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Introduction All Done: The Completeness of the Dean





I


John Donne is, for many of us, the greatest English poet. He’s not always been seen as such, of course, not even by normally reliable taste-makers such as S. T. Coleridge:






With Donne, whose muse on dromedary trots,


Wreathe iron pokers into true-love knots;


Rhyme’s sturdy cripple, fancy’s maze and clue,


Wit’s forge and fire-blast, meaning’s press and screw.








Coleridge’s representation of the poet as blowhard, buffoon and blunderer had already had some currency in his lifetime, when Ben Jonson reported to Drummond of Hawthornden that while Donne was ‘the first poet in the world in some things’ there was a problem with his ‘not keeping of accent’, for which ‘he deserved hanging’.


Ben Jonson’s view of the unreliably lumbering and lurching aspect of Donne’s metrics was taken up by his near namesake, Doctor Samuel Johnson, who generalised about the lynch-worthiness of an entire group of poets he described as ‘metaphysical’, whom he describes as ‘a race of writers’ (perhaps influencing Coleridge’s image of the racing camel) who appeared ‘about the beginning of the seventeenth century’:




The metaphysical poets were men of learning, and to show their learning was their whole endeavour; but, unluckily resolving to show it in rhyme, instead of writing poetry they only wrote verses and very often such verses as stood the trial of the finger better than the ear; for the modulation was so imperfect, that they were only found to be verses by counting the syllables.





In addition to writing verses that ‘stood the trial of the finger better than the ear’, Donne was the target of finger pointing by Johnson when it came to the kind of wit Johnson diagnosed as metaphysical:




But wit, abstracted from its effects upon the hearer, may be more rigorously and philosophically considered as a kind of Discordia concors; a combination of dissimilar images, or discovery of occult resemblances in things apparently unlike. Of wit, thus defined, they have more than enough. The most heterogeneous ideas are yoked by violence together; nature and art are ransacked for illustrations, comparisons, and allusions; their learning instructs, and their subtlety surprises; but the reader commonly thinks his improvement dearly bought, and, though he sometimes admires, is seldom pleased.





This theme is picked up by Dryden, who followed Johnson by insisting of Donne:




He affects the metaphysics, not only in his satires, but in his amorous verses, where nature only should reign; and perplexes the minds of the fair sex with nice speculations of philosophy, when he should engage their hearts, and entertain them with the softnesses of love.





A poem which is quite typical of what Dryden calls Donne’s ‘amorous verses’ is ‘The Good-Morrow’ (page 45). I propose to spend some time in ransacking it (I borrow the term from Doctor Johnson, of course) and, by the time I’ve looted it for its infinite riches, trust I’ll have persuaded myself once more that it’s a poem of which, in one of those ‘nice speculations of philosophy’, we may make of ‘one little roome, an every where’. It’s certainly a poem that’s remarkably capacious in its ability to take in the wide range of Donne’s aberrations and abrogations and to underscore the complex continuity of a poet more generally thought of as out-and-out rake or out-and-out rector.


The title of the poem is typically direct and directorial. We find ourselves in a well-used ‘little room’ in which the tradition of the morning song has flourished at least as far back as Catullus:






Come and let us live my Deare,


Let us love and never feare,


What the sowrest Fathers say:


Brightest Sol that dyes to day


Lives again as blithe to morrow,


But if we darke sons of sorrow


Set; o then, how long a Night


Shuts the Eyes of our short light!


Then let amorous kisses dwell


On our lips, begin and tell


A Thousand, and a Hundred, score


An Hundred, and a Thousand more,


Till another Thousand smother


That, and that wipe of another.


Thus at last when we have numbred


Many a Thousand, many a Hundred;


We’ll confound the reckoning quite,


And lose our selves in wild delight;


While our joyes so multiply,


As shall mocke the envious eye.








I’ve quoted at length from this version of Catullus 5 by Richard Crashaw largely to point out that, given the antiquity of ‘nobis cum semel occidit brevis lux,/ nox est perpetua una dormienda’, Donne should have been recognised by Ben Jonson as being anything but ‘first’ in the sense of new, while Samuel Johnson could easily have traced the form of wit he recognised as Discordia concors to Catullus’s smart-ass musings from the first century BC. The tradition of the alba or ‘dawn song’ had developed from the Occitan tradition through the German minnesingers and the French trouvères’ aube and made its way into English literature with Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde:






O cruel day, accusor of the joie


That nyght and love han stole and faste iwryen,


Acorsed be thi coming into Troye,


For every bore hath oon of thi bryghte yen!








The time-honoured complaint against the interruption by day of the joys of the night is the burden of several aubades by Donne, notably ‘The Sunne Rising:’






Busie old foole, unruly Sunne,


Why dost thou thus,


Through windowes, and through curtaines call on us?








The wonderfully in-your-face tone of the speaker’s calling out to, and calling out, the sun is a hallmark of Donne’s poetry. One of the ‘things’ in which Donne is surely ‘the first poet in the world’ is in his handling of first lines. The first line of ‘The Good-Morrow’, with its combination of launching an offensive (the in-your-face tone I mentioned a moment ago) and off-handedness, is no exception:






I wonder by my troth, what thou, and I


Did, till we lov’d?








The phrase ‘by my troth’ establishes the conspiratorial relationship between the speaker of the poem and his beloved, but it also manages to draw in the reader and somehow implicate her. It’s as if a vow has been taken, an oath sworn. The phrase is familiar to us from a number of Shakespeare’s plays, including Hamlet and Act 3, Scene 4 of Much Ado About Nothing:




MARGARET: Troth, I think your other rebato were better.


HERO: No, pray thee, good Meg, I’ll wear this.


MARGARET: By my troth, is not so good; and I warrant your cousin will say so.


HERO: My cousin’s a fool, and thou art another. I’ll wear none but this.


MARGARET: I like the new tire within excellently, if the hair were a thought browner; and your gown’s a most rare fashion, i’ faith. I saw the Duchess of Milan’s gown that they praise so.


HERO: O, that exceeds, they say.


MARGARET: By my troth, ’s but a night gown in respect of yours; cloth o’ gold, and cuts, and laced with silver, set with pearls, down sleeves, side sleeves, and skirts, round underborne with a bluish tinsel: but for a fine, quaint, graceful and excellent fashion, yours is worth ten on ’t.


HERO: God give me joy to wear it! For my heart is exceeding heavy.


MARGARET: ’Twill be heavier soon by the weight of a man.





This last line confirms the blue undertow of the scene that would already have elicited snorts and sniggers from an Elizabethan audience. As Eric Partridge reminds us, in Shakespeare’s Bawdy, the word ‘gown’, for example, is rendered as coun by Princess Katherine in that infamous scene in Henry IV as an ‘approximation’ to the French con (pudend). That this exchange might be a comparison of the relative merits of pudenda is confirmed by the occurrence of the word ‘quaint’, a term we recognise from its appearance in that most famous of chat-up poems, Andrew Marvell’s ‘To His Coy Mistress’, which takes advantage of the same naughty pun:






Thy beauty shall no more be found,


Nor, in thy marble vault, shall sound


My echoing song: then worms shall try


That long preserv’d virginity,


And your quaint honor turn to dust,


And into ashes all my lust.








The proximity of ‘virginity’ and the ‘quaint’ is similarly found in lines 2 and 3 of ‘The Good-Morrow’:






            were we not wean’d till then?


But suck’d on countrey pleasures, childishly?








This is the same naughty pun Hamlet uses to Ophelia when he asks her ‘Or did you think I meant country matters?’ and it sends me back to the phrase that straddles the end of line 1 and the beginning of line 2 of ‘The Good-Morrow’, the rather innocuous ‘I/ Did.’ To ‘do’, as the redoubtable Eric Partridge reminds us, means ‘to copulate with’. Partridge gives examples from Titus Andronicus (‘I have done thy mother’) and Measure for Measure (‘What has he done? – A woman’). Now, this is a pun that must have had a particular relevance for someone whose name is Donne. Indeed, it’s a pun Donne often used of himself and, memorably, of his relationship with Ann More, whom he secretly married in 1601:






John Donne.


Ann Donne.


Undone.








II


Even before his marriage to Ann More, though, John Donne had led a vigorous, varied and vicissitude-ridden life. Born in London in 1572, he was brought up by his mother, his father, also known as John Donne, having died when Donne was four. The impact of a father’s death on a young child is a major one, one compounded by other sadnesses. It’s generally thought that the name Donne is Welsh, though some of us believe his family to be very closely linked to the Irish sept of the O’Doinn or O’Duinn. The Irish word donn, like its Welsh cognate dwyn, means ‘dark’ or ‘brown-haired’ and it appears widely as Dunn or Dunne, so much so that it is now the 27th most common surname in Ireland. In the mid-sixteenth century the Dunnes of Leinster, the province separated from Wales by a mere 40 miles of sea, were notorious for being particularly hostile to the English establishment. Their Welsh cousins were, paradoxically, part of that very establishment. Donne’s father was a prosperous merchant who was highly positioned in the Ironmongers Company. The hinterland of ironmongery may lie behind Coleridge’s odd image of Donne’s capacity to ‘wreathe iron pokers into true love’s knots’. As for Donne’s mother, Elizabeth Heywood, I’ll let Izaak Walton take up the story:







By his mother he was descended of the family of the famous and learned Sir Thomas More, sometime Lord Chancellor of England: as also, from that worthy and laborious Judge Rastall, who left Posterity the vast statutes of the law of this nation most exactly abridged.





In any case, John Donne entered Hart Hall (now Hertford College), Oxford, in 1584, at the age of eleven. Between 1587 and 1590 Donne was at Cambridge University. In neither institution did he receive a degree, however, since he refused to take the Oath of Supremacy that recognised the English monarch as head of the church. The critical fact here is that Donne had been raised as a Catholic and was, indeed, tutored by two Jesuits, Ellis and Jasper Heywood, who just happened to be his uncles. It’s worth remembering that the Jesuits had been established in 1534 by Ignatius Loyola, a mere fifty years before Donne entered Hart Hall. The Society of Jesus was also known as the ‘Company’ of Jesus, a designation that underlined Ignatius Loyola’s ambition that the Jesuits be a kind of spiritual militia at the service of the Pope who, in 1540, sanctioned the idea that he should be served by this private army. As René Fülöp-Miller puts it, in his study of The Power and Secret of the Jesuits:




For, within a short time after the foundation of the order, the Jesuits were acting as spiritual directors at the courts of Europe, as preachers in the most remote primeval forests, as political conspirators, disguised and in constant danger of death; thus they had a thousand opportunities to employ their talents, their cleverness, their knowledge of the world, and even their cunning.





Something of that ‘cunning’ may be seen to have moulded the young Donne. Indeed, the trope of a personality being ‘moulded’ is a key one in Jesuitical education, as members of the order were required to give themselves over to, or put themselves in the hands of, their General ‘as a lump of wax is kneaded’. The image often used of Jesuitical obedience is that the soldier be ‘corpse-like’, the ideal state for following orders. As René Fülöp-Miller reminds us, the basic tenet of the Jesuits is that ‘to whom the end is permitted, to him also are permitted the means ordered to the end’. That the ends might justify the means allows for the quality that we most associate with the word Jesuitical – ‘having the character ascribed to the Jesuits; deceitful, dissembling; practicing equivocation, prevarication, or mental reservation of truth’ (OED). Such ‘mental reservation of truth’ might include casuistry of the calibre condoned by Alphonsus de Liguori (1696–1787) in his Tractatus de Secundo Decalogi Praecepto:




It is permissible to swear to anything which is false by adding in an undertone a true condition, if that low utterance can in any way be perceived by the other party, though its sense is not understood.





I want to propose that John Donne was instilled with a facility to talk out of both sides of his mouth, a facility for which the Jesuits were expelled from England in 1584 – the year in which, again, Donne arrived in Hart Hall. The date is somewhat random, I must say, since the Jesuits had already been expelled from England in 1579 and 1581, just as they would be expelled yet again in 1586, 1602 and 1604. As it happens, his uncle Jasper, whose own poems had been included in the 1576 anthology A Paradise of Dainty Devices, had been made superior of the Jesuit mission to England in 1581 and, after being imprisoned in the Tower of London from December 1583 to January 1585, was sent into exile. What Donne knew intimately, then, was the harsh reality of imprisonment for one’s religious beliefs. The story of the seven sleepers of Ephesus, to which he alludes in line 4 of ‘The Good-Morrow’, was one that had more than faint resonances with his own family history. Indeed, the story of the seven Christian men who hid in a cave somewhere near Ephesus in about 250 AD to escape the persecution of Christians by the emperor Decius and fell asleep, only to be sealed within their prison for 150–200 years and discovered during the reign of Theodosius II (408–450), was one that Donne almost certainly knew from a dramatic piece published in 1544 and entitled The playe called the foure PP … A palmer. A pardoner. A potycary. A peddler. This play, in which the Pardoner is offering a relic in the form of ‘a slipper/ Of one of the Seven Sleepers’, happens to have been written by John Heywood, Donne’s maternal grandfather and the father of his tutors, Ellis and Jasper. Donne draws on the imagery of Roman Catholic gobbledygook and geegaws in a number of his poems, most memorably in ‘The Relique’ itself:






        When my grave is broke up againe


        Some second ghest to entertaine,


        (For graves have learn’d that woman-head


        To be to more then one a Bed)


           And he that digs it, spies


A bracelet of bright haire about the bone,


           Will he not let’us alone,


And thinke that there a loving couple lies,


Who thought that this device might be some way


To make their soules, at the last busie day,


Meet at this grave, and make a little stay?








The continuing impact of the Heywoods on Donne’s imagination is clear from at least two usages in ‘The Relique’. I’m thinking of the word ‘device’, which sends me right back to A Paradise of Dainty Devices, the title of the anthology in which Jasper Heywood has appeared, as well as the word ‘spies’ and its boatload of associations with the world of spectre and subterfuge in which the Heywoods so fearfully moved. While it’s likely, then, that Donne knew the story of the seven sleepers from his Jesuit uncles’ knees, he would also become aware of the perils of religious nonconformity from his even more immediate family. In 1593, his younger brother, Henry, would be accused of harbouring a Catholic priest, imprisoned in Newgate and threatened with torture. At the time of Henry’s death, at the age of nineteen, from the bubonic plague he contracted in Newgate, John Donne had enrolled as a law student, first at Thavies Inn and then Lincoln’s Inn. It’s from this period that we have two tantalising glimpses of the poet as young man about town. From Izaak Walton we have the snapshot of a diligent scholar who would work during the early to mid-morning before going on to ‘survey and consider the Body of Divinity, as it was then controverted betwixt the Reformed and the Roman Church’, since, despite his brother’s fate, he was then ‘unresolv’d what religion to adhere to’. The other snapshot of Donne is by Sir Richard Baker and has him ‘not dissolute, but very neat’. It’s Baker who also gives us the thumbnail sketch of Donne as being ‘a great visitor of Ladies, a great frequenter of Playes, a great writer of conceited Verses’. This description is of a piece with George Best’s description of his wayward lifestyle (‘I spent most of my money on women and drink – the rest I just frittered away’) and has resulted in the rather geometrically crude version of Donne’s story being, as Walton proposed, that ‘the English Church had gain’d a second St Augustine’. The image presented in ‘The Good-Morrow’ is of lovers who are adept and adaptable, who have been weaned from an infantile or childish sucking on ‘countrey pleasures’ to being in an adult condition in which ‘all pleasures fancies be’. The word ‘fancies’ is one that is worth pausing over, particularly since, as a contraction of fantasy, it was being used by Richard Hooker in his Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity (the first four books of which were published in 1593, the year of Henry Donne’s death, the fifth appearing in 1597), to describe the delusive imagination based on apparition rather than informed by reason:




The righteous may have their phancies; they may conceive worse of their own estate than reason giveth.





In that very year, 1597, one of the plays Donne may have frequented was Henry IV, Part 1, in which Shakespeare gives us one of the first usages of fancy (one to which Coleridge alludes in ‘fancy’s maze and clue’) as ‘a composition in an impromptu style’:




He was the very genius of famine; yet lecherous as a monkey, and the whores call’d him mandrake: he came ever in the rearward of the fashion; he sang those tunes to the over scutched housewives that he heard the carmen whistle, and aware – they were his fancies, or his good-nights.





This description of Shallow (of which and whom Eric Partridge ventures with uncustomary timidity, ‘perhaps he was insatiable and monstrously perverted in his sexual practices’) is spoken by none other than Falstaff. In 1597, we may recall, that character was still known as Oldcastle. Shakespeare felt it politic to delete any reference to Sir John Oldcastle, the Protestant martyr on whom he’s based. Oldcastle was a Lollard, who had escaped imprisonment in the Tower of London only to be hanged and burned over a slow fire in St Giles Field in 1417, an image that might have reminded Donne of the death in 1594 of William Harrington, the priest harboured by Henry Donne, who was hanged and drawn at Tyburn. Sir John Oldcastle had at least one descendant, William Brooke, who just happened to be Lord Chamberlain between 1596 and 1597, and just happened to give Shakespeare and his acting troupe, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, a hard time over the besmirching of his ancestor’s name. Yet again, Shakespeare’s decision was based on political expediency in a time of religious uncertainty, one in which meaning could literally be pressed and screwed from a suspect. I myself suspect that Donne’s use of the word ‘fancies’ is informed by these lines from Henry IV, particularly when the contiguous ‘good-nights’ in Shakespeare have now given way to Donne’s ‘Good-Morrow’. The ‘phancies’ of the ‘judicious’ Richard Hooker are also part of the weft of this extraordinary poem, since Hooker is a kind of Protestant Jesuit, his much vaunted via media another way of describing the ability to talk through both sides of his mouth, insisting that there’s a middle ground between the extremes of Catholic reliance on tradition and Protestant reliance on Scripture which may be occupied by the element of human Reason. We see the essence of such sophistry in the outrageous second stanza of ‘The Flea’:






Oh stay, three lives in one flea spare,


Where wee almost, yea more then maryed are,


This flea is you and I, and this


Our mariage bed, and mariage temple is;


Though parents grudge, and you, w’are met,


And cloysterd in these living walls of Jet.


   Though use make you apt to kill mee,


   Let not to that, selfe murder added bee,


   And sacrilege, three sinnes in killing three.








Though Hooker had been elected a Fellow of Corpus Christ College in 1577, he left Oxford in 1584, the year Donne arrived at Hart Hall, so Donne probably wasn’t familiar with Hooker at Oxford. He may have known him in London, however, given Hooker’s prominence as a preacher and scholar of scripture:




Adam is in us as an original cause of our nature, and of that corruption of nature which causeth death, Christ as the cause original of restoration to life; the person of Adam is not in us, but his nature, and the corruption of his nature derived unto all men by propagation; Christ having Adam’s nature as we have, but incorrupt, deriveth not nature but incorruption and that immediately from his own person into all that belong unto him. As therefore we are really partakers of the body of sin and death received from Adam, so except we be truly partakers of Christ, and as really possessed of his Spirit, all we speak of eternal life is but a dream.





I want to propose that it’s no mere coincidence that that last line I quote from book five of The Lawes of Ecclesiastical Polity is picked up in lines 6 and 7 of ‘The Good-Morrow’:






If ever any beauty I did see,


Which I desir’d, and got, t’was but a dreame of thee.








Donne has taken Hooker’s sacred argument about the sacrament of the Eucharist and given it a secular twist, so that this manifestation of the point at which time and eternity intersect as ‘an outward and visible sign of an inward and invisible grace’ is itself restored to new life. It’s no accident that the iconography of the ‘seaven sleepers’ and the lovers in their ‘one little roome’ are connected to the Christ in his tomb, about to rise into a state of eternal life. God and mankind are connected in Hooker’s mind in the person of the Sovereign, of course, the king of England. His assertion of the sovereign’s supremacy included the Jesuitical idea that the safety of the realm demanded a militaristic unity and obedience from its subjects. Those who are disloyal, as Donne now found himself to be, and who ‘strike at the State Ecclesiastical’, according to Hooker, ‘secretly wound the Civil State’, By 1597, the year of publication of book five of The Lawes of Ecclesiastical Polity, John Donne’s position in the Civil State looked fairly secure. That same year had seen him accompany the Earl of Essex and Sir Walter Raleigh against the Spanish in the Azores, just as the previous year had seen him in action in Cadiz. In ‘The Calme’, he gives a brilliantly observed account of life on a becalmed boat where ‘as water did in storms, now pitch runs out/ As lead, when a fired church becomes one spout’. This is doubly effective, both as a description of tar melting on a becalmed sun-beaten ship, but also as an indicator that the author might be open to the idea of firing the naves of certain churches. Donne picks up on the imagery of religious persecution as the poem progresses:






And on the hatches as on altars lies


Each one, his own priest, and own sacrifice.


Who live, that miracle do multiply


Where walkers in hot ovens, do not die.








Donne here appeals to the imagery of The Book of Daniel and its milieu of the persecution of the Jews in Babylon and the attempt by Nebuchadnezzar to force them to worship false idols, the casting of Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-Nego into the fiery furnace from which they emerge unscathed and, of course, the casting of Daniel himself into the lions’ den. That explains, I should say, what might otherwise seem like the odd choice of the word ‘den’ in the phrase ‘seaven sleepers den’. You’ll notice the double meaning of the pivotal word ‘lies’ in the phrase ‘And on the hatches as on altars lies/ Each one his own priest’, again with the suggestion that priests like William Harrington might indeed be guilty of telling falsehoods and it being not inappropriate that they suffer the consequences. Donne was himself a ‘sea-discoverer’ of sorts, going to what then seemed like the ‘new worlds’ of the Azores. As he wrote to his fellow voyager, and fellow student at Hart Hall, Sir Henry Wotton:






Life is a voyage, and in our life’s ways


Countries, courts, towns are rocks, or remoraes;


They break or stop all ships, yet our state’s such,


That though than pitch they stain worse, we must touch.


If in the furnace of the even line,


Or under the’ adverse icy poles thou pine,


Thou know’st two temperate regions girded in,


Dwell there.








This classic description of the via media might well be Richard Hooker’s motto. We recognise some of the same ideas in the last stanza of ‘The Good-Morrow’ with its ‘where can we finde two better hemispheares/ Without sharpe North, without declining West?’


The opening of ‘To Sir Henry Wotton’ also shares some of the same vocabulary as the second stanza of ‘The Good-Morrow’:






Sir, more than kisses, letters mingle souls;


For, thus friends absent speak. This ease controls


The tediousness of my life but for these


I could ideate nothing, which could please,


But I should wither in one day and pass


To a bottle of hay, that am a lock of grass.








Something of the proverbial hangs over these lines, ranging from the Biblical ‘All flesh is grass’ and ‘He that toucheth pitch shall be defiled therewith’ to a wispish echo of ‘When the sun shineth, make hay’, which just happens to have first appeared in The Proverbs of John Heywood, John Donne’s maternal grandfather, and a punster on the first component of his first name. This trait, as we know, is one admired by Donne, as we see yet again in the last lines of ‘To Sir Henry Wotton’:






But, Sir, I advise not you, I rather doe


Say o’er those lessons, which I learn’d of you:


Whom, free from German schismes, and lightnesse


Of France, and fair Italies faithlesnesse,


Having from these suck’d all they had of worth,


And brought home that faith, which you carried forth,


I throughly love. But if my selfe, I’have wonne


To know my rules, I have, and you have DONNE.








III


Which brings us back to that formulation I quoted earlier having to do with the impact on Donne’s life of Ann More. Ann More was the niece of Sir Thomas Egerton, the Lord Keeper of the Great Seal of England, to whom the recently returned ‘sea-discoverer’ Donne was appointed secretary in 1597. Her father, George More, was Lieutenant of the Tower of London. All the evidence suggested that Donne, having now renounced Catholicism, had made it big. Unfortunately, he decided to marry Ann More secretly in 1601. When this became known the following year he was imprisoned briefly in the Fleet and dismissed from his secretarial post. It wasn’t until 1615, when he was ordained as an Anglican priest, that things began to look a little brighter for Donne. In 1621, Donne was installed as Dean of St Paul’s, where he remained until his death in 1631. Ann had predeceased him in 1617, having borne their twelfth child, a stillbirth. Donne’s ‘Holy Sonnet xvii’ is addressed to his dead wife:






Since she whom I loved hath paid her last debt


To nature, and to hers and my good, is dead,


And her soul early into heaven ravished,


Wholly in heavenly things my mind is set.








Even now, Donne can’t quite resist the pun on ‘wholly’ and ‘holy’, partly because it extends his system of imagery that he alludes to in ‘Holy Sonnet 5’ with its assertion that ‘I am a little world made cunningly’. Even now he can’t resist a schoolboyish snigger on the female anatomy. Something of Donne’s method of taking an idea and running with it is set down as follows:




In all Metricall compositions the force of the whole piece is for the most part left to the shutting up; the whole frame of the Poem is a beating out of a piece of gold, but the last clause is as the impression of the stamp, and that is what makes it currant.





This ‘piece of gold’ is highly reminiscent of the Jesuits’ ‘lump of wax’, and it’s an image to which Donne returns in ‘A Valediction: forbidding mourning’:






Our two soules therefore, which are one,


   Though I must goe, endure not yet


A breach, but an expansion,


   Like gold to ayery thinnesse beate.







If they be two, they are two so


   As stiffe twin compasses are two,


Thy soule the fixt foot, makes no show


   To move, but doth, if the’other doe.








It was precisely such an image of comparing the relationship of lovers to the legs of a compass that had Doctor Johnson wonder if ‘absurdity or ingenuity has the better claim’. Even T. S. Eliot, that stalwart champion of Donne, refers to his ‘distended metaphors and similes’, and it’s likely he’s thinking of the lengths to which Donne will go to follow down his conceit:






And though it in the center sit,


   Yet when the other far doth rome,


It leanes, and hearkens after it,


   And growes erect, as that comes home.








The slackness associated with death in, say, ‘The Second Anniversarie (of the Progress of the Soul)’, with its ‘Think thee laid on thy death-bed, loose and slack/ And think that but unbinding of a pack’ is carried over into the final stanza of ‘The Good Morrow’:






My face in thine eye, thine in mine appeares,


And true plain hearts doe in the faces rest,


Where can we finde two better hemispheares


Without sharpe North, without declining West?


What ever dyes, was not mixt equally;


If our two loves be one, or, thou and I


Love so alike, that none doe slacken, none can die.








The progress of the soul is also described in ‘Goodfriday, 1613’ in terms of key cardinal points:






Hence is’t, that I am carryed towards the West


This day, when my Soules forme bends toward the East.


There I should see a Sunne, by rising set,


And by that setting endlesse day beget;


But that Christ on this Crosse, did rise and fall,


Sinne had eternally benighted all.








The play on the homophonic Sun and the Son of God suggests yet again the inability to distinguish the vocabulary of one of Donne’s celestial poems, such as ‘Goodfriday, 1613’, from that of an essentially salty one such as ‘The Good-Morrow’. The union of bodies, in which two were thought to make one, is indivisible from the union of souls. One is reminded, indeed, that the tradition of the alba itself included both the sacred and sexy, the religious and randy ‘dawn-songs’. A ‘divine poem’ such as ‘Batter my heart, three person’d God’ ends memorably with the paradox drawn from a system of imagery we might ordinarily consider down and dirty:






Take me to you, imprison me, for I


Except you enthrall me, never shall be free,


Nor ever chaste, except you ravish me.








Meanwhile, a poem as solemn as ‘A Hymn to God the Father’ is no less punishingly punning in its refrain than the Ann More squib:






When thou hast done, thou hast not done,


For I have more.








In its final verse and refrain, the poem manages to transcend what might look like mere trickiness, referring as it does to Donne, his wife, and the sun/Son of God, to achieve a real sense of the tragic:






I have a sin of fear, that when I have spun


My last thread, I shall perish on the shore;


But swear by thy self, that at my death thy Son


Shall shine as he shines now, and heretofore;


And, having done that, Thou hast done,


I fear no More.








God the Father would indeed ‘have’ the Dean of St Paul’s in 1631, but only after preaching his final sermon, ‘Death’s Duel’:




Our very birth and entrance into this life is exitus a morte, an issue from death, for in our mother’s womb we are dead so, as that we do not know we live, not so much as we do in our sleep, neither is there any grave so close, or so putrid a prison, as the womb would be unto us, if we stayed in it beyond our time, or died there before our time.





Donne’s musings on the womb are reminiscent of his musings in the second stanza of ‘The Flea’:




In the womb the dead child kills the mother that conceived it, and is a murderer, nay a parricide, even after it is dead.





Donne continues with his familiar Jesuitical jousting:




But then this exitus a morte is but introitus in mortem, this issue, this deliverance from that death, the death of the womb, is an entrance, a delivering over to another death, the manifold deaths of this world. We have a winding sheet in our Mother’s womb, which grows with us from our conception, and we come into the world, wound up in that winding sheet, for we come to seek a grave.





No wonder, then, that Donne should so happily pose in his shroud for an artist. He kept the drawing of himself by his bedside and turned to it constantly. Punning to the end, his last words were, ‘Thy Kingdom come, Thy Will be done.’


PAUL MULDOON
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