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Introduction





Donne’s contemporaries recognized him as a totally original and matchless poet. He was ‘Copernicus in Poetrie’: greater than Virgil, Lucan and Tasso put together.1 Even embittered traditionalists, who found Donne upsetting, acknowledged his revolutionary impetus. William Drummond, the Scots poet, evidently had Donne in mind when he complained about ‘transformers of everything’ who had destroyed the Ornaments’ of poetry and replaced them with ‘metaphysical ideas’.2 Donne’s uniqueness has, it’s true, been sometimes questioned. Dr. Johnson alleged that he had borrowed from Marino, and some modern critics, improving on this hint, have striven to confuse his poetry with baroque architecture, mannerist painting, gongorismo, preciosité, Euphuism, and other late-Renaissance developments. Such theories depend for their credibility on vagueness and muddle, and they quickly evaporate under analysis. Marino’s poetry, for instance, examined alongside Donne’s, has been shown to differ from it in every important respect.3 But if, like his contemporaries, we accept that Donne was unique, we still need to explore, before we can understand him, the structure of his imagination and see what makes it individual. That is the aim of this book.


It will not do to ignore Donne’s limitations, for they are part of his peculiar excellence. Ben Jonson thought him ‘the first poet in the World in some things’,4 and the things he is by no means first in have often been accusingly listed. His poems lack colour and music. We don’t go to him for flowers, pastoral, myth, warm humour or serene joy. He is not tranquil and sustaining like, say, Matthew Arnold, nor does he love the English countryside. He complained, on the contrary, of its ‘barbarousness and insipid dulness’.5 These shortcomings, together with the suspicion that his love poetry would have embarrassed Juliet or Perdita, have earned him the disapproval of C. S. Lewis,6 among others.


In some respects, Donne isn’t a love poet at all. The physical characteristics of the girl he’s supposed to be talking to don’t concern him. Nor does her personality: it is completely obliterated by Donne’s. He doesn’t even seem to feel sexually excited. As sensualists the Victorian poets far outclass him. Take Browning, for instance:




                                          There you stand,


Warm too, and white too: would this wine


Had washed all over that body of yours


Ere I drank it.7





Donne never rises to single-minded lust like that, though other poets in his day managed it. Barnabe Barnes wished he could turn into the wine trickling down his girl’s throat.8 Campion jocularly retorted that he’d come out at the other end as her urine,9 but as Barnes’s poem shows he’d already thought of that, and found it a ravishingly intimate prospect. He makes us feel, like Browning, what it means to ache for female flesh. Donne does not.


The unusualness of Donne’s poetry was quite apparent to Donne. He admitted he was Startling’,10 but stuck defiantly to his own rhythms and perspectives.’ I sing not, Siren-like, to tempt; for I/ Am harsh’,11 he informed his friend Samuel Brooke. He took a disdainful view of what other poets were doing, criticizing their hackneyed nature imagery in a verse letter to the Countess of Salisbury. Their metaphors, he reports, have made the very sun stale:




… his disshevel’d beames and scatter’d fires


Serve but for Ladies Periwigs and Tyres


In lovers Sonnets.12





Typically, Donne renovates the tired poeticism even as he throws it aside. His word ‘disshevel’d’ creates a confusion of fiery tresses, and it was three centuries before Yeats awakened the image again with his ‘dishevelled wandering stars’.13 Surveying current literature, Donne evidently felt, too, that the Elizabethan fashion for chivalric romance, which engendered Spenser’s Faerie Queene, was absurd. In his ‘Essay of Valour’ he makes comic capital out of an imaginary era ‘before this age of wit’ when there was no known way of winning a lady ‘but by Tylting, Turnying, and riding through Forrests’.14


In tracing the distinctive structure of Donne’s imagination, I shall use the sermons and other prose works as well as the poems. It’s often assumed that early and late Donne, poet and preacher, were different people. Donne, as he grew older, wanted to believe this, and talked as if he did, which is how the illusion got about. Sending Biathanatos to Sir Robert Ker, for instance, he stressed that it was ‘Jack Donne’ not ‘Dr. Donne’ who wrote it.15 But there weren’t two people. The more we read the poems and sermons the more we can see them as fabrics of the same mind, controlled by similar imaginative needs.


That’s not to deny that Donne changed. At the level of opinions and social attitudes he clearly changed a great deal. He grew repressive, as people generally do with age and success. ‘Lascivious discourses’ and satires, such as he had written when young, were, he came to believe, instruments of the devil.16 The poet of ‘Going to Bed’, having entered the pulpit, became a devout advocate of virginity. Sexual intercourse, even in marriage, is, he admonishes, gravely suspect.17 The poet of Satire III, who had pleaded the individual’s need and right to search for the true religion irrespective of kings and governments, insists after taking orders that every subject must remain in the church in which he has been baptized, and that kings and governments are perfectly justified in compelling him to do so by ‘pecuniary and bloudy Laws’.18


But to express this new opinion Donne, significantly enough, uses the image he had used to express its contrary. Satire III imagines Truth standing eminent ‘On a huge hill’,19 and in a sermon of 1622 Donne maintains that the Church of England stands on ‘such a Hill, as may be seene every where’.20 The implications Donne draws from his two hills are contradictory. In the satire he argued that, since Truth was on a hill, it was necessary to take a circuitous route, investigating the claims of different churches, before reaching it. In the sermon his point is that the true church’s hill site allows it to be seen unmistakably from all sides, so there is no need to investigate the claims of different churches. Donne’s argument is a reversible coating, but the imaginative kernel remains constant: the simplified, surreal landscape, void except for one looming feature. This landscape is recurrent in Donne. Its starkest appearance comes in that weirdly lit nightmare which the waking girl describes to her nurse in ‘On his Mistris’:




                                                           oh, oh,


Nurse, oh my love is slaine; I saw him goe


Ore the white Alpes, alone.21





If, reading Donne, we watch the shaping imagination instead of the transient opinions, we shall find this appearance of the same lonely crag in different settings quite unsurprising. His grasp of the world did not basically change, so his master-images had to be adapted to meet the new subject matter which his career threw in their way. In ‘Loves Progress’, for instance, Donne is a celestial sphere floating up the ‘empty and etheriall way’ between a girl’s legs. In ‘Goodfriday, 1613. Riding Westward’ he is a sphere again, but his orbit takes him past Christ on the cross.22 Sphere-motion—superior, mathematical and angelic—satisfied some of his deepest apprehensions, so he found pretexts for writing about it whatever his topic. The same goes for gold and wombs, which he could seldom stop thinking about for long. ‘Loves Progress’ depicts the womb and ‘Centrique part’ of the girl whom Donne is about to delve into as a gold mine.23 A sermon of 1624 shows the Almighty taking the girl’s place. ‘Centricall Gold, viscerall Gold, gremiall Gold’, Donne informs his congregation, is ‘in the Matrice and womb of God’.24 The same sermon makes God into the ‘Eastern Hemispheare’ of spices as well as the ‘Western Hemispheare’ of gold—‘both the India’s of spice and Myne’,25 in fact, as Donne’s sweet golden girl had been in ‘The Sunne Rising’. The bringing together of east and west—an idea Donne endlessly nags at—is, we see, like mountains, spheres, gold and wombs, adaptable to God or girls indiscriminately.


Perhaps it was awareness of this imaginative continuity in himself which made Donne notice it in others. He observes in an early sermon how the prophets and other biblical writers have retained the metaphors and turns of phrase appropriate to their worldly jobs.26 When he preaches, phrases from his love poems keep escaping from him. The ‘midnights startings’ of the nightmare-shocked girl reappear as the ‘midnight startlings’ of the atheist in God’s presence. The ‘rags of time’ from ‘The Sunne Rising’ turn up in contrast with God’s eternity. The transplanted flower which ‘Redoubles still, and multiplies’ in ‘The Extasie’ becomes Lady Danvers who, in Donne’s commemoration sermon for her, ‘doubles and multiplies by transplantation’ like a flower. The famous compasses of ‘A Valediction: forbidding Mourning’, with a firm foot which ‘makes me end, where I begunne’, are placed in God’s hand in the sermons as the instrument of his providence: he ‘carries his Compasse round, and shuts up where he began’. In ‘Loves Growth’ gentle love deeds, like blossoming trees, ‘do bud out now’; in a sermon the trees ‘do bud out’ as a symbol of the virgin birth. ‘Call not these wrinkles, graves,’ Donne protests in ‘The Autumnall’; but from his pulpit he chides women who fill ‘the wrinkles, and graves of their face’ with cosmetics.27 And so on.


Just chance repetitions, of course: the reflex actions of a mind which spent its whole life making phrases. But they are symptomatic of continuity in the imaginative processes from which phrases grow. Occasionally in the sermons Donne seems to be reliving a whole poem from his early days:




God … hath often looked upon me in my foulest uncleannesse, and when I had shut out the eye of the day, the Sunne, and the eye of the night, the Taper and the eyes of all the world, with curtaines and windowes and doores, did yet see me, and see me in mercy, by making me see that he saw me.28





The God who looks, there, through ‘curtaines and windowes’ is a more respectful version of the busy old fool who looked ‘Through windowes, and through curtaines’ at the lovers in ‘The Sunne Rising’.


Tracing the reappearance of words and images throughout Donne’s work is, the reader will gather, one method this book will adopt in mapping his imagination. Like many writers and artists, he had his obsessive side, so recurrence is common in him, and critics have noted it, though not always intelligently. C. S. Lewis, for instance, takes it as a sign of Donne’s limited erudition. ‘Some scraps of learning’, he comments, ‘such as that of angelic consciousness, or of the three souls in man, come rather too often—like soldiers in a stage army’.29 Crowing over Donne’s educational shortcomings would not, however, serve much purpose, even if it were justified. It seems a wiser course to enquire what light his fanatical attachment to certain ideas can throw on his artistic individuality.


The ideas to which he is attached are, like the two Lewis cites, generally of a theological type, which naturally puts some critics off. It’s tempting to assume that the worthwhile element in Donne comprises the poems and a few rousing bits from the sermons, and that the rest of his œuvre can safely be consigned to the rubbish tip of history. Evelyn Simpson, for instance, who admires Donne as a ‘maker of verbal spells’, regrets that so much of his time was taken up with Outworn controversies, and lumber inherited from the Fathers and Schoolmen’.30 The fact remains, however, that the imagination which wove the spells was identical with the one which found the lumber intriguing. If we can discover why—if we can locate in the lumber the shapes which fascinated Donne, and connect them with his poetic enthusiasms—then we may come to see that the spells weren’t random magical happenings but outgrowths of an integrated consciousness.


This critical procedure will, admittedly, entail regarding the doctrines to which Donne attaches himself not as elements of religious truth but, rather, as imaginative choices. But then, that is what religious doctrines are. For their ultimate truth or falsehood cannot be tested, and all the available evidence—such as that of Scripture—is so diversely interpretable that individual decisions in the matter are bound, in the end, to rest on the psychological preferences of the believer (or unbeliever): that is to say, on the structure of his personality and imagination. Viewed in this way, a writer’s religious beliefs provide an invaluable guide to the workings of his fancy (as, of course, do his political and moral views, which are based on similarly arbitrary preferences).


All this is perhaps no more than a rephrasing of what T. S. Eliot meant when he said that Donne picked out ideas because he was ‘interested in the feeling they give’31—only I would argue that what Eliot observes is not an individual aberration on Donne’s part but, however we may disguise it from ourselves, the universal practice.


This study will try to show, then, that Donne’s opinions upon such furiously controverted issues as original sin, election, resurrection and the state of the soul after death, were generated by recognizably the same imagination as the poems about love and women. They are not dull side-tracks but members of an animated whole in which every part illuminates and is illuminated by every other.


In order to have a sympathetic feeling for Donne’s mentality we must learn something about his life and the society he found himself in. My early chapters will supply the basic biographical facts (in so far as they’re known), while examining the effects of the two vital factors in his career, his desertion of the Roman Catholic Church and his ambition, on his poetry. Later chapters will look at Donne’s response to the physical and organic world, to change, to death, and to human reason. These subjects are chosen because around them his imagination and intellect were at their most active. The last chapter concentrates on Donne’s passion for fusion or interpenetration. It comes last because if there is a single, essential quality which makes Donne Donne, this is it.
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1


Apostasy





The first thing to remember about Donne is that he was a Catholic; the second, that he betrayed his Faith. He was born in 1572. His father was a successful London businessman who rose to be one of the wardens of the Ironmongers ‘Company.1 He died when Donne was four, and his widow remarried within six months, taking as her second husband Dr. John Syminges, a wealthy Catholic medical practitioner and President of the Royal College of Physicians.2 Donne’s mother was not only, like his father, a Catholic, but a member of one of the most celebrated Catholic families in the land. She was the youngest daughter of the poet and playwright John Heywood; and Heywood’s wife—Donne’s grandmother—was Joan Rastell, the niece of Sir Thomas More. So on his mother’s side Donne was descended from the More circle, the foremost group of intellectuals in early sixteenth-century England, internationally famous, and devout Catholics. Donne was profoundly aware of this ancestry. When he mentions Sir Thomas More and his ‘firmnesse to the integrity of the Romane faith’,3 it is with evident pride.


The disadvantages of being a Catholic in Elizabethan England are difficult to generalize about. On the one hand, as the careers of Donne’s father and stepfather suggest, it was possible, if you were sufficiently circumspect or well-connected, to prosper. On the other hand, you might end up having your intestines torn out. Developments in international politics could make your situation suddenly more dangerous, without your taking any step in the matter. You could not, if you remained faithful to your religion, hope to play any part in public life, and you were debarred from taking a university degree by the requirement that graduates should subscribe to the Thirty-nine Articles.


The financial incentives to join the Church of England were strong. By a statute of 1585, Catholics who refused to attend Anglican services were liable to a fine of £20 a month. An average parish schoolmaster’s salary at the time, it’s worth reminding ourselves, was £20 a year.4 Offenders who found themselves unable to pay were to have all their goods and two-thirds of their land confiscated. This law, Catholics complained, was so strictly enforced that small farmers and husbandmen who possessed only one cow for the sustenance of themselves and their children had it taken from them, and where there was no livestock to appropriate recusant houses were stripped of bed linen, blankets, provisions and window glass. Cecil, it was rumoured, had boasted that he would reduce the Catholics to such destitution that, like swine, they’d be glad to find a husk to feed on.5


The anti-Catholic legislation also made it high treason for any Jesuit or seminary priest to be within the Queen’s dominions, and felony for any lay person to relieve or receive him. In effect, this meant that it was felony to practise the Catholic religion, because it was necessary to receive a priest in order to hear mass or make confession. Spies, some of them renegade priests and Catholics, gave the authorities advance warning about where masses were to be celebrated. Catholic households were commonly raided, and in the search for priests’ hiding places walls were knocked down, rooms ransacked and floors torn up. The householder had not only to defray the cost of this damage, but also to pay the searchers for their trouble. In their private life, Catholics were inevitably a prey to blackmail and intimidation. They could not claim redress for personal injuries, or retrieve money owed to them. If they attempted to, they found themselves threatened with exposure.


Among the victims of this persecution scares spread rapidly. A report would go round that the Queen’s Council had passed a decree for the massacre of all Catholics on a certain night, whereupon terrified families would abandon their homes and pass the night in the fields. Others would hire boats and drift up and down the river. These alarms first occurred in 1585, and persisted until the defeat of the Armada, so they were a feature of Donne’s early adolescence. At the same time, new prisons were established at Wisbech, Ely and Reading, and filled with Catholics. A separate prison for women recusants was opened at Hull. In the common prisons, Catholic prisoners were victimized. The felons incarcerated with them were encouraged to abuse them, and deprive them of their share of alms and bread. John Gerard, the English Jesuit, reports that when his manservant was captured and shut up in Bridewell he was given barely sufficient food to keep body and soul together. His cell was tiny, bedless, and crawling with vermin, so that he had to sleep perched on the window ledge. The gaolers left his excrement in the cell in an uncovered pail, and the stink was suffocating. In these conditions he waited to be called out and examined under torture. The poet and martyr Robert Southwell also testifies to the systematic starvation of Catholic prisoners: ‘some for famine have licked the very moisture of the walls’.


Some of the tortures employed on Catholic suspects were so vile that Southwell cannot bring himself to speak of them, but the ones he does describe are fearful enough. Prisoners were deprived of sleep, until they lost the use of their reason; they were disjointed on the rack; they were rolled up into balls by machinery ‘and soe Crushed, that the bloud sprowted out at divers parts of their bodies’. As the dislocations caused by the rack occasioned some revulsion among the public, Topcliffe, Elizabeth’s chief torturer, introduced the refinement known as the manacles. These were iron gauntlets, fitted high up on a pillar. The prisoner who was to be interrogated had his wrists inserted into them, and was left hanging, sometimes for several hours. Gerard, who underwent this torture, includes an account of the procedure in his autobiography, which conveys how oddly decorous the arrangements were. ‘We went to the torture room in a kind of solemn procession,’ he recalls, ‘the attendants walking ahead with lighted candles.’ The commission of five who were to question him included Francis Bacon. When Gerard had been suspended from the pillar,




a gripping pain came over me. It was worst in my chest and belly, my hands and arms. All the blood in my body seemed to rush up into my arms and hands and I thought that blood was oozing out from the ends of my fingers and the pores of my skin…. The pain was so intense that I thought I could not possibly endure it.





Gerard endured it, in fact, for five hours, during which period he fainted eight or nine times, and each time was supported until he recovered, and then left to hang again. Since he persistently refused to betray his fellow Catholics, the commissioners grew restless. ‘Then hang there until you rot off the pillar,’ shouted William Wade, the diplomatist, later knighted by James I. Gerard was suspended the following day also, but after that they realized he wouldn’t talk, and gave up. His arms were so swollen he could not get his clothes on, and it was three weeks before he could hold a knife.


The number of Catholics actually executed was, by the standards of twentieth-century atrocities, quite small. Between the passing of the new anti-Catholic legislation in 1585 and the end of Elizabeth’s reign, a hundred priests and fifty-three lay persons, including two women, were put to death. The method used to dispatch the victims amounted, however, in many cases to makeshift vivisection, so it atoned in terms of spectator interest for its relative rarity. When the Babington Plot, which had been known about and fomented almost from the first by government agents, was ‘discovered’ in 1586, instructions, to which the Queen was a party, were given to the hangman that ‘for more terror’ the young men responsible should be disembowelled alive. This operation apparently upset some of the onlookers, so the government published an official statement saying that the Queen was disgusted too, and had given orders for a more merciful slaughtering of the second batch of conspirators.6


It’s clear, though, from eye-witness accounts, that vivisection continued to be used as a remedy against Catholics. The fate of John Rigby, killed in 1600 under the Act of Persuasions, which made it high treason to embrace the Roman religion, exemplifies this.7 After he had been hanged, Rigby was cut down so quickly that he stood upright ‘like a man a little amazed’ till the executioners threw him to the ground. He was heard to pronounce distinctly, ‘God forgive you. Jesus receive my soul’, whereupon a bystander put his foot on his throat to prevent him speaking any more. Other bystanders held his arms and legs while an executioner cut off his genitals and took out his bowels. When he reached up inside Rigby to extract his heart, his victim was ‘yet so strong that he thrust the men from him who held his arms’.


Confronted with judicial proceedings of this kind, English Catholics felt not only pity and terror, but isolation. Their fellow countrymen were not simply indifferent, they rejoiced at the Catholics ‘discomfiture.’ In the midst of our calamaties,’ the English Jesuit William Weston recalls, writing of the Babington executions, ‘the bells were rung throughout the city, sermons and festivals held, fireworks set off, bonfires lit in the public street’. The beleaguered minority could be excused for feeling that they were among not human beings but some species of jubilant demon.


Some readers may ask what all this has to do with Donne’s poetry, but I imagine they will be few. It would be as reasonable to demand what the Nazi persecution of the Jews had to do with a young Jewish writer in Germany in the 1930s. Donne was born into a terror, and formed by it. It determined, among other things, his reading matter, which wasn’t that of an Englishman but of a European intellectual. He remained aloof from the flood of patriotic English literature which was being loosed on the market in the 1590s. On the other hand, he was one of the few Englishmen of his day to know Dante in the original; he had read Rabelais; and when a correspondent asked him about Aretino—a writer of scandalous repute, scarcely whispered about in conservative English circles—Donne was able to give him an expert run-down of Aretino’s works.8 As for the English people, Donne’s account of them in his earliest poems, the Satires and Elegies, quivers with disgust. They are coarse-grained, narrow-minded materialists: smug burghers with stinking feet and breath and swollen bellies, who stuff themselves with rich foodstuffs and then snore their evenings away crammed into armchairs. Donne, in the Elegies, defiantly cheats and cuckolds these lumbering freaks.9 He survives on the fringes of society, a master of back stairs and side alleys, hard-up, outcast, victorious. It was a fantasy life which had magnetic appeal for a young man who could see that English society had closed its ranks against those of his Faith. Donne’s fastidious withdrawal from the great mass of English people is reflected, too, in the style of his poems. Superior, difficult, designed for circulation among a few kindred spirits, they make no concessions to the barbarous clods and half-wits he had the ill luck to be living among. Most clearly of all, Donne’s intractable egotism and his determination to succeed (factors which, as we shall see, mark the poems indelibly, and which some critics have censured) were a perfectly natural reaction to his early experience of injustice and victimization.


Because of his family connections, Donne was dragged into the very centre of the storm, and was forced to watch its bloody course with the closest attention. The victims were among the most gifted and intrepid of England’s youth: young men like Edmund Campion, executed in 1581, who had been sent to the Catholic colleges abroad for their education, and who returned on their suicidal missions, joyfully embracing martyrdom to save their motherland from Antichrist. We know that Donne attended such executions. He records that he has seen Catholic bystanders, oblivious of their own danger, praying to the priest’s mangled body, in hope that the new martyr would take their petitions to heaven with him.10


Possibly young Donne witnessed these sights while in the care of the Catholic tutors whom his mother employed to educate him. Their purpose would be to arouse in the boy a spirit of emulation, for martyrdom was in his family and it might justifiably be hoped that, with careful indoctrination and God’s grace, he would join the glorious company himself. Nor were their efforts vain. The martyr’s crown shone before their pupil’s eyes. He dwelt tirelessly upon it, and came to regard it almost as part of his inheritance. ‘I have beene ever kept awake’, Donne tells us.




in a meditation of Martyrdome, by being derived from such a stocke and race, as, I beleeve, no family, (which is not of farre larger extent, and greater branches,) hath endured and suffered more in their persons and fortunes, for obeying the Teachers of Romane Doctrine, then it hath done.





Donne’s account of his family’s sufferings is scarcely exaggerated. John Hey wood, his grandfather, fled abroad in 1564 rather than accept Anglicanism. Ten years later, on Palm Sunday 1574, when Donne was two, government searchers descended upon Lady Brown’s house in Cow Lane, near the Donne home, and made a catch: Thomas Hey wood, formerly a monk of St. Osyth’s and Mrs. Donne’s uncle, was arrested. On 14 June he was put to death in the usual obscene manner.11 Two of Donne’s uncles, Ellis and Jasper Hey wood, became Jesuits.12 For Jasper it meant throwing up a promising career. He had been a page to the then Princess Elizabeth, and a fellow of Merton and All Souls. Like other members of his family, he venerated the memory of Sir Thomas More. Apparently Ellis and Jasper possessed a precious relic, one of More’s teeth, which miraculously parted in two so that each of them could have half. After taking Jesuit vows in Rome, Jasper illegally re-entered England and became head of the Jesuit mission. It seems likely that he took refuge in the Donne house for a while. Certainly he made contact with his sister, Donne’s mother. So the children found themselves in the middle of a real-life adventure story. It was no game. In 1583 Jasper was hunted down. He had been trying to escape across the Channel, but his boat ran into a storm. He was rapidly put on trail with five other priests, found guilty of high treason, and condemned to be hanged, drawn and quartered. While Jasper was in the Tower, Donne’s mother visited and nursed him, secretly carrying messages between him and his fellow Jesuit, William Weston, who had come over to carry on the fight. Eventually Weston took the immense risk of going into the Tower with her on one of her visits, so that he could consult with the prisoner. Donne, though only twelve, was selected to play a part in this escapade, and taken along too. Perhaps Mrs. Donne calculated that having a boy there would allay the warders ‘suspicions. The disguised Weston might even be passed off as the lad’s father. Anyway, it seems clear that Donne went, because he later recalls being present at ‘a Consultation of Jesuites in the Tower, in the late Queenes time’,13 and no other plausible occasion for this is known.14


What must he have felt? Weston, in his autobiography, remembers his own trepidation ‘as I saw the vast battlements, and was led by the warder past the gates with the iron fastenings, which were closed behind me’. To a twelve-year-old the gloomy precincts would have been even more daunting. He was entering the very lair of the great beast. No wonder the sense of perilous trespass, and the memory of a ‘grim eight-foot-high iron-bound’ man, striding like a colossus in front of a gate, lingered so vividly when Donne came to write his youthful love poems.15 And was there, mingled with his fear, resentment? Did the boy grudge the hold which these stern, devoted men—his uncle and the furtive stranger—had over his mother’s love and allegiance: a hold so strong that she was prepared, it seemed, to lay down her life for them? Perhaps: for he was later to let loose his rancour against the Jesuits with a pertinacity that seems to reflect a personal grudge. He could not forgive them for their intransigence. In the end he came to feel that they alone were to blame for all the slaughter and suffering. For they would not allow English Catholics to compromise. They demanded total loyalty to the Faith, and total opposition to the English crown; and so they attracted to themselves the hatred which unswerving probity always earns.


To young Donne, compromise must have seemed increasingly the most attractive course. His tutors were ‘men of a suppressed and afflicted Religion, accustomed to the despite of death, and hungry of imagin’d Martyrdome’;16 but they did not find him so hungry. He was not sent abroad to be educated at one of the Catholic colleges, but went up, instead, with his brother Henry, to Hart Hall, Oxford, a favourite resort of Catholics because it lacked a chapel, and so made avoidance of public worship easier.


Terrible stories were circulated, by priests and Jesuits, about what happened to Catholics who attended Anglican services to evade the fines for recusancy. A certain Francis Wodehouse of Breccles in Norfolk, it was related, had found, as soon as he entered the polluted sanctuary, that his stomach became a raging furnace. He drank eight gallons of beer to put out the fire, but only when a priest was brought to shrive him did the heat abate. He never wavered again. Donne would certainly know of such cases, for one had occurred at his own college shortly before he arrived there. An undergraduate called Francis Marsh had succumbed to the temptation to enter an Anglican church, but immediately afterwards remorse unhinged his reason. He stripped himself naked, made his way out of college, and began to run through Oxford, heading for the market square. He was apprehended, forcibly restrained and put to bed, and friends tried to pacify him. But he would not be comforted, and within two days he was dead. He ‘wasted away’, a contemporary reported, ‘in sheer agony of mind’.17 Such examples would keep before Donne the supernatural risks incurred by backsliders.


When John and Henry Donne matriculated they gave their ages as eleven and ten respectively. Actually they were a year older than this, but the law required students, on reaching the age of sixteen, to subscribe to the Thirty-nine Articles. For a Catholic, that was out of the question, so to evade the regulations Catholics frequently went up to university very young, or lied about their ages—or both, as the Donne boys did.


*


We now come to the most obscure period of Donne’s life. He matriculated at Oxford in October 1584, and he was admitted to Lincoln’s Inn from Thavies Inn, where he would have had to spend at least a year in preliminary study, in May 1592. Nothing certain can be said about his movements between those two dates. We don’t know, in the first place, how long he stayed at Oxford. As a Catholic he was of course debarred from proceeding to a degree, since he could not take the required Oath of Supremacy. Walton, his first biographer, who knew him only in later life and so may be unreliable about the young Donne, says that he transferred from Oxford to Cambridge in ‘about’ his fourteenth year, and that he moved from there to London and was admitted to Lincoln’s Inn in ‘about’ his seventeenth. There are no records of Donne having been at Cambridge, but that doesn’t disprove Walton’s statement, since Cambridge records are incomplete. Walton has clearly got his dates wrong, for according to his timetable Donne entered Lincoln’s Inn in 1588 or 1589 (his seventeenth year), whereas documentary evidence shows that 1592 is the correct date. But otherwise Walton may be quite reliable: Donne may have spent his teens studying at Oxford and Cambridge, and then gone immediately to the Inns of Court.


However, Walton also says that Donne travelled for ‘some years’ in his youth, first in Italy, then in Spain, studying the cultures and learning the languages of those countries.18 From Walton’s account it appears that Donne’s travels began in 1597. That can’t be so, because in 1597 or early 1598 he started work in London. Still, he may have travelled earlier, and there’s some evidence which suggests that he did. For one thing, he seems to have had a reputation among his contemporaries as a traveller. For another, Walton is remarkably circumstantial about the travels. He says that Donne originally intended to go on from Italy to the Holy Land, to see Jerusalem and ‘the Sepulchre of our Saviour’, but that he was prevented from doing this, so went to Spain instead. In later years, Walton adds, Donne often mentioned ‘with a deploration’ that he had missed seeing the Holy Places. That sounds authentic. Another bit of evidence that may be relevant is the earliest extant portrait of Donne. It survives in an engraving by William Marshall, bears the date 1591, and gives the sitter’s age as eighteen. Donne has long curly hair, an incipient moustache, ear-rings in the shape of a cross and a fashionably wide-shouldered doublet. He carries a sword, the ornate hilt of which he is rather awkwardly holding up so as to get it into the picture. The portrait is surmounted by a Spanish motto: ‘Antes muerto que mudado’ (Sooner dead than changed).


Now it’s true that the authorities at Oxford and Cambridge in the late sixteenth century were complaining that the new-style undergraduates looked more like courtiers than scholars and were sporting fancy hose and rapiers.19 If Donne’s portrait is that of a youth just down from Cambridge it merely bears out their grumbles. Naturally enough, though, the Spanish motto and the picture’s obtrusively experienced air have suggested to some that it depicts a young blood recently returned from the Continental travels Walton speaks of. Quite possibly Donne’s stay at Cambridge was shorter than Walton believed, and the years spent abroad were 1589–91. Whatever the exact period, the cultures Donne chose to submerge himself in were, of course, Catholic. He escaped from persecution and insular bigotry to visit the home of his Faith. From this angle, the portrait’s defiant motto, the crosses Donne wears, and the militant stance may take on a further meaning. They may be a flamboyant assertion of his loyalty to the old religion. The very language of the motto could be seen as an arrogant gesture: rather, as William Empson has remarked, as if a modern American were to display a motto in Russian.20 For to ordinary English people Spain was still the great enemy.


If this guess about the meaning of Donne’s portrait is right, he was soon given a chance to see whether he would really rather be dead than changed. The Inns of Court, to which he and his brother Henry went, were not the mere lawyer factories of modern times. Contemporaries hailed them as ‘the Third Universitie of England’, though even that gives the wrong impression, for there was practically no organized tuition. Really they operated like residential clubs or hotels, accommodating well-off young men who wished to acquire some metropolitan polish. At least three-quarters of the students were from the gentry or nobility. Most of them had no intention of taking up the law as a career. They despised the poorer students who were in search of a professional qualification, and adopted aggressively cultivated and aristocratic manners to distinguish themselves from these career lawyers. They were great dabblers in poetry, and they enjoyed organizing revels and masques, which gave them the feeling that they were in touch with court life.21 Among these bright sparks, Donne was soon an acknowledged leader. Since so many scions of the ruling class were gathered in the Inns, they were a target for Catholic missionaries. The authorities viewed them with distrust. Lincoln’s Inn Fields were notorious as a haunt of priests who, it was said, would blow a special trumpet to summon the Inns of Court men to mass. The Donne boys, Walton’s account makes clear, were still being educated by Catholics. Their mother appointed tutors to instruct them in mathematics and ‘other Liberal Sciences’, and also to instil into them ‘particular Principles of the Romish Church’. To the Catholic proselytizers the brothers must have seemed useful contacts.


It was this aspect of life at the Inns which brought Donne up against the reality of his position. In May 1593 a young man called William Harrington was arrested in Henry Donne’s rooms on suspicion of being a priest.22 Henry, of course, was taken into custody too. When charged, Harrington denied that he was a priest, but poor Henry, faced with torture, betrayed him. He admitted that Harrington had shriven him while he was staying in his rooms. Harrington had, in fact, received his calling as a boy of fifteen in his father’s house in Yorkshire, where he had met and been inspired by Edmund Campion. He had been educated in the Catholic colleges at Douai and Rheims, and had trained to become a Jesuit in the novitiate at Tournay. Like other Catholic martyrs, he refused to be tried by a jury because he did not wish to implicate more men than necessary in the guilt of his destruction. He was condemned and, on 18 February 1594, taken out to die. In the cart, with the rope round his neck, he began to address his ‘loving countrymen’, only to be interrupted with insults by Topcliffe. But his courage did not fail, and he denounced Topcliffe from the scaffold as a ‘tyrant and blood-sucker’. Like the Babington conspirators, he was disembowelled alive. Stow records that, after he had been hanged and cut down, he ‘struggled’ with the executioner who was about to use the knife on him.


Henry Donne, having knowingly harboured a priest, was guilty of felony. But he did not live long enough to come to trial. Imprisoned at first in the Clink, he was moved to Newgate, where the plague was raging, and died within a few days. To Donne his death brought not only grief but peril. Because of his kinship with Henry, his own religious activities were now likely to attract scrutiny. Plainly the time had come for serious thought. Besides, he was now twenty-one, and had collected his share of his father’s estate—a sum large enough to make him independent of his mother and her Catholic advisers. The dilemma that faced him was acute. If he remained true to his Faith, his chances of preferment and success in the world would be curtailed. Further, the efforts of the Jesuits, with whom his family were inextricably connected, would make it difficult to remain neutral. Pressure would be brought on him to assist in the mission, and if he complied how long would it be before he shared Henry’s fate?


If, on the other hand, he became an apostate, the result confidently predicted by the Church was so hideous that most people have, since Donne’s day, simply refused to believe in it any more. But for his generation eternal damnation was no myth. They were like men walking over a furnace, separated from it by a thin crust which might at any moment part and drop them into the flames. There would be, as Donne later put it, ‘a sodain flash of horror’23 as you fell in, and then unending fire. Even Satan, Donne believed, might decline to change places with a damned soul in these circumstances, for its torments would be fiercer than his.24


Many other young Catholics had, of course, been forced to cope with the situation now confronting Donne, and had outlined the alternatives with dismaying clarity. Either you remained loyal to God and his truth, or you sent your forsworn soul ‘headlong to hell fire’. This choice was that ‘dreadfull moment’, wrote Robert Southwell, ‘whereupon dependeth a whole eternity’.25 Donne had probably met Southwell and read his Humble Supplication in which this statement is made. His words, fearful in their import, seem to have stuck in Donne’s mind, and years later, trying to startle his congregation towards the end of a sermon, he echoes them, reminding his hearers of the endless pain of the cursed soul, and of the instant of decision that led to it: ‘upon this minute dependeth that eternity.’


Perhaps we are merely fancying that echo. But there can be no mistake about the agony of Donne’s choice. And he chose hell. That is to say, he deserted the Catholic God, and there are still Catholics, four centuries later, who believe that in doing so he damned himself. He was an apostate, their spokesman declares, of a ‘quite specially shameless’ kind. ‘The near kinsman of martyrs, whom he reviled for hire.’ In full knowledge, he committed a mortal sin against the Faith, and though, we are told, it may be hoped that the prayers of his martyred relations won for him the grace of death-bed contrition, ‘so far as we know, he died an apostate and made no sign’.26 If we are inclined to dismiss this sort of thing as primitive superstition we shall be far from understanding how it seemed to Donne’s family and circle, and how, in his moods of despair, it must have seemed to Donne himself.


*


His apostasy was not rash or sudden. The points at issue between the Catholic and the reformed churches had been copiously documented by rival divines, and it is typical of Donne’s bookishness that he set about reading his way through the whole controversy. Meanwhile he kept, he says, an open mind about religion, and this ‘bred some Scandair, for acquaintances came to suspect that he had no religion at all. Still, he persisted, searching for God among the wrangling theologians, and refrained from coming to any decision until he had ‘survayed and digested the whole body of Divinity, controverted betweene ours and the Romane Church’. Walton records that, among Donne’s papers at his death, there were found excerpts from 1,400 authors, ‘most of them abridged and analysed with his own hand’.


The poetic evidence of this crisis is Satire III—the great, crucial poem of Donne’s early manhood.27 For most of its length it is not a satire at all, but a self-lacerating record of that moment which comes in the lives of almost all thinking people, when the beliefs of youth, unquestioningly assimilated and bound up with our closest personal attachments, come into conflict with the scepticism of the mature intellect. The poem begins in a flurry of anguish and derision, fighting back tears and choking down scornful laughter at the same instant:




Kinde pitty chokes my spleene; brave scorn forbids


Those teares to issue which swell my eye-lids;


I must not laugh, nor weepe….





Donne seeks relief in anger, denouncing the pastimes (sex, squabbling, adventure) on which young men like himself fritter away their energies. It is a characteristic outburst: he was always, as we shall see, dismayed by what he felt to be his lack of concentration and purpose. This initial tirade over, the poem settles down to the one subject which, Donne asseverates, it is worth settling down to: ‘Seeke true religion.’ So far as he can see, the normal reasons for espousing Catholicism or Protestantism are pathetically inadequate. People display a senseless preference for antiquity or novelty, or they accept what their godparents tell them, or they give up trying to choose and become apathetic. Instead of thinking things out for themselves, they submit to the authority either of the Pope or, if they are Protestants, of the English monarch:




Foole and wretch, wilt thou let thy Soule be ty’d


To mans lawes, by which she shall not be try’d


At the last day? Will it then boot thee


To say a Philip, or a Gregory,


A Harry, or a Martin taught thee this?


Is not this excuse for mere contraries,


Equally strong? cannot both sides say so?





No one before Donne had written English verse in which the pressures of passionate speech could be retained with such unhindered power. What agitates the lines, and the whole poem, is terror of hell. ‘The foule Devill’, Donne warns, waits to snatch your soul. Your only chance of escape is hard thinking:




                             On a huge hill,


Cragged, and steep, Truth stands, and hee that will


Reach her, about must, and about must goe;


And what th’hills suddennes resists, winne so;


Yet strive so, that before age, deaths twilight,


Thy Soule rest, for none can worke in that night.


To will, implyes delay, therefore now doe:


Hard deeds, the bodies paines; hard knowledge too


The mindes indeavours reach.





These famous lines, in which Donne transposes the traditional image of the hill of Truth into his own strenuously mimetic rhythms, have rightly attained classic status. But their rather awkward relationship with what Donne says elsewhere in the poem has not been remarked on. When reprimanding youthful irresponsibility at the start, he laid the emphasis on obedience to parental example. Those who ignored it, he cautioned, might find themselves worse off than the virtuous heathen who died before Christ’s coming:




                  and shall thy fathers spirit


Meete blinde Philosophers in heaven, whose merit


Of strict life may be’imputed faith, and heare


Thee, whom hee taught so easie wayes and neare


To follow, damn’d?





It is true that Donne is chiefly concerned in this part of the poem with moral conduct rather than the choice of true religion. Nevertheless, the lack of consistency between the assumption that there are ‘easie waves’ to salvation available from one’s father, and the insistence (in the hill of Truth passage) that salvation depends on ‘hard knowledge’ which the individual must win for himself, is glaring. Put side by side, the excerpts reveal the conflict between adult independence and fidelity to inherited beliefs, from which all the heat and impatience of the poem evolve.


The phrase ‘thy fathers spirit’ has a particular resonance because we associate it with the Ghost’s speech in Hamlet (‘I am thy father’s spirit’), which it’s hard to keep out of our heads. Perhaps we shouldn’t try to, for an early version of Hamlet had been acted by 1589‚28 and Donne may be echoing it. Was he also thinking of his own father (dead, like old Hamlet, and speedily replaced by a stepfather)? As he had been barely four when his father died, his memory of him must have been hazy at best. But that would not necessarily make it less poignant. Much later in life he recalled, in a letter to his mother, ‘the love and care of my most dear and provident Father, whose soul, I hope, hath long since enjoyed the sight of our blessed Saviour’.29 During the spiritual crisis which produced the ‘Holy Sonnets’ the thought of his father’s spirit watching his struggle certainly came into his mind:




If faithfull soules be alike glorifi’d


As Angels, then my fathers soule doth see,


And adds this even to full felicitie,


That valiantly I hels wide mouth o’rstride.30





Reading that, it’s hard to believe that in Satire III, when Donne writes about religion and fathers, he does so without any thought of his own father, whose religion he is about to abandon. His father had been a Catholic, and the ‘easie wayes and near’ he taught were those of Rome. Since he assumes that his father is in heaven, and since Satire III is adamant that there is only one true religion which leads to heaven, the argument of the poem would appear to be over before it has begun. There is no need to start labouring up Truth’s hill; Catholicism must be right. Viewed in this way, the contrast between the part of the poem which springs from Donne’s deeper emotional loyalties, and the part directed by his brave new investigative spirit, becomes sharper. In a prose account written some fifteen years later, Donne was to describe in cooler terms the strife of heart against head that he had to undergo before he could break free of Catholicism:







I had a longer worke to doe then many other men; for I was first to blot out certaine impressions of the Romane religion, and to wrastle both against the examples and against the reasons, by which some hold was taken; and some anticipations early layde upon my conscience, both by Persons who by nature had a power and superiority over my will, and others who by their learning and good life, seem’d to me iustly to claime an interest for the guiding, and rectifying of mine understanding in these matters.31





Here, time has distanced Donne’s apostasy, and he is able to sound objective. He can now talk openly about the personal bonds which he had to sunder, and about his consciousness of disappointing people whose lives and minds he admired. In the Satire, written during the crisis, these aspects were too painful to mention, and had to be suppressed. Only in the oblique and uncertain allusion to his dead father do we get any hint of the kind of inner attachment Donne found himself struggling against. There is no other mention of family or friends. The poem’s effort is to make out that choosing a religion is a purely intellectual business, as unemotional as mountaineering. Donne needed to convince himself of this, in order to allay his personal turmoil. So the Satire is not an account of a crisis but an operative part of one. It was, for its author, a necessary poem, and its inconsistency and misrepresentation are part of its vigorous life.


Though Donne eventually came to accept Anglicanism, he could never believe that he had found in the Church of England the one true church outside which salvation was impossible. To have thought that would have meant consigning his own family to damnation. Instead he persuaded himself that the saved would come from all churches: ‘from the Eastern Church, and from the Western Church too, from the Greek Church, and from the Latine too, and, (by Gods grace) from them that pray not in Latine too’.32 This is an opinion he often repeats in his letters and sermons; but the fierce young poet of Satire III would have found it intolerably tolerant. Indeed, it is one of his chosen targets:




Graccus loves all as one, and thinkes that so


As women do in divers countries goe


In divers habits, yet are still one kinde,


So doth, so is Religion; and this blind-


nesse too much light breeds; but unmoved thou


Of force must one, and forc’d but one allow;


And the right.33





There speaks the Catholic. For though Donne, in this Satire, is busily shuffling off his Faith, the conviction that there is one ‘right’ church which alone certifies salvation is part of his Catholic upbringing. No church would ever mean so much to him again, and consequently when he abandoned Catholicism he lost an irreplaceable absolute. A Catholic could not have written, as Donne was to write when he had already been three years in Anglican orders, ‘Show me deare Christ, thy spouse, so bright and cleare.’34 The important thing about this much-disputed sonnet, in which Donne asks that he may be granted a vision of the true church, is not that it implies any ‘disloyalty’ to Anglicanism but that it reveals the lasting disorientation his apostasy entailed. A Catholic would not have needed to ask; he would have known.


Although Donne, as an Anglican, consciously gave up the belief in one ‘right’ church, part of him, preconditioned by his Catholic childhood, still clung to it. This leads to almost comic contradictions in his sermons, in which a saintly mildness towards those of other religious persuasions coexists with diatribes against Catholics and schismatics. We should beware, he tells his congregation, of imagining that no opinion but our own can be true on such matters as the sacrament. Yet within a few paragraphs he is denouncing transubstantiation as a ‘heretical Riddle’ and ‘Satans sophistry’.35 The proneness of Roman Catholics to homosexuality is another subject he is fond of touching upon when incensed.36 And though, as we have seen, he declares that the saved may come from all churches, he can be found describing religious toleration as ‘a new spiritual disease’.37


These muddles show us two elements in Donne’s personality colliding. On the one side is the desire for a single, all-eclipsing viewpoint, together with the need to vilify those who dissent from it. This part of him is prominent in his satires, of course, and in some of his love poems—witness ‘The Comparison’, where his own girl’s perfections are contrasted with the filthy deformities of another’s. But on the other side, beside family sympathies, there is an urge towards unity and assimilation which we shall often meet in Donne’s imaginative world, and which inclines him to restraint. Accordingly he see-saws between the two attitudes.


When Donne renounced Catholicism isn’t known, and it would be foolish to hope to pinpoint some particular day or week. Satire III shows, as we’ve seen, that he has been able to prise his intellect away from the old Faith, otherwise there’d be no need to set out on a search for truth. He must have been ready to pass himself off as an Anglican when he became secretary to the Lord Keeper, Egerton, in 1597. Egerton was himself an apostate, who had joined sides with the persecutors of Catholics, conducting the prosecution of several martyrs, Edmund Campion among them.38 He would naturally sympathize with Donne’s defection.


*


Why did Donne become an apostate? To answer that we should have to be confident that we could plumb the springs of human motivation. But three possible reasons suggest themselves: he was ambitious, he was an intellectual, and he was reacting, in a not uncommon way, against the love and admiration he had felt as a child for his elders and teachers. To take these in turn: first, his ambition. This will be the subject of our third chapter, but we need to touch on it here because it prompted him not only to desert the Roman Church but to attack those of its members who were still wavering in their loyalty between the Pope and the English king. He took steps to present himself to the great of the land as a militant Anglican, fit and willing to abuse, in public, those valiant Catholics who had gone to the scaffold for their Faith.


In 1610 he published a work called Pseudo-Martyr, which was a contribution to the controversy about whether English Catholics should or shouldn’t take the Oath of Allegiance to King James. Since the Oath merely required from the person concerned an assurance that he would not commit murder, it was a fairly reasonable document. The Catholic had to swear that he did ‘from his heart abhor, detest, and abjure, as impious and heretical, this damnable doctrine and position, that princes which be excommunicated or deprived by the Pope may be deposed or murdered by their subjects’.39 The Gunpowder Plot had recently shown, however, that some Catholics were of an altogether different persuasion, and even the more peaceable English recusants found the Oath’s language offensive. James himself took a lively interest in the matter, and had published in 1607 An Apologie for the Oath of Allegiance, over which his Jesuit opponents made merry. Stung by this public ridicule, the King set aside other business during the winter of 1608–9 in order to reissue the Apologie with corrections and a lengthy new preface. James’s advisers found this literary activity tiresome, especially as important affairs were being neglected, and the Venetian ambassador reported that their devotion to his royal person was becoming strained.40 Donne’s Pseudo-Martyr argues that Catholics should and must take the Oath, and as soon as his work was printed he hurried down to Royston, where the King was staying, expressly to present him with a copy. It was a shrewd move, for Donne was able to appear as a skilful controversialist, upholding the official policy of the state and helping his sovereign out of a tight corner. The book received considerable limelight, and boosted Donne’s reputation enormously. He got an honorary M. A. from Oxford, and the Dean of Canterbury, in a fit of enthusiasm, mentioned Donne and Bacon side by side as modern thinkers.41 The Catholics were furious, charging Donne with ‘venemous malignity’ and deploring his ‘blasphemous, and Atheistical jests against Gods Saints and Servants’.42


Did Donne, in the interests of self-advancement, suppress what he really thought when he wrote Pseudo-Martyr? Did he covertly adjust his opinions to concur with the government’s? Perhaps: though in one respect the case which he argued was close to his heart. As we’ve noted, he was genuinely exasperated by the hard-liners in the Roman camp, notably the Jesuits, who insisted that it was impossible to be a loyal Englishman and a good Catholic. Their intransigence had virtually enforced his own apostasy, by denying him any outlet for his worldly talents and ambitions while he remained faithful to his God. So he was out for their blood. Besides, he’d seen too much heartache and distraction among members of his own family and co-religionists not to feel that the extremists had a lot to answer for. Pity, as well as resentment, prevailed with him when he urged English Catholics to forsake the Jesuits and secure their own lives by taking the Oath.


But if Pseudo-Martyr accurately represents Donne’s views in this respect, in others it shows signs of temporizing. For only the previous year he had written a thoughtful letter to his friend Goodyer about the Oath of Allegiance, in which he says that, so far as he can see, there is right on both sides. Obviously, he concedes, the English government can’t feel safe without the Oath. But, on the other hand, the supremacy which the Roman Church claims would patently be diminished if it allowed the Oath to be taken. What’s more, the Church’s assertion of supremacy seems to him, he says, to have just as much basis as the similar assertion made by kings like James I, since both are, in fact, quite arbitrary.43 There’s no sign in this private letter of the robust championship of royal supremacy which Donne was to exhibit, some months later, in Pseudo-Martyr.


Pseudo-Martyr claims that royal authority has been imposed on men by God. ‘God inanimates every state with one power, as every man with one soule.’ To refuse to take the Oath of Allegiance is therefore not just a political matter but contrary to the ‘Law of Nature’. It’s also perverse; those who refuse must know, in their hearts, that it would be reasonable to comply, for ‘God hath Immediately imprinted in mans Nature and Reason, to be subject to a power immediately infus’d from him’. As for Catholics who court martyrdom by remaining true to their faith, they also abrogate the Law of Nature, because ‘no man by law of nature may deliver himselfe into a danger which he might avoide’.44 They are not martyrs but pseudo-martyrs.


When Donne put forward this medley of superstition and assertion, which tallied so conveniently with James I’s theory of the divine right of kings, he was using, at best, only half his mind. For in private his opinion of the Law of Nature was considerably more sceptical, as we may gather from his treatise on suicide, Biathanatos, probably written within a year or two of Pseudo-Martyr. ‘This terme the law of Nature’, he there writes, ‘is so variously and unconstantly deliver’d, as I confesse I read it a hundred times before I understand it once.’ ‘Nature’, Donne perceives, is simply a word people use to embrace everything which happens in the world; so it’s absurd to suggest that anything which has actually happened can be contrary to the Law of Nature. So far is Donne from believing that it’s ‘unnatural’ to deliver oneself into an avoidable danger, like the martyrs, that he maintains, in Biathanatos, the naturalness of choosing to kill oneself.45 Pseudo-Martyr reads, then, like a compromise, and a dishonest one. Donne’s wish to curry favour with James, and his genuine sympathy with ordinary English Catholics, made him simplify issues which he knew to be complex.


So much for ambition as a motive for his apostasy. Secondly, as I have said, Donne was unrelentingly intellectual, and that too seems to have contributed to his disenchantment with Catholicism. The superstitions of the Roman Church, and the tales of miracles in which the writers of saints ‘lives specialized, struck Donne as beneath the dignity of a rational human being. To the fury of his Catholic antagonists he filled Pseudo-Martyr with ludicrous instances of these, sedulously culled from approved Catholic authorities, and complete with scholarly annotation: how St. Anthony had preached to some fish, which put their heads above the water to listen, and how at the end of the sermon some of the fish had spoken and others bowed; how the same saint, when a penitent confessed to him that he had kicked his mother, replied ‘If thy foot offend thee, cut it off, whereupon the man amputated his own foot, but St. Anthony considerately did a miracle to fix it on again. How a certain Friar Andrew, to correct his appetite for poultry, made the sign of the cross and commanded the birds to fly away, though they were roasted.46


Also offensive to Donne’s intellect was the blind obedience which Catholicism exacted from its votaries. This was something the Jesuits were particularly keen on. ‘We ought always’, St. Ignatius wrote, ‘to hold that we believe what seems to us white to be black, if the Hierarchical Church so defines it.’47 Outstanding examples of obedience, cited with reverence by accredited Catholic authors, are bundled together, in Pseudo-Martyr, into an uproarious saga of sanctified buffoonery. One of St. Francis’s novices, we learn, set plants in the ground upside-down, because the saint had advised him that was the correct procedure; another, reminded that only those who became like little children could enter the kindgom of heaven, started tumbling around like a toddler; a particularly zealous believer planted a withered stick and, at his abbot’s command, fetched water from two miles off, twice a day for a whole year, to water it.48


But what Donne aims to sweep away with his derisive laughter isn’t always, if we take a second look, exactly contemptible. He lists among his instances of ludicrous presumption the action of Gonzaga who, on hearing of an outbreak of the plague, made a vow to visit those who were infected.49 Donne’s ridicule here tells us something about himself rather than about Catholicism. He makes us realize how alien to his combative, critical nature were not only the simple faith, but also the selflessness which the Catholic authorities whom he ransacked for his jokes were striving to nourish. He had the limitations, as well as the strengths, of the intellectual.


As for the third of the motives that arguably severed Donne from Catholicism—reaction against those he had been taught as a boy to reverence—this can be most readily detected in the book he published the year after Pseudo-Martyr, entitled Ignatius his Conclave. A satire against the Jesuits of the most scabrous kind, it was written in Latin so as to set not only England but Europe laughing at the pious terrorists who had embroiled Donne’s family in disaster. It takes the form of a debate in Hell in which St. Ignatius Loyola, the founder of the Jesuit order, defends his right to pre-eminence in the infernal regions against a number of counter-claimants—including Copernicus, Paracelsus, Machiavelli and Christopher Columbus—who, though they lay claim to earth-shattering innovation and wickedness, are out-argued by the warrior saint. He and his Jesuits, he successfully maintains, have done more to convulse the world with evil than any other created being except Satan himself. And in fact the Devil is so appalled by Ignatius’s revelations that he fears the Jesuit leader would soon take over as monarch of Hell should he remain there. Accordingly he dispatches Ignatius and the Jesuits to make a new Hell in the moon.


The multiple charges laid against the Jesuits by Donne range from genocide to sodomy. It was solely on Jesuit advice, Donne claims, that the Spaniards slaughtered the native inhabitants of the New World, reducing their numbers from 200,000 to 150. As for sexual morality, the aim of papal legislation in this sphere is, he avers, to reserve buggery for the princes of the Church, whose appetites have become so inordinate that one cardinal, the son of Pope Paul III, actually raped a bishop. ‘His stomacke’, Donne reports with glee,




was not towardes young beardlesse boyes, nor such greene fruit: for he did not thinke, that hee went farre inough from the right Sex, except hee had a manly, a reverend, and a bearded Venus. Neither staied he there; but his witty lust proceeded yet further … that his Venus might bee the more monstrous, he would have her in a Mitre.50





Though the story wasn’t, it seems, true, Donne did not invent it. It was one of several pungent morsels he picked out, for his satire, from the common effluent of anti-Catholic slander. His sermons keep up the campaign of hate against the Jesuit order, manifesting what certainly sounds, at times, like bitter family feeling. ‘As a Father, as a Master; I can preserve my Family from attempts of Jesuits,’ he proclaims: to let a Jesuit escape is like sparing a fox or a wolf.51


It is time to look at Donne’s poems and the way they reflect his apostasy. But, briefly, we may note that though he forsook the Roman Church he never, in a sense, escaped its grasp. It remained close to his mind as a reproach or a threat, or as an adversary with which he hoped he might finally be reconciled. He knew that his Catholic upbringing had marked him indelibly, and that his spirit could not grow straight in any other direction. He often, in later years, warned Christians against changing from one church to another. It was needless, he said, for ‘in all Christian professions there is a way to salvation’, and it was damaging. A man who changes his church, he told Goodyer, is like a coin from which the features are filed away. Even though this may be done to stamp the coin with a better impression, it will always look ‘awry and squint’ afterwards. So do ‘minds which have received divers impressions’.52 He had reason to know. Further, his sympathies remained with the persecuted Catholics, though he had joined their persecutors. The thought of government spies and butchers like Topcliffe and Philips never failed to turn his stomach. They are still among his targets in The Courtier’s Library, which probably received its final form as late as 1611.53 This bitter little satire, spraying its fire about like a rusty Sten gun, and disguised as a catalogue of rare Latin books, was needless to say, never published in Donne’s lifetime, and it is remarkably anti-Protestant in tone. Finally, it’s no surprise to learn that Donne was an eager advocate of schemes to reunite the churches of Christendom. He hoped for much from the dispute between Venice and the Papacy in 1606, and warmly admired Paolo Sarpi, the Venetian champion, whose History of the Council of Trent suggested that the Church as a whole needed to be reformed along something resembling Anglican lines.54 Nothing came of it, of course. But Donne’s enthusiasm is entirely understandable: by healing the rift in the Church, he could heal himself.
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