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I intend In this tlJ C! s is to (~Xam:Lne some centr al features of 

George Il(;rhcrtfs (1,rt - C:\Spccts o f: his imagE=ry~ syntax and metrics" 

These topicS hav~ been cho s en bcco.use they encompass la:r<jc areas 

of hjs poetic practice, ramify ing as they do into questions of 

theme, tone and structureo Even a partial. survey of Herbert' s 

imag<?ry, such as the one I att(,mpt to offer, s hould enable tl1e 

rl2adcr to judg2 the rang e of experi,,,nce that Herbert brings to 

bear upon a comparat ively circumscribed numb,;r of themes, (The 

"Affliction " poeres, for example, are Vlonderfully diverse, although 

they have a common thematic centr e.) A brief e)<amination of the 

traditions within which He:cbert~s l"Ilanipulation of" imagl-:?ry falls 

should a llow one also to judge his resourcefulness, especially in 

the composi tes of emblem a.nd symbol he d-2vises on cccLl.sion; 

whj.lc in the concluding an~lyses I atteDQt to show tho structural 

significance of i mage pattE:rns in rcpresent'":.tiv0 poems from 

Thus Chapter I falls into three sections: a brief 

discuso,ion of en::blematic and symbolic traditions together wi 1:h 

Herbert 's place in relation to them, a deliberately selective 

glance over some images (a full examination is far beyond the 

scope of this the~>is), and finally some close analyses of poel.ls 

in the course of which I try to show the imagery operating as ,,' 

structural and coordinating device. 

In Chapter II, I move on to the closely related area of 

syntax, examining Herbert's formul at jon of his material, and 

finding .. amongst other things - that then, is evidence of 

Hgramma t ic a l lt imagery ~ wher(~ the disposit ion of a sentence pro'-

vides a conCT<,te elnbodil'1cnt of the theme. Thi s interrelationship 
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of imCl(]ery and synta~·~ (;:l.nd of irll<'l.Sjery and lTIp-trics) is a corolld.:LY 

of })oetryt s or~anj. c flatllra, and in order to stress the mutual 

coll .. lboration of these features, I have subjected a single poem, 

liThe PloVler lt , to an ana lysi~-) frean thre~ different ang125, assuming 

that each approacll will further illuminate the others. All the 

lyrics would yield riches if tre2.ted in this way but my limits of 

space have naturally p~ecluded so elaborate an undertaking. 

Even In the analyses of pocr,1s that are tre2.1:ed only once, I have 

been at pains to allow i.n a glimmering of topics other than that 

in hand , so as to enlarge the ~cope of my examin.ation o Although 

the material in Chapter II is c1t,signed to hiOhlight the structural, 

tonal and thcmatic effects of synt v_.' ~ in turn, such divisions 

remain theoretical rat.her than actual, for they combine almost 

indivorcibly into a complex whole. 

Chapter III is patterned like Chapter I in th"t it move s from 

a general survey of Herbert's metrics, his rhyme and his stanzaic 

design, to further clos e ~Ulalyses of' his metr ical procedures in 

particular lyrics. Both [oere ano in the preceding chapters I 

have under take" to look at Herbert's work in close detail, because, 

as I have already sLlg<]ested, his is an art of comp':-ession, of 

telescoping a whole range of meanings into the neatest and most 

compa.ct shape 0 Given the differences in mode and intention, his 

poetry often puts one in mind of Jane Austen I s fiction - at least 

in the profundity it achieves within a consciously limited scale 

and a critical magnifying glass seems to me to be the most 

apposite aid -Co such a study as I have unde rtaken, 

The appendi;:. on He rbert's sonnets theoretically belon0~' to 

the discussion of stanza in Chapter III but, proving too bulky in 
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that position, it has been ex:cinded for the sl_dee o:f bil.lal1ce:; and 

placed at the e~d of the thesis. 

In the course of my observations I use ttthe spcaker lf " 

lithe poet H and som.2 times even HHcrbertft as il1.terchan<]G Dble terms, 

al thon~'h I am naturally aware of the critical distinction betwcen 

the poet ~~) self and the persona he creates in the ac.t of composition G 

However, I feel convinced th8.t in the case of Th~_Lq:2:p l!?. the poet I s 

mask often faithfnlly reproduces ],is features, and so I supply a 

brief introduction to the thesis in order 'co throw SOll' C re:fract(~d 

biographical light upon the striving and submission dramatised in 

the lyrics. ~!y v:ork has sprung from a lcve of Herbert's poetry 

that extends even to its maker, and if I succee d in conveying only 

a fraction of this love to the r eader, I shall have realised the 

chief of my aims. 

I wish to thank Ronald Hall and Ruth Harnett for their most 

patient and il luminating supervision; the staff of the Rhodes 

University Library and the Jagger Library in Cape Trwm; Olive Clark, 

who has typed the final draft; Joyce Slattery and Margaret Turck 

for their help with earlier versions and finally my parents, 

Henry and Lilian Edgecombe, whose love and sacrifices have made it 

possible for me to write on Herbert in the first place. 

Rodney Edgecombe 

Grahamstown, Port Elizabeth 
and Cape Town 0 

Throughout this ti'8Sis I ref·er to F oEo Hutchinson,. ed o 

1941), ilnd in order to aiel the r eadcl: in finding the po(~ms ruore 

swiftly, I have su.pplied a J>~-.. ge reference to the HlItchinson 

edition after every title: for example , "Deniall" (H .79). 
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I N T ROn u C T ION 

1 
\<}hatev(~r it lacks in historical accuracy, Isaak Walton's 

Lij'(~ of iVlr. G(-,c~':£:~\1prl?.9I.!_ must surely captllre the spirit of its 

subject as :few biographical essays have ever done. The following 

extra ct is testimony to th(~ restrained eloquence of his account: 

In another w&lk to _salisbuyv, he saw a poor 
man, with a poorer hor s e, that was fall'n under 
his Load ; they were both in distress, and needed 
presen t help; which Mr. ~tsrbert perceivin:', put 
off- his Canonical Coat, and help ! d the poor man 
to unload, and after, to load his horse: The 
poor man blest him for it: and he blest the poor 
man; and was so likc-! the Good Sa!T~.:!"_i tan, that he 
gave him mOiCley to refrc,sh both himself and his 
horse ; and tolC] hir.l, :£!.,at jf he lov'd himsglf, 
he should be , -,e rciful to his Bpast . - Thus he 
left---1:he poor -m,w, and at his cOir;ing to his musical 
friends at S"lishury, t hey began to wonder that -
~lr. GCOX-C1P. Hc rhc;I t-;hich us' d to be so trim and 
clea;;-;-c:D1ie ir{t o that company so soyl f d and 
discomp ostd; but he tolC] them the occasion: And 
when one of -the company told him, l -Ie had clisPr-l~.0 __ ~Q. 
hims2;l£ b>:~_ dir.!l'~w~mploYr.1 ( ~T!~t; his answer was, 
~~..!.~Ltholl£l1l!. of W~}5:w he h,:~c! done ~ \\f013 ... J9..-J?!..2..YS. 
r..-1usick to him at l\li clnir~t ~ a nd tha.t th e: (wlisSlon of 
i.t.i-~~:~,?-;ufcftlc;:v<?-=-J.U2l)r (li~d (;c1 c:~pri~_i<?-de~ di. sco;~d tn.J1is -
Con::.r:,~.cncp 2 r:h~~E!~s_y_~~J~:b..'?;]]_d ]2..s,ss ,J2Y_.JJ1j~2.~aS2.§.'; 
for .. c-jf 2_.l?_~U~~ounc.L to PE ... ~.:Lj~E-_a.1:.L.!l:l.s',.:LJ:2jn 
dist}:css ~· I ar.). sure -tll:lt I am hC)\Jnd SCI far as it 
is ·,.;!:r~ ,~~i.y'J?9\';2:C -~'"O-pr;;cti.s;- V!!@.t--T=J:~Y :CO):~' P~nd 
th~~_;L~~9....I~S, \vi~~wC~ th E' l?~i:: ,::.::... occasj:.D1.L.S:.Y~E.Y_ 
2,£Y_ ,,_~s.! ... .J- e t _!:.!..C~ 11 .Y (1 U , r V·iD ~i I.d _!2.c?~':Y.~~U,;b:.! q 1 Y 
E.2-.~.~~~ __ qaLpf· my lit"c \l:~l..bs~· .. c0.!fl£0.E.!j.~!5~~ S2~_ 
sou ~:_'L._QI_§heT:!?':.!? ..... CL1:2.~E.£Y-~~~£=l.se G(~g..JQ.r_ this~ 
.2..~.iJ~§i.9l"l: And now letfs tune our Instrumentf-;:.>2 

This passage contains a great deal of Herbert's essentjal 

quality. There is a compassionate response to suffering wLich 

shows no hesitation, and an emotional gen2:rosi ty v.Thich extends 

even to pity for the horse, Walton alludes also to 11is trinlness 

l(\ eft> David Novarr, Th0. MakinG (rf VJalton\:s "Live s H 

(New York: Corne lliJn l \' • Press;--1951:s ), i:::353.---
2. Isaak Walton, D'8 Liv'2.~ ___ ()f ,John_p0l2n8, Sir IlgnrY~'l_t t g }_,-, 

Richard tJOCk.PT " Gc~()r(I <. ? Herb :,:,·c r .?' . I<'ob0rt S:n"HJ ("r:~on 
TLo~Jo [;~ -· 0xf-o;:dUniv-.-P~~ss, 1 92-;YT;-p-:-305 u - ----.-
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and cleanlin~~ss, both of them qt12,]:i.t i es th<>t h:is poe try typifies. 

The effortless serenity with which Herbert translCl.tcs the incid e nt 

into rnet~-\~hor, and £orDls :from it a parable of· the con science, in 

some WC1.ys :;.:cfl ec ts the f-~ase and simultancous profundity of much 

Finally, thGr e is the quiet authority and sense 

of pro;) Ortiol1 m2.li :[.:(est ill his sU0gestio:1 that they tune thej .. r 

instruments . Th", tranquillity that h e shows in this narrative 

should not, however, cause one to overlock the passionate spiritual 

conflicts that precoded his entry intc the priesthood. 

George HerbEort was born at ~lontgOi"ery Ca.st le in Wales on 

3rd April, 1593, the fifth SOI1 of Sir Richard Herbert. It was 

his mother who exerted the chief influEmce upon his childhood, as 

he dutifully att'2sts in his poem t.lemoria2),l " t.ris Sacrum. rvlagd aJ.::=11 

Herbert seems to have been a woma n of sOllIe strength 0-[ character, 

who brought up her sons with an almost obsessive care for their 

moral and spiritual well-being, for Walton records that whC?n 

Edward HC?rbert, George t s elder brother, went to Oxford, she 

"provided him with a fit T.l1:..£E., she commended him to his Care; 

yet she continll " rj there \'lith him, and still kept him i.n a moder i.'.te 

awe f h ] .,. 11 3 o e r se .J: "GC e While li.ving at Oxford, she met several 

brilliant men, ,"iliong them John Donne, who was later to influenc e 

Herbert considc>::ably. 

He was selyt to Westminster Sc hool at ahout the age of twelv·2 

and there, prob3.bly, began his acquaintance vri th Lancelot Andrewes, 

Dean of Westmin::'1.er. He applied hims (> lf with characteristic 

intensity to mastering Greek and Latin . ~1"'.rchette Chute con-

jecturC!s that it was nt VJestmin~.;;ter he acq·v.iJ:ec1 his interest in 

3. !Jiv.£2., p. 264. 
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Plusic, since the latter was Han inte~rr.a l part of life in the 

Henaissance, and even if the royal statutes h",(1 not s),lccified a 

musical training Westminster School would certainly have given 

't" 4 1. • The discipline was rigoro us , and Herbert 's concern with 

employment ( a topic to which he devoted several poems ) Hii ght hav e 

b een due as much to the ascetic life of the school ( and sub-

sequently o f Cambrid'Je) as to a temperame'ltal disposition towards 

industry o He was sufficiently promising to be awarded a schola1: -

ship to Trinity College, Cambridge, and before leaving school to 

t ake it up h e was cau tion ed to " s tud y moelera tely a nd use exercise" , 5 

suggesting that h e app lied himself often to the po),nt of p hysical 

exh austion, 

There was a marked continuity b etween university and scheol, 

for both operated on a principle of strenuous d i s cipline, He 

took hi e' s t udies wi tl1 hi s "on t ed seriousness and, as Walton 

e)o.."J)resses it, "consecrated the f irs t -fruits of I1j.s ear ly age to 

v ertue, and a serious study of l earnin g " , 6 On 1st January, 1 610 , 

h e sen t two sonnets to hi s mother , dedicating his l)()et.ic ab11i tie s 

to the service of God. These sonnets indic i'.te 2n early p re-

occupation with b aptising his muse, such as occurs also in 

"Jo rdan (I) " (H, :)6 ), IIJordan (II)" (H,l:)2 ) 2.nd , to a lesse r degr,;,e, 

1.n liThe Forc"runners" (I-I . 176). Whe n h e obtained his B.A. degree , 

subsequen tly elec t ed minor and then major' f ellow of Trinity. In 

1616 h e proceeded to the M, A, de gree, Canon- Hutchinson surmises 

that early drafts of "The Cllurch" 'po:cch" a nd some poems of The 

TcmplCl we re begun in the fol lov:ing ye ar , when he was awarded th e 

4 . Marchett l' Chute , T".Q~~0pn"t:.clc..J·kn. (London: Seeker and 
Warbura, 1 960 ), p.28. 

5, Chute, p. . 32. 

6 . bive~, p o 2 6 7 . 



,- 4 .. 

AlthouCih hi" 

I)rogr0ss at Cambridge t~stificd to his excellence as a stlldcnt, 

his behaviour 11as marred by vanity and pride, th8 obverse (If the 

quali ti8S he C,,,;),, later so radiant ly to exemplify. Walton 

wri tes that "if durin\! this time he 8xprest any Error, it Vias, 

that he kept hirself too muchretir'd, and at too great a distance 

witll all his in£Qriou~s: and his cloaths seem'd to provo, that 

8 he put too grpitt a value on his parts and Parentage ". 

He was appointed Header ln Hhetoric in 1618, and in 1620 was 

elected Public Orator. The previous occupa.,ts of the post had 

e>,:ploi ted it as a means of political advancement , and Sir Francis 

Nethersole, like Sir Robert Naunton before him, had become a 

secretary of state as a result of its "opportunities at' approach 

to the king and other influential persons".9 It is cert aill that 

Herbert entertained ideas of similar advancement at the time, but 

these ended with the death o:f his patrons, King James, th e Duke 

of Richmond alld the Marquis of Hamilton. He r enewed his earlier 

resolution to enter the priesthood, and ViaS probably influenced 

in this regard by Donne. 

Herbert was ordained deacon in about 1626, and became a 

prebendary a t Lincoln. One of his inllilecliate plans was to restore 

the ruined church at Le ighton Bromswold, d espite his mother's 

misgi vings abou t his physical and financial fitness for such an 

undertaking. She h erself died in 1627, ~ld six months later 

Herbert resigned his Cambriclge post as Public Orator. His 

7. F • E, Hutcll inson, ed., Ihe. Works 2'[ GE-'J:!!:...'7S:.. .. S<;'rbS.2:.!. 
(London: Oxford Univ. P~'ess, 1941), p. xxv::'. 

8. L~yes , p.270. 

9 G Hutchin:-::on, p"xxviii" 
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ordination as deRc on prevent e d him from engaging In any secular 

pursuit, and yet he proved reluctant to commit himself finally 

to his pries tly vocation. Canon Hutchinson conjectures th2.t his 

mi s g ivings now d e rive d l e ss from ambition th an from the sense of 

unworthines s that Herbert examines in "Aaron" (H.174) and "The 

Pries thood" (rI o 160) ; anel also from cont inued ill-heRl th. 10 

His health had so fRr improve d in 1629, however, that he was 

able to marry Jane Danvers , distantly related to him through his 

mother's second marriage. By Walton's ctccount (which reflects 

an attractive, trustful na).vete), ItMr. pa..!l.~ had •• 0 so much 

commended Mr 0 !·le x:gert to her , th" t J&~ became so much a Platonick, 

as to fall in love with Mr. Herb_ert unseen",ll ~lrs. Herbert 

prove d an ideal pa.rtner for her husband, for acco rding to Wa l ton 

yet again, "ther", never was any opposition betwi"t them, unless 

it were a Cont (,st which should most incline to a compliance with 

the others desires". 12 

fIis ordination followed in September, 1630, on which occasion 

he prostrctted himself before the altar, and set himself a rul e of 

lifeo Before this, he had been inducted into the rural parish 

of Bemerton, not far from Salisbury, and here proved himself" to 

be a priest of quite exceptional dl, votion and humilityo He took 

pains to instruct his congregation ill tbe significance of the 

liturgy, but did not limit his aci::ivitil?s to ritual worShip alone. 

He and his wife were generous with their alms, and frequently 

gave to the poor of the parish. His icleals of priestly behaviour 

are tabulated in his tract, A Priest to the :':emp1e, £E., The 

Countr"y ... y<\TSo~!., all of which is validated by his own exemplary 

10 0 Hutchinson, p.xxxii . 

llo Liv.~~, p.286. 

120 Ib~_o , po286 o 



life . As Marchette Chute points Ollt, "the title 1:<:;,f1ects the 

combination oE spiri tUL\J. intensity and practical good sense with 

which Herbert ;:cpproachcd the problems of his own life".13 A 

single instance of his generosity is the willing W<J.y In which he 

took three orph<:tYl dau ght e rs of his sister ~1ar garet into his 

hous",1l01d. He rbert's life at Bemerton gives proof of a self· ' 

abas (cment and 2,n openness to all people, and so di :[f.~r s noticeably 

from his conduct at Cam.brid<Je. The contrast is not due only to 

Walton's opposition of a worldly and spiritual calling, which 

David Novarr i s olates as a central thesis of the Life;14 there 

is tangible ",vidence in the poetry itself that earlier moral eon~ 

fusion has been resolved and corrected. It is not fanciful, for 

example, to align the "wrong" and the "right" responses to God 

which arc d:camatised in "Affliction (I)" (H.46) wlth Herbert's 

attitudes "t Cambridge and at Bemerton respectively:1S 

When first thou didst (>ntice to thee my heart, 
I thought the service brave: 

So lTlany joyes I writ do,,", for my part, 
Besides what l' nd ght have 

Out of my stock of natur"ll delights, 
Augnen ted with thy gracious b enefits • 

• OOf',OOOOOO ...... .. . O<l.O ... 06 .. C(\O. 

Yet, though thou troublest me, l' must be meek; 
In weaknesse must be stout. 

Well, 1 will change the servicf', and go seek 
Some other master out. 

Ah my deare God ~ though I aIr clean forgot, 
Let me not love thee , if I love thee . not . 

He lived ,'or only three year", aft(>t: his ordination, during 

which time he cO:1.1:inued to write pocotry ilnd appraise his earlier 

struggles with serene detachment. 

13. Chute, p.126. 

140 Novarr, p o 353 e 

Canon Hutchinson observes 

15 .. A rr:ading lJ1lJi...ted to such C.n alignment WOUld) however, 
be? an impoveriShed one. 
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that th(~ 1f inwClrd conflict which had lent such poignancy to the 

po~:ms "(,\Tx·itten In th(~ period 0:[ indecision and inaction was quieted 

when Herbert went to Bemerton, <.\TId there are only occasional 

I -" ··t" 1.6 ec 10(? S O J.: J. c He go(>s on to sug<Je"t that thc Jater poems 

exempli:fy a trans:fi0ured contentment on the pa.rt of the poet, 

although i t must be stated here that the dating of most of T~'l 

Templ(~ is conjE::ctural. 

Herbert had never been p a rticularly robust, and he und c rmi"cd 

a frail health by his relentless application to study and to his 

calling. He weakened gradu(J.lly over the years and in 1633 fell 

desperately ill, His courage was such, however, that on the last 

Sunday of hi.s life, he sang a setting of one of his lyrics which 

he himself had composed o On his deathbed he entrusted th,,, manu-

script of his poems to a friend, and asked him to deliver them to 

Nicholas Ferrar at Little Gidding, His work was~ in his o wn 

v.rords, t h ao..;t~, _ 1",1::;0."," e -2_"'_, ,,_: t.. 

J"sus my ~laste:r " 17 
o ceo lie died on 1st March, 1633, with the 

calmness that \1al ton ' s biogro'-phical epitaph so movingly conveys: 

Thus he liv'd, and thus he dy'd like a Saint, 
unspotted of the World, full of AIms-deeds, 
full of Humility, and all the examples of a 
vertuous life~ . o 18 

It is to He:cbert's credit that 111 an age of passjonat'~ and 

shrill fanaticj.sm, the tolerant cast of his faith remained 

inviolabl eo Indeed, the sober but unc,~nsorious tone of poems 

like ItThe ,Jews 1! (Ho152) and ItChurch .... rents a.nd schismes lt (H g 1 40) 

16 0 Hutchinson , poxxxvii. 

17, Walton, p,314. 

18 0 Ihi~" p . 319, 
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prove::~s how fur such c~:udi ty of vision is absent from his 'poetryo 

"TIl<? Church ~1ilitant" (J-l,190) is rather more polemical in spirit, 

and so perhaps i s "The British Church" (Ho 109) although the 

sobriety of its tone once again serves to control the satire. 

Detachment from the controversies of the time came only with 

maturi,'ty, howcvere In his more partis an youth at Cambridge, 

Herbert had written a counter"attack upon Andrew Melville's Antj· .. 

Ta.mi"·C':::!,_i-CatN'oria (a document which had sought to expose Roman 

Catholic ten.dencies within the established church of England). 

Here, according to Joseph Summers, he supported the ritual of his 

church against the satirical onslaught, but al.s o digressed to 

make fun of '~el vi1lers Latin or of Puritan taste and nasal 

19 accentsltQ This, toge ther with the fact that he "o'ver looked ao 

. f d . 1 f b 1 f' 20 opportun~ty o r a pun or a ~sp ay 0 ver a ~re1Vorks", ought 

to alert one to an intention very different from that of the poems 

he wrote in later life . His onslaught reveals a self-regardillg 

relish for satixe, and an easy resort to scurrilous parody, quite 

foreign to the procedure of "The Jews", for example. 

In his p artial assent to Melville ' s doctrinal stances , Herbert 

displayed sympathy with some tenets of Pur i ta.n ism even in his 

Cambrid ge days. Summers observes how "in the final line of ' rhe 

Watercourse' "lIerbert e >:pressed his b e lief in predestination i n 

a manner that should have satisfied any Calvinist".2l This and 

several other pc>ems prove that his attack was directed not so 

much at the theological assumptions of Calvinism, as at its dowdi-

ness and failure to reflect in its liturgy the majesty of God. 

19. Joseph SU1Hmers, Georae Herb e rt: His Reliqion and Art 
(London: Chatto and Wlndus, 1954J:·p~·56. 

20 0 Ibid., p.56. 

210 J).)id o , p.~)8>11 
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Although Herbert'!'; religions commitment was fervent, it 

seldom took the form of bigotry. It never does in the course 

The serenity and poise of the poetry do inde ,,~d 

suggest a detach ,':ent amid the tis t re ss a.'1d din o .f contending 

22 creeds" o 

Both Herbert 's li fe and his beliefs u 0:[ which I have 

presented the hriefest possible account in the foregoing pages 

are in themsel\l {~s a celebratien of ideals of balance, tempeYance, 

harmony and decorum. These ideals are celebrated also in the 

poetry, albeit irr.plici tly, for just as A Pri.est to the _TemDle. 

found a correlative in Herbert's conduct as a priest, so too his 

poetry seems often to accord fully with his ovm sweet humility 

and mildness. I need cite only the last stanza of tlEr.lployment(I)tI 

(ll.s7) in proof of this: 

I am no link of thy great chain 
But all lOY companie is a weed. 

l~rd place me in thy consort; give one strain 
To my poore r",ed. 

220 This notion is however contended by T .. So Eliot in his 
pamphlet, .9.~-'J.f:.. l-I~rPNt (Londo .. : Longmans, Green, 
1962), p.14. 
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CHAPTER I -_ .• _---

IMACE},y 

Even a cursory 91ance throu<)h Herbert's poetry will suggest 

the diversity of his image~, not only with regard to their range 

(part of which I shall examine later in this chapter), but ",Iso 

where their ve:ry qUElli ties are concerned" Two major traditions, 

those of emblem and symbol, seem to account for the variousness 

of his procedures and so require some p):eliminary definit ion. 

Of course the topic is a vexed one, and has occupied scholars for 

centurieso All I can offer hCere are tentative and provisional 

findings. klything more definitive would not only require volumes 

of explication, but would almost certainly fail to account for 

the r:ich and tantalising gradations of practice which make rigid 

theories ultimately futile. I sha l l attempt 01,1), some working 

definitions here to give direction rather than finality to my 

treatment of the images. 

In sixteenth- and sevc.nteenth-century emblems, ODe is presented 

with an association of pictogram and poem where the former provides 

a gloss to the latter, and so to some extent loses its self-

sufficiency. The associated . language is thus restricted, much as 

language set to music mnst not be so elaborate as to focus one's 

attention at the expense of the setting. While Herber t 's poetry 

shows a debt tc' the !.!!:'\terial of the embl,:.matists - for example 

the convention8.1 depiction of the heart as stony matter in tiThe 

Altarll (HQ26) ~·I believe that their influence is far more complex: 

than this, and that it extends also to his treatment of some 

lmageso The difference between the emblematic and the symbolic 
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treatment of imaq"?ry is ultimcd:ely a rn&tter of degrQe rather thc\n 

oj' kind 0 One ca.,., however isolate cC?rtain features of the 

emblematic convention which do not typify the methods of symbolism. 

Rosewary Fre,:!ma n has observed that the central assumption 

underlying the emblem - by which I shall henceforth mean the 

totality of picture and verse - is thi s : that poetry is a 

uspeaking picture, and painting dumb poetryttol Such an assumption 

marks the inter - d"pendence of visual and verbal aspects from the 

start 0 Almost all emblems 5.nvolve a maxim, usually of a 

proverbial or cautionary cast, which is printC?d separately from 

the picture, either engirdling the frame or placed below ito 

The reader thus moves first to the central idea, whence he pro·· 

gresses to the picture. Here he finds a composition of varying 

complexi ty, presenting ei thC?r a single item (a circle or a t r ee) 

or a more elabora te arrangement of objects. This frequently 

presents so mystifying an assembly of details that the reader is 

then obliged to consult the poem whiCh provides a gloss to the 

p..i.ctogram o Obviously so intimate an association of picture and 

poem means a sacri:fice of form to matter ; a poem so rigorously 

concerned with explication will tend tc assert rather than rend2r 

its meaning. 

Fro m these brief and necessarily "uperficial observations, 

major qualities of the emblem b ecome apparent, qualities which 

to a certain £>:.<:tent help to differentiate it from the symbol. 

The first of these is a tendency to explicitness. In the 

10 Rosemary Fr • .,eman, E!lgJ.L~ll_!;::mb lem Books (London: 
and Winclus, 1967), p.14. 

Chatto 
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emhl ('ffiFl.tic poem, whether it accolT~pC\ni es a pictog:r-am OT simply 

makes use of emiJlematic practices, the mcan il1g of the imagery 

is carefully glossed. This explicit equation of idea and image, 

because it states the point of similarity, brackets off the 

alterllatives ~ l ich a looser relation would accommodate. In a 

sense the embl<?matist selects his image and connects a meaning 

to it. 

A second feature of the emblem, its didacticism, is to some 

extent a corollary of the first. I 'have stated uefore how 

frequently the centre of the emblem proves to be a gnomic utter-

ance of a moral or philosophical nature. It follows that such 

ideas are glamorised or at least given greater substru1ce by their 

embodiment both in pictnr e and poem. At the same time this 

enfolding of the maxim within th e emblem cannot l ead to confusion 

since the emblematist is constrained to keep his meaning c l early 

defined. Henc", the apparent limitations of the mode .• its thinness, 

its explicitness - are positive assets. It is small wonder t)18t 

the Jesuits seized upon emb lem books to propagate '" ,1e Catholic 

faith, as Mario Praz has pointed out. 2 The picture provides a 

sensory enticem(mt to the reader, who, b 'affled by its arcane 

meaning, turns to the poem for enlightenment, and so has the idea, 

planted firmly in Ili s mind. 

The symbol on the other hand would seem to depend on very 

different tactics, if indeed the term "tactics" can be applied to 

a figure so much less preconceived than the emblem (although pre-

conception need not spell inferiority). There is a vast literatu!'e 

2. Mario Praz, Stl\cl~~<;,,,s in Seventeenth Cent l1l:_y Im~~S@~ 

2nd. eeL, (Rome: Edizione di Storia e Lettaratura, 
1964 ), 1'.16. 
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on s ymbols and consequently a ple thora of definitions. A 

repres en tative example is tl1 ,lt supplied by M.H. A..b rams when h e 

observes that a symbol is "anything which signifies some thing 

3 else f1
0 Th e blurred n at ure of this account s ugges ts not a 

loose gl:asp upon t.h e topic but · rather the indefinite nature of 

the topic itself. One it em dis places another a nd thereby (in 

the act of displacement ) sugges ts an equivalence betwee n them. 

Seldom is a symbol activel y glossed; on the contrary, it is 

usually the r e ader who must infer i ts meaning from its literary 

contexto He rbert's central symbol in "The Flower " (H, 165 ) 

prese nts us wi.th f ew difficulties of interpretation, for the 

association of f·lowers and spiritual renewal i s made accessib l e 

by its literary tradition . Yet it is never spelt out bllt r ather 

allowed to absorb and contain i ts significanc8. Obvious ly 

symbol resembles the "dark conceit" of Re naissance allegory, and 

this affinit y i s confirmed by the fact that l ike the s ymbo l, an 

alle gory oft en exists on two levels - th8 "exposed" leve l of th e 

nar rative and the a rcane l evel of the mean ing. When the 

parallels are drawn by the writer one could speak of .an "emblema t ic 

allegory"; when they are left unannotat ed to tremble with many 

possibilities of mean~ng, the designation "symbolic allegory" 

sugges ts it self·. (Space forbids me to provid e definitions more 

detailed and subtle than these.) 

It remains for me to examine in fuller detail the dual 

tendency in Herbert's image r y - to the emb lema tic on th e one hand 

and to the symbolic on the other. "Love'- joy" (H.116) provides 

3 0 MoB. tl.brams, A G.l()SS.:l!V ci_.!--it(-:'!E"';}~L.:f£.!'.E.l:.:~ 3rd. e d I), 
(New York: Holt , Rinehart and Winston, 1971), p.168. 
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un instance of t he :f i rst : 

As on a window late I cast mine eye, 
I saw a 'l ine drop grapes with J and C 
Anne2.1 f d 011 every bUllch. One standing by 
Ask'd wbat: it meant pI, who elm n e v er loth 
To spend my judgement, said , It seem'd to me 
To be the bodie and the letters both 
Of loy_ "nel alari ti ~. Sir, you have n ot miss I d, 
Tl"" ;"o.n r eply'd; It f i g ures JESUS ~HjUST . 

I have stated earlier that the methods of th e emblematist involve 

a sober, detached relation of image to its signi:ficance. He 

uses imagery illustratively, clarifying his observations o r 

sententi",e in a di agrammatic way_ In an embl emat ic poem, image s 

are subordinate to th e ir ideas and kept distinct from them , so 

that the process of e quation can be made clearer. Yet even in 

an ov e rt eXaJOlp l e such as the one above, Herbert <en riches the thin 

texture of equation \,ith the excitement o f his guess , exultation 

at b ei n g p r oved ri ght, and even some wry self·-cri ticism. Although 

t.here is unque stionably an emblematic linkage of meaning s , the 

whole poem is much more t h an a didactic rel a tion of grapeo' to 

Q,rist as in the old mediaeval image of the botrus mys t i c us; it 

is a little drama, ce l ebrating as much as any t hing els e the poet's 

initiation into truth. A persona l e mphasis, that is, ha s 

supplan ted the public tone of the emblematist, and given it a 

humanity t hat is otherwise sometimes missing. 

Anoth e r lyric th a t is obvious ly aligned to the embl ematic 

traditio n is the "Tlle Church-floore" (1l. 66 ) . Here the poet is at 

an o.pparently greater distance from his subject than in "Lov e ·- joy", 

and can thus show a more objective command of it, The poem 

begins in characteristic deixis as the spGaker demonstr2.tes to us 

the various features of the church floor. Such careful indexing 
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is, as I have said, a notable feature of th ,~ emblematic poem: 

fl-Iark you the floore? that squar e & speckled stone, 
Which looks so firm and strong, 

Is Pat icn~~: 

Herbert tempe rs the effec t of instruction, however, by supplyJ.ng 

a gen t le interrDgative .when'! an i mpe rative, blunt and forthright, 

would usually b e employed . This cases the reader into the poem 

in contrast to the a lternative method, whic.:h would tend rather 

to arrest him <i.nd pull him up short" lIS qUar e" and lISpeckled 11 

might strike us at first as being curiously detailed, espec i ally 

if we recall that the emb lematist attempts to kee p his images as 

blank and diagrammatic as possible. The stonets squareness, 

however , is more than a spatial description, for it suggests also 

IItOlJr squar enes s ll and enduring s olidity. So too "speckled", 

while it might on the one hand connote the variety of experiences 

in which pat ienc e is exercised, a ssociates with "squal:e" in 

defin ing the stone as granite. The emblematic: connection of 

granite (a gritty, hard material) and patience, an enduring virtue, 

can readily be dis cerned, and yet we have h ad to proceed th rouq.h._ 

the image, and make the connections ourselves. Herbert ha s used 

the pr e-es tablishe d framework of the emblem, but it has been 

complicated by the invited participation of the reader - emblem 

is thus verging pere upon symbol. Neverth ele~ s the equation is 

finally mad e 3S the poet moves from perltamcter through trimeter 

td his succinct, conclusive dimeter. Such a pro9ression gives 

the verse an effe ct of assured closing-in and narrowing-c..lov.'l1 -

both of which processes are typical of the eml.> l ematic method. 

In the second s tanzil, the reader is presented with a 
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similnrly modi:fied emblem ],n the? patterning of th e floor: 

And th 'other black andgrave"l'Jherewith eac h one 
Is checker'd all along, 

I-Imui li tie : ------

The pe?rspective widens llere to accommodate the pattern of the 

paving s tones. We ar e given the colour and effect of the other 

stone, wher e "grave" would certainly retain its older meaning of 

IIhe avy" in addition to i ts mod ern denotation of' "sombre", Even 

the metrics and phonetic texture here help to differentiate the 

qualities of the t wo stones, since the lighter sounds and ext r a 

unstressed sy llable? of "squar e and speckled" offse t the sober 

breadth of the cO!:lparnble sounds and so,llables of IIblack and 

gravQII. As our view is directed along the floor, we become 

aware of the repetition in the pattern and the E.ubsidiary function 

of each stone within the larger design, in contr a st to the initial 

focu ss ing 011 lithat O~G stone ll" This s nrely help s to justify the 

connection the poe t is abou t to make between the black marble and 

l1umili ty, Ther e are ;nany stones , and n;)ne can <::>,spire to special 

importance . Add ed to this is tl1e propriety of having black 

sugges t th e restraint and self-effac emcnt of l1umility itself. 

(The reader is thus a<Jain partly engaged in construing the emblems.) 

A widening focl1s i s appar e nt also in stanza three: 

The gentle rising, which on eitr.ex' hand 
Leads to the Quire above, 

Is Confidence: 

One i s l1er e able to envisage the gradual ascent of the floor 

towards the chancel, an architectural illu s ion caused by the 

viewer's di stance :from tl1e focal point of the cl1urch. ThE' 
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chance] ensllrines the mystic centre of the building, and is 

generally approached by a flight of steps. Courage, OEe might 

implicitly conjecture, is r equired to make the approach to the 

altar 0 Its gentl er equivalent~. nConfidence lt , is all t.hat is 

ne eded to cros s the floor l eadi ng to the choir. Nevertheless 

there is in "rising" a sense of restr ained aspiration, of move-

men t toward the Godhead 0 To a certain degree, "confidence'! is 

compounded both of "patience" and "humili tie", 8.S the democr atic 

g esture of !Ion either hand" suggests. Humility - l owliness -

is a necess ar y condition for rising; pati.ence controls the 

dir ect ion and renders it "gentle", or gradual, In this reqard, 

the adverb "above" gives a peculiar immediacy to our placing 

wi thin th e church 0 Generally one would invoke a word like 

"b eyond", signifying spatial recession en the Same plane as that 

of the viewer, Here "above II introduces an added dimension of 

hei ght , and forces the onlooke r's vis ion upward be~'ond the visual 

rising and subsequent steps to the v ery centre of the church, 

He is thus by implication brought very close to the floor, so 

close indeed as to "justify" (in terms of simple verisimilitude ) 

the minute examination which is made in the next stanza. 

But the sweet cement, which in one sure band 
Ties the whole frame, is Love. 

And C!.l.s Eitie, 

Here one examines with the poet the substance in the grooves 

between the blocks of marble, and th en follows his gaze as he 

encompasses the entire buildin g , the "wilole frame", The metapl'or 

within the emblem, conveyed by the image of ligature that "ties" 

it together, gives superadded un ity to the exper ienc c' 0 By 
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chequ~rin9 the blocks of rhyme (uPatienc o:: 1i / IfJ-Jumi 1 itic H / 

floor's alternating pattern within the verse itself. It is Cl 

patt ern which, like that of the church floor, leads ultimately 

to unity. The ttsweet cement tt 0:[ this stanza not only binds: 

it also unifies an assembly of diverse items. So ab so lnte and 

necessary a function is equated with as absolute and n ecessary a 

virtue - love. The poet resorts to the hendiadys of the double 

noun in order to clarify his own inte.rpretation of ttLove" a s an 

explicitly tbcological virtue (ttChar itie ll ). Furth eJ:Jllore , the 

very doubling of the nouns p rovides an image of reinforcement and 

continuity which reproduces the function of cement. 

At t his point He rbert r es tructures his verse so as to reduce 

the capsular, demonstrative effect of the preceding t e rcets, and 

supplies instead an eight-line stanza. This gives the verse a 

greater mobility which ma t c h es a n ew dynamic phase in th e poem, a 

phase bringing it even closer to allegory (insofar as the meaning 

develops t hj~ough action r'l. t h e r than thI·ough static -;ableaux), 

Hither sometimes Sinne steals, and stains 
The ma.rbles neat and curious veins: 

But all is cleapsed when the marble weeps, 
Sometimes Death, puff ing at the doore, 
Blows all the dust about the floore: 

But while he thinks to spoi l the ruom, he sweeps, 

Given the glos~;y texture o f marble and the consequent difficulty 

that anything has in tttaking" on such a surface , the activity of 

ttSinne tt b ecomes peculiarly disgusting, There is a wilfulness 

and industry implied in " s taining", as opposed to a ritndom, care-

l ess pollution. The marble' s delicacy (conveyed by "neat and 

curious") is thus brut;:;.lly and wantonly obscured . A metaphor 
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of veins helps to ill1imate what have hitherto been presented as 

impassive, stony blocks, an animation confirmed by their weeping 

in the next line, where the moist exhalations of the stone 

supply a metaphor for the human response of sorrow. Sorrow (of a 

penitential kind) is thus subtly evoked as the sole remedy for 

the dis f igurements of sin, There is a tendency toward absolute 

expression here - "all is cleansed" and "all the dust" - which 

suggests how completely the work of Sinne and Death is expunged. 

The treatment of Death itself is also emblematically telling, 

since h e never enters, but "puffs at the doore" and so fails to 

defile the church, This holy immunity of the building tn some 

extent prepares for the climax of the poem, ·where God's handiwork 

is celebrated, Death's grotesque, blustering insistence is 

fixed by , the tone of ''puffing'' and by the reversal of his intentions, 

for as he blows, he reveals the floor, hith er to coated with dust, 

(In Herbert, as of course in much religious verse, "dust" is an 

image of mortalit~) Death has superficial control over the 

mortal and transitory disfigurements of the church, but he cannot 

assail the serene perdurability of God's own creation, The 

framing of Death by the rhyme "weep "/"sweep" enacts his subjection 

to 'God's cleansing purpose. We have thus a comp licated r ealisation 

of the figures of Death and Sin, neither of them suited in this 

context to conventional iconogr aphic treatment. Sinne is a: 

mysterious, furtive defiler - nothing more definite is given in 

the poem, Death cannot be given his usual emblematic guise as 

skeleton since the verb "puff" automatically suggests th e motion 

of cheeks - at which point one might pause to observe that there 

is a similar inversion of this emblematic convention in Herbertts 

poem, "Death" (H,18 S). The actions of Sin and Death while they are 
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clearly p resented, arc never E>O"-"]J1.icitly tagg8d o There is no 

emblE,m2.tic gloss for the ideas enshrined in each image, nor for 

the tissue 0:[ idea.s whic h inheres in the action . Clearly ;:J. 

symbolic register is beginning to displac8 an emblematic one. 

The rinal couple t marks the climax and redirection of the 

poem, for here the concrete emblem, the church, is suddenly 

equa ted with t ,,'2 hea:L" t to form anew, complex metaphor: 

Blest be the Architect, WhO S E, art 
Coulci build s'ostron-g - in a weak heart . 

Joseph Summers has sho"m how, by rendering the imagery personal, 

Herb e rt gives it a characteristically individual emphasis, for 

he "nearly always presents the institutional as a hieroglyph of 

the personal rather than vice versa, and the hieroglyph of 'The 

church-·floore' has pictured primarily the ma:rvellous art of Goel 

in decreeing the perseverance of the saints rathe r than llis art 

in the construc tion c f the church!!, 4 Al though such an ieiea has 

a biblical precedent (as Professor Summers himself suggests), it 

inverts the literality of the emblem, and gives to the imagery 

an encompassing spiritual tenor that, short of obviously enclosing 

the poem within a heart-shaped frame, no (;mblem could fully convey, 

(This of cours,~ assumes that a1 though poems can be emblematical 

wi thout being '3_ssociated with pictures, tbey tend nevertheless to 

produce a defined visual response - what might be termed a mental 

emblem.) 

Similar blendings of register occur also in ltLove unknown II 

(H,129) < Like !1Love -Joy lT, IlLove unknown lt is cast in a dramatic 

4. Joseph S,"mmer s, Ge'2.£9.c I1(>rbert ; His Religion and Act 
(London ~ Cha.tt.o and Windus, 1954 ), p e 126" 
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form" It is in the nature of a confe,sion to a "deare f r iend tt 

who supplies gnomic footnotes to all the mystifying events of the 

narrative. The first image the reader encounters is that of 

ttgrounds", which, as Canon Hutchinson points out, is a represent·· 

5 ation of the speaker's soul. 

Because the meaning of the image is at first very. shadowy, 

and has to be arriv,ed at by a slow process of rc)asoning: and 
> 

because there is a narrative link betwe'~n the image of "g:counds tt 

and of Itfrui t II (the produce of t he grounds), there seems to be an 

allegor ieal element in the ut ter ance. The absence of naked 

exposition and a sense of dynamic progression in the meaning both 

bring allegory to mind, until the poet places his he a rt in the 

fruit dish, Here one experiences a super imp osi tion of emblem 

upon allegory, for the heart has not been translated into un image 

congruent with the story, but rather introduced I';i th cOlilplete 

di sregard for the visual par adox it presents. Such me thods are 

of course entirely legitimate in the emblem, Hhere the concept 

pr 2vails over visua l logic. 

The servant who receives the fruit on behalf of his master 

then takes up the he,ut, and throws it into a font filled with the 

blood that issues from a rock, By now allegory has almost entirely 

been displaced by emb lematic methods. Although there is an element 

of dynamic progression, all the events are easily contained withi.n 

the compass o :f a single narrative framE:, &nd do indeed have the 

statuesque, frozen-in-motion aspect of the emblem. There is, 

moreover a marked concern with ideas ., to which narrativ e and visual 

coherence are sacrificed. The assembly 0:1' font, heart., blood 

5, Hutchinson, p.522. 
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and rock do not make literal sense in conjunction with cRch other: 

each must be translatEd to such an extent that only when they ar2 

rendel:erJ abstract can they be reconciled into a thematic patterno 

The font (an Emblclll of baptism) is where the heart is pu:ri f ied by 

the blood of Christ, since it is through baptism that tbe reclemp~ 

tion of a Christian is sealed. This blood issues from a rock 

which has been cleft like that which Moses cleft in the desert 

fo r the relief of the Israe lites. Herbert here draws on a typo·-

logical association of the rock with Christ 1 s I?.!!2.~, oy ~;ide-' 

wot!nd, which had gained currcmcy in Christian thought. By 

introducing this image, the poet departs slightly from crr,blem 

into the province of symbol and allegory once again, because he 

implies, rathe r than states, the linkage of Christ with rock, and 

simply allows the image to intI:oduce its o vm emotional vibration 

without any commentary beyond the glosses supplied by the l~eare 

fr iend It u As the first tableau closes, one becomes aware that 

the heart is s01,1eho ... still connected physically with the speaker, 

because he feels the n"lringing", and this "enforceth tears". 

The imagery is once again difficul.t to classify, since the pain 

is felt without any emblematical conn~,ction of heart and speake): 

by means of visual heart-strings, for exc..ffipie. This sugges ts a 

(·lh.\'j 
. . \' · .. llo,~tic: occurrenc:e of the events (just as the "grounds" suggest 
\I'It.(. I ,~.( t. Ii ! 

the soul of the poet), and therefore an external presentation of 

interior cOl-tflict such as one? finds in the mediaeval p...'!'y' chS'm~cllio., 

the latter genre being, of course, essentially allegorical in 

spirit. Throughout the poem then, as my analysis of lines 1 to 18 

has att empted to show, there is a subtle movement between two 

disparate forms of imagery. This is in no way the result of tl1e 
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poet's confusion, but rather proof of his flexibility and 

readiness to drilw from whatever source best suits his purposco 

Since the distinction between emb l em anrJ symbol hinges to 

some extent on the degree to which the image is entertained 

intellectual.ly rather th3.n emotionally, it is worth c'kJaying 

h ere briefly to examine the met a physical conceit. This species 

of imagery tends to display brilliance and mental agility where 

the symbol reve a ls a mox·e resonant significance, Space once 

again forbids any more cOlnprehensive definition than that supplied 

by Helen Gardner. She regards the conceit (more especia lly the 

metaphysical conceit) as a compar ison which makes us "concede 

likenes s while being strongly conscious of unlikeness ",6 and 

likcons it to a spark made by two stones, which, when it expires, 

leaves us with two stones, the irlcongruous residu um of the 

experienceo Herbert resorts to this mode far less often than 

his cont.emporaries , but when he does, the effect is usually 

illuminating. 

Sometimes he e,(ploi ts the conceit's brea.th-taking ingenuity 

to energise theological commonplaces, and so grant them new life. 

For instance, the reconciliation of man to God through Christ's 

passion is conveyed by relating the s ide··wound to a post - bag. 

This occurs in liThe Bag" (H.lSl): 

6, 

If ye h ave any thing to send or wJ:ite, 
I have no bag, but here is room: 
Unto my Fathers hands and sight , 
Beleeve me, it shall safely come. 
That I shal l rnind2,what you impart, 

Look, you may put it very neare my heart. 

Helen Gardner, ed ., The_Mpti:\phvsical_Poets 
(HarrnonrJsworth: Penguin, 1957) p o 19. 

} 
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The novelty of th e conception is so sharp that the image seems 

to borcler on profanity. If, indeed, it is visualis e d, it becomes 

7 positively repu l sive, like an extravag2.!1Ce in a Moravian hymn . 

The concei t muk\~s no such demand s upon us however, for no~ .... ;hC?rc in 

the stanz a d ocs Herbert fo r ce us through a point - by-point equation 

of wound wit h baOo Rath er , he leaves the terms of the compari~;Gn 

intellectual, so as t o give energy to the id e a wi tho ut violating 

our sensj.tivitiesc A E.922.'?_ordia dj~.~_ of s imilar inventiveness 

occurs in "The Dawning ll (H . 112) where. Cl~ris t' s grave line n take s 

on the function of a handkerchief. 

The shock of novelty is often more mut ed , howeve r, as the 

conceits in th e mas terly poem, "Eas terH (H. 41), prove. This is 

an ur gen t address by the poet to h imself which - aft er a ser i es 

of s wift imperatives - presents an image of Christ's death, first 

r e ducjng the body to dust, and then r econsti t uting a nd transfigur·. 

ing it through the resurrect ion. An implic it alchemical metaplJo): 

is carefully sustained in lines 5 and 6, where calcination reduces 

the metal to dust, only to enable it to f01:111 a gain, in this 

mirac ulous ins tance , as go ld. Two aleheI:lical ideas, those of 

calcination and of the philosopher's stone, are held in metaphcric 

t e nsion h e re. 

At the sa;ne time, therE~ is in "Ea.ster" no invi ta tion to press 

home the dicho~omies of the imagery. Thes e make a swift, el ectric",l 

contact, and t~.len fall away. The r eader i s not requir ed to 

cont emp late h oY'!. Cbrist. , in dying, calc i nes man . Any further 

paralle ls dral/:n from an alChemical l abor,,,tory would be grat uitous, 

---- -----,--
7. H,\'J, En'Jland a.ncl J. Sp«rrow, !.!L:l1}" ;:; __ ~~!2!? ... L~lj!:E'_ (Ne w York: 

New York Public Library, 1966), pp.7-J :L. 
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distracting and even grotQsqueo Similarly , one is not meant 

to envis a ge a literally golden man, but to conce nt rat e rather on 

th e m8t.aphoric il'1port of gold . The very juxtaposition o f "gold " 

wi th "jus t " (,m abstrac t adject i ve ) hell's to keep the former 

abstract as wel l , and so prevent too concrete a realis at ion of 

the imageo He:;:-bert has at the S8Jne time generat e d a strong 

currEmt of emotion in the open ing lines, with the r es ult that 

the conceit neVfcr lapses into frigidity or unemotional cleverness. 

Indeed, this emot ion enr:i che s and sustains it s log ical d ext e rity. 

The same ingenuity, borne on a stream o f strong and generous 

£eelill <] , i s no t iceable in the foll owing stanza, where a conceit 

unites the cross and the sin ews of Chr ist to the wood and strin9s 

o f a lute, Once more, the image does not demand a detailed 

pursuit 0 £ the analogy, an a,'lalo'JY which would involve too full 

a focus Oil suf-feTing in vJhat; after all, is a celebratory lyric, 

I t i s rathe r the conceit o f sLlffering made h armonious and thus 

transfigured, t h at occupies the r eader 's mind . 

Herber t t S l1s e of the symbo l needs st ill to b e examined 

b ecause it diff(>r s from his treatment of emblem and conceit les s 

in kind (we hav8 already observed the enriching modifications of 

his t rea trnent ) than in degr ee ; His symbols are seldom obscure , 

sharing as they do to some exten t the almost public clarity of 

the emblem . His e mblematic poems , conversely, are never s teril e · 

and f l atly pictographic, being rathe r shot through with emotion 

and personal si gn ificance. While t he imagery in The Temple 

displays a continnum of these modes rather than sharply differ­

entiated registers , it is n~cessary th a t the features of imagery 

at the other end of the scale from tha t of "The Church f loo re" 
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be established . This can best be done by glancing at "The! 1"1 o \'I,) r " 

(H .J65), a poem to which I shal l return later in this chapter. 

Here th e imag e s Herbe rt forges are ind e ed symbolic, gair;ing their 

resonance fro m the pe):sonal meanings with which they are cJothed. 

At the start 0 :[ t l10 ~irst sta.nza, a happy outburst embodies 

This comes with a :fluency and spontanei-Ly 

that accords well with the utterance: 

How fresh, 0 Lord, how s\veet and clean 
Are thy returns! ev'n as the f100e rs in spring; 

To which, besides their own cle l 'H~ ,ul, 
The la te~past fros ts tributes of ple ,\ ~, ,1): C bJ:ing . 

Here there is no imposi tio!!. of meaning S:!"2E!. i.nage such as typifies 

the emblemat ic: method. Rather, the p:·:,x:c~ :~ ,;es are reversed to the 

degree that the 1!!eanj -02. depends on th" :i.mage for its realisation. 

Neithe~ is there any of the mental effort of the conceit, but 

rather an easy appropriatene s s of image to -th;£,.. poetf s frame of 

mind 0 God t S Hrt,: tur nS It, £urth;zrmore, 2.re not forced into an 

analogy with the return of the flowers, for although parallels do 

exist, they are an understood part of the symbol's associations. 

The e lusive syr,tax of lines 3 and 4 provides further confirmation 

o f the poem' s symbolic register. \~Ji thot;.t wishing to . attempt an 

Empsonial1 anD-lysis, I would suggest tha"i: t.hE:: pros8 SI.?HSe can b e 

construed In a number of ways. Two of th2 F.Ost obvious would be, 

firstly "Goo's l-eassertion of Himself is 3.S beautiful as the 

return of flowers, before whiCh the poet's 3 0115(>. of desolation 

( 'late-past f1:05tS!) melts into gratituci e: (I trib',l tes of pleasure') ", 

or secondly that "God 1 s rC'as s <'; r t i o n of Hi,,,s elf is cyclio, like 

th e return of :flowers ~. and is intensifip.d in cont. :.t: ast with His 

earlier 'indiffer(~nce' (the 'late-past fr(lst(; t SU9~jesting a. 
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condition of God rath(!r than of the poet)lI, Thi s ambiguous 

breadth o f mean :lng, registered -though it is by syntactic means, 

surely character ises the symbol ic mode, Even whe re the analogy 

seems to be systematical ly explored in lines 5 and 7, ther e is 

less a sense of the dogged pursuit of exempla than of rhapsodic 

accl amat i on, \'Ihat I think is h appening here is that Herbert 

entertains, off-stage as it were, an ar c hetypal parallel between 

spiri t ual a",,] seasonal rejuvenat ion, and then, wi thin the cont ext 

of the poer;) it sel f, gives concrete immediacy to this in the ima\je 

of the flower, The fl ower is a symptom Cilld therefor e a symbol 

of the return of spring, and hence mirrors the return of God into 

the p oet 's life, In this way , th e images sus t ain a double mec\ning ~ 

On the one hand, the flower is a public symbol (of spring), and on 

the other a jy?rsonal symbol (of spiritual renascence). 

Ther e j s an unlimited fund o f public symbOlcfn Scripture and 

in the li t ur gy (whic h, i n any case, is rooted in a matrix of 

Biblical teaching); and many- s uch images can be observed in 

Herb ert's poetry. I haVE already glanced at the typological 

symbol of the c lef t rock in a n earlier analY <Jis , but f urth er 

examples are legion, and some wil l be exa"1ined in my survey of 

the imagery. 

* 

I have hitherto stressed some of the modes i n which Herbert's 

imagery i s cast , and propose now to examin e some of the majo r 

image s in his poetry and SOlp.e o:E the sources f rom whic h they are 

derived< Since I intend to explore the r e l a tion between structc;re 

and theme, and since I have already devoted attention to t he 
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kinds of imagery, th e accent will fall largely upon the 

association of image and idea and what they collectively present 

in terms of the poet's t~emes. Moreover, because an exhaustive 

tabulation of the, il:lagery is beyon d the scope of this thesis, I 

have contented myself with the examination of a few major images, 

and within the compass of this selection, have tried to demonstrate 

the diversity of their application, and their considerable thematic 

range. 

On e can gain deep insights into a poet and into the scope of 

hi s experience by sUl:veying the materials he chooses to transml!te 

into imagery; and indeed some theorists such as Caroline Spurgeon 

hav e suggested that it is through his imagery that a poet can most 

frui tfully 

that [the 

8 a.way f ~ It 

be studied, and that " it is chiefly throu gh his images 
. -'i 

poet:, to some extent uncon sciously, 'gives hi.mself 
.--' 

There is value in this, but also a proportionate dan~)cr 

of being deflected from the poetry to a study of the poet himself. 

Such dam;Jers need not deter ·us, however, from observing tho~areas 

of life and literatuJ:e from whic h Herbert gathers :~is images. 

One of these areaS - perhaps more peculiar to him than to 

Donne - is the R01Ean Catholic liturgy. Rosemond Tuve 9 has 

suggested that Herbert was l'amiliar with this, primarily because 

the double images of tiThe Sacrifice tl (1-1.26) - of God's treatment 

of Isr ael, conjoined with Isr ael' s recept ion of Christ - have 

their source in the Jmprope': ia of Good Friday. For example , 

8, Caroline Spurgeon, Shal~'22P-€.c-.~e' s !!I)<:',.sL~ and ~vb at It TelL,. 
Us (London: Cambridge Univ< Press, 1935), p.4. 

9. Rosemond Tuve. A Readinq of Ge2.E..S!g._klerbert (London: Faber, 
1952j, pp.24ff. 
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the yoked images of the water from the rocle and the vineg;:;.r of 

the Passion helve the following liturgical expression: 

Ego te potavi aqua salutis de petra; 
et tu me potasti felle, et aceto. 

Herbert complicates the image however, divorcing its constituents 

and welding them anew o The events of the narrative are hence 

given a spiritual gloss ?brilliantly conveyed by the junction of 

ltrock1f and t!hearts Tl , Ifgall Tt and nIJlalic2n~ 

Why, Caesar is their onely King, not I; 
He clave the stonie rock, when they were drie; 
But surely not their hearts, as I well trie: 

Was ever grief, &c. 

and 

They give me vineger mingled with gal:l, 
But more with ma lice: yet, whe n they did call, 
VJi th Manna, Angels food, I fed them all: 

Was ever grief, &c; 

The liturgy provides not only illustrative materialS, of this 

kind, but also an indirect imagery of ferm. Perhaps I ,over-

extend the word "image" by applying it In this connection, but 

strikes me that the visual shape of poc,lllS like "The Quip" (HollO) 

or Iq-Iome" (BolO?) helps to focus their attitudes prayerful 

aspiration. To observe the Illere topography of these lyrics and 

to foreknow the religious concern, is to expect the mesmeric 

i terativeness of a litany. The liturgy can often bring associated 

images to mind, such as the implicit illlage of the priest in 

liThe Invitation" (H . 179). It is difficult to refrain here frolll 

associating the speaker with a vested minister, proffering the 

host and chalice; and this impression is due to more than the 

,hieratic formality of the tone. Anyone conversant with the 
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Come ye hither All! whose ta s ·te 
Is your waste; 

with the "Com~orta.ble Words" on the one hand: 

Come unto me all that travail and are 
heavy - lv.den, and I will refresh you. 

and, on the other, with 

Draw near and receive the Body and Blood of 
Our Lord Jeslls Chr 1.st, which were given for 
you, and feed on him in your hearts by faith 
with thanksgiving. 

Liturgical allusions like these hav e the effect of defining the 

speaker as priest. This rSle is usua lly mor e directly reali sed, 

as Herbert often refe rs to his own priestly function. In 

"Aaron" (E. 174) for exampl e, he feels unequal to the transcendent 

function he is called upon to fulfil. Although the theme of the 

poem is a spiritual one - a moral clothing of the soul- it takes 

p~~t of ~ts power from the governing image of vestment. As in 

all liturgical action, the literal gesture signifies a spiritual one. 

Church architecture, altars, bells .. all of them liturgic".l 

"propertie s " - are also associated wj.th this image of the priest. 

The Chur ch. opens with a shaped poem called "The Altar" (H.26), 

which, a.s Summers observes in connect ion with "The Church-floore \l 

(H. 66), 
10 

offers an institutional hierogJ.yph f 'or a personal the me . 

What is being erected is not a cultic altar (although this is 

enriching the image), but an altar of the heart, the stony portions 

-------
10. Cf. SUlUmers, p.126. 
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of whicll are secured by tIle cement of remorse~ The linkage of 

heart and stone, to digress for a moment, extends also int o other 

poems like "The H. Communion" (H. 52), wller e it signifies t he 

inflexib:i.li ty and unrecept:i_veness of t he soul: 

Before that sinne turn'd flesh to stone, 
And all our lump to leaven; 

In "Sepulchre" (I-lo40) sl:one is image d as an imprisoning substance: 

What ever sinne did this pure rock commit, 
Which holds thee now? • •• . 

It is this concern that is also devc,loped in "Nature" (H.45 ) , 

where once again the pO l~t b<?~.c(~ches God to assert His presence i n 

his heart, and inscribe His commandments on its stony substance. 

This juxtaposition of images (that is of heart and stone ) con-\ ~ 

stitutes a sort of ). eit.!",-'?.!i~ in Herbert's poems of moral aspir2_tion, 

of which tiThe Sinner" (1-1,38) is one. In another indirectly 

"li t LlrQical" poem, "The Church ·· floore " (H.66), we have seen that 

stone is invok~~d as an image not of hard-heartedness but of 

i mmovabl.e security: 

g~O that square & speckled stone, 
v]hich looks so firm and strong, 

Is Patience: 

On two oc~asl.ol"ls, Herbert invokes church windows to i l lustr3.te 

a parable about the Christian life. "Love·,Joy" (H.116 ) owes its 

v isual impact to the meaning of the tendrils annealed in a stained 

glass window, while "The Windows" (H . 67 ) presents an analogy 

bet ween the light's enriChment of colour as it passes through the 

glass , and the Gael's enrichment of the preacher's word. 
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Herbert is never in darll]cr of ccnfusing hieratic symbol or 

emblem 1\·i th the realities they convey and, indeed, in I!Sion I~ 

(H,106) and liThe H,Communion" (H,S2), hG rejects the literal 

vehicle of a symbol a.s something redundant in the face of its 

large.r meall i n g - a rhetorical ploy one would attribute mor(~ readily 

to an anti .. ·ritualist e In "The H,Communion", for example, he dis-

missGs all ri tllal accessories before Gxamining the idea 0"[ the 

Heal Presence: 

while in 

Not in rich furniture, or fine aray, 
Nor in a wedge of gold, 
Thou, who for me wast sold, 

To ·me dost now thy self convey; 

nSion ll he contrasts the ritual external i ties of 

the old dispensation with the spiritual sanctity demanded by the new, 

Since the liturg y has a. biblical basis, allusions to scripture 

often filter through it, as I have already observed with regard to 

ItThe Sacr ifice!t 0 Herbert frequently short-circuits thGs e in~ 

direct ch annel s " of access, however, anel searches out images in the 

scriptures themselveso USion tl , which is noticeable for its dis· ... 

missal of formalism, is nevertheless empowered by a sensuous 

account of Solomon's temple: 

Lord, with what glorie wast thou serv'd of old, 
When Solomons temple stood arod flourished! 

Where most things were of purest gold; 
The wood was all embellished 

With flowers and carvings, mysticall and rare: 
All show'd the builders, . crav'd the seeers care. 

On this occasion, the poet is contras tinG conceptions of worship, 

and exalting spiritual above physical Beauty, If he con1;rasts 

Old and New Testament here, he stresses their simi larities on 
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othc::r occasions <l The events of the one are conceived as pre-

figurations of the other, often along tile purely traditional 

lines of typology. Inst ances of this procedure (which I shall 

be examining in detail later) are too numerous to catalogue and 

I shall he'w e to content myself with a representative selection, 

In "Affliction (V)" (H .97) he refers to the ark of Noah as a 

foreshadowing of the Christian Church, while in "The Bunch of 

Grapes" (1-1.128), we shall see that the vicissitudes of the chos en 

people supply an a,nalogue to the sorrows of the Christian believer. 

(It is worth observing in this connection that many of these 

typologies were fixed and popularised in manuals like the 2Eeculum 

I-Iumanae Salvationis and the Biblia PrtU2~~' whose influence upon 

the poet has been examined by Rosemond Tuve.) 11 "Josephs Coat" 

(H.159l reveals a rather quirkish use of Biblical imagery> as the 

coat is made to signify a variegation of joy and sor r ow in the 

Christian life, in addition to the assurance o:f God's love. 

(The allegorical nature of this, and indeed of many a typological 

emphasis, is of course foreign to the source of the image ." Gene sis 

37.3. ) 

The New Testament is also a fund of images for Herbert, and 

his usage is again far too rich to tabulate In its entirety. 

He alludes to the eschatcn for example "hen h,,~ wishes to give an 

edge and urgency to his statements. "Vertue" (H.87l consists of 

a serene train of images which culminate in a reference to the 

Last Day, the more telling for its unruffled tone: 

11. Tuve, A Reading of Georqe Herbert, 1'.29. 
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On.ely ? s·wt.~et c3n d v e rtuolls soul, 
Like season'd timber, never 9ives; 
l3ut -.. hough the who l e world turn to coal , 

Then chief l y lives. 

Here one se8S t h e imagery of minor forms of tr ansience glve 

way to an image which signi:fies a tot a l passing of order. In 

IIDecay" (H.99) the stress falls upon the purgatorial effect of 

the Dies Irae, dur i ng whiCh fire will devour the coldnesses of 

sino Another such emphasis is manifest in "Love II" (He 54) 

where He rbert pres ent s an apocal yptic pur gation of evil. God's 

purpose is clarified in this poem when He claims crea tion as His 

owno The eschaton i s sometimes p resented (mUCh less dr ama tical ly) 

in the image of a feast. Indeed, "Love (II I)" (H .188) which 

mi ght otherwise appear to be concerned with the r econciliat i on 0:[ 

God and sinner through the Eucharis t, probab l y derives its i magery 

from the Hessianic banquet in Luke 12.37, and the ref ore concerns 

the rec ept ion of the sou l into heaven by Christ Himself. 12 This 

is suggested by the fact that it occurs within the sequence of 

escha tologica l poems at th e end of The Church - "Death" (I-I. 185), 

"Dooms-day" (He 186), "Judgement" (H.187 ) and "Heaven" (He 188). 

Oft en, though, Herbert uses the feast to suggest in sensuous 

terms hi s wonder at the Eucharist. His me als are seldom convi~ial 

affairs affirlliing a social h armony , but rather intimate encounters 

between the speaker and his Savio ur, In "The l3anquet n (H.18l ), 

to cite only the most obvious case, the poet begins by welcoming 

the presence of Christ in the Sacrament , and then offer s a 

catalogue of metaphors to convey its transcendent lovel iness . 

He rbe rt also marvels at the mystical transmutation of wine into 

12 . Cf. Summers, p.89. 
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blood, which be always savours to the full, although it is un" 

likely that h e accepted the doctrine of transubstantiation. 

The ennobling sensations of the wine are registered with an almost 

sensuous reli s h, as this quotation from "The Agonie" (B.37) shows: 

Love is that liquour sweet and most divine, 
Which my God feels as bloud; but I, as wine. 

Such lines as tl,ese provide a convenient tr ansition to Herb~rt I S 

imagery of blood, for his grief at the crucifixien often occasions 

an uYlrelenting focus upon the suffering of Jesus and the blood 

that flowed for the redemption of man. In "Good Fr id ay " (H. 38 ) , 

the poet makes futile attempts at a quantit ative assessment of 

Christ's Passion, referring to his blood as he does so: 

o my Chief good, 
How s),all I measure out thy bJ.oud? 

As it is only through physical e>.:perience of pain that the enormity 

of th e Passion can be gauged, God must drav blood for its indit e-

ment from the poet's heart: 

Since bloud is fittest, Lord, to write 
Thy sorrows in, and bloudia fight; 
My heart hath s tore>, write thEre, ••• 

Blood is also made to funct.ion as a symbolic shorthand for Christ's 

sacrifice as in "Church-lock and key " (H.66): 

Yet beare, 0 God, onely for his blouds sake 
Which pleads for me: 

In ot.he r lyrics , the restorative, even medicinaJ., effects of blood 

are central to the poet's the>matic purpose. It functions on one 

occasion as a "receit" for the "prattle" of conscience: 
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And the receit shall be 
I<iy Saviours bloud: when ever at hi s board 
I do but taste it, straight it clcanseth me, 

"Conscience " (H. lOS) , 

In "Church"'rents and schismes" (H.140) Christ's blood is 

conceived as a source of health and colour for the church; and 

for death itself in the poem of that name. However frequently 

this image recurs in Herbert, it is never treated with the taste-

less obsession that on occasion characterises its use in some 

13 eighteenth-century hymns. Blood, as I have observed, tends to 

be transmuted into the "sweet liquor" of the Communion, or treated 

with detachment as a theological formula for the crucifixion. 

There are other images of biblical provenance which speak 

les s explicitly of their origin than the ones I have just tabula ted. 

One cou ld legitimately call them homiletic, for they include 

preaching images like the servant and master as a metaphor of man 

in submission to God (a metaphor invoked by Christ himself in a 

numb e r of his parables). We see this in "Affliction ( I )" (H.4 6 ) , 

Ar, r~ther such image is that of Death rendered impotent by the fact 

of the Resurrection, which derives ultimately from I Corinthians 

15.55. A reworking of the latter image is Herbert's lIDeath" (H,lSS) 

although here Death is not defeated so much as radiantly transmuted. 

Death personified is also treated as a figure of mortality in 

many poems, although this shows a debt to mediaeval commonplace 

rath er than to specifically Biblical sources. In "Church-monumC'·nts " 

(H.64) the speaker confronts the imminence of death and the r e-

duclbility of man by contemplating a tomb. This leads him inevit-

ably to reflect upon the mere dust to which the body eventually turns, 

13. Cf. England and Sparrow, pp.7-ll. 
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The imaC]e of dust connected with this reduction of man is, 

like that of the tomb, ultimately Biblir.al in origin, but its 

meaning has been enriched by further accretions over the centuries. 

In "Church··monuments" it serves to evoke a response of humility 

in the face of final clissolution, of the transience of the fles h , 

and of the ineluctable progress of time. In "Love I" (H. 54 J the 

image foregrounds a different set of associatio'ls - pollution 

and sin: 

How hath man parcel'd out thy glorious name, 
And thrown it on that dust which thou hast made, 

"Love II" (H.54 ), in many ways an antiphon to the foregoing poem, 

develops this still further. Dust h e r e becomes an image of 

obscurity, which prevents, both literally and figuratively , the 

poet's perception of God, immanent in the world: 

Our eies shall see thee, which before saw dust; 
Dust blown by wit, till that they both were blinde: 

Like blood, dus·t can also serve as a brief circumlocution for an 

aspect of theology - the limits of the creature in '~rinitie 

Sunday" (H.68) and "The Priesthood" (H .160); and his transienc2 

in "Sighs and Grones" (H .83). Its most intense and disturbing 

application is to be found in "DenialJ.1I (H . 79), a poem which I 

analyse in Chapter II, 

A considerat ion of dust-imagery l eads sideways into y e t 

another range of images which may collectively be termed "elemental". 

Nature is the ultimate source of these images , which Herbert often 

invokes for the analogies th'2Y supply to his spiritual condition. 

Hence dew suggests spiritual vi vi fica tiOll - in "Grace" (Ho 60 ) -
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while frost and snow tend to signify dejection of the soul and a 

sense of alienation from God, as for instance in "The Size" 

(H.137), "Hans medley" (H.131) and, most eloquently, "The Flower" 

There is evidence in this area of Herbert's eye for 

detail, and of his readiness to explore material beyond his self-

defined compass of interests for whatever illustrations it might 

provide him. Nature poet he is not, and yet much of his poet ry 

testifies to hi s eye for natural detail. 

"Grief " (H.164) shows Herb ert having r ecourse to springs 

and rivers to sharpen the effect of his hyperbolic gestures, 

whereas in "Businesse" (1-1. 113) he uses rivers to illustrate pur~ 

pose and direction in life. It is worth pausing here, before 

exploring other aspects of his nature imagery, to discuss a cognate 

set of images, the elemental states of hot and cold and of 

freezing and burning. The precedent for these images of element a l 

condition is almost cert.ainly Petrarchan, for as L.G. Salingar. has 

observed, "Sidney's Astrs>phel and Ste!).a (written c.1580) was 

hOi LIed as the mirror of passionate melancholy (Nashe, Prefas:~, 

1591), and it s p ublication released a flood of Petrarchan sonnet 

sequences. It runs through the whole gamut of the self dramatis5_ng 

l over - with his ecstasies ••• of 'living deaths, dear wounds, 

fair storms and freezing fires l . ,,14 It is probable that Herbe::t 

introduced these images into The TemDle , and, having divested 

them of their exuberance, employed them to describe his relation" 

ship with God. Such a procedure would in ~act accord with his 

principle of "baptising the muse ", or, as he phra.sed it in 

14. L.G. Salinga.r, "The Elizahethan Literary RenaissaT1C€'" in 
The_ . .fu.'e of ~1l<lk<?S~E.£, ed. Boris Ford (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1956). p.92, 
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liThe FCorerunn8rs ll (H.176), of washing with his tears the "lovely 

metaphor s II that have hitherto known only "stews and brothels". 

Cold, like stone, is obviously associated with a lack of 

receptivi ty and with sluggish indifference, as in "Sepulchre" 

(H,40) and "Church-lock and key" (H.66) for example. Heat is 

conversely, and wi th equal obviousness, related to the impassioned, 

febrile yearning found in "Home" (H.lOI') and "Longing" (H . 148) or 

to the heat of sinful excitation in "Sinnes round" (H.122). In 

most of these cases - and I have culled only a few of many such 

examples - it is possible to find a.nalogues in the conventions 

of Petrarchan imagery, although this is by no means their only 

source .. Such imagery in turn has med iaeval sources for in a 

work such as The Romaunt of the Rose, Cupid diagnoses the lover's 

malady in similar t erms : 

Love, says Cupid • •• engenders emotional extremes, 
which make the life of love' ful contrarie' ••• A 
lover finds he likes h:;'s own company best " " is 

" - "1 . subject to hot and colu flushes ••• , LandJ occas~onally 
. 15 lnert co. co .. 

Herbert : s nature imagery is generally !lo t as abstract as the 

imagery of condition that has just bee n reviewed, although his 

vehicles are frequently generalised rather than observed with 

minute particularity. His use of plan '1; images for example, is 

so multifarious as to defy any easy categorization, but one might 

distinguiSh be>~ween his gener a1ised vegetable imagery (metaphors, 

that is, of or9anic ~rowth), and his accounts of actual plants. 

IIJordan (I) " (H,56) supplies an instance of the ·first and so 

does "The Jews" (H. 152): 

--------_. 

15. Methuen, 1969), p.19 . 
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Poore nation, whose sweet sap and juice 
Our cyens h a ve purloin'di and left you drie: 

In both 01' these, the nominal vehicle of th," plant image bas been 

off-staged and implie d merely by the nouns in order to give 

sharper focus to the tenor. Sometimes He~'bert's realisation of, 

say, his flower images is more immediately concrete, but even 

here, except where the rose and the orange tree are concerned, 

there is seldom a definite specification of the bloom, and they 

retain a symbolic or an emblematical 'generality, The strown 

flowers in "Easter" (H,41) , for example, are a gesture 01' rejoicing, 

while in "Life" (H. 94 ) they are made to function - in a t ime-

honoured way - as symbols o f evanescence. A darker cast is give~: 

to the image 1n "Repentance" (H.48 ) where it is solemnised into a 

memento mori,, " The saJlle is trlle of "Vertue" (H.87). Flowers 

also aid the poet in contemplating the wonders of God's creation, 

while in liThe Rose" (H.177), the bloom becomes an exemplum of 

forbear ance: 

What is fairer then a rose? 
What j , s sweeter? yet it purgeth. 

Purgings enmitie disclose, 
Enmitie forebearance urge th. 

This sermonic application of plant imagery (albeit of a yearning , 

personal kind) is found also in "Employment (II)II (H.78), where 

the orange tree functions as a prototype of industry. 

Herbert applies some of his animal imagery in a parallel way, 

so that in "~1ans medley II (H.l3l), dr inking birds furnish a simi I e 

for man's heavenly aspiration: 
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Not that he may not herp 
Taste of the chee r, 

But as birds drink , and straight lift up their head, 
So he must sip and think 

Of better drink 
He may attain to, after he is dead. 

The poet has a considerable - though decidedly bookish - knowl e dg e 

of "zoology", and he taps 'this for some of his more outlandish 

imag e so In "Giddinesse" (Ho127) he refers to fish which change 

colour like ch a meleons and so supply a grotesque image of man's 

unpredictability; and in "Dooms - day" (H o186) to tarantulas, 1:he 

musical cure of whose poison is likened to the vivifying sound of 

the last trumpet. A source for these images might well have 

been the bestiaries cur~ent in earlier times. 

The bee occurs as an image of industry in "Praise (I)" 

( Ho 61) and in "The Starre" (Ho 74); the mole, associated with 

silent and devious proc e sses, as an i mage of Death in "Grace" 

(H.60); while an allegorical menagerie appears in "Humilitie" 

(H. 70) 0 Most important, perhaps , is the imagery of birds, for 

th ese are correlated with two of Herbert's major th e me s: 

resurrection and the yearning for union with Goel. The lark 

occurs in "Ea ster-wings" (H.43) to suggest both lyric exultation 

and the poet'!O yea.rning after Chr ist: 

o let me rise 
As larks, harmoniously , 

And sing this day thy victories: 
Then shall the fall further the fl i ght in me. 

A cognate image of "wings" places the emphasis more squarely upon 

the theme of aspiration central to "Praise (I)" (H. 61 ), while in 

" Home " (H.107) Herbert e vokes the image also to s uggest the soul's 

libe ration from all that weighs it dO\\11. 
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The finc'l complex of images I wish to exa mine under the 

heading of "n'-l-tllre" is the imagery of celestial bodies and of 

the cosmologies current in the sevent eent h century. Among the 

many thematic functions that the sun fulfils in The Temp] e_ are 

three p rominent ones: the traditional suggestion of moral 

radiance>., with whic h it is aligned in "Constancie" (H ,72); the 

conven tional representation of God Himself in "The Sorine" (H.I07) 2.nd 

finally the association of the church's growth, (the central 

topic of The Church Militant) with the diurnal motion of tlle sun. 

A related image of stars is also put to diverse thematic uses. 

On some occasions, they become the agents of purgation, and even 

of divine instruction. "The Starre" (E. 74) is a delicate ex-

ploration of these ideas over the course of eight stanzas, of 

whiCh the following wi1:h its emphasis on their sharp, purgatorial 

f unction, is typical: 

First wi ttl thy fire-work burn to dust 
Folly, and wors e then folly, lust: 

Then with thy light refin e , 
And make it shine: 

Since stars frequently shoot from heaven, the realm of God, it 

is not surprising that Herbert should ~se them to mediate godly 

truths to the sinner, as he does in "Artillerie" (H .139). 

Herbert makes less extensive use than Donne of the scim-ltific 

knowledg e of the time, but nevertheless refers to it more than 

once" I inClude under "scientific knowledge" those cosmological 

ideas that found in nature a perfect co·::>rdination of species , a}l 

of them attesting the control of a Creator, It is to thi s con-

cept that Herbert de>.votes a major part of ttprovidence" (H.116 ) 

with its careful enumeration of items, and a we d J:.,lation of each 

to the other: 
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The b e asts say , Eat me: but, if beasts mu st teach, 
The tongue is yours to eat, but mine to praise. 
The trees say, Pull me: but the hand you stretch, 
Is mine to write, as it is yours to raise. 

• • 0 ~ • ~ • 0 • 0 Q • • e • • 0 ~ • • 0 • 0 • • • • 0 0 C • • 0 D • • • 

All things that are, though they have sev'rall wayes, 
Yet in their being joyn with one advise 
To honour thee: and so I give thee praise 
In all my other hymnes, but in this twice. 

The "Employment" poews likewise cel ebrate the interrelated-

ness of creation, which is i maged by a chain in "Employment (I)" 

(H.57) : 

I am no link of thy great chain, 
But all my companie is a weed. 

In contrast to such all-embracing cosmological images, are thos e 

most characteristic of Herbert, which he draws from what John 

Keble called "the trivia.l round, the Common task". Here his 

reli sh of the 'everyday' is displaye d. It is perhaps his 

preacher's eye that registers objects with which his parishioners 

would certainly have been familiar, and which would therefore hav e 

had a greater immediacy ror them. Again the range is too un-

manageably large to treat with anything like comprehensiveness, 

for it incl ud es imagery of pipes in "Whit sunday" (H . 59), a plas-ter 

in "H.Baptisme (II)" (H.44), clocks in "Even- song" (H.63), knives 

in "Affliction (I)" (H.46) a rug in "Miserie" (H.IOO), and a 

handkerchief in "The Dawning" (HoI12) 0 It is to such images as 

these that Herbert's lyrics owe something of their distinctive 

f l avour, for it accords with his Characteristically humble tone: 

and his concern with the immay,ence of God in all aspects of life . 

He invests the smallest obj ect or pur sui t wi th sigr;ificance, 

merely by yoking it to a transcendent the me, and so becomes the 
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very celebrant of the "trivial round", transubst::mtiating minor 

vehicles by means of a divin e tenor. "The Elixir" (H.184) 

illustrates this transfiguration of the ordinary; 

A servant with this clau s e 
Makes drudgerie divine: 

\l1ho s we eps a room, as fo r thy laws, 
Makes that and th' action fine. 

There is great diversity in the images I have assembled under 

this heading, but one cluster - which I shall term the imagery of 

enclosure - seems i mportant above all others. Herbert's delight 

in the compact , apprehensible qualities of these i mages derives 

perhaps from his neat - mindedness, a neat -mindedness manifest ln 

the perfect security of his technique and in the relish with which 

he observes firm interlockings, whether of nature .. in "Providence " 

(H.116) - or l anguage - in "The Sonne" (H.167). Boxes often 

feature prominently in his poetry as image s of perfect r epletion, 

which is how they function in "Ungratefu1nesse " (H.82) and 

"Vertue" (Ho 87): 

Sweet spring, full of sweet daye s and roses, 
A box where sv,eets compacted lie; 

In "Confession \I (Eo 126) the poet metaphor ically cons tructs a 

whole series of inter-fitting boxes (ne at l y evoked by the alter-

n ating rhymes ~f the stanza, with its key-like lockin g couplet -

ababcc ) in ord '2r to keep grief at bay . He later realises however, 

that openness to God alone can do this, so perhaps aClmowledging 

in his preference for boxes the temperamental shortcoming, the 

tende ncy towards the r eserve, that had spoiled his behaviour a t , 

Cambridge. Be that as it may , there is no denying the s ignifi-

cance that the image has for him, especia.lly for the sense of 
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revelation it makes possible. This is what h e foregrounds 1n 

"Ungratefulnesse" (H.82) wh ere the "Trinitie" and "Incarnation " 

are enclosed in cabinet s only to b e ope ned to the believer. 

The generos ity of God's display is thus contras t e d with man ' s 

secretive concealments later in the poem: 

' But man is close, reserv'd , and dark to thee: 
When thou demandest but a heart, 

He cavils instantly. 
In hi s poore ca.binet of bone 

Sinnes have their box apart, 
Defraud ing thee, who gavest. two for on e. 

A cognate image of locking al so reveals an ambivalent a.ttitude 

on the part of the poet - a compound of pleasure at being thus 

reassured and slight unease at being s eparated from the world. 

In "Church-lock and key " (I-l .66 ) it is t he poet's sin which locks 

God' s ears and s o disables Him from responding. Nevertheless 

boxes do promise security albeit by exclus ion, so tha t in 

"Even-song " (H.63 ) one fincls the followin g restful image: 

Th us in thy eb ony box 
Thou dost inclose us, ••• 

This emphasis on closur e l eads by way of a pun on "close ", 

or "cadence ", to another of Herbert t s favourite imag es , that of 

mus i c o I group it with the imagery of the everyday s i mply 

becaus e Herbert, unlike Milton and Dryd p.n, does not celebrate 

it s c osmi c si gn ificance but s tresses r a the r its intimacy , 

especially ln "the making. A practising musician, Herb er t seems 

to hav e l oved the art almos t as much as poetry, and it even 

affect s the formal structure of his v e r se on occasion. In 

"Antiphon (I)" (H.53 ), "Antiph on (II) It (H.92) and "ft Di a logue-

Antheme" (H.169 ) we are presrm t ed with musical rather th a n 

specifically li terary genres . 
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(It would be tempting to see some rl>lationship between this 

preoccupation and the "musicality" of Herbert's verse, were it 

not for the fact that some of the greatest lyric poets - Yeats 

and Shelley, for exalUple - have had next to no ear for music.) 

Herbert oft(m employs music as a periphrasis for the poet's art 

and the celebratory ends to which it can be directed, as in ''The 

Th anksgiving" (1-1.35): 

~ly musick shall finde thee, and ev' ry strin g 
Shall have his attribute to sing; 

That all together may accord in thee, 
And prove one God , one harmonie. 

Another function that the image fulfils is that of harmonizing 

experience, or more specifically of transposing suffering into 

joy. In "Eas ter" (H.41) we find a daring but nevertheless 

successful instance of this, where the physical extension of 

Christ's sinews upon the cross is likened to that of strings 

upon a lute. Here the conventional exordium to the poet's 

musical i nstrument ( as in Wyatt's "The Lover Complaineth the 

U~kindness of h"is Love"), is energised by the ensuing conceit. 

The "well-set" song of "Repentance " (H .48 ) illustrates the same 

thematic harmony of suffering and joy. In "Deniall" (H . 79) 

conver sely, the adjectives "unt un' d" and "unstrung" suggest total 

disorder and lassitud'2 of soul and so implicitly present the poet 

as God's instrument and his poetry as Cod's music. The whole 

poem i s fraught with such allusions, which tl1US help to unify it." 

In "Vertue " (H.B'l), the image of cadenc'?, with its effect of 

planned closure, gives a bitter-sweet finality to one stanza, 

and shows (wi th "Deniall") that music can be as f ully aligned with 

sorrow as with joy: 
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My musick shows ye have your closes, 
And all must die. 

A special instance of this imagery may be observed in Herbert's 

concern with bells, the great musical summons of which sounds 

all through "Aaron" (H . 174). Canon Hutchinson quotes Herbert 

'Grierson as saying "Each verse of Herbert's poem suggests 

metrically the swelling and dying sound of a bell; and, like 

16 a bell, the rhymes reiterate the same sound". This is yet 

another example of a musical image achieved through aural 

suggestion. (It is not, however, a purely acoustic image such 

as Poe presents in his poem "The Bells". The sense of movement 

contained in the pendular motion of the lines is as much re-

sponsible for the suggestion of a peal as the echoic linka ge of 

"holiness" and "profanenesse" at the start of each stan2.a, and 

th e inexorable iteration of' the rhyming words.) 

Tears and groans have an almost musical significance in 

Herbert, becaLlse they appear so frequently in conjunction with 

t~ e above-mentioned imagery. One of his frequent concerns is 

with the "noise" of contrition as viable substitute for music 

itself, much a.s a sturdy theological phrase is sometimes con-

sidered superior to a finished poem in "Jordan (I)" (H. 56) and 

"A true Hymne" (H. 1 (.8 ) . In "Affliction (I)" (H,46) the images 

of music and groan fuse directly: 

Consuming a,gues dwell in ev' ry vein, 
And tune :cny breath to grones. 

This conflation of images is treated again more broadly in "Sion" 

(H .106) where they i'l.re paracloxically p2.ralleled wi tJ-. bird-song. 

16. Hutchinson, p.538. 
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Images of tears, which I t ouch on h ere 1n r e l at ion to the image ry 

of complaint, h ave the same pass ionate value as signs a n d groans 

in the other poems. He rbert aligns tears with vivifying dew, 

and dryness with death in "];)":hc~s.4.3J" Gr:i,e'Je not the Holy Spirit 8,c " 

(H . 135 ) while in "The Familie" (H.13 6 ) he ascribes to tears the 

same sort of articul ate entr eaty that h e d oes to groans in other 

lyrics . In "Mar ie Magda lene" (H.173 ) tears become a hyperbolic 

measurement of grief , much as the y do in Crashaw' s poe m "The 

Weeper", and in Marvell r s "Eyes a nd Tears ". 

Lest I present too s implified an impr ess ion of Herb er t r s 

imagery as something scaled down t o suit the chamber-music of 

his utterance, I had better c los e this s urvey with those images 

drawn from public spheres of life - law and com m e r c e . 

It is certainly trl,e that these images are not as fr equent (and 

hence as typical) as t hose of a more concrete, more intimate cast, 

but they nevertheless do oc cur a nd once again give te s timony to 

Herbert's :range of allusion. What I have tenlled "lega l imagery" 

doubtless derives from Christ's parables, and includ es the refer­

ences to tenancy tha t one f inds in "Redempt ion" (H.40)1 to steward­

ship in "S i ghs and Grone s " (B . 83) and to the p rocedur e of ante·· 

dating in "B. Baptisme (II)" (B .44 ). Together with a simi larly 

dispassionate terfuinology d eriv ed f rom commerce - the purch ase 

and sale in "Obedience" (l-I.I04) , the t ran s:fer ence of accounts in 

"Dialogue" (l-I.114) - these images h e lp to d ist a nce, and so to 

focu s , th e relationship that exists between God and ma n, and the 

colloquies t h at confirm this. Sometimes, with their worldly, 

commercial p r ec i s ion, the y prov e (thematically) ina d equat e f o r 

the vast concepts they are meant to clar i fy , such as that of the 
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atonement 1n "Dialogue " (H. 114), where God rebukes the poet for 

his paltry, quantitative assessment of the inco.lcula.ble : 

\I-~1at the (v,ins in having the·e 
Do C\E!..~unt to ., on~J.:.L he, 
v.mo 1-01:" man 'f a.§> sold , can se~; 

That transfer r 'd th' accounts to me. 

It is obvious from this partial catalogue of images and 

associated themes that many of Rosemond Tuve's contentions about 

Renaissance and Metaphysical imagery (in. the book of that title) 

hold true of Herbert's. The images ~re seldom sensuous, and 

even when they are, their "tangible" properties derive more from 

their associations than from any sensory explorations on the part 

of the poet. The aptness of Herbert's imagery, furthermore, is 

unquestionable, even when the connection between tenor and vehicle 

is qua intly made, and a didact ic, or, as I would prefer to call it, 

a clarifying impulse, seems almost always to be central to its 

use. 

* * -x-

So far I have discussed image ry in a broad, synoptic way, 

and it remains for me to examine more closely its functions within 

the context of .3pecific poems. .These are manifold, but I wish to 

isolate several for their especial importance. As "objective 

correlatives", images give substance and hence validity to the 

poet's emotions; as illust rations, they reinforce the didactic 

intent; as a s1;ructural centre of reference, they can help to 

unify a poem; and in typological form, they can gather up and 

focus a whole tradition of religious experience. 
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One of Herbert's most characteristic procedures is that of 

encompassing disparate images in an effort both to find fitting 

illustrations for his points, and a l so to widen the applicability 

of the poems, Thus in "Miserie" (H,lOO) we are pr esented with 

the "genr e " deto.il of a sleepy man, indolently pulling up the 

blanket, and then swung out to the cosmic imagery of stars through 

a transition both bold and eXhilarating: 

Thou pull'st the rug, and .. ,ilt not rise, 
No , not to purchase the whole pack of starres: 

At the same time the stars are assembled by a domestic col l ective 

noun - "pack" - which validates the metaphor of purchase and 

shows how man, with God's help, can achieve the imposs ible, and 

how the infinite car. be ren c,er ed accessible, Many such juxta-

positions occur in Herbert, and rE,late to his concern with tr?ns -

lating the everyday into the sublime, A further example is to 

be found in "The Forer unners" (H,176), wherc~ the white hairs on 

the speaker's head are not given a literal identity, b ut treated 

i~~ediately as messengers of age: 

The harbinge r s are come. See, see their mark; 
White is their colour, and behold my head. 
But Hll'St they have my brain? ml1.st they dispark 
Those sparkling notions, which therein were bred ? 

Must dul nesse turn me to a clod? 
Yet have they left me, Tholl a!..!. still !!!2 Go,£. 

They "d ispa:t:k", scatter and neut r alise ::1 is glittering thoughts 

a nd , acting as the 'tgents of senility, bpcome invested wit h 

malicious, independent life. The very extinction implied by 

"dispark" creates an interior darkness offset hy the sinister 

whitene s s without . This darkness is extended in the sequent 

image of· the clod, which evokes the black in:mimacy of the earth, 
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and, with that, the imminent death of the poet. This remarkable 

arc of images (from supornatural messengers through extinction 

to soil) is contained in a mere five lines. The transitions are 

never jumpy (contre.lled as they are by l-I8rbert I s subdued intensity), 

but rather bracing in their swiftness. 

Sometimes, on the other hand, Herbert resorts to an encasing 

image to give order to his diverse illustrations. 

is a poem ordered in this way, as well as through the constraints 

of the stanza and of the theme. 

A lyric might at first seem indecorous or confused if, like "Grace" , 
it asks its reader to move from the image of stock to that of the 

sun, a dungeon, the dew, a mole and a blaci-;:smi th, among others. 

Indeed, this multifarious list has led Helen Vendler to suggest 

that consistency in ima(Jery "is not so important to Herbert as 

. . 1· t I 17 ~s mUSlca 1. yl • In such a poem as this, however, apparent ill-

consistency - iilld it is only apparent •. is important to Herbert, 

and central to his thematic tenor. His intention is to contrast 

the all-embracing nature of God's grace with his own fragmented 

experienceo So hopelessly does the poet match his broken con-

dition against the healing properties of grace that he achieves 

his resolution only by projecting himself into a heaven where a~l 

gives way to union wi:th God. It is within this broad design 

and within the image of a plant that the other images find their 

context. Herbert prevents their jostling by making each image 

or group of images a contemplative centre, by apportioning these 

17. Helen Veneller, The P,<etry of Ge orge Heri;>ert (Cambrielge, 
Massachusetts: Harvel.rel Univ. Pr8ss, 1975), p.215. 
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to separate stanzas, anct by enfo lding all of them in the general-

ised plant metaphor. Thus diversi ty i s to some extent un ified 

thro ugh the recurrence of s t anzai c pattern and refrain while , on 

the other h and, the refrain its e lf shifts its meaning slightly 

in response to the recJnant lmage and syntactic pattern of each 

versco 

The poem opens with a1. account of t1." poet's sp iritual 

barrenness defined through an image of horticulture. He re the 

me t aphor is presented in the manner of a parable, which is to s ay 

that its tenor is submerged, and has to be in f err ed from the 

transition into the p l ea f or grace. (This involves t he reader 

mor e intimately in the e>"'Perience, since h e is made r esponsible 

for it s f ull r ealis a tion . ) Herb ert moves from concrete image 

to abstract theology in line 3 before r evert ing to the physical 

veh icle imp lied by the verb "drop": 

My stock lies d ead, and no increase 
Do th my dull hus bandr ie impro ve: 
o let thy graces without cease 

Drop from above! 

A transition L .ke this is crucial f or the poem, for it supplies , 

by indirection, the tenor of spiritual s terility implicit in the 

fir s t three lines. The conver~e of grace i s sin, and a plea 

for grace must presuppose a condi t ion of sin in the poet. 

fJlor eover, sin and spiritual arid ity produce the symptoms tha t 

find embodime nt in the dead s toc k and in the futile efforts at 

grafting life upon it, Thus l i ne 3 provides a th ematic k ey to 

the i magery a n d gives the r eader direction in construing it . 

At th e same time the imagery strengthe n s the hal f-specific meta-

phor of "drop ", giving abstrac·t grace the vivifying properties 
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of water - water, one imagines, in the form of rain. (Such 

conjecture is of course supported by the governing image of the 

stanzao ) 

The syntactic structure of the next verse differs in its 

presentation of possibility rather than fac t. One could constJ:ue 

"Thy" as referring to God, in which case the "house" becomes the 

church, a symbo l of faith, and "works" either the moral conduct 

which Christians ded i cate to God, or His own r edemptive actions. 

Alternatively, they could be self-addressed, and refer to the 

poet's own habitation and his own achievements. In e ither case 

the absence of Christ, who is signified by the traditional image 

of the sun, gives converse meaning to the ideas of home a nd life: 

the forme r, which must needs allow its owner free passage to 

gualify as home, becomes a place of stifling constraint; t he 

latter is incapacitated by the physical and spiritual darkness 

i maged in "n igh t ". In the alternat iv e constru ction of "Thy" the 

church becomes a place of bondage rather than of release, Christ's 

Redemption subject to the control of evil . This "'Jnjectural 

notion trembles on the verge of being realised, for the adverb 

"still" suggests continuance out of the past. Grace is thus in· 

voked to cancel out an imminent enslavement of the world, for i f 

the freedom of the home is violated, or indeed if the church is 

den ied its liberating function, what other sources of lib erty 

exist within Herbert's universe? Thus wh en grace "drops " at the 

end of the strulza, it come s to illuminate and release. It seems 

significant that whereas in stanza one the phrase "without cease" 

gave fitting continui.ty to th e descent of the rain, t he action has 

h ere been expressed as something final: 



- 54 .... 

If still the sunne should hide his face, 
Thy house would but a dungeon pro';e, 
Thy works nights captives: 0 let grace 

Drop from abovel 

"Thy graces" has J.:Ckewise been displaced by the singular and 

absolute "grace" - a ll of which points toward a descent of the 

sun or the Son, so that "drop" now seems to characterise the 

cycle of that heavenly body, The prevailing images 6f sunlight 

(and its opposites, imprisonment and night) have modified one's 

conception of ·the metaphor half-submerged in the refrain. Per-

haps one could view the poem as dramatising the "adaptability" 

of grace. If the latter is a panacea for all spiritual ills, it 

is like ly to accommodate their variable forms - God can recon-

sti t ute any disruptions and bring them into harmony with himself. 

The slight modifications in the meaning of !!drop" suggest that 

this does not involve making experiences uniform so much as 

render ing them ideal in their own terms. While the images of 

stock, sun, dungeon and night have no physical inter-relatedness 

beyond that supplied by a governing plant image, they are al l 

being enlisted to present a single idea, and derive their unity 

largely from this. Herbert's stanza helps to demarcate them and 

to control their relationships, while his theme gives them 

continuity. 

The poet resorts to an organic image in the third stanza, 

paralleling the metaphor of rain in the first: 

The dew doth ev'ry morning fall; 
Pnd shall the dew out-strip thy Dove? 
The dew, for which grasse cannot call, 

.Drop from above. 



- 55 -

Here the dew is presented as a phenomenon of almost ritual 

predictability. It nourishes and vivifies, aond does this con-

tinually ; its fall is regular in its reassuring daily rhythm, 

and it is unsummoned. If voiceless grass is regarded with such 

compassion, (Herbert! s implication runs), should not man be 

treat ed with greater? The syntactic interpolation of a question 

"And shall the dew outstrip thy Dove?" - helps to voice this 

assumption without forcing the tone or allowing the poet to seem 

too exigent. Dew i s associated typologically (through Gideon t s 

fleece) with the Incarnation, as for example in the mediaeval 

lyric , "I sing of a maiden". The "Dove" is likewise connected 

with the birth of Christ, for, in the words of the Nicene Creed, 

he was "inc<:lrna te by the Holy Ghost of the Virgin Mary", Thus 

while the dew images the salvific birth of Christ, the Dove ____ 0 __ 

(which fo r a seventeenth··century Christian doubtless has a lit eral 

significance ), achieves it. There is hence a contest between the 

image of a reality and the real ity itself. Herbert makes no 

explicit refereonce to grace since it is here exemplified in the 

descent of the Dove. The inconclusive syntax of line 11 evokes 

a sense of half·· defined musing acros s which the "imperat ive" 

moves like a conviction. Once aogain the metaphor half-realised 

in "drop" takes colour from the prevailing image, and suggests 

the swift arc which a dove describes bECfore settling. 

The focus noVi shifts from the Dove which is celestial and air-

borne, to an animal of the earth, the mole. Its blindness renders 

it quit e explicitly an agent of the night, the night which the sun 

was to illumine in stanza two. But the mole is placed wi thin a 

comparative framework and thus only approxir.Jates the more 



- 56 -

frightening abstrv.ct of "Death". The motion of this animal 

counterpoints that of grace , moving through the earth where grace 

descends from heaven. Also, in terms of the encasing image of 

the plant, the 1110112 poses a threat to the poet's very existence, 

as it searches f or the sustain ing root. God's spirit has a 

triumphantly direct form in contrast with Death9which h as to be 

imaged through a simile. The sense of continuous industry 

connoted by "still working" is neutralised by the meaning of 

"work" ("t ake effect") in the penultimate line: 

Death is st ill working like a mole, 
And digs my grave at each remove: 
Let grace work too, and on my soul 

Drop from above. 

"Work" here denotes mysterious passivity, the afore-mentioned 

sense of "taking effect ", of fset by the futile Itbusyness" of 

Death. The present continuous is significantly replaced by the 

simple present - "still working" gives way to "wo rk" and'\:Jrop~ 

While Death digs a grave, a grave which clearly relates back to 

the dungeon, grace drops on the soul, the preposit~c)n of which 

phrase confirms its location above the ground. It is therefore 

as yet, and through the grace of God likely to continue, immune 

to mortality. For the first time Herbert explicitly confirms 

the spj.ri tual thirst for grace presented through the poem. He 

introd uces the soul in such a way that "drop It, hitherto bodied 

as a concrete action by the imagery of each stanza, is now 

etherealised, rr:ade abstract by the abstract noun to which it 

is related. 

The first line of stanza five provides a syntactic parallel 

to its equivalent in the preceding verse. "Sinne" h as supplanted 
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"Death" as the allegorical abstract and the verb is still 1n the 

present continuous tens e : 

Sinne is still hammering my heart 
Unto a hardnesse, void of love: 
Let suppling grace, to crosse his art, 

Drop from above. 

Earlier in the poem, grace has been asked to drop upon the soul, 
. 

making clear the spiritual import of the concrete imagery. A 

similar juxtaposition of concrete verb and abstract object occurs 

in line 17. (Its emotional connotat"ions tend to make "heart" 

abstract rather than physical.) "Sinn e" thus hammers the feel-

ings of the poet , molten, perhaps , with the heats of anger and " 

wrong desire, and through hammering gives rigid shape to what 

should otherwise be malleable and fluid. Thus, with extraordinary 

delic acy, the image refers b ack to the constraint of the dungeon 

depic ted in stanza two. Love, which is by nature flexible and 

responsive, is here hammered out of the heart, and so unhoused. 

(Before, one might observe, the house had f unctioned as an image 

of entrapment 0 ) The vigour and insistence of "Sir,;le'" s pur suit 

is conveyed by the enjambement of the f"irst two lines, just as 

earlier in the poem, the poet's heart-f"el t pleas in stanzas" one, 

two and four have given rise to an impassi.oned enjambement between 

the penul tima t e a.'"ld final lines. As 1:"is despair mounts to a 

climax, Herber t cnaracterises grace in adjectival terms for the 

first time, and explicitly states its power of cancelling evil: 

Grace is "supplinga and will thus enable the heart to resume its 

former vital character. The development from the individual 

phrase, "my hea:ct" to the generality of Ita hardnesse It will be re-' 

versed by a defeat of evil's craft. Iron hardens when it cools 
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and can liquefy only with heat. Thus if grace is to supple the 

heart, it must descend in the form of fire, a variation on the 

descent of the sun prayed for 1n stanza two. In terms of 

ecclesiastical iconography, fire is surely also a vehicle for the 

Holy Ghost, whose approach has hitherto been invoked through the 

related symbol of the dove. From this it will be c l ear that 

some of the images 9.2. interconnect very delicately, as it were by 

figurative tendrils. 

The "coda" of the poem shows a curious dearth of concrete 

imagery, perhaps because the ideal of paradise defies visual ex-

pression - in this context at least: 

o cornel for thou dost know the way: 
Or if to me thou wilt not move , 
Remove me, where J need not say, 

prop from abovQ 

The poet brings his imperative forward to the start of the stanza, 

and so creates a greater pulse of urgency than heretofore. 

Adumbrating rather than realising a metaphor of tri'vel, he asks 

t o be moved up to God if He will not descend. He no longer has 

need of his refrain once he is with his Creator, and so the latter 

is allowed to fall away - visually, in a different type-setting. 

Without any supportive image, "drop" t3.kes on its literal, neutral 

meaning of "fa.ll", and so the poem ends with a reconciliation 

of God and man in which Janguage itself becomes colourless 

and redundant. 

If in "Grace" images are ordered harmoniously, among s t other 

ways, by their alignment with each strophe, in "Marie Magdalene" 
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(H. 173) the stanza form is more capacious, and accommodates a 

larger assembly of images within it. Such accumulations do not, 

however, spell the incoherence that Mrs. Vendler condemns in her 

18 analysis of the poem. The entire development of 1IMarie 

Magdalene" i s contained by elemental imagery of earth and water, 

imagery which provides accommodation for the "local " or "passing" 

metaphors in turn. A poet's consistency has never involved a 

literal-minded sustention of his images. Shakespeare himself 

entertains a myr iad cognate images within his broader frames , and 

so Cl.chieves complexi ty within unity . A great part of the un ity 

of "Marie Magdalene" inhel:es in a submerged structure of metaphors 

which must be art iculated before its full coherence can become 

apparent. Pregnant, concrete ·verbs like "trampled", "pil'd" and 

"dashed" bring in with them a number of associations such as mud 

and earth, even if these are not explicitly mentioned in the poem. 

I shall attempt in this a,."alysis to show that once these 

"subterranean" images are brought to the surface, the order of the 

poem becomes apparent. 

It begins in narration, presenting the old association of 

Mary Magdalene with the "unnamed 'woman in the citie which was a 

sinner' who anointed Jesus' feet (Luke vii. 37_38)": 19 

When blessed ~1arie wip' d - her Saviours feet, 
(Whose precepts she had trampled on before) 
And wore the!l) for a j ewell on her head, 

Shewing his steps should be the street, 
Wherein she thenceforth evermore 

With pensive humblenesse would live and tr ead: 

The gesture automatically sanctifies Mary, who is ''blessed'' 

because of her response, and so gives an achieved stat us to her 

sainthood. (Allusions made to past sins are kept literally in 

1 8 . Vendler, pp . 162ff. 

190 Ilu1cllinson , PPaS37 - 38 a 
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brackets and figuratively in the framework of the past.) Christ's 

feet, by implication spattered with dirt, are cleansed of earth, 

through which event a purgation of earthly defilement is obviously 

implied. Mary, however, had trampled upon the precepts of her 

Saviour - the possessive clearly relates back to the f igure and 

not to his attributes. She had thus metaphorically disfigured 

the injunctions of Jesus, and had reduced them to a state of 

worldly pollution. "Trampled" evokes an action of vengeful way~ 

wardness, and so signifies a sense of conscious destruction on her 

part. The imp lied petulance of the verb thus offsets the Serelle 

ritual action upon which the poem opens and is at the same time 

bracketed from it by the parenthesis. Mary's foot-washing is a 

supreme act of self-abasement, of cancelling her earlier sins 

(amongst which vanity has doubtless been prominent ) . She sub­

j ects her hair (and by implication her beauty), to the "trampling" 

of Christ as she wipes his feet. The conceit of wearing the 

feet as a jewel thus transmutes a gesture of proud self-beautifi­

cation into one of humble submission. She is spiritually enhanced 

as she momentarily "wears" her Saviour 's feet by placing her head 

against them. 

Herbert now opens up the metaphor even further, and makes 

the "jewell" an image of attainment, the direction towards which 

he renders concrete as steps. If steps s ignify direction, they 

also relate back to the literal feet of Christ e voked i n the first 

line . This does not mean only that the feet of Christ are worn 

as a j ewel (as ~1rs. Vendler wo uld have us believe), but rather 

that Christ's physical actions have moral sign i ficance as well. 

His steps contain a pattern of meaning for the believer, and thus 
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have an exemplary function. In line 6, the adjective "pensive" 

keeps us alert to the noetic, the me ntal register of the image, 

realised already through the physical proximity of "jewel" and 

lIhead TT co The savage verb "trample" gives way to the proportion-

ately mild verb of "tread", which enacts the delicacy and restraint 

of'Mary's actions after her conversion o Throughout this stanza, 

the focu s has fall e n upon images of earth and solids, implied if 

not stated in almost every lineo In the next, an important 

governing image - that of water - is introduce d so that the pattern 

of implicit and explicit imagery moves from soil and walking in 

stanza one? to water and weeping in stanza two, and CUlminates in 

their alignment in the activity of washing ( . stanzas two and 

three): 

She b e ing stain'd her self, why did she strive 
To make him clean, who could not be defil'd? 
Why kept she not h e r tears for her own faults, 

And not his f e et'; Though we could dive 
In tears like seas, our sinnes are pil'd 

Deeper then they, in wordS, and works and thoughts. 

The first two lines p:::esent an important manipul a tion of the 

image of dirt, clearly rendered metaphorical by the adjective 

"stain'd", and by the stress on Christ's spiritual immunity to 

foulnesso As the stanza moves on restlessly, it becomes apparent 

that the poet , thraugh the persona of a bewildered, questioning 

onlooker, is dramatising his own amazement at Hary's strange 

action, and so also at the Christian mystery of the atonement. 

The tears are there to convey the penitencs of the weeper (as so 

often in Herbert), and, at the same time, they are presented as 

cleansing agents, their physical effect upon dirt being thus 

linked to their figurative effect upon sin. This occasions an 
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apparently sceptical observat ion about the efficacy of gr ie f in 

such a context, According to the spea..'<:er, sin outwe i gh s even 

the mnst hyperbolical conception of gr ief. Thus the fact of sin 

( ta.'lgj t.> ly rendered as a.,' immeasurable mound) is counterbalanced by 

the fact of penit ence , imaged as any number of seas. The symbolic 

t ension that results f r om the al ignment is so strong as t o make 

Mrs. Vendler's observ::,.tion seem slightly sophistical in the face 

of it, She writes that Herbert "continue s the conf u s ion, com-

p",ring tear s to 'seas !, wh i ch are then said to be 'piled! less 

deep than our sins - a v erb hardly conceivable, even metaphorically, 

20 of seas ", Th e seas are there to measure the depth of the 

earthly pile; they themselves ar e not so a rranged , as a close 

scrutiny o f th e syntax confirms, Our sins are piled "deeper " 

than they a r e "deep" (not "piled II), Henc e the inability of 

son:owful p enitence f inally to countervail evil is fixed in an 

image of scientific exac titude. There can be no solution of a 

so l id that exceeds its l iqui d solvent. What fuller and more 

documentary treatment of the image can be conceived, espec i ally 

since .. in psychological terms - it is so ger mane t o the sceptical 

tone o:f the st,U1za? The resolution to this impasse so eloquent ly 

endorsed by the i magery is supplied by the metaphor o:f the l as t 

stanza: 

Deare soul, she knew who did vouchs a fe and deigne 
To bear her filth; and that her sinnes d i d dash 
Ev'n God himself: where:for e sne was not loth, 

As she had brollght wh e rewith to stain, 
So ·"0 bring in wllerewi th to wash : 

And yet in washin g one , she wdshed both, 

20, Ve ndler, p.162, 



- 63 -

Here a theological justification of Ma:ry's d e ed is supplied in 

the quiet refutation of the doubts e),:pressed in the second stanza. 

Mrs, Vendler's dislike of the word "filth" derives from her 

assumption that it has a sexual colour, This she bases on the 

21 occurrence of "filth" in an earlier poem about profane love, 

Surely, however, Herbert is here reinstating the image of earth 

in its dual significance of literal and metapl.,,~r ic pollution -

filth which has a much wider application than that of sexual sin, 

Mary has been dirtied by her tramplings earlier in the poem, and 

in trampling has "dashed" and dirtied Christ himself - parabolic 

proof that sin must be borne by God incarnate. "Dashing" gives 

a liquid quality to the filth and so fuses the elemental registers 

of earth and water, This ingenious literality typifies some of 

Herbert's most telling poems, Thus Mary, in washing the implied 

mud off Christ's feet, is washing it simultaneously off herself in 

terms of the common humanity she shares with Christ. She is both 

defiler and purifier, as the syntactic par allelism of the followj,ng 

l ines makes clear: 

As she had brought wherewith to stain, 
So to bring in wherewith to wash: 

"Stain" partially supports "dash" with ~_ts implication of l i quidity, 

and reminds us of the half'-explici t metaphor of solution contained 

in stanza two. The tears are therefore seen paradoxically to 

remove the dirt of sinfulness in spite of the denials contained 

in the middle stanza, With the collaboration of Christ the 

cleansing becomes absolute, as is clarified by the relentless 

focus upon the image of ablution , syntactically rendered in 

21, Vendler, p.162. 
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infinit ive ("to wash"), gerundival ("wash ing") and finite forms 

( "washed") • 

While the imagery of "Marie Magdalene" helps to unify the 

poem and coordinate its complex paradoxes with support from 

tangible referents, that of "The Bunch of Grapes" (H. 128) presents 

the even larger structural bracketing of typology - a topic on 

which I hav e hitherto only touched. In this, the Old and New 

Testaments are correlated and matched through a process of elc.bor-

ate reconciliation. Images (especially those established by 

emblematic convention) often help to condense these complex inter-

relations in a peculiarly vivid and universal way, as I hope to 

show in an analysis of "The Bunch of Grapes": 

Joy, 1 did lock thee up: but some bad man 
Hath l et thee out again: 

And now, me thinks, I am where I began 
SevIn yeares ago: one vogue and vein, 
On e aire of thoughts usurps my brain. 

I did towards Canaan dra.w; but now I am 
Brought back to th e Red sea, the sea of shame. 

Here the opening sentiment is almost Blakean, and seems to 

ant icipa te: 

He who bends to himself a Joy 
Doth the winged life destroy; 
But he who kisses the Joy as it f l ies 
Lives tn Eternity's sunrise. 

The enclosure of j ·oy is an arrogant and limiting one, especially 

since in "Love-joy" (H.116) Herbert presents the emotion as a 

definitive quality of Christ. Henoe, although the image of en-

casement is often associated with security in Herbert , here it 

characterises a false sense of certainty. The "bad man" (left 
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unspecified) is surely none other than the poet himself, unaware 

that his own action In attempting to fix the unfixable has aided 

its escape. There is pathos in this bewilderment and implicit 

lacl< of self-knowledge - pathos that is offset by the movement 

towards conviction and enlightenment with which the poem ends. 

(To construe the "bad man" as a supernatural agency like the devil 

is clearly unfeasible if the ordinariness of the formulation is 

borne in mind.) The escape of Joy result s in a feeling of 

futility, of the dreary circular process of sin and relapse into 

sin that Herbert describes in "Sinnes round" (H.122) . There is 

no certainty in the reversion, for the clause "me thinks" gives 

it a suppositious quality and so provides a necess ary pr eparation 

for the triumphant resolution of the fourth stanza. The poet is 

now simply alone with his obsessive sense of loss. Inexorable 

allitel:ation ("vogue and v ein ll ), together with the repetition of 

"one" and the comprehensive run of metaphors ("vo gue", "vein" and 

"air") , al l unite to register the sense of claustrophobic self-

enclosure. The speaker 1 s brain has been "usurped" - wrongfully 

preoccupied - and right reason has by implication been dethroned. 

Such incapacity and obsessiveness contrast ironically with the 

careful typological balances which are about to be realised. 

At this point he is conscious only of having been thwarted, and 

so realises his humiliation through ima'Jes contrasting the joyful, 

anticipatory apploach to Canaan with the frustrated return to 

the Red Sea. The syntax poignantly underscores this contrast. 

An almost automatic attraction between the poet and his ideal of 

spiritual fulfilment is conveyed by the verb "draw", while, in 

radical opposition, we are given a sense of enforcement in the 

expression "Brought back", an e),.'pression eloquent of the poet t s 
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own unwillingncssQ Canaan and the Red Sea provid e contr a ry 

metaphors of liberation and cruel enslavement. The stan z a ends 

with a gloomy present tense acknowledgement of failure, as the 

shift from "did" to "am" makes clear. In this way the reader is 

d r a~n into the v e ry a n guish of r ealisation and self-knowledge. 

Herbert ' s st r uggle and s ubmis si on are confirmed by the metric a l 

virtuosity of the last line, whe re conce n t r ated sponde es and 

pyrrhics (conver9ing to form the slanting p attern of the Ionic a 

" , " minore in the second and thrrd feet)grve way to a reg ular iambic 

pulse: ",--_ ._ ... - " '''-- .. -_ . • . >- - .. ~ 
.- I " J i -- i IJ _ ' u 

back,' to the : Red sea , l the sea of shame . 
I I 

Brought 

For as the Jews of old by Gods command 
Travell'd, and saw no town; 

So now each Christian hath his journ eys spann 'd : 
Their stor"ie pennes and sets u s down. 
A single deed is small renown . 

Gods works are wide, and let in f ut ure times ; 
His ancient justice overflows our crimes. 

In this, the second stanza, the poe t turns hopefully to con-

ventiona l types in the Old Testament and to the ir Christian ful-

filment, fi n d ing a prefigurement of his own life in the journey 

of the Jews. They travel to fulfil a divine purpose - "God' s 

command" - wh ich i s implic itly present in h is own circumstances . 

The Chris tian' s isolation and rejection by the world is r e ali sed 

in this allegox"y of types through the detail of "and saw no town". 

He me a s ur es ("spans ") his situation in 'cerms of this . "Span " 

also imports a s en s e of encompassment and surety. The b e liever 

is able to take direction in terms of the Old Tes tame nt narrative , 

and control his life according ly. Such rich ambiguity is 

f urthered in the succeeding line, wher e "penn e s" implies both 
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tr anscript ion and' enclosure, just ElS the phr ase "sets us down" 

simultaneously evokes the act of recording and of "placing". 

This placing humbles the poet through its contrastive scale, as 

the next line ruelully aClmowledges - persistent effort rather 

than "a single deed" is needed to achieve a fully Christian lii'e. 

This is followed by another measure of human paltriness - God's 

entire creation, and the purpose latent in it. As C.A. Patrides 

has noted,22 lines 13 and 14 "articulate the rationale o f typology 

(let in should be read more or less in the sense of 'affecting!)". 

Such a formulation as "let in" could be construed even more liter~ 

ally, though, as a metaphor of admission, "The works" span time 

in all their breadth, and so embrace the dual temporal reference 

upon which typology depends , "Fut ure It could be taken either as 

an "absolute" future, which is as yet unknown to the poet, or as 

a future relative to the event of the Exodus. Both meanings 

have relevance to the final line, where God's ancien t (and there-

fore immutable) justice helps cancel !)oth the crimes of a ll man-

kind - where "our " is construed in its ful l est, most universal 

sense - or those sins committed in the immediate present, where 

"our" is taken to have a contemporary and more personal reference, 

Moving from such conviction, Herbert begins the next stanZ.l 

with some Hebraic types of solace for his present woes: 

Then howe we too our guardian fires and clouds; 
Our Scripture-dew drop s fas t: 

We have our sands and serpents, tents and shrowds; 
Alas! our murmurings C0~e not last. 
But where's the cluster? where's the taste 

Of mine inheritance? Lord, i:f I must borrow, 
Let me as well take up their joy, as sorrow. 

Only once does the poet gloss the realisation of the type in 

22. C,A. Patricies, ed., The English Poems of Georqe Herbert 
(London: Dent, 1974)' p.139. 
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"Script ur.e"dew". The manna that sustained the Israelites is 

worked into a metaphor of the spiritual nourishment with which 

the Bible provides the Christian - an idea which is also treated 

in the opening quatrain of "The H. Scriptu.ces I" (H. 58). Other-

wise the "guardian fires and clouds", "sands and serpents", 

"tents and shrowds" are left with only an implicit application, 

registered in the verb "we have". Despite this e lusiveness, the 

reader can have little doubt as to the meaning of the images -

"fires and cloud" signify divine assurance as clearly as "sands 

and serpents" suggest physical adver si ty. The analogues for 

such items in the Christian' s life are almost too obvious to dr aw, 

and it is in this very obviousness that the dramatic crux of the 

stanza lies" This is crystallised in the rueful acknowledgement 

of line 18: 

Alas~ our murmurings come not last. 

The discontent of Israel is a just prefigurement of the Christian's 

querulousness, a querulousnes's which derives from the incapacity 

of human beings to perceive God's transcendent plan, and from a 

resulting sense of futility. After having conceded a typological 

fulfilment of the Jews' baffled incomprehension, Herbert proceeds 

to vent these very "murmurings" in the final lines of the stanza. 

He finds little satisfaction in the intellectual dexterity of 

linking past and present events, but wishes rather for a tangible, 

a physical authentication of the types. The syntactical massing 

of questions helps to achieve a tone of vexation a.nd harassment, 

and to embody a ta.cit demand for proof of God's intentions. Here 

Herbert invokes the bunch of grapes picked at Eshcol (Numbers 13.23), 
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where a broolc in the wilderness gives support to life. 23 The 

speaker is hard put to find any matching realisation of this type 

in his life, as the wistful yearning for the concrete ~'cluster" 

and tftaste!1 makes clear", That he is aware of the continuity of 

God's trad itions is borne out by his consciousness of an 

lIinher it ance If 0 The reciprocity of the typoJ,ogical method is 

likewise confirmed by the use of "borrow" and of "take up" in 

lines 20 and 21. "Take up" is played off ironically against 

"set down" in the foregoing stanza, and conveys once again the 

reciprocal motions of reference so central to the realisation of 

types. 

After ending with such ungraciousness and obtusity In stanza 

three, the poet opens his fourth and final verse on a note of 

triumphant acclamution: 

But can he want the grape, who hath the wine? 
I have their fruit and more. 

Blessed be God, who prosper'd Noahs vine , 
And made it bring forth grapes good store. 
But much more him I must adore, 

\\'ho of the Laws C"Jwre juice sweet wine did make, 
Ev'n God h imself being pressed for my sake. 

The opening question here helps to fix a tone very different from 

that of thepr e~eding strophe, for her e its effect is one of near-

incredulity and self-rebuke. Herbert has seen through the 

literal vehicle ("grape") to the tenor, wine, which in turn is 

the vehicle for the "metaphysical" tenor of God ' ,s redempt ive blood. 

As he suddenly realises, he has access bot'h to the type and its 

fulfilment (suggested by the plenitude of "more"). From this 

realisation there follows a logical movement to a prayer of 

23. This gloss is supplied in Patrides, p.139. 



- 70 -

celebration encompassing a n antith(>tical play of types. The 

physical fecundity of Eshcol has anticipated the spirit ual 

fecundity of Christ's sacrifice, in terms of which the poet 's 

churlish demand for validation falls away. In transcendir.g 

the physical to reach levels of spiritual exaltation, he feels 

an even greater r everence for God's purpose as it is fulfi lled 

in the New T<?stament. The amendment of "Blessed be God" to 

"much more him I must adore" makes this clear. A culminating 

couplet focusses the balance with delicate precision: here the 

typological process is conceived as one of transmutation rather 

than displacement. The stringent, literal apparatus of the Law 

is imaged as vinegar, the enrichment of Christ's revelation as 

tl swee t wine It . In the final line, Christ's suffering is shovm 

to be the centre of the transformation, as in "The Agonie" (H.37). 

Once again Herbert is invoking an emblematic commonplace, that of 

the botrus mvsticus, but he does so with great originality. 

Christ r s perfect reconciliation of the divine and human nature 

makes possible the metaphoric translation of the physical in to 

the spiritual, so eloquently revealed in the co-placement in 

line 28, of "God " (a more abstract appellation than"Christ") with 

the tangible verb "to press". In answer to the somewhat 

querulous demands of stanza thr ee, the poem ends in quiet, grat:i .• 

fied recognition - "for my sake ". No small part of its comple:c 

development has been the rich manipulation of typological patterns, 

a form of imagery to wh ich Herbert has recour se again and again. 

The t endency o:f typological images is toward doubleness and 

great temporal range. Yet on other occasions Herbert coordinates 
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a similarly broad range of emotional and spiritual states throu')h 

a single image, as in "The Temper (I)" (H.SS), and more especially 

in "The Flower" (H.165), to which I novi turn. 

T11e poem opens on a note of grateful expostulation as the 

speaker feels a renewed sense of God's favour towards himself. 

His outpouring is not allowed to "hang" but is gathered up 

immediately in a comparative clause corr'2lating freshness, sweet·· 

ness and cleanliness with rain-washed fl.owers. The i mage seems 

to suggest itself, so apposite it pro"ves, in every way, to the 

idea t11at the poet is expressing. Yet, while the flowers serve 

to define and substantiate what might be an otherwise florid 

lyricism, they also provide a point of transition into the narra-

tive of the second stanza. Here they are ma.de the subject of an 

"exemplGm" enacting a change in God's appaxent attitude towards 

the poet. Whereas before He had seemed to show indifference 

("lat e - past frosts"), He now brings a vivifying moisture to the 

soul (lItributes of pleasure"). The flowers are rich e nough in 

potential significance to qualify as symbols, and :,,)t, as a 

vehicle of Herbert's illustrative purpose, they are kept clean 

and sharp (unblurred, that is, by any distracting details), We 

are confronted wit h the idea of flowers rather than the sensuous 

objects themselves, and this gives the statement its thematic 

clarity. While Hex'bert frequently turns to nature in his lyrics, 

it is a nature differing somewhat from that explor ed in the 

poe try of, say, Vaughan. In the last we Can distinguish pre-

fig urations of the eighteenth century loco-descriptive poem, for 

even in an allegorical lyric . like "Regener at ion ", the ] andscape 

is rather l ess generalized, more sensuously observed, than the 
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equivalent ~vocations in "The Pilgrimage" (H.141) and 

"Love Unknown" (H. ]_29) • If for example one compares the des-

criptive austerities of "The Pilgrimage" with Vaughan's parallel 

evocations in "Regeneration", one becomes aware of a greater 

sensuousness in the later poet: 

My walke a monstrous , mountain'd thing 
Rough-cast with Rocks and snow 

Herbert searches nature for illustrative metaphors, but takes 

care to ensure their clar ity by keeping them as general as possible. 

Returning to "The Flower", we may note an effortless blend 

of idea and image manifest in the opening of the second stanza, 

where "greennesse " serves to r ealise the idea of rejuvenat ion: 

Wno would have thought my shrivel'd h eart 
Could have recover' d greennesse? , •• 

Although "shrivel'd" and "greennesse lt are metaphorical, they have 

perhaps lost their edge through repetition, and so require the 

metaphor of the flowers tc energise them by reinstating their 

literal basis. The transition f r om a potentially worn metaphor 

to a fresh one is thus effected with great fluency. Once again, 

the sterility of the heart is acted out in terms of a flower's 

life-cycle. Herhert deliberately invokes the symbol of a root 

to suggest the dormancy rather than the death of feeling, and so 

conveys a sense of life's continuation, despite evidence to the 

contrary. 

The image thus preserves in it self the narrative movement 

(as it were) between the second and sixth stanzas, int ermitted 

by a three-stanza parenthesis, for the possibility of f lowering 
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is there all the time. A f ugitive image of house-keeping is 

introduced in the last line of stanza two, enriching the flower 

image with further associations of warmth and domesticity: 

••• as ~lowers depart , 
To see their mother - root, when they have blown; 

Where they together 
All the hard weather 

Dead to the world, keep house unknOV-'Il. 

In stanza three Herbert purposely does not relate the imagery to 

that of the other strophes, because he expatiates upon the ex·' 

perience not from a private, but from a general point of view. 

The contradictoriness of appearance and reality is made into a 

paean to God' s omnipotence and ability to reconcile opposites -

"Making a chiming of a passing bell". 

The next verse shows how Herbert can pick up an 1mage (in 

this case of the flower ) and deftly re-app ly it. His overriding 

concern here is with a desire for permanence, most aptly, albeit 

obliquely, imaged in the amaranth of Paradise. The al lusion is 

indefinite enough not to weigh down the poem with toe apparatus 

of classical mythology, and also to allow a swift return to "mortal" 

flowers. Once again - sti ll 1n stanza four - the image becomes the 

centre of a "paI'able", on this occasion concerned with spir i tual 

growth. The sudden modulation from the ease of " shoot" to the 

laborious "growing and groning thither " conveys perfectly the 

first imp e t uosi ty and the arduousness that follows. Yet the idea 

of spiritual growth is r endered symbolically through the image &nd 

not by poetic statement, proving the richer for this indirection. 

What had been a simile ear lier on in the poem - " ev ! n .e.§. 1:he 

flowers" - has, through the pressure of e:;:perience, become a 

metaphor so immediate that the general "flowers " have become 
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"my f lowe r" (line 26), and that without losing their wider 

applicabili ty. 

It is from thi s point of Vle\>J that the parable continues in 

stanza five until, in stanza six , poet and flower are distinguished 

once again since wr iting and relishing verse are not within the 

flower's capacity. By opening the seams of the metaphor, Herbert 

makes possible all easy transition into the "moral" of the l a st 

stan za , wh e r e the r eader finds himself dravm in by the inclusive 

pronoun "we lt e> What has been a relatively private application of 

the image now becomes public in a way that is prefigured in stanza 

three: 

We say amisse, 
This or that is : 

Thy' word is all, if we could spell. 

The poem is thus a series of thematic statements wrought 

about a recurring image, with an effect similar to that of a 

passacagli a . Herbert's flower unifies the progression of ideas, 

sharpens and defines the emotion, and provides an .illustrative 

centre for his instructive purpose. All this i s done with a 

finesse and assurance that proves the excellence of his 

craftsmanship. 

In the fm:egoing sections of this chapter I have attempted 

to assess the natur e of Herbert's imagery, some of its range, 

some of its sources and some of its structural and coordinating 

functions. Throu ghout, the ' e mphasis h as been upon the relation-

ship of these factor s to the themat ic purpose of the poetry s ince, 
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as Professor Summers so aptly phrases it, it was "by means of 

form that the material could be used in the service of the 

spiritual 

Imagery is a major a spect of that form, and s o are the s yntax 

and metric s to which, r espectively, I propose to devote the 

fo l lowing t wo c hapt er s. 

24. Summers; p . 73. 
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CHAPTER II 

SYNTAX 

I was, I had, I could, 
Are wo rdes importing want: 

Southwell, "5. Peters Remorse"., 

In was, stands my delight, 
In is, and shall my woe, 

Southwe ll, "A Phansie turned to c. sinners complaint ", 

The nicety of these epigraphs, with their scrupulous appraisal of 

syntactic mood and tense, and the effect of these upon theme, 

gives emphasis to a concern that I shall be examining in this 

chapter. Certainly a study of a poet's syntax lead s one very 

far into his poetry, for, as Ge offrey Le ech has noted, we 

"generally suppose that ••• literature cannot be examined in any 

depth apart from •• , language, any more than ••• language can be 

studied apart from ••• literature. • •• But there is a d e eper 

reliance of literary studies on linguistic studies than this. 

Most critical discussions of literature revolve, at some stage, 

round appeal to linguistic evidence - that is, the evidence of 

words and sentences which actually occur on the printed page, in 

lit erary t exts ".1 

The "linguist ic evidence" to which I shall devote these observa-

tions comprises chiefly the larger, more resonant effects of 

syntax upon stn:cture, t one and theme. Since my aim is not a 

comprehensive examination of local devices and rhetorical ploys, 

1. Geoffrey 
(London: 

N. Leech, 
Longman, 

A Linouistic - - - -_ .. 
196 9) p.l. 

:; 

Gui9..E._'!O Enqlish Poetry. 
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much of Herbert's syntactic practice will have to pass unmentioned. 

Suffice it here to say that it is so complex a topic as to warrant 

a separate study in itself. I must stress also that none of the 

features of syntax discussed here is peculiar to Herbert alone, 

and so must not be construed as being in any way innovative or 

original, except where there are tentative remarks to the contrary. 
, 

A poet necessarily shows, as part of his vocation, a heightened 

response to the potentialities of language, and Herbert is certain-

ly not alone in revealing a marked awa:eress of these. 

I shall examine the subject by means of a threefold division 

of emphasis on the structural, tonal and thematic functions of 

syntax. Because these are so inextricably related, I have allowed 

for a fluid overlap of categories, and simply foreground one topic 

before the others from time to time. The first of these is the 

syntactic enhancement of structure. 

Many of Herbert's poems are subtly argued and sustained by 

his manipulation of syntax. The effectiveness of any argument, 

indeed, is related to its linguistic expression, and in Herbert 

their interrelationship is so complete that,as an analysis of 

"Miserie" (H.IOO) will show, one can scarcely regard them 

separately, A brief survey of its thematic and logical pattern 

is needed first to give the analysis direction. Stanza one 

presents the "miserie" of man and also his own specious arguments 

for continuing in this condition, specious arguments which are 

sustained in the next two stanzas. Verses four and five provide 

a gloomy indictment of even "the best of men", while in stanza 
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six the subject reverts again to the even wider generality of 

"Man", a lthough the focus is still upon his unfitness for the 

task of praise. The fo rmulation of line I ("My God, Man cannot 

praise thy name:") resembles the first line of the first stanza 

("Lord, let the Angels praise thy name.") while the following 

verse (seven) anticipates through its first person plurals, the 

personal application of the very end. Stanzas six and seven 

thus serve an important transitional function, drawing the poem 

together with retrospective and proleptic parallels. Verses 

eight and nine likewise parallel one and two, in their respective 

concern with man's unfitness and man's foolishness ; ten and 

eleven regr e tfully present man's refusal to r ecognise God's 

existence , despite his knowledge of it, and the last two stanzas 

contrast the ideal of man and the depraved actuality of his con-

di tion. 

It will be clear from this that the main thematic intention 

is to contrast man as he should be and man as he is, his "miserie" 

inhering in his failure to achieve his ideal self. (The "vehicles" 

of this contrast vary however, as for example in stanza one, where 

man is compared with the angels; in stanza two, where man's 

foolishness is thrown into relief by God's forbearance; and so 

on, ) Given this contrastive principle in the thematic organiza-

tion of the poem, one comes ultimately to expect the adversative 

clauses and negative formulations that are r evealed in the 

analysis, 

Lord, let the Angels praise thy name. 
Man is a foolish thing, a foolish thing, 

Folly and Sinne play all his game. 
His house stil l burns, and ye t he still doth sing, 

Man is bu t grasse , 
He knows i t , fill t he glasse. 
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Herbert has no immed i ate need to signpost the progression 

of his argument: "Man is a foolish thing" has the force of a 

reason clause, for it is sUbstantiating the tone of the first 

lineo The implied connection between lines I and 2 enables hir., 

to cancel out a conjunct ion such as "because" as he moves into 

th e assertions of the second line, The same phenomenon occurs 

in the next lines , where the c l ause "Folly and Sinne p l ay a l l his 

game ." supplies t h e reason for man's i nadequacy. One of Herbert's 

most typical patterns of syntax - a stat'ement immediately qualified 

wi th a "yet" c l ause occurs in the fol lowing sentence , and its 

function here is t o point man's foolish oblivion, He concludes 

the stanza wi th an assemb ly' of hurried statements quoted as man's 

foolish song, which show the same syntact ic e lision as b efore , 

Althou gh the pattern of logic is discernible in these lines, it 

is not syntactically demarcated, except perh aps by the use of "yet", 

Having assembled enough material for invective ~n the first 

stanza, the poet can open his second wi th that fine vehicle of 

indignation , the rhetorical question: 

How canst thou brook his foo lishnesse? 
Why,he'l not lose a cup of drink for thee: 

Bid him but temper his excesse; 
Not he: he knows where he can hetter be, 

As he will swear, 
Then to serve thee in fear. 

Although rhetorical questions are designed to heighten feeling 

rather than ask for answer s, Herber t' s frequently introduce a 

passage 'of instruction. Here, the "instruction" takes the form 

of an indignant denunciation of man , sharpened by the eATletive 

"Why 11 Q A further exa.'11ple of " suppr essed " connect ives is to be 

found in lines 3 and 4 where what is clear ly an argument of 
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condition - "If you bid him" is rendered elliptically as "Bid 

him" (giving the verb the flavour of an imperative) aIld followed 

by a curt reply. The ironic tone is intensified by the juxta-

position of prunouns "he" and "he". In order to differentiate 

the sentences, one must give an added emphasis to the second "he", 

and this immediately hardens the tone. Such sharp intensification 

is produced also by the negative formulations here and elsewhere 

in the poem, since man is always denying his possible salvation in 

a way which the poet sarcastically mimics. 

It is clear that Herbert generally uses his stanza as a self-

contained syntactic unit, each structurally independent of the 

others. In a poem like "Miserie", where a single theme is kept 

in focus throughout, and where few distracting side-issues wld 

exempla obscure its progress, Herbert has no need to direct the 

argument in the way he finds necessary ln other poems, although 

the last four stanzas do have a fairly close syntactic connection 

with each other. It is t ru e also that in ''Miserie'' the com-

p(',L'.ents of the various stanzas are firmly interlocked in such a 

way as to make them self-sufficient. At the same time, however, 

the exposition of thought is so smooth that the poem . does not re" 

quire obvious signals of coherence like "thus" and "therefore". 

Stanza three confirms the dismissals of the foregoing strophe, 

pointing out man's mistaken sense of immunity from God's sight 

(and jUdgement): 

What strange pollutions doth he wed, 
And make his own? as if none knew but he. 

No man shall beat into his head, 
That thou within his curtains drawn canst see: 

They are of cloth, 
Where never yet came moth. 
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Opening with yet another question, Herbert both parallels 

it with, and differentiates it from, the start of the second 

stanza. A comparison of the two questions will show that the 

fir st contains a second person pronoun ("How canst thou brook his 

foolishnesse?"), giving it a more genuinely interrogative cast 

than the other ("What strange pollutions ••• "), which is little 

more than an exclamation of disgust. (Many rhetorical questions 

are of course exclamatory in force.) The sentence is abridged 

in the second line, where the complement "as if none knew but he" 

is shorn of its prefatory "It is". This helps to invigorate the 

irony of the statement ~n evoking an impatient, dismissive tone. 

Although the verba dicendi are omitted from the la.st two 

lines, they clearly constitute man's indirect reply to the poet's 

charge. This has the effect of making the speaker seem a brus c;.ue, 

ironic commentator for man against God, while his ~ values 

remain intact. Both here and in the first stanza, we see man 

misconstruing and abusing scripture in the interests of self-

assurance. His secure as~umption that, because the bed-curtains 

are intact, God cannot observe his sexual depravity, resonates 

ironically with Christ's words about moth and rust (Matthew 6.19), 

just as the "song" in stanza one alludes to Isaiah 40.6 and 

I Peter 1.24 only to distort their meaning. 

The fourth stanza expatiates upon humanity's impotence in 

broad indicative statements: 

The best of men, turn but thy hand 
For one poore minute, stumble at a pinne: 

They would not have their actions scann f d, 
Nor any sorrow tell them that they sinne, 

Though it be small, 
And measure not their fall. 

, 
r 
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Man's dependence on God is aptly enacted by the insertion of a 

parenthetic conditional which i ·s once again imperative in flavour 

("turn but they hand"). The fact that the phrases can unite into 

a main clause only after the parenthetic clause is read, might be 

seen without undue fancy to function as a parable of Herbert's 

meaning: Man, that is, needs the intervention of God to sustain 

him, an idea which stanza five continues to explore. Here the 

cancellation of sin through the intervention of the Holy Ghost 

becomes the central tenor: 

They quarrell thee, and would give over 
The bargain made to serve thee: but thy love 

Holds them unto it, and doth cover 
Their follies with the wing of thy milde Dove, 

Not suff'ring those 
Who would, to be thy foes. 

Herbert's characteristic mode of qualification, which before was 

signalled by "yet", is here formulated with a "but". These 

adversative clauses occur frequently in association with one maln 

theme - God's continued love for man despite his ingratitude to-

wards Him - and provide something like a syntactic Leitmotif for 

the idea. 

In stanza six the speaker addresses the poem more directly 

towards God, and hymns his glory in a series of honorific 

statements: 

My God, Man cannot pr aise th y name: 
Thou art all brightnesse, perfect puritie; 

The sunne holdes down his head for shame, 
Dead with eclipses, when we speak of thee: 

How shall infection 
Presume on thy perfection? 

The thought of the final couplet of verse six is endorsed with 
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images of corruption in the following stanza: 

As dirtie hands foul al l they touch, 
And those things most which are most pure and fine: 

So our clay hearts, ev 'n when we crouch 
To sing thy praises, make them l ess divine. 

. Yet either this, 
Or none, thy portion is. 

These images are conveyed by a careful comparison that devotes 

two lines to the vehicle, and two lines to the tenor , each of 

which is neatly and firmly enunciated with "as " and "so". At 

the same time, the bold line of the syntax contains metaphors 

built into phrases like "clay hearts" and "crouch/To sing", show-

ing that a more complex organization of ideas is contained by the 

swift, lucid exposition. The transition from third to first 

person, with its concomitant inclusion of the speaker, is also of 

importance to the poem here, especially in the light of the fin2,1 

stanza. Once again the characteristic adversative ("Yet either 

this ••• thy portion is.") establishes the discrepancy b e twee n 

God's due and what he actually r eceives from man. A dismissal 

of humankind is made in the light of this in the eighth stan z a, 

where swinish indiffer ence is r endered literal through the imagery 

of pigs: 

Man cannot serve thee; let ·him go, 
And serve the swine: th e re, there is his delight: 

He doth not like this vertue, no; 
Give him his dirt to wallow in all night: 

Thes e Preachers make 
His head to shoot and ake. 

Contemptuous imperatives and vehemently ironic repetition are the 

chief features here. Herbert moves indeed from a mild form of 

the impe rative ("let him") to a severer one .in "Give him", which 

deepens the tone of cond emnation. It is also possible to see in 
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the first form of imperative a shadowed suggestion of how man 

thinks of himself as being in control, quite unconscious of God's 

permitting presence. Once again, by collocating identical. words, 

Herbert is able to deepen the emphasis of the second, and, with 

that, its irony: "ther e, ther e is his delight". As in stanza 

three, the last four lines convey man's petulant reply, although 

the verba dicendi are once again deleted. Here the form is of 

reported speech whereas in the final lines of stanzas one and 

three, there is a greater sense of the poet's attributing the 

lines to man. SUCh directness prepares for the address to man 

himself in stanza nine, the transition being assisted by the 

greater immediacy of his speech in the last lines of verse eight. 

The ensuing stanza thus opens with an urgent exclamation and some 

regretful questions: 

Oh foolish man! where are thine eyes? 
How hast thou lost them in a croud of cares? 

Thou pull'st the rug, and wilt not rise, 
No, not to purchase the whole pack of starres: 

There let them shine, 
Thou must go sleep, or dine. 

Man has lost all purpose in life, and must be jolted into an 

awareness of greater things. His reply to this is dismissively 

anticipated by the speaker himself in the third and sixth lines. 

The most importa.nt syntactic feature ~ one which I have already 

noted - is the change in the vocative, for here the poet switches 

the address from God to man and so applies his indignation to 

proselytising. This anticipates a similar switch in the last 

stanza, where Herbert reverts to invoking God, and makes clear as 

he does so, that he himself, ?-nd not simply a generic man, is the 

object of his contempt. Such a "sermonic" development leads 
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jection of God is shown to be worse than a dumb creasure's -

worse because he has knowledge of his Creator : 

The bird that sees a daintie bowre 
Mad e in the tr ee , where she was wont to sit, 

Wonders and sings, but not his power 
Who made the arbour: this exceeds her wit. 

But ~lan doth know 
The spring, whence all things flow: 

The typical "but 11 clause recurs here to · relate the stanza to the 

larger thematic context of man's failure to celebrate God in his 

own life. The ensuing strophe continues rapidly out of this, 

syntactically linked to its predecessor. Herbert's linkage is 

not so continuous, however, as to detract from its structural self-

sufficiency. It is worth obs er ving that all three stanzas at the 

end of the poem tend to show a syntactic consciousness of each 

other (as is evident 1n the words "Indeed" and "But" opening the 

last two). This helps to secure an effect of conclusive , cul-

minating argument, and of the vigorous denunciation which is 

apparent in stanza eleven: 

And yet, as though he kn ew it not, 
His knowledge winks, and lets his humours reigne; 

They make his life a constant blot, 
And all the bloud of God to run in vain. 

Ah wretcht what verse 
Can thy strange wayes rehearse? 

Once again the poet's indignation blazes forth in a rhetorical 

question, another of the six that occur in the course of the poem, 

and fix a tone of vivid expostulation. The last two stanzas re-

solve the poet's vehemence by contrasting the ideal state of man 

with his actual debasement: 

. 
i , 
f 
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Indeed at fir st I-'ian was a treasure, 
A box of jewels, shop of rarities, 

A ring, whose posie was, My pleasure: 
He was a garden in a Paradise: 

Glorie and grace 
Did crown his heart and face. 

But sinne hath fool'd him. Now he is 
A lump of flesh, without a foot or wing 

To raise him to a glimpse of blisse: 
A sick toss'd vessel, dashing on each thing; 

Nay, his own shelf: 
My God, I mean my self. 

The "Indeed" in stanza twelve has about it a note of resumption, 

the sense of re-opening a train of thought which hitherto seems 

to have been explored to the full. This gives the last two 

stanzas an integral relationship to the thought of the others. 

A catalogue of delights, a device which Herbert is skilled in 

using, follows here. Such an arrangement places the items in 

apposition to "man" and to each other, so as to create a feeling 

of richness and variety with which the drab singleness of his 

present condition is meant to contrast. The catalogue is revoked 

oCoee again with a "But" clause, and replaced by another catalogue 

in stanza thirteen. Once again this is shaped from a series of 

appositional phrases, but the syntactic progress is far less 

fluent. In the last three lines, the speaker brings the meaning 

nearer and nearer home until, with unrelenting honesty, he s 'udden-

ly equates himself with man and so acknowledges his part in the 

universal corruption. The "Nay" and "My God" help to mark the 

phases of substitntion, and with that, the speaker's approach 

2 towards truth. 

2. Helen Vendler has pointed out in The Poetry of Georae 
Herbert, pp. 25- 56, that such redirections or "re-inventions" 
are typical of the poet. 



- 87 -

This then is an example of how Herbert controls the develop-

ment of his argument (and indeed his tone, feeling and themes) 

with a careful and strategic use of syntax. His methods are too 

various for me to erect a paradigm from the foregoing s tudy, but 

certain general points, arising out of this and out of other 

poems, Can now be discussed. 

I have sai.c'I that with some except ions the arrangement of 

stanzas in "Miserie" is generally clear enough not to need syntac-

tic directives. Frequently, however, words like "then" and 

"therefore" can help to shape a poem, or end it with a conclusive 

flourish. 3 This is especially the case if the poem has a com-

paratively large numb e r of stanzas, and requires some sort of 

summary statement to complete its ar.chitecture. "Content" (H.68) 

which comprises nine stanzas, has such a conclusion: 

Then cease discour sing soul, t ill thine own ground, 
Do not thy self or friends importune. 

On occasion a temporal · conjunction like "then" can take a similar-

ly resolutive force, as it does in "Affliction (IV)" (H.89) with 

its anticipation of a happier future : 

Then shall those powers, which work for grief , 
Enter thy pay , 

Another formula of conclusion is to be found in deictic words, 

used in such a way as to suggest incontrovertible discovery. 

"Constancie" (H.72) ends firmly on such a llote, which accounts 

for its tone of certain discovery: 

This is the Mark-man, safe and sure, 
Who still is right, and prayes to be so still. 

3. Cf. Michael Gallagher, "Rhetoric, Style and George Herbert", 
English Literary History, 37 (1 970 ), 495-516. 
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"The Agonie " (1-I.37) e nd s wi t h a g esture of quiet con-

viction, partly contained in the demonstrative: 

Love is that liquour sweet and most divine, 
Which my God feels as bloud; but I, as wine. 

Argument can also be defined by the immediate resumption of 

the word or thought on which the preceding sentence has fini s h ed, 

the rhetorical technique of anadiplosis. "Sinnes round" (H.122) 

renders the vicious, inexorable logic of. man I s fallen impulses in 

this way. Herbert I S argument is thu's propelled along in an 

irresistibly circular pattern, which returns the poem to its 

opening line Such ineluctable gathering of clauses is appar e nt 

in this extract, but the whole poem must be scanned for the circular 

train of thought as well as of syntax: 

But words suffice not, where are lewd intentions: 
My hands do joyn to finish the inventions. 

My hands do joyn to finish the inv e ntions: 
And so my sinnes ascend three stories high, 

Of course, such formal relentlessness is exceptional, but there 

are also subtler forms of insistent repetition. In "The Rose" 

(H,177), for instance, one finds a transition effected by gentle 

iteration as though the poet were turning the bloom in his hand 

as well as in his mind: 

One].y take this gentle rose, 
And therein my answer lies. 

What is fairer then a rose? 
What is swe eter? yet it purgeth. 

A similarly gentle propulsion of argument - termed epizeuxis -

also works in "Peace" (H.l24), where "grows" is repeated in the 
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last stanza with an enriching qualification: 

Take of this grain, which in my garden grows, 
And grows for you; 

This presence of argument is a feature that differentiates the 

religious lyric of the sixteenth and seventeenth century from 

its mediaeval antecedent, where in a typical poe m like "I sike 

wh e n I singe" (thirteenth or fourteenth century), ther e is little 

tendency towards an infolded syntax with subordinated pr emises 

and contrastive main c l auses. Additive, coordinated structures 

seem to be more the rule here: 

The nailles beth too st ronge, 
The smithes are too sleye ; 
Thou bledest al l too longe , 
The Tre is all too heye; 4 

My remarks about verbal r epetition lead on to another, larger 

form of iter a tion, which I shall call "str uctural par allelism". 

Its occurrence in Herbert's poetry is so frequent that I can con-

centrate on only a few instances . 

Firstly, there is the fairly obvious method of recapitulation. 

This involves repeating the initial statement, but modifying it 

in the light of the stanzas that go befcre. It is a recurrent 

element in lyric design, and of its many fine exploitations, on'2 

has only to cite Blake's "The Tyger" and Keats's "La Belle Dame 

Sans Merci", with their ritual repetitions of the first stanza 

(slightly modified) at the end of the poem. "Sinnes r ound " 

(H.122) is an obvious example of this circularity, used as much 

4. Me dieval English Lyrics, ed. R. T. Davies (London: Faber, 
1963), p.83. 
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for its thematic as for its structural effects. "Jesu" (1l.112 ) 

likewis e starts and finishes with the same word in such a way as 

to suggest the poet's devotion to his Saviour, and the last 

stanza of "Home" (H.I07) repeats, in modified form, the fervent 

invocation of the first: 

Come Lord, my head doth burn, my heart is sick, 

• • • 0 ~ • • ~ • • • 0 • 0 • • • 0 • • 0 • • • 0 • ~ • • • • • • 0 • • 

Come dearest Lord, passe not this holy season, 

The return, however, need not always be to the formulation of the 

first "subject", but sometimes to its mood and tone, just as 

"The Flower" (H.165) is completed by restating the gratitude and 

exultation of the first stanza, and the syntactic pattern of the 

third. 

A repetition of material is typical of the litany, although 

there it is much more formal and rigid than the patterns I have 

just not ed. The hypnotic iteration of a single line in stanza 

after stanza not only defi~es the contours of the thought by de­

fining each transition; it also introduces an enriching suggestion 

of prayer. Repetition in the litany is after all a liturgical 

equivalent of the refrain which features so prominently in the 

lyric, although in the former it tends to be imperative, and 

addressed to God. "Gr ace" (H. 60) has an eloquent example of such 

a refrain. Jt is immaterial where the repeat ed line occurs; 

it can even appear at the start of each st?nza, and so impart an 

urgency to the utter ance right away, as in "Dooms-day " (H.186). 

Another form of parallelism bears close resemblance to a 

musical genre called the passacaglia. This consists of a melody 
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repeated ad infinitum, while all sorts of decorative patterns and 

counterpoint are spun around it; There is a sense in which all 

stanzaic poetry is wlalogous to the passacaglia, for variable 

material is passed through an invariable pattern of rhyme and 

metre. (This tendency, when it finds expression in parallel 

phrasing, is doubtless inherited from the Tudor and Elizabethan 

song-lyric, and seems to arise from the verbal suggestion of are" 

peated tune.) However, Herbert sometimes retains t he same pattern 

of syntactic di sposition in each stanza, and so furthers the con-

trast between invariable form and variable content. tlVertue l1 

(H .87 ), that most perfect and delicate expression of contemptus 

mundi, is a case in point. Each of its first three stanzas opens 

with a vocative (1), followed either by a series of epithets and 

appositional phrases o r an adjectival clause (2). After this, 

there comes a statement of mortality (3) which r ecurs as an inex·· 

orable memento mori: 

-1 
day, j 

bridall 

r 
I so cool, so 

of the earth 

(2 ) 
calm, so bright, 

o 
and skie:J The 

[The dew shall weep thy fall to night; 

For thou ~iUt die] 

rSw~~i rose:1 r whose hue angrie and brave 
- - - (2) . .• 
Bids the rash gazer wipe his eye:J 

[ThY root is ever in its grave . 
(3' ~ 

And thou muh die:j 

This sense of inevitable recurrence, of syntactic ostinato, can 

be used as foil foT. the subtlest nuances in the meaning, FoT. 

example, by changing the conjunctions in the last line from " For" 

to "And" the poet is ab l e to suggest both a coordination of 
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mortality with the description that precedes it, and a causal 

relationship between them. Thus the "Sweet rose" must die be-

cause its root is in its grave (such is the carrying force of the 

IIForll) or it must die in any case, as a fact of life, part of an 

inevitable sequence (evoked by IIAnd ll ). By violating the rhythms 

of expectancy set up in the first three stanzas, Herbert invests 

the last with a muted vigour all the more exultant: 

Onely a sweet and vertuous soul, 
Like season I d timber, 'never gives; 
But though the whole world turn to coal, 

Then chiefly lives. 

The effect of this stanza is not unlike the cadence which finally 

brakes the repetition of the bass line in a passacaglia. 

"Vertue" is in a class by itself, but other poems make use of syn -

tactic parallelism , "The Pearl Matth. 13.45 " (H .88 ) being one. 

Each of its first three stanzas is initiated by a firm declaration 

of the pattern, "I know x" , fo llowed by a collation of noun 

clauses, al l of which complete the opening statement. Each 

stanza ends with an adversative clause, dismissing all that has 

gone before it; 

I know the wayes of Learning; both the head 
And pipes that feed the presse, and make it runne; 
What reason hath from nature borrowed, 
Or of it self, like a good huswife, spunne 
In lawes and policie ; what the starres conspire, 
VJhat willing nature speaks, wh at forc I d by fire; 
Both ch I old discoveries, and the new-found seas, 
The stock and surplus, cause and historie: 
All these stand open, or I have 'the keyes: 

Yet I love thee. 

Moreover, by outweighing nine long lines with a sin gle forthright 

adversative clause in stanzas one to three, Herbert .§lac!2. the 
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relative values implicit in the allusion to Matthew 13.45-46 

(where the merchant, "when he had found one pearl of great price, 

went and sold all that he had, and bought it"). True values are 

centred in the final line and countervail the false pursuits pre-

sented in the earlier part of the stanza. 

Often the repetitions are not merely single in form and 

serial in sequence - interesting permutations are employed to 

vary the structure, so that sequences of double repetition are 

sometimes the rule. 

In "Business" (H.113), couplets provide crucial syntactic 

"nodes" in the design, fo r at lines 1 and 2 and at lines 1 5 and 

16, the soul is catechised about its behaviour and about its 

salvation through Christ. The first couplet occas i ons a series 

of r ebukes (lines 3 to 14), the second an exposition of the atone-

ment (lines 17 to 28 ). Syntactic parallelism in these couplets 

provides a measure for the discrepancy between the achievement of 

the soul and the sacrifice of Christ: 

and 

Canst be idle? canst thou play, 
Foolish soul who sinn'd to day? 

But if yet thou idle be, 
Foolish soul, Who di'd for thee? 

Similarly the couplet at line 29 conveys the cancelling power of 

the crucifixion through a balance between "sinnes" and "Saviours 

death", a balance reaffirmed by the final couplet where statement 

answers question: 
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And hath any space of breath 
'Twixt hi s s innes and Saviours death ? 

Who in heart not ever kneels, 
Neither sinne nor Saviour feels . 

Between these paralle l and s ubtly inverted chiave or "key- lines ", 

an even more comp l ex parallelism i s at work. The syntactic 

patt e rn of lines 3 to 14 comprises two s tanzas wi th an indicative 

statement (a ) and a rhetorica l q uest ion (b) , a l ternating with t wo 

stanzas consisting of a conditional clause (c ), an exclamatory 

apodosis (d) and an indicative s tat ement (e). 

grammed, are the first two stanzas: 

[Rivers run, 
( a) 

and springs each one 

Know their home, and get them g one:.1 

[Hast thou tears~b6r hast thou none?] 

_ (c) 

Llf, poore soul, thou has t no tear es ,7 
(d) ~ 

[Would thou hadst no faults o r fears~ : 
(e) -

[WhO hath these, those ill forbears ~ 

Her e , thus dia-

The second portion (lines 17 to 28) likewis e featur es a duplication 

of material - answers (in the fo rm of protas i s a nd apodosis ) (b), 

in response to questions (a) . Once again I have r endered this 

diagrammatica lly: 

(a) 

(b) 

{

'Who aid l eave his Fathers throne, 
To assume thy flesh and bone ; 
Had he life , or h ad he none? 

(If he had no t liv I d for thee , 
.I Thou hadst di I d mo s t wretchedly; 
Lruld two deaths had been thy fee. 
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It is not fanciful to see an effect of ' 'busy-ness'' in this complex 

alternation of clauses, so actively do they balance and control 

each other. Indeed the very breathlessness . of citing, question-

ing and conjecturing produced by this entrelacement of l ines is 

rebuked by the couplet at line 29, where "space of breath" seems 

as much to imply opportunities for: garrulous e·xplication as it 

does the ability to live. Only ~fter his busy self-rebukes does 

the speaker realise that the alternative to "idleness " is not a 

frantic bustle (mimetically rendered in the syntax) but a per-

petual prayer of adoration and thanksgiving. 

There is also a much less rigorous syntactic parallelism 

whiCh occurs sporadically and locally in The Temple, and which 

approximates more nearly to the. rhapsodic parallelism of 

Hebrew poetry, "The Temper (I ) " (H055 ) is a poem where the in-

ternal parallelism of the first two lines serves to swell the 

feeling, and intensify the yearning tone: 

How should I praise thee,Lord! how should my rymes 
Gladly engrave thy love in steel, 

and the anaphoraic parallelism of stanza, two aptly e:>..-presses the 

continuousness of the speaker's aspiration: 

Sometimes I peere above them all; 
Sometimes I hardly reach a score, 

Sometimes to hell I fall, 

The repetitions of stanza five ("0 let me"), intermitted with an 

adverbial clause of time, suggest an eager breathlessness in the 

entreaty: 

o let me, when thy roof my soul hath hid, 
o let me roost and nestle there: 
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wl1ile the omnipotence of God is conveyed through the vehement 

iterations of "Thy" in the last stanza: 

Whether I flie with angels, fall with dust, 
Thy hands made both, and I am there?: 
Thy power and love, my love and trust 

Make one place ev'ry where. 

This sort of parallelism is thematic rather than structural in 

intention, and occurs too frequently in The Temple for compre-

hensive tabulation here. I need cite only the fervency of "The 

H.Scriptures I" (H. 58) for which "incidental" parallelism is 

partly responsible. The underlinings are mine: 

Thou art all health, health thriving till it make 
A full eternitie: thou art a masse 
Of strange delights, where we may wish & take. 

Ladies, look here; this is the thankfun glasse, 
. That mends the lookerseyes: this is the well 

That washes what it shows. , •• 

One can also note how in the third stanza of "Giddinesse" (H.127) 

the repetition of "now" helps to provide a temporal ground bass 

against which man's flightiness can be assessed: 

Now he will fight it out, and to the warres; 
Now eat his bread in peace, 

And snudge in quiet: now he scorns increase; 
Now all day spares. 

Here the claus ,~s supply a sense of giddiness which plays against 

the syntactic metaphor of stability contained in the sequence 0 1: 

"now's II Q 

* * 

While the emphasis of this study has hitherto fallen chiefly 

upon the structural and coordinative functions of syntax, it has 

been clear that its effects extend far beyond that of ordering 
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sentenc~:s and poems. As I have already obs e rved , it signifi-

cantly controls tone and theme, to the :first of topics which I 

now devote fuller: attention in a close analysis of "De niall" 

(H.79). Obviously syntax has l1!L'.ny roles, and, rather than 

divorce its tonal effects for stucly by themselves, I shall 

again concentrate also on structural and thematic formations . in 

the grammar where these seem ge r mane. 

In "Deniall" Herber t exp ressf's the feeling of futility and 

isolation that come to the believer when he fails to sense God's 

presence, and with that, to perceive any purpose in his life. 

He opens the lyric characteristically in the past tense, for, 

unlike Donne, Herbert favours narrative f raming above present 

tense i mmediacy: 

When my devotions could not pierce 
Thy silent eares; 

Then was my heart broken , as was my verse : 
My breast was full o f fears 

And disorder: 

The polarity between the speaker and a seeming ly ir"iifferent God 

is realised at once in the defined possessive adjectives "my" and 

"thy", and in the remove at which the communicati on takes p l ace. 

It is not the poet himself but his "devotions", not God in His 

infinite entirety but hi s "eares" that 2.re thus metonymically 

fore grounded. This met onymy recurs throughout the poem , notably 

in line 3 and 4· of this stanza, where the reference to the 

speaker's heart and breast detaches the seat of his fe e lings for 

special emphasis. The tempor al conjunct ion "t'lhen" in lin e I is 

answered dutifully by another (not altogether necessary) at the 

s tart of the main clause ("The n was my h E'art •• , ,,) , so giving the 
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tone a plaintive assonantal insistence. At the same time the 

"when" also helps more forcibly to distance the breaking of the 

heart, and consign it firmly to the past. The clause of com-

parison lamely tacked on to the main body of the sentence (lias 

was my verse") dramatises the fragmentation of the poet's verse 

through its syntactic gaucherie. (One can notice also how 

stanza and syntax are plaited in such a way that the first line 

is run on in a futile effort at breaking through to God, and the 

fourth enjambed in a way that suggests an inextricable fusion of 

fears and disorder.) 

The poet moves on in stanza two to detail his state of scrrow-

ful isolation from God, still using verbs in the aorist tense to 

keep the experience at a distance: 

My bent thoughts, like a brittle bow, 
Did flie asunder: 

Each took his way; some would to pleasures go, 
Some to the war res and thunder 

Of alarms. 

CChnparing his thoughts to an extended bow which, far from releas-

ing arrows to their target, breaks beneath the strain, Herbert 

"stages" its very extension by tautening the sense over an in-

serted phrase of comparison and breaking the continuity as he do e s 

so. The emphatic formulation of the verb with its auxiliary 

("Did flie ll ) assists in clogging the swift motion of flight which 

the simpler formulation "flew" would otherwise have conveyed. 

Each thought is sc:-id to have taken "his" way, where "his" is an 

archaic form of the neutral possessive "its ". However, there 

is also a marked animacy in the treatment of the thoughts, which 

gives them an uncontrollable, wilful life of their OWIl and so 
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justifies the use of a personal possessive. The speaker's ideas 

centre either on indolent bliss ("pleasures") or on rebellion 

("warres"), not on submission to God. This antithesis is carried 

by the careful division of' pronouns ("some ••• some") highlighting 

the alternatives that fall short on either side of the mean (in the 

form of the right response to God). Once again Herbert suppresses 

the verb in the penultimate line, producing an effect of warlike 

briskness. 

The partial animation of the thoughts is fulfilled in stanza 

three, where they voice their reasons for straying beyond the 

poet's command. Herbert modulates into the historic present here 

to give an insolent immediacy to their speech: 

As good go any where, they say, 
As to benumme 

Both knees and heart in crying night and day, 
Come, come, my God, 0 come, 

But no hearing. 

Here the tone of their utterance is at first harshly overbearing, 

because of the strident s(::,f-justification of their argument , and 

also because of the brusque ellipsis of "As good go any where". 

The jolting conversational tone soon yields to pathos, however, 

in the third line of the strophe, for here both the knees - which 

are physical - and the heart. - which in the context is emotional 

as well - share the same verb "benumme", into which are port-

manteaued both the loss of sensation in the long-kneeling knee 

and the grip of dreary hopelessness upon the heart. This 

elliptical structure affects the tone in an ambivalent way, evok-

ing both the pathos mentioned above and the vigorous curtal speech 

at the start of the stanza. "Knees" and "heart" present a 
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metonymic shorthand for supplication and feeling respective ly, 

The thoughts have been c«lling ' upon God in an invocation realis(,d 

syntactically as a gerund, "crying". This is a perfectly con-

ventional construction but it leads to - one might say it Pl:O-

liferat es in •. another gerund which, shorn of a full syntactic 

context ("But LWith] no [conviction of GOd's] hearing Lus]"), pro-

duces a sense of icy desolation, The desolation is the more 

chillingly silent for the contrastive noise of entreaty implied 

by "crying", Indee d it is not unlike a piece of music which has 

resolved on a discord and in a r emote key, The very brevity of 

the ellipsis ("But no hearing .• ) contrasts sadly with the fervent 

invitation 

Come, come, my God, 0 c~, 

where the imperatives and the repetit ion movingly combine in an 

impr ession of urgency, 

We have reached an impasse in the poem, and, true to the 

sense of be i ng blocked in, He rbert b egins th e next ~ , tanza with an 

exclamation of bitter regr et before moving back into the past 

tense in orde r to distance the unhappiness: 

o that thou shouldst give dust a tongue 
To crie to thee, 

And then not heare it crying! all day long 
My heart was in my knee, 

But no hear ing . 

The exclamatory formula of regret "0 that" contrasts with a syn~' 

tactically similar formula of volition in the Psalms, as for 

example Ps. 53.7 (translat8d ,thus in the Pr...§),Ter Book) 
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Oh, that the Salvation were given unto Israe l 
out of Sion: Oh, that the Lord would deliver 
his people out of captivityt 

Any allusions to the Psalms, however faint, are tinged with irony 

here, especially since man's faculty of speech (and ability to 

praise) is close to being parodied by God's unresponsiveness. 

The vivid, humiliating metonymy of "dust" degrades the human sh"pe 

to its most formless component. Then, with a strong clash of 

images, Herbert follows the reduction with proof of animation 

the tongue. Such a juxtaposition is macabre (indeed, almost 

surrealistic) and conveys, through its bitter absolutes, the sad~ 

ness of the poet's condition. The suffix of the earlier gerund 

"hearing" is made to resonate with the suffix of the present par-

t iciple "crying", producing an ant i thet ical tension between "no 

hearing" and "crying" which has already been anticipated by the 

gerundival form of "crying" in the middle of stanza three. Once 

again the verse ends with a repetition of the same bleak adversa-

tive phrase, "But no hearing", so that for two whole stanzas the 

CC:ltrary activities of imploring and ignoring rebound off each 

other again and again. The phrase "all day long" picks up the 

foregoing cry of "night and day" and gives a leaden obsessiveness 

to the poet's plea, while the knees and heart (hitherto gl.ven 

separate metaphoric identities) are now combined in the line "My 

heart was in my knee", and so unite in a singleness of purpose. 

This incorporation has to a certain extent been anticipated by 

their mutual numbness, and also suggest" a literal "sinking of 

the heart" from its rightful place in the breast. By employing 

the verb "to be" ('! •• was in ' my knee") instead of one .more active, 

the poet invests the heart with a curious passivity, as though its 
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, simply being in the knee were enough to convey contrite s upplication . 

Having been entrapped in a cul-de-sac of spiritua l desolation 

for two s t anzas , Herbert b egins now to t ake s t ock of the deadloclc, 

a r esolution signalled by the summarising conjunction " therefore". 

His survey is still conducted in the past tense : 

Therefore my soul layout of sight, 
Untun'd, unstr ung : 

My feeble spirit, unable t o look right, 
Like a nipt blossome, hung 

Discontented . 

liMy soul" and "my spirit", coming as they do after me t onymic emblems 

of the bod y (heart, knee and ton gue) show a gradua l encompassment 

of the whole man as the poet's vision widens in his survey. Both, 

however , are p r esented through imag~ry of l a n guor and hebetude. 

The suppression of a coordin ating word in the second line of the 

stanza evo kes this l ass itude as a sense of l eaden, careless 

omission, while the negative prefixes g i ve forth a muffled chime 

("Untun'd, unstrung "). "Unstrung ll moreover picks up the image of 

the broken bow in stanza t,/o , while at the ' same time anticipating 

the submerged image of the l as t s trophe. In t hi s way i magery of 

discord (weaponry ) and harmony (musica l instrument) are wonder-

fully r econciled . The poet's thoughts are unstrung as a bow only 

to be r es trung as a lute. The subject of the next sentence is 

sepa r a t ed from its verb ("My feeb le spirit • • • hung") by two des -

criptive phrases which break the "st em " of the syntax and thus 

almos t literally evoke the dis content ed h anging of the f lower, 

especially since t he verb i s made to seem a humiliating appendage 

to the sentence as a whole. (Herbe rt is making mild use of 

hyperbaton o r r hetorical fragmentation here.) It i s also 
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significant that after the implied continuity of the gerunds and 

participles of the preceding stanzas, the reader is presented 

with the completion of past participles - "Untun'd", "unstrung", 

"nipt" and "Discontented", The very impulse towards action 

seems thus to have been deadened. 

In the final stanza, though, the poet rouses himself and im-

plores God in st rong imperat ives to tune his untun ed breast. 

With these the tense moves implicitly into the present and the 

future: 

o cheer and tune my h eartlesse breast, 
Deferr e no time; 

That so thy favours granting my requ est, 
They and my mind c may chime, 

And mend my ryme. 

An adverbial clause of result in the last thr ee lines potentially 

realises the effect of the imperatives: God's intervention tunes 

the poet to his "favours", and so effects a reconciliation cele-

brated by the fact that the last two lines rhyme for the first 

time. 

The syntactic pattern of this last verse is very significant, 

for it relat e s the resolution to a tradi t ional form of prayer, 

the collect. Since this is a case of syntax used allusively, I 

must pause to ,~xamine the grammatical structure of this form, 

evocations of which enrich the tone both here and elsewhere in 

The Temp le with attitudes of praye r. 

The collect is a liturgical formula of invocation, which, 

with its components of petition and depr ecation, provides one of 
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the most characteristic structures of prayer. (Clearly it also 

provides an example of the structural functions of syntax, but 

the direction of its grammar to prayerful ends would naturally 

affect the tone of lyrics which approximate its design.) So 

powerful is its influence that even i .f few of Herbert r s poems 

show a complete reproduction of its pattern, some of its syntactic 

features rec ur in poem after poem. Broadly, its design is of the 

following cast: invocation, petition, and a formula of mediation. 

This is realised as a single sentence, comprising a vocative, an 

adjectival clause, an imperative, an adverbial clause of purpose, 

and a prepositional phrase l:i.ke "through Jesus Christ Our Lord". 

A tabular analysis of the Collect for the Eleventh Sunday 

after Trinity will help to bring these observations into focus: 

Invocation: o God, 

Adjectival c l a use: who declarest thy almighty power mo s t chiefly 
in shewing mercy and pity: 

Imperative: Mercifully grant unto us such a measure of thy grace, 

Pe.lpose clause: that we, running the way of thy commandments, may 
obtain thy gracious promises, and be mad e partakers 
of thy heavenly treasure ; 

Formula of mediation: through Jesus Christ Our Lord. 

The adjectival clause is one of the variables. It is absent, for 

example, from the Collect for the Ninth Sunday after Trinity. 

Nevertheless it has an important functi0n in the context of the 

prayer since it invokes that aspect of God most relevant to the 

petition, and so heightens one's sense of its efficacy, This 

clause is in fact a subtle form of the IIRecordare" formula of 

mediaeval prayer, where the votary reminds God of his past activi-

ties, the r e sults of whiCh He, in His eternal changelessness , must 
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uphold. It finds moving expression in the Recordare of 

St. Bernard of Clairvaux, and in this stanza from Thomas of 

Celano's Dies. Irae: 

Recordare, Jesu pie, · 
Quod sum causa tuae viae: 
Ne me perdas ilIa die. 

The imperative of the collect form is usually followed by a care-

ful exposition of purpose, often in the subjunctive - to suggest 

aspiration rather th~~ arrogant assumption. A futurity implicit 

in the subjunctive also suggests fresh resolution on the part of 

the votary. 

I have already had occasion to refer to the structural debt 

that some of Herbert I s poems owe to .the Ii tan)!, although these 

are too various, too privat e ly devotional to constitute" true 

examples of the genre. If, however, one abstracts from the 

collect its formal stages (invocation, ascription, entreaty and 

purpose), the influence of this form becomes apparent in many 

lyrics, although it is modified in the adaptation. The poet 

might not consciously have felt this, however, so that the aligr.·-

ment of the syntax in terms of this pattern could simply suggest 

the inevitability with which Christian prayer tends to a collect 

form. I shaLl. analyse stanza one of "Easter-wings" (H,43) with 

the collect in mind, not allowing Herbert's additional material 

to obscure the generic scheme which governs it. The first stanza 

certainly bears the impress of the form: 
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[WhO createds~2~an in wealth and stor e, 

Though foolishly he lost the same, 

Decaying more and more, 

Till be became 

Most !\,oore :l 
[Wit~3thee-

o let me rise 

As l arks, harmoniousl~ 

And sing this day thy victories: ] 

[Then shall the fa ll
4 
further the flight in me ~ 

Here the sequence of invocation (1), ascription (2), entr eaty (3) 

and purpose (4) is perfect ly clear, although the resemblance is 

only intermittent in the second stanza. In ItTrinitie Sunday" 

(H. 68) this formal line is very str iking, even with the inserted 

confession and the lack of balance between th e various constituents. 

(One can note also that each of the tercets addresses a different 

Person of the Trinity): 

f (1)- (2) 
I_Lord ,J [WhO hast form' d me out of mud, 

And has redeem'd me through thy bloud, 

And sanctifi'd me to do good ;l 
-J 

!~ (3) 
~urge all my sinnes done heretofore: 

For I confesse my heavie sc.ore, 

And I will strive to sinne no more. 

Enrich my h ear t, mouth, hands in me, 

With faith , with hope, with charitie;! 

1
- (4) ·"1 
_That I may runne, rise, rest with thee.! 

-, 

While these imported associations of prayer can give a 

liturgical flavour to the syntax, and so to the tone, Herb ert also 

adapts syntax to less formal ends, the chief amongst which i s a 
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colloquial manner, This tends to occur whenever his tone b ecomes 

ironical, or whenever he wishes to invest his persona with a 

forthright manner. The character i s tics of much colloquial utt er -

anc e are a loose, inf ormal repetition, exclamatory noises, and a 

bluff form of e lision . All of t he se are present in "Miseri e " 

(HolOO) as I have already s hown (on P.81). They h e lp to 

ma t er ialise the sperucer as a direct, uncompromis ing figure, who 

will not "dress up" t he truth, a s he conceives it, in syntax 

different from that of conversational pl:ose . Attitudes like 

these are of course the correlative of s imi lar c onvict i on s in 

"Jordan (II)" (H.I02): 

Ther e is in love a swee tnesse readie penntd: 
Copie out onely that, and save expense. 

and in "A true Hymne" (H . 1 68 ): 

Whereas if thl heart b e moved, 
Although the V2r se be somewhat scant , 

God doth supplie th e want. 

Sl"; h muscular, robust syntax recurs thr oughout The Temp l e, It 

is seldom t he consistent reg ister of a poem , however, being used 

rather to make points with especial force and certitude. The 

last stanza of "Dulnesse" (H.115) has a f l avour of informality, 

especially in a startling e lision tha t forces the final questions 

to share a verb between them, and in the elliptical amendme n t in 

the l ast line: 

Lord, cleare thy gift, tha t with a con s tant wit 
I may but look t OVlards thee : 

Look onely; for to lov e thee , who can be, 
What angel fit? 
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It is clear that "informal" syntax can serve a passionate, 

anguished tone as well as a firm one. This is true of "The 

Collar" (H. 153) where expletives like "what" and "sure" give 

vehemence to the dec lam'at ion , and ellipsis conveys the speaker's 

indignation, an indignation so large as to verge on inarticulacy: 

Have I no bayes to crown it? 
No flowers, no garlands gay? all blasted? 

All wasted? 

·x· * 

Already, in my discussion of Herbert's methods of relating 

sentence to sentence, I have had occasiun to examine the internal 

organization of the sentences themselves. I propose to study 

this now in greater detail, and to observe the effects that various 

devices of organization are designed to aChieve. The manner J.11 

which its sentences are assembled has a significant effect of 

course upon the impact, and even the theme, of a poem. 

Thus I shift my emphasis slightly in order to highlight the 

thematic function of syntax, although as I have already ubserved, 

the organic interrelatedness of its effects forbids any arbitrary 

divorce of one from the other. 

Actual teChniques of construction require comment only where 

they seem to be characteristic of the poet. Hence there is no 

need for a comprehensive survey of all Herbert's sentence patter:ls, 

which is at any rate beyond the scope of this thesis. One need 

simply remark that his sentences tend not to be elaborately 

periodic, for his stanzaic patterns, which act for the most part 

as syntactic containers, do not allow for extended syntactic 



- 109 -

elaboration . At the same time there is little of t he parataxis 

that characterises the syntax of the mediaeval lyric, but rather 

a happy - an "Anglican" - compromise between ext r emes of the complex 

and the simple. Much scholarship has been devoted to Herbert's 

use of the genus tenue or plain sty le, of which this syntactic 

restraint is part.5 The restraint in fact provides a chaste and 

neutral background to whatever divergences Herbert might wish to 

make." 

One method of syntactic organization which is typically, if 

not peculiarly, Herbertian is that of the "programmatic " bracket, 

a parenthesis having a thematic importance. (One must not be 

misled here into disregarding those inserted phrases which even 

if they are not punctuated with brackets, qualify and complicate 

the progress of a sentence .) In the fir st stanza of "Marie 

Magdalene" (H,173), as I have a lr eady noted, a parenthesis is 

"inlaid" in the second line to offset Mary's present sanctity by 

means of her sinful past. It thus functions as a footnote , but 

one so deftly incorporated into the stanza as scarc:,~ly to obtrude 

upon the flow of the meaning. 

Herbert also uses a parenth esis to represent the second of 

two stages in perception, the fir st immediate and as it were un" 

r eflecting, th! second weighted with the sense of qualifi cation 

and afterthought. He does this in "Church-rents and schismes" 

(H,140), where the first half of line 10 is structurally parenthetic, 

despite the absence of brackets. The shreds of the Church's 

beauty are made the more pathetic and vulnerable for the way the 

parenthesis presents a delayed perception of their tattered state: 

5. Cf. Gallagher, p.496. 
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' " Onely shreds of thee, 
And those all bitten, in thy chair I see. 

One experiences a similar sense of vision suddenly enlarged at 

the end of "Affliction (IV)" (H.89), where the poet shifts the 

emphasis, in swift recognition, from heaven to God Himself: 

Till I reach heav ' n, and much more, thee. 

Yet again in "Love I" (H. S4 ) the parenthesis functions programmatic-

ally, suggesting that God's part in creation has been bracketed 

out of sinful man's conception of things: 

'" they together 
Bear a ll the sway, possessing heart and brain, 

(Thy workmanship) ••• 

These qualifying phrases and bracketings are clearly a part 

of Herbert's strat egy of "re-invention,,6, of changing intentional 

horses midstream. Another correlative to these tactics is that 

of the adversative clause. Herbert always seems to be taking 

stock of alternatives , to be qu alifying and enriching, to be keep-

ing glib simplicities at bay, His characteristic adversatives 

invariably stand in an antithetical relationship to the preceding 

clauses, and often occur in those poems which play the insignificanc0 

of man against the transcendent nature of God, as this contrast 

between divine and human action in "Ea3ter" (H.4l ) makes clear: 

I got me flowers to straw thy way; 
I got me boughs off many a tree: 
But thou wast up by break of day, 
And brought'st thy sweets along with thee . 

In "Sinne (II)" (H.63) Herbert uses no fewer than three adversatives 

l.n ten lines. The first grudgingly credits the devil with some 

6, Vendler, pp.2S-S6. 
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good traits (which enable him, paradoxically, to exist, since 

pure evil is a negation of life and therefore self-destructive). 

Here the adversative evokes those weakly charitable concessions 

we use retrospectively to temper a judgement: 

We paint the devil foul, yet he 
Hath some good in him, all agree. 

Another adversative briskly opens the second stanza, as the 

poet recalls God's reason for tempering the reality of sin and 

making of it a tolerable caricature. In this regard the clause 

of qualification has the force almost of cancelling the first 

stanza in the light of a more penetrating insight: 

But God more care of us hath had: 

Finally, in the last couplet an adversative clause conveys a sturdy 

reality to refute the conjecture alarmingly presented in the pre-

ceding lines: 

By sight of sinne we should grow mad. 
Yet as in sleep we ses foul death, and live : 
50 devils are our sim.es in perspective. 

The overriding impress ion here is one of advancing an argument by 

crossing out premises in order to substitute alternatives, and 

thus of having the carpet tugged from beneath our feet each time 

we think we have found purchase. 

While the "but's" suggest confidence in "5inne (II)", they 

Can also imply h.esitancy and a careful review of the situation, 

as in this excerpt from "Artillerie" (H.139): 
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I, who had heard of musick in the spheres, 
But not of speech in starres, began to muse: 

In the same poem, an adversative introduces a triumphant "volta" 

or resolutive turn in the argument, and sets the poet on a new 

course: 

But I have also starres and shooters too, 
Born where thy servan t s both artilleries use. 

In sequenc e these clauses can evoke a sensation of hopelessness, 

where the speaker is hedged in by his qualifications, rendered 

impotent by the complexity of his vision. 

the adversatives in "The Search" (H.162): 

My searches are my daily bread; 
Yet neve r prove. 

Such is the effect of 

My knees pierce th' earth, min e eies the skie; 
And yet the sphere 

And centre both to me denie 
That thou art there. 

On the other hand the adversative clause can be used to import 

positive amendments , instances of God's grace and goodness upon 

which the speaker hopefully depends. "Judgement" (H.187) 

furnishes an example here: 

What others mean to do, I know not well; 
Yet I heare tell, 

That some will turn thee to some leaves therein 
So void of sinne, 

That they in merit shall excel lo 

I must stress again that it is the frequency and range of these 

adversatives(rather than their individual occurrences} that makes 

for their being characteristic of Herbert. Other poets of course 

use the clause in very similar ways. 
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One of Her bert's individual .quirks of syntax is the use of 

7 
appositive structures. These are once again by no means 

unique to him, but he exploits them with such aplomb as to require 

comment here. "Prayer (I)" (H. 51) is built from a run of phrase s 

all standing in apposition to "prayer ". I discuss this poem in 

greater det a il in the appendix; here a single quatrain will 

suffice to show this principle of structure, which functions as 

a syntactic cornucopia for the riches of the imagery: 

Prayer the Churches banquet, Angels age, 
Gods breath in man returning to his birth, 
The soul in par aphrase, heart in pilgr ima ge, 

The Christian plummet sounding heav'n and earth; 

No other poem in The Temple is of quite so uniform a syntactic method , 

but there are several lyrics in which Herbert resorts to appositional 

sequences for special effect. "Sunday" (H,75) opens with a similar 

procession of phrases, all standing in apposition to each other, 

and furnishing a lyrical reservoir from which the poet is able to 

draw material. A phrase like "The couch of time", for example, 

i~ picked up and orchestrated in the second stanza as: 

The worky - daies are the back"part; 
The burden of the week lies there, 

In some poems, Herbert assembles a catalogue of metaphors 

which often suggest the variousness of his subject. The apposi-

tional method is not the only means of constructing these lists, 

which derive ultimately, it seems, fro<11 the catalogue of delights 

in pastoral poetry, and from the blazons of the love-lyric. Cne 

7. For a list of appositive sequences by other ·authors see 
E.B. Greenwood, "George Herbert's Sonne t • Pr ayer' : 
A Stylistic Study", Es s ays in Criticism, 15 (1965), 27-45. 
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possibility is simply to run phrase into phrase, so that a splendid 

thematic welter results, "Sinn e (I)" (H.4S) for example, is a 

poem about the insidious triumph of sin over a ll God's protective 

measures on behalf of man. In order to suggest the impossible 

odd s over which Sin triumphs, Herbert devotes the first three 

quatrains entirely to God's protections while Sin's defiance of 

these is described in a mere couplet, The first twelve lines 

have a sense of irresistible conviction insofar as they cons ist 

of swift and urgent exposition: 

•• , they send us bound 
To rules of reason, holy messengers, 
Pulpits and Sundayes, sorrow dogging sinne, 

Afflictions sorted, anguish of all sizes, 

Asyndeton is largely r esponsible for- the almost overbearing thrust 

of this sequence, for when Herbert uses conjunctions, the cata-

logue is somehow less inexorable, as in the following extract f-rom 

"The Discharge " (H, 144) : 

Busie,enquiring heart, what wouldst thou know? 
Why dost thou prie , 

And turn, and l eer, and with a licorous eye 
Look high and low; 

And in thy lookings stretch and grow? 

Hitherto in these observations on the thematic implications of 

syntax, I have been content to cite " instances of Herbert's prac·· 

tice in isolation from their larger syntactic backgrounds. It 

remains for me, then, to illustrate the complete collaboration 

of syntax with theme through analysis of "The Flower" (H, 165), a 

poem in which this is especially significant. Whereas in my 

first chapter I "gave accent to the manner in which the imagery 
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sustained and controlled the ideas in the lyric, here I shall 

emphasise its grammatical strategies and the effect these have 

upon the poet's statement. 

Herbert begins "The Flower" in a surge of grateful emotion, 

using an exclamatory formula which, as I have already suggested 

in my survey of "Deniall" (H.7 9 ), is weighted with associations 

of psalmody. The adverbs of degree ("Hew" and "how") are separ-

ated by the vocative to produce a happy rhythmical dip in the 

line, and also to suggest the poet's half finiShing and then re-

starting his sent~~ce in the excitement of recovery: 

How fresh, 0 Lord, how sweet and clean 
Are thy returnsl ev'n as the flowers in spring; 

To whieh, besides their own demean, 
The late-past frosts tributes of pleasure br ing. 

Grief melts away 
Like snol'.' in May, 

As if there were no such cold thing. 

Herbert enjambs the first line to form a rapid, irresistible 

current of meaning and ends the sentence with a plural noun -. 

"returns" - in order to give a frequentative and th(>'~efore ritual 

quality to the pattern of "neglect" and reinstatement which the 

poet feels in his life. This sentence reaches a point of closure, 

however, only to be reopened for the inclusion of a comparative 

clause. In this sudden modification of the syntax ( a mild in-

stance of anacolut h on ) we find further confirmation of the poet's 

joy, evoked through the faintly incoherent sequence. The com~ 

parison between the "returns" and flower" is made with a large, 

emphatic gesture, for the adverb "ev'n" is not strictly necessary, 

d ep i cting once again the serene but strong emotions of the poet. 

I have a lr eady had occasion to refer (on p.26 ) to the complex of 
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implica t ions in the next two lines. This ''polysemy 11 is of 

course l a rgely the result of the int~icate syntax, a marquetry 

of separated phrases, an inversion and a pregnant adjective, 

"late-past ", which contains a whole clause within itself. The 

effect of the mosaic is, I suspect, to evoke a rigid synt ac tic 

structure in the process of breaking up, and giving way finally 

to the fluid, easy syntax of "Grief melts away/Like snow in ~1ay". 

That is, the very structure of the sentence provides a programme 

for the theme of rel ease. One has only to observe the moving 

dissolution of pentruneter into dimeters, and contrast the syntactic 

elaboration of the first comparison ("evtn as the flowers") with 

the ease ful phrase "Like snow" to find further confirmat ion of 

this idea. Once the dimeters have "melted", Herbert points their 

fluidi.ty i.n a comparison which suggests that grief is no long er 

even the re: 

As if there were no such cold thing. 

Tl>e whole stanza is ind eed a sequence of comparisons, showing the 

poet in the process of "versing" (for which he feels new-found 

relish), constructing the similes which are so much part of his 

craft, refocussing his universe. 

The contrast between present rejuvenation and a sterile past 

is so marked that it can issue only in the speaker's awed in-

credulity. Thus the next stanza begins with a rhe torical question 

of disbe lief: 

Who would have thought my shriveltd heart 
Could have recover 'd greennesse? It was gone 

Qui te under ground ; as flowers depart 
To see the ir mother-root, when they have blown; 

Where they together 
All the hard weather, 

Dead to the world, keep house unknown. 

I 

1 
I 
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One's sense of the impossible miraculously achieve d is under­

scored by the sUbjunctive mood of the verb "would", Likewise 

the perfect "have recovered", as opposed to the neutral form 

"recover", demonstrates that the miracle has been realised, but 

so recently as to have immediate bearing upon the present. What 

would otherwise have been an intransitive formulation ("have 

recovered") is made transitive ("have recover'd greennesse"), so 

as to render the recovery more tangible by the introduction of a 

"proof " .. In contrast to this there are the aorist verb "was 

gone", the relentless tug of the enjambement which sucks the line 

"under ground", and the absolut e adverb "Quite" - all of which 

give a cast of ominous finality to the action, However, from his 

present vantage point, the speaker can see that the blighting is 

not a perennial but rather a cyclic event, and draws another 

simile (that of the plant retracting, as it were, into its root 

or corm) to endorse this. The strong caesura in line 10 curiously 

divides the comparison from its antecedent, so that we briefly 

feel a chillin g loss before taking solace from the simile. The 

frequentative present tense ("as flowers depart") tempers the 

finality of the aorist with a promise of recurrence, while the 

abrupt " gone" yields to the more gracious verb "depart ". Al though 

the flowers appear "Dead to the world", they are really keepi ng 

"house unknown", in what constitutes one of Herbert's daring 

reconciliations of the domestic and the natural. The phrasing is 

remarkably capsular here: the "when" clause is placed at the end 

of line eleven in order that it might harmonise with the formu­

lation of the "where" clause which follows it. At the same time 

the lineation of the dimeters breaks up the last--named clause into 

its component parts, whose metric pattern is reproduced in the 
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inserted adjectival phrase "Dead to the wor ld". Th e main verb 

("keep" ) is allowed to finish the sentence only towards the end 

of the last line, and comes thus as a revelation of continued 

life. Such complicated phrasing serves to mark off stages in 

perception as we move toward s the climactic line. We observe 

first of all that the flowers have blown (we are implicitly in-

vited to see the withered petals lying on the ground ), after 

which we t ake momentary consolation from "together ", and remind 

ourselves of an earlier reference to the reunion of plant and 

bulb . Herbert then implies a total withering of the plant during 

"All the hard weather", which appears to spell its death ("Dead 

to the world"), but s u c h appearances prove finally to be illusory 

("keep house unknown"). A mesmeric rhythm results from th i s 

compartmentation of the phrases, which, in view of th e ir roughly 

similar syllabic counts, constitute a rhetorical procedure called 

parison. 

From this life-enhancing discovery about the plant, the 

speaker moves on in stanza three to a rapturous acc~_amation of 

God's power: 

These are thy wonders, Lord of power , 
Killing and quickning, bringing down to hell 

And up to heaven in an houre; 
Making a chiming of a passing-bell. 

We say amisse , 
This or that i s: 

Thy word is all, i f we could spell. 

A deictic adjective - "These" - encompasses the rang e of God's 

actions, while the second person possessive ("thy") refocusses 

the poem as an address to God. Here the vocative is enr ich ed 

fr om "0 Lord" to "Lord of Power", so specifying, like the adject ivaI 
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clause of a collec t, the attribute of the De ity most relevant to 

th e sense. "Wonder s " is gathered up swiftly (almost breath-

l essly) in an appositive sequence of gerunds: "Killing" , 

"quicknin g ", "bring ing" and "making ". In this way the verbs are 

tr a nsmut ed into a state of tenselessness from which past, present 

and future can be crystallised in a cco rd a nce with God's p lan. 

The giddying antithesis " Killin g and quickning" is duplicated ln 

the leaping play of the prepositions "down" and "up " . Similarly 

the accumulation of t ense l ess gerunds in the fourth line i s made 

to parallel the earlier l ine ("Killing and quickning, bringing 

down to hell") and so to freeze t h e r ap id alternations into a 

state of timeless continuity which arres ts even deatll itse lf 

("passing-bell ") and makes of it a celebration ("ch iming" ). The 

fitting response to such power is contained in t he humble 

a ckDowl e cJ gement with which the stanza closes. This s hif t in t one 

is fixed b y the pronominal disp l acement of "Thy" by "we " (wi th 

al l our h uma n incapacity), and by the fact that the vertiginous 

a~~ tithetical movements of God a r e feebly reenacted in the anti­

thes i s of "This or that", which is l a teral rathe r than vertical 

in its axes of reference. God, we might recall, has been 

"bringing down to h e ll and up to heav e n" in contrast to man's 

small hori zontal gestures. "This" and "that" a lso have a drab 

singularity about them which contrasts with the collective sweep 

of "These " a t the start of the stanza. A deliberate solec ism 

in the syntax of the last line he lps to conf irm the ton e of 

chas1;ened resignation, for wher eas the apodosis of a cond itiona :L 

structure is generally s ubjunc tive in mood to convey an idea of 

contingency ("Thy word were a ll") He rber t instead uses the 

indicativ e of conviction - "Thy word is all", against which the 
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subjunctive of the prot asis ("if we could spe ll") sounds weak 

and debile. We ar e presented then with a fine syntactic parable 

of the feebleness of man when he is measured against God' s power. 

Ne verthel ess , even in spi"te o f these acknowledgements, the 

poe t is moved to wish for a greater sen se of permanence. A wist-

ful exc l amation thus opens stanza fo ur, less exhilarat ed , more 

poignant than that at the b eg inning of t he lyric: 

o that I once p as t changing were, 
Fas t in thy Paradise, wh"'re no flower can wither~ 

Many a spr ing I shoot up fair, 
Offring at h eavin , growing and groning thither: 

Nor doth my flower 
Want a spr ing-showr e , 

My sinnes and I joining together. 

The sUbjunctive of volition ("wer e II) -movingly r ecognizes the im-

possibil i t y of it s r ealisat ion (on earth, at any e v ent), while 

the dema r cated phr asing ("Fast in thy Paradise, ilwh e re n o flower 

can wither") recall s the phrasal p attern of lines 11 to 14, and 

the affirmation of continued life contained in that. Contrast-

ing this ideal of eternity wi th the sad truth of his life , Herbert 

employs the tense of the habitua l pr esent. Its r ecurrent force 

is enla r ged by the a dj ect ive "Ma ny", a nd by t he strenuous partici-

pial descriptions "offr ing ", "growing" , "groning " and "joining ", 

which resonate ironically with the t i me less gerunds of the 

earlier strophe. The last line of stanza four is remarkab ly 

compact, for here it is the sinner's penitence after sinning that 

causes him to weep, and this weepin g is in turn embodied in the 

me taphor of the s pring r a in. All these implications" are con-

densed into the phrase ''My sinnes and I joining together", which 

one might regard as th", tip of a syntactic iceberg, 
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Stanza five presents the spiritual blight that comes with 

God's withdrawal, and opens on a characteristic adversative: 

But while I grow in a straight line, 
Still upwards bent, as if heav' n we re mine OWll, 

Thy anger come s, and I decline: 
What frost to that? what pole is not the zone, · 

Where all things burn, 
When thou dost turn, 

And the least frown of thine is shown? 

The syntax is so disposed as to cluster the subordinate clauses 

of time and comparison and the adjec.tival phra.se all at the 

start of the sentence, so deferring the main verb "comes" and, 

with that, the withering ("declining") that is the consequence 

of God's anger. In this is contained an implicit rebuke to the 

speaker for aspiring toward self-perfection without the necessary 

grace of God. (The subjunctive mood of the verb in the com-

parison "as if heav'n were mine own" shows how misguidedly false 

such ideas of human perf ectibility are.) At the same time, the 

. ironical placing of the limiting possessive "mine" against the 

illimitable "heav'n" also points to the speaker's spiritual hubris, 

especially since he wilts, not before God as a whole, but simply 

under His anoer. The annihilating force of the full powers of 

God is thus rendered even more frighteningly inconceivable. As 

the poet "declines", the next sentence breaks into the formalised 

incoherence ot ellipsis, through which device the verb is omitted 

to form a residual phrase in "What frost to that?" Then, with 

a typically rapid shift in imagery from the "homely" phenomenon 

of frost to the poles and the hellish equatorial zone, Herbert 

registers the inconceivable cold of the soul neglected by God 

(in contrast to which the icy regions seem fiery). Here the main 

clause precedes its subordinate members, carefully arranged to 
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set off the adjectival clause ("Where all things burn") against 

the adverbial clause of time, ("When thou dost turn"), an 

arrangement reminiscent of the progression by stages of lines 

11 and 12. This piecemeal accumulation of qualifying clauses, 

because its full implications are only gradually revealed, shocks 

the reader into the realisation that God is turning not to 

succour but to devastate with His anger. The very voice of the 

phrase "is shown" suggests a frighteningly passive constraint on 

the part of God. What, one is led to conjecture, would a more 

active expression of His wrath lead to? Since rhetorical 

questions tend de facto to be unanswerable, or at any event, sel-

dom invite answers, their positioning at the end of the stanza 

shows how carefully planne d the gra~matical tactics of the poem 

are. The break between the strophes functions here as a stunned 

pause b efore the poe m is resumed. (Herbert i s skilful in his use 

of ferm ate or musical pauses; o ne has only to recall the 

aposiopes is or breaking-off at line 215 of "The Sacrifice" (H.26), 

and the e loquent way ~n wtich God's quiet directive is projected 

upon the silence when a poem like "The Collar" (H.1 53 ) has run 

its course.) 

In contrast, the first sentence of stanza six reinstates the 

mood of the opening strophe. It resumes on a coordinate con-

junction, "And" (not "But"), as though the intermediate four 

stanzas were a nightmarish parenthesis and the syntax of the fi~st 

stanza had been placed in temporary abeyance: 

And now in age I bud again, 
After so many deaths I live and write; 

I once mor e smell the dew ~~d rain, 
And relish versing: 0 my onely light, 

It cannot be 
That I am he 

On whom thy tempests fell all night. 
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Herbert now picks up the plurality of "returns" in presenting the 

plural form of "deaths", a noun which cannot logically be ascribed 

to a single person in this form . This renders the "deaths" 

metaphorical, and suggests that the experiences, like sleep in 

"Sinne (II)" (H. 63 ) are a s ·ort of "de a th in perspective", horrible 

prefigurations of eternal separation from God. At the same time 

the plural gives a bland collectivity to the "deaths", which 

pushes them in a blank, undifferentiated body out of the immediate 

present, with its sensations of dew and rain. The adverbs of time 

also help to locate the experience in the present - "now", "After", 

and Honce mar e 11. Herbert takes up the hendiadys of "live and 

write" (in the poet's life almost one and the same thing) and re­

orchestrates it in the balance of "smell" and "rel i sh (ver sing)", 

where the relatively abstract verbs "live " and "writ e" are given 

again in more sensuous detail. Then, h aving noted these proofs 

of vi tali ty, the poet breaks into an incredulous cry (lilt cannot 

bell), whose exclamatory nature puts us in mind once again of the 

question at the· start of stanza two ("Who would have thought"). 

Here the vocative "0 my onely light" projects a new-found warmth 

and sense of illumination in contrast to the cold of stanza five 

and to the night of the soul alluded to at the end of verse six 

in turn. The yast distance separating past sorrow from present 

joy is aptly r ealised in the contrast cf pronouns ("It cannot bel 

That I am hell): the external third person '~e'l is set against 

the personal "I", continuity between them being established by 

their mutual awareness of God, evoked in the second person pronoun 

"thyll. 

The mov ement into the last" stanza, like that from stanza t","O 
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to three, a movement from the personal to the general, from 

wondering incredulity to recognition. In this way the design 

of the poem is steadied by a careful duplication of the pattern. 

These are thy wonders, Lord of love, 
To make us see we are but flowers that glide: 

Which whe n we once can finde and prove, 
Thou hast a garden for us, where to bide. 

Who would be more, 
Swelling through store; 

Forfeit their Paradise by their pride. 

The very phrasing of the first line matches that of the third 

strophe, except that the vocative has been amended from "Lord of 

power" to "Lord of love" so as to make central a more "temperate" 

aspect of God. Here, however, instead of the swift run of 

gerunds which before were placed in apposition to "wonders", 

Herbert uses the simple infinitive "To make", This is calmer, 

and so accords more fully with the prevailing serenity and ease 

of the stanza. The use of "but" gives the tone a fitting colour 

of humility, as also the more resigned motion of "glide", which 

one might contr-ast with the strenuous "growing and groning" of 

stanza four. A general first person pronoun "we" is equated 

with the flowers so as to lead 10gicalJ.y to the image of the 

garden. The temporal clause helps to make it clear that the 

state of grace .imaged by garden cannot be reached until man has 

recognised and experienced his transience. Herbert hence ensures 

that the alternative to "growing · and groning" is .not indolent 

resignation but rather an active collaboration with God in the 

realisation of His plan. The speaker points this in his homi18tic 

conclusion (couched in a general ising present tense) when he 

stresses that heaven will be denied to the proud-of-heart and the 

vainly self-sufficient. Instead of using a general singular, 
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"whoever ", the poet supplies both a plura l pronoun ("Who ") and 

plural verb ("forfeit") to give an even wider applicability to 

the maxim. This in turn is given greater vividness by the 

particip ial phr a se ("Swe lling through score") which lit e rally 

"fatt ens" the sentence in an image of greedy accumulation. At 

the same time the phrasing delays the arrival of the maxim which 

thus emerges the more forcefully in the last line. The "moral" 

marks a s i gnifican t shift from the predominant first and second 

person pronouns ("Thou") to a third person form ("their "), 

so giving a distant, impersonal conc lus ion to a largely personal 

poem. 

The synt ax of "The Flower" is by no means exceptional in 

The Temple, for many of Herbert's poems yield evidence of syntactic 

ploys and turn s , all of them doing service to the s tructure, the 

tone and the governing ideas of the lyrics. It s tand s to reason 

that a poet with a relish for "vers ing" and a pleasure in neat 

containment , should so thoroughly exploit the res ourc es of l a nguage . 

Similar inventiveness and aplomb are also revealed in Herbert's 

metrical and stanzaic achievement, to a s tudy of which I now turn. 
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CHAPTER III 

METRICS AND STANZA FORMS 

In this chapter I examine some features of Herbert's versi-

fication and his stanzaic composition, for it as much this aspect 

of his art as any ot'her which warr an ts his inclusi on among the 

best of our lyric poets • All his poems indeed testify to a high 

. degree of metrical finesse. 

In studying these questions, I have followed the accentual-

syllabic method of scansion, since Herbert, like his sixteenth-

century predecessors and his contemporaries, writes in metres 

which can best be described in terms of this method. My concern 

has been with metre as a structural paradigm rather than as a 

rhythmic or phatic graph, and I have been influenced in this re­

spect by the tenets of C.S. Lewis ,1 W.K. Wimsatt, Jr. a nd I'lonroe 

2 C. Beardsley< In a definitive artjcle on metrics, the last two 

critics have taken issue with those methods of scansion which 

attempt to reflect individual performances of poetry, and suggested 

as an alternative that scansion is reading a line in "a special, 

more or less forced way, to bring out the meter and any definite 

deviations or substitutions".3 It is only once such abstract 

patterns of metre have been derived from the verse that one can 

properly assess the tensions between them and the patterns of 

logical and syntactic stress. My terminology for the discussion 

deriv es from several other theoretical so urces, so that I us e tbe 

1. C.S. Lewis, "Metre", A Review of English Literature, 1 
(1960), 45-50. 

2. W.K. Wimsatt, Jr. and M.e. Beardsley, "The Concept of 
Meter: An Exercise in Abstraction", PMLA, 74 (195 9 ), 
585-598. 

3. Ibid., p.596. 

i 
I , , 
i 
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terms "modulation" and "substitution" for the same phenomenon 

(that of replacing a foot with another, different from that pre-

vailing in the line). These terms which are taken from Enid 

. 4 ~. 
Hamer and Paul Fussell, Jr.- respectlvely, and for the salce of 

stylistic variety in my close analyses, I have as elsewhere treated 

"strophe", "verse" and "stanza" as synonyms, while on other 

occasions I use "verse" to signify something less specific like 

"poetic texture'''. On no occasion do I take "verse" .to mean "line". 

Before the advent of the seventeenth century, the norm of 

iambic line had been evolved and per·fected by a series of prac·· 

titioners from Chaucer and Wyatt through Surrey to Sidney and 

6 Jonson, a development which has been traced by John Thompson. 

Herbert's verse reveals his careful.observance of the iambic 

pattern, and places him firmly within this tradition. 7 Even ln 

his most irregular poems like "T,pe Collar" (B.153) there is little 

substitution beyond the frequent trochees in the first foot of 

each line, and this, as Harvey Gross observes, is so frequent a 

8 form as hardly to warrant comment. The rhythms (as opposed to 

the metres) nevertheless show a marked variety, and counterpoint 

a number of patterns over the iambic con'tinuo. Coburn Freer has 

said of "The C")llar" that although "the meters of the poem are 

4. Enid Hamer, The Metres of English Poetrv (London: Methuen, 
1966), p.6. 

5. Paul Fussell, Jr., Poet ic l\1eter and Poetic Form (New 
York: Random House, 1965), pp.39ff. 

6. John ':thompson, The Founding of English Metre (London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1961). 

7. "Discipline" (H.178) is exceptional in being composed in 
a predominantly trochaic measure, as Enid Hamer points 
out on p.238 of The Ne tres of Enqlish Poetry. 

8. Harvey Gross, Sound and Form in fvlodern Poe try (Ann Arbor: 
Univ. of Michigan Press, 1965), p.29. 
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predominantly iambic, on occasion they fall into an exaggerated 

lurching song, and provide gathering points for the speaker's 

energies".9 There are spondees in the poetry of The Temple, but 

they tend to occur not so much in the central feet of the line as 

in terminal positions where the repeated stress and ·the cadence 

gracefully coincide,. An example of this placement of the spondee 

is to b e found in one of two possible scansions of this line from 

rrVertue" (H. 87): 

Herbert's modulations are almost always disyllabic ~ trochees, 

spondees and (very rarely) pyrrhics, for he is scrupulously 

conscious of the syllable-count in his line. lO This h e augments 

occasionally not by trisyllabic substitutions but by delicate re-

course to feminine rhymes. Thus, when modulations do occur, they 

vary the sequence of feet without in any way disturbing the 

linear security that a sturdy complement of syllables ensures, 

much as in the poetry of Ben Jonson, and other poets besides. 

Before considering his stanzas, I shall look at some aspec ts 

of Herbert's rhyme. Like most stanzaic poe ts, Herbert is fully 

conscious of how rhyme can function as an agent for orderly co " 

hesion. Almost any poem in The Temple, by virtue of its com-

position in stanzas, shows rhyme helping to secure and coordinate 

9. Coburn Freer, Music for a King (Baltimore: The John 
Hopkins Univ. Press, 1972), p.197. 

10. I am aware of the controversy over the existence of 
spondees and pyr rhics (which is denied by the Trager­
Smith school). However, since I am limiting my nota­
Lion to a single sign for a stresse d (-) and another 
(v) for an unstr essed syllable, I cannot reproduce the 
subtly differentiated stresses that are advanced as an 
alternative to this rudimentary convention (which is 
serviceable none the less). 
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the utt erance. In "The Altar" (H.26) for example, each line is 

related to its neighbour in the form of c l ear, brick-like couplets, 

metric images of the stones from which the structure is made. 

(One could not e here that all Herbert's poems are ind eed like 

altars in being erec t ed to the greater glory of God, and that for 

him the act of creation is tant amount to an act of celebration.) 

By g iving especial prominence to relations between words, rhyme 

can also confirm and strengthen these couplings. Herbert is 

once again not a lone among poets in his sensitivity to the 

thematic rhyme, of which there are many instances in The Temple. 

A representative of these is to be found in the first quatrain 

of "Love I" (H. 54 ), where the near synonymity of "fires II and 

"desires" a nd the antithetical tension of " flame" and "t ame" are 

emphasised by their alignment through rhyme. Sometimes Herbert 

withholds a rhyme, and by leaving a stanza thus unfulfilled, 

creates a sense of anguished inart i c ulacy, as in liThe Sacrifice" 

(H.26), where a line itself is l eft incomplete through the rhetori-

cal figure of aposiopesis: 

But, 0 mv God, my God! why leav ' st thou me, 
The sonne, in whom thou dost delight to b e? 
My God, my God 

Never was grief like mine. 

In "Jordan (I'" (H.56), Herbert completes the stanza with a full 

diapason of rhyme in defiance of his critics, the converse of 

which procedure is to be found in IIDeniall" (H. 79), where he pro-

vides for a potential rhyme, but leaves it incomplete so as to 

denote the speaker's discomfiture and incoherence. He resolves 

the poem in the last stanza "by means of a full rhyme, " bringing 

with it a promise of affirmation. The very withholding or 

" . 
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completion of rhymes can thus take on thematic significance. 

Not every rhyme in The Temple has a ·thematic import, however, 

for its other duty, that of cementing a stanza, is often an im-

portant enough function in itself. 

One of the most astonishing features of The Temple is its 

diversity of stanza forms. As George Palmer observes, "Herbert 

clothes each set of his emotions ••• in individual garb: and 

only when what is beneath is similar is ·the same set of clothing 

used a second time".ll The poet's fecund invention is such that, 

12 according to a tabulation made by Albert Hayes, one hundred and 

eleven different stanza patterns are to be found in The Temple. 

A precedent for this prolific composition of stanzas is doubtless 

supplied by Sidney and by the Elizabethan lyrists, all of whom 

show a marked faculty for devising novel forms. Apart from 

these poets, few of Herbert's cont emporaries and near-contemporari es 

reveal such multifarious ness of pattern. Marvell, for eX2.mplc, 

" despite some extraordinary virtuosity like that 1n "On a Drop of 

Dew", displays a noticeable preference for the oct'-'syllabic 

quatrain and couplet, and Crashaw's originality likewise inher es 

less in his stanzaic inventiveness than in his dazzling deploy-

ment of imagery. Donne, indeed, explores the possibilities of 

strophic pattern with rich results, but his p~ocedures of 1n-

vention seem different from Herbert's. Hayes quotes the follow~ 

ing observation by Pierre Legouis in which he attempts to 

characterise a tendency in Donne's use of stanza: 

11. The English Works ·of George Herbert, ed. G •. H. Palmer 
(New Yor k: Houghton ~liffl in Co ., 1915), p.137. (This 
remark naturally does not apply to the sonnets.) 

12. A. Hayes, "Counterpoint in Herbert", Studies in 
Philology , 35 (1938), 43-60. 
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••• in the first stania of most ' of the 
Songs and Sonnets thought and feeling 
are allowed to shape their metrical mould 
unhampered by any convention of tradition. 
In the following stanzas, the position is 
completely reversed: thought and feeling 
are at great pains to fit themselves into 
the now hardened mould. 13 

Herbert's stanzas on the other hand never give the impression of 

an elaborate form stretching the poet's resources, but rather 

one of supremely adaptable design. By this I mean that a Com-

plex first stanza will seem so intimately to reflect its materials 

as to defy further use in connection with other ideas, and yet 

prove as adaptable to subsequent developments in the poem. 

Herbert's stanzas, that is, seem to carry numerous thematic 

identities within their paradigms (much as a Rorschach Blot con-

tains a multiplicity of visual suggestions), and these crystallise 

out in response to the poet's material. I shall examine this 

stanzaic adaptability at greater length in the final analyses of 

this chapter, but need briefly to demonstrate it here. 

"Praise (I)" (H.61) is a lyric in which the poet contrasts 

the present feebleness of his adoration with its potential en-

richment through the grace of God. TIlE; stanza comprises a penta-

meter rhyming with a dimeter and a tetrameter, while a final 

d imeter remains unrhymed" although its rhyming word "more" is 

repeated at the ends of the ensuing stanzas to form a kind of 

refrain, precedents for which are to be found in Wyatt and many 

Elizabethans. Its stanzaic motion is thus one of irregular ex-

pansion and contraction, a movement from larger to smaller line s. 

13. Hayes, p.SO. 
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In the first stanza, where the poet contrasts human imper-

feet ion with perfection in God, the progression from longer to 

shorter lines suggests a cutting-back in the first half of the 

stanza, the generous impulse towards praise being checked and 

arrested by human inadequacy. Lines 3 and 4 reproduce the mov e -

ment on a slightly smaller scale, since the contraction is from 

a four-foot rather than a five-foot line. The reduced disparity 

of line- lengths seems to shadow a matching reduction of the 

distance between states of sin and of grace. At the same time, 

the triple rhyme of lines 1 to 3 suggests enclosure within the 

limits of human possibility, out of which there breaks the final 

Since the rhyme remains incomplete, it is eloquent 

of the divine possibility that the speaker envisages here. 

Herbert is able to foreground a thematic significance quite 

different from this in the next verse, by running his syntax 

aga inst the grain of the stanza. Here the enjambement knits the 

dimeter to the pentameter and so implies not revocation but in-

crease, so that the stresc: falls less on man's -limitation and more 

on his genuine aspiration to transcend his condition: 

I go to Church; help me to wings, and I 
Will thither flie; 

In this context the threefold rhymes convey onsurge rather tha:1 

circularity, a~ onsurge advanced, not qualified, by line 8. 

Lines 9 to 12 show yet another exploi tat ion of the pattern 

to a different thematic end, the tone proving a compound of dis-

missiveness and hope. In order to reinforce the sense of 

contempt, Herbert aligns the dimeter (which is small of scale) 
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with a dismiss al of earthly rulers, and this effectively reduces 

their stature. Conversely, as he moves from scorn to optimism, 

he bisects the tetrameter at line 11 (so registering the shortness 

of man's arm) and "augments" the final half-line with the follow-

ing dimeter, thus implying a contrastive strength of action: 

His arm is short; yet with a sling 
He may do more. 

The fourth verse provides an exemplum of huma n aspiring 

imaged as the ascent of vaporous distillations to the head. 

The braces here are mine: 

.-- ._ A ____ . __ ___ ....... 

An herb distill'd, and drunk, may dwell next door e , 
/. 

, 6;"- 10 hes~~:fi;)ore , 

fa a b~~~-;~: .•• 

These distillations move by dimetric stages, beginning with the 

second half of the pentameter (which is so phrase d as to be de-

tachable from its larger context) and moving through the dimet er 

to the first half, of the tetrameter, sharply divided by a caesura. 

In this way the stanza helps to measure the gradations of movement 

as the distillation moves upwards, and gives a firm stanzaic 

location to each stage of a process. 

In the final strophe the contraction into a dimeter at line 

18 takes on a sharp, almost pungent quality, which seems to 

administer the sting of the bee, whereas the final dimeter 

(slowed down by the repetition of "much") expands with possibilities: 

o raise me then! Poore bees, that work all day, 
Sting my delay, 

Who have a work, as well as t 'hey, 
And much, much more. 

., 
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Such responsiveness to theme (which this analysis has attempted 

only to sketch) shows how inventive Herbert can be in his stanzaic 

design. 

Another feature of "Praise (I)" worthy of observation is the 

fact that Herbert links together disparate line-lengths by means 

of rhyme. This phenomenon has been examined by Albert Hayes at 

some length, and made the basis for a taxonomy of Herbert's 

stanzas.14 Although this is in many respects unsatisfactory,15 

I have nevertheless adopted his system in this discussion because 

_ i t provides a crude ordering device by means of which one can 

bracket off the enormous range of Herbert's designs, if only to 

prove their unbracketable abundance. 

The first category erected by Hayes is that of the "Harmonic 

Stanza" where, as 

pattern reinforce 

he terms it, "rime pattern and length-of-line 

16 other". Approximately one fifth of the 

poems in Jhe Temple are written in this kind of stanza , which 

because of its congruities and trimness, tends to suit a doctrinal 

puem such as "Lent" (H.86). 

with its precisely paired pentameters and interleading trimeters, 

r e inforces the instruct ive tone. By means of a careful alignment 

of rhyme and line-length, Herbert avoids stanzaic "dissonance" 

which would complicate an otherwise forthright poem. As it is, 

the couplets aid the confident, well-adjusted progression of ideas 

14~ Hayes, pp.Slff. 

15. It is so chiefly because it attempts to imp6se uniform 
categories upon poems which, whatever superficial 
resemblance some might have to others, are nearly all 
individual constructs. Hence -the poems finally 
gathered under each division prove so dissimilar as 
almost to parody their grouping. 

16. Hayes, p.5l. 
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while the parted trimeters help to create a tension of expectancy 

which relieves the "two-by-two" movement .. . Other stanzas of an 

"harmonic" nature are those of "Employment (II)" (H.78) and 

"Affliction (I)" (H.46), both of them poems of such disparate 

quality as to impair the usefulness of the taxonomy, a point 

which I have already made. However, since pattern in Herbert 

is supremely adaptable, the categories must be taken simply as 

descriptive compartments, any attempt at thematic fixtures being 

defeated by the very complexity of his methods. 

Another of Hayes's divisions is that of the "Isometrical 

Stanza", whose single uniformity of · line-length and rhyme can 

sometimes give an even fuller impression of certainty and purpose 

than the "harmonic" form. "Businesse" (H.113) is composed of 

tercets and couplets ·of four feet, from which a rhythm of propul-

sive regularity derives, to some extent administering a rebuke to 

the idle poet: 

Rivers run, and springs each one 
Know their home, and get them gone: 
Hast thou tears, or hast thou none? 

Further instances of this patterning are to be found in 

"Jordan (II)" (H.I02), "Church Monuments" (H.64) and "The World" 

(H,84), but I have not space to examine the subtle adjustments 

that Herbert makes to the stanza in each of these poems. 

It is within the compass of "Contrapuntal Stanza" that some 

of the poet's most interesting and typical designs fall. Thes.:! 

forms comprise about a fifth of the patterns in The Temple. 

Using counterpoint in his specialised sense of rhymirig lines 

unequal length, Hayes observes that Herbert thus "defeats the 
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excessive expectation of rime by making its position unpredictable. 

As counterpoint in music stimulates the intellect of the listener, 

17 so in poetry it keeps the reade r alert". I believe, though, 

that the contrapuntal rhyming of disparate line-lengths far tran-

scends the function of "keeping the reader alert"; it is often 

intimately connected with thematic direc tions. 

"Affliction (II)" (H. 62) bears this out, for it is composed 

The theme of the poem is 

typical - God's apparent cruelty to his servant - and is intimat e ly 

related to the contrapuntal formation of the stanza. One of the 

most characteristic effects of stanzaic counterpoint is a linear 

"pulling-up-short" or converse ly a linear "pushing-farther-afield". 

Thus in "Affliction (II)" the pentameter of line 2 is arrested 

and the progression slowed by the tetramet e r rhymed with it: 

Thou Lord of life; s ince thy one death for me 
Is more then all my deaths can be, 

The sequence is reversed in the next two lines, since the stanza 

here moves from a trimeter to a pentameter. Herb~rt's rhyming 

of line 4 with line 1 provides a momentary point of consonance in 

the development of the design, which serves only to offset the 

imbalance between those and the final line (rhyming with them): 

Kill me not ev'ry day, ........ 
Though"" r in broken pay 

Die over each houre of Methusalems stay. 

The five feet here function to protract the horribly recurring 

"deaths" of the speaker which so inadequately "refund" God for 

17. Hayes, p.48. 
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his magnanimity. Enjambement in this case drags the lines on, 

either to a state of contraction (line 3) or cruel extension 

(iine 5) 0 The pairing of lines into dissonant "couplets" surely 

serves to convey the speaker's conflict and not merely to "stimu-

late the reader's intellect". Indeed, Herbert's counterpoint is 

a metrical extension of the "stretching and contracting" which 

preoccupies him in "The Temper" (H. 55), for example. Further 

examples of the contrapuntal stanza are those in "Faith" (H. 49) 

where the counterpoint is used to register not torment but flex-

ible, easeful observations about the nature of belief; "Judgemen t " 

(H.187), "Mattens" (H.62) and "EropJ_oyment (I)" (H. 57). 

Hayes' final taxonomical divisions, hold-aIls for what the 

others cannot accommodate, are the "Off-Balance Stanza" and the 

"Irregular Stanza" which together comprise again about a fifth 

of the designs in The Temple. The first t e rm applies to a 

pattern which has a line longer or shorter than the rest. This 

would naturally include those stanzas which derive from the verse-

a~ld-refrain patterns of the mediaeval and Elizabethan lyric, and 

also from the structure of the litill1Y. "Grace" (H.60) is one 

such example: 

My stock lies dead, and no increase 
Doth my dull husbandrie improve: 
o let thy graces without cease 

Drop from above t 

The utterance is straitened by a dimeter, which thereafter becomes 

the vehicle for the poignantly recurring plea. It thus takes on 

an important structural function as line-gatherer, while at the 

same time it evokes a liturgical response. The stariza of "The 

Elixir" (H.184) is builtin quite a different way, since here the 
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longer line (a tetrameter) is flanked by trimeters. 

Where "irregular" stanzas are concerned, the most remarkable 

example is "The Collar· i (H.153), whose intricacies I shall be 

analysing later in this chapter. Such a poem might almost be 

called "pr e-stanzaic", for while it crystallises finally into a 

coherent stanzaic pattern, its initial movement is so much whirl-

ing of linear atoms, though skilfully controlled. With this I 

conclude my necessarily sketchy observations on Herbert's stanzas, 

a full documentation of which would take a thesis in it self. 

The complexity of a stanza can often be enhanced by counter-

point of another kind, that of syntax against line-length. 

Enjambement and a di·screpancy between line and clause are the r e-

suIt. In "Love-joy" (H.116) for example, the sequence of al ter-

nating rhymes is complicated by its absorption into the run of the 

syntax so that He rbert is able to suggest his excitement (in the 

pulse of the sentence) as it triumphs over formal restr a int 

(implicit in the stanza) £ 

••• It seem'd to me 
To be the bodie and the letters both 
Of Joy and Char it ie •••• 

The same eagerness and aspiration is apparent in the rUn-on lir.es 

of "Easter-wings" (H.43), while in "Sunday" (H.75) on the othe:: 

hand, enjambew;,nt generates a sense of the inexorability of 

God's will: 

Man had straight forward gone 
To endlesse death: but thou dost pull 
And turn us round · to look on one, 
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The failure of line and syntactic unit to coincide has yet 

another function: it can convey the erratic measures of con-

versation. Alicia Ostriker has said of "Love unknown" (H.129), 

that "we barely notice the rhymes in this poem, ••• because the 

poet overrules restrictions of line with a flow of thought which 

shapes its own 18 
laws ft • The line nevertheless remains the 

governing unit - the multivalent element from which a dazzling 

array of compounds can be formed. 

That these compounds themselves repay examination is borne 

out. by G.S. Fraser, who suggests that in "looking into more 

elaborate stanza forms, or short poem forms like the sonnet and 

the villanelle, it may be useful to distinguish the bricks, 

couplets, quatrains, tercets, out of which the more elaborate 

forms are built ".19 Faced with so full a range of these "bricks" 

in Herbert, many of them variously textured, I am forced again to 

be selective. 

I shall begin with the couplet, the smallest of these group~ 

ings. Couplets which occur within a stanzaic pattern are 

naturally very different from those occurring in continuous 

measures, but they still share certain qualities. The closure 

of the couplet rhyme often helps to enfold the material contained 

by lines, and so to square it off. Such encapsulation is 

achieved in the stanza of "The Church-?orch" (H. 6) where a final 

pentameter couplet, like that of a Shakespearian sonnet, serves 

18. A. Ostriker, "Song and Speech in the Metrics of George 
Herbert", PMLA, 80 (1965), 62-8. 

19. G.S. Fraser, Metre, Rhyme and Free Verse (London: 
Methuen, 1973), p.70. 
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to focus the exempla of the foregoing quatr ain into a tighter 

maxim: 

Drink not the third glasse, which thou canst not tame , 
Whe n once it is within thee ; but before 
Mayst rul e it, as thou list; and poure the shame, 
Which it would poureon thee, upon the floore. 
It is most just to throw that on the ground, 
Which wO,uld throw me there, if I keep the r ound. 

In thi s way the homiletic int ention of this poem is aid e d by the 

memorability of the couplet's closed rhyme. On the other hand, 

the couplet fails to register so strong an effect of finality if 

it is opened by means of enjambement into the rest of the poem., 

as for examp le in some of Shakespeare's sonnets. Such a use 

of the couplet is to be found in Herbert's "Affliction (I)" (H. 46 ) 

where it helps to evoke a sense of abundance: 

Besides what I might have 
Out of my stock of naturall delights, 
Augment ed with thy gracious benefits. 

Line-le ngth a l so serves to determine the effect of this unit. 

'~'he couplets at the end of "Aff liction (IV)" (H.89) are octo-

syllabic and less sonorously discursive tha n the pentameter 

couplets of the first "Affliction " poem' (H.4 6 ). 

The recurrent rhyming of Herbert's .tercets often matches the 

speaker's insistence. One sees this happening in "Businesse" 

(H.113) and in thi s exerpt from "Sinne (II)" (H.63) : 

But God more care of us hath had: 
If apparitions make us sad, 
By sight of sinne we should grow mad. 

Sometimes Herbert isolates the tercet for emblematic 'r easons, 

especially since the number three has a mystical significance. 
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The tercets of "Trinitie Sunday" (H.68) are a case in point, for 

here the triadic structure of the stanza matches the threefold 

nature of the Deity - Creator, Redeemer and Sanctifier; 

Lord,who has form'd ·me out of mud, 
And hast redeem'd me through thy bloud, 
And sanctifi'd me to do good; 

Herbert's quatrains in The Temple also occur either indepen-

dently or as part of a larger pattern, and have a similarly full 

range of functions. The variety, indeed, is considerable, given 

all the permutations that counterpoint makes possible. In 

"Mattens" (H.62) the counterpointed quatrain (3 a 4b 4a Sb) has a 

sinuous flexibility differing from the isometrical stanza of 

"The Quidditie" (H.69), where the more staid formation of the 

tetrameter quatrain suits its tone of unruffled conviction. The 

quatrains from which the stanza of "Dialogue"· (H.114) is synthe" 

sised likewise illustrate the diversity of which a four-line 

grouping is capable. Lines 1 to 4 of each stanza comprise alter-

nating tetrameters and tr·imeters, employed in the first stanza to 

register the speaker's uncertainty as he appraises the conditions 

of salvation. This "irresolut e" quatrain is then conjoined wi th 

one made entirely from tetrameters (cccc). Enjambement and the 

uniformity of the lines and rhymes here.combine to create a sense 

of urgency as the poet moves to his first bleak (and provisional) 

conclusion. Such a stretta or quickening of the pace is largely 

due to the different patterning of the quatrains. 

These, then, are some aspects of Herbert's stanzaic design. 

He is remarkable, as I have said, for his seemingly inexhaustible 

variety of forms. That he is also assured in the use of pre-
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established patterns is proved by his achievements in the sonnet, 

which I treat in the appendix. 2.O 

. * * * 

Since metrics are best observed in action, I move now from 

my general survey of Herbert's metrical art to a closer scrutiny 

of his me thods. Here it becomes clear that while the rich 

designs display a love of variety and vivid intricacy, almost 

every metric detail is being enlisted to reinforce or modify the 

theme of the lyric, as in "The Temper (I)" (H.SS). 

This is a poem of quite remarkable comprehensiveness in the 

course of which the poet aspires to a fuller celebration of God, 

tells of his spiritual life, entreats the Deity ~ot to torture 

him, concedes the inscrut a ble rightness of His ways and submits 

to Him, confident in this knowledge. So large a complex of ideas 

and intentions is far from being confused or random in design, 

however, not least because of the centrality .of its theme -

spiritual tempering - · which all the stanzas imply, even if they 

do not keep the idea in the forefront of the poetic action. 

("Tempering" in this context is a metaphor for spiritual growth 

and ·derives from a technique of hardening steel, and also of 

adjusting the pitch of a musical instr~ment. In itself, "temper" 

can also mean emotional disposition.) Part of the limpid ease 

and clarity of the poem also derives from a careful disposition 

of its .stanzas, for each of these to some extent encapsulates the 

diverse attitudes and intentions mentioned above. The stanzas, 

20. Cf. pp.174ff. 
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that is, organize the materials~ld point the transitions as 

they mark off the stages of the speaker's thought. 

Opening with an exclamation, the poet regrets the acsence 

of spiritua l continuity in his life. The energy of the line is 

enhanced by the inversion of the first foot: 

How should I praise thee, Lordl how should my rymes 
Gladly engrave thy love in steel, 

Similarly, the initial trochee of the second line (11Gl adly11) 

helps to focus its ardour , contrasting with the iambic regularity 

which follows. Enjambement similarly helps to register the 

eagerness of the poet"s cry as the verse pushes on inviolate 

from the first line to the second. It is noticeable that the 

remaining lines display no modulation, and thus seem to evoke 

the very continuity and calm assurance that the poet is aspiring 

to. The caesurae are not as sharply defined here as in the 

first line , for there are no syntactic breaks to reinforce them. 

Y~t again this'helps to present the effect of a quieter, more 

ordered utterance, different from the comparatively vehement 

modulation and defined caesura of the first line. 

Herbert's choice of stanza is obviously of great importance 

to the poem. Here in the opening statement it provides the ir.l-

pression of stasis gradually being achieved as it moves from a 

pentameter, through two tetrameters to a trimetrical resolution. 

This stanzaic closing-in helps to enconpass the movement of the 

sense itself and bring it to a climax that, for all its capsular 

finality, is muted in effect. Not only the lengths of the 

lines, but also the rhymes assist in this. Herbert could easily 
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have rhymed the middle lines into an octosyllabic couplet, but 

he avoids even this temporary sense of closure by means of a 

sequence of alternating rhymes, abab. Thus the second tetra­

meter helps to counterpoise the weight of the first pentameter 

(because they are linked through rhyme), while the final tri­

meter steadies the second tetrameter in a similar way, The 

systole of the stanza is thereby carefully controlled. Linear 

groupings in the stanza are echoed to some extent by the logical 

pairing of lines, where lines 1 and 2 belong (in terms of the 

argumen t) to each other, in the same way as lines 3 and 4 are 

mutually related.There is thus a further diminution enacted 

through the movement from five feet in line 1 to four in line 2, 

and from four in line 3 to three in line 4, which shows that the 

length of line 3 is not arbitrary, but rather a necessary part 

of the pattern. 

Such is the adaptability of the stanza, however, that its 

tapering-down is by no means limited to an effect of serene 

achievement. The second stanza bears this out. Here, without 

metrical disruption, the pentameter presents the many possibili­

ties of happiness available to the poet while the next three 

lines tabulate his successes .and failures in achieving them, 

Constriction in the stanza now suggests the converse of achieve­

ment in the form of a blank sense of failure. Hence in this 

context the trimeter takes on a grim curtness, The alternatin9 

rhymes enhance the sense of a progressive worsening in the speaker's 

fate and also pair off thematically vital words, so uriderlining 

the significance of their linkage, One becomes aware that "more" 

(with its contextual suggestion of a multitude of heavens) is 

ironically associated with the paltry number of "score", while 
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the absolute transcendence of "all" is likewise matched by the 

absolute degradation of !1fall"~ In a sense the stanza provides 

a programme (or metrical literalism) for the fall that Herbert 

is presenting through it. The trochaic feet that begin lines 

6 to 8 help differentiate the three main clauses from the con­

sessive clause contained in line 5, and at the same time serve 

to link them (through an anaphoraic pattern ) into a statistical 

catalogue. The idea of efficient tabulation that this metrical 

and syntactic order implies intensif~es the rueful tone to the 

passage , since it is efficiency expended on listing the speaker's 

frequ ent failures, and these outweigh his success. From his 

transcendent "pee ring" above the heavens, one moves through his 

mediocre achievement to his dismal lapses , sadly acknowledged. 

Herbert's spatial imagery implie s a sense of the poet racked 

between the poles of heaven and hell, extremes which in turn 

evoke the image of tempering. 

In stanza three the reader is presented with the pleadings 

of a man who has not the stamina for these cruelly 2xtending 

experiences. The lines are in regular iambics, with the possible 

exception of a spondee at the start of iine 10, where the deictic 

"Those" requires stress. The urgency is supplied not by a 

torsion in the pattern of feet, but by the anguished imperative 

of the first line. Yet again the formation of the stanza takes 

on a thematic significance within this context, so that the "vast 

extent". is aptly rend e red by the pentameter of line 9, and the 

grave that the poet finds too big by the narrower compass of the 

trime ter. Rhyme is yet again responsible for highlighting im-

portant relationships with the result that the antithesis of 
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the powerful "thee " and the frail, mortal "me" is held in re-

morseless tension. 

Two scansions are possible in the first foot of line 13, 

where an incredulous emphasis on "thou" or a frighten ed , anti-

cipatory stress on "Wilt" both seem viable. 

u' . 

thoulmeet arms with man, that thou dosi stretch 
A crumme of dust from h eav 'n to hell? 

Otherwise the lines seem to be regularly iambic in this awed, 

questioning stanza. By running on lines 13 and 14, Herbert is 

able to convey the relentless extension of the "crumme of dust" . 

in the very movement of the verse while, relying yet again on 

the formal curtailment of the stanza, he sets aside the small-

scaled trimeter for God's appraisal of man's small stature. 

The onsurging pentameter of line 13 is augmented in strength by 

its enjambement with the following line, and so proves all the 

more powerful in contrast with the end-stopped tetrameter and 

trimeter which -complete the stanza. The contrast has immediat e 

bearing upon the theme itself, and on the opposition of God's 

tempestuous activity to the passive state of the speaker (rendered 

all the more striking by the fact that God is given the active 

verbs) • "Meet" in this context impli es . not only the act of CO:1-

21 frontation but also that of measurement, and measurement in 

turn supplies a further themat{c dimension to the lineation of 

the stanza, involving as it does a balance of unequal lengths. 

The response to this moving passage comes in the form of 

eager entreaty, supported by. the insistent, anaphoraic pleas of 

lines 17 and 18. Once again the metre is perfectly regular 

21. Hutchinson, p.494. 
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except perhaps in line 19, where a trochee seems to be required 

in the first foot to emphasise the sense of logical finality: 

Th;n ~fla sinner thou art rid, 

Once more the stanza takes the impress of the theme it renders 

so that it presents. not a sense of inexorable ' constriction but 

rather one of acceptance, reminiscent in effect of stanza one. 

The lines move gently to a point of repose in the trimeter, pre­

senting a snug containment that accords well with a desire to 

"roost and nestle". Here the expansion of line 17 (referring 

through submerged imagery of the tabernacle to God's own dwelling) 

is contr asted with the des ired contr acti on of line 20. 

Stanza six confirms the sugges~ion of serenity in the pre­

ceding lines, for it is suffused with a tone of quiet resignation. 

Par adoxically, the metre is not as regular a.s in more vehement 

stanzas. There are inverted feet, for example, at the. start of 

both lines 22 and 23. In the former, a strong imperative force 

(hitherto softened by an expletive, as in "0 rack me not") coin­

cides with the first syllable, while in the latter, the conclusive, 

demonstrative effect of "This is" is supplied by the initial 

trochee. Thl~ slight disturbance in these lines, followed by. the 

regular flow of line 24, suggests the very activity of tuning and 

the music that follows from it. A feminine rhyme (lfdebterlfj 

"betterlf) helps lighten and aerate the texture of the verse, and 

the marked caesura in line 21 and the end-stopping in lines 22 

to 24 give the premises of the argument a clean, incisive defini­

tion. Since line 21 marks. a turning point from pleading and 

complaint to total acceptance, its caesura has an important 
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structural function within the context of the poem. 

Having thus come to terms with the condition of tempering, 

the speaker in the last stanza resolves the poem through accept­

ance rather than through the frenzied search for alternatives 

that has hitherto preoccupied him. Yet again the stanza en-

dorses this sense of unruffled resolution in that, while the lines 

are being shortened in their usual way, the theme is moving con·' 

trapuntually to a realization of God's transcendent love. The 

humble trimeter, hitherto used mostly as a form of metrical en­

closure, is here made the vehicle for an idea of spacelessness 

("ev'ry where"). The lines, too, after the initial disturbance 

of a trochee in "Whether", scan with aliI t ing ease. Some of 

this lilt is due to the asyndeton of lines 25 and 27, where the 

caesura does service for a coordinating word. This enables the 

line to move more fluently, at the same time preventing any syn­

tactic confusion the omission might otherwise have caused: 

• • • flie with angels,jlfall with dust, 

and 

Thy power and love,jmy love a.nd trust 

Such masterly lightness in the verse confirms that through the 

"tuning of the breast" in the course of previous stanzas, the 

music has indeed been "made better". Whereas in verses one and 

two the speaker attempts to expand to a worthiness of God and 

fails, -in stanzas three, four and five he remains desperately 

contracted in his attempts to ward off the expansive processes of 

God himself. The final strophes show him relaxing into an ex-

panded state -by submission to the divine will. Throughout, the 
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stanza helps to articulate in microcosm the larger thematic 

rhythms that occur in the poem. 

"Complaining" (H.143 ) is a poem more subdued in tone than 

"The Temper (I)", and yet it has a roughly similar pattern of 

argument; entreaty (stanza one), praise and self-abasement 

(stanza two), quest'ioning (stanza three) and r esolutory petition 

(stanza four ). Several factors account for its muted quality, 

Although the disposition of the material and the themes are 

parallel to those of "The Temper (I)", "Complaining" has not the 

range of the latter poem, nor its extreme intensity of fee ling. 

Also, a point more relevant to the tenor of this analysis, "The 

Temper (I)" has a stanza constructed out of gradually diminishing 

line-lengths and alternating rhymes, which leads the utterance on 

with swift continuity. In "Complaining" , however, the stanza is 

ver y differently formed, and assists through this very formation 

in bringing out the sober pathos of the poem. The first line is 

a trimeter and the second a dimeter "contrapuntually" rhyming 

w:i.th it. These lines are followed in turn by a pentameter, a 

dimeter (rhyming with it in turn) and ,a tetrameter, the full 

pattern being 3 2 5b 2b 4. The tetra.neter is rhymed only a a c 

with that of the next stanza, so that an arc of expectancy links 

the stanzas more intimately, much as th e delayed rhymes link t:1e 

tercets of "The Church-floore" (H.66). One can best assess the 

effect of this pattern by examining it in action with other metri-

cal features in the thematic context of the poem itself. 

In the first stanza, the poet presents two entreaties, and 

supplies his reasons for both of them: God .must not mislead him 

for He is his "power and wisdome", nor must God humiliate llim for 
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he, the poet, is His creature: 

Do not beguile my heart, 
Because thou art 

My power and wisdome. Put me not to shame, 
Because I am 

Thy clay that weeps, thy dust that calls. 

There i s a sUbdued,.even tone here, illuminated by the calm 

repetitions of the syntax - a main clause and an adverbial clause of 

reason, both repeated. At the same time, this evenly disposed 

syntax is crossing the grain of the stanza: the second line is 

run into the third, and this ~n turn is broke n by a marked 

caesurao A similar pattern is apparent in the second section, 

from the remaining half line through the enjambement of line 4 

to the end. As a result there is a r es trained sense of in-

transigence and dog ged pleading, for stanza and syntax do not yield 

to, but rathe r neutralize, each other. The syntax is not easily 

acco~nodated by the stanzaic form, while the latter to some exte nt 

loses its pattern to the former, producing a curious sense of 

deadlock, In lines ·1 and 2 the rhyme closes with a leaden in-

sistence since only two feet intrude between "heart" and "art" 

(this insister.ce being of import to the . genre of the poem, as I 

hope to show). Even the pentameter of line 3 does not open out 

with a new contrastive sonority, So forceful is the division of 

its caesura that it becomes a pentamete r manqUe - a dimeter anc a 

trimeter only p.ominally making up a five-foot line. In metrical 

terms the first two and a half lines are otherwise regularly 

iambic, given that "power" is a monosyllable. 

I must digress here to point out that Herbert t s intention 

in this poem is not to present a plangent, impassioned response 
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to God's apparent cruelty; it is rather, as the title suggests, 

one of regretful lamentation. There are many mediaeval pre-

cedents for this - the planctus, "My folk, now answere me" from 

22 the fourteenth century, for example, and many later versions 

of the genre a s well. These could either be secular or divine, 

as is s h own by Surrey's "Complaint by Night of the Lover not 

Beloved" and Southwell's St Pet e rs Complaint, to take only two 

examples. All these are in some ways generic forebears of 

Herbert's poem, and tend not to be stormy so much as quietly re-

proachful, a feature which might account for the s obriety, both 

metrical and tonal, of "Complaining". 

Hence in the second section of stanza one (lines 3 to 5), 

there is no modulation. In the final line the asyndeton accen-

tuates the caesura, as it does in the last stanza of "The Tem~er (1) 1t 

(l-I. 55) ; but whereas in combination with short vowels, the effect 

is lilting there ("Thy power and love, my love and trust ,,), the 

vowels of "vleeps" and "calls" here protract the line and weigh it 

down. 

Stanza two contrasts div i ne majesty and human insignificance. 

Two scansions of the first foot of line 1 are possible, and can 

be entertained simultaneously in the mind if not in the ear. 

(Suchambigui 'cy of stress in the first foot of an iambic line, as 

I have pointed out, is so frequent that Herbert can assume its 

ambiguity and use it for thematic ends.) There can thus be a 

stress either on "Thou" or on "art", depending on whether the 

emphasis is placed on the person of God or on his continued b e ing 

22. Davies, p.l25. 
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Thou ~rtlthe Lord of glorie, 

The dimeter is drawn on by enjambement into line 8, a transition 

eased by the light feminine rhyme ("glorie"/"storie"). Run-on 

lines here serve tO,impart an understanding of the inevitability 

with which "deed and storie" are due to God. Although the break 

is not as sharp as in stanza one, the pentameter of the second 

verse is again bisected by a strong caesura. Such a partition 

helps to separate, and so clarify the clauses of the antithesis. 

In the second half of the stanza, which begins, as before, halfway 

through the pentameter, the brevity of the dimeter helps to re-

flect the fly-like brevity of human life, after which it runs 

without break into the concluding tetrameter. The rhyme with 

stanza one now completed, a thematic link between the verses is 

reinforced, so that death momentarily seems to be the solution 

to the persistent entreaty of the speaker, a solution shadowed 

by the rhymed associat ion of "calls" and "falls ", 

Whereas hitherto there has been little metrical irregularity, 

in the third stanza a current of strong 'emotion, till now care-

fully restrained, begins to surface in the somewhat frequent in-

versions of stress. Lines 11, 12 and 15 all begin with trochEes, 

partly the result of anguished questions which invert the normal 

cadence of the lines. There is the same irresistible running-on 

of the dimeter in line 12 (which occurs also in the earlier 

stanzas), and the s~~e arrest of the pentameter midway through 

its course. A similar fragmentation is conveyed by Herbert's 

end-stopping of the second dimeter (which is run on in the first 
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two stanzas) to provide the impression of a constricted, broken 

utterance. Yet again the last word of line 15 awaits cOl!lpletion 

in the next stanza, exposing "grief" in all its naked intract­

ability. 

Stanza four is also antithetical in form, for her e the 

speaker begs God to 'cease his anger, or to grant relief in death. 

The regularity of the lines assists in investing the poem with 

its serene conclusion. (It must be noted here that while metri-

cal regularity never counteracts suggestions of disturbance, in 

"Complaining" it can serve positively to enhance ideas of spirit­

ual tranqllillity.) Whereas in the other verses the second line 

was enjambed into the third, here the enjambement occurs between 

the first and second lines, producing what in fact reads like a 

pentameter with an internal rhyme. As a result, the first half 

of line 18 is isolated by its divorce from the preceding line 

(usually run into it) as well as by the marked caesura. The 

pathos of the poet's "inch of life" is thus conveyed in the very 

b ... evity and stanzaic isolation of the phrase. Form is put to 

programmatic use in line 19, where the dimeter provides a literal 

analogue to the contraction of the hour before the stanza expands 

gratefully inco the final four-foot line. The rhyme is of 

especial interest here, for the same words ("houre " and "power") 

are repeated to give the verse an almost world-weary, heavy 

quality and simultaneously to provide a nearly identical verbal 

setting .for the words "wrathfull" and "gracious". This gives 

them an antithetical clarity which is all the more striking. 

The rhyme of the final line, .too, r esolves the anguish of the 

preceding stanza as well as of this one, by answering "gr ief" 
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wi th "relief". A further thematic effect of the limited rhymes 

is that of reducing the situation to two figures - God implied 

in "power", and man, suggested in "houre". Such a situation 

has of course been present throughout the poem , but it is heigh­

tened by th e insistence of the rhymes here. 

The effects of "Complai"ning" are so subtle and muted that 

it is e·asy for one to pass over them. It r eveal s a workmanship as 

fine as th at in "The Temper (I)", especially with regard to the 

subtle deployment of the rUn-on line, the counterpoint of syntax 

against stanza., and themat ic rhyming. In short, within its own 

delicate compass, it is an exquisitely finished poem. 

"The Collar" (H.153) on the other hand, is a poem of more 

extravert virtuosity, r emarkable for its innovative structure -

parallels for which do not seem to exist in the poetry of the 

time - and for th e way in which this structure is made to convey 

an erratically sustained fury, moving as one might e>-''Pec t to a 

renewed sense of submission. Its title has a complex of mean-

ings, all of which have bearing on the metrical structure of the 

poem. Ther e is a punning implication of "choler", an outburst 

of anger, something borne out by the tempestuous onsurge of the 

verse; of "collar", a device used to subdue animals and lunat ics; 

and of "collar " in the religious, emblematical sense of "yoke" .. 

These meanin gs are r e fl ec ted in the way rhyme, stanzaic structure 

and ultimat ely language itself are all controlling the apparent 

freedom of the form. The spe aker's emotions are much more 

frantically expressed than those either in "The Temper (I)" (H.55) 

or "Complaining" (H.143), and so are not constrained ·by any 
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formal stanzaic scheme. Nevertheless the vehement progress of 

"The Collar" is being controlled "at every word" by the Logos 

~r Word} Himself,23 and the effect of a loose, additive sequence 

of lines is quite as illusory as the speaker's own sense of 

freedom. An examination of the way in which argument and metri--

cal structure are linked will, I think, prove this. 

Herbert opens the poem with the desecration of an altar, by 

which action the priest hopes to defy his master. The tetrameter 

used to convey this defiance is partly responsible for the abrupt·· 

ness of the introduction, realised also by the curt finality of 

the dimeter that follows it. There is an assonantal relation-

ship between "more" and "abroad", although they are unrhymed, and 

a rhyme between "board" and "abroad", by which echoic device the 

first line is gathered and drawn into the second. After the 

narrowing of the dimeter, the lines expand in response to the 

rhetorical bravado. A tetrameter is followed by a pentameter 

and another four-foot line in turn (lines 3 to S). Considerable 

dash and vigour can be detected in the rhythmic (a!O opposed to 

the metrical) pulse of this section, for whereas the lines tend 

to be regularly iambic the phrasing of line 3, for example, iso-

lates "What" in all its vigorous indignation: 

--.A~ -- ~'---.- --- ----_ .--- - -,-
What? shall I ever sigh and pine? 

/ 

The first half of line 4 is similar ly re-;Jular, despite a trochaic 

inversion demanded by the epizeuxis of "free" in the fourth foot. 

Some of the pentameter's resonance and abandon derives - from the 

repetition of the laII and li:1 sounds, here enhanced by strong 

stresses: 

23. Cf. Freer, p.201. 
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The combination 01 trochee and iamb after the caesura in this 

line is duplicated in the first half of the following line as 

well, with a curious buoyancy that gives the rhythmic pulse 

a "chor iambic" effect, although the norm of the disylla-

bic foot is retained: 

________ / 1,.. 
I ~ __ . v 
Loose as 

•. ~-~-----. 
II V 

••• free as the rode, 
\) - .-':":'~-~ . " 

the winde, ••• 

Strophic irregularities lead the reader to a fuller contem-

plation of rhyme as an ordering device and delicate thematic con-

gruities thus become apparent in the "abroad" (the goal) and 

"rode" (the means to the end), and "more" and "store", the last 

containing its seventeenth-century meaning of abundance, which 

the poet hopes to enjoy by serving God no longer ("No more"). 

The next four lines (6 to 9) continue in a vein similar to 

that discussed above, with the same indignant eA~ostulation and 

rh~torical questioning~ The trimeter c an be scanned with an 
v 

initial trochee, like that of the following line ("Shall P' and 
v 

"Have I"), thereby enhancing one's sense of the poet's impetuosity; 

or perhaps regulated by a due stress on "I", which is perfectly 

in keeping with the selfish perspective of this section. 

Otherwise (with the exception of another possible trochee in 

- " "What p'), the pattern is regularly iambic in the next three 

lines. This, tog~ther with the swift enjambement, the central 

or near-central caesurae and uniform line-lengths, helps generate 

the effect of confidence in the sequence. "Sui t" and "fr ui t" 

close yet another circuit in the rhyme scheme, and bring into 

t 
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relief the apparent (and therefore ironical) opposition of 

service and reward. 

Lines J.O to 12 ass'ess with outrage, but also with a poignancy 

transcending indignation, the effect of sorrow upon the speaker's 

life. Herbert begins this section with a dimeter, a line-length 

he interjects at intervals in "The Collar" in order either to 

gather in passages of vehement expatiation, or to initiate them. 

As ,the eye scans the topography of the poem, it is alerted to a 

hectic swelling and contraction which seem to parody the surety 

and ease of the way lines grow and recede in other lyrics, espec­

ially "Easter"Wings" (H.43). Thus the dimeter of line 10 is run 

into a pentameter which itself is broken (by an emphatic caesura) 

and run into a trimeter. Such wild metrical careering has the 

semblance of a progressive slackening of control, an increasing 

incoherence. The metre likewise shows a greater tendency towards 

modulation, with an emphatic trochee at the start of line 10, and 

a possible spondee in the last foot, if a stress of indignation 

is given to "was": 

S~re th~relw~s wine 

The already complex tone is further enriched here by an element 

of despair: f'eminine rhyme, "drown it"/"crown it" (lines 12 and 

14), has so little of its usual grace as to seem leaden. A 

reaSon for this may be that it comprises two words, the delay in 

whose articulation slightly fragments the rhyme. The syntax 

enhances the sense of turmoil by breaking across the lines: 

"Before my sighs did drie itlt and "Before my tears did drown it" 

would probably, in a poem of more apparent order, have been given 

I 
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lines of their own. Here the first of the adverbial clauses 

is placed within the pentameter of line 11, a placement which 

qualifies its symmetry with line 12. Herbert furthermore ~~th-

holds repetition of "sure" in line 11 so as to disrupt any metri-

cal alignment of the main clause ("there was corn") with the 

sequence of trochee and iamb ("choriambic" in effect) of: 
r _ -, . ...... - . .... - . __ 

- " "J - '24 Sure therelwas wine 

The rhymes are once again of conside"rable importance. "Wine It, 

after a delay of some six lines, completes a rhyme with "pine", 

while "corn" resonates ironically with "thorn", the former beirig 

the true, the latter the false harvest. These all have signifi-

cance as images of Christ's Passion and its subsequent celebration 

in the Communion, so that while the speaker bewails his own 

suffering, the rhymes imply redemption through the passion of his 

master I> Not only the rhymes, but also related sounds (like the 

phoneme /?/) provide a phonetic cable through the turbulence, 

another "unseen!!, steadying force. 

Lines 13 to 16 show the poet almost distraught as he reflects 

that he has no reward either as servant-priest or as poet or as 

hedonist. At line 16 a monometer does service for the dimeter 
r 

that is generally employed in straitening the form, and produces 

an even more forceful constriction. It ~s not fanciful to see 

in the reduction of the line a metrical image of "wasting" and 

dissolution. Th~ last foot of line 15 is somewhat divorced from 

its context in the tetrameter by a strong caesura. This high-

lights the parallel between it and the line 16, which is verbless 

24. This of course holds only if one discounts a possible 
spondee in "was wlne 11. 

i 
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and barely formed: 

••• all blasted? 

All wasted? 

Taken together, these phrases are eloquent of outrage mounting 

beyond the point of expression. The feminine rhyme (llblast ed 11/ 

"wasted II) brings this development momentarily to a close, the 

extra syllables creating a hopeless moriendo in the voice. 

In lines 17 to 32, the speaker follows his appraisal of past 

disappointments with practical resolutions. His freshly con~ 

fident manner is r eflected to some extent in the metrical form 

as well. Here the irregular ebb and flow of the lines comes to 

suggest not so much the pulse of his angry spirit , but rather his 

attempts at instilling in himself a new confidence and bravado. 

A tetrameter and two pentameters (lines 19 to 21 ) are gather ed 

again by a dimeter, which is then drawn on by the vigorous pull 

of the syntax into another passage of assorted line-lengths 

(::>3 to 26), the significance of whose variety will become apparent 

as the poem draws to a close. As is often the case when Herbert 

wishes to convey lyr ic abandon, lines 19 to 26 scan regularly, 

so that the t2nsion derives rather from the tug of irregular line­

lengths against the sense, and the strength with which the enj2.mbe-

ment forces the sense over its linear Larriers in turn. Examples 

of this vigorous propulsion are to be :'ound at lines 19 and 20 

(1I1eave thy cold dispute/Of what is fit, and not ll ) where the 

linear int erruption of the syntax does indeed convey the dismissal 

of an argument only partially reSOlved; and lines 23 and 24 

("and made to thee/Good cable) where the tension of the cable 

finds a fitting parallel in the taut ening of syntax over a break 
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in the lines. The caesurae, too, are worthy of close examination. 

They are demarcated by syntactical breaks in lines 17 and 21, and 

help yet again to suggest a fragmentation of the line of thought, 

of "logic" disrupting harmony: 

Not so my heart:%but there is fruit, 

and 

Of what is fit, and not.! Forsake thy cage, 

Rhyme also plays a characteristically significant part here. 

IIFrui t" in line 17 restates the earlier rhyme of "fruit" and "suit" 

(lines 9 and 6 respectively), giving the passage a closer continuity 

with what has gone before, and augmenting the sense of subtle re­

currence both of rhyme and phoneme in the course of the poem. 

"Hands", highlighted by the rhyme, here provide an image of 

selfish materialism, for whereas the hands' proper priestly 

function should be that of blessing and offering the Communion, 

the speaker has used them in the gesture of desecration implied 

at the start of the poem. The "hands" also significantly rhyme 

with "sands" in an invitation to break these apparently futile 

constraints. "Fruit" is similarly thrown into relief by the 

rhyme and conveys the wordly remuneration the speaker plans to 

seize. The· confusion of this "fruit" with "wine" and "corn" 

(properly belonging to God) thus suggests a human usurpation of 

the divine re'>leo Rhyme itself is frequently responsible for 

bringing out such thematic implications within words, aiding once 

again the sense of purpose operant within confusion. The rhyming 

of "me" and "thee" (lines 13 and 23) presents further thematic 

possibilities. In most of Herbert' s poems, there is· a regnant 
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consciousness of God (either absent or present) so strong that 

in many instances the second person pronoun is found to refer to 

Him, in contrast to the poet's self which is expressed thr ough 

first-person pronouns. Such is the solipsism of "The Collar", 

however, that it is only in the last two lines that God becomes 

a reality to . the speaker. Hence "thee" when Herbert uses it, 

refers not to the Deity but to the poet (addressed by himself), 

and so becomes synonymous with the "me" linked to it by rhyme. 

A dreary round of self-concern is thus displayed. "See" (line 26) 

rhymes with "thee" in turn, and with further irony, since an 

apparent perception is shown to be little more than a perception 

of self. The irony is intensified, of course, by the fact that 

the poet berates himself fo r not seeing. 

Lines 27 to 32 show an even greater sense of resolution as 

the speaker starts actively to make his preparations for depart-

ureo There is much vigorous inversion of feet here, with two 
_ v v 

vehement trochees in line 29 ("Call in" and "tie up"), and another 

in line 30 ("H;; th~ t") • Yet again the caesura is syntactically 

emphasised in line 29 to give a purposeful curtness to each clause. 

Moreover, a sense of nervous t ension is supplied by the hesitant 

repetition of line 2 at line 28 ("I will abroad"), suggesting the 

speaker's r eluctance finally to leave, which his verbal bravado 

h as hitherto attempted to conceal. This repetition brings the 

introductory lines back into focus agai.n. 

The final section is movin g testimony to the renewed sense 

of order in the poet's life, for whereas the rhyme scheme had 

earlier moved by bewildering leaps and bounds (att est ing, despite 

its capriciousness, to a controlling principle in its rhyme scheme), 
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the l ast four line s make up a quatrain. This is composed of a 

pentameter, dimeter, tetrameter and , trimeter, all of them line-

lengths which have hitherto been scattered here and there with 

apparently wild abandon, and which now seem to find their proper 

place within the confines of an ordered pattern. The expansion 

·and sudden contraction which has hitherto constituted the move­

ment of ' 'The Collar" now becomes a lyrical undulation ' between 

longer and shorter lines, the dimeter providing a pivotal trans-

ition, and the trimeter a final point of repose. 

the lines are regular; the caesurae unemphatic. 

Metrical ly 

The delayed 

caesura of line 35 is especially beautiful in this regard, since 

it helps to create the lull in which the voice of God is heard. 

Rhymes also have a marked significance here! for "wilde " and 

"Child" point in conjunction to the petUlant childishness of the 

speaker t S rage, and "word" and "Lord" alert one, as Freer has 

pointed out ,25 to the identity of the Logos, the Word who is 

guiding each development through the very relation of language 

to Himself. Language , that is, paradoxically draws the poet 

nearer to God when he imagines himself to be arguing his obliga-

tions away. The versification of "The Collar" is remarkable 

for the fact that everyone of its lines is potentially a member 

of the quatrain with which it ends. vfuile the line-lengths 

(with the exception of the "wasted'~ mO:lometer) have apparently 

been tumbling about in a metrical blizzard, they are each of them 

finally placed and pointed by the resolution into a stanzaic form. 

The implication is this: that the poet's disabling pride and 

self-reliance must be exorcised before he can realise his art, 

25. Freer, p.201. 
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that his God-given talent can flourish only when he acknowledges 

the giver. Thus the ''pre-stanzaic'' scatter ing of lines 1 to 32 

constitutes a metaphor of chaos misconstrued as liberty. Only 

when God is heeded can order prevail - imaged in the disciplined 

freedom, the harmonious adj ustment of the concluding quatrain. 

As a metrical achievement "The Collarl! stands among the best 

of all the man·el lously finished lyrics wh i ch go to make up 

The Temple, Here we witness Herbert's virtuosity with a "free" 

rather than a contained strophic form, his acuity in treating 

metrics as an integral part of his meaning, and finally his 

thematic control of rhyme. Yet, while the versification is 

daringly innovative, it is so closely linked to the themes as 

never to become self-regarding. Tqe same apparent unself-

consciousness and accompanying brilliance is to be seen in the 

metrics of "The Flower" (H.16S), with an analysis of which I 

shall close this chapter. 

Like "The Temper (I)" (H.SS), "The Flower" is a poem about 

reconciling the extremes of spiritual experience, but whereas 

the former lyric is written as it were de profundis and presents 

the poet actively pleading with God, the lat·ter is suffused with 

his gratitude after such an ordeal. In . Chapter I, I examined 

the careful deployment of the imagery and the way in which its 

application is both narrowed and widened in response to Herbert's 

purpose, while in Chapter II my emphasis fell upon the syntax 

and the ways in which subtle strategies of sentencing help to . 

fix the ideas and hone them to the finest edge of accuracy. 

Here my concern will be the metrical ploys by means of which 

Herbert extends his meaning into the very "arteries" of the poem 
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(that is if by extending the metaphor, we take the imagery to 

be its skeletal structure, and ·the syntax to be its fleshment). 

I resort to this analogy in an effort to spell out the elaborate 

interdependence of all these features, which I divorce only in 

order to facilitate the analysis. The metre and its collabor-

ativerhythms might constitute the pulse of the poetry, but they 

can exist only within the tissue that they support. This 

analysis must therefore be regarded as a sequel to the other two 

. . d" 26 rather than as a self-sufflclent rea lng. . 

The stanza of "The Flower" is beautifully suited to the 

lyric eA~atiation which makes up its substance, and comprises a 

roomy quatrain of alternate tetrameters and pentameters rhyming 

abab, a transitory restriction through the "neck" of a dimeter 

couplet, cc, and then an expansion back into a tetrameter rhyming 

with the quatrain, b. The stanza is so patterned as to move 

outwards (tetrameter to pentameter) rather than inwards, to be 

tightened and then released again, a motion which Herbert is able 

to adapt (when it suits his purpose) to exposition, point-

gathering and conclusion. 

Itself a "tribute of pleasure", the poem opens on a note of 

grateful expostulation as the speaker hymns the renewed presence 

of God in his life. The quatrain's spaciousness derives from 

the linear increase mentioned above, and also from the comparative 

length of the lines (pentameters - which are Herbert's largest 

unit - and tetrameters). Alternating rhymes quietly propel the 

26. The same principle would apply of course to · all the 
other analyses of this thesis, which without a three-

. fold recurrence, are necessarily "filtered" . in terms of the 
topic of each chapter. 



- 165 -

thought forward at a serene tempo which the matching alternation 

of the line-lengths enhances. A trochee in the middle of line 2 

(ltev'n ¥.slt) , works together with the emphatic syntax to produce 

the spirit of gratified observation so characteristic of the 

poem. Although the trochee commonly occurs in the first foot 

Df the line, it is ~ess frequently found 1n a mid-line position, 

and functions here (ltev'n ~s!the flowers in springlt) both to 

point the Caesura (in the sense of starting the line afresh with 

the characteristic trochaic inversion), and also to slow the 

tempo. A similar rallentando is occasioned by the trochee in 

- u 
the fourth line (lttributes lt ). Enjambement in line 1 suggests 

the overflow of the poet's gratitude, while the inserted vocative 

also helps to space out the syllables and slow the line to a 

tempo in keeping with the expansive lyricism. Herbert employs 

a clear assonance ("sweet" and "clean") to enhance the phrasing 

of his utterance, and a subtle, diffused alliteration in "fresh" 

and "flowers", "sweet" and "spring". This patterning of sounds 

contributes tb -the unity of the stanza; it also provides a 

thematic enrichment to the extent that, in the context of the 

meaning, the energetic fricative /f/ suggests a vigorous fresh-

ness, the softer /2/ an d /i:/ sounds, a simultaneous ease 

and fullness. The "late-past frosts lt seem to harden the textu:::-e 

with lsi, /f/ and plosive sounds. The, dimeter couplet conveys 

the insubstantial nature of the past sorrow, for the combination 

of linear shortness and enjambement helps to melt the lines away, 

as though they were the snow itself. After this line 7 comes 

as an affirmation, linked by rhyme with the quatrain and the 

affirmations it contains. Here the degree of stress', while 

conforming to the iambic norm, is much heavier than is usual in 



- 166 -

liThe Flower ". This is partly because the words are monosyllabic 

and so strong as scarc e ly to submit to the iambic patterning: 
[-J H 

liAs if I th~re were Ina S·UCh/ cold thing". Such weighting - one might 

even term it "deadening" - helps to .evoke the past heaviness of 

grief, even as it melts away. 

Stanza two presents a fuller account of the speaker's grie:f, 

and opens with an exclamatory subjunctive that, as I have already 

pointed out (on p.1l7 above), suggests the apparent impossibility 

of recovering from such sorrow.- Again the metre is comparatively 

regular, although the rhythm moves with the phrasing against the 

current of the stanza. The caesura in the second line cuts into 

the penultimate iamb and generates a quasi-trochaic rhythm 

- v 
("It wasil). This qualifies the st~ady, regular metre with a 

sense of rapid dissipation (the phrasing and hence the rhythm 

being marked with braces above the metrical macrons): 

r--.~----"" j,e-..-l-----, ~ 
l I \i 'II v -gree~nesse. y It/was gone ••• 

Both here and .in theforey-:>ing line the enjambement functions in 

an illustrative way - to suggest the upsurge of the speaker's 

pulse (lines i to 2) and the force which pulls the plant under-

ground (lines 2 to 3). An initial trochee stressing the adverb 

"Quite", conf:l rms that the heart has completely disappeared. 

This is made the more forcefully apparent through the tug of the 

enjambement. Indeed the whole stanza contains four run-on lines 

out of .seven and a series of marked mediz;.l caesurae, suggesting 

through the "imperfect" marriage of syntax with linear unit the 

poet's own bewildered realisation that appearance is not squaring 

with reality. In this stanza the dimeters present a contraction 
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of metrica l space which evokes the flower's snug reunion with 

the bulb, and at the same time -tacitly denies the death pre-

sented in the preceding lines of the quatrain. The feminine 

rhyme ("toge ther'Y"weathe r II) also helps to light e n the gloom 

with its syllabic d e xterity. As I pointed out in Chapt e r II, 

the last three lines br e ak up into four phrasal units, not only 

on account o f the dis position of the syntax and the rhetorical 

parison, but also on account of their distinctly similar rhyth-

mical pulse . Although I am aware that some ears would d e tect 

iambs wher e I hear t r ochees, I tend to conceive each phrase as 

a seque nc e of trochee and iamb which collective ly supply a 

"choriambic " rhythm ( _ I}I1 _ ), but without in any way deviating 

from the disyllabic norm of the metre: 

Dead to the v I lJ 

~;re th~y ! t~9~th(~r) 
~ll th~ l!: ~rd _~e-at !t, (~r b 

world, ! k eep house\ unknown. 

The rhythm is genera ted by the syntax , and overrid e s the foot 

divisions i n a patt e rn which might b e transcribe d thus: 

~lher;-~ toge ther ~ 
, -_.-" '--- ----- -.' - - ~-.... 

~, All the hard we ather 
("'" ---- - - '----~~ --........ , •... _. __ ._-_ ... ' ". --- . - ----....... 
Dead to the world, keep hous e unknown. 

Since this rhythm (one of several that could thus be entertained) 

comprises a chiastic pattern of stress, it closes off each phras e 

in yet another image of the self-containment celebrated in this 

stanza. 

In the next strophe the poet moves into a more general con-

sideration of God's ability to reconcile opposites into a mystical 

unity beyond the conception of man. The converse activities of 
, 
I -, 
~ 
I 
! 
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"Killing and quickning" are paralleled in the movement of the 

stanza. This strophe (in view of the vertiginous speed of the 

transitions from heaven to hell) shows more activity and less 

poise than it has so far done. Once again there are several 

inversions of stress (at the start of the first, second, fourth, 

sixth and seventh lines), the combined effect of whiCh is too 

vehement to be r egarded merely as run-of-the-mill trochaic sub-

stitution. The sense of forceful onset thus occasioned is dup-

licated also .in the rhythm of the second line where, after the 

strong caesura, it breaks across the iambic divisions to set up 

a falling motion against the ascending metrical norm: 
._./'--________ A . 

r - ."\ ,.,---,--/ --~_~ 
- v I '-' - I J . - I'" - I v .-

Killing,and quic~ing, bringfng downjto hell 

Thus the rhythm reinforces the idea of descent before coinciding 

with the iambs in the next line to register a converse current of 

ascent: 
.----......-A---__ _~/'----_ ( ",' l 

Uo· v - u ;; 

And up to heaven in an houre; 

The enjambement of the second line compounds the idea of movement 

between dizzying extremities, where we are dragged down only to 

be ''Pulled up" by the meaning of the next line. These extremes 

and oppositions are harmonised by the rhymes, so that "hell" is 

made almost musical through being rhymed with "bell", while 

"power" is demonstrated in the miraculously small compass of 

"houre" and also paradoxically measured as the infinite by a 

finite division of time. The dimeters and the Caesura in the 

last line seem to emphasise the divisions of the sentence, and 

by thus "fragmenting" a complete syntactic pattern, present, 

perhaps, an image of bewilderment (albeit in a mild, formalised 
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way) • Herbert often uses syntax and metrics mimetically, and 

in view of this, might have intended the phrasal breaks here to 

suggest that man can construe only part of God's design, the 

whole of which eludes him. This reading, which might otherwise 

seem fanciful, seems to be strengthened by the internal para-

rhyme in line 21. . Because man cannot comprehend the totality 

of God's plan ("all ,,), the words cannot reach their full harmony 

(that is, "spell") and so remain a glimmering, a potential rhyme. 

Herbert aspires after permanence in the fourth stanza, 

yearning for a condition where rapid spiritual mutations shall 

have become impossible. The pentameters are exploited to realise 

the eternal security of paradise on the one hand ("Fast in thy 

Paradise, where no flower can wither! II) and, on the other, the 

protracted strivings ' of the speaker: 

Offring at heav'n, growing and groning thither: 

The metre itself is steadily regular, except for the custcmary 

trochees at the start of ~ome lines, so that one's sense of 

strenuous action derives largely from the rhythm inherent in the 

participial syntax. There is nevertheless a "stray" syllable 

(in the second line) which has to be elided for the sake of the 

disyllabic nOl:m. Since it is Herbert's custom scrupulously to 

notate his elisions (for example "Offring" and "heav'n" in line 

25), one can imagine only that he leaves the extra syllable 

"flowering" as it were to evoke the floral abundance of Paradise.27 

This syllabic fecundity is enhanced by the additional syllable 

27. This assumption is made on the strength that "Paradise" 
is trisyllabic in "Prayer (I)" (H. 51). 
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of the rhyming word "wither": 

Fast in thy P~ise, where no flower can wit~t 

The dime ters' (lines 26 to 27) offset the following tetrameter, 

which, being so to speak augmented by two feet, suggests the 

enlarged efficacy of "s innes and I" as they join together - a 

peculiarly vivid adaptation of stanzaic design to a local direct­

ion of the meaning. 

Stanza five prese nts the poe t's .anguish at the anger of God, 

and its configuration yet again reinforces the new thematic de­

velopme nt to the extent that the first pentameter of the quatrain 

is made the vehicle for the speaker's false sens e of spacious ness 

("Still upwards bent, as if heav'n were mine own"), while the 

"shrunke n" tetrameter evokes the suddenness with which he is 

wi ther ed by God I sanger ("Thy . anger comes, and I decline"). 

Similarly programmatic moments are to be found in the metric 

pattern. At the end of the first line a pyrrhic precedes a 

spondee, its lightly bouncing syllables offsetting the duplicate 

heavy stress. In this way the "straight line" is realised 

aurally in the continuity of strength between the two syllables. 

The first two feet of the last line likewise scan as a pyrrhic 

and a spondee (which collectively make up the rhythmic pattern 

of the ' Ionic a minor e) • As a result the strong stresses are 

made to lower like an auditory frown a<;'lainst the foil of the un­

stressed syllables: 

Xnd th;:; Ile~st frownl ~f thine I is shown. 

The pace is slow and sorrowfully ruminant, large ly on account of 
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the strong caesurae; the pattern of heavy vowels ("zone"; 

"burn" "turn" and "shown") and the deliberation of the syntax , , . 

whose subordinations (in lines 33 to 35) outweigh its main clause 

("what pole is net the zone"). Given the elegiac motion of the 

verse, the dimeters, which dissipated so lightly and miraculously 

in stanza one, now b e come a painful stanzaic contraction, funnel-

ing and forcing the syntax forward. The rhyming word "burn" 

(linked thematically with the absence of God through "turn") seems 

to glow with an even more tangible heat in the dimetric enclosure, 

whose sense of spatial reality derives from a close harnessing 

of topograp hy to theme. 

In the sixth strophe Herbert returns to the mood of stanza 

one, and, gratefully hymning the rejuvenation of his soul, ex-

presses incredulity at his past sorrow. The verse is limpidly 

regular 0 The second line apart, even the initial feet do not 

reveal the customary inversion of stress. In contrast to this 

evenness, the spondee in line 37, gives weight to the momentary 

re~ollection of sorrow, especially since it highlights the em-

phatic adverb of degree: 

Aft~r)s~ m~n~ deaths I live and write; 

The caesura is sharpened only in the fourth line where it serve" 

to mark the transition from a gradual return of sentience to a 

sudden realisation that present and past are both part of the 

same Continuum: 

And relish VerSing:! 0 my onely light, 

If the tone is equable and serene, it is helped to be so by the 
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graceful motion of the stanza, which floats back and forth between 

its four- and five-foot measures with an even fuller grace than in 

the first verse. Almost the whole sense of the stanza seems to 

be contained in the three rhyming words, "write", "light" and 

"night", for the poet is able once more to practise his vocation 

after his spiritual .distress, with a new consciousness of God's 

favour. The narrowing dimeters thus help to telescope, to fold 

up the bitter past, and allow its existence only as a distant foil 

to the radiance of the present. Enjambement that connects the 

last three lines helps to speed this foreshortening of sorrow: 

It cannot be 
That I am he 

On whom thy tempests fell all night. 

In the final stanza Herbert continues in this vein of joyful,· 

serene wonder opening up the experience to the reader, and im-

plicitly inviting him to "profit" from the hitherto private musings, 

queries and solutions. The metre of the quatrain is regular yet 

again, with the exception of the trochee at the start of the first 

line, This gives force to the gesture of demonstration: 

These ~elthY wonders, Lord or love, 

In the last two lines, however, there is . a reversion to the group-

ing of trochee and iamb (in what constitutes a choriambic rhyth~). 

The effect of this is onc.e again to · mark off a series of stages, 

in this case the degrees by which the proud man swells. Once 

more the unelided "Paradise" contrast richly with the bleak mono-

syllable of "pride", and makes the forfeiture all the more painful. 

The rhyme beautifully focusses the tenor of the stanz·a in linking 

"love" with the experience of love ("prove"); in confirming the 
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major antithesis of transience ("glide") and permanence ("bide"); 

and evoking the greedy augmentation of "more" and "store" - a 

rhyme which occurs also in that exorcism of selfish desire, "The 

Collar" (H.153). So it is that after a radiant opening the 

poet moves through dark memories back to a position of happy 

acceptance and a sense of community (implicit in the sermonic 

tone of the conclusion). 

The malleability of Herbert's stan~a is apparent throughout 

the lyric, its complex pattern of increase, cut-back and restora-

tion adjusting to each development of the theme. His achieve-

ment of thematic effects through the use of the simplest modula­

tions recalls the miraculous effects that similarly straightforward 

harmonic devices can have at the hands of a great composer. Yet 

again, Herbert's rhyme, his trans-linear syntax and his subtle 

deployment of rhythms are all eloquent in this, one of his greatest 

poems, and indeed one of the greatest in a century of fine lyric 

achievement. 

* * * 

In this analysis, and in those that precede it, I have 

attempted to show how the intricacies of Herbert's workmanship 

frequently reveal a thematic function, and how they contribute 

in no small way to the fine gradations of meaning, the lyric con­

trol of emotion and the subtly differentiated tones that much of 

his poetry exemplifies. He is as fully and as consciously a 

poet as he is a Christian priest, and the poems that result from 

this perfect adjustment of method to material must surely have a 

place among the greatest religious lyrics ever written. 
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APPENDIX 

SOME NOTES ON THE SONNETS 

If one includes the sonnetary first half of "Christmas", 

there are fifteen sonnets in "The Temple" all told, a number 

which testifies to Herbert's interest in the form. l Perhaps, 

apart from exercising his flexibility and resourcefulness in 

the invention of his many original stanzas, he turned to the 

sonnet as a form which, in view of its fixities, could extend 

other aspects of his genius. His attainments here are never 

less than competent, and often very fine, but the sonnet seems 

not to have drawn from Herbert his very best poetry. He would 

appear to be more himself in stanzas of his own highly-wrought, 

individual architecture than in the inherited structure of the 

sonnet. Indeed, his best achievement s in the form are slight ly 

unorthodox, although by no means unprecedented. 

In order to measure these apparent "unorthodoxies l1 , it is 

npcessary to review the sonnetary traditions from which Herbert 

departs on occasion. Two major forms of the sonnet exist in 

English. These are the Petrarchan, or Italian, or classical 

form, which comprises an octave of two quatrains and a sestet; · 

and the English or Shakespearian form, which consists of three 

quatrains and a couplet. The first of these has a chiastic 

rhyme scheme (abbaabba) and one of many permutations of three 

rhymes in the sestet (cdecde, for example), while in the second 

the rhymes move in alternating sequence towards the cUlminating 

1. I leave aside those in Walton's Lives for the time being. 
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couplet (ababcdcdefefgg ). Sonnets are very much more than 

quator zains, however, and the poet who observes the decasyllabic 

line and complex rhyme schemes is only half way towards a success -

ful realisation of the form. Its essential quality inheres less 

in its metrical featur es (important though these are) than in the 

disposition of its argument or material, which invariably pre-

sents some sort of lIunequal" opposition of premises and conclusion, 

or first and second positions. 2 

In the Petrarchan form, such imbalance is present in the 

opposition of the eight lines of the octave, which are generally 

expository in nature, and the six lines of the sestet, which are 

resolutory, the modulation from the one to the other being called 

3 the volta. W.P. Ker, has noted that in the Italian sonnet 

" there is obviously a form provided for a position in the first 

eight lines, and a contrad iction or variation or conclusion in 

the l ast six. And that is a very common form of argument -

. d d' 4 protas1s an apo OSlS ". This applies less r eadily to the 

English form, as he admits, but even h e re it is possible to r e-

gard the quatrains as a loose, expansive protasis, and the couplet 

as a proportionately summary apodosis. (In this variant, however, 

the second position is often stated in the third quatrain and 

simply condensed by the couplet). There n eed be no condi tiona ]. 

flavour in the argument at all, but rather an aggregation of 

premises in the first part (be it two or three quatrains, depend-

ing on the form or variant of the form), and some sort of develop-

ment, either reactionary or progressive, in the second part 

2. Cf. Fussell, p.120. 

3. Al though it has been suggested that the volta is .a figment 
of the ninet eenth century imagination, I believe in its 
existence, even as a pause for breath. 

4. W.P. Ker, Form a nd Style in Poetry (London: Macmillan, 
1928), p.l73. 

I 
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(sestet or couplet). One of the central features of sonnetary 

practice is that much of the argument is carried through images. 

fu10ther of the form's most distinctive features, something 

which it shares with all poetry but possesses in a heightened 

form, is its suitability for publishing the most individual and 

personal eA~eriences without in any way violating their privacy. 

This is largely because it derives from a tradition unique in 

the history of lyric forms, and also because of the frequency 

with which its earlier practitioners ·speak of it as a vehicle 

for eternising the beloved, rendering perpetual the transient 

and the mortal. C.S. Lewis writes that a "good sonnet (mutatis · 

mutandis and salva reverential was like a good public prayer: 

the test is whether the congregation can 'join' and make it their 

,,5 ov..rn CI 0 e 0 

The foregoing remarks must be taken as reflecting tendencies 

rather than fixing an absolute canon. Nevertheless, however 

elastic its formal precepts are, the sonnet can lose its essence 

in too radical a modification. 6 

I have not the space to treat all Herbert's sonnets here, 

and so am forced to narrow my focus upon only the most striking 

examples. Among his earliest poems aJ:e the sonnets printed in 

Walton's Live8 (H.206) which he is said to have written at 

Cambridge. Their rigorous polemical tone anticipates similar, 

more muted attitudes in the "Love" sonnets, whose theme of 

5. C.S. Lewis, English Literature in the Sixteenth Centurv, 
Excluding Drama (London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1954), p.491. 

6. .John Fuller, The Sonnet (London: Methuen, 1972), p.l. 
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displacement they also share. It is fitting that Herbert should 

have employed the form for a renunciation of secular poetry and 

an espousal of divine verse, for in the sixteenth century, it was 

conceived primarily as a vehicle for themes of romatic love. 

These early poems by Herbert seem on the other hand forcibly to 

disengage the sonnet from its secular tradition and put it to 

7 Christian use. 

Although I do not propose to analyse these poems in depth, 

they have morphological features which anticipate similar aspects 

of Herbert's more poised realisations of the form. The first , 

of these, as Professor Summers points out,8 is an adjustment to 

the rhyme scheme of the last quatrain. Unlike Donne, Herbert 

never attempts the Petrarchan, but chooses for the most part to 

write in an amended English form. This involves r eorganizing 

the rhymes of the final qua train and replacing an inter leading 

pattern, (efef), with a chiastic one, (effe). Alternatively one 

can sometimes conceive the last six lines as comprising two ter-

"t·ts (eff and egg). ' In the light of Sidney's more radical ame nd-

ments of the form and his frequent morphological fusions, these 

small adjustments of pattern pale into comparative insignificance. 

They are of some importance in the context of Herbert's practice, 

however, since the manipulation of the rhyme helps to arrest the 

linear progression and, by means of a rallentando in the movement 

of the lines, prepare for the effect of the couplet before it 

7. Herbert is not however the first to use the sonnet form 
as palinode, since there are similar renunciations in 
the work of earlier sonneteers, Sidney's "L€ave me, 
o Love, which reaches but to dust" being one ' example. 

8. Summers, pp.179-80. 
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arrives. This suggests some slight individuality in Herbert's 

placing of the volta, which, though modified in the English form, 

often occurs before the couplet. (The placing of the volta 

ultimately depends of course on where the second position is 

stated. ) Herbert's volta frequently precedes the twelfth line, 

as though he wished to retain the capsular, "finial" quality of 

the couplet, and at the same time to enlarge its compass so as 

to present a point more expansively. The chiastic rhymes of the 

final quatrain enable him to make this adjustment, which would 

otherwise sit awkwardly upon the continuit~s of the English 

9 scheme. A blending of Italian and English forms is certainly 

not peculiar to Herbert, as I have point ed out, for it occurs 

both in Sidney and in Milton, among others. 

The enjambement .of the early sonnets also requires comment 

for its bearing on Herbert's later procedures. Here it over-

rides the trad itional alignment of each quatrain with a logical 

stage. In view of this modification of the quatrain as container, 

the arresting chiastic rhY;;1e, effe (in lines 9 to 12), is perhaps 

a necessity. It is more than this, however , for although line 9 

of the first sonnet belongs logically and syntactically to the 

preceding quatrain, the rhymes are grouped so as to have a sense 

of closing in upon themselves, thus bringing forward the resolution. 

The two sonnets "Love I" and "Love II" (H. 54) like the Walton 

pieces and the two poems of "The H. Scr iptures" (H. 58 ), make up 

9. Whether the sonnets are to be regarded as having a sestet 
or a chiastic quatrain and couplet depends very much upon 
the syntax and phrasing. In the case of "Love I" and 
"Love II", I believe that the former pattern prevails 
(largely on account of the enjambement ), whereas in liThe 
H. Scriptures I" and liThe H. Scriptures II" the latter 
seems to be the controlling design. 
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a sonnetary diptych. Less excitable than "My God, where is 

that ancient heat towards thee"', "Love I" reveals a gentle con­

tinuity in its utterance which counterpoints the division into 

quatrains. The progression is as forceful as that of the earlier 

sonnets, but it is more poised. Whereas in many conventional 

lov e sonnets the sp~aker's complaint would be self-concerned in 

his bewailing the indifference of the loved one to himself, 

Herbe rt rever ses this in pleading God's cause - not his own 

and rebuking the indifference of ~, the loved one, to God, the 

lover. This reversal of a conventional stance is enhanced by 

the contrast between divine omnipotence (Hauthour of this great 

frame ") and "mortall love ", a contrast which makes man's dis­

regard look the more foolish. 

The second quatrain of "Love I", having "begun" a line too 

lat e , "finishes " early, for the chiastic epigram of line 9 seems 

at first to have all the closural force of a couplet: 

Wit fancies b eautie, beautie raiseth wit : 

This appears to divorce it structurally from the foregoing lines 

just as in the sonnet as a whole, a similar impression of con­

tainment separates the couplet from the quatrains. (What the 

modifications amount to is a mast e rly counterpoint of argument 

against form, since the movement of the thought overruns the 

quatrains, which generally otherwise act as stanzaic "ledges" 

for each premise of the argument. Naturally it would seem to 

accord with Herbert's strategy of "re-invention" for whereas the 

sonnet is generally regarded , as a past tens e form (in that the 

argument is r ,esolved and "plotted" before composition ), h e r e the 
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movement is such as to suggest the poet's wrestling with his 

material as he proceeds. I would be cautious of pressing this 

point, however, in view of the fact that many other poets also 

overrun their quatrains - Sidney, Milton and Donne among them. 

While line 9 seems at first to be condensing the argument 

in IJreparation for a new development as it does in the Petrarcha n 

form, it turns out to be initiating a repetition of how man has 

displaced God from his thoughts, with slight modifications of the 

antithesis. The resolution is delayed until the following 

sonnet, for, despite the couplet rhyme, the last two lines have 

little real sense of skein-gathering and knotting. It is rather 

as if the couplet had been anticipated at line 9 and so defused. 

The resulting blend of English and Italian forms produces a 

hesitancy and irresoluteness which in some ways demands the firmer 

solution that the second sonnet supplies. In it, the thematic 

emphasis shifts from God's "passivity" to His future action. The 

vocative is changed from "Immortall Love" to "Immortall Heat" in 

oJ·der to stress the purgatorial rather than tolerant aspect of 

God's love, and the syntactic structure which before comprised 

regretful exclamations here takes the 1:6rm of urgent imperatives. 

This time there is a somewhat restless :::ounterpoint between syn·' 

tactic and stanzaic units, focussed finally in a couplet which 

envisages a future, an apocalyptic resolution to man's present in-

differance: 

All knees shall bow to thee; all wits shall rise, 
And praise him who did make and mend our eies. 

Another masterly pair of sonnets is that celebrating "The 

H. Script ures" (H. 58). The interdependence of these is much less 
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complete than that of the "Love" poems, and it is at the first 

of the two that I propose to look, because it contains an un-

developed form of one of Herbert's most distinctive tactics. 

This is to assemble a list of discrete items and run it through 

the form of the sonnet, producing something very like an argu-

ment, with some of its transitional and mediative material excised. 

There are of course precedents for this in the work of earlier 

sonneteers. Many sonnets by Shakespeare, Surrey, Sidney and 

Spenser contain "blazons". the device to which Shakespeare refers 

in "When in the chronicle of wasted time". In these compila-

tions, the loved one's charms tend to occupy one line apiece, 

" 1" I " 1 " 10 wlth a resu tlng lnear capsu arlty. Since the sonnet-writer 

almost always argues by means of imagery, such a welter of images 

is less a violation of decorum than the natural result of a 

tendency in the form. James I wrote a sonnet "The azured vault, 

the crystal circles bright"ll in which be baptises the blazon 

and infers the glory of God from the (itemised) diversity of 

creationo Bearing in mind that Herbert expressed admiration 

either politic or actual - for James's Latin prose, I think it 

possible that he would have been acquainted also with his English 

·verse. Could not the nalve linear mode of this sonnet then have 

suggested to him the possibility of richer reworkings? 

In "The H.' Scriptures I" , Herbert assembles a rich diversity 

of images which he employs to render the transcendent value of 

these writings apparent to the reader. There is a deliberate 

10. A typical blazon is that found in Spenser's "Sweet is 
the rose that grows upon the brere" where a list is made 
of beautiful objects whose beauty the beloved shares, 
and whose disadvantages she lacks. 

11. Elizabethan Lyrics from Original Texts, ed. Norman Ault 
(1928; rpt. New York: Capricorn Books, 1960), p.153. 

I 

1 
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opposition here of line and syntax to the extent that they seldom 

coincid e , and even the culminating couplet starts half a line too 

late. Such contrapuntal procedure helps to peel off the meta-

phoric phrases from the clauses in which they occur, and gives 

them a faintly appositional relation to the opening cry - "Oh 

Bookt 11 0 This sonnet thus contains within it the embryo of a 

method that Herbert follows more obviously in "Praye r (I)" 

(H.51). Th e latter also opens with an identification of the 

theme - "Prayer" - followed by a run of metaphors in apposition 

to it. The ove r arching principle of organization is difficult 

to adduce from the poem, but I believe that the chief controlling 

refer ence is to a Christian history of mankind. 12 Ther e is 

definitely a thematic line from creation through suffering and 

redempt ion to admission into heaven. Herbert does shuttle back 

and forth across his chronological scheme but the broad outline 

still remains intact. Prayer, the implication is, puts man in 

contact with all the vital phases in the procur.ement of grace, 

and exerts the powers metaphorically attributed to it. 

When Professor Summers speaks of the "crescendo and dimi-

nuendo" of this poem, he is implicitly referring to the sonnetary 

13 motion of the Italian model. (The English form seldom has so 

gradual a sense of recession.) Thus ~lthough Herbert's quatrains 

have alternating. rhymes, the grouping of images gives the sonnet 

12. Helen Vend ler sees a psychological progression from the 
poet as ' "frig id reciter of theological cliches, the r e ­
sentful beggar" to "the aggressive hurler of thund e r­
bolts" and so on. However, I fail to detect e ither 
the frigidity or the ar roganc e which seem necessary to 
her reading. Cf. Vendler, pp.38-9. 

13. Summers, p.182. 
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a Petrarchan flavour, insofar as, at line 9, these lose their 

violence and move away from the climactic clash of the preceding 

quatrain. This development in the tone, and also in the im-

plicit argum ent of the sonnet, is aided by a greater sense of 

stasis in the chiastic rhymes ("blisse" - "best" - "drest" -

"Paradise") and by the couplet of lines 13 and 14. The rhymes 

indeed are very important in this sonnet for they supPly thematic 

tensions that a rc through the rhyme across linear and syntactic 

separation and come into an even sharper focus on account of the 

seeming absence of argumentation. 

"Sinne (I)" (H.45) is in some ways similar in mode, although 

the catalogue is not appositional but additive, and indeed only 

gathers momentum from the second quatrain onwards. The concern 

of this sonnet is with God's external aids to the prevention 

of sin, all of them foiled by spiritual imperfection in the 

believer. In order to suggest the superabundance of God's pre-

cautions, and the near impossibility of sinning in the context 

o:c these palpable devices, Herbert constructs a list without any 

coordinating conjunctions: 

Pulpits and Sundayes, sorrow dogging sinne, 
Afflictions sorted, anguish of all sizes, 
Fine nets ~~d stratagems to catch us in, 

Bibles laid open, millions of surprises, 

The result is a veritable onslaught of item after item, neatly -

almost pertly - arrested by the couplet's pointing to a lack of 

internal, spiritual precaution: 

Yet all these fences and thei r whole aray 
One cunning bosome-s inne blows quite away. 
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Paul Fussell's rather contentious suggestions about the 

Shakespearian sonnet are relevant to this particular poem (if 

by no means to all examples of the form): 

The very disproportion of the two parts of the 
Shakespearean sonnet, the gross imbalance be­
tween the twelve-line problem and the two-line 
solution, has about it something vaguely risible 
and even straight-faced farcical: it invites 
images of balloons and pins. 14 

The deliberately deflating force of the couplet does indeed have 

a humorous effect here. It can achieve this sense-of reversal 

only in the context of argument to the contrary, and this 

is what is present, albeit submerged, in the rapid catalogue of 

preventive measures. 

Another feature of Herbert' s pr-actice where the sonnet is 

concerned, is the readiness with which, in "Christmas" (H.80) and 

"Redemption" (H.40), he suppresses a discursive method in favour 

of a narrative one. This modification is once again not peculiar 

to Herbert, but extends back to Sidney ("His mother dear Cupid 

offended late") and to Drayton ("To nothing fitter can I thee 

compare"), to cite only two practitioners of the "narrative" 

sonnet. In "Redemption" (as in the Sidney sonnet mentioned 

above) there is a metaphysical argument implied throughout, which 

together with the narrative framework, renders it allegorical in 

mode. Joseph Summers sees this sonnet as having "the granting 

f h C t f G _. th 15 . h . o t e ovenan 0 race" as l. ts mal.n erne, a concern whl.C :lS 

further - enriched by an exposure of the speaker's false assumptions 

about God. It is the fabular treatment of Christian -ideas which 

14. Fussell, p.128. 

15. Summers, p.181. 
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renders this sonnet distinctive, although the method derives 

perhaps from, amongst other sources, the pagan allegory of 

Sidney's poe m. 

The quatrains of "Redemption" help to contain e ach develop-

ment of the fable and give it a clear stanzaic contour until, 

characteristically, the final six lines divide into terce ts, a 

division encouraged by the syntactical demarca tion of the lines. 

This is important fo r the narrative fluency of the poem, since 

any sharp c urtailme nt would do violence to its momentum, and this 

has to be sustained until the very last and most significant 

action, "died" o The alternating rhymes of the quatrains help 

to advance the argument, just as the r earrangement of the rhymes 

in the l ast s ix lines helps to diffuse the s harp· ejaculatory 

force of the "Englis h" couplet into a more gradual ralle ntando. 

The sonnet ends on a curiously final and yet irresolut e no t e , for 

where as the last two lines generally present a clarifica tion of 

the foregoing mat er ial, the couple t of "Red emp tion" shows rath er 

a resolution which is only dimly appr e hended. It is in the 

following poems, "Sepulchr e " and "Easter ", that a proper perspc<c­

tive is placed on this curt st a tement 6f d e ath. 16 

There are several othe r · sonnets in . Th e Temple , many of them 

sturdy achieveme nt s, and also a poem which is · haunted by a 

sonneta ry gh os t, at least wher e progression and treatment of 

thought are concerned. In "Grie f" (H,164), the lyric in question, 

the emotion seems to overflow the fourteen-line compass, and, 

16. I h ad b e tt e r observe once again (s inc e I have only 
touc h ed on the topic in Chapter I) that many poems 
of The Temple benefit f rom being read in the con­
text of the who l e design - that is, in the order in 
which they occur, 

II I. 
! 

I 
i 
I 
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buckling the form to the feeling, suggests both the exclusion 

of "measure, tune and time" and the uncontrollable nature of 

the grief. Once again, howe v er, this is by no me ans unu s ual 

in the light of the elastic treatment of the "rules" by some 

poets in the sixteen th and seventeenth centuries. 

He rber t' s sonnets show a flexibility and a respect for 

tradition, b oth in his conventional r ealisations of the form, 

and in his mild "innovations", This happy balanc e has bee n 

aptly described by Joseph Summers in the following wor ds: 

Lesser poets, in Herb ert 's day and in ours , a re 
'tra ditional'; Herbe rt and the major poets use 
the traditional and 'make it new' .17 

17. Summers, p.184. 
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