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Introduction

The application of Victor Shklovsky’s theory to a study of John
Donne’ s poetry is quite an adventure because, so far as I know,
" such an attempt has never been made. ! In discussing Donne’s poet-
ry, critics have generally devoted themselves to the explication of his
images, some of his poetic lines or stanzas, and his rhetorical de-
vices.? With their emphasis on the Petrarchan and baroque qualities
in Donne’ s poetry’ they place Donne among Elizabethan poets. Of
course, an Elizabethan poet Donne is. He cannot have totally es-
caped being influenced by conventions. In fact, he received nurture
from literary traditions and his individual talent grew right out of
them. The scope of Donne’s learning was wide, which helped shape
his thought and constantly helped him form new feelings as well.
For example, his reading of Persius and Juvenal was partially res-
ponsible for his sudden wave of satire.* His adoption of Petrarchan
imagery, in Anthony Mortimer’ s analysis, is also a case in point.
Donne parodied the Petrarchan conventions and at the same time,
according to Mortimer, used them seriously.® Kenneth Hopkins
holds that “Donne’ s secular poetry belongs almost wholly to the
reign of Elizabeth”.® But, with the overemphasis on him as an Eliz-
abethan poet, Donne’s unique position in the development of Eng-
lish poetry was likely to be overlooked. As a result, Donne’s dis-

tinctive contribution to the development of English poetry suffer se-
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vere undervaluation.

Donne is more than merely an Elizabethan poet. We all know
that his literary “career” leapt over the three successive reigns of
Elizabeth I, James I and Charles I. Toward the end of the sixteenth
century, i.e., .toward the end of Elizabeth’s reign, the mental at-
mosphere began to change. Donne’s style reflects the changing spi-
rit of his time. The idiom he uses to express his thought and feeling
is peculiar. When writiﬁg poems he had in fact set his mind on de-
parture from tradition.’ In most of Wyatt’s poems, the poet is al-
most always complaining. He is sorrowful; he is his lady’s slave;
her coldness is a perpetual torture to him. Donne seldom complains,
or, to be more exact, he never complains for the mere sake of com-
plaint. The lover in Donne’s poems never appears slavish though he
may have various kinds of moods. And, the lover in Donne’s poems
sometimes suffers but seems always able to get the better of his mis-
tress or a person who interferes with his love. Both in form and in
content, Wyatt’s poems are far simpler than Donne’s. Donne’s po-
ems bear vast range of reference to life and speculation on many sub-
jects, both secular and divine. Henry Howard maintains more regu-
lar normal accent than Wyatt. He is the first English poet to use
blank verse—“a strange metre” as his publisher calls it—which en-
joys popularity in the succeeding four centuries. Donne is not moved
by this verse form. The spirit of Howard’s love poems is almost i-
dentically that of a patient sufferer from his love’s absence or dis-
dain. This sufferer is willing to endure the misery as long as he can
think of his love, as in the case described in “Love, That Does
Reign and Live Within My Thought”: “Sweet is the death that

taketh end by love.” Howard sometimes praises the physical beauty
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of his mistress, and feels sorry over beauty’ s transitory nature.
Donne never describes the physical beauty of his mistress, let alone
lament its fading away. In essence, the love poems of Wyatt and
Howard are largely courting poems whereas the love poems of Donne
do not show such courting. In Sidney’s poems, there is no expres-
sion of a happy, consummated love, at any level. Donne’s poetry
includes some poems that express great satisfaction in a love relation-
ship. Sidney makes more reference to classical literature and mythol-
ogy while Donne makes more reference to theology. Donne’s early
works, paradoxes, epigrams, and elegies, seem like a vigorous reac-
tion to the Petrarchizing and pastoralizing song and madrigal wri-
ters. Sometimes, Dcnne starts a poem in conventional style but he
implicitly rejects it as he writes on, as in the case of “The Appari-
tion”, “The Message” and some other poems. Spenser’s Amoretti
forms a strict series, expressing and recounting a courtship, a very
simple direct type of courtship though it is very long. Donne’s po-
ems in Songs and Sonets® are nothing of this kind. Each poem has
its own mood. Shakespeare’s sonnets deal with his relationship with
a man and a dark lady. Many of them are concerned simply with ex-
pressing the poet’s love and regard, or encouraging his friend to get
married and to produce children, or proclaiming the immortality of
literature as indicated in Sonnet 18. Donne’s poems are concerned
with more things than Shakespeare’s. Shakespeare’s sonnets direct
attention to nature, mythology and a number of elements in the
stock-in-trade of Elizabethan poetry. Donne shuns them. In Shake-
speare’ s sonnets one seldom finds the religious or philosophical refer-
ences characteristic of those in Songs and Sonets. In Donne’s Songs

and Sonets, there is a definitely thicker mixture of imagery and al-
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lusion, and a more rapid shift from reference to reference.

This inclination of Donne is also noticed by Mortimer who says
that “Donne extends the range of Petrarchan imagery and devices by
using them for non-Petrarchan ends, such as the erotic love poems
and the religious sonnets.”® Donne handled other conventions in a
similar way. Despite the fact that he made use of tradition, he initi-
ated, in a sense, a new poetic tradition, which was to be followed
by not a few poets of the seventeenth century, though somewhat ne-
glected in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries until rediscovered
in the twentieth century. When I first thought about the qualities of
his poetry and pondered on how to term them, T found that
Shklovsky had already invented a term “defamiliarisation”, which
fits very well to the description of Donne’s poetry.

Donne estranged himself from tradition. C. S. Lewis, is prob-
ably unaware of the existence of such a term as “defamiliarisation”,

yet he does notice the newness of Donne’s poetry as he remarks:

Donne creates a kind of poem that had never been heard before. He does so
by combining two qualities which, had he not combined them, we might
still regard as incompatible. On the one hand, his lyrics are dramatic; they
sound like ex tempore speech and imply a concrete situation. ... On the
other hand, he weaves into these seemingly casual utterances the recondite
analogies and discors concordia which in du Bartas had had no lyric or dra-
matic function, being used rather to vivify matter the most remote from our

daily life. '

Here C . S. Lewis mentions only two aspects of Donne’ s poetry:
dramaticism and conceit. In fact, the newness of Donne’ s poetry
can be found in many other aspects which I am to discuss in the

chapters that follow.
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Shklovsky coined the term “defamiliarisation” in his reaction to
Alexander Potebnya’ s maxim that “art is thinking in images.”
Potebnya actually interprets art as creating symbols, and to this

view of his Shklovsky objects, claiming that

images change little; from century to century, from nation to nation, from
poet to poet, they flow on without changing. Images belong to no one: they
are “the Lord’s”. The more you understand an age, the more convinced you
become that the images a given poet used and which you thought his own
were taken almost unchanged from another poet. The works of poets are
classified or grouped according to the new techniques that poets discover or
share, and according to their arrangement and development of the resources
of language; poets are much more concerned with arranging images than

with creating them. !!

Shklovsky holds that “poetic imagery is a means of creating the
strongest possible impression. ... Poetic imagery is but one of the
devices of poetic language.”'? He clearly points out that art is not a

totality of imagery, but a technique:

The purpose of art is to impart the sensation of things as they are perceived
and not as they are known. The technique of art is to make objects “unfa-
miliar,” to make forms difficult, to increase the difficulty and length of per-
ception because the process of perception is an aesthetic end in itself and
must be prolonged. Art is a way of experiencing the artfulness of an ob-

ject ; the object is not important . S

Shklovsky is much more interested in the nature of the devices
that may produce certain shock effect. According to him, the pur-
pose of art is to change the mode of perception from the automatic

and practical to the artistic. Shklovsky seems to have put forward
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the theory of “defamiliarisation” precisely on the basis of summariz-
ing the features of Donne’s poetic practice. Indeed, instances of de-
familiarisation in Donne’ s poems, including his modes of thinking,
his imagery, language, and verse forms, display quite abundantly a
new tendency in poetic creation. Even his unusual punctuation con-
tributes much to the effect of his language and rhythm which are
tortuous and impeded. When discussing the nature of poetic lan-

guage, Shklovsky gives his definition of poetry:

The language of poetry is, then, a difficult, roughened, impeded language.
.. .we can define poetry as attenuated, tortuous speech. Poetic speech is

formed speech. i

Shklovsky examines closely the works of Leo Tolstoy. He finds
that Tolstoy, in many of his novels, makes the familiar seemingly
strange by declining to mention the name of the familiar object. He
describes an object as if he were seeing it for the first time, or an
event as if it were happening for the first time. Shklovsky cites, as
an example of defamiliarisation, Tolstoy’s description of the scene of
flogging.

In fact, the idea, not the term, of “defamiliarisation” can be
traced back to Aristotle who, in his Poetics, thinks that poetic lan-
guage must appear strange and unusual. Aristotle also points out
that by deviating from the normal idiom the language gains distinc-
tion. ' And it can also be found in the Romantic poet Percy Bysshe
Shelley who, in his A Defence of Poetry, says that “Poetry lifts the
veil from the hidden beauty of the world, and makes familiar objects
be as if they were not familiar.”"’

In reading Donne’s poetry, very often, one finds it difficult to
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obtain sense through habitual or automatic perception or understand-
ing. There is always more in his poems than meets the eye. One has
to think harder in order to catch an effect of defamiliarisation and
understand what is conveyed at a deeper level. As Shklovsky says,
“Art removes objects from the automatism of perception in several
ways. "' Donne applies quite frequently the technique of defamiliari-
sation in his poems. In describing love, he seldom pours himself out
in a lyrical way as if love did not call for lyricism. In his poems, the
speaker would rather try to talk about love and try to persuade a
woman to love him, or talk someone into accepting his argument
about his love. And quite often, he talks about love in terms of cos-
mology and religion. Donne is more revolutionary in employing cos-
mological and religious images for the illustration of love. His appli-
cation of the technique of defamiliarisation makes it demanding for
the reader to understand many of his images including some of the
seemingly common ones such as tears and sighs. In his use of stanza-
ic forms, he is unique in inventing a great variety of forms, almost
one for each poem in his Songs and Sonets . It is extremely difficult
to include him in any of the main currents of past and present tradi-
tions. He stands alone. One can hardly characterize his poetry in
terms of metre and form. He is forever changing. He experiments
with these things just as he tries his luck on various kinds of jobs,
none of which really secured him an easy living.

Donne’ s stanzaic forms show an interesting phenomenon: there
is irregularity in regularity and regularity in irregularity. He shows
his strange modes of thinking in his Songs and Sonets. The poems
in it are just a collection of his “visualized” reflections or meditations

on love and on a world of change and unsafety. To him, the change
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and unsafety in the world is acutely felt. His elegies are not in the
usual sense of lamenting for or eulogizing the deceased. They are ac-
tually erotic love poems. His divine poems are far from being con-
fined to singing praises of God. There is a mixture of human and di-
vine love. There is respect for God. There is a kind of fear. There is
also imagery in which God can ravish. Even in his poems about hu-
man love the presence of the Divinity can always be felt. In short,
Donne’s poems demand a strenuous study. Between the lines, there
hides a wounded and suffering heart. His poems, in one way or an-
other, reveal this heart. His ideas, his understanding of the world,
his meditation on life, religion, love, and many other things are all
embodied in his poems. They even represent different aspects of ide-
ology, politics, religion, etc. Therefore, to understand Donne’s po-
ems by habitual methods often encounters difficulty.

Defamiliarisation is an appropriate term to describe Donne’ s
employment of many images, including his numerous descriptions
about sex and love. In many places, defamiliarisation is not merely a
technique, but a mode of thinking. In most cases, his erotic images
are defamilarised.

Final, though difficult, recognition of Donne’s defamiliarised
images and their meanings helps us to catch the meaning embedded
in his poems through paradoxes and other devices. Our failure to un-
derstand immediately what a poem of his means is due to many defa-
miliarising factors, such as paradoxical expressions and structures,
impeded movements on account of unconventional punctuation, dif-
ferent poetic line lengths, and his unique stanzaic forms. Also, in
Donne’ s poetry there abounds lively colloquialism, which is, in

fact, a kind of defamiliarisation, as colloquialism helps poetry for the
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nonce get away from the literariness of the poetic tradition. Donne’ s
language seems non-poetic and may sound just like ordinary daily
spoken language. The deceptive simplicity and deeper intricacy is a
result of Donne’ s defamiliarised use of familiar oral language as poe-
tic language. Such a language, in the context of Donne’s poetry, is
still a literary language.

The rhythm in Donne’ s poems is rather difficult to deal with.
His use of the stressed and unstressed syllables displays defamiliarisa-
tion. Quite often, Donne does not follow the commonly-used me-
tres. He seems not to care much for the conventional iambs. He em-
ploys whatever metre he thinks fit for the expression of his strong
outbursts of emotion. Donne’s syntactical pauses, or caesuras, pro-
vide much alienation effect. It slows down the poet’s lyrical, and
narrative as well as the reader’s reading speed, and thus prolongs
the process of the reader’s perception. It is also quite obvious that
Donne’ s various indentations cause different readings. This “laying
bare” technique'® is just one of the techniques that produce the effect
of defamiliarisation.

I do not apply Shklovsky’s term “ defamiliarisation” in my ana-
lysis in its strict sense: I do not do phonetic and lexical study in my
reading of Donne’s poetry, and I do not object to studying Donne’ s
images. I have come to realize that even discussing the defamiliarisa-
tion in Donne’s poetry is too big a subject for one book. Therefore,
I will concentrate in this book on how Donne achieves defamiliarisa-

tion in modes of thinking, imagery, and form.

This book is divided into three chapters, followed by an epi-

logue.



