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A Note to the Reader


Unless otherwise indicated, all quotations from the poetry of the metaphysical poets come from the following editions. In the case of John Donne’s Anniversaries, Divine Poems, Elegies, Holy Sonnets, and Verse Letters, I quote from the following volumes of The Variorum Edition of the Poetry of John Donne:


	 Vol. 2: The Elegies, edited by Gary A. Stringer et al. Bloomington and London: Indiana University Press, 2000.

	 Vol. 3: The Satyres, edited by Gary A. Stringer et al. Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2016.

	 Vol. 5: The Verse Letters, edited by Jeffrey S. Johnson et al. Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2019.

	 Vol. 6: The Anniversaries and the Epicedes and Obsequies, edited by Gary A. Stringer et al. Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1995.

	 Vol. 7.1: The Holy Sonnets, edited by Gary A. Stringer et al. Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2005.

	 Vol. 7.2: The Divine Poems, edited Jeffrey S. Johnson et al. Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2020.

	 Vol. 8: The Epigrams, Epithalamions, Epitaphs, Inscriptions, and Miscellaneous Poems, edited by Gary A. Stringer et al. Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1995.



In the case of Donne’s Songs and Sonnets, I quote from


	 The Complete Poetry of John Donne, edited by John T. Shawcross. Garden City, NY: Doubleday/Anchor, 1967.


	George Herbert, The Works of George Herbert, edited by F. E. Hutchinson. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1941.

	 Andrew Marvell, The Poems and Letters of Andrew Marvell, edited by H. M. Margoliouth; revised edition, edited by Pierre Legouis and E. E. Duncan-Jones. 3rd edition, 2 vols. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971.

	 Henry Vaughan, The Works of Henry Vaughan, edited by Donald R. Dickson, Alan Rudrum, and Robert Wilcher. 3 vols. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018.



I note the editions of the other poets whom I quote in the notes on a case-by-case basis.


Metaphysical Shadows


An Introduction


In his poem “Lecture upon the Shadow,” possibly composed near the end of 1601, John Donne seizes upon the passage of the sun during a three-hour walk with his lover to “lecture” on the lifespan of love through a comparison with shadows. Early in their walk, the angled sunlight cast long shadows of their figures, and these shadows dogged their steps. Donne sees here an analogy with the early phases of their relationship, while their “infant loves did grow, / Disguises did, and shadows, flow, / From us, and our care” (ll. 9-11). But now, deep into their walk—and at the noon of their love—the sun shines directly above. Their shadows—and doubts—have disappeared underfoot (“We doe those shadowes tread,” l. 7), and the lovers clearly see each other and their love, a degree of illumination the poet worries will end as the sun progresses into afternoon, and “new shadowes” will lengthen again, this time the “other way” (l. 15).

The likening of love to shadows, two startlingly unlike things, accords with Samuel Johnson’s scornful definition of the metaphysical conceit as the “most heterogeneous ideas . . . yoked by violence together.”1
 But such “violent” comparisons can be useful. They can illuminate what might have been obscure before. This book crafts its own metaphysical conceit by using shadows as an analogy for describing the diverse engagements of twentieth- and twenty-first-century poets with their seventeenth-century metaphysical predecessors. As with shadows, sometimes the presence of metaphysical poets or poems is obvious in the work of modern poets through allusion, echo, and direct response, the way shadows are obvious during mid-morning or late afternoon. But sometimes shadows seem nonexistent, hidden beneath the edges of shoes at noontime, just as the influence or inspiration of a metaphysical poet or poem might barely register when a modern poet follows a similar procedure but without any acknowledgment or perhaps even conscious awareness. By examining the work of an eclectic group of American, English, Welsh, and Irish poets, from T. S. Eliot and Archibald MacLeish at the start of the second phase of the “Donne Revival” to such contemporary poets as Seamus Heaney, Maureen Boyle, Brendan Kennelly, Ronald Johnson, Anne Cluysenaar, Alfred Corn, Kimberly Johnson, and Jericho Brown, this book explores a variety of shadows the older poets still cast today. In the process, it implicitly demonstrates their continuing relevance as we near the end of the first quarter of the twenty-first century.

This year—2021—is an auspicious time to take stock of the rich legacy of the metaphysical poets in the work of modern poets. For in addition to being the 400th anniversary of the births of Andrew Marvell and Henry Vaughan (both poets were born less than three weeks apart), it also marks the publication of Herbert J. C. Grierson’s Metaphysical Lyrics & Poems of the Seventeenth Century: Donne to Butler.2
 This volume, which was reprinted seven times between 1921 and 1952, ignited a resurgence of interest not only in Donne but also in the work of other metaphysical poets, most notably Herbert, Crashaw, Vaughan, and Marvell, who together with Donne, defined the English metaphysical poets as a group for poets and academics throughout most of the past century.

Grierson, of course, sometimes still is mistakenly credited with initiating the “Donne Revival” through the publication of his two-volume edition of The Poems of John Donne.3
 But in truth, as Joseph E. Duncan, Raoul Granqvist, and Dayton Haskin have shown, a revival of interest in Donne’s life and poetry began in the decades before through the biographies of William Minto, Augustus Jessopp, and Edmund W. Gosse; the editions of Alexander B. Grosart, James Russell Lowell/Mabel Burnett/Charles Eliot Norton, and E. K. Chambers; the anthologies of Felix E. Schelling and Frederic Ives Carpenter; and the inclusion of Donne in the curriculum of Harvard, Yale, and other universities.4
 Haskin summarizes the larger trajectory of the reception of Donne in the nineteenth century as one of growth and complication:


as the aims of a self-consciously secular interpretive community collided with the interests of readers who were looking into the writings because they valued the Dr Donne mediated to posterity by Walton, a larger, more fluid interpretative community emerged. Its members found in Donne an intriguing site at which to explore their own cultural contradictions. The various interpretations of the poems now being reported in the Variorum [Edition of the Poetry of John Donne] attest to a struggle over the identity and significance of John Donne that took on an unprecedented urgency at the end of the nineteenth century. Because it involved a cultural investment that has continued to produce interest for more than a hundred years, that struggle has made the history of Donne’s reputation a much more important subject than anyone could have imagined before it began.5




As the last event of this first phase of the Donne revival, Grierson’s two-volume edition of Donne nevertheless made a substantial impact on multiple communities of readers and poets. So much so that John R. Roberts, the leading bibliographer in seventeenth-century studies during the last fifty years, began his coverage of Donne scholarship in his annotated bibliographies of modern criticism with Grierson’s edition as the first entry. “Although all scholars are aware that the modern interest in Donne did not suddenly burst forth on the scene” in 1912, Roberts explains, “Grierson’s edition was the first major effort in this century to deal with Donne in a thoroughly scholarly and serious way.”6
 Grierson’s also was the edition to which poets increasingly responded.

W. B. Yeats, for example, was a personal acquaintance of Grierson’s. In fact, he was staying with Grierson at Grierson’s home in Aberdeen when The Playboy of the Western World premiered at the Abbey Theatre in Dublin on Saturday, January 26, 1907.7
 Lady Augusta Gregory’s telegram in the wee hours of the morning about the audience uproar that first night precipitated Yeats’s early return to Dublin, thereby setting in motion one of the most storied confrontations in Irish dramatic history. In 1912, Grierson sent Yeats his edition of Donne, and Yeats expressed his gratitude in warm terms: “I have been using [your edition] constantly and find that at last I can understand Donne,” Yeats wrote:


Poems that I could not understand or could but understand are now clear and I notice that the more precise and learned the thought the greater the beauty, the passion; the intricacy and subtleties of his imagination are the length and depths of the furrow made by his passion.8




He wrote this letter from the comparative quiet of Lady Gregory’s Coole Park estate, where he was convalescing and settling down to work again. “I shall fish for pike and plan out poems,” he concluded. His immersion in Donne appears to have fed at least some of that planning. Wayne C. Chapman notes that several of the poems published in Responsibilities (1914), especially “Fallen Majesty” and “The Cold Heaven,” evince Donne’s influence. Yeats’s “poetic mixing of the spiritual and the sensual (or outwardly sexual) in 1912 became, for the first time, recognizably Metaphysical and unmistakably Donnean in manner,” Chapman explains. “In view of his characteristic affinity for imagery forged from contrarieties, such imagery became more fully developed, concentrated, and conspicuous under Donne’s influence.”9
 At times Yeats voices what seems like envy toward Donne’s mastery.10
 Donne joined the ranks of Spenser, Milton, Blake, and other older poets toward whom Yeats felt a sense of kinship. In “To a Young Beauty,” from The Wild Swans of Coole (1919), he remarks, “There is not a fool can call me friend, / And I may dine at journey’s end / With Landor and with Donne” (ll. 16-18).11
 From 1912 on, Grierson’s edition of Donne was the primary one Yeats consulted.12


While the 1912 edition stirred the imaginations of Yeats, Rupert Brooke,13
 and other notable poets, however, Grierson’s 1921 anthology sparked a second phase of the revival, this time showcasing not just Donne but the other metaphysical poets as well. It proved a decisive influence on T. S. Eliot and through Eliot, on many others who followed. Indeed, as Eliot himself noticed, Grierson’s volume was as much a work of criticism as an anthology, an attempt to define through both description and example metaphysical poetry as a distinctive literary mode rooted in but not necessarily bound to a historical period. All great poetry, Grierson believed, is “metaphysical” in the sense in which it “has been inspired by a philosophical conception of the universe and the rôle assigned to the human spirit in the great drama of existence.”14
 He believed the term “metaphysical” defines their work better than any other because


it lays stress on the right things—the survival, one might say the reaccentuation of the metaphysical strain, the concetti metafisici ed ideali as Testi calls them in contrast to the simpler imagery of classical poetry, of mediaeval Italian poetry; the more intellectual, less verbal, character of their wit compared with the conceits of the Elizabethans; the
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