Analyse the style of the speaking voice in the lyric poetry of John Donne.
Introduction
Jonne Donne was a Metaphysical poet from the sixteenth and seventeenth century, known for his lyrical poetry and sonnets, ‘considered now to be the preeminent metaphysical poet of his time.’[footnoteRef:1] In his youth, Donne was known to be quite the rake, his love poems often taking a sexual overtone, or objectifying view, though as he grew older, his poetry matured with him, as he became more devoted to religion, and converted from Catholicism to work as an Anglican cleric. Due to these two key contrasting moments in his career, Donne’s poetry has two very distinct tones. First, the poetry from his youth, a rakish collection of witty and satirical poetry written before his transition into an Anglican way of life. Afterwards his more mature poetry shows his commitment to his faith and marriage, whereupon he developed his Holy Sonnets. So there is an issue with pinpointing a specific style or tone of Donne’s poetry, because it spans across his entre life’s work, which changes and matures with him. This causes a dichotomy within his collections of poetry. Some critics, such as Claude Summers and Ted-Larry Pebworth in The Eagle and the Dove: Reassessing John Donne, believed Donne’s metaphysical style led to an unstable poem. They state ‘The urgent speaking voice we think we hear in the [Donne] poem is a calculated illusion, the consequence of the collision of an unstable poem and a dislocated reader’[footnoteRef:2]. The instability is suggested to have come from the rejection of the Petrarchan style, which was a common trend of the Elizabethan era. Other critics, such as John Joseph Salesses in his essay on The Lyric Voice from Wyatt to Donne: An Essay in the Poetic Process, examines Donne’s lyric poetry as ‘The most varied and elaborate personae in the poetry of this period’[footnoteRef:3]. This view celebrates his innovative, new style as revolutionary. The purpose of this essay is to explore the variety of critical examinations of lyrical voice in John Donne’s poetry, and compare a varied collection of arguments and analysis to support each perspective. This essay explores in more depth, the extent of Donne’s lyric voice within his poetry and how it differs to the poets of the same era. [1:  ‘John Donne’, The Poetry Foundation, n.d. <https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/john-donne> [accessed 12 May 2026].]  [2:  Claude J. Summers and Ted-Larry Pebworth, The Eagle and the Dove: Reassessing John Donne (University of Missouri Press, 1986).]  [3:  JOHN JOSEPH SALESSES, ‘The Lyric Voice from Wyatt to Donne: An Essay in the Poetic Process.’ (unpublished Ph.D., University of Rhode Island, 1979) <https://www.proquest.com/docview/302917351/citation/EA7746AD9E9B47B2PQ/1> [accessed 13 May 2026].] 


Main Body
In Donne’s Songs and Sonnets, some critics have found his anti-Petrarchan style to be problematic.  Salesses states that ‘The most significant difference in the treatment of the topic of love came in the metaphysical poetry of John Donne as seen in his Songes and Sonets.’[footnoteRef:4] This suggests that Donne’s collection of sonnet poems are drastically different than the majority of poems in Elizabethan poetry. Donne’s poetry is glaringly anti-Petrarchan. Petrarchan poetry valued flowery metaphors and romantic language. Donne’s poetry, however, explores a more critical and not so complimentary way of describing his addressees and so called ‘mistresses’ using wit and realistic, critical descriptive commentaries of their appearance and character. One particular example of Donne’s witty, though objectifying description of women, comes from his poem To His Mistress, Going To Bed, in which Donne plays out the scenario of two people undressing, using humour and a conversational tone, which can be interpreted in the line ‘O my America! my new-found-land’[footnoteRef:5], a line that portrays a humorous image, a witty comment, though with underlying tones of possessiveness and an objectifying sense of control, comparing himself to an explorer, and her to a piece of land to be colonised. And in comparison to Petrarch’s loving descriptions of women, for example in his Sonnet 90, of his Canzoniere he refers his addressee ‘angelic’[footnoteRef:6] and ‘unearthly’[footnoteRef:7], even stating ‘She seemed divine among the dreary folk of earth’[footnoteRef:8], Donne’s view of women and love is explicitly more sexual and objectifying, while Petrarch’s view is loving and adoring. The majority of Elizabethan poetry in contrast descended from the tradition of Petrarch. These poets attempted to follow and imitate his poetic style, rife with imagery and billowing with complements of a lover’s appearance, or building up their descriptions of love and passion. Donne, however, did not follow this route, instead he chose a more satirical and witty style. Salesses argues that ‘The general tone and language in Donne's lyrics is conversational and colloquial.’[footnoteRef:9] He argues that ‘He does not use the polish or poetic embellishments of the Elizabethan age.’[footnoteRef:10] While Donne’s poetry is described in many ways, they are rarely, if ever compared to the eloquence or lyrics of Petrarch, as they are so starkly different in style. [4:  SALESSES, ‘The Lyric Voice from Wyatt to Donne’.]  [5:  ‘To His Mistress Going to Bed’, The Poetry Foundation, 15 August 2022 <https://craft5.poetryfoundation.org/poems/50340/to-his-mistress-going-to-bed> [accessed 26 May 2026].]  [6:  ‘Petrarch Sonnet 90 Shakespeare 130’, Google Docs, n.d. <https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Pl2RJ9xHPB3t72uKHg0Wtsw-SMlXeoGcOCSRIRxnNKk/edit?pli=1&authuser=0&usp=embed_facebook> [accessed 26 May 2026].]  [7:  ‘Petrarch Sonnet 90 Shakespeare 130’.]  [8:  ‘Petrarch Sonnet 90 Shakespeare 130’.]  [9:  SALESSES, ‘The Lyric Voice from Wyatt to Donne’.]  [10:  SALESSES, ‘The Lyric Voice from Wyatt to Donne’.] 

Donne’s style has been described as conversational and colloquial. Horace Ainsworth Eaton suggests Donne writes in ‘a spirit distinctly undramatic.’[footnoteRef:11] In a time when poetry was distinctively dramatic, in Elizabethan and Renaissance fashion, Donne was known for his rejection of this trending style. Even critics such as James Skinner, in his essay on The Duality of Voice in John Donne’s Poetry , suggests that ‘Donne’s poetry demonstrates both a stylistic and thematic break from earlier poets’[footnoteRef:12] Salesses concurs with Skinner’s argument. ‘The poetry of John Donne is a conscious break from the exaggerations and artificialities of the conventions of his time.’[footnoteRef:13] This refreshing break from the Petrarchan style likely contributed to his appeal with his contemporary audience. Donne’s use of persona within his poetry may well have made his work more recognisable and accessible to his readers. [11:  Horace Ainsworth Eaton, ‘The “Songs and Sonnets” of John Donne’, The Sewanee Review, 22.1 (1914), pp. 50–72.]  [12:  James Skinner, ‘The Duality of Voice in John Donne’s Poetry’ (unpublished Ph.D., State University of New York at Stony Brook, 2001) <https://www.proquest.com/docview/304758773/abstract/572224FF3A8C4D0APQ/1> [accessed 13 May 2026].]  [13:  SALESSES, ‘The Lyric Voice from Wyatt to Donne’.] 

Donne’s poetry enjoyed a renewed interest after the Renaissance, possibly because of his unique, conversational style of voice. In the 1929 edition of the Complete Poetry and Selected Prose of John Donne, with an Introduction by John Hayward, Hayward argues that Donne ‘does not sugar his 'songs and sonnets,' as his contemporaries did, with a smooth and superficially delectable coating of poetic sweetness.’[footnoteRef:14] And this particular style, likely not so popular within the Elizabethan era, as they typically favoured Petrarchan style sonnets and romantic imagery, likely would have been more appreciated in the early twentieth century, given the historical and literary style of the time. R. T. Jones states in his article on John Donne's 'Songs and Sonets': The Poetic Value of Argument, that ‘Among the poets of the seventeenth century, John Donne is the one who has been most strikingly rediscovered in the twentieth century.’[footnoteRef:15] This, along with John Hayward’s statement in his introduction to John Donne, in 1929, only further suggest that the style and lyrical voice was more appreciated in a more modern era. Given, he was often referred to as a very contemporary voice within his own time, his style and tone of poetry has a much more modern style to it. Salesses states, ‘Rather it is Donne's method to use intense and ingenious metaphors and conceits, striking turns of thought and astounding verbal plays, often presented in fascinating dramatic monologues.’[footnoteRef:16] And this way of writing poetry was so astoundingly different than what was in demand for the Elizabethan era, given the Renaissance was an artistic movement that created the demand for Petrarchan and classic style for poetry. [14:  John Donne, with John Hayward, Complete Poetry and Selected Prose (Nonesuch Press, 1929).]  [15:  R. T. Jones, ‘John Donne’s “Songs and Sonets”: The Poetic Value of Argument’, Theoria: A Journal of Social and Political Theory, no. 51 (1978), pp. 33–42.]  [16:  SALESSES, ‘The Lyric Voice from Wyatt to Donne’.] 

A good example of Donne’s lyric poetry, is one of his most analysed poems, The Ecstasy. This poem is an example of his earlier songs, allowing us to see his more witty, direct style. Throughout this poem he does not cover up his affection and his feelings towards the subject with metaphor and imagery, instead rather directly addressing his argument. This poem explores love, and the argument of the spiritual in addition to the physical, suggesting love cannot exist without the physical. Much of Donne’s early work is written with the dialogue-of-one approach, using intense and direct language to address is subject. While the poem explores themes of love and spiritual connection, it primarily argues the need for physical connection in addition to spiritual in order to maintain a relationship. The poem largely focuses on the physical, such as in the line ‘‘fingers need to knit that subtle knot which makes us man’[footnoteRef:17] implying the touch aspect of a relationship is a key piece of what makes a relationship work. Furthermore, Donne says ‘for soul into the soul may flow, though it to body first repair’[footnoteRef:18] as well as ‘love’s mysteries in souls do grow, but yet the body is his book.’[footnoteRef:19] Donne emphasises the importance of spiritual connection, but suggests the ‘body’ to be of more importance, ‘body first repair’ and the comparison between ‘love’s mysteries’ and the body being compared to ‘his book’ suggest the difference between his belief that the physical is a more reliable and true way of loving, a true and solid aspect, while love and soul are more unknown and mysterious. Similarly, he uses the sentence ‘our hands were firmly cemented’[footnoteRef:20] only further emphasizing the importance of physical intimacy in a relationship. [17:  John Donne and Herbert J. C. Grierson, The Poems of John Donne (Clarendon Press, 1912), I <https://www.gutenberg.org/files/48688/48688-h/48688-h.htm#pagei.14a> [accessed 26 May 2026].]  [18:  Donne and Grierson, The Poems of John Donne, I.]  [19:  Donne and Grierson, The Poems of John Donne, I.]  [20:  Donne and Grierson, The Poems of John Donne, I.] 

Donne is not content in this poem to imply obscurely through metaphor that a kind of inner union is inherent in outer union-as he does in the phoenix image of "The Canoniza-tion"-but sets out to anatomize the process whereby man becomes man.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  R. T. Jones, ‘John Donne’s “Songs and Sonets”: The Poetic Value of Argument’, Theoria: A Journal of Social and Political Theory, no. 51 (1978), pp. 33–42.] 

Suggesting that Donne prioritises physical intimacy within his relationship, and this is expressed through his poetry.
This song is a part of his collection of Songs and Sonnets, though this is not a sonnet, it is very lyrical in style, with a repeating, though differentiating ABAB rhyme scheme, in a regular iambic quatrameter. However, it is written with quite a conversational tone, a colloquial style, and a very logical and analytical style. In this poem, Donne uses very intense, direct language, and creates a passionate, intelligent argument for his addressee. Donne is often considered to be one of the most innovative and preeminent metaphysical poets, and this is clear throughout this poem, as he uses direct language and a colloquial tone for this poem, rather than the romantic, nature imagery to describe a lover. Instead he creates a straightforward argument for his reader.

Donne was also known for his elegy poems, because of how they differed to classic elegy style. Typically, elegies are written to mourn the loss of a loved one, to express grief, or the melancholy expression of human mortality. ‘Donne’s verse does not so much dissolve the generic boundaries between elegy and satire as insist on their interplay.’[footnoteRef:22] Critics such as Melissa Sanchez’s review, insist that Donne’s elegies, while differing from the typical style, build on the original way of writing elegies, to evolve into a more typically metaphysical style, combining the melancholy tone of the typical poem, with satirical comments and wit. Freda Mahlstedt Jones suggests ‘Donne's Elegies are metrically a loose imitation of the elegiac meter, as found in Ovid's elegies’[footnoteRef:23], rather than Petrarch’s style, Donne imitates Ovid’s style more when it comes to Elegy form. Freda Mahlstedt Jones explains the origins and definitions of elegies, as well as their uses. [22:  Melissa E. Sanchez, ‘Elegies and Satires’, in John Donne in Context, ed. by Michael Schoenfeldt, Literature in Context (Cambridge University Press, 2019), pp. 58–67, doi:10.1017/9781107338593.008.]  [23:  Freda Mahlstedt Jones, ‘Meaning and Metaphor in John Donne’s Elegies’ (University of Montana, 1968) <https://scholarworks.umt.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3964&context=etd>.] 

A poem written in couplets, the first line being dactylic hexameter; the second, dactylic pentameter. The Greeks used this form for inscriptions on tombstones, but Ovid and Catullus, Latin poets of the Augustan age, adapted the elegy to a variety of subjects, one of which was love.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Jones, ‘Meaning and Metaphor in John Donne’s Elegies’.] 

Though Donne’s version of this poem is much looser structurally, and does not adhere to the classic rules that Ancient Greeks complied with, his connection to these poems is clear. Jones explains that the seventeenth century uses the elegy more in relation to funerals and grief, though Donne’s poem follows the more Ovidian theme of relating them to love, ‘in his use of the elegy Donne as well as other contemporary poets popularized the Ovidian conception of love.’[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Jones, ‘Meaning and Metaphor in John Donne’s Elegies’.] 

In Donne’s divine sonnets, there is a distinctive change in lyrical voice, from his carefree youth, objectifying and romancing women, to marriage and conversion of his faith. From the start of the seventeenth century, Donne’s life grew complicated. He struggled with finding employment, and ‘From these frustrated years came most of the verse letters, funeral poems, epithalamiums, and holy sonnets’[footnoteRef:26] [26:  ‘John Donne’.] 

The entire period from his marriage to Ann More in 1601 through the writing of the sonnets was a time of enormous strain because of the enmity of his father-in-law and his consequent loss of social position and employment.’[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Frederick J. Ruf, ‘“Intoxicated with Intimacy”: The Lyric Voice in John Donne’s’, in Entangled Voices: Genre and the Religious Construction of the Self, ed. by Frederick J. Ruf (Oxford University Press, 1997), p. 0, doi:10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195102635.003.0004.] 

So Donne likely felt a lot of pressure in his personal life, which became apparent in his transition to religious poetry. Furthermore, in addition to the strain of his marital life, and struggle with employment, Donne suffered difficulties within his faith.

It was also a period of considerable religious turmoil for Donne, who was born and raised a Roman Catholic and whose family suffered greatly from the repression of the religion and yet who converted to the Church of England, was ordained, and then became in 1621 a renowned preacher and the dean of St. Paul's.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Ruf, ‘“Intoxicated with Intimacy”’.] 

Donne’s funeral poems are said to be the least popular of his works, often striking readers as disturbing and flaunting a disregard for decorum and pleasantries. The Poetry Foundation explains ‘These poems of Donne’s middle years are less frequently read than the rest of his work, and they have struck readers as perversely obscure and odd. The poems flaunt their creator’s unconcern with decorum to the point of shocking their readers.’ This suggests his personal life took quite a toll on his writing as he transitioned from his youth, into the struggle with faith and unemployment. During this time, ‘In his funeral poems Donne harps on decay and maggots’ which may have been unusual for the time period, as they preferred the love poetry, and often Donne’s work caused controversy, due to his more modern style of writing. His satirical, shocking rejection of typical trending style of the era was uncommon for the renaissance and perhaps explains why his work was more popular in later times, gaining recognition more within the early twentieth ventury.
In his later life, Donne was famous for his preachings and religious sermons, and less so for his earlier work. This is where his Holy Sonnets began. These sonnets are, according to Fredrick J. Ruff, in his book Entangled Voices: Genre and the Religious Construction of the Self, ‘among Donne's finest poems.’[footnoteRef:29] Which may be due to how personally these poems became. Donne’s Holy Sonnets are a lot more gritty and satirical than the poems from his youth. Donne used these poems to draw from his personal life, his depression and crisis of faith, speaking directly to his god, and critics suggest ‘They present a view of his life that is intimate to a degree that few other works can rival.’[footnoteRef:30] Ruff implies here that a lot of Donne’s success stems from his divergence from the traditional, Petrarchan style. This can also be credited to the personal persona these Holy Sonnets take on, ‘It is through analysis and study of personae in Donne's lyrics that the reader can best comprehend the individuality and intensity of the poetry.’[footnoteRef:31] Therefore this more personal relation to his poetry creates a more authentic and in depth lyrical voice. Much of Donne’s religious sonnets have quite looming undertones of melancholy and despair, as he preaches and speaks afraid of death, ‘I runne to death, and death meets me as fast’[footnoteRef:32], repeating imagery such as ‘decay’[footnoteRef:33] and ‘despaire’[footnoteRef:34] which emphasises his struggle and creates a grim, satirical tone to the sonnet. 'The lyrics present Donne in anguish in the first sonnet, despairing of God's calling’[footnoteRef:35] and this possibly contributed to his success with his religious poetry, as his poems created a relatable and gripping poem through dialogue-of-one. Donne’s religious poetry in particular, being written in the present, first person perspective, creates an immediate and intimate effect with the reader, seeing Donne’s struggle and pleading with god in an in the moment prayer. However, some critics disagree, stating instead, [29:  Ruf, ‘“Intoxicated with Intimacy”’.]  [30:  Ruf, ‘“Intoxicated with Intimacy”’.]  [31:  SALESSES, ‘The Lyric Voice from Wyatt to Donne’.]  [32:  Donne and Grierson, The Poems of John Donne, I.]  [33:  Donne and Grierson, The Poems of John Donne, I.]  [34:  Donne and Grierson, The Poems of John Donne, I.]  [35:  Ruf, ‘“Intoxicated with Intimacy”’.] 

While literary sources in John Donne's lyrics can be identified and analysed, his actual experiences in life remain unidentifiable in his lyric poetry. Gardner believes that it is his "personality" that gives unity to all we know of his life[footnoteRef:36] [36:  SALESSES, ‘The Lyric Voice from Wyatt to Donne’.] 

Suggesting that his poetry is not so much inflicted by his personal life, but rather by his personality. Though this can be seen within his earlier poetry, such as his sonnets to women from his youth. From those, the reader is able to determine a sense of his rakish personality, not so much relate it to specific instances within his life. However, within his Holy Sonnets there is definitely more aspects of his personal life and history which creeps into the texts, his struggle with his faith, his depression and marriage.
One example of Donne’s Holy Sonnets that perfectly encapsulates Donne’s change in his poetry and personal life, from his youth to his later life, is the poem Hymn to God, my God, in my Sickness. Within this poem, Donne details an illness which he suffered in 1623, comparing his own body to ‘a flat map over which the doctors pore like navigators to discover some passage through present dangers to tranquil waters’[footnoteRef:37]. This description, his use of the metaphor, ‘In all flatt Maps (and I am one)’[footnoteRef:38] and, [37:  ‘John Donne’.]  [38:  Donne and Grierson, The Poems of John Donne, I.] 

Whilst my Physitians by their love are growne
Cosmographers, and I their Mapp,[footnoteRef:39] [39:  Donne and Grierson, The Poems of John Donne, I.] 

This poem is comparable to an earlier mentioned poem discussed within this essay, in which Donne compares a woman to a land to be discovered. This transition from objectifiying a woman, using this specific metaphor to refer to a woman he wishes to claim, to later using it to describe himself being judged and assessed by physicians, suggests the drastic differences and suffering he endured throughout his mid life, where he became much more devoted to his faith and less so attached to his rakish behaviour.

Conclusion

In Donne’s Songs and Sonnets, some critics have found his anti-Petrarchan style to be problematic, and Donne’s style has been described as conversational and colloquial, which some critics found to be controversial for the Renaissance period, possibly explaining why Donne’s poetry enjoyed a renewed interest after the Renaissance, likely because of his unique, conversational style of voice. Donne, also known for his elegy poems, due to their rejection of traditional style of classic elegy style. In Donne’s divine sonnets, create a distinctive change in tone, likely due to his personal life’s struggles. Similarly to his elegy poems taking on a cynical and disturbing tone, his Holy Sonnets become very strongly directed to his subject, god, where he pleads and prays to god, his pain evident through the dialogue-of-one, present tense approach to the poem. In his later life, Donne became famous for his preachings and religious sermons, and less so for his earlier work, only for his later work to regain popularity posthumously, many years later, in the early nineteen hundreds. This was likely due to his more modern lyrical voice, and his direct, unrestricted, colloquial style. Though Donne’s style was very controversial, and unusual, his lyrical voice was unique and truly enraptures the reader with what he is trying to convey. His direct, intense, dialogue-of-one approach creates a unique, ahead of his time, lyrical voice that is not often seen in poetry of that era. Though some critics may state his voice and deviations from traditional style and format create a disjointed and dysfunctional poem, it can also be argued that Donne was simply far ahead of his time, and though his writing voice was very unique in comparison to his fellow Renaissance poets, he fits in well with modern styles, appreciated much more by the contemporary poets.
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