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A Christian’s state and case

Is not a corpulent, but a thin and spare

Yet active strength: whose long and bony face

Content and care

Do seem to equally divide …

                ‘The Size’










In another walk to Salisbury he saw a poor man with a poorer horse that was fallen under his load; they were both in distress, and needed present help, which Mr. Herbert perceiving, put off his canonical coat, and helped the poor man to unload, and after to load his horse. The poor man blessed him for it, and he blessed the poor man; and so was like the good Samaritan, that he gave him money to refresh both himself and his horse, and told him, that if he loved himself, he would be merciful to his beast. Thus he left the poor man, and at his coming to his musical friends at Salisbury, they began to wonder that Mr. George Herbert, who used to be so trim and clean, came into that company so soiled and discomposed; but he told them the occasion; and when one of the company told him he had disparaged himself by so dirty an employment, his answer was, that the thought of what he had done would prove music to him at midnight, and that the omission of it would have upbraided and made discourse in his conscience, whensoever he would pass by that place. ‘For if I be bound to pray for all that be in distress, I am sure that I am bound, so far as it is in my power, to practise what I pray for. And though I do not wish for the like occasion every day, yet let me tell you, I would not willingly pass one day of my life without comforting a sad soul, or showing mercy; and I praise God for the occasion. And now let’s tune our instruments.’

Izaak Walton,
The Life of Mr. George Herbert, 1670









Preface and Acknowledgements

From the start, Herbert’s life story has served as an introduction to his poetry. When his friend Nicholas Ferrar of Little Gidding first published his collected verse in 1633, the year of Herbert’s death, under the title of The Temple (Ferrar’s choice rather than Herbert’s), he prefaced it with three pages under the heading of ‘The Printers to the Reader’. In ten lines he traced the outline of Herbert’s forty-year life: his academic success, culminating in the Oratorship of the University of Cambridge; his abandonment of the hopes of a career at court which that office promised; and his final three years as a country parson. That was it in a nutshell: a quiet life with a crisis in the middle of it. Nineteen years later in 1652, a Fellow of Clare Hall in Cambridge called Barnabas Oley published Herbert’s prose work, The Country Parson,1 under the title of A Priest to the Temple – a deliberate capitalizing on the success of The Temple. As a Cambridge don, Oley was particularly interested in Herbert’s midlife crisis and career change, still a matter of speculation and gossip in the colleges.

By his early death Herbert escaped the distress of civil war, the execution of Charles I and the suppression of his kind of moderate Anglicanism during the Commonwealth. In 1670, ten years after monarchy and the Church of England were restored, Izaak Walton published The Life of Mr. George Herbert,2 a biography of some fifty pages which set Herbert up as a shining example of conservative Anglican sanctity, exemplary for Walton’s own times. Walton’s text is therefore tricky. He had been interested in Herbert for twenty years and consulted people who had known him. This gives his Life abiding authority. But he is not dependable. Admiration led him into hagiography and the invention of affecting scenes, particularly those surrounding Herbert’s institution as rector of Bemerton, which are variously impossible, improbable, plausible and convincing. Walton has been subjected to rigorous critique by David Novarr.3 The polymath John Aubrey made some notes about Herbert which have been collected in the selection from his voluminous papers called Brief Lives, edited by Oliver Lawson Dick. Like Walton, he was writing a generation after Herbert and is not entirely dependable. His appetite for information, particularly about his native Wiltshire, was voracious and often undiscriminating. Unlike Walton he had not the slightest inclination to hagiography. Walton and Aubrey have been superseded as biographers by Amy Charles,4 to whose painstaking researches the present book owes a great deal.

But Amy Charles, though she established the facts of Herbert’s life with scrupulous care, only occasionally and incidentally referred them to his poetry. That is the main concern of Joseph Summers’s George Herbert: His Religion and Art.5 Summers’s excellent literary criticism of Herbert is separated from, and preceded by, chapters on his life and his religion – things which in reality were woven together. Helen Vendler’s The Poetry of George Herbert6 is something else again: a brilliant reading of the poetry, alert to form and feeling, but much less interested in matters of history. Chana Bloch’s Spelling the Word: George Herbert and the Bible7 is a wonderful study of that major topic. Most recently Helen Wilcox has made a lifetime of Herbert scholarship available to the public in her The English Poems of George Herbert.8 Poem by poem, she collects just about everything which previous critics have written, which she presents along with her own notes and interpretations. Apart from being a bit skimpy about forms, it is a gold mine. I have used it constantly, along with A Concordance to the Complete Writings of George Herbert edited by Mario di Cesare and Rigo Mignani,9 and F. E. Hutchinson’s unsurpassed The Works of George Herbert.10

In this book I have tried to bring together life and poetry, history and literary criticism as closely as possible. The reason for doing this is commanding enough. The circumstances of a poet’s life and times are the soil in which the work is rooted – not just the outward and material circumstances but also, and still more, the inward patterns of thought and feeling prevailing in the poet’s world. Understanding these enriches and clarifies the reading of the poems, particularly since Herbert’s are frequently autobiographical: ‘a picture of the many spiritual conflicts that passed betwixt God and my soul’ in his own words.11 Stimulated by this confession, the Bostonian philosopher George Herbert Palmer honoured his own baptismal names by producing an edition of Herbert’s English works with the poems from The Temple rearranged in his own chronological order, based on Herbert’s biography.12 Unfortunately, this was a tour de force of gullible speculation. Apart from the survival of a manuscript of about a third of Herbert’s poetry with corrections and Latin poems in his own hand, which can reasonably be dated to around 1623 and which allows us to distinguish in general terms between poems written before and after it,13 such precision is impossible (see the Interlude at p. 139). Palmer’s work has withered on the vine. But it leaves behind it an all-important warning: namely that while Herbert’s poems obviously and confessedly arise from his life-experiences, only in a very few instances can we even guess responsibly exactly when they were written. A poem can recollect. It can take its cue from other literature or from pondering on things in the world which are by no means special or unique to the poet and, far from occurring just at one particular moment, are around all the time. In Herbert’s case, things he learned and felt as a child were often a source of his adult meditations, and influences from the public church liturgy which ordered his years and accompanied him throughout his life could come to the point of his pen at any moment in any year. Above all, occasions of sorrow and happiness, regret, sensual pleasure, hope and resignation arise in the ordinary course of day-to-day life, often and over and over again. Most of us let them pass, but the poet seizes upon them and with truthfulness and imaginative craft – an interesting and demanding combination – makes them into works of art. These are the points, common to humanity at large, at which Herbert’s readers feel closest to him: points at which his accuracy and sympathy make him, they may feel, a friend.

The point of knowing about Herbert’s life and embedding his poems in it, as I have done, is not to imitate Palmer’s flawed method. Rather, the biographical structure of this book maps out the ground which produced the poetry. Poetry comes from life: from the contemplative life of the imagination as well as from the active life, both of them historical or ‘in time’. From there it addresses other lives in their own particular times: from life to life. T. S. Eliot wrote that ‘in his poems we can find ample evidence of his spiritual struggles, of self-examination and self-criticism, and of the cost at which he acquired godliness … What we can confidently believe is that every poem in the book [The Temple, Herbert’s collection of his English poetry] is true to the poet’s experience.’14

But times differ: occasions of shame, fear or pleasure can vary from one generation to another. So my introduction, ‘Herbert’s World’, describes important features of his historical context: the Church, the Bible, God, spirituality and poetry. After that, the course of his life takes over until the final chapters about his afterlife.

The spelling is modernized in this book, but not the punctuation. Herbert’s differs only slightly from our own, so the question of whether to keep it or not is nicely balanced. Since the whole purpose of this book is to make Herbert familiar to the modern reader, I believe that modernized spelling enhances accessibility and fluent reading, while removing slight difficulties and – the last thing one wants – the possibility of an inappropriate air of quaintness.

It is much more important than this for readers to realize at the outset that when Herbert uses a past participle such as ‘lodged’ he expects each of the two syllables to be heard: ‘lodg-ed’. When he wants to reduce it to one syllable he substitutes an apostrophe for the ‘e’: ‘lodg’d’. The technical terms for various metres in poetry look formidable but denote simple things. Verse moves along on metaphorical ‘feet’: units with differences of emphasis or stress. ‘Iambics march from short to long,’ wrote Coleridge. In other words they go ‘ti-tum’, short–long. Trochees do the opposite: ‘tum-ti’ or long–short. The spondee is a solemn ‘tum-tum’.

Finally, my own context. The writing of this book has been greatly helped by a number of institutions and individuals. All Souls College has provided every kind of support: in particular from Jim Adams, Keith Thomas, Noel Malcolm and Ian Maclean. Colin Burrow read a draft and commented on it with acute sympathy. I am also grateful to helpful staff at the Codrington Library in All Souls, the British Library, the Bodleian Library, Dr Williams’s Library and Christ Church Library. Laurence Dreyfus taught me about Jacobean music, Mark Girouard kindly advised me about Jacobean mansions, and Victoria Moul improved my Latin. Stuart Proffitt of Penguin trustingly commissioned the book and, like Colin Burrow, read and annotated a draft. I am also grateful to Francis Warner, Robert Cummings, Helen Wilcox and Jasper Griffin. Peter James’s copy-editing wonderfully combined sensitivity with thoroughness. Cecilia Mackay was a resourceful researcher of images. I wish that Frank Kermode, who favoured my project and from whom I learned so much in the arts of literary criticism when we were both at King’s College, Cambridge, had lived to see it. Alas, my first wife Clare died just when it was in its early stages. Our family, Jessica, Susannah and Matt, have kept a kindly eye on it. Perhaps one day my grandchildren, Zoe and Alex, will have a look at it. Above all, my wife Caroline Elam’s contribution to it all has been deep, detailed and immeasurably sympathetic. She has read what I have written, piece by piece, and commented on it with the expert eye of an historian and an editor. Dedicating this book to her is a slight acknowledgement of all that she has given to it and to me.








[image: image]Herbert’s handwriting, in a letter to Arthur Woodnoth (see page 226)









Introduction: Herbert’s World

PAST AND PRESENT IN ‘LOVE (III)’

Herbert’s masterpiece ‘Love (III)’ is saturated in the conditions of life in seventeenth-century England. It is set in the hall of some substantial household, given to hospitality, such as Herbert lived in for most of his life. It draws on the manners and etiquette expected of guests and hosts which were the subject of numerous books.1 At the same time its truth and beauty speak directly to readers anywhere and at any time at the deepest psychological level: its setting is the inmost heart or soul. How does it do it?

Love (III)


Love bade me welcome: yet my soul drew back,

     Guilty of dust and sin.

But quick-ey’d Love, observing me grow slack

     From my first entrance in,

Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning,

     If I lack’d any thing.




A guest, I answer’d, worthy to be here:

     Love said, You shall be he.

I the unkind, ungrateful? Ah my dear,

     I cannot look on thee.

Love took my hand, and smiling did reply,

     Who made the eyes but I?




Truth Lord, but I have marr’d them: let my shame

     Go where it doth deserve.

And know you not, says Love, who bore the blame?

     My dear, then I will serve.

You must sit down, says Love, and taste my meat:

     So I did sit and eat.



A moving poem. Among other things, it moves us because of how it moves. Simply put, a poem, like ordinary language, is a pattern of short syllables and long ones. They are the pulse of its music. Herbert’s sensitivity to metre was honed by his schoolday studies of Latin poetry, which depends on it entirely and does not rhyme. His skill as a lutanist and viol player in a great age of English music, particularly accompanied song, further tuned his ear for metre. Here these high-level arts, classical poetry and contemporary music, sustain the rhythms of simple, everyday speech. In the first scene-setting line of ‘Love (III)’ the short syllables in ‘Love bade me welcome’, springing from a stress on the first syllable, give it a sprightly alacrity. Then the three stressed syllables at the end of the line, ‘soul drew back’, make a heavy drag. This sets the tune for the dialogue in the rest of the poem between Love, coaxing the soul in light-footed metres, and the soul responding with ponderous reluctance. They are resolved in the wonderful last line of all, where rhyme, the great feature of English verse (as opposed to Latin), is decisive. Its light monosyllables are pinned down by the settling stress on the verbs ‘sit’ and ‘eat’ – ‘eat’ rhyming so satisfyingly with ‘meat’ (meaning food) at the end of the line before. This metrical movement towards the rhyming resolution reflects the resolution of the great and crucial problem in Herbert’s life and verse: who, or what, is he up against all the time? The obvious answer is ‘God’. But that simply restates the problem, for who or what is ‘God’? Herbert’s Bible, the book for readers in his day, gave him the ultimate answer: ‘God is love.’2 This cuts through the knot of theology tangled with its opposite, atheism. Belief and disbelief apart, love is everyone’s ultimate and constant concern. It makes life and makes it worth living. It is altruistically redemptive (‘bore the blame’) as well as creatively nourishing. When it occurs in anyone’s life in anything like a strong and pure form it amazes by its simple just-happenedness. This makes it difficult to understand in terms of normal patterns of cause and effect, particularly moral ones. It transcends them, having no other ends in view than the beloved. The achievement of Herbert’s poem is that it, likewise, steps gracefully over the regular encumbrances of religion, with all its assertions and qualifications, to attain the radiant modesty of its last line. We need only think of how it would all suffer if its first word were ‘God’ rather than ‘Love’ to get the point.

It is astonishing to notice that within the short and lucid compass of ‘Love (III)’ Christianity’s whole grand biblical narrative of humanity is contained as its subtext. The guest is ‘guilty of dust and sin’. He is descended from Adam, the primal man who sinned against his Creator’s command not to eat the fruit of the ‘tree of the knowledge of good and evil’ in the middle of paradise and was punished for it by mortality: ‘dust thou art and unto dust thou shalt return.’3 The divine creation of man is held in the host’s punning riposte ‘Who made the eyes but I?’ Love likes jokes. Then the redemption in Christ, his divine taking upon himself of man’s sin and punishment, is as deftly and lightly put in the host’s next parry: ‘And know you not, says Love, who bore the blame?’ Finally, the prophetic promise that at the end of history redemption would be sealed and celebrated with a banquet, ‘a feast of fat things, a feast of wines on the lees, of fat things full of marrow, of wine on the lees well refined’4 is settled into that last, monosyllabic line ‘So I did sit and eat.’ The whole thing is replete with biblical references, among them Psalm 23:5 ‘Thou hast prepared a table before me’; Song of Songs 2:4 ‘He brought me to the banqueting house, and his banner over me was love’; Luke 12:37 the lord ‘shall make them sit down to meat, and will come forth and serve them’. And more than that: the Church’s great sacrament of eating and drinking, the Holy Communion, is powerfully present. In Herbert’s day some communicants took the sacred bread and wine kneeling, some sitting. He himself was in two minds about it. ‘The feast indeed requires sitting’, he wrote, ‘because it is a feast; but man’s unpreparedness requires kneeling.’5 In ‘Love (III)’ the domestic setting requires sitting. Seventeenth-century readers, church-going and full of their Bibles, were more likely to notice this wonderful feat of condensation, without the slightest heaviness, than we are. They would have admired it all the more for that.

Readers may well get the sense that this poem takes them as far as poetry can ever go: ‘the most beautiful poem in the world’ in Simone Weil’s judgement when she came upon it at a time of crisis in 1938, tormented by migraines and the gathering storm in Europe.6 At the same time they feel themselves presented with a little scene of everyday life in the seventeenth century, like a Dutch interior by Vermeer or Terborch in its quietly well-mannered realism, even its touch of comedy. That is its beauty. It is the work of a man who valued common experience, common sense and courtesy so highly as to collect 1,184 proverbs7 – at the same time a mystic for whom the actuality of immediate religious experience mattered intensely, and more than orthodox doctrine.

Herbert’s poems, like their pictorial counterparts, give their readers the sense of a particular moment in time. Yet none of them can be precisely dated. Apart from those that he wrote in Latin, none was published in his lifetime. They were kept in manuscript, corrected and rearranged, until he handed the whole lot over at the end to a man called Edmund Duncon, asking him to take the little book which contained them to ‘Little Gidding’, where Nicholas Ferrar, the leader of the devoutly Christian community there, was to decide whether to get them published. Thanks to him, they were printed within the year.

The circumstances of Herbert’s life which bore on his poetry included pre-eminently the Church of England as a socio-political as well as religious institution, the Bible, beliefs about God derived from both these, the spirituality of individuals, and the state and status of English poetry in his time.

THE CHURCH

The Church of England was Herbert’s mother and his home. It was the product of the protestant reformations of the previous century which had replaced the authority of the Pope with that of the vernacular Bible and swept away a panoply of complex Latin ritual as well as (to our regret nowadays) much of its attendant visual imagery. The Church of England was somewhat milder in this respect than the Calvinist churches elsewhere in Europe. Herbert was glad of this. Stained-glass windows, deplored by puritans, figure positively in his verse. He loved old customs, such as processions through the fields to bless the crops, for their social value.8 But radical Calvinists within his Church felt that reformation had not gone far enough and disputed, for example, the wearing of surplices by the clergy, signing baptized children on their foreheads with the cross and the use of the ring in marriage. During Herbert’s lifetime these and more substantial quarrels about doctrine were just about contained, but after his death they erupted into war.

The Church pervaded the life of the nation from the King as its supreme governor to the country parson and his flock. Ecclesiastically, James I felt much more at home in England than he had been as James VI among the Presbyterians in Scotland, presbyters being laymen with power of governance in local churches. In England there were bishops, appointed by the crown as supreme governor of the Church, an office which James enjoyed and took seriously. In Scotland he had come under the lash of the Calvinist Andrew Melville who had told him that he was in charge of the Commonwealth but not of the Church where ‘there is Christ Jesus, the king of the Church, whose subject James the Sixth is, and of whose kingdom, he is not a king, nor a lord, nor a head, but a member’.9 On his way from Scotland to England in 1603 clergy sympathetic to Melville presented James with the Millenary Petition, asking to be relieved from ‘the burden of human rites and ceremonies’ of the English Church. The universities of Oxford and Cambridge were hostile to it, bringing Melville’s wrath upon themselves in a satire with the laborious title Anti-Tami-Cami-Categoria: Tami signifying Oxford and Cami Cambridge. Herbert wrote a response to Melville in a series of Latin poems entitled Musae Responsoriae (‘Poems in Answer’ – most of them in a relaxed and witty style), with a dedication to the King. No doubt it pleased him. And Herbert may well have hoped, at the time, that it would lead to preferment, possibly secular.

If so, it was a reasonable hope, for Herbert was the sort of man James liked, as he showed when he visited Cambridge in 1620 and asked for a copy of Herbert’s epigram thanking the King for his gift to the University of his Latin works. Their admiration was mutual. Herbert set one of the King’s orations as a text for his rhetoric class ‘which he analysed, showed the concinnity of the parts, the propriety of the phrase, the height and power of it to move affections’.10 James was perhaps the only intellectual to have occupied the throne of England. A contemporary said that his court was ‘as Constantine’s court, ecclesiae instar [an image of the Church], a little university, compassed with learned men in all professions; and his Majesty in the midst of them … a living library, furnished at all hands, to reply, answer, object, resolve, discourse, explain’.11 James enjoyed debate among the learned but discouraged public controversy, particularly about the doctrine of predestination. Derived from the Bible, and therefore fundamental to Calvinists, this doctrine held that the ultimate fate of every human being – salvation or damnation – was decided by God in advance and was unalterable. It was deeply troubling – not least to Herbert (‘I cannot skill of these thy ways’)12 – and James regarded it as a disturbance of the tranquillity and consensus of the Church, which he successfully fostered.

The Jacobean clergy were better educated than ever before, thanks to growth in the numbers at the universities and the foundation of new colleges there. They were ‘the most learned of the world’, according to one witness,13 and in Patrick Collinson’s judgement ‘ranked as honorary or pseudo-gentry, far above any status which would have been theirs by right of wealth’.14 The King and the Lord Keeper of the Great Seal, who ranked with the Lord Chancellor, took care to appoint men with university degrees to the parishes in their gift. There was no lack of ordained graduates.

The civilized and inclusive character of Jacobean Anglicanism was exemplified by St Martin-in-the-Fields, the parish church of Herbert’s youth in London. As well as the Herbert family, the congregation included Sir Walter Raleigh, Sir George More (John Donne’s father-in-law and guardian to George Herbert’s elder brother Edward), Inigo Jones and the painter Nicholas Hilliard. The Rector was Thomas Mountford, Doctor of Divinity and a man of parts eulogized by the preacher at his funeral in 1632 as a model of Anglican balance,15 ‘a true son of the Church of England, I mean a true Protestant; he was as far from popish superstition, as factious singularity, nor more addicted to the conclave of Rome than addicted to the parlour of [Calvinist] Amsterdam.’ He was a learned preacher, ‘a devourer of books’ and ‘in his ordinary discourse abounded in witty, pleasant and facetious passages’. He had ‘a true and hearty love unto music, and his skill in it showed he was as well able to set in tune his affections, as his voice or instrument’. He was assiduous in his ‘daily private devotions and soliloquies with God’. Puritan and mainstream Anglican preferences were happily combined at St Martin’s. There was a ‘lecturer’, the kind of additional preacher favoured by puritans, who held forth once a week. The church had been refurbished in the 1590s so that the people might better hear the preacher. Communion, in line with puritan practice, was served to the people in the pews. On the other hand, the music was fine and at Christmas the church was decorated with rosemary, bay, holly and ivy: things suspect to puritans but valued by Herbert as man and country parson.16

Both town and country parsons were deeply embedded in their parishes. Patrick Collinson gives an excellent example.

John Favour, the Jacobean vicar of Halifax, described his life as consisting of ‘preaching every Sabbath day, lecturing every day in the week, exercising justice in the commonwealth, practising of physic and chirurgery in the great penury and necessity thereof in the country where I live’. He was also the author of a book of poetry.17

 	

Herbert too was an amateur medic – and the prince of clerical poets. Favour, like many clergymen, was a justice of the peace. There is no record of Herbert having held that office during his last years as rector of Bemerton, but he was enthusiastic in his encouragement of others to take on its duties: ‘no Commonwealth in the world hath a braver institution than that of Justices of the Peace.’18 In Northampton there was ‘a weekly assembly of the magistrates and preachers for the correction of notorious blasphemy, whoredom, drunkenness, railing against religion or preachers, scolds and ribalds’.19 ‘The clergy’, according to Collinson, ‘had an acknowledged out-of-court role as peacemakers, arbitrating and composing quarrels.’ The subject of Herbert’s Country Parson spent his Sundays after church ‘in reconciling neighbours that are at variance’.20 As well as being a fellow-poet, he shared Favour’s ‘practising of physic’, gathering herbs from the rectory garden to make medicines for his parishioners.21 Being a parson was often uphill work, a good number of people being religiously indifferent, ignorant or hostile, or believing that ‘a man might be saved by his own well-doing’ without ecclesiastical interference.22 For all that, the parson was the focus of unity, welfare and order in his parish, constantly visiting his people, whether they came to church or not, ‘and every one is more awaked, when he come, and say, Thou art the man.’23

THE BIBLE

Herbert yielded to no Calvinist in his enthusiasm for the Bible, widely available in English translations which culminated in the Authorized or King James Bible of 1611 when he was eighteen. The vernacular scriptures dominated his Church’s liturgy. The Bible is not so much a book, in the ordinary sense of the word, as a library: a collection of books held together within a span from the beginning of its history to its end. Within that span there are narratives, including myths, legends, chronicles and novels, books of proverbs and pragmatic philosophy, prophecies and poems (secular as well as sacred), legal codes and letters. There are also various and contradictory views of events and their meanings. There is much dispute. The Psalms argue with God, his providence and his absence. The books of Job and Ecclesiastes subject such consensus as there is to radically sceptical critique – and these were particular favourites of Herbert’s in his darker moods. For the Christian reader like Herbert it all held together in Jesus. But even there, in the New Testament, versions of him abounded in four different Gospels and in the imagery of the Epistles. For Herbert this variety was not a problem to be solved by theological or historical-critical exertions, but a store of wonders and delights for everyday use. At all events, he was more devoted to the Bible as a resource, a guide to life and a mirror of his human self than as an authority – which, being a churchman, he took for granted.

He wrote two sonnets on ‘The Holy Scriptures’. The first is deliciously medicinal, launching off from the dangerously artless double stress of ‘Oh Book!’ then hopping along on light feet through plentiful broken lines and enjambments which continue the sense over the line-breaks. (A ‘lidger’ is an ambassador, a ‘handsell’ a new year’s present to wish good luck – also a foretaste.)


Oh Book! infinite sweetness! Let my heart

     Suck ev’ry letter, and a honey gain

     Precious for any grief in any part;

To clear the breast, to mollify all pain.




Thou art all health, health thriving till it make

     A full eternity: thou art a mass

     Of strange delights, where we may wish and take.

Ladies, look here; this is the thankful glass




That mends the looker’s eyes: this is the well

     That washes what it shows. Who can endear

     Thy praise too much? thou art heav’ns lidger here,

Working against the states of death and hell.




     Thou art joy’s handsell: heav’n lies flat in thee,

     Subject to ev’ry mounter’s bended knee.



The pervasive sprightliness (the huckster’s cry of ‘Ladies, look here’ for example) comes to a head in the multiple paradox of the last lines: the Bible is a flat map of encircling heaven; it becomes a rider’s mounting block; the rider bends his knee to mount his horse; the devout reader bends his knee in prayer.

The second sonnet turns from the praise of scripture to its use. Its diffuse variety is a spur to the creative fun of making one’s own links and connections. It is a ‘book of stars’ which the reader can enjoy mapping into constellations, a garden of medicinal herbs which he can gather together to make a potion:


     Seeing not only how each verse doth shine,

But all the constellations of the story.

This verse marks that, and both do make a motion

     Unto a third, that ten leaves off doth lie:

     Then as dispersed herbs do watch [wait to contrive] a potion,

These three make up some Christian’s destiny.



So it was a guidebook to life. As the reader comments on it with connective skill, it comments shrewdly on the reader,


                                               for in ev’ry thing

              Thy words do find me out, and parallels bring,

     And in another make me understood.



Reading about ‘another’, any of the host of biblical pilgrims through life’s twists and turns, contributes to self-understanding – something the modern secular reader gets from novels.

Thanks to translators and printing presses, the English Bible was more available in Herbert’s time than ever before. Big English Bibles for church lecterns had appeared under Henry VIII and Elizabeth I. But it was the translation of 1560, made by English protestant exiles in Geneva, which held the field. It had gone through more than fifty editions when Herbert was born. It was cheap and available in handy quarto and octavo formats. It kept selling after the King James translation appeared in 1611 when he was an undergraduate at Trinity College, Cambridge. The King James Bible first appeared in large folio format to sit on church lecterns, printed in gothic black-letter type. But it was soon available in the smaller formats and the clearer roman typeface, slowly overtaking the Geneva translation in popularity. 24 As well as being the central ingredient of church services, it was affordable and could be studied at home. It was exhilarating to have the authoritative text, God’s word, in your own hands, as Herbert testifies. There were commentaries to assist study. Calvin’s were popular: ‘worthy to be compared to the ancients’, according to John Donne.25 Herbert possessed ‘the comment of Lucas Brugensis [a catholic writer] upon the Scripture’ and valued it enough to leave it to his curate John Hayes in his will. His country parson ‘hath one Comment at least upon every book of the Scripture, and ploughing with this, and his own meditations, he enters into the secrets of God treasured in the holy Scripture’ which was ‘the book of books, the storehouse and magazine of life and comfort’.26

GOD

‘In him we live, and move, and have our being.’ Those words of St Paul to the philosophers of Athens (according to Chapter 17 of the Acts of the Apostles) need to be taken at full strength for the understanding of Herbert and his God. Divinity saturated and enclosed his world: the whole of it, from the slightest movements of his own inmost being to his external circumstances in time and the natural world – the last of these topped by the divinely populated heaven beyond its sky. It followed that proofs or disproofs of God’s existence just didn’t arise: there was no place outside God where they could be contrived, nor any to which they could reasonably be addressed. Divinity was the cause and the sum of how things are, without remainder. Herbert’s profound sense of this can be called mystical. For him believing in God, in the sense in which we raise that question nowadays, was not an issue. The issue, confronting him in his experience over and over again, was how you could trust – ‘believe in’ in a more existential and urgent way than mere assent to a doctrine or notion – the Father God whose absences were as unpredictable as his irresistible actions too often belied his reputation for justice. Herbert, in his continual searching for a clear and stable reciprocity, found plenty to complain about there, as we shall see. Fortunately there was more to divinity than that. There was the divine Christ, Son of the Father, whose essence was love, and whose love was invincible even by the direst affliction.

Herbert took the images of God in his Bible as ineluctable facts. They marked out the pitch on which human lives were lived. Before the protestant reformations a host of saints, commemorated on practically every day of the year and presiding over the lives of individuals and all sorts of groups and institutions, were available for the prayers and benefits of the devout: the Blessed Virgin Mary above all. With them cleared away, the world of a Christian’s imagination was suddenly concentrated. The Bible, for all its variety and dissensions, is held together by the belief that the world, everything in it and everything that happened in it, was the work of the one God, absolute and exclusive. It was a unity sowing seeds of anxiety.

The world was complete and finished in six days, with God pronouncing it good at the end of each day: and good the natural world remained for Herbert and his contemporaries. Long before the discoveries of Darwin and modern astrophysics, some explanation of how everything had come into existence and how it worked was required. Divine creation provided that, had no challengers and held the field. The natural world presented no moral problems. Rather, it provided ample scope for the investigation of the heavens and the earth which was beginning to gather pace among intellectuals, led by Herbert’s older friend Sir Francis Bacon. In his early poem ‘Vanity (1)’ Herbert was chary about such ‘philosophy’ as it was called, dismissing astronomy and chemistry as too speculative to occupy the valuable time of the practical Christian. For him, like most people with time to reflect, it was more a matter of wonder and admiration, such as sustains his own nature-poem ‘Providence’. That wonder in the face of nature remains in common between him and us nowadays. It is not a negligible remainder in itself, and it enables us to engage with his praise of nature. But the biblical account of creation on which he stood is no longer so much as an approximation to science. It is appreciated as an impressive work of the imagination, doing what it could to answer the question of origins by projecting human creativity and craft on to the unseen deity. Once generally accepted as straightforwardly true, it is now old poetry.

The world as divine creation had another aspect which was a lot more problematic. God was not only the maker and lord of space and all its contents. He was also the lord of time, setting it on its course, ordaining and governing everything that happened. The resulting riddle was formidable and all too familiar. God is just and good. Why, then, is so much that happens bad and unjust? The question resonates through the Jewish scriptures of the Old Testament: psalms complaining of the unmerited sufferings of good individuals, prophets doing their best to interpret national disasters as just punishments for infidelity, chroniclers interpreting history in the same way, the Book of Job confronting what Muriel Spark has called ‘the only problem’ with unsparing insistence but ending up (again) with wonder in the face of the incomprehensible as the only answer. Once again, we can sympathize. ‘Why is this happening to me?’ is a question implying that an affliction is personally meant when it is so personally experienced. It is hard not to ask it, but it hangs in the air. It hangs there long enough for us to sense that the question is misconceived. Our sufferings are not punishments. They are misfortunes. Bad things just happen and do not discriminate between good and bad people. That is reality and it does not sit comfortably with the notion of a personal deity as its benevolent and omnipotent author, even micro-manager and director. Herbert felt the discomfort keenly. He did not hesitate to accuse this God, his God, of enticing him into grief under false pretences, of being a torturer, of being absent or silent when most needed. The reader of his poem ‘Discipline’ naturally expects that title to introduce a poem about discipline in the life of the Christian. It turns out differently. It is God who needs to behave himself, stop lashing about and learn to love. Interestingly, love is figured in the pagan form of Cupid, the little archer: a signal that there is nothing abject here, but a lively answering back in springing long–short trochaic feet.

Discipline


Throw away thy rod,

Throw away thy wrath:

                        O my God,

Take the gentle path.



For my heart’s desire

Unto thee is bent:

                        I aspire

To a full consent.




Not a word or look

I affect to own,

                        But by book,

And thy book alone.




Though I fall, I weep:

Though I halt in pace,

                        Yet I creep

To the throne of grace.




Then thy wrath remove;

Love will do the deed:

                        For with love

Stony hearts will bleed.




Love is swift of foot;

Love’s a man of war,

                        And can shoot,

And hit from far.




Who can scape his bow?

That which wrought on thee,

                        Brought thee low,

Needs must work on me.




Throw away thy rod:

Though man frailties hath,

                        Thou art God:

Throw away thy wrath.



The crucial reference there – to love which so ‘wrought on’ the deity that it brought him low – brings in Christianity’s belief in the compassionate descent of deity to earth in Christ and asserts the primacy of love over godhead. Christianity, in its New Testament scriptures, could not abandon the image of deity deeply rooted in its Old Testament origins. But it gave religious people another focus of attention and wonder: the human sufferer as epiphany of the divine. In this way the problem became, paradoxically, the answer. Tragic misfortune and death were taken into the absolute. Jesus – to Herbert simply ‘My Master’ – was divinity incarnate, born into the world and history and suffering the worst that it could do. It was not just that this happened to him. As with all things seen from a moral aspect, it was a matter of how: how he had taken it all and why. The reason given by the more profound New Testament writers, Paul and John, mattered supremely to Herbert. It was love: a love of mankind ardent and reckless to the point of self-sacrifice. Love was the revelation: the motive, manner and meaning of Jesus’ life and, most of all, his death. It was the ultimate divine quality or virtue: sublime in its depth and, at the same time, practical and practicable in everyday existence. When the country parson dealt with someone in despair, ‘not so much doubting a God, as that he is theirs; then he dives unto the boundless ocean of God’s love and the unspeakable riches of his loving-kindness’.27 It was the ‘exceeding great victory, which in the creation needed not’, whereby God gave humanity ‘love for love’. It was the gift of reciprocity, the heart’s basic desire, the parson’s ‘business’28 and the poet’s dominant theme. At this crucial point the modern reader, of whatever persuasion concerning religion, can be free from intellectual reserve and enjoy Herbert’s poetry (to use his own word) ‘heart-deep’, finding in it ‘the grace of finding a way to live that keeps faith with the importance of goodness and love even in the face of everything that can happen to you’.29

Love, the divine motive for the great reversal of the terms and conditions of human life, stood revealed as the ultimate virtue: virtue understood as both quality and power. It was, we might say, the God within God and beyond God (as usually understood): the be-all and end-all of Herbert’s life. When in ‘Love (III)’ he hesitates to accept Love’s invitation to ‘sit down and taste my meat [food]’ because he does not deserve it, he is met by the response:


‘And know you not’, says Love, ‘who bore the blame?’



T. S. Eliot reached the same destination in ‘Little Gidding’ IV.


Who then devised the torment? Love.

Love is the unfamiliar Name

Behind the hands that wove

The intolerable shirt of flame

Which human power cannot remove.



The primacy of love over theology and everything else is a major reason for the hold Herbert’s Christian poetry has on modern readers – secular and even atheist as they may be.

SPIRITUALITY

If love is the heart and soul of the good life, then the inner or ‘spiritual’ life is all important. Nourished by the regular services of the Church and by the Bible, it expressed itself in private devotions. Herbert’s teacher and friend Lancelot Andrewes, the learned Bishop of Winchester, used to pray in solitude all morning. His Preces Privatae30 take the whole world, as well as his own occasions of penitence and thanks, into the consciousness of a man on his own. When Herbert on his deathbed entrusted his poems to Nicholas Ferrar for publication he described them as ‘a picture of the many spiritual conflicts that have passed betwixt God and my soul’ which might ‘turn to the advantage of any dejected poor soul’.31 He was not alone in making such a record and intending it to help others. In Colchester at that time two women, Cicely Johnson and Rose Thurgood, like Herbert subject to religious anxiety and apparently God-sent illness, read spiritual autobiographies by others and wrote their own.32 Their representations of physical and mental agony were to be standard in this popular genre. A passage of Rose Thurgood’s about illness in her family is typical in its realism and theism. Being sick in the seventeenth century was dire, as Herbert himself knew all too well.


And thus we lay very sick a month, and my children were sometimes so hot in their fits, that none could quench their drought, and fainted away, that were driven to watch with them, for fear they would have died, and my husband had so hot fits, that I could not keep in bed, and I was so weak withal, that I could not sit up of three weeks together, not while my bed was made, but swooned away. Then it pleased God we were somewhat better one week, and then we all fell sick again but one and that was Mary. And I now seeing myself in this extreme poverty and want and all my household was sick again, and withal the Lord gave me over to hardness of heart again, then I began to rage and swell at God himself, saying to myself, what a God is this, what doth he mind to do with my children, surely they will die. And thus I began to quarrel with God.33

 	

And so it went on from bad to worse until on ‘the day before the Gunpowder treason day [1605]’ the scriptures which had aggravated her sufferings suddenly relieved them: ‘I felt a sweet flash coming over my heart and suddenly withal these words were pronounced in my heart: Thy name is written in the book of life: Thou hast that white stone and a new name.’ The words were from Revelation 21:27 referring to ‘they which are written in the Lamb’s book of life’ and 2:17: ‘To him that overcometh will I give … a white stone, and in the stone a new name written …’ The Bible was the one and only resource for protestants in their solitary agonies, sometimes appalling and sometimes comforting them.

Towards the end of her account Rose Thurgood reflects on its status. It is not the product of ‘brain knowledge’ or ‘divinity and scholarship’, but ‘that which I have written is out of mine own experience, which the Lord hath wrought in me by his holy spirit, and not by the traditions of men.’ Thurgood was emphatic in telling the fellow-sufferers whom she expected to read her manuscript that she wrote ‘out of my experimental knowledge’.34 The adjective is striking and shows that the methods of the spiritual life were parallel to those of intellectual life at large. What the individual knew for herself was what counted. It was the same with philosophy. Montaigne’s essays in solitary reflection under the motto ‘what do I know?’ were widely read in John Florio’s translation of 1603. ‘Retire into yourself,’ wrote Herbert’s brother Edward in his philosophical treatise de Veritate, ‘and enter into your own faculties; you will find there God, virtue, and the other universal truths.’ For him that was a more comfortable exercise than for his brother or Rose Thurgood, but for each of them it entailed autobiographical writing – in Edward’s case one of the first autobiographies since St Augustine, the founder of autobiography as a search for truth in his Confessions, a book which worked powerfully on George Herbert.

POETRY

Even when timeless in quality, poetry owes a good deal of that quality to its particular time and place. In the second half of the sixteenth century poetry in English had asserted its rights over and against Latin poetry, which needed no defence, being part of the school syllabus. In 1557 Richard Tottel, a publisher of legal texts, published his Miscellany: Songs and Sonnets of Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey, Sir Thomas Wyatt and Others. It stayed in print until 1585. In a short preface ‘To the reader’ he staked his claim and that of English poetry.


That to have well written in verse, yea and in small parcels, deserveth great praise, the works of divers Latins, Italians and other, do prove sufficiently. That our tongue is able in that kind to do as praiseworthily as the rest, the honourable style of the noble Earl of Surrey, and the weightiness of the deep-witted Sir Thomas Wyatt the elder’s verse, with several graces in sundry good English writers, do show abundantly. It resteth now (gentle reader) that thou think it not evil done, to publish, to the honour of the English tongue, and for profit of the studious of English eloquence, those works which the ungentle hoarders up of such treasure have heretofore envied thee.35

 	

In that last sentence ‘envied’ bears the old sense of ‘begrudged’. Tottel was bringing off a publishing coup: turning the sort of commonplace notebooks, in which individuals (‘hoarders’) copied by hand poems which took their fancy, into a printed book for the general market.

In 1589, the year of Shakespeare’s first play Henry VI Part 1, George Puttenham, a disreputable lawyer, echoed Tottel in the second chapter of his The Art of English Poesy, ‘That there may be an art of our English poesy, as well as there is of the Latin and Greek’.36 ‘Why’, he asked, ‘may not the same be with us as well as with them, our language being no less copious, pithy and significative than theirs, our conceits [ideas] the same, and our wits no less apt to devise and imitate than theirs were?’ The beauty of their poetry was its composition by metrical feet, but we can do as well or better with ‘rhyme and tunable concords’. Puttenham’s much used and discussed book provided English poets and readers with an encyclopaedic guide to poetic forms and fashionings.

A much better book than Puttenham’s appeared six years later and a couple of years before Herbert was born: Philip Sidney’s An Apology for Poetry. Sidney championed English verse in an age of Latinity: ‘our tongue is most fit to honour Poesy, and to be honoured by Poesy.’37 Herbert agreed:


Let foreign nations of their language boast,

What fine variety each tongue affords:

I like our language, as our men and coast:

Who cannot dress it well, want wit, not words.38



Herbert had family, as well as literary, reasons for being interested in Sidney. As a boy at Shrewsbury School, Sidney had stayed with the Newports, Herbert’s maternal grandparents, at nearby Eyton. Sidney’s sister Mary had married Henry Herbert, Earl of Pembroke, the pre-eminent grandee of the extensive Herbert family. The aristocratic couple lived in their great house at Wilton near Salisbury (and nearer still to Bemerton where Herbert was to end his days). Mary’s enthusiasm and talent for literature made Wilton into a sort of school or college for writers. She and her brother Philip were close. At Wilton he began writing his romance with poems, The Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia – ‘in loose sheets of paper’, he recalled to her, ‘most of it in your presence’. When Philip died, Mary completed their version of the biblical psalms, the origin and foundation of all Christian poetry. The Sidney Psalms influenced Herbert in two ways: positively, by their variety of forms, and negatively because it was not for him to repeat an exercise well done by illustrious forebears and praised by his friend John Donne as equal in inspiration to King David’s originals.39 There is only one psalm version in The Temple, ‘The 23d Psalm’, though it is at least the equal of Sidney’s. Compare the fluency of Herbert’s:


He leads me to the tender grass,

    Where I both feed and rest;

Then to the sreams that gently pass:

     In both I have the best



with Sidney’s less vivid and somewhat jerky:


He rests me in green pasture his;

           By waters still and sweet

                      He guides my feet.



There was room for improvement.

Above all, Sidney’s Apology for Poetry gave Herbert reasons and incentive for his own writing. Sidney believed that poetry could ‘be used with the fruit of comfort by some, when, in sorrowful pangs of their death-dealing sins, they find the consolation of the never-leaving goodness’.40 Poetry as consolation ‘of any dejected poor soul’41 was Herbert’s motive for allowing what he had written for so long in the privacy of manuscript to be published after his death.

Thinking of the ‘songs and sonnets’ of the time, Sidney hoped that they could be turned to religious use:


which, Lord, if he gave us so good minds, how well it might be employed, and with how heavenly fruit, both private and public, in singing the praises of the immortal beauty, the immortal goodness of the God who giveth us hands to write, and wits to conceive; of which we might well want words, but never matter; of which we could turn our eyes to nothing, but we should ever have new-budding occasions.42



That would have reinforced Herbert’s resolution to devote his talents exclusively to religious poetry as he promised his mother in 1609, when he was sixteen.

The poetic self-consciousness which marked Sidney’s Apology is reflected in two poems by Herbert, ‘The Quiddity’ and ‘Jordan (II)’. He posed the question of the value of poetry, and answered it, in ‘The Quiddity’: the word means the essence of something, its particular nature.

The Quiddity


     My God, a verse is not a crown,

     No point of honour, or gay suit,

     No hawk, or banquet, or renown,

     Nor a good sword, nor yet a lute:




     It cannot vault, or dance, or play;

     It never was in France or Spain;

     Nor can it entertain the day

     With my great stable or demain:




     It is no office, art, or news,

     Nor the Exchange, or busy Hall;

     But it is that which while I use

     I am with thee, and most take all.



This is a lively poem, moving along quickly with four beats to the line in a simple rhyme scheme of a b a b. It is enjoyable too for the vivid, tightly packed richness of its contents, gathered from a world of gaiety, travel, sport and business. ‘Suit’ in the second line is a word Herbert used for courtship, usually of putting his case to God – also for posh clothes. The glamour of Jacobean life among the aristocracy is obviously something the poet knows and has a liking for, but views from a quizzical distance. He could do that because he occupied a standpoint apart from it: a rendezvous with God. While he was writing he was ‘with’ the God whom he addressed at the beginning, before the glamorous social excursion which comes to rest in the last two lines. ‘Most take all ’ was the triumphant call of the winner in a game of cards. It is a poetic triumph too. It steals a phrase from the public and secular world which the poet has toured only to deny with all his ‘noes’, ‘nors’ and ‘never’, and uses it to assert its opposite: the transcendent value of the simple privacy (what could be simpler than ‘I am with thee’?) of being an individual in the company of the Other who is everything to him.

Simplicity, therefore, was what Herbert sought in his life and in the writing which accompanied it. ‘Give me simplicity, that I may live.’43 In ‘Jordan (II)’ the reader is admitted to the process of Herbert’s writing: creativity and inspiration fighting it out with dissatisfaction and correction until the end when the bustling poet is told by ‘a friend’ to stop striving for effect and just ‘copy out’ love, the ‘sweetness ready penn’d’ in his Bible.

Jordan (II)


When first my lines of heav’nly joys made mention,

Such was their lustre, they did so excel,

That I sought out quaint words, and trim invention;

My thoughts began to burnish, sprout, and swell,

Curling with metaphors a plain intention,

Decking the sense, as if it were to sell.




Thousands of notions in my brain did run,

Off’ring their service, if I were not sped:

I often blotted what I had begun;

This was not quick enough, and that was dead.

Nothing could seem too rich to clothe the sun,

Much less those joys which trample on his head.




As flames do work and wind, when they ascend,

So did I weave myself into the sense.

But while I bustled, I might hear a friend

Whisper, How wide is all this long pretence!

There is in love a sweetness ready penn’d:

Copy out only that, and save expense.



The title ‘Jordan’ is worth clarifying as an enigmatic key to the poem. It refers to the story of Naaman, in the Bible at II Kings 5. Naaman was a Syrian general but a leper. Desperately seeking a cure, he resorted to the Israelite prophet Elisha. Rudely refusing to come out and talk to him, Elisha sent an underling to tell him to wash seven times in the River Jordan. Naaman, offended, proudly protested that he had greater rivers at home than Israel’s little stream. But his servants reasoned with him. He did what he was told and ‘his flesh came again like unto the flesh of a little child, and he was clean.’ Herbert, ever keen on cleanliness and childhood, turned the story into a narrative of the poet’s pride and glory in his work contradicted by his being set to copying out ‘love’ like a schoolboy with his elementary copy-book.

The experience of writing has rarely been so exactly or succinctly presented as in ‘Jordan (II)’. In the first verse the poet is brimming over with ideas and enjoying the expression of them in ‘quaint words and trim invention’. A slight shadow falls in the last line, where he finds himself in the writer’s trap of seeking his reader’s approval, ‘Decking [adorning] the sense as if it were to sell’ with the ornaments to which Puttenham devoted a long section of his book. But the exhilaration of fertility carries over into the second verse, then turns into the business of correction and revision – even this in the same high spirits. One way and another he is carried away: and that is the trouble. The third verse surprises the reader. ‘So did I weave myself into the sense’: surely this is positive, to wind self and sense, poet and his matter, into fusion? Yet it is the height of what he calls mere ‘bustling’. Literary self-indulgence and self-proccupation, however enjoyable, is precisely not, for him, the point of writing poetry. It should be objective, transitive, and deal with something other. That is what the ‘friend’ indicates in a tactful whisper. And it was there all the time, ‘ready penn’d’ in Holy Writ and particularly in the record there of Christ: yet again, love.

‘Jordan (II)’ is so candid as to convince its readers that they are in open contact with the poet at work and that he is giving them a direct account of his doings. It is something of a let-down to learn that the poem is so similar to poems by Shakespeare and Sidney, to which Herbert had access, that these look very like models, even sources, for it. Considered less emotionally, this is a reminder that Herbert was a poet among poets, that he drew on the abundant products of the great age of English poetry which preceded him. He was, to make the obvious point again, a poet in his own time.

‘Jordan (II)’ is strongly reminiscent of lines 1296–1302 of Shakespeare’s Lucrece, published in 1594 and reissued three times after that, in which the heroine sits down to write a letter to her husband after her rape by Tarquin.


Her maid is gone, and she prepares to write,

First hovering o’er the paper with her quill:

Conceit [thought] and grief an eager combat fight;

What wit sets down is blotted straight with will;

This is too curious good, this blunt and ill:

     Much like a press of people at the door,

     Throng her inventions, which shall go before.



Poetic self-consciousness made the process of writing and its ‘inventions’ an interesting and appealing subject to a fellow-poet. The vivid actuality of Herbert’s poem is not damaged by noticing the ghost of Shakespeare’s hand in it. Rather, it sets it in its context as a reminder of the historical commerce and succession of poetry.

Knowledgeable readers have more often been struck by the similarity of Herbert’s Jordan poem, particularly at the end, to the first sonnet in Philip Sidney’s popular Astrophil and Stella, published twice in 1591 and again in 1598.


Loving in truth, and fain in verse my love to show,

That she (dear she) might take some pleasure in my pain;

Pleasure might cause her read, reading might make her know;

Knowledge might pity win, and pity grace obtain;

     I sought fit words to paint the blackest face of woe,

Studying inventions fine, her wits to entertain;

Oft turning others’ leaves, to see if thence would flow

Some fresh and fruitful showers upon my sunburnt brain.

     But words came halting forth, wanting invention’s stay;

Invention, nature’s child, fled step-dame study’s blows;

And others’ feet still seemed but strangers in my way.

Thus great with child to speak, and helpless in my throes,

     Biting my truant pen, beating myself for spite,

     ‘Fool,’ said my muse to me; ‘look in thy heart and write.’



Sidney’s poem and Herbert’s are alike in their subject matter, grace and narrative structure, with their definitive and mind-changing endings. But Sidney wrote about not being able to write to his own satisfaction or at all. And Herbert wrote about having all too many notions and all too much ‘invention’ of clever ways to put it. Sidney had writer’s block. Herbert had writer’s incontinence. Sidney’s ending has his muse telling him to stop casting about outside himself and among previous love poems and look inward: ‘look in thy heart and write.’ Herbert’s ‘friend’ points him in the other direction: to look beyond himself and pay attention to what was already written, the love recorded in the Gospels. He does not need invention, but the elementary ability to copy what is there. And what is there yet again, the given and one-thing-necessary, is love.

Herbert was seven when John Donne first met his beloved mother Magdalen in Oxford. Donne was her friend for the rest of her life and preached her memorial sermon. In 1610 he sent her the manuscript of his series of religious poems entitled La Corona: a sign of his turning from the erotic to the sacred. It looks like more than a coincidence that, at the same time, Herbert sent her from Cambridge the two sonnets in which he declared his exclusive devotion to writing religious verse. From July to December in 1625, when plague was raging in London, Donne (now dean of St Paul’s) and Herbert (withdrawing himself from Cambridge) were together at Magdalen’s house in Chelsea. The other poet in the Herbert family, Edward, summarily recalled to London from his embassy in Paris, was around too. He turned Donne’s great love poem ‘The Ecstasy’ into his own elaborately platonic ‘Ode Upon a Question Moved, Whether Love Should Continue for Ever’. Such moving of questions in conversations, along with the reading and exchange of manuscript poems, must have been frequent at Chelsea then. What did Herbert owe to Donne? The two of them are usually contrasted: simplicity against complexity, modesty against hyperbole, quiet against loud. But Donne was a master of those poetic turns and techniques which served Herbert so well: the bold attack at the start and the transformative last line; the variety of forms to suit varieties of mood and matter
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