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Preface

During the half-century since the publication of H. J. C. Grierson’s
edition of the poems of John Donne, seventeenth-century English
poetry has been studied with intense—one might almost say relentless
—interest by a succession of critics, who have often used it as the basis
for the statement or illustration of critical theory and as a touchstone
of literary taste. From the hundreds of critical studies which the
modern interest in seventeenth-century poetry has called forth, the
present book gathers together twenty-seven essays. They range in time
from Grierson’s influential Introduction to his 1921 anthology of Meta-
physical Lyrics & Poems and Eliot’s perhaps even more influential
essay on the metaphysicals (originally published as a review of Grier-
son’s collection), to George Williamson’s recent study of the back-
ground of Donne’s “Extasie.” The first five essays discuss seventeenth-
century poetry generally; the others deal with particular poets and
poems. There are no essays on Milton because he is to have a volume
to himself in this series. The essays have been chosen not only because
they say illuminating things about the poetry of the period but because
they provide a fairly representative sample of the different critical
procedures current in recent decades. It has seemed wise to concentrate
on a limited number of poets and to provide several essays on each of
the more important writers, in order to permit the student to compare
critical assumptions, methods, and results.

Several colleagues and friends helped by suggesting essays and by
commenting on my successive attempts to make a balanced selection
from the rich body of critical literature on seventeenth-century poetry.
I am grateful to them.

Ithaca, New York William R. Keast
March 1962



Preface to the Revised Edition

In this edition I have retained seventeen essays from the first edition
and have added a dozen new selections, most of them published since
1962. I hope that the new collection of twenty-nine essays, while re-
taining the most valuable features of the first edition and providing
access to some of the seminal modern studies of seventeenth-century
poetry, exemplifies more recent trends in criticism—especially in the
work of younger critics—and reflects the growing interest in several
poets previously neglected or under-rated in serious criticism.

I want to express my gratitude to the friends and colleagues who
have suggested essays for this edition. I am especially grateful to
Barbara Holler Hardy, my colleague in the Department of English at
Wayne State University, who has helped throughout by reviewing
the literature, recommending essays for inclusion, and offering thought-
ful comments on the book’s coverage and balance. My secretary,
Annette Riley, has handled the preparation of the manuscript with
her customary efficiency and skill.

Detroit, Michigan WILLIAM R. KEAST
January 1971
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H. J. C. GRIERSON

4
Metaphysical Poetry

I

Metaphysical Poetry, in the full sense of the term, is a poetry which, like
that of the Divina Commedia, the De Natura Rerum, perhaps Goethe’s
Faust, has been inspired by a philosophical conception of the universe
and the rédle assigned to the human spirit in the great drama of exist-
ence. These poems were written because a definite interpretation of the
riddle, the atoms of Epicurus rushing through infinite empty space, the
theology of the schoolmen as elaborated in the catechetical disquisi-
tions of St. Thomas, Spinoza’s vision of life sub specie aeternitatis,
beyond good and evil, laid hold on the mind and the imagination of a
great poet, unified and illumined his comprehension of life, intensified
and heightened his personal consciousness of joy and sorrow, of hope
and fear, by broadening their significance, revealing to him in the
history of his own soul a brief abstract of the drama of human
destiny. “Poetry is the first and last of all knowledge—it is as immortal
as the heart of man.” Its themes are the simplest experiences of the
surface of life, sorrow and joy, love and battle, the peace of the coun-
try, the bustle and stir of towns, but equally the boldest conceptions,
the profoundest intuitions, the subtlest and most complex classifications
and “discourse of reason,” if into these too the poet can “carry sensa-
tion,” make of them passionate experiences communicable in vivid
and moving imagery, in rich and varied harmonies.

It is no such great metaphysical poetry as that of Lucretius and

From Metaphysical Lyrics & Poems of the Seventeenth Century (Oxford,
1921), pp. xiii-xxxviii. Reprinted by permission of The Clarendon Press.
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Dante that the present essay deals with, which this volume seeks to
illustrate. Of the poets from whom it culls, Donne is familiar with the
definitions and distinctions of Mediaeval Scholasticism; Cowley’s
bright and alert, if not profound mind, is attracted by the achievements
of science and the systematic materialism of Hobbes. Donne, more-
over, is metaphysical not only in virtue of his scholasticism, but by his
deep reflective interest in the experiences of which his poetry is the
expression, the new psychological curiosity with which he writes of
love and religion. The divine poets who follow Donne have each the
inherited metaphysic, if one may so call it, of the Church to which
he is attached, Catholic or Anglican. But none of the poets has for
his main theme a metaphysic like that of Epicurus or St. Thomas pas-
sionately apprehended and imaginatively expounded. Donne, the most
thoughtful and imaginative of them all, is more aware of disintegra.
tion than of comprehensive harmony, of the clash between the older
physics and metaphysics on the one hand and the new science of
Copernicus and Galileo and Vesalius and Bacon on the other:

The new philosophy calls all in doubt,

The element of fire is quite put out;

The sun is lost and the earth, and no man’s wit
Can well direct him where to look for it.

And freely men confess that this world’s spent,
When in the planets and the firmament

They seek so many new; they see that this

Is crumbled out again to his atomies.

Have not all souls thought
For many ages that our body is wrought
Of air and fire and other elements?
And now they think of new ingredients;
And one soul thinks one, and another way
Another thinks, and ’tis an even lay.

The greatest English poet, indeed, of the century was, or believed
himself to be, a philosophical or theological poet of the same order as
Dante. Paradise Lost was written to be a justification of “the ways of
God to men,” resting on a theological system as definite and almost
as carefully articulated in the De Doctrina Christiana as that which
Dante had accepted from the Summa of Aquinas. And the poet em-
bodied his argument in a dramatic poem as vividly and intensely con-
ceived, as magnificently and harmoniously set forth, as the Divina
Commedia. But in truth Milton was no philosopher. The subtleties of
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theological definition and inference eluded his rationalistic, practical,
though idealistic, mind. He proved nothing. The definitely stated argu-
ment of the poem is an obvious begging of the question. What he did -
was to create, or give a new definiteness and sensible power to, a
great myth which, through his poem, continued for a century or more -
to dominate the mind and imagination of pious protestants without
many of them suspecting the heresies which lurked beneath the im-
posing and dazzling poem in which was retold the Bible story of the
fall and redemption of man.

Metaphysical in this large way, Donne and his followers to Cowley
are not, yet the word describes better what is the peculiar quality of
their poetry than any other, e.g., fantastic, for poetry may be fantastic
in so many different ways, witness Skelton and the Elizabethans, and
Hood and Browning. It lays stress on the right things—the survival,
one might say the reaccentuation, of the metaphysical strain, the
concetti metafisici ed ideali as Testi calls them in contrast to the
simpler imagery of classical poetry, of mediaeval Italian poetry;: the
more intellectual, less verbal, character of their wit compared with the
conceits of the Elizabethans; the finer psychology of which their con-
ceits are often the expression; their learned imagery; the argumentative,
subtle evolution of their lyrics; above all the peculiar blend of passion
and thought, feeling and ratiocination which is their greatest achieve-
ment. Passionate thinking is always apt to become metaphysical, prob-
ing and investigating the experience from which it takes its rise. All
these qualities are in the poetry of Donne, and Donne is the great
master of English poetry in the seventeenth century.

The Italian influence which Wyatt and Surrey brought into English
poetry at the Renaissance gave it a more serious, a more thoughtful
colour. They caught, especially Wyatt in some of the finest of his sop-
nets and songs, that spirit. of “high seriousness” which Chaucer with
all his admiration of Italian poetry had failed to apprehend. English
mediaeval poetry is often gravely pious, haunted by the fear of death
and the judgment, melancholy over the “Falls of Princes”; it is never
serious and thoughtful in the introspective, reflective, dignified manner
which it became in Wyatt and Sackville, and our “sage and serious”
Spenser, and in the songs of the first group of Elizabethan courtly
poets, Sidney and Raleigh and Dyer. One has but to recall “My lute,
awake! perform the last,” “Forget not yet the tried intent,” “My mind
to me a kingdom is,” and to contrast them in mind with the songs
which Henry VIII and Cornish were still composing and singing when
Wyatt began to write, in order to realize what Italy and the Renais-
sance did to deepen the strain of English lyric poetry as that had
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flowed under French influence from the thirteenth to the sixteenth
centuries. But French influence, the influence of Ronsard and his fel-
lows, renewed itself in the seventies, and the great body of Elizabethan
song is as gay and careless and impersonal as the earlier lyric had
been, though richer in colour and more varied in rhythm. Then came
Donne and Jonson (the schoolman and the classical scholar, one might
say, emphasizing for the moment single aspects of their work), and
new qualities of spirit and form were given to lyrical poetry, and not to
lyrical poetry alone.

In dealing with poets who lived and wrote before the eighteenth
century we are always confronted with the difficulty of recovering the
personal, the biographical element, which, if sometimes disturbing and
disconcerting, is yet essential to a complete understanding of their
work. Men were not different from what they are now, and if there
be hardly a lyric of Goethe’s or Shelley’s that does not owe some-
thing to the accidents of their lives, one may feel sure it was in varying
degrees the same with poets three hundred years ago. Poems are not
written by influences or movements or sources, but come from the
living hearts of men. Fortunately, in the case of Donne, one of the
most individual of poets, it is possible to some extent to reproduce the
circumstances, the inner experiences from which his intensely personal
poetry flowed.

He was in the first place a Catholic. Our history text-books make so
little of the English Catholics that one is apt to forget they existed
and were, for themselves at any rate, not a political problem, but real
and suffering individuals. “I had my first breeding and conversation,”
says Donne, “with men of a suppressed and afflicted religion, accus-
tomed to the despite of death and hungry of an imagined martyrdom.”
In these circumstances, we gather, he was carefully and religiously
educated, and after some years at Oxford and Cambridge was taken
or sent abroad, perhaps with a view to entering foreign service, more
probably with a view to the priesthood, and visited Italy and Spain.
And then, one conjectures, a reaction took place, the rebellion of a
full-blooded, highly intellectual temperament against a superimposed
bent. He entered the Inns of Court in 1592, at the age of nineteen,
and flung himself into the life of a student and the life of a young
man about town, Jack Donne, “not dissolute but very neat, a great
visitor of ladies, a great frequenter of plays, a great writer of con-
ceited verses.” “Neither was it possible that a vulgar soul should dwell
in such promising features.” He joined the band of reckless and raffish
young men who sailed with Essex to Cadiz and the Islands. He was
taken into the service of Sir Thomas Egerton. Ambition began to vie
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with the love of pleasure, when a hasty marriage closed a promising
career, and left him bound in shallows and in miseries, to spend years
in the suitorship of the great, and to find at last, not altogether will-
ingly, a haven in the Anglican priesthood, and reveal himself as the first
great orator that Church produced.

The record of these early years is contained in Donne’s satires—
harsh, witty, lucid, full of a young man’s scorn of fools and low call-
ings, and a young thinker’s consciousness of the problems of religion
in an age of divided faiths, and of justice in a corrupt world—and in
his Love Songs and Sonnets and Elegies. The satires were more gen-
erally known; the love poems the more influential in courtly and liter-
ary circles.

Donne’s genius, temperament, and learning gave to his love poems
certain qualities which immediately arrested attention and have given
them ever since a power at once fascinating and disconcerting despite
the faults of phrasing and harmony which, for a century after Dryden,
obscured, and to some still outweigh, their poetic worth. The first of
these is a depth and range of feeling unknown to the majority of
Elizabethan sonneteers and song-writers. Over all the Elizabethan
sonnets, in greater or less measure, hangs the suggestion of transla-
tion or imitation. Watson, Sidney, Daniel, Spenser, Drayton, Lodge,
all of them, with rarer or more frequent touches of individuality, are
pipers of Petrarch’s woes, sighing in the strain of Ronsard or more
often of Desportes. Shakespeare, indeed, in his great sequence, and
Drayton in at any rate one sonnet, sounded a deeper note, revealed a
fuller sense of the complexities and contradictions of passionate devo-
tion. But Donne’s treatment of love is entirely unconventional except
when he chooses to dally half ironically with the convention of
Petrarchian adoration. His songs are the expression in unconventional,
witty language of all the moods of a lover that experience and imagi-
nation have taught him to understand—sensuality aerated by a
brilliant wit; fascination and scornful anger inextricably blended:

When by thy scorn, O murdress, I am dead
And that thou think’st thee free

From all solicitations from me,

Then shall my ghost come to thy bed;

the passionate joy of mutual and contented love:

All other things to their destruction draw,
Only our love hath no decay;
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This no to-morrow hath nor yesterday,
Running it never runs from us away,
But truly keeps his first, last, everlasting day;

the sorrow of parting which is the shadow of such joy; the gentler
pathos of temporary separation in married life:

Let not thy divining heart
Forethink me any ill,

Destiny may take thy part,
And may thy fears fulfil;

But think that we

Are but turn’d aside to sleep;

They who one another keep
Alive ne’er parted be;

the mystical heights and the mystical depths of love:

Study me then you who shall lovers be

At the next world, that is, at the next Spring:
For I am every dead thing

In whom love wrought new Alchemy.

If Donne had expressed this wide range of intense feeling as perfectly
as he has done at times poignantly and startlingly; if he had given to
his poems the same impression of entire artistic sincerity that Shake-
speare conveys in the greater of his sonnets and Drayton once achieved;
if to his many other gifts had been added a deeper and more con-
trolling sense of beauty, he would have been, as he nearly is, the
greatest of love poets. But there is a second quality of his poetry
which made it the fashion of an age, but has been inimical to its
general acceptance ever since, and that is its metaphysical wit. “He
affects the metaphysics,” says Dryden, “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 softness of
love.” “Amorous verses,” “the fair sex,” and “the softness of love” are
the vulgarities of a less poetic and passionate age than Donne’s, but
metaphysics he does affect. But a metaphysical strand, concetti meta-
fisici ed ideali, had run through the mediaeval love-poetry of which
the Elizabethan sonnets are a descendant. It had attained its fullest
development in the poems of Dante and his school, had been subordi-
nated to rhetoric and subtleties of expression rather than thought in
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Petrarch, and had lost itself in the pseudo-metaphysical extravagances
of Tebaldeo, Cariteo, and Serafino. Donne was no conscious reviver
of the metaphysics of Dante, but to the game of elaborating fantastic
conceits and hyperboles which was the fashion throughout Europe,
he brought not only a full-blooded temperament and acute mind, but
a vast and growing store of the same scholastic learning, the same
Catholic theology, as controlled Dante’s thought, jostling already with
the new learning of Copernicus and Paracelsus. The result is startling
and disconcerting—the comparison of parted lovers to the legs of a
pair of compasses, the deification of his mistress by the discovery that
she is only to be defined by negatives or that she can read the thoughts
of his heart, a thing “beyond an angel’s art”; and a thousand other
subtleties of quintessences and nothingness, the mixture of souls and
the significance of numbers, to say nothing of the aerial bodies of
angels, the phoenix and the mandrake’s root, Alchemy and Astrology,
legal contracts and non obstantes, “late schoolboys and sour prentices,”
“the king’s real and his stamped face.” But the effect aimed at and
secured is not entirely fantastic and erudite. The motive inspiring
Donne’s images is in part the same as that which led Shakespeare
from the picturesque, natural and mythological, images of A Mid-
summer-Night's Dream and The Merchant of Venice to the homely
but startling phrases and metaphors of Hamlet and Macbeth, the
“blanket of the dark,” the

fat weed
That rots itself in ease on Lethe wharf,

“the rank sweat of an enseamed bed.” It is the same desire for vivid
and dramatic expression. The great master at a later period of dramatic
as well as erudite pulpit oratory coins in his poems many a startling,
jarring, arresting phrase:

For God’s sake hold your tongue and let me love:

Who ever comes to shroud me do not harm
Nor question much
That subtle wreath of hair, which crowns my arm:

I taught my silks their rustling to forbear,
Even my opprest shoes dumb and silent were.

I long to talk with some old lover’s ghost
Who died before the God of love was born;
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Twice or thrice had I loved thee
Before I knew thy face or name,
So in a voice, so in a shapeless flame,

Angels affect us oft and worshipped be;

And whilst our souls negotiate there
We like sepulchral statues lay;
All day the same our postures were

And we said nothing all the day.

My face and brest of haircloth, and my head
With care’s harsh, sudden hoariness o’er-spread.

These vivid, simple, realistic touches are too quickly merged in learned
and fantastic elaborations, and the final effect of every poem of Donne’s
is a bizarre and blended one; but if the greatest poetry rises clear of
the bizarre, the fantastic, yet very great poetry may be bizarre if it
be the expression of a strangely blended temperament, an intense emo-
tion, a vivid imagination.

What is true of Donne’s imagery is true of the other disconcerting
element in his poetry, its harsh and rugged verse. It is an outcome of
the same double motive, the desire to startle and the desire to ap-
proximate poetic to direct, unconventional, colloquial speech. Poetry
is always a balance, sometimes a compromise, between what has to
be said and the prescribed pattern to which the saying of it is ad-
justed. In poetry such as Spenser’s, the musical flow, the melody and
harmony of line and stanza, is dominant, and the meaning is adjusted
to it at the not infrequent cost of diffuseness—if a delightful diffuse-
ness—and even some weakness of phrasing logically and rhetorically
considered. In Shakespeare’s tragedies the thought and feeling tend
to break through the prescribed pattern till blank verse becomes al-
most rhythmical prose, the rapid overflow of the lines admitting hardly
the semblance of pause. This is the kind of effect Donne is always
aiming at, alike in his satires and lyrics, bending and cracking the
metrical pattern to the rhetoric of direct and vehement utterance. The
result is often, and to eighteenth-century ears attuned to the clear
and defined, if limited, harmony of Waller and Dryden and Pope was,
rugged and harsh. But here again, to those who have ears that care to
hear, the effect is not finally inharmonious. Donne’s verse has a power-
ful and haunting harmony of its own. For Donne is not simply, no
poet could be, willing to force his accent, to strain and crack a pre-
scribed pattern; he is striving to find a rhythm that will express the
passionate fullness of his mind, the fluxes and refluxes of his moods;



