The Well-Tempered Reader: Renaissance Poetics
John Donne
1. Both Ben Jonson and John Donne rebelled in their generally different ways against the pictorial fluidity of Spenserian poetry, what they saw as decorative rhetorical patterns, and half-medieval idealism, and both created new poetic techniques, a new realism of style (or new rhetoric), sharp, condensed, and muscular, fitted for the intellectual and critical realism of their thought.
 
2. Such was their influence that critics have customarily divided many of the rest of the poets of the seventeenth century into the Tribe of Ben and the School of Donne (or Metaphysical Poets); cavalier and metaphysical, respectively.

3. Donne has been characterised as ‘Wit’s forge and fire-blast, meaning’s press and screw’, in Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s words.

Donne, Wit, and the Style of ‘Metaphysical’ Poetry

1. Donne developed an irregular, uneven, colloquial, immediate, urgent, even impetuous and unpleasant, lyrical style, characterized by a not infrequent bending and cracking of the metrical pattern to the rhetoric of this direct and vehement utterance. ‘No one before Donne had written English verse in which the pressures of passionate speech could be retained with such unhindered power.’
 
2. Donne claims that the poet tames grief when he fetters it in verse. Purportedly arising from intensely felt experience, under pressure of erotic, sensuous love or charged with religious feeling, this poetry characteristically responds with intellectual wit, a closely woven form of logical, or paradoxical, or passionate argument, and the use of conceit as its instrument.
3. ‘Wit’, in the Renaissance period, denotes mental quickness or sharpness and intellectual powers, and literary or poetic talent or skill. It is this which Donne is judged to have had in abundance, and this is why he was so influential.
4. ‘Wit’ is judged by the invention of new antitheses, paradoxes, witty metaphorical expressions, and conceits.
5. Metaphysical lyric style is arguably the style of the lyric poetry of George Herbert, Richard Crashaw, Andrew Marvell, Henry Vaughan, and a host of other writers of the seventeenth century. In each case Donne’s influence differs, and each poet emphasizes and develops different aspects of the style. But all can be characterized by deliberate art, concise, colloquial, even occasionally harsh expression, pungent concentration of thought, sinewy strength and the development of obscure and innovative metaphors, sometimes called conceits.
6. At the end of the seventeenth century, Dryden cast a cool critical eye on Donne, saying, ‘He affects the metaphysics, not only in his satires, but in his amorous verses, where nature only should reign; and perplexes the minds of the fair sex with nice speculations of philosophy, when he should engage their hearts, and entertain them with the softnesses of love.’ 
7. Use of the term ‘metaphysical’ to identify the poetry of Donne and those whom his poetry had influenced emerged in largely derogatory criticism by Dryden and Johnson, in the eighteenth century, but has since been deprecated as vague and misleading. It can therefore be important to examine the critical usefulness of interpreting influence in terms of the so-called ‘Metaphysical Poets’ or the equally contentious ‘School of Donne’, by reading the poetry through the changing critical reputations of its exponents, through the history of its critical reception and the influence of scholarly anthologies. 
Biography

1. Donne’s mother was the close relative of Sir Thomas More, a Roman Catholic martyr, and the family was not only devoutly Catholic but Jesuitical. They harboured Jesuit priests illegally entering the country and celebrating the Mass secretly in Roman Catholic homes. These young men were usually English who had been sent to the Catholic colleges abroad for their education, and who returned on what were likely to become suicidal missions because when caught, they would be interrogated and tortured by the authorities for information relating to how Jesuit priests were entering the country, before being hanged, drawn and quartered. Eye-witness accounts tell us that the government in England was responsible for the most pitiful torments enacted on the still living victims of this purge of Roman Catholics from English soil. To increase the terror of the spectacle instructions were given to the hangmen that Roman Catholics should be disembowelled alive.  
2. This was the terror that Donne was not only born into, but arguably formed by. He attended executions. He records that he saw Catholic bystanders, oblivious of their own danger, praying to the priest’s mangled body, in hope that the new martyr would take their petitions to heaven with him. It might justifiably have been hoped that God’s grace and careful indoctrination by his Catholic tutors might arouse in the young boy a spirit of emulation, a desire for martyrdom which was in his family. Some critics think that Donne came to regard the martyr’s crown almost as part of his inheritance. Others argue that Donne was never fundamentally RC; if anything, he was a rebel against the family’s Jesuitism, because it was neither humane nor subtle.

3. Donne’s reading matter wasn’t that of an Englishman, but of a European intellectual. He did, however, matriculate at Hart Hall, Oxford, with his brother Henry, at the age of twelve. As RCs they went to University very young and lied about their age in order to avoid signing the Thirty Nine Articles and the Oath of Allegiance, which became mandatory at sixteen. They could not, however, graduate as a consequence. 
4. In his teens, Donne travelled in Italy and Spain, studying culture and learning languages. 
5. An early portrait of him contains a defiant motto declaring that he shall never change. But Roman Catholics in England faced an awful decision of whether to remain in the faith, probably missing the chance of preferment and success, even integration through suitable employment into the greater whole of society, and risking execution, or renounce Catholicism and (from a Catholic perspective) stare into the face of eternal damnation. 
6. Donne did change; he converted to Anglicanism, and was ordained, eventually becoming Dean of St Paul’s. Donne’s conversion is datable roughly to 1595, when Donne was about 27.
‘The Comparison’
1. In Spenser’s Amoretti, 15, we have encountered the catalogue of features which was called a ‘blazon’, or ‘anatomical blazon’, because it anatomizes the physical features or attributes of the beloved into her constituent parts. In Shakespeare’s Sonnet 130, we have discovered how the anatomical blazon, which is generally taken to have the sense of praise, could also dispraise, and in France this kind of description was called the ‘contreblason’. The catalogue of a mistress’s beauties had provoked in parody catalogues of deformities. But in the love elegy, ‘The Comparison’, Donne sets the blazon against the contreblason by comparing the beauties of his mistress with the deformities of the mistress of his addressee, and in doing this he achieves new levels of brutality, offensiveness and coarseness, with, of course, characteristic wit.

2. Initially the poem draws a distinction between the sweat of the speaker's mistress and that of the immediate addressee of the poem. That of the speaker's mistress is 'sweet', perfumed, and balmy, 'As the sweet sweat of Roses in a Still': the distilled aromatic residue of this process of distillation and evaporation. The 'Almighty Balme'(l.3), to which the mistress's sweat is also compared, is not only a scent, but also, more obliquely, the revitalizing 'mumia' of Pythagorean physiology, which was also called 'balm'. As such it exists in the body, where it is comparable to pneuma zoticon, or vital spirit, in Galenic physiology, and in the world, where its regenerative quality is recognised in its epithet: 'of th'early East' (l.3). The distilled aroma of roses is comparable to pneuma zoticon, which is formed in the heart from the compression of air and blood, because evaporation for Donne represents the transmutation of matter into spirit. The blood component of pneuma zoticon is liquid, and remains so after the fusion with air, which leaves it highly refined, just as the sweat which adorns Donne's mistress's neck is as beautiful and refined as 'pearle carcanets'(l.6). 
3. In contrast, the addressee's mistress's sweat is spermatique'(l.8). In Hippocratic and Galenic physiology, male sperm is highly refined blood, created in the brain and containing the soul principle. But sperm is also produced in the female body, where it is qualitatively inferior. Furthermore, this mistress's 'spermatique' sweat is the 'issue of ripe menstruous boiles'(l.8). As either menstrual blood or the infected blood of boils, this sweat is corrupt rather than refined. Since sweat exudes from the body interior, the poem construes drops on the body surface as metonymic traces of the quality of the interior, and thus of the truth of the woman.

4. The location of the provenance of the 'Balme' of the speaker's mistress in 'th'early East', paves the way for the organization of the idealization and the denigration of the respective mistresses around the Creation. The speaker's mistress's head is as round as the apple plucked by Eve from the tree of knowledge, and thereby is perfect in shape and in so far as it belongs to the pre-lapserian order of Creation.
 By contrast, the 'rough-hewne' head of the addressee's mistress reminds the speaker of the Chaos before Creation (l.19). 
5. The introduction of Edenic harmony leads to another contrast, this hinging not on the Creation, but on the Fall. While the speaker's mistress's breast encloses the source of the regeneration of beauty in Proserpine's 'beauty-keeping' pyxis, the other mistress's breast is 'like worme eaten trunkes, cloth'd in seals skin,/ Or grave, that's durt without, and stinke within'.(l.25) 
6. Striking though the contrast is between eternal beauty and post-lapsarian corruptibility, it is possible to deconstruct the terms of this discrimination between bodies. The distinction between them emerges as rhetorically constructed by the ambivalence of masculine desire for, and disgust of, the female body.
7. The apple signifies the harmony of God's creation. Metaphorically superimposed onto the head of the speaker's mistress, she takes on the desirability of the object that whetted Eve’s appetite. 
8. The mistress of the addressee is violently punished for her fault, as though she alone inherits the disobedience of Eve. Her skin is 'russet', like that of 'men late scurg'd for madness, or for sinne,/ Like Sun-parch'd quarters on the citie gate'.(ll.30-1) 

9. Donne’s elegy abandons the discretion of most blazonneurs.
 Whereas the 'cherishing heat' of the womb and vagina belonging to the speaker's mistress, 'her best lov'd part', performs an alchemical 'projection' of soul into flesh, the other mistress's vulva is likened to 'the dread mouth of a fired gunne', or the erupting mouth of Mount Aetna (ll.35-42). 
10. The addressee’s mistress appears to embody the fearful fantasy of the power to withhold from men the only physical means to compensate for their mortality on earth, resulting from the Fall. 
a. In his final sermon as Dean of St Paul’s, Deaths Duell, Donne ascribes to Eve this very awareness of her power over the lives of men, when he has her say that if God had not enabled her to conceive, if He had not 'infused a quickning soule into that conception', and if he had not brought Cain from her womb into the world, then her 'body had beene but the house of death'.
 
The fearful fantasy of Eve's destructive womb renders consistent with the religious discourse and sexual imagery of the poem the otherwise obscure, albeit arresting, question that the speaker asks of the addressee, imagined as caressing his mistress: 'Doth not thy fearefull hand in feeling quake,/ As one which gath'ring flowers, still fear'd a snake?'(ll.45-6).

11. The poem attempts to discriminate between the representation of genital penetration in the speaker’s own case and that of his addressee: 
a. 'Are not your kisses then as filthy,'and more,/ As a worme sucking an envenom'd sore?' (ll.43-4) Coitus for the addressee and his mistress is described as 'harsh and violent', re-enacting the violence of woman's punishment for unreproductive sexual appetite: her body is an infertile 'stony ground' (ll.47-8). 
b. Two similes describe how the speaker and his mistress are 'devoutly nice' (l.49) when they embrace:
i. The first, 'Priests in handling reverent sacrifice'(l.50), refers to sacrificial practices recorded in the Old Testament. The priest is re-enacting the covenant made with God by Moses, and absolving the community's sins. The ritual effects are translated into the lover's obedience to God's command to fallen Eve and Adam - 'Go forth and multiply' – and into the absolution of the mistress's supposed 'fault' via her conception, gestation and delivery, which is itself a sacrifice of her life for her offspring. The sexual act borrows from the sacrifice sensuous, as well as intellectual, content.  

ii. The second simile which describes the speaker’s embrace with his mistress is 'such in searching wounds the Surgeon is' (l.51). This simile, 'taken from contemporary medicine, is of a physician examining a wound by inserting a probe - a surgical instrument, commonly of silver, with a blunt end, used for exploring the direction and depth of wounds or sinuses'.
 Donne was likely to have been familiar with such things because his mother’s second husband (the first died when Donne was four) was Dr John Syminges, a wealthy Catholic medical practitioner and President of the Royal College of Physicians. According to Carey, 'Donne achieves his enlivening effect by the apposition of life and non-life - in this case, the intrusion of blunt metal among the most strikingly sensitive living tissues.'
 But there is a paradox between the ostensible tenderness with which the blazonneur enumerates (or in this case penetrates) the beloved's body parts, and the dissective character of the enumeration itself, which is the mode of the blazon.

‘The Sun Rising’, ‘Air and Angels’, and ‘A Valediction Forbidding Mourning’
1. Evocation of the joyous passionate and sensuous abandonment of love with imaginative wit.
2. Imaginative exploration and articulation of the phenomena of love through the language (discourses) of theology and philosophy – metaphysics.

3. The word ‘conceit’, often spelled ‘conceipt’, deriving from the Italian concetto, carried ‘the general meaning of idea, concept, or thought’.
 But when it was used in Renaissance and seventeenth-century poetics to refer to a feature of a work, it signified a metaphorical manipulation of language: ‘Unlike the usual metaphor, where an obvious and close resemblance exists between vehicle and tenor, a conceit stresses a similarity between highly dissimilar elements that must be discovered through thought.’
 Conceits are a product of intellectual ingenuity, a capacity for finding likenesses in the apparently unlike.

4. ‘Having found an unforeseen relationship between two phenomena, the business of the concettist was to develop all possible similarities and to give them eloquent expression.’
 This gives rise to an ‘extended conceit’, ‘one in which analogy is subject to detailed and ingenious development, often throughout an entire poem.’

5. The main principles of metaphor in the Renaissance are those of decorum or aptness, consistency and coherence. The metaphor had a didactic role and was concerned to manifest truths, ideas, and values that carried public assent. The relationships that the metaphor establishes are created in the first place by God; the poet merely discovers them.
6. Compasses, which drew perfect circles, were acceptable symbols of perfection – as their circles were symbols of unity. The metaphor thus is consistent with the theme of ‘A Valediction Forbidding Mourning’ and exemplifies the coherence of a world in which lovers and compasses have this relationship.
7. The object of a metaphor of this sort is to reproduce the intelligible world; that is, the world that our intellects impose upon Nature, in accordance with our beliefs and our whole way of life.
Holy Sonnets

1. King James admired Donne’s talents, but maintained that he had shown himself, by his rash marriage, unfit for confidential employment; and, with what may seem to us rather curious logic, he accordingly urged him to enter the Church, on the grounds that he ‘has the abilities of a learned divine, and will prove a powerful preacher’.
 

2. In the period from about 1609 until 1611, four years before he eventually took Anglican orders, Donne wrote his Holy Sonnets, which, in so far as we can read them biographically, record a spiritual crisis.

3. It is a feature of metaphysical poetry, of the poetry of the School of Donne, that much of it is religious. 

4. It is a characteristic of Donne’s Holy Sonnets that his crisis is precipitated by his not being able to feel sufficiently unworthy or penitent before God. Something inside him is numb and hardened. Though Donne’s Holy Sonnets are self-absorbed, and even more intensely personal than either Shakespeare’s sonnets or those of Sidney, they are not self-admiring. Their temper is too restless, too sinuously and nervously intelligent, and Donne’s ego reaches too eagerly after what is beyond itself, which in this case, is now God; the ego is goaded by its incompleteness, the soul by its insatiability which he would eventually come to regard as a special expedient of divine providence, urging him towards immortality.

5. This theological erosion of microcosmic theory informs the second sonnet added in 1635 to Donne's Holy Sonnets: ‘I am a little world made cunningly’. 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.’ 
6. The question the sonnet then asks is highly significant as it relates microcosmic theory to the dominant theme of the Holy Sonnets. That theme is religious despair and in Donne’s Holy Sonnets it arguably lies in the belief 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 enact it. 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

7. The speaker asks to be able to repent his sin. 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. 
8. It 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’. 

9. 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. 

10. The reason for Donne's sense of inability is in part the influence of Jean Calvin’s theology of redemption.
11. This 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. In a sermon preached at Whitehall, in 1621, he writes that, 


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.
 

12. The religious tenor of Donne's ascerbic 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.

13. Look again at the passage quoted from the sermon preached at Whitehall, in 1621, and we shall see that body’s boundless complexity entails that ‘we have no roome’ for ‘spiritual things’. Due to the Fall human beings’ intellectual likeness to God and heavenly beings is obscure or lost, and our 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 he 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.

14. 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?’. 

15. 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. 

a. 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.
b. 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. 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'.
 

c. 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. 
d. 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, 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.
  

e. 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. 
 

f. 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.’
 

g. The directions of metaphorical structuring within the poem can be read as functioning on two levels of metaphoricity. 

i. Initially, the erotic relation of bride to lover is structured in terms of two relations that are analogous to each other: between a metal heart and a tinker, and between an usurped town and its sovereign. 

ii. On the second level of metaphoricity the tenor is converted into a vehicle for the soul addressing God. 

h. 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. If so, then 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.
  

i. 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. 
j. 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). 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.
 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.    

16. Consider also in this context Holy Sonnet I (from the Westmoreland MS.), ‘Since she whome I lovd’, in which disease is a metaphor for the health of the soul.

‘Hymn to God my God, in my Sicknesse’
1. 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.

2. In writing on this poem, Wilbur Sanders comments on the ‘joy’ expressed in the first three lines of this poem, 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. 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.

3. Donne denies himself the obvious resource of shouted drama and theatricality, which we encounter occasionally in the Holy Sonnets. Even the preparation for death, the practice of the Christian ars moriendi 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 skilfully tempered – sometimes painfully (if one is, like Donne, the instrument), but always in measure. 

4. Temperance is a balance of opposites, of humours 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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