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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis explores bodily presence in the poetry of John Donne. Throughout his works, 

Donne stresses a blurred distinction between the body and the soul, suggesting that the “self” is 

made up both. As such, the body plays a crucial role in the spiritual condition of the subject. For 

Donne, the body is especially important to the process of redemption, and it actively participates 

in what Donne calls “anguish piety,” a viscerally demanding state of reverence in which the 

subject experiences grief that is felt both spiritually and physically. These moments see the body 

under extreme duress, weeping and writhing from pain. This pain, Donne claims, not only 

cleanses the subject, purging him of contamination, but also allows God’s entry.  

Despite the body’s unquestionable importance, it faces the limitations of mortality: 

illness, decay, and death. Often, Donne’s inclusion of the body combats these limitations, 

seeking to produce a form that is not susceptible to the threat of time. To do so, I argue that 

Donne corporealizes his verse in a way that is more than metaphorical; Donne imbues his poetry 

with the literal weight of the body, forming a body-text—writing embodied with Donne’s own 

physical identity. In this way, Donne hopes to produce a textualized body that can withstand the 

threat of time, maintaining a constancy that the mortal body lacks.  
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INTRODUCTION: 
THE VARIABLE CONDITION OF MAN AND THE DONNEAN BODY-TEXT 

 
Leonardo da Vinci’s “Superficial anatomy of the shoulder and neck” (fig. 1) features the 

figure of a man, surrounded by text. In his drawing, da Vinci blurs the boundaries between the 

human form and the words on the page. The body merges with da Vinci’s notes, not simply 

sharing the page with the text, but interacting with it. Many of the body parts are drawn in 

abstract, the edges of the shoulder and pectoral muscles fading seamlessly where the words 

begin. The text of the upper right corner appears to be laid over the man, as if his body exists 

beneath the surface of the text. In the lower right corner, the man’s form is angled so his body 

appears to emerge from the text, stepping out from it. The text does not take prominence over the 

body; neither does the body appear to be more important than the words used to describe it. They 

each exist together, forming a single entity.  

Da Vinci’s sketch visualizes the early modern conception of the human body in relation 

to text. During the Renaissance, attention to the body grew as studies in anatomy provided a 

newly experiential knowledge of the body. A wider discourse centered on the interior details of 

the human anatomy as dissections performed in front of public audiences became commonplace. 

With the body’s increasing familiarity came the melding of anatomy with text. The period saw a 

rapid blending of the language of bodily experience with the language of the book. Between 

1575 and 1600, England saw a surge of interest in the human body. With this interest came what 

Richard Sugg calls a “dissective rhetoric” that was “not merely fashionable, but highly 
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compulsive, sometimes lacking in an integral semantic motivation.”1 Sugg aptly calls this 

inclusion of the body an “invasion,” capturing the encroachment of new bodily knowledge upon 

previously unquestioned worldviews. Sugg reminds us that much of the language still used to 

discuss texts in contemporary conversation originated at this time, borrowed from the dissective 

rhetoric of anatomy.2 Accompanying this trend was the overwhelming tendency of writers to 

include in their texts an “intensively familiar approach to other’s bodies and identities—to their 

persons as objects of discourse.”3 “Embodied writing,” as Douglas Bruster defines it, occurred as 

“a kind of text and a textual practice that, increasingly during the 1590s, put resonant identities 

and physical forms on the printed page.”4 To embody a text suggests the act of investing it with 

the physical presence of a body.  

John Donne’s incorporation of the body into his texts reflects these trends, which 

emerged just prior to his birth and flourished during his formative years. Throughout his works, 

Donne gives the body the attention of a surgeon, “fully, precisely, unsparingly piercing and 

                                                
1 Sugg, Richard. Murder After Death: Literature and Anatomy in Early Modern England. Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 2007. Print. 2.  
 
2 Sugg 3. As an example, Sugg offers the changing status of the word “section.” In 1559, he tells 
us, the word appeared exclusively in accordance to its Latin root—a cutting, cutting off, or 
cutting up. According to Sugg, the word was “increasingly propelled into a broader vernacular 
use by association of dis-section... The OED has ‘section’ as referring to ‘a subdivision of a 
written or printed book,’ for 1576, with a second occurrence in the sense of ‘the action...of 
cutting or dividing’ in 1577. Only from 1577 do literary works explicitly advertise themselves as 
having ‘sections’.” 
 
3 Bruster, Douglas. “The Structural Transformation of Print in Late Elizabethan England.” Print, 
Manuscript, and Performance: The Changing Relations of the Media in Early Modern England. 
Ed Arthur F. Marrotti and Michael D. Bristol. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2002. pp. 
49-89. 49. 
 
4 Bruster 50 
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labeling all its depth and intricacies.”5 Donne’s works are overwhelmingly physical, consistently 

immersed in questions of corporeality, a definitive characteristic of not just his romantic verse 

but also of his religious works. Often, Donne collapses the distinction between the body and text, 

featuring them in his poetry and prose as they appear in da Vinci’s drawing—a single entity.  

Despite Donne’s devotion to the body, he is ever aware of its disturbingly transitory 

nature. Elaine Scarry explains that Donne was always “acutely aware of the ease with which the 

material realm can simply fall away from language. What puts him at liberty to separate himself 

is not the dissolution of the body in ecstasy or illness but his own devotion to writing.”6 Luke 

Taylor suggests “Donne’s writing springs in no small part from a lifelong experience of visceral 

abjection. Unable to control his body in reality, he constructed a textual corpus on the page 

where he could fantasize omnipotence and rehearse abjection.”7 My work builds upon such 

scholarship to posit that Donne does more than “fantasize” control over the body; rather, he 

seeks to embody his texts, creating a textualized body that surpasses the limitations of the mortal 

form. 

 The mortal body is always vulnerable to the threat of time; even as the subject lives, this 

threat of time is manifest through the corruption, illness, decay, and, ultimately, the death of the 

body. Donne’s secular and divine works alike express anxiety with the temporality of the human 

form. In his secular poetry, Donne’s speakers fret over the body’s imperfections and eventual 

absence. In his religious writings, Donne emphasizes the body’s necessity to his salvation, but 

fears its inconsistent nature. Its physical expressions of pious grief—sighing, the shedding of 

                                                
5 Sugg 3 
 
6 Scarry 73 
 
7 Taylor, Luke. “Donne’s Unwilled Body.” John Donne Journal: Studies in the Age of Donne. 30 
(2011): 99-121. Print. 99. 
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tears, and trembling— perform many of the purgative exercises that cleanse the spirit of 

impurities and ready the subject for redemption. However, the body also runs a constant race 

against time to participate in the redemptive process before it is struck down by disease or decay. 

Despite all of the efforts of the subject to prevent the body’s deterioration, he faces the ever-

present danger of physical change. In his Devotions, Donne mourns the rapidity with which 

mortality can seize the body: “Variable, and therefore miserable condition of man! This minute I 

was well, and am ill, this minute.”8 Donne not only laments the fleeting period of the body’s 

animation but also agonizes over the swiftness with which even the healthiest of bodies can be 

struck by calamity. 

In answer to mortality’s threat against the body, Donne sets about the task of perfecting 

and preserving the body through its textualization. Donne uses his writing to do more than 

examine or depict the human body; he creates a textualized body that can surpass the limitations 

of the mortal form. His texts include not just images of the body, but a body-text—writing 

embodied with Donne’s own resonant physical identity. In other words, by collapsing the 

distinction between the body and the text, Donne attributes to his writings the literal weight of 

the body. With the body-text, Donne transforms the mortal body into a form no longer 

susceptible to the threat of time. To invest the text with the materiality of the body, Donne’s 

writings frequently dismantle the distinction between the body and the text. In his romantic 

verse, Donne’s speakers contend with the flaws and eventual absence of their bodies by 

suggesting the transfer of their human forms to text. This possibility offers the improvement of 

the body as well as a solution to the threat of time. The speakers plan to achieve this change 

through metaphorical language that associates the body with literary tropes of mysterious love, 

                                                
8 Donne, John. Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions together with Death’s Duel. 4th ed. Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1969). 7. Henceforth cited parenthetically. 
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going so far as to suggest they can, in their textualized forms, become sacred. Donne’s religious 

verse, no longer plans the shift toward a body-text, but instead enacts that change by blurring 

entirely the boundary between body and verse.9 These poems transfer the limited physical form 

into an unchanging tool of salvation.  

The textualization of the body, however, is not without its own set of risks. For Donne, 

who restricted the readership of most of his writing to a select group of friends and patrons, the 

committal of his physical identity to text meant the prospect of an intensely vulnerable position. 

With the body-text, he subjects his body to a medium that would outlast his physical self. This 

position of vulnerability threatens the agency Donne treasured. In his Devotions, Donne writes of 

his experience at the hands of physicians during a near-fatal illness: “They have seen me, and 

heard me, arraigned me in these fetters, and received the evidence; I have cut up mine own 

Anatomy, dissected myself, and they are gone to read upon me” (112). This pivotal moment 

captures at once the essence of the body-text, where Donne has laid out his body to be “read,” 

and the anxiety surrounding such a move; although Donne appears to act as both the surgeon and 

the specimen, ultimately, his readers are “gone to read upon” him while he remains fettered. In 

the poem “Hymn to God my God in my Sickness,” also written during Donne’s severe illness, 

Donne expresses a similar apprehension, saying, “my physicians by their love are grown / 

Cosmographers and I their map, who lie / Flat on this bed” (6-8).10, 11 Again, Donne emphasizes a 

                                                
9 Because Donne imbues his religious poetry with his own body, I treat Donne as the subject of 
the divine poems. The speakers of the love-lyrics, by contrast, are narrative constructs by which 
Donne explores the possibility of the body-text. 
 
10 All references to Donne’s poetry refer to The Complete Poems of John Donne. Ed. Robin 
Robbins (Edinburgh: Pearson, 2008). Henceforth cited parenthetically.  
 
11 Izaak Walton dates the composure of “Hymn to God my God in my Sickness” at 1631, just 
days before Donne’s death. Alison Shell suggests that Donne “may have returned to it on his 
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lack of agency as the physicians examine his body while he lies motionless before them. The 

physicians-turned-cosmographers study Donne’s body like a map, universalizing his anatomy 

and applying it to a general microcosm of man. This notion would have been especially 

discomforting for Donne. To borrow from Taylor, “Donne’s body was not a universal. It was his 

own particular body—and no other—that continually perplexed him.”12 The application of 

Donne’s own particular body to the body universal further removes his agency.    

Donne faces not only a threatened loss of agency but also the threat of the body misread 

by an early modern readership. If Donne seeks to preserve his body as an instrument of his 

redemption, the reading of the body-texts becomes crucial to this achievement, but the early 

modern understanding of the body’s role in various situations affect the reading of each bodily 

symptom. The body may express the condition of the subject through various physical modes; a 

subject in grief or in pain may weep, moan, or lie prostrate. The significance of these 

expressions, however, varies, depending on the cause of grief. The body’s expression of illness, 

profane love, and worship all look the same from the symptoms they produce. In his Litany, as 

well as in his other religious poems, Donne describes a state of redemptive grief that is 

overwhelmingly visceral. Donne refers to the state as one of “anguish piety” in Litany (209); in 

“Oh might those sighs and tears,” Donne calls it his “holy discontent” (3). While the expressions 

of pious grief are participants in his spiritual progress, those same symptoms in illness, to early 

modern readers, reflected the subject’s spiritual shortcomings. Likewise, the tears, sighs, and 

                                                                                                                                                       
deathbed, or Walton may have streamlined events to improve the story.”  Scholars agree, though, 
that Donne wrote the poem during a time of serious illness, very likely to be the near-fatal illness 
of 1623. 
 
12	  Taylor	  101	  
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other bodily motions of profane love threaten the souls of the lovers involved. Such interpretive 

difficulties are not eased by the production of the body-text, but magnified.  

Donne’s religious poetry contends with such interpretive complications by insisting upon 

his own authorship of the body. Even though Donne transfers his body to text, he strives to 

maintain his agency by filling the dual roles of both author and subject. Attempting to alleviate 

the risk of a body misread, Donne distinguishes the physical expressions of his “holy discontent” 

from other, less holy states. In these poems, Donne establishes the similarity between the body in 

its various conditions, acknowledging the seemingly shared effects of illness, lust, and piety. 

From there, Donne’s speakers call for the body’s destruction, often utilizing the language of 

sickness or secular passion to tear down the body. This, however, is not a final repudiation of the 

body. Destroying the old images of the body allows Donne to reconstruct it as explicitly 

redemptive. Its sighs, tears, and other expressions of grief no longer suggest the spiritual 

weakness of the subject; instead Donne redefines each as symptoms of his holy discontent.  

A substantial amount of criticism has explored the body’s significance in Donne’s works 

and much has already been said of Donne’s thoughts on the relation of the body to the soul, the 

body’s role in redemption, and Donne’s anxieties regarding the limitations of the body. I hope to 

contribute to Donnean scholarship by positing a new method of understanding Donne’s use of 

the body, one that builds upon previous scholarly work to examine specifically the textual 

presence of the body in his writing. To do so, I draw from a wide range of Donne’s verse, secular 

and religious, as well as his Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions, which serve as a keystone text 

throughout my work. Written from his sickbed, Donne’s Devotions follows the trajectory of his 

bodily decline. In addition to providing documentation of Donne’s illness, this text also offers 

Donne’s most corporeally focused work. Also important to my work on the body is Donne’s 
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Biathanatos, his treatise on suicide. In it, Donne tackles the spiritual significance of suicide, 

treating it as an issue of interpretation. Like the Devotions, Biathanatos merges the discourse of 

body and text and reveals Donne’s understanding of the relationship between the two.   

With the next section, I will outline the critical influences and assumptions from which 

my work stems. In the following section, I explore Donne’s move from the body to the body-

text, looking first at Donne’s romantic poetry as his speakers contemplate such a shift. Then, my 

work looks toward Donne’s religious verse, where the body and the text are no longer 

distinguishable from one another, but function as one. The third section studies the potential for 

the body to be misread. The fourth and final section finds Donne’s solution to the complications 

of the textualized body, achieved by his positioning as not only the subject of the body-text but 

the author as well.  
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CRITICAL BACKGROUND 

 

With this project, I build upon the work of others who detail Donne’s understanding of 

the body. For an early modern context of the body, few critics have been as influential to my 

work as Michael Schoenfeldt, whose explanations of the early modern body according to Galenic 

humoral theory are foundational to my discussion of Donne’s use of the body in his works.  

In fact, my work begins with Galenic physiology. Donne’s poetry and prose are preoccupied 

with the relationship between bodily materials and the spiritual state of man. In secular works 

like his Valedictory poems, Donne expresses discomfort with the potential for acts of intimacy to 

draw the lovers’ spirits from their bodies, a notion in keeping with Galenic theory and its 

offshoots.13 In his religious poetry, though, Donne sees the expression of his pious sighs and 

tears as redemptive. In Humoring the Body, Gail Kern Paster describes the early modern image 

of the body as  

a vessel of liquids…contained or uncontained, clear or muddy. The passions are like 
liquid states and forces of the natural world. But the passions—thanks to their close 
functional relation to the four bodily humors of blood, choler, black bile, and 
phlegm—had more than an analogical relation to liquid states and forces of nature, 
because in this cosmology, the stuff of the outside world and the stuff of the body 
were composed of the same elemental materials.14 
 

                                                
13 This unease often manifests in the Elizabethan period as a euphemism substituting “death” for 
orgasm.   
 
14 Paster, Gail Kern. Humoring the Body. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004. Print. 4. 



 

 10 

Paster studies the early modern imperative to control emotion and regulate the passions, lest they 

escape the confines of the body. Schoenfeldt also speaks to the possibility of the liquid passions 

escaping from the “porous edifice” that was the early modern body.15 Unlike Paster, however, 

Schoenfeldt posits that, “under the Galenic regime of the humors, soundness of mind and body is 

achieved not by immuring bodily fluids but by carefully manipulating them.”16 The early modern 

body requires not just the containment of bodily materials to maintain health; the removal of 

excess or harmful materials also sustains the mind and body, and is perhaps more important to 

the subject’s physical and spiritual well being.  

Donne treats the Galenic body with trepidation, even in his secular love poetry. In the 

religious verse, sighs and tears purge the body of spiritual impurities and assist in redemption. 

Donne’s romantic poetry, by contrast, values the physicality of secular passion but regards it 

with caution. He worries over the potential for profane love to withdraw the essence of his soul 

through the release of spirits, not just with his semen, but through his sighs and tears as well.17 

The soul’s potential expenditure through the bodily fluids and gases was a source of concern for 

Donne, concern visible throughout his romantic verse. The speakers of the Valedictory poems, 

for instance, imbue the sighs, tears, and other bodily fluids with the material of souls. Thus, the 

lovers put their souls at risk when they participate in what Margaret Fetzer calls the “love 

performance.”18 The speakers are uneasy with superfluous weeping or sighing and warn against 

                                                
15 Schoenfeldt, Michael. Bodies and Selves in Early Modern England. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999. 13 
 
16 Schoenfeldt 14. 
 
17 For a definition of “spirits,” I use Schoenfeldt’s explanation of spirits as “mediators between 
the soul and body” that disperse humoral fluids throughout—or outside of—the body.  
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“tear-floods” and “sigh-tempests” (6).19 In poems like these, excessive weeping or sighing 

represent a potentially treacherous transmission of the lovers’ souls, akin to the destructiveness 

of floods and tempests.  

 Donne’s bodily preoccupation, then, relates directly to questions of the soul. Donne’s 

need to preserve his body against mortality as well as his desire to maintain agency over that 

body reflects Donne’s understanding of the body’s relation to the soul. Donne believes his 

physical form to be as much a part of his “self” as his soul. Ramie Targoff, in John Donne: Body 

and Soul describes Donne’s understanding of the relationship between the two as “one of mutual 

necessity” that was “the defining bond of his life.”20 Targoff details Donne’s concern with the 

dissociation of the body and soul upon death: 

Donne worries about how he will remain in his afterlife the person that he 
currently is. He worries that his soul will not locate all the parts of the flesh at the 
last day, and that he will end up incomplete…He worries that his ‘I’ will no 
longer be his ‘I’ unless he keeps his spiritual and material parts together. The 
point is not, in other words, simply to be embodied, but to be embodied as John 
Donne.21 
 

Donne defines his “self” as not solely inward, but as a composite of both body and soul. It is not 

enough that his soul will live for eternity after his death. He anxiously awaits the day his body, 

with the bodies of all believers, will rise to reunite with the soul that left it behind. Both the body 

and the soul make up Donne’s vision of the self, and he spent much of his life weighing the 

balance between the two constructive parts. Elaine Scarry describes Donne’s treatment of his two 

                                                                                                                                                       
18 Fetzer, Margaret. John Donne’s Performances: Sermons, Poems, Letters, and Devotions. 
Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2010. Print. 138 
  
19 From “Forbidding Mourning” 
 
20 Targoff, Ramie. John Donne, Body and Soul. Chicago: The University of London Press, 2008.  
Print. 1. 
 
21 Targoff 22	  



 

 12 

parts: “To be human is to be at once body and soul; like any pair of friends, the two are forever 

tilting out of balance, overbalancing and rebalancing, and that split second of being off balance 

creates the pressure to choose between the two. Donne in such moments as often as not comes 

down on the side of the physical.”22 When Donne textualizes his body, he does so as an act of 

self-preservation, one that emphasizes how important his body is to his conception of the self.   

The body that Donne seeks to preserve through text is a body in pain. Poems like “Batter 

my heart three-personed God” and “Oh might those sighs and tears” deliberately seek what 

Achsah Guibbory terms the “trauma of grace.”23 For Donne, the experience of God’s grace is 

necessarily physical; periods of holy discontent involve the body in literal pain. During these 

times, the subject experiences God’s power and grace to the fullest extent possible on earth. 

Donne’s religious poetry depicts such states as tumultuous experiences in which the presence of 

the divine overwhelms the subject—or, as is common in Donne’s writings, the subject is 

overwhelmed by the mere idea of this presence. Many of Donne’s most memorable texts feature 

images of the body in intense pain as the spirit aims for communion with the divine. The most 

productive form of worship and repentance is one that places intense exertion upon both the 

body as well as the spirit. In several of the Holy Sonnets, Donne begs, even demands, a divine 

experience that inflicts bodily pain. In these poems, the body that conveys Donne’s holy 

discontent as he trembles, weeps, and lies prostrate before God. 

                                                
22  Scarry, Elaine. “Donne: But yet the body is his book.” Literature and the Body: Essays on 
Populations and Persons. Ed. Elaine Scarry. Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 
1988. 70-105. Print. 71. 
 
23 Guibbory, Achsah. “Donne’s Religious Poetry and the Trauma of Grace.” Early Modern 
English Poetry: A Critical Companion. Eds. Patrick Cheney, Andrew Hadfield, and Garrett A. 
Sullivan, Jr. New York: Oxford University Press, 2007. 229-239. Print.  
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 The body’s ability to fully participate in such an excruciating event, however, is doubtful. 

The body, in its limited mortal form, does not easily withstand the torment Donne demands of it. 

As much as Donne desires the body’s torture, it is imperative that the subject in the midst of 

redemptive pain retains his awareness of self in order to fully participate in the experience of 

salvation. This, though, proves impossible in instances of severe pain. As Schoenfeldt points out, 

“The subject in excruciating pain can know nothing but that pain, and would instinctively do 

anything to end it.”24 This negates Donne’s emphasis on the desire for pious suffering. His 

longing for such pain must last longer than the moment he receives it; he must desire its 

prolongation even as he suffers. But physical agony, as Scarry elucidates in The Body in Pain, 

destroys the self-awareness required to withstand the extremity of Donne’s holy discontent. 

According to Scarry, as the subject undergoes extreme instances of pain, “the contents of 

consciousness are, during those moments, obliterated…the name of one’s child, the memory of a 

friend’s face, are all absent.”25 This absence of consciousness would be detrimental to the 

subject’s salvational work; if consciousness is lost, so too is the knowledge of one’s sins and of 

the need for God’s grace. The agony Donne seeks would  

split the human being into two, to make emphatic the ever present but, except in 
the extremity of sickness and death, only latent distinction between self and a 
body, between a “me” and “my body.” The “self” or “me,” which is experienced 
on the one hand as more private, more essentially at the center, and on the other 
hand as participating across the bridge of the body in the world, is “embodied” in 
the voice, in language.26 

 

                                                
24 Schoenfeldt, Michael. “Shakespearean Pain.” Shakespearean Sensations: Experiencing 
Literature in Early Modern England. Eds. Katharine A. Craik and Tanya Pollard. New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2013. Print. 192. 
 
25 Scarry Elaine. The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1985. Print. 30. 
 
26 Scarry 48-49 
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Because his understanding of his “self” includes the body, the distinction pain creates between 

the two is incomprehensible for Donne. Donne “was fully convinced of his body and soul’s 

mutual dependence, and strove to create as harmonious and intimate a relationship between the 

two as possible.” 27 The potential for such a split threatens his very perception of self.  

Donne, who was deeply familiar with the body, knew of its limitations for withstanding 

pain.28 Donne was ever aware of the body and its weaknesses. Scarry says of Donne’s bodily 

experience: “Physical disease, plague, fever, accident, and the risk of childbearing—these loom 

large in the background of all the poetry and prose; for Donne sees himself forever moving 

through a world ‘where in every street / Infections follow, overtake, and meete,’ and many of his 

works are written on what he believes to be the eve of his own death.”29 Luke Taylor, too, 

describes Donne as having a “memory traumatized with images of religious persecution,” 

plagued by the common London scenes featuring the “decaying corpses of executed criminals, 

hung in chains from gibbets at public spots such as crossroads.”30 Donne also saw several of his 

family members suffer and die from the plague, and bore his own struggles with dangerous 

illness. 

From these experiences, Donne knew that pain could deprive him of his mental fortitude 

and he feared being reduced by physical suffering. In a 1614 letter to Henry Goodyer, Donne 

tells his friend: “I have purged and vexed my body much since I writ to you, and this day I have 

missed my fit…My Physicians have made me afraid that this disease will work into my head, 

and so put me into lightnesses, therefore I am desirous that I be understood before any such 

                                                
 
27 Targoff 22 
 
29 Scarry 72 
 
30 Taylor 106 
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danger overtake me.”31 By committing his body to text, Donne contends with his body’s inability 

to accept pain for a prolonged period, while still achieving the intense physical experience he 

requires of his redemptive process. Pain may be necessary to Donne’s salvation, but even the 

most willing and devout of subjects cannot resist the effects of such pain for long, if at all. With 

the body-text, Donne seeks to fully immerse himself in this pain without losing that self-

awareness. In part, the body-text is an attempt to avoid the absence of self that pain produces. 

This effort allows him complete participation in the physical and spiritual experience of his 

salvation. 

Such an attempt, however, may suggest that Donne cannot truly experience the trauma of 

grace if he relies upon the textualized body instead of his mortal body. Margaret Fetzer argues 

the theatricality of Donne’s writing “exemplifies the performativity of verbal utterance, when, in 

Genesis, God speaks the world into existence.”32 Fetzer describes Donne’s poetry as “as a 

linguistic event that presents, not a character in a dramatic situation but the theatrical ego on a 

private stage, whose player and audience are equally the self.”33 In other words, what Donne 

conveys in the text, he generates in himself. Fetzer argues: 

When accepting that self and identity are importantly affected by and effected via 
words, such performance should not be confused with the faking of a self in order 
to deceive, a criticism which has frequently been voiced against Donne. Instead, 
there may be ways in which initially merely external performances bring about 
and enable the ‘sincere’ performance of the required act. This is true also, or 
perhaps even especially, of religious identity.34 

                                                
 
31 Donne, John. Letters to severall persons of honour (1651). Ed. Merrill Charles Edmund. New 
York: Hildesheim and New York, 1977. 145, 148. 
 
32 Fetzer 2, 3 
 
33 Fetzer 14 
 
34 Fetzer 4	  
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Fetzer protests the assumption that Donne’s textual “performances” somehow negate the 

sincerity of his words. This is especially pertinent in discussions of the body-text. Donne’s 

embodying of his poetry does not imply that he evades the anguish piety of his verse; rather, 

with the body-text, Donne seeks and achieves a more perfect redemptive experience.  
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CANONIZED BODIES: FROM BODY TO BODY-TEXT 

 

“And if unfit for tomb or hearse 
Our legend be, it will be fit for verse.” 
--John Donne 
 
 

Despite Donne’s frequent privileging of the body, his works, secular or divine, reflect a 

mounting concern for the body’s limitations. His secular poetry, although often donned in the 

playful tones of seduction, still denote the impending doom of the mortal body. The speakers of 

these poems worry over the effects of their imperfect and aging bodies on the love they share 

with their beloveds, with whom they have communed their bodies as well as their souls. In one 

of Donne’s more serious love-lyrics, “The Relic,” the speaker imagines the disturbance of his 

future grave and hopes that the offender will take note of the “bracelet of bright hair and bones” 

the lover wears (6).35 He wears this bracelet, a remnant of the physical bond he and his beloved 

had in life, with the hope that it “might be some way / To make their souls at that last, busy day, / 

Meet and make a little stay” (9-11). The lovers resist the end of their bond, brought on by their 

deaths, by taking parts of each other’s body to the grave. These lines harken to Targoff’s 

argument of Donne’s preoccupation with the reunion of his body and soul after death. Here, the 

lovers seek not a return to their own bodies that remained behind in death, but to one another’s 

                                                
35 Robbins notes that this poem may be associated with Donne’s mother. The speaker later says 
the unnamed woman might be called Magdalen, the name of Donne’s mother. In support of this 
theory, Robbins points out that the poem bears the “hint of forbidden love, such as incest or 
adultery.”  
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body. The lovers worry that they will not find one another once they are disembodied souls, and 

keep pieces of their physical selves to draw their souls together again.  

In Donne’s religious poetry, he negotiates his redemption against the threat of time. 

Donne addresses the rapidity of his body’s decline. For instance, in “Thou hast made me” he 

struggles to understand how the mutable, and thus imperfect, body could take part in the holy 

task of redemption if it is constantly subject to the consequences of mortality. Donne challenges, 

“Thou hast made me: and shall thy work decay? / Repair me now, for now mine end doth haste: / 

I run to death, and death meets me as fast” (1). Donne’s running to death is seemingly against his 

will; no matter how much he tries to delay his death, he inadvertently rushes toward it. Even if he 

could stop his own motions toward death, death seeks him out as well. Overwhelmed by the 

vulnerability of his undeniably mortal body, Donne demands the immediacy of God’s 

intervention. He knows his body must serve a holy purpose—it is, after all, the “work” of God—

but fears that his body will not survive long enough to perform its task. In both the secular and 

the divine poems, the body-text offers a defense against the threat of encroaching mortality.  

 The opening lines of “The Canonization” ground the poem in such anxieties of the flesh.  

The speaker imagines a listener who ridicules him for his physical flaws. The speaker challenges 

the unnamed mocker angrily: “For God’s sake hold your tongue, and let me love! / Or chide my 

palsy, or my gout; / My five grey hairs or ruined fortune flout” (1-3). The addressee of the poem 

would, according to the speaker, mock the lover’s flawed physique by sarcastically associating 

the lovers with literary tropes of romantic and sacred love:  

 
Call us what you will, we’re made such by love. 

 Call her one, me another fly, 
 We’re tapers too, and at our own cost die, 
 And we in us find the eagle and the dove; 
 The phoenix riddle hath more wit 
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 By us: we two, being one, are it.  
       (19-24) 
 

Each of the images listed by the speaker—the fly, the taper, the eagle and dove, and the 

phoenix—all “appeared in emblem books, signifying the ‘Brief and fatal pleasure,’ ‘Strength and 

gentleness,’ and ‘the bird forever unique’.”36 The occurrence of these tropes within the popular 

collections of allegorical illustrations cements the association of the lovers with text. The speaker 

invites the mocker to issue these comparisons, suggesting to the listener that he and his beloved 

already resemble the emblems despite their physical flaws. According the speaker, the love they 

share has the transformative capacity to commit the lovers to these literary tropes—they are 

“made such by love.” 

 Although the mockery of the speaker’s unnamed addressee cruelly emphasizes the 

distance between the lovers and the tropes to which they are compared, the speaker appears to 

welcome such association. The speaker’s invitation for his addressee to “call us what you will” 

suggests that, despite the attempts to verbally injure the lovers, even this sarcastic association 

with textuality has the potential to offer the lovers alternate identities through these tropes. 

Instead of an aged, “ruined” man and his less than perfect mistress, the lovers, through text, are 

transformed into symbols of poetry—the candle of unrequited love; the eagle and the dove, a 

mingling of submission and power; the phoenix, a mysterious symbol of joy and grief. Robin 

Robbins includes in his notes to these lines the correlation between each of these images and the 

Petrarchan tradition, a tradition overwrought with an emphasis on the beautiful body as an object 

to be admired. Importantly, the lovers of “The Canonization” do more than simply figure these 

tropes; their identities are immersed within these textual images. They do not merely imitate 

                                                
36 Footnote by ed. Robin Robbins.  
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these images; they overtake them in significance. They do more than figure the “phoenix riddle,” 

they “are it” (23, 24. emphasis mine).  

The speaker claims that, through the textual transformation of the lovers, they can surpass 

the tropes of secular love poetry. The lovers are embodied within the trope, and their presence 

improves it; with them, it “hath more wit” (23). According to the speaker, the lovers will not 

only be preserved as more perfect versions of their original selves, but also will be sainted 

through their textualization, canonized through the abandonment of their physical forms. The 

lover says that he and his beloved “die and rise the same, and prove / Mysterious by this love” 

(26-27). The enigmatic bodies of the lovers now resemble the divine in their inaccessibility to 

human understanding as well as in their potential to resist mortality. Paradoxically, the lovers 

will, like the phoenix, both die and live through this transformation. In text, the lovers, with their 

newly mysterious textual bodies, have the promise of outlasting their physical bodies. This is 

especially appealing to the speaker with his aging body, plagued with the signs of deterioration. 

Despite the decay of the speaker’s corporeal form, which may be “unfit for tomb or hearse,” he 

declares resolutely that “it will be fit for verse” (29, 30).  He continues: 

As well a well-wrought urn becomes  
The greatest ashes as half-acre tombs—  
And by those hymns, all shall approve  
Us canonized for love.”  
     (29-36) 
 

The text of their bodies now forms a religious document, worthy of reference by those who 

might seek a “pattern” for their love, but such status can only be found in their textual bodies, 

through which they are “made mysterious.”  

As texts, the lovers achieve the immortality their physical bodies could not offer because 

reading “invokes” the presence of the lovers, reanimating their body-text with incantatory 
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powers (37). In “The Ecstasy,” Donne’s speaker makes a similar claim as he emphasizes the 

“readability” of the lovers: “T’our bodies turn we, then, that so / Weak men on love revealed 

may look: / Love’s mysteries in our souls do grow, / But yet the body is his book” (69-72). Here 

again, the speaker discusses the body in terms of a text that men can study, even after the lovers 

are no longer present. The speaker notes that any who “mark us” will see “small change when 

we’re to bodies gone” (75, 76). The “bodies” here refer to the corporeal bodies of the lovers, 

which are translated into text. There, the “vehicle of representation is language, occupying the 

person’s space until he returns.”37 This text offers a substantive quality to the intangibility of 

their love, a book that both preserves and elevates their bond to a legendary, or even sacred, 

document. Donne establishes the lovers’ bodies so that the significance of their corporeality is 

contained in verse. Donne’s speaker in “The Ecstasy,” like the speaker of “The Canonization,” 

hopes to ensure that they exist indefinitely as a body-text worthy of study.  

Donne’s “A Valediction: Of the Book” follows a trajectory similar to that of “The 

Canonization,” exhibiting again the conflation of the body and text to allow the transformation of 

the physical bodies into forms transcendent and everlasting. While the speaker of “The 

Canonization” struggles primarily with the imperfections of the body, the speakers of Donne’s 

Valediction poems focus on the body’s eventual absence. These poems “arise out of the 

anticipated disappearance of the beloved” and the speakers of each “seek to establish some form 

of representing the body during that temporary absence.”38 The lovers are not only threatened by 

the prospect of eventual distance between them; as mortals, they must accept the ultimate 

separation of their deaths. Instead of addressing the taunting onlookers of  “The Canonization,” 

                                                
37 Scarry 80 
 
38 Scarry 80	  
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the speaker in “Valediction: Of the Book” reassures his beloved of a method by which he and 

they could “anger Destiny, as she doth us” (2). The reader of the poem seems to enter into a 

conversation that has already begun, as the lover responds to the fears of his beloved at Destiny’s 

attempts to “eloin” the lovers from one another (3).  

In answer to the anxiety of separation, the lover offers the solution of textual 

embodiment. Donne’s speaker suggests that the lovers can overcome their physical distance 

through the study of the “manuscripts, those myriads / Of letters which have past twixt thee and 

me” and will maintain their presence, despite their separation (10-11). The study of the letters the 

two have shared will do more than evoke the lovers’ memories of each other. Each lover would 

maintain the physical presence of the other, accessible through their letters. These texts contain 

the lovers themselves. The speaker asks his beloved, upon their separation, to “vent thy thoughts; 

abroad I’ll study thee” (55). The texts the speaker hopes his beloved will compose would contain 

not mere words, but the beloved herself. “I’ll study thee,” he tells her (emphasis mine). “This 

book,” he says, will be “as long-lived as the elements / Or as the world’s form” (19-20). In their 

mortal bodies, the lovers will eventually be forced to separate not only through travel but also 

through the approach of their deaths. Where their bodies may fail them, their body-text achieves 

immortality.  

Through their body-text, however, the lovers achieve more than the immortality of their 

physical selves; in text, the lovers are, like the lovers of “The Canonization,” transformed. The 

lover’s textual solution promises not only the preservation of his beloved but also that she  

may out-endure  
Sibyl’s glory, and obscure  
Her who from Pindar could allure,  
And her through whose help Lucan is not lame,  
And her whose book (they say) Homer did find, and name.  
        (5-9) 
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Suggesting to the beloved the force of her promised transformation through text, the speaker 

names women associated with the power of textual knowledge, women whose legends are 

contained in the texts written about them. The speaker promises his beloved that, through her 

embodiment in text, she can surpass each of the women named, including the priestess Sibyl, 

said to have possessed books of prophecy, and the Greek poetess Corinna, who allegedly taught 

Pindar and defeated him in poetry-writing contests.39, 40 The speaker abandons his list of pagan 

imagery for the holy, where the lovers become “for Love’s clergy, only instruments” (22). “Here 

Love’s divines,” he tells the beloved “may find all they seek” (28-29). Becoming more than a 

document of pagan myth or legend, the textualized lovers form a hallowed book, worthy of study 

by those “who love’s subliming fire invades” (13). The lovers, through their translation into text, 

like the lovers of “The Canonization,” exist as sacred documents that transcend the threat of 

time.   

 As much as the speakers of the love-lyrics contemplate the body-text, they remain 

distinct from it. The speakers make their addresses from points outside of the text, approaching 

it, but never completely closing that gap. In the Holy Sonnets, Donne no longer uses the narrative 

construct of a speaker to contemplate the possibility of the body-text. These poems actualize the 

embodied text. The Holy Sonnets avoid the metaphorical language that would distinguish Donne 

from text; the poems are embodied with his identity. The presence of the body in the Holy 

Sonnets is not a metaphorical manifestation. Targoff says of these corporeally intensive poems: 

                                                
39 See footnote from Robin Robbins, p. 269. 
 
40 In these lines, Donne evokes the tradition of embodied writing, which “aggressively drew real 
and imaginary figures into print” and “ could involve mythological personae as Diana, 
Ganymede, and Corinna.” Bruster 50. 
 



 

 24 

“In their relentless physicality, Donne seems to insist that we read his requests literally and not 

metaphorically. Stripped of all similes, these lines demand a physical intimacy that cannot 

readily be excused as spiritual longing.” 41 In “Spit in my face,” for instance, Donne establishes a 

literal connection between his body-text and the body of Christ:  

Spit in my face, you Jews, and pierce my side;  
Buffet and scoff, scourge and crucify me   
For I have sinned and sinned, and only he 
Who could do no iniquity hath died.  

(1-4) 
 
Donne does not simply create an imaginative connection between Christ’s death and his own 

experience; he seeks to experience the agony of the crucifixion as Christ did, and can do so only 

through the text. He does not ask for treatment that is like Christ’s suffering. Donne wants to 

share all of the pain of the execution scene with Christ. Although this is impossible in Donne’s 

mortal body, he achieves this wish by enacting it through his verse.  

In “Batter my heart,” perhaps the most visceral of Donne’s poems, he grounds the 

physicality of the poem with the heart, a bodily organ that occupies just as much of a literal 

space in early modern texts as it does a metaphorical one. The use of this organ might seem to 

the contemporary reader a metaphorical stand-in for an emotional state. However, Paster reminds 

us:  “That which is bodily or emotional figuration for us, preserved metaphors of somatic 

consciousness, was the literal stuff of physiological theory for early modern scriptors of the 

body.”42 Donne’s incorporation of the body in the Holy Sonnets moves away from a distinction 

between the self and the text into the functioning body-text.  

                                                
41 Targoff 123  
 
42 From “Nervous Tension” in The Body in Parts: Fantasies of Corporeality in Early Modern 
Europe. 111. 
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 Importantly, both “Spit in my face” and “Batter my heart” hinge upon not just the body, 

but a body in pain. Highlighting such pain is crucial to Donne’s establishment of the body-text in 

his Holy Sonnets. The body must suffer as a part of the redemption Donne seeks, but the 

suffering of the body specifically within the space of his religious poetry functions as a part of 

the embodiment process. By focusing on the pain of the body as a function of piety, Donne 

ensures that the body is so vividly present in the texts of poems like “Batter my heart” that the 

poems take on the physical weight of the body. Out of the fourteen lines “Batter my heart” 

occupies, half of these are laden with verbs that act corporeally upon the body; aside from the 

first, “batter,” Donne begs for an encounter with God that breaks, blows, burns, severs, and 

ravishes his body. He cries out for an intensely painful meeting with a God who has, so far, 

treated him gently: “Batter my heart, three-personed God, for you / As yet but knock, breathe, 

shine, and seek to mend; / That I might rise and stand, o’erthrow me and bend / Your force to 

break, blow, burn, and make me new” (1-4). The gentleness of God’s interaction has thus far 

only operated outside of the speaker’s body, but does not penetrate it. No matter the efforts of the 

speaker who may “labour to admit” God, his body remains inaccessible as both God and the text 

moves around, not within, it (6). Instead, the speaker demands an interaction that, through pain, 

pierces the body and melds it with the text. Contemporary criticism frequently looks toward the 

implications of rape in “Batter my heart,” and are worth mentioning in the context of the body-

text. Donne desires that God not only take him but also to take him violently. By taking the 

body-text in such a way, God invests it with his own spirit. He does not just penetrate Donne’s 

body-text, but imbues it with his “seed.” In the context of the body-text, such an experience 

transmits God’s spirit into the subject. The body-text is now sacred, in that it contains at least 

some of God’s holiness.   
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 Because so many of the divine poems appear to contain only demands and supplications 

toward God, with no documented reply, their success may seem at best, ambiguous, and at worst, 

unachieved. The absence of an explicit response from God to Donne’s pleas in his religious 

verse, however, does not suggest Donne’s uncertainty of the success or failure of his 

transformation into body-text. Rather, this ambiguity indicates the power of Donne’s 

performance to take on the changes he seeks through the textualization of the body. Although the 

changes Donne seeks appear to take place just outside the space of the poem, the body-text 

experiences these changes immediately. The visceral nature of the poems forces an instantaneous 

physical encounter; the “battering” of Donne’s heart is not displaced into any uncertain space 

beyond the poem, but rather, is actualized through his demand. As Fetzer demonstrates, the 

power of the textual performance “makes it so.”43 According to Fetzer, Donne’s works function 

as textual performances with the capacity to bring into existence the very emotions or states they 

describe. In other words, by demanding his heart be battered, Donne’s heart, as it exists in the 

body-text, is battered.   

 Donne’s divine poems, then, are generative. They create the conditions that they perform. 

By demanding the corporeal intensity of piety, Donne exchanges the inconstant body for the 

constancy of the body-text; he transforms the body into a tool of salvation that is no longer 

subject to the threat of change. By demanding the visceral conditions of holy discontent, poems 

like “Spit in my Face” and “Batter my heart” not only create the states Donne desires but also 

preserve his body in the text as a tool of redemption. In the text, his body remains indefinitely 

dedicated to his own salvation. It will not fall victim to illness or corruption. The anxieties of 

                                                
43 Fetzer 3 
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bodily decay expressed in “Thou hast made me” no longer threaten the body because the body-

text is not subject to the concerns of the mortal body.  
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INTERPRETIVE COMPLICATIONS OF THE BODY-TEXT 

 

“What, sigh for a toothache?”  
--William Shakespeare 

 
“How know you that the sighs we send  
From want of breath proceed,  
Not from excess: and therefore we do spend 
That which we do not need;  
So trembling may show inward warbling, as decay.” 
--George Herbert 
 

 
 

Committing the body to text promises its transformation from inconstancy into a 

permanent tool of salvation, but it is crucial that the reader of the body-text assigns it that sacred 

value. For Donne’s body-text to exist indefinitely as a redemptive instrument, it must be read as 

such. If the textualized body is misread, the meaning Donne sought to give it is lost. Throughout 

his career, Donne worried over the threat of “uncharitable misinterpreters.”44 In Biathanatos, 

Donne says such a reader “unthrifitily demolishes his own house and repairs not another” (40). 

This line suggests the physical destruction the reader poses against the body-text. Donne often 

refers to the body as a house. In “A Valediction: Of my Name in the Window,” for instance, 

Donne’s speaker uses the image of the house to depict the body, describing the “muscle, sinew 

and vein / that tile this house” and referring to his bones as “the rafters of my body” (29-30, 28). 

                                                
44  Donne, John. Biathanatos (a modern spelling edition). New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 
1982. Print. 40. Henceforth cited parenthetically.  
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His use of the word here once again blurs the distinction between the body and text—this time 

with emphasis upon the power of the reader to destroy the the body-text. 

Donne’s anxieties surrounding readership are no surprise when considering the condition 

of print culture at the time of his writing. With the rapid expansion of general readership and of 

access to printed books, the world of print in early modern England was wrought with tension 

between author and reader, a tension that often saw the two figures in a defensive posture against 

the other. Reading in this period was a dangerous endeavor. Michael Schoenfeldt explains the 

worries that accompany the act of reading:   

In the framework of the early modern ethical physiology…reading entailed a 
profound intensification of the perpetual agon between disease and health, 
between passion and reason. A highly risky activity, reading imports into the self 
forces that may either improve or contaminate it. It can stir the emotions to virtue 
or to vice, but even the excitation to virtue is hazardous, since the emotional 
medium of such excitation is an inherently unruly and unhealthy arena, 
preternaturally subverting the precarious rule of reason.45 
 

This potential for reading to do harm required that readers remain always wary against all texts 

lest they would be led astray. The defensive stance of readers in the period disquieted authors as 

well. Authors felt pressure from the presence of an ever-growing and increasingly powerful 

readership. Heidi Brayman Hackel illuminates this tension, describing the reader as the center of 

anxiety, “paradoxically both in danger and a danger in early modern discussions of reading.”46 

Hackel details this preoccupation and its manifestation in early modern literature: 

                                                
45 Schoenfeldt, Michael. “Reading Bodies.” Reading, Politics, and Society in Early Modern 
England. Ed. Kevin Sharpe and Steven N. Zwicker. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2003. 215-243. Print. 215. 
 
46 Hackel, Heidi Brayman. “Framing ‘gentle readers’ in preliminaries and margins.” Reading 
Material in Early Modern England: Print, Gender, and Literacy. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005. 69-136. Print. 77. 
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Unsupervised readers were not only threatened but threatening. Literature of the 
period provides examples of spectacularly powerful and dangerous readers: 
Archimago, Prospero, Faustus. While the incantatory powers of some historical 
readers were feared, misconstruction and criticism were the preternatural 
responses that concerned writers. Much of the anxiety over the circulation of texts 
was grounded in recognition of the multiple interpretations of a given text, many 
of which might be antithetical to the author’s  “true meaning.”47 
 

This complicated relationship between author and reader is even more perilous for Donne’s  

body-text. By committing his body to text, Donne makes his body, and thus, his salvation, 

vulnerable to the interpretation of a reader.  

The concerns between author and reader compound the complication of interpreting the 

body’s signals. Whether or not the body is a text, using its outward demonstrations to determine 

the unseen condition of the subject’s spiritual state is a precarious undertaking. The symptoms 

the body conveys are often impossible to distinguish between the various states of the subject. 

Concerns with bodily interpretation arise throughout early modern literature. Shakespeare’s 

plays, for instance, often feature the misinterpretation, willful or otherwise, of a subject’s internal 

condition based on their physical appearance. In the line from Shakespeare’s Much Ado About 

Nothing featured at the beginning of this section, Don Pedro responds to the stricken Benedick’s 

dubious claim that a toothache is the cause of his visible distress (III.ii.25). Although Benedick’s 

companions suspect that his misery is the result of his love for Beatrice, this scene highlights the 

difficulty of distinguishing the body’s expressions of troubled love from the discomfort of a 

severe toothache. Don Pedro suggests that Benedick’s sighs are too great for a toothache, but the 

physical woes of any particularly painful condition are most often made visible through pallor 

and sighs, as are the pangs of grief felt for a love that is denied or is otherwise unattainable.  

                                                
47 Hackel 78-79. In the final sentence quoted here, Hackel cites Stephen Denison’s preface 
addressed “To the Christian Reader” in his An exposition upon the First Chapter of the Second 
Epistle of Peter [London, 1540]. Hackel regards this passage as “exemplary in its urging of the 
reader to ‘interpret things in the best sence, and according to my true meaning’.” 
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In his “A Paradox: that the sicke are in a better case, then the Whole,” also cited above, 

Herbert explores the complications of “reading” the body to judge the subject. Herbert’s speaker 

challenges early modern convention that the ill are such as a result of a spiritual contamination. 

Herbert’s speaker rebukes those who would “judge calamityes / By outward form: and shew” 

because such demonstrations will likely be misinterpreted. The speaker challenges bodily 

interpretation by positing that the ill express the symptoms of worship, not of illness (25-26). 

The notion that the sick body indicates the subject’s weakness, spiritual or physical, is turned 

upside down as Herbert’s speaker reconstitutes the body’s expostulations and tremblings into 

expressions of reverent worship. Shakespeare’s Don Pedro and Herbert’s speaker warn against 

attempts to use the body as a means by which to judge a person’s spiritual condition.  

These examples, however, address the physical body, not the Donnean body-text. The 

textualized body, by contrast, must be read and evaluated for meaning. The symptoms of the 

body, conveyed on the page, require the reader to distinguish their significance. As a text, the 

body must be subject to such scrutiny. The difficulty in “reading” the body is not abated by its 

textualization, but is instead made even more problematic because of the body’s resistance to the 

classification its symptoms. This complication can perhaps be understood as a resistance to the 

distinction of genre. While genre can guide a reader’s expectations of the reading material at 

hand by suggesting in advance whether or not a book is a piece of popular fiction, a political 

tract, or a sacred text, the body-text is not so easily categorized.48 Although poems that feature 

the body may be sorted by either secular or religious content, the body performs many of the 

                                                
48 This is necessarily reductive of the complexity of early modern genre conventions, as it is 
merely used for explicatory purposes. For a detailed look at genre conventions in the early 
modern period, please see Gary Schmidt’s Renaissance Hybrids or Anthony R. Guneratne’s 
collection Shakespeare and Genre.  
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same actions in either situation. Whether the body experiences profane love, illness, or piety, its 

expressions of each state are often identical—sighs, tears, pallor, trembling. And while the 

body’s symptoms for various states may be identical, depending on the context, its symptoms 

have different meanings.  

Because the body’s symptoms for various conditions are so often indistinguishable, the 

reader of the body-text faces difficulty in determining their significance. Although Donne’s 

body-text expresses anguished piety with trembling and weeping, the body in illness looks much 

the same, as does the body in secular passion. Schoenfeldt explores how the early modern 

understanding of illness reflects negatively on the sufferer: “One of the more troubling aspects of 

Galenic medicine is that, while it makes the patient the agent rather than the victim of his or her 

health, it also provides a framework for blaming the patient for the illness that arbitrarily afflicts 

him or her.”49 Alternatively, the acts of intimacy or the expressions of love-stricken grief can 

threaten the souls of the lovers as they expend their spirit through the vapors and fluids released 

from their bodies. In moments of piety, however, each of these same symptoms function as a part 

of the salvation process. If Donne wishes to establish his body-text with these same symptoms, 

he runs the risk of a readership that instead views these demonstrations as indicative of a spiritual 

failure, reason to distrust the body-text.  

The Devotions offer insight into Donne’s own thoughts regarding the significance of 

illness. In the Devotions, Donne describes his sickness according to many of these symptoms, 

addressing the less than favorable implications they have toward his own spiritual condition. In 

this meditative prose, Donne explores especially the vapours of his suffering body. Of vapours, 

Donne says: “our selves are the well, that breathes out this exaltation, the oven that spits out this 

                                                
49 Schoenfeldt 7 
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fiery smoke, the mine that spews out this suffocating, and strangling damp” (77-78). Donne’s 

analogy of the sick body, the source of these fumes, progresses until the body is akin to a mine: 

deep, seemingly bottomless, dark, and filled with wrath—likening the body in illness to the pits 

of Hell. The breath released from the body may purge the subject of contamination, but there is 

danger in the process. These fumes, with their unholy source, could suffocate and destroy the 

subject.   

Donne’s Devotions explore the possibility that his illness is both the product of his own 

spiritual failure as well as a contributing factor to that failure. For Donne, one of the most 

distressing symptoms of his own illness is the sudden loss of his ability to stand. Mournfully, 

Donne declares that “the sickbed is a grave,” where man has lost his most distinguishing feature: 

We attribute but one privilege and advantage to man’s body above other moving 
creatures, that he is not, as others, groveling, but of an erect, of an upright form 
naturally built and disposed to the contemplation of heaven. Indeed it is a thankful 
form, and recompenses the soul, which gives it, with carrying that soul so many 
feet higher towards heaven.  

(17) 
 

For Donne, man’s capacity to stand differentiates him from animals, allowing not only the 

opportunity to focus on heavenly matters with an upward gaze but even the literal benefit of 

bringing man’s soul physically closer to heaven. Donne wonders, then, at the spiritual 

significance of his bedridden state, considering the situation in which God first granted man his 

upright form and under what circumstances he revokes it: “When God came to breathe into man 

the breath of life, he found him flat upon the ground; when he comes to withdraw that breath 

from him again, he prepares him to it by laying him flat upon his bed” (17) Donne worries that 

his inability to stand while he still lives suggests a regression to a state absent of God’s presence.  

 In much of Donne’s secular verse, the sighs and tears associated with profane love pose a 

threat to the lovers and even to the larger populace. With titles like “The Fever,” “The Damp,” 
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and “The Expiration,” Donne makes clear the association of profane love with illness and death. 

Each of these poems delineates the potential for profane love to harm not only the lovers but 

those around them as well. In the “The Expiration” and “The Damp,” Donne’s speakers envision 

the exhalation from weeping or from a parting kiss between lovers as an act that “sucks two 

souls, and vapours both away.”50 “Expiration,” as Robbins points out, refers both to a release of 

breath as well as to death. The speaker of “The Expiration” describes the parting lovers sharing a 

“last lamenting kiss” (1). The kiss, coupled with the words of their partings, inflicts death upon 

the lovers as it draws their souls from their bodies. In these final moments together, the lover 

claims they are both murderers for their participation in killing one another through the kiss that 

disembodies their souls.  

Likewise, in “The Damp,” Donne’s speaker suggests that his sighs of love threaten not 

only the lover but also innumerable others. The speaker imagines that his love will inflict upon 

him a death that stumps his physicians and friends, who, in their curiosity, “will have cut me up 

to survey each part” (3). Addressing his beloved, the lover imagines the scene: 

When they shall find your picture in my heart, 
You think a sudden damp of love  
Will through all their senses move, 
And work on them as me, and so prefer 
Your murder to the name of massacre.  

(4-8) 
 
The adoration the speaker had for his beloved in life led to his death, and the potential for such 

passion to destroy does not cease with him. Even the image of his beloved bears the threat of 

death, now imposed upon the speaker’s curious friends. Her image renders them helpless, unable 

to resist sighs of adoration upon viewing her. Their “sudden damp of love” from there endangers 

                                                
50 From Donne’s “The Expiration.”  
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even more victims as they spread with their breath the noxious vapours that have already killed 

the speaker and filled their own bodies.51 The sighs of love now bear the threat of contagion as 

the vapours, powerful enough to kill countless men at once, spread from one victim to another. 

 Tears shed for secular love are imbued with similar powers and are equally dangerous. 

Donne’s “Valediction: Of Weeping,” speaks of tears that have the power to both generate the 

essence of the subject as well as to kill. The lover says of the tears he sheds while with his 

beloved,  

Let me pour forth  
My tears before thy face whilst I stay here 
For thy face coins them, and thy stamp they bear;  
And by this mintage they be something worth  
For thus they be 
Pregnant of thee.  

(1-6) 
 
The lover’s tears here do more than reflect the image of the beloved; they contain some essence 

of the beloved herself—they are full not of her image, but of her. The poem takes a rapid turn to 

the ominous: “When a tear falls, that thou falls which it bore” (9; emphasis original). Suddenly, 

the lover’s tears threaten the beloved’s virtue and, possibly, her life. The speaker inverts the 

notion that her infidelity might cause his weeping, instead suggesting that she falls with his tears. 

Although some readings of this poem suggest that the fall the lover speaks of is a comment 

toward the beloved’s easily forgotten fidelity, I argue here that it suggests the power of the tear 

to injure, or even kill, the beloved. If the tear carries not only her image but also a part of the 

beloved herself, her livelihood is doomed to follow the span of a tear. When it crashes to the 

ground and evaporates, so to does the beloved.  

                                                
51 Donne uses the dual definitions of “damp” in this poem. On the one hand, it refers to the 
release of a sigh. On the other, it is the exhalation of noxious vapours.  
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 Once the lovers have separated, their tears threaten not only the couple but the world as 

well. The lover compares their shedding of tears when they are apart to the globe-maker who 

“hath copies by can lay / An Europe, Afric, and an Asïa, / and quickly make that which was 

nothing all” (11-13). Likewise, the speaker contends that the tears the lovers shed reproduces 

them on “diverse shore” (8). The speaker then compares their tears to a flood of biblical 

proportions. Donne’s romantic poetry frequently attributes the sighs and tears of lovers to the 

destructive forces of nature. In “Twikenham Garden,” for instance, the speaker characterizes his 

own sighs and tears with the force of a powerful storm; he arrives at the garden “blasted with 

sighs, and surrounded by tears” (1). From their tears, “a globe, yea, world by that impression 

grow, / Till thy tears mixed with mine do overflow / This world, by waters sent from thee, my 

Heav’n, dissolvèd so” (16-18).  Like the sighs of “The Damp,” the threat of the lovers’ tears 

explodes to a global level. 

This global scale of danger posed by the body in profane love signals to the reader of the 

body-text the need to exercise caution when regarding corporeality, even suggesting the 

necessary avoidance of the body altogether. In “The Fever,” Donne’s speaker expands the 

language of illness to include the potential of the sexual experience to reap destruction: 

O wrangling Schools, that search what fire  
Shall burn this world! Had none the wit 
Unto this knowledge to aspire: 
That this her fever might be it?  

(13-16) 
 

The speaker of this poem seeks to curb the sexuality of his beloved by attributing it an 

apocalyptic force. He begs his beloved “Oh do not die,” incorporating the Elizabethan 

euphemism of death for orgasm (1). The beloved’s orgasm, he says, will consume and destroy 

the “whole world” (8). The lover figures his passion for her on the cosmic scale, declaring the 
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capacity of her “death” to obliterate even parts of the cosmos: “These burning fits but meteors 

be, / Whose matter is soon spent in thee” (21-22). The scene the lover constructs is one of 

devastation; the world after she finishes is “’but a carcass” with only “ghosts” and “corrupt 

worms” left behind (10, 11, 12).  

 The often-indistinguishable features of the body in illness, profane love, and worship 

create a problematic reading experience of the body-text. Although Donne’s textualized body 

should elevate the body’s worth by associating it with redemption, the reader faces the 

potentially insurmountable task of interpreting its signs. If the reader interprets the “outward 

shew” of the body as illness, the body-text is disgraced as a representation of spiritual failure. If 

the reader instead understands the symptoms to suggest profane excitement, the body-text 

becomes a source of danger, not to be trusted by the reader. 
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TUNING THE INSTRUMENT:  
DONNE AUTHORING THE BODY-TEXT 

 

Interpret thine own work, and call this sickness correction, and not anger. 
--John Donne 
 
 

In da Vinci’s drawing included at the beginning of this project, the artist lays out the body as 

though it is one with the text that surrounds it. This technique resembles, as I have argued in 

earlier sections of my work, Donne’s creation of a body-text. However, da Vinci’s diagram does 

not portray the artist’s own body. The face, the shoulders, the chest he blends so smoothly into 

the text are not his own. Da Vinci immerses the man in words that describe the subject, not da 

Vinci himself. The man remains passive on the page while da Vinci works upon him. Unlike da 

Vinci’s subject, Donne draws out and blends into text is his own body. The sensations, the pain 

and its purpose, belong to him. In this, Donne’s role in the body-text is significantly more active 

than that of da Vinci’s subject, to whom the viewer has no access other than through the artist’s 

depiction. In his religious poems, Donne takes on the dual roles of the subject and the artist. 

Donne, in these poems, steps in as the author of his own body-text, alleviating the threat of 

misinterpretation by explicitly designating the textualized body as an instrument of redemption.  

In doing so, he maintains the agency that da Vinci’s subject lacks. 

 Donne’s religious poetry insists upon the distinction between the deliberately pious body-

text and the sick or lustful body. In particular, the sick body denies the agency of the sufferer. 

Donne’s works often treat the inhibiting nature of illness with contempt. In the Devotions, Donne 

bemoans the limitations illness inflicts upon him, comparing the sickbed to both a prison and 
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grave. Lamenting his condition, Donne declares that, in illness, all “the patient says there is but a 

varying of his own epitaph” (17, 18). Illness not only deprives the victim of his physical strength 

but also robs his words of their power. Donne considers death more appealing than the passivity 

of the sickbed: “In the grave I may speak through the stones, in the voice of my friends, and in 

the accents of those words which their love may afford my memory; here I am mine own ghost, 

and rather affright my beholders” (18). Even in death, Donne finds more comfort than the 

debilitation he suffers from his sickbed.  

 In fact, the possibility of a self-inflicted death is one that tempts Donne regularly. In his 

Biathanatos, Donne describes a lifetime fascination with suicide. “I have often,” he says, “such a 

sickly inclination” (39). The appeal Donne finds in such an end rests with the question of agency, 

a point he reveals in his treatise. In the preface to Biathanatos, he says, “Methinks I have the 

keys of my prison in mine own hand, and no remedy presents itself so soon to my heart as mine 

own sword” (39). As Targoff points out,  

The emphasis here on his own agency—‘mine own hand,’ ‘mine own sword’—
helps to explain his attraction to the subject: as he makes clear throughout his 
writings, Donne loathed the idea of a passive death, and longed either to combat 
death as well as he could, or, should this prove impossible, to meet it with open 
arms.52 
 

In a letter to Goodyer, Donne reiterates his desire for an active role in his death: “I would not that 

death should take me asleep. I would not have him merely seize me, and only declare me dead, 

but win me, and overcome me” (44). Although Donne never gives in to the lure of suicide, it 

continues to represent for him the most blatant demonstration of the corporeal agency he desires.   

In the Devotions, Donne struggles to reclaim agency over his failing body. Even in what 

he believes to be his final days, Donne resists relinquishing his bodily authority. In the 

                                                
52 Targoff 111 
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Devotions, he works desperately to control the significance of his body’s condition, attempting to 

define his illness as a constructive experience rather than evidence of God’s anger. Donne pleads 

with God to “interpret thine own work, and call this sickness correction, and not anger” (16).53 

Rather than seek an end to his suffering, Donne tries to set the terms for his affliction, hoping to 

define the sickness not as punishment, but as correction.  

Throughout his religious works, Donne remains determined to participate in the defining 

of his body-text, refiguring it from a body of illness or secular passion, into a holy figure. In his 

“Hymn to God my God in my Sickness,” Donne depicts his body as it approaches death. In the 

first stanza, he figures the dying body, not as weak and failing, but as an instrument worthy of 

joining God’s celestial choir: 

Since I am coming to that holy room 
  Where, with thy choir of saints for evermore 
  I shall be made thy music, as I come, 

I tune the instrument here at the door.  
(1-4) 

 

Most scholarship on this poem glosses over the first stanza as a commonplace metaphysical 

conceit in which Donne prepares his spiritual self for entry into heaven. Harry Campbell 

suggests that the tuning Donne speaks of is simply the preparation he makes to ready his soul for 

the “touch of the Master Musician,” and this assumption appears to have been largely accepted 

by the critics that have succeeded Campbell.54 I argue, however, that these lines reflect Donne’s 

                                                
53 It is certainly worth noting here that Donne addresses God as the reader of his sick body. 
Donne continues this line to say that God’s agreement to the terms of his illness will restore 
“soundness in my flesh.” In the following section, I address in more detail the implications of a 
divine reader of the body-text.  
	  
54 Campbell, Harry M. “Donne’s ‘Hymn to God my God in my Sickness.” College English, Vol. 
5. (1944) : 192-196. Print. 193.  
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attempt to maintain authorship over the body-text. The scene Donne conveys is one that 

hopefully anticipates his departure from earth to the “holy room” of eternity, but such a 

description masks the realities of the illness seen in the Devotions. In the final moments of a fatal 

illness, the body is far from musical, its suffering manifest in the often-audible motions of 

weeping, groaning, and sighs. With the body-text, though, Donne tunes the discordant tones of 

the throes of death to fit harmoniously with heavenly music. Although Donne concedes that he 

will be made into holy music, he takes an active role in the use of his body-text to contribute to 

the process. In text, Donne’s sighs and groans are no longer suggestive of his failing body, but 

are part of the sound he contributes to the holy choir.  

 Although most of Donne’s religious verse was not composed as he struggled with that 

grave illness, these other works still show his grappling with the authorship of his body-text. 

Poems like “Oh, to vex me,”  “I am a little world,” and “Oh might those sighs and tears” even 

more explicitly distinguish the body-text from illness and secular passion. In these poems, Donne 

intentionally reminds the reader of the similarity in the body’s symptoms in various states. In 

doing so, he establishes the extremity of an ague or the uncontrollable passion of worldly desire 

as a point of reference for the pious state he seeks. Once he constructs this correlation, however, 

Donne tears down the image of the former body. He initiates its total destruction. In its place, he 

rebuilds the body-text, unquestionably distinct from the less worthy physical body.  

 In “Oh, to vex me,” Donne more subtly sets apart the body-text than in the other two. 

“Oh, to vex me” takes on the heart of Donne’s complaint with the mortal body: inconstancy. 

Donne opens the poem with emphasis on man’s fickle nature, but with special attention to the 

physical effects of his erratic shifts: 

Oh, to vex me contraries meet in one: 
Inconstancy hath begot  
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A constant habit, that when I would not 
I change in vows and in devotion. 
As humorous is my contrition  
As my profane love, and as soon forgot; 
As riddlingly distempered, cold and hot” 
      (7) 
 

Donne’s vexation with his contrary nature highlights the limitations of his body. As much as he 

strives to be unwavering in his faith, he finds his body thwarting every effort by shifting easily 

from one focus to another. This inconsistency seems impossible to overcome because each state 

bears so little physical difference from the other. The effects of his contrition upon his body are 

no different from his profane love. Likewise, his worship is indistinguishable from illness. 

Donne compares his reverence to a “fantastic ague,” complete with “devout fits that come and go 

away” (13, 12). Ultimately, though, Donne clarifies that “those are my best days when I shake 

with fear” (14). With this, Donne steps away from the resemblances of the body in sickness to 

distinguish his reverence. Unlike the ague, where trembling suggests the height of the disease 

and, thus the deterioration of the subject’s condition, this shaking signals the subject is at his 

best.  

 Others of Donne’s divine poems eliminate the similarities between profane love and 

religious fervor. Donne depicts the destruction of his formerly sinful body, seeking instead to 

establish the body-text as an emblem of devotion. In “Oh might those sighs and tears,” Donne 

agonizes over his former association of his body with ungodly pursuits: “In my idolatry, what 

showers of rain / Mine eyes did waste! What griefs my heart did rent! / That sufferance was my 

sin; now I repent” (5-7). Donne longs to see the sighs and tears he spent in profane love to 

“return / Into my breast and eyes” so he can “ mourn with some fruit, as I have mourned in vain” 

(1-2, 3). Donne laments the association of his physical expressions of grief with the idolatry of 

secular passion. To dissociate his sighs and tears from the ungodly significance he has already 
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assigned them, the speaker must undergo a new round of suffering. “Because I did suffer,” he 

says, “I must suffer pain” (8). Donne’s speaker has already experienced grief for his profane 

love, a grief that was likely felt physically, but in order to distinguish his sighs and tears, he must 

undergo pain anew; he must now endure the pain of redemption, a pain with the capacity to 

refigure the body not as an instrument of lust but of salvation. 

  “I am a little world” correlates the passion of lust with religious zeal. In it, Donne 

acknowledges the physical effects of feverish lust and its likeness to ardent worship, only to 

insist upon the distinction of his body-text. Donne considers first the composition of his mortal 

body, “made cunningly / of elements and sprite” (1-2). Despite its cunning, Donne declares that 

“black sin hath betrayed to endless night / My world’s both parts” (3-4). Sin has done injury to 

both Donne’s body, made of elements, and his soul, made of sprite, and now “both parts must 

die” (4). Instead of rejecting the body for a wholly spiritual reparation, Donne demands that both 

the body and soul be demolished. He contemplates the power of his tears to cleanse or drown 

these parts, but ultimately decides that water is not powerful enough for the damage his sin has 

produced. “But oh, it must be burnt!” he cries (10).55 Donne revisits the burning of a sinful body 

in his Devotions, where he treats his sickbed as an extension of his secularly passionate past:  

 
Now I have met thee there where thou hast so often departed from me; but having 
burnt up that bed by these vehement heats, and washed that bed in these abundant 
sweats, make my bed again, O Lord, and enable me according to thy command, to 
commune with mine own heart upon my bed and be still.  

(22) 
 

                                                
55 Like the speaker of “Oh might those sighs and tears,” the speaker here seeks “new seas in 
mine eyes,” distinct from the tears he shed in profane passion, only to realize the difficulty in 
dissociating his body from its secular expressions. 
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Donne recalls his bed as a former spot of profane entertainment, imagining that God departed 

from that space in disapproval. Now, Donne hopes God will use the fever that replaced his lust to 

burn the bed and recreate it. The bed, Donne says, should now be an “alter” and “me thy 

sacrifice” (21). Similarly, Donne seeks the destruction of the body in “I am a little world” 

through fire. Because “the fire of lust and envy have burnt it heretofore, / And made it fouler,” 

the body and the soul it houses must be destroyed, but this cry is not without hope. Donne does 

not seek a final annihilation of the body, but a rebirth through the flames of “fiery zeal / Of thee 

and thy house, which doth in eating heal” (13-14). Donne refigures the fires of lust into a 

spiritual fervor that will destroy the body in its previous form, raising in its place a new creation, 

the body-text, that is distinct from the former body.   
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CONCLUSION: 
READER DIVINE 

 
 The establishment of the body-text in Donne’s divine poetry begs the question: who is the 

reader? Who is it that Donne intends to read his body-text and who does he trust enough to 

interpret it correctly? Does Donne believe that any human reader will successfully read his body-

text? To answer these questions, it might be useful to consider what Donne has to say about 

readers in a more general sense. For all of his preoccupation with the interpretive difficulties of 

the body-text, his concerns had little to do with the ease of the reader. Donne rarely, if ever, 

expressed any desire for his writing to be instructional.56 In fact, he declares in the epistle to 

Metempsychosis “I would have no such readers as I could teach” (426). In Biathanatos, Donne 

describes four types of readers: “sponges, which attract all without distinguishing; hourglasses, 

which receive and pour out as fast; bags, which retain only the dregs of the spices and let the 

wine escape; and sieves, which retain the best only” (43). Of these, the final is clearly the only 

suitable choice for readership. Donne, though, seems skeptical of the chances of encountering 

such a reader, describing their reading of his treatise with the qualifying “if I find some of the 

last sort” (43; emphasis mine). 

                                                
56 He did, however, worry about the responsibility of leading readers astray. Lynne Magnusson 
details Donne’s tendency of “constructing the author or the author’s work as potentially 
dangerous to an unprepared reader.” Magnusson suggests that Donne’s anxiety of being 
“misinterpretable,” compounded with the fear of being misinterpreted, led to Donne’s refusal of 
wide circulation.  
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 Equally, Donne resisted general access to his writings in almost all instances.57 

Of Biathanatos, perhaps the work he kept closer than any other, Donne admitted in a letter to Sir 

Robert Ker, “I have always gone so near suppressing it as that it is only not burnt” (4). Lynne 

Magnusson looks toward Donne’s Letters and other prose reflections to detail his habit for 

keeping his writing under close control. Magnusson says that such texts “provide considerable 

evidence of how often [Donne’s] thoughts turned to the dangers associated not only with 

linguistic interaction but also with the circulation of written texts.”58 Given Donne’s 

unwillingness to distribute his writing, it is even less likely that he would do so for his body-text. 

 A common vein of criticism concerning Donne’s religious verse, especially the Holy 

Sonnets, regards the seemingly inward focus of the poems to suggest that Donne is the intended 

audience of his own divine poetry. Fetzer, for instance, validates this argument by examining 

their “anti-social” or “claustrophobic” nature.59 Targoff, too, doubts how much Donne directs 

these poems to God, claiming that their goal is not to achieve “a union with God, either bodily or 

spiritually.”60 I, however, argue that God alone could be the reader Donne seeks for the body-text 

of his religious verse. No other reader could fully dissociate Donne’s body-text from knowledge 

of the physical body. Donne cautions in Biathanatos against man’s evaluation of suicide to 

determine whether or not the subject has fallen from grace: “Thou knowest this man’s fall, but 

                                                
57 The most obvious exception to this, of course, is Donne’s Sermons. Although it is not within 
the scope of this project, it could be interesting to consider Donne’s unwillingness to circulate 
written texts in comparison to the oratory delivery of the sermons.   
 
58 Magnusson, Lynne. “Danger and Discourse.” The Oxford Handbook of John Donne. Eds. 
Jeanne Shami, Dennis Flynn, M. Thomas Hester. New York: Oxford University Press, 2011. 
743-755. Print. 743.  
 
59 Fetzer 123 
 
60 Targoff 123	  
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thou knowest not his wrestling, which perchance was such that almost his very fall is justified 

and accepted of God” (40). Only God has the capacity to determine the condition of the subject 

by looking past the body’s symptoms and into the soul. 

 God also exists beyond the boundaries of language, making him Donne’s only real choice 

for a reader. Because God supersedes human speech, there is no threat of his misinterpreting the 

textualized body. In the Devotions, Donne praises a God who surpasses the language of man in 

every facet: 

…thou art a direct God…a figurative God, a metaphorical God too; a God in 
whose words there is such a height of figures, such voyages, such peregrinations 
to fetch remote and precious metaphors, such extensions, such spreadings, such 
curtains of allegories, such third heavens of hyperboles, so harmonious 
elocutions, so retired and so reserved expressions, so commanding persuasions, so 
persuading commandments, such sinews even in thy milk. 
          (124) 

    
God’s timelessness enables him to view the body-text with an all-encompassing linguistic 

awareness, making him the most proficient of all readers, and the only possible reader of the 

Donnean body-text.  
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