
[image: ]



Claire Mann
1602593
Medicine and Miracles: Health, Illness, and Cure HPHI5019
19th May 2021











	
‘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?

Disclaimer: My approach to this assessment may be considered quite a controversial one, no harm or offence is intended.  It is purely my interpretation and understanding of the question and text. I do hope freedom of speech is still a valid concept at the time of me writing.

John Donne (1572-1631) was a scholar, soldier, secretary and leading English poet of the metaphysical school.  Born into a Catholic family, during a strong anti-Catholic period in England, he went on to attend Oxford University, though never gained a degree due to his Catholicism.  Incidents that occurred during his life led him to question his Catholic faith, resulting in his conversion to Anglicanism.  In 1610 he published his anti-Catholic polemic ‘Pseudo – martyr’ where he proposed the argument that Roman Catholics could support James I without compromising their religious loyalty to the pope.[footnoteRef:1]  He devoted his energies to religious subjects and in 1621 became dean of St Paul’s Cathedral.  Between October 1623 and January 1624 an epidemic fever swept London, the nature of the epidemic is unclear, though, fairly certain possibilities are Typhus, relapsing fever or purple fever.  It was at this time that Donne wrote and had published his ‘Devotions upon Emergent Occasions, and Severall Steps in My Sickness’ during a period where he suffered a severe illness, or rather in his convalescence, Wilcox suggests that the speed and precision used to circulate the work suggests ‘a conscious wish on Donne’s part to make his personal devotions public’[footnoteRef:2] I have a more cynical suggestion, I believe the Devotions were circulated so quickly for another purpose, if one can instil the ‘fear of god’ into somebody, that somebody will consider anything for salvation.  The Devotions were penned at a time when religion and the church were considered the central powerhouse or engine; providing that that engine was fuelled with the correct ‘narrative’ in the case of the Devotions, the narrative is fear of death, any ‘agenda’ is possible. [1:  B. (2020, June 23). John Donne. Biography. https://www.biography.com/writer/john-donne]  [2:  Course handbook.] 

The Devotions are presented in twenty-three sections, each one containing a meditation, an expostulation and a prayer, and all too often the work has been labeled the ‘curious’ product of an ‘anxious and restless mind’.[footnoteRef:3]  The meditations are a soliloquy of sorts, using no scriptural texts and focusing on observations of natural phenomena and the flux of physical being.[footnoteRef:4]  They appear so generalized as to make it impossible to recover either the exact circumstances or the personal significance of Donne’s illness.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  Goldberg, J. (1971). The Understanding of Sickness in Donne’s Devotions. Renaissance Quarterly, 24(4), 507–517. https://doi.org/10.2307/2859378]  [4:  Horn, M. (2009). John Donne, godly inscription, and permanency of self in Devotions upon Emergent Occasions. Renaissance Studies, 24(3), 365–380. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1477-4658.2009.00580.x]  [5:  Conti, B. (2003). Donne, Doubt and the Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions. John Donne Journal, 22(0), 145–164. https://english.chass.ncsu.edu/jdj/vol22.html] 

If we look at the opening meditation entitled Insultus morbi primus: The first Alteration, the first Grudging, of the Sickness. Here Donne discusses the first symptoms of an illness in images of dissolution, decomposition, dismay and melancholy.[footnoteRef:6] ‘We study health, and we deliberate upon our meats, and drink, and air, and exercise, and we hew, and we polish every stone that goes to that building.[footnoteRef:7]  The theory that the four humours (phlegm, blood, and yellow and black bile) in balance created perfect health in the body rests upon a commitment to materialistic determinism that undercuts the possibility of a stable self.[footnoteRef:8] Donne’s description of the care we take for our bodies is a valid concept today, though we do not consider our bodies or the care of them so poetically. He goes onto say ‘we beggared ourselves by hearkening after false riches and infatuated ourselves by hearkening after false knowledge’.[footnoteRef:9] From a twenty first century perspective, as I sit and write this, fourteen months into a supposed global pandemic, these words could not make the ‘bell toll’ any truer.  He continues ‘So that now, we do not only die, but die upon the rack, die by the torment of sickness; nor that only, but are pre-afflicted, super-afflicted with these jealousies and suspicions and apprehensions of sickness, before we can call it a sickness:’[footnoteRef:10] a Calvinist approach- Jean Calvin was the theologian responsible for working out the doctrine of predestination, in which a person has no free will either to choose or reject salvation, for God has always already preordained those elected for salvation and those condemned to damnation.[footnoteRef:11] Once again that ‘bell tolls’ never before has humanity been so willing to stop living, to save themselves from dying! The powerhouse I spoke of earlier, at this time it was God and the church, I believe it changed, for the better to science and medicine, however the ‘shift’ we are experiencing currently, I fear is not in the name of either.  O miserable condition of man. [6:  Course Handbook]  [7:  Donne, J., & Struik, A. (2012). Devotions upon Emergent Occasions: Together with Death’s Duel. CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform.]  [8:  Horn, M. (2009). John Donne, godly inscription, and permanency of self in Devotions upon Emergent Occasions. Renaissance Studies, 24(3), 365–380. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1477-4658.2009.00580.x]  [9:  Donne, J., & Struik, A. (2012). Devotions upon Emergent Occasions: Together with Death’s Duel. CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform.]  [10:  Donne, J., & Struik, A. (2012). Devotions upon Emergent Occasions: Together with Death’s Duel. CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform.]  [11:  Course Handbook] 

The next meditation to consider is IV. Medicusque vocatur. The physician is sent for.
‘And then, as the other world produces serpents and vipers, malignant and venomous creatures, and worms and caterpillars, that endeavour to devour that world which produces them, and monsters compiled and complicated of divers parents and kinds; Here Donne uses the microcosm analogy and refers to the historical view which posited a structural similarity between the human being and the cosmos as a whole.  As a microcosm, the individual mind is a symbol or image of nature and therefore is both related to nature and distinct from it.[footnoteRef:12] He continues ‘And can the other world name so many venomous, so many consuming, so many monstrous creatures, as we can diseases of all these kinds? O miserable abundance, O beggarly riches! how much do we lack of having remedies for every disease, when as yet we have not names for them? But we have a Hercules against these giants, these monsters; that is the physician; he musters up all the forces of the other world to succour this, all nature to relieve man.’[footnoteRef:13] In support of this, Paracelsus held that a physician should be an expert in cosmography, since the relation between the microcosm and macrocosm constitutes the basis of all medical knowledge.[footnoteRef:14] [12:  Norford, D. P. (1977). Microcosm and Macrocosm in Seventeenth-Century Literature. Journal of the History of Ideas, 38(3), 409–428. https://doi.org/10.2307/2708672 ]  [13:  Donne, J., & Struik, A. (2012). Devotions upon Emergent Occasions: Together with Death’s Duel. CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform.]  [14:  Norford, D. P. (1977). Microcosm and Macrocosm in Seventeenth-Century Literature. Journal of the History of Ideas, 38(3), 409–428. https://doi.org/10.2307/2708672] 

I believe Donne’s Devotions to be a true representation of the belief system in the seventeenth century, I also believe that if the ‘powerhouse’ is tweaked from the church to science, and if the biblical references and dedications to God are changed to medicine, the ‘Devotions’ are still relevant, in a way today.  He wrote during an epidemic, I write today during a pandemic; I would like to consider the concept of anatomy within Donne’s Devotions upon Emergent Occasions, however I wish to consider them from the twenty first century perspective, as I feel his Devotions still have a belonging here today.  
Humanity has been stripped back to the bare bone, everything we knew, everything we took for granted has been removed. All of Donne’s prescribed medicinal suggestions of fresh air, healthy diet and exercise, which in turn promotes good physical and mental health, have all been removed; and replaced with lockdowns and isolation from fellow humans. We have not been able to visit friends and family, be them well or on their death bed, we have missed final farewells, births, celebrations.  People have lost their homes and livelihoods be it jobs or businesses. Health care is near non-existent. As a family we have buried (via video link) several friends and relatives, from poor health care, be it, lack of treatments or diagnosis, as well as suicides from people mentally suffering with the alien conditions, we are expected to exist in.  I use the term exist as life currently is a million miles from any ‘living’, we were familiar with.  Children are suffering, they have no structure, no routine, a disturbed education, no scope for making plans or looking to the future.  I can say that with confidence, as my eight-year-old daughter who was previously fine, happy and healthy has now been referred to a paediatrician with suspected Oppositional Defiance Disorder, we now experience problems daily, to perform the simplest of tasks. The elderly have been left, feeling lonely, deserted and confused.  I have a 74-year-old relative who was independent enough to visit town, go for lunch, the hairdressers etc, she is not scared, she just no longer has the confidence to leave the house and mix with people.  All of the above ‘rules, sanctions and damage’ has been put in place, supposedly, for our health and wellbeing.  As mentioned earlier, whatever the ‘engine’ if the correct ‘fuel’ is used, any agenda can be pushed. Our ‘salvation’ scares me.  
Here we shrink in our proportion, sink in our dignity, in respect of very mean creatures,[footnoteRef:15] O miserable condition of man!![footnoteRef:16] [15:  Donne, J., & Struik, A. (2012). Devotions upon Emergent Occasions: Together with Death’s Duel. CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform.]  [16:  Donne, J., & Struik, A. (2012). Devotions upon Emergent Occasions: Together with Death’s Duel. CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform.] 
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