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150 OBJECTIVES

Our aim in thisunit i s to examine some poems of George Herbert, whose
poetrystands in the words of agreat modem poet as "arecord of the spiritual
struggles of aman of intellectual and emotional integrity, who gave much toil to
perfecting his verses'

Having read the unit on Donne, you have some concept of metaphysical poetry.
Reading Herbert together will enlarge and deepen your concept of metaphysical
poetry. A

Y ou will compare different styles of writing poetry used by the two poets.

Y ou will explore where Herbert stands among other religious poets of histime

151 INTRODUCTION

This unit will briefly introduce the man and the poet George Herbert and place him
among other poetsof his time. D o you remember what you read in the unit "Poetry
& society in the 17th Century" ? What are the four groups of poets mentioned ? If
you do not remember it may be a good idea to revise that unit before starting on this
one.

This will be followed by a discussion of some of his better known poems, their text
and the intent of the poet, the techniques used by him and the impact of these on the
reader.

The critical appreciation of these particular poems will also take into consideration
the genre of devotional poems and how Herbert's poetry carries hisown individual
genius as distinct from other metaphysical pdets of his time.

We will discover together the themes and the development of meaning and their close
relationship. By the end of this unit we may begin to see how the effect of graceand
simplicity of Herbert's poemsis achieved by avery careful and deliberate use of
language.

Through such analysis we may appreciate how poets learn from each other and yet
have their individual styles.

We need also tolook at how critics' attitudes and their interpretation of George
Herbert's Poetry has changed.



15.2 GEORGE HERBERT - THEM AN, THE POET AND
HISBACKGROUND

Background

The metaphysical poetswere writingin atime of turbulence, change and conflict. All
over Europethere werefrequent wars and civil wars. These wars were not entirely
political and there was a continuousreligiouscontroversy feeding these wars. In 1570

 Elizabeth | was excommunicated by the Pope and |ater in England there was the
Gunpowder plot which wasaimed at James | . Astoday, in the 17th Century men
wereready tokill and diefor their religion. English History of the timeis stained
with the blood of many martyrs.

Poetsand writerswere uneasy about the underlying motivesand morality of human
behavior. Both Donne and Herbert comment on man's impulses which destroy him.
Astoday we are concerned about AIDS and sexua immorality so was Donne
concerned about the new disease, Syphilis which had appeared in Europein the 15th
Century. Read Donne's" An Anatomy of the World" in which he writes of man

" trying to undo all creation and making war on himself with the new disease.

Therewere new discoveriesin Science, Astronomy and Geography which disturbed
the established Woxld View. Innovators and thinkers had trouble as did Galileo with
the Roman Catholic Church. Earth wasno longer at the center of aspherical universe
whichwas symbolic of harmony and perfection, but asDonne putsit " the new
philosophy callsin doubt™ . Despite new discoveriesPlatonicideas continue to
dominate the world, Anideathat is found in all metaphysical poetsis that of the
physical world being a copy of the spiritual ideal universe and this was further mixed
with the Christian idea of an imperfect man on earth and a perfect God in heaven.
Read Vaughan's poem which begins " | saw Eternity the other night" where he
describesthe two realities the perfect and theimperfect and describes how foolish
men take shadowsto bereal and turn their backsto truereality. Thisrefers to Plato's
descriptionof men in caves. Herbert's poetry although Christian in inspiration has the
same Platonic idea of men in caves who mistake shadows cast by fire while the sun
and heaven are outside. Herbert'salso punson Sun and 'Sunne’ of God. Platonic ideas
moved the poets to think in analogies and analogies are crucial to metaphysical -
styles.
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Art and Music of this time developed with thegrowth in Literatureand Literature
especially poetry was influenced by the development of art. A tradition of setting

lyrics to musicistoo well know to need much elaboration; composerslike Campion
wrote both words and music of their poems. This had itsimpact on the facility with
which the metaphysical poets versify. It ismost evident in the artful structureand the
musical verificationof George Hebert. As we know from Issac Walton's'Life of
George Herbert' "his chiefest recreation was in music, in which heavenly art he was a
.most excellent master, and did himsalf compose many divine hymns and anthems
which he set and sung to hislute or viol"

The metaphysical poets were aso greatly influenced by their predecessorsespecially
the two giants Shakespeare and Milton. We can see that Shakespeare'swriting
changed the very nature of poetry making it more dramatic and aliveto the
psychological complexitiesof man. In Herbert thereisreflection of Milton'sconcern
with the nature of theoriginal Sin, Man's Fall and Redemption.

15.2.1 George Herbert (1593 - 1633)

His contemporariesregarded him as a pious and saintly man. His life was not without
drama judging by his poems which depict the agony of a poet who struggledto be
humble. Do you find Dramain Donne's poety? Was Donne humble?

George Herbert was born in an aristocratic family. He was educated at Cambridge
and was the UniversitiesPublic Orator. He could have gone on to hold a political
office but he choseto be aparson and a poet. Unlike Donne he was not self- centred
and yet there was some conflict as he admitsin apoem

" My birth and spirit rather took
The way that takesthe town"

His poems reflect his spiritual conflicts: " Such Spiritual conflictsas none can think,
but only those that have endured them".

Qt.  Which of Herbert'spoems according to you illustratesthis inner conflict most
clearly?

The metaphysical style in the religious poetry of Herbert owes much to Donne with
whom he had early contact: Herbert's mother being one od Donne's friendsand
patroness. Yetin spirit his poetry istotally different from the egocentric poetry of
Donne; it ismarked by grace, artlessnessand simplicity. Y ou remember how Donne
displaysself in his highly personal diction, phrasing and tone. Herbert showsa
plainer diction, simpler phrasing and more subduced tone although he is not without
pide in his workmanship.

The question you may ask i swhat can account for Herbert's influencein hisown
time on poets like Crashaw and Vaughan and Why does Herbert continueto influence
later poetslike G.M. Hopkins and Emily Dickinson ? What according to you justifies
Colridge's judgement of "the great general merit of his poems which are for these
most part exquisitein their kind" or T.S. Eliot's praisethat Herbert "may justly be
called amajor poet"

K eeping thesein mind read once again the poemsin Appendix | and put down your
immidiateresponse. - ’

Q2. Do you agree with Coldridgeand Eliot?




Q3. What is the thefirst thing that strikesyou?

Yes, hispoemsare lucid and easier to understand than Donne's. Critics have also
talked of the terrifyinglucidity of his poems. His simple diction and the habit of
understatement clearly indicatea deep influence of the Bible and the psalms.
Herbert'sfondnessfor theBook of Proverbs and Parables gives his poetry those many
concrete pictures and keeps themetaphysical abstractionsat bay.

Herbert's poetry possesses a complexity dormant within the apparent simplicity,
Similarly hisvaried rangeof tonesis adirect result of histraining asan orator. For
examplewhen he writes” My God thou art all love" Thereis no one and final
interpretation of such aline.

What do you think the poet means?|sit a discovery, longing,surprise or
realisation?

Thereare many such linesin hispoems for examplein 'Redemption' the last lineis
"Who straight you suit is granted said and died "

Q5. What do Herbert'slast linesdo? Collect some exampl esto support your
‘argument?

153 HERBERT'SDISTINGUISHING TRAITS

Herbert, asyou must have noticed when reading the poemsincluded in this unit,
standsapart from other poets of histime. His poems are lucid. This overall
impression of simplicity hides a great deal of technical skill. LikeMilton, Herbert can
manipulate hisverse to reflect the thematic pattern. Like Andrew Marvell -
metaphysical poet of histime Herber's linessuggest much more than the Iu0|d
textured poem seemsto state. Y ou exemplified such linesin 3.3 above. Herber's
diction that appears to be simple and limited expands outwardsin accordance with
the given context of the poem. Take for examplethetitle of hiswell known poem
"ThePulley'. Inthis poem God bestowson man all giftsholding back only one, of
peace so what it may become the pulley to draw man back to the divine breast. Y ou
must have read this poem either at school or at college, But if you haven't it isfound
in all anthalogiesand isincluded in the appendix for easy reference.

What do we think of when we hear the phrase metaphysical poetry? After reading
Units1&2 in this Block. Y ou will think of metaphysical poetry as passionatein

tones, scholasticin philosophy, rich in wit and arguments and in attitude aggressive
and unconventional. Herbert's poetry is very far from this. His language is courtly and
urbane, he usesvaried and musical verseforms, there is a neatness and poi se about
his verse suggesting greater influenceof Ben Jonson than Donne. At this point you
may wish to revisethe Introductory unit to this block.

George Herbert
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Y es, Herbert is a devotional poet and usualy when we think of a devotional poet we
think of someone who goesinto ectasy and often losessight of his poetic craft. Such
devotional poetry makes usfeel uncomfortable and isfar from tidy. Herbert does not
belong to thistype of devotiona poets. He may speak with agentlevoicebut his is
one of the strongest poetic personality and he isa masterful craftsman. Thereisno
need to be apologeticabout him.

Q6.  After reading his poemswhat picture of the poet you arrive at?

Herbert describes man asa secretary of God's praise but like agood secretary heis
cool and in control, he does not lose himsdlf in ectasy, heis exact, methodical, honest
and modest. Heis in noway dull for he doesargue with God. His poemsare about
nan' s rebellion against God. But they end in reconcilation. The poemsare marked by
complaintsfollowed by resolution. This dramatic contrast is reflected in the outward
shape of his poems, long sweeping lines followed by short pointed ones.

Read through the poemslooking for such contrast in the use of lines.
Read the poem entitled Affliction (1)
Answer the following questions

Q7. Whoisthe poem addressedto?

Q8.  What did the poet forget to think of ?

Q9.  How doesthe poet contrast his youthwithold age ?

Q10. Towhat doesthe poet comparehimsdf in the sixth stanza?

Q11. What tellsyou that the poet was borm inan aristocatic family?

Q12.  How doyou know that the poet was a scholar?




Q13.

Ql4.

Q15.

Q16.

Q17.

QIs.

Why doesthe poet wish to be a tree? George Herbert

Doesthe poet really intend to give up his service of God?

I's the poet really dissatisfied with God or with himself for lacking

perserverence.

Read the poema second time using the glossary or adictionary. Study the
structure of the poem. It is built up in contrast.

Write a note about how the poet contrasts his early joy without thought and
his discovery of pain ?

Why do you think the poet complaintsabout God pushing him into new ways
of life?

Although the poet argues with God does he want change'?

Note the vocabulary used in this poem. It isdrawn from the game of bowling.
Compare the vocabulary used in the poem "Redemption’ It isfrom the discourse of
law - tenant, lease, suit etc. Both poems use the same principle of contrast. In
'Redemption' the contrast comes only in the last two lines. After studyingthe two
poemsyou will understand Herbert's mastery of suiting the form to the thought of
the poem.

What Herbert thought of Poeticinvention he can find in his poem entitled ‘Jordan
(I)' which was orginally titled 'Invention'.

‘Jordan’ (II) -

When first my lines of heav'nly joys made mention
Such wastheir lustre, they did excell.
That | sought out quaint wordsand trim invention.
My thoughts began to burnish, sprout and swell, 101

Curling with metaphors aplain intention.
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Decking the sense, asif it wereto sell.
Thousands of nations in my brain did runne
Off'ring their service, if | werenot sped:

| often blotted what | had begunne;

This was not quick enough, and that was dead.

Nothing could seem too rich to clothethe sunne,
Much lesse those joys which trample on his head.

As flames do works and winde when they ascend

So did | weave myself into the sense.

But whilel bustled, | might hear afriend
Whisper, How wideisall thislong pretence.
Thereisinlove asweemesse readie penn'd

Copieout only that, and save expense.

Later wefind an echo in Traherne's promise'No curling metaphoristhat gild the
service nor pictures here, nor painted Elognence; No Florid streams of superficial
Gems, But real Crowns and Thrones and Diadems!

(Author to the Critical Peruser! 11-14)

In the poems "Jordon 1" and " Jordon II" Herbert makes his choice among
Contemporary poetic styles. In Jordon II Herbert shows that he i saware of the many
pitfallsespecialy of egoism and of the duplicity. The restless revisings of the poet-
craftsman are fired by religious devotion and yet their lurks the danger of subtle
egoism. The question that George Herbert raisesisfundamental, does the egoism
involved in writing poetry hinder the dedication? It isa question that Herbert has to
resolve for himself. AsDonald Daviein hisintroduction to the new Oxford Book of
Christian Versesays" When a poet chooses astyle, or chooses between styleshe is
making achoicein which iswhole self involved, including, if he isa Christian poet,
that part of himself which ismost earnestly and devoutly Christain. Thequestion is.
for him what sort of language ismost appropriate when | would speak of, or to my
God. Anditisnot only the puritans among the poets who appear to have decided that
the only language proper for such purposesisa language stripeed of all ormament.

154 THE CHRISTIAN INSPIRATION

"It isimportant to remember that Herbert's poems were like hisvery private
meditations which he showed to afew friends and were published by hisfriends only
after hisdeath, as they may help othersin facing similar spiritual problems.Herbert
was steeped in Christian idealogy. His collection of poems was called "The Temple"
and various poems bear titleslike" The Porch™ "The Window", etc. Herbertis
predominontly a Christain poet and for him each Christian ritual ishighly
significant. Wecan read the poem. "The Collar" to illustrate how for Herbert the
ritual of the Eucharist* was avisible symbol of the invisible grace. For Herbert
Grace involvesfirst afull awareness of the chaotic state of the fallen man and a firm
belief inthe unconditional and free omnipresence of grace. According to Herbert
god's grace anticipates man's behaviour and all man's complaints. Herbert witha
devastating irony in the poem "The Collar" putsal complaints in the vocabulary of
Christ passion i.e. the Crucification. Thereis areference toa crown, to athorn, to
blood. Beforeyou can understand the poem it may be necessary to read another
poem of Herbert's "The Sacrifice" in which Christ says

"on my head a crown of thorns | wear and especialy :

"my blood (is) the only way and cordiall |eft to repair mans decay”.

So when the poet in the "The collar" slips the collar and gives vent to his choler or

anger the he uses the same terminology- the sighs dry up the wine and tears drown

the corn which could be the bread and the wine representing the sacrifice of Christ!



"The Collar" like all other poemsin the collection. "The Temple" aversto as Eliot GeorgeHerbert
putsit :

"The absolute paternal care "

That will not leave us, but prevents us everywhereHerbert's poetry celebratesthe

grace of grace but is dominated by thelove of love.

Asmodem readersdo you find this exclusiveChristian and sacred burden of the"The
Temple" isa stubling block ? Keats said that "We hate poetry that has a palpable
design upon ud How can werespond to Herbert's poetry when he clearly states his
am.

"A verse may find him, who asermon flies, and tun delight into sacrifice"

Luckily Herbert is less of an orator or a preacher and more of a dramatist and you as
other readers have will discover in Herbert's poetry many voicesand experiencesso
that you can identify with the" 1" of the poemsand find yourself in the centre of the
action. Sofar you haveread someof the wide, range of voices, from the Christin,
"The Sacrifice" to courtier in" The Pearl"; the detached narrator, in the "The Pulley",
the participant in the "TheCollar".

Q.19 Makealist of the Speakening Voices. Who isthe speaker in each of Herbert's
poemsyou haveread sofar ?

155 RAPPORT WITH THE RELIGIOUSPOET

Y ou may wender whether as Christian religious poetry does Herbert's poetry present
aproblemto the modem reader. Indian readers do not find it difficult to accept belief
in a personal god and the poet's personal relationship with Him, thereis agreat deal
of thisin Indian literacy tradition. So the readers do not haveto be Christiansto
appreciate Herbert's poetry. There is no doubt that the poet believed serioudly in the
Bibleand the basic doctrines of the Church ? Here onceagain you want to revise
Unit 1in thisBlock III to understand how religion was a part of daily life, socia
intercourseand politics. What is expected of the reader isthe readinessto grasp what
moved the poet to record hismany spiritual struggles. If you can imaginatively
syrnpathisewith the faith of the poet his poems becomea source of permanent joy.

In hiscollection"The Temple" the poet depicts the progressof the soul from thefirst
spiritual awakening and delight through many struggles and conflictsto find
acceptanceand hope of a peaceful union with God.

4.20 Why doyou think Herbert called hisbook of poems"The Temple" ?

Q.21 If the body is the temple who is god who dwells within according to Herbert?
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Q.22 How doesthisremind you of the Scholastic doctrine of the microcosm and
the macrocosm?

Q.23 Do you think Herbertis aware of both the distance between the human and
the divineand of the golden thread that bindsthe two? In Herbert's poetry the
architecture of the church plays an important role.

Q24 Doesthismean that the congregational aspect of religion s asimportant to
him as the spiritua ?

Q.25 Doyoufind that other metaphysica poets like Donne are interested in the
Church and its architechture?

Q.26 What does Herbert regard as windows which open on God's love?

Q.27 List Herbert's poemswhich by their title symbalise soul's progresstowards
the divine.

Q.28 Read "Easter Wings' "Aaron" and " The Windows" . Writea note on the
unity of thought and the form (or shape) in these poems.

156 POETIC SELF—DIVINE AND HUMAN LOVE

Y ou will recal that the focusin 17th Century love poetry was on the poetic self. In
Herbert's poetry the focusis on the love of the God or.Grace. In Donne'spoetry these
isadialogue between the poet's self and god, the dial ogue depicts conflictslogicaly.
Herbert's poemsare of a pastor and not of a preacher, there isno argument, no
hortatory discoursei.e., no"youmust not tell lies' kind of morality. Herbert's



emphasisison the general implication of thetraditional truths of Christianity. For George Herbert
him the Church isimportant and so are congregrational rituals.

Whet do you think inspiresHerbert?

It isthe poet's feeling for the.vital importance of love and charity. He isconcerned
with how god's grace operates on earth. Heismore earth directed. What then do you
think isthe main theme of Herbert's poetry? It ishow man'slife, everyday life on
earth can be transformed by god's mercy. Now this poems, the images are concrete
and substantial. The poem "Love(3) isan excellent exampleof earthy vocabulary
used by Herbert. Be speaks of most sacred thingsin the simplest language and
makeshomeliest of comparisonsasin
"Both heaven and Earth.
Paid me my wagesin a world-of-mirth
Prayeris

"Heavenin ordinary, man well drest,

The Milky way, the bird of paradise”

Divine gracein the sacramental elements

"Knoweth the ready way,

and hath the privey key

Op'ning the man's most subtle rooms;

Whilst those, to spiritsrefined, at door attend.
Digpatches from their friend.

Nightis'God's ebony box' in which

Thou dast inclose ustill the day

Put our amendment in our way,

And give new wheelsto our disordered clocks.

At hisbest feeling and natural image are imaginatively and completely merged in one
another.

Andinage | bud again
After so many deaths| live and write
| once more smell thedew and rain,
And relish versing: O my only light,
It cannot be
That | am he
On whom thy tempestsfell al night.

Q.29 Do you appreciate Herbert'ssincereand sensitive poetry? Read the selected
poemsor othersin anthologiesand makealist of concreteimageslike the
onesillustrated above. Metaphysical poetry invitesthe reader to participate in
the intimate passi onateintercourse between human loversand in intimate
passionate moments of conversations between the human and divineasin
Herbert's poetry e.g. in the poem "Love". Thereaders arelike eavesdroppers.
Thisisthe stampsof Herbert's poetry which forcesus to approach it with
reverence. Do you agree? But our aweis soon dispelled by hissimple
diction and the distance between the readers and the poet is bridged.

Q.30  Now read the poemsonce again and makea list of phrasesthat are homely,
simple and direct in their appeal and help you in almost forgetting that
Herbert is asolemn poet. 105
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The opening lines of Herbert's poems show how he adopted the direct approach
which helearnt from Donne and yet hissensibility is very different. Compare any
two poems of Donne and Herbert. Notein what way their beginnings are different.

15.7 FORM AND MEANING IN HERBERT AND DONNE

As by now you must have observed each period of literature i s distinguished by the
way in which it conveys meaning. In the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century this
relationship between form and meaning was close; what the writer is communicating
determinesthe form. Form is shaped by each writer in different ways. Milton
looking for dignified language for his epic chose blank verse. Another poet like
Nathaniel Richardswrote a poem on Christ's Crucification in the shape of across. As
Helen Gardner remarksin her introduction to "The Metaphysical Poets".

"The metaphysical poets favoured either very simple verse forms, octosyllabic
couplets or quartrains or else stanzas created for the particular poem in which length
of lineand rhyme schemeartfully enforced the sense”.

Both Donne and Herbert show an outstanding degree of boldness in choice of forms
and yet in such anindividual way that by alook at the shape of the poem, amost a a
glance you can decide, whether a poem isby Donneor Herbert. In Donne the page
is more packed than in Herbert since Donne useslonger lines.Herbert uses longer
linesonly in his few sonnets but you will have noticed that he prefers the short line.

The variety of form in Herbert's poems is striking : he seldom uses the same pattern
twice. When you read his poems do you not get the feeling that hereis a poet who
delightsin his skill at versifying- histechnical virtuosity.

The most well known case where Herbert's intention istransparently clear isthe
poem "Easter Wings'. Once again look a this poem whichis deliberately written in a
shape and devising of the shape has not been left to the printer. The poet makes use
of theidea of wings throughtout the poem. Man's loss by fall (from Eden) is
portrayed by lessening length of lines.

4.31 Which arethe shortest lines? Yes'most poore' and "Most thinne"?

Q.32 Why do lines grow longer after these?

Y es, because the poet wantsto represent rising and flight.




4.33

Read the poem to observe how thought and shape are closdly united. GeorgeHerbert

Read the poem "Denial" to see how the disorder of thought is reflected in
discord in metreand lack of rhyme.

Turn to the poem "The Collar" and count the syllablesin thefirst four lines.

Did you count ten, four eight, and ten ?

Did you observe and wonder that there seemed to be no overall pattern,no
rhymes?

Why do you think Herbert chose this way of expressing his apparent
rebellion?

‘Now let usread the last four linesa what point doesall rebellionend ?

Right at theword child? What is the poet's meek answer in the last line?

Read the poem titled "Aaron” Notethewordsat the ends of lines in the two
Verses.
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4.34 How many times are thefour words'head' 'dead’ 'rest' 'drest’ repeated ?

Q.35 Isthereachange of meaningin the five repetitions?

Write down your reaction to how Herbert shows the transformation of the
human into Christ and reinforcesthe meaning with the skillful use of form.
IsHerbert both devout and playful ? Does histechnique at any time intrude
on your attention? Are the poemsan organic whole?

Q.36  Comment on how Herbert's poems are part of hisspiritual autobiography his
experience of prayer and how they spring out of hisrealisation of the gulf
between.the human unworthinessand divine grace. Quotelinesfrom his

poemsto support your argument.

4.37 Which accordingto you is the most moving poem of Herbert. Why do you
find it so moving?

158 A SUMMING UP

Y ou have aready studied Donne's poetry so by comparing Donne and Herbert's
religious poetry you can begin to understand the individuality of the two poetsand
something of the place of religion in the social and the psychological life of menin

the Seventeenth Century.

Donne's religious poetry isalso arecord of hisbelief. God not only existsfor Donne
but the immediacy and intensity of thispresencein Donne's poetry is overwhelming.
I's he thesame loving god of Herbert ? No he ismore the God of Old Testament stem
and strong like the God of Hebrews. Do you find in Donne the gentle love and
serenity which you discover in Herbert ? Donne the poet, is more aware of God's
sterne Wrath and pleads, setsout reasonsand occasionally picking up courage
flusters.

So | say to thee.

To wicked spirits are horrid shapesassigned. Thisbeanteous forme assuresapitious
mind.

(Holy Sonnets XI11).



Donnedoes not doubt God's existence but he has fears about God's nature, hedoes George Herbert
not put himsdf in God's hands with trust as Herbert does. AsDonne sayshe hasa

sinne of Feare that when | have spunne / My last thread | shdl perish onthe 'shore'

(A hymnto God the father) Donne lacks Herbert's faithin God's grace, Reread 'L ove

@A)

The mediation and the serenity arising from meditationsdoesnot characterise
Donne'spoetry asit does Herberts. Would you agree with this statement and could
you illustrateit?

On the other hand if you compare Donne's love poetry with his religiouspoetry you
find they aremorealike. They are marked by a sense of insecurity or instability. The
tearsand hesitationsspring from Donne'slife and beliefs. He wasborn a Catholic
and converted to Anglicanism with anguish for secular reasons. However Donne
seems to be more of aProtestant in his preferencefor 'private holinessat home'
whereas both Catholism and Anglicanism stress more the congregational and say
true worship iswhen the whole congregration together with one heart and one mouth
hymns. Protestanismplaysdown collective ritualsand stresses the sermon, the
individua prayer and study of the Bible. One of the great productsof this type of
Protestant religiouswas spiritual autobiography and Donne's religious poetry steins
from thiskind religious thought. Thereis no impressian of a congregration in his
poems, rather we have the awarenessof a solitary figure in dialogue with a God of
power and awe, The poet argues with and questionshis God looking for certainty or
promise of salvation but scarcely finding what he was looking for. Donne's
imagination responds vividly to Crucification and feels within himself the pain and
the humiliation but his imaginatian lags behind when he depicts Resurrection. In the
words of Bunyan, whose"Pilgrim'sProgress” is an excellent:spiritual autobiography.
Donne makes Christians spritual journey but henever findsthe Heavenly City.

Do you find that looking at Donné'slife and poetry is away o f understanding how
religion played amajor rolein the psychological environment of themen of his
times? Hispoemsreflect the search far true meaning of religionsand God in the
Seventeenth @&t ury, Men like Donne show not only sincerity and urgency but also
wer e engaged in examination of themselvesand of the nature of thedivineself. This
ischaracteristic of the period and its seriouscommitment to religian, Donne, while
he may illustrate some trends in Seventeenth Century religious poetry, does not
represent it because he isfar too individualisticas a poet. Because heis so
distinguished far too often heis equated with Seventeenth Century religious poery
“which isfair to neither Donne nor the other poets.

Herbert,who learnt a great deal from Donne, wasavery different kind of person as
* you saw in earlier sections. What Herbert learnt from Donne were technical skills
e.g. hisopening lines that reach out to the heart of the matter.

Q.38 List the opening lines of the poems you've read so far, begin with 'The
Collar'.

Look at some more such efffective opening lines.

Why do | languishthus, drooping and dull
Asif | mereall earth (Dulnesse)

Ah my dear angry Lord
Sincethou dost love, yet strike  (Bitter-Sweet) 109
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Broken in piecesall asunder
Lord, hurt menot, .
A thing forgot (Affliction (1V))

Perhaps Herbert's use of the first person owes something Donne and hisimagery
taken from the everyday world which we examined in an earlier section may also on
something to Donne and yet you saw that Herbert speakswith a distinctive style all
hisown. Hiscollection isentitled 'The Temple' sacred poems and Private
Ejaculations showing ablend of the congregational religious experience coupled wit
spiritual autobiography. The poemsare both part of the age and expressions of
individual meditations. Herbert more than Donne represents his age, the poet does
not take the centre stage, his humility isthat of asage.

Itisinteresting that while both Donne and Herbert are fascinated by the Crucificatior
their responses are totally different. Herbert thinksof Christ with total concentratior
to the exculsion of his poetic self whereas Donne islost in fearful fascination. Both
Donne and Herbert are painfully aware of the distance between man and God but
Herbert isconfident of God's mercy.

Y et by confession will | come
Into the conquest. Though | can do nought.
Against thee, in thee | will overcome.
The man who once against thee faught.
(The Reprisall)

This unshakable faith and hope is what distinguishesHerbert's poetry. He isoriginal
inthat he conveys thefeelings of Christ a man's blindness to his mercy and sacrifice
The emphasis is on the Divine self and not on the human self as in Donne's poetry.

| sthere anything like a sermonin Herbert's poetry? Through his experience is privat
and individual the reader is very subly urged to partake of God's grace but dramatic
emphasisisonindividua conflict and self image. Herbert's modesty holdshim
back asinthe poem'Love. Thismakesthe poems al together human and absolutel.
sincere. Thetraditiona worshipin the Church and theritual are there in support of
the quaking individual self. The poetry holds out hopeto everyman and in this way
the poet islike a pastor caring and,loving to all who come seeking light and solace.

4.39 DoesHerbert at any time appear to you as a sentimental poet who makes up
for mediocore performance by heavy religiouscover ?

Q40 Asyou read in Unit| the Seventeenth Century was a period of religious
controversy. Do you find such controversy reflected in the poetry of
Herbert? Does he keep himself above such controversies?

i
}

What picture of George Herbert do you havein your mind after reading his
poems. Doeshe not sound like a person who caresfor othersand likea
loving pastor whe makes sure that none from his congregation strays.

He als0 appears to have been selective. He does not deal with obscure i
philosophy or doctrine but takes his themes from what is spiritually
significant namely indisputablelove of god.



In literary criticism sophistication has been associated with Donne and
Herbert's apparent simplicity has midead mogt criticsto think that his was
purely personal poetry of priestly piety. When you read criticism do keep
thisin mind and decide for yourself whether Herbert does not show finess in
his versificationand in his themes which show ablend of the personal and
thetopical coloured with penetrating meditations.

Donne has so dominated metaphysical poetry that critics have also tended to
- overemphasize Herbert's dept to Donne it isoften forgotten that there wasa
variety of religiousverse written in this period.

Herbert criticismhas grown in the last twenty years, earlier criticslike
Grierson looke on him as adevotiona poet and aminor one. Today this
view no longer holdsand some modem criticsthink Herbertis a major poet
with subtle workmanship and deep sdif awareness, Shiftsin Eliot's .
judgement areindicative df thischange: in his 1951 Review of Georgian
Poetry in Athenaneum and in " Selected Essays”' he found him a minor poet’
with a special but limited awvareness however later in "GeorgeHerbert" in
1962 Eliot vaues Herbert for hisrestless explorationof variety and a kind of
gaiety of spirit,ajoy in composition.

J.H.Summers's "George Herbert : His Religion and Art" came out in 1954
and wasthefirst all round study and survey. Inthefirst three chapters he
describes how the response to Herbert the poet has changed over the years.
The most remarkable are the next three chapters which discuss Herbert's use
of form and his use of hieroglyphs which he defines asafigure, device or
sign having same hidden meaning. Too often Herbert's hierographic poems
like the"The Alter" or "Easter Wings' have been regarded as mere
curiosities. Inthefinal chapters Summer al so draws attention to poetic
voicesin"TheTemple" and how Herbert infused new life into traditional
modes and traditional forms. Herbert'sword play and textual revisions were
studied critically by M.E.Rickey. For detailed reading of individaul poems
one hasto turn toHelen Vendler. She saysone of the particular virtues of
Herbert'spoetry isits provisional quality. Her work isa study of what she
callsthereinvented poems. Fish in his studies of Herbert asks the question
where isthe poem on the pageor inthereader's experienceof it. He
suggests that therelationship of Herbert the poet to hisreadersislikea
Christian teacher catechising hispupilsin such away that they find the
answersto the questions he asksthemselves. Incidentally in thisUnit we
have tried to use the sametechnique. The studiesof Martz relate Herbert to
mediaral liturgy. Tuve urgesreaders to put Herbert in the context of
traditionson which he draws- the traditionsof church ritualsand typology.
More recently Bloch (1985) has concentrated on Herbert'sdistinctiveway of
drawing inspiration fr- - the Bible.

W e can sum up Herbert'swork by a quotation by Wallace Stevens as Donald
Mackenzie does.

He is the transparence of the place
In which heisand his poemswe find peace.

159 FURTHER READING

EDITIONS ..

The following editionsare not only cheap and easily availablebut good. Patrides has
. aninteresting introductionand brief notes.

George Herbert
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Patrides, C.A.(ed.), TheEnglish Poemsd GeorgeHerbert, J.M. Dent, 1974.
Reprinted with corrections 1977, 1978, 1981 and 1984. Followsthe i633 edition and
includesval uablenotes and useful bibilography.
Wall, J..n N.Jr.(ed.), GeorgeHerbert: The Country Parson,
The Temple, Paulist Press, 11981 Reprinted with corrections1985. Modernised texts
with useful introduction, especially on spiritual background.
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