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The third strand which contributed much to Donne’s modern fame
was his probing self- analysis. Critics notably Carpenter, Massingham,
Logan Smith, Addleshow and others felt that on account of his
bewilderment about the new rationalism and scepticism at the time
Donne had turned introspective. Massingham pointed out Donne’s
introspection in his love poems (1919, xviii); Logan Smith asserted
Donne’s “subtlety of self- analysis” which Smith described as “an
awareness of the workings of his own mind” (1919, xxxi); Charles Coffin
pointed out the influence of the new philosophy on Donne’s Soul and
Addleshaw stated that “Donne is the most introspective of all writers”
(1931, xii). Addleshaw claimed that in his best works Donne “reveals his
own vivid personality, lays bare his own soul and mind, so that we can
know him as we know few writers” (54). Brooks, Eliot Willamson and
others demanded a careful reading of the metaphysical poems which
yearned to achieve psychological unity derived from ambiguities,
impulses and ironies. But this tendency to bring Donne’s introspection
into prominence was received with a strong objection by Roseond Tuve,
Merritt Hughes and others who preferred to read the metaphysicals in
the context of their own times and measured them by the standards of
the Renaissance poetics ( Tuve, 1947, 283-84; Hughes, 1934, 67, 74).

In conclusion, the modern wave of interest in Donne is still ongoing
and no single poet has yet occupied his place. However, it must be
pointed out that the early enthusiasm for Donne which was fed by a
sense of similarities between the seventeenth and twentieth centuries
has weakened. The passage of time and the great familiarity with

Donne’s poetry helped move Donne from the creative center.




..., doubt wisely; in strange way
To stand inquiring right, is not to stray
To sleep, or run wrong, is. On a huge hill,
Cragged and steep, Truth stands, and he that will
Reach her, about must, and about must go,....
Satire III (77-81)

Truth is there and apparent to all but there isn’t a straight way to it.
Instead of choosing the easiest way, man must be on guard and climb a
hill aiming at truth. The road to "Truth” is circuitous. In fact, the poem
as a whole shows the speaker anxiously seeking a solid religious faith,
for a true religion. It is only through God’s revelation and by going back
to the origins of Christianity that one can find his truth. Scepticism is
absent and the search for true faith prevails in the poem. In many of his
secular poems, the sense of religious passion is strongly felt; the soul
always yearns for divine fulfilment divorcing itself from earthly desires.
And Walton wrote that during his youth Donne devoted six hours every
morning studying theology ( Roston, 6).

Paradoxically enough, the idea of Donne as a modern sceptic co-
incided with the conception of Donne as a modern theologian. Itrat
Hussain and Helen White asserted the significance of Donne’s
theological stand to modern thinking (Husain, 1938; White, 1956). W.H
Hutton linked Donne with the company of S. Paul, S. Bernard, S.
Francis and other famous theological figures. He particularly praised
Donne as “a priest whose faith in God was as near as that of any man
living on earth to sight” (1924, 165). John Sparrow was opposed to the
idea of Donne the sceptic and argued that his religious poetry in the
later part of his life reflected the “unfolding of certain traits which had
always been an important part of his nature” ( 1931, 146-50). And
Henry Newbolt asserted the fact that Donne was not a sceptic and that
future religious and great poets would speak like him (1926, 268).
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These statements in addition to others were over- emphasized and the
positive hope implied was ignored. Critics took it for granted that Donne
was a modern sceptic who had experienced a collapse of faith. Gosse,
for example, pointed out that Donne was cynical, sceptical and
contemptuous; he could be a saint and a sinner, a passionate lover and
a cynic all at the same time, Gosse added (311-12). For Payne, the
young Donne had no religious beliefs; he viewed him as “the tortured
battle-stead of the great forces of his time, and his poetry is the record
of the struggle (14). Marius Bewley went much farther and expressed
the idea that Donne’s “Songs and Sonnets” abused religious imagery and
distorted the scholastic philosophical concepts; their incalculation of an
outrageous cynicism, and cavalier employment of logic represented
“many years in Donna’s private guerrilla war- fare against the disposition
of faith” (1952, 645). And some years earlier Richard Ince suggested
that Donne was modern for “young Jack emphatically had no codes”,
while Hiram Hayden emphasized Donne’s familiarity with all the
relativistic thought of his day ( Ince, 1939, 8-9; Hayden 1950, 163).

There were many critics, however, who objected to the notion of
Donne as a sceptic. Faussett was probably one of the firsts. He believed
that although Donne was torn in the strife between his intelligence and
animal impulses, he reflected “the long labour of the man to outgrow the
beaét and approach the divine” ( 1924, 315). By and by it became
apparent that Donne was simply not read properly. Despite Donne’s
images of decay, violence and disease, and his focus on man’s
wretchedness, he was far removed irom nihilism and empiricism. His
message was one of hope; he let the readers experience the depths of
agony and despair so as to bring them into appreciation of God’s love
and mercy towards man, thus, qualifying them for redemption (Fiore, 7;
Roston, 106-7). Even in his most sceptical stages Donne was in search
of religious truth and didn’t wonder whether to believe or not, but what

to believe:
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answers to man's problems in accordance with the neatly organized

world of empirical reasoning and clear- cut rules. Referring to several
poems, Roston wrote that Donne was primarily intrigued by the inner
contradictions which the new scientific investigation disclosed (1974,
209-13). In any event, Donne could write about the discoveries in
cosmography, alchemy and medicine, the toughest of intellectual
disciplines and with vividness incorporate them into his expressions of
emotions, thus create an authentic language of poetry (Williamson,
1958, 157). For Donne, the fields of science and humanism did not
exist separately; a thought could be recreated into feeling and his
emotions could be given a conceptual form, to use Eliot's words. His
daring conceits of the compasses, limbecks and elliptical orbits to
resolve emotional conflicts are well-known. This reconciliation between
science and humanism excited modern readers and writers and helped
newly relate poetry to life in an age struck by scientific advances,
conflicts. tensions and crumbling of values. Due to the extension of
scientific systemization to areas of human thought and behavior in the
first decades of the twentieth century, writers lacked artistic creativity
and suffered from intellectual paralysis and futility; man’s belief in a

moral order collapsed (Roston, 1974, 3-4). Joseph Wood Krutch foresaw
the disappearance of love and tragedy from the literary scene, as a
result (Roston, 3-4). Thus, Donne's success in reconciling science and-
humanism fascinated o. age and provided modern readers with a new
sense of the relevance of poetry to life.

Donne’s scepticism was another aspect of his modernity. In Satire III
Donne wrote “doubt wisely”, and in The First Anniversary, he said “And
new philosophy calls all in doubt”, and in The Progress of the Soul he
declared,

There is nosimply good, nor ill alone
Of every quality comparison,
The only measure is, and judge opinion.




he has had for the 20th century (1937, vii). According to Coffin, Donne
represented “the effort of the late Renaissance mind to make an
adjustment to its world of changing values without sacrificing its regard
for the equal claims of emotion and reason” (6). Marjorie Nicolson
believed that Galileo’s book Sidereus Nuncius, which marked a turning
point in thought then, had the strongest effect on Donne. He stated that
“of all the English poets, there was none who showed a more immediate
response to the new discoveries than John Donne ” (1935, 428-62). In
another article Nicolson suggested that Donne had seen a copy of
Kepler’'s The Somnium and utilized it in composing Ignatus His Conclave,
which Nicolson described as “the first modern cosmic voyage in
England” (1940, 251). F.R. Leavis attributed Donne’s importance to
modern poetry to the fact that he had established a tradition in which “it
is assumed that a poet should be a man of distinguished intelligence,
and that a poet should bring into his poetry the varied interests of his
life” (1931, 346-7). In the same year Fausset noted that Donne’s unified
sensibility was the main reason for his modern revival. He added that
Donne’s poetry was “such an intricate composite of living thought and
sensuous experience that it appeals so strongly to a generation which is
struggling to free itself from a mental consciousness that has brought
spiritual death in its strain” (1931, 341-2). Edmund Gosse also
discussed Donne’s scientific curiosity and his knowledge of Galileo,
Kepler, Copernicus and Brahe. Donne’s great gift, Gosse wrote, was his
“intellectual intensity of expression”, which modern poets should learn to
imitate. In Gosse’s opinion, the poets had “to regard mellifluous with
suspicion, if it is concealed poverty of thought, and be more anxious to
find words, even stumbling and harsh words, for their emotions, than to
slip over the surface of language in a conventional sweetness” (1923,
311-2). And although professor Roston didn’t support the conception of
Donne the modern, he commended among other things Donne’s keen
response to the latest scientific innovations of his age. Roston, however,
did not class Donne with Francis Bacon or Kepler who sought to find
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The twentieth- century discovery of metaphysical poetry is ascribed to
Grierson’'s remarkable edition of Poetical works in 1912 and of
Metaphysical Lyrics and Poems of the Seventeenth Century in 1921, in
which he had to review innumerable manuscript collections, to exclude
poems attributed to Donne and other metaphysical poets and, above all,
to cope with the problems of variant readings (Comte, 1965, 232-233;
Fiore, 1972, 1-2; and Duncan, 1969, 143). But it was Eliot's articles on
Donne and metaphysical poets (1919-1923) that created a sudden
enthusiasm for metaphysical poetry. Paying high tribute to Donne’s
“heterogeneity of material compelled into unity by the operation of the
poet’s mind”, “fidelity to thought and feeling”, “direct sensuous
apprehension of thought, or recreation of thought into feeling”, and
“potential or actual wit”, Eliot referred to Donne as an ideal poet in the
modern sense of the word. He even stimulated modern poets to imitate
Donne and write difficult poetry that could reflect the demands of our
complex civilization. Although Eliot experienced a change in his attitude
towards the metaphysicals, his ideas had a strong impact on modern
critical theory. A great number of subsequent critics raised the slogan of
Donne the modern, each trying to emphasize different modern aspects
of Donne. The list is long. Alan Porter and Addleshaw, to give a few
examples, attributed Donne’s new career to his originality; Courthope
and Woolf saw in Donne a modern rebel, John Bailey prized Donne’s
self-willed individuality and Gosse was fascinated by Donne’s
contradictory nature. Critics, as a whole, believed that the conception of
Donne’s modernity lay in three main closely-related strands: his interest
in science, his scepticism, and his psychological realism (Comte, 243;
Fiore, 2-3; Duncan, 170-3 and Williamson, 1958, 156, 158-9).

Donne’s interest in science and the “new philosophy”, was noticed by
several critics. Charles Monroe Coffin argued that Donne was familiar
with the main discoveries and scientific questions of the day ( Kepler,
Gilbert, Galileo etc.). This knowledge explained the compelling interest
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