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Donne's "Hym ne to God my God, in my sicknesse" 
and Iconographic Tradition

Joseph E. Duncan

In his “ Hymne to God my God, in my sicknesse,” probably 
written in 1623,2 John Donne describes himself as joyously jour
neying eastward toward the resurrection by passing westward 
through the straits of death. In the fifth stanza he declares:

We thinke that Paradise and Calvarie,
Christs Crosse, and Adams Tree, stood in one place.

Looke Lord, and finde both Adams met in me;
As the fi rst Adams sweat surrounds my face,
May the last Adams blood my soule embrace.

The context indicates that "Adams Tree”  is the Tree of Knowledge. 
The geographical conjunction between the Tree of Knowledge and 
the Cross becomes an analogy for a similar conjunction in Donne 
himself as “ little world”  and an argument for his redemption and 
resurrection. The closer the relation between the Tree of Knowl
edge and the Cross, the closer—the more indissoluble—is the 
redemptive meeting between the two Adams in Donne. The sense 
of the poem demands that we think of the fatal Tree and the Cross 
as standing at the same point.

This stanza is built around a remarkable compression of the 
fundamental concepts and symbols of Christianity: the Fall and 
the Redemption, the Tree of Knowledge and the Cross, as well as 
the sweat of Adam and the blood of Christ. In his five-volume 
work on Christian iconography, Louis Reau wrote: “ If we con
densed Christianity to two antithetical images, we would oppose 
Adam and Eve under the Tree of Knowledge to Christ nailed to the 
Tree of the Cross.” 3 Donne carries this condensation even further 
in thinking of the Fall of man and the Crucifixion of Christ as
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occurring at the same geographic “ place,”  apparently the same 
point. As he phrased it in Metempsychosis, the Cross “ stoode in 
the selfe same roome in Calvarie, / Where first grew the forbidden 
learned tree”  (77-78). Don Cameron Allen suggested that Donne 
was combining the legend that a tree, seeded from the Tree of 
Knowledge, grew from Adam’s mouth with the legend that Adam 
was buried on Calvary.4 Alternatively, Helen Gardner concluded 
that the reference was to the entire region that included 
Mesopotamia and Palestine.5 But no one has found a more specific 
source for Donne’s idea that the Tree of Knowledge itself and the 
Cross stood at the same spot, although several studies have pointed 
out the appearance of this conjunction in medieval and Renaissance 
works.6

However, the visual arts provide a tradition of a particularly 
close relationship between the Tree of Knowledge and the Cross. 
This iconographic tradition provides a possible influence on Donne 
and some other poets, a context, and a parallel to Donne’s 
“ Hymne.” Donne and others could have seen some of the art 
works to be mentioned and a number of others that are similar. 
Donne had a strong interest in the visual arts, traveled widely on the 
Continent, knew friends who owned manuscripts, and bequeathed 
paintings and “ a great French bible with prints.” This iconographic 
tradition has the same symbols, the same condensation of 
Christianity, and the same sense of simultaneity that in Donne’s 
“ Hymne” supports his confidence that, despite his sins, his redemp
tion is assured because both Adams meet within him.

The linkage between the Tree of Knowledge and the Cross, in 
theology, literature, and the visual arts, belongs within a framework 
of analogical and typological relationships that had existed for 
centuries. Paul wrote that Adam “ is the figure of him that was to 
come” (Rom. v.14).7 This linkage was seen as an analogy with an 
accompanying antithesis. The Cross is a second tree determining 
the fate of man, but as man received death from the first tree, he 
received life from the second. Anselm was explicit about both the 
analogy and the antithesis: “ For it was fitting that as death had 
entered into the human race by the disobedience of man, so life 
would be restored by the obedience of man . . . and the devil who 
had conquered man by persuading him to taste of the tree, would 
himself be conquered by man through the suffering-on-the-tree 
which he himself inflicted.” 8

A few early Christian writers made geographical links between 
the Tree of Knowledge and the Cross. Irenaeus, for example, wrote
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that God “ sent his creative Word, who in coming to deliver us came 
to the very place and spot in which we had lost life, and broke the 
bonds of our fetters”9; and, less explicitly, in The Book o f the 
Prophet Moses, Adam after his fall tells God that he sees “ a tree 
standing above my head”  and “ this tree above my head is like a 
cross’’ with a figure nailed to it.10 Neither of these passages was 
apparently known in the seventeenth century. However, in a 
sermon known then, Augustine commented on the tradition that 
Adam was buried on Calvary and developed a geographical analogy 
similar in spirit to Donne’s. “ It is not unfitting,” he said, “ that the 
physician is raised where the sick lay languishing,” and it was 
“ appropriate that where human pride fell, divine compassion 
inclined itself.” 11 Nothing more explicit has been found.12

Nor did Renaissance typological commentary present a con
sistent view of the Tree of Knowledge. Michael Servetus and 
Jacobus Brocardus saw the Trees of Knowledge and of Life together 
as prefiguring Christ.13 John Salkeld said the Tree of Knowledge 
foreshadowed the Cross.14 However, such contemporaries of 
Donne as William Guild and Thomas Tailor in their typological 
works interpreted the Tree of Life as a type of Christ, but did not 
interpret the Tree of Knowledge as prefiguring any person or event 
in the New Testament.15

This framework of relationships is also reflected in some works 
that blend poetry and theology. Various legends of the Cross tell 
of Seth’s return to Paradise, his vision of the Christ child in a tree 
(often the Tree of Knowledge), and of his receiving seeds or a sprig 
of the Tree of Knowledge or of the Tree of Life. The seeds or sprig 
grow into a tree on Adam’s grave and later become the wood of the 
Cross.16 In the sixth-century hymn by Fortunatus the two trees 
seem to merge:

ipse lignum tunc notavit 
damna ligni ut solveret.

(Mark’d e’en then a Tree the mischief
Of the first tree to dispel.)17

In Dante’s Purgatorio (X X X II, 37-60) the pole of the Cross is re
stored to the Tree of Knowledge which blooms again, while in 
Guillaume de Deguilleville’s Pelerinage de i ’Ame, the Tree of 
Knowledge and the Cross are united.

There was, nevertheless, a rich Christian iconography that 
provides a context for Donne’s “ Hymne.” Proceeding from the
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general to the particular, I wish to examine (1) representations 
combining Paradise and Calvary; (2) compositions presenting the 
Tree of Knowledge and the Cross together, sometimes fused into 
one; (3) the union of the two Adams in compositions showing 
Adam together with Christ’s redemptive blood, the Resurrection, 
and the Church; and (4) other iconographic parallels to the motifs 
in the “ Hymne.” While most of the art works appeared before
1623, the earliest date assigned to Donne’s “ Hymne,” some
appeared later and may be regarded as evidence of a continuing 
tradition and as possible influences on later poets.

In some art works, particularly in the decorations of some 
well-known churches, Paradise and Calvary are fused in various 
ways. In a mosaic in St. John in the Lateran in Rome the Cross 
stands atop a paradisal mount with the four rivers bathing it on 
every side and then descending.18 In St. Mark’s in Venice the 
Cross emerges from the Tree of Knowledge in a blazing light as 
Adam and Eve fall and then, in a succeeding panel, flee from
Paradise.19 A medieval French lintel depicts the Lamb hold
ing a staff-Cross and standing on a hillock on which the rocks 
of Golgotha have been transformed into the grassy turf of 
Paradise.20 Title pages of early editions of the Authorized Version 
carry this same motif. In Pacina di Buonaguida’s fourteenth- 
century painting, a towering crucifixion as a Tree of Life rises 
from the soil of Paradise, with a miniature fall enacted 
below.21 Another motif found in many churches is that of the 
Cross standing between, but rising above, the trees of Paradise. A 
Romanesque illustration from an English manuscript shows the 
crucifixion between two highly decorative, but different, trees, 
probably the Trees of Knowledge and of Life (Figure 1 ).22

In many art works "Christs Crosse and Adams Tree”  do stand 
in the same place—that is, in the same composition and sometimes 
actually joined—just as the two Adams exist inseparably within 
Donne. However, sometimes the Tree of Knowledge and the 
Cross are in the same composition, but are clearly separated. 
They suggest the antithesis that must be resolved if the two Adams 
are to meet. In Altdorfer’s woodcut for Luther’s Bible (1533), 
Adam and Eve, the Tree of Knowledge, and a corpse appear to the 
left of the title plate, while on the right appear Christ crucified and 
also Christ leaping from the tomb and slaying Death with a staff- 
cross (Figure 2).23 Similarly, the engraved title page of John 
Weever’s Ancient FuneralI Monuments (1631) shows Adam as a
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skeleton on the left and a victorious Christ on the right.24 Many 
other compositions show closer relationships both spatially and 
spiritually. In medieval English Bibles the scenes in the borders 
often show the Fall followed by the Crucifixion (Figure 3),25 and 
in at least three manuscripts of the moralized Bibles the Fall and 
the Crucifixion are in the same medallion (Figure 4).26 This 
arrangement is elucidated by the artists’ manual written by the 
thirteenth-century English monk known as the Pictor in Carmine; 
in this work Eve’s raising her arm to take the fruit is the first type 
of the Crucifixion.27 Exhibiting the similar collapse of time into a 
spatial relationship, the title page of a sixteenth-century French 
Bible shows, to the right, the Fall and, to the left, a prophet direct
ing Adam’s gaze to the brazen serpent as a type of the Crucifixion 
and then to the Crucifixion itself. An angel is ready to exchange 
Christ’s crown of thorns for a celestial crown (Figure 5).28

In the most striking compositions the Tree of Knowledge and 
the Cross meet or become one, paralleling Donne’s cry, “ Looke 
Lord, and finde both Adams met in me.”  In an intermediate step 
in the fusing of the two trees, the Cross is a tree stripped of its 
branches, as in the Winchester Psalter. A medieval painting in 
St. Alban’s Cathedral seems to represent a Cross made from the 
Tree of Knowledge.29 In a French book of hours of the Sarum 
use, probably exported to England, a miniature crucifixion appears 
in the branches of the Tree of Knowledge, with the Fall below 
(Figure 6); a similar association appears on a Renaissance book- 
box (Figure 7).30 Also, Giovanni di Modena depicted Christ 
crucified on the Tree of Knowledge in a fresco in St. Petronius 
in Bologna.31

Several manuscript illustrations of the allegory in Deguilleville’s 
Le Pelerinage de I ’Ame also show a fusion of the Tree of Knowl
edge and the Cross. Donne could have seen the Petworth manu
script of Deguilleville in the collection of a friend, Henry Percy, 
ninth earl of Northumberland.32 (Donne knew him well enough 
to have him carry a letter to his wife’s father.)33 This early 
fifteenth-century manuscript is in English, illustrated by an English 
artist. The Petworth manuscript relates how Christ as the apple 
from the “ green tree,” the Virgin grafted onto St. Anne, is restored 
to the “ dry tree,”  or Tree of Knowledge, representative of man’s 
disobedience, in accordance with the “ treaty” of the persons of 
the Trinity. And “ so was this lusty appil henged vpon this drye 
tre and tacched with foure sharpe nayles so high and so openly 
that al the worlde from fer and neer in euery side aboute myghte
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se the restitucioun that was made by lugement of this lady Justice.” 
In one illustration the dry tree and the green tree, sin and redemp
tion, stand together. Another illustration shows Christ, as the 
restored apple, crucified on the Tree of Knowledge, which thus 
stands “ in one place”  with the Cross. The pilgrim looks on as a 
saint adores Christ (Figure 8). An illustration from another manu
script, in a section dealing with the Resurrection, depicts the 
pilgrim and angelic guide with Adam and his descendants feasting 
on the Eucharist at the foot of the Tree of Knowledge.34 This 
tree has one branch “growynge in hym ouertwart crossynge.” As 
in Donne’s “ Hymne,”  this union of the Tree of Knowledge and 
the Cross (with Adam standing below) becomes an analogy for the 
meeting of the two Adams and an assurance of the Resurrection.

Illustrated books of devotion provide examples which were 
widely known. In Father Jan David’s Paradisus Sponsi et Sponsae 
(1607) the two Adams meet as, to the left, it is Adam who is cru
cified for his and his descendants’ sins on a cross with the forbidden 
fruit hanging from it; to the right, the faithful soul is also crucified. 
As types of the Crucifixion, Samson at the mill and the slaying of 
Isaiah are shown (Figure 9).35 In Herman Hugo’s popular Pia 
Desideria (first edition, 1624), one emblem shows Christ crucified 
on the apple tree of the Song of Solomon iii.2 (Figure 11 ).36 This 
and similar depictions are elucidated by the commentary of St. 
John of the Cross, in which the bridegroom says, “ And thou wert 
redeemed where thy mother had been corrupted” —“ under the 
apple-tree,” showing that God can “ ordain to our greater good that 
which was the cause of evil.” 37

The redemptive fruits of the union between the Tree of Knowl
edge and the Cross appear both in Christian iconography and in 
Donne’s “ Hymne.” Both this iconography and Donne relate 
these two central symbols to Christ’s blood, the resurrection, and 
the Church. In the iconography, as in Donne, the two Adams meet. 
The redemptive power of Christ’s blood, as it embraces Donne’s 
soul, is forcefully depicted as it drips on the head of Adam, repre
senting redeemed man.38 The iconography reminds us that in 
Donne’s “ Hymne” “ death doth touch the Resurrection.”  Christ’s 
death on the Cross, his resurrection, and the resurrection of man are 
part of one divine action. In a German manuscript illustration, just 
below the crucifixion, Adam and Eve and the two thieves arise 
from the tomb on either side of the Tree of Knowledge (Figure 
12).39 It is as a part of the body of the Church and through the 
Church that Donne as minister has promised redemption to “ others
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soules”  and now "mine owne.”  A manuscript shows, on the left, 
the Fail and the Tree of Knowledge and, on the right, the Church 
holding a Cross which blooms as a Tree of Life to promise a new 
Paradise. Adam and Eve appear above, and the slaying of Abel, a 
type of the Crucifixion, appears below (Figure 13).40

Other images that appear in Donne’s “ Hymne,” such as those 
of music, the crowns of thorns and of glory, the straits, and Adam’s 
sweat, also are found in the iconography. We are reminded of the 
“ Quire of Saints”  of the first stanza in emblems like that of 
Stephanus Luzvic where Christ with a hymnbook presides over the 
heart, surrounded with angels playing instruments. This heart is 
later crowned.41 Donne’s pun on “ straits”  was often found also 
on the Latin “angustiae”  or “angusta”  (straits or distress), particu
larly in emblem books. Daniel Cramer’s emblem “Per Angusta” 
presents a partial parallel to Donne in depicting a winged heart 
passing through narrow straits as an angel exchanges the heart’s 
crown of thorns for a crown of glory {“Non nisi per spinas ad 
Diadema p o li” ) (Figure 14).42 Donne says, “ By these his thornes, 
give me his other crowne.” The labor of Adam and Eve, 
symbolized by their sweat, was often depicted along with the Fall; 
in one fifteenth-century painting they hold branches of the Tree of 
Knowledge and also Adam holds a spade and Eve a spindle.43 The 
sweat of Adam’s brow corresponded to the blood and sweat of 
Christ (e.g., Luke xxii.44).

Before considering the principal effects of examining Donne’s 
“ Hymne” and other poems within this context of Christian iconog- 
raphy, let us look at some other passages from seventeenth-century 
poetry which unite Paradise and Calvary, the Tree and the Cross. In 
George Herbert’s “ The Sacrifice,”  Christ says:

Man stole the fruit, but I must climbe the tree;
The tree of life to all, but onely me 44

“The Hymn”  from Richard Crashaw’s version of “ The Office of 
the Cross”  also unites the two trees:

That fatal plant, so great of fame 
For fruit of sorrow and of shame,
Shall swell with both for Him, and mix 
All woes into one Crucifix.45

Sensing acutely the loss of Eden and of the Tree of Life in his
poem “The Gardin,” Joseph Beaumont discovers the Tree of the 
Cross;
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I now dread not the thought 
of barracado’d Eden, since as good 

A Paradise I planted see
On open Calvarie.46

Finally, in “The Dedication,” Henry Vaughan suggests that his own 
heart has been a postlapsarian Paradise, a Calvary, and a Paradise 
regained :

Some drops of thy all-quickning bloud 
Fell on my heart, these made it bud 
And put forth thus, though, Lord, before 
The ground was curs’d, and void of store.47

What, then, are some effects of examining Donne’s “ Hymne” 
in relation to this iconography? The iconographic background pro
vides a possible influence, a parallel in another medium showing a 
similar mode of perception, and an illuminating context in a sister 
art with which seventeenth-century readers could have been 
familiar. More specifically, the iconography offers vivid, tactile 
images, a particularization, symbolic relationships and a mode of 
perception, all of which may lie behind the crystallized references 
in the poems and which may be evoked by the poems. The icono- 
graphical tradition suggests that if “Paradise and Calvarie” can 
blend, if the Tree of Knowledge and the Cross can unite, then 
Christians can pass from sin and death through the Cross to a new 
Paradise. The iconography also suggests forcefully the conjunction 
of contraries through the contrasting postures and expressions of 
Adam and Eve and Christ and the vivid images of the fruit and the 
blood, the serpent and the Cross. Moreover, all these art works 
exhibit the simultaneity and the collapse of time into a spatial 
relationship that is implied in the poetry.

While Donne’s “ Hymne,” like the passages from the other 
poets, assumes traditional analogical, antithetical, and typological 
relations, his idea of the two contrasting “ trees” standing “ in one 
place” goes beyond these to function most importantly in the poem 
as an example of a union of opposites, much like the union of the 
fatal Tree and the Cross in the visual arts. Through this union and 
that of “ both Adams” sin and death are transmuted into Redemp
tion and Resurrection. Donne linked to “ one place” the two most 
important images in Christianity, represented by innumerable 
artists as the Fall and the Crucifixion; in so doing, he gave confident 
support to the other unions of opposites in the “ Hymne” : east and
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west, death and resurrection, God’s throwing down and raising up. 
These various conjunctions of opposites, in image and in concept, 
are at the heart of Donne’s spiritual psychology in the “ Hymne.”

The conjunction of the Tree of Knowledge and the Cross in 
iconography embodies and dramatizes various theological concep
tions that are relevant for the poetry, especially Donne’s “ Hymne.” 
The conjunctions of time in the works in the visual arts suggests 
the eternal, fitting providential plan by which Redemption was to 
come by the same medium—a tree—as sin, and at the same place at 
which sin had come: the Cross was to overcome all the conse
quences of sin and death beginning at the Tree of Knowledge. In 
the symbolic interpretation in which Christ is the apple restored to 
the Tree of Knowledge, the Crucifixion is a restitution, an act of 
obedience whereby divine justice is satisfied for the disobedience 
at the same place. It is through the Crucifixion that the two Adams 
meet in Donne. The Tree of Knowledge, sometimes depicted in 
the form of a skeleton, threatens death, but through the Crucifixion 
it is transformed into a blossoming Tree of Life, while similarly the 
old sinful man meets and is overcome by the new redeemed man. 
The meeting of Adam and Christ at the Tree-Cross and of the two 
Adams within Donne makes it certain that “ death doth touch the 
Resurrection.”  Donne experiences joy and confidence as he finds 
these paradoxes within himself. He thus sees his own redemption 
and resurrection as inherent in the providential relationship 
between the Tree of Knowledge and the Cross in Christian history.

In the “ Hymne” Donne gave a more explicit geographical 
interpretation of this relationship between the fatal Tree and the 
Cross than previous writers. Regardless of how he conceived the 
notion of “Christs Crosse, and Adams Tree” standing “ in one 
place,”  the visual arts provide a tradition, a contexi., and a mode 
of perception in which this is true.

University of Minnesota, Duluth
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