
John Donne Journal
Vol. 18 (1999)

"To his Mistress Going to Bed," or
"Could You Lend Me Your Clothes?"
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In JohnDonne's "Elegy 19"1 clothing provides imaginative struc­
ture, metaphorical depth, and sexual ambiguity; what seems to be a

chaos of discarded garments is actually a meticulous catalogue of
feminine costume with connotations that intensity the references in
each line, charging the imageswitherotic fire and ingenuity. Designed
around an orderly striptease, dress in thepoemmaterially represents the
changeable, urgent, andmysterious nature ofdesire. The speaker uses
costume to command and describe a series oferotic acts that ascribe to

specific accessories complex and abstract imagery; these images play
on an intimate understanding of Renaissance feminine apparel. On
close examination, however, Donne does not employ any exclusively
feminine articleofclothing: all the items hementions in the poemwere

worn by bothmen and women.' The appeal of this already satisfying
work ismuch enhancedwhen the reader understands the connotations
of the poem's beautiful, tantalizing-and ambiguous-clothing and
ornament. It does not even matter if, as some critics maintain, the
mistress is absent, as the speaker and his lover are united in the flexible
way Donne plays on Renaissance sensibilities of dress and gender.

Other critics have examined the apparel in "Elegy 19" with

conflicting results. RomaGill denies the sensualityof the poem despite
her acknowledgment of the "slow titillation as each Elizabethan

garment is removed with deliberation and relish,'? Arthur Marotti

concurs, calling thework an "antierotic treatment of a sexual encoun­
ter'" Thomas Docherty's "Elegy 19," on the other hand, effaces the
woman, who is obscured by a pile of clothes and then reduced to the
"autoeroticismofthe speaker." John Carey suggests that the clothing
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is more important than the mistress," and Thomas Greene says "the

poem is a tissue of coverings, analogical garments which apparel the
'full nakedness' the text seems to celebratebut actuallywithholds."? All
of these approaches focus on the clothing that provides richness and
density to the poem, but without a contemporary understanding of the
costume Donne employs.

Although the clothing in the poem is metaphorical, the apparel
imagery is interwoven with Donne's perception of contemporary
dress." Therefore, it is difficult to appreciate the richness and depth of
this poem's imagery without an accurate understanding of costume
history. Suchmaterial knowledge illuminates the ways clothing refer­
ences organize and enrich the structure and meaning of the poem.

"Elegy 19" probably was written in the late 1590s when fashion
couldbestbe characterized as fantastic, elaborate, andextreme. Blanche
Payne comments:

The greatest absurdities marked the end of the century: the drum
shaped French Farthingale became more popular than the

Spanish cone; bloated leg of mutton sleeves came into fashion,
ruffs spread to shoulder width and required wired support,
pushing the hair to the top of the head."

Payne traces the escalation of ornament, noting that during the 1580s
"features which had come into fashion as interesting innovations or
natural developments were magnified or intensified into grotesque
proportions."? Although much ofEnglish apparel was influenced by
Continental fashions, many costume historians hold Queen Elizabeth
I partially responsible for disfiguring and constrictive styles. Some
historians suggest that Her Majesty used clothing for dramatic stage
effects to enhance her authority and add to her figure. Faith Jacques
asserts that the wide hoops and high heels of the period were designed
to inflate the skinny Queen. I I The Undercover Story notes that huge
clothing creates apowerful imageby "claim[ing] an enormous amount
of physical space.?" The style of the 1590s is described in The
UndercoverStory as "bulbous, aggressive, unbalanced and grotesque
-and ... effective. Queen Elizabeth I was a fairly terrifying visual
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object as well as a prickly and dangerous monarch to cross." 13 Her

Royal Highness seems to have been well aware of the role of dress in
public identity, and affected ahighly ornamental style thatwas imitated
and even embellished by both the merchant and courtier classes.

Elizabethan costumewas not as erotically charged asmodem dress

despite its often revealing nature. Although there were sexual distinc­
tions, they were often subtle, or ignored. Sandy Feinstein notes that
both the queen and otherwomen at court "appropriatedmale fashions
and adapted them to fit both their needs and theirbodies." 14 Similarly,
Pearl Bindermentions that theElizabethan tall hatwas wornequally by
men and women and that "Peascod-bellies and bombasted doublets
and trunks gavemen the appearanceofpregnantwomen.?" In her role
as unmarried femalemonarchQueenElizabethmay have neededall the
masculine symbols ofoffice she couldmuster. Feinstein points out that
men and women not only wore similar exterior garments but also that
they employed similarundergarments forbody shaping. 16 This conver­

gence would have beenmore apparent than onemight imagine since a

close look athistorical studiesofcostume reveals that, starting in the late
fifteenth century, underclothingwas no longerhidden beneath the outer
clothing, but began to be a part ofexterior indications ofclass distinc­
tion. The Cunningtons note in The History ofUnderwear, "women's
underwearbegan to share in the extreme degree of finery and physical
discomfortwhich became the acceptable hall-markof the social supe­
rior,"'? The word "share" here reminds us that male and female waists
and chestswere similarly constricted, and this restraint appears to have
been related to high social status. In this context undergarments are less
erotic than status-signifying. 18 Fashions, then, were extravagant, and
constrictive, differentiatedby rankmore than gender; and centered on

whatwasunderneath-not thebody, but the underclothing. "Elegy 19"
not only explores the implications of the erotic body, but also the
culturalmeaning of the garments themselves.

Employing a range of technical costume detail, Donne creates a

glorious striptease that is both material and metaphorical, at once
delaying and increasing desire, beginning with the girdle, which
Yarwood's Encyclopedia ofWorld Costume describes as
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A belt for the waist or hips worn from the early Middle Ages,
made of metal, leather, fabric or cord and often with one or two

hanging ends. In the sixteenth century in particular, the lady's
girdle hung down in the center front of the dress and terminated
in a pomander, jewel, mirror or book. Often, articles were

attached to or suspended from the belt, especially a purse, keys
and mirror."

The girdle is a narrow exterior garment worn outside of the gown. It
follows the waistline, rests on the hips, and is often elaborately
decorated (see fig. 1).20

In the poem, the girdle becomes an object of increased contextual
clarity and metaphorical intricacy:

Off with that girdle, like heaven's zone glistering,
But a far fairer world encompassing. (5-6)

If the modern reader imagines a modern girdle or shaping undergar­
ment, instead of a Renaissance girdle or thin exterior belt that acts as

the outermost restrictionofRenaissance dress, then hemisses thepoint,
for the girdle marks the beginning of undress, not the end. Doniphan
Louthan addresses this issue in his explication of the poem:

someone may object that Girdle here has for the reader a

modem, not a seventeenth-century sense. Quite true, but the
context of the phrase in "Elegie XIX" leads us to believe that the

phrase meaning (if not the word meaning) had the same force
for Donne's contemporaries that it now has for US.21

Although the narrator's imperative voice may have had the same

"force" as it does now in the senses ofbeing commanding and sexually
dominating, it is important to distinguish the sexual tone from the article
of dress the speaker wants removed. The Renaissance girdle is much
less intimate than themodem girdle, thus the tone eroticizes theclothing
rather than the other way around.
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Figure 1

These examples of earlier girdles vary in sty le from but are similar in material and
function to most descriptions of the late sixteenth-century girdle (Yarwood 197).

a. Jewelled metal girdle,
English, c 1360.

c. Queen Jane Seymore, 1536.
Gold and Jeweled girdle.

b. Blackjewelled girdlewith leather
purse, Spanish, c 1450.
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Docherty uses the historically-correctdefinition of the girdle in his
exploration of colonialism and the female body, but his approach is

farfetched. Docherty's girdle surrounds and hugs from the outside,
representing the woman's position sexually around the man. This

connection is interesting because the usual hierarchical reading of the
poem is reversed. The woman, however, takes on an active role, which
contradictsDocherty's acknowledgmentof the absenceof the woman's
body in thepoem. He shifts his attention from thephysical to the cosmic
significanceofthemistress, calling her a "geometrical 'encompassing'
of theworld.':" This image does notmatch the language of the poem,
which frames the woman as the world encompassed by the girdle.
AnotherofDocherty 's perspectives is linguistic: "thegirdle" he points
out, "contains the girl, and the breach made in this girdle to 'produce'
the girl becomes tantamount to a breach in the body of the girl herself,
tantamountto the opening of thegirl's legs,her'compass."'23 Docherty
finds rhetorical fun andmeaning ingirl!girdle,which he says shows that
themistress is "mixed uppromiscuously, anagrammatically, in another
word or object." He concludes that she actually "becomes the man's
girdle,'?" Such a transformation seems clever, butwhat happens to the
erotic toneof thepoem as stripteasenarrative ifthemistress removes her
girdle? In Docherty's scenario removing the girdlewouldmore likely
indicate the consummation of and retreat from desire rather than its

anticipation. The imagery becomes worse and worse if the girdle has

anything to dowith the girl's "breach." I amnot sure thepoem supports
the reading of thewoman becoming the girdle anymore than it does the
mistress becoming the phallus." On the other hand, Docherty ac­

knowledges the suppleness ofDonne's poetic images and touches on
the important gender blurring in the poem. He looks at clothing in the
poem, finds that dress obscures the body, but then ignores the signifi­
cance of dress itself.

One way the mistress' dress would have been significant to
contemporary readers was its relationship toRenaissance cosmology.
Agirdle confines, binds, orencircles something, an image thatmustbe
important in aculture whose imagined universe is a series ofconcentric
rings arranged around the earth. The girdle could refer to the zodiac,"
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whichwas aword almost synonymous with "zone.''" Donne's readers

may have more readily connected the word "zone" with "girdle" and
the zodiac than would modern readers. "Heaven's zone glistering" is
thegirdle, richly ornamented andperhaps jeweled orembroideredwith
gold, the bright heavens that orbit themistress, and the attractive part
of themistress the speaker wishes would enclose him. She is superior
to the world, containing her own world of beauty; her girdle, her
personal zodiac, encloses theworld: "But a far fairerworld encompass­
ing" (1.6).Nomatterhow vast andbeautiful the encompassing heavens
are (the girdle and otherclothing), theyorbit somethingmore important:
not simply the body, but that indescribable and elusive constellation
called desire.

The girdle not only highlights the numerous coveringsof thebody,
but also points the way to their removal. This idea resonates with the

imageryof the heavens, as stars are traditional guides tomen, orienting
them in their travels. The girdle is spangled with gems the way the
zodiac is filledwith stars; thegirdle directs the speaker's commands, as
the central andmost exterior garment. Donne later echoes the guiding
nature ofdress in lines 27-30:

o my America, my new-found-land,
My kingdom, safeliest when by one man manned,
My mine of precious stones, my empery,
How blessed am I in this discovering thee!

One gets to the NewWorld by navigating with the help of the stars,
which lead to dis-covery. Feinstein notes that the lines preceding this
passage contain a reference to the ongoing nationalistic controversy
over fashion. Withmany sumptuary laws and trade restrictions aimed
atmaintaining the manufacture and consumption of domestic goods,
"Licence my roving hands" may refer to a legal as well as moral
restriction, andmake nakedness andAmerica the only places truly free
of such legislation." More globally, the bejeweled belt leads to the
world of seduction and the seduction of the woman as world. The
mistress is both elevated by comparison to an exotic land, and then
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clearly subordinatedbybeing discoveredby the speaker.GeorgeParfitt
sees in these lines and in the poem as a whole a panorama of male
colonialism that puts the woman in a vastly inferior position:

Donne's poem sees women only in physical terms and his

imagining reiterates male power over the female: the woman is
to be 'My kingdom', 'my empery'. She remains essentially
passive, to be discovered and explored-and the more precisely
Donne makes language enforce this equation between
colonisation and women, the more firmly the latter is dehuman­
ized."

Parfitt focuses on the center of the poem rather than its beginning. His
analysis makes sense because the speaker may be imaginatively
exploring the various possible states ofundress of themistresswithout
herconsentorparticipation,but I thinkhis argument is too strong." The
woman may be excluded, and Iwill not claim that women played an

equal role in society or love relationships during the Renaissance, but
this is, after all, apoemof fantasy and not adialogue, and the exclusion
may simply imply the absence or unavailability of a longed-for lover.

Themistress' consent or refusal is a consideration throughout this
poem. The gems in the girdle emphasize the work's insistent material
nature and then blur into a "mine of precious stones," a dark yet
glittering space representing sexual favors that the speakerwill claim
forhimself-butnotnecessarily in acolonialist sense; perhaps he is just
eager, and has an exalted perceptionofsensual value. This exterior and
artificial imagery includes themoremysterious spiritualorcompanion­
ate bliss implied in the word "blessed,'?'

The breastplate (see fig. 2), which follows the girdle in the poem,
probably refers to the stomacher. Yarwood describes the stomacher as

a decorative panel of a V or U shape worn attached to or separate
from the front of a doublet or gown.... In the sixteenth century
the stomacher was characteristic of Spanish dress; it was part of
a stiffened bodice front like a breastplate and was reinforced by
strips of metal and/or whalebone to maintain the smooth, rigid



Allison Spreuwenberg-Stewart 33

Fig. 2

This imageofElizabeth I byM. Gheeraerts theYounger shows the stomacherclearly
as the U-shaped beaded outline extending from the breast to below the waist. (Iris
Brooke, English Costume ofthe LaterMiddleAges: The Fourteenth and Fifteenth
Centuries [London: A & C Black, 1935],27.)
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form of the doublet or gown bodice. It was worn over the body
garment (often laced to it) and descended to a sharp or rounded

point at the waist. The stomacher was usually ornately deco­
rated either all over or in part with lace, ribbons or jeweled
embroidery and it was a different material and colouring from
the remainder of the costume."

The stomacher's relationship to the moremilitary term "breastplate"
may be explained in a discussion of late sixteenth-century style from
TheHistory ofCorsets in Pictures:

The knight's armor had become more of an ornamental distinc­
tion than a necessity. Some of the armor was beautifully etched
in imitation of embroidery and was worn as a mark of caste as

well as for protection. It is natural that the metals used in armor

should have influenced the costumes of the upper class women

of the period."

Armor imitates embroidery as masculine metallic covering mimics

softer, more feminine textures. Conversely, during Queen Elizabeth's
reign women adopt masculine dress for its representation of the

Queen's traditionallymasculine power and influence.
Correspondingly, in "Elegy 19" the dazzlingly ornamented breast­

plate echoesmilitary and proprietary language:

Unpin that spangled breastplate which you wear,

That th'eyes of busy fools may be stopped there. (7-8)

The "spangledbreastplate" is reminiscentoftheguiding natureofstars,
but armor is also a deterrent to others' eyes as a military breastplate
might stop an arrow. The opacity of richly fashioned clothes both
attracts and shields thebody from the eyes of men other than the lover.
Themartial senseof "breastplate" also reflects earlier lines ofthe poem
that address two forms of battle, love and war:

The foe oft-times having the foe in sight
Is tired with standing though they never fight. (3-4)
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The lover, impatient with desire, "stand[s]" erect in expectation of a
battle that might never occur, at least not in this poem. The analogy
between love andwarbecomes complicated and inverted, however. In
theearly traditions ofwar, the spoils ofbattle include the submission of
the foe, who then relinquishes his armor and weapons. Here, the
speaker commands that the antagonist remove her protective equip­
ment before the "fight." The word "tired" also has the doublemeaning
of "dressed," so the speaker is clothed in a bawdy sense, with "stand­

ing." Desire is both something a man wears, and something a woman

wears to prolong desire.
A similar protective seductive duality returns later in the poem, in

lines 35-38:

. . . Gems which you women use

Are like Atalanta's balls, cast in -men's views,
That when a fool's eye lighteth on a gem,
His earthly soul may covet theirs, not them.

Clothing distances the male gaze by focusing it on dress, like a shiny
object thrown to distract the eye, but it also inevitably directs attention
to the body beneath. These lines move from the mere attraction and

repulsion of decorated armor to an accusation of feminine deception.
Such ornamentation causes men to fall in love with thewoman's body
through its accoutrements, notwith thebody that lieswithin.Addition­
ally, by adapting armor to feminine high fashion, women are usurping
an area ofmale status and prestige by increasing, ifnot improving on,
its decoration. Interestingly, inOvid "Atalanta'sballs"were thrown by
aman to distract her from a race; Donne has reversed the genders in his
mythological analogy." The poem's imperative striptease includes
hints of female subterfuge, but is illustratedby an example ofclassical
male deception. Women's gems are like Atalanta's balls rather than
women are like Atalanta, a distinction that underscores Donne's

emphasis on the eroticism of things rather than of people.
The words "unlace yourself' in line 9 of the poem most probably

refer to the corset (see fig. 3 and fig. 4). Yarwood describes the corset
as a shaping garment using wood, metal, or whalebone strips in the
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Fig. 3

These examples of sixteenth-century corsets demonstrate the general structure and
design of the corset Donne probably had in mind in "Elegy 19" (a: Yarwood 111;
b: Ruth TurnerWilcox, The Dictionary ofCostume. New York: Macmillan, 1969,
288).

a,
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Fig. 4

Men also wore corsetry during the Renaissance. Although these examples
illustrate what clothing looked like with corsetry under them rather than

showing the corsets themselves, their structure would have been similar to the
female shaping devices. (Wilcox 289).

Re.tlQi55af'lC�
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seam, also called abodice. Sheexplains thatby 1580 ithadbecome "an
agonizing straight-jacket to endure," with the primary purpose of

slenderizing andelongating thewaist. 35 Karen Baclawski in herGuide
toHistoric Costume suggests that it was in the sixteenth century that
the corset became significant and unique. Then, the bodice and skirt

began to be constructed separately and perhaps that is the reason the
corset began to be called "a pair of stays" or "pair of bodies."
Constructed oflayers offabric, usually linen and cotton, it has built-in
stiffeners ofreed,whalebone,bone, orother similarmaterial. The front
is usually lower than thebackbut the laces are in frontor inback. Busks
(long thin stiffening devices for flattening andelongating the chest area)
are inserted into a special seam in the front to increase rigidity." Binder

gives us an idea ofwhat the corset and farthingale (hoop support for
skirts; see figs. 7 and 8) looked like on the body:

The English farthingale was worn sharply tilted up at the back,
so as to give a curiously unbalanced look, as though the lady
were falling forward. . . . When the farthingale was worn in

conjunction with the breast-flattening Tudor corset a mutually
contradictory effect was produced. The corset, as with the

exposed open bosom affected by Elizabeth I, suggested flat­
chested immaturity, while the farthingale exaggerated the hips
and posterior. As the Queen herself was naturally very low­

waisted, English farthingales were worn pulled well down over

the hips, so that a whole generation of fashionable ladies gave
the appearance of having extremely long, straight bodies
mounted on extremely short legs."

This description indicates the level of constriction as well as physical
and visual distortion that Elizabethan dress required. Albert Racinet
explains that the Spanish figure so popular at that time was described
quite literally as "espoitrinement," or the imprisonment of women's
busts." He notes thatMontaigne wrote of some French women who
died from cuts made by metal and wooden splints.

Only when the stomacher has been removed can the corset be
addressed. The corset is covered by the stomacher in front, by the
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bodice all aroundexcepting the front, andby the ruff, sleeves and other
attached ornamentation on almostall sides. The ongoing pull between
clothing as alluring aswell as constraining in relation to love-making is
muchmore complex than thewords in thepoemconvey.Notonly is the
woman through her dress a contributor to sexual tension and its

potential relief through undress, but also undressing is no easymatter.
The woman's power is increased despite the imperious lover because
she possesses the secret to undress-and yet the speaker expects her to
yield to his demands. "Unlace yourself," he directs. Ofcourse, telling
thewoman to undoher stays is alsomucheasier than the speakerhaving
to do it; he may be deliciously lazy as well as imperious.

Along with the corset comes a watch, probably attached to the
mistress' stomacher:

Unlace yourself, for that harmonious chime
Tells me from you that now 'tis your bed time. (9-10)

The note in Smith's edition of Donne says about these lines: "ladies
sometimes wore a chiming watch on their stomachers. But the phrase
also suggests that she is in accord with him here and has started to

undress as he asks her.'?" Although the phrase "from you" implies that
thewoman iswilling, the clock iswhat speaks. The clock is "from" her
because it is attached to her clothing rather than her, the chime is the
watch's voice, not hers, and at this point the stomacher has been
removed.A detachedornament rather than themistress tellsDonne that
it is bed-time. The "harmonious chime" also brings tomind the music
of the spheres, relating to the girdle's heavenly constellation of stars. I
am not sure if such an accord is an indication that anything other than
clock or heaven is in harmonywith the speaker's demands. The chime
could indicate the time, the celestial beauty of the woman, the concor­
dance of the stars in their union, the acquiescence of the apparel in
seduction, perhaps more than the capitulation of the woman. The

language of "Elegy 19," contrary to most Ovidian poems, is strongly
persuasive, implying aPetrarchan distance or resistance on thewoman's

part. If such a barrier is present, it is sensible for the lover to try to
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convince his lady that even heradornmentagreeswithhis desire-after
all, she didputonbeautiful clothing in order to appear attractive. Carey
sees the chiming watch as an indication of status: not everyone could
afford one, therefore it argues for thehigh socialpositionofthemistress.
Such indicatorsmay have been importantwhenHenryVIII'swife gave
him the rare novelty of awatch in 1541, but they were becomingmore
common by the time of Donne. Queen Elizabeth had 20 watches. 40

The implications of "Unlace yourself' have a relish beyond the
erotic command. The corset,which iswhat is laced up, is the lastmajor
constraining (as opposed to covering) device in the Renaissance
woman's dress. The corsetmolded the shape and size of theupperbody
for the effect ofan entire costume, and unlacing a corsetwithout even

removing it would quite literally allow the stomach and breast area to
breathe and feel free. Loosening a corsetmight mean becoming more
natural, revealing one's true self rather than modeling a fashionable
construction.

After the corset comes the busk. As Feinstein correctly states, the
busk is not the same as the corset, despite that gloss in some editions of
"Elegy 19." "The busk," she explains, "alongwith the bodice, was one
of the primary means to create the stiff, erect, masculine visual effect
that was achieved by flattening the chest and stomach and elongating
thewaist."?' The best description of a busk is to say that it resembles a

blunt knife, and is inserted into a center pocket or sheath of the corset
(see fig. 5 and fig. 6). A busk is a kind of stay. In The Handbook of
English Costume, the Cunningtons imply that perhaps there were

several busks, with the center one most prominent and often decora­

tively carved." Themost succinct definition is the entry for "busc" in
Leloir's dictionary:

A straight or lightly curved blade intended to support the rigidity
of the bodice. During the sixteenth century, Henry III intro­
duced a style of padded doublet, the waist support being
augmented by the busk. Until the metal corset was replaced by
the whalebone corset, bodices were reinforced by a busk. In

general, the busk was independent of the bodice itself, and slid
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into a sheath. It was made of hard wood, metal, ivory, bone or

the breastbone of a [kind of rooster.] They could be flat, round,
carved, very finely etched, or bear mottoes. The busk could also
sometimes be a sheath containing a thin dagger."

It seems significant that this definition attributes the invention of the
busk to Henry III ofFrance, a notorious homosexual and fashionable
dandy," although in England the busk was imported as a feminine
fashion that carriedover intomasculine dress. Henri Ill's input empha­
sizes the fluidity ofgender inRenaissance costume.Additionally, like
many sixteenth - century accessories, thebuskwas detachable indepen­
dently from the rest of an ensemble. Elizabeth Ewing, among others,
remarks that the busk had a removable lace that was sometimes given
to a lover as a special favor.45

Feinstein carries her discussion of the busk beyond definition,
quoting some contemporary reactions to the accessory. One source rails
against the unnaturalness and immorality of the busk, and Feinstein
speculates, "although theymight appear as protective armor, guarding
virginity as achastitybeltoncedid, theynotonly attractmenbut,worse,
they interferewith procreationby deforming thebody.?" She wonders
if people

also feared that [such devices] enabled women not only to look
like "gallants" but to act like them as well: that is, women might
have felt freer to have sex if they thought they could guard
against pregnancy.... In this light, corsets in general, and busks
in particular, were feared by some as one way women actually
controlled their bodies. 47

Like Leloir, Feinstein notices that "Out of 'harness,' busks resemble
daggers. Therefore, as apotentialweapon, theymay also haveprovided
women with a sense of security, if not power?" She notes that men
followedwomen in adoptingbusks and feels that this is oneofthemany
ways in which the sexual roles ofmen and women during the 1590s
were ambiguous."
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Fig. 5

This is Leloir's illustration (Leloir 58) of the busk.
1, 2. Iron busk (front and side)
3. Whalebone busk (steel carved)
4. Dagger busk (with sheath)
5. Seventeenth-century busk
6. Pear-shaped busk (1881)
7. Empress busk (for pregnancy)
8. Common flat busk
9. Busk in a corset (Regency)

John Donne Journal
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Fig. 6

This drawing shows how some busks were decorated, as well as demonstrating
that they were often removed and held in the hand like a fan or other small
ornament (M.D.C. Drawford and Elizabeth A. Guernsey, The History ofCorsets
in Pictures. New York: Fairchild, 1951, 8).
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So evenwhen the corset is unlaced, there is still the formidablebusk
to contend with:

Off with that happy busk, which I envy,
That still can be, and still can stand so nigh. (11-12)

Line 12 personifies anderoticizes the busk. Enclosed inside the corset,
a feminine garment (here feminine because it is worn by a woman,

although men also wore corsets and other slimming and stiffening
devices), the busk suddenly has determinedlymasculine attributes in its
stiffness. "Still," despite theproximityofthewoman canbe read as erect
but inactive, since the busk is by definition rigid and inert; "still" can
also mean always, or continuously." making the busk an idealized
masculine signifier. Nothing active occurs in the languageof the poem,
so the busk stands as an emblem of such anticipation. The woman is

wearing a phallic object that helps her to look more masculine and to
have a phallus-shaped torso in costume; the busk also represents the
masculinephallus enclosedwithin a feminine "garment." Convenient
to an erotic image is that the busk is removable (and replaceable). As
Feinstein points out, removing the busk would "have [the mistress]
relinquishherseemingly armorial defense; then,joined to [the speaker],
he and shewould be a new "pairofbodies" [orcorset]-forwhich [the
speaker's] own fleshly busk would be ready to serve.'?' Once again,
the woman controls desire with her power over such symbolic dress.
For the speaker, the busk is both an interesting comrade, and an envied
rival. Its shape, size, and locationemulate the speaker's masculinity, the
mistress'sexuality, and theirmutualerotic desire. Feinsteincounters the
usual question about thework: "where is themistress in thepoem?" and
demands to know where Donne's phallus is in the poem, as the only
other reference to the speaker's equipment appears in the ambiguous
"seal" in line 32. Is the speaker's request to remove the busk an attempt
to emasculateher," or an effort tomake room for the expression of the
his ownmasculine desire?Afterall, there is usually only onephallus in
a heterosexual affair.
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Despite the removalofthe girdle and the stomacher, theunlacingof
the corset, and the disarmamentof the busk, thewoman in the poem is
not yet completely undressed. If the reader knows nothing about
Elizabethan apparel, at this point it would seem absurd to ask the
mistress to remove her gown. In fact, it is not. The gown was never

meant to cover the frontof thebodice andall ofthe untying and removal
described above could have been done without disturbing the outer

gown.
53

The Renaissance gown (see figs. 7 and 8) is an exterior garment.
However, it is impossible to define it without discussing what lies

underneath, in addition to all that has been described above.Yarwood,
in describing themany different styles, cuts, andvariations ofgowns in
the Renaissance period has the same qualification for each: they are

worn over a chemise, an underskirt, akirtle, and possibly several other
layers." Although the chemise is not explicitly mentioned in "Elegy
19," the contemporary structure of the gown over a chemise makes an
assumption of its presence. Thus what one imagines more than the

gown is what is peeking out from under it. Sometimes it is a kirtle, or
underskirt, which was mostly exposed, and elaborately decorated for
display.55 The development of the kirtle demonstrates that the gown is
more revealing than concealing. Cunnington's Picture History adds
that the gown is often worn for warmth over a separate bodice and
skirt" rather than being a decorative garment, leaving ornament to the
fabric beneath.

The ankle-length and loose chemise (see fig. 9) is worn under the
stiffened bodice and is also called a shift." What is perhaps most

interesting, in lightofall the stays, corsets, petticoats, and other layers
ofclothing, is that althoughwomenwore stockings and otherundergar­
ments," they did notwearwhatwewould call underpants beneath their
skirts." The relaxed chemise or shift is the garment closest to nudity,
Despite theconstrictions andmolding garments over it, thechemise has
"pleats or gathers at the shoulders [to ensure] that the fabric of the

garment flow[s] freely." 60 The gown and chemise are both loose,
flowing garments, one revealing underclothing, the other covering
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Fig. 7

a. b.

In addition to being worn over petticoats and the chemise or shaft, women's
gowns in the late sixteenth century were often worn over wore the Spanish or
French farthingales (a: Yarwood 163; b: Wilcox 287).

Silk gown over wheel

farthingale without circu­
lar drum ruffle. Jewelled
embroidered borders, En­

glish, 1610.

French or wheel farthingale pet­
ticoat. White satin gown em­

broidered in colours worn over

wheel farthingale, English,
1600.
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Fig. 8

This photograph of a late sixteenth-century sleeveless gown (back view; Victoria
&AlbertMuseum) shows thegown withoutany of the usual accompanying costume
elements. It flows freely and hangs loose until attached and ornamented by the

bodice, sleeves, petticoats, hoops, etc. (Payne 313).
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Fig. 9

John Donne Journal

These representations of the chemise include what we would call shirts and night­
shirts. The chemise was a much more elaborate version of the modern undershirt
and was meant to be exhibited. Although here there are only male chemises, the
female version was virtually identical (Wilcox 285).
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nudity, What is sandwiched between them is ornate fabric, and the
"hardware" of shaping machinery.

There is no detailed description of themistress' gown. Rather than
linger over the gown itself, Donne focuses on its removal. The gown
slipping off is like the shadow of a hill, moving to reveal a field of
flowers:

Your gown going off, such beauteous state reveals,
As when from flowery meads th' hill's shadow steals. (13-14)

These lines bothparody the impatience and imperiousness ofthe lover,
and underscore the delightfully gradual appeal of the striptease. The
mistress is undressing slowly and sensuously, as is felt in the word

"steals," but asRomaGill notes, she alsomoves too slowly ifhergown
is slipping off as slowly as the earth rotates. A close reading of these
lines reveals tonal subtlety; understanding contemporary dress further
clarifies theirmeaning. The gown is probably decorated with flowers,
a common textile motif," but it may also reveal flowers. Docherty
suggests that the body is replaced by a female landscape described as

flowers." which wouldmake sense if the flowers mentioned were the
female anatomy.Although thebody is certainly important in the poem,
Donne makes too meticulous a catalogue of dress to forget the next
several layers beneath the gown. Carey addresses this point, and sees

the "white robes" 63of line 19 as a reference to the shift, but also notes
that such simplicity seems "out of key" with the floral imagery. He
decides thatDonnemust be discussing flowers spiritually.'" I believe
the whiteness in line 19 refers to the bed sheets; as in line 18, it is the
bed he urges the woman to climb into, and it is amongst the bed linen
that shewill ostensibly "receive" him like the angels described." If
these angels are a reference to Genesis 6:4,

there were giants in the earth in those days; and also after that,
when the sons of God came in unto the daughters of men, and
they bare [children] to them, the same [became] mighty men

which [were] of old, men of renown/'"
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then Donne is once again switching genders in a popularly known
story: the "sonsofGod" are female angelswho come tomen inbed. The
"flowerymeads," so genital in theircharacterization,67 are actually the
shift itself. As explained above, the shift often peeked through outer
layers such as the gown and bodice and was meant for partial display,
so it was often ornamented, usually with flowers. The floralmotif is
suggestive of, without revealing, the vibrant sexuality beneath. As

corsetry is sandwiched between the gown and shift, so is the lover's
imagined desire enclosed between the bed sheets. Releasing the
constraints and removing the outer layer is symbolic of removing the
underlayer without actually doing so, as well as pulling back the top
sheet. It is only later,when the speaker asks thewoman to reveal herself
"As liberally, as to amidwife" (1.44) that he imagines her lifting offthe
shift." The embroidered flowers are presented as exterior, artificial,
and sterile, although they represent fertility and sexuality. There is an
ironic appreciation of thewoman's "beauteous state" that could be her
kirtle, her shift, her petticoats, or a combination of all three, from a

speaker who would remove all artifice.
Oneofthemostartificial accessories isRenaissance headgear. The

speaker insists that the mistress show him what is natural, even
specifying that he wants to see growing hair rather than some sort of

headpiece:

Off with that wiry coronet and show
The hairy diadem which on you doth grow. (15-16)

With the word "hairy" this command becomes grotesque, humorous,
literal and repellent.Awoman has hairon herhead, but "hairy" usually
refers to an animal, or aman, or is a rude reference to another type of
hair.Additionally, "hairy" has theconnotation ofmessy, undisciplined,
and chaotic. The phrasing here breaks the tension of desire, while
introducing anextremely intimate partof feminine allure thatuntil now
been hidden and from the sound of "wiry," sculpted in some way.
Figure 10 illustrates one version of Elizabethan coiffure which
involvedwiring the hair to abutterfly-shaped veil. The hair is an anchor
for design expansion, so it is understandable that a lover who seeks his
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lover's nakedness would want to see what was really "native" to his
mistress.

Hair can also be more intimate than that which adorns the head.

Doniphan Louthan points out that "in thematterofconcealing natural
beauty, the intricate underpinnings of the lower regions are to thepubic
hairs, as a coronet would be to a lady's coiffure" [my italics]."
Although both types of hair are concealed, women did not wear

complicated underpinnings that restricted their pubic region the way
they bound and shaped their hair. In fact, the genitalia were readily
accessible, only covered like an umbrella by hoops and skirts and
circumvented by laces and stays. It would almost be easier to gain
access to themore personal region than to uncover the hair on the head.
The word "show" (l.15) heightens this correlation as in Renaissance

English it canmean to expose sexually. The sameword is also used later
in lines full of sexual innuendo:

. . . Then since I may know,
As liberally, as to a midwife, show
Thyself. . .. (43-45)

Clay Hunt reminds the reader that the word "know" implies sexual

experience, and that "liberally" also had the meaning of lewdly."
Wanting to see true female nakedness like amidwife is, like the word

"hairy," unerotic. The abrupt mention of a "hairy diadem" and the
reference to the midwife puncture this description's sensual appeal
while also bringing the sexual connotations of lines 15-16 to the
surface.

Shoes are the last items of dress mentioned in Donne's poem. For
much ofElizabeth's reign shoes were low, soft, and unassuming-if
highly embroidered and decorated, but fashions changed by the later
1580s. Around 1580 came a fashion for wedge cork shoes that were
the precursor tomodern high-heeled shoes.71 The mistress's shoes are
mentioned only to expedite their removal:

Now off with those shoes, and then safely tread
In this love's hallowed temple, this soft bed" (17- 18).



52 John Donne Journal

Safety seems an odd consideration in, presumably, an illicit affair.
sixteenth-century chopineswere akindofplatform shoe used to elevate
the foot or other shoes above mud and offal in the streets. Women

strapped them over the shoes and they were often associated with the

excesses ofVenetian prostitutes,who wore them foreffect aswell as to
avoid dirt.Creating a safe zone inbedwhere one could remove the both
perilously high and precautionary shoes adds to the lover's persuasive
argument: if she undresses, shewill be safewith him. Because "Elegy
19" suggests a striptease it is alsouseful to remember that strippers often
leave their shoes on until the last item ofclothing flies off, as it seems
to heighten erotic effect. I am not sure why, but perhaps leaving the
shoes for last is part of the speaker's fantasy. Louthan notes that the
word "tread" is also a term for sexual intercourse." One removes shoes
both to tread in a temple and tread in abed,mixing religious and sexual
imagery. Greene suggests thatDonne conceals thewoman's nakedness
withmetaphor in order topursue the spiritual: "perhaps the re-covering
ofthemistress' bodywith analogies corresponds to a swerve away from
common carnality [and demonstrates] awill truly to hallow the bed, if
not indeed to ignore it in searchofthe temple.'?' I believe that it is more
accurate to see the bed as a carnal temple of love, a mischievous and
sensual combination of Eastern religious metaphor and carnal pun.
Linking the Eastern temple with the bed ironically and exotically
spiritualizes love; earthy terminology leads to an additional tonality of
ecstatic but playful sexual enjoyment.

One mechanism in "Elegy 19" is the ironic mystification of the
body through ornate, elaborate apparel that is opaque, mysterious,
constraining, erotic, and both attractive and obstructive. Material

knowledge increases the complexity of the poems interpretation and
reveals ornate tropical patterns in the language of the poem. Although
his language is slippery and complex, an examination of costume

history shows thatDonneprovides the readerwith a systematic, orderly
removal of the mistress' garments. Without this context, the poem is
effective as an erotic plea, but the reader loses many of the rhetorical
connections to the details ofcontemporary apparel. Layers ofclothing
are placed in the poem as they would have been historically on the
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woman undressing; their systematic removal heightens the ever ap­
proaching sensuality of the body beneath as well as representing the

body.Reading "Elegy 19" withhistorical sartorialknowledge strength­
ens thepoem's structure and effect; the framework is linear, but draped
andpleatedwithmeaning. In theend the speaker rather than themistress
has gone to bed, unclothed, with only the pure white bedclothing for
cover. In place of the mistress' garments, he offers his body as an

alternative." The word "cover," as Feinstein explains, is a word that
means "to mate with" as well as referring to the legal term "femme­
couverte"which indicates awoman's dependent status in relation to her
husband.With its additional sly overtones ofGalatians 3:7, where the
baptized "putonChrist?" like a robe of salvation, the spiritual and the
sexual are incorporated here, suggesting sex, chastity, sin, submission,
salvation, death, and ecstasy, all at once.

One of the findings of this analysis is that Donne frequently plays
with gender,blending and switchingmasculine and feminine roles and
accoutrements. Donne not only tinkers with classical and biblical

stories, but despite the poem's clearly heterosexual scenario, every
accessory he mentions has no exclusive Renaissance gender distinc­
tion. If the poem suggests a woman undressing, Donne discusses

apparel that could have been worn by either men or women. It is

possible thatallRenaissance dress had the same nomenclature, and that
it differed greatly in male and female versions, but it is fitting that the
author of the Songs andSonets plays on the ambiguity and duality of
the language of fashion. In "The Dissolution," Donne writes,

And we were mutual elements to us,

And made for one another.

My body then doth hers involve. (3-5)

The spiritual and physical boundaries of the lovers are here dissolved
and combined, like the lover in "TheUndertaking," who "forget[s] the
He and She" (1.20), or the well-known speaker in "Batter my heart,
three-personedGod,"who alternatesbetween masculine and feminine
identities. As in these poems, in "Elegy 19" gender, sexuality, and
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identity areblurred, layered, stripped, and reimbuedwithmultiple and
ambiguous meaning. Although he may simply be playingwithwords,
by imagining a striptease that can include men and women Donne
solves a particular logistical problem and brings together the speaker
and the loverwithout requiring themistress' consent.

In lightof recent criticism, gender ambiguity often suggests cross­
dressing or inspires a redefinition of sexuality. In Donne's poem, men
and women habitually wear the same items, nullifying any taboo in

crossing over. Rather than redefiningmasculinity or femininity,Donne
blends the two not toexplore alternative sexualities,but to share passion
in themost intimateway imaginable. Like the category ofdress, desire
is indefinable, ephemeral, and unreliable, and almost impossible to

conjure centuries after an imagined moment. Understanding the par­
ticulars of the mistress' wardrobe in "Elegy 19" illuminates Renais­
sancewitticisms oflove and costume, andembellishes and complicates
the orderly scenario thepoem's structure initially presents.Themistress
undresses in the usual way, but there is nothing usual about the layers
ofreactions and sensations her striptease effects.Clothing and desire in
Donne's poem, like recent ideas ofgender, havemultiplicitous expres­
sions, identities, andmeanings, contingenton historicalplacement, but
they are also part of a universal quest for tangible expressions of the
immaterial essence ofpassion.

.

Croton-on-Hudson, New York
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Notes

1. All quotations from Donne's poetry are fromA. J. Smith., ed. John Donne:
The Complete English Poems (London: Penguin Books, 1986).

2.Men andwomen both woregirdles, stomachers, corsets, busks, gowns (robes
ofstate, outerwraps, clerical andmagisterial gowns, etc.), and shoes, not tomention
shifts or chemises.

3. RomaGill maintains that the titillation is too slow to be effective, remarking
tartly, "the verse almost gives time for the clothes to be folded." This may be true
forRomaGill; I find the poem to be highly erotic and sensual in its ironic and tortured
deliberation. See RomaGill, "Musa IocosaMea: Thoughts on the Elegies," in John
Donne: Essays in Celebration, ed,A. J. Smith (London: Methuen, 1972), p. 62. The
political and allegorical significance of the clothing in "Elegy XIX" has been
considered by M. Thomas Hester, "Donne's (Re)Annunciation of the Virgin(ia
Colony) in Elegy XIX," South Central Review 4.2 (1987): 49-64; and Albert C.
Labriola, "Painting and Poetry of the Cult ofElizabeth I: The Ditchley Portrait and
Donne's 'Elegie: Going to Bed,'" SP 93 (1996): 43-63.

4. Arthur F. Marotti, John Donne, Coterie Poet (Madison: Univ. ofWisconsin

Press, 1986), p. 54. I believe, however, that the poem is erotic in its distance from
frank sexuality, more so than if itweremore sexually explicit, and thatwhatMarotti
and others aremissing is a technical understanding ofthe clothing symbolism.Also,
there is more room for fantasy and eroticism in abstract, implied or blurred images
of sexuality, than in clear and unambiguous portrayals. I question the separation
between emotional/intellectual ideas and sexuality, which seems artificial, if not
wrong.

5. Thewoman, Docherty says, "is first replaced by clothing and metaphor, after
which she metamorphoses into an angel, and then into the speaker himself."
Docherty reads the poem as an exercise in autoeroticism. He sees the poem not as

a fantasy of a woman undressing on command, but amale striptease. Yet, although
the woman's body in the text is presented inmetaphorical rather than physical terms,
the male body is no more obviously present. Docherty is right to point out that the
woman is elusive, but he does not seem to notice that so is every other identity and
idea in the poem and that nothing is finally brought into focus. There is even less
evidence in the text to prove that the mistress metamorphizes into a phallus, or that
it is Donne undressing himself alone, than there is to support Donne and the lady
ending up in bed together. See ThomasDocherty, JohnDonne, Undone (NewYork:
Methuen: 1986), pp. 79, 82.

6. According to Carey, Donne gratifies "not only his sexual but also his social
and financial ambitions" and "the luxurious accessories of his fantasy seem as

important to him as the striptease itself'(106). Carey is very harsh in his assessment
ofDonne 'spoem, characterizing it as pornographic and sadistic. The imperiousness
of the narrator's tone is interpreted as viciously patriarchal, with the woman as a
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subordinate, if richly dressed, victim. To me, the poem is ironically, cleverly and

importunately demanding rather than brutal. I believe that Carey characterizes the
speaker in too mercenary a way. There is also no way to prove much about the
mistress because the outcome of all of the lover's demands is left mysterious. The
reader is never enlightened as towhether themistress "obeys," or ifshe has a reaction
atall. See JohnCarey, JohnDonne: Life,MindandA rt (NewYork:OxfordUP, 1981).

7. See Thomas M. Greene "The Poetics ofDiscovery: A Reading ofDonne's
Elegy 19," Yale Journal ofCriticism 2.2 (1989): 136.

8. See Anne Hollander's Seeing Through Clothes, especially the last two

chapters, which focus on cultural perceptionsofthe body through clothing and their
relationship to literature.

9. See Blanche Payne, The History ofCostume (New York: Harper and Row,
1965), p. 291, for detailed and well-illustrated descriptions of period costume,

including an understanding of their cultural significance.
10. Ibid., 311.
11. TheHughEvelynHistory ofCostume, illus. and explained by Faith Jacques,

v.3: 1500-1660 (Boston: Plays, 1969), plate ix.
12. The Undercover Story (New York: FIT / Kyoto Costume Institute, 1982),

p.l0.
13. Ibid., p. 11.
14. See Sandy Feinstein, "Donne's 'Elegy 19': The Busk Between a Pair of
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in Elizabethan dress and in "Elegy 19."

15. Pearl Binder, Muffs andMorals (NewYork:WilliamMorrow&Company,
1953), p. 174.

16. Feinstein, 62.
17. C.Willet and Phillis Cunnington, The History ofUnderclothes (NewYork:

Dover Publications, 1992), p. 35.
18. Ibid., p. 36.
19. Doreen Yarwood, Encyclopedia ofWorld Costume (New York: Charles

Scribner's Sons, 1978), pp. 196-197.
20. Although the illustrations in figure 1 are of an earlier date than Donne's

poem, they illustrate the idea of the girdle, including the pendant ends which
sometimes dangle a purse or a jewel. It is especially important to note that in the
four illustrationsYarwood offers (three are shown here in fig. 1), three are,modeled
on men rather than women.

21. Doniphan Louthan, The Poetry of John Donne: A Study in Explication
(New York: Bookman, 1951), p. 58.

22. Thomas Docherty, p. 78.
23. Ibid.
24. Ibid., p. 79.
25. "She becomes ... that adjunct of Donne which identifies him as male, the
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phallus.... The woman has becomemore and more covered up, while what is 'dis­
covered' ismaleness. Thewoman has become the imaginative instrumentby which
Donne identifies names or blesses himself as male.... This man is ... an island"

(Docherty 80-81).
26. I first believed that the girdle might be related to the concentric rings of

the universe. Anne Lake Prescott has pointed out that elsewhere than in Donne, the
zodiac is the girdle, a more common analogy.
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