for th e  rom antic love 

ly ric  is  th a t of "enchanted  g ro v e s /"  a term  of reproach  th a t conveys 

the  c ap a c ity  of a rtif ic e  for d e lud ing , fcr covering ra ther than  rev ea lin g  

th e  immortal tru th . The reader becom es m isd irec ted  in a grove of 

rh e to r ic , losing h is  sig h t of the d iv ine  in th e  archetypal wood of e rro r, 

in  the  sam e w ay th a t lovers in a grove l ite ra lly  lo se  sig h t of the  l ig h t. 

H erbert u se s  th is  id ea  of the grove no t only for th e  error of w ords but 

for the kind of tem ptation  th a t  se ek s  everyw here to  lure the  C hristian  

from h is contem plation  of G od. In "H . Baptism e" (I) th e  grove is  

an  analogue for mortal s in s:

As h e  th a t se e s  a dark and sh ad ie  g ro v e ,
Stayes n o t, but lo o k s beyond it on the  sk ie;
So w hen I view my s in n e s ,  mine ey es rem ove 

More backw ard s t i l l ,  and to  th a t w a ter f l ie ,
W hich is  above the  h e a v 'n s ,  w hose spring and ven t 

Is  in my d e a r Redeem ers s id e .

R ecalling th e  im m ortalizing power of h is  in fan t b a p tism , the  C h ris tian

is  ab le  to  se e  h is s in s  in th e ir  proper p e rsp e c tiv e , to  see  th a t they

have a lread y  b een  redeem ed; in the  sam e w ay , a man may a lw ays

look  for and a t th e  lig h t beyond a "sh ad ie  g ro v e ."



F a ith , in  H e rb e rt's  poem of th a t nam e, is  th e  lig h tlik e  pow er th a t

d irec ts  man out of th e  darkened  groves of d ecep tio n .

When c re a tu re s  had  no re a ll ligh t 
Inherent in them , thou d id s t make the  sunne 
Impute a lu s t r e ,  and  a llow  them bright;

And in th is  sh ew , w hat C h ris t hath d o n e .

That w hich before w as darkened c lean  
W ith b u sh ie  g ro v e s , prick ing  th e  lookers e ie ,
V anisht aw ay , when F a ith  did change th e  scen e :

And then  ap p ea r 'd  a  g lorious sk ie .
(33-40)

C h r is t 's  p resen ce  served  to  lead  man from th e s e  g ro v es .

The na tu re  o f th e  grove i s  more am biguous in  "Evensong" than  in  

th e  poems a b o v e , fcr there  H erbert se e s  a kind of p a n th e is tic  goodness 

in  a ll m aterial rea lity ; n e v e r th e le s s , th e  f i r s t ,  th ird , f if th , and seven th  

term s in the se r ie s  below  seem  to  be played off a g a in s t the seco n d , 

fou rth , s ix th , and e ig h th — obvious m etaphors for G od 's love a s  a g a in s t 

v e iled  o n e s .

I m u se , w hich show s more lo v e ,
The day or n ight: th a t  is  th e  g a le ,  th is  th ' harbour;

That i s  th e  w a lk , th is  th ' arbour;
Or that the  g a rd en , th is  the g rove.

My G od, thou  art a ll  lo v e .
Not one poore m inute sc rap es  thy b re a s t ,
But brings a favour from above;

And in th is  lo v e , more than in  b ed , I r e s t .
(25-32)

"Arbour," w e rem em ber, occu rs w ith the  sam e unfavorable conno ta tions 

in "Jordan" (I) th a t  "grove" d o es; the even-num bered im ages in  the  

l in e s  above suffer from th e  sam e so rt of im itative  rem oteness as th e ir



rhe to rica l co u n te rp arts  in the "Jordan" poem s; th ey  s t i l l  re f le c t G od 's 

p resen ce  bu t not in  th e  m ost d e s ired  w ay .

The f i r s t  th ree  s ta n z a s  of "The P ea rl. M a tth . 13 .45" ca ta logue  th e

w ay s of le a rn in g , honor, and p le a su re , each  o f  w hich i s  in su ff ic ien t

to  p reven t H e rb e rt 's  repeating  to  G od, "Yet I love th e e ."  The fourth

and final s ta n z a  beg in s w ith  a  co n sc io u s cho ice  of the good th a t is

rem in iscen t of M ilto n 's  fam ous p re fe ren ce , in  A reopag itica , for th e

teach ing  of Spenser over th a t of Duns Scotus and Aquinas:

I know a ll th e s e ,  and have them  in my hand:
Therefore not s e a le d , but with: open  eyes
I f lie  to  th e e ,  and fu lly  understand
Both the main s a le ,  and the  c o m m o d itie s .. .

(31-4)

The s ta n z a  con tinues:

And a t w hat ra te  and p rice  I have thy  love;
W ith a ll th e  c ircu m stan ces th a t may move:
Yet through th e s e  la b y r in th s , no t my groveling  w it ,
But thy  s ilk  tw is t l e t  down from h eav 'n  to  m e,
Did both conduct and tea ch  m e, how by it

To clim be to  th e e .
(35-40)

H erbert c re d its  G od 's  su s ta in in g  rev e la tio n  of H im self ra the r than  h is  

own m ortal in te llig e n c e  w ith giving him the  power to  rem ain a lo o f from 

mundane tem p ta tio n s . W hat I w ish  to  s u g g e s t ,  how ever, i s  th a t  in the  

"groveling w it"  of l in e  37 H erbert is c o n sc io u s ly  punning on the same 

se n se  of "grove" th a t in tr ig u es  him e ls e w h e re , arri th a t  such a den ig ­

ra tio n  of his w it re f le c ts  the  sam e effacem ent of su b je c tiv ity  th a t we 

found in  the  poem s on rh e to ric .



There are  two re a s o n s , adm itted ly  co n jec tu ra l and in c o n c lu s iv e ,

for arguing for H erb ert's  c o n sc io u sn e ss  of th e  re la tio n  o f  "groveling"

to  "g ro v e ,"  The f irs t  is  th e  p resen ce  e a r lie r  in  th e  l in e  of the word

"labyrin th" and th e  recogn ition  th a t  i t  w as i ts  laby rin th ine  qua lity

th a t determ ined  the  ch o ice  of "grove" in  a ll  the poem s d isc u sse d

a b o v e , th a t a  grove or a labyrin th  bew ilders th e  tra v e lle r  (o r, in

"Jo rdan ,"  th e  reader) and obscu res from him the  d iv ine tru th . Second,

H erbert, o ften  shows a playful in te re s t  in  th e  hom ographic, hom ophonic,

or quasi-hom ophonic  resem b lances of w o rd s , m ost frequen tly  in puns on 

7 3sun-Son and in  "G ra ce ,"  lin e  11 , on g ra s s -g ra c e .  Since h is a ttitu d e  

tow ards i ts  ob scu ran t e ffec ts  seem s so  o ften  to  condition  h is  ch o ice  of 

"g ro v e ,"  it  is  un like ly  th a t he w ould not have n o ticed  sim ila r proper­

t i e s  in "groveling" and heen  p lea se d  by the co rre sp o n d en ce . M an 's 

w it ,  if  it  w ill not adm it of d iv ine  g u id an ce , o b scu res  in  th e  same way 

th a t  m an 's  w ords c a n , if th ey  do not offer a d irec t im ita tion  of G od.

In h is  D evotions (1623) John Donne w r i te s ,  "We a ttr ib u te  bu t one 

p riv ilege  and advan tage  to  m an 's body above other moving c re a tu re s ,

th a t  he i s  n o t, a s  o th e rs , g ro v e llin g , b u t o f an  e r e c t ,  of an u p rig h t,

74form n a tu ra lly  b u ilt and d isp o sed  to th e  co n tem p la tio n  of h e a v e n ."

It i s  m an 's  s ta tu re , s ig n ifican tly  d e sc rib ed  by th e  o b se rv a tio n  th a t he 

is  not "g ro v e llin g ,"  th a t se p a ra te s  him from the  o ther an im als and 

a llo w s him to  emerge from h im self and con tem p la te  the  d iv in e .



We s e e ,  th e n , how H e rb e rt 's  va rious c ritic a l p recep ts provide 

a  b a s i s ,  not only fo r w riting poem s, bu t for determ ining th o se  p o s­

tu res  of man th a t w ill a llow  him apprehension  of G od. O r, con ­

v e rs e ly , we se e  th a t H e rb e rt 's  p o e tic  credo is  not a r t i f ic ia l ,  nor 

even a s im p lis tic  acknow ledgm ent of P la ton ic  and A ugustinian au th o rity , 

but is  an organic part of the  re la tio n  of man to  God through g rac e , 

under w hich a ll  phenom ena, rh e to rica l and o th e rw ise , a re  subsum ed.
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Chapter 2

POETRY AND TIME: HERBERT'S IMAGE OF ETERNITY

G od 's own e te rn ity  is  the hand w hich lea d e th  
Angels in  th e  cou rse  of th e ir  perpetu ity ; th e ir  
perpe tu ity  the  hand th a t  draw eth out c e le s tia l  
m otion , th e  l in e  of w hich motion and  th e  th read  
of tim e are  spun to g e th e r . Now a s  natu re  b rin g - 
e th  forth  tim e w ith  m otion, so we by m otion have 
lea rn ed  how to d iv ide  tim e , and b y  the  sm aller 
p a rts  of tim e both to  m easure th e  g rea te r and to  
know how long a ll th ings e lse  endure . For tim e 
co n sid ered  in i ts e lf  is  bu t the  flux  of th a t 
very  in s ta n t w herein  the motion of the  heaven  
b e g a n . . . .

Of the  Laws of E c c le s ia s tic a l Polity

i .

H e rb e rt 's  id e a , exam ined  in th e  la s t  c h a p te r , th a t  d iv ine  p o e try  

is  th e  human im age of the  a ll-en co m p ass in g  Word of God is  indeed 

a f la tte rin g  view  of h is  own c ra f t. It is  a t the  sam e tim e an im ­

p lic it  d e c la ra tio n  of the potential aw esom eness of a ll human la n g u a g e , 

and y e t an  in s is te n c e  th a t th e  w crds of poe try  a re  not ju s t  a  ty p ica l 

a p p lica tio n  of lan g u ag e . H erbert, how ever, w as too  c o n sc io u s  of h is 

own lim ita tio n s  and  a lso  to o  g e n e ro u s , in  sp ite  of h is  fam ily , 

e d u ca tio n , and c re a tiv e  ta le n ts ,  to feel th a t th e  true  app rehension



of God w as reserved  for th e  p o e t a lo n e , cr th a t e ffec tiv e  p ra ise  of 

God— effec tiv e  in th a t i t  reach ed  and p lea sed  Him— had n e c e ssa r ily  

to  be in  any way p o e tic . It is  unm istakab ly  c le a r  from a reading of 

H erb ert's  poetry  th a t  he had no b e lie f  in  th e  e le c t ,  s t i l l  le s s  an 

inc lina tion  to  num ber only d iv in e  p o e ts  among i t .

N e v e rth e le ss , it  is  equally  c le a r  on th e  ev idence  of w hat H erbert 

w ro te  in The T em ple, from "A true  Hymne" and from th e  many other 

poem s in w hich God a s s i s t s  man in the  c rea tio n  of v e rs e , th a t  he re ­

garded th e  poem as  something s p e c ia l ,  a s  th e  " Q u id d itie ." It w as 

no t ju s t  ano ther form of p leasing  sp e e c h . If a poem did w hat a ll 

language  w as id e a lly  capab le  of d o in g , i t  d id  so in  a  sp e c ia l w ay , 

w hich  would then  en large  th e  ach ievem ent o f w hat in fac t had been  

done . Since i t  w as not n e c e ssa ry  to w rite  a poem to  p ra ise  God 

su ff ic ie n tly , i t  may be supposed  th a t  a  poem had q u a litie s  in e x ce ss  

of th o se  dem anded for su ffic ien t p ra is e .

For H erbert, a s  th is  chap ter w ill try  to d e m o n s tra te , a poem in 

th e  se rv ice  of God w as th e  v is ib le  point a t  w hich the  e te rn a l, heaven ly  

province of God and th e  tra n s ito ry , e a rth ly  province of man m erged. It 

re f le c ted  the  partnersh ip  of man and God in  its  c re a tio n . Like g race  

and  in  a se n se  lik e  d u a lis tic  man h im se lf , a d iv in e  poem w as a bond 

betw een  heaven and e a r th , a lw ays b o th , never cea s in g  to be e ith e r .

In th is  r e s p e c t ,  a poem w as not lik e  the  ord inary  w ords of m an, 

w h ich , w hatever th e ir  streng th  for effecting  ind iv idua l sa lv a tio n , would



d ie  a s  soon a s  th ey  w ere u tte re d . Ordinary speech  is  a p rivate  

medium; poetry  is  a p rivate  medium and a lso  a public  m onum ent.

It p a s s e s ,  and yet i t  e n d u re s . Behind th is  concep tion  of poetry 

stands no t on ly  the com m onplace dichotom y of man in to  body and 

so u l, but a s  w ell th e  v a s t im p lica tio n s  of A u g u stin e 's  d is tin c tio n  

betw een tim e and e te r n i ty .1

And behind A ugustine , a s  i s  so often  the c a s e ,  s tan d s P la to .

In the T im aeus, a d ia logue concerned  w ith  the  o rig ins of th e  cosm os

and th e  human so u l, Plato m ain tains th a t the  d iffe rence  betw een  the

u n iv erse  and i ts  c rea to r is  th e  d iffe ren ce  betw een  th a t w hich has

come in to  b e in g , and is  th u s su b je c t to  c h a n g e , and th a t w hich

sim ply i s ,  and can  be  spoken of in  no o ther te n s e  th an  th e  in fin ite

p re s e n t. The w o rld , w rite s  P la to , "m ust have been co n stru c ted  on

the pa ttern  .of w hat is  ap p reh en s ib le  by  reason  and understand ing

/b u t  no t by p e rc e p tio n / and  e te rn a lly  unchanging; from w hich  again
2

i t  fo llow s th a t the world i s  a  l ik e n e s s  of som ething e l s e . " But 

i t  i s  an im perfect l ik e n e s s  in  th a t  "The nature  of the Living Being 

w as e te rn a l, and i t  w as not p o s s ib le  to  bestow  th is  a ttrib u te  fu lly  

on the c rea ted  un iverse ; but he  determ ined  to  make a m oving image 

o f  e te rn ity , and so  when h e  ordered th e  heavens he made in  th a t 

which w e c a ll  tim e a n  e te rn a l moving im age of th e  e te rn ity  which 

rem ains for ever a t  o n e ." '1 Since th is  m oving im ag e , th e  u n iv e rse , 

i s  by i ts  motion th e  m easure  of t im e , so is  i t s  c rea tio n  coterm inous



w ith th e  c rea tio n  of tim e . "So tim e cam e into being w ith the  heavens

in order th a t ,  having come into  being to g e th e r , they  should a lso  be

d isso lv ed  to g e th er if  ever they  are d isso lv ed ; and  it  w as made a s  like

as p o ss ib le  to  e te rn ity , w hich  w as i ts  m odel. Por the  model e x is ts

e te rna lly  and th e  copy correspond ing ly  has been and is  and w ill be
4

throughout the w hole ex ten t of t im e ."

A ugustine 's  im m ensely in flu e n tia l d isc u ss io n  of tim e and e te rn ity , 

in  the famous e leven th  book of the  C o n fe s s io n s , is  e sse n tia lly  a 

C h ristian  refinem ent of P la to 's  th e s i s .  According to  th e  A ugustinian 

view  (broached a s  early  a s  Book 7 w here he w r ite s , "For i t  is  only 

that w hich rem ains in b e ing  w ithou t change th a t tru ly  is "  ) ,  man con­

c e iv e s  of h im self a s  e x is tin g  in  and bounded by tim e b e ca u se  tim e , 

w ith  i ts  d iv is io n s  in to  fu tu re , p re s e n t , and p a s t ,  is  a  su b jec tiv e  

function  of the im perfect human m ind 's a ttr ib u te s  of ex p ec ta tio n , a tte n ­

t io n , and memory, though it has no noum enal e x is te n c e  ou tside  the 

mind.® O m niscient and om nipotent G od, on th e  o ther hand , c an n o t be 

su b jec t to  ex p ec ta tio n  or th e  kind of lo s s  th a t  occurs when anything 

re c e d e s  into th e  p a s t ,  and so He e x is ts  in , and i s  iden tified  w ith , 

e te rn ity , an e te rn a l p resen t th a t is  a s  l im itle s s  a s  th e  C reato r. 

T herefore, th e  even ts o f h is to ry  and human experience  appear to man 

a s  consecu tive  and moving; to  God they  are sim ultaneous and s t i l l .

As Augustine w r i te s ,  "In e te rn ity  nothing moves in to  th e  p ast: a ll is

p re se n t. T im e, on th e  other h an d , is  never p resen t a ll a t  o n ce . The



p a s t is  a lw ays d riven  on by  th e  fu tu re , the  future a lw ays follow s on

the h ee ls  of th e  p a s t ,  and both  th e  p a s t  and the  future have th e ir 

beginning and th e ir  end in  th e  e te rnal p re se n t. If only m en 's  minds 

could be se ized  and held  s t i l l !  They would see  how e te rn i ty ,  in 

w hich there is  n e ith e r p a s t  nor fu tu re , de term ines both p a s t and 

future t im e ." '7 Then he a d d re sse s  God:

Although you a re  before t im e /s in c e  you c rea ted  i t7 ,  
i t  is  no t in  tim e th a t  you p recede  i t .  If th is  w ere 
s o ,  you w ould not be before a ll  tim e . It is  in 
e te rn ity , w hich is  suprem e over tim e b e c a u se  it  is  
a  never-end ing  p re s e n t , that you are  a t  once before 
a ll  p a s t tim e and a fte r a ll fu ture  tim e. For w hat 
is  now  th e  fu tu re , once i t  co m es, w ill becom e th e  
p a s t ,  w hereas you a re  unehaigirg, your y ears  can 
n ev er f a i l .  Your y ears  n e ith e r go nor com e, but 
our years  p a ss  and o thers come a fte r them , so 
th a t th ey  a ll  may come in th e ir  tu rn . Your years  
a re  com plete ly  p resen t to  you a ll a t o n ce , b e ca u se  
th ey  are a t  a  perm anent s tan d still.®

In e ffe c t, th e n , A ugustine h as p resen ted  h is d is tin c tio n  b e ­

tw een tim e and e te rn ity  on th e  analogy of tw o other d is tin c tio n s  — 

th o se  betw een  motion and s t i l l n e s s ,  and m utab ility  and perm anence. 

Two further an a lo g ie s  com plem ent th e s e . The more e lab o ra te  and 

im portan t, so  fa r  a s  H e rb e rt 's  poetry is  co n ce rn ed , beg in s a s  a  con ­

s id e ra tio n  of th e  re la tio n  of th e  words of G od, a s  a c tu a lly  heard  by 

human b e in g s , to  H is t im e le s s  W ord, and develops in to  a  c o n s id e ra ­

tion of th e  l in g u is tic  na tu re  of any s e n te n c e , of the  re la tio n s  of i ts  

words to  i ts  m eaning. Taking a s  h is tex t M atthew  3 .1 7 ,  "And loe  a 

vo ice  from h e a v e n , sa y in g , This is  my beloved so n n e , in whom I am



w ell p le a s e d ,"  A ugustine w r ite s , "At th a t time your vo ice  sounded 

and th en  c e a s e d . It w as sp eech  w ith a beginning  and  an end .

Each sy llab le  could  be heard  and th s id ie d  aw ay , the second fo llow ­

ing a fte r the  f i r s t  and the  th ird  a fte r th e  seco n d , and so on in 

sequence  un til the l a s t  sy llab le  follow ed a ll  th e  re s t and then gave  

p la c e  to  s i le n c e . From th is  i t  is  abundantly  c le a r  th a t  your sp eech  

w as ex p ressed  through th e  motioi of some c rea ted  th in g , b e c a u se  i t

w as motion su b jec t to  th e  law s of t im e , although  it  served  your 
g

e te rnal w i l l ."  In th is  s e n s e ,  th e n ,  G od 's words a re  f in ite  and 

bounded by tim e , no t un lik e  th e  words of m en.

There i s  another s e n s e ,  though , in w hich H is W ord: is  an 

e ternal meaning th a t do es not v an ish  lik e  ordinary d isc o u rse . C on­

sidering  sp e c if ic a lly  the "w ords" God sp eak s to  c rea te  the u n iv e rse  

(e . g . , "And God s a id ,  Let there  be l ig h t" ) , A ugustine r e a s o n s ,  "If 

. . . i n  order that heaven and earth  should  come in to  b e in g , you spoke  

in words w hich sounded and then  d ied  aw ay , and if th is  w as the  w ay 

in  w hich you c rea ted  heaven  and e a r th , then  th e re  m ust have been  

some m ateria l th ing  c rea ted  before heaven and ea rth , som ething w h ic h , 

b y  i ts  motion in  t im e , co u ld  lend  i ts e l f  a s  a m outhpiece through w hich 

th o se  w ords could  be spoken in tim e . But there  w as no m ateria l 

thing c rea ted  before h eav en  an d  e a r t h . . . . Thus the  Word w hence 

a ll c reation  stem s is  an e te rn a l and in d iv is ib le  e s s e n c e ,  and th e  

notion of G od 's "say in g "  in  th e  "beginning" is  a kind of m etaphor



for H is w illing  in e te rn ity  th a t h as  no beg inn ing . A ugustine might 

hav e  argued equally  th a t a sta tem ent lik e  "And God s a id , Let there  

b e  light: and th e re  w as ligh t"  canno t p o ss ib ly  be tak e n  a t face  v a lu e , 

for the  very fac t of G od 's om nipotence w ould then  be g a in sa id  by the  

fru stra tion  of h is  purpose un til th e  conclu sion  of a  four-w ord u tte ra n c e . 

If He w ills  lig h t, He need  not w a it fo r the  tim e i t  ta k e s  Him to  s ta te  

His d e s ire .

A se n te n c e , th e n , is  on one view  an analogue for tim e , on 

an o th e r, an analogue for e te rn ity , depending on w hether th e  b rev ity  of 

i ts  auditory  e x is te n c e  or th e  duration  of i t s  m eaning be em phasized .

In h is  a n a ly s is  of th e  C o n fe ss io n s  Kenneth Burke e x p re sse s  i t  th is  

way: "The sy llab le s  of th e  w ords a re  'b o m ' and 'd i e . '  But the

m eaning of th o se  sy lla b le s  't ra n s c e n d s ' th e ir  sh eer nature  a s  tem poral 

m o tio n s. It i s  an  e s s e n c e , not red u c ib le  to  any part of the  se n te n c e , 

or even  to  the  whole of i t ." ^ *  And th is  " e sse n c e "  e x is ts  apart from 

th e  m ortal sy lla b le s  w hether th e  w ords be  d iv ine or human.

It w ill be  observed  th a t th is  tem p o ra l-e te rn a l re la tio n sh ip  of a 

se n te n c e 's  w ords to  i ts  m eaning can  be  reducib le  (though it is  not 

n e c e s sa r ily  so reduced) to  a figure sep ara tin g  lite ra l from a lleg o rica l 

or even sym bolic m eaning. In On C h ris tian  D octrine A ugustine quo tes 

2 C orin th ians 3 .5 ,  "For th e  le t te r  k i l le th , bu t th e  sp irit g iveth  l i f e ,"  

and then  cau tio n s h is  re a d e r , "Nor can  anything more appropria te ly  

be c a lle d  the  d ea th  o f  the soul than  th a t condition  in w hich  the th ing



w hich d is tin g u ish e s  us from b e a s t s ,  w hich is  the u n d ers tan d in g , is  

s u b je c te d  to  the f le sh  in the  p u rsu it of th e  le t te r .  He who follow s 

th e  le t te r  tak e s  figu ra tive  e x p re ss io n s  a s  though th ey  w ere lite ra l  

and does no t refer th e  th in g s  sig n ified  to  anything e ls e ." ^ ^  There 

is  thus a C h ris tia n  o b lig a tio n  n o t to  be  sa tis f ie d  w ith ev an e sce n t 

w ords but to  seek  beneath  them  for th e  e te rn a l meaning th a t they  

re p re se n t. Even though A ugustine in s i s t s  in The C ity  of God and 

e lsew here  on th e  l ite ra l tru th  of m uch of the B ible— opposed to  the 

S e le u c ia n s , he a s s e r ts  th e  o n e-tim e  e x is te n c e  of a v is ib le  P a rad ise— 

he never n e g le c ts  th e  g re a te r  a llego ry  im p lic it in the  l i t e r a l ,  th e  

co rrespondence , for exam ple , of th e  four r iv e rs  of P arad ise  to  th e  

four g o sp e ls .* ^

C lo se ly  re la te d  to  th is  l in g u is tic  analogy  for e te rn ity  and tim e

is  the more trad itio n a l dichotom y of soul and f le s h . "W hatever you

fee l through th e  se n se  of th e  f le sh  you only feel in p a r t ,"  w rite s

A ugustine , and part su c c e e d s  part much a s  the sy lla b le s  of a sen ten ce

succeed  one another; i t  is  only w hen the  soul re fu se s  to  "follow  the

lead  of th e  f le sh "  th a t  i t  can  becom e s t i l l  and g rasp  in a ll  i t s  p a rts

14th e  tru th  th a t i s  e te rn a l .  T herefore , th e  sou l e x is ts ,  or a t  le a s t  

has the  c a p a c ity  of e x is tin g , in e te rn ity , w h ile  the  f le sh  e x is ts  in  

tim e .

M otion a g a in s t re s t;  m utab ility  a g a in s t perm anence; the  w ords of 

a se n te n c e , apprehended  se q u e n tia lly , a g a in s t the meaning of a  s e n te n c e ,



apprehended in s tan tan e o u sly ; and fle sh  a g a in s t sp irit: a ll a re  rep re ­

se n ta tio n s  of the  p e c u lia r  confron tation  o f time and e te rn ity  in  the  

mortal b e in g / who w as born o f sp ir it  in to  f le sh  and  cau sed  to  e x is t  

in  tim e , but who re ta in s  through g race th e  ab ility  to  em phasize  h is 

sp ir i t  and to  retu rn  to  e te rn a l r e s t  in his C rea to r. And i t  should  be  

pointed out here  th a t th e  very  na tu re  of C h ris tia n ity  fu rn ishes y e t 

ano ther analogy  for th e  d u a lity  of tim e and e te rn ity , a lb e it  one 

th a t  A ugustine does not m ention . On the  one h an d , the g rea t ev en ts  

of C h ris tia n ity —b ir th , c ru c ifix io n , re su rre c tio n , a sc e n s io n — are 

tem poral e n ti t ie s ,  ind iv idua l h is to ric a l e p iso d es  w ith  beg inn ings and 

e n d s . The p ecu lia rity  of C h ris tia n ity , i t  h as been  s a id ,  is  th a t i t  

is  h is to r ic a l ,  not co sm ic . On the  other h an d , the  C h ris tia n  sacram en ts 

and  h o lid a y s , the  ev en ts  of the  Christian c a le n d a r ,  to  the  ex ten t th a t 

th e y  a re  thought to  re -e n a c t  and not m erely to  com m em orate, a ttrib u te  

an e te rn a l d im ension  of duration  to  th s e  same ev en ts , so  th a t in th e  

r i te  of com m union, for exam p le , C h ris t d ie s  p e rpe tua lly  for m ankind.

In th e  sam e w ay , the  word "C h ris tm a s ,"  a s  we sh a ll se e  in the  next 

chap ter in  a d isc u ss io n  of H erb e rt's  poem of th a t nam e, can  re fe r both 

to  the h is to r ic , f in ite  b irth  of C h ris t and to the  in fin ite ly  num erous 

a c c e p ta n c e s  of him by C h ris tia n s .

George H erb e rt's  g en era l se n se  of tim e and e te rn ity  has-, been 

exam ined by S tanely  Stew art in  an in c is iv e  a n a ly s is  of "The Flow er": 

"D espair is  a  q u a lity  im posed on m an 's  ex p erien ce  b e c a u se  of h is



100.

e x is te n c e  in time* He canno t see  w hat tim e w ill unfold; at one moment 

i t  seem s th a t the  flow er is  d e a d , a t  a n o th e r , n o t. But from yet another 

point of v iew , nothing has changed . There is  a se n se  in w hich tim e is  

an  i llu s io n . For th e  same r e a s o n , there  is  a  sen se  in  w hich death  

a ls o  i s  illu so ry . The flow er, w hich apparen tly  d ie s  and y e t a lw ays 

rev iv es  i ts e l f  in  the new y e a r ,  is  of co u rse  a  h ighly  u sefu l analogue 

for th e  human b e in g , w h o  a lso  apparen tly  d ie s  and yet in  fa c t has th e  

c ap a c ity  for e te rn a l l i f e .

W hat I sh a ll try  to  show  in  th e  r e s t  o f th is  chap ter is  th e  ex ten t 

to  w hich A u g u s tin e 's , hence  P la to 's ,  d is tin c tio n  be tw een  tim e and 

e te rn ity  inform s H erb ert's  p o e try , and  the  myriad com plex ities w ith 

w hich th is  d is tin c tio n  may m anifest i t s e l f .  H e rb e rt 's  u se  of the  concep t 

is  o ften  sim ply a cognitive  part of the  argum ent o r "con ten t"  of the  

poem , read ily  su scep tib le  of p a ra p h rase , a s  it  is  in  "The F lo w er."

At tim e s , how ever, i t  en te rs  sub tly  and in sep arab ly  in to  th e  w hole 

fabric  of the poem , so  th a t everything about th e  poem th a t we might 

d e sc rib e  a s  s truc tu re  or te c h n iq u e —rhym e, m eter, gram m ar, sy n ta x , 

and so fo rth—co rro b o ra tes , through a kind of counterpo in ting  of in ­

te rna l e le m e n ts , the more e a s ily  an a ly zab le  argum ent in w hich tim e and 

e te rn ity  are  opposed .

i i .

Though my principal in ten t here i s  one of e x p lica tio n  ra ther than 

of c r it ic a l  judgm ent, I should lik e  to beg in  by show ing how an 

understand ing  of th e  ph ilosoph ic  ro o ts  of a poem 's s truc tu re  can  i ts e lf



merge w ith an e s th e tic  re a liz a tio n  of th e  poem 's in te g rity . This kind

of dem onstration i s ,  I g a th e r , re la te d  to  th e  th ird  considera tion  th a t

W . K. W im satt m akes in h is  a n a ly s is  of exp lica tio n  as. c ritic ism ,

the problem  of "value and n e u tra lity , or the d ifficu lty  of merging value

16w ith  w hat we commonly speak of a s  th e  n eu tra l f a c t s ."  I f ,  in  o ther 

w o rd s , th e  very recogn ition  of th e  p ro life ra tion  of the  p a rts  of a poem , 

and th e ir  h o lis tic  contribution  to  the w h o le , g iv es  u s a g rea te r se n se  

of th is  w h o le , then  the  b a s ic  ta s k  of the  c r i t ic — "to p lace  the  poem

1 7in  i t s  h is to ric a l con tex t and to  e lu c id a te , to compare and a n a ly z e "— i /  

becom es in sep arab le  from a re h e a rsa l of ob jec tive  v a lu e .

I s e le c t  a com paratively  se ld o m -d isc u sse d  poem from The T em ple, 

"C o lo ss . 3 .3 .  Our Life i s  Hid w ith  C h ris t in G od,"  w h ich , in addition  

to  being  perhaps th e  m ost c o n sc io u s ly  A ugustinian of a ll H erb ert's  

poems in i t s  handling of tim e, ap p ea rs  on a narrow view  to  suffer from

18the "q u a in tn ess"  th a t the N ineteen th  C entury  so  ob jec ted  to  in H erb ert,

a  charge from w hich i t  may perhaps be  re s c u e d .

My words & though ts do both e x p re sse  th is  n o tio n ,
That Life hath  w ith  th e  sun  a double m otion .
The f irs t Is s tra ig h t, and our d ium all friend ,
The other Hid and doth ob liquely  bend .
One life  is  w rapt In f le s h , and ten d s to earth:
The o ther w inds tow ard H im , w hose happie  birth  
Taught me to  liv e  here  s o , That s ti l l  one eye 
Should aim and sh o o t a t  th a t w hich Is  on high:
Quitting w ith  d a ily  labour a ll My p le a su re ,
To gain  a t h a rv est an  e te m a ll T reasu re .

We have here the standard  A ugustinian a n a lo g ie s  far tim e and

ete rn ity  and then  som e. In the f ir s t  four l in e s  H erbert te l l s  us th a t



he has g rasped  a p a ra lle l be tw een  life  and the su n , in  th a t both have

"a double m otion11; for th e  moment he w ithholds h is exp lanation  of

l i f e 's  double m otion, b u t he do es d is tin g u ish  betw een  th e  su n 's  da ily

or "d iurnall" m ovem ent—w hat we w ould ca ll ro ta tio n —and i ts  annual

19or "oblique" m ovem ent—w hat we would c a ll rev o lu tio n . He te lls  us , 

th e n , th a t the  sun h as  two m otions, one obvious and one co n cea led . 

W hat is  im portan t, how ever, is  th a t though the two m otions occur 

s im u ltan eo u sly , one w ith in  th e  o th er, only the sm aller and more frequent 

is su sc e p tib le  of human p e rcep tio n . In o ther w ords, w e w itn ess  th e  

su n 's  (apparent) ro ta tion  w ith our e y e s ,  but though we are caught up 

in  and a ffec ted  by i ts  revo lu tion  as w e ll, much a s  th e  le s s e r  ro ta tion  

is  i ts e lf  a part of th is  rev o lu tio n , th e  p h y s ic a l d e s ig n  of th e  revo lu tion  

i s  som ething th a t we do not s e e .  Thus we have an im p lic it p a ra lle l 

to  tim e , the p a ssa g e  of w hich i s  m easured by our m ind 's a ttr ib u te s  

of ex p ec ta tio n , a tte n tio n , and memory, and e te rn ity , of w hich  tim e is  

a part but w hich th e  lim ita tio n s of our human p e rcep tio n s  p reven t u s 

from se e in g .

In "A D ig ressio n  of th e  wisdom  of God in  the s ite  and motion of 

the  Sun" in Pseudodoxia Epidemica (1646), where he co n sid e rs  th e  

b e n efits  th a t a cc ru e  to  human life  from th e  su n 's  d a ily  movement and 

th e  "ob liqu ity  in  h is  annual m o t i o n , S i r  Thomas Browne m akes ex ­

p lic it  th is  a ttrib u tio n  of the  s u n 's  im percep tib le  movement to  the  u n ­

know able w isdom  of God:



103.

Now w hether we adhere  unto  th e  h y p o th es is  of 
C o p e rn ic u s , affirming the  earth  to  m ove, and the  
Sun to  stand  s till;  or w hether we h o ld , a s  some 
of la te  have co n c lu d ed , from the spo ts  in t  he Sun, 
w hich  appear and d isap p ea r again; th a t b e s id e s  the 
revo lu tion  itm ak e th  w ith  i ts  O rbs, it  ha th  a ls o  a 
d in e tic a l m otion, and row ls upon i ts  P o le s , w hether 
I saw  we affirm th e s e  or n o , th e  i lla tio n s  before 
m entioned / i . e . , th e  e ffe c ts  on th e  eartii7  a re  not 
thereby  in f r in g e d . . . .  It may b e  l i te ra lly  sa id  of 
the  w isdom  of G o d . . . t h a t  if  the  w onders thereof 
w ere duly d e sc r ib e d , the  w hole w o rld , th a t i s , a ll 
w ith in  th e  l a s t  c ircum ference, would n o t con ta in  
them . For a s  h is  W isdom is  in f in ite , so  cannot 
the  due ex p ress io n s  thereo f be f in i te ,  and if  the 
world com prise him n o t, n e ith e r  can  i t  com prehend 
th e  sto ry  of h i m .^

The great m otions of the  e a r th , or of the su n , w hich are  beyond i ts  

c ircum ference, begin  to  d e s c r ib e , or a t  le a s t  to  ap p ro ach , a s  the  

f in ite  world c an n o t, the in fin ity  of G od.

The nex t four l in e s  of H e rb e rt 's  poem extend  th e  do u b len ess  of 

motion to  life  through th e  trad itio n a l dichotom y of fle sh  and  sp ir it.

L ife , to o , has a  sm all motion and a g re a t onej th e  former is  th e  life  

o f  the f le s h , w hich is  earthbound and in ev itab ly  a s  f in ite , so to  sa y , 

a s  th e  l ife  of a day; th e  la t te r  is  th e  life  of th e  s p ir i t ,  in s tru c ted  by 

the rev ea led  Word of God and th u s  ab le  to  "shoo t"  (the figure re c a lls  

"A rtillerie") beyond fin itude  to  th e  in f in ity , thus e te rn ity , on h igh .

The sp ec ific  refe ren ce  to  C h ris t should su g g e s t to  u s ,  re tro sp e c tiv e ly , 

th a t the  poem 's beginning subtly  in co rp o ra te s  H e rb e rt's  favorite  pun 

(se e  C hap ter 3 , below )— th a t the d is tin c tio n  betw een  s u n 's  tw o m otions

is  tantam ount to  a d is tin c tio n  betw een the  p h y sica l sun and  th e  triune 

God a s  Son.



The double m otions of both the sun and  l if e  c o n tra s t not only 

f in ite n e ss  and in fin ity , but a lso  m otion w ith  a paradox ical kind of 

m otion less m otion , o r r e s t ,  g iv ing  u s another of A ugustine 's  a n a lo g ie s . 

The su n 's  revo lu tion  i s  as much a motion a s  i t s  ro ta tio n , but s in c e  

one cannot pe rce ive  i t ,  it does not appear to  be motion a t  a l l ,  and  that 

appearance  is  enough to  m eet th e  dem ands of the  m etaphor. On the 

more im portant leve l of l i f e ,  th e  f le sh  m oves tow ard th e  e a r th , and th e  

sp ir it moves tow ard s t i l ln e s s ;  the s p ir i t ,  th a t i s ,  ob ta in s re s t  only 

through motion (fa ith , w o rk s , p ray e r, e tc .)  and not through a sp iritu a lly  

le th a rg ic  ab sen ce  of m otion.

The c lo s ing  coup le t d id ac tic a lly  ap p lie s  w hat h as  gone before 

to  the  a tta inm en t of e te rn ity . By working hard each day and  sacrific ing  

w orldly " p le a su re ,"  man can hope u ltim ate ly  to  h a rvest the  fru its  of 

h is  work in  th e  trea su re  of e te rnal rew ard . It is  notew orthy th a t H erbert 

speak  of "daily  la b o u r ,"  show ing how the flux  of m easurab le  ac tiv ity  

i s  m eaningfully caught up in  th e  im m easurable s t i l ln e s s  tow ard w hich it  

may le a d , much a s  ro ta tion  is  caugh t up in rev o lu tio n , fle sh  in s p ir i t ,  

tim e in  e te rn ity .

The poem is  typograph ica lly  in te re s tin g  (and th u s seem ingly  

"quaint") in that th e  ve rse  from P a u l's  e p is tle  to  th e  C o lo s s ia n s , 

from w hich th e  poem d e riv es  i t s  t i t le  and w hich  th e  poem a s  a whole 

seek s  to  anno ta te  o r ex p an d , s lig h tly  rep h rased  by H erbert forms an 

a c ro s tic  of ita lic iz e d  w ords dep loyed  d iagonally  down th e  p a g e .



This s truc tu re  of a rtifac t-w ith in -com m en tary  o ffe rs , I subm it, a  dup li­

ca tion  of y e t another of A ugustine 's  a n a lo g ie s  for tim e and e te rn ity , 

th a t o f th e  words of a  sen ten ce  and i ts  m eaning. H e rb e rt's  u se  of 

th is  analogy  is  considerab ly  le s s  d irec t th a t h is  u s e  of th e  o th e rs , 

bu t if  w e th ink  of the  co n tra s tiv e  m ethod of the  poem a s  a w h o le , then  

we may tak e  a c lue  from th e  beginning of lin e  1 and su sp ec t th a t "words 

and though ts" are not q u ite  th e  sam e th ings but are  co n tra s tiv e  in the 

way th a t ro tation  and revolu tion  or f le sh  and sp ir it  a re . All the words 

of the  poem , 85 of them , which like  any w o rd s , sc u n d , are  h eard , 

and d ie ,  a re  devoted  to  dem onstrating  an e te rnal (for Herbert) v e rity , 

the "thought" tha t is  a ten -w ord  c ip h er hidden among them . T he c ip h e r, 

of c o u rse , w hen ex trac ted  from i ts  environm ent becom es a se n te n c e , 

another se r ie s  of w o rd s , th a t m o re -o r- le ss  re p e a ts  the  t i t le  (which in 

c e r ta in  re s p e c ts  g ives th e  game aw ay ), bu t if we view  the  poem a s  an 

in d iv is ib le  en tity  and excep t th e  t i t l e ,  then i t  becom es c le a r  th a t H erbert 

has chosai to  make the  "thought" of h is  poem approxim ate a n o n -fin ite  

e s se n c e  th a t a p p e a rs , or t r i e s ,  to  be not a verbal co n stru c t a t a l l .  In 

m ost s im p lis tic  term s the  point of the  poem , w hich  is the m easure of 

H e rb e rt's  te c h n ic a l accom plishm ent, could  be put th is  way: ju s t  a s

"Our life  is  Hid w ith C h ris t in G o d ,"  so  is  th a t very  sta tem en t from 

C o lo ss ia n s  hidden in  th e  poem . W hat the  v e rse  m ean s, how ever, is  

th a t our rea l l i f e ,  our immortal l i f e ,  i s  dependent on C h ris t , and anything 

e ls e  th a t we may care  to  c a ll  life  is  re a lly  death ; rea l l i f e —re a lity ,



even— is  w hat is  hidden i n G od. S im ilarly , w hat is  r e a l ,  e s s e n t ia l ,  

unchang ing , and e te rn a l is  w hat i s  hidden in the poem , and not the  

poem th a t em bodies th is  e s s e n c e .  H e rb e rt 's  poem i s  m utable f le sh  

tha t c lo th e s  the im m utable s p ir i t ,  "My Life Is  Hid In Him That Is 

My T reasu re . " It is  in ev itab le  th a t we put the  w ords together in  th is  

w ay , f in a lly , bu t we m ust s e e  th a t H erbert has d iv ided  them —on th e  

av e rag e , 8 1/3  w ords sep ara te  e ach  two words of the  c ip h er—to 

em phasize  th e ir  n o n -g ram m atica l, n o n -sy n ta c tic a l c h a rac te r a s  a m eaning 

th a t  tran sce n d s  th e  ru le s  of l ife  and  death  governing an organic sen ten ce  

An understand ing  of th is  com plex 1 in e a r - s p a tia l  m echanism  provides 

f in a lly , a b a s is  for m easuring fu lly  H e rb e rt's  ach ievem ent in h is m ost 

apparen t h ie rog lyphs, "E a s te r-w in g s" and "The A lta r."  The s ta n z a ic  

movement from expansion  to  c o n tra c tio n , to  e x p a n s io n ,in  "E aste r-w ings"  

d u p lic a te s  the  so u l 's  p rogress from s in  to  sa lv a tio n , from sp iritu a l s ic k ­

n e ss  to  h e a lth , and i t  a lso  ch a rts  th is  p rog ress on a  kind of a lle g o ri­

ca l g rap h , one w hose meaning can  b e  in s tan tan e o u s ly  g ra sp e d , and 

w hich th e o re tic a lly  does not fade  w ith  the poem 's words from the p e r-  

c e iv e rs  c o n sc io u s n e s s . "The A lta r ,"  w hich argues for the C h ris tian  

su p p lan ta tio n  of a l ta r s  of s to n e  w ith a lta r s  of the  human h e a r t ,  is_ 

i ts e l f  an a lta r  of w o rd s , co rresponding  to  th e  rev e la tio n  in flesh  of th e  

W ord.



Of the sev era l an a lo g ie s  for tim e and e te rn ity , the  one th a t  a p ­

pears  to  have the  g re a te s t  them atic  in te re s t  for H erbert is  th e  opposi­

tion  of motion and r e s t .  This o p p o sitio n , un like  that be tw een  a 

s e n te n c e 's  w ards and i ts  m ean ing , does not particu la rly  lend i ts e lf  

to  com plex structu ra l e x p re s s io n , but i t  is  n e v e rth e le ss  frequently  

made a  paradigm  of the  v a riab le  re la tio n sh ip  betw een man and God 

tha t H erbert i s  a lw ays trying to se t  fo rth .

H erbert knew th a t th e  Bible em phasizes ag a in  and again  th e

s ig n ifican ce  of re s t  a s  both  a  qua lity  and d isp e n sa tio n  of G od, and

thus i ts  equ iva lence  to  e te rn ity . C ru d en 's  C oncordance l i s t s  hundreds

of occu rrences of th e  word " re s t"  (both su b s ta n tiv e s  and verbs)

23meaning "a cea sin g  from lab o r or w orks" or to c e a se  from labor or 

w orks. A d isc u ss io n  of th re e , how ever, should be  su ffic ien t to  in ­

d ica te  th e  p o s s ib il i t ie s  of the concep t a s  H erbert would have appre­

hended i t .  The m ost im portan t, of c o u rse , i s  in  G enesis 2 .2 - 3 ,  

w here God ta k e s  r e s t  a s  H is own rew ard for the creation : "And on

th e  seven th  d a y  God ended h is  w orke , w hich hee had made; And he 

re s te d  on the  seven th  day  from a ll h is w orke , w hich hee had m ade. 

And God b le s se d  th e  seven th  d a y , and  san c tif ied  it: b e c a u se  th a t in

i t  he had re s te d  from a ll h is  w orke , w hich  God c rea ted  and m ad e ."  

A ppropriately , A ugustine co n c lu d es the  labo rs of h is C on fessions by



annotating th e  p a radoxes o f th is  p a ssa g e :

But th e  seven th  d ay  i s  w ithou t evening and the  sun 
sh a ll no t s e t  upon i t ,  fo r you have san c tified  it 
and w illed  th a t  i t  sh a ll l a s t  for e v e r. Although your 
e te rn a l rep o se  w as unbroken by  the  a c t of c re a tio n , 
n e v e r th e le s s , a f te r  a ll  your w erks w ere done and 
you had seen  th a t  they  w ere very  g o o d , you re s ted  
on t h e  seven th  d a y . And in your Book we read  th is  
a s  a  p resag e  th a t w hen o u r  work in th is  l ife  i s  d o n e ,
w e too  sha ll r e s t  in  you in  the  Sabbath of e te rn a l
l i f e ,  though our works a re  very  good only b e c a u se  you 
have given u s  the  grace to  perform them . In th a t  
e te rn a l Sabbath you w ill re s t  in  u s , ju s t a s  now you 
work in  u s .  The re s t  th a t  we sh a ll enjoy w ill be  
y o u rs , ju s t  a s  th e  work th a t w e now do is your 
work done through u s .  But y o u , O Lord, are 
e te rn a lly  a t  work and e te rn a lly  a t r e s t .  It is  not 
in  t im e  th a t you s e e  or in  tim e th a t you res t: yet
you m ake w hat w e see  in time; you make tim e i t ­
se lf  and th e  rep o se  w hich  com es when time c e a s e s .

Since G od , ex isting  a s  one w ith  e te rn ity , c rea ted  tim e along 

w ith the^physical u n iv e rs e , h is  "e te rna l rep o se  w as unbroken by th e  

a c t  of creatioA ": th e  lab o r of tim e e x is te d  ou tside  th e  re s t  of e te rn ity .

But m an, on the  o ther h a n d , w orking and e x is tin g  in  tim e , can  hope

only to  have h is  w orks a ccep ted  and to  find re s t  in God "in  the  Sab­

ba th  of e te rnal l i f e . "

This e sc a p e  in to  tim e le s sn e ss  is  in  fa c t among th e  prom ises of 

R evelations: "And th e  Angel w hich I saw stand  upon th e  s e a ,  and upon

the e a r th , l if te d  up h is  hand to  h eav en , and sw are by  him th a t live th  

for ever and e v e r , who c re a te d  h e av e n , and the  th ings th a t th e re in  

a re , and  the e a r th , and th e  th in g s th a t th e re in  a re , and th e  s e a ,  and 

the  th ings w hich  are th e re in , th a t th e re  should bee tim e no  lo n g er.



But in  the  d ay es  of th e  vo ice  of th e  seven th  Angel/ when he shall 

begin  to  sound / the m ysterie  of God should be f in is h e d , a s  hee ha th  

d e c la re d  to  his se rv an ts  th e  Prophets" (1 0 .5 -7 ) . N um erolog ically , 

th e  conclu sion  of t im e , denoted by th e  sounding of th e  vo ice  of the  

sev en th  a n g e l, co in c id es  m ost he lp fu lly  w ith  th e  co n c lu sio n  of G od 's 

labo rs in  G en es is  on the  seven th  d ay . The number se v e n , a s  

A ugustine e x p la in s , com bines th e  num ber fo u r, w hich rep re se n ts  the  

four se a so n s  a s  w ell a s  th e  four tim es of th e  day (m orning, noon , 

ev en in g , and n ig h t), w ith th e  num ber th re e , s ta n d in g  for th e  tr in ity  

and a ls o  for th e  sep arab le  elem ents in th e  adm onition to  "love God 

w ith  a ll our h e a r ts ,  w ith  a ll  our s o u ls ,  and w ith  a ll our m in d s ." ^

It th u s sy m b o liz e s , we may in fe r , th e  point a t w hich th e  na tu ra l and 

su p e rn a tu ra l, the v is ib le  and the  in v is ib le ,  in te r s e c t ,  the  poin t a t
O  C

w hich tim e p a sse s  in to  e te rn ity . In h is  E ssayes in  D iv in ity ,

27Donne w r i te s ,  "Seven is  ever u sed  to  exp ress in f in ite ."

God does not d is trib u re  r e s t  equally  or u n d ese rv ed ly , how ever, 

a s  the  o ther two p e rtin en t p a ssa g e s  from th e  Bible show . In Psalm  

95 he d en ie s  i t  a ltogether: "Forty y eeres  long w as I g rieved w ith  th is

generation : and sayd, It is  a  people  th a t doe erre in  th e ir  heart: and

th ey  have not knowen my w ayes: Unto whom I sw are  in  my wrath:

That th ey  should not en ter in to  my re s t"  (10 -11 ). But a s  Paul exp la in s 

in h is  e p is tle  to  th e  Hebrews, th e  covenan t of g race  changes a ll th is :



For we which have b e leev ed  do e n te r in to  r e s t ,  
a s  hee s a id , As I have sw om e in  my w ra th , If 
they  sh a ll en ter in to  my r e s t ,  a lthough the works 
w ere fin ish ed  from the foundation of th e  w orld .
For h e  spake in  a  c e r ta in e  p lace  of the seventh  
day  on th is  w ise : And God did r e s t  th e  seven th
day  from a ll h is w orks . And in th is  p lace  againe:
If th ey  sha ll en ter in to  my r e s t .  Seeing  therefo re  
it  rem aineth  th a t some must en te r th e re in , and 
they  to whom it  w as f i r s t  p reached  en tered  not in  
b e c a u se  of unbeleef: a g a in e , hee lim ite th  a  c e r­
ta in e  d a y , saying in  D av id , Today, a f te r  so long 
a tim e; a s  i t  i s  s a id .  Today if  ye w ill heare  h is
v o ic e , Harden not your h e a r ts . For if Ie su s  had
given them  r e s t ,  then would he no t afterw ard have 
spoken of ano ther d a y . There rem aineth  therefo re  
a re s t  to  the peop le  of G od. (3 .9 )

Betw een therr\, ty p o lo g ic a lly , th e s e  p a s sa g e s  show th a t only w ith the

favor of God may man e sc a p e  from h is fin itude  in to  th e  r e s t  th a t is

e te rnal l i f e .

A ugustine d is c u s s e s  r e s t  in  one other re lev an t co n n ec tio n . Trying

to rec a ll h is  in fancy  in  th e  f i r s t  book of th e  C o n fe s s io n s , he w r ite s ,

"In th o se  d ay s  a ll  I knew w as how to su c k , and how to  l ie  s t i l l  when

my body se n se d  comfort or cry w hen i t  fe lt p a in . L ater on I began  to

28sm ile a  s w e ll, f i r s t  in  my s le e p , and  then  w hen I w as aw ak e ."  To

su ck in g , c ry in g , and sm iling , th e n , A ugustine adds lying s t i l l ,  r e s t in g ,

a s  the fourth in s tin c tiv e  re sp o n se  w ith w hich  in fan ts  are  bom ; a s

Kenneth Burke po in ts o u t, "This add ition  is  very  important in  A ugustine 's

c a s e ,  b e ca u se  of i ts  re la tio n  to  h is g rea t th e o lo g ica l s t r e s s  upon hopes

29of an  u ltim ate  r e s t  in  G od ."  In o ther w o rd s , o n e 's  in fancy  re f le c ts

th e  d iv in ity  th a t he  can hope to approach  a t  th e  end of h is  l i f e ,  an



id ea  th a t figures so  im portantly  in V aughan 's "R etreate" and W ords­

w o rth 's  "Ode: Intim ations of Im m orta lity ."

The sources of "The P u lle y ,"  one of H erb e rt's  best-know n  poem s, 

have e lic ite d  a  co n sid erab le  am ount of c ritic a l c o n je c tu re . H utchinson

observes th a t "H erbert re fash ioned  a la te r  v e rs io n  of th e  sto ry  of

30P andora,"  and in  her monograph on H erbert, Mary Ellen Rickey su g g e s ts

th a t the  cen tra l im plied fig u re , th a t  of th e  pu lley  i ts e l f ,  d e rives  from

31N a sh e 's  P ra ise  of the  Red H erring . But su re ly  it should  be equally

obvious th a t the  th eo lo g ica l co re  o f  th e  poem  d erives from ju s t th is

idea  of re s t  a s  th e  equ iva len t of e te rn ity  th a t we have been d is c u s s in g ,

p a rticu la rly  a s  i t  i s  il lu s tra te d  by th e  p a ssa g e  above from Psalm s.

When God a t f irs t  made m an,
Having a  g la s s e  of b le s s in g s  stand ing  by;
Let us (sa id  he) poure on him a ll we can:
Let the  w orlds r ic h e s ,  w hich d isp e rsed  l i e ,

C ontrac t in to  a sp a n .

So streng th  f i r s t  made a  way;
Then b eau tie  f lo w 'd , th en  w isd o m e , honour, p leasu re :
When a lm ost a ll w as o u t, God m ade a s ta y ,
Perceiv ing  th a t a lo n e  of a ll h is  trea su re  

Rest in the bottom e la y .

For if  I should (sa id  he)
Bestow  th is  jew ell a ls o  on my c re a tu re ,
He would adore  my g ifts  in  s te ad  of m e,
And re s t  in  N a tu re , no t the  God of N ature:

So both should  lo se rs  b e .

Yet le t  him keep  th e  r e s t ,
But keep them  w ith repining re s t le s s n e s s :
Let him be rich  and w e a r ie , that a t l e a s t ,
If goodnesse  lead e  him n o t ,  y e t w e a rin e sse  

May to s s e  him to  my b re a s t .



Of a ll th e  b le s s in g s  th a t God can  b e s to w , re s t  is  th e  l a s t ,  in 

the sen se  th a t i t  is  the fin a l one (which "in th e  bottom e lay") that 

He co n sid ers  g iv ing , and in  th e  se n se  th a t  it  is  the one that w ould 

make men s e lf -s u f f ic ie n t ,  needing no further b le s s in g s . By w ithhold ing  

i t ,  God in e ffec t d is tin g u ish e s  be tw een  th e  N ature th a t He has c rea ted  

and H im self, cau sin g  the former to e x is t  in  tim e, out of which i ts  

c rea tu res  can e sc a p e  only by adoring G od. "The Pulley" p re sen ts  an 

oddly heterodox and fa in tly  P laton ic  sto ry  of c rea tion  in  w hich God 

rea so n s  th a t i t  is  necessary  to  make the  earth  not a p rec ise  coun terpart 

of H is own e x is te n c e  if man is  to apprehend h is  need of God and the 

Glory of H is c re a tio n . W hat m akes N ature d ifferen t from th e  God of 

N atu re , and w hat thus makes th e  God of N ature more d e s ira b le , is  

the "repining r e s t le s s n e s s ,"  a  kind of tim e-bound and tim e-cau sed  

a g ita tio n , the end of w hich man p e rc e iv e s  to  be ou tside  h im self and 

in  G od, the w ay th a t e te rn ity  i s  o u tside  time and in G od.

Therefore th e  re s t  of G od 's b le s s in g s  (some c r it ic s  th ink  H erb ert's  

pun u n fo rtu n a te , a s  b a s ic  a s  it is to  the  poem 's opposition) are not 

enough; man w ill becom e w eary  w ith th em , w eary w ith  th e  ag ita tio n  

of human l i f e ,  p e rh ap s , by im p lica tio n , w eary w ith th e  good w orks that 

ga in  G od 's  fav o r, and throw  h im self beyond th e se  other bL essings and 

into th e  e te rn a l r e s t  in God th a t  h a s  b een  den ied  him in N a tu re . Just 

a s  in  psalm  9 5 , God re a liz e s  th a t man w ill understand  h is  dependence  

only through a se n se  of h is in co m p le ten ess .



The sam e coupling of th e  two m eanings of the  word " re s t"  in a

sin g le  u sage  informs tw o o ther poems in  The T em ple, though perhaps

not so  d ram atica lly  a s  i t  d o es  "The P u lle y ."  In "The Starre" H erbert

a sk s  a "Bright sp a rk , sho t from a b righ ter p la c e , W here beam s surround

my Saviours face"  to  move in to  h is h e a r t , and w ith fire  bum  aw ay h is

h e a r t 's  fo lly  and l u s t ,  w ith  rad ian ce  c a u se  i t  to  sh in e , and w ith

heaven ly  motion c a u se  i t  to  a s c e n d . T hen  having p ro jec ted  h im self

among th e  beam s of ligh t that en c irc le  C h r is t , H erbert w r i te s ,  in  the

seven th  q u a tra in .

That so  among th e  re s t  I may
G litte r ,  and c u r ie ,  and  w inde a s  they :

That winding is  th e ir fash ion  
C£ ad o ra tio n .

Here " re s t"  im plies both th e  other beam s th a t now form th e  h e a r t 's ,  

or th e  s o u l 's ,  env ironm ent, and a ls o ,  d e sp ite  the paradox ica l w ind ing , 

the  a tta inm en t of e v erlas tin g  m o tio n le ssn e ss  th a t th e  s ta r 's  " c e le s tia ll  

q u ick n e sse"  has le d  him to .

In "The Bag" H erbert recovers from a tem porary se izu re  of d e sp a ir  

by rem inding h im self of C h r is t 's  having le f t  th e  g lo rie s  of H eaven and 

descen d ed  to  ea rth  to  d ie  so th a t man might be  sa v e d . In th e  fourth 

s ta n z a ,

W hen he  w as com e, a s  tra v e lle rs  a re  w ont,
He d id  repa ir unto an in n e .
Both th e n , and a f te r ,  many a brunt 
He did  endure to  c an c e ll s inne :
And having  g iv 'n  th e  r e s t  b e fo re ,

H ere he gave up h is l ife  to  pay  our sc o re ,



" res t"  re fe rs  d irec tly  to  th e  c e le s t ia l  raim ent o f l ig h t ,  c lo u d s , f i re ,  

and the  sky  tha t i s  d escrib ed  in  an e a rlie r  s ta n z a . A lso , how ever, 

i t  su g g e s ts  the  general freedom  from labo r and m otion th a t C h ris t 

had foregone b y c o m in g  to  an ea rth  th a t , a s  th e  poem "G idd inesse"  

te l l s  u s ,  is  "fa ire  from po w er, From se ttle d  p e a c e  and  r e s t ! "  And 

the  co n tex t o f h is "having g iv ‘n th e  re s t  before" may lea d  to  y e t a 

th ird  s e n s e ,  th a t  C h r is t 's  d escen t and death  are sim ply the  fu lfillm ent 

of an e a rlie r  prom ise to man of e te rn ity .

Several poem s in  The Temple typo log ica lly  com plem ent "The 

Pulley" in  th e  w ay th a t th e  v e rse s  from P au l's  e p is tle  to  th e  H ebrew s 

com plem ent th o se  in  P sa lm s. Man may now have through C hrist the  

r e s t  tha t i t  had once been  n e c e ssa ry  for God to  deny  him . "Enrich 

my h e a r t , m outh, hands in  m e ,"  beg ins th e  th ird  of th ree  tr ip le ts  in 

"T rinitie S unday ,"  "W ith fa i th ,  w ith h o p e , w ith  c h a ritie ; That I may 

ru n n e , r i s e ,  r e s t  w ith  th e e ."  Running, r is in g , and resting  a re ,  in ­

c id e n ta lly , standard  nam es for so la r  motions , so H erbert may b e  app ly ­

ing  them to  motions o f the  redeem ed soul in  order to u n ite  Sunday w ith 

th e  Son.

The re s t  is  a very  rea l p o s s ib il i ty , now , a s  i t  i s  in  "A rtille rie"

w here i t  is  th e  p re c ise  g ift th a t the  shooting s ta r  o ffers to  H erbert:

Do a s  thou u s e s t ,  d iso b e y ,
Expell good m otions from th y  b r e a s t .
W hich have th e  fa c e  of f ire , bu t end in  r e s t .

Good m otions end in  re s t:  prayer and th e  acc ep tan c e  of C h ris t a s  the



rev ea led  Word of God end in  the  e te rn ity  of G od. And so  the poem i t ­

se lf  ends w ith a pa radox ica lly  com pressed  sta tem en t of th e  way in which 

t in e  i s  caugh t up in e tern ity : "I am but f in ite , yet th in e  in f in ite ly ."

The movement from th e  o ld  d isp e n sa tio n  to  th e  new , and thus

from re s t le s s n e s s  to  r e s t ,  is  shown m ost e x p lic itly  in  "Aaron":

H o lin esse  on th e  h ead ,
Light and p e rfec tio n s  on th e  b re a s t .

H arm onious b e lls  be low , ra is in g  th e  dead  
To leade  them  un to  l ife  and re s t:

Thus are tru e  Aarons d re s t .

P ro fanenesse  in my h e ad ,
D efects and d a rk n e sse  in  my b re a s t ,

A n o ise  of p a ss io n s  ringing me for dead  
Unto a p lac e  w here is  no re s t:

Poore p r ie s t thus am I d re s t .

Onely another head 
I have, ano ther heart and b re a s t ,

Another m usick , making liv e  no t d e a d .
W ithout whom I could  have no re s t:

In him I am w ell d re s t .

C h ris t is  my onely  h e a d ,
My alone onely  h eart and b re a s t ,

My onely  m usick , strik ing  me ev 'n  dead;
That to  th e  old man I may r e s t ,

And be in him new d re s t .

So holy in  my h e a d ,
Perfect and lig h t in my d e a re  b re a s t ,

My doctrine tu n 'd  by  C h ris t , (who i s  n o t dead 
But liv e s  in  me w hile  I do re s t)

Come people; A aron 's d re s t .

In th e  f ir s t  s tan za  of th is  rem arkably straightforw ard  poem , H erbert

re i te ra te s  the  m ission  of Aaron a s  God had s e t  i t  fo rth  to  M oses in

E xodus. "And thou sh a lt put on th e  b re a s tp la te  of iu d g em en t, the



Urim and th e  Thummim, and th e y  sh a ll b e e  upon Aarons h e a r t , when 

he goeth  in  before the  Lord: and Aaron sh a ll  b eare  th e  iudgem ent of

the  ch ild ren  of Is ra e l upon h is  h e a r t ,  before th e  Lord c o n t in u a l ly . . . .

And i t  sh a ll b e  upon Aarons fo reh ead , th a t Aaron may beare  the  in iq u itie  

of the  holy th ings , w hich  the ch ild renof Is ra e l shall ha llow  in a ll th e ir 

holy g ifts ; and i t  shall be  a lw ays upon h is  fo rehead , th a t  th e y  may be 

accep ted  before  th e  Lord" (28 .30  , 38). C on trasted  w ith the a b il i ty  of 

"true Aarons" to  r a is e  the  dead  and le a d  them  to  e te rnal r e s t  is  th e  

s in n e r 's  s e n se  of h is  own d e fe c ts ,  con fusion , and r e s t le s s n e s s .  But 

since  Aaron i s an obvious type for C h r is t ,  th e  sinner is  not alone and 

u n a ss is te d ; w eak though he may b e  in  h is own mind and h e a r t ,  he has 

a lso  the  h e a d , h e a r t , and b re a s t  of C h r is t ,  ,w hose prim acy w ill a llow  

him , s truck  d e a d , to  a r is e  and find r e s t .  F in a lly , by accep ting  C h ris t 

a s  the Word of G od , th e  s in n e r may n o w , d o es  now , find r e s t  in  him .

"Aaron" thus co n fla te s  ty p o lo g ica lly  th e  p a s s a g e s  from Psalm s and 

H ebrew s. G od 's orig inal d isp en sa tio n  through Aaron no longer proves 

to  be  enough, b u t by supplem enting it  w ith the  new  d isp en sa tio n  through 

C h r is t , man may e sca p e  from time and d ea th  in to  th e  r e s t  of e t e r n i t y .^

iv .

W ithout re ly ing  on th e  ana logy  o f r e s t ,  a number o f H erb ert's  

poems come to term s d irec tly  w ith  m an 's  condition  of being bound in 

tim e , equate th is  condition  w ith  physica l life  (sp iritua l d e a th ) , the



f le s h , and th e  p re se n t, and  c o n tra s t i t  w ith th e  prom ised p h y sic a l 

death  (sp iritual l if e ) ,  th e  s p ir i t ,  and the  fu tu re . "H . Baptism e" (II), 

for exam ple , w hich i s  a co n sid era tio n  of th e  d iv in ity  tha t God im parts 

to  the child (we re c a ll  A ugustine 's  em phasis on infant r e s t  a s a re f le c ­

tion  of th e  child's d iv ine  c o n d itio n ), ends

Although by s te a lth  
My fle sh  get o n ,  yet le t her s is te r

My sou l b id  n o th in g , bu t p reserve  her w ealth :
The growth of f le sh  i s  bu t a b lis te r ;

Childhood is  h e a lth .

Q uite l i te ra l ly ,  th e  poem  te l l s  u s ,  a s  th e  human body g row s, in c re a se s

in  s iz e ,  i t  is  em phasizing more and m ore the part of th e  man tha t is

not d iv in e . There is  a so rt of th eo lo g ica l paradox here: a s  man m atures

tow ards h is  u ltim ate  union w ith  G od, he' appears p rog ressively  le s s

worthy of th is  un ion .

So, to o , in the grim "C hurch-m onum ents,"  w hile  "m y soul rep a irs

to  her d ev o tio n ,"

Here I intom be my f le s h , th a t i t  betim es 
May take  acq u a in tan ce  of th is  heap of dust;
To w h ich  th e  b la s t  of d e a th s  in c e s s a n t  m otion ,
Fed w ith  th e  ex h a la tio n  of our c rim es ,
D rives a ll  a t l a s t ,

and f in a lly ,

. . . t h o u  m ayst know ,
That f le sh  i s  bu t the  g la s s e ,  w hich holds th e  d u st 
That m easures a ll  our tim e; w hich a lso  sha ll 
Be crum bled in to  d u s t.

D istu rb ed , m ise ra b le , and short i s  th e  life  of the  body; only by

/8
w illing  to e scap e  it  can  the  soul ach ieve  i ts  own im m ortality .



"T im e," "M ans m ed ley ,"  and "The D ischarge" s tre ss  the  con ­

sc io u sn e ss  and secu rity  w ith  w hich man may liv e  for the fu tu re . In

the  firs t of th e s e , an oddly  w him sical l i t t le  d ia logue  that in  some

w ays re c a lls  D onne 's sonne t "D eath  be not p ro u d ,"  H erbert c a teg o rica lly

d em onstra tes th e  su b s ta n tiv e  d ifference  betw een  time and e te rn ity ,th e

id ea  th a t e te rn ity  i s  o u ts id e  tim e , and th a t tim e , no m atter how drawn

o u t, canno t approach i t .

M eeting w ith Time, Slack th in g , sa id  I ,
Thy s ith e  is  dull; w het i t  for sham e.
No m arvell S ir , he did re p lie ,
If i t  a t leng th  d ese rv e  some blam e:

But w here one man would have me grinde i t  
Tw entie fo r one too sharp do finde i t .

Perhaps some such  of old did p a s s e ,
Who above a ll  th in g s  lo v 'd  th is  life ;
To whom thy  s ith e  a h a tch e t w a s ,
W hich now is  bu t a p ru n in g -k n ife .

C h ris ts  coming hath made man thy  d eb te r,
Since b y  thy  cu ttin g  he grow s b e tte r .

And in  h is  b le s s in g  thou art b le s t:
For w here thou onely  w ert before 
An execu tioner a t  b e s t;
Thou a rt a g a rd 'n er now, and  m ore,

An u sh e r to  convey our so u ls  
Beyond the u tm o s t s ta rre s  and p o le s .

And th is  is  th a t m akes l if e  so long ,
W hile i t  d e ta in s  u s  from our G od.
Ev'n p lea su re s  here  in c re a se  th e  w rong,
And leng th  of d ay es  len g th en  th e  ro d .

Who w an ts th e  p la c e ,  w here God doth d w e ll,
P artakes a lre ad y  h a lf of h e ll .

Of w hat s trange  len g th  m ust th a t  needs b e ,
W hich e v 'n  e te m itie  e x c lu d es!
Thus farre Time heard me p a tien tly :
Then chafing  s a id . This man d e lu d es:

W hat do I here befo re  h is  doore?
0 3

He do th  no t c rave  le s s e  tim e , but m o re .0



The form erly d ism al sp ec tre  of tim e , a pe rson ified  rem inder of death  

and th e  b rev ity  of hum an l i f e ,  i s  a  w elcom ed sigh t to  H erbert, for 

time can now  o n ly  lea d  man to l i f e ,  n o t aw ay from i t .  T im e, th e  

charac ter in the  poem , d o es  not im m ediately  re a liz e  the d irec tio n  of 

h is  g u id an ce , and p o in ts  out th a t for every  man who w ould de ligh t in 

h is appearance  there  are  tw en ty  who w ould shudder a t i t .  O nce, 

p e rh a p s , responds H erbert; but g iven  th e  new d isp e n sa tio n  of C h r is t , 

th e re  is  no  longer a reaso n  to  love  th is  life  above th e  n e x t. And tim e , 

a s  w ell a s  m an , p ro fits  from th is  d isp e n sa tio n , for h e  i s  changed  from 

an execu tioner to  a gardener or an  u sh e r— an a g en t to  le a d  man to  

e te rn ity  "Beyond th e  u tm o st s ta rre s  and p o le s ."

The figure of a gardener su g g e s ts  th e  b ib lic a l and m edieval

trad itio n  of the ho rtu s c o n c lu su s , derived  u ltim ate ly  from the Song of

Songs 4 .1 2 ,  "A garden in c lo se d  is  my s i s te r ,  my spouse; a  spring shut

u p , a foun tain  s e a le d ."  S tanley  Stew art w r i te s ,  "In th e  l ite ra tu re  and

art of the M iddle Ages and the R e n a issan c e , th e  garden w all refe rred

to  the  p ro tec tio n  of the C hurch through th e  d isp e n sa tio n  of G r a c e . . . .

By rep resen tin g  th e  d iv is io n  betw een nature  and G race , th e  w all po in ted

up the d is tin c tio n  betw een  th e  tim ebound and the  t im e le s s .  The m ystery

of the C h ris tia n  experience  w as th a t ,  though in tim e , man e x is te d  o u t-
34

s id e  of tim e, fo r he w as bom  o f  the sp ir it  a s  w e ll a s  of the f le s h ."  

P artic ipa ting  in th e  C h ris tia n  e x p e rie n c e , th e n , and p ressed  in to  the  

se rv ice  of God and th e  C hurch , tim e a s  gardener becom es th e  very



medium through w hich  man e sc a p e s  from tim e .

After H erbert h as  dw elt on the strange (h en ce  unp leasan t) leng th  

of earth ly  tim e , w hich i s  i ts e lf  excluded from e te rn ity  and excludes 

everything th a t  rem ains w ith in  it  from e te rn ity , tim e fin a lly  g e ts  the 

p o in t, though h is  own lim ita tio n s  p revent him from s ta tin g  i t  w ith  

much a c u te n e ss :

W hat do I here before h is  doore?
He doth no t c rav e  le s s e  t im e , bu t m ore.

The lim ita tions of th e  tem poral v iew , not in s tru c ted  by g ra c e , are 

im p lic it in  t im e 's  l a s t  w c rd s . To the tim e-bound v iew , e te rn ity  a p ­

pears only an  e x te n s io n  of tim e , " n o t . . . l e s s e  t im e , b u t m ore ."  In  

fa c t ,  how ever, a s  the  C hristian  should  b e  ab le  to  s e e ,  e te rn ity  is  

not sim ply more tim e , b u t is  a dim ension or condition  a lto g e th e r ou t­

s id e  t im e , though on ly  tim e , the m easure  of m an 's day s on earth ,,can  

bring him to  i t .

One unique c ap a c ity  of man i s  h is  a b ility  to  e x is t  s im u ltaneously  

in both tim e and e te rn ity , making h im , lik e  the seven th  angel of 

R evela tions, the  p re c ise  juncture  of tim e and e te rn ity . This dual 

e x is te n c e , and its  a tten d a n t p roblem s, is  th e  su b je c t of "M ans m edley"

H eark , how th e  b irds do s in g ,
And w oods do ring .

All c rea tu re s  have  th e ir joy: and man hath  h is .
Yet if  we righ tly  m easu re ,

M ans joy and p leasu re
Rather h e re a f te r , then  in  p re se n t, i s .



To th is  life  th ings of se n se  
Make th e ir  pretence:

In th ' o ther A ngels have  a  righ t by birth :
Man t ie s  them  both a lo n e ,

And m akes them  one ,
W ith th 1 one hand touching h e a v 'n , w ith th 1 o ther earth ,

In soul he  m ounts and f l ie s ,
In f le sh  he d ie s .

He w ears  a s tu ffe  w hose th read  i s  course  and round ,
But trim m 'd w ith  cu rious l a c e ,

And should  tak e  p lace  
After th e  trim m ing, no t th e  stuffe and  ground.

Not th a t he may not here  
T aste  of the  c h e e r .

But a s  b irds d rink , and s tra ig h t l if t  up th e ir  h e ad ,
So he m ust sip  an d  th ink  

Of b e tte r drink 
He may a tta in  to ,  after he i s  d e ad .

But a s  h is  jo y es  are double;
So is  his tro u b le .

He hath two w in te rs , other th ings bu t one:
Both f ro s ts  and thoughts do n ip ,

And b ite  h is  lip;
And he  of a ll  th in g s fea rs  two d ea th s  a lo n e .

Yet ev 'n  th e  g re a te s t  g rie fs  
May be r e l ie f s ,

Could he bu t take  them  r ig h t ,  and in t  heir w a y es .
H appie is  h e , w hose heart 

H ath found the a rt 
To turn h is double pa ins to  double p ra ise .

Man a lone  h a s  i t  both w ays: "In soul he m ounts and f l i e s ,  In f le sh

he d ie s ';  he i s  th e  one link  be tw een  the p h y s ic a l, m utable c rea tu re s  

of the earth  and th e  im m ate ria l, im m utable angels: "Man t ie s  them

both a lo n e , And m akes them  o n e , W ith th ' one hand touching h e a v 'n , 

w ith th ' o ther e a r th ."  H erbert i s ,  of c o u rs e , adapting to  h is  pu rposes



one of th e  com m onplaces of R en aissan ce  thought: th e  view of man

a s  occupying a m ediate  positio n  in  th e  C hain  o f  Being betw een  a n i­

m als and a n g e ls , enab led  by h is  tr ip a r tite  sou l (b e s tia l a p p e tite ,

human em otion , and d iv ine  re a so n —thus Plato in the R epub lic , 13,

35and th e  T im aeus, 38) e ith e r  to  d escen d  or a sc e n d . But a s  the

poem s ta te s  th e  p rob lem , m an 's cho ice  l ie s  le s s  betw een  th is  w orld

36and the  nex t than  betw een  having bo th  and having n e ith e r .

As man has the  pow er to  rea p  the  joys th a t  e x is t in tim e and

th o se  th a t e x is t  in  e te rn ity , so does he run the  r isk  of lo sing  b o th ,

one through d e a th , th e  other through judgm ent. Since only he can

have two l iv e s ,  "he of all th in g s  fea rs  two d e a th s  a lo n e" : the

natu ra l death  of th e  body and "the condem nation of the  lo s t  soul

37a fte r  the  judgm ent." '

N othing need  be l o s t ,  how ever, a s  th e  final s ta n za  te l l s  u s ,  

for man may ch o o se  to  p lace  his mcrtal life  in  time in th e  se rv ice  

of h i s  immortal life  in  e te rn ity . He may "turn h is  double p a in s ,"  

h is fea r of two d e a th s ,  to "double p ra is e ,"  p ra ise  of God in  the 

p resen t th a t w ill in su re  h is  a b ili ty  to  p ra ise  God in  the fu tu re . The 

poem i s  thus a d id ac tic  guide to  th e  l ife  of d iv ine  se rv ice  and reco g ­

n ition  th a t  p rom ises e te rnal rew ard . "And th e s e  sha ll go aw ay in to  

e v e r la s tin g  p u n ish m en t,"  we re a d  in M atthew  25. 4 6 , "but the 

righ teous in to  life  e te rn a l ."  H erbert do es not balk a t  defin ing  the  

q u a litie s  of the r ig h te o u s .
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In "The D ischarge" H erbert d iffe ren tia te s  betw een time and 

e te rn ity  on the  analogy of a  d is tin c tio n  betw een  th e  p resen t and the 

fu tu re .

Busie enquiring h e a r t , w hat w ouldst thou know?
Why d o s t thou p rie ,

And tu rn , and le e r ,  and w ith a lico rous eye 
Look high and low;

And in thy look ings s tre tc h  and grow?

H ast thou not made thy  c o u n ts , and sumra'd up a ll?
Did no t th y  h eart 

G ive up the w h o le , and  w ith the w hole depart?
Let what w ill fa ll:

That which is  p a s t who can re c a ll?

Thy life  i s  G o d s , thy  time to  com e i s  g o n e ,
And is  h is r ig h t.

He is  thy  night a t  noon: he i s  a t  night
Thy noon a lo n e .

The crop i s  h i s ,  for he  hath  sow n.

And w ell i t  w as for th e e , w hen th is  b e fa ll,
That God did  m ake 

Thy b u s in e s se  h i s ,  and in  thy  life  p a rtak e :
For thou  c a n s t t e l l ,

If i t  be h is  o n c e , a ll is  w e ll.

Onely the p resen t is  thy  part and fe e .
And happy th o u ,

If , though thou didst not beat thy  future brow ,
Thou c o u ld s t w ell se e  

W hat p re sen t th in g s  req u ir 'd  of th e e ..

They a s k  enough; w hy sh o u ld st thou further go?
Raise n o t th e  mudde 

Of future d e p th s , b u t drink th e  c lea re  and good.
Did no t for wo 

In tim es to  come; for it  w ill grow .



Man and the p re se n t fit: if he p rov ide,
He b reaks th e  sq u a re .

This houre is mine: if for th e  nex t I c a re ,
I grow too w id e ,

And do encroach  upon d ea th s  s id e .

For d ea th  each  houre environs and surrounds.
He th a t w ould know 

And care  for future c h a n c e s , cannot go 
Unto th o se  g rounds,

But through a C hurch-yard  w hich them bounds.

Things p re sen t shrink  and d ie: but th ey  th a t spend 
Their though ts and se n se  

On future g r ie f , do no t rem ove it  th e n c e ,
But it  ex te n d ,

And draw  th e  bottom e out an end .

God chains th e  dog t i l l  n ight: w ilt lo o se  the c h a in ,
And w ake thy  sorrow ?

W ilt thou fo re s ta ll i t ,  and now grieve to  morrow,
And th en  again 

G rief over fresh ly  a ll thy  pain?

Either g rie f w ill no t come: o r if i t  m ust,
Do no t fo re c a s t.

And w hile  i t  com eth , i t  is  a lm ost p a s t .
Away d is tru s t:

My God hath  prom is'd; he is  ju s t .

U ntil th e  turn in  the la s t  s ta n z a , "The D ischarge" seem s to  p re se n t 

a cu riously  p e ss im is tic  reversa l of w hat we have lea rn ed  in  "M ans 

m ed ley ."  Man i s  lim ited  to  the mortal l ife  of the  p re s e n t , and an 

attem pt to  se e  beyond th is  lim it is  an encroaching on  God and h is

d e s ig n s , an in v ita tio n  to  sorrow  and g rie f . Be w ell c o n te n t, m an,

38w ith w ha t is ; "Find th e  m ortal world en ough ."  "Let w hat w ill

fa ll: That w hich  is  p a s t who can  re c a ll?  Thy life  is  G o d s , thy



tim e to  come i s  g o n e . And is  h is r i g h t . . . .  Onely th e  p resen t is  thy  

part and f e e . . . .  Man and the  p resen t f i t ."  The p resen t w ill en d , but 

to  dw ell on the  g rief of the future i s  sim ply to  experience  th is  grief 

before i t  is  n e c e ssa ry , to  "draw the  bottom e out an e n d ."

The poem so far has been  an ex p ress io n  of doubt, a c ling ing  to  

refuge in  the w orld  of tim e b ecau se  of the p rob lem atic  u n certa in ty  of 

o n e 's  en trance  in to  the w orld of e te rn ity . But there  i s  a n o th e r , a l -  

togeher more appealing  reaso n  why man need not sp ecu la te  about the  

future: "My God ha th  prom is'd ; he i s  j u s t . "  This c an c e llin g  of doubt 

w ith  sudden  affirm ation i s  a favorite  tr ic k  of H erb ert's ; "D en ia ll"  

(which we sh a ll exam ine shortly) and "The C o lla r"  end w ith  even  more 

dram atic  r e v e r s a ls .  In "The D ischarge" it  se rv es  a s  an a ssu ra n c e  

th a t th e  e te rn a l w isdom  of God i s  a b a s is  for t ru s t  th a t tran sce n d s  

tem poral perturbation  and doub t.

v .

Apart from "C o lo ss . 3 .3 .  Our Life is  Hid w ith C h ris t in  G od,"  

a ll the  poems considered  thus far in  th is  chapter have inco rpora ted  

the  A ugustinian tim e -e te m ity  d is tin c tio n  into th e ir argum ents a lo n e , 

th e ir  co n cep tu a l c o n te n ts , and  not in to  th e ir  s tru c tu re s . In o ther 

w o rd s , such fea tu res  a s  rhym e, m eter, leng th  of l in e s ,  and the  

forms of w ords (whether a verb be in th e  p a s t or p resen t te n s e ,  for 

exam ple , or in the  in d ic a tiv e  cr sub junctive  mood) are  apparen tly



in c id en ta l and do not a r is e  from the ex ig e n c ie s  of certa in  p h ilo so p h ica l

dem ands. There a r e ,  how ever, in The Temple poem s w hose s tru c tu re s  

e ith e r e s ta b lis h  o r support a d o u b le -ti me schem e, or a v a ria tio n  of 

such  a schem e , th a t approxim ates the  re la tio n sh ip  of time to  e te rn ity , 

even if  th a t re la tio n sh ip  be no t e x p lic itly  m entioned . The recogn ition  

of th e s e  s truc tu ra l s u b t le t i e s ,  i t  seem s to m e ,  is  one of th e  w ays in 

w h ic h  ex p lica tio n  b e c o m e s , o r functions a s ,  c ritic ism  or e s th e tic  

judgment; to  th e  ex ten t we re a liz e  th a t  the form a poem a ssu m e s , 

w hether or not th e  p re c ise  m echanism , of th is  form is  o b v io u s, is  

no t a rb itrary  b u t i s  serving som e la rg e r , in te lle c tu a l d e s ig n , then  to 

the  sam e ex ten t do we apprehend th e  in teg rity  of the poem , th e  sub­

se rv ience  of i t s  parts  to  the  w ho le , and in  th e  c a s e  of H erbert a t 

l e a s t ,  p o ss ib ly  redeem  i t  from the charges m entioned ea rlie r of 

"q u a in tn ess  and o d d ity ."

A fa irly  sim ple exam ple of th is  s tru c tu ra l reinforcem ent occurs

in  the  beau tifu l so n n e t "P rayer" ( I )  ,

P rayer th e  C hurches b a n q u e t, Angels a g e ,
Gods b re a th  in man retu rn ing  to  h is  b ir th ,
The soul in  p a ra p h rase , h e a rt in  p ilg rim age,

The C h r is tia n  plummet sounding h e av 'n  and earth;
Engine a g a in s t th ' A lm ightie, s in n e rs  to w re ,

R eversed thunder , Chr i s t - s id e 'p ie r c in g  sp e a r ,
The s ix -d a ie s  world tran sp o sin g  in  an h cu re ,

A kinde of tu n e , which a ll  th ings heare  and fear;
S o ftn e sse , and p e a c e , and jo y , and lo v e , and b l i s s e ,

Exalted M anna, g la d n e sse  of th e  b e s t ,
H eaven in  o rd in a r ie , man w ell d r e s t ,

The m ilkie w ay , th e  bird of P a rad ise ,
C h u rch -b e ls  beyond th e  s ta r re s  h e a rd , th e  so u ls  b lo u d , 
The land of sp ic es ; som ething understood ,



w here th e  u tte r ab sen ce  of a  fin ite  verb im plies th e  power of prayer 

for in fin ite  tra n sc e n d e n c e . It su g g ests  th a t p ray e r , u n lik e  other 

human sp e e c h , does not sound and then  d ie — sin c e  i ts  e s se n c e  i s  

not mere v e rb a liz a tio n —but a c h ie v e s , and e n ab le s  i ts  maker to  a c h ie v e , 

an e te rn a l  union w ith G od. P rayer, l ik e  poetry  in  th a t i t  "a sp ire s  to
o g

th e  cond ition  o f  m u te n e s s ,"  is  a unique kind of d isc o u rse  in th a t 

i t  p re tends to  offer the  e te rn ity  of meaning w ithou t the  tem porality  of 

sy n tax , and even w here a p a rticu la r prayer may have a fu lly  a rticu la te d  

sy n ta x , th is  sy n tax  is acc id en ta l ra th e r  than  e s s e n t ia l  a s  i t  is  for 

o ther forms of d isc o u rse . Seen th u s ,  the a b se n c e  of f in ite  ve rb s in 

"Prayer" is  not by any  m eans quain t or even  a rb i tra ry , bu t is  a s

4 0sound a m etaphor fear prayer a s  any of th e  p o em 's  sev e ra l im ag es .

Of f a r  g rea te r com plexity  th an  "P ray er,"  and thus o f  p o ten tia lly  

g rea te r  in s tru c tiv e  value  in  reading  H erbert, is  th e  poem "D e n ia ll ,"  

an exam ination  of w hich prompts the  u se  o f d ifferen t c r it ic a l  to o ls  

from th o se  em ployed here to fo re .

When my devo tions could  not p ie rce  
Thy s ile n t e a res j 

Then w as my h eart b roken , a s  w as my v e rse ;
My b re a s t w as fu ll of fea rs  

And d iso rder:

My bent th o u g h ts , lik e  a  b rittle  bow ,
Did flie  asunder:

Each took h is way; some would to  p le a su re s  g o ,
Some to  the w arres  and thunder 

Of a la rm s.



As good go any w h ere / th ey  s a y .
As to  benumme 

Both k n ees  and h e a r t, in crying n igh t and d a y ,
Come , come , my G o d , Q come ,

But no he a rin g .

O th a t thou sh o u ld s t g ive  d u s t a tongue 
To c rie  to  th e e ,

And then  not heare  it cry ing! a ll d ay  long
My h eart w as in  my k n e e ,

But no h e a rin g .

Therefore my sou l la y  ou t of s ig h t,
U n tu n 'd , unstrung:

My feeb le  s p ir i t ,  unab le  to  look r ig h t,
Like a n ip t b io s  som e, hung 

D isc o n ten ted .

O cheer and tune my h e a r t ie s s e  b r e a s t ,
D eferre no time;

That so  th y  favours g ran ting  my re q u e s t ,
They and my m inde may chim e,

And mend my rym e.

This poem is  a t  l e a s t  su p e rfic ia lly  sa tis fa c to ry  becau se  of a  b a s ic

th ree -fo ld  co rrespondence . F irs t , th e  poem moves from a p o sitio n  of

apparen t d iso rd e r and separa tion  from God to  one of harmony and union

w ith  God; th is  movement forms th e  p lo t of th e  poem , d ram atica lly

d e sc r ib e d . S econd , the poem p re se n ts  th is  movement in  term s of a

dual m etaphor, a bow th a t is  both the  m u s ic ia n 's  instrum ent ( " s i le n t ,"

"U ntun 'd") and th e  a rc h e r 's  bow (" p ie rc e ,"  "flie  a su n d e r ,"  "u nstrung").

As th e  poem p ro g re s se s , th e  in strum en t becom es tu n e d , and  th e  bow

is  enab led  to  shoot s tra ig h t. F in a lly , w e se e  that th is  m etaphor

m ed ia tes ingen iously  betw een  th e  s in n e r 's  p rog ress and th e  m ost

obvious e lem en t of th e  po em 's  s tru c tu re , s in c e  only a fte r the  prayer



i s  h e a rd , the  instrum ent tu n e d , and the  a rc h e r 's  bow a d ju s te d  is  th e  

poem its e lf  tu n ed . Only then  does the  fifth  line  of the qu in ta in  

figure in to  the rhyme schem e and th e  prayer as m iss ile  p ie rce  G o d 's  

e a r s .  As Joseph Summers w rites of th is  fe a tu re , "The s tan za  w hich  

had b een  the  symbol of the  fly ing asu n d er of a 'b r ittle  bow ' has b e ­

come a symbol for the  achievem ent of o rder. The form of the  fin a l 

prayer in d ica te s  that i ts  re q u e s t h as a lread y  been an sw ered . The

ind iv idual and the  poem have moved from fear through open reb e llio n

41and 'un strung ' d isc o n te n t,"  more cr le s s  expanding F . E. H u tch in so n 's

comment th a t ,  "The im perfect harmony betw een th e  sou l and God is

figured by the  unrhymed final line  of each  s ta n za  un til the  l a s t ,  w here

4 9
th e  res to red  harmony w ill mend my rym e. "

As nea tly  a s  th is  p a tte rn  seem s to  reso lv e  i t s e l f ,  how ever, ob­

je c tio n s  can s t i l l  be  m ade to  th e  s ig n ifican ce  of th e  p o em 's  accom ­

p lish m en t. In his recen t study  of H erbert, Arnold Stein w r i te s ,  "The 

l a s t  lin e  of the poem fu lf ills  the form by rhyming and say ing  so — 'And 

mend my rym e '—but th a t com pletion does l i t t le  more than  offer a token 

so lu tio n  to  th e  problem s of th e  poem . A d irec t prayer sim ply re q u e s ts  

the  g ift th a t w ill reorder w h a t h as  been  a moving d iso rd e r. By th e

standards of H e rb e rt's  b e s t  poems the  conclu sion  is  a  p iec e  of a rb itrary  

43w i t ,"  thus reducing  th e  poem  to  a c lev er and w e ll-e x e c u te d  tr ic k .

I sh a ll shortly  be trying to show th a t S te in 's  judgm ent is not 

q u ite  accu ra te  h e re , bu t f ir s t  there  is  a m ere serious ob jec tion  to  the



poem (one  h e re to fo re  not noted i n  H e rb e rt c ritic ism ) th a t m ust be 

co n fro n ted . As a lo g ic a l , and not m erely  th e o lo g ic a l, ju s tif ic a tio n  

of th e  p a ra d o x ica l co inc idence  of d e s ire  and fulfillm ent in th e  fina l 

l in e ,  an understand ing  of th e  poem 's p lo t and  i ts  m etaphors of m usic 

and a rc h e ry  is  in s u f f ic ie n t . In  th e  l a s t  s ta n z a  H erb ert is  making 

for the  f i r s t  tim e in  the  poem a sp e c if ic  re q u e s t ,  and the  req u est is  

g ranted  in  i ts  own sta tem ent; th ere fo re  the prayer becom es p le o n a s tic , 

a n d , iro n ic a lly , the  log ic  of the poem seem s to  fa ll  ap art a t the very 

p lace  w here th e  rhyme is  brought under c o n tro l. Though he has 

p leaded  th a t God "D eferre no t im e ,"  and though H erb e rt's  God i s  

a lw ays l ie f  to  g ran t so s in c e re  a p l e a , how can th e  cond itions of 

th e  cond itional "may- chime And mend" be rem oved a t  the  moment th a t 

the  syn tax  in  w hich  they  a re  ex p re ssed  i s  a rtic u la te d ?  In other 

words: does th e  final word "ryme" in  lin e  30 render m ean ing less

th e  sen tence  th a t i t  c o n c lu d e s , and co n seq u en tly  th e  w hole poem ?

W hat H erbert is  doing in s ta n z a  6 of "D en ia ll"  can  be under­

stood only if  th e  functions of time and b e in g , a s  they  a re exp ressed  

in  the varying moods and te n se s  of th e  five  preceding s ta n z a s , and 

a s  they  re f le c t the A ugustinian d is tin c tio n  betw een  tim e and e te rn ity , 

are  f irs t u n d e rs to o d . Stanza 1 d e fin e s  the  lim its  of the  same tem poral 

paradox th a t is  troublesom e in  s ta n za  6 . The four v e rb s --" c o u ld  

I not7  p ie rc e ,"  "was b ro k en ,"  " w a s ,"  and " w a s"—a ll po in t to  an 

ab so lu te  p a s t ,  to  a tim e th a t is  no lo n g er. The adverb "W hen" re ­

in forces th is  s e n se  of p a s t - n e s s ,  of a  s itu a tio n  we know through



memory ra th e r th an  through a tte n tio n , a s  in  lin e  3 does "T hen ,"  

w hether w e read  i t  so  po in t to  tim e ("At tha t tim e w as my heart 

broken") or to  consequence  ("And so w as my h eart b ro k en "). Until 

pulled  up short by th e  unrhymed w ord "d iso rder" endling lin e  5 , 

the d isso n a n c e  of w hich is augm ented by i ts  be ing  m etrica lly  askew , 

we f e e l ,  in  fa c t, that the  l in e s  point to  a  sp iritu a l c r is is  in  th e  

p a s t .  But suddenly  a com pleted a c tio n  is  m ade to  m an ifest i ts e l f  

in th e  p re s e n t ,  memory apparen tly  y ie ld s  to  a tte n tio n , and w e see  

th a t H erbert m ust be doing one of two th in g s  (or both): e ith e r he is  

c o n sc io u s ly  shaping h is  v e rse  in to  a sh a p e le s s  form th a t God no longer 

fo rces i t  in to , the more d ram atica lly  to  convey  h is  one-tim e lo s s ,  or 

he is  d escrib ing  some s ta te  in  w hich the  p a s t is  con ta ined  in  the  

p re se n t, w ithout be ing  th e  p re se n t, much a s  tim e is  not e te rn ity  but 

is  con ta ined  in  i t .  The fac t of the p a s t  i s  em p h asized , but we see  

i ts  e ffe c ts  in  th e  v e rse  of th e  p re se n t. Both tim es a re  h e re , and 

we should be  re lu c ta n t to  conclude th a t  one m ust c an ce l out th e  o ther.

The verbs of the  f irs t  ha lf of s ta n za  2 again  p ro jec t th e  p a s t­

n e ss  of rem em bered action : "did fL ie ," not "does f l i e , "  "took his

w a y ,"  not " tak es h is  w a y ."  There is  only one v e rb , "w o u ld .. .g o ,"  

in  th e  second h a lf of th e  s ta n z a , though it is  e ll ip tic a lly  im plied a 

second tim e . H erbert might in tend  th is  v e rb , a s  one w ould to d ay , 

a s  a modal a u x ill ia ry  e x p re ss in g  the  su b ju n c tiv e , or he might in tend 

i t ,  a s  a lm ost no one would to d ay , a s  a sim ple in d ic a tiv e  past:



"did w ill to  g o ."  It m akes no p ra c tic a l d ifference  w hich he m eans; 

in e ith er event th e  verb h as  moved us in to  a th ird  kind of tim e in 

the  poem , a tim e of d e s ire  th a t i s  not e x p lic itly  fu lf il le d . E ither 

h is  thoughts w ished  to seek  p le a su re s  and could not (the su b ju n c tiv e ) , 

or they  w illed  p le a su re s , w hich _he d id  no t go to  (the p a s t in d ic a tiv e ) . 

Both p o s s ib il i tie s  denote  fru stra ted  d e s ire  o f an en tire ly  d ifferen t 

d im ension from the in e fficacy  of h is devo tion  (11. 1-2) and the 

breaking  of h is h eart (1 . 3 ). In the  f irs t  s ta n za  som ething has hap­

p en ed , if only negative ly ; re a lity  i s  d e sc rib e d . In the second  ha lf 

of the  second s tan za  nothing h as happened; a  sub junctive  s ta te  of 

a ffa irs  (whether or no the mood be te c h n ic a lly  subjunctive) circum ­

sc rib es  a p o sitio n  of lo s s  th a t for a C h ris tian  is  o u ts id e  imm utable 

fa c t b e c a u se  in s id e  m utable tim e . T ^ e  only re a lity  is  o u ts id e  tim e .

The in troduction  of a second m ood, in w hich a c tio n  is  s u s ­

pended (and th u s need net be pun ished  o r ju d g e d ) , supports the  

p a s t-n e s s  o f m ost of the verbs so  fa r , w hich te l l  us that th e  c r is is  

i s  o ver, and w orks a g a in s t the  unrhymed fifth  and ten th  l in e s ,  w hich 

te ll us th a t  the  speaker is  s t i l l  being d e n ie d . And in each  of the  

poem 's f ir s t  five  s ta n z a s  four l in e s  do rhyme; the  v e rse  is  never 

to ta lly  b roken . C o n seq u en tly , a lthough  the  rem em bered p a s t does 

in trude in to  the a ttended  p re s e n t, i t  seem s on ba lan ce  to e x is t  not 

now and perhaps not a t a l l .

In the th ird  s tan za  p robab ility  su b s titu te s  i ts e l f  a lto g e th e r for



a c tu a lity . The s ta n z a  is  w ithout m ovem ent, w ithou t p red ica tio n .

It show s us a world th a t God w ill not re c o g n iz e , bu t i t  is  not a rea l 

world bounded by time or c irc u m sta n c e s . H erbert i s  e s se n tia lly  re ­

flec tiv e  h e re , and th e  re flec tio n s  a re  d irec ted  in to  two opposed in ­

fin itiv e  c o n s tru c tio n s . The f i r s t ,  "As good go any w h e re ,"  is  

linked  to  th e  sub junctive  s itu a tio n  of s ta n za  2 and1 i s ,  by d e fin itio n , 

unab le  to  bring i t  in to  in d ica tiv e  fo c u s , to  m ake i t  f in ite , to  in v es t 

it  w ith  re a li ty . S im ilarly , the  second  in f in it iv e , "to benum m e," by 

i ts  gram m atical nature (which is  in te n s if ie d  by the p artic ip ia l 

"crying") undercu ts the  force o f th e  im perative  "C om e, com e, my G od , 

Q com e, " w hich is  subord inated  to  i t .  The e ffec t of th e  two in fin i­

tiv e s  i s  obvious: H erbert h as apparen tly  p resen ted  two a sp e c ts  of the 

lo s s  of g rac e — m an 's p lea su re  and G od 's n e g le c t—but both e x is t  a s  

un rea lized  p o ten tia ls ; ne ither is  a part of th eo lo g ica l r e a li ty .

Stanza 4 sum m arizes a ll th e  verb in flex io n s th a t  have  occurred 

so  fa r . C orresponding to  the a b so lu te  p a s t - n e s s  of l in e s  1-4 and 

6-8  is  the  term inative  a sp e c t of the  verb of l in e  19, "My heart w as 

in my k n ee" :to  th e  sub junctive  mood or s itu a tio n  of l in e s  8 -1 0 , line  

16, "O th a t thou sh o u ld st give d u s t a to n g u e ,"  and e l l ip t ic a l ly , 

line  18, "And then  / th o u  s h o u ld s t /  not h eare  i t  c ry ing"; and to the  

in f in i t iv e -p a r t ic ip le  of l in e s  1 1 -1 3 , l in e  17 , "To c r ie  to  th e e ."

By t h i s  tim e  th e  to ta l ab sen c e  of verbs in th e  p re s e n t  in d ic a tiv e  

should m ake the f in a l  lin e  of the  s ta n z a , and of the o ther s ta n z a s ,



look s u s p e c t . The l o s s  of rhym e, a s  pow erfu lly  a s  w e do f e d  i t  in 

e v e ry  p re se n t- te n se  read ing  of the  poem , is  so  overshadow ed  by  th e  

c o n tra d ic to ry  verbs th a t it seem s le s s  a fe a tu re  of the  poem "D e n ia ll 's "  

s truc tu re  th an  an elem ent of a hypo thetica l other poem th a t  ech o es only 

to  rem ind  u s  of w hat w as or w hat could  b e ,  bu t not w hat i s .  In  

o ther w o rd s , th e  e ffect of lo s s  of rhym e, though we cannot but fee l 

it  in th e  poem we have, is  th e  re s id u e  of a  condition  th a t  had ended 

before th is  poem 's com position .

The fifth  s tan za  g lo sse s  and expands the l a s t  th ree  lin e s  of 

s tan za  1; it  e labo ra tes  the c o n seq u en ces  of the  fa ilu re  of the p o e t 's  

d e v o tio n s . The two v e rb s , " lay" and  "h u n g ,"  a re  both in  the  p a s t  

in d ica tiv e  and function to  p ro jec t th e  p o e t 's  d isco n ten ted  sp ir it  even  

farther in to  th e  com pleted p a s t .

We a re  thus in a position  to  judge the re la tio n  of s ta n z a  6 

to  what h as preceded it and to  understand  th e  m ended rhyme a s  more 

th an  sim ply a c lev er trick  of H e rb e r t 's . The f ir s t  two lin e s  are  an  

im perative  prayer a d d re ssed  to  G od. They a re  n o t , l i t e  the  im perative  

prayer of line  14, conditioned by a  su p ra -o rd in a te  in fin itiv e  and hence  

rem oved from tim e and f a c t .  The w ords e x is t ,  are  u tte re d , in  th e  

moment th a t we read them , and they  a re  re le v an t to  th e  moment th a t 

we read  them , a s  nothing before them  w a s . Furtherm ore, th ey  a re ,  

p a lp ab ly , a  devotion th a t can  "p ierce  Thy s i le n t  e a r e s ,"  s in c e  th ey  

d o , and therefo re  they do not belong to  the ca tego ry  of devo tions



describ ed  in th e  poem 's opening l in e .  C o n seq u en tly / th e  rhyme in  

lin e  30 is  no t to  be  ex p la in ed  b y  saying th a t  G od, forgiving the  

p o e t, an tic ip a ted  h is  demand and m ade i t s  s ta tem en t u n n e c e ssa ry . 

R ather, in  dealing  fo r th e  f i r s t  tim e w ith m ate ria ls  th a t a re  rea l and 

p resen t (in the  e te rn a l s e n se  th a t God is a lw ays rea l and present) 

in s tea d  of problem atical and  p a s t ,  H erbert m ust acknow ledge th a t 

Now—w henever Now may b e —he is  w ith God and God is  w ith him . 

H erbert can p lay  w ith  the p o ss ib ili ty  of G od 's ab sen ce  (c f . ,  most 

n o tab ly , "The C o lla r ') ,  bu t he canno t p o s it  i t  a s  an opera tive  

phenom enon. The rhym e is  m ended a t th e  end of th e  poem , not 

b e ca u se  H erbert has b een  readm itted  to  the  fo ld , but b e ca u se  he 

speaks of h is  re la tio n sh ip  to  God in d ic a tiv e ly  (though th e  formal 

mood is  im perative)— as i t  i s —and no t su b ju n c tiv e ly —a s  it  i s  not 

and never w a s . The rhyme is  m ended b e c a u se  in fac t (though not 

in the  poem) i t  w as never b roken . The p a s t i s  in  th e  p re s e n t ,  but 

i t  does not rea lly  e x is t  th e re  or anyw here.

There is  yet another c h a ra c te r is tic s  of the  poem th a t  co n trad ic ts  

the  se n se  of disharm ony in  th e  f irs t five s ta n z a s .  Surely i t  i s  odd 

that H erbert, in d e sc rib in g  a s ta te  of d iso rd e r , should choose  to  

make line  20 rep e a t lin e  15 , s in ce  recu rren ce  of any so rt is  a t  the  

very heart of o rd er. Beyond th is  unexpec ted  pattern  in th e  cen te r of 

the  poem , the rep e titio n  of "But no hearing" ten d s  to  re v e rse  the  

d irec tion  of the  poem 's seccnd  h a lf ,  forming a  kind of struc tu ra l



chiasm us th a t lea d s  u s  back  to  w here we began . In a much more 

sub tle  w ay , "D eniall"  i s  opera ting  on t h e  mirroring p rincip le  of 

" E a s te r -w in g s ," excep t that in th e  m iddle of "D eniall"  there  i s  a 

sm aller s e n se  of rea l poverty . S ince the  poem ends on so  c le a r  a 

no te  of union w ith G od, w e may con jec tu re  tha t a s ta te  o f equal 

harmony surrounded i ts  beg inn ing . I t thus seem s hard ly  to o  much 

to su sp e c t th a t the  p o em 's  t i t l e  re fe rs  not only to G od 's apparen t 

den ia l of m an 's p le a s ,  but a lso  to  H erb ert's  den ia l th a t  such  an 

appearance  can  b e  re a l .

The environm ent w ith in  w hich  man r e la te s  to God is  eternity ; 

to  th e  ex ten t th a t man e x is ts  in  time he i s  p e rish ab le  and is  no t 

re la tin g  to God a t a l l .  And th e  only gram m atical rep resen ta tio n  of 

unchanging e te rn ity  i s  the  p re s e n t  te n s e ,  a lm ost by d e fin itio n , how­

ever obscure  and in feren tia l our apprehension  of tha t te n s e  may b e .

If s in ,  tem p ta tio n , or d iso rder is  to  be  p re se n te d , it  cannot b e  so 

w ith any su g g estio n  of la s tin g  a tten tio n  paid  to  i t .

R osalie  C o lie  h as  w ritten  of the  c o n ce p t, im plic it in H erbert, 

th a t a ll  v e rs e , even the  most p ro fan e , m ust be re lig ious verse: th e

p o e t's  w o rd s , s in c e  th ey  spring from th e  d iv ine  logos th a t in the  

beginning w a s , a re  perforce th e  w ords of G od. H erbert "never forgot 

th a t th e  C re a to r 's  power w as un lim ited— however huge the  to tal u n i­

v e rs e , however tiny  th e  le a s t  c re a te d  th in g , God is  a lw ays p re sen t 

45in i t . "  And so  the id ea  of G o d 's  d ese rtin g  man—ta n ta liz in g ,



frightening though i t  may b e —is  only an id e a ,  never a re a lity .

We may conclude by noting  a poem  th a t e x ac tly  re v e rse s  the

method of "D enia ll"  but on th e  b a s is  of the very same lo g ic . "Home"

is  one of H erb ert's  m ost im passioned  p le a s  to  God to  come and

rescu e  him from h is  mortal c o n d itio n , to  " lo o se  th  s fram e," to  un tie

"th is  knot of m an ."  The plea i s  rep ea ted  with varying d eg re ss  of

in ten sity  through tw elve  s ix - l in e  s t a n z a s , rhyming a b a b c c , m ost of

which a sk  in  one way or ano ther why God " s ta y e s t  s t i l l"  aw ay . In

th e  th irteen th  and fina l s tan za  H erbert c o n sc io u s ly  and poin tedly

d e s tro y s , or pretends to d e s tro y , th e  rhyme schem e th a t he has

adhered to  throughout:

Come d e a re s t Lord, p a s s e  not th is  holy s e a s o n ,
My fle sh  and bones and joyn ts do pray:

And ev 'n  my v e rs e , w hen by the  ryme and reaso n  
The word i s ,  S ta y , say es  e v e r , C om e.

O show th y se lf  to  m e ,
Or tak e  me up to  th e e !

It is  not quite  right to  sa y , a s  Arnold S tein d o e s , th a t "The la s t

stanza  of 'Home' v io la te s  form in  order to  a s s e r t  a tru th  of the  

4fifee lin g s ,."  b e ca u se  in  fac t the poem is  now com pleting a la rg e r , 

an teced en t form: though "Come" do es no t rhyme w ith "p ra y ,"  a s

"stay" w ould , it  does rhyme w ith th e  t i t le  of the poem , "H om er"- 

and thus s t r e s s e s  an eternal harm ony of the w hole th a t is  grander 

than  th e  fin ite  harmony of a s in g le  s ta n za  could b e .^ ?

It i s  im portant to  observe th a t th e  t i t le  "H om e," occurring a t 

the beginning of the  poem  or even  before  the  poem proper, is  im p lic it



throughout; co n seq u en tly , w e may in fer th a t th e re  i s  never any rea l 

doubt about H erbert's  re tu rn in g , or coining, to  h is home in  God 

(finding re s t  in  G od), ju s t  a s  th e re  is  never any  doubt about th e  

reso lu tio n  of "D e n ia ll,"  and th e  tw e lv e  s ta n z a s  of p lea se  a re  

v itia te d  by th e ir  correspondence  to  a  purely  tem porary and m utable 

s ta te ,  if indeed  th a t .  It would th u s  be  singu larly  inappropria te— 

in fa c t ,  a fa ls if ic a tio n —for the poem  to  end w ith  the  word " s ta y ,"  

ind ica ting  the perm anence of G od 's rem oval from m an. The e te rnal 

union of man and God is  a lone w hat i s  r e a l  for H erb ert, and he 

nearly  a lw ays sig n a ls  a retu rn  to  th is  union before he  c o n je c tu re s , 

hy p o th e tica lly , w hat l ife  would be w ithout i t .
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num erology, much le s s  to  su g g e s t th a t i t  h as  any re a l  re le v an c e  
to  H erbert, though A ugustine does a s s ig n  th ree  and four the  in d i­
ca ted  v a lu es (On C h ris tian  D o c trin e , 2 , 16", 26 , p . 52 , in e x ­
p lain ing  C h r is t 's  fas tin g  for forty  d a y s ) , and t  he typo log ical



recu rrence  of seven seem s too  im portant to  n e g lec t. But i t  should 
be no ted  th a t th e  va lues o f th re e  and  four differ here from th o se  
a ss ig n e d  to  them  by Pythagorean number th e o ry , w here th ree  rep re ­
se n ts  harm ony/ fo u r , fr ien d sh ip  and conco rd . See A lasta ir Fow ler, 
Spenser and th e  Numbers o f  Time (London, 1964), c h . 3 and 4 .

27
(London, 1651), p . 129. quoted  by Louis L. M artz , The P o e try , 

of M edita tion  (New H aven , 1962), p . 247.
28

C o n fe ss io n s , 1 , 6 , p . 25.
29

Op. c i t . , p .  130.
30

W orks, p . 533. M ilton t e l l s  u s  th a t Eve i s  "More lovely  th an  
P andora, whom th e  G ods Endow 'd w ith a l l  th ir  g if ts"  (Paradise L o st,
4 , 7 1 4 -5 ).

31
Op. c i t . , pp . 9 8 -9 .

32
For fu rther i llu s tra tio n s  of th is  them atic  u se  of r e s t  in H erbert's  

poetry se e  "The Church P o rc h ,"  ‘ 11*109-10, 174 , 297; "C o n ten t,"
1 . 4; "Love unknow n," 1 . 53; ). "Jo seph 's  c o a t ,"  1. 2; "The
H . Com m union," 1. 9 .

33
There is  an  echo in 1. 19 , "And th is  i s  th a t m akes life  so lo n g ,"  

of H am le t's  "T here 's th e  re s p e c t  th a t  m akes ca lam ity  of so long l ife . "
(3 . 1. 68-9)

34
Op. c i t . , p . 103.

35
This idea of m an 's tr ip a r ti te  soul ex p la in s  11. 25-6 of D onne 's 

"A V alediction: Of My N am e, in the W indow ," "T hen, a s  all my sou ls 
be  Em paradised in  y o u ,"  and i s  o n e  of the  p h ilso p h ica l b a s e s  for the 
d iffe ren ces among the  th re e  s ta n z a s  of M arv e ll 's  "To h is  Coy M is tre s s ."

36
M an 's  a b ili ty  to  go up to  th e  a n g e ls  o r down to  the b e a s ts  pro­

v id es the  cen tra l cho ice  in Ben Jonson 's  V olpone, and  figures to  a 
le s s e r  deg ree  in  both King L ear and The T em pest.

37
H u tch in so n 's  no te  to  " B u s in e s se ,"  W orks, p . 517.

38
W . H. A uden, "Lay Your Sleeping H ead , My L ove."

W inifred N ow ottny, The L anguage Poets U se (London, 1968), 
p . 156.
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40For a b rillian t a n a ly s is  of th is  poem , to g e th er w ith  a  dem onstra­
tion  o f the  to o ls  of m odem  e x p lic a tio n , see  E. B. G reenw ood, "George 
H erbert's  Sonnet 'P rayer': A S ty lis tic  S tu d y ,"  EIC, 15 (1965), p p .
27 -45 .

Compare th e  f irs t s ta n za  of K e a ts 's  "To A utum n," w here the  
season  i s  apostroph ized  in  long d e sc rip tiv e  p h rases  lack ing  f in ite  
v e rb s , giving th e  im p ress io n , soon to  be d is s ip a te d , th a t th is  tim e 
of abundance and in c re a se  is  in fin ite :

Season of m is ts  and m ellow  fru itfu ln ess!
C lose  bosom -friend  of th e  m aturing sun;
C onspiring w ith him how to  load  and b le s s
With fru it the v in es  th a t round th e  th a tc h -e v e s  run;
To bend w ith  a p p le s 'th e  m o ss 'd  c o tta g e  t r e e s ,
And f ill a ll  fru it w ith r ip e n e ss  to  th e  core;
To sw ell th e  gourd , and plump th e  haze l sh e lls  
W ith a sw ee t kernel; to  s e t  budding more
And s ti ll  m ore, la te r  flow ers for th e  b e e s ,
U ntil th ey  th ink  warm days w ill never c e a se ;
For summer h as o 'er-brim m ed th e ir  clammy c e l l s .

Though "has o 'e r-b rim m ed ' in lin e  11 is  f in i te , i t  is  sy n ta c tic a lly
sep ara te  from lin e s  1 -1 0 . It is  in te res tin g  to  n o te  th e  e ffec t th a t t r a ­
d itional p o e try , w hich re l ie s  so h eav ily  on fu lly  a rtic u la te d  sy n ta x , 
can  ach iev e  by an o ccasio n a l departu re  from th is  sy n tax .

4 ^Op. c i t . , p . 136.

4 ?W orks, p .  504.

43Op. c i t . , p . 16 .

44For an exce llen t exam ination  of the value of a n a ly se s  of te n s e  
and mood to  poetic  e x p lic a tio n , se e  F ran c is  Berry, P oe ts ' Grammar 
(London, 1958).

4c;
Op. c i t . , p . 210.

46
Op. c i t . , p . 16.

47 R osalie C olie  (op . c i t . , p p . 200-1) a lso  n o tes  th a t "Come" 
rhymes w ith th e  poem 's t i t l e .



Chapt er 3

POETRY AND LIGHT: HERBERT'S SYNAESTHETIC IMAGERY

O! th e  one Life w ith in  u s  and ab road /
W hich m eets a ll  m otion and becom es i ts  s o u l ,
A lig h t in  so u n d , a so u n d -lik e  power in  l ig h t .
Rhythm in a l l  th o u g h t, and joyance  every w here—

"The Eolian Harp"

i .

For H erbert, a s  we saw  in th e  l a s t  c h a p te r , a d iv ine  poem 

shares s im u ltaneously  tw o modes of e x is te n c e : th e  tem p o ra l, w hich

corresponds to  our im m ediate bu t tran s ito ry  rec ep tio n  of a poem as 

a se r ie s  of w ords; and the e te rn a l ,  w h ic h  corresponds to  our e n ­

ligh ten ing  apprehension  of the  poem a s  an im m utable hieroglyph or 

tru th , tran scen d in g  the  words in w hich i t  is  s ta te d .  Further, H erb ert's  

concept of a poem 's double e x is te n c e , deriv ing  from A ugustine 's  d i s ­

tin c tio n  betw een  tim e and e te rn ity , se rv es  him a s  a m etaphor i l lu s ­

trating both the bond of g race s tre tch ing  betw een  fin ite  man and eternal 

G od, and th e  p e cu lia r  in te rdependence  of th e  w orlds of th e  f le sh  and 

the  s p ir i t .



H erb ert's  p o e try , how ever, invo lves us w ith  another kind of 

sim u ltaneity  a s  w e ll ,  th a t of two modes o f se n so ry  p e rc e p tio n . We 

know th a t any poem on th e  p rin ted  page  can be a t  once bo th  an 

aud ito ry  m echanism  and a v isu a l o n e , a lthough it i s  d iff ic u lt (and 

som etim es im possib le) to  respond  fu lly  to both m echanism s a t  the  

sam e tim e . W ith H erbert, how ever, th e  d u a lity  of m odes of p e rcep ­

tion  is  an in te g ra l part of h is  v e rs e . I f ,  fcr exam ple, w e read  

"E aste r-w ings" aloud from a properly  p rin ted  te x t ,  w e are farced  to  

an aw aren ess  of how the poem 's sound and shape re in fo rce  each  

o th er. If we have  never seen  th e  poem  prin ted , on th e  o ther h a n d , if 

w e do not know i ts  t i t le  (which fu se s  the  poem 's sh a p e  w ith  the 

argued fa c t th a t  C h r is t 's  death  redeem s sin fu l man and m akes p o s­

s ib le  h is own a s c e n t) ,  and if  i t  i s  then  read  to  u s ,  no m atter how 

often we h e a r i t  and how a tte n tiv e ly  we l is te n  to  i ts  m eter and 

rhym e, w e w ill probably never move beyond "see in g "  i t  in  the 

pattern  of

We would not see  the shape i t  h a s  on the  page w hen the  book is  

turned on i ts  s id e



w hich p ic tc r ia lly  c h a r t s ,  through co n trac tio n s and e x p a n s io n s , m an 's  

sp iritu a l transform ation  from poverty  to w ealth  and s ic k n e s s  to  

h e a lth . Nor would we se e  th e  poem 's em blem atic v a lu e , a s  we do 

w hen the book is  he ld  norm ally .

th e  E aste r-w in g s th e m se lv e s , which em phasize  th e  fa c t  th a t  a sc e n t 

fo llow s d e s c e n t ,  for C h ris t and for m an.*

And in "E aste r-w ings" th e  re la tio n  of shape  to argum ent is  

ap p aren t. In "C o lo ss . 3 .3 .  Our Life is  Hid w ith  C h ris t in G od ,"  

on the  other h an d , w here the  hieroglyph i s  w ith in  ra th e r  th an  around 

the w a rd s , i t  is  probably im possib le  to  be  aw are  of the hieroglyph 

w hile  we a re  lis te n in g —w hether we are doing th e  read ing  or som eone 

e ls e  i s — to a ll  the poem 's w o rd s . W ithout H erb ert's  t i t le  and i t a l i c s ,  

and w ithout carefu l spacing  by the  com posito r, m ost rea d e rs  would 

very  lik e ly  never g e t the w hole p o in t.

There is  a  s e n s e ,  th e n , in  w hich many o f  H e rb e rt 's  poems 

opera te  by counterpo in ting  an aural stim ulus w ith  a v isu a l o n e , and



depend for th e ir  su c c e s s  on the  re a d e r 's  im ag inative ly  uniting the  tw o . 

The word "v isu a l"  may in some c a s e s  be m is lead in g , how ever, for as 

our a n a ly s is  of "D en ia ll"  show ed , H erb ert's  hieroglyphs do not a lw ays 

m an ifest th em se lv es to  the  e y e . N e v e r th e le s s , a  ten s io n  e x is ts  b e ­

tw een the words we h ear and a mere fundam ental su b s tan ce  em bodied 

w ith in  th e s e  w c rd s . So w e may say  th a t we " se e "  th is  s u b s ta n c e , 

f in a lly , in  th e  sam e w ay th a t s ig h t is  a lw ays invoked , l i te ra lly  or 

f ig u ra tiv e ly , a s  a kind of verbal eq u iv a len t for th e  grasping  of tru th .

The recogn ition  of a  tru th —w hich may have been to ld  to  one—is  a lw ays 

accom panied  by th e  exclam ation , "I se e  i t ! "  n o t , "I hear i t ! "

In H erb ert's  p o e try , the re la tio n  of auditory  to  v isu a l m eaning

o p e ra tes  not only  on the  leve l of s truc tu re  and hieroglyph bu t a lso  on

the p h y s ic a lly  le s s  obvious bu t equally  im portant level of sy n a es th e tic

im agery . W hat I w ish  to dem onstra te  in  th is  chap ter is  th a t H erb ert's

sy n a e s th e s ia  is  not sim ply a  tech n ica l or d e sc rip tiv e  d e v ic e , w here

one kind of im agery i s  q u an tita tiv e ly  equal to other k in d s , a s  i t  is  in

th e  more sensuous work of such d iv e rse  poe ts  a s  C ra sh aw , K eats,

2
D ow son, and H opkins. Rather i t  is  an a ttem pt a t  a  p o e tic  dup lica tion  

of one o f th e  prim ary them atic  id e n titie s  of C h r is tia n ity , th a t of God 

as Light w ith God a s  W ord. It thu s p rovides ano ther w ay for H erbert 

to  b u ild , or a t le a s t  to  im age, rev e a le d  tru th  in  h is  p o e try , s in c e  the  

sy n a e s th e s ia  se rv es  a  higher end than  c ra ftsm an sh ip . I sh a ll show tha t 

H erb ert's  a u th o ritie s  for h is  co n cep tu a l—a s  opposed to  s ty l is t ic —



sy n a e s th e s ia  are  the  B ible, p a rts  of Augustine's sc rip tu ra l h e rm en eu tics , 

and beyond even th e s e , a fundam ental lin g u is tic  id e n tity  of w ords for 

see ing  and w ords for saying  th a t is  embedded in human c o n sc io u s n e s s .

F irs t ,  h o w ev er, i t  w ill be  helpful to  c o n s id e r  some general no ­

tio n s  about the nature  of s y n a e s th e s ia ,  ex in te rse n so ria l t ra n s fe r , w hich 

w ill fu rn ish  a p a rtia l con tex t for m easuring H erb ert's  ingenuity  and 

ach ievem en t. In th is  con tex t I should lik e  to  borrow from Stephen 

U llm ann 's P rinc ip les of S em an tics , w hich in c lu d es  an  im portant a n a ly s is  

of sy n a e s th e s ia  in  the  work of a dozen  p o e ts  (including Keats and D ow son). 

U llm ann rea c h e s  th ree  m ajor co n c lu sio n s’.

F ir s t ,  in  th e  v a s t  m ajority  of c a s e s ,  in te rse n so ria l tra n s fe rs  "tend 

to  mount from the  lower to  the higher rea ch e s  of th e  sen so riu m , from 

the  le s s  d iffe ren tia ted  se n sa tio n s  to  th e  more d iffe ren tia ted  o n e s , and
O

not v ice  v e rs a . " In o ther w ords, a sy n a es th e tic  im age w ill invariab ly  

u se  a  re la tiv e ly  und ifferen tia ted  s e n s e , su ch  a s  t a s te ,  s c e n t ,  o r to u c h , 

to  m ake a sta tem en t about a  re la tiv e ly  d iffe ren tia ted  s e n s e ,  such  as 

sigh t or sound . That i s ,  the  se n se  of t a s t e , for exam ple, w ill provide 

term s for saying som ething about s ig h t, or about an o b jec t s e e n , much 

more frequen tly  than  the se n se  o f sigh t w ill be invoked to  provide 

term s for saying som ething about t a s t e .  In even a faded  m etaphor 

like  "her sw eet sm ile ,"  i t  i s  the  sm ile th a t i s  im portan t, n o ta n  

a b s tra c t qua lity  id en tified  w ith th e  ta s te  of sw e e tn e ss . Ullmann 

u se s  the  term s "d es tin a tio n "  and "sou rce" to  s ig n ify , re s p e c tiv e ly ,



the  se n se  c h a rac te rize d  and the se n se  u sed  to  ch a rac te rize  i t ,  and 

finds th a t  in  four out of five im ages the given d e s tin a tio n  is  higher 

in  the sensorium  th an  i ts  a tten d an t sou rce .

Although many im ages in  The Temple correspond  to  th e  conven­

tional p a tte rn  traced  by Ullmann e lsew h e re , s ta t is t ic a lly  few er than  

four ou t of five  of H e rb e rt's  sy n a es th e tic  im ages move from a low 

source to  an unequ ivocally  h igher d e s tin a tio n . It is  ju s t  a s  common 

to  find such  in te rse n so ria l tran sfe rs  a s  th e se  in "The O dour"— "W ith 

th e se  /w ord§7  a ll d ay  I do perfume my minde" and "A speaking sw eet"  

(describ ing  a  pomandei)—w hich co n ta in  sources higher th an  th e ir  d e s t i ­

n a tions and thus run con tra ry  to U llm ann 's norm.

U su a lly , how ever, the  ex trem es^ of H erbert's  sy n a e s th e tic  im ages 

s o ire e  and d e s tin a tio n  a lik e —w ill be drawn from th e  term ino log ies of 

s igh t and so u n d . More c h a ra c te r is tic  of H erb ert's  m etaphors th a n  the  

illu s tra tio n s  from "The Odour" are  such lin e s  a s  "T ill ev 'n  h is  beam s 

s in g , and my m usick sh ine" ("C hristm as") and "W ithout a  knock i t  

never shone" ("C o n ten t" ). Although s ig h t th eo re tic a lly  e x is t s  higher 

in  th e  sensorium  than  sound , th e  two are  more nearly  eq u iv a len t in 

v a lu e , in a b ility  to d iffe re n tia te , than  any other tw o s e n s e s .  And 

H erb ert's  a c tu a l co n stru c tio n  of h is im age, a s  the m etaphoric ch iasm us 

in the lin e  from "C hristm as" shows p a rticu la rly , ra re ly  te n d s  to 

em phasize  th e  d ifference  in  sensory  le v e l.

U llm ann 's o ther two conclusions derive from the f irs t:  the

predom inant source  of in te rse n so ria l tran sfe r is  t o u c h a n d  the



149.

fipredom inant d es tin a tio n  is  sound. Though s igh t is  more d iffe ren tia ted

th an  so u n d , Ullm ann p o in ts  out th a t  "Visual term inology i s  incom parably

richer than i ts  aud itional c o u n te rp a rt, and h as a lso  far more s im iles

and im ages a t i t s  com m and. Of the two sensory  dom ains a t  the top

end of the  s c a le ,  sound s ta n d s  more in  need  of ex ternal support

th an  l ig h t ,  form or co lor; hence the g rea te r  frequency of the  in tru s io n
7

of o u tside  e lem en ts in to  th e  d esc rip tio n  of a c o u s tic  phenom ena."

The fa ilu re  of H e rb e rt's  im ages to  conform to th e  general pa ttern  

th a t  U llm an d e te c ts  in  in te rse n so ria l tra n s fe r  can obv iously  be  n o  

certa in  b a s is  for conclusions about h is  a r t .  No p o e t, e s p e c ia l ly  a 

g rea t o n e , w ill fa il to  dev iate  in  many w a y s , some purely a rb itra ry , 

from any s e t  o f norm s th a t a r is e  from a broad study  of p o e try . An 

elem ent of unlikeness is  a lw ays part of g re a tn e s s . At the  same tim e, 

how ever, s in ce  U llm ann 's co n clu sio n s point to  the  p o e t 's  n eed  for 

reinforcing  one s e n s e  w ith an o ther— sounds needs help  from to u c h —it 

can  be rea so n a b ly  in ferred  th a t H erbert did n o t”fe e l th is  kind of 

te c h n ic a l n e c e s s i ty ,  and molded h is  sy n a es th e tic  m etaphors for 

id ea tio n a l ra the r than  s ty l is t ic  r e a s o n s . S y n aesth es ia  w as an end 

ra th e r than a  m ea n s .

S y n a e s th e s ia , a s  H erbert seem s to  have rec o g n ize d , con ta in s 

one property  th a t i t  do es not share  w ith o ther forms of m etaphor. 

W hereas the  ex trem es of m ost m etaphors a re  drawn from d iss im ila r  

m odes of b e in g , th e s e  m odes are n o t  so  lo g ica lly  a lien  to each  o th e r ,



so to ta lly  d is so c ia te d  and s e lf -c a n c e ll in g , a s  they  are in a syn ­

a e s th e tic  f ig u re . The teno r and v eh ic le  of a  conven tional m etaphor 

e x is t  independen tly  un til the  m etaphor fu se s  them to g e th e r , th e  su c c e ss  

of w hich fusion  u su a lly  fo rces u s  to  overlook the  o rig inal independence; 

the source  and d e s tin a tio n  of an in te rse n so ria l tra n s fe r , on th e  other 

h an d , are no t sim ply independen t bu t are  co n cep tu a lly  opposed , and  

we can never re a lly  overlook th is  o p p o sitio n . Some illu s tra tio n s  from 

H erbert may c la rify  th is  po in t.

P ila te , a  s tra n g e r, holdeth off; but th e y ,
Mine owne deare  p e o p le , c ry , Aw ay, a w a y ,
W ith n o ise s  confused  frigh ting  th e  day:

W as ever g rief lik e  m ine?
("The S a c rif ic e ,"  101-4)

Com pared w ith the non-com m ittal d is in te re s t  of P ila te , the confused  

(and treacherous) clam or of C h r is t 's  own people is  so  g re a t ,  say s 

H erbert, th a t i t  frigh tens the  "d a y ."  N ow , th e re  i s  obv iously  no 

d ic tionary  s e n se  in  w h ic h  a  "day" is  su sc e p tib le  of f r ig h t, and thus 

we know th a t H erbert is  em ploying a kind of m etaphoric tra n s fe r . In 

f a c t ,  h e  is  u sin g  a metonomy in w hich th e  word "day" is  su b s titu ted  

for a ll th e  norm al commerce and behavior .'that g en era lly  occur during 

a  d ay , w hich on th is  p a rticu la r day have been aborted  by the  c rie s  

for c ru c ifix io n . The advan tage  of the  metonymy is  th a t th e  p o ss ib le  

a sso c ia tio n s  of the  word "day" are in fin ite , w h ereas  any l is t  of 

d a ily  a c t iv i t ie s ,  how ever, long , w ould be fin ite ; c o n seq u e n tly , we 

gain  th e  se n se  th a t the  co n fu sio n , to o , i s  in f in ite . I f , ignoring m eter



and rhym e, H erbert had w ritten  "W ith n o ise s  con fused  frighting all 

women and ch ild ren  and m aking the day un fit for b u s in e ss  t r a n s ­

a c t io n s ,"  w e could  a s k ,  "But w hat about dogs and c a ts  and old men? 

W eren 't they  frigh tened  a s  w e ll?  And though you speak  of b u s in e s s ,  

w hat about re lax a tio n  and lo v e ? "  The word "day" p o se s  no such 

problem  of lim ita tion ; i ts  co n ten ts  a re  as l im itle s s  a s  our own im agina­

t io n s ,  su b je c t to the one condition th a t th ey  lo g ic a lly  have som ething 

to  do w ith  th e  d a y . The very  im precision  of th e  ph rase  "som ething 

to  do w ith" dem onstra tes th e  o p e n n e ss , the  cen trifugal m ovem ent, of 

th e  metonomy.

A second  illu s tra tio n  occurs a b it e a rlie r  in  th e  sam e poem;

I answ er no th ing , bu t w ith p a tience  prove 
If s to n ie  hearts w ill m elt w ith g e n tle  lo v e .

(11. 89-90)

The p h rase  "s to n ie  h e a rts"  is  a m etaphor, i f  a faded and not pa r­

tic u la r ly  in te re s tin g  o n e . We are  inv ited  to th ink  of th e  h earts  of 

C h r is t 's  p e rsecu to rs  a s  endowed w ith  ce rta in  of the  p roperties of 

s to n e . The sub junctive  verb "m elt" conditions th is  in v ita tio n , lead ing  

u s  to  th in k  of co ld n ess  ra ther than  warmth (s to n es  being cap ab le  o f 

e ith e r property) a s  w ell a s  h a rd n ess  and perhaps m assiv e  im m ovable­

n e s s .  Again one could expand the  l i s t  in f in ite ly , though not ju s t i ­

f iab ly  in a ll d irec tio n s; a "ston ie  heart"  canno t be  a "ligh t h e a r t ."

In th e se  m etaphors H erbert h as spoken o f X in s tea d  of Y so

th a t  we would tak e  th e  p roperties of X and tran sfe r them  to  Y;

Vonce we have done s o , w e w ill probc^ly not n o tice  if  th e se  p ro p erties



canno t r e a l ly  obtain  for Y, a s  i t  i s  n o n se n se , l i te ra l ly ,  to  speak  of a 

h eart a s  being "hard" or " s o f t ,"  "cold" or "w arm ." The understand ing

of th e s e  m etaphors does not make them  c e a s e  to e x is t a s  m etaphors 

bu t ra ther show s that our own m odes of apprehension  are in  some 

m easure m etaphoric .

The ex trem es of a sy n a e s th e tic  im age do not lo g ic a lly  have

"som ething to  do w ith" each  o ther in even  the  te n ta tiv e  w ay th a t

h a rdness and c o ld n e ss  have som ething to d o , how ever m etap h o rica lly ,

w ith  c e rta in  p o s s ib i l i t ie s  of th e  human h e a r t. And the  term inology of

s ig h t , for exam ple , cannot make a sta tem en t about sound in  the  same

e a s ily  g rasped  sen se  th a t the word "day" offers a sta tem ent about

any and a ll of the m ultifarious a c tiv it ie s  th a t e x is t  every  day  or on a

given  d a y . We may illu s tra te  w ith lin e s  16-20 of "A P a ro d ie" :

Ah Lord! do no t w ithdraw ,
L est w ant o f aw 
M ake Sinne appeare;

And w hen thou d o st bu t sh ine  l e s s e  c le a re ,
Say, th a t thou  a rt no t h e re .

There i s  a sy n ta c tic a l am biguity  in  the  la s t  tw o of th e se  l in e s ,  w hich

m akes i t  p o ss ib le  for th e  verb "Say" to  ta k e  a s  i ts  su b je c t e ith er

sin  or th e  fac t of G od 's sh in ing  le s s  c le a r ly . We could read  them ,

"And w hen s in  se e s  you shining le s s  c le a r ly , he w ill sa y  you are

a b s e n t ,"  or "As I have asked  you not to  w ithd raw , so I reco g n ize

th a t your shining le s s  c lea rly  sa y s  som ething about your a b s e n c e ."

Though I th ink  both th e se  read ings are le g itim a te , it  is  th e  seco n d ,



in  w hich sh in ing  is  an  in te rse n so ria lly  transferred  source  for the d e s ­

tin a tio n  sa y in g , th a t in te re s ts  me h e re .

Shin ing , in i ts  nega tive  a s p e c t ,  is  p resen ted  a s  a  way for us

to  understand say ing , in  i ts  n e g a tiv e  a s p e c t .  "Not sh in ing" is  equal 

to  "saying  n o t ."  But w e do n o t understand  "say ing  not" by tra n s ­

ferring  to  i t  p roperties of "not sh in ing" th a t i t  does n o t a lready  

p o s s e s s ;  sound is  a s  cap ab le  as s ig h t o f n eg a tiv e  re p re se n ta tio n , 

and there  is  no q u a lity  o f s ig h t th a t len d s  i ts e l f  to  a  d esc rip tio n  of 

sound w ith anything lik e  the  lo g ic  th a t  "h ard n ess"  len d s i ts e l f  to  a 

d e sc rip tio n  of the h e a r t .  Although our fa ilu re  to  p e rc e iv e  an o b jec t 

by one s e n se  may accom pany our fa ilu re  to  perce ive  i t  by a n o th e r , 

w e know em pirically  th a t  th e s e  fa ilu re s  do no t re in fo rce  each  o th er.

If we see  a s ile n t p ia n o , ve a re  no t hearing  it;  if we th en  shut

our e y e s , we are  not hearing i t  any l e s s .

We shall be  viewing H e rb e rt 's  sy n a e s th e s ia  p rinc ipa lly  in  two 

w ay sr a s  a  concre te  im age of th e  iden tity  of the  Word of God w ith  

th e  Light of God (sp e c if ica lly  in "The W indow s"), and as a repro ­

duction  of th e  bond of g race th a t  draw s man and God to each  o ther 

(sp e c if ica lly  in  "C hristm as" and a number of poem s w hose cen tra l 

figure is  a  s ta r ) .  Beyond th e s e ,  th ere  is  a  further function  that 

lin k s  H a rb e rt's  u s e  of sy n a e s th e s ia  w ith  the  o ther o b se rv a tio n s on 

h is  poetry  th a t have been th e  su b je c t of th e ir  s tu d y . By the  fa ilu re  

of the extrem es of a sy n a e s th e tic  im age to m ake a statem ent about



each  o th e r  in  the  log ica l way th a t th e  ex trem es o f o ther m etaphors do , 

the  image en ab les  H erbert, or any  p o e t, for th a t m a tte r , to  make a 

sta tem en t about God by appearing to  make no sta tem en t a t a l l— 

en ab les  h im , th a t i s ,  to  em phasize  h is  p e rso n a l m u ten ess , to approach 

s ile n c e  a s  paradox ica lly  th e  only  p o ss ib le  s ta tem en t tha t can  be made 

about the ineffab le  C rea to r.

In her chap ter on H erbert, R osalie  C o lie  n o tes  th e  s ilen c e  im­

p lic it  in  "The C o lla r ,"  w here H erbert has no end o f e p ith e ts  for e x ­

p ressing  h is departu re  from G od, but n eed s  only the sim ple

But a s  I rav 'd  and grew more f ie rc e  and w ild e ,
At every  w ord,

Me thoughts I heard  one c a ll in g , C h ild !
And I re p ly 'd ,  My Lord.

O

to  yoke h im self again  to  G od. H is union w ith  God in m easured not 

in  worcfe, bu t in  s i le n c e . So it is  if w ords about God appear &s l ig h t .

S y n a e s th e tic a lly , two superb lin e s  from "M iserie"  b e s t  rep resen t 

th is  co n cep t.

My G od, Man cannot p ra ise  thy  nam e:
Thou a rt a ll  b r ig h tn e s s e , p e rfec t p u ritie .

(31-2)

The re la tio n sh ip  of th e  lin e s  is  c a u sa l: G od 's b rig h tn ess  exp la ins

m an 's s ile n c e  in  th e  face  of Him. T h eo log ica lly , and from th e  s ta n d ­

poin t of o ther lite ra tu re  (II P a rad iso , for exam p le ), w e can  understand  

th is  c au sa lity ; lo g ic a lly , we canno t An e x c e ss  of ligh t h a s  no log ical 

connection  w ith  a d e fic ien cy  of w o rd s . But th e  bare  f a c t  th a t th is  

connection  is  not p re se n t, th a t  no lo g ic a l s ta tem en t i s  b e in g  made by



one phenomenon about a n o th e r , re in fo rces our se n se  of the  s ile n c e  

th a t the  poet i s  a s se r tin g . To s a y  "My s ile n c e  a r is e s  from your 

l ig h t ,"  by i ts  d iv is ion  in to  d ifferen t m odes of b e in g , m akes th e  

s ile n c e  b e lie v a b le , a s  th e  sta tem en t "My s ile n c e  a r is e s  from aw e 

a t your p re s e n c e ,"  w here th e  s ile n c e  is  too  lo g ic a lly  ta lked  abou t, 

would n o t. Any speech  th a t  claim s to  b e  w o rd less  p resen ts  a con ­

tra d ic tio n , but a sy n aes th e tic  link ing  e n a b le s  H erb ert, a s  nearly  a s  

p o s s ib le , to re fu te  th is  con trad ic tion  a n d , a s  everyw here e l s e ,  make 

us b e liev e  th a t h is poem in  p ra is e  of God is  w ithout h is own w ords.

i i .

Light is  one of th e  m ost p ro fuse ly  dep loyed  im ages of the  

B ib le , a s  i t  i s  of th e  sa c re d  te x ts  of many of th e  w o rld 's  re lig io n s .^  

Rather than sim ply trac ing  i ts  su c c e s s iv e  sc rip tu ra l o c cu rren c es , I 

propose to  sk e tch  four d is t in c t  and ye t in te rre la te d  s i tu a tio n s , or 

m o d e ls , th a t  the p resence  of ligh t h e lp s  to  d e fin e , and th en  cur­

so rily  to  exam ine the expansion  of th e  im age in to  th e  modes of r e ­

fle c tin g  and se e in g . In e s tab lish in g  th e  four m o d els , I sh a ll  be  

trea tin g  the Bible a s  a s im u ltaneous w h o le , ra th e r  than a s  an un­

folding statem ent: I sh a ll n o t , th a t i s ,  assum e th a t any g rea te r

degree of com plexity or so p h is tica tio n  inform s a lig h t im age developed  

in , sa y , Isa iah  than  in  th e  earlie r G e n e s is . The chronology and 

fragm entary com position of th e  Bible a re  n o t m ateria l to  th is  argum ent.



These m odels/ th e n , w ill hopefully  re la te  ana logously  to  th e  para lle l 

developm ent o f th e  im age of the Word and a t th e  sam e tim e provide 

the  b a s is  for a p a rtia l understand ing  of H erb e rt's  u se  of l ig h t im agery . 

(W riting le s s  than  a  century  a fte r H erb ert, Emanual Swedenborg c h a ra c ­

te rized  lig h t a s  " the  divine tru th  of th e  W ord, a lso  the  tru th  of fa ith " '1'^ — 

th u s su ggesting  the  v isu a l co n ten ts  of a verba l s truc tu re  th a t we shall 

be  p u rsu in g .) Since H erb e rt's  re l ia n c e  on the Bible so o ften  becom es 

a k ind  of ty po log ica l e x e g e s is ,  a s  the exam ination  of "Aaron" in 

C hap ter 2 show s, i t  w ill be d e s irab le  to show th a t each  of th e s e  m odels 

of lig h t r e s ts  on Old Testam ent and New T estam ent a u th e n tic a tio n .

The f irs t s itu a tio n  more or l e s s  a b s tra c tly  eq u a tes  ligh t w ith 

tru th  and g o o d n ess , sha rp ly  d is tin g u ish e s  it from d a rk n e ss , hence  from 

error and e v i l ,  and acknow ledges and  condem ns th e  human p reference  

for d a rk n e ss . The lo c i c la s s ic i  of th is  d is tin c tio n  are Isa ia h  5 . 2 0 ,

"Woe unto them  th a t  c a ll  ev ill g o o d , and good e v i l l ,  that put da rkenes 

for l ig h t ,  and lig h t for d a rk e n e s se , th a t  put b itte r  for sw e e te , and 

sw e e te ,fo r  b i t te r ,"  and in the  New T estam en t, th e  adm onition of 

Jesus to  N icodem us, John 3 .1 9 , "And th is  is  th e  condem nation , tha t 

lig h t i s  com e in to  th e  w c rld , and men loved d a rk n esse  rather than  

l ig h t ,  b ecau se  th e ir d e ed e s  w ere e v i l l ."  Both of th e se  p a s sa g e s  in ­

v e s t lig h t w ith a c o n sc io u s ly  m etaphorical c h a rac te r: not given an 

independent e x is te n c e , it  functions a s  an ex p lic it v e h ic le  to make 

good com prehensib le .



A second  model em phasizes  the  in ab ility  of l ig h t , as a  prom ised 

s ig n  o f sa lv a tio n , to  be c o n ta in e d , i t s  c ap ac ity  to  flood the  w orld , 

im p lic itly  to o b lite ra te  d a rk n e ss , to  sh ine on the G en tiles  an d  the  

ch ild ren  of Is ra e l a l ik e .  Again the Old Testam ent tex t is  in I s a ia h , 

w here the Lord te l ls  h is p ro p h e t, "It is  a  lig h t th ing  th a t thou 

sh o u ld est be my se rv an t to ra is e  up the tr ib e s  of Iaco b , and to  

re s to re  th e  p reserved  of Is ra e l: I w ill a lso  g ive th ee  for a lig h t to

the G e n tile s , th a t thou m ayest be  my sjrfivation, unto the end of th e  

earth" (4 9 .6 ) . L igh t, l ik e  God defined  by n eg ativ e  th eo logy , is  

l im it le s s .  This sam e no te  sounds frequently  in th e  New T estam en t. 

Simeon c a lls  the in fan t Jesus , "A lig h t to  lig h ten  the  G e n tile s , and 

the  Glory of thy  people Is ra e l"  (Luke 2 .3 2 ) . S im ilarly , Paul and 

Barnabas report of th e m se lv e s , "For so hath th e  Lord commanded u s ,  

sa y in g , I have se t  th ee  to  b ee  a lig h t o f th e  G e n tile s , That thou 

sh o u ld est be for sa lv a tio n  unto  the  ends of the earth" (Acts 1 3 .4 7 ), a 

charge tha t Paul p a s s e s  on to  th e  P h ilipp ians: "That yee m ay be

b la m e le sse  and h a rm le sse , the sonnes of G od, w ithou t rebuke , in 

the m iddes of a crooked and p e rv e rse  n a tio n , among whom ye sh ine  

a s  lig h ts  in  the  world" (P h il. 2 .1 5 ) .  T hus, lig h t p ro g re sse s  from a 

m etaphor for goodness to  th e  m atrix  of sa lv a tio n .

For our th ird  model w e m ay regard  ty p o lo g ica lly  th e  theophany 

to  M oses on the m ountain a s  a p refiguration  of the  conversion  of 

P au l, a s  Saul o f T a rsu s , on the road  to  D am ascus. "The Angel of



th e  Lord appeared unto him /Moses / , in  a  flam e of fire out of the 

m idst of a bush" (Exodus 3 .2 ): the bush  does not burn , w hich em­

p h a s iz e s /  here a s  e lsew here  in  the B ib le , th e  luminous ra ther than  

th e  therm al q u a litie s  of the f ire . In the  sam e w ay Jesus appears to  

Paul a s ,  or a s so c ia te d  w ith , ligh t: "And a s  he ioum eyed he came

neere D am ascus, and suddenly  th e re  sh in ed  round about him  a lig h t 

from heaven: And he fe l to  th e  e a rth , and heard a  voice saying

unto him , S au l, S au l, why p e rs e c u te s t  thou me? And he s a id ,

Who a r t  thou , Lord: And the  Lord s a id ,  I am Iesu s whom thou per­

s e c u te s t11 (Acts 9 .3 - 5 ) .  "And th e  men w hich iourneyed w ith him , 

stood sp e e c h le s s e , hearing  a  v o ic e , bu t seeing  no man" (9 .7):

th a t i s ,  th e  lig h t i s  th e  v o ic e , the  ligh t seen  equals th e  w crds heard .

Q uite l i te ra l ly ,  for both M oses and P au l, the  lig h t daw ns to  adopt 

one of Ian R am sey 's figures fo r th e  d is tin c tiv e ly  re lig io u s  ex p erien ce , 

for the d iscernm ent of d iv in ity .

We may conclude  th is  accoun t of lig h t-governed  s itu a tio n s  by 

going to the b eg in n in g . "And God s a id ,  Let th e re  be ligh t: and there

w as lig h t. And God saw  th e  l ig h t ,  th a t i t  w as good" (G enesis 1 .3 -4 ) .  

In C hapter 2 we exam ined the  nature of th is  f irs t "speech" of G od 's 

a s  S t. A ugustine understood  it; it should now be added tha t by

acknow ledging the  goodness of H is f i r s t  "spoken" c re a tio n , God is  a t

le a s t  p a rtia lly  (and perhaps p a n th e is tic a lly )  identify ing the lig h t w ith 

H im self. I am trying to  su g g e s t th a t  the movement from the  th ird



model to th e  fourth  rep re se n ts  a  m ovem ent from God and lig h t a s  co in ­

ciden t to  God and l ig h t as  ta u to lo g ic a l. The f i r s t  v e rse s  of the  

Johannine Gospel make th is  tau to logy  ev iden t enough , bu t i ts  epitom i­

zing  sta tem ent occurs in  the  f ir s t  e p is tle  of John 1 .5 : "This then is

th e  m essage w hich w e have heard of h im , and d ec lare  unto y o u , th a t 

God is  l ig h t , and in him i s  no d a rk e n esse  a t  a l l . "

Though I have tr ie d  to  d iv ide  part o f th e  lig h t im agery of the 

Bible into certa in  d is tin c t p a tte rn s—lig h t a s  a figure for g o o d , e x ­

p lic itly  co n trasted  w ith d a rkness a s  a figure fcr ev il; l ig h t a s  the  

signal of a prom ised sa lv a tio n ; lig h t a s  an in d ica tio n  of G od 's 

p resence; and lig h t a s  God H im self—i t  w ill be  seen  th a t  th e se  s itu a ­

tio n s are  not re a lly  sep ara te  one from an o th e r, and tha t th e  sta tem ent 

"God is  light" cou ld  rea lly  be  deduced  from any of th em , and n o t only 

from the  model th a t  I have u sed  i t  to i l lu s t r a te .  N e v e rth e le ss , th e  

v a lu e  of exam ining th e  statem ent from four s id e s ,  as if  it  w ere a p p li-  

—cab le  to  four a ltogether d ifferen t c o n te x ts , w ill be  apparent when we 

come to  see  the various w ays in  w h ich  lig h t im agery m an ifests  i t s e l f  

in  H erbert's  poetry .

To say th a t  God is  ligh t i s  to  sa y  th a t ,  for the  b e lie v e r , for 

the  rece iv e r of re v e la tio n , God is  both th e  o b jec t seen  and the i l lu ­

m ination by which the  o b jec t is  se e n . (This id en tity  of being and 

doing a lso  o b ta in s  in th e  sta tem ent th a t God is  the  Word: God is  God 

a s  w ell a s  w hat te l l s  us of G od .) V ision depends o n  l ig h t , but a
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v ision  of God obviously  do es not depend on any lig h t other than vdiat 

is  in tr in s ic  to  H im self, even i f  there  w ere any o th er such lig h t. But 

beyond th is  fa c t  th a t God perm its u s to  see  H im , w hat does the  Bible 

say about the a c t  of see ing  Him? In h is  e p is tle s  to  the C orin th ians 

Paul m akes two im portant s ta tem en ts  th a t re la te  the v is io n  o f fa ith  

to  the  v is io n  of re v e la tio n . Having developed  the  analogy of a  m an 's 

turning from ch ild ish  th in g s  a s  he m a tu re s , of gain ing  a g rea ter under­

s ta n d in g , Paul w rite s , in  one  o f h is  best-know n v e r s e s ,  "For now we se e  

through a  g la s s e ,  darkely  / T . e . , in a r id d le , or enigm §/: but then 

face  to  face : now I know in p a r t ,  bu t then  sh a ll I know even as

a ls o  I am knowen" (I C or. 1 3 .1 2 ). One p ro g resse s  from seeing  an 

im ag e , in ev itab ly  d is to r te d , to  see in g  Truth, L ight, G od, d ire c tly , as 

i t  i s .  P a u l's  w ords, w rite s  A ugustine , a re  more lite ra l than  th e y  a t 

f i r s t  seem : in  a  g la s s  man s e e s  h im se lf , or an  im age of h im se lf, and 

m an 's s e lf  i s  the  im age of "Him by  whom w e are m a d e . "12 Thus, 

to  see  o n ese lf is  to  s e e  an im age of God, how ever im perfect th e  

im age. M oreover, the  g la s s  through w hich  we see  functions as both 

w indow  and mirror for Augustine: we se e  o u rse lv es  re fle c ted  by  the

g la s s ,  bu t through o u rse lv es  we se e  G od , or a  suggestion  of Him.

In h is n ex t e p is tle  Paul w rite s  th a t th is  enigm atic view  of 

God transform s th e  observer: "But we a l l ,  w ith  open face  beholding

a s  in a g la s s e  the  glory of the L ord, are changed in to  th e  same 

im age, from g lorie  to  g lo r ie , even as by th e  sp ir it  of th e  Lord"



(II C o r. 3 .1 8 ) . G lossing  th is  la te r  p a s s a g e , A ugustine say s  th a t we

13o u rse lv es "p ass  from a form th a t  i s  obscu re  to  a  form th a t  is  b r ig h t,"  

a s  if  i t  i s  th e  v ision  of God th a t  a llo w s  us to  com plete our own n a ­

tu re s . The lig h t th a t i s  G od, th e n , d en o tes  a  rec ip ro ca l re la tio n ­

ship: God a s  ob ject i s  rev ea led  to  the  b e liev e r by His own l ig h t ,

and in tu rn , the b e liev e r both m irrors th is  lig h t and becom es a secondary  

source of i t .  The e s s e n tia l  po in t here  i s  th a t we come to know God 

by H is b r ig h tn e s s , and knowing Him , we o u rse lv es then  m anifest 

th is  b r ig h tn e ss . As the Word is  made f le s h , so is  the Light made a 

lum inousness ou tside  i t s e l f .

And so  w e  come to  th e  no tion  o f  God a s  the  W ord, and thus 

of th e  equ ivalence  of a  v isu a l im age w ith an  aural im age, each  of 

w hich fu rn ishes te rm s for e x p re ss in g  the  o th e r . (The term  logos d o e s , 

of c o u rse , em brace v is u a l ,  or g ra p h ic , and phenom enological p o s s ib il i­

t ie s  a s  w ell a s  th o se  of sp e e c h , and is  consequen tly  not en tire ly  d if ­

fe ren tia ted  from light; b u t it w ill b e  c le a r  th a t  both A ugustine and 

H erbert conce ive  of i t ,  f i r s t ,  a s  re la te d  to  modes of d isc o u rse .)

The b ib lic a l te x ts  iden tify ing  God w ith th e  Word demand le s s  ca teg o ri­

za tion  than  th o se  iden tify ing  Him w ith Light; two w ill se rve  u s  h e re . 

F ir s t ,  of c o u rse , is  th e  G ospel of John 1 .1 : "In th e  b eg in n in g  w as the  

W ord, and  th e  Word w as w ith G od, and  th e  Word w as G od ."  The 

follow ing few v e rse s  show th a t th e  life  of th is  W ord—the W ord, th a t 

i s ,  a s  a c t iv e , a s revealed ; th e  con su b s tan tia l Son when m anifest in  

the  w orld—w as the lig h t o f m en , w hich sh ine th  in  d a rk n e ss . Thus the



Word is  a s much to b e  se e n  as h e a rd . Second i s  the  ap p ea ran ce  to  

S t. John the Divine of God in H eaven: "And hee  w as c lo thed  w ith a

v estu re  d ip t in b lood , and his name i s  c a lle d , The Word o f  God" 

(R evelations 1 9 .1 3 ). In o ther w o rd s , the  word "God" i t s e l f  im plies 

a ll th a t can  b e  sa id  (h en ce , known) abou t God; th e  r e s t  i s  m erely 

com m entary. Or a s  John M acquarrie  pu ts i t  in  an o n to lo g ic a l-e x is te n ­

tia l  d isc u ss io n  of th e  w ord , "As th e  key -nam e in  th e  th eo lo g ica l v o cab ­

u la ry , th e  word God su p p lie s  th e  c lue  for understanding  the  s ig n if i-

14cance  of th e  o ther item s in  th e  v o c ab u la ry ."  In "Love" (I) H erbert 

w rites th a t  "thy g lo rious nam e W rought our de liv rance  from th ' 

in f em a il p i t . . . . "

An observation  of Father O ng 's i s  h igh ly  pe rtinen t here: "As is

the  c a se  in  no o ther re lig io n  </than C h r is t ia n i ty / ,  the  word is  here 

th e  proper name of a P e rso n , th e  Son of G od, h im self God— eo verbum 

quo f i l i u s , ru n s th e  c la s s ic  th e o lo g ica l log ion : 'H e i s  Word by fac t

th a t he i s  S o n .1 The d e s ig n a tio n  W crd thus be longs to  th e  Son d i­

re c tly  and im m ed ia te ly , ju s t  a s  the d esig n a tio n  Son i ts e l f  d o e s . I t 

is  his d iv ine  nam e. The v isu a lly  grounded t i t le s  su ch  as th e  'L ight 

of L ight' of the N icene C reed  are ap p licab le  to  him , b u t th ey  a re  

seco n d -lev e l d e s ig n a tio n s  l e s s  m eaningful than  'W ord' or 'S o n . '" ^

The Son is  th e  L igh t, b u t before and a fte r th a t he is  th e  W ord, and 

h is  name is  th e  Word of G od.

If a ll  know ledge o f God a r i s e s  from th e  word "G o d ,"  then the 

Word of God m ust not be  tak en  a s  a purely verbal phenom enon.



S p ec ifica lly , o f c o u rs e , th e  W ord is im aged—given  tan g ib le  re a lity — 

in th e  f le s h  (as a ls o  th e  lig h t is  im aged—reflec ted ): "And th e  glory

of the Lord sh a ll b e  re v e a le d , and a ll f le sh  shall s e e  i t  together: for

the mouth of th e  Lord hath  spoken it"  (Isa iah  40 .5 ); "And th e  Word 

w as made f le s h ,  and dw elt among u s (and w e beheld  h is  g lo ry , the 

glory a s  of the onely  beg o tten  of th e  Father) fu ll of g race  and trueth" 

(John 1 .14); "C oncerning h is  sonne Iesus C h ris t our Lord, w hich w as 

made of the  seed  of David according  to  th e  f le sh "  (Romans 1 .3 ); and 

f in a lly , "And w ithout c o n tro v e rs ie s , g rea t is  the  m ysterie  of g o d lin ess : 

God w as m an ifest in  the f le s h ,  iu s tif ie d  in  the  S p irit, seene  of A ngels, 

preached unto  th e  Gen t i l e s ,  b e leev ed  on in  the w o rld , rece iv ed  up into 

glory" (I Timothy 3 .1 6 ) . M ade f le s h , th e n , the  Word i s  to  be  se e n .

We a re  to  understand  th a t the L o g o s, th e  W crd a s  i t  h a s  been  

u sed  in  th is  d is c u s s io n , d en o tes  the  very  concept o f G odhead or B eing, 

and no t only th e  a rticu la to ry  p ro cess  by  w hich the concept is  m an ifested  

or can  be m ade know n. P arad o x ica lly , th e  Logos i s  both the  t im e le s s , 

uncreated  sou rce  of a ll  th in g s and the h is to r ic a l , c re a te d  p roduct o f 

i t s e l f ,  m ade f le s h ,  en te rin g  h isto ry  a t th e  beginning of th e  C h ris tian  

e p o c h . I n  On the  T rin ity , A ugustine , considering  the p a s s a g e  in 

Luke 5 .2 1 -2 2  w here Jesus perceived  th e  inward though ts of th e  sc rib es  

and P h a r is e e s , th a t  i s ,  w here he saw  w hat th ey  w ere say ing  to  them ­

s e lv e s ,  b rillia n tly  d is tin g u ish e s  betw een  th e  inner word and the outer 

d is c o u rse , and show s th a t s ig h t (hence lig h t) s tan d s  in the same 

re la tio n  to  th e  inner word th a t d isc o u rse  d o e s . Speech and sigh t are



outw ardly d iffe re n t, he w r ite s , but inw ardly— sin c e  both ex p re ss

17thoughts ex isting  in  th e  m ind—the sam e. L ater he m akes h is

sem antic  d iscrim ination  even more ex p lic it: "The word th a t  sounds

outw ardly is  the  sign  o f  th e  wcrd th a t g iv es  lig h t inw ardly; which

la tte r  h a s  the  g rea te r claim  to  b e  c a lle d  a w ord . For th a t w hich is

u tte red  w ith  th e  mouth of th e  f le sh  i s  th e  a rtic u la te  sound of a

word; and i s  i ts e l f  a ls o  c a lled  a w ord , on acco u n t of th a t to make

18w hich outw ardly  apparent i t  is  i ts e l f  a ssu m e d . " The Word is  im ­

m utable and in d iv is ib le , but it  is  s ig n a lled  by bo th  outw ard sp eech  

and inw ard l ig h t .  S t. Augustine then  s e ts  up an analogy: m an 's

word (his inw ard thought) is  to m an 's speech  (verbal a rticu la tion ) a s  

the  Word of God is  to  the  Wcrd of God m ade f le s h . The s ile n t word 

of man o ffe rs  a b e tte r  para lle l to the  Word of God than  do es m an 's 

spoken w o r d .^  The W ord, th e n ,  a s  a co n cep t is  i t s e l f  s i le n t ,  but 

it  can be understood through and a s  sp eech  and l ig h t . C o n cep tu a lly , 

th is  is  n o t very  fa r from the  sta tem en t in On C h ris tia n  D o c trin e , c ited  

in C hapter 1 , a b o v e , th a t

In order th a t w hat we a re  th ink ing  may reach  the
mind of the l is te n e r  through th e  f le sh ly  e a r s ,
th a t w hich  w e have in  mind is  e x p re ssed  in  words 
and is c a lle d  sp e ec h . But out thought is  not 
transform ed in to  sounds; i t  rem ains en tire  in  i t ­
se lf  and  assu m es the  form of words by m eans c£ 
which i t  may reach  the e a rs  w ithout su ffering  
any de te rio ra tion  in i t s e l f .  In the  same way the  
Word of God w as m ade f le s h  w ithout change th a t 
He m ight dw ell among u s .

We a re  b ack  to  th e  id ea  of p o e tic  s ile n c e  w ith  w hich  we began; poetry

is  mute so  a s  to  a llow  man apprehension of the  inner l ig h t—the W ord.



A ugustine 's  recogn ition  of th e  u n ity  of lig h t and w ords i s  m entioned 

rep ea ted ly  in the  C onfessions as w e ll .  The e a r th , w hich w as w ithout 

form and v o id , would have rem ained so  "u n le ss  th a t same Word /w h ic h  

c rea ted  i t /  had turned it  tow ards i t s  C reator and made it lig h t by c a s t ­

ing h is  own b rig h tn ess  upon i t ,  no t in  equal deg ree  w ith y o u rse lf, bu t

21allow ing i t  to  tak e  form in your l ik e n e s s ."  And la te r  he quotes 

from Psalm s 119.105: "Thy w crd i s  a lam p un to  my f e e t ,  and a lig h t

unto my p a th ."^ ^

The foregoing d isc u ss io n  e s ta b l is h e s  the  theo log ica l b a s is  for a 

sy n aes th e tic  confluence of ligh t and so u n d , and th eo lo g ica lly  ju s tif ie s  

the  rep re sen ta tio n  of w hat is  se en  b y  an au ra l e ffe c t, w hat i s  heard  

by a v isu a l o n e , as  in  H erb ert's  "Till e v 'n  his beam s s in g , and my 

m usick s h in e ."  The same ju s tif ic a tio n  can be m ade i f  the  etym olo­

g ica l re la tio n sh ip  of w ords for s e e in g , show ing, sh in in g , e t c . ,  to  

words for say in g , te l l in g ,  e t c . ,  be in v e s tig a te d . A penetrating  d is ­

c u ss io n  of John M acq u arrie 's  in G od-T alk : An Exam ination of th e

Language and Logic of T heology, i s  very  much to  th e  point here and 

may therefc© be quoted a t some leng th :

One can hardly fa il to  be  im p ressed  on noticing  
how many verb s of saying  can be trac ed  back  to 
roo ts signifying " l ig h t ,"  so  th a t to  "say" som e­
th ings seem s o rig in a lly  to  have  m eant to  "bring 
i t  in to  th e  l ig h t ."  The E nglish  w crd  "say" is  a 
c au sa tiv e  form cognate  w ith  " s e e ,"  and w as thus 
orig inally  "cause  to  see"  or " le t  s e e ."  The 
Greek phem i, " s a y ,"  is  connec ted  w ith p h a in o ,
"show , bring to  l ig h t ,"  and so  w ith  p h o s , " l ig h t."
The Latin d ic e re , " s a y ,"  i s  cognate  w ith  Greek 
deiknu ml and w ith  German z e ig e n , bo th  m eaning



"show "; w h ile  a ll th ree  w ords probably go back  to 
an  old Indo-European ro o t, jd i, signify ing  "bright" 
or " sh in in g ."  These connec tions w ith  lig h t are  
not confined to  Indo-European verbs o f say in g .
When we turn  to  the  Sem itic la n g u a g e s , w e a re  to ld  
th a t th e  commcn Hebrew verb 'a m a r, " s a y ,"  is  l ik e ­
w ise  connec ted  w ith  th e  id ea  of "sh o w in g ,"  and 
even tua lly  w ith  su ch  sim ple  no tions a s  "prom inent,"
"b rig h t,"  " v i s ib le .1,23

To th is  a n a ly s is  I should  like  to  add two sp ec ific  o b se rv a tio n s , 

w hich w ill be  p a rticu la rly  m eaningful when we co n sid er H erb ert's  

p o e try . F ir s t ,  we g e n e ra lly , i f  no t a lw a y s , th ink  o f  th e  word 

"preach" a s  m eaning "say" or "proclaim "; thus a  preacher is  one 

who sa y s  or who p ro c la im s. The d y s lo g is tic  a s so c ia tio n s  of the  

word make th is  meaning c le a re s t  of a ll: we s a y , fc r in s ta n c e , th a t 

a  poem (or a short s to ry , or a man) p re a c h e s , cr th a t  a  poem i s  

p reach y , i f  i t  too  overtly  te l l s  us som ething ra ther th an  showing i t  

to us or doing i t  fcr u s .  "A poem should  no t mean But b e": by

n o t meaning b u t b e in g , a poem d o e s , not s a y s .  "P reach ,"  how ever, 

d erives from the L atin  p ra e , "b e fo re ,"  p lu s d ic a re , "to make known'!;, 

s in c e , a s  M acquarrie d e m o n s tra te s , th e  d i -  fcrm i s  cognate  w ith  th e  

G reek de iknum i, " sh o w ,"  and the  Indo-European * d i , " sh in in g ,"  a 

p reacher show s before he s a y s ,  cr he pu ts l ig h t upon a m atter; in 

th e  A ugustinian s e n s e ,  he show s inw ard ly  by saying  outw ard ly .

S econd , the  word "sp eech "  i t s e l f ,  w hat is  s a id ,  w hat em anates 

from o n e 's  organs of a rticu la tio n  £ OE s p e c a n /  is  cognate  w ith  the 

word " s p e c ta c le ,"  w hat is  s e e n , w hat appears befo re  o n e 's  eyes 

C L s p e c e r e / , a  re la tio n sh ip  p a rtia lly  p reserved  in  the  word " s p e c u la te ,



w hich d e sc r ib e s  th e  a c t of try ing  to  s e e  som ething in w ard ly , often  

through s i le n t  w ords. T hus, a  study of etym ologies co rroborates th e  

b ib lica l-A ugustin ian  au thority  th a t  "see in g "  and "say ing" a re  not 

d e sc rip tiv e  of e s se n tia lly  d iffe ren t a c t s .  We may now in v es tig a te  

more sp e c if ic a lly  m an ifes ta ticn s of sy n a es th e tic  im agery in th e  poetry 

of George H erbert.

i i i .

"C hristm as" is  a  good poem to  beg in  w ith , for th e  re la tio n  of 

the  Wcrd of God to  th e  Light of G od, so  dram atic  in  the fin a l l in e ,  

is  im p lic it th roughou t.

All a fte r p le a su re s  a s  I rid  one d a y ,
My ho rse  and I ,  both t i r 'd ,  bodie  and m inde,
W ith fu ll c rie  o f  a f fe c tio n s , q u ite  a s tra y ,

I took up in  the n ex t inne  I could fin d e .
There when I cam e, whom found I bu t my d e a re ,

My d e a re s t  L crd , expecting  t i l l  the  grief 
Of p lea su re s  brought me to  him , read ie  there

To be a ll  p a sse n g e rs  m ost sw ee t re lie f?
O Thou, w hose g lo rio u s , yet co n trac ted  l ig h t ,

W rapt in n ig h ts  m an tle , s to le  into a  manger;
Since my dark soul and b ru tish  is  thy  r ig h t,

To Man of a ll  b e a s ts  be  not thou  a  stranger:
Furnish & deck  my so u l, th a t thou m ayst have 
A b e tte r  lodg ing  th en  a rack  or g rav e .

The shepherds sing; and sh a ll I s ilen t be?
My G od, no hymne far th ee?

My s o u l 's  a  shepherd  to o , a  flock  i t  feeds
Of th o u g h ts , and w o rd s , and d e e d s .

The p astu re  is  thy  word: the s tre am s, thy  grace
Enriching a ll  the p la c e .

Shepherd and flock  sh a ll  s in g , and  a ll  my powers 
O u t-sin g  th e  d a y -lig h t h o u res .



Then w e w ill ch ide  th e  sunne fo r le ttin g  n ight 
Take up^ h is  p lac e  and right:

We sing one common Lord; w herefore h e  should 
H im self the  cand le  h o ld .

I w ill go search in g / t i l l  I finde a sunne 
Shall s ta y , t il l  we h av e  done;

A w illing  sh in e r , th a t  sh a ll sh in e  a s  g la d ly .
As f ro s t-n ip t sunnes look sa d ly ,

Then w e w ill s in g , and shine a ll  our own d a y ,
And one another pay:

H is beam s sh a ll c h e e r  my b re a s t ,  and both so  tw in e ,
Till e v 'n  h is beam s s in g , and my m usick sh in e .

Two po in ts  should be no ted  a t o n c e . F ir s t ,  though many poems 

in  The Temple d e sc rib e  or a llude  to  C h r is t 's  P ass ion  and dying for 

mankind ( e . g . ,  "The S a c rif ic e ,"  "R edem ption," "E a s te r ,"  "E aste r- 

W in g s ,"  "Good F rid ay "), only "C hristm as" ta k e s  a s  i ts  su b jec t h is 

birth ; the volume th u s  m ain ta in s a  proportion re la tiv e  to H e rb e rt's  

a s se r tio n  in  the second  s ta n za  of "Good Friday" of the  g rea te r im­

portance of the d e a th . Second, s in c e  only the sonnet ending "A 

b e tte r loding th a n  a rack  or grave" is  included  in th e  ea rly  m anuscrip t 

of The Temple in  D r. W illiam s' lib ra ry , or W , a ll  ev id en ce  po in ts 

tow ard the  second  p a rt of the  com plete poem having been w ritten  a t a 

much la te r  d a te .  W hereas c r i t ic a l  trad itio n  ta k e s  the  two p a rts  a s  a  

sing le  poem , i t  is  no c e r ta in ty  th a t  H erbert view ed them  th a t w ay .

In any e v e n t, the d ifferen t tim es of com position  may accoun t for the  

rad ica lly  d ifferent form and tone  of th e  two p a r ts ,  though I sh a ll 

su g g est th a t  we may s t i l l  se e  them  com bining in  an e s s e n t ia l  u n ity .

Though th e  rhyme scheme of the  so n n e t, th ree  quatra ins and a 

c o u p le t, is  te c h n ic a lly  S hak esp ea rean , th e  sw itch from a narra tive



in  the  p a s t  te n se  to  a  voca tive  in  th e  p re se n t, a t  line  9 , and the 

sy n ta c tic a l fa c t th a t the  l a s t  s ix  lin e s  are punctuated  a s  a sin g le  

s e n te n c e , su g g est th a t th e  l in e s  a ls o  d iv ide form ally in to  an oc tave  

and a s e s te t .  The d ram atic  s itu a tio n  so p la in ly  ex p ressed  in  the  

oc tave  i s  o n e  fam iliar in  H erbert ( s e e ,  for exam ple, "The C ollar"): 

th e  sp e ak e r, a  sinner seeking  only more of the  indu lgence  th a t has 

ex h au sted  him in  body and m ind , i s  le d  w illy -n illy  to  C h ris t , who 

h a s  p a tien tly  aw aited  h im . The ep isode  of a  tired  man re in in g  in to  

an inn i s  p resen ted  in  su c h  a com m onplace, hom ely way th a t the  f i r s t  

four l in e s  give no in d ic a tio n  of the re lig ious su b je c t th a t w ill follow; 

n e v e r th e le s s , the  speaker im m ed ia tdy  reco g n ize s  "My d e a re , My 

d e a re s t  L ord ,"  and s o  th e re  i s  none of th e  re s is ta n c e  to  sa lv a tio n  

th a t  i s  found in  "The C o lla r ."  Thy oxymoron "g rief Of p le a s u re s ,"  

a s  H utch inson  p o in ts  out in h is  c o m m e n t a r y d r a w s  on th e  same 

concep t a s  tha t found in  "The P u lle y ,"  where God holds r e s t  a lone 

in  H is P ando ra 's  box  of p lea su re s  so  tha t "If go o d n esse  le a d e  him 

n o t, y e t w e a rin e sse  M ay to s s e  him to  my b rea s t"  (11 . 1 9 -2 0 ), an 

id ea  a lread y  exam ined in C hapter 2 ,  ab o v e .

The s e s te t  sp e c if ic a lly  v iew s C h ris t a s  a lig h t th a t h a s  come 

to  brigh ten  the dark  soul of man: "I w ill a lso  g ive th ee  far a  lig h t

to  th e  G e n tile s , th a t thou m ayest be  my sa lv a tio n , unto th e  end of 

the  earth" (Isa iah  4 9 .6 ) .  The Word is m ade f le sh  and L ig h t. C h ris t ' 

"g lo rio u s , ye t co n trac ted  lig h t"  should b e  understood in  tw o w a y s .

On the  one h a n d , the  lig h t is  con trac ted  in  th a t i t s  in te n s ity  is  :



concen tra ted  in to  the figure  in  th e  m anger (an d , im p lic itly , in  the  

sing le  s ta r  over B eth lehem , w hich  figu res so  prom inently in  such 

other of H erb ert's  poem s a s  "The S ta rre " ). On th e  o ther h an d ,

H erbert i s  p lay ing  on  th e  lega l s e n se  o f the wcrd: the  lig h t is

c o n trac ted  in th a t i t  h a s  been prom ised  to  m a n . 25 The wonderful 

e leven th  l in e ,  "Since my dark  sou l and b ru tish  i s  thy  rig h t"  (the 

kind of lin e  that one w ish es  C o leridge  had  a n n o ta ted ), com pletes 

th e  term s of th e  co n trac t: the lig h t h a s  been  prom ised to  m an, and

co n v erse ly  th e  dark sou l of man b e lo n g s to  th is  l ig h t . A con trac t 

b inds both p a r tie s  to  i t ,  and is  th u s a  conven ien t symbol for b i­

d irec tio n a l en erg y . As F a th e r Ong w r ite s , "The Word o f G od, m ore­

o v e r , is  rec ip ro ca tin g . If the  Word who becam e man in  G od 's comm uni-

26c a tio n  to  m an, he is  a ls o  m an 's re sp o n se  to  G o d ."  C hristm as looks 

both w ays a t  o n c e .

F in a lly , the anim al im agery in  th e  s e s te t  ju s t if ie s  the apparen tly

random in c lu s io n  of the sp e a k e r 's  horse  in  lin e  2 . C h r is t 's  a s so c ia tio n

27w ith  c a t t le  in the  s ta b le  h a s  m ade him no stran g er to  other b e a s ts  ; 

th e re fo re , le t  him a c c e p t m an, to o , w hose  b ru tish  sou l p la c e s  him 

among th e  b e a s t s ,  so  th a t— and here  again  we find the rec ip ro ca l re ­

la tio n sh ip — man may re c e iv e  C h ris t in to  h is  so u l, w hich i s  "A b e tte r  

lodging th an  a  rack  a: g ra v e ."  The lo g ic  goes som ething lik e  th is :  

a s  a  b e a s t ,  man has the  sam e righ t to  C h r is t 's  lig h t th a t other b e a s ts  

have; b u t ,  a s  mare th a n  a b e a s t ,  a s  s e t  ap art by h is  sou l, man is  the



only being tru ly  f it  to  re c e iv e  C h r is t . The sp e a k e r 's  o b jec tiv e  i s  a t 

le a s t  th eo re tic a lly  incom plete  a t  th e  end of the  sonnet; C h r is t 's  ligh t 

is  s t i l l  w rapped in  n ig h t 's  m an tle , not y e t having  been rece iv ed  in to  

the  human s o u l.

As th e  se c o n d , and far our pu rp o ses m ore im portan t, part of 

"C hristm as" in d ic a te s ,  C h ris t i s  to  be  m ade m an ifest in man not 

only a s  ligh t b u t a ls o  a s  words and u ltim ate ly  a s  the W ord. Although 

the unity  of the  tw o p a rts  of th e  poem  is  n o t im m ediately rec o g n iza b le , 

one should o b se rv e  th a t th e  sp e a k e r 's  d e s ire  for sa lv a tio n , w hich con­

c ludes part 1 w ith th e  re q u e s t th a t C h r is t 's  lig h t shine in him , is  re ­

ite ra te d  a t  the  beginning o f p a rt 2 in  his wondering w hether he can 

sing  o f th e  works of G od. (The very  f i r s t  w ards of part 2 ,  "The 

shepherds s in g ,"  p resum ably  draw on Luke 2 .1 7 -1 8 , w herein  the  

shepherds d e sc rib e  th e  babe  whom th e y  have seen  ly ing in  th e  m anger; 

together w ith l in e  10 , th e se  w ards farm th e  only re a l po in ts o f c o n tac t 

betw een H e rb e rt 's  poem  and th e  b ib lic a l C hristm as s to ry .)  H erbert 

th u s  d e lin e a te s  th e  rec ip ro ca l nature  of the m an-God re la tio n sh ip :

God sh in es in and through m an 's  o therw ise  dark  s o u l ,  and man sp e ak s  

w ords about and in  p ra ise  cf th e  Word of God made f le s h . C onsequen tly , 

the bond of g race  connecting  man and God a c tiv e ly  ex tends in  each  d i­

re c tio n , and can be re p re se n te d , l i te ra l ly  and m etaphorically  a t  the  

sam e tim e, a s  e ither v isu a l or verbal en erg y .

The sp e ak e r is  not to  be  w ithout h is  hymn f a  G od. For if  th e



shepherds s in g , th en  so  d o es  h is  s a i l ,  i ts e lf  a sh ep h erd , c rea ting  

and m in istering  to  h is th o u g h ts , th e  words that ex p re ss  h is  though ts 

(b iog raph ica lly , h is  sermons and h is  e x c lu s iv e ly  re lig io u s  p o e try ) , 

and the  d eed s  th a t  show th em . The p astu re  th a t is  G od 's word 

(the conven tiona l p asto ra l rep resen ta tio n  of C h ris t a s  the Word made 

flesh) is  the su s te n a n ce  th a t  the  p o e t 's  soul feeds to  i ts  f lo c k , which 

su s te n a n c e  is  i ts e lf  enriched  by G od 's g ra c e . W hat is  im portant here  

is  th a t H erbert se e s  the p o e t 's  w c rd s , and thus human sp eech  g e n e ra lly , 

a s  a ris ing  from the Logos and becom ing an analogy  for i t ,  in  the  same 

w ay th a t a  flock of sh e e p , by liv in g , co n s tan tly  b e a r  w itn e s s  to  th e  

g rass  th a t e n ab les  them  to  liv e  ("g ra c e ,"  1 .1 9 , i s  probably  a p lay  on 

"g rass" ; c f ,  H e rb e r t 's  poem "G ra ce ,"  1 . 11).

In the n ex t four l in e s  th e  w ards of th e  p o e t, im ages of the  W ord,

en te r in to  com petition  with th e  l ig h t ,  and th e  lig h t d iv id es  in to  a f in i te ,

tem poral a s p e c t  and an in f in i te ,  d iv ine  a s p e c t .

Shepherd and flock  sh a ll s in g , and a ll  my pow ers 
O u t-sing  the  d a y -lig h t h o u re s .

Then we w ill ch ide  the  sunne for le ttin g  night 
Take up h is  p la c e  and r i g h t . . .

U nderstand ing  w hat h is  song i s ,  the  p o e t knows th a t i t  canno t 

p a ss  w ith th e  d a y lig h t, but w ill rem ain  to  m ock, g e n tly , the  lig h t for 

giving w ay to  d a rk n e ss . The "dark soul" o f l in e  11 , once  i t  re a liz e s  

th a t i t  i s  a shepherd  on th e  p a s tu re  of G od 's W ord, becom es a source 

of lum inousness th a t does not c e a s e  a t d u sk . Though H erbert here 

em ph asizes only th e  au ra l nature  of h is so n g , we should no t m iss i t s



im p lic it ra d ia n c e , s in c e  i t  "o u ts in g s"—th a t i s ,  o u t-d o e s , o u t-p e r-

form s—dayligh t i t s e l f .  But day ligh t i s  no t only d a y lig h t. The word

" su n n e ,"  in  line  23 and ag a in  in  lin e  27 , inco rpo ra tes th e  pun on

sun-S on  th a t o c ca s io n s  H erb ert's  aw e a t the  e x p re ss iv e n e ss  of the

9 8English language in  "The S o n n e ,"  la te r  in  The Tem ple.  (Herbert 

sh o u ld , how ever, have  known th a t  th e  Bible i t s e l f  o ffe rs  something 

very  lik e  th is  co rrespondence  w ithou t having to  re ly  on th e .id io sy n -  

c ra c ie s  o f English hom ophones; I Kings 2 .3  and 2 C hron icles 21 .7  

equate  ligh t w ith_the son who p rese rv es  h is  fam ily 's  l in e a g e .)  There­

fo re , th e  sun th a t  le t  n igh t ta k e  up h is p lac e  and righ t is  th e  Son, 

the co n trac ted  ligh t of lin e  9 ,  th a t  cam e "w rapt in  n igh ts m antle" to  

free  th e  so u l, w hich i s  i t s  r ig h t ,  from th e  d a rk n ess  th a t had " ta k e /n /  

up h is  p la c e " — presum ably after the F a ll. H e rb e rt's  chiding the sun 

is  re a lly  h is  m arveling a t the  m irac le  of C h ris tm as, a t  the  wav the 

Light of the  Word made f le sh  frees  the  soul from d a rk n e s s , and in ­

v e s ts  i t  w ith  a lum inousness th a t allows i t  in  tu rn  to  sing  of the 

W ord.

The id en tific a tio n  of im ages of l ig h t w ith  im ages of sound con­

t in u e s .  "We sing  one common Lard": the p o e t ,  th e  shepherd and 

th e  flock  (or h is  soul and i t s  th o u g h ts ) , and  th e  sun (but n o t, h e re , 

the  Son) jo in  together in ve rba lly  p ra is ing  G od. In the  previous 

l in e s  h is  vo ice  w as shining; now th e  sun is  s in g in g . But God should 

hold H im self a s  a  c a n d le , a s  a lig h t in c o n s tan t v iew , and so the 

poet w ill search  for th is  c o n s ta n t sun th a t w ill sh in e  un til the song



is  f in ish ed . He h a s ,  of c o u rs e , in  part 1 of the poem and ag a in  in  

the p asto ra l figure of l in e s  1 7 -2 0 , a lread y  found th is  lig h t in  the  Son, 

and o u tla s tin g  th e  d a y lig h t, h is  song w ill never e n d . Lines 29-30 

co n trast the  Son, the  perm anent Light of G od, fcr w hich he c la im s to  

be se a rc h in g , but which he has in  fe e t a lready  fo u n d , w ith th e  

ephem eral sun th a t can be e c lip se d  by o ther na tu ra l p ro ce sse s  such 

a s  fro s t.

"Then we w ill s in g , and sh ine  a ll  our own day And cne another 

pay": the s o u l 's  union w ith  God a llow s the v o ice  of th e  shepherd to 

sh ine  and th e  lig h t o f th e  Son to  s in g , a rec ip ro c ity  a lso  denoted  by 

the m utual paying of line  32 , ano ther le g a l-f in a n c ia l figure to  go 

along with "con trac ted" and " r ig h t."

We may now see  how th e  apparent illo g ic  of th e  poem 's final 

l in e — "Till ev 'n  h is  beam s s in g ,  and my m usick sh in e "—is  in fac t 

a  sum m ation, through th e  sp e c if ic  fu sion  of word and lig h t, o f the  

poem 's them e: th a t the C hristian  s in g s  in  p ra ise  of C h r is t 's  revealed

ligh t and th u s  a tta in s  to  su ch  a un ity  w ith G od, through g ra c e , th a t 

th e  singing can tran sm it i t s e l f  v isu a lly  and th e  l ig h t , a u ra lly . The 

sy n a es th e tic  im agery i s  re in fo rced  by a  kind of m etrical h ierog lyph , 

sin ce  H erbert, who h as a lte rn a ted  iam bic trim ete r w ith iam bic pen­

tam eter l in e s  throughout th e  second  part of "C h ris tm a s ,"  a lw ays 

rhyming lin e s  o f unequal le n g th , g ives the final lin e  tw o ex tra  fe e t ,  

suggesting  through th e  l in e 's  p h y s ic a l expansion  a corresponding  

m ultip lica tion  of the  m eans o f  p e rcep tio n .



It should a ls o  be  n o te d , from th e  d e ta ils  in  th e  poem (for ex ­

am ple , in th e  f i r s t  four lines), th a t  do no t appear in the b ib lic a l na r­

ra tiv e  of C h r is t 's  birth , th a t th e  poem c e leb ra te s  s im u ltaneously  the 

f ir s t  C h ris tm a s , th e  b irth  o f C h ris t, and the su c c e ss iv e  a c c ep tan c es  

of C h ris t by and in to  in d iv id u a ls , the  aw akening in  man of the  

C h ris tian  re s p o n se . The poem  dev e lo p s th is  double-tim e schem e 

through a p rog ressive  fu tu rity  o f te n se s :  l in e s  1 -8 , the  s in n e r 's  

finding C h ris t in s te a d  of the  p le a su re  he se e k s , a re  in  the p a s t; 

lin e s  9 -1 4 , h is  d e s ire  to  re c e iv e  C h ris t and C h r is t 's  b irth  a re  in  the  

p resen t; l in e s  15-26 (with th e  excep tion  of "we w ill c h id e ,"  w hich is  

can ce lled  out by  "We s in g  one  common Lcrd") are a ls o  in the  p re s e n t,  

but here the  te n se  d e n o te s  fu lfillm ent ra ther th an  fru s tra tio n , hence a 

la te r  s tag e  tow ard sa lvation ; and l in e s  27-34 are in the fu tu re , w hich 

is  rea lly  u sed  to in d ica te  the  e te rn a l con tinuance  of th e  s ta te  reached  

in  lin e s  15 -2 6 , As we saw  in  our d isc u ss io n  of "D eniall"  (C hapter 2 ,  

above), w here th e  A ugustin ian d is tin c tio n  betw een time and e te rn ity  

w as exp lo red , H erbert invariab ly  p lac es  darkness and e rro r, be they  of 

th e  cu ltu re  or the in d iv id u a l, in the com pleted p a s t ,  and sa lv a tio n  in 

a p resen t that i s  conterm inous w ith a l im itle ss  fu tu re , world w ithout 

en d , "C hristm as" d e sc r ib e s  th e  s in n e r 's  accep tan ce  of C h ris t fo llow ed 

by h is p ra ise  of C h r is t ,  a  p ra ise  th a t G od 's g race re tu rn s , but the  

struc tu re  of the poem 's te n s e s  m akes the  p ro c e ss  c£ sa lv a tio n  a s  in ­

ev itab le  a s  the h is to ric  (for th e  C h r is t ia n , anyway) b irth  of C h ris t.



The fusion  of speech  and ligh t i s  an im p lic it co n cep t in  "The

W in d o w s,"  or more s p e c if ic a lly , human sp eech  functions a s  th e

29v e h ic le ,b y  w hich the d iv in e  l ig h t i s  tra n sm itte d .

L ord, how can man preach thy  e te rn a ll w ord?
He is  a b rittle  c raz ie  g la sse :

Yet in thy  tem ple thou d o s t him afford
This g lorious and tran scen d en t p la c e ,
To b e  a w indow , through thy  g ra c e .

But when thou  d o st annea l in  g la s s e  thy  s to r ie ,
M aking thy  life  to  shine w ith in  

The holy  P reachers; th en  th e  lig h t and g lo rie
More rev 'ren d  g row s, & more doth w in:
W hich e ls e  show s w a tr ish , b leak , & th in .

D octrine  and l i f e ,  co lo u rs  and l ig h t ,  in  one
When th ey  combine and m ing le , bring 

A strong regard  and aw: but sp eech  a lone
Doth v a n ish  lik e  a flaring  th ing ,
And in th e  e a r e ,  not co n sc ien ce  rin g .

The w hole poem an sw ers  the  question  posed by the f i r s t  l in e ,  "Lord, 

how can  man preach thy  e te rn a ll w ord?" in  w hich th e  apparen tly  un­

bridgeab le  gu lf sep ara tin g  mere tra n s ito ry , uncertain  man from th e  

unchanging Word of God i s  p resen te d  with m arvelous u n d e rs ta tem en t. 

The f i r s t  s ta n za  con tinues to em phasize  th e  u n re liab ility  of m an, 

and h is  p roneness to  e rro r , "He i s  a  b r ittle  c raz ie  g la s s "  ("c ra z ie "  

connoting  both " f is su re d " and "d is to r tin g ,"  lik e  a fun house  m irror), 

and th en  m etaphorically  a s s e r t s ,  n e v e r th e le s s , th a t God h as allow ed 

man to  preach His W ord, through H is G race . H erbert's  m anagem ent 

of syn tax  in  crder to  s t r e s s  th e  d ifference  betw een  man and God and 

yet to  aver th a t  m an can  come vary  c lo se  to  G od, bu t on ly  b ecau se  

God w ills  s o ,  is  ra re ly  more sp e c ta c u la r  than  h e re . The in te rroga tive



form of lin e  1, in te n s ified  by its  fo rc ib le  open ing , e lim in a te s  th e  n e c e s ­

sity  of m odifying "man" to  show how far short of the  "e te rn a ll word" 

he f a l l s .  Line 2 , w h ile  in troducing th e  poem 'e cen tra l f ig u re , show s 

th is  d isjunc tion  more s trong ly—by i ts  concep tual m eaning, by i ts  

s im p lic ity  of s ta te m e n t, and by th e  c risp  te n ta tiv e n e s s  c£ the a sso n a n ta l 

i ' s .  Line 2 's  e x p lic it  s ta tem en t o f what had been so m odestly  conveyed 

by lin e  1 g iv es way so  abruptly  to  a p ic tu re  of th e  prom inent p la c e  man 

o ccu p ies  in God’s tem p le  th a t we a re  in c lin e d , for a  m om ent, to  forget 

h is  b r itt le n e s s ;  th en  th e  final p h rase  of th e  q u in ta in , "through th y  

g ra c e ,"  coming in  i ts  a ll-im p o rtan t term inal p o s it io n , c a tc h e s  u s  u p ,  

and we se e  th a t  man d o es  n o t make i t  on h is  ow n, th a t  th e  g race  of 

God (which is  in  cogn itiv e  if not gram m atical apposition  to  H is Word 

in  line  1) a llow s a l l .  M an 's  "glorious and tran scen d en t p lace" is  

very  r e a l ,  b u t i t  is  m ere a function  of God than  o f h im se lf.

S tanza 2 , w hile  narrowing man genera lly  to a p reach er sp e c if ic a lly , 

ex p la in s  how th is  can  be so; ju s t  a s  the  story of God i s  em blem atica lly  

fixed  in  the  s ta in e d  g la s s  w indows of a church (we should n o te  th a t ,  

in  the 1633 ed ition  of The Tem ple, the  poem i s  en titled  "C hurch- 

w in d o w s,"  and th a t th e re  and in  the B m anuscrip t, th e  poem  not ap p ea r­

ing a t a ll  i n _ W ,^  i t  concludes a  se r ie s  of poems named a f te r  physica l 

'Parts of the church o r phenomena a s so c ia te d  w ith it: "C hurch-m onu-

m e n ts ,"  "C h u rc h -m u s ic k ," "C hurch -lock  and  k e y ,"  and "The C hurch - 

f lo o re " ) , so  the  W crd of God is  fixed  in  the  p reach er— annea led  in the 

g la s s  id en tified  w ith  him , transform ing th e  "w a trish , b le a k , & th in "



q u a litie s  th a t a re  a ll th a t m an, denied  g rac e , h a s , H erbert is  a ttr ib u t­

ing to  g la s s  th e  same qua s i-m y s tic a l p roperties th a t  we find  in "The 

E lix ir ,"  l in e s  9 -1 2 . The th ird  s ta n z a , f in a lly , re i te ra te s  the d iffe rence  

betw een  th e  speech  o f man th a t the Wcrd o f  God in s p i r e s ,  w hich 

brings "A strong regard  and a w ,"  and s p e e c h .a lo n e , or d is c o u rse , w hich 

is  im perm anent, w h ich  v a n ish e s  and le a v e s  nothing a f te r  i t .

The m ost rem arkable fa c t about "The W indows" is  th a t ,  w h e rea s  

the  im p lic it concern  of th e  w hole poem i s  an  effort to  understand  th e  

tran scen d en t m ystery  th a t en ab les  man to  sp e a k , s a y ,  u t te r ,  v e rba lly  

m an ifes t, th e  W crd o f G od , on ly  l in e s  1 and 13-15 (and p o ss ib ly  the  

sin g le  word "P reachers"  in lin e  8) su ggested  to  u s any verbal p ro c e ss  

a t a ll; th e  b a la n c e  of th e  poem d esc rib e s  the  p reach er a s  a sh o w -e r, 

a s  a bringer of th e  Light o f God in to  th e  lig h t seen  by men (d ic a re ,

"to  make known") a s  one who v isu a lly  m an ifests G od, e ither by  being  

a s  a church w indow , on w hich H is story is  eng raved , or a c le a r  

window through w hich  w e se e  H im , Line 1 a sk s  w hat a n a lo g ie s  e x is t  

betw een w ords and th e  W ard, be tw een  human sp e ec h  a n d  th e  tru th  of 

G od, and th e  poem  te l l s  u s  th a t  G od 's l ig h t , " sh in /in g 7  w ith in  th e  

Holy P reach er^ " a llow s words to  approxim ate the  W ord, and  not 

d isap p ea r l ik e  su b s ta n c e le s s  rh e to ric , th e  w hole purpose of d iv ine 

poetry a s  w e saw  in  C hapter 1. The words of the  Johannine G ospel 

a re  in s tru c tiv e  here: "That w as th e  true  l ig h t, w hich lig h te th  every

man th a t oom ethiin to  th e  w orld" (1 .9 ) . Again w e have H erb ert's  

rec ip ro ca l m an-G od re la tio n sh ip , w herein  th e  lig h t th a t God h as  given



man e n ab les  man to  return  p ra is e  to  h is  c re a to r . The fa c t th a t th e  

Word h as  been made v is ib le  f le sh  a llow s i t s  v isu a l tra n sm iss io n .

Assuming H erbert’s g en era l know ledge of A ugustine, we can  s t i l l  

no t hold th a t any p a rticu la r  poem need  have been  in fluenced  by any 

p a rticu la r p a ssa g e  in th e  Bishopfe w orks . N e v e r th e le s s , w e may pro­

fitab ly  re c a ll  S t. A ugustine’s statem ent in On the  Trinity th a t "The

word th a t  sounds outw ardly i s  the  sign  of th e  word th a t  g iv es  lig h t in -

31w ardly; w hich la tte r  h as  th e  g reater claim  to  be ca lled  a w o rd ,"  and 

see  th a t a  very sim ilar thought inform s H erb e rt's  poem . A lso , we can 

se e  th a t A ugustine 's  anno ta tion  to  II C orin th ians 3 .18  ("Beholding as 

in  a  g la s s e  the glory of th e  Lord w e are changed in to  th e  sam e im age") 

—w e "P ass from a farm th a t  is  cbscu re  to  a form th a t  is  b r i g h t " ^ — 

eq u a lly  d e sc r ib e s  th e  p ro cess  by w hich G od 's l ig h t and glory in sp ire  

reverence  in  th a t  w hich is  e ls e  o b sc u re , "w hich e ls e  show s w a tr is h , 

b le a k , & th in ."

The th ird  s ta n z a , th e n , a s s e r ts  th a t th e  p re a c h e r 's  w o rd s , d e ­

voted to  th e  divine, p u rp o ses  th a t God h a s  re v e a le d , a re , b e c a u se  of 

th e ir  c o n te n t, co e tem al w ith  th e  Wcrd i t s e l f ,  w ith  th e  regard and awe 

th a t a re  s tro n g , th a t  endure; but sp eech  a lo n e  (it is  in te re s tin g  to  note 

th a t H erbert d isc rim in a tes  b e tw een  w ords , a s  s ig n s  of th in g s , and 

sp e e c h , a s  sim ple a rtic u la tio n ) , on the  o th er h an d , is  a s  f in ite  as man 

w ithout God (for H erbert, a  purely  hypo thetica l s ta te ) .  I b e liev e  th a t 

her fa ilu re  to  g rasp  H erb e rt's  d is t in c tio n , h e re , be tw een  d iv ine  words 

and human sp eech  le a d s  R osalie  C olie  to  e rr in  w riting  of th e  la s t



stanza#  "Even i f  by chance  h is  sermons should prove e ffec tive#  the  

p reacher can  never know w hether cr not he h as  been a  proper window# 

has le t  the lig h t of tru th  sh ine  through upon h is  h e a r e r s . T h e  poem 

i ts e l f  i s  ev id en ce  th a t he c a n  know . Even th is  sp e e c h , however h a s  

a  v isu a l veh ic le : i t  v a n ish es  "like a flaring  th ing#" B show s tha t

"flaring" co rrec ts  th e  o rig inal "flam ing#" presum ably  in d ica tin g  H erb ert's  

re a liz a tio n  th a t "flaring" connotes a lig h t of an  in s ta n t 's  duration# 

w hile  "flam ing" says nothing w ha tever of duration# and could  th u s be 

confused  w ith the l ig h t of G od 's g lo ry . We may no te  w ith sa tis fa c tio n  

th a t  " sp eech  a lone" and the  sp e c ta c le  of a  "flaring  th ing" c o a le sc e  in ­

to  a kind of p ro f itle s s  "specu la tion#" in  co n trad is tin c tio n  to th e  perm a­

nent# u n sp ecu la tiv e  words th a t e x p re ss  th e  Word and th e  Light of G od.

iv .

As a particu lar#  co n cre te  source of th a t d iv ine  lig h t th a t  is  

iden tified  w ith the d iv ine Wcrd# th e  s ta r  a ssu m es a cen tra l#  sym bolic 

im portance in  H e rb e rt 's  w ork . H utchinson o b se rv es  th a t Herbert# lik e  

Vaughan# " a f f e c t / s /  the no tion  o f a ff in itie s  ex is tin g  betw een the  low ly 

inanim ate th in g s o f  earth  and th e  s t a r a " ^  bu t a s  th e  beg inn ing  of 

"Good Friday" show s# h is  in te re s t  in  s ta rs  goes w ell beyond th e s e  

a ffin itie s :

O my ch ie f good,
How sh a ll I m easure ou t thy  bloud?
How sh a ll I count w hat thee  b e fe ll >

And each  g rief te l l?



Shall I thy  w oes 
Number according to  thy fo e s ?
O r, s ince  one sta rre  show 'd  thy  f i r s t  b re a th ,

Shall a ll  thy  death?

Searching for a p h y s ic a l fa c t  equal to  th e  m agnitude of C h r is t 's  d e a th ,

an o b jec tiv e  c o rre la tiv e , and rem embering th a t a s in g le  s ta r  s ig n a lled

to  the  w ise  men the fa c t of h is  b irth  (M atthew  2 .9 -1 0 ) ,  H erbert a sk s

if  a ll  th e  s ta rs  w ill not somehow u n ite  to  in d ic a te  h is  death to  th e

w orld . W hat I w ish  to  em p h a size , how ever, i s  a  c o lla te ra l in ference

in  line  7 , "s in ce  one sta rre  show 'd th y  f ir s t  b rea th " : b e c a u se  of the

natural a sso c ia tio n  o f  breath  with sp e e c h , th e  s ta r  show s not on ly

th a t the  man Jesus of N azareth  has been  b o m , b u t more im portan t,

th a t  th e  breath  or th e  Word of God has b e e n  m ade f le s h  among m en.

The ligh t of th e  s ta r  th a t God cau sed  to  move through th e  heavens is

n o t i ts e lf  th e  in ca rn a tio n  of H is W ord, bu t i t  do es co in c id e  w ith th is

in ca rn a tio n . The two e v e n ts , a s  H erbert d e sc r ib e s  th em , p ara lle l our

th ird  m o d e l, ab o v e , of the theophan ies to  M oses and P au l. Holding

"Good Friday" in  m ind, a s  ex p lic it docum entation  for the  in te re s t

H erbert show s in s ta r s ,  we may exam ine some u se s  of the  figure  th a t

are  co n sid erab ly  more com plex .

H erbert w ro te  tw o so n n e ts  lauding and apostroph iz ing  th e  B ible, 

"The H . S c r ip tu re s ,11 I and I I .  Thus far we have b e a r  concerned  w ith 

the  B ib le , la rg e ly , b e c a u se  i t  d em o n s tra te s , tim e  and a g a in , the  id en ­

t i ty  of God w ith lig h t and the  Word; e q u a lly , h o w ev a :, a s  th e  re v e la ­

tion  of G o d 's  pu rposes and com m ands, th e  Bible i s ,  and frequen tly



regards i ts e lf  a s  b e in g , a ls o  the W ord. We read  in  P sa lm s, "I have

refra ined  my fee te  from every ev ill way: That I may keepe thy  word"

(1 1 9 .1 0 1 ), and in  th e  e p is tle  of Jam es, "But be  ye doers of the  w ord,

and not hearers  o n ly , deceiv ing  your owne se lv e s"  (1 .2 2 ) , w here the

35w ords recorded  in  sc rip tu re s  are  c le a rly  in ten d ed . That the A nglican 

H erbert regarded  the  Bible and no t any  la t te r -d a y  m iracle  a s  th e  primary 

m an ifesta tion  of the  Word a v a ila b le  to  him is  ev id en t from A P riest to 

th e  Tem ple, o r . The Country P a rso n , ch ap te r 4 , "The Parsons Knowledg" 

"But the  ch ie f and top of / t h e  parsonjs/ know ledge c o n s is ts  in  the  book 

o f b o o k s , th e  s to rehouse  and m agazene of l i f e  and com fort, the holy 

S c rip tu res . There he s u c k s , and l i v e s .  In the sc rip tu re s  hee fin d es  

four th in g s ; P recep ts for l i f e ,  D octrine for know ledge, Exam ples for 

i l lu s tra tio n , and Prom ises for comfort: T hese he hath d ig e s te d  se v e ra l­

l y . " 36

"The H . S c rip tu re s ,"  I ,  w hich  does not cen tra lly  concern  us h e re ,

ech o es many of th e s e  co n cep ts  w ith l i t t le  a lte ra t io n .

Oh Book" in fin ite  sw e e tn e sse !  le t  my heart 
Suck ev 'ry  le t t e r ,  and a hony g a in ,
P recious for any g rie f in  any part;

To c leare  th e  b re a s t ,  to  m ollifie  a ll  p a in .
Thou a rt a ll h e a lth , h ea lth  thriv ing  t i l l  i t  make 

A full e te m itie : thou a rt a m asse
Of strange d e lig h ts ,  w here  we m ay w ish  & ta k e . 

L a d ie s , look here ; th is  i s  the  thankfu ll g la s s e ,
That m ends the  lo o k ers  eyes: th is  is  th e  w ell

That w a sh es  w hat i t  sh o w s. W hoi can  indeare  
Thy p ra ise  too m uch? thou a rt h eav 'n s  Lidger h e re , 

W orking a g a in s t the  s ta te s  of d ea th  and h e ll .
Thou a rt jo y e s  h a rd s e l l :  h e av 'n  l ie s  f la t in th e e ,  
Subject to  ev 'ry  m ounters bended  k n ee .



We find here  th e  sam e notion of a p h y sica l in g es tio n  o f  the  nou rish ­

ment of the  B ib le , w hich  sw ee tly  g ives l i f e  and h e a lth , c e r titu d e , 

p e a c e , and h e lp  for p a in , to him who:- su ck s  in  i ts  w o rd s . In 

line  11 , "h eav 'n s  Lidger" (printed a s  " lieger"  in  1633 and "Leiger" 

in 1634) con ta in s an interwting p lay  on w c rd s . B ecause of i t s  c a p i ta l i ­

za tion  and b e c a u se  of th e  word " s ta te s "  in th e  follow ing l in e ,  a s  

H utch inson  po in ts o u t, "Lidger" i s  m ain ly  designa ting  "one appoin ted  

to 'lie* or re s id e  a t a foreign c o u rt, a re s id e n t a m b a ssa d o r,"^ 7 hence 

a person ified  spokesm an o f G od 's w ord . At the same tim e , how ever, 

we th ink  of a le d g e r , of a kind of account book, fa ith fu lly  producing 

the  Word in  w ritten  w o rd s . A lso , a lthough "The W indows" w as probably
—  — 1 .  L. I ............... ..  .........._   .  VXfci*.-

w ritten  la te r  than  th is  poem , i t  ad d s  a c e rta in  im pact to  "the th an k - 

full g la s s e ,  That m ends the lookers e y e s ,"  i f  we remember the p reacher 

a s  the g la s s  through which man " se e s "  th e  W ord.

L igh t, and sp e c if ic a lly  th e  lig h t of the s ta r s ,  is  H erb ert's  m etaphor

for the  B ib le , thus fo r the  W ord, in  "The H , S c rip tu re s ,"  n :

Oh th a t I knew how a l l  thy  lig h ts  com bine,
And th e  configura tions of th e ir  g lo rie!
Seeing n o t onely  how e ach  v e rse  doth sh in e ,

But a ll  th e  c o n s te lla tio n s  of the s to rie*
This v e rse  m arks th a t ,  and both  do m ake a motion 

Unto a th ird , th a t ten  le a v e s  off doth lie :
Then a s  d isp e rse d  herbs do w atch a  po tio n ,

T hese th ree  make up so ire C h ris tia n s  d e s tin ie :
Such a re  thy s e c r e ts ,  w hich my life  m akes g o o d ,

And com m ents on thee: for in e v 'ry  th ing
Thy w ords do finde me o u t, & p a ra lle ls  b rin g ,

* — And in another make me understood .
S tarres a re  poore books, & oftentim e s do mis se:
This book of s ta r re s  lig h ts  to  e te rn a ll b l i s s e .



The f ir s t  e ight l in e s  of th is  so n n e t d is c u s s  the  anguish  of b ib lica l 

e x e g e s is , the  d ifficu lty  of read ing  any sin g le  te x t  w ithout ignoring 

i ts  im p lica tions e lsew h e re — in  H e rb e rt 's  m etaphor, the  d ifficu lty  of 

seeing  the c o n s te lla tio n  for th e  s ta r s .  That th e  large view  i s  n e c e s ­

sary  H erbert show s in  A P rie s t to  th e  Tem ple, w here he s t r e s s e s  th e  

im portance of "a  d ilig en t C o lla tion  of Scripture w ith Scrip ture . For 

a ll Truth being consonan t to i t  s e l f ,  and a ll  being penn 'd  by one 

and th e  se lf-sam e  S p irit, i t  canno t b e ,  bu t th a t an in d u s trio u s , and 

jud ic ious com paring of p la c e  w ith p la c e  m ust b e  a singu lar he lp  for 

th e  righ t understand ing  of th e  S c rip tu re s . H erbert u ltim ate ly  owes 

h is  em phasis on "a  d ilig e n t C o lla tion" to  S tr-A ugustine 's  handbook of 

herm eneutic p o s tu la te s ,  On C h ris tian  D octrine , w here the  Bishop a llow s 

the  read e r of th e  Bible to  in te rp re t a  p a ssa g e  in  a w ay probably  not 

in tended  by "the au tho r through whom the Holy Spirit c rea ted  the 

S c rip tu re ,"  if the in te rp re ta tio n  is  com m ensurate w ith  "right fa ith "  

and if the  reader "has ev idence  from some other p lace  in  the divine 

book"; for "ce rta in ly  the Spirit of G od, who worked through th a t

au th o r, undoubtedly  fo resaw  th a t th is  meaning w ould occur to  the

39rea d e r or l is te n e r ."  In o th e r w o rd s , a c o lla tio n  is  n e c e ssa ry  i f  

one i s  to  go beyond the  a u th o r 's  in ten tio n  to  G od 's  d e s ig n .

But a s  the  so n n e t 's  beginning  m akes c le a r ,  th is  w hole p ro c e ss  of

co lla tio n  i s  no t e a sy  in  a work w here one p a ssa g e  po in ts invariab ly  to

an o th er, and th e  two to  a th ird  some d is ta n c e  aw ay , though the  th ree



"make up some C h ris tia n s  d e s tin ie " : they  provide "precepts, fos- l i f e ."

The figure  o f  s ta r s  and c o n s te lla tio n s  w ith w hich H erbert began  

provides a w ay out of h is  ex eg e tica l d ilem m a. The so n n e t 's  final s ix  

l in e s  s tre s s  the good C h r is tia n 's  in tu itiv e  g rasp  of the  tru th s  cf th e  

B ib le , w hether the  "configu ra tions of th e ir  glory" be ex ac tly  worked out 

or n o t. An approxim ate p arap h rase  of l in e s  9-12 would be  th is : "Your

teach in g , though much of i t  m ust rem ain beyond em p irica l, in te lle c tu a l 

ap p reh en sio n , is  n e v e r th e le s s  borne out by  my life ; I a c c e p t your 

w a rd s , w hich fo rce  my life  to  p ara lle l th e ir goodness; f in a lly , by 

m an ifesting  your w ords in  my l i f e ,  I can  be understood b y , and h e lp ­

ful to ,  o th e rs ."  As M iss  C o lie  w rites  of th is  p a s s a g e , "B ecause  th e  

c rea ted  w crld  is  th e  Book of G od 's W orks and Scripture th e  Book of

H is W ord, th ey  m ust be  p a ra lle l t e x t s ,  sim ply two lan g u ag es to  e x -

40p re s s  the sam e th in g , w hich  w as G od 's  p ro v id en ce ."

W ithout be ing  too fan c ifu l, one may perhaps in fe r , b io g ra p h ic a lly , 

th a t  H erbert is  h e re  prom pted by th e  sam e hope th a t h is exem plary 

life  could  b e  in s tru c tiv e  to  o th e rs , bo th  through p o e try  and through 

p reach ing , th a t he show s e lse w h e re . As H elen  C . W hite w r i te s ,

"For though he w as too  humble to  deem th a t  h is  experience  w ould 

sw ell the  m ighty w itn e s s  of the  glory of G od, he w a s , a s  h is  send ing  

of the m anuscrip t of The Temple to  Ferrar on  h is  deathbed  sh o w s, 

ch aritab ly  se n s ib le  of the  encouragem ent h is  strugg les might afford 

some o th er bem ired w ayfarer.



Lines 13-14 a re  very  d if f ic u lt , bu t I th ink  w hat H erbert is  doing 

i s  c a s tin g  doubt on the  e ffe c tiv en e ss  of h is  own rh e to ric  ea rlie r in 

th e  so n n e t. Having begun by posing  an astronom ica l m etaphor fcr 

th e  p u zz le  of b ib lic a l e x e g e s is ,  and then  show ing tha t one can  live  

his life  accord ing  to  the  B ible w ithout th e  B ib le 's  lo sing  a ll i ts  

m ystery for h im , H erbert now te a s e s  h is  in it ia l  im ag e , as if  h e  had 

m eant i t  l ite ra lly : why even  consider th e  s ta rs  of a  c o n s te lla tio n  as

a su b s titu te  for the  v e rse s  of the  Bible s in c e  s ta rs  a re  an u n re liab le  

guide and often  te l l  us noth ing  (a poke a t  a s tro lo g ic a l lo re)?  Much 

b e tte r , he s a y s ,  to  s e e  th a t the  Scrip tu res a re  in th e ir  cwn r ig h t  an 

arrangem ent of s ta r s ,  w h ich  illum ina te  our w ay to  s a lv a tio n . ("I 

have s e t  th ee  to  be  a l ig h t  of the  G e n tile s , th a t  thou sh o u ld st be my 

sa lv a tio n  unto the ends o f  th e  e a r th ,"  Acts 13 .47) There i s  thus a 

g rea t flu id ity  o f movement given to  the  poem 's cen tra l im age, and a 

t r a n s fe re n c e  o f i ts  mode o f e x is te n c e  from fig u ra tiv e  to  lite ra l m eaning 

and back  a g a in . In lin e s  1-4 H erbert t r ie s  to  understand th e  Bible 

a s  an  astronom er would try  to understand  th e  pa ttern  of th e  heavens; 

in line  13 , he ch ides h im self for having  used  th a t figure s in c e  l i te ra l  

s ta rs  have very  l it t le  to  d o  w ith the  tru th  of the Word; and  th e n , in  

line  14 , he again  s e e s  th a t  th is  Word i s  i ts e l f  a  heaven ly  l ig h t ,  

one mere re a l and la s tin g  than  th e  one d ism is se d  in  lin e  13.

One of th e  main conclu sio n s so  fa r  of th is  study  of H erb ert's  

sy n a e s th e tic  s tru c tu re  h a s  been  th e  understand ing  th a t in te rse n so ria l



tran s fe rs  enab le  th e  poe t to  d e p ic t th e  s ta te  o f g ra c e , th e  to ta l re c ip ­

ro c ity  of commitment be tw een  man and G od, by un iting  th e  su b jec t 

w ith  th e  o b jec t of an a c tio n  (see  page 18). A line l ik e  "T ill e v 'n  

h is  beam s s in g , and my m usick sh ine"  show s th is  e s s e n t ia l  sym pathy 

by  im plying th a t the  na tu re  o f  G od 's g iv ing  supp lies a  term inology fcr 

com prehending w hat man r e c e iv e s ,  and v ice  v e r s a . Speaking of th e  

enrich ing  pow er of m etaphor g e n e ra lly , W inifred Now ottny w r i te s ,

"Since m etaphor u se s  te rm s in  a tran sfe rred  s e n s e . . . a  poet who w ants 

to  w rite  abou t o b jec t X bu t finds i ts  term inology d efec tiv e  or re s is ta n t 

to  m an ipu la tion , can  sim ply mover over in to  the term inology of Y.

By using  Y -term inology to  d esc rib e  X, he opens to  h im self th e  l in g u is tic

42reso u rces  a v a ila b le  in  co n n ec tio n  w ith  Y ." H erbert ren d ers  G od 's  

acc ep tan c e  of man to H im self by using  a so u rc e -te rm , " s in g ,"  drawn 

from th e  vocabu lary  d e sc rip tiv e  (in the  poem) of human a c tio n , to  modify 

G o d 's  ligh t; and c o n v e rse ly , to render m an 's a cc ep tan c e  of G od, he 

u se s  a so u rc e -te rm , " sh in e ,"  drawn from th e  vocabulary  d e sc rip tiv e  

of d iv ine  a c tio n , to  modify m an 's p ra is e . The re su lt  is  un ion .

This p ro c e s s ,  in c id e n ta lly , is  a  p e rfec t illu s tra tio n  of th e  way 

in w hich th e  con tex t of a  poem d e lim its  th e  po ten tia l m eanings or 

a s so c ia tio n s  of i t s  d ic tio n , and th en  c a p ita l iz e s  on th is  delim iting  

in  a w ay not p o s s ib le  in  p ro s e . Of th e  myriad se n se s  of "sing" and 

" s h in e ,"  we a re  given to  understand  th a t the  f irs t d en o tes  m an 's  p ra ise  

of G od, and th e  second  G od 's reve la tion  of H im self to  man; s o  w hen ,



a fte r  e s ta b lish in g  th e s e  v a lu e s ,  H erbert suddenly and d ram atica lly

rev e rse s  them , God and man becom e lin g u is tic a lly  and p o e tic a lly  bound 

to g e th e r .

It should  n o t be  su rp ris in g , th e re fo re , to  firri th a t  the figure of

s ta rs  i s  a s  a p p lica b le  to  human w ords , w hen th ey  a re  d irec ted  toward

G od, a s  i t  is  to  the divine W ord. C o nsequen tly , by tran sfe rring  the

same v isu a l q u a litie s  to  w ords and the  W ord, H erbert i s  ag a in  ab le  to

s ig n a l  th e  u n io n , through g ra c e , of man and G od. "A rtillerie" m ost

notably  d em onstra tes th is  e ffe c t.

As I one ev 'n ing  sa t before my c e l l ,
Me thoughts a s ta rre  did shoot in to  my la p .
I r o s e ,  and shook my c lo thes., a s  knowing w e ll ,
That from sm all firs  com es oft no  sm all m ishap .

When suddenly  I heard  one sa y ,
Do as t h o u u s e s t ,  d iso b e y ,
Expell good m otions from thy  b r e a s t .

W hich have the  face  o f f i r e ,  but fend in r e s t .

I ,  who had heard  of m usick in the  sp h e re s ,
But not o f sp eech  in  s ta r re s ,  began  to m use:
But turning to  my G od, w hose m in isters 
The s ta rre s  and a l l  th in g s are; If I re fu s e .

Dread L ord, sa id  I , so  o ft my good;
Then I re fu se  n o t e v 'n  with bloud 
To w ash aw ay my stubborn thought:

For I w ill do or suffer w hat I ough t.

But I have a ls o  s ta rre s  and shoo ters to o ,
Born w here thy  se rv an ts  both a r tille r ie s  u s e .
My te a rs  and p ray e rs  n igh t and day do w ooe ,
And work up to  th ee ; y e t thou d o s t re fu s e .

Not but I am (I m ust say  s till)
Much more o b lig 'd  to  do th y  w ill ,
Then thou to  grant mine: bu t b ecau se  

Thy prom ise ha th  e v 'n  s e t  th ee  thy la w s .



Then w e are shoo ters  b o th , and thou d o st deigne
To en ter com bate w ith  u s ,  and c o n te s t
W ith th in e  own c la y . But I would parley  fain:
Shunne ndt my a rro w s, and behold  my b re a s t .

Yet if  thou  shunne s t ,  I am thine:
I m ust be  s o ,  i f  I am m ine.
There i s  n o  a rtic lin g  w ith thee :

I am but f in i te ,  y e t th in e  in f in ite ly .

The ep iphan ic  v io len ce  of the  poem 's f irs t few lin e s  produces one of 

H erb e rt's  m ost sp e c ta c u la r  o p e n in g s , perhaps com parable to  the fam ous 

beginning of "The C o lla r ."  W ithout meaning to  dim inish  th is  e x c ite ­

m en t, I should  lik e  to  con jec tu re  th a t  the shooting  s ta r  w as probably 

in tended  a s  a figure fcr th e  W crd of th e  B ib le , "The book of s ta r r e s ,"  

though the beginning  d o es  no t make th e  figure e x p lic i t ,  and th e  r e s t  

of th e  poem la rg e ly  abandons i t .  N e v e r th e le s s , H erb ert's  sp e a k e r, 

d e sp ite  h is  fa ilu re  im m edia te ly  to  reco g n ize  th e  truth of re v e la tio n , is  

a lm ost ce rta in ly  a  c le r ic :  he is  s ittin g  before h is  " c e l l ,"  a  word

H erbert would not h av e  used  unaw are of i t s  m onastic  a s s o c ia t io n s .

In a d d itio n , s in c e  "A rtillerie" does no t appear in  W , we know th a t 

H erb ert, who is  never en tire ly  se p a ra te  from h is  sp e a k e rs , had him­

s e lf  probably  ta k e n  o rders by  th e  tim e of i t s  com position . The fa c t 

th a t the  s ta r  "did shoot in to  my la p ,"  ra ther than  fall a t  h is  fee t or 

lan d  on h is  shou lder or anyw here e ls e ,  s tr ik e s  me a s  s ig n if ic a n t, 

for a c le ric  s ittin g  befo re  h is  c e ll  in  th e  evening would very  lik e ly  

be holding a  Bible in  h is  la p .  And we do h a v e , f in a lly , p a s sa g e s  

from o ther p o e m s, for exam ple "The H . S c r ip tu re s ,"  II , th a t equate  

the  lig h t of th e  Bible w ith  th e  ligh t o f  the  s ta r s .  Although th e  

In itia l s i tu a tio n , once e s ta b l is h e d , i s  la rge ly  im m aterial to  th e  poem 's



su b seq u en t m ovem ent, I f e e l  w e a re  v io la ting  H erb ert's  th eo lo g ica l 

p rin c ip le s  if  we view th i s  s itu a tio n  a s  a  lite ra l m iracle ra th e r  th an  

a s  an a llego ry  for the  supreme en ligh tenm ent th a t u ltim ate ly  rew ards 

the s tu d e n t 's  "d ilig en t C o lla tio n  of Scripture w ith  S c rip tu re ."

We have a lread y  in v e s tig a te d , in  C hap ter 2 , the s ta r 's  m e ssa g e , 

its  paradox ica l a s se r tio n  th a t m otion ends in  r e s t .  W hat is  im portant 

for our p re sen t pu rposes is  th e  poem 's u se  of s ta r s ,  or l ig h t ,  to  rep ­

re se n t both  vo ices in th e  d ia logue  of God and m an. The speaker 

apprehends the  s tra n g en e ss  of the v o ice  in a c o n sc io u s ly  sy n a e s th e tic  

w ay ,

I ,  who had heard  of m usick in  the  sp h e re s ,
But not of sp eech  in  s ta r re s ,  began  to  m use ,

jo in ing  one of the m ost com m onplace in te rse n so ria l tra n s fe rs  (and one

of th e  few  to  be w idely  em ployed in  th e  n o n -se n su a l c lim ate  of the

M iddle A g e s ^ )  w ith  his own varia tion  of i t .  W ishing to  respond  to

the  w ords of h is  "D read L ord ," the  sp e ak e r se e s  th a t  he can  do so

in  kind:

B u t,I have a lso  s ta rre s  and shoo te rs  to o ,
Born w here  thy  se rv a n ts  bo th  a r t i l le r ie s  u s e .
My te a rs  and p ray e rs  n ight and  do do w ooe ,
And work up to  th ee ; y e t thou d o st re fu s e .

As S o d 's  w ords have  com e to  him  in  the lig h t of s ta r s ,  so can  h is

own p rayers work th e ir  w ay up to  God a s  s ta r s ,  a  concep t re la te d  to

the "R eversed thunder"  o f "Prayer" (I). And a s  he  w as s ta r tle d  and

m ade fearfu l by th e  v io len ce  oFTGod's re v e la tio n , so  w ill h is p rayers



mount a v io le n t upward a s s a u l t ,  approxim ating th e  "A rtillerie" o f the  

t i t l e .  We h a v e , th e n , two se ts  of w o rd s , those  of G od, w hich are 

ita lic iz e d  in  lin e s  6 - 8 ,  and th o se  of the sp eak e r, w hich a re  u n sp ec ified  

in  con ten t though th e ir  form i s  p ray e r, and bo th  are  rep re sen ted  as 

shooting  s ta r s ,  s ign ify ing  both illu m in a tio n , sy n a e s th e tic a lly , and w ar­

fa re . The fourth s tan za  show s th a t th is  w arfare w ith God is no t d iv i­

sive  but u n itin g , and th a t the rev e la tio n  and p ray e r, descend ing  and 

ascending  s t a r s ,  sim ply confirm w hat i s  already  know n, th a t man is  

a part of G od.

Com parable m otions of the  s ta rs  occur e lsew h ere  in  H erb ert's  

p o e try . "W h itsu n d ay ,"  appropria te ly  commemorating th e  d e sc e n t of 

the Holy Spirit onto th e  n a sc e n t C h ristian  C hurch , has them  moving 

in one d ire c tio n  o n ly ,

Such g lorious g ifts  thou  d id s t bestow ,
That th ' earth  d id  lik e  a h e a v 'n  appeare;
The s ta rre s  w ere  coming down to  know 

If th ey  might mend th e ir  w a g e s , and serve  h e re .
(11 . 9-12)

b u t, "The S torm ," an e x c e lle n t poem th a t is  g e n e ra lly  n e g lec ted

by H erb e rt's  c r i t ic s  and a n th o lo g is ts , im plies bo th  d ire c tio n s .

If a s  the w indes and w aters  here below
Do f lie  and flo w ,

My sighs and te a rs  a s  b u s ie  w ere above;
Sure th ey  would move 

And much a ffe c t th e e ,  a s  tem pestuous tim es 
Amaze poore m o rta ls , and o b jec t th e ir  c rim es .



S tarres have th e ir  s to rm s, e v 'n  in  a  h igh d e g re e ,
As w e ll a s  w e .

A throbbing co n sc ien ce  spurred by rem orse
Hath a s trange  force:

I t  q u its  the e a r th , and mounting more and more
D ares to  a s s a u l t  th e e ,  and b e s ie g e  thy  d o o re .

There i t  s tan d s  knock ing , to  thy  m usicks w rong ,
And drowns the so n g .

G lorie  and honour a re  s e t  b y , t i l l  it
An answ er g e t .

P oe ts have w rong 'd  poore storm s: such d ay es  are  b est;
They purge the  a ire  w ith o u t, w ithin the b re a s t .

H e rb e rt's  "The Flow er" seem s in  some w ays c lo se  to  C o le rid g e 's  

"D ejection : An O d e ,"  bu t I su sp e c t th a t if C oleridge had  H erbert in  

mind a t  a ll  du ring  the  com position of h is  o d e , he w as th ink ing  of 

"The S torm ," w hose  opening s ta n za  much more c lo se ly  p a ra lle ls  th e  

in tr ic a te  sy n tax  o f C o le rid g e 's  w onderful f i r s t  sen ten ce  th an  does 

anyth ing  in  "The f lo w e r . All th ree  poem s belong to  a trad itio n  

em phasizing  the  d isp a rity  betw een  th e  c a p a c itie s  of man and na tu re  

for ren e w a l, a  trad itio n  to  whuch Surrey 's "How E ach Thing Save th e  

Lover in  Spring Reviveth to  P le a su re ,"  D onne’s "Twick'nam  G ard en ,"  

and E lio t 's  W aste  Land a ls o  b e lo n g .

Be th a t  a s  i t  m ay, H erbert oeg ins by  saying th a t if  h is  "sighs 

and te a rs "  had  a s g rea t an im pact on H eaven a s  sto rm s, the  p roducts 

of c e le s t ia l  fo rc e s , have  on e a r th , th e n  God w ould be a s  moved (pre­

sum ably to  accep t the p le a s  for w hich the s ig h s  and te a rs  stand) as 

men a re ,  to  rem o rse , by the  s tc rm s . He is  w ish in g , in  other w o rd s , 

th a t man could  ta lk  to  God a s  God ta lk s  to  m an.



H erb ert's  sim ile  in  s ta n za  2 show s him that man can  ta lk  to  

God s o . Just a s  the  u su a lly  p lac id  sky i s  s till  c ap ab le  of producing 

m eteroric s t o r m s ,^  so  can  "A throbbing co n sc ien ce  spurred by rem o rse” 

produce i ts  own sto rm , vdrich "by a strange force" m oves upward to  

a s sa u lt  God and H eav en . M an 's condition  has here  p rogressed  from 

s tan za  1 in  th a t a  sim ple aw aren ess  of sin  has y ie lded  to a sta tem ent 

to  God of reg re t for the  sin,* l i te ra l ly ,  re a liz a tio n  becom es p ray er. 

Im plicitly  we have th e  same rep resen ta tio n  of prayer a s  a shooting 

s ta r ,  an instrum ent of a s s a u l t ,  th a t we find  in "Prayer" (I) and 

"A rtille rie ,"  though here  th e  re p re se n ta tio n , equally  sy n a e s th e t ic , is  

a s  sim ilie  ra th e r than  m etaphor.

In s tan za  3 the p ray e r, a lready  likened  to  a shooting s ta r ,

" s tan d s  kn o ck in g  to  thy  m usicks w rong, And drowns th e  song": the

v e rb a l-v isu a l dualism  is  in te n s if ie d  as the p ra y e r-s ta r  k n o c k s , and 

c a n c e ls  out the c e le s t ia l  m u s ic , th e  heaven ly  pertu rbation  th a t rem inds 

man of h is " c r im es ."  A s ta r  had rep la ce d  m an 's w ords; new m usic 

and song re p la c e  a l i te ra l  storm . T hus, the  poem c o n c lu d es , a poet 

should n o t denounce s to rm s, for storm s rem ind man of h is own d e -  

f ic ie n c e s ,  and once  rem inded , he may sim u ltaneously  rem ove by p rayer 

the c a u se s  of ou ter and inner tu rm oil.
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CONCLUSION

Words move, m usic m oves
Only in  tim e; bu t th a t w hich is  only liv ing
Can only  d ie .  W ords, a fte r sp e e c h , reach
Into th e  s i le n c e . Only by the form , th e  p a tte rn ,
C an w ords or m usic reach  
The s t i l l n e s s . . . .

Burnt Norton

It has been  th e  purpose of th is  study to su g g est th an  an  under­

stand ing  of c e rta in  theo log ica l id ea s  underlying G eorge H erbert's  

poetry  p rov ides not on ly  a s e t  o f  p e rtin en t, h is to r ic a l anno ta tions 

to  ind iv idual lin e s  and im ag es , but a lso  a poin t of departu re  for an  

exam ination  of stru c tu re  and rheto rica l te c h n iq u e . I t  i s  obv iously  

t ru e ,  in  a  g en era l w a y , th a t the verse  of an y  p o e t, co n ten t and 

form a l ik e ,  is  determ ined by h is  view  of th e  natu re  of rea lity ; i t  

is  equa lly  true th a t  th e  g rea te r the p o e t,  th e  more com plex and varied  

w ill be  th e  poe tic  im p lica tions of h is  view  o f r e a l i ty .  A g rea t poe t 

may not have more profound id ea s  than a le s s e r  p o e t, but h i s  v e rse  

w ill m an ifest them more fu lly—with re s p e c t  l e s s  to  e labo ra tion  of 

sta tem ent th an  to  to ta l subserv ience  of form . One rea so n  th a t so 

many men a t the  end of any poe tic  e ra  produce so  much se c o n d - 

ra te  v e rse  (C o n stab le , P ercy , T ofte , and the  o th e r  minor so n n e tee rs



of th e  1 5 9 0 s, for in stan ce) is  th a t they  are w riting  in  a trad itio n  th a t 

has c e a se d  to  c ircum scribe r e a l i ty ,  and so th e ir  v e rse  s tr iv e s  in  va in  

to  be more th a n  rhymed ex p o sitio n .

A fu ll recogn ition  of H erbert's  ach ievem ent a r is e s  from the 

re a d e r 's  apprehension  th a t a  poem in  The Temple i s  n ever sim ply a 

com m entary on a th eo lo g ica l id e a ,  though every th ing  about the  poem 

may be som ehow re levan t to  th a t id e a . The C h ris tia n  ex p erien ce  w as 

H erb ert's  only experience; he saw  no other con tex t for r e a l i ty .  H is 

one c re a tiv e  problem , th e re fo re , w as to  make h is  poetry  a  genuine 

part o f th is  C h ris tian  e x p e rie n c e , and no t only a  record  of i t .  He 

ca lle d  h is  p oe try  a "p ic tu re  of th e  many sp iritu a l c o n flic ts  th a t have 

p a sse d  b e tw ix t God and my soul,"'*' a d escrip tio n  we may a ccep t if 

we understand  the  word "p ictu re" a s  a to ta l a n a lo g u e , a concre te  

im age, no t an au tob iograph ical moral a b s trac te d  from fe e lin g .

In th eo ry , anyw ay , no v e rse  could be le s s  a r tif ic ia l  th an  H erbert' 

d e sp ite  h is  m eticulous a tten tio n  to  tec h n iq u e , b e c a u se  none t r ie s  more 

fu lly  to  be w hat i t  i s  d e sc r ib in g . The f a c t s ,  a s  he saw  them  to  b e , 

of G od 's rev e la tio n  and love and g race  never c e a se d  to  in sp ire  w on­

der in  H erb ert, and the ach ievem ent o f h is  v e rse  is  i t s  r e -c re a t io n , 

not only o f the  f a c t s ,  bu t a lso  of the  w onder. Very seldom  does 

H erbert a rgue  h is  b e lie f s ,  for argum ent im p lies a  p ro c e s s  of s ta tic  

a b s tra c tio n , the a b ility  to  ex trac t certa in  assum ptions from a position  

th a t i s  w ithout growth and ch an g e . R ather, h is  poem s p re s e n t, in 

su b jec t and in  form , a  living m icrocosm  of h is e x p e rie n c e , a



continuous re -a ffirm a tio n  of G od 's  g ra c e . H erb ert's  poems focus p a s t 

and fu ture  in  a lim itle ss  p re se n t.

So i t  i s  th a t h is  poetry abounds w ith comm ents on i t s e l f .  H is 

lan g u a g e , we a re  to  u n d e rs ta n d , is  no t a consequence  of arb itrary  

c h o ic e , b u t i s  the  in ev itab le  human rep resen ta tio n  of th e  tim e le ss  

Ward th a t illum ina tes h is  h e a r t . S ince th e  C h ris tian  experience  is  

u ltim ate ly  a ttr ib u ta b le  to  G od, so  w ill be th e  verbal ex p re ss io n  that 

m an ifests  i t .  The poem is  no t about the e x p e rien c e , i t  is_ th e  e x ­

p e rie n c e , and th u s  it  i s  an a c t of retu rn  to  the  d iv ine  so u rc e , "Gods 

b rea th  in man return ing  to h is  b ir th ."  God dem ands only m an 's 

humble adm ission  th a t  h is every pow er is  a  p a rt of d iv ine im m anence, 

th a t man seek  to  r e s t  no t in  Nature b u t in  th e  God of N atu re .

The form of a poem , to o , is  a d iv ine g if t . The notion of the  

in ca rn a tio n , o f th e  f le sh ly  rev e la tio n  of th e  W ard , is  in  fac t a prom ­

t s  e o f  e te rn ity , a  s igna l th a t man w ill tran scen d  the  tem poral lim i­

ta tio n s  of m o rta lity . T herefore , a poem about th is  tran sce n d en c e , 

through i ts  em phasis on a "h ieroglyphic" meaning th a t endures beyond 

the  fin ite  w ords in  w h ich  i t  is  couched , g a in s  a life  beyond i t s e l f .

By w illing  h im self w holly to  G od, th e  poe t is  rew arded in  th is  life  

w ith  a  docum ent im aging th e  n e x t. The poem , th e n , cannot b e  

sim ply a  record of a p a s t  e v e n t, s in c e  i t s  true fram e of refe ren ce  

l ie s  in  the fu tu re , or a fte r time has had i ts  s to p .

H erb e rt's  poetry  w orks on th is  p rin c ip le  of in te rac tio n  of f in ite  

con ten t and in fin ite  form , in  w hich each  con tinuously  b rea th es  life



in to  th e  o th er. The con junction  of the  tw o , which fa c e  each  o ther 

a s  do man and G od, is  H e rb e rt's  f in a l m etaphor for g ra c e . H is 

poetry  is  a  paraph rase  for the  so u l, and  beyond th a t ,  for the  so u l 's  

union w ith  G od,



NOTES

1 W alton , o p .  c i t , , p . 281.
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