Bodily Distempers and Passions of the Mind: Shakespeare and Donne

Donne’s Holy Sonnets
Religious Melancholy, Solitude and Despair
☼
Repentance, redemption and the ‘stubborn temper’ of sin
As was indicated by the previous seminar document, the Renaissance augmented microcosmic theories. Andrew Cunningham summarises this view of the human being: 

Man is a little world, a minor mundus; he is every creature, in the sense that he contains all things; man is created in God’s own image; man is the last thing created, and hence is the highest likeness of God and the summation of all other creation, and he is the end or goal of the creation process; man stands between visible creation and the things which can only be grasped by the intellect – he is the mean.
 
In microcosm theory, structural metaphors arranged the body in an analogically apprehended universe, which God had constructed through the agency of Nature. Nature and construction therefore characterise the human being and the human body and its analogies. The metaphor of the body as a building participates in an analogically apprehended universe via the body's correspondence to the household, castle, estate, city, polity, and church. This metaphor emphasises the body as a structure designed by God and built by Nature. Other metaphors emphasise the body’s naturalness and these participate in the body’s analogical structure by means of extension to a country's geographical features, the physical world, and the universe or macrocosm. 

In a sermon preached by John Donne at Whitehall in 1621:

Let the whole world be in thy consideration as one house; and then consider in that, in the peaceful harmony of creatures, in the peacefull succession, and connexion of causes, and effects, the peace of Nature. Let this kingdome, where God hath blessed thee with a being, be the Gallery, the best room of that house, and consider in the two walls of that Gallery, the Church and the State, the peace of a royall, and a religious Wisedome; Let thine owne family be a Cabinet in this Gallery, and finde in all the boxes thereof, in the severall duties of Wife, and Children, and servants, the peace of vertue, and of the father and mother of all virtues, active discretion, passive obedience; and then lastly, let thine owne bosome be the secret box, and reserve in this Cabinet, and then the best Jewell in the best Cabinet, and that in the best Gallery of the best house that can be had, peace with the Creature, peace in the Church, peace in the State, peace in thy house, peace in thy heart, is a faire Modell, and a lovely designe even of the heavenly Jerusalem which is Visio pacis, where there is no object but peace.
   

The telescopic trajectory of the passage from 'the whole world' to 'thine owne bosome' performs an unfolding of analogies, in which the world, state, church, family, and person are discursively produced as a house, gallery, cabinet, and box, in an ever-magnifying perspective. Each temporary and vanishing horizon is also produced as natural, as participating in 'the peacefull succession, and connexion of causes, and effects, the peace of Nature.' World, state, church, family, and self contain and are contained by each other, like Russian dolls, each a repetition of the other, combining those ontological qualities of construction and Nature. Carey says in his biography of Donne, ‘The universe which for [Aldous] Huxley has split into unrelated layers is still for Donne, as for Paracelsus, a multitudinous but unified system, full of vitalyzing correspondences and relationships, and sunned by God's eye’.
 

Accordingly Donne’s Of the Progres of the Soule produces a conceptualisation of the body, and of the self, as a sovereign state, and as ecclesia, thereby reiterating the political and ecclesiastical microcosmic analogy.
 However, a famous passage from An Anatomy of the World, written by Donne in 1611, evokes the effect of recent investigations in Natural Philosophy upon cosmology and political theory, which provided for the human body the extensive analogies between microcosm and macrocosm, and between body natural and body politic, respectively:

And new philosophy cals all in doubt,

The element of fire is quite put out;

The Sunne is lost, and th’earth, and no mans wit

Can well direct him, where to look for it.
[...]
’Tis all in pieces, all coherence gone;

All just supply; and all Relation

Prince, Subject, Father, Sonne, are things forgot 
  

The passage asserts a lack of faith in either the concept of the macrocosm or that of the body politic, and hence withdraws epistemological assent from the analogical structures they imply. Although the passage is virtually a parody of skepticism, and as such overstates its case, there are other of Donne’s texts in which the speaker suggests, in John Carey’s words, that Donne ‘feels [the microcosm] does insufficient justice to the complexity of man’s body’.
 

Carey’s comment is illustrated, for example, by a reading of the fourth ‘Meditation’ in Donne’s Devotions upon Emergent Occasions, which begins, ‘It is too little to call Man a little World; Except God, Man is diminutive to nothing. Man consistes of more pieces, more parts, then the world; then the world doeth, nay then the world is.’ There are arguably two forms of the microcosm in Renaissance literature: the body and the self or human being. Because of the continuum existing between the body and soul, and because the self or human being encompasses both body and soul, the two forms of microcosm are not clearly distinguishable. The form which Donne meditates upon is not solely the body, but the self. Initially, it is the body which is signified as inadequately represented as ‘a little world’ when the speaker postulates:

If all the Veines in our bodies, were extended to Rivers, and all the Sinewes, to Vaines of Mines, and all the Muscles, that lye upon one another, to Hilles, and all the Bones to Quarries of stones, and all the other pieces, to the proportion of those which correspond to them in the world, the Aire would be too litle for this Orbe of Man to move in, the firmament would bee but enough for this Starre as the whole world hath nothing, to which something in man doth answere, so hath man many pieces, of the whole world hath no representation.
   

When the speaker directs the reader to ‘Inlarge this Meditation upon this great world, Man, so farr, as to consider the immensitie of the creatures this world produces’, some of these creatures are ‘thoughts’, which ‘reach all, comprehend all’.
 In so far as these thoughts circumscribe the earth and encompass the 'Sunn and Firmament at once', they represent the mind’s correspondence to the macrocosm, but Donne's speaker also argues that thoughts exceed the macrocosmic analogues which they encompass, and so in this the mind is like the body. In both body and thought the self exceeds definition as the microcosm. The microcosm is rarely, if ever, in Donne, analysed as the body alone, for even when Donne is skeptical of extended analogies to cosmos, polity, and ecclesia, he never constructs the body in isolation from the soul, or, as in the meditation, from its thoughts.
Donne’s medical curiosity may first have been aroused by the working environment of St. Bartholemew's Hospital, adjoining which was the house into which the family of Donne's stepfather, John Syminges, ‘a wealthy Catholic medical practitioner and President of the Royal College of Physicians’, moved the family when Donne was eleven.
 Allen provides an example of the general medical principles to which Donne appears to subscribe in the view articulated in An Anatomy of the World, that ‘There is no health; Physitians say that we / At best, enjoy, but a neutralitee’.
 
Although this model of human physiology finds some support in humoral theory, which regards human health as the equilibrium of contesting humours in the microcosm, which correspond to elements in the macrocosm, Donne’s version is an especially pessimistic one. It occurs in the Anatomy of the World before the anti-feminist Eden narrative, wherein sexual desire is responsible for the Fall that ushered in mortality.
 Temporal compression of Eden and the present, requires the reader to conceptualise sexual activity ‘now’ as repeatedly re-enacting the fall from grace, and thus as a ‘consumption’ which ironically kills even as it aims ‘to propagate our kinde’, thereby compensating for our mortality. Because of the inheritance of original sin, ‘We are borne ruinous’. In this pessimistic religious physiology, humoral theory is undermined at its source in the microcosm theory: 

Thus man, this worlds Vice-Emporer, in whom

All faculties, all graces are at home;

[...]     

This man, so great, that all that is, is his,

Oh what a trifle, and poore thing he is!

If man were any thing, he’s nothing now: (A8r-A8v)

This theological erosion of microcosmic theory also informs the second sonnet added in 1635 to Donne's Holy Sonnets. The sonnet begins with an acceptance of a generalized theory of the microcosm, although any specific provenance is absent: ‘I am a little world made cunningly / Of Elements, and an Angelike spright’ (ll.1-2).
 But it continues: ‘But black sinne hath betraid to endlesse night / My worlds both parts, and (oh) both parts must die.’ The question the sonnet then asks is highly significant as it relates all that has been said in this discussion about microcosmic theory, to what is arguably the dominant theme of the Holy Sonnets. That theme is religious despair which in the Holy Sonnets has roots in the belief that human beings are so fallen from their original creation as the microcosm, made in God’s image, that God must dispose people to repentance before they can repent. In other words, they have no free will to repent but need God’s grace even to begin. The plausibility of this view depends on the observation that nowhere in the sonnets does Donne think it lies in his power to make himself worthy of redemption; yet God seems unwilling to remove the ‘stubborn temper’ that resists repentance. So the speaker of the second sonnet added in 1635 asks:

You which beyond that heaven which was most high

Have found new sphears, and of new lands can write,

Powre new seas in mine eyes, that so I might
Drowne my world with my weeping earnestly

The speaker asks to be able to repent his sins. That he cannot, and why he cannot, is explained in the second Holy Sonnet of 1633, which begins, ‘Oh my blacke Soule! now thou art summoned / By sicknesse, deaths herald, and champion’. Lines 9 to 10 provide the theological dilemma: ‘Yet grace, if thou repent, thou canst not lacke’. Indeed, sincere repentance would, it was thought, prompt forgiveness and hence the grace required for salvation. But, the poem continues in the tenth line, ‘But who shall give thee that grace to beginne?’ In other words, sincere repentance itself requires grace before the grace that it prompts. 
This dilemma is more graphically or imaginatively put in the first Holy Sonnet added in 1635, which begins, ‘Thou hast made me’: ‘my feebled flesh doth waste / By sinne in it, which it t’wards hell doth weigh; / […] /[…] our old subtle foe so tempteth me, / That not one houre I can my selfe sustaine; / Thy Grace may wing me to prevent his art’. It is this profound dilemma, combined with a frank and harrowing acknowledgment of the seriousness of his own sinfulness that gives rise to the despair of the Holy Sonnets. 
We read in Donne’s Holy Sonnets about the apparent conflict between God’s promise of salvation to those who are chosen and repent, and a human sense of unworthiness or inability to repent, with the anxiety, doubt, even panic, to which the conflict gives rise. The reason for Donne’s sense of inability is in part the influence which a Calvinist theology of redemption was capable of exerting over his thought, an influence which has been increasingly recognized as compromising the ‘Laudian Donne’ represented in Izaak Walton’s Lives, which contains the earliest biography of Donne. There was a debate ongoing about whether one could do anything for one’s own salvation in preparation for grace, and it seems that Donne might have felt that grace was required even for the preparation.
Because of the mutual involvement of the soul with the body, the sense of the intractability of his own sinfulness combines with what Jonathan Sawday argues never left Donne, that is, the ‘sense of an inability to understand and hence control physical process […]. He was always alert to the potential defeat of reason, once the body had become the object of his gaze.’
 The impact of the defeat of reason is registered in Donne’s writing by, among other features, the complexity and apparently unfeasible capacity of the body: ‘The body's interior architecture concealed dizzying depths and capacities, reservoirs of fluid, in which the imagination could soon lose itself.’
 In a sermon preached at Whitehall, in 1621, he writes: 

When I looke into the larders, and cellars, and vaults, into the vessels of our body for drink, for blood, for wine, they are pottles, and gallons; when I looke into the furnaces of our spirits, the ventricles of the heart and of the braine, they are not thimbles; for spirituall things, the things of the next world, we have no roome; for temporall things, the things of this world, we have no bounds.
 

When introducing the seventh book of his work on human anatomy, The Historie of Man, John Banister wrote with caution and careful consideration of the elusiveness of explanation, interpretation, or even accurate description, of the formidably complex structures of the human heart and its even less fathomable operations. Banister’s appreciation of the difficulty with which he was beset in that chapter arises from the context in which he compares the existing writings on the complex structure and elusive function of the heart by his forebears in medicine and anatomy. The passage is as follows:

I freely protest, that hetherto my penne hath not wauered in the doubtfull balance of ambiguitie, but passed the playne path of truth, guided by the safe steppes of my forerunners: till now at length, beyng come to a place somewhat ascendyng (as they that will attayne to the scope of their desire, must not refuse the hill with the dale) I finde the steppes of some willingly yeldyng to so tedious a iourney: others, with senses unappalled, to have plowed a path directly ouer the mountaine: here I see one willingly walking a contrary way: and there an other, praysing their endeuours, but professyng him selfe onely to haue sight in the nearest way. So that here, no maruell, though I should stand amased, and as one plunged in the depth of contrary streames.

The religious tenor of Donne’s acerbic disparagement of medical knowledge does not entail that his writing is assured of religious knowledge. John Carey says,

The creative scepticism of Donne’s poetry happened, and could only have happened, in a brief interval when reason as an instrument for reaching God had been fatally discredited, and reason as the key to nature was still so untried that it could be dismissed out of hand, as Donne dismisses it.

Look again at the passage quoted from the sermon preached at Whitehall, in 1621, on the first page of this seminar document, and it is possible to see that body’s boundless complexity entails that ‘we have no roome’ for ‘spiritual things’ because human beings are fallen, and as such our intellectual likeness to God and heavenly beings is lost; moreover our rational minds, which should help to redeem us, are now also instrumental in our sin. Indeed in comparing the body and the rational soul or mind, the same sermon seems to make a quite different point about the body in order the more emphatically to communicate a sense of the unfathomable mind:
We know the receipt, the capacity of the ventricle, the stomach of man, how much it can hold; and wee know the receipt of all the receptacles of blood, how much blood the body can have; But this infinite Hive of honey, this insatiable whirlpoole of the covetous mind, no Anatomy, no dissection hath discovered to us.

Donne expresses here and elsewhere not only the unfathomable character of the mind, but in the image of a whirlpool its uncontrollability. Its covetousness denotes its capaciousness but also its immense and insatiable capacity or appetite for sinfulness. 
Elsewhere Donne elaborates on this by describing also the capacity for self-deceit and the perversity of the will, which is located in or associated with the heart. In spite of what we know to be good in God’s eyes, the mind and the heart’s sinfulness is intractable, and this is expressed in the ninth sonnet published in 1633, which begins, ‘What if this present were the world’s last night?’. But it is perhaps most eloquently represented by the tenth Holy Sonnet of 1633, which begins, ‘Batter my heart, three person’d God’, with its images of the soul as ‘an usurpt towne’ that labours to admit’ God, but is betrothed to the Devil. 
In this sonnet, ‘Reason’ is God’s ‘viceroy’, which should defend the speaker but is ‘captiv’d, and proves weake or untrue’. An almost identical idea is articulated in the first of the sonnets published in 1633, wherein the speaker’s self is described as ‘a temple of thy Spirit divine’, which prompts the question: 

Why doth the devil then usurpe in mee?

Why doth he steale, nay ravish that’s thy right?
Except thou rise and for thine owne worke fight,

Oh I shall soon despaire, when I doe see

That thou lov’st mankind well, yet wilt not chuse me,

And Satan hates mee, yet is loth to lose mee.

With a mind so ruinously lost to sin, one can no longer rely on reason as a way to reach God or the spiritual. With the little world of Man so fallen away from the eternal into mortality, into a dying in life, a living death, one can no longer use analogy to construct a correspondence or likeness between human beings and God or the cosmos, which in Platonic theory is like the body of God. 
According to William Kerrigan, Christian theologians nevertheless acknowledged that anthropomorphism, or the metaphorical apprehension of divinity via human qualities, may be a ‘necessary condition of theological knowledge’.
 Kerrigan argues that Donne’s Holy Sonnet ‘Batter my heart’ unfolds the metaphorical entailments of the analogy between human sexuality and divine love, in order to reveal the failure of anthropomorphism as a way of understanding the divine. (Another sonnet which can be said to do the same is the second Holy Sonnet from the Westmoreland MS. ‘Show me deare Christ, thy spouse’.) In Kerrigan's opinion the speaker’s lack of decorum is resultant upon the design of the poem to force the reader ‘to participate in the alarming extension of a traditional metaphor’.
 By assuming the literal truth of the trope, that Divine love shares similarities with human sexuality, and by proceeding to complicate the tenor or principal subject of the metaphor, God’s love, by extending the entailments of its conceptualisation in terms of the vehicle or subsidiary subject, the sonnet reinvigorates the traditional analogy.
 The sexuality of God is contained in the full extension of the vehicle and the consequences of that extension for its tenor.
  The design of the poem according to Kerrigan is therefore, to provoke the reader into a reflection on the consequences, or entailments of metaphor, which in this case lead to either an ‘awful’ and ‘inglorious’ similarity or an ‘awesome’ and ‘glorious’ discrimination between divine and human love.
  

The production of either of these effects is resultant upon the tension within theology regarding cognitive apprehension of the divine. By introducing a paradox, however, one is able to acknowledge the failure of even human virtue or perfection to refer to the divine. Kerrigan explains the problem and the paradoxical solution thus:

But how can we understand divine perfection? Since we know only human perfection, we can indicate our recognition of the failure of accommodation by conflating earthly weakness with earthly virtue: we can reaccommodate the failed accommodation. 
 

Although the poem is often described as producing ‘three conceits of equal importance developed in successive quatrains, really the poem evolves from and toward a single metaphor. For the bride addressing her lover, equated to the soul addressing God, is the implicit situation throughout.’
 

The directions of metaphorical structuring within this sonnet can be read as functioning on two levels of metaphoricity. Initially, the erotic relation of bride to lover is structured in terms of two relations which are analogous to each other: between a metal heart and a tinker, and between a usurped town and its sovereign. On the second level of metaphoricity the tenor is converted into a vehicle for the soul addressing God. The soul is thereby conceptualised primarily as a bride desiring to be wed unto Christ/God. The signification of the ‘I’ of the poem thereby slides ambiguously between the soul and the only other possible speaking ‘self’ within the poem, the bride. It follows that the signification of the addressee is ambiguously either God or the bride’s lover, or both as the lover of the soul. In the latter rendition of the poem’s meaning, God’s ‘ravishment’ in the final line also teeters between divine love and rape. And the potential pun on the signifier, heart, which was ‘not uncommon as a slang word for vagina during this period’ adds to the poem’s measured indeterminacy.
 Kerrigan describes it thus:

Because of the personified ‘Reason,’ because ‘three person’d God’ is named as the lover, we recognize that sexual rape is here a metaphor for the forcible entrance of the deity into an otherwise impenetrable soul. But the design of the poem grants extraordinary emphasis to the penetration of a tight body.
  

In so far as the principal tenor of the first level of metaphoricity is the bride addressing her lover, ‘that sexual event acquires the force of a tenor’ for the intercourse of the speaker and God. According to Kerrigan however the equation of chastity and ravishment in the final line ‘deflects the perilous situation reached’.
 It does so firstly by extending to an alarming degree the entailments of the analogical anthropomorphism necessary for understanding divine love, and secondly by exposing the failure of this accommodation of divine perfection in terms of human perfection (chastity). Furthermore the paradox of divine love is reiterated in the sonnet’s representation of the soul as chaste when it is ravished by God. The analogy between body and soul thereby fails also.
 As does the analogy between sexuality and affective love. This is because, although divine love is produced in the poem as the love of God for a human soul or subject, the poem’s speaker nevertheless pleads for this love or grace, thereby evincing his own soul’s yearning for God, which is projectively imagined as satisfied by precisely a lack of sexual fulfilment. Not dissimilarly, in the first Holy Sonnet from the Westmoreland MS., ‘Since she whome I lovd’, bodily disease is paradoxically a metaphor for the health of the soul.
In conclusion, Donne withholds faith in the human being as a microcosm, as the epitome of all Creation, because humanity is fallen from that state of grace. Donne ‘demonstrates’ this by referring to the unfathomable complexities of human anatomical structure and function, which our fallen reason is unable to comprehend, but which are less incomprehensible than the cavernous, ‘covetous’ mind and soul, which is intractably sinful and beyond our knowledge and control. The Holy Sonnets not only trace all the lineaments of a human sense of unworthiness or inability to repent, with the anxiety, doubt, even panic, to which this gives rise when God seems unwilling to dispose one to repentance; they also ‘demonstrate’ the failure of human analogy and reason to comprehend the spiritual or divine in human terms. But they thereby also glimpse a shard of the light of divinity in the ‘awesome’ and ‘glorious’ discrimination between divine and human. Perhaps they are not entirely despairing in their religious melancholy.
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