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To Write Sorrow in Jonson’s “On My First Sonne”

Lauren Silberman

Critical studies of Jonson’s Epigram 45, “On My First Sonne,” agree largely
in affirming the power of the poem but differ in accounting for that power.! A
number of these studies examine Jonson’s Epigram 45 in relation to its classical
and Biblical sources.? Curiously, although many editors and critics note that the
opening line of “On My First Sonne” alludes to Genesis 35:16-20, the naming of
Benjamin, none has devoted extensive attention to the function of that passage as
a subtext of Jonson’s poem. In fact, Jonson’s inscribed farewell to his son draws
much of its emotional power from the poet’s transformation of Genesis 35:16-20.

The Genesis episode concerns a death, but of the mother, not of the son.
Rachel, dying in child birth, names the child Benoni, son of my sorrow, but Jacob
calls the child Benjamin, son of the right or son of the right hand. The Bible’s
silence about why Jacob denies his wife’s dying wish provokes (and receives)
particular attention. Biblical commentaries on the naming of Benjamin suggest
intriguing possibilities both about Genesis 35:16-20 and about Jonson’s Epigram
45. Commentaries on Genesis can figure as evidence about Jonson’s poem in
several ways. Itis likely that Jonson read some of them, and even more likely that
he was familiar with interpretations advanced by some of the commentators.> More
than this, not only are these commentaries on Genesis, useful for the insight they
afford to the attitudes of Jonson’s time, they should also be seen as exegetical
performances that provide examples of possible responses to the passage from
Genesis; as such, by virtue of their similarity and difference, they illuminate the
response that Jonson inscribes in his poem. The fact that certain interpretations
andinterpretive strategies appear again and again in Biblical commentaries signals
provocative or problematic aspects of the Genesis text by documenting widespread
response. In addition, specific details of Jonson’s poem are illuminated by seeing
them as textual echoes of particular Biblical commentaries.

Jonson’s reference to his “sin” in line 2 of the poem, for example, is probably
an allusion to Genesis commentaries. A number of critics puzzle over why Jonson
inculpates himself for “too much hope” and explain his sin with reference to
Christian theology. L. A. Beaurline identifies Jonson’s sin as pride, Kay as
inordinate love in the Augustinian sense. Both critics treat Jonson’s reference to
his sin as a confession and focus their interpretations on his presumed sin.
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Nevertheless, Jonson’s reference to sin conceivably has its source in the
commentary tradition deriving from Genesis 35:16-20, as well as in presumed
prior transgression of the poet. French convert to Protestantism and Hebrew
scholar Mercerus (c.1500-1570) notes that Rachel, as well as other Old Testament
women, dies in childbirth in expiation of “cladis Sichimorum,” the destruction of
the Shechemites in revenge for Shechem’s violation of Dinah (Genesis 34). John
Calvin (244-45) and English popularizer Gervase Babington (262) interpret
Rachel’s death as Jacob’s punishment for excessive affection. Seen in this
context, Jonson’s reference to “my sinne” may appear less central to his poem;
semantic emphasis might be placed on “my” rather than “sinne”: Jonson’s own
sin is one in a historical catalogue of sins, all tending to the same end, rather than
the particular cause of unique calamity. In addition, the attribution of Rachel’s
death to Jacob’s excessive love may have suggested to Jonson the conflation of
Genesis with Martial’s Epigram 6.29, which concludes, “quidquid ames, cupias
non placuisse nimis” [Whate’er thou lovest, pray that it may not please thee (oo
much!]. Babington (1550-1610) makes the point about loving moderately in
language strikingly similar to Jonson’s:’

But be comforted Iacob, and leaue all to God, who giueth and taketh at
his pleasure. And learne we by thee whilest the world indureth, to knowe
worldly comforts whatsoeuer they be, to be subiect to change. Loue with
vnfainednesse, what may be so loued, but loue neuer too much for feare
of acheck. ... Lethis liking moderate our affections euer, and so happily
shall we enioy the thing liked a great deale longer. But if thou exceede,
werst thou as iust as Iacob, God will schoole thee as he heere did Iacob.
Thy deerest Wife, thy deerest Childe, thy deerest friend, shall feele their
mortality, that thy hart may be taught, and wish for eternitie, crying
heauily, sighing with mournefull voice: Vanity of vanity, allis but vanity.
(262)

One can see in the commentaries of Calvin and Babington a tendency to shift
emphasis from Rachel’s sorrow to Jacob’s loss. There is, after all, a certain
asymmetry or imbalance in regarding Rachel’s death primarily as a punishment
for Jacob. A far more widespread exegetical strategy, which also diminishes the
conflict between the claims of Rachel and those of Jacob, is to minimize the
difference between the names given by each to their son. Indeed, this probably
constitutes the single most common interpretive tendency in Biblical commen-
taries. This strategy of conflating the two names appears in such disparate sources
as the St. Jerome and Nachmanides. Moreover, those commentators who conflate
Benoni with Benjamin do so by tracing different etymologies. The impulse to
bring the twonamesinto accord seems to have priority over the philological means
used. According to Luther (272) and Pareus (1:374b), “the right hand” alludes to
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Jacob’s beloved wife, who is closest to his heart. By implication, Rachel is
memorialized in the name Benjamin as well as in the name Benoni. St. Jerome
) notes the similarity of the two names (1042-43). The Protestant Peter Martyr,
Regius Professor of Divinity at Oxford during the reign of Edward VII (147), and
the Spanish Jesuit Perireus, author of the most popular commentary on Genesis
in the Renaissance (1192b), reinterpret the Hebrew word “oni” of “Benoni” to
signify strength as well as sorrow.® With this interpretation, “Benoni” becomes a
virtual synonym for “Benjamin.” These etymologies reveal clear lines of
transmission. It is extremely likely that David Pareus, the Protestant professor of
divinity at Heidelberg from 1584-1622, read Luther’s commentary on Genesis and
that Peter Martyr and Perireus read St. Jerome. Indeed, Perireus actually cites the
church father. Leaving a side the technical question of influence, however, one
can detectacommon impulse to mitigate the harshness of Jacob’s act of renaming
by manipulating the significance of one or the other of the two names. Wolfgang
Musculus (1497-1563), a Benedictine monk who later became a Lutheran, seems
fairly unusual in actually registering how serious it is for Jacob to contravene
Rachel’s wishes. He comments:

Pracualebatenim authoritas paterna voluntati matris, quantumuis vitimae,
vtpote iamiam morientis. . . . Quae vero sit ratio nominis huius Beniamin,
diuinandum magis arbitror, quam certo affirmandum. (683)

[Certainly, paternal authority prevailed over the mother’s will,
howevermuch that desire was herlast, inasmuch as she was already dying.
... How true the reason given in support of the name Benjamin may be,
1 judge to be more divined than proven certainly.]

The commentaries’ shift in emphasis from the sufferer to the survivor
prefigures, at the very least, and possibly influences Jonson’s revision of Genesis
in “On My First Sonne.” In Genesis, as Musculus has observed, the wish of the
mother dying in childbirth to memorialize her sorrow is thwarted by the power of
the father to name as Jacob assumes the function of name-giving normally
exercised by the matriarchs. In his poem, Jonson alludes both to the name given
by the father and that given by the mother as he bids his son farewell, “Farewell,
thou child of my right hand, and ioy.” “Son of my . . . ioy” is a revision of Benoni,
son of my sorrow, but Jonson names his child in the very act of bidding farewell
to his own son and his own joy.” The poet’s language both acknowledges loss and
performs the separation. Where the patriarch Jacob uses his power to name to

e’f‘PUnge the loss of his wife, Jonson uses his power as a poet to create a memorial
of his loss:

Rest in soft peace, and, asked, say here doth lye
BEN IONSON his best piece of poetrie.
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Through indirect discourse, Jonson ascribes the words of the epitaph to his son as
he consigns “his best piece of poetrie” to the grave.

The system of exchange—the mere substitution of one thing for another—
exemplified in Genesis by the exchange of the name Benjamin for the name
Benoni is transformed by Jonson into a method of writing his sorrow, which
acknowledges loss as something that leaves permanent traces. For the duration
of his poem, Jonson takes on the mother’s vulnerability as well as the father’s
power to name, which, perhaps, accounts in part for the emotional power of “On
My First Sonne.”

In lines 3-4, Jonson uses a commercial metaphor to focus explicitly on the
issue of exchange:

Seven yeeres tho’wert lent to me, and I thee pay
Exacted by thy fate, on the iust day.

In a traditional way, the language of commerce points up an unworldly message:
the goods of the material world are not ours absolutely, but only ours on loan.?
More specifically, as Kathryn Walls notes, “the iust day” alludes to the seventh,
Sabbatical year in Mosaic law, recorded in Deuteronomy 15:1-2.° She observes
that the poem works inversion and counter-inversion on the Old Testament code.
In the Sabbatical year, all debts were to be released; here, a debt is called in. In
the Sabbatical year, slaves were to be released; here, a son is released to heavenly
rest. Walls concludes that these two reversals of Old Testament precepts suggest
that the poet’s loss is exchanged for his son’s gain (136).

As an emendation to Walls’ analysis of “the iust day,” I should like to suggest
that instead of balancing his loss against his son’s gain, Jonson calls the entire
economy of exchange itself into question in his poem. After all, the assertion of
exchange is followed immediately by the exclamation, “O, could I loose all father
now.” The balanced, neatly separated antithesis of “lent” and “pay” seems to
provoke the cry of pain which derives its power and pathos from its concentration
of antithetical meanings in single words and phrases. “Loose all father” suggests
both lose and let loose fatherhood (OED s.v. “loose” v.1, 10; “lose” v.3)."° The
word “could” both asserts, as a conditional, the possibility and expresses, as an
optative, the impossible wish to “loose all father.” The line exclaims the burden
of fatherhood, a burden not to be discharged or released as easily as a debt.
Similarly, the enjambed sentence that completes line 5 and continues throughline
6, “For why / Will man lament the state he should enuie?” assumes that man will
lament death even as it questions that response. The poet’s question accommo-
dates doctrinal reasons for rejoicing to the fact of grief. Moreover, the antithesis
of “lament” and “enuie” succeeds thatof “lent” and “pay” in the logical movement
of the poem in order to posit amore complex kind of relationship. “Lent” and “pay”
figure pure, self-cancelling reciprocity. By analogy, the son’s good should
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balance out the father’s suffering. In contrast, both “lament” and “enuie” have
reference to the state of the man responding as well as to the state to which he
responds. The link of father to son underlies both terms of this antithesis.

The complex and problematic relationship of Ben Jonson, father, to Ben
Jonson, son, appears in the epitaph encapsulated at the conclusion of the poem.
Inamovingrevision of Jacob’s actof naming, the poetallows the name Ben Jonson
1o shift back and forth between son and father. As weread, “Here dothlye/ BEN
IONSON his best piece of poetrie,” we encounter a series of what Mary Oates,
porrowing John Hollander’s term, calls puns by discovery (132). “Here doth lie
Ben Jonson’ becomes, by the addition of the archaic possessive “his,” a reference
to the fatherrather than to the son. But, inafurtherretrospective shift, “BenJonson
his best piece of poetrie” names the son by periphrasis. !

Not only does the referent of the name shift, but the nature of naming alters
as well, along lines implicit in the Genesis passage. Commentators on the Bible
story identify two different functions of the name: as a memorial and as an icon
of power. As an icon of power, the name can be auspicious or inauspicious, since
ithas the capacity to foretell and affect the future.'>? Numerous exegetes follow this
line of thought and explain how Jacob changes his son’s name to one that presages
strength and prosperity (Calvin 244; Pareus 374b; Perireus 1192b; Peter Martyr
146-47). Those who focus on the memorial function of the name explain that Jacob
thwarts Rachel’s desire to have her sorrow remembered because he does not want
torenew his grief with the reminder of his loss (Musculus 683; Mercerus 585-86;
Luther 272).

The memorial Jonson creates for his son possesses implicit powers of
prophecy as well, although what the lapidary inscription assigned to Ben Jonson
the younger foretells is poetic diminishment: nothing Jonson creates will ever be
as good. The patriarch Jacob changes the name of his son to mitigate his own grief
and (o palliate his memory; Jonson prays that future emotional attachments be
moderated, “That what he loues may neuer like too much.” In so praying, Jonson
auests to the intensity of his present sorrow. Jonson has used poetic language to
perform his valediction and enact his loss, rather than just memorialize his son.
The poet both loses and looses all father: as he inscribes his loss he simultaneously
records the sorrow that abides.
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