
JOHNSON, DONNE, AND THEIR SUCCESSORS

Johnson and Donne lived in an age when the established and traditional cultural bases of understanding were undergoing a transformation, when in Donne's words "New philosophy calls all in doubt." (1611).  If Webster and other Jacobean dramatists employ their medium to reflect and magnify the breakdown of moral systems within Society, Donne's own lyric medium struggles to contain and express the violent conflict of ideas apparent in the early to mid Seventeenth Century. Perhaps the drama of this period seeks to portray conflict, a task for which it is well fitted, but Donne's medium necessitates, or at least favours a unitary reading, compressed and personal as it is; and a unitary reading, or presentation, of conflicting philosophical/spiritual/political (ideological?) notions is not easily acheived.

While Johnson employed classical models for his clear and often charming verse, and deals with the secular rather than the religious or philosophical realm, Donne revels in audacious and experimental imagery and forms. His work is also more personal and troubled, revealing conflict and ambiguity, lacking Johnson's respect for the Classical principle of 'decorum'. Perhaps Johnson's poetry, in its self-conscious Classicism seeks a refuge from a changing cultural environment in certainties of form and aesthetics handed down from Latin masters.

The term 'metaphysical' as a category of poets seems virtually useless to me, except insofar as it reflects the High Anglican prejudices of modernist critics such as T.S. Eliot. Dryden seems to have first used the term in connection with Donne, accusing him of "affecting the Metaphysic", and the description 'metaphysical' is applied by Samuel Johnson. A revival of interest in Seventeenth Century poetry at the end of the Nineteenth Century culminated in the work of Grierson, of Eliot, Tate, Ransom and Brooks, who employed 'metaphysical' as a term encompassing a flexible group of poets centring on Donne, Marvell and Herbert, and including for various authors at various times Crashaw, Vaughan, Traherne, Carew and others. Unifying features of the above group for these critics are, I suppose, Anglo-Catholic religious leanings, the use of antithesis and the drawing together or comparison of the dissimilar, the use of the extended metaphor, or conceit, and the quality of 'wit', which is more than a lightness of touch but rather what for lack of a contemporary equivalent I have to formulate as being 'serious jokes'.

Cleanth Brooks describes Donne's poetry as being 'symbolist' :


"With the acquisition of these qualities -irony, realistic diction, wit- symbolist poetry coalesces with the metaphysical." (Cleanth Brooks, 'Modern Poetry and the Tradition')

Whether or not the term 'Metaphysical' has any solid basis as the description of a school (it would surely not have been recognised as such by the poets concerned) Donne, Marvell, Carew and others among this flexible 'group' are certainly among the most arresting of Seventeenth Century poets. Donne has received the greatest weight of critical attention, though not yet sufficient to obscure or crush him entirely. That his early Catholicism and later role in the Anglican church lends him a High Church colouring T.S. Eliot found in keeping with his refined Christian mysticism is a coincidence that has benefitted his critcal reputation, but it has also lent him an aspect, or emphasised one aspect of his work which is not, perhaps, in keeping with his whole life or output. Grierson's standard edition of his works excludes some satirical pieces such as Elegy 14, and the Latin gibes of 'The Courtier's Library' have never entered his 'canon'.

These works are excluded presumably because of their tendency to complicate still further our view of an already complicated poet and an already complex poetry. For myself, Donne strikes intellectual postures which are deliberately outlandish


"This flea is you and I, and this


our marriage bed and marriage temple is."

forcing the huge into the tiny, or describing the sun as a


"Saucy pedantic wretch."

These are positions the poet can only hold as lover and sophist, and must also be able to see beyond, and it is this ambiguity, this capability of perceiving as it were more than one independent truth that gives Donne his difficult, paradoxical quality. Donne in his non-religious poetry at least is at play with masks, a highly writerly presentation and manipulation of perspectives which leads Norbrook to ascribe to him a "lack of a coherent sense of self." (Norbrook, p.16) (for which I can find no evidence) while for Patterson, whilst Donne is "a mass of contradictions", he "found a way to speak ambivalence". 

Perhaps Dryden is more accurate than I had thought in his use of the word 'affects', a term which seems perjorative in its suggestion of pretence. The lyric form of Donne's poetry predisposes us to a 'personal' reading, but Donne the man remains at a distance from his amatory epistles, which are a play of forms and attitudes, a game involving calculated assaults on the rules of poetics, logic, rhetoric, religion and the 'new philosophy'.

We are clearly mistaken if we feel 'the Flea', for example, is a genuine attempt to convince an unwilling partner into bed. Irony runs deep in Donne, perhaps right to the heart.

In "The Will", Donne distibutes his qualities, attributes and possessions to those who can make least use of them, his medals to the poor, his honesty to Courtiers, his openness to Jesuits; or to those who need them least. All because his love has been given to one who offers only friendship in return. He threatens love with death through his own death


"And all your graces no more use shall have


than a sun-dial in a grave."

indeed, he equates his own death with the end of the world


".......but I'll undo


the world by dying, because love dies too."

a radically subjectivist position moderated only by the ascription to love of the motivating power for life


".......because love dies too."

nevertheless, love is his love, and will die with him. It is the force of particularity, this personal quality which perhaps leads critics to ascribe 'egoism' to Donne, and to look upon his life as a career, but we should be aware that for all its force it is a rhetorical quality, a device of masks, the speech of poetry, not the unmediated voice of the poet. Thus in the same verse Donne bequeaths his sickness to physicians and his poetry to Nature. Donne is artful. This may be why he is described as 'the soul of wit'. His art is a brilliant and glittering artifice in which deep personal feeling is both represented and subverted by structural metaphors bordering on paradox. Reason is employed in the service of unreason.

Yet the work is not self-cancelling. There remains the echo of a cry of despair, almost a nihilism, still reverberating in the ornate palace of antithetical logic. Logic almost undermines itself, rhetoric almost overwhelms itself, but the tension of these elements animates the work with a sort of violence in which we may sense a mind struggling at the limits of understanding.

Johnson, by a contrast frequently drawn but unstated, conceals his art, rather than displays it. It is Johnson rather than Donne who founded a 'school', the Tribe of Ben, whose principles of classicism and companionable drinking might have been designed to vitiate the clash of ideologies that animates the period. Johnson is credited with influence over the later generation of 'Cavalier Poets' many of whom, from Carew to Rochester, seem to me to have as much or more in common with Donne. Carew's case in particular says much, he being included variously in both Cavalier and Metaphysical groupings by different experts. What is certainly true of the Cavaliers, that they tend to conceal their art beneath an easy facility is certainly not true of Donne. However, Marvell renounced his previous 'metaphysical' style at about the Restoration and began to write topical political satires, demonstrating the perhaps unexpected changes an altered political environment may bring. The exclusion of both Donne's and Marvell's satirical work from their 'canon' distorts our understanding of them.

In place of wit and invention, Johnson offers learning and charm. The rural idyll of 'To Penshurst' is untroubled by the least irony, and is entirely free of any moral or social turmoil. If Donne seems to stress the unfeasibility of his own emotions, emotions that require such a collision of worlds for their expression, Johnson's patent absurdities in 'Penshurst', the talk of fauns and satyrs, the willingness of partridges to die for the table, the happy peasants sending cheeses, fruits, nuts, cakes and daughters to express their love, all these hyperboles do not draw attention to themselves as do Donne's. They must be treated as amiable conventions of poetic expression, long worn to an easy familiarity. The quiet sadness of 'On my first son', or the perfect charm of 'Inviting a friend to supper' strive for naturalness over grand effect, and acheive a wholly decorous appropriacy of feeling.

Johnson took classical learning and classical models seriously, drawing from writers such as Philostratus and rejecting the medeivalism of Spenser, seeking 'pure and neat language' which naturally expresses straightforward emotions in an understated manner. 'Epitaph on Elizabeth L. H.' for all its extreme concision seems the more sincere for its lack of display. Not that this technique or cast of thought pretends artlessness :


"Wouldst thou hear what man can say


in a little ?"                  

Where Johnson differs essentially from Donne is that Johnson employs a consistent attitude to his subject, there is none of Donne's ambiguity or complexity of attitude, none of his shuffling of masks. Instead of attempting to amaze, Johnson is content to find a tone he thinks suitable to his subject, and not to look beyond its confines, not to play with the rules of form, but to refer back instead to classical models of construction and presentation. Donne is a poet of extremes, Johnson a writer of decorum.

As for their 'schools' or successors, Johnson's example is clearly easier to follow, a 'pure and neat language' perhaps a more fitting medium for Restoration England than Donne's complexities of attitude. Donne's irony and wit however remanin significant elements in the poetry that follows, while his complexity of attitude and violence of imagery is rarely evoked, except perhaps in the dart and threat of Carew or the clear-sighted cynicism of Wilmot. Traherne, Crashaw and Vaughan are perhaps grouped among the 'metaphysicals' by virtue of High Anglican/Catholic interests. They are distinguished from later Cavalier poets by their religious piety. The majority of 'Cavalier' poets simplify Donne's outlook into a bland cynicism and Johnson's neat expression into a formulaic repetition of amatory cliche. The ferment of early Seventeenth Century thought, embodying a conflict between ways of seeing the world, collapses with a collective sigh of relief into conventional forms, a move presaged by Johnson's own involvement with the production of the Court 'masques' which had succeeded 'Shakesperian' drama as an entertainment for polite society.

