“They have seene me, and heard mee, arraign’d mee in these fetters, and receiv’d evidence; I have cut up mine own Anatomy, dissected myself, and they are gon to read upon me” (Meditation IX) How is the concept of anatomy relevant to Donne’s Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions?

   Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions is the prose work of the early modern English poet, scholar, and Dean of Saint Paul’s Cathedral, John Donne. This piece of prose was written, rather amazingly, during a period of intense illness, and apparent near death, for the author in late 16231 before being turned in for publishing in early January 1624. There has been much speculation as to the cause of the illness, with some speculating that Donne must have been suffering from typhoid fever2 or relapsing fever3 which was also known as ‘spotted fever’4 due to the spots which would form across the body of the infected person, a symptom which Donne himself describes in Meditation XIII when “the sickness declares the infection and malignity thereof by spots.”5 Although it is near impossible to truly diagnose Donne’s illness retrospectively, it is, ultimately, irrelevant. What is relevant, however, is that this illness, whatever it may have been, gave the incredibly lucid-minded Donne the ability to both anatomise and dissect the many areas of his life and the world around him. There are many ways in which one may break down these elements of anatomy based on how one was to interpret Donne’s writing, but for this author, there are four main elements in which the concept of anatomy has made itself relevant in the Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions. These elements are; the literal, the illustrative, the literary, and finally, the concept of the Church as a body.  This essay will endeavour to explore how each of these aspects, both individually and in unison, are relevant, if not vital, to Donne’s Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions and how Donne has leapt between these elements, creating a fluid and lucid text which can be interpreted how each individual reader wishes.
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   The first aspect to be explored in relation to the relevance of anatomy is, naturally, the literal aspects of anatomy which have been included in Donne’s writing. Such an aspect is easy enough to come by within Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions as it is certainly the case that Donne was a highly intelligent man who was well educated in the latest thinking of his day. This is reflected throughout his Devotions as a kind of meeting, in theory, between the earlier medieval ideal of anatomy and the forming of an early modern understanding of anatomy from a medical perspective. The medieval ideal is very much the precursor for early modern Hellenists who believed in following the writings of classical writers such as the Graeco-Roman physician Claudius Galen. This is reflected in Donne’s observations and knowledge on the ancient world’s theories on the balancing of the four humours for health, the humours being; blood, yellow bile/choler, phlem and black bile/melancholy.6 Donne states that “…rhubarb to purge his choler lest he be too angry, and agarick to purge his phlegm lest he be too drowsy…”7 in a show of his vast knowledge of the ancient world and its medical theories. Directly opposing this but, through Donne’s very capable writing skills, interwoven throughout his Devotions with this ancient knowledge, is the burgeoning modern knowledge of anatomy. Donne was living at a time of a pivotal shift in the attitudes around anatomy, where the 
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body was finally being viewed as the authority over books and the writings of the ancients. It is within Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions that this is most apparent. His knowledge of the organs, their place within the body and how each part affects another is astounding. One such example of this comes from Meditation XI with the title of “They use cordials, to keep the venom and malignity of the disease from the heart.”8 It is in this meditation that the reader can read Donne’s understanding of the primogeniture, and greater importance, of the heart in relation to other organs such the brain and the liver. He understands that any illness affecting the other organs will mean that “The brain will hold out the longer than it, and the liver longer than that…”9 however, if anything were to affect the heart it would “…blow up the heart, like a mine, in a minute.”10 Donne understands quite clearly that any disease of the heart would likely result in instantaneous death, whereas other illnesses leave our bodies in a slower decline to death, but perhaps leave the affected with the hope of an eventual recovery.

   The next concept of anatomy within Donne’s Devotions would be the illustrative. This, as the modern audience would understand it, links to the literal aspects of anatomy. However, to those living during these times of great intellectual changes, there would have been a very different outlook on how illustrations would link into their previous ideas of anatomy. Rather than the body being the authority over the book, the book was instead believed to have been the authority over the body, with the cadaver at any dissection being viewed as merely the visual means to prove the books correct. For this reason, then, any anatomical illustration of the time would have more meaning to them than just the medical. One such example of this comes from Vesalius’ 1543 work De humani corporis fabrica, a book full of more than two hundred illustrations on matters more than just literal anatomy.11 One such example would be one of the many muscle-bound men from the Fabrica who is gazing upward towards the heavens whilst he points to the ground in a reminder of the souls ultimate destination back into the safety of heaven, whilst our mortal remains will return to the earth. Donne seems to also share this same attitude to the illustrative nature of literal anatomy within his literary anatomy. His use of imagery is, frankly, second to none. Within each of his twenty-three meditations, he uses anatomical imagery which serve as being both literal and metaphorical, allowing his readers to interpret each as they wish. The title of this essay, from the opening lines of Meditation IX,12 is the perfect example of how the images around anatomy and dissection have been used to reflect the feeling of helplessness as well as his feelings of impending doom. It is also highly self-reflective, self-exposing and self-unfolding, which leads perfectly on to the next use of anatomy within the Devotions, and that is the literary, or self-revelatory, aspects of anatomy within Donne’s writing.

   Literary anatomy is the concept of, as the name might suggest, literature which attempts to anatomise and then dissect any topic. Such books could be published under the title of ‘An Anatomy of…’ however, this wasn’t always necessarily the case. This is a genre which Donne in his Devotions has embraced wholly, with the entire piece reading as Donne’s own intrepid journey of self-discovery and self-knowledge in what is, essentially, his own anatomy of the soul. So, Donne’s choice of wording in the opening lines of Mediation IX could well be taken literally, but it can also be viewed as
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 his being laid bare, exposing all his most intimate details for the both the doctors examining him and for himself in his own self-reflection. Within his Devotions, Donne is cutting himself open and aiding his own dissection such as in Juan Valverde de Hamusco’s 1556 work Historia de la composicion de cuerpo humano,13 where the cadavers aided their own dissections by holding open their chest cavities to allow the observer a better view. With his own self-anatomising and dissection, Donne is also laying himself bare, in a sense he is holding his own cavity open for not just his own self-exploration and reflection, but for his audience to view also. These actions in turn cause the reader to part take in their own self-anatomising and self-dissections, reflecting on the events of their own life and the very world around them as well as their inevitable demise. This also links, once again to the classical world, with the Delphic Oracle’s philosophical admonition of “Nosce te ipsum”,14 a notion which many of the early modern renaissance would endeavour to follow. One could certainly argue though, that these notions brought together into one text straddles the medieval fascination with ‘momento mori’15 and its sense of self-mortification and the incoming modern self-obsession. These are perfectly reflected in Meditation XVII from where we today get the saying ‘for whom the bell tolls’; “Now, this bell tolling softly for another, says to me: Thou must die…. Perchance he for whom this bell tolls may be so ill, as that he knows not it tolls for him… as that they who are about me, and see my state, may have caused it to toll for me, and I know not that.”16 Donne has taken a real physical event, the tolling of a presumed funerary bell, and attributed it to himself, reflecting on whether this bell is a precursor to what he believes is his imminent death. Within this meditation he then philosophises on the affects this has on not just himself, but also the wider society, which is represented through the role, not just of religion, but also of the church. As will now be explored, the theory of the church as a body is another element within society, and each individual’s life, that provides another aspect of anatomisation which has been skilfully woven into the Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions.

   The church as a body is the concept of both the social and the spiritual joining together to form one cohesive unit. This cohesive unit is represented in the body of his community. This concept is made apparent once again in Meditation XVII, when Donne states that “The church is Catholic, universal, so are all her actions; all that she does belongs to all.”17 This anatomisation of the church brings all that is in existence together into one form, one action or movement affects another part of this collective body. An illness in one part, affects and will then gradually infect the rest of this body. It is also within this Meditation that the reader receives the excellent reminder of this unifying and social aspect of the church as a body in that “No man is an island…”.18 All of mankind, according to Donne’s logic, is connected to one another with, presumably, faith being the metaphorical heart of this body. Outside of the physical aspects of the body, this unifying aspect of the social body and soul is a very important one. If the social aspects of mankind were not connected as one, to move as one, then the whole ‘body’ would fail and die. In this sense, the dissection of this body would be to lay bare and then philosophise any aspects of the very fabric of the community around him, to see the ugly as well as the beautiful, the useless as well as the useful. England’s change from the Catholic church to the protestant Church of England nearly a century before Donne penned Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions must have been one such example of a dissection of this previously cohesive body. This century was one of great change, as well as persecution for the few who refused to rescind their faith, and as such, it must have felt incredibly atomising to all. Despite this, Donne still 
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seemed to hold his belief in the greater good. Afterall, “any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind”.19 

   Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions is quite the impressive, multifaceted text which, depending on the views and beliefs of its readers, can be interpreted in a variety of ways. The concept of anatomy is just one of the many concepts which John Donne had skilfully woven together to create a remarkably cohesive text written during, and then finished, very soon after his near fatal illness. This essay has provided some theories into the concept of anatomy; however, it must not be taken to be the only aspects, just as Donne had, without doubt, intended. One thing is clear, however, and that is that anatomy to the late medieval and early modern person, meant so much more than just the physical body, with the social, spiritual, and self-reflective aspects superseding the very health of a person’s earthly body.
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