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            ‘What a delightful book Super-Infinite is: companionable, astute, intimate in tone and clear-eyed in judgment, it brings Donne and his milieu to glorious life.’

            Nick Laird

            ‘There can be no better companion than Rundell in a bracing pursuit of John Donne. Throughout this sure-footed and eloquent biography, she encourages us to listen attentively to his many voices, and to the voices of those around him.’

            Diarmaid MacCulloch

            ‘Storytelling genius … Her sizzling prose blows away the cobwebs of academia and makes this a deeply satisfying, joyful read.’

            Lucy Jago

            ‘[A] brilliant leap into literary history … Her skill as a novelist shows us John Donne the man, so real, so eccentric, fizzing with talent, weird as hell; while her attention to detail makes her a historian of the first rank.’

            Dan Snow
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1
            INTRODUCTION

         

         I

         The power of John Donne’s words nearly killed a man. It was the late spring of 1623, on the morning of Ascension Day, and Donne had finally secured for himself celebrity, fortune and a captive audience. He had been appointed the Dean of St Paul’s Cathedral two years before: he was fifty-one, slim and amply bearded, and his preaching was famous across the whole of London. His congregation – merchants, aristocrats, actors in elaborate ruffs, the whole sweep of the city – came to his sermons carrying paper and ink,1 wrote down his finest passages and took them home to dissect and relish, pontificate and argue over. He often wept in the pulpit, in joy and in sorrow, and his audience would weep with him. His words, they said, could ‘charm the soul’.2

         That morning he was not preaching in his own church, but fifteen minutes’ easy walk across London at Lincoln’s Inn, where a new chapel was being consecrated. Word went out: wherever he was, people came flocking, often in their thousands, to hear him speak. That morning, too many people flocked. ‘There was a great concourse3 of noblemen and gentlemen’, and in among ‘the extreme press and thronging’, as they pushed closer to hear his words, men in the crowd were shoved to the ground and trampled. ‘Two or 2three were endangered, and taken up dead for the time.’ There’s no record of Donne halting his sermon; so it’s likely that he kept going in his rich, authoritative voice as the bruised men were carried off and out of sight.
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         II

         Just fifteen years before that, the same man finished a book and immediately put it away. He knew as he wrote it that 3it could be dangerous to him were it to be discovered. He was living in obscurity in Mitcham, in a cold house with thin walls and a noxious cellar that leaked ‘raw vapours’4 to the rooms above, distracted by a handful of gamesome and clamouring children. It was a book written in illness and poverty, to be read by almost no one. The book was called Biathanatos; a text which has claim to being the first full-length treatise on suicide written in English. It laid out, with painstaking precision, how often its author dreamed of killing himself.

         III

         A decade or so before, the same man, then about twenty-three years old, sat for a portrait. The painting was of a man who knew about fashion; he wore a hat big enough to sail a cat in, a big lace collar, an exquisite moustache. He positioned the pommel of his sword to be just visible, an accessory more than a weapon. Around the edge of the canvas was painted in Latin, ‘O Lady, lighten our darkness’;5 a not-quite-blasphemous misquotation of Psalm 17, his prayer addressed not to God but to a lover. And his beauty deserved walk-on music, rock-and-roll lute: all architectural jawline and hooked eyebrows. Those eyebrows were the author of some of the most celebratory and most lavishly sexed poetry ever written in English, shared among an intimate and loyal group of hyper-educated friends:4

         
            
               License my roving hands,6 and let them go

               Behind, before, above, between, below!

               O my America! My new-found land!

               My kingdom, safeliest when with one man manned!
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         5Sometime religious outsider and social disaster, sometime celebrity preacher and establishment darling, John Donne was incapable of being just one thing. He reimagined and reinvented himself, over and over: he was a poet, lover, essayist, lawyer, pirate, recusant, preacher, satirist, politician, courtier, chaplain to the King, dean of the finest cathedral in London. It’s traditional to imagine two Donnes – Jack Donne, the youthful rake, and Dr Donne, the older, wiser priest, a split Donne himself imagined in a letter to a friend – but he was infinitely more various and unpredictable than that.

         Donne loved the trans- prefix: it’s scattered everywhere across his writing – ‘transpose’, ‘translate’, ‘transport’, ‘transubstantiate’. In this Latin preposition – ‘across, to the other side of, over, beyond’ – he saw both the chaos and potential of us. We are, he believed, creatures born transformable. He knew of transformation into misery: ‘But O, self-traitor,7 I do bring/The spider love, which transubstantiates all/And can convert manna to gall’ – but also the transformation achieved by beautiful women: ‘Us she informed,8 but transubstantiates you’.

         And then there was the transformation of himself: from failure and penury, to recognition within his lifetime as one of the finest minds of his age; one whose work, if allowed under your skin, can offer joy so violent it kicks the metal out of your knees, and sorrow large enough to eat you. Because amid all Donne’s reinventions, there was a constant running through his life and work: he remained steadfast 6in his belief that we, humans, are at once a catastrophe and a miracle.

         There are few writers of his time who faced greater horror. Donne’s family history was one of blood and fire; a great-uncle was arrested in an anti-Catholic raid and executed: another was locked inside the Tower of London, where as a small schoolboy Donne visited him, venturing fearfully in among the men convicted to death. As a student, a young priest whom his brother had tried to shelter was captured, hanged, drawn and quartered. His brother was taken by the priest hunters at the same time, tortured and locked in a plague-ridden jail. At sea, Donne watched in horror and fascination as dozens of sailors burned to death. He married a young woman, Anne More, clandestine and hurried by love, and as a result found himself thrown in prison, spending dismayed ice-cold winter months first in a disease-ridden cell and then under house arrest. Once married, they were often poor, and at the mercy of richer friends and relations; he knew what it was to be jealous and thwarted and bitter. He was racked, over and over again, by life-threatening illnesses, with dozens of bouts of fever, aching throat, vomiting; at least three times it was believed he was dying. He lost, over the course of his life, six children: Francis at seven, Lucy at nineteen, Mary at three, an unnamed stillborn baby, Nicholas as an infant, another stillborn child. He lost Anne, at the age of thirty-three, her body destroyed by bearing twelve children. He thought often of sin, and miserable failure, and suicide. He believed 7us unique in our capacity to ruin ourselves: ‘Nothing but man,9 of all envenomed things,/Doth work upon itself with inborn sting’. He was a man who walked so often in darkness that it became for him a daily commute.

         But there are also few writers of his time who insisted so doggedly and determinedly on awe. His poetry is wildly delighted and captivated by the body – though broken, though doomed to decay – and by the ways in which thinking fast and hard were a sensual joy akin to sex. He kicked aside the Petrarchan traditions of idealised, sanitised desire: he joyfully brought the body to collide with the soul. He wrote: ‘one might almost say10 her body thought.’ In his sermons, he reckoned us a disaster, but the most spectacular disaster that has ever been. As he got older he grew richer, harsher, sterner and drier, yet he still asserted: ‘it is too little11 to call Man a little world; except God, man is a diminutive to nothing. Man consists of more pieces, more parts, than the world doth, nay, than the world is.’ He believed our minds could be forged into citadels against the world’s chaos: he wrote in a verse letter, ‘be thine own palace,12 or the world’s thy jail.’ Tap a human, he believed, and they ring with the sound of infinity.

         Joy and squalor: both Donne’s life and work tell that it is fundamentally impossible to have one without taking up the other. You could try, but you would be so coated in the unacknowledged fear of being forced to look, that what purchase could you get on the world? Donne saw, analysed, lived alongside, even saluted corruption and death. He was 8often hopeless, often despairing, and yet still he insisted at the very end: it is an astonishment to be alive, and it behoves you to be astonished.

         
            *

         

         How much of Donne remains to us? Those who love Donne have no choice but to relish the challenge of piecing him together from a patchwork of what we do and do not know. He is there in his work, always; but there are moments in his life where we must work out from fragments and clues what it was that he was doing: there is a long gap in his childhood, another after university, more after his marriage, and in his later years he flickers in and out of sight. Time eats your paperwork, and it has eaten some of his. We have, for instance, not yet discovered any diaries, no books of household notes or accounts. There are no manuscript drafts of poems – we have only one English poem in his own handwriting – and so no evidence of him at work, building the verse from false starts and scratches. He burned all his friends’ letters to him after they died; a letter was, for him, akin to an extension of the living person, and should not exist without its parent – so we have no gossipy to-and-fros in the letter archive.

         But what remains is a miracle; because a colossal amount of Donne’s work has been rescued from time’s hunger, remarkable in the period for its variety and sweep.

         There are two long prose treatises on religious questions, 9one of which – an attack on the Jesuits called Ignatius His Conclave – is racy and explosive and delicious, and the other of which – an argument that Catholics must take the Oath of Allegiance to the King, called Pseudo-Martyr – is so dense it would be swifter to eat it than to read it. There are thirty-one pieces of half satirical, half serious prose writing called the Problems and Paradoxes: essays with stings in them, and the Essays in Divinity, which are hyper-learned disquisitions on various books of the Bible. There is Biathanatos, his treatise on suicide, an interrogation of sin and conscience. There are the Devotions upon Emergent Occasions, a collection of twenty-three meditations on humanity, written at breakneck speed during a near-fatal illness in the very teeth of what Donne believed was going to be his death. (Having published them within weeks of writing them, he went on to survive another eight years.) There are 160 sermons, dating from 1615 to 1631 – six of which were published during his lifetime, the rest collected by his son into three great luxurious folios after his death.

         There are 230 letters, to his friends, patrons and employers, the majority of which were also collected and published posthumously by his son, John Donne junior. John junior had a bad habit, when editing the letters, of removing all dates and changing the names of the addressees to make his father’s early acquaintance seem more high-flying and high-society, so dating and attributing them is an ongoing and gargantuan task. Anyone turning to the prose letters seeking disquisitions on politics or news of his love affairs 10would be disappointed; Donne lived under a state which both censored and spied on its citizens, and his letters are largely – though not solely – practicalities. Will you come for dinner? I am ill. Might you give me money? Can you find me work? (Or, more accurately, because a significant portion of the letters are outrageous pieces of flattery: you are so ravishingly exquisite, can you find me work?)

         And there are the poems: about two hundred of them, totalling just over 9,100 lines.13 In among those lines are epithalamia – poems written to salute a marriage – and obsequies – poems written to mourn a death. There are satires, religious verse, and about forty verse letters, a tradition he loved; poems of anything from twelve to 130 lines, carrying news, musings on virtue and God, and declarations of how richly he treasures the friend to whom he is writing. The idea of writing letters in verse wasn’t his own – Petrarch did it, and the tradition dates all the way back to Ovid, whose Heroides are imagined verse letters by the wronged heroines of Roman and Greek myths – but Donne seems to have used the form14 more than any other poet of his lifetime. There was something in the way a verse letter could elevate the details of the day-to-day and render it sharp-edged and memorable that he cherished. It appealed to the part of him that wanted his own brand of intense precision to suffuse everything he touched.

         And then there is the work Donne is most famous for; the love poetry and the erotic verse. To call anyone the ‘best’ of anything is a brittle kind of game – but if you wanted to 11play it, Donne is the greatest writer of desire in the English language. He wrote about sex in a way that nobody ever has, before or since: he wrote sex as the great insistence on life, the salute, the bodily semaphore for the human living infinite. The word most used across his poetry, apart from ‘and’ and ‘the’, is ‘love’.

         This body of surviving work is enough, taken together, to make the case that Donne was one of the finest writers in English: that he belongs up alongside Shakespeare, and that to let him slowly fall out of the common consciousness would be as foolish as discarding a kidney or a lung. The work cuts through time to us: but his life also cannot be ignored – because the imagination that burns through his poetry was the same which attempted to manoeuvre through the snake pit of the Renaissance court. This book, then, hopes to do both: both to tell the story of his life, and to point to the places in his work where his words are at their most singular: where his words can be, for a modern reader, galvanic. His work still has the power to be transformative. This is both a biography of Donne and an act of evangelism.

         
            *

         

         You cannot claim a man is an alchemist and fail to lay out the gold. This, then, is an undated poem, probably written for Anne More, some time in his twenties, known as ‘Love’s Growth’ –12

         
            
               I scarce believe my love to be so pure

               As I had thought it was,

               Because it doth endure

               Vicissitude and season as the grass;

               Methinks I lied all Winter, when I swore

               My love was infinite, if Spring make’t more.

               But if this med’cine, love, which cures all sorrow

               With more, not only be no quìntessence,

               But mixed of all stuffs paining soul or sense,

               And of the Sun his working vigour borrow,

               Love’s not so pure and abstract as they use

               To say, which have no mistress but their Muse;

               But, as all else being elemented too,

               Love sometimes would contèmplate, sometimes do.

            

            
               And yet not greater, but more eminent,

               Love by the Spring is grown,

               As in the firmament

               Stars by the Sun are not enlarged but shown.

               Gentle love-deeds, as blossoms on a bough,

               From love’s awakened root do bud out now.

               If as in water stirred more circles be

               Produced by one, love such additions take;

               Those, like to many spheres, but one heaven make,

               For they are all concentric unto thee;

               And though each Spring do add to love new heat—13

               As princes do in times of action get

               New taxes, and remit them not in peace—

               No winter shall abate the spring’s increase.

            

         

         Read the opening stanza and all the oxygen in a five-mile radius rushes to greet you. It’s a poem with gleeful tricks and puns in it. ‘But if this med’cine, love, which cures all sorrow/With more’ is a small, private gift for Anne More; no matter how many millions of other people have read it since, the poem was different for her. Donne baked time’s accumulation and love’s accumulation with it into the structure of the poem: twenty-four ten-syllable lines,15 plus four of six (equalling twenty-four): the hours in the day. Seven rhymes per stanza: the days in the week. Twenty-eight lines in the poem: the days in a lunar month, each day part of love’s growth.

         Love, he writes, is a mixture of elemental things: ‘as all else being elemented too’ – and so ‘love sometimes would contemplate, sometimes do.’ Donne is more daring than he sounds: the thirteenth-century theologian Thomas Aquinas’s ideal was the ‘Mixed Life’, one of contemplation and action. Donne hijacks the Aquinian ideal for his own erotic purpose: the do is sex. It’s the same impulse as in another poem, ‘The Ecstasy’, where bodies must join as well as minds, ‘else a great prince in prison lies.’ True sex, he insists, is soul played out in flesh.

         ‘Love’s Growth’ hangs on the idea of apparently infinite love, made more – which, once you have read all that he 14wrote, is wholly unsurprising. John Donne was an infinity merchant; the word is everywhere in his work. More than infinity: super-infinity. A few years before his own death, Donne preached a funeral sermon for Magdalen Herbert, mother of the poet George Herbert, a woman who had been his patron and friend. Magdalen, he wrote, would ‘dwell bodily16 with that righteousness, in these new heavens and new earth, for ever and ever and ever, and infinite and super-infinite forevers’. In a different sermon, he wrote of how we would one day be with God in ‘an infinite, a super-infinite, an unimaginable space, millions of millions of unimaginable spaces in heaven’. He loved to coin formations with the super- prefix: super-edifications, super-exaltation,17 super-dying, super-universal, super-miraculous. It was part of his bid to invent a language that would reach beyond language, because infinite wasn’t enough: both in heaven, but also here and now on earth, Donne wanted to know something larger than infinity. It was absurd, grandiloquent, courageous, hungry.

         That version of Donne – excessive, hungry, longing – is everywhere in the love poetry. Sometimes it was worn lightly: who has yet written about nudity with more glee, more jokes? In ‘To His Mistress Going to Bed’, written in his twenties, the speaker attempts to coax his lover out of her clothes:

         
            
               Full nakedness! All joys are due to thee:

               As souls unbodied, bodies unclothed must be

               To taste whole joys.15

            

         

         The poem could be seen as one of domineering masculinity, except that at the end of it there’s a joke: only the man stands naked. ‘To teach thee, I am naked first; why then/What need’st thou have more cov’ring than a man?’

         Then there is the wilder, defiantly odd Donne, typified by the poem for which most people know him, ‘The Flea’. The speaker watches a flea crawl over the body of the woman he desires:

         
            
               Mark but this flea, and mark in this

               How little that which thou deny’st me is;

               Me it sucked first, and now sucks thee,

               And in this flea, our two bloods mingled be.

            

         

         When the poem was first printed in 1633, the typographers used the ‘long s’, a letter that looks almost identical to an f, for the words ‘sucked’ and ‘suck’: which offers readers of the third line another, more extravagant rendering.18

         In ‘Love’s Progress’, he summons up the outlandish edge of sex. He describes a woman’s mouth:

         
            
               There in a creek, where chosen pearls do swell,

               The remora, her cleaving tongue doth dwell.

            

         

         The remora is a sucking fish; it was supposed, according to Pliny the Elder, to have the ability to haul ships to a stop in the ocean. Not many women dream of having their tongues compared to semi-mythical sea creatures – but, as 16with his flea, it’s his way of embodying the strangenesses of human fleshy desire. He allows himself to end on a major chord, a switch to bawdy lusting:

         
            
               Rich Nature in women wisely made

               Two purses, and their mouths aversely laid:

               They, then, which to the lower tribute owe,

               That way which that exchequer looks must go;

               He which doth not, his error is as great

               As who by clyster gives the stomach meat.

            

         

         Donne seems to deserve19 the questionable recognition of being the first to so use ‘purse’ for female genitalia. The ‘exchequer’ implies that those who travel down the body must pay a tax: and ejaculate is the fitting tribute. (Men were believed to need a huge amount of blood to form sperm within the body: a ratio of 40:1.) A ‘clyster’ is an enema tube which was used to carry nutrients to the body via the rectum. The argument – that those who don’t consummate love are as mad and upside-down as those who try to nourish the body via the anus – has teeming desire in it, but very much resists the tradition of Petrarchan flowers. It refuses to be pretty, because sex is not and because Donne does not, in his love poetry, insist on sweetness: he does not play the ‘my lady is a perfect dove’ game beloved by those who came before him. What good is perfection to humans? It’s a dead thing. The urgent, the bold, the witty, the sharp: all better than perfection.17

         There is the meat and madness of sex in his work – but, more: Donne’s poetry believed in finding eternity through the human body of one other person. It is for him akin to sacrament.20 Sacramentum is the translation in the Latin Bible for the Greek word for mystery: and Donne knew it when he wrote, ‘We die and rise the same, and prove/Mysterious by this love.’ He knew awe: ‘All measure, and all language,21 I should pass/Should I tell what a miracle she was.’ And in ‘The Ecstasy’, love is both a mystery and its solution. He needed to invent a word, ‘unperplex’, to explain:

         
            
               ‘This ecstasy doth unperplex,’

               We said, ‘and tell us what we love …’

            

            
               But as all several souls contain

               Mixture of things, they know not what,

               Love these mixed souls doth mix again,

               And makes both one, each this and that.

            

         

         ‘Each this and that’: his work suggests that we might voyage beyond the blunt realities of male and female. In ‘The Undertaking’, probably written around the time he met Anne, the body can take you to a grand merging:

         
            
               If, as I have, you also do

               Virtue attired in woman see,

               And dare love that, and say so too,

               And forget the ‘he’ and ‘she’ …18

            

         

         His poetry sliced through the gender binary and left it gasping on the floor. It’s in ‘The Relic’, too: ‘diff’rence of sex no more we knew/Than our guardian angels do’ – for angels were believed to have no need of gender. He offered the possibility of sex as transformation: and we are more tempted to believe him when he says it, because he is the same man who acknowledges, elsewhere, feverishness, disappointment and spite in love. He is sharp, funny, mean, flippant and deadly serious. He shows us that poetry is the thing – perhaps the only thing – that can hold love in words long enough to look honestly at it. Look: love.

         
            *

         

         He took his galvanising imagination and brought it to bear on everything he wrote: his sermons, his meditations, his religious verse. In the twenty-first century, Donne’s imagination offers us a form of body armour. His work is protection against the slipshod and the half-baked, against anti-intellectualism, against those who try to sell you their money-ridden vision of sex and love. He is protection against those who would tell you to narrow yourself, to follow fashion in your mode of thought. It’s not that he was a rebel: it is that he was a pure original. They do us a service, the true uncompromising originals: they show us what is possible.

         To tell the story of Donne’s life is to ask a question: how did he, possessed of a strange and labyrinthical mind, navigate the corresponding social and political labyrinths of 19Renaissance England? What did his imagination look like when he was young, and how was it battered and burnished as he grew older? Did it protect him from sorrow and fury and resentment? (To spoil the suspense: it did not.) Did it allow him to write out the human problem in a way that we, following on four hundred years later, can still find urgent truth in? This book argues that it did. ‘Dark texts’,22 he wrote to a friend, ‘need notes’ – and it is possible to see his whole body of work as offering us a note on ourselves. This book aims to lay out that note as clearly as possible: how John Donne saw us with such clarity, and how he set down what he knew with such precision and flair that we can seize hold of it, and carry it with us. He knew about dread, and it is therefore that we can trust him when he tells us of its opposite, of ravishments and of love.

         
            Notes

            1 carrying paper and ink Francis Russell, the Earl of Bedford, filled multiple notebooks with listening notes from Donne’s sermons. S. Verweij, ‘Sermon Notes from John Donne in the Manuscripts of Francis Russell, Fourth Earl of Bedford’, English Literary Renaissance 46:2 (2016), pp. 278–313.

            2 charm the soul Henry Valentine, ‘An Elegy upon the Incomparable Doctor Donne’, in Donne, Poems (1633), p. 379.

            3 There was a great concourse. Thomas E. Tomlins (ed.), Walton’s Lives, with Notes (1852), p. 79.

            4 raw vapours There is not yet a modern edition of Donne’s letters, though The Oxford Edition of the Letters of John Donne is forthcoming, and has been in progress for more than fifty years. Therefore all quotations from Donne’s letters, unless otherwise stated, come from the collection his son John put together and published after his death: Letters to Severall Persons of Honour (1651). p. 31

            5 ‘O Lady, lighten our darkness’ In the Latin Bible, Psalm 17 reads: ‘O Lord, lighten my darkness.’

            6 License my roving hands ‘To His Mistress Going to Bed’, lines 25–8. All quotations of Donne’s poetry are from Robin Robbins’ brilliant edition, The Complete Poems of John Donne (2014). Poems are usually identified in the text of the book, but where they are not they are noted here in the endnotes, as well as in the index.

            7 But O, self-traitor ‘Twickenham Garden’, lines 6–8.

            8 Us she informed ‘To the Countess of Huntingdon’, line 26.

            9 Nothing but man ‘An Elegy upon the Death of Lady Markham’, lines 13–14.

            10 one might almost say ‘The Second Anniversary’, line 246.

            11 it is too little. John Donne, Devotions upon Emergent Occasions (1624), Meditation IV.306

            12 be thine own palace ‘To Mr Henry Wotton’, line 52.

            13 just over 9,100 lines Gary Stringer, ‘The Composition and Dissemination of Donne’s Writings’, in The Oxford Handbook of John Donne, ed. Jeanne Shami, Dennis Flynn and M. Thomas Hester (2016), p. 13.

            14 Donne seems to have used the form Margaret Maurer, ‘The Verse Letter’, in The Oxford Handbook of John Donne, p. 207.

            15 twenty-four ten-syllable lines Julia M. Walker, ‘Donne’s Words Taught in Numbers’, Studies in Philology 84 (1987), pp. 44–60, 51.

            16 dwell bodily All sermon quotations are from The Sermons of John Donne, ed. George R. Potter and Evelyn M. Simpson, 10 vols (1953–62). Sermons, Vol. VI, p. 363.

            17 super-edifications, super-exaltation All these examples are collected by John Carey, John Donne: Life, Mind and Art (2014), 113.

            18 more extravagant rendering Thomas Docherty, John Donne, Undone (1986), p. 54.

            19 Donne seems to deserve Robbins, The Complete Poems of John Donne, p. 355.

            20 akin to sacrament Robbins notes Donne’s love of words that evoke sacrament in The Complete Poems of John Donne, p. 355. ‘The Canonisation’, lines 26–7.

            21 All measure, and all language ‘The Relic’, lines 32–3.

            22 Dark texts ‘To the Countess of Bedford’, line 11.

         

      

   


   
      
         
20
            THE PRODIGIOUS CHILD

         

         In one way, and one way only, it was an auspicious beginning: John Donne was born on Bread Street in central London, from one end of which you have a clear and easy view of St Paul’s Cathedral. He was born in sight of both his future job and his final resting place, which must be rare. In every other way, it was a hard time to come into the world. It was 1572 – month unknown – and a Catholic plot to assassinate Queen Elizabeth I had just been foiled. The Duke of Norfolk was executed for treasonous Popish machinating, and it was a bad year in which to be an English Catholic.

         Donne’s mother, Elizabeth Heywood, was the great-niece of the Catholic martyr Thomas More. She sounds to have been formidable, unafraid to assert herself: a woman of whom it was whispered (erroneously)1 that she carried the head of Thomas More in her luggage when she travelled. Donne’s father, also John Donne, was an ironmonger, though not of the horny-handed, rugged variety; he was warden of the Ironmongers’ Company. The family had once owned2 magnificent estates, before they had been confiscated by the Crown in the various Tudor shake-downs of Catholic landowners. He married, in Elizabeth, the daughter of a musician and epigrammatist who had played for Henry 21VIII; so Donne was born into a family who had known the smell and touch of a king.

         What was his childhood? When London burned in 1666, a colossal chunk of history burned with it; the house in which Donne was born was reduced to cinders, along with 13,200 other homes; the cathedral he would later preach in, and eighty-seven parish churches; and, too, catastrophic amounts of paper across the city, carrying records of the details of thousands of ordinary lives. Whole libraries’ worth of paper: accounts, disputes, wills, play texts and poems, postmasters’ trunks, bills, love letters folded so intricately into paper locks that you couldn’t open them without leaving a telltale tear; all gone. Time and fire together have laid waste to so much of the paper that might have told us about Donne. The names and lives of his siblings, for instance, are blurry; there were at least two before him, Elizabeth and Anne, then John, and after him Henry and then we aren’t so sure. But to fill the gaps, we have the account written by Izaak Walton, Donne’s friend and first biographer, and a man with a claim to have written the first literary biography in English.

         Walton was a gentle, retiring kind of man. He was younger than Donne by two decades, and had been Donne’s adoring parishioner in London. Best known in his lifetime as the author of The Compleat Angler, an ecstatic poetic celebration of fishing, he was at his most perceptive when talking about trout – but in taking time off fish to set out the facts of his friend’s life, Walton created one of the most valuable resources we have. All Donne scholars must be profoundly 22grateful to him: but, equally, rarely has a man been so keen to make his subject appear a shining example to all humanity. Walton didn’t subscribe to the sceptical school of biographer, who carry a pen in one hand and a knife in the other. He was eager from the very outset to reassure his readers about Donne’s worth. ‘Though [Donne’s] own learning3 and other multiplied merits may justly appear sufficient to dignify both himself and his posterity; yet the reader may be pleased to know, that his father was masculinely and lineally descended from a very ancient family in Wales, where many of his name now live, that deserve, and have great reputation in that country.’ Born high enough to merit some small awe, Walton wants us to know. (Donne’s connection to the Welsh Dwns has never, in fact, been proven.)

         Donne came of stock that valued literary flourishes. Donne’s maternal grandfather John Heywood had his own line in ironical verse. In his Play Called the Four PP, the four Ps (a pardoner, a palmer, a ’pothecary and a pedlar) hold a competition to see who can speak the biggest lie. The palmer wins:

         
            
               I have seen women4 five hundred thousand

               Wives and widows, maids and married

               And oft with them have long time tarried

               Yet in all places where I have been

               Of all the women that I have seen

               I never saw nor knew, in my conscience

               Any one woman out of patience.23

            

         

         Years later, Donne would write with exactly the same sceptical eyebrow:

         
            
               If thou beest born5 to strange sights,

               Things invisible to see,

               Ride ten thousand days and nights,

               Till age snow white hairs on thee:

               Thou, when thou return’st, wilt tell me,

               All strange wonders that befell thee,

                   And swear,

                   ‘Nowhere

               Lives a woman true, and fair.’

            

         

         Donne’s family prized good jokes in extremis (and, evidently, casual sexism as a comic trope). His grandfather became famous6 for his deathbed comedy: his confessor, repeating over and over that ‘the flesh is frail’, to which Heywood: ‘Marry, Father … it will go hard but you shall prove that God should a made me a fish.’

         When Donne was four, his father died and his mother married again to a John Syminges, a physician who had been several times the President of the Royal College of Physicians. It might sound a gentle, upper-middle kind of upbringing: but to be born a Catholic was to live with a constant, low-level, background thrum of terror.

         England had been so shot through with religious violence in the sixteenth century that there was ample evidence to cast either side as villain. Mary I, a Catholic, had burned at 24least three hundred Protestants, and now with Protestant Elizabeth on the throne a concerted effort was made to channel national ire at the Catholic minority. John Foxe’s Book of Martyrs had been published in 1563, nine years before Donne’s birth, and its frontispiece illustration served well to remind those in doubt of where the country stood: on one side Catholics with bulbous noses are seized by gleeful demons, while on the other Protestants with aquiline profiles burn in the fires of persecution and rise to glory.

         It was in the spring of 1574, when Donne was a toddler, that disaster first came for the family. His mother’s uncle Thomas Heywood was suddenly and without warning arrested. A house on Cow Lane, close to Donne’s own home, was raided; officials discovered Thomas, a priest and former monk, along with ‘divers Latin books,7 beads, images, palms, chalices, crosses, vestments, pyxes, paxes and such like’. (A pyx was the box used for wafers: a pax was a piece of engraved wood which was kissed by Catholics during the Peace. Before the invention of the pax the congregation used to kiss each other, until it was felt this was unreasonably intimate – and plaguey – for church.)

         At the time, the penalty for being a Catholic priest was to be hanged, drawn and quartered – which meant being stretched, hung until almost dead, and then having the arms and legs severed from the body while crowds looked on. One Richard Simpson was caught by a priest hunter – not unlike a bounty hunter – in 1588, and was hanged, drawn and quartered in the company of two other men. A bystander 25remarked that he ‘suffered with great constancy,8 but did not evince such signs of joy and alacrity in meeting death as his two companions’. (This evokes Samuel Pepys’s laconic note of 1660: ‘I went out to Charing Cross9 to see Major General Harrison hanged, drawn, and quartered – which was done there – he looking as cheerful as any man could do in that condition.’) It’s unclear from the Privy Council records exactly what happened to Thomas – but tradition holds10 that he was executed as his family looked on.

         The punishments of Catholics were designed to be as performative as they were cruel. In response, the loyalty of families like Donne’s, necessarily driven underground, took on correspondingly strange and lurid shapes. The Thomas More tooth, and the head it came from, is a vivid example. After More’s death, his head was put on a pike for several weeks at London Bridge; his formidable daughter, Margaret Roper, bribed the executioner, whose job it was to take down the heads and throw them into the Thames, to give it to her instead. She pickled it in spices; and when one of the teeth worked loose she gave it as a sacred relic to Jasper and Ellis Heywood, Donne’s uncles, both of whom were Jesuits, a then-newish Catholic missionary order founded in 1540 by Ignatius of Loyola. There was a story that once, when the two uncles were going on separate journeys, unable to decide who got to take the tooth, it ‘fell asunder11 and divided of it self’. Not just Catholic, then, but super-Catholic: the kind of Catholic which relishes the theatre and paraphernalia of martyrdom.26
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         Donne would have been familiar with all the legends of More, the one-time Lord Chancellor of England: with his many works of hyper-learned prose, his asceticism (More liked to wear a grey goat’s hair shirt next to his skin, now enshrined at Buckfast Abbey) and his insistence on educating Sir Thomas More, after Hans Holbein the Younger 27his daughters to almost unheard-of levels of female erudition. His mother’s proud Catholicism meant he would have heard from his cradle about More’s steadfast refusal to acknowledge Henry VIII as supreme head of the Church of England, and about his subsequent death by beheading. More’s wit was inexhaustible, uncompromising, and with him to the very last breath: ‘I pray you,’12 he was supposed to have said to the executioner as he mounted the scaffold, ‘master Lieutenant, see me safe up, and for my coming down let me shift for myself.’ And, once settled: ‘Pluck up thy spirits,13 man, and be not afraid to do thine office; my neck is very short; take heed therefore thou strike not awry.’ The Undersheriff of London wrote: ‘I cannot tell14 whether I should call him a foolish wiseman, or a wise foolishman.’ Donne grew up knowing you were supposed to meet death with a flourish: he never forgot it, right to the very end.

         Elizabeth I had hoped to let Catholicism fade quietly away, starved to death without a public institution; but in 1570, two years before Donne’s birth, a papal bull excommunicated her, calling her ‘the pretended Queen15 of England’, ‘the servant of crime’. In response the English government’s attitudes to the Catholic population became more anxious, more repressive, more bloody. But Catholics with living memory of Mary I were unlikely to forget that if the fate of a religion could wane, it could also wax. Donne was taken by the adults around him to witness the blood and suffering of his religion. Much later, he wrote that in the past he had seen executions of Catholic priests, and around their 28bodies ‘some bystanders, leaving16 all old Saints, pray to him whose body lay there dead; as if he had more respect, and better access in heaven.’ It’s likely that his Catholic tutors would have shepherded him to the deaths, to show him the brutality of the world and the possibility of rising through it to the heavens; a front-row view of a dark and scarring kind of theatre.

         Donne was once taken right into the heart of the fear, inside the Tower of London to visit his uncle Jasper. Jasper, another man whom Donne was brought up to honour, was an unexpected candidate for the wild adventure that his life became. His early education had taken place in the royal court, alongside Princess Elizabeth – the most useful connection of his life, and one that would save it. He should, really, have been a scholar with a quiet, paper-bound life, chewing on swan-feather quills (Elizabeth’s preferred writing pen: popular at court) and disputing the finer points of religious heresy. He had been made a Fellow of All Souls College, home of the incurably bookish, where he produced three translations of plays by Seneca. But he had to leave Oxford, unable to negotiate the ever more stringent reforms against Catholics, and became a Jesuit priest. He felt the strain of it: he suffered night terrors and underwent an unsuccessful exorcism. For all that, he did not lack bravery: he attempted to convert some of the country’s most powerful earls (the ‘big fish’, he said) to Catholicism, and in doing so caused a scandal so loud he had to make a break for France. He was almost in sight of Dieppe when a storm 29blew his boat, drenched and battered, all the way back to England. He was arrested, tried, indicted for treason and locked in the Tower of London.

         It was there that his sister Elizabeth, Donne’s mother, came to minister to him, and to secretly carry messages between Jasper and another Jesuit, William Weston. If caught, Elizabeth would not have been safe from punishment by virtue of her sex: in 1592 a Mrs Ward was hanged, drawn and quartered for helping a Catholic priest to escape his pursuers in a box; a Mrs Lynne was put to death for harbouring a priest in her home. Once, Weston disguised himself in other clothes and came with Elizabeth into the Tower, an act of astonishing bravery or stupidity or both, to go into arms’ reach of the jailers. Weston was terrified: ‘I accompanied her17 to the Tower, but with a feeling of great trepidation as I saw the vast battlements, and was led by the warder past the gates with their iron fastenings, which were closed behind me.’ Donne, aged twelve or thereabouts, accompanied them, perhaps as a way of making the party seem innocent and familial; he wrote, later, that he was once at ‘a Consultation of Jesuits18 in the Tower, in the late Queen’s time’. Heywood petitioned his one-time playmate the Queen for leniency. She granted it: he was deported to France, and from there to Rome, never returning to the country of his birth, where they were so liable to cut him into four.

         Self-bifurcating molars and state-endorsed torture: these were the things of Donne’s early years. It was a darkly particular way to grow up; not only the terror and injustice, 30but the strangeness of it: how unhinged the world must feel, that you are persecuted for professing that which you believe to be the most powerful possible truth. Not ‘strange’ as in ‘unfamiliar’, for being killed for your religion was hardly new; strange as in unmoored from all sense, reason, sanity.

         John Donne’s mother almost certainly did not, in truth, carry Thomas More’s head in her accoutrements: Margaret Roper had it until she died in 1544, when she left it to her husband, who was buried with it: it’s unlikely that he would have loaned it out like a library book. But Donne’s internal baggage was piled high with skulls: with persecuted family members, with the wounds of his mother and uncles. He felt his family had been tried beyond almost any other: ‘I have been ever kept awake19 in a meditation of martyrdom, by being derived from such a stock and race, as, I believe, no family (which is not of far larger extent, and greater branches) hath endured and suffered more in their persons and fortunes, for obeying the teachers of the Roman doctrine, than it hath done.’

         His family would haunt him for life: and nothing in his writing gives the impression he was surprised that it should be so. We are haunted animals: ghosts, Donne’s work and life suggest, should be treated as the norm. He accepted it as such. To read him is to know that we cannot ever expect to shake off our family: only to pick up the skull, the tooth, and walk on.
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            THE HUNGRY SCHOLAR

         

         Donne worked on words his entire life. It was a time in which prodigal talent among the young was common – his near contemporary, the poet Katherine Philips, claimed to have ‘read the Bible thorough1 before she was full four years old’, and his biographer Izaak Walton calls Donne ‘another Picus Mirandula’2 – the Italian philosopher and child prodigy who was made a protonotary by the Pope at the age of ten (a protonotary was the highest grade of monsignor, entitling him to wear a lot of purple velvet). Even reckoning that Walton is beamish and over-saucing with his praise (and that Pico della Mirandola was murdered at the age of thirty-one by arsenic poisoning, and thereby provides a sad ideal), Donne was born hungry, a lifelong strainer after words and ideas. He sought to create for himself a form of language that would meet the requirements of someone who watched the world with careful and sceptical eyes.

         Donne was not sent to school. He was missing very little; the schools of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England were grim, ice cold metaphorically and literally. Eton’s dormitory was full of rats; at many of the public schools at the time, the boys burned the furniture to keep warm, threw each other around in their blankets, broke each other’s ribs 32and occasionally heads. The Merchant Taylors’ school had in its rules the stipulation, ‘unto their urine3 the scholars shall go to the places appointed them in the lane or street without the court’, which, assuming the interdiction was necessary for a reason, suggests the school would have smelled strongly of youthful pee. Because smoking was believed to keep the plague at bay, at Eton they were flogged for the crime of not smoking. Discipline could be murderous. It became necessary to enforce startling legal limits: ‘when a schoolmaster,4 in correcting his scholar, happens to occasion his death, if in such correction he is so barbarous as to exceed all bounds of moderation, he is at least guilty of manslaughter; and if he makes use of an instrument improper for correction, as an iron bar or sword … he is guilty of murder.’

         Instead, Donne was educated at home. Walton tells us that he learned fluent Latin – as would have been requisite, for a gentleman’s son – though he makes no mention of Greek; Donne learned that later,5 under his own tutelage, with a tenacity that is characteristic of him. In 1584 he enrolled with his younger brother Henry at Hart Hall, Oxford University; their ages were given as eleven and ten respectively, although in fact they were both a year older. All students over sixteen were required to take an oath acknowledging royal supremacy over all questions of religion: but it was thought that a child under sixteen couldn’t be expected to understand the nature of the oath, and therefore the young brothers could live under the radar 33in Hart Hall, a place with a reputation for nurturing and protecting Catholics. There was less burning in the quiet streets of Oxford than in London (at least since Archbishop Thomas Cranmer, condemned under Mary for refusing to acknowledge papal supremacy, had met a fiery death in 1556). There were more books in Oxford, more people his own age, less dying.

         Both Oxford and Cambridge were, at the time, just edging into fashionability: until shortly before Donne arrived, both places had been looked at with sceptical eyes by anyone with claim to any class. In 1549, Oxford students were ‘mean men’s children6 set to school in hope to live upon hired learning’. It was only as the century wore on that more gentry started to pass through the doors – by the time Donne came to live there, it had started to have a little cachet. There were various attempts to give it more of a gleam: when the antiquary William Camden published the Life of King Alfred by the medieval monk Asser, he added notes of his own, putting into the mouth of the monastic the fake claim that the University of Oxford had been founded by Alfred the Great. And the city would have been very beautiful in 1584, yellow-stoned and with the River Isis nearby. Its spires soared less ecstatically skywards than today, as most of the colleges were not yet fully formed, and the great Bodleian Library did not open until 1602, but it was still a place worth loving.

         Some students at Oxford worked formidably. Donne, according to Walton, was one of them: ‘in the most unsettled 34days7 of his youth his bed was not able to detain him beyond the hour of four in the morning.’ If this is true, he was not wildly unusual. In 1550, a student at Christ Church sketched out his day: from 6 to 7 a.m., he studied Aristotle’s Politics; then Roman law; then further study, dinner at 11 a.m., then studying some Cicero, then from 1 to 3 p.m. ‘I exercise my pen,8 chiefly in writing letters, wherein as far as possible I imitate Cicero’, then civil law, ‘which I read aloud so as to commit them to memory’; then after supper, ‘walking up and down some part of the college, we exercise ourselves in dialectical questions’. Others, almost certainly, were less impressively dedicated. Among the treasures of unstudied manuscripts in Britain’s university archives, there is one from the early seventeenth century which pokes fun at the idea of hard work:

         
            
               The Oxford Scholar9


            

            
               As I was riding on a day

               One chanced to ask me by the way

               How Oxford scholars pass their time

               And thus I answered all in rhyme

            

            
               Item for Homer poor blind poet

               Oh, if our tutors did but know it

               For old tobacco we make free

               Till smoke makes us as blind as he.35

            

         

         Donne was unlikely to have been lonely. He had Henry, his familiar companion, to bicker with and protect. They had a well-off aunt, a Mrs Dawson, whose husband Robert kept the Blue Boar Inn, on the corner of what is now Blue Boar Street and St Aldate’s. The Dawsons would have welcomed the boys, Catholicism and all. They may have been Catholic themselves: certainly, they were known for having as their long-term guest one Mr Henslowe, ‘once of New College10 and expelled out of that house for popery, who lieth now at the sign of the Blue Boar’. The boys’ souls, and rapacious young stomachs, would both have been catered for.

         And, soon, Donne had friends: he was a contemporary, though younger, of the poet John Hoskins, who was a rebel and a wit, and would have called to those corresponding rebellious parts in Donne. Hoskins was elected to the role of terrae filius (‘son of the soil’) – a role which allowed him to be the licensed jester at the university’s ceremonies, making jokes against senior officials – which would have appealed to Donne’s sceptical, satirical streak. Hoskins, though, took it too far – his more personal attacks on the university’s grandees were badly received, and he was abruptly expelled from Oxford. There was Richard Baker, grandson of the first ever Chancellor of the Exchequer, who arrived at Hart Hall on the same day as the Donne brothers and who wrote approvingly that as Donne grew older he was ‘not dissolute,11 but very neat; a great visitor of ladies, a great frequenter of plays’. Above all, it was here Donne met 36Henry Wotton, Baker’s roommate. With his fine blue eyes and aquiline nose, Wotton was to prove a true ally: a swift talker, a natural diplomat, a great introducer of men. He was to end up an ambassador, and it showed young. It was to Wotton that Donne wrote, ‘Sir, more than kisses,12 letters mingle souls,/ for, thus friends absent speak.’

         
            *

         

         During this time we know Donne was collecting his fascinations in a book: a collection of scraps and shards of knowledge known as a commonplace book. Its current whereabouts are mysterious: Donne gave it to his eldest son, who left it to Izaak Walton’s son13 in his will, who left all his books and papers to Salisbury Cathedral. If it is ever found, it will cause great and joyful chaos among the Donne community. Because, simply, Donne wouldn’t be Donne if he hadn’t lived in a commonplacing era; it nurtured his collector’s sensibility, hoarding images and authorities. He had a magpie mind obsessed with gathering. In his work, as Samuel Johnson said disapprovingly, you find the ‘most heterogeneous ideas14 are yoked by violence together’. The practice of commonplacing – a way of seeking out and storing knowledge, so that you have multiple voices on a topic under a single heading – colours Donne’s work; one thought reaches out to another, across the barriers of tradition, and ends up somewhere fresh and strange. It’s telling that the first recorded use15 of the 37word ‘commonplacer’ in the Oxford English Dictionary is Donne’s.
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