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Philosophy and the City:
Space in Donne

L. M. Gorton

John Donne was a Londoner born and bred, and his poems take
much of their life from the life of that city. 1 His lovers think of taxes,
coins, and compasses. They know boys go to school, lawyers make
money, ships come in; the business oflife goes on outside their rooms.
Hismost tender poems have that satirical edge - the awareness of an
outsideworld that has no time for love.2 Itmakes them seem real, and
immediate. Such immediacy is all themore striking, however, because
Donne's poems are rarely simply immediate. In themidstofthecity, his
lovers call upon images of the cosmos; space is the imaginative
language they use to describe love's privacy, and its power. They
imagine the cosmos opening in spheres around small rooms, and they
contract its vast spaces into the small andprivate space of love; but this
bold openness shows love in its vulnerability aswell as its strength. In
this way, Donne makes space a quality of tone. Space in his poems is
domestic, but it is also emblematic, and often exhilarating.

Donne creates a sense of place with startling economy:

Busie old foole, unruly Sunne,
Why dost thou thus,

Through windowes, and through curtaines call on US?3

Sun, windows and curtains: "The Sunne Rising" opens with just
enough of fact to imagine aworld around. Our sense of the real in this

poem derives largely from the lover's tone of good-humored impa­
tience.' He iswittilywillful and defiantly individual, and yet he speaks
from a place that is the bare poetic topos ofmorning. This room, with
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the sun looking in, means morning for lovers in Ovid and Marlowe.

Shakespeare plays upon it inRomeo andJuliet; andDonne uses it in his
other aubade, "BreakeofDay." It is an old stage, and this allowsDonne
to assume a great deal. Indeed, this poem of extravagant fancy is

extraordinary for all it does not say. It does not describe the past or the
place of these lovers. Its abrupt opening throws us into a scene, with a

face turned outwards.
This poem has a vitality that comes from the bold appropriation of

things that are old. Its philosophy of space is old. The lover speaks as

if he had never heard of the "new Philosophy," as he imagines love at

the centerofthe cosmos. 5 He sends the sun out to aworld where all the
riches of space are measures of time: "both the'India's of spice and

Myne" are a day the sun has left behind; kings are yesterday, and
tomorrow, and love alone keeps the pleasures of the night. Time in this
poem is the natural arc of the sun and the turn of the year. But time in
this poem is also human. Lateness is a schoolboy, and soon thekingwill
ride. Lovers have their own seasons. The sun itself is a "Busie old

foole," a chiding Polonius, calling on lovers and hurrying "sour

prentices." Donne sees these natural and social forms oftime as iffrom
adistance. His perspective shrinks harvestworkers into scurrying ants.
Our sense of his newness comes from our shock, as he makes these
traditional forms of time faintly ludicrous images of his own private
love.

For us, space is an abstract emptiness. When we read "AValedic­
tion: forbidding mourning," we realize how differently Donne stages
his world. He often speaks of the new philosophy, but he thinks in terms
of the old. "God hath wrapped all things in Circles," he says in a

sermon." For him, concentric circles are the basic forms of space, and
they form the building blocks of his imagination. In "A Valediction:

forbidding mourning," space opens outwards across concentric hori­
zons ofconsciousness. The poem startswith the image ofan intimate,
human circle: a circle of friends around a dying man:

As virtuous men passe mildly away,
And whisper to their soules, to goe,
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Whilst some of their sad friends doe say,
The breath goes now, and some say, no:

Death is held between two breaths: the seeming end, when some say
"now," and the next apparent breath, when "some say, no." There is no
momentous end, nomoment when "the King IBe witnessed - in the
Room,"? "As ... Whilst"--we read the first stanza waiting to hear
whatever happened elsewhere in this pause, only to find that this "As"
leads into an image, and not a clause. The stanza hangs forever in that
apparent pause, and its suspended end hangs over this poem--a poem
that ends, after all, with a beginning: "Thy firmnes makes my circle

just,! And makes me end, where I begunne."
This poem uses all the appurtenances of time and logic; and yet,

from the first suspenseful, suspended stanza, we find the forward

sequenceofthis poem is neither logical, nor temporal, but spatial. The
poem opens circular images around an imaginary event - a death

which, in its quiet extremity, serves as amodel for love. Love, on this
model, is a sacred enclave: "'T'were prophanation ofourjoyes ITo tell
the layetie our love." And yet, the next image exposes that enclave to
the cosmos. Suddenly, his love is superlunary:

Dull sublunary lovers love

(Whose soule is sense) cannot admit
Absence, because it doth remove

Those things which elemented it.

But we by a love, so much refin'd,
That our selves know not what it is,

Inter-assured of the mind,
Care lesse, eyes, lips, and hands to misse.

Hismindopens outwards, past the horizonofplace, into a spacebeyond
matter and experience, a dimension of awareness, formed by the old
philosophy of the cosmos. He claims this dimension as the space of
love.
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This claim rests on the idea that his love is as pure as superlunary
space- traditionally considered sopure thatphilosophers afterAristotle
debatedwhether itconstituted a fifthelement. 8 When the lover claims
"a love, somuch refin'd,!Thatour selves know notwhat it is," hemakes
that old philosophical question a privatemystery of love. In doing so,
he gives that privacy an openness-to space, philosophy, and history
-which makes these lovers seem as vulnerable to their own souls as

they are to the heavens; and yet he uses the image to assert the

invulnerability ofthis love.
It often happens in Donne's writing that his boldest assertions are

finely balanced against a sense ofhis vulnerability. Thatbalance gives
his writing a nervous energy, which reads as self-awareness." Where
his bravado is aqualityoftone, his vulnerability is often an effectofhis
imagery, which brings large and distant forces into his poems. The
lover in "AValediction: forbiddingmourning" uses an imageofbeaten
gold to demonstrate the enduringness of love:

Our two soules therefore, which are one,

Though I must goe, endure not yet
A breach, but an expansion,

Like gold to ayery thinnesse beate.

His argument twists throughqualifications andnegatives: "therefore ...
Though ... not yet ... but ... ," until, in the last line, his close-turning
argument suddenly opens into that strange new image ofbeaten gold:
filmy, fragile, delicate. He leaves that image floating there, a brave
conclusion that floats, inconclusively, in the air.

WheneverDonne uses that same image elsewhere, he uses it as an
image of fragility: "(for, as gold is gold still, the heaviest metall ofall,
yet if it be beat into leafgold, I can blow it away)"; "Goldmay be beat
so thin, as that it may be blowne away,"" This poem, which startswith
an image of death, hangs that end at its start on an uncertain breath­
"Whilst some of their sad friends doe say,! The breath goes now, and
some say, no" - and all the grand cosmic structures he builds around
that first image ofdeath end in an image of gold, "beat so thin" as that
it, too, waits upon a breath. His bold statement of love uses a fragile
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image; that fragility and delicate attention is the counterpoise of his
bravado in this poem, and together they create its teasingeffectofmock­
grandeur and tender reassurance.

At that apparent sixth stanza end, the poem starts up again, with a

new image of compasses and the spiraling logic that leads to another
ostensibly conclusive and yet suspended end.

If they be two, they are two so

As stiffe twin compasses are two,

Thy soule the fixt foot, makes no show

To move, but doth, if the'other doe.

And tho it in the centre sit,
Yet when the other far doth rome,

It leanes, and hearkens after it,
And growes erect, as that comes home.

Such wilt thou be to mee, who must

Like th' other foot, obliquely runne:

Thy firmnes makes my circle just,
And makes me end, where I begunne.

How do two compass legs come together, if the outside leg draws a

circle around the other? 1 1 This compass-image is strikingly immediate,
for compasses are practical, physical things, and yet the image turns
upon a spiritual mystery, set of old in spatial terms by Neoplatonic
philosophy. In HeroicExaltations,GiordanoBruni gives themystery
currency. There, Tansillo explains to Cicada why the movement of a
circle is the movement of love:

[drawn out] while the heart is flying toward a place it cannot
arrive at ... trying to embrace what it cannot comprehend ... the

pursuit of course not partaking of the nature of physical motion
in space, but of a certain metaphysical motion, which progresses
not from the imperfect to the perfect, but goes circling through
the degrees of perfection till it reaches that infinite centre.
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Likemany critics ofDonne 's poem,Cicada responds, "Iwould like
to know how by going in a circle you can ever reach the center."
Tansillo answers, "I can't imagine." Cicada asks, "Then why do you
say so?" AndTansillo concludes, "Because that is something I can do,
leaving you to think itout ....

" 12 Donne finds a contemporary image for
that ancient Neoplatonic spatial metaphysics. His image turns the

spiritual mystery into a practical riddle, which leaves the poem sus­

pended between real and metaphysical space.
"AValediction: forbiddingmourning" is a strangely teasing poem.

I suggest that it is so partly because it uses images of things we can

barely assimilate- death, the cosmos, oldmetaphysics - and itmakes

that imaginativedistance aquality oftone. Donne isemphatic, familiar,
modern, immediate; and yet his images of the cosmos reach outwards,
and backwards. They are distant; they stand outside the scope of

personality. But Donne forces them into human terms. 13 That appro­
priation demands a defiant assertion of individuality; and in this way,
even Donne's non-dramatic poems have dramatic energy, as he takes
over these old images ofspace andmakes them images ofprivate love,
or human inwardness. At the same time, these images resonate in a

wider space of tradition and philosophy. This allusiveness carries
Donne's poetry beyond the Roman game and swagger of love in the

city. Though his tone is often familiar, and even deliberately harsh, his
images open the poems to aworld that is notmerely social, nor simply
immediate.

"Let mans Soule be a Spheare," he cries in "Goodfriday, 1613.
Riding Westward." In this poem, he imagines the world as a bare

arrangement of space. It is a remarkably controlled and astringent
poem, and yet its precision of imagination is only equal to its sense of
pain, as he rides through acosmic imageofhis own soul. Thepoem has
no otherpeople in it, and nothing that is natural. It is space, clarifiedby
philosophy and cartography.and the rider imagines his soul in these

unforgiving spatial terms.
The poem makes cosmic structures props of consciousness.

And yet his first image of the cosmos is as old ·as his society. All its
surprise lies in the first imaginative leap; the humanization of that
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cosmic image. The cosmos he goes on to describe is the cosmos of the
oldphilosophy:

Let mans Soule be a Spheare, and then, in this,
The intelligence that moves, devotion is,
And as the other Spheares, by being growne
Subject to forraigne motions, lose their owne,
And being by others hurried every day,
Scarce in a yeare their naturall forme obey.

Donne writes here, again, as if he had never heard of the new

philosophy. His image ofspace suggests not only the rider's isolation,
but also his yearning for aworld ofcertainties certainly lostby 1613. It
has the tired, explanatory nostalgiaofsomeone drawn at the same time
forwards, into a social world of "Pleasure or business."

Donne's image of the heavens in this poem derives from Plato's
account of heavenly motion in Timaeus. There, Plato argues that the
outermost sphere turns evenly becausenothing impedes it, whereas the
inner spheres must turn against each other, and therefore fall behind
their purposes. It is a deeply traditional image. Donne himselfuses it
elsewhere, in a prose letter describing friendship to his best friend,
Goodyer:

The first sphere only which is resisted by nothing, absolves
his course every day; and so doth true friendship well placed
often iterate in act or purpose the same offices. But ... the
lower spheres, subject to the violence of that, and yet
naturally encouraged to a reluctation against it, have there­
fore many distractions and eccentricities, and some trepida­
tions .... 14

His image is startling because it is so detached. It brings a great
distance of time and space into a close personal relationship. But in
"Goodfriday, 1613. Riding Westward," that set-piece is startling,
because he rides through it. Its distance become a distance of self­
awareness.
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The space of this poem bends and warps, as the perspectives that
play against each other show the crookedness and indirections of
human vision: "here I never saw my selfe," says Donne, "but in
disguises.?" In "Goodfriday, 1613. RidingWestward" he plays the flat
space of a map against the space of the cosmos. He rides between

compass points, the great polar opposites ofeast and west, and yet the
spheres arch over his head and bend the map-space through which he
rides. That paradox fascinates Donne: "in the round frame of the

World, the farthest West is East," he says in a sermon; while in his

"Hymn toGodmyGod, inmy sicknesse" hemakes that spatial paradox
a spiritualmystery: 16

As West and East
In all flatt Maps (and I am one) are one,

So death doth touch the Resurrection.'?

In "Goodfriday, 1613. RidingWestward" he rides through this spatial
paradox, and it shuts him in a sad imaginative riddle. It is doubt, and
not space, that takes him from his God, for the directions of East and
West are indirections to a God "whose hands span the poles." And

though he imagines Christ as a sun that rises and falls in the East, soon
the sun that he leaves behindwill arch over his head to face him when
it falls. This is the mercy he speaks of, when he says,

I turne my back to thee, but to receive

Corrections, till thy mercies bid thee leave.

Hewill turn from that sun again, ifhe turns to the east in the afternoon.
These problems of space stretch out his inward struggle with himself.

Itmay clarify thedistinctive natureofDonne's spatial imagination,
to consider it as part of a large contemporary debate about space. He
writes at a timewhen it seems theworld is changing shape aroundhim.
The "new Philosophy calls all in doubt" because the old cosmology
held two-thousand yearsofphilosophy inplace. 18 The uncertainties of

space offer Donne a new way to imagine human inwardness. In the
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Anniversaries, he treats that cosmic uncertainty as an image ofhuman
decay, as if the old philosophy were not so much mistaken as worn

away. In these poems, the soul of thegirl,Elizabeth,who held theworld
together, rises after her death through the concentric spheres of the old
cosmology; andyetelsewhere in these poems he argues that the cosmos
is "all in peeces, all cohaerence gone.''" This juxtaposition warps the
spaces we imagine as we read. In this way, Donne makes us see the
limitations ofhuman vision.

The Anniversaries are disconcerting and richly difficult poems.
They are massively detailed catalogues of the world; they recall the
great medieval encyclopedias. But they have no comprehensive
cosmic structure tohold theircatalogues together. They leave us to seek
apattern in the repetitionofphrases: "Shee, shee is dead; shee's dead."
But that repetition offers a pattern that is not so much a pattern as the
return to abeginning that allows noprogressbut this return: "Shee, shee
is dead; shee's dead.'?" Instead, theymark themselves as part of aworld
that has lost its structure. They are in part accounts of that loss. That
sense of lost certainty makes these poems peculiarly modern, and yet
they are so because of their consciousness of the past, and their deep
rootedness in their own time. They are, inescapably, poems of the
English Renaissance, which come close to us because they are so

deeply involved in theirown time; theymake the spatial controversy an
imageofsomething inward andhuman. In thisway,Donne finds anew
language for human consciousness in the spatial uncertainties of his
time."
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