Bodily Distempers and Passions of the Mind: Shakespeare and Donne

Donne’s ‘Hymn to God my God, in my Sicknesse’ and ‘Deaths Duell’
Sickness, Dying and the Well-Tempered Death

☼
Mortality, faith and the assurance of salvation
Deaths Duell
Donne was constantly infirm, but the sickness that killed Donne in 1631 has been fairly certainly diagnosed as cancer of the stomach. According to Izaak Walton, whose dates are seldom correct, it was in August, 1630, while Donne was staying with his eldest daughter, Constance, and her second husband Samuel Harvey, who had married in June of that year, that his fatal illness developed. The true nature of Donne’s illness seems to have been obscured for some time by a violent attack of fever, probably the ague from which he suffered half-yearly, so he tells us. He recovered from this sufficiently to return to London, to St Paul’s Cathedral, where he was Dean, to preach. His friends, seeing that his sickness ‘had left him onely so much flesh as did onely cover his bones,’ tried to dissuade him from his design of preaching on the first Friday of Lent, assuring him that the effort would shorten his life;
but, he passionately denied their requests; saying he would not doubt that God who in so many weaknesses had assisted him with an unexpected strength, would now withdraw it in his last employment; professing an holy ambition to perform that sacred work. And, when to the amazement of some beholders he appeared in the Pulpit, many of them thought he presented himself not to preach mortification by a living voice: but, mortality by a decayed body and dying face. And doubtless, many did secretly ask that question in Ezekial, Do these bones live? Or, can that soul organize that tongue, to speak so long time as the sand in that glass will move towards its centre, and measure out an hour of this dying mans unspent life? Doubtless it cannot; and yet, after some faint pauses in his zealous prayer, his strong desires enabled his weak body to discharge his memory of his preconceived meditations, which were of dying, the Text being, To God the Lord belong the issues from death [Psalm 68. 20]. Many that then thought the Text prophetically chosen, and that Dr. Donne had preach’t his own funeral Sermon.

This in part answers the question of why Donne’s final sermon, which was in fact delivered at Whitehall to the Royal Household and published separately and in selections and collections of his sermons, dwells so relentlessly on the innate sinfulness of human beings, their mortality, and their utter dissolution after death. But, according to Potter and Simpson, we should view this last sermon as ‘the climax and completion of Donne’s series preached before the King at the beginning of Lent. Deaths Duell has the same aim as its predecessors, to prepare its hearers for Lent, Good Friday, and Easter.’
 Lent is intended to be a preparation for meditation on the Passion of Christ in Holy Week, and on his agony on the Cross on Good Friday, while these in turn lead up to the joy of Easter and the Resurrection. 
The whole sermon, with its emphasis upon death, and the deliverance from death which God affords us, was intended to lead up to the final section, in which Donne meditates upon the death of Christ. It is all to speak of the amazing, unending paradox that God could die, and would die for the love of humanity, and to glorify this incomprehensible love of God who forgives and resurrects the dead and grants them eternal life. One might also find plausible biographical motive in the morbidity of Donne’s own physical condition; though this of course is not unrelated to his faith in the assurance of salvation.
The sermon begins with three interpretations of Psalm 68. 20. Firstly, it denotes God’s ‘power to give us an issue and deliverance, even then when we are brought to the jawes and teeth of death, and to the lippes of that Whirle-poole, the Graue’.
 Secondly, unto God belong ‘the disposition and manner of our death: what kinde of issue and transmigration we shall have out of this world’.
 Thirdly, the scriptural text denotes ‘that this God the Lord having united and knit both natures in one, and being God, having also come into this world, in our flesh, he could have no other means to save us, he could have no other issue out of this world, nor returne to his former glory but by death’.

The first of these deliverances is not only from the death of the grave, but from death-in-life. The former is analogous to ‘our very birth and entrance into this life’, which is described as ‘an issue from death, for in our mothers Wombe wee are dead so, as that wee doe not know wee live, not so much as we doe in our sleepe, neyther is there any graue so close, or so putrid a Prison, as the wombe would be unto us, if wee stayed in it beyond our time, or dyed there before our time.’
 In these circumstances: ‘In the wombe the dead child kills the Mother that conceived it, and is a murtherer, nay a parricide even after it is dead.’
 Furthermore: ‘There in the wombe wee are fitted for workes of Darknesse, all the while deprived of light; And there in the Wombe wee are taught cruelty, by being fed with bloud, and may be damned, though we be never borne.’
 These sentiments reflect a post-Reformation sensibility that would seem incapable of glimpsing over the distant horizon the Victorian association of infancy with innocence. But they may have discomfited even the more faint-hearted of Donne’s contemporary auditors.
The womb as a ‘house of death’ is merely a prelude, for ‘deliuerance from that death, the death of the wombe, is an entrance, a deliuering over to another death, the manifold deaths of this world’.
 One death succeeds another: ‘wee have a winding sheete in our Mothers wombe [the secundina], which growes with us from our conception, and we come into the world, wound up in that winding sheet, for we come to seeke a grave’.
 Indeed, ‘this whole World is but an universall Church-yard, but our common grave, and the life and motion that the greatest persons have in it, is but as the shaking of buried bodyes in theyr Grave, by an Earth-quake’.
 Unlike his younger self in search of courtly employment and patronage, the older, dying man evidently feels no need to flatter the assembly of the Royal Household.
Deliverance from the ‘manifold deaths of this world’ is of course by death, ‘the final dissolution of body and soule, the end of all’ – or so it would appear until we contemplate this death as ‘an entrance into the death of corruption and putrifaction, and vermiculation and incineration, and dispersion in and from the grave’.
 Again the preacher refuses to spare his privileged audience their apprehension of distinction: the ‘bodies that haue beene the children of royall parents, and the parents of royall children, must say with JOB, Corruption thou art my father, and to the Worme thou art my mother and my sister.’
 Contemplation of the dissolution of the carcass that was thought to breed ‘worms’ or maggots yields a devastating image of the collapse of moral foundation of human society – the incest taboo:
Miserable riddle, when the same worme must be my mother, and my sister, and my selfe. Miserable incest, when I must bee married to my mother and my sister, and bee both father and mother to my owne mother and sister, beget and beare that worme which is all that miserable penury; […].

Among the horrors that await even the ‘private and retyr’d man, that thought himselfe his owne for ever, and never came forth’,
 is that he ‘must in his dust of the grave be published, and (such are the Revolutions of the Graves) bee mingled with the dust of every Highway, and of every Dunghill, and swallowed in every puddle and pond’. With some justification, Donne describes this as ‘the most inglorious and contemptible vilification, the most deadly and peremptory nullification of man, that wee can consider’.

While Donne’s purpose as a preacher in expounding death as a leveler of distinctions may be theologically clear, his purpose in emphasising the near obliteration of human dignity and remains, the reduction to dust and subsequent promiscuous scattering thereof, may be to impress upon his audience death’s absolute reality and ubiquity, and our utter powerlessness to avoid its effacing of the private body. Yet it is also to emphasise the extraordinary recovery by God that is the Resurrection of the Dead: ‘unto God the Lord, belong the issues of Death, and by recompacting this dust into the Same Body, and remaining the same Body with the same soule, hee shall in a blessed and glorious Resurrection give me such an issue from this death, as shall never passe into any other death, but establish mee into a life that shall last as long as the LORD of Life himeselfe.’

In enlarging the second interpretation of Psalm 68. 20 – that unto God belong ‘the disposition and manner of our death: what kinde of issue and transmigration we shall have out of this world’ – Donne advises his audience: ‘Make no ill conclusions upon any mans loathnesse to dye, for the mercies of God worke momentarily in minutes.’ Furthermore, regarding ‘violent deaths inflicted as upon Malefactors’, ‘CHRIST himselfe hath forbidden us by his owne death to make any ill conclusion; for his owne death had those impressions in it; Hee was reputed, Hee was executed as a Malefactor, and no doubt many of them who concurred to his death, did beleeve him to be so’.
 More generally, he maintains that ‘a good life here flowe[s] into an Eternall life, without any consideration, what manner of death we dye’.
 
Expounding the third interpretation of the text, ‘that this God the Lord having united and knit both natures in one, and being God, having also come into this world, in our flesh, he could have no other means to save us, he could have no other issue out of this world, nor returne to his former glory but by death’, Donne directs his audience to the love Christ expressed in a former decree with his Father.
 Even though there was ‘nothing more free, more voluntary, more spontaneous then the death of CHRIST’, this decree ‘made it impossible’ for the ‘Cup’ to pass.

The sermon draws to a close with a passage that may be modelled on Jesuit forms of meditative spiritual exercise or may reflect more spontaneous Protestant practices of meditation. As he prepares to leave them, Donne invites his audience to visualize or look:

There now hangs that sacred Body upon the crosse, Rebaptized in his owne teares and sweat, and embalmed in his owne bloud alive. There are those bowels of Compassion, which are so conspicuous, so manifested, as that you may see them through his wounds. […] There we leave you in that blessed Dependancy, to hang upon Him that hangs upon the Crosse, there both in his teares, there sucke at his wounds, and lye downe in Peace in his Grave, till Hee vouchsafe you a Resurrection, and an Ascension into that Kingdome, which he hath prepared for you, with the inestimable price of his incorruptible Bloud. AMEN.
 
‘Hymn to God my God, in my Sicknesse’
The date which Walton gives for this poem, March 23, 1630 [1631], is eight days before the writer’s death. Of his death, Walton wrote:

Being speechlesse, he did (as Saint Stephen) look steadfastly towards heaven, till he saw the Sonne of God standing at the right hand of his Father; And being satisfied with this blessed sight, (as his soule ascended, and his last breath departed from him) he closed his owne eyes, and then disposed his hands and body into such a posture, as required no alteration by those that came to shroud him.

The last line of Donne’s epitaph, which is his own composition, echoes a passage in a sermon on Psalm VI. 8-10: 

In a flat Map, there goes no more, to make West East, though they be distant in an extremity, but to paste that flat Map upon a round body, and then West and East are all one. In a flat soule, in a dejected conscience, in a troubled spirit, there goes no more to the making of that trouble, peace, then to apply that trouble to the body of the Merits, to the body of the Gospel of Christ Jesus, and conforme thee to him, and thy West is East, thy Trouble of spirit is Tranquility of spirit.

A similar assembly of thoughts is gathered in reflection on death in the ‘Hymn to God my God, in my Sicknesse’, where it combines the cosmographical metaphor – ‘As West and East | In all flatt Maps (and I am one) are one’ (ll. 13-14) – with the deliberation in ‘Deaths Duell’ regarding ‘the disposition and manner of our death: what kinde of issue and transmigration we shall have out of this world’: ‘All streights, and none but streights’ (l. 19).
In writing on this poem, Wilbur Sanders comments on the ‘joy’ expressed in the first three lines, that it is ‘truly astonishing, if truly felt’. He adds, with reasonable critical reservation, 

This is incomparably the most serenely affirmative of the Divine Poems – so much so that the serenity would be outrageous, if there were the least suspicion of its being consciously worn, or flaunted. One of the more disgusting manifestations of piety is a parade of supernal calm in the face of the last issues, when everyone is well aware that the last issues are comfortably far off. It’s a cheap forgery, for moral effect, of a courage which is rare and irreplaceable.

According to this view, the ‘Hymne’ ‘depends for its power upon convincing the reader that it is indeed death that is being confronted, and no homiletic simulacrum of it’.
Donne denies himself the obvious resource of shouted drama and theatricality, which we arguably encounter occasionally in the Holy Sonnets. Even the preparation for death, the practice of the Christian ars moriendi, to which Meditation 12 of Devotions also refers to, tended to be for Donne’s contemporaries an occasion of gorgeous theatricality. But Donne’s preparation of himself is here imagined as tuning the instrument before it is played. Music is the consummate manifestation of balance, of tension skillfully tempered – sometimes painfully (if one is, like Donne, the instrument), but always in measure. Temperance is a balance of opposites, of humors in the body; in terms of ethics it is Aristotle’s golden mean. For Donne this balance of opposites is between the love of humanity God has displayed in Creation, on the one hand, and human mortality and disease, on the other. For Donne this is also a paradox revealing a religious truth – salvation reconciles death and mortality to the love of humanity God has displayed in Creation and in allowing his Son to atone for the sins of humanity in his death: ‘Therfore that he may raise the Lord throws down’. Temperance is for Donne a faith in the resurrection, the patience and utter composure of feeling granted by faith in the assurance of salvation.
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