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Literary Circles, Patronage, Coteries, and Critical Groupings
1. Literary circles: two of the important social dimensions of our study of lyric poetry of the Elizabethan, Jacobean and Caroline periods are: 
a. Patronage is an element: e.g. Samuel Daniel was a friend of Sir Philip Sidney’s life-long friend, Fulke Greville, and also tutor to the son of Sir Philip Sidney’s sister, Mary Sidney-Herbert (the name was pronounced and often written ‘Harbert’), Countess of Pembroke. The pupil’s name was William Herbert, and he would later become third Earl of Pembroke. Mary Sidney was also patron of John Donne and Ben Jonson and was at the centre of an important network of literary and intellectual friendships and social and financial dependences.
b. Coteries, or poetic friendships: e.g.

i. The ‘School of Night’, or ‘School of Atheism’ as it was called by Roman Catholics. This included advanced thinkers such as Thomas Harriot, the algebraist and astronomer, Sir Walter Ralegh, and his fellow-poet, Christopher Marlowe;

ii. “Areopagus,” to which Sir Philip Sidney, Fulke Greville, and Edmund Spenser belonged;
iii. The “Spenserians,” the head of which was Michael Drayton;
iv. The “Tribe of Ben [Jonson],” which gathered together at the Mermaid Tavern, in London. 
2. There is another kind of grouping, which does not always reflect the real allegiances between individual poets, but rather represents the products of critical attempts to interpret literary influence. We may call these ‘critical groupings’, and there are at least three important critical groupings in the seventeenth century: 
a. The “Tribe of Ben [Jonson]”; 
b. The so-called “School of Donne” or “metaphysical poets”;
c. The “Spenserians”.
George Herbert

1. In becoming Mary Herbert, Mary Sidney had married into the family, an ancient and eminent Welsh family, that produced the poet George Herbert. George’s father died when he was young and he was brought up by his mother, Magdalene Herbert, a lady notable for her piety and for her patronage of literary men, including, most significantly, John Donne, probably the single greatest poetic influence on the lyric poetry of George Herbert.
2. After taking his degrees with distinction at Trinity College, Cambridge, Herbert was elected Public Orator of the university. It was a post carrying dignity and even some authority: its incumbent was called on to express, in the florid Latin of the day, the sentiments of the university on public occasions. Other men had used the position as a stepping stone to high political office; and this idea certainly tantalized Herbert, who also served twice, during the early 1620s, as a Member of Parliament. 
3. In 1626 Herbert took a minor office in the Anglican church; in 1629 he married Jane Danvers (so he could no longer remain a Cambridge fellow); and in 1630 he accepted the living of Bemerton near Salisbury and took holy orders.
4. Many younger sons of highly connected houses entered the church in those days – picking up a sinecure here and a non-resident ministry there; accepting the pay and letting the work be done by underpaid curates; filling the offices of the church, perhaps without scandal, but also without the least breath of spiritual fervour. At Bemerton, on the contrary, George Herbert became at once what the age delighted to recognize as ‘a learned, godly, and pain[staking] divine.’ He preached and prayed; he rebuilt the church out of his own pocket; he visited the poor, consoled the sick, and sat by the bed of the dying. ‘Holy Mr. Herbert’ became the talk of the countryside in the three short years of his ministry, before he died of consumption.
5. During these years, he completed the volume of poems for which he is best known, The Temple, which was published shortly after his death, in 1633.

The Temple

1. Technically, Herbert is so deft that a casual reader risks dismissing him a merely ingenious. Like Donne, he enjoys complicated stanzas, but Herbert is a master of the unexpected, climactic quiet simplicity. 
2. Most of Herbert’s lyric poems are religious in subject-matter, and he is a poet of silence and humility; yet the awful experience of spiritual barrenness so characteristic of Donne’s Holy Sonnets, Herbert knows. We have discussed in Donne’s Holy Sonnets 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. Donne seems to have been very conscious of the intractability of his own sinfulness and of the justice of his own damnation. By contrast, Herbert’s lyrics are written not only in the shadow of the Fall, but the light of salvation. He envisages a resolution of the same sense of unworthiness in divine grace and mercy’s effect on the poet’s soul, which in his short lyric, ‘Deniall’, he imagines as God’s musical instrument, harmonising his poetic metre and rhyme by the end of the poem. Herbert never puts a metrical foot wrong, though this is not always so in the way you would expect.
3. Herbert not only plays with form, he plays against it, as in this poem, where each last line of the first five stanzas fails to rhyme, ending on a deliberate dead note – until, in the final stanza, the rhyme is triumphantly completed. Where rhyme, metre and form vary in Herbert’s lyrics, they do so with meaningful purpose, as in ‘Deniall’.

4. A recurrent theme in Herbert’s lyrics is contrast between art’s complexity and feeling’s direct simplicity. This theme is uppermost in the two poems titled ‘Jordan’. These poems offer a critique of much of the love poetry we have read, including the metaphorically complex sonnets of Edmund Spenser’s Amoretti, and the whole blazon tradition. They hark back to Sir Philip Sidney’s treatment of the same theme, in a different context, in the first of the Astrophil and Stella sonnets.

5. After leaving Cambridge, Herbert had spent some time with an Anglican community at Little Gidding founded by Nicholas Ferrar. This community kept vigils which involved the continuous all-nightly singing of hymns and psalms, a devotion that was made possible by means of a system whereby the congregation sang in shifts. A history of the church and information about Nicholas Ferrar may be found on the following website:  http://www.littlegiddingchurch.org.uk/
This was a community of extraordinary spiritual fervour, and it attracted not only Herbert, but also Richard Crashaw.
Richard Crashaw

1. Richard Crashaw, also a Cambridge man, was drawn to Little Gidding too. The similarities between the two poets are striking. Both were as much ecclesiastical as religious poets, finding Christ somehow in the language and gesture of church ritual and ceremony. Many of the titles of the poems in Herbert’s The Temple bear analogy to the specific parts or occasions of a church structure, like ‘The Altar’. In an undisguised gesture of deference to Herbert, twenty years the older of the two poets, Crashaw titled one of his collections of poems, Steps to the Temple, published in separate editions in 1646, 1648, and 1652. 
2. More so than Herbert, Crashaw is a poet whose devotions are essentially public. They have to do with the public occasions of religion. He is much less concerned than Donne, for example, with a difficult subtle inwardness. He is a ritualistic poet.
 But he does stress the individual’s attempt to place himself near his God. 
3. Whereas the religiosity of Herbert’s poetry is of a quiet intensity and pure beauty, however, Crashaw’s lyrics are passionately and even sensuously religious and at times sublime. In fact, criticism has frequently been unfavourable to Crashaw on account of his poetry being unintellectual and lacking in artistic control.
 
4. Among the ‘Divine Epigrams’ in Steps to the Temple is the poem ‘On our crucified Lord Naked, and bloody’. The poem unfolds a conceit in which the blood that streams out of the crucified Christ’s wounds is imagined as clothes, with the metaphorical entailment that the wound in his side, which was made by the soldier’s spear, is the opened door to a wardrobe.
5. Crashaw’s poetic here and elsewhere is freely influenced by continental, Counter-Reformation (Roman Catholic), ‘baroque’ writers. These were often favoured in university circles, and the work of Cambridge Spenserian poets like Giles and Phineas Fletcher, still very popular in Crashaw’s Cambridge, reveal many common characteristics with the stylistic extravagance manifested by continental ‘baroque’ poets. Crashaw’s poetry developed from the religious, intellectual, and poetic environment he lived in at Cambridge, between 1631 and 1643. 
6. In 1635 Crashaw was elected to a Fellowship at Peterhouse College, the college which the Roman Catholic Thomas Campion attended, and from 1639, Crashaw was curate of Little St Mary’s (a living bestowed by Peterhouse), where he is said by witnesses to have preached sermons ‘on each Sunday and Holiday, that ravished more like Poems … scattering not so much Sentences [as] Extasies’.

7. Peterhouse College was at this time the most important focus at Cambridge of Laudian High-Churchmanship. William Laud was Archbishop of Canterbury (the senior cleric of the Church in England) from 1633 until 1645. Because the energies of High or Laudian Anglicans were centred on practice, they were not interested in liberalising theology, and they represented that wing of the Anglican Church which was closest to Roman Catholicism in doctrine and in worship. 
8. Crashaw’s creative sensibility, with its emphasis upon divine love and poetic eloquence, was influenced by the Laudian Church temper, and its use of sensual devotional techniques to express a vision of humankind’s love-relation with God.

9. Anthropological studies of ritual have suggested that during the liminal period of ritual, participants experience ritual symbols, particularly those of bodily parts, as deeply meaningful sources of regenerative power.
 
Freed from the constraints of their previous status, ritual participants may experience the symbolic death of self as they generate new concepts and metaphors from the dominant symbols as a combination of visual, auditory, tactile, spatial, and visceral modes of perception that lead to a new conception of self.
 
10. Among the most significant of bodily images in the richly embellished formal celebration of the divine in High Anglican services are the wounds of Christ. ‘The theology of wounds emphasizes the wounds as portals or liminal passage ways through which the worshipper is invited to enter in order to see Christ’s heart sacrificed for the sinner.’
 
11. Also among the ‘Divine Epigrams’ in Steps to the Temple is the poem ‘I am the Doore’, in which the spear wound in the side of Christ features prominently as a door to salvation, which is to say that through Christ’s suffering and sacrifice on the cross, signified by the synecdoche of his wounds, the repentant Christian receives God’s forgiveness for their sins and the grace of salvation.
12. Another poem in which wounds feature prominently is Crashaw’s epigram, ‘Blessed be the paps which Thou hast sucked’: 

In this complex of […] images, the reader/worshipper [as a member of the Church] is invited to suck Christ’s wounds [where Christ is regarded as Mother (Church)], enter those wounds, and see through them to Christ’s sacrificial heart so that an appropriate sense of humility and love may be experienced.
 
The poem’s elaborate celebration of the wounds of love may also be seen originating from mediaeval devotions (based on the Vulgate [Latin] reading of Song of Songs 2:5 [where there is the idea of being wounded with love]).

a. The bride in Song of Songs could be interpreted as Mary, Mother of God, who is also Mother Church. Crashaw’s emotional expression is solidly rooted in sacramental and liturgical use of Scripture.
 The suggestion that the wounds are sacramental, that they relate to the sacrament of the Eucharist and hence to the Sacrifice of the Mass, is very close to Roman Catholicism.
b. However much the epigram is rooted in images which had long standing devotional application, an understanding of the imagery’s origins does not stop a reader’s response to the very physical ‘teat’ and ‘suck’ give rise to connotations which are not only grotesque but vulgar. 
c. Initially, it may appear that Crashaw is trying to blend traditional (or old fashioned) imagery with the startling physical explicitness often found in Counter-Reformation texts, resulting in a depiction of Christ and Mary which appears highly indecorous. Yet the epigram’s display of Mother and Son becomes confused through the exaggerated quality of Christ’s teat (perhaps referring to the spear which pierced his side to let out blood and water – John 19:34 – or to the wound made by the spear).

13. Devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary is another sign of Crashaw’s High Anglicanism (probably actually Anglo-Catholicism), and this went hand-in-hand with his Royalism. During the Civil Wars in England, in the 1640s, Cambridge was occupied by the Parliamentary forces, and Crashaw was officially ejected from his post in April 1644, though he may already have left early in the preceding year. Around 1645, perhaps earlier, Crashaw converted to Roman Catholicism, and from perhaps 1647, Crashaw was actually in the service of Cardinal Palatto, at Rome, where he died soon after.
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