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John Donne (1572-1631)

“the first poet of the world in some things.”

—Ben Jonson



Metaphysical poetry(% 1)

m Metaphysical poetry is commonly used to
name the work of the 17th century
writers who wrote under the influence of
John Donne. With a rebellious spirit, the
metaphysical poets try to break away
from the conventional fashion of the
Elizabethan love poetry.

m They are characterized by mysticism in
content and fantasticality in form.

m John Donne is the leading figure of the
"metaphysical school.”
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Cavalier Poets (P147)

Another school of poetry prevailing in
the 17th century was Cavalier Poetry.
Cavalier poets are, more often than not,
knights and squires, who side with the
King against the parliament and the
puritans in the English revolution. They
mostly deal in short songs on the flitting
f'.o?:‘s of the day, but underneath their
lightheartedness lies some foreboding of

impending doom.

The representative cavalier poets
include John Suckling, Richard Lovelace,
Thomas Carew and Robert Herrick.




" I
John Donne

m Born into a prosperous merchant’s family. Roman
Catholic family, but quitted his religious belief
later. In 1615, he entered the Anglican Church (G
= [E %) and took orders. In 1621, he was
appointed the Dean of St. Paul's Cathedral and
kept the post to his death.

m Well-educated in both Cambridge and Oxford
universities but took no degree at either
university because he would not take the Oath of
Supremacy required at graduation.

m Expeditions in France and Ttaly.

m Donne became the private secretary to Egerton,
the Lord Keeper of the Great Seal. He ruined his
owh prospect by secretly marrying the Lord
Keeper's niece, Anne More.
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A Letter to his father-in-law
about their secret marriage

"Sir, I acknowledge my fault to be so great as I
dare scarce offer any other prayer to you in mine
own behalf than this, to believe that I neither had
dishonest end nor means. But for her whom I
tender much more than my fortunes or life (else I
would, I might neither joy in this life nor enjoy the
next) I humbly beg of you that she may not, to her
danger, feel the terror of your sudden anger.”



Final Reconciliation

m Sir George had Donne thrown in Fleet prison
for some weeks. Donne was dismissed from
his post, and for the next decade had to
struggle near poverty to support his growing
family. Donne later summed up the experience:
"John Donne, Anne Donne, Undone." It was not
until 1609 that a reconciliation was effected
between Donne and his father-in-law, and Sir
George More was finally induced to pay his
daughter's dowry.
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Artistic Features

m Conceit (%ii): to construct a reasonable
relation between two completely incompatible
things. (love and flea, love and compasses etc.)
Aé\e’raphysical poetry uses conceits to express
ideas.

e.g. He looks like a pig. (normal)
i RS R SR
He looks like a gas container. (abnormal)

by — B THE B B A

m John Donne, the leading poet of the
metaphysical school, frequently applies
conceits, i.e. extended metaphors involving
dramatic contrasts.



With him love is a spider which ,dropped into the wine
of life, turns it to poison; or it is a canon-ball; By him, as
by chain'd shot, whole ranks to die; or it is a devouring

fish: He is the tyrant pike, our hearts the fry.

Love and flea

It sucked me first, and now sucks thee,
And in this flea, our two bloods mingled be;
This flea is you and I, and this

Our marriage bed, and marriage temple is;
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Love and Compasses

m If they be two, they are two so
As stiff twin compasses are two,
Thy soul, the fixed foot, makes no show
To move, but doth, if th’ other do.

Thy firmness makes my circle just,
And makes me end where I begun.




Interpreting "Song”

Song is from his "Songs and Sonnets”. In
"Songs and Sonnets”, Donne often holds more
negative attitudes towards love and woman.
It is the same with "Song". (Donne was
influenced by his mother and his wife's early
death, aged 33, after giving the birth to
their twelfth baby)
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Lead-in Questions

m Please examine the poetic form, is it
regular or irregular?

m What images are involved in this poem? Are
they related to each other?

m Do you think that you can find a true and
fair lady in your life?

m What is the speaker’s attitude towards love
and woman?

m What is the tone and theme?



SONG

Go and catch a falling star,

Get with child a mandrake root,

Tell me where all past years are,

Or who cleft the devil's foot,

Teach me to hear mermaids singing,
Or to keep off envy's stinging,

And find

What wind

Serves to advance an honest mind.

If thou be'st born to strange sights,
Things invisible to see,

Ride ten thousand days and nights,
Till age snow white hairs on thee,

Thou, when thou return'st, wilt tell me,
All strange wonders that befell thee,
And swear

No where

Lives a womantrue, and fair.

If thou find'st one, let me know,

Such a pilgrimage were sweet;

Yet do not, | would not go,

Though at next door we might meet;
Though she were true, when you met h
And last, till you write your letter,

Yet she

Will be

False, ere | come, to two, or three.



Detailed Analysis

m Form: It is written in iambic tetrameter
(except the 7th and 8th lines)irregularity

among the regularity. ababccddd
ababbbccc ababccddd(P 143)

m Imagery: a falling star, a mandrake root (=
5 5 AR), the devil's foot, mermaids
singing

m The above images, from different
perspectives, all have something to do with
extreme impossibilities.



m Stars are often symbolic of Angels and heaven, so a
falling star is a thing of great destruction,
symbolizing the duplicity of women. It is of no
possibility to catch a falling star.

m "‘mandrake” in superstition is said to scream when it is
pulled from the ground, according to whether the
roots are twofold or threefold, representing female
form or male form. While a female form can help to
be pregnant. However, when it does, it is always male
rather than female, meaning it is impossible to be

pregnhant.



m The following juxtaposed image is the devil's
foot. It is said to be cleft, which may be
traced to Pan, the God of Shepherds. He has
the hindquarters, legs, and horns of a goat.
But still it's of no possibility to cleave the
devil's foot.

m envies' stinging was supposed to be impossible
to avoid, which accompanies one's whole life.
Envy exists like a scorpion, and once a
scorpion has you in its vice, as envy does, it is
impossible to escape.



=
m Mermaids (%Z4k%E T siren), are mythological

Greek creatures who with their singing lured
sailors to their death. The image of mermaid
appears to be women above the waist but is not
beneath, and this could suggest that women are
deceptive creatures. The utter frustration is
that mermaids are not for visual beauty but
leading to one's death. It was said that as soon
as the singing of a siren was heard, the listener
was bound to fall dead. The only one who can
escape this fate was Odysseus. Mermaid is a
symbol of deception and destruction as well.



m Tone: ironic and satiric

m Theme: Inconstancy is woman's nature;
true love is unattainable



4

RNE, IR A,
KM E ST R E,
o URERIR ) LI AL I B
e WETT G 1 B SR 1K) 0L i
AN 13 W5 N FIEHK,
IEASAERE, AR E X,
I 9F

R — &

I 2 7K 8 L 7] T

MRAREREG 72, FHEN
ANZABEF WA EH,
PR B — AR — iR,
EREIN Nt

PRI 2 T8 E A L IR
PR H) & PR FEY),
FllieJm
AP T
Y NGy, A ERIRA
R—3&2] 7, WA
) IX AT B A O H
AE TIE, FRARE,
i El] R S TN SANTTE
JE AR AL At =4 I 38 v] &g,
PG 7k DAELR,
i A S5
2]
HECEXAEH =1 N,
CRZH83




" A
(FL) AT

m 2R EHFS=R, —XFREFHOE—, —X AR
e ey h ARBHT R, —RRR KBS, (F) X
BFEETHF =X, FARNERZ K, #FEFE /K £
HAiZt T, FEF—iFPiFAERLH RTRGEY
(IR RFIAGRZE, L ZBIEZRNE, BIEHE00F A,
BT R B9 35T . TBARaIKB M A, BATF 4P A
a4, LT RAERBGA) ERHE, F TR —A
RIRFEZWAANEZRKTTE, HRERRI A EHRL X
BRI A, BN HFABRLERELFE T RBGEA, je
Fo— 2B n £, AW IAME%R,
FH BB R BEUANBRT 2R E L, TEA
i B, HMERAMGEA, WEACLZBT B IFH=Z
B “R7 IHFENA, FHITRKEBRRBR, 120 HEEHRW,
ABIER mEPABRER, TiETH, TR, B
VAT A% 8




" Jd
Appreciating A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning”

Background: In 1611, John Donne wrote "A
Valediction: Forbidding Mourning” to his wife,
Anne More, weak and pregnant when he was
about to set off France conducting government
business. Donne intended to prevent his wife
from the sadness of their departure.
Valediction is derived from a Latin word,
meaning to say farewell. The title says,
in essence, "When we part, we must not mourn."
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Rhyme Scheme and Meter

Compared to many of Donne’'s poems, the nine
stanzas of this Valediction are quite simple. Here,
each four-line stanza is quite unadorned, with an
ABAB rhyme scheme and an iambic tetrameter. The
meter is iambic tetrameter with eight syllables (four
feet) per line. Each foot, or pair of syllables, consists
of an unstressed syllable followed by a stressed
syllable.

So let /us melt/, and makes/ no noise,
No tear/-floods, nor/ sigh tem/pests move,
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A Valediction: forbidding Mourning

m As virtuous men pass mildly away,

m And whisper to their souls to go,

m Whilst some of their sad friends do say,

m "The breath goes now, " and some say, "No, "

So let us melt, and make no noise,

No tear-floods, nor sigh-tempests move;
'‘Twere profanation of our joys

To tell the laity our love.




Textual Analysis

Stanza 1 and 2 (Find out the simile)
Tenor (A1£): their separation

Vehicle("i{&): virtuous men pass away mildly (death), a
man's soul from his body

"Parting” to "death” is a common comparison in literary
works. Here, "Virtuous” refers to not in moralities,
but those people who can meet their death without
complaints, saying it is time for their souls to move on
to eternity.



m profanation -- the act of showing contempt for God
or holy things. "debasing or cheapening (of religious)

m laity -- common people (of religious) church
members who are not ordained clergymen; laymen

m Hyperbole: tear-floods, sigh tempests

m "melt” means the physical bond that unites us. we
must not cry storms of tears, and move tempests
of sigh. To declare our love publicly will debase and
cheapen our love, which is love of the ordinary
people. This shows the speaker’s emotional
aristocrats.



Stanza 3,4,5

Moving of th' earth brings harms and fears;
Men reckon what it did, and meant;

But trepidation of the spheres,

Though greater far, is innocent.

Dull sublunary lovers' love

—Whose soul is sense—cannot admit
Of absence, 'cause it doth remove
The thing which elemented it.

But we by a love so much refined,
That ourselves know not what it is,
Inter-assured of the mind,

Care less, eyes, lips and hands to miss.



Stanza 3, 4 and 5

m trepidation - movement
m sublunary love—below the moon, worldly love

The field of astronomy (k%) earthquake and the
movements of the sun and other

Moving of the earth: earthquake, harmful and
causing fear

Trepidation of the spheres: heavenly bodies, natural
and harmless, actually with more greater motions and
unknown.

Question: Which one bears resemblance with the
speaker's love?

(like the heavenly bodies; our movements-our
temporary separations- should cause no excitement. )



m Moving of the earth — the dull sublunary love—
sensual and physical bond

m Trepidation of the spheres — the speaker’s love
—spiritual attachment

m By contrast, our love is so refined, so otherworldly,
that it can still survive without the closeness of
eyes, lips, and hands.



Stanza 6,7,8,9

Our two souls therefore, which
are one,

Though I must go, endure not yet
A breach, but an expansion,
Like gold to aery thinness beat.

If they be two, they are two so
As stiff twin compasses are two;

Thy soul, the fix'd foot, makes no
show

go move, but doth, if th' other
0.

And though it in the centre sit,
Yet, when the other far doth roam,
It leans, and hearkens after ift,
And grows erect, as that comes
home.

Such wilt thou be to me, who must,
Like th' other foot, obliquely run;
Thy firmness makes my circle just
And makes me end where T begun.



" 000
Stanza 6, 7, 8 and 9 (two similes)

Our souls are one, like a gold beaten to airy
thinness. (alchemy)

A gold -- when it is beaten with a hammer, widens
and lengthens; when we depart, the spiritual bond
that unites us actually expands rather than causes
a break and rift.

m Our souls are two, like the feet of twin compasses.
(geometry)

m The wife's soul the fixed foot
m The husband's soul the outer foot



m The fixed foot (wife's soul) makes no show to move,
but does if the outer foot (husband's soul) moves.
When the outer foot(husband's soul) travels far,
the fixed foot(wife's soul) should follow it and
grows straight until the outer foot (husband's soul)
comes back. Wife's attachment to husband

m Your position there helps me complete my circle so
that I end up where I began. The image of a circle
(perfection) Husband's attachment to wife
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The main thread of this poem develops

m farewell as mild as the uncomplaining
deaths of virtuous men— to weep would be
"profanation of our joys." — harmful
"Moving of the earth” to innocent
"trepidation of the spheres," —dull
sublunary lovers "“love” and their love
"Inter-assured of the mind" —the unity of
two souls expands rather than breaks—the
feet of twin compasses



A Comparison between the Common Love of the Everyday
World and the Uncommon Love of the Speaker

the common love of the
everyday world

the uncommon love of
the speaker

like virtuous men pass
away

many complaints

as the trepidation of the
spheres

no absence of the body

more of spiritual love
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Theme

Real, complete love unites not only
the bodies of a husband and wife but
also their souls. Such spiritual love is
transcendent, metaphysical, keeping
the lovers together intellectually and
spiritually even though the
circumstances of everyday life may
separate their bodies.
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Homework: Compare Donne's "A
Valediction: Forbidding Mourning” with Liu
Yong's "Yu Lin Ling" and others to find out the
difference.
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