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Preface

The Medieval Element in John Donne
Any attempt to isolate the formative elements of a man's 

personality and art is a hopeless task when he is a man of 
such exquisite complexity as is John Donne. When we realize 
that Donne came at a time when three of the most important 
movements in the evolution of the human mind, i.e. the 
Middle Ages, the Renaissance, and the influx of modern sci
ence, were operating simultaneously, we can readily see why 
all efforts to explain Donne satisfactorily, in relation to 
any one of these exclusively, has failed. Nor is it advis
able that such an explanation be made. At a time like the 
first half of the seventeenth century when the old philo
sophy was being questioned on all sides by the spirit of 
science, men are apt to have, not a philosophy that has a 
unity and a harmony such as is inherent in scholastic philo
sophy, but a conflicting one which on superficial observation 
might be branded as illogical and inconsistent.

An artist can only be explained in relation to the time 
and age which gave him birth. To relate him to any one 
philosophy exclusively is bound to give an unveracious con
ception of him. This essay is not an attempt to exhaust 
Donne's debt to scholastic philosophy, which we so naturally 
associate with that olden time. This has been done by
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Miss Mary Paton Ramsay, who has examined his doctrines and 
has shown or has attempted to show that they are medieval.
She has tried to show that the doctrines held by Donne re
garding the nature of God and the universe are those which 
were held before him from the time of St. Augustine, but her 
success has been called in question by modern scholars.
Mr. T. S. Eliot says, "Fortunately, however, Miss Ramsay has 
provided in the body of her book a mass of information which 
enables us to question the conclusions set out in her fore
word."^

That Donne’s Catholic and Cambridge training would im
pregnate him with scholastic tenets is reasonable to suppose, 
but to say that his doctrines were exclusively medieval is 
to disregard his temper and personality. Donne’s mind, we 
gather from his biography, was not an assenting one. He 
came during a period of transition, when men are apt to have 
an eclectic philosophy, and so his philosophy is neither 
strictly medieval, nor Renaissance, nor modern. That he did 
possess some elements of each is reasonable to suppose, 
since there are elements in each which are valid for all 
time. But each was so closely interwoven with the other, 
that one cannot be isolated from the rest of his thought.
And so the purpose of t his essay is not to bring forth Donne 
painted a Medievalist. But I should rather like this essay

1. A Garland for John Donne, Theodore Spencer, ed. p. 7.
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to bring into stronger relief those elements which give to 
him his distinguished place among English poets and writers, 
and to show that these elements have a medieval character
istic . These are formal logic, death, and mysticism.

In the first part of this study,then, I shall attempt 
to show how Donne employe formal logic for the same purpose 
as that of the medieval thinkers for persuasion and synthesis. 
Logic was the distinctive tool of the Church Fathers in the 
work of appropriation and assimilation of the mass of know
ledge transmitted from the past. Their signal success with 
it depended on its subordination to dogma, which it served 
to substantiate and uphold. The medieval mind exploited it 
to its fullest possible limits and power, compelling it to 
serve its end. Donne, faced as he was with diverse elements, 
used logic as an aid to blend if possible (and it was not) 
these elements, and thus arrive at a coherent and harmonious 
philosophy. Donne yearned for stability and truth in an age 
when neither was possible, and he spent himself in an un
wearying search for it, ever striving, never attaining. This 
constant search with logic as means and instrument is what 
gives his work one of its most vital and distinctive features.

In the second part of this paper, I shall attempt to 
show how Donne’s chiefest preoccupation, that with death, 
was in its early stages purely conventional having its origin 
in the contemptu. mundi and falls’of princes, art and liter
ature of the twelfth century. Let me say at the outset,
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however, that no attempt will be made to belie Donne's 

honesty. In the early stages of this study it was felt that 

a strong case could be argued, stressing the conventionality 

of Donne's death motif, which sprang from the cynical atti

tude of the age. As Mr. Eliot says, "The courtly cynicism 

was a :poetic convention of the time."2 But when the final 

analysis of Donne's psychology is made, one cannot doubt 

that his fear of death and contempt and revilement of mun

dane things will be found to be sincere, honest, and utterly 

real. Wisdom is born of suffering, and I sincerely believe 

that Donne's attitude sprang from a profound conviction of 

the utter inanity of this world's glory. We ought at least 

to give credit to Donne for the same fundamental honesty 

which governed his relationship with his friends, his wife, 

and his superiors. 

Finally in his mysticism Donne has a definite medieval 

ancestry. But the mystic of the I iddle Ages was to a large 

degree successful in his mystical aspiration; Do_nne had only 

this in common with . him--the intense burning desire for 

intimate almost physical communion with God. His use of 

physical symbols and phraseology is in harmony with that of 

the medieval mystic. The full attainment, however, was not 

for him. But the effort is ·what gives his sermons and divine 

poems their everlasting glory. 

2. Theodore Spencer, Op. cit., p. 10. 
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Donne wandered in the Middle Ages, but whatever he 
wrote in prose or verse was himself and of himself and but 
indirectly due to the antecedent influences which had be
come a part of his temper and personality. Individual as 
he is, he is a product of his time. To say that he is 
Medieval is to make him a belated survival of a past age. 
The medieval element in Donne is not complete as in Thomas, 
or Dante, but it gives force and power and distinction to 
the poet and the preacher.



Chapter I

Formal Logie
Creative, self-expressive writing is a personal pro

duet reflective of the writer’s temperament and mentality.
It bodies forth indirectly those influences which have 
blended in him, his education and environment, his past and 
his present. His personality makes his style— his own un- 
transmutable style. This style springs from two sources.
The first is the poet’s or writer’s genius, intangible but 
powerful and driving. The second is the material with which 
his genius works, the elements presented to it and on which 
it exerts a positive Influence, combining and synthesizing 
them into a work of art.

What were the elements thus presented to Donne and what 
was the selection he made? Born as Donne was in 1573, he 
came at a time of revolution and adjustment. The mind of 
man was swept from its moorings, the philosophy to which 
generation after generation clung as to the stay of their 
salvation was called in question by the wide sweep of the 
telescope and all that it implied. Man no longer found him
self the center of all things; his sense of security was 
shaken and his balance needed to be adjusted. To Donne as 
to his contemporaries the

. . .  new Philosophy calls all in doubt.
The Element of fire is quite put out;
The Sun is lost, and th* earth, and no mans wit
Can well direct him where to looke for it.
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And freely men confesse that this world's spent,
Y/hen in the Planets, and the Firmament 
They seeks so many new; they see that this 
Is crumbled and againe to his Atomies,
'Tis all in peeces, all cohaerence gone;
All Just supply, and all Relation:
Prince> Subject, Father, Sonne, are things forgot,
For every man alone thinkss he had got 
To be a Phoenix, and that there can bee 
None of that kinds, of which he is. but hee.
This is the world's condition now.*
The bewilderment thus caused by the new science is not 

peculiar to Donne himself. It is a quality which can be 
predicated of the entire age. Of the men of this age, the 
editors of "A Book of Seventeenth Century Prose," Robert P. 
Coffin and Alexander M. Witherspoon, affirm that "they lived 
in a century of violent changes, a century when the modern 
world was being born and the old dying. They saw old values 
and old loyalties discarded; new sciences were remaking men's 
ideas about the very physical cosmos of their bodies, shift
ing the earth from the centre of cosmos to the position of 
an unimportant speck of dust whirling about a third-rate 
star, revising the theories of disease and pain as the glori
fication and warning of God, bringing new continents to be 
colonized into men's ken, challenging the divine right of 
rulers, the authority of the old philosophers. The very tex- 
ture of everyday life was changing*,

4%. J. C. Grierson, ed. The Poems of John Donne, 
p. 213 (11. 205 ff.).

2Introduction, p. 6.
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The bewilderment thus caused receives a stronger accent 
and comes into more prominent relief when we consider Schol
astic philosophy, which was an epitome of unity and coherence.

Scholastic philosophy did not come into being in a 
perfect and final state. It was the last and crowning achiev- 
ment of a synthesizing process which had its roots and in
ception in the first years of the Christian era. From cen
tury to century may be traced this process of synthesis and 
restatement by the Church Fathers, who were chiefly instru
mental in blending Christian doctrine with the antique 
material which they had inherited and appropriated. The 
medieval man was slowly adjusting himself to what the antique 
past had bequeathed to him.

Nor were the times devoid of art. Gothic art, a new 
and universal art, came into being, while these concerned 
with matters intellectual were desirous to know all, to 
assemble everything within the realm of knowledge and after 
having completed the collection to submit it to order and 
unity. In speaking of the medieval intellect Maurice De Wolf 
says,

MThe need for ordering everything in accordance with 
principles of unity and stability . . .  is one of the 
conspicuous marks of a century which saw in the 
large, and which acted on a broad plan. . . .  Every
one (is) dreaming of universal harmoney."3

^Maurice De Wolf, Philosophy and Civilization of the
Middle Ages, p. 100.
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Here the reference is to the glorious thirteenth century 
during which scholastic philosophy came to its fullest per
fection. It is the outstanding example of this medieval 
need for unity and order, and it is indeed a tribute to an 
age which had confidence in the powers of reason to attain 
to truth. It can hardly be denied that without such con- 
fidence it could not have found the courage to set in order 
all science then known to the world and to order the mani- 
fold parts of a system so vast and of such great complexity 
as is scholastic philosophy.

Man has a deep need for intellectual expression; the 
impulse to know and the need to formulate his conceptions 
and express them in order is strong indeed. Now the second 
course of the Trivium was logic. Its study represented the 
second stage (the first was grammar) in the medieval real
ization of this need to order and express. It was the tool 
in the process of appropriation, assimilation, and expression 
of the vast store of knowledge transmitted from the antique 
past.

More than this it was an organ of truth. Rabanus 
(quoted by C. S. Baldwin) gives it the supreme position in 
the field of studies. He says,

Dialectics is the training of the reason to 
investigate, define, and express, and to be able 
to distinguish the true from the false. This, 
then, is the training of trainings; it teaches 

• how to learn. This exhibits and unfolds the
nature, aim, and scope of reason itself. It knows
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its aims and virtue are both to know and to makeknowers."4
Medieval thought was thus occupied with devising means 

and instruments through which this synthesis might be achieved. 
Logic thus led to certainty, since it did not doubt that its 
processes could penetrate the very natures of things.

Now the metaphysical poetry of Donne was born of the 
disintegration and decline of this scholastic philosophy 
as a universal mode of thought. In this disintegration, how
ever, a common element was renewed. The element of logic 
found a fresh if. a secondary manifestation in the art of the 
Metaphysicals of which Donne is the distinguished leader.

In the maelstrom of uncertainty and doubt which followed 
the new discoveries of Galileo and Copernicus, men of weaker 
stuff flung themselves on faith and thus escaped a sense of 
insecurity and uprootedness, by stressing the intuitive 
faculty. Some men, like Marlowe and Raleigh, turned to Ath
eism as a refuge from the havoc which the new science every
where wrought. But with Donne it was not so. The effect 
on him was more stimulating than in any other writer of his 
time. His training, his character, his peculiar temper and 
cast of mind caused him to suffer, rather than compromise, 
in the interests of truth. To Donne, trained as he was in 
the scholastic ways of reasoning at Cambridge, no compromise 
was possible. His philosophy commanded him to know.

%edieval Rhetoric and Poetic, p. 142.
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Donne, like the scholastics, attempted a synthesis of 
the old and the new, and his tool was logic. Did not logic 
lead to the conviction and certainty which Donne's honest 
and sincere mind passionately sought?

. . .  Though truth and falsehood bee 
Neare twins, yet truth a little elder is;
Be busie to seeks her, beleeve me this,
Hee's not of none, nor worst, that seekest the best.
To adore, or scorne an image, or protest,
May all be bad; doubt wisely; in strange way 
To stand inquiring right, is not to stray;
To sleeps, or to runne wrong, is. On a huge hill,
Cragged, and steep. Truth stands, and hee that will 
Reach her, about must, and about must goe;
And what the hills suddenn^s resists, winne so;
Yet strive so, that before age, deaths twilight.
Thy Soule rest, for none can works in that night.
This intellectual'preoccupation with truth, which Donne

had in common with the best minds of the thirteenth century,
does not imply in either a lack of passion and feeling. On
the contrary, the art in which the medieval consciousness
finds its most consummate expression is pregnant with emotion,
but it.is emotion rationalized. Maurice De Vfulf in his study
of medieval architecture says, "Has it not been said with
justice that Gothic architecture is an application of logic
in poems of stone, that it speaks as forcibly and clearly to
the mind as to the eye?"6 The reference here is not to the
decadent art of the fifteenth century when bizarre ornamen-

5Grierson, The Poems of John Donne, p. 139 (11. 72 ff.) 
^Philosophy and Civilization of Middle Ages. p„ 191.
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tation brought a change In Gothic art. It is rather to the 
perfect Gothic art of the thirteenth century when men achieved 
a perfect expression of a spiritual aspiration. Here as in 
philosophy the mind has perfect control over an emotional 
impulse. In philosophy and in art this impulse was the cog
nition and love of God, but it is given intellectual disci
pline through logic. As in philosophy, so in art, each de
tail contributes to the function of the whole. The supports 
and the flying buttresses are logical applications to support 
an emotion which needs to be ascertained.and confirmed. For 
the full realization of man's highest good the two compli
mentary phases of the human spirit, emotion and intellect, 
had to function in Concord. Yet in the final analysis it is 
not the thought or argument which is the primary concern, 
but the feeling.

This phenomenon is at the root of great metaphysical 
poetry. "Above all," says Grierson in speaking of the Meta
physicals, " above all the peculiar blend of passion and 
thought, feeling and ratiocination . . .  is their greatest 
achievement."^

Donne has been termed the most intellectual of poets, 
but for him as for the high priests of medieval art and 
philosophy it is the emotion and not the thought which is

7Grierson, ed. Metaphysical Poetry Donne to Suiter,
p. XVI, Introduction.
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his primary concern and which governs his reasoning processes*. 
First and foremost Donne is a poet.

When Donne is not emotionally moved his verse degenerates 
into mere exercise in ingenious logical subtlety which is 
reminiscent of decadent scholastic philosophers of which 
Duns Scotus is a classic example. His endless ramification 
and refinement, his devious processes of conclusion make his 
work a reductio ad absurdum of the scholastic way of reason
ing. Witness "The Flea,” that epitome of intellectual 
juggling.

Marks but this flea and marks in this,
How little that which thou denyst me is;
It suck'd me first, and now sucks thee,
And in this flea our two bloods mingled bee;
Thou know'st that this cannot be said 
A sinne, nor shame, nor losse of maidenhead,

Yet this enjoyes before it wooe,
And pamper'd swells with one blood made of two.
And this, alas, is more than wee would doe.

Oh stay, three lives in one flea spare,
Where we almost, yea more than maryed are,
This flea is you and I, and this
Our marriage bed, and marriage temple is;
Though parents grudge,and you, w» are met,
And cloystered in these living walks of jet.

Though use make you apt to kill mee.
Let not to that, selfe murder added bee,
And sacrilege, three sinnes in killing three.

Cruell and sodaine, hast thou since 
Purpled thy naile, in blood of innocence?
Wherein could this flea guilty bee.
Except in that drop which it suokt from thee?
Yet thou triumph’st, and saist that thou 
Find* st not thy selfe, nor mee the weaker now;

*Tis true, then learne how false, feares bee;
Just so much honor, when thou yeild'st to mee,
Will west, as this flea's death tooke life from thee.

^Grierson ed. The Poems of John Donne, pp. 36-37.
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or "The Paradox”
No Lover saith, I love, nor any other 

Can judge a perfect Lover;
Hee thinks that else none can, nor will agree 

That any loves but hee.
I cannot say I lov’d for who can say 

Hee was killed yesterday?
Love with excesse of heat, more young then old,

Death kills with too much cold;
Wee dye but once, and who lov’d last did die,

Hee that saith twice, doth lye:
For though hee seeme to move, and stirre a while,

It doth the sense beguile.
Such life is like the light, which bideth yet 

When the lights life is set,
Or like the heat, which fire in solid matter 

Leaves behinde, two hourea after.
Once I lov’d and dy’d; and am now become 

Mine Epitaph and Tombe.
Here dead men speak their last and so do I;

Love— slaine, loe, here I dye.9
These together with "The Indifferent,” "Confined Love,” 

and "A Womans Constancy" manifest Donnas robust delight in 
dialectic. This is the most prominent feature of his work 
where emotion is absent.

When Donne limits the exposition of his ideas to an in
genious and subtle style as he does in these poems, it is at 
his own peril as poet. It is to the impoverishment of poetry 
that style for its own sake leads. We know from his biog
raphy that Donne revolted against the Petrarchan convention 
of ”courtly love” which from the time of Petrarch persisted 
through the Renaissance and into the seventeenth century. 
Though Spenser and Sidney cultivated it successfully, Donne’s

^Grierson ed. op. cit. pp. 61, 62.
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realism revolted. The result of this monopoly of style was 

a cultivated literary flavour which forced figure and rhythm. 

Such a style will inevitably be decorative a nd elaborate. 

In order to be impressive he must force his images to absurd

ity. Thus pursued for themselves they become artificial. 

That Donne's keen mind should penetrate the possibilities 

of syllogistic reasoning is not at all surprising. "The 

Flea" is an unrivalled example ·of subdividing and analyzing 

of all possible arguments, in the manner of decadent Sch~ · 

~icism. Donne is demonstrating merely his cleverness, and 

these poems may be placed in that division of logic which is 

called "Sophistica." This phase of logic, in the categories 

of John of Salisbury as quoted _in Charles s . Baldwin's 

"Medieval Rhetoric and Poetic," is purely ingenious juggling. 

"But sophistica, which is apparent and not serviceable wis

dom, assumes the likeness either pf probability or of 

necess ity,. little caring what t his or tha. t may be, while it 

involves whatever is discussed in fanciful images ·and de

ceptive shadows."10 

. These poems were written in Donne's youth when he was 

preoccupied with the skeleton of dogma and not with its sub

stance. Vllien we compare these with his later work we shall 

discern that Donne's attitude towards life and religion had 

undergone a considerable metamorphosis. 

lOp. 166. 



11

Nature intended Donne for greater things than mere in
genuity and subtle syllogistic reasoning, even if these 
Intricate and minute discriminations indulged in for their 
own sake gave him keen satisfaction.

"Few writers," says De Q,uincey, "have shown a more extra
ordinary compass of powers than Donne; for he combined— what 
no other man has ever done— the last sublimation of dia
lectical subtlety and address with the most impassioned 
majesty."1 "̂ George Williams likewise calls attention to the
fact that Johnson declared Donne in some things to be the

12"first poet in the world." Donne achieves this high place 
when he combines in a genuine manner his propensity for 
logical reasoning with deep and profound emotion. He does 
this in the poem he wrdte before going on the journey to the 
Continent, entitled,

A Valediction: forbidding mourning.
As virtuous men passe mildly away.

And whisper to their soules, to goe, 
Whilst some of their sad friends doe say,

The breath goes now, and some say, no.
So let us melt and make no noise

No teare-floods nor sigh-tempests move, 
T’were profanation of our joyes

To tell the layetie our love.

C. Bald, Donne's Influence in English Liter
ature . p . 48.

^ The Donne Tradition, p. 43.
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Moving of the* earth brings harmss and feares,
Men reckon what it did and meant,

But trepidation of the spheares,
Though greater farre, is innocent.

Dull sublunary lovers love
(Whose soule is sense) cannot admit

Absence, because it doth remove
Those things which elemented it.

But we by a love, so much refin*d,
That ourselves know not what it is.

Inter-assured of the mind,
Care lesse lyes, lips, and hands to misse.

Our two soules therefore, which are one,
Though I must goe, endure not yet

A breach, but an expansion,
Like gold to ayery thinnesse beate.

If they be two, they are two so
As stiffs twin compasses are two.

Thy soule the fixt foot, makes no show
To move, but doth, if the * other doe.

And though it in the center sit,
Yet when the other far doth rome,

It leanes, and hearkens after it.
And growes erect, as that comes home.

Such wilt thou be to mee, who must
Like th* other foot, obliquely runne;

Thy firmnes makes my circle just,
And makes me end, where I begunne.

Here the voice of reason is drowned by the lyric cry 
even though the figure must be followed logically. Donne is 
no longer indulging in mere exercise but is alive with 
emotion and vibrant with feeling. The figure of the compass 
is indeed, an intellectual one but it is redeemed by feeling. 
It is "a direct sensuous apprehension of thought, or a

13Grierson ed. The Poems of John Donne, pp. 44, 45
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recreation of thought into f e e l i n g . B u t  what gives the 
poem its exclusiveness is its perfect chain of reasoning 
that is dependent on what goes before it.

The logic is faultless once we admit that the souls of 
two lovers are attached one to the other as the legs of a 
pair of compasses, If we admit that the souls of two lovers 
are analogous to the compasses then we must be carried along 
by the logic, that one will move when the other moves. The 
conclusion is of course erroneous, but the figure is so 
charged with emotion that we are indifferent to its logical 
inconsistency. Donne's logic is therefore peculiarly, 
medieval in that his reasoning follows formal syllogistic 
lines. The poem beginning "For Godsake hold your tongue and 
let me love,"4 15 16 or "The Extasie"^6 which Coleridge admired 
and of which he said that were metaphysical poems all like 
this and but half as excellent he would never find fault with 
them. Both of these poems employ deductive logic, even as 
most of Donne1s work does. Now deductive logic was part of 
the medieval equipment employed for a very definite end, that 
of vindicating the doctrines authoritatively taught by the 
Church. Donne, we know from his biography, was born into a

l4Bald, Op. cit. p. 59.
-^Grierson ed. Op. cit. p. 14.
16Ibid. p. 46.
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Catholic home, the religion of which thundered with ~uthority. 

He was also educated at Cambridge, the stronghold of scholas

tic philosophy. It is not surprising then to find him em

ploying this logic of authority so exclusively in his poems. 

But he also used it for another purpose. 

Born as Donne was at a period of doubt and spiritual un

rest, like so many of the spiritually minded of his conte~

oraries., . otably George Herbert, he deplored the turmoil 

which con ro.versy had wrought in the religious life of his 

day. On a mind like his, the effect of the new science was 

direct and consider~ble. His intellect trained in the schol

astic ideal d~manded completeness and certainty. Faith to 

Donne as to Aquinas must be an intellectual act. Intuiti~e 

conviction was not for Donne; he must be logically convinced. 

The restless activity of his fertile imagination urged him 

to seek a comprehensive vision of the universe. He had no 

choice. His destiny willed him to attain certitude or spend 

himself in the effort. 

Donne did not escape the skepticism which afflicted his 

age. It was skepticism which he was try ing to assuage by 

means of logic and which imparts to his later poetry and 

prose its emotion without which there is no artistic merit. 

It is the unwearying and constant search for trut J. that 

gives Donne the passion which is so vital a force in his 

writing • . Where the emotion of Dante springs from the appre

hension of a truth intuitively conceived, Donne's springs 
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from uncertainty and intellectual doubt. To the last day of 
bis life Donne attempted to appease this doubt constantly 
arising in his mind. In his sermons the very vehemence with 
which he exhorts and appeals to his congregation on matters 
of faith betrays his own lack of it. He was compensating 
psychologically for the deepest need of his soul. He wished 
to accept but could not honestly do so, and so he wished his 
hearers to accept those tenets of a doubted faith, namely, 
eternity in God, damnation in hell, and remission of sins.
His preaching was subjective, emanating from the deepest 
needs of his spirit. He longed for peace, and serenity which 
were denied him by an intellect which demanded complete satis
faction. Donne could not say, "I cannot know, I can only 
believe,” and so he argues himself logically into seeming 
conviction, but only seeming. With real conviction comes 
serenity and Donne *s’sermons are as serene as a mountain 
cataract. Witness this passage:

”It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands 
of the living God”; but to fall out of the hands 
of the living God is a horror beyond our expression, 
beyond our imagination.

That God should let my soul fall out of his 
hand into a bottomless pit and roll an unremovable 
stone upon it and leave it to that which it finds 
there (and it shall find that there which it never 
imagined till it came thither) and never think 
more of that soul, never have more to do with it; 
that of that providence of God that studies the 
life of every weed and worm and ant and spider and 
toad and viper there should never, never any beam 
flow out upon me; that that God who looked upon me 
when I was nothing and called me when I was not,
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as though X had been, out of the womb and depth of 
darkness, will not look upon me now when though a 
miserable and banished and damned creature, yet I 
am his creature still and contribute something to 
his glory, even in my damnation; that that God who 
hath often looked upon men in my foulest unclean
ness and when I had shut out the eye of day, the 
sun, and the eye of the night, the taper, and the 
eyes of all the world with curtains and windows and 
doors did yet see me and see me in mercy by making 
me see that he saw me and sometimes brought me to a 
present remorse and for that time to a forbearing 
of that sin, should so turn himself from me to his 
glorious saints and angels as that no saint nor 
angel nor Christ himself should remember him that 
such a soul there is; that that God who hath so 
often said to my sould, Quare morieris? why wilt 
thou die? and so often sworn to my Soul, Vivit 
Dominus. as the Lord liveth, I would not have thee 
die but live, will neither let me die nor let me 
live, but die an everlasting life and live an 
everlasting death; that that God who, when he could 
not get into me by standing and knocking by his 
ordinary means of entering, by his word, his mer
cies hath applied his judgments and hath staked the 
house, this body, with agues and palsies, and set , 
this house on fire with fevers and calentures and 
frightened the master of the house, my soul, with 
horrors and heavy apprehensions and so made an en
trance into me; that that God should frustrate all 
his own purposes and practices upon me and leave 
me and cast me away as though I had cost him noth
ing; that this God at last should let this soul go 
away as in smoke, and as a vapor, as a bubble; and 
that then this soul cannot be a smoke, a vapor, nor 
a bubble but must lie in darkness as long as the 
Lord of light is light itself, and never spark of 
that light reach to my soul; what Tophet is not 
paradise, what brimstone is not amber, what gnash
ing is not a comfort, what gnawing of the worm is 
not a tickling, what torment is not a marriage-bed 
to this damnation to be secluded eternally, eternal
ly, eternally from the sight of God?^"
Here again Donne is using that instrument of persuasion, 

formal logic. The entire argument is one in strict keeping

17A. Coffin and M. Witherspoon, p. 111.
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with formal syllogistic reasoning with one premise and a 
deduced conclusion.

The entire argument may be reduced to a simple syllo
gism I

God permitted me to live in sin heretofore. (therefore)
He will not let me die now (an eternal death).

This form of syllogism is called an enthymeme by virtue 
of one of the premises being implied. This type of argument, 
arriving as it does at its conclusion by contraries, the 
postulating of one thought against another, and the citing of 
innumerable examples, must be guarded against lest it be 
reduced to an absurdity.

Jack Donne plunged into an assortment of wild excesses 
which in later years he repented, but never to his satisfaction 
was he assured of forgiveness. He argues and wears himself 
into seeming serenity and conviction that his sins are for
given. When Donne dwells in the foregoing passage, in all 
his fiery intensity on the wages of sin, his conviction of 
God's mercy in forgiving them and his own salvation, he is 
again compensating psychologically for his own lack of 
spiritual harmony, logic notwithstanding. As Milton in his 
vehement and impassioned passage repudiating the riches of 
Greek and Latin culture in Paradise Regained betrays his own 
deep love for them by the very bitterness of his invective, 
so Donne betrays his own mental state by the passionate



oratory and the recurrent dwelling on that of which he wishes 
to assure himself with the aid of logic.

Witness this passage with the syllogistic order inverted, 
elaborated, and a preposterous conclusion attained. The . 
reasoning is reminiscent of that decadent scholastic reason
ing of which Duns Scotus is a classic example.

And for sin itself I would not, I -do not exten
uate my sin, but let me have fallen not seven times 
a day but seventy times a minute, yet what are my 
sins to all those sins that were upon Christ t The 
sins of all men and all women and all children, the 
sins of all nations, all the East and the West and 
all the North and South, the sins of all times and 
ages, of nature, of law, of grace, the sins of all 
natures, sins of the body and sins of the mind, 
the sins of all growth and all extensions, thoughts, 
and words and acts and habits, and delight and glory 
and contempt and the very sin of boasting, nay of 
belying ourselves in sin; all these sins past, 
present and future, were once upon Christ, and in 
that depth of sin mine are but a drop to his ocean; 
in that treasure of sin mine are but single money 
to his talent. 18
This absurd piece of reasoning can also be reduced to a 

syllogism which has logical premises and conclusions but 
which again is belied by common sense.

The sins for which Christ suffered were the sins 
of the world.

But I am only one of the world.
Therefore my sins are of little weight.

Donne had of necessity to resort to these devious pro
cesses of reasoning in order that the tumult of conflicting 
emotions be assuaged. It is needless to say that this type

18A. Coffin and M . Witherspoon, p. 107.
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of reasoning is utterly false and a reductio ad absurdum of 

genuine logic. But .Donne alone evidently does .not employ 

this decadent medieval expedient. It was a common property 

among his fellow preachers. G. R. Owst says that the sermons 

· of the seventeenth century (quoting a recent article in The 

Times) 

••• were still, in spite of dogmatic changes of 
the Reformatio~, cast in the iron mold of medieva.l 
theology. The Fathers, the Schoolmen, the mystical 
and allegorical torturing of scriptural texts were 
as frequent on the lips of the Caroline preachers 
as on those of edieval friars. Their riddling 
interpretations, their legalistic subtleties of 
distinction, the spell-like efficacy with which 
they invssted isolated words or syllables of Holy 
Writ, the deliberate quaintness and whimsicality 
of the antithetical style are of a piece with 
fretted screens and gargoyles.l9 

Donne was, as is shown by the previous quotations, a 

master in manipulating the various steps of a formal syllo-

gis and,when necessity presented itself, he could argue in 

the closest manner and arrive at a conclusion which common 

sense belied. Even his own choice circle of friends who 

themselves were not unacquainted with the science of scho- -

~ic l ogic could say, concerning Biathanatos that superb 

example of dialectical reasoning , that they knew the reason

ing to be false but that they could not detect it. 

It is in these sermons that Donne opens as it were the 

entire bag of scholastic tricks because of a heed springing 

19Literature and Pulpit in England , pp. 100, 101. 
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from the deepest and recurrent needs of his sensitive mind.
It is evident from the passionate feeling informing 

them and their tortuous logical reasoning, that Donne himself 
is ill at ease. He never did resolve the conflict resulting 
from the man of the world temper of his mind and the claims 
of an ascetic calling. His emphasis recurrent and persistent 
on those elements which he himself lacked, consumed him and 
not until the day when he entered that quire which he so 
passionately longed for and was never sure he would attain 
to, did his soul know peace, serenity and harmony. So it was 
not logic but death which was Donne1s liberator from the 
tumult of conflicting emotions.

Even to the last years and days of his life this feeling 
of doubt, that his sins and want of faith are forgiven, 
tormented him, as evidenced by this sonnet full of pathos . 
and doubt.

What if this present were the worlds last night?
Marke in my heart, 0 Soule, where thou dost dwell.
The picture of Christ crucified, and tell 

• Whether that countenance can thee afright,
Teares in his eyes quench the amasing light,
Blood fills his frownes, which from his pierc'd

head fell.
And can that tongue adjudge thee unto hell,
Which pray'd forgivenesse for his foes fierce spight?
No, no; but as in my idolatrie 
I said to all my profane mistresses,
Beauty, of pitty, foulnesse onely is 
A signe of regour: so I say to thee,
To wicked spirits are horrid shapes assign'd.^
This beauteous forme assures a pitious mind. u

20Grierson ed. The Poems of John Donne, p. 299.
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In this poem and in that noble hymn "A hymne to God the
21Father” Donne comes to a perfectly logical conclusion based 

on all that goes before it. The last sentence contains all 
the elements of a formal syllogism.

Foulness is a sign of harshness.
But this face is beautiful.
Therefore this face is not harsh.

The entire poem, however, is transfigured by the pathos and 
beauty of the thought.

We have seen how Donne’s mind was disturbed by the di
verse currents which lodged in him: The Renaissance glori
fying an active participation in the glories of this life; 
the Middle Ages with their insistent call to a life of an 
ascetic nature and the current of modern science throwing 
all accepted belief into confusion. To reconcile these di
verse elements into a harmonious whole was the problem not 
only of Donne, but of all thinking people of the early 
seventeenth century• The Middle Ages were confronted with a 
somewhat similar problem. Theirs was a problem of synthesis. 
Christianity had to be reconciled with the antique culture, 
and the Fathers worked with great zeal, but it wasn’t until 
the thirteenth century that the synthesis was complete.
In Dante and Aquinas this synthesis is in its final and per
fect form; they are of the grand medieval climacteric. -

^Grierson ed. The Poems of John Donne, p. 357.



22

They came at the end of a period of appropriation, assimi
lation, and transmutation. In Donne the synthesis is incom
plete because he came at the beginning of a new age when men 
were just beginning the work of synthesis. Both employed 
logic as a means and instrument. But Donne was not such an 
assimilating and transforming personality as Dante or 
Aquinas, and so we find in his work an element of disharmony 
from which only death was the liberator.



Chapter II

Theme of Death
In order that we may the more sympathetically interpret 

the temper of the times, It might be well to trace chrono
logically the evolution of the human spirit in its broad out
line during the Middle Ages and up to that period during 
which death became a morbid preoccupation.

Christianity, together with the Ptolemaic conception of 
the universe which obtained during the Middle Ages and which 
placed the earth at the center of the cosmos, imparted to 
men a philosophy which may be characterized as one of other
worldliness. Christianity regarded man as the chief object 
of God’s creation and placed man’s final abode either in 
heaven or in hell, depending on how he fulfilled his chief 
temporal duty^-the salvation of his soul. And man, seeing 
in this world little except a mighty struggle between good 
and evil, developed a pessimistic view of this life. Tradi
tion had it that with the transgression of Adam and Eve man’s 
relationship to God was vitiated and sin entered the world, 
and as out of Pandora’s box violence, pain and death took 
possession of it. To recover the pristine perfection of 
our first parents before their sin, men had recourse to a 
monastic life, the ideal of Which was an utter indifference 
to the pleasures and glories of this world and a preparation 
for the inevitable next. Man’s destiny lay in another realm. 
Asceticism with its flight from a sin-ridden world was



however an ideal more widely cherished than official Christ
ian doctrine really demanded. Willard Farnham affirms this 
when he says that ” . . .  Jesus preached the fullness of mor
tal life as well as the Kingdom of Heaven. Hjs recorded ideas 
were often perverted through the influence of Greco-Roman 
philosophies (such as the Gnostic, Paul and even Augustine) 
which denied the world, and the Christians were often com
pelled to overemphasize the unworldly side of Christlike 
character.n1

Austere asceticism was thus an aberration of the Chris-* 
tlan ideal. Nevertheless, for the average man this world was 
a vale of tears and a wicked place in which the Devil was 
busily engaged to prevent man's salvation. Love was sanc
tioned only when its object was God. Henry 0. Taylor says 
that in the Middle Ages

One must guard against love's obsession, 
against sense-passion, which is so forgetful of the 
ultimate good: concupiscence is sinful. Through
bodily begetting, the taint of original sin is 
transmitted; and in all carnal desire, though sanc
tioned by the marriage sacrament, is lust and 
spiritual forgetfullness. When in fornication and 
adultery its acts contravene God's law, they are 
mortal sins which will if unabsolved, cast the 
sinner into hell. * 2

^The Medieval Heritage of Elizabethan Tragedy. p. 37.

2The Medieval Mind. Vol. II, p. 530.
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So because of the belief that on all human actions 
followed an eternal judgment, the medieval imagination in
vested them with a profound meaning. Untaught by natural 
science men.conceived of life naively. Behind each action 
men sought an intelligence and behind each phenomenon a mean
ing. In a world thus imagined, so simple yet so grand, men 
sought to bring about the Civitas Dei.

The popularization of these beliefs as well as the spirit 
of these ages is best exemplified in the Morality plays.
Men taught the prevailing faith in the allegorical characters 
of Hope, Faith, Fear, and Death among others. Mystery and 
miracle plays dealt with scenes from the Bible. There were 
also portrayed the Christian scenes of redemption and the 
Passion and Miracles of saints. The artistic skill of the 
Middle Ages was likewise utilized to teach the prevailing 
truths, and a number of motifs became popular. They combined 
the characteristics of the time, the pessimistic conception 
of this life, a practical teaching of religion, and the stress
ing of the fleeting departure of this life. Figures were 
drawn in the manuscripts vividly illustrating the utter 
ephemeralness of this life.

Since the human spirit could not long brook the thwart
ing of some of its most characteristic qualities a reaction 
was inevitable. A quickening of life was shadowed forth by 
the founding of the great abbey and monastery of Cluny by
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Benedict in the tenth century, whose inmates found time to 

pore over old manuscri-pts, besides tilling tne land andpray

ing. From England a little earlier Charlemagne imported 

Alcuin to administer the Palace school in Paris and supervise 

its studies. This greatly increased the nmnber of those with 

intellectual interests and indirectly lrud the foundation for 

new tendencies in thought• . Soon , Spain contributed her ro

mances and songs; the Crusades (1096) brought many into direct 

contact with the much older and higher civilization of the 

Saracens and the Moors. Finally in 1204 the conquest of 

Constantinople brought first hand experience of Greece, 

whose culture was disseminated by way of Spain and Italy. 

So from the beginnin of the twelfth century to the 

c.lose of the thirteenth, progress was being made . Human en

ergy and intelligence worked hard and unceasingly to emanci

pate itself. 

lith the rising of Yernacular literature a pagan enjoy

men of life stole gradually into the texture of medieval life. 

In France Langue d'oc and Langue d'oil became the dialects 

of the layman and poems began to be written in them. The 

troubadours of gay Provence were singing their songs at the 

very time that t. Francis was preaching (about 1225). The 

Chanson de Geste _was the delight of the court, and the 

fabliaux delighted men with a picture of the actual and 

coarse side of life; which reminds one of Chaucer in England 

a little later writing the Canterbury Tales and Baccaccio in 
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Italy writing the Decameron. With the advent of the glorious 
thirteenth century men were reaching to heaven still, but 
their feet were already firmly planted in the earth. In St. 
Thomas Aquinas and Dante the old cynicism is gone, but then 
they have the antique humanism of Aristotle for their in
spiration.

From the twelfth century this broadly humane attitude 
becomes more common. Interest in ancient literature is more 
in evidence, John of Salisbury takes pleasure in the Latin . 
poets and when Dante died in 1321 Petrarch (1304-1374) was 
already a young man of seventeen. It is not long before he 
ascends the mountain retreats of Vaucluse to enjoy the view 
and read Augustine on sin and concupiscence and the hollow 
nature of this life. In his conversations with Augustine he 
ends the dialogue in fitting fashion by returning to those 
pleasures which are calling him. Soon Bembo, a cardinal, 
discourses on love and beauty in a rapturous fashion in 
Castiglione*s Courtier.

In short, a revolt from the old Christian Ethic is in 
older. In place of the old austerity and instead of living 
to fulfill the will of God men were beginning to have a fear
less trust in themselves. Pico della Mirandola writes an 
"Oration on the Dignity of Man," and.the monk is vanquished. 
His striving for perfection beyond life gives way to a striv
ing for a fulfillment of this life. But as Farnham says,



28

Resistance was natural. The first stirrings 
of a new vitality had apparently brought an access 
of fear that humanity might be overwhelmed by the 
sins of the active life, and before the twelfth 
century a period of ascendancy for the "peniten
tial books" had indicated a peculiarly conscience- 
stricken character in Christian Europe. From the 
twelfth century onward, men were impelled with 
breathless rapidity by some mysterious inner force 
to compass beauty and create intellectual order in 
this world which they had hitherto shrunk from 
comprehending and had often thought inherently 
dangerous to their hope of Heaven* It was some
thing to give all good Christians pause. A great 
many of them did pause— even when they were most 
busily in the midst of a new activity--to write 
literature and create art de contemptu mundi.
There was a sudden increase of need and willing
ness to contemplate the sufferings of t his life 
and its inevitable snuffing out in death.3
And so men revived the Ubi Sunt verses of St. Bernard to

calm their sense of uneasiness and to recover their hold on
the eternal.

Where is the sacred king, that Solomon the wyse?
Whose wysdome, former time, of duetie did commend:
Where is that Samson strong, that monstrous man in syze? 
.Whose forced ame, dyd cause the mighty pillars bend. 
Where is the peareles Prince, the freendly lonathas?
Or Absolon, whose shape and favour did surpasse.
Where is that Caesar nowe, whose high renowned fame,
Of sundry conquestes wonne, throughout the world did

sound?
Or Dives riche in store, and rich in richely name.
Whose chest with gold and dishe, with daynties did

abound.
Where is the passing grace, of Tallies pleding skill?
Or Aristotles vayne, whose penne had witte and wyll.

^The Medieval Heritage of Elizabethan Tragedy. p. 37.
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0 foode of filthy woorxne, oh lumps of lothsome clay,
0 life full like the deawe, which mornyng amine

dooth waste
0 shadows vayne, whose shape with sunne dooth shrinks

away.
Why gloryest thou so much, in honour to be plaste? 
Sith that no certayne hours, of life thou dost enioy, 
Most fyt it were, thy tyme in goodnesse to employ

Francois Villon too expresses the common thought of the 
age.- Like St. Bernard he stresses the fleeting nature of 
life and depicts the physical decomposition which is now the 
more loathsome and morbid for its artistic merit.

Le mort le fait fremir, pallir,
Le nez courber, les values tendre, 
la col enfler, le chair mollir,
Joinctis et nerfs croistre et estendre.

We also find the counterpart of this reaction and a like 
preoccupation with the realistic in England. G. R. Owst in 
his eminently informative book about the temper of the 
English during the Middle Ages quotes the following from 
"Everyman"

Now all men mowe sen be me, 
that wor(l)dys Joye is vanyte. 
I was a lady; now it ys begon. 
I was fayr and gentil both. 
Now ich man wyle my body loth. 4 5

4The Medieval Heritage of Elizabethan Tragedy, p. 37.

5J. Huizinga, The Waning of the Middle Ages, p. 133.
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1~ fredys, my godes me hov forsake. 
To wyrmes mete . now am I take. 
Of ·al the wor{l)d now hof 1 nogth 
butt gode dedes that I wrogth 
Only tho schuln abyde wit me. 
Al other thynges arn vanyte.6 

Not only in literature, but as in earlier days pictures 

depicting the transitory nature of life and the effect of 

death were printed in manuscripts, so now they became uni

versally popular. Legends, too, arose to intensify the 

macabre image. One of the more popular ones was the legend 

of the Three Living and the Three Dead. Farnham says that 

in this legend "three men of high rank and lusty attachment 

to the world meet three corpses and are warned by them that 
-

a like state of mortal decay must soon be their own portion."? 

The Dance of Death was a plctorial favourite and may be 

regarded as a coo.panion piece of the "Three Living and Three 

Dead.'' In this picture displayed in the Church of the Holy 

Innocents in Paris are represented,Far~am says, "• •• pic

tures (which) were apparently of some thirty human beings of 

all ranks of life, from the highest to the lowest, each es

corted from life toward death by a ·gruesome decaying cada-

ver." 8 

6Literature and Pulpit in Medieval England, p. 530. 

?Medieval Heritage of Elizabethan Tragedy, p. 38 

8 Ibid. p. 38. 
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These pictures in the Dance of Death were effigies of 

Pope, Bishop, Emperor and other persons of high estate down 

to the most menial serf. These served as an equalizing 

force, preaching as no other medium could the vanity of high 

worldly office. Besides these pictorial and literary mani

festations of the grim imagination of the Middle Ages mottoes 

were employed to fix the macabre image indelibly into the 

consciousness of the people. Towns were beginnging to flour

ish and with the concourse of people in them, the Franciscans 

and the Dominicans were organized to spread the gospel of 

a spiritual existence. Huizinga says that 

Since the thirteenth century the popular preach
ing of the mendicant orders had made the eternal 
admonition to remember death swell into a sombre 
chorus ringing throughout the world . Towards the 
fifteenth century, a new means of inculcating the 
awful thou ht into all minds was added to the words 
of the preacher, namely, the popular woodcut. Now 
these two means of expression, sermons and woodcuts, 
both addressing themselves to the multitude and 
limited to crude effects, csuld represent death in 
a simple and striking form. 

In England too life was quickening and the spirit of 

personality was abroad . And since human nature is essentially 

alike whether its climate be French, Italian or English , the 

stirring of the ·new life brought about a similar reaction. 

St. Paul's exhibited a Death Dance imported from the contin

ent but the best index to the pulse of the people is perhaps 
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the preaching of the clergy. Through sermon after sermon 
quoted in G. R. Owst’s "Literature and Pulpit in Medieval 
England” may he discerned one truth common to them all: that
gone is the old idealism and a grim realism is coming, nay 
has arrived. In place of the gospel of hope and salvation, 
the cathedrals and village churches resounded to a gospel of 
complaint and fear. A favourite device of English preachers 
was the Wheel of Fortune. Owst quotes from one of the ser
mons thus:

That great wheel is v/eele and honour of the 
realm, which is now up, now down, now hye, now 
low, and revolves in the manner of a wheel. Upon 
that wheel very many both in Church and State 
ascend— gape upward ful fast. Some ar quirled up 
suddenly upon it and become from prore gentlemen 
grete estates and gret lordes. Some ar.hurled 
down from that wheel, from high honours and dig
nities to extreme poverty, sorooful care and 
misery. There is no trust nor worldly stability 
in mundane glory; . . . now it exists, now it is 
no more; to-day a man, to-morrow no man; to-day 
a lord, to-morrow a lost man; to-day a dowti 
werrour, to-morrow dead on the field of battle. . .

Italy, too, must have experienced this type of preaching if
George Eliot’s picture in Romola, when she has Savanarola
preach his homilies, is at all veracious.

France, Italy and England testify then, to the universal
preoccupation with death. Farnham says:

By the fifteenth century it was universal. 
Everywhere, with participation by all classes of

^ Literature and Pulpit of Medieval England. p . 239.
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men, there was then a swelling chorus of memento 
mori, remember death and despise mundane life. 
But there is no question here of an actual sur
render of mundane life by the common man ••• The 
chorus had a quality which we are tempted to call 
hypocrisy, or "False taste," ••• For ••• the 
new scorn of the . world frequently accompanied, 
even in one and the same man, a ve y lively and 
fruitful love of the wor l d . Contemp~ mundi in 
the medieval sense represents the alte · ego of 
many a man who contributed significant worldly 
activity to the Renaissance, whether ~I lived in 
the twelfth or the sixteenth century. 

To illustrate the juxtaposition of life and death one 

but needs to read Farnhao's description of the churchyard 

of the Holy Innocents in Paris. All Paris made it a daily 

rendezvous. It was a place where people came to do business 

as well as for spiritual meditation . Here they viewed the 

skulls and bones of bodies that had once been fair to see. 

Here they could see the Dance of Death and read its stanzas 

which impressed the grim reality more indelibly on an al-

ready sensitive conscience and a vivid imagination. There 

they watched the burial and exhumations and reflected how 

these were once of their fraternity. They must have re-

fleeted how the body once so richly attired and so proudly 

ca rried now boasted of nothing but worms . In their homes 

t~o healthy people were enjoying an effigy of death's head 

over their mantlepieces and writing memento mori treatises. 

Thus it became not only. an ascetic pleasure to scorn the 

1~edieval Heritage of Elizabethan Tragedy, p. 38. 
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world but an artistic one. Here they prepared themselves 
for the final judgment by looking into the mirror of the 
dead.12

When we reflect that all this was being done by people 
who otherwise were perfectly healthy and normal and who in 
their natural and uninhibited moments were beginning to 
taste the pleasures of life and to appreciate the beauty of 
human form, people who were beginning to see life as a many 
faceted affair, we seek for an explanation in the psychology 
of the human spirit.

Farnham says that people were seeking for an nemotional 
balance.” By some strange alchemy of the human mind was dis
tilled this reactionary spirit which both expressed and
calmed the uneasiness of men who were shifting their values

13from Heaven to earth.
With the advent of the seventeenth century, the Baconian 

spirit of inquiry, the enlarging of the bounds of human know
ledge , the Copernican revolution, the telescope:of Galileo, 
the appeal to the observation of nature, the mechanical 
.interpretation of the universe, contempt of the world died 
out. No longer was the earth the centre of the universe with 
the sun and the moon and the stars revolving round about it;

laMedieval Heritage of Elizabethan Tragedy, pp. 38-42 
passim.

Ibid. P. 40.13
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no longer did the sublime grandeur of Dante's conception stir 

the imagination of men. vith the new scientific analysis 

men discovered the sun "the eye of heaven" to be a gas filled 

bubble and the earth, a clod of mud. So, it is not surpris

ing that the old faith was moribund and soon was to be in 

the fastness of death. len had rooted out the old fears 

{except for spasmodic renewals) and took interest and had 

concern in science and in the realities of mortal life. 

This is the world of Donne; despite his strong individ

uality he had one quality in common with all human beings, 

a conscience., And so he, too, did not escape the crushing 

sense of conflicting ideals, but this conflict did not become 

apparent until he had tasted life's bitters. 

In his early life Donne employs the death theme in the 

manner of those later medieval souls who impelled by instinct 

to reach for mortal glory and worldly advancement sought to 

strengthen their grasp on the· eternal by preoccupation with 

the macabre . 

Let me say here that it is not my purpose to prove that 

Donne's preoccupation with death was throughout purely con¥en

tional.. . In his maturity Donne was too great a man to em

ploy so awful a theme as merely a scho·lar' s exercise. Donne 

was not guilty of hypocrisy. But it is not until he became 

converted in the "intense and incandescent" sense that the 

· death motif became organically fused with his deepest convic

tion of the impotence of worldl power . It took possession 
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of him in its utmost intensity when it became the symbol not 

of eternal darkness but of light; not annihilation but life. 

Up to the time of his marriage in 1621 and some time 

after, Donne toyed with theology in controversial matters. 

His assistance to .orton in 1610 on the "Catholic Appeal" 

was purely the work of a research scholar. Theology had been 

to Donne a study of absorbing interest, when his hopes were 

set on worldly ~dvancement. This was consistent with the 

times when religious controversies absorbed men's minds. 

That it was not very serious he himself affirms when he says 

in later life, repenting of the levity with which he approach

ed the divine study: 

When wee are mov'd to seeme religi~us 
Only to vent wit, Lord deliver us. 4 

Donne's early religious poetry is frigid, appealing to 

the intelligence and preferring every species of cleverness 

to a heartfelt cry of feeling. 

The themes of the Paradoxes and Problems are those which 

haunted Donne all his life, death and God, but they have 

none of the eloquence of the sermons. "Idle little essays 

in casuistry," "puerile writingstt--these are the verdicts of 

two of his modern editors.15 These Paradoxes and Problems 

1~elen C. White, The Metaphysical Poets, p. 141. 

15Theodore Spencer ed. A Garland for John Donne, p. 23. 
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were written before 1600 when Donne could with perfect sin
cerity say he had seriously surveyed and considered the en
tire body of theology. In these exercises Donne is carrying 
on the tradition of earlier ages when men could with im
punity and without the stigma of hypocrisy give allegiance 
theoretically to a moral theme yet actively disdain it.

Even as late as 1615 Donne had not fully given up his 
almost obsequious petitions— but this too was a convention 
of the time-.-for advancement. Yet again he can in perfect 
sincerity write in the Essays in Divinity such a passage as 
the following, on the transitory nature of human fame.

The very places of the Obelises and Pyramides 
are forgotten, and the purpose why they were erected. 
Books themselves are subject to the mercy of the 
Magistrate: and as though the ignorant had not
been enemie enough for them, the Learned unnatur
ally and treacherously contribute to their des
truction, by rasure and mis-interpretation. . . .
But Names honour’d with a place in this book cannot 
perish, because the Book cannot. Next to the glory 
of having his name entred into the Book of Life, 
this is the second, to have been matriculated in 
this Register, for an example or instrument of 
good, Lazarus his name is enrolled but the wicked rich mans omitted.lb

Earlier than this in 1609 when Donne was twenty-six 
years old and in the midst of the gay life of London, still 
seeking preferment at court he could write that brilliant and 
impressive piece, the "Elegie on Death7;? It is written in

1^Evelyn Simpson, A Study of the Prose Works of 
John Donne. p. 207.
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Donne's most characteristic manner dwelling with deep pathos 

and horror on the hopelessness of death , or that literary 

curiosity "Biathanatos" in which Donne contemplates death in 

the form of suicide. This .was written in 1602 and 1609 in 

the years of his greatest temporal success as secretary to 

Lord Egerton. 

fuat could illustrate Donne's conventionality, his pre

occupation with the ephemeralness of things, more conclusive

ly than the Elegie on Death and Biathanatos? 

I have tried hitherto to make clear that Donne's pre

occupation wi~h death almost up to the time of his conversion 

which Mr. Gosse places in 1617, was conventional in this 

sense that he carried on the late medieval tradition when men 

found their sense of values shifting from heaven to earth 

and needed to be reminded of the fleeting nature of things. 

It was not . the ascetic preoccupation of the early medieval 

times which was born of the tact that all human action was 

connected with the eternal lot of man. Donne however was no 

hypocrite. As a poet he had a profound sensibility and soon 

his conscience was to assert itself and suffering to dis

till its wisdom. 

It is in the sermons tha t Donne manifests, and himself 

i~the embodiment of the wasting away of all things earthly. 

In these he is of the tradition, but more, he is beyond it. 

\¥hen he speaks of the tall of men from high estate and the 

inevitability of death he is crying out a truth which life 
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and suffering had taught him. Donne well understood the 
meaning, of the Greeks, that wisdom is born of suffering. It 
is this poignant cry of experience that redeems the sermons 
and exculpates them from the stigma of conventionality.

In the following passage despite its conventionally 
medieval theme, the deep cry of conviction Is unmistakable.

Truly, to see the hand of a great and mighty 
monarch, that hand that hath governed the civil 
sword, the sword of justice at home, and drawn 
and sheathed the foreign sword, the sword of war. 
Abroad, to see that hand lie dead and not be able 
to nip or fillip away one of his own worms (and 
then quis homo, what man, though he be one of those 
men of whom God hath said, ’!Ye are gods," yet quia 
homo, "What man is there that lives and shall not 
see death?"), to see the brain of a great and 
religious counselor (and God bless all from making, 
all from calling any great that is not religious), 
to see that brain that produced means to becalm 
gusts at council tables, storms in Parliament, 
tempests in popular commotions, to see that brain 
produce nothing but swarms and worms and no pro
clamation to disperse them, to see a reverend pre
late that had resisted heretics and schismatics 
all his life fall like one of them by death and 
perchance to be called one of them when he is dead—  
to recollect all— to see great men made no men, to 
be sure that they shall never come to ua, not to 
be sure that we shall know them when we come to 
them to see the lieutenants and images of God, kings 
the sinews of the state, religious counselors, the 
spirit of the church, zealous prelates, and then to 
see the vulgar, Ignorant, wicked, and facinorous 
men thrown all by one hand of death into one cart, 
into one common tide-Wat, one hospital, one alms
house, one prison, the grave, in whose lust no man 
can say, this is the king, this is the slave, this 
is the bishop, this is the heretic, this is the 
counselor, this is the fool, even this miserable 
equality of so unequal persons by so foul a hand 
is the subject of this lamentation, even quia mor- 
tmia, because Lazarus is dead, "Jesus wept."

17coffin and Witherspoon, pp. 107, 108
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The Danoe of Death in words; it*a as though one were 
transported to the churchyard of the Holy Innocents and 
found a preacher giving an exposition of the painting on 
the wall; or this passage:

Except an epitaph tell me who lies there, I 
cannot tell by the dust, nor by the epitaph know 
which is the dust it speaks of, if another have been 
laid before or after in the same grave. Nor can 
any epitaph be confident in saying here lies, but 
here was laid. For so various, so vicissitudinary 
is all this world as that even the dust of the 
grave hath revolutions. As the motions of an upper 
sphere imprint a motion in the lower sphere other 
than naturally it would have; so the changes of this 
life work after death. And as envy supplants and 
removes us alive, a shovel removes us and throws 
us out of our grave after death. No limbec, no 
weights can tell you, this is dust royal, this 
plebeian dust. No commission, no inquisition can 
say, this is catholic, this is heretical dust.
All lie alike.18
There is a vast difference in the tone and feeling in

forming these passages from that of those earlier pieces on 
death. True, it may be said that Donne is purely convention
al in these too, but Donne's character and experience belie 
it. His sense of past transgression as evidenced by his 
sermons, is so great, and his suffering has been so exquisite, 
that his imagination, sensuous and inventive, paints for him, 
and he for his hearers, what his poetic sense divines to be 
the symbol of futility. For Donne was a poet; and there is

18Coffin and Witherspoon, p. 108
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poetry in these sermons, born of profound emotion and con
viction. Passage after passage may be quoted to illustrate 
the motif, but one need only read in the light of his entire 
life the sermons^-9 to be convinced of their power and honesty. 
Let me quote one more passage to illustrate Donne's reaction 
from conventionality to conviction. It is in the best 
language of the medieval preacher but not in his spirit.

Even those bodies that were the temples of the 
Holy Ghost come to this dilapidation, to ruin, to 
rubbish, to dust; even the Israftl of the Lord and 
Jacob himself hath no other specification, no other 
denomination but that, vermin Jacob, thou worm of 
Jacob. Truly the consideration of this posthume 
death, this death after burial, that after God, 
with whom are the issues of death, hath delivered 
me from the death of the womb by bringing me into 
the world and from the manifold deaths of the world 
by laying one in the grave, I must die again in an 
incineration of this flesh and in a dispersion of 
that dust; that that monarch who spread over many 
nations alive must in his dust lie in a corner of 
that sheet of lead, and there but so long as the 
lead will last; and that private and retired man 
that thought himself his own for ever and never came 
forth must in his dust of the grane be published 
and— such are the revolutions of the grave— he 
mingled with the dust of every highway and every 
dunghill and swallowed in every puddle and pond; 
this is the most inglorious and contemptible vili
fication, the most deadly and peremptory nullifi
cation of man, that we can consider.* 20

To crown this macabre preoccupation in fitting fashion, 
Donne shortly before his death caused his own picture to be 
painted in his death shroud, and kept it at his bed side

I9John Haywood, John Donne. pp. 599, 686. Coffin 
and Witherspoon, p. 109, ff.

20Coffin and Witherspoon, p. 108.
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until his death. He also kept a picture of a skeleton in his 
room, which he bequeathed to Dr. Winniff who succeeded him 
in the deanery of St. Paul*s.

On the surface it would appear that a thought which so 
strongly attaches to the earthly side of death can scarcely 
be termed a pious one. It would seem rather a violent re
action against excessive sensuality, where the thought of 
death is inflamed, and the corruption of the body is made 
visible by the same sensuous imagination that gloated over 
the pleasures of the body. Then too the thought of death 
need not be expressed with a shudder and violence. But a 
closer study and a deeper penetration into the manifold com
plexity of his spirit. Professor Fausset says, reveals that,

. . .  in him the conscience of mediaevallsm 
with all its macabre preoccupation with the loath
some aspects of the physical is restored, yet with 
a difference. It is penetrated by a modern ration
alism; it expresses itself not merely in an in
stinctive reaction from an agonized distortion of, 
the sensual . . , but in a.cold and conscious criti
cism of the naturalistic.^1
And so it was Donne’s distinction to be both medieval and 

modern. He was of the Renaissance in his youth, but he is 
beyond it too, in his maturity. He did not lose his con
science as the Renaissance did in the concentrated joy of life; 
with it he carried on the tradition of memento mori and con- 
temutu mundi but his distinction is that he placed it on a 
higher level. 21

21Hugh I’Anson Fausset, John Donne, p. 48.



Chapter III

Mysticism.

Perhaps the spirituality of the Middle Ages contributed 
more than any one factor in imparting to them the spirit of 
mysticism. Men concentrated their thoughts on the spiritual 
as opposed to the earthly interpretation of life, seeing in 
the material only the shadow of the substance, a symbol of a 
deeper, inner reality. And so men sought a higher interpre
tation of values by means of which they might attain to their 
highest happiness under the inspiration of the vision of the 
Divine. The Common Yearning of the Middle Ages was an ap
proach to God. They scorned the flesh and mundane things and 
raised the spirit, by contemplation of God, to a stage of 
ecstasy that excluded.the taste for worldly pleasures. Sur
render of self and the world is the keynote of the ages. By 
persevering contemplation and offering themselves again and 
again to the Lord, men trusted that He would receive them. 
Thus in the vita contemnlativa men saw the path by which 
the attainment of the direct object of their desire was made 
possible. But this vita contemplative also included love as 
the basis of mystical yearning. Reason alone has in all ages 
proved itself inadequate to fathom the mystery of things, 
and so medieval mysticism seeks its fulfillment in love and 
contemplation. In his treatment of Medieval Mysticism,
Henry 0. Taylor says it
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Includes what is mysterious because it is unknowable 
through reason. For it includes a sense of the 
supreme, a sense of God, who is too great for the 
human reason to comprehend, and therefore a mystery. 
And it includes a yearning toward God, the desire 
of Him, and the feeling of love. The last is also 
mysterious, in that it has not exclusive port with 
reason, but springs as well from feeling. It 
(i.e. mysticism) consists in consciousness of the 
reality of the object of its yearning or devotion. 
Not altogether through induction or deduction, but 
with an irrational immediacy of conviction, it 
feels and knows its object. In place of the know
ledge which is mediated through rational processes, 
is substituted a conviction upheld by yearning, 
love's conviction indeed, of the reality and 
presence of that which is all the greater and more 
worthy because it baffles reason. And the final 
goal attainable by this mystic love is, even as 
the goal of the other love, union with the 
Beloved.1

Because of this, medieval thought became mediatorial 
seeking to bring men closer to the fulfillment of their de
sire. With this interest in bringing the soul to a union 
with the Divine, men had recourse to the philosphy of Plato 
as interpreted by Plotinus. Now Neo-Platonism had elements 
which were not alien to Christianity. For it envisioned the 
universe as proceeding from a Divine source and seeking to 
return to it. It exalted, too, the spiritual as the essen— - 
tisily real, and that the path to God was free to all men.
But it also insisted on self-discipline as a vital condition 
for the vision of God. Now since human reason has ever been 
unable to effect this mediation between man and God, Neo-

1The Medieval Mind. Vol. II, p . 363.
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Platonism envisioned the goal of a supra-rational vision and 
an ecstatic union with God. In this union, the soul in a 
rapt ecstasy of divine contemplation lost all selfhood and 
all sense of worldly things and became one with God.

This philosophy of Plotinus was particularly appealing 
since it furnished the means of direct apprehension and ab
sorption. It united spirit with spirit, essence with essence. 
The result was what may be called erotic mysticism or that 
love for Christ which was a sublimation of a physical passion. 
It is characterized by tenderness of feeling and delight in 
the pure sensuous experience of love. Christ is the object 
of this love and the emotion of the soul is like that of a 
lover delighting in the realization of a union with the 
beloved. The Medieval Mystic seems to be actually realizing 
a sense experience of She love of the man-God.

Luitgard of .Tongarn illustrates this union. In analyz
ing her book, Mr. Taylor quotes that "She finds Him, whom 
her soul cherishes. She finds, she holds Him, because He 
does not send her away; She holds Him by faith, happy in 
seeking, more happy in the holding fast."2 She says "•My 
Beloved is mine and I am His* and *1 am my Beloved’s, and 
His desire is towards me.*"** As a mystic she sees her soul

2The Medieval Mind. Vol. I, p. 464.
3Ibid. p. 464.



as th~ Bride who seeks and is sought by her lover, the Bride

groom. Another mystic, ~ echtild of' ~ agdeburg, has converse 

with her Bridegroom that rivals that of the most impassioned 

lovers. r. Taylor says, 

Mechtild 's book is heavy with passion--with 
God's passionate love for the soul, and the Soul 's 
passionate response. No speech between lovers 
could outdo the converse between them. God calls 
the Soul, sweet dove, dear heart, my ~ueen; and 
with like phrase the ~uivering Soul responds up
w&rd, as it were , to the great Countenance glowing 
above it. Throughout, there is passion and im
patient yearning--or satisfaction.4 

1 r. Taylor gofis on to say that "The Soul must surrender her

self, and become sheer desire for God. • ·• • (Christ looks 

upon her) with such sweet eyes that I can never forget." 

His eyes in my eyes; His heart in my heart, 
His soul in my soul, 
Embraced and untroubled. 

(Here) all is love: the Lord kisses her--what else than love 

can the soul thereafter kno v or feel •••• With direct and 

utter passion she realizes God's love."5 

Christ as the object of this love is conceived as the 

'perfection of physical beauty. and the response within the 

sou , of the lover is a delight in the sight of the beloved 

and in the possession of Him. This same strain is heard in 

4The Nedieval ind, Vol. I, p. 46·9. 

5~. p. 4?0. 
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Herbert, Craahaw and Vaughan and as we shall see, despite the 
strong intellectual cast of his mind, in Donne too.

We have noted the mystical characteristics of the 
Medieval woman who conceives her soul as the Bride and Christ 
as the Bridegroom seeking love and union with the soul. With 
the men there is no distinction. St. Bernard cries out 
’’Let Him Kiss me” and again "Listen t Let the kissing mouth 
be the Word assuming flesh; and the mouth kissed be the flesh 
which is assumed; then, the kiss which is consummated between 
them is the personae compacted of the two, to wit, the Medi
ator of God and men, the man Christ Jesus.

In St. Bernard the quality of the love of Christ is Neo- 
Platonic in that the soul ascends from the fleshly to spirit
ual love. There is no break since love is love throughout• 
For him to love Christ is to experience a love that attaches 
to both man and God. In the following passage he delineates 
his conception of the way from man and multiplicity to unity 
and God. He says

Yet because we are of the flesh (oarnales) 
and are begotten through the flesh’s concupiscence, 
our yearning love (cunlditas bel amor noster) must 
begin from the flesh; yet if rightly directed, ad
vancing under the leadership of grace, it will be 
consummated in spirit. For that which is first is 
not spiritual, but that which is natural (anlmale); 
then that which is spiritual. First man loves 
dll ifIt) himself for his own sake. For he is flesh,

“The Medieval Mind. Vol. II, pp. 368, 369.
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and is able to understand nothing beyond himself. 
When he sees that he cannot live (subsistere) by 
himself alone, he begins, as it were, from necess- 
ity, to seek and love God. Thus, in this second 
stage, he loves God, but only for his own sake.
Yet as his necessities lead him to cultivate and 
dwell with God in thinking, reading, praying, and 
obeying, Qod little by little becomes known and 
becomes sweet. Having thus tasted how sweet is 
the Lord, he passes to the third stage, where he 
loves God for God’s sake. Whether any man in this 
life has perfectly attained the fourth stage, where 
he loves himself for God’s sake, I do not know.
Let those who have knowledge say; for myself, I 
confess it seems impossible. Doubtless it will 
be so when the good faithful servant shall have 
entered into the joy of his Lord, and shall be 
drunk with the flowing richness of God’s house.
Then oblivious to himself, he will pass to God and 
become one spirit with Him.”

It is apparent from this passage that for Bernard as for 
his fellow mystics union with God is the goal. Selflessness 
is the dominating note. It is only when the spirit loses 
awareness of self that the union is consummated in love.

In essence, then, mysticism is love; in no case is it 
reason alone. It requires the quintessence of man’s facul
ties. Reason alone can know nothing except things of sense 
and God cannot be known through the senses. If he is to be 
known at all, He must be known by contact of spirit with 
spirit, essence with essence; directly by emotion, by ecstasy, 
absorbing the very existence of the mystic into that of God.

7The Medieval Mind. Vol. I, p. 406.
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Now England during the first decades of the seventeenth 
century had a mass of exalted devotional literature that 
heralded and accompanied the Puritan revival. As Puritanism 
grew in strength and popularity, the tendency to enforce sim
plicity of life, scorn of pleasure and direct communion with 
God became more common. It was a propitious climate for 
mystical experience as witnessed by the highly impassioned 
devotional works of Crashaw, Vaughan, Herbert, and Donne.

Before taking up the study of those works of Donne.
which justly lay claim to the title of mystical, it would be
well to point out that Donne in his early work "The Ecstasie"
written before 1600when his thoughts were on preferment rather
than on the exalted theme of God, gives evidence of his
knowledge of Neo-Platonism. Neo-Platonism, we saw, was the
philosophy of the mediation between God and man in the Middle
Ages, Mrs; Simpson observes, that Donne uses the language 

8of a mystic but she does not say that his concern is not 
with God but with his mistress. Professor Grierson (quoted 
by Mrs. Simpson) in commenting on the poem says:

Ecstasy in Neo-Platonic philosophy was the 
state of mind in which the soul, escaping from the 
body, attained to the vision of God, the One, the 
Absolute. Plotinus then describes it: "Even the
word vision . . . does not seem appropriate here. 
It is rather an ecstasy, . . .  a simplification,

^A Study of the Prose Works of John Donne, p • 106•
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an abandonment of self , a · perfect quietude ••• , 
a desire of contact, in short a wish to merge ones
self in that , ich one comtemplates in the Sanctu
ary . " Sixth . Ennead, : IX, 11 • • • Donne' s poem 
agrees with thi --~ e exodus of the1souls (11 . 15, 
16)~ the perfect qyfet (11. 18-20), the new in
s ight (11 . 29-33); the contact and union of . 
souls (1 . 35) . 12 Donne had probably read Ficino ' s 
translation of lot i nus (1492), but the doctrine 
of ecstasy passed into Christian thought, connect
ing itself especially with the experience of St . 
Paul (2 Cor . XII, 2) .13 . 

Here Donne is describing his ama ory relationship in the 

language of the mystic . But he uses his knowledge only as a 

metaphysical poet , not as a mystic . He was at this time a 

gay tYPe of Renaissance young man , "a great lover of ladies" 

avid of pleasure, knowledge, and experience . His conscience 

was entirely free and his religious sense was occupied prin-

cipally with the scholastic philosophy in matters controversial . 

9 . 
H. J . c. Grierson ed . Donne's Poetical /orks , Vol . I , 

p . 51 . 
"Or soulest (which to , advance their state , 
·/ere ou t , 1 hung 'twixt her, and mee . " 

1°rbid . p . 52 . 
---nThis Exstasie doth unperplex 

( e said) and tell us what we love , 
1ee see by this, it was not sexe, 

Wee see, we saw not what did more . " 
11Ibid . p . 52 . 

---nAnd whil ' st our soules negotiate there , 
jee like sepulschrall statues by. 
All day, the same our postures were ." 

12Ibid. p . 52 . "Love, these m.ixt soules, doth mixe againe ·. " 

l3;The tudy of the Prose /orks of John Donne , P . 107 . 
(footnote) See Also Grierson ed . Poetical rorks of John 
Donne, p . 42 of Commentary, Vol . II . 
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The poem however is indicative of what we may soon expect 

despite its lack of the essential elements of mysticism. It 

l acks in humility and simplicity not to speak of complete 

abandonment of the intellectual for the intuitive faculty. 

Union with God was far from Donne's mind at this time. 

But in 1613 in a poem commemorating the death of Lord 

Harrington, Donne has a passage like this: 

Thou at this midnight seest m~ and as soone 
As that Sunne rises to mee, midnight's noone, 
All the world growes transparent, and I see , 
Through all, both Church and State , in seeing thee.14 

.. 
This is the language of the mystic, but the effort proves 

arduous and after a moment of insight into a world from which 

he is shut out, Donne lapses into his customary metaphysical 

.manner . 

As we shall see, for Donne as for other Christian mystics , 

conversion is the first ·stage in the soul's pilgrimage toward 

God. "'r . Gosse places Donne's conversion in the "intense and 

incandescent" sense in the year 1617. But a few years before 

this, probably 1614 or 161 , Donne wrote in the Essays in 

Divinity, 

••• Though this soul of mine, by which I 
partake thee, begin not now, yet let this minute , 
0 God, this happy minute of thy visitation,· be 

14Grierson ed . The Poems of John Donne, p . 24?. 
{ 11 • 2 5 ' ff • ) • 
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the beginning of her (the soul ' s) conversion ·, and 
shakin away confusion , .dar1 nesse , and . barennesse; 
and l et her no produce Creatures, thoughts , words, 
and deeds agreeable to thee . l5 

After having pursued a frenzied round of pleasure and 

love, he realizes the utter impotence of rely~ng on his own 

abilities and;renouncing all confidence in himself he throws 

himself on the mercy of God . It was from the torments of an 

awakened conscience that Bonne rose slowly to the spiritual 

heights in which he glorified God ' s grace . As time went on 

and t e violence of his passionate nature was quieted, crisis 
. -

after crisis, ,illness and death, brought Donne closer to a 

life of contemplation . His repeated illnesses warned him of 

the decline of his physical powers . The material instincts 

of his younger days were lowered and the spiritual heightened . 

But still the self-consciousness which he had in common with 

his age kept him from Holy Orders . His self- knowledge so 

vividly manifested in his meditations was at the root of his 

disquiet . He was aware of his coldness and his honesty pre

vented his dissembling . This self- knowledge was at the basis 

of his vacillation and delay and is the cause of his inabil-

ity to attain a genuine mystical experience . The spiritual 

quality of his life subsequent to his wife ' s death again re

veals his attitude towards religion . His ambition for 

15s impson, op . cit . p . 204 . 
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preferment which he so obsequiously courted is gone, as is 

his ambition for poetical glory • 

• • • Doe not, with a vil.e crowne of fraile bayes 
Re ard my muses white sincerity, 
But what thy thorny crowne gain ' d , .. that give mig ' 

crowne of Glory, whi.c.h dothe flower alwayes. 

At last his suffering has distilled its wisdom and Donne 

fe els a new heart beating in his breast , and a new ambition 

fires him . The metaphysician, the great Courter of ladies , 

is a man of simple faith with but one goal--God . 

The firat last end , now zealously possest , 
· ith a strong sober thirst , my soule attends . 
' Tis t .ime that heart and voice be lifted high , 
Salvation to all that will is nigh . l? 

As Donne pro ressed from the physical love to a preoccu-

pation with the spiritual, th~ note of desire becomes as 
. -

strong and impassioned as it once was in his amorous escapades 

of Gay London . 

He prays : 

0 Eternall God , ~s thou didst admit thy faith~ 
ful servant braham , to make the granting of one 
petition an incouragement and rise to another , and 
gavest hi 1 leave to gather upon thee from fifty to· 
ten ; so I beseech thee , that since by thy grace , I 
have thus long meditated upon thee , and spoken of 
thee , I may now speak to thee . As thou hast en- 
lightened and enlarged me to contemplate thy 

16Grierson ed . The Poems of John Donne, p . 289 • . 

17Ibid . p . 289 . 
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greatness, so, 0 God, descend thou and stoop down 
to see my infirmities and the Egypt in which I 
live; and {If thy ood pleasure be such) hasten 
mine Exodus and deliverance! for I desire to be 
disolved, and be with thee. 8 

And further on he says 

And thou ·hast put me in my way towards thy 
land of promise, thy Heavenly Canaan, by removing 
me from the gypt of frequented and populous, 
glorious places, to a more solitary and desart 
retiredness, where I may more safely feed upon 
both thy annaes, thy self in thy Sacrament, and 
tha t other, which is true An ells food, contem
plation of thee.l9 

The language ~s that of a medieval mystic, physical and 

tremulous with yearning and desire, but the final note of 

triumphant possession is absent . 

Or in the following passage, spoken from the very depths 

of a heart humble and contrite, of a spirit that has lost 

its path and desirous of its spiritual stay , he prays: 

~ God, and my Jesus, my Lord, and my Christ , 
my strength, and my Salvation, I heare thee, and I 
hearken to thee, when thou rebukest thy Disciples, 
for rebuking them, who brought children to thee . 
Suffer little children to come to ee, saiest thou. 
Is there a verier child then I am now? I cannot 
say with thy servant Jeremy, Lord, I am a child, 
and cannot speake; but, 0 Lord, I am a sucking 
childe, and cannot eate a creeping childe, and can
not goe; how shall I come to thee?20 

18simpson, p. 218 . 
19

Ibid. p . 219 . 
20Ibid. p. 233 . 
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This is the language of the mystic, not in its fulfill
ment hut in its desire. The devotion is to Christ and how
ever sincere and feeling the love and emotion may be, Donne 
again betrays that quality of introspection and self-analysis, 
which, however it may conduce to his success as a metaphysical 
poet, is fatal to a consummate mystical experience. In the 
following sonnet:

Batter my heart, three person*d God; for, you
As yet but knocks, breathe, shine, and seeks to mend;
That I may rise, and stand, o*erthrow raee, ’and bend 
Your force, to breaks, blows, burn and make me new.
I, like an usurpt towns, to another due,
Labour to ’admit you, but Oh, to no end.
Reason your viceroy in mee, mee should defend.
But is captiv’d, and proves weake or untrue.
Yet dearely ’I love you, ’ and would be loved faine,
But am betroth’d unto your enemie:
Devorce mee,’untie, or breaks that knot again 
Take mee to you, imprison mee, for I 
Except you’ enthrall me, never shall be free,
Nor ever chast, except you ravish.me.
This sonnet is the most beautiful expression of Donne’s 

ardent and exalted desire, the most eloquent utterance of 
his impotent longing, and is a conclusive testimoney of his 
utter failure. He says WI labour to’ admit you, but Oh! 
to no end" and puts into one exquisite line all the pathos 
of unfulfilled desire. Donne says in one line what the 
entire chapter is endeavouring to say. Again he betrays the 
reason for his failure. His self-consciousness here so

^^Grierson ed. The Poems of John Donne, p. 299
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evident and the discursive reason which are a athama to the 

mystic are at the basis of his utter failure . ' He can only 

desire without hope, than which there is no more exquisite 

enotion . He, too , explores his feeling towards God even as 

in his love poetry he explores his feeling towards his 

mistresses . 

rs . Simpson says that 'In the sonnet written soon after 

his wife ' s death he sees that his love for her has been a 

step upward in the (Platonic) ladder by .which men rise from 

the love of earthly to th t of heavenly things . n22 From the 

love of fellow men to the love of God. We have seen haw 

St . Bernard expresses himself on the subject and Donne is in 

perfect keeping with that veriest of medieval mystics . But 

it is in the sermons. th t Dpnne allows himself the luxury 

of mystical expression . But never does he forsake dialectic 

for the pure regions of the empyrean . 

God stoops even to the words of our foule and 
unchast love, that thereby he might raise us to 
the heavenly love or· himself and his Son ••• Love 
is as strong as death; as in death there is a trans-
igration of the soule, so in this spiritual love , 

an this expressin of it , by this kisse (Ps . ii 12 , 
Kiss the Son, lest he be angry) there is a trans
fusion of the soule too : And as we find in Gellius 
a oem of Platoes , where he says , he knew one so 
ext emely p sionate, Ut parum affuit quin moreretur 
in osculo , much · ~ re is ·it true in this heavenly 
union, expresse ' in this kisse, as • Ambrose deli
vers it, Per asculum adhaeret anima Deo, et trans-

22simpson, p . 103. 
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- funditur splrltua ©aoulantis, In this kisse, where
Righteousness ana peace have kissed each' other, In 
this person, where the Divine and the humane 
nature have kissed each other, In this Christian 
Church, where Grace and Sacraments, visible and 
invisible meanes of salvation, have kissed each, 
other. Love is as strong as death; my soule is 
united to my Saviour, now in my life, as in death, 
and I am already made one spirit with him; and 
whatsoever death can doe, this kisse, this union 
can doe, that is, give me a present, an immediate 
possession of the kingdoms of heaven. **

When we consider Donne’s dissolute youth, his erotic poetry
and illicit loves it might be argued that this impassioned
longing in terms physical, is a mere gratification of a
sensuous imagination. But on the other hand when the Donne
character is considered there has always been a fundamental
sincerity in all his dealings and utterances. Donne is a
paradox in that he exemplifies a harmony in a disharmony.
The very fact that his entire life was conducted on the basis

• ■ - •

of what he then considered to be the truth, exculpates him
from the charge of inconsistency. We but need to read the
sermon the text of which is "For we now see through a glass
darkly, but then face to face; now I know in part, but then

24I shall know even as also I am known," if we would feel 
the passion and magnificence of his aspiration to God. How 
under the weight of dialectic his soul quakes for the full 
possession of Godl His hunger and thirst there so evident

23simpson, p. 104.
24Coffin and Witherspoon, A Book of Seventeenth-

Century Prose, p . 79.
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can never be assuaged. The very discursive reason which aids 
him in his many metaphysical exercises only impedes the 
progress of the soul. He argues himself into conviction 
that it is impossible for any one to know God in his essence. 
Even St. Augustine, when he and his mother in rapt contem
plation were raised above their own souls, could not see God 
in his essence. And so he comes to this conclusion, /’Only in 
heaven shall God proceed to this patefaction, this manifes
tation, this revelation of himself; and that by the light of 
glory.”25

Donne is too rational for a genuine mystic. A prepon
derance of the analytical faculty militates against mysti
cism. It is by the direct and irrational immediacy of in
sight that the mystic comes into possession of the object of 
his desire. And so, the immediate sense of God was not for 
Donne. A mystic in the sense that St. Bernard and St. Francis 
were mystics Donne never was. But he shared their desire. 

v His abandonment of self on the mercy of God, the pathos of 
his imploring for a revelation of Grace that he might escape 
the lustful propensity of his nature, his ardent desire to 
give ip the struggle, and be absorbed into a Nirvana where all 
desire for existence is spent and the soul becomes one with 
the supreme spirit, its Creator, all contribute to the power

25r . Coffin and Witherspoon, A Book of Seventeenth- 
Century Prose, p. 87*
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and magnificence of Donne as a poet and a preacher. But he 

never truly recovered from his sense of sin, and so spiritual 

harmony was unattainable. The qualities of the mystics 

vita contemplativa, its tears and hopes and yearning love, 

find peace and joy in the possession of a subliminal ha·rmony. 

The violent ecstasy of the mystic, Donne never knows. How

ever impassioned his utterances might be, however profound 

the emotion, Donne has ever a healthy control of his intellect 

and his logical faculty never deserts him. 

In the poem "A Valediction: forbidding mourning" Donne 

wrote one of his most famous images, that of the compass, 

which aptly illustrates his own paradoxical ~ondition. The 

outward sweep is there, but as one foot of the compass is 

firmly fixed in the earth, so Donne's nature is imbedded in 

the earth and could not gain sufficient spiritual impetus to 

soar beyond its own confines. His reason and common sense 

~nap him back and prevent his absorption into the divine. His 

incapacity for self-surrender is too reat and he prepares 

the · way for those poets who have less logic and more ima 1-

patio~ Herbert, Crashaw and Vaughan. The love of God is 

beyond analysis and he who would aspire to it must raise him

self beyond that which is of himself. Crashaw did it and the 

mystic's cry is that God "Leave nothing of my Self in me."26 

2~elen C. White, The Metaphysical Poets, p. 239. 
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Donne v/as convinced of the spiritual reality, of the soul 
and of its God. And like the Medieval Plotinus, he saw in the 
world of the flesh the way to union with Him. Donne failed; 
but his failure is by a large measure far greater than the 
success of some of the medieval mystics. He did not attain 
to the vision of God, but passed on still aspiring.

The modern spirit of self consciousness and scientific 
scrutiny coming into the world with the advent of the seven
teenth century is at the root of his success as a metaphys
ical poet par excellence but it is also at the root of his 
failure in the noblest of adventures of the human soul.

Donne exemplifies with harsh majesty and pathos the 
struggle and aspirations of man to outgrow the ignoble and 
approach to the Divine.



Conclusion

It has not been the purpose of this study to exhaust 
Donne's debt to medieval civilization. It has, however, been 
an attempt to bring into stronger relief those elements which 
impart to Donne’s work its greatest distinction. We have 
endeavoured to know Donne as sympathetically as Walton knew 
him, not in relation to any one phase of his life but in the 
large. To know a man and to interpret him intelligently, 
his final thought must be considered.

And so in the first part of this study we have confined 
ourselves to formal logic illustrating from the work of our 
author those elements which he had in common with scholastic 
philosophy. We have attempted to show that logic was not 
throughout Donne’s life a tool for intellectual exercise.
But it was only after suffering and experiences had distilled 
their wisdom that Donne turned to it with seriousness, as a 
tool and implement by means of which he could assuage the 
doubt and skepticism inherent in the times, as well as :. 
convince himself that his past indiscretions had been for
given. The new philosophy undermined his faith, and Donne’s 
mind trained in the scholastic ideal demanded logical satis
faction. This he never fully achieved, until death freed 
him from the tumult of conflicting emotions.
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In the second part of this paper we concerned ourselves 

with the death motif in Donne ' s works . le have demonstrated 

that in his youth anne ' s preoccupation with death was a con

ventional one which had its antecedents in the late medieval 

times when en were losing their hold on the eternal with 

the advent of the enaissance , and needed the thought of the 

inevitable to compensate psychologically for that which they 

were losing . This preoccupation with the ephe eral nature 

of t ings both expressed and calmed their o n uneasiness . 

We have shown that Donne; like the men of the late 

Middle ges , trained in the Catholi-c ideal in his early youth 

became in his early manhood a type of Renaissance young man 

and so needed to calm his own uneasiness by the theme of 

death which he employed in' iathanatos';"Paradoxes and Prob

lems' and the "Elegy on DeatH'. But as Donne ' s sensitive nature 

and keen mind were exposed to adversity , he came to a full 

realization that man and mortal life are symbols of a deeper 

spiritual reality , and saw in death not the end but the 

beginning of a life even more glorious . Because of this his 

sermons on the transitory nature of things breathe a con

viction that exculpates them from the stigma of convention

ality . 

In the last part of this study in which we treat of 

· mysticism, we have demonstrated Donne ' s knowledge of Neo 

Platonis as evidenced by his poem "The Exstasie ." ie have 

also discussed the fact, that Neo- Platonism was t he philosophy 
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of mediation between God and man during the Middle Ages*
But in "The Exstasie" Donnef s mystical language is applied 
not to God but to his mistress. And so this study has traced 
the evolution of his mysticism in the manner of Neo-Platonism 
and St. Bernard from the love of the physical to the love of 
God. That Donne never attained a consummate mystical ex
perience we proved by his own words which we have quoted.
But we feel that his failure, like that of a Greek hero, is 
nobler than the success of some medieval mystics.
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