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         ‘Taking as his starting point a sentence that has intrigued him for years or, in some cases, come into his ken more recently, Brian Dillon in Suppose a Sentence ranges through the centuries exploring the associations of what he observes and discovers about his object of study and its writer, through biographical anecdote, linguistic speculation, and a look at related writings. This rich and various collection resembles a beguiling, inspiriting conversation with a personable and wry intelligence who keeps you happily up late, incites you to note some follow-up reading, and opens your eyes further to the multifarious syntactical and emotional capacities of even a few joined words of English. Enjoyable and thought-provoking reading!’

         — Lydia Davis, author of Can’t and Won’t

         
             

         

         ‘Dillon has brilliantly reinvented the commonplace book in this witty, erudite, and addictively readable guide to the sentences that have stayed with him over the years.’

         — Jenny Offill, author of Weather

         
             

         

         ‘Brian Dillon is one of the true treasures of contemporary literature – a critic and essayist of unmatched style, sensitivity and purpose – and Suppose a Sentence is a book only he could have written. It’s an inspired celebration of the sentence as a self-sufficient artform, and reading it has reinvigorated my sense of the possibilities of writing itself.’

         — Mark O’Connell, author of Notes from an Apocalypse

         
             

         

         ‘Reading Brian Dillon’s brilliant book, I was repeatedly struck – because each one of the book’s short sections is a wholly captivating demonstration of this fact – that a sentence, just a single sentence, can hold and release an event. “Close reading”, in Dillon’s hands, starts to look like a form of “close living”: a life-practice that makes an everyday value out of paying serious, open-minded attention, especially to what is hard to understand.’

         — Kate Briggs, author of This Little Art

         
             

         

         4‘Brian Dillon has a way with and among ideas, rather an unusual one. His acute noticing supposes, as he says along with Gertrude Stein, a singular sentence in some text of these wildly differing authors, and then expands upon that notice, moving us around within and without the very particular wording to the everything else around. He dives in for some detail(s) of each called upon part of a whole, surprising us and himself by his swerves and metaswerves, offering them delightedly up to a joint self-awareness in the reading. Very close-up and personal, the style wrapping around itself, like the ouroboros, this animal waiting to be found.’

         — Mary Ann Caws, author of Creative Gatherings

         
             

         

         ‘A learned, spirited foray into what makes a sentence tick.’

         — Kirkus

         
             

         

         Praise for Essayism

         
             

         

         ‘[A] wonderful, subtle and deceptively fragmentary little book … Dillon is a literary flaneur in the tradition of Baudelaire and Walter Benjamin – it is its own kind of self-made masterpiece.’

         — John Banville, Irish Times

         
             

         

         ‘It’s short, digressive, teasing, dilettantish, circular, and it reads like some delicate, wandering combination of Roland Barthes’s Camera Lucida and E. M. Cioran’s longer aphorisms. … As [Dillon] examines his examples of essayism, and steadily reveals more of himself, so his own work joins those cherished selections, enacting in sentence after fine sentence the theory it modestly abjured.’

         — James Wood, New Yorker

         
             

         

         ‘[W]ritten in lucid, exacting and unsentimental prose, Essayism is a vital book for people who turn to art – and especially writing – for consolation.’

         — Lauren Elkin, Guardian

         
             

         

         5‘It is somewhat unseemly for a critic to confess that their immediate reaction to a book is one of unremitting envy. But Brian Dillon’s study of the essay is so careful and precise in its reading of a constellation of authors – Derrida and Barthes, Didion and Sontag, Browne and Burton, Woolf and Carlos Williams, Cioran and Perec – that my overall feeling was jealousy … The book, ultimately, is about how literature can make a difference. It is a beautiful and elegiac volume. I can give no greater compliment than to say that having read it, I re-read it.’

         — Stuart Kelly, New Statesman

         
             

         

         ‘Brian Dillon could easily have written another book about the essay – its hallmarks, history, current role in literary turf wars, etc. What a relief, then, to find his Essayism navigating away, in its opening pages, from such a project, and turning instead toward this surprising, probing, edifying, itinerant, and eventually quite moving book, which serves as both an autobiographia literaria and a vital exemplar of how deeply literature and language can matter in a life.’

         — Maggie Nelson, author of The Argonauts

         
             

         

         ‘Partly memoir, partly disquisition on mortal peril and how to read your way through (some of) it, this is a brilliantly adventurous, clever and moving book.’

         — Joanna Kavenna, Literary Review

         
             

         

         ‘Dillon is a mournful, witty and original writer.’

         — Parul Sehgal, New York Times

         
             

         

         ‘Erudite and elegiac … Essayism is a constellation of close readings, its arguments coming to the fore through the repetition and rhyme between its sections. Dillon can locate the single comma or dash whose placement somehow sums up a writer’s aesthetic commitments (he does especially graceful work with Hardwick’s sentences).’

         — Will Rees, Times Literary Supplement6
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            ‘Unless for some perverts the sentence is a body?’

            — Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text (1973)

            
                

            

            ‘You can never know enough, never work enough, never use the infinitives and participles oddly enough, never impede the movement harshly enough, never leave the mind quickly enough.’

            — Anne Carson, Short Talks (1992)18
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            SENSIBILITY AS STRUCTURE

         

         Or maybe a short sentence after all, a fragment in fact, a simple cry, of pain or pleasure, or succession of same, of the same cries that is, compounded, and spoken at the last, in extremis, or another sort of beast entirely, whose unmeaning cry is just an overture, before the sentence sets in distinguished motion its several parallel clauses, as though it were a creature with at least four legs (‘Every sentence was once an animal,’ says Emerson), so slowly but deliberately intent on its progress, so stately in its procession, so lavish in attention to the world it passes through, so exacting in the concentration it demands in turn, that—what?—here already the sentence swerves, and although you are sure you’ve caught the sense the shape has begun to elude you, as if the animal in question were squirming or shaking itself loose of your grip, or turning to bite you and then take off, against all entreaties, into a mist of metaphor, where you must follow, closing the gate of this punctuation mark behind you; and on the other side everything is both less certain and suddenly, swimmingly, closer at hand: the sentence stops and looks around and starts comparing itself to the action of a drug, to the light-sucking lens of a camera or the slow apparition of an image (let’s say a face) on photographic paper, to festive decorations enchained about a church, or a storm speeding across the lake towards the place where its writer is sitting, or, or, or the sentence, which considers itself very modern, has grown tired of such figural adventures, not to speak of the antiquary’s accumulation of clauses and subclauses, so that you start to notice, start to notice certain acts of repetition (Repetition. But also. Interruption.) that give the sentence a faceted, crystalline quality it will always 20ever after possess, whether it wants to talk about sickness and health, about the sunlight outside Rome, a New York afternoon, a white boy who wants to be black, or the disappearing sun in day time, even if it is short, even if it is long, even (especially) if it still aspires to its old elegance, the lofty periods, the plush vocabulary, on which subject, by the way, the sentence has been taking notes—a sample from the archive: slumgullion, mandrelled, greaved, eidetic, soricine, macula, flimmering, glop, exorb, chthonic, brumous, moil, ort, flygolding, chlamys—and keeping tabs, in case these riches come in useful, because who can say what the sentence will need or want in the future, what expansions or contractions it may endure or enjoy, what knowledge need to muster and deploy, whose speech to steal and celebrate, where to be heard the rhythms it needs to live, to live and let slip your overly attentive attention, interesting itself in things and bodies and abstractions that you no longer recognize and whose names and outlines you will have to entrust to the slippery sentence itself, which it turns out knows more than you do, knows when to seize on and worry the world and when to let go, as it’s doing now, and go skittering away from you (its maker not its keeper), beating the bounds of its invisible domain.

         
             

         

         For about twenty-five years I have been copying sentences into the back pages of whatever notebook I happen to be using, using mostly for other purposes. The brand, style and quality of these notebooks has changed a few times, but not their dimensions, or not much: they are all more or less A5, paperback-sized, at home in the hand or on the desk. Of course there are sentences elsewhere in these books: even the briefest, most telegraphic, verbless note is a sentence of sorts. And then there are the 21quotations and paraphrases from books, descriptions of people and places and things, as well as rough drafts of sentences later to be properly written, or not written. But the end-of-notebook sentences are different, even if some of them come from books I’m reviewing and so on. Unconnected to duty or deadlines, to projects per se, they compose a parallel timeline—of what?

         I suppose the word is: affinity. On the bookshelves behind me as I’m writing now, there are forty-five of those notebooks, a phalanx of black spines interrupted by the occasional red or blue, and even one or two spiral bindings. One day, I might track down others, which are lost among books and papers, and put the whole lot in chronological order. For now, choose a notebook from the shelves at random, and who knows what sliver of time will come with it, or what sentences. Here are some examples from a notebook I was using late in 2009. Walter Benjamin: ‘Our life, it can be said, is a muscle strong enough to contract the whole of historical time.’ Walter Pater: ‘In aesthetic criticism the first step towards seeing one’s object as it really is, is to know one’s own impression as it really is.’ (This one, it turns out, is extracted from a longer sentence in The Renaissance.) Tim Robinson: ‘Of course the justness of a word sometimes resides in the precise degree of discomfort it inflicts.’ Robinson again: ‘All you can feel is the cold, flowing down from the pulseless heart of the icefield.’ D. H. Lawrence: ‘And my diamond might be coal or soot, and my theme is carbon.’ Finally, a fragment from a sentence, unattributed: ‘had fitted, as the air for human breath, so the clouds….’ (It is by John Ruskin.) Apart from the dismaying maleness of this selection, and some progress away from the abstractions of history and aesthetics towards the particulars of geology and weather, I notice something else. The first 22three sentences seem the sort of thing I might have saved for subsequent quotation; they sound self-assured, prodding their general points home. Between the two sentences from Robinson—an incomparable essayist on earth and atmosphere—everything changes. What did I think I was seeing in these other sentences? Or hearing, or hoping to emulate? With the first three, it’s obvious: an epigrammatic snap, some truth at odds with received wisdom, a relevance to writing, a degree of portability: as a critic, I can imagine insinuating any one of them into an essay or review. Maybe not without a little pomp and satisfaction. But the others? How to say, because this must be the word, what I love there?

         
             

         

         Some of the twenty-seven sentences this book is about are derived from those notebook pages; out of a teeming sky of inscriptions, these are the few that shine more brightly and for the moment compose a pattern. But constellations are accidents of our limited vantage point, and this one could easily vanish, in fact has already folded into the larger design (if that is what it is) of all the sentences I found, or found again, once I realized I was writing a book about sentences. About may not be the right word—better towards or among. I knew at once that I had no general theory of the sentence, no prescriptive attitude towards the sentence, nor aspired to write its history. If I must (and I felt I must) write about my relationship with sentences, I would have to follow my instinct for the particular. Thus twenty-seven essays of varied lengths—I was aiming for twenty-five, and overshot—each of which looks at, or wanders away from, a single sentence.

         The piece on Elizabeth Hardwick came first, Hardwick who believed (as Darryl Pinckney put it) that 23sensibility is structure. I wondered if it was enough to extract a sentence and hope something would ramify from there, like a crystal. When I started, I had not yet read Roland Barthes’s essay about seven sentences in Flaubert: ‘We must never forget in our commentaries and digressions that our point of departure is the shattering obviousness of an object of language that we have cut from its discursive artifice, its ideological artificiality.’ I was attracted to this image of reading as cutting, as if the critic’s eye were akin to the collagist’s scalpel. I began to think of this book as having something in common with photomontage, an art of excision and juxtaposition. Or the single sentence as a Duchampian readymade, an object (coat rack, urinal, snow shovel) plucked from its context and made enigmatic, if not abstract. What if my writing about these sentences succeeded only in making them more opaque?

         I had other models in mind too. I’ve always relished the invitation, which has sometimes come my way, to write about a single thing: one poem, one work of art, one image, best of all one photograph—a film still, for example. (Susan Sontag: ‘A photograph could also be described as a quotation, which makes a book of photographs like a book of quotations.’) At the art and culture quarterly Cabinet, where I’ve been a contributing editor for years, there’s a tradition of asking writers to compose a response to an artefact of the magazine’s choosing. It might be a colour, or a found object the editors will provide but refuse to identify. (Sometimes even the editors have not recognized the thing.) The exercise or constraint encourages, or so one hopes, an intensified attention, though the extreme of concentration may also take the writer far away from the thing itself. It’s a perilous writerly challenge, always on the 24verge of preciousness, treating its object as a talisman or curiosity. The best respondents embrace the delirium of the experiment, such as the poet Wayne Koestenbaum, whose short book Notes on Glaze—eighteen investigations of eighteen photographs—has been frequently on my mind. Koestenbaum, who writes elsewhere: ‘We commit a cruelty against existence if we do not interpret it to death.’

         
             

         

         Found objects—but found by whom? Could I write a book about sentences that were chosen by other people? I liked the idea but baulked at the practice. What if I hated the sentence, or its writer? Of course I could ask for the texts to be anonymized, like undergraduate essays, or like the gobbets of poetry in I. A. Richard’s famous 1920s experiment in practical criticism. But then I would try to guess, which is boring, or be tempted to google, which is despicable. No, I would have to choose the sentences myself, and accept the limitations of my knowledge and taste, the dimensions of my prejudice.

         I allowed myself some rules, and imposed certain freedoms. For instance, if I was sufficiently attracted to a sentence that I copied it out in the new notebook I had reserved for this project, or transferred it from an old one, there was no going back. I had to write about that sentence, and not choose another from the same work or by the same author, let alone drop both from the list. This meant that working on my book referred most of the time to a frenzy of hesitation. I broke the rule only once—au revoir, Francis Ponge—but there are writers whose names appear in the notebook, with no sentence attached, and who later dropped out, because I lost interest, or could not find the right sentence or, shamefully, in at least one case, found I was not up to the task. Some of these 25losses would have been unthinkable to me when I started. To my surprise, there are no sentences here from Robert Burton, Edgar Allan Poe, Herman Melville, James Joyce, W. G. Sebald or Lydia Davis. No Emily Dickinson, no T. S. Eliot, no John Ashbery (I have neglected, but not completely, the sentence in poetry). No Proust—no Proust! Also no aphorisms or epigrams, no one-liners such as you’d find, funny or profound, in La Rochefoucauld, Oscar Wilde or E. M. Cioran. I had written too much about those well-formed philosophical fragments before, and they were too self-contained, too full of themselves, for my purposes here. I wanted sentences that would open under my gaze, not preserve or project their perfection.

         One more thing this book would not do, at least directly: tell you how to write a great sentence. I have nothing against works that advise on the composition of good prose, and some of these have proved invaluable: books by Virginia Tufte, Stanley Fish and Joe Moran. Best of all: Lydia Davis’s lectures on her own perfectionist notebook-keeping. But my book is not a how to. Still less a how not to, because I do have an allergy to polemics against bad writing, which are usually scolding and conservative, tending to dull defences of the ‘plain style’, and droning on about the perils of ‘jargon’, all the while deaf to their own obnoxious and excluding conventions. There will be no mention (apart from this one) of George Orwell’s ‘Politics and the English Language’ in this book, no diatribes against ‘foreign words and expressions’. They are all foreign, waiting to be found.

         
             

         

         Not this, not that—the truth is I wanted to write a book that was all positives, all pleasure, only about good things. Beautiful sentences, William H. Gass wrote, are 26‘rare as eclipses’. I went chasing eclipses: those moments of reading when the light changes, some darker lustre takes over, things (words) seem suddenly obscure, even in the simplest sentence, and you find you have to look twice, more than twice. (In some cases I’m lagging as a reader behind translators who have been there before me, even interpreted a sentence that I cannot, remaking it; I’ve tried to acknowledge their writerly presence.) In 1853, the poet and critic Matthew Arnold proposed what he called literary ‘touchstones’, those privileged moments that constitute the best of what has been thought and written, against which the relative worth of other works can be assessed. For good reasons, this is no longer a reputable way to think about literature: the texture of flux and design disappearing in the preservation of mere relics. So, not a treasury, then—something closer, I hope, to a kind of commonplace book, product of haphazard notation, ad hoc noticing.

         Except, of course, it is not that: the raw notebook would be indecipherable, self-involved. And while I very much like the idea of a book made only of quotations, a cento without glosses, notes or scholium, not even Benjamin, who aspired to something of the sort in his Arcades Project, could refrain from commentary and give himself up completely to the dialectic dance of fragments. In each of the twenty-seven pieces that follow, I’ve tried to describe the affinity I feel for the individual sentence, perhaps also for the work it came from and the writer who composed it, but without my figuring in advance how much analysis, how much context, how much rapture or digression I would include. I wrote, as it were, with my nose to the page, wrote for the first time in my life without a plan of the whole in mind, wrote from one fragment to the next, feeling for the route that affinity 27might take me. As for thematic connections, all I will say is that a remarkable number seem to be about death and disappearance.

         A word about extent and structure. The length of an essay does not say anything about the sentence which is its subject or starting point. In fact, there are sentences here, both celebrated and obscure, to which I wish I could have responded only with a single perfect sentence of my own. The book is organized chronologically, according to the dates of the sentences’ first publication. Any other design, except perhaps an alphabetical one, seemed to work against the residual logic of the notebook, and against my hope that affinities—of tone, rhythm, grammar, word choice, architecture, worldview, argument, interests, personality, style in all its senses—would emerge in time, as the sentences asserted their material, immaterial presence and worked the miracle of their spectral persistence.

         
             

         

         London, April 2020
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            WHAT, GONE WITHOUT A WORD?

         

         
            ‘O, o, o, o.’

            — William Shakespeare

         

         In Shakespeare, last words are rarely the last. ‘O, I die, Horatio,’ Hamlet declares about fifty lines from the end of the play that bears his name, and six lines before his own finish. His actual end follows, famously: ‘—the rest is silence.’ Not quite, or not always. There are three variant texts of Hamlet, and in at least one the Dane dies differently: ‘—the rest is silence. O, o, o, o.’ What are they telling us, these four diminishing ‘O’s? (Or is it five? The full stop, you might say, is the last and smallest circle.) ‘O’ is everywhere in Shakespeare, as proclamation and sometimes as oral or typographic pun: ‘this little O, the earth’—which might also be the Globe theatre. Scholars say that Othello’s ‘O! O! O!’, uttered after he has murdered Desdemona, is a single roar of guilt and horror, not three discrete cries. Nearing the end of his life, Lear also cries ‘O, O, O, O!’ Lady Macbeth’s ‘O, o, o’ is heard by her doctor as a series of ‘sighs’. And Hamlet’s ‘O, o, o, o’? It is surely nothing more or less than the vocal expression, precisely, of silence. ‘O’ is the tragic apotheosis of zero.
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            FAIR HOPES OF ENDING ALL

         

         
            ‘Wee have a winding sheete in our Mothers wombe, which growes with us from our conception, and wee come into the world, wound up in that winding sheet, for wee come to seeke a grave; And as prisoners discharg’d of actions may lye for fees; so when the wombe hath discharg’d us, yet we are bound to it by cordes of flesh, by such a string as that wee cannot goe thence, nor stay there.’

            — John Donne

         

         The poet and preacher John Donne died from stomach cancer in the spring of 1631. He had likely been sick for a year, but continued in his office of dean at St Paul’s Cathedral, where his weekly sermons were admired for their erudition, piety, and extremes of metaphorical invention. When illness made him quit the capital for his daughter’s house in Essex, rumours arose that Donne was already dead, or was feigning his distemper. Gathering his strength, he returned to London in March, quite sensible of his hourly decline but resolved to deliver a last sermon, at the palace of Whitehall before King Charles I and his court. As Donne’s first biographer Izaak Walton tells us, the poet’s friends were appalled at his appearance—he had left about him ‘but so much flesh as did only cover his bones’—and they tried to dissuade him from his homiletic duty. When he rose as appointed on the first day of Lent and in a hollow voice began to speak of dissolution, decay, and the life to come, it seemed to them that he had composed his own funeral oration.

         Such was Donne’s devout insouciance in the face of death that in the days before he spoke the sermon, and 30in it this astonishing sentence, he contrived a visual counterpart, his own ghastly monument. He summoned a painter to his sickroom, who found the learned dean shrouded head to foot, his eyes closed and limbs arranged as if already in the grave. Donne had the resulting portrait set by his bedside so he could look upon it in his last days—as the critic Frank Kermode put it, the dying man seemed possessed of an ‘almost histrionic composure’. It was on this picture (now lost) that the sculptor Nicholas Stone based the monument to Donne that still stands in St Paul’s. An engraving from the same source formed the frontispiece to the final sermon when it was published in 1632: here is the ailing divine embarked on his ultimate spiritual migration, oblivious to the world of flesh even as he makes us stare at its grisly remnant.

         In print, the sermon is called ‘Deaths Duell,’ though Donne never titled his sermons: nothing came before the biblical quotation that gave each one its subject and its structure. In this case the lesson is from Psalm 68, verse 20: ‘And unto God the Lord belong the issues of death.’ As was sermonic convention, Donne approaches this ambiguous line via an explicit tripartite plan. His task as preacher is, first, closely to read this text for its diverse meanings; second, to set it in the context of biblical and theological authority; third, to lay out nakedly, in a kind of moral anatomy, the lessons and models that may be taken away. ‘Deaths Duell’ begins with another triad: a somewhat distracting architectural conceit by which Donne thinks of the psalmic text as a building, with foundations, buttresses, and joints or ‘contignations’. But we are soon amid the fundamental truths of the text, of which there are also three. ‘And unto God the Lord belong the issues of death’ means: He will deliver us from death, to eternal life; in death, because he will 31save us from undue suffering; and by death, for this trial is necessary to attain our reward.

         So far so schematic, so theologically and rhetorically conventional. But ‘Deaths Duell’ is also a cabinet of baroque horrors, a repository of gruesome images cast in sentences that are themselves errant or deformed. In spite of Donne’s insistence on our deliverance, and his own, into eternal life, it seems at the same time that death never ends, that it reigns either side of the actual event of our leave-taking. The world, writes Donne, ‘is but an universal church-yard, but our common grave; and the life and motion that the greatest persons have in it, is but as the shaking of buried bodies in their graves, by an earth-quake.’ So too, one might say, the text of his sermon itself, which is planted everywhere with corpses, some of which are in disguise as living persons. There is, of course, the noisome reality of the grave, and our being gnawed away by worms. But the most pristine picture of health is shadowed by death: even in youth, even in our infancy, even in the womb, we are already dying.

         The deliciously dismal effect of all this unceasing decease is partly a matter of Donne’s prose style. He wrote at a time when—better to say, he quickened the process whereby—in English the orotund Ciceronian period, a balanced type of sentence made of hierarchical clauses, complexly deferring its dying fall (or alternatively: its o altitudo!), was being shaken loose by a less formal, Senecan, model—a sentence onto the end of which one could dash new clauses, carelessly. Donne could do Ciceronian, for sure: in his 160 surviving sermons, there are many exquisitely ordered examples. In ‘Deaths Duell’, he even deploys a neatly balanced sentence to tell us that life and death conspire to produce, precisely, a circular Ciceronian period: ‘As the first part of a 32sentence peeces wel with the last, and never respects, never hearkens after the parenthesis that comes betweene, so doth a good life here flow into an eternall life, without any consideration, what manner of death wee dye.’

         More frequently in Donne, however, we encounter the loose sentence, which is paratactic, episodic, serial, and seems in ‘Deaths Duell’ the aptest form to describe the unending triumph of death. And the sentence that does this best in the sermon is this one: ‘Wee have a winding sheete in our Mothers wombe, which growes with us from our conception, and we come into the world, wound up in that winding sheet, for wee come to seeke a grave; And as prisoners discharg’d of actions may lye for fees; so when the wombe hath discharg’d us, yet we are bound to it by cordes of flesh, by such a string, as that wee cannot goe thence, nor stay there.’ At this point, Donne has already invited us, his congregation, to imagine the infant in the womb, sightless and without sound, being ‘fed with blood’ and ‘fitted for workes of darkenes’. Why so monstrous, vampiric even? Because the child is like a worm that feeds on the body of its mother; but also resembles a corpse in the grave, that breeds then kills worms when the body is spent. A grotesque chain of associations is forged here, of which our sentence is the last rotten link, with its suggestion that the caul or amniotic membrane is itself a shroud, and the umbilical cord a chain by which at birth we are imprisoned. At the end of the sentence, it’s clear not only that death rules in the midst of life—a predictable enough idea—but that life is exactly a state of being-between, almost undead.

         Thrilled on its way by the already complete metaphor in the first clause, the logic of the sentence is inexorable, delirious. ‘Which’, ‘and’, ‘for’: a hideous plausibility is being built here, soon to be mirrored in the ‘and’, ‘so’, 33‘yet’ of the second half of the sentence. It’s possible to admire—that is, to fear and love—this sentence solely for the sleek, dire phrase at its centre: ‘for wee come to seeke a grave’. It might almost have served on its own, given how forcibly Donne has already insisted that death is present from conception. Instead, either side of this phrase, there hang more unwieldy images, barely contained by the syntax of argument. The legal metaphor—the discharged prisoner still has costs to pay, so remains in prison—is straight out of Donne the poet and student of law. But the remainder is more curious, even awkward, with its odd shift from plural to singular (‘cordes’ to ‘string’) and its weak, stringy phrasing: ‘as that wee cannot go thence’. In spite of various symmetries—the strong metaphors, the prepositions and conjunctions—I do not think the two halves of the sentence are equal. The first, ending at the grave, sounds all of a piece, held together by the newborn wail of all those w’s. The second part seems fractured by that extra semicolon, even if we know that it’s perfectly conventional for the time—the rhetorical punctuation (like Donne’s frequent italics) pointing more to sound than grammatical sense.

         In fact, in certain editions of ‘Deaths Duell’, the sentence is cloven after ‘seeke a grave’ and becomes two sentences; the first, I suppose, is ‘better’ than the second, sufficient and entire unto itself. In another version published not long after Donne’s death, our sentence is conjoined with the previous one, which already tells of ‘the death of the wombe’ and ‘the manifold deaths of this worlde’. And in still another text—the rendering favoured by the editors of the Oxford University Press edition of all the sermons—fully four (or possibly five) shorter sentences are gathered into one long one: a paratactic heap of language that makes a funeral of birth, a mother’s 34labour of life itself, and a swelling graveside mound of dirt out of such thoughts and their expression.

         I remain attached to the version above, which happens to be the first I read. Its morbid extravagance, its botched symmetry, its alliteration, its repetitions—womb and winding sheet, the doubled discharge—all seem to dramatize thought itself. (It’s these ‘peculiar convolutions,’ wrote Mario Praz, that keeps us coming back to Donne.) Perhaps the insight is swifter and more wittily expressed in the first half, but no matter. Or perhaps that is the point, because by the end of the sentence we are left hanging—or depending, as Donne liked to say. (Unable to advance or return, dangling or buried, doesn’t he sound now like one of those fretful, stilled narrators out of the late works of Samuel Beckett?) At the end of the sermon, Donne asked his listeners to depend upon the image of Christ crucified, just as he depended from the Cross. ‘There wee leave you in that blessed dependency,’ he said, knowing very soon his own cord would be cut.
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