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Chronology of Donne’s Life



	
Year


	Age

	Life




	1572

	

	Birth of Donne (sometime between 24 January and 19 June) in London, the third of six children of John and Elizabeth Donne, the latter a Catholic




	 

	 

	 




	1576

	4

	Death of father; mother marries Dr John Syminges




	1577

	5

	Death of sister Elizabeth




	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1581

	9

	Death of sisters Mary and Katherine




	1584

	12

	Matriculates at Hart Hall (now Hertford College), Oxford




	 

	 

	 




	1588

	16

	At Cambridge (?); death of stepfather




	1589

	17

	Possibly abroad to 1591 (?)




	 

	 

	 




	1590

	18

	Mother marries Richard Rainsford (1591?)




	 

	 

	 




	1592

	20

	Admitted to Lincoln’s Inn; Master of the Revels (1593)




	1593

	21

	Death of brother Henry while held in Newgate Prison for sheltering a Catholic priest




	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1596

	24

	Takes part in expedition to Cadiz under Essex and Ralegh




	 

	 

	 




	1597

	25

	Takes part in expedition to the Azores




	1598

	 

	Becomes secretary to Sir Thomas Egerton, the Lord Keeper




	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1601

	29

	Member of Parliament for Brackley, Northants; married secretly to Egerton’s niece, Ann More




	1602

	30

	Marriage made public; dismissed from Egerton’s service and briefly imprisoned




	1603

	31

	Daughter Constance born




	 

	 

	 




	1604

	32

	Son John born




	1605

	33

	Travels to France and possibly Italy; third child George born




	 

	 

	 




	1606

	34

	Moves to Mitcham




	 

	 

	 




	1607

	35

	Takes lodgings in the Strand, London; fourth child Francis born




	 

	 

	 




	1608

	36

	Fifth child Lucy born; Countess of Bedford as godmother




	1609

	37

	Sixth child Bridget born; ‘The Expiration’ published in Ferrabosco’s Airs




	1610

	38

	Obtains honorary MA from Oxford; Pseudo-Martyr published, dedicated to James I




	 

	 

	 




	1611

	39

	Seventh child Mary born; Ignatius his Conclave and The First Anniversary published; with Sir Robert Drury on the Continent (to 1612)




	 

	 

	 




	1612

	40

	Two Anniversaries published; also ‘Break of Day’ in Corkine’s Second Book of Airs; eighth child stillborn




	1613

	41

	Ninth child Nicholas born, died within the year; elegy on Prince Henry published in Lachrymae lachrymarum (3rd ed.)




	1614

	42

	Member of Parliament for Taunton, Somerset; deaths of children Mary and Francis




	 

	 

	 




	1615

	43

	Ordained deacon and priest at St Paul’s Cathedral; appointed a royal chaplain; made honorary DD at Cambridge; tenth child Margaret born




	1616

	44

	Chosen Divinity Reader at Lincoln’s Inn; eleventh child Elizabeth born




	1617

	45

	Delivers first sermon at Paul’s Cross, preaches widely thereafter; twelfth child stillborn (surviving by now: seven); death of wife Ann




	1619

	47

	With Earl of Doncaster’s embassy to Germany (to January 1620)




	 

	 

	 




	1621

	49

	Appointed Dean of St Paul’s




	 

	 

	 




	1622

	50

	Two sermons published, followed by others (1623 ff.)




	1623

	51

	Seriously ill




	1624

	52

	Devotions upon Emergent Occasions published; appointed vicar of St Dunstan’s




	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1627

	55

	Death of daughter Lucy; deaths of Lucy Countess of Bedford (patroness and friend) and Lady Magdalen Danvers (formerly Herbert)




	 

	 

	 




	1630

	58

	Final illness begins




	1631

	59

	Dies 31 March, survived by six of his twelve children; buried in St Paul’s




	1633

	 

	Poems, by J.D. with Elegies on the Author’s Death published







Chronology of his Time






	Year


	Artistic Context


	Historical Events







	1572


	Birth of Ben Jonson


	Massacre of St Bartholomew







	 


	 


	 







	1575


	Tasso, Gerusalemme liberata


	 







	1577


	Holinshed, Chronicle


	Drake’s circumnavigation of the globe begins







	1579


	
Spenser, Shepherd’s Calendar


North, translation of Plutarch



	 







	1580


	
Death of Camoëns


Birth of John Webster (?)


Montaigne, Essais I–II



	 







	1584


	 


	
William of Orange assassinated


Ralegh’s colonization of Virginia fails








	1587


	Marlowe, Tamburlaine (I–II) acted


	Mary Queen of Scots executed







	1588


	Birth of Hobbes


	Defeat of the Spanish Armada







	1589


	Marlowe, Dr Faustus first (?) acted


	 







	1590


	Spenser, Faerie Queene (I–III)


	 







	1592


	Death of Montaigne


	 







	1593


	
Birth of George Herbert


Birth of Izaak Walton


Death of Marlowe



	 







	1594


	Death of Tintoretto


	Swan Theatre built (1596?)







	1595


	Sidney, Apology for Poetry


	
War in Ulster


Ralegh’s voyage to Guiana








	


	Spenser, Amoretti and Epithalamion


	 







	


	A Midsummer Night’s Dream first (?) acted; also Richard II


	 







	1596


	Spenser, Faerie Queene IV-VI and Four Hymns


	The Edict of Nantes







	


	The Merchant of Venice first (?) acted


	 







	


	Birth of Descartes


	 







	1597


	Bacon, first ten Essays


	 







	 


	 


	 







	1598


	 


	Death of Philip II of Spain







	1599


	
Globe Theatre opened


Death of Spenser


Julius Caesar and Henry V first acted



	Birth of Oliver Cromwell







	1600


	
Birth of Calderón


Hamlet first (?) acted


William Gilbert, De Magnete



	Birth of the future Charles I







	1601


	Twelfth Night first acted


	Essex executed







	1602


	Bodleian Library, Oxford, opened


	 







	1603


	 


	Death of Elizabeth I, succeeded by James I







	1604


	Othello first acted


	Hampton Court Conference







	1605


	
Bacon, Advancement of Learning


Cervantes, Don Quixote Part I



	
The Gunpowder Plot


Birth of Sir Thomas Browne








	1606


	
Macbeth, King Lear, Jonson’s Volpone and Tourneur’s Revenger’s Tragedy first (?) acted


Birth of Rembrandt


Birth of Corneille



	 







	1607


	Antony and Cleopatra first acted (1606?); also Coriolanus (1608?)


	First successful English colony founded, in Virginia







	1608


	Birth of Milton


	 







	1609


	Shakespeare, Sonnets


	 







	1610


	Jonson, Alchemist first acted


	
Galileo reports on his telescopic view of the heavens


Henri IV of France assassinated, succeeded by Louis XIII








	1611


	
King James (‘Authorized’) Version of the Bible


The Winter’s Tale and


The Tempest first acted


Chapman’s Iliad completed



	Death of Charles IX of Sweden, succeeded by Gustavus Adolphus







	1612


	 


	
Death of heir apparent, Prince Henry


Last burning of a heretic in England








	 


	 


	 







	1614


	
Ralegh, History of the World


Webster, Duchess of Malfi first (?) acted


Death of El Greco



	 







	 


	 


	 







	1616


	Death of Shakespeare Jonson, Works


	 







	1618


	Birth of Cowley


	
The Thirty Years War


Ralegh executed








	1619


	Inigo Jones begins the Whitehall Banqueting House (completed 1622)


	 







	1620


	Bacon, Novum organum


	Pilgrim Fathers sail in the Mayflower and found Plymouth Colony in New England







	1621


	
Burton, Anatomy of Melancholy


Birth of Marvell, Vaughan and La Fontaine



	Death of Philip III of Spain, succeeded by Philip IV







	1622


	Birth of Molière


	 







	1623


	
First Shakespeare Folio


Birth of Pascal



	 







	1624


	 


	Cardinal Richelieu chief minister in France







	1625


	Death of Webster


	
Death of James I, succeeded by Charles I


Outbreak of the Plague








	1626


	
Death of Bacon


Birth of John Aubrey



	 







	1627


	 


	War with France (to 1629)







	1628


	
William Harvey’s treatise on the circulation of the blood published


Birth of Bunyan



	
The Petition of Right


Buckingham assassinated








	1630


	 


	
Birth of the future Charles II


The Great Migration to Massachusetts begins;


Boston founded








	1631


	Birth of Dryden


	 







	1633


	Death of George Herbert


	 










Introduction


In Thomas Mann’s novel, The Magic Mountain, the young Hans Castorp, under the sway of the mysterious Clavdia Chauchat, expatiates on the kinship between l’amour and la mort, their shared terror and great magic. John Donne is our great poet of love, and of death. More mundanely, his work can be divided into three groups: the love poems; the occasional pieces, verse letters and satires; and the religious poetry. However widely the subjects differ, notably as between the love poems and the divine verse, the profane and the sacred, the poet’s voice and his strategy are unmistakably the same.


The love poems embrace, separately or simultaneously, frank carnality, ecstatic spirituality, cynicism and bitterness, enthusiastic fulfilment, affirmations of constancy, torments of inconstancy, mischief and flippancy, forthright honesty, calculated disingenuousness – and bursts of grandeur, as witness ‘She’s all states, and all princes, I,/Nothing else is’ (‘The Sun Rising’). In an essay of 1933, ‘On Metaphysical Poetry’, James Smith proposed that Donne doesn’t write about many things: ‘He is content with the identity of lovers as lovers, and their diversity as the human beings in which love manifests itself; the stability and self-sufficiency of love, contrasted with the mutability and dependence of human beings; with the presence of lovers to each other, their physical unity, though they are separated by travel, and by death; the spirit demanding the succour of the flesh, the flesh hampering the spirit; the shortcomings of this life, summarized by decay and death, contrasted with the divine to which it aspires.’ The ‘things’ may be limited, in both the love poems and the divine, but such are Donne’s diversity of approach, his range of reference and his unflagging vigour, that the reader who doesn’t stop to categorize is unlikely to be struck by any damaging repetitiousness.


While suggesting that Donne is truly metaphysical in the usual sense of the word, Smith notes that he customarily cites metaphysical propositions not as themselves necessarily true, ‘but as possibly useful for inducing a belief in something else, which he believes is true’. It was Samuel Johnson who first applied the term ‘metaphysical’ to Donne and his followers, but in a figurative and predominantly unfavourable sense. Defining their brand of wit as ‘a kind of discordia concors, a combination of dissimilar images, or discovery of occult resemblances in things apparently unlike’, Johnson reckoned they had more than enough of it. ‘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.’ These strictures apply to some of the verse of some of the poets Johnson was discussing; and it is easy to see how their ‘unnaturalness’ and lack of decorum in both matter and manner should offend the great Augustan. But in Donne, where passion and reason are in step, heterogeneous ideas flow one into another so persuasively that the result affects us as achieved naturally rather than enforced by violence. Even Johnson admitted that if the ‘conceits’ of the metaphysicals, their strange images and ingenious similitudes, were far-fetched, ‘they were often worth the carriage’, and that ‘to write on their plan, it was at least necessary to read and think’.


In the spirit of the gentleman about town rather than the stern arbiter, Dryden declared that Donne ‘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’. Donne can be misogynous (he can be lots of things), but his demands on their minds imply a more substantial tribute to the fair sex than Dryden’s patronizing advice to aim straight for their hearts. Though Donne’s reputation lapsed badly in the eighteenth century and later, in the nineteenth he found a stout and perceptive champion in Coleridge, who advanced a different definition of wit as present in him: ‘wonder-exciting vigour, intenseness and peculiarity of thought, using at will the almost boundless stores of a capacious memory, and exercised on subjects where we have no right to expect it’. (In its own idiom, Thomas Carew’s elegy on Donne’s death, published in 1633, has passages concerning the divine poems which are not unalike: ‘a mine of rich and pregnant fancy’, ‘the flame/Of thy bright soul, that shot such heat and light …/Committed holy rapes upon our will’ – lines that would invite the eighteenth century’s charges of hyperbole and indelicacy!) And regarding Donne’s supposed failure to respect metre, let alone attain any sustained musicality, Coleridge spoke the definitive word: ‘in poems where the writer thinks, and expects the reader to do so, the sense must be understood in order to ascertain the metre’. To which one can only add that in practice arriving at the sense and recognizing the movement of the verse – rhythm rather than set metre – probably go together, each furthering the other.


‘She’s all states, and all princes, I,/Nothing else is.’ The sun is old and needs rest, and since its job is to warm the world, it can do that in comfort by warming the two of them. Humour accompanies what without it wouldn’t be grand so much as preposterous. And humour is a pervasive ingredient in Donne’s speculative, fierce and intellectually unremitting habit of mind. We meet it in the conjecture that if the bickering philosophers had been more intelligent they would have seen that the beloved’s fever could be the ultimate, universal conflagration. If ‘audacious’ isn’t the word that comes to mind, not to say ‘impudent’, it is because of the calm, smiling and confidently reasonable tone in which the thought is couched. To adapt James Smith’s remark, Donne knows these philosophers and their conflicting theories, and he invokes them to induce a belief in something quite different – the loved one’s momentous significance for him. Humour often stems from the juxtaposition of contraries or incompatibles. The gallant’s ungallant gibe in ‘The Relic’, ‘For graves have learn’d that woman-head/To be to more than one a bed’ is succeeded only two lines later by the beautiful and resonant ‘bracelet of bright hair about the bone’, and then the suggestion, homely, amusing, and moving, that the purpose of the bracelet might be to ensure that at the Resurrection the lovers’ souls ‘meet at this grave, and make a little stay’. And ‘To his Mistress Going to Bed’, after all its equivocal grandiloquence (‘O my America! my new-found-land’), isn’t above concluding with a juvenile innuendo: ‘What needst thou have more covering than a man?’ Ribald humour can find a place in lovers’ discourse; another poem asserts that ‘Love’s not so pure, and abstract, as they use/To say, which have no mistress but their Muse’.


King James, a patron of Donne’s if only by making it plain that the sole advancement the poet would find was in the Church, is reported to have said that ‘Dr Donne’s verses were like the peace of God, they passed all understanding’. (No doubt the more elevated the patron, the greater his need to assert superiority.) That Donne’s poems pose problems today is undeniable, and unsurprising. (Hence the notes in the present book; and alas, once annotation has begun, there is no certain end to it.) Yet these difficulties are of no great force once the reader has grown accustomed to the characteristic manner, the thrust and flow of the speaking voice, the conspicuous element of drama, as present for example in the enactive line, ‘Assail’d, fight, taken, stabb’d, bleed, fall, and die’ (‘Elegy 16’); and ‘Batter my heart, three-person’d God; for, you/As yet but knock, breathe, shine, and seek to mend’ (‘Holy Sonnets: 14’), echoed in the wished-for opposites, ‘break, blow, burn, and make me new’; and the famously strenuous passage in ‘Satire 3’: ‘On a huge hill,/Cragged, and steep, Truth stands, and he that will/Reach her, about must, and about must go’. We come to expect the unexpected (yet are still startled by it), and are prepared for the imagery, not so hard to master, drawn from cosmology, alchemy, philosophy, astronomy, geometry and medicine, from the ‘new learning’ of Copernicus and Paracelsus as well as the old learning of Ptolemy and Hippocrates, from religious disputes and voyages of discovery, from ancient mythology and contemporary affairs. (In an essay in The Pelican Guide to English Literature, Volume 3, 1956, R.G. Cox quoted these vivid and timeless lines on the London scene: ‘As in our streets sly beggars narrowly/Watch motions of the giver’s hand and eye,/And evermore conceive some hope thereby.’)


It is true that we need to distinguish between the difficulty of what is difficult or puzzling by its very nature and the arduousness of ploughing through laboured analogies and strained logic. An instance of the latter is the fourth stanza of ‘Epithalamion made at Lincoln’s Inn’, where a temple is in rapid succession a bosom, a womb, and a tomb. And that in ‘To Sir Henry Wotton’ Fate should feel such hate for some men as to marshal their state, or condemn them to pursue a career, at Court, perhaps owes less to reason than to rhyme. Such faults, infrequent in Donne, happen when sophistry prevails in the absence of conviction, and the poet is motivated more by duty than by zest. For the greater part F.R. Leavis’s observation, in Revaluation (1936), is to the point: ‘It is not any eccentricity or defiant audacity that makes the effect so immediate, but rather an irresistible rightness.’


Leavis had just quoted the opening stanza of ‘The Good-Morrow’:




I wonder by my troth, what thou and I


Did, till we lov’d? were we not wean’d till then?


But suck’d on country pleasures, childishly?


Or snorted we in the seven sleepers’ den?


’Twas so; but this, all pleasures fancies be.


If ever any beauty I did see,


Which I desir’d, and got, ’twas but a dream of thee.





We take note of the pause after ‘what thou and I’, at the end of the line, and the subsequent stress laid on ‘Did’. The light-hearted question, ‘were we not wean’d till then?’, has a more inventive and urbanely scornful sequel in ‘But suck’d on country pleasures, childishly?’, reinforced by the robust, comical verb, ‘snorted’, and the barely credible old story of the seven sleepers. Then comes the brief, dogmatic answer: ‘’Twas so’, and, apropos of ‘beauty’, the expressively punctuated ‘Which I desir’d, and got’. We see Donne today as an ‘original’, and he was original in his time, his verse at odds with the smoothness and irreproachable harmonies of the average Elizabethan lyric. As Leavis claimed, the reader, coming across the poem in an anthology of the period, would cease reading as a student and read on ‘as we read the living’.


What Donne said of Mr Tilman ‘after he had taken orders’ might be said, with some reservations, of the author of the divine poems: ‘Thou art the same materials, as before,/Only the stamp is changed; but no more’. Another kind of love is at issue, it is true, other manifestations of doubt, fear, despair, intimacy, hope, inconstancy or perverse constancy (‘Inconstancy unnaturally hath begot/A constant habit’), and – in ‘A Hymn to God the Father’, one of the last poems Donne wrote and perhaps the finest – entreaty: ‘Wilt thou forgive that sin …?’, modulating into a provisional assurance: ‘having done that, thou hast done,/I fear no more’. The compelling power of the speaking voice – Donne was a powerful preacher – is at work everywhere in the divine poems too: in the desolation of ‘Despair behind, and death before doth cast/Such terror’; the triumphant, urbanely condescending declaration, ‘For, those, whom thou think’st thou dost overthrow,/Die not, poor death’; and the glory of ‘arise, arise/From death, you numberless infinities/Of souls, and to your scatter’d bodies go’. Here too is the ‘mimetic flexibility’ that Leavis identified in ‘Satire 3’, the right words in the right rhythm.


Carew ended his elegy or eulogy on Donne by glancing at the two aspects of the man and the poet: ‘Here lie two flamens, and both those, the best,/Apollo’s first, at last, the true God’s priest’. George Herbert, another ‘original’ and rival for the title of our supreme Christian poet, was never a priest of Apollo, much less of Cupid. But both poets argue in their verse, with themselves and with God. In his Devotions upon Emergent Occasions Donne said, ‘I have not the righteousness of Job, but I have the desire of Job: I would speak to the Almighty, and I would reason with God.’ God is to be feared and revered, but a man’s a man for all that.
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