
THE METAPHYSICAL POETS 

B y collecting these poemsl from the work of a genera­
tIon more often named than read, and tnoreoften read 
than profitably studied, Professor Grierson has ren­

dered a service of some importance. Certamly the reader 
will meet with many poems already preserved in other 
anthologIes, at the same time that he dIscovers poems such 
as those of Aurehan Townshend or Lord Herbert of Cher­
bury here included. But the function of such an anthology 
as tills IS neither that of Professor Samtsbury's adrrurable 
eclition of Caroline poets nor that of the Oxford Book of 
English Verse. Mr. Gnerson's book IS in itself a piece of 
criticism, and a provocation of criticism; and we think that 
he was right in mc1uding so many poems of Donne, else­
where (though not in many erutIons) accessIble, as docu­
ments in the case of 'metaphysical poetry'. The phrase has 
long done duty as a term of abuse, or as the label of a 
quaint and pleasant taste. The question is to what extent 
the so-called metaphysicals formed a school (in our own 
time we should say a 'movement'), and how far this so­
called school or movement is a rugresslOn from the main 
current. 

Not only is it extremely drfficult to defme metaphysIcal 
poetry, but difficult to decide what poets practise it and in 
which of their verses. The poetry of Donne (to whom 
Marvell and Bishop King are sometimes nearer than any 
of the other authors) IS late Elizabethan, its feeling often 
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very close to that of Chapman. The 'courtly' poetry is 
denvative from Jonson, who borrowed hberally from the 
Latin; It expires ill the next century with the sentlment and 
wittICIsm ofPnor. There IS finally the devotional verse of 
Herbert, Vaughan, and Crashaw (echoed long after by 
Chnstma RossettI and Francis Thompson); Crashaw, 
sometimes more profound and less sectarian than the 
others, has a quahty wInch returns through the Ehzabethan 
period to the early Itahans. It IS dIfficult to find any precise 
use of metaphor, sImile, or other conceIt, wInch IS com­
mon to all the poets and at the same time Important epough 
as an element of style to isolate these poets as a group. 
Donne, and often Cowley, employ a device which is 
sometimes consIdered characteristically 'metaphysical'; the 
elaboration (contrasted with the condensation) of a figure 
of speech to the furthest stage to which ingenUIty can carry 
it. Thus Cowley develops the commonplace comparison 
of the world to a chess-board through long stanzas (To 
Destiny), and Donne, Wlth more grace, ill A Valediction, 
the com.parison of two lovers to a paIr of compasses. But 
elsewhere we find, Instead of the mere exphcanon of the 
content of a companson, a development by rapId associa­
non of thought which reqUIres considerable agility on the 
part of the reader. 

On a round ball 
A workeman that hath copies bY:l can lay 
AnEurope,Afrique, and an Asia, 
And quickly make that, which was nothing, All. 

So doth each teare, 
Which thee doth weare, 

A globe, yea world by that impression grow, 
Till thy tears mixt with mine doe overflow 
ThisworldJ bywatP.rs sentfrom thee, my heaven dissolved so. 

Here we find at least two connexions which are not im­
plicit in th(: first figure, but are-forced upon It by the poet: 
from the geographer's globe to the tear, and the tear to 
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the deluge. On the other hand, SOlne of Donne's most suc­
cessful and characteristic effects are secured by brIef words 
and sudden contrasts: 

A bracelet of bright hair about the bone, 

where the most powerful effect is produced by the sudden 
contrast of aSSOcIatIOns of 'bnght haIr' and of 'bone'. Tlus 
telescoplllg of images and mulnphed associatIons IS charac­
tensnc of the phrase of some of the dramatists of the penod 
which Donne knew: not to mention Shakespeare, It IS fre­
quent -in MIddleton, Webster, and Tourneur, and IS one 
of the sources of the vitalIty of theIr language. 

Johnson, who employed the term 'metaphysIcal poets', 
apparently having DOlllle, Cleveland, and Cowley chiefly 
ln mmd, remarks of them that 'the most heterogeneous 
Ideas are YOKed by violence together'. The force of this 
Impeachment lies III the failure of the conjunctlOn, the fact 
that often the ideas are yoked but not united; and If we are 
to judge of styles of poetry by their abuse, enough ex­
amples may be found in Cleveland to justify Jolmson's 
condemnation. But a degree of heterogeneIty of material 
compelled Into unity by the operation of the poet's mind 
is omnipresent in poetry. We need not select for illustra­
tion such a Ime as: 

Notre ame est un trois-mats cherchant son Icarie; 

we may fmd it in some of the best lines of Johnson himself 
(The Vanity of Human Wishes): 

His (ate was destined to a barren strand, 
A p~tty fortress 1 and a dubious hand; 
He left a name at which the world grew pale, 
To point a moral) or adorn a tale. 

where the effect is due to a contrast~ of Ideas, different m 
degree but the same m principle, as tliat which Johnson 
mildly reprehended. And ill one of the £nest poems of the 
age (a poem which could not have been wntten ln any 
other age), the Exequy of BIShop Kmg, the extended corn-
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parison IS used wIth perfect success: the Idea and the simile 
become one, III the passage in wI1lch the Blshop Illustrates 
Ins impatience t9 see his dead WIfe, under the figure of a 
journeY' 

Stay for me there; I will notfaile 
To meet thee in that hollow Vale. 
Al1d think flot much of my delay; 
I am already on the way) 
Andfollow thee with all the speed 
Desire can make, or sorrows breed. 
Each minute is a short degree, 
And ev'ry houre a step towards thee. 
At night when I betake to rest., 
Next mom I rise nearer my West 
Of life, almost by eight houres sail, 
Than when sleep breath'd his drowsy gale . ..• 
But heark! My Pulse, like a soft Drum 
Beats my approach, tells Thee I come,' 
And slow howere my marches be, 
I shall at last sit down by Thee. 

(In the last few hnes there IS that effect of terror wInch ~1..s 
several tImes attamed by one of BIshop King's adnurers, 
Edgar Poe.) Agam, we may justly take these quatrams 
from Lord Herbert's Ode, stanzas which would, we think, 
be ImmedIately pronounced to be of the m.etaphyslcal 
school: 

So when from hence we shall be gotle, 
And be no more .. nor you, nor I .. 
A~ one another's mystery, 

Each shall be both, yet both but one. 

This said .. in her up-lifted face, 
Her eyes, which did that beauty crown, 
Were like two starrs, that havingfaln down, 

Look up again to find their place: 

-While such a moveless silent peace 
Did seize on their becalmed sense, 
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One 'would have thought some il1}iUetlCe 
Their ravished spirits did possess. 

There IS nothing m these lmes (with the possIble exceptIon 
of the stars, a sinule not at once grasped, but lovely and 
justIfied) which fits Joln'lson's general observations on the 
metaphYSIcal poets III his essay on Cowley. A good deal 
resIdes In the rlchness of assocIation which IS at the same 
time borrowed from and gIven to the word 'becalmed'; 
but the meaning is clear, the language sImple and elegant. 
It is to be observed that the language of these poets IS as a 
rule simple and pure; m the verse of George Herbert trus 
simpliCIty IS carned as far as It can go-a slmphcity emu­
lated wlthout success by nun'lerous modern poets. The 
structure of the sentences, on the other hand, is sometimes 
far from sImple, but trus is not a VIce; It is a fidelIty to 
thought and feelmg. The effect, at its best, IS far less artI­
ficial than that of an ode by Gray. And as thIS fidelIty In­

duces vanety of thought and feebng, so It lllduces vanety 
of mUSIC. We doubt whether, in the eIghteenth century, 
could be found two poems In nominally the same metre, so 
di3sinular as Marvell's Coy Mistress and Crashaw's Saint 
Teresa; the one producing an effect of great speed by the 
use of short syllables, and the other an eccleSIastIcal solem­
mty by the use oflong ones: 

Love J thou art absolute sole lord 
Of life and death. 

If so shrewd and sensitIve (though so htnlted) a CrItIc as 
Johnson failed to define metaphYSIcal poetry by ItS faults, 
It is worth wlnle to mqUlre whether we may not have 
more success by adoptmg the OppOSIte Inethod: by assum­
ing that the poets of the seventeenth century (up to the 
Revolution) were the direct and normal development of 
the precedent age; and, WIthout prejudicing their case by 
the adjective 'metaphysIcal', conSIder whether their virtue 
was not somethrng pernlanenciy valuable, wInch sub­
sequently dIsappeared) but ought not to have dIsappeared. 
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Johnson has rut l perhaps by accident, on one of their 
pecuLarit1es, when he observes that 'theIr attempts were 
always analytIc'; he would not agree that, after the disso­
ClattOn, they put the materIal together again in a new 
unity. 

It is certaIn that the dramatlc verse of the later Eliza­
bethan and early Jacobean poets expresses a degree of 
development of sensIbility wruch is not found In any of 
the prose, good as It often is. If we except Marlowe, a man 
of prodigIOus mtelhgence, these dramatists were dIrectly 
or mdirectly (It is at least a tenable theory) affected by 
Montalgne. Even If we except also Jonson and Chapman, 
these two were notably erudIte, and were notably men 
who incorporated theIr erudttion mto theIr sensIbility: 
theIr mode of feeling was dIrectly and freshly altered by 
their reading and thought. In Chapman especIally there is 
a dIrect sensuous apprehensIOn of thought, or a recreation 
of thought mto fecllllg, wruch IS exactly what we find ill 
Donne: 

ilz this one thing, all the discipline 
Ojmanners and of manhood is contained; 
A man to join himself with th' Universe 
In his main sway, and make in all things fit 
One with that All} and go on) round as it; 
Not p luck ingfrom the whole his wretched part, 
And into straits, or into nought revert, 
Wishing the complete UtLiverse might be 
Subject to such a rag of it as he; 
But to consider great Necessity. 

We compare tills with some modern passage. 

No, when thefight begins within himsel£ 
A ma1'l'S worth something. God stoops o'er his head, 
Satan looks up between hisfeet-both tug-
He'rS left} himseli i' the mif/dle,· the soul wakes 
Andgrows. Prolong that battle through his life! 
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It is perhaps somewhat less fair, though very tempting (as 
both poets are concerned with the perpetuation of love by 
offspring), to compare wIth the stanzas already quoted 
from Lord Herbert's Ode the following from Tennyson: 

One walked between his wife and child, 
With measuredfootJall firm and mild, 
And now and then he gravely smiled. 

The prudent partner of his blood 
Leaned on him,jaithjul,gentle,good, 
Wearing the rose of womanhood. 

And in their double love secure, 
The little maiden walked demure) 
Pacing with downward eyelids pure. 

These three made unity so sweet, 
My frozen heart began to beat, 
Remembering its ancient heat. 

The difference is not a simple difference of degree between 
poets. It IS somethmg which had happened to the mmd of 
England between the time of Donne or Lord Herbert of 
Cherbury and the time of Tennyson and Browrung; It IS 
the difference between the intellectual poet and the reflec­
tive poet. Tennyson and Browrung are poets, and they 
t~; but they do not feel theIr thought as ImmedIately 
as the odour of a ross __ A thought to Donne was an expert:­
e:g~e; it modIfied hIs senslbility.t When a poet's mind IS per­
fectly equipped for Its work, It IS constantly amalgamating 
disparate experience; the ordInary man's expenence is 
chaotic, Irregular, fragmentary. The latter falls In love, or 
reads Spinoza, and these two expenences have nothing to 
do with each other, or with the noise of the typewrIter or 
the smell of cookIng; in the mind of the poet these experi­
ences are always formmgnewwholes. 

We may express the drlference by t:b.e following theory: 
The poets of the seventeenth century, the successors of the 
dranlatists of the sixteenth, possessed a mecharus~ of senSI­
bility which could devour any kmd of experience. They 
are simple, artificial, difficult, or fantastic, as theIr pre-
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deccssors were; no less nor more than Dante, Guido Caval­
canti, Gumicelli, or Cino. Tn the seventeenth century a dis­
sociatIon of senslbihty set Ill, from which we have never re­
covered; and tms dISSOcIatIOn, as IS natural, was aggravated 
by the mfluence of the two most powerful poets of the cen­
tury, Milton and Dryden. Each of these men performed 
certain poetic functions so magruficendy well that the mag­
mtude of the effect concealed the absence of others. The 
language went on and In some respects improved; the best 
verse of Collins, Gray, Johnson, and even Goldsmith 
satIsfies some of our fastidIous demands better than~that of 
Donne or Marvell or Kmg. But while the language became 
more refined, the feeling became more crude. The feeling, 
the sensibihty, expressed in the Country Churchyard (to say 
nothing of Tennyson and Browmng) is cruder than that 
in the Coy Mistress. 

The second effect of the influence of MIlton and Dryden 
followed from the first, and was therefore slow in maru­
festadon. The sentimental age began early In the eighteenth 
century, and continued. The poets revolted agamst the 
ranocmative, the descriptive; they thought and felt by fiss, 
unbalanced; they reflected. In one or two passages of 
Shelley's Triumph of Life, in the second Hyperion, there are 
traces of a struggle toward unificatlon of sensibility. But 
Keats and Shelley died, and Tennyson and Browmng 
ruminated. 

After this brief exposition of a theory-too brief, per­
haps, to carry conviction-we may ask, what would have 
been the fate of the 'metaphYSIcal' had the current of poetry 
descended in a direct hne from them, as It descended in a 
dIrect hne to them ~ They would not, certainly, be classified 
as metaphysIcal. The possIble mterests of a poet are Ull­

limited; the more intelligent he is the better; the more in­
telhgent he IS the more hkely that he will have interests: 
our only. condltlon is that he turn them into poetry, and 
not merely meditate on them. poetically. A phIlosopbical 
theory which has entered into poetry IS established, for Its 
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truth or falsIty in one sense ceases to matter, and its truth 
in another sense is proved. The poets m question have, hke 
other poets, various faults. But they were, at best, engaged 
in the task of trymg to find the verbal equivalent for states 
of mind and feeling. And tlns means both that they are 
more mature, and that they wear better, than later poets 
of certamly not less literary ability. 

It is not a permanent necessity that poets should be in­
terested m phllosophy, or in any other subject. We can 
only say that it appears hkely that poets in our cIvIlizatIon, 
as it eX1~ts at present, must be difficult. Our cIvilization com­
prehends great variety and complexity, and this vanety 
and compleXlty, playmg upon a refined sensIbility, must 
produce various and complex results. The poet must be­
come more and more comprehenSIve, more allusive, nl0re 
indtrect, in order to force, to dislocate If necessary, lan­
guage into hIs meanmg. (A brilliant and extreme statement 
of thls Vlew, wIth whtch It is not reqUIsite to associate one­
self, is that ofM. Jean EpsteIn, La Poesie d' aujourd-hui.) Hence 
we get somethmg which looks very much like the conceIt 
-Fe get, in fact, a method cutlously similar to that of the 
'metaphysical poets', Slmllar also m Its use of obscure words 
and of simple phrasmg. 

o geraniums diaphanesJguerroyeurs sortileges, 
Sacrileges monomanes! 
Emballages} devergondages} douches! 0 pressoirs 
Des vendanges des grands so irs ! 
Layettes aux abois} 
Thyrses au fond des bois! 
Transfusions, represailles, 
Relevailles, compresses et l' eternal potion, 
Angelus! n' en pouvoir plus 
De debacles nuptiaIes! de deMcles nuptiales! 

The same poet could wnte also slnlply: 

BIle est bien loin; elIe pleure} 
Le grand vent se lamente aussi • _ • 
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Jules Lafargue, and Tristan Corbiere in many of his poems, 
are nearer to the 'school of Donne' than any modern Eng­
lish poet. But poets more classical than they have the same 
essential quality of transmuting ideas into sensations, of 
transfornung an observation mto a state of mind. 

Pour l' enfant, amoureux de cartes et d' estampes, 
L' univers est egal a son vaste appetit. 
Ah} que Ie monde est grand it fa clarte d~s lampes! 
Aux yeux du souvenir que Ie monde est petit' 

In French hterature the great master of the seventeenth cen­
tury-Racine-and the great master of the nineteenth-Bau­
delaire-are in some ways more like each other than they are 
like anyone else. The greatest two masters of diction are also 
the greatest two psychologists, the most cunous explorers 
of the soul. It is mterestmg to speculate whether it IS not a 
misfortune that two of the greatest masters of dtction In 
our language, Milton and Dryden, tnumph with a dazzling 
disregard of the soul. If we contmued to produce Miltons 
and Drydens It mIght not so much matter, but as thmgs 
are it IS a pity that Enghsh poetry has remained so incom­
plete. Those who object to the 'artificiality' of Milton" or 
Dryden sometimes tell us to 'look into our hearts and 
write'. But that IS not loolang deep enough; Racme or 
Donne looked into a good deal more than the heart. One 
must look mto the cerebral cortex, the nervous system, and 
the dIgestive tracts. 

May we not conclude, then, that Donne, Crashaw, 
Vaughan, Herbert and Lord Herbert, Marvell, King, 
Cowley at his best, are in the dIrect current of Enghsh 
poetry, and that theIr faults should be reprimanded by this 
standard rather than coddled by antiquanan affection: 
They have been en..ough praised in terms which are im­
plicit hmitations because they are 'metaphysical' or 'Witty', 
'quaint' or 'obscure', though at their best they have not 
these attributes more than other serious poets. On the other 
hand, we must not reject the criticism of Johnson (a dan-
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gerous person to Chsagree wIth) without having mastered 
it, Wlthout having assinulated the Johnsonian canons of 
taste. In reading the celebrated passage in his essay on 
Cowley we must remember that by wit he clearly means 
sometlung m.ore serious than we usually luean to-day; ill 
his crlt1cism of theIr verslficanon we must remember in 
what a narrow dlsclphne he was tramed, but also how well 
trained; we must remember that Johnson tortures chiefly 
the chief offenders, Cowley and Cleveland. It would be a 
frU1tful work, and one reqUIring a substantIal book, to 
break up the classIficatIon of Johnson (for there has been 
none since) and exlubit these poets 11l all theIr dtfference 
of bnd and of degree, from the maSSIve music of Donne 
to the famt, pleasmg tinkle of Aurehan Townshend­
whose Dialogue between a Pilgrim and Time IS one of the 
few regrettable omissions fronl the excellent anthology of 
Professor Grierson. 
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