Comment on the view that Donne’s Holy Sonnets are poems of religious despair. How do the Holy Sonnets compare in this respect with Donne’s ‘Hymn to God my God, in my Sicknesse’? You should connect your discussion with relevant research on religious belief and theology in the early modern period.
John Donne was an Anglican priest and poet who had converted from Roman Catholicism after the tumultuous time of the Religious Reformation during the Tudor period. He wrote many poems such as his collection of Holy Sonnets and Hymn to God my God, in my Sickness. The Holy Sonnets have often been considered poems of despair and have been discussed by scholars such as Hassanzadeh and Stachniewski. However, these poems can also be considered as Devotional poems to God. Donne was writing shortly after the Religious Reformation and so his writing would have been deeply impacted by the religious turmoil of the country and the growing rift between Catholicism and Protestantism. While there are some great aspects of religious despair present in the sonnets, religious devotion could be seen as a more prominent theme. In the Hymn to my God my God, in my Sickness, the devotional sentiments are more fully realised. This essay discusses Sonnets IV, VI, XIV, XV, XVII and XIX in an attempt to determine whether the Holy Sonnets are poems of despair. It also discusses Donne’s Hymn to God my God, in my Sickness. These poems are discussed in relation to the religious belief and theology of the time and of Donne’s own religious beliefs. 
Donne was writing during a time of massive religious upheaval. The English reformation had taken place a few years earlier, which included many major events such as the 1534 Act of Supremacy which named Henry VIII the Supreme Head of the Church of England.[footnoteRef:1] Any reference to religion in works would have been deeply scrutinised for its religious ideals. Donne would have made sure that his works reflected the current religious ideas of Protestantism in order to ensure his safety during such a tumultuous period. Some Scholars also believe that Donne was a practitioner of a certain subset of Protestantism known of Calvinism which has the belief that only a certain number of predetermined souls can gain entrance to heaven. In Calvinism they believe that you spend your life showing virtue to prove that you’re worthy of being one of these souls rather than to determine whether you enter heaven. Scholars that believe Donne practiced Calvinism include Stachniewski in his ‘John Donne: The Despair of the Holy Sonnets’[footnoteRef:2] and Cefalu in his ‘Godly fear, Sanctification and Calvinist Theology in the Sermons and “Holy Sonnets” of John Donne’[footnoteRef:3] [1:  ‘Act of Supremacy 1534’, n.d. <https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/private-lives/religion/collections/common-prayer/act-of-supremacy/> [accessed 22 May 2026].]  [2:  John Stachniewski, ‘John Donne: The Despair of the “Holy Sonnets”’, ELH, 48.4 (1981), pp. 677–705, doi:10.2307/2872957.]  [3:  Paul Cefalu, ‘Godly Fear, Sanctification, and Calvinist Theology in the Sermons and “Holy Sonnets” of John Donne’, Studies in Philology, 100.1 (2003), pp. 71–86.] 

Donne’s religious despair could potentially be linked to his conversion to the protestant church and his loss of Catholic faith. Donne’s conversion came during the early 1600s, after years of religious apathy and a study of the theologies of both Catholicism and Anglicanism.[footnoteRef:4] Donne’s family were of a devote Catholic background and he had been similarly raised in this belief. His mother immigrated to maintain her Catholic beliefs and his brother had been executed for housing the Catholic Priest, William Harrington.[footnoteRef:5] These events may have triggered Donne’s religious conversion and led to his eventual ordainment into the Anglican Church. Donne’s religious beliefs and rocky relationship with religious may suggest that he would create poems of despair. However, the devotional tones of his sonnets may be linked to his newfound religious passion and his desire for a better connection with God.  [4:  Stephenie Yearwood, ‘Donne’s Holy Sonnets: The Theology of Conversion’, Texas Studies in Literature and Language, 24.2 (1982), pp. 208–21 (p. 209).]  [5:  Russell M. Hillier, ‘Immediacy in John Donne’s Holy Sonnets’, English Studies, 99.8 (2018), pp. 854–77 (p. 856), doi:10.1080/0013838X.2018.1516027.] 

Donne went through many times of profound sickness during his life, such as a potential Typhus attack in 1623 which prompted a series of poems entitled Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions.[footnoteRef:6] His chronic illnesses may have caused him to look more in depth at his life and his religious tendencies. Faced with so many near death experiences, Donne was forced to become deeply introspective, and it led to poems such as his Devotions and Hymn to God my God, in my Sickness. Both of which discuss his encroaching death and his views on the life he had led up until that point and his desire to enter heaven. It could therefore be said that his poetry was deeply devotional and introspective in his attempt to gain God’s favour before his demise.  [6:  ‘John Donne: Illness, Death, and God’, n.d. <https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2020/1-may/comment/opinion/john-donne-illness-death-and-god> [accessed 22 May 2026].] 

Sonnets tend to have a history of being love poems. They are often associated with figures such as Shakespeare, who often uses them to convey love and passion such as in Shakespeare’s Sonnet 130 beginning “My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun;”.[footnoteRef:7] Or the figure of Petrarch, who often used sonnets to convey the image of unrequited love, such as in Petrarch’s Sonnet 129 beginning “From thought to thought, from mountain to mountain”.[footnoteRef:8] Or the Spenserian Sonnets used to convey passion and unrequited love, such as in Spenser’s Astrophil and Stella Sonnet 1, beginning “Loving in truth, and fain in verse my love to show”.[footnoteRef:9] The use of the Sonnet form to convey despair would be a strange choice. The sonnet form historically is used for love and passion and so it makes more sense for Donne to be using the sonnet form to be conveying his love and devotion to God. The sonnets analysed here are the Holy Sonnets IV, VI, XIV, XV, XVII and XIX This is because Sonnet IV, beginning “O, my black soul, thou art summoned,”[footnoteRef:10] and Sonnet VI, beginning “This is my play’s last scene, here heavens appoint…”[footnoteRef:11] and Sonnet XVII, beginning “Since she whom I loved hath paid her last debt,”[footnoteRef:12] show Donne’s despair the most convincingly out of the Holy Sonnets. Whereas Sonnet XIV, beginning “Batter my heart, three-personed God,”[footnoteRef:13] and Sonnet XV, beginning “Wilt thou love God as he thee?”[footnoteRef:14] show Donne’s Heavenly devotion the most convincingly out of the Holy Sonnets. The study of Donne’s devotional tones in his Holy Sonnets could also not be complete without Sonnet XIX which features the line, “So my devout fits come and go away,”[footnoteRef:15] [7:  ‘Sonnet 130: My Mistress’ Eyes Are Nothing like the Sun’, The Poetry Foundation, 23 January 2019 <https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45108/sonnet-130-my-mistress-eyes-are-nothing-like-the-sun> [accessed 22 May 2026].]  [8:  Poem Petrarch’s Canzone 129, Translated by Steven Monte | Society of Classical Poets, Beauty, 7 January 2021 <https://www.classicalpoets.org/petrarchs-canzone-129-translated-by-steven-monte/> [accessed 22 May 2026].]  [9:  ‘Astrophil and Stella 1: Loving in Truth, and Fain in Verse My Love To…’, The Poetry Foundation, n.d. <https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45152/astrophil-and-stella-1-loving-in-truth-and-fain-in-verse-my-love-to-show> [accessed 22 May 2026].]  [10:  ‘John Donne. Holy Sonnet 4.’, n.d. <https://www.luminarium.org/sevenlit/donne/sonnet4.php> [accessed 22 May 2026].]  [11:  ‘John Donne. Holy Sonnet 6.’, n.d. <https://www.luminarium.org/sevenlit/donne/holysonnet6.php> [accessed 22 May 2026].]  [12:  ‘John Donne. Holy Sonnet 17.’, n.d. <https://www.luminarium.org/sevenlit/donne/holysonnet17.php> [accessed 22 May 2026].]  [13:  ‘John Donne. Holy Sonnet 14.’, n.d. <https://www.luminarium.org/sevenlit/donne/sonnet14.php> [accessed 22 May 2026].]  [14:  ‘John Donne. Holy Sonnet 15.’, n.d. <https://www.luminarium.org/sevenlit/donne/sonnet15.php> [accessed 23 May 2026].]  [15:  ‘John Donne: Holy Sonnet 19’, n.d. <https://www.luminarium.org/sevenlit/donne/sonnet19.php> [accessed 23 May 2026].] 

Scholars such as Hassanzadeh and Stachniewski make the argument that “John Donne's Holy Sonnets are poems of despair rather than devotion”[footnoteRef:16] and that they have an “expression of a dominant mood of despair.”[footnoteRef:17] These scholars argue in favour of the Holy Sonnets being poems of despair rather than poems of devotion. Hassanzadeh believes that the poems cast doubt on the existence of God rather than shows a devotion and willingness to believe in God. This is through “the misuse of biblical language, by unresolved paradox, and by unsuccessful meditation.”[footnoteRef:18] Stachniewski, however, makes the argument that John Donne’s Calvinistic beliefs have caused the more despairing natures of his Holy Sonnets.[footnoteRef:19] [16:  Portia Hassanzadeh, ‘John Donne’s “Holy Sonnets”: Poetry of Despair’ (unpublished M.A., San Jose State University, 1989) <https://www.proquest.com/docview/303812007/abstract/43052665C6294DD6PQ/1> [accessed 7 May 2026].]  [17:  Stachniewski, ‘John Donne’.]  [18:  Hassanzadeh, ‘John Donne’s “Holy Sonnets”’.]  [19:  Stachniewski, ‘John Donne’.] 

Sonnet IV, beginning “O, my black soul, now thou art summoned,”[footnoteRef:20] discusses Donne’s previous sins. It makes particular mention of his desperation to redeem his soul and repurify it, hoping to dye “red souls to white.”[footnoteRef:21] However, the imagery of Christ’s blood in this sonnet, used to purify Donne’s soul, is particularly disturbing. The idea of using a sacrificed man’s blood to purify the soul seems incongruent. Although, the theological perspective of Christ dying for our sins may indicate that his blood may be able to wash away those sins and turn “red souls to white.”[footnoteRef:22] This desperation to cleanse his soul may reflect Donne’s despair at his imminent demise and his likelihood of not entering the through the gates of heaven as his sins would “press me to hell”[footnoteRef:23] as he states in Sonnet VI.  [20:  ‘John Donne. Holy Sonnet 4.’]  [21:  ‘John Donne. Holy Sonnet 4.’]  [22:  ‘John Donne. Holy Sonnet 4.’]  [23:  ‘John Donne. Holy Sonnet 6.’] 

Sonnet VI, beginning “This is my play’s last scene,”[footnoteRef:24] while not overtly despairing discusses the author’s imminent death which is, in itself, a despairing topic. The sonnet states “My span's last inch, my minute's latest point; And gluttonous Death will instantly unjoint My body and soul, and I shall sleep a space;”[footnoteRef:25] The imagery of his death racing towards him, how he is near the end of his permitted time on Earth, is a rather despairing image. He knows that he is not long for this world and the next one awaits him, which is overall, exceptionally despairing and woeful. Gluttony is generally defined as an overconsumption of food and drink and can be considered one of the seven deadly sins.[footnoteRef:26] As Donne had described Death as gluttonous, it could suggest two things. The first, is that, as a whole death is unnatural and sinful. Which, if we take into count that before the first sin humanity was immortal and the gaining of knowledge allowed death to come, then Death can certainly be considered sinful.[footnoteRef:27] The bible states that “for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die.” Which means that death only came of sin.[footnoteRef:28] Some years later, John Milton would write Paradise Lost, documenting the fall of man and the First Sin.[footnoteRef:29] Which shows that during the 17th century the issue of the First Sin was present in the minds of writers. It would potentially also have been thought about after the religious turmoil of the Reformation. The second is that Donne is accusing Death of the sin of Gluttony. He believes that Death is taking too many souls. This may suggest that Donne doesn’t believe it is his time to die yet which could potentially show his despair and desperation at the idea of his own death.  [24:  ‘John Donne. Holy Sonnet 6.’]  [25:  ‘John Donne. Holy Sonnet 6.’]  [26:  ‘Gluttony’, 20 May 2026 <https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/gluttony> [accessed 24 May 2026].]  [27:  ‘The King James Version of the Bible’, Https://Www.Gutenberg.Org/Files/10/10-h/10-h.Htm, n.d. <https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/10/pg10-images.html> [accessed 24 May 2026].]  [28:  ‘The King James Version of the Bible’.]  [29:  Hassanzadeh, ‘John Donne’s “Holy Sonnets”’.] 

Sonnet XVII, beginning “Since she whom I loved hath paid her last debt,” is a deeply despairing sonnet.[footnoteRef:30] It discusses Donne’s “loss of his wife two years after entering the ministry,”[footnoteRef:31] The loss of anyone someone loves is cause for despair, let alone the person who you chose to spend your life with. Similarly to Sonnet VI, Donne makes note that “her soul early into heaven ravished”[footnoteRef:32] This potentially suggests that Donne thinks that God is bringing souls to the next life before their time on Earth is complete, especially when coupled with the line, “And gluttonous Death will instantly unjoint My body and soul” from Sonnet VI.[footnoteRef:33] It could be said that these Sonnets are Donne’s way of showing his grief and despair at his mortality and the mortality of those around him. [30:  ‘John Donne. Holy Sonnet 17.’ ]  [31:  Stachniewski, ‘John Donne’.]  [32:  ‘John Donne. Holy Sonnet 17.’]  [33:  ‘John Donne. Holy Sonnet 6.’] 

While these sonnets show Donne’s despair, many other sonnets show his devotion to God. 
Sonnet XIV, beginning “Batter my heart, three-person'd God,”[footnoteRef:34] has sometimes been seen as a despairing poem by scholars such as Stachniewski.[footnoteRef:35] However it can also be seen as a devotional poem. The sonnet discusses Donne’s belief that he is to be claimed by the Devil and not God when he passes on as seen in the line “Yet dearly I love you, and would be loved fain, But am betroth'd unto your enemy”[footnoteRef:36] This sonnet also uses many words usually associated with love and passion, such as “ravish”, “enthral” and “love”.[footnoteRef:37] This could show that Donne is leaning into the more passionate origins of the Sonnet and showing his love and adoration for God in a devotional way. Donne also asks God to imprison him in this Sonnet, in the line, “Take me to you, imprison me,”[footnoteRef:38] as a way to resist the temptation of the Devil. Donne’s desire to resist the temptation of the Devil by giving himself over to God could show his attempts at showing the virtue of temperance, he is attempting to curb his appetite and stop himself from giving in to sin. This could suggest that Donne feels trapped by his sins and is attempting to show his devotion to God in an attempt to be redeemed of his sins.  [34:  ‘John Donne. Holy Sonnet 14.’]  [35:  Stachniewski, ‘John Donne’.]  [36:  ‘John Donne. Holy Sonnet 14.’]  [37:  ‘John Donne. Holy Sonnet 14.’]  [38:  ‘John Donne. Holy Sonnet 14.’] 

Sonnet XV, beginning “Wilt thou love God as he thee”[footnoteRef:39] has the most overt devotional tones of the sonnets. The Sonnet speaks very positively of God and how He is waited on by angels in Heaven. It also makes mention that God makes a temple within the chest of Donne. This clearly shows the devotional tones of the sonnet, simply through the mention of a temple within Donne. Donne also speaks of how Man was made in God’s image and, how, if Man is made in God’s image, God must therefore also be made in Man’s image. If Man is made in God’s image, and vice versa, then Donne could be suggesting that devotion to oneself is akin to devotion to God. [39:  ‘John Donne. Holy Sonnet 15.’] 

Sonnet XIX, beginning “Oh, to vex me, contraries meet in one”[footnoteRef:40] discusses Donne’s conversion from Roman Catholicism to Anglicanism in his earlier life. It talks about his change in devotion and how he was often changing his ideas and his actions throughout his life. He focuses upon the movement of time, from yesterday to today to tomorrow. He does not wish to view the heaven of yesterday, when he was Catholic. Today he shows his devotion to God through flattery and prayers. Tomorrow he waits in fear of the ending of his immortal soul, will he enter Heaven or Hell? He also makes reference to his devotions being temporary, flights of fancy, that “come and go away like a fantastic ague”.[footnoteRef:41] This ague may be a reference to Donne’s recurring illness. He is comparing his devotions to his sickness and may also be suggesting that the Tomorrow of his sonnet is the days when he is at his most sick and his most reverent of the Lord, which he claims to be his “best days”[footnoteRef:42] Clearly Donne thinks that when he is at his most devotional he is at his best. This sonnet is also quite despairing in the idea that when he is suffering with illness he is at his best, however, it seems more that his despair leads to his devotion. [40:  ‘John Donne: Holy Sonnet 19’.]  [41:  ‘John Donne: Holy Sonnet 19’.]  [42:  ‘John Donne: Holy Sonnet 19’.] 

Donne’s Hymn to God my God, in my Sickness is a poem written near the end of his life. The poems date has been under much discussion, but the date used here will be 1631, the year of his death,[footnoteRef:43] as determined by Simpson in The Date of Donne’s ‘Hymne to God my God, in my Sicknesse’.[footnoteRef:44] This date puts the Hymn to God my God, in my Sickness as being written during the final illness of Donne’s life. Simpson says that the contents of the poem clearly show that Donne knows these are the final days of his life. Simpson believes that while Donne’s Devotions were written during an earlier illness in 1623, the tone of writing in The Hymn to God my God, in my Sickness is much different. In Devotions, Donne prays for recovery, while in Hymn to God my God, in my Sickness, he looks upon what comes after he passes.[footnoteRef:45]  [43:  ‘John Donne (1572-1631)’, Hertford College | University of Oxford, n.d. <https://www.hertford.ox.ac.uk/associate/john-donne-1572-1631/> [accessed 24 May 2026].]  [44:  Evelyn M. Simpson, ‘The Date of Donne’s “Hymne to God My God, in My Sicknesse”’, The Modern Language Review, 41.1 (1946), pp. 9–15, doi:10.2307/3717488.]  [45:  Evelyn M. Simpson, ‘The Date of Donne’s “Hymne to God My God, in My Sicknesse”’, The Modern Language Review, 41.1 (1946), pp. 9–15, doi:10.2307/3717488.] 

As Hymn to God my God, in my Sickness was written near Donne’s death it obviously has some despairing aspects. He is near to death and as his previous poems had states, he was not ready to die. However, the Hymn to God my God, in my Sickness is quite a surprisingly happy Poem. Donne seems to be glad at his imminent demise. He uses the line “I joy, that in these straits I see my west;”[footnoteRef:46] which could mean that after many instances of great sickness throughout his life, he is grateful that he can finally see the end. Prolonged suffering has made Donne look forward to the ending of his painful life.  [46:  ‘Hymn to God, My God, in My Sickness’, The Poetry Foundation, n.d. <https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44114/hymn-to-god-my-god-in-my-sickness> [accessed 24 May 2026].] 

Donne’s Hymn to God my God, in my Sickness is particularly devotional. It has many references to religious imagery and Donne compares himself to both Adam and Christ in the line “Look, Lord, and find both Adams met in me, As the first Adam's sweat surrounds my face, May the last Adam's blood my soul embrace”[footnoteRef:47] Both of these figures were important figures of Christianity. Adam was the first man who God created; Donne may be making clear that just as Adam he was created by God and was formed in God’s image. Christ was the son of God and was executed by the Romans and was eventually resurrected by God. The idea of drinking Christ’s blood and eating his flesh is a central idea to Christianity, Donne may be making clear to God that his devotion has been shown through his adherence to Christianity through Holy Communion.  [47:  ‘Hymn to God, My God, in My Sickness’.] 

The use of musical imagery in Donne’s Hymn to God my God, in my Sickness can be linked to the idea of temperance. Maitland discusses the use of poetry and music in regard to Virtue in Temperance in the Age of Feeling: Sensibility, Pedagogy, and Poetry in the Eighteenth Century.[footnoteRef:48] Specifically mentioning music, Maitland discusses Mahmood’s pianist allegory stating that “As Mahmood’s pianist submits herself to practice her musical skills improve; as her musical skills improve so too does her mastery over herself.”[footnoteRef:49] It could also be said that music in itself exhibits temperance, it exists in a state of harmony with itself. [48:  Sarah Maitland, ‘TEMPERANCE IN THE AGE OF FEELING: SENSIBILITY, PEDAGOGY, AND POETRY IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY’, Open Access Dissertations, published online 1 January 2015, doi:10.23860/diss-maitland-sarah-2015.]  [49:  Maitland, ‘TEMPERANCE IN THE AGE OF FEELING’.] 

Despair is a key aspect of both Donne’s Holy Sonnets and his Hymn to God my God, in my Sickness. However, in his sonnets, despair is depicted more as a grief over the ones he has loved and his soon to be death. Whereas, in his Hymn to God my God, in my Sickness, despair is depicted more as a form of suffering that he has undergone for many years and is now ready to let go of. The journey that Donne has undertaken between the writings of his Holy Sonnets and his Hymn to God my God, in my Sickness had been pivotal to his writing. The constant torment of his illnesses had led him to no longer despair at the idea of death but rather to welcome death and Heaven. This may also be due to his life as an Anglican priest, by this point in his life, he may have believed that his virtues had outweighed the sins of his earlier life and he therefore no longer feared Death as he did when he wrote his Holy Sonnets. 
His Devotion to God has also become a lot softer between the writing of his Holy Sonnets and Hymn to God my God, in my Sickness. While no less prominent, the lexical choices in Hymn to my God my God, in my Sickness, portray a more subdued countenance than the powerful, desperate devotion of the Holy Sonnets. Donne is more comfortable in his devotion by this point in his life. So while despair is an important theme of The Holy Sonnets, it is a reflection of Donne’s devotion to God which is only solidified throughout his life until the ending poem of his life, Hymn to God, my God in my Sickness. 
To conclude, Donne only became more devotional in his poems throughout his life, potentially as a way to work through the despair, grief and suffering he was going through. His despair could have been caused by the loss of his original religion and the harm that it caused his family, his mother and brother in particular. Or it could have been caused by the loss of his wife, only two years after having joined the church. His Sonnets reflect this despair, especially Sonnets IV, VI and XVII, however, this despair also pushes him further into his devotion as seen in Sonnets XIV, XV and XIX. This overall culminates in his most devotional of the poems studied, Hymn to God my God, in my Sickness. While Donne’s Holy Sonnets could be considered poems of despair, it is this despair that forces Donne into his Devotion that is needed for his Hymn to God my God, in my sickness. 
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