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and Donne's Songs and Sonets

AchsahGuibbory

Some claim Donne as a fully converted Protestant, while others
believe he remained essentially aCatholic, never really abandoning the
religion of his family. To complicate further our understanding of
Donne's religious sensibility, I want to discuss an important but
unrecognized connection between Donne's Songs andSonets and the
pre-Christian, HebrewSongofSongs . This connection first struckme
when in preparing amemorial service for a close friend (a poet in her
own right) I came across a passage in the biblical Song that seemed a
clue to Donne's enigmatic poem "The Relique." In this essay, I hope
to showhow theSongofSongs not only illuminates this poembut also
bears wider relevance to Donne's Songs and Sonets. There is a

remarkableaffinity between thisbeautifulHebrewpoetryandDonne's,
as both celebrate the transforming experience of love. This affinity,
however, is hardly uncomplicated. I will suggest that the conflicts
about love and sexuality that mark Donne's poetry might be under
stood as expressing aprofound tension between the erotic ethos ofthe
HebrewSong,with its celebrationofsexual love, and the spiritualizing
ethos of Paul and Pauline Christianity, with its distrust of the sexed

body and sexual desire.
Potterand Simpsonhave calledDonne a "Hebrewscholar," noting

the influence ofHebrewbiblical poetry inDonne's sermons. Accord
ing to Bald, Donne knewHebrewbetter than Greek;Walton says that

just before entering the church, he attained "a greaterperfection in the
learned Languages, Greek and Hebrew," a comment that implies
Donne already knew Hebrew, though we do not know when or how
he first learned it. I It is worth considering whether the Hebrew Bible
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might have a presence in his love poetry as well as his sermons. An
allusion to The SongofSongs in "The Relique" provides evidence of
the connection.

"The Relique" has received little sustained critical attention,
though there are recent signs of growing interest. 2 Still, the poem
remains among Donne'smostmysterious. Anne Ferry has described
how readers are "excluded from the secret knowledge which the

speaker refuses to 'tell' ," and M. Thomas Hester calls it the best

exampleof"the' incomprehensiblenesse' ofDonne
'
spoems."? Is the

poem deeply spiritual, evenplatonic in its depictionofthese loverswho
(we are told) did not know "Difference ofsex" and whose "hands ne'r
toucht the seales?" Or is it distinctly sexual, fixated on the body, with
its sexually suggestive image ofthe "bracelet ofbright haire about the
bone?" And how, indeed, are we to understand the relation between
the spiritual and sexual, a relationvexed throughoutDonne'swriting?
Even the nature ofthe relation between these lovers (like the identity
of the beloved woman) remains veiled from the reader as from the

imagined people in the future who might think the woman "a Mary
Magdalen, and I / A Something else thereby."

When my grave is broke up againe
Some second ghest to entertaine,
(For graves have learn'd thatwoman-head
To be to more then one a Bed)
And he that digs it, spies

A bracelet ofbright haire about the bone,
Will he not let'us alone,

And thinke that there a loving couple lies,
Who thought that this devicemight be some way
To make their soules, at the last busie day,
Meet at this grave, and make a little stay? (II. 1-11)

Both Dayton Haskin and Maureen Sabine have pointed out the
relevance to this poemofLuke, who reports Jesus as saying that those
"accountedworthy to obtain thatworld, and the resurrection from the

dead, neithermarry, nor are given inmarriage" (Luke 20:35).4 This
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suggestion that the ordinary loving bonds between individualmen and
women will be dissolved at the resurrection and in heaven jars with
Donne's imaginationofsexual coupling at this "last" day. Whathasnot
been noticed, however, is that this stanza also evokes a passage in the
Song ofSongs, whose celebration of human love stands in marked
contrast to the celibate implications of Jesus' pronouncement.

The passage occurs in the last chapter of the Song, chapter 8,
verses 6-7:

Set me as a seal upon thy heart
As a seal upon thine arm;
For love is strong as death,
Jealousy is cruel as the grave;
The flashes thereofare flashes of fire,
A very flame of the Lord.

Manywaters cannot quench love,
Neither can the floods drown it;
Ifa manwould give all the substance ofhis house for love,
Hewould utterly be contemned.'

Coming at the end of the lyric conversations between a woman (the
Shulamite) and her lover (thought by some to be Solomon), these
verses are the climactic expressionoffaith in thepowerofhuman love.

Donne's luminous image ofthe "bracelet ofbright haire about the
bone" recalls this verse where the woman asks to be set as a "seal" on
her beloved's arm. I would suggest that Donne's "bracelet" is the
"seal" the speaker's mistress has given him and asked him to wear as

a sign ofher claim on his heart. It is an affirmation ofher devotion, a
sign oftheir shared love, and thus quite unlike the ambiguous "subtle
wreath of haire" in "The Funerall," where the speaker cannot tell
"What ere shee meant by'it" (1. 17).

This bracelet is just the kindof"seal" thatmight be construed from
the SongofSongs . Indeed, biblical interpreters puzzled by "the use of
'arm' zeroa [in Hebrew], rather than 'hand,' yad" sometimes sug

gested that the "seal" actually signifies abracelet. The sexual symbol
ism of such a love token was well recognized, "the wish to be [worn]
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as ajewel or ring" being a "commonplace" in ancient middle eastern

bawdy love songs." In "The Relique" as in the Song, however, the
bracelet or seal on his arm is not only an image of a desired sexual
connection but a sign of the power of love in the face of death. The

Song raises the spectre ofdeath and the grave-the ultimate threat to
love--even as it proclaims the strength of love. This is precisely the
brave stance ofDonne's poem, which suggests that the lovers are so

closely bound by love and desire that, despite death and physically
separate graves, theywill find away to "Meet" at the end oftime. The
LatinVulgate elides thephysicality and finalityofthe grave, substitut
ing "infernus" for the Hebrew "She 'of' (the pit, the grave, the

netherworld), butDonne recalls theHebrew inhisunflinching focus on
the "grave." In celebrating a love enduring and constant ("we lov'd
well and faithfully"), a love that hopes to triumph over death, Donne's
poem recalls this final chapter ofthe Hebrew Song, with its assertion
of the immense and lasting force of love.

But there is a further relevance of The Song ofSongs that might
illuminate Donne's lyric, for this biblical textwas long believed to be
a marriage song. The Roman Catholic Church saw in the relation
between themale lover andhis "bride" (4:8, 10, 12; 5: 1) anaffirmation
ofthe sacramental nature ofhumanmarriage.' Though it is possible
that the poem, as Dayton Haskin suggests, describes an extramarital
loving relation, the allusion to the SongofSongs , I think, implies that
Donne's lovers are married," and their relation sacramental, despite
unspecified circumstances that doom them to physical separation,
even in death. The "bracelet" of hair on his arm is like a wedding
band-a pledge of her continuing love, a symbol of the covenant

between the lovers.

I

The Song ofSongs provides a fascinating context for reading this
poem, as the biblical text has posed interpretive problems curiously
similar to those raised by "The Relique." In its eroticism, the Song of
Songs has seemed to some inappropriate for the Bible-much as

Donne's sexually suggestive "bracelet ofbright haire about the bone"
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has struck some readers as a "dirty" joke, out ofplace in a poem about

pure love.
As the Song of Songs appears in the Hebrew Bible-without

interpretive apparatus or moralizing commentary-it is a powerful
celebration of intensely erotic, sexual love. Not only does the Song's
canonical place in the Bible confer a sacredness on sexual love, but the
Hebrew identifies this lovewithGod, calling itshal 'hevetyah "a flame
ofYah," "avery flameofthe Lord" (as the JPS translates it). The suffix
yah means "ofGod," though many translators draw back from this

sense, seeing the suffix as simply denoting intensity, "an enormous

flame."?
This celebrationofsexual love and erotic desire as agiftofGod has

proved problematic for many readers of the Song of Songs. The
distinctive force of the Hebrew shal 'hevetyah (a flame of God)
disappeared in the Septaguint, the Greek translation of the Hebrew
Bible (by Hellenistic Jews, c. 250 B.C) that Paul and Greek-speaking
Jews and Christians used, and that became the source for the Latin

Vulgate and other translations. The "flame ofGod" became simply
"flammarum" in theVulgate, "avehement flame" in theGenevaBible,
"amostvehement flame" in theKing James, andmerely "flames" in the
Douay translationoftheVulgate. The sense that sexual love and desire
are sacred because they come from God, so powerful in the original
Hebrew, became obscured in later versions, the Douay Bible even

translating 8:7 as "many waters cannot quench charity.'?"
If the connection between sexual love and God was occluded in

translations of this climactic, important word (shal'hevetyah), the
powerful sexuality ofthe entire Hebrew SongofSongs was similarly
diminished. The sophisticated linguistic pattern ofdouble-entendres
centering on sexual arousal and intercourse that structures theHebrew
poemwas lost in translation. II The detailed commentary in Chana and
Ariel Bloch's recent translation shows how persistently translators
have obscured the sexual emphasis and eroticism of the poem along
with the sexual assertiveness of the woman speaker." Richly meta
phoric passages in the Hebrew evoke both the memory and anticipa
tionofsexual intimacy, sometimes even suggesting its presentexperi-
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ence. (I quote from the Bloch translationwhich captures the eroticism
of the original Hebrew.) "Andmy beloved among the youngmen I is
a branching apricot tree in the wood. In that shade I have often

lingered, I tasting the fruit. I ... Let me lie among vine blossoms, I in
a bed of apricot! I I am in the fever of love" (2:3, 5). The woman's
refrain, "His left handbeneathmy head, his rightarmholdingme close"
(2:6; 8:3) echoes a "stylized representation of lovemaking" common
in ancientmiddle eastern cultures (Bloch, p. 151). "Letmy lover come
into his garden and taste its delicious fruit," she says, with no trace of
coyness, naming her body as the garden that is wholly his (4: 16). He
responds in the next verse, "I have come intomy garden,!my sister,my
bride, I I have gatheredmy myrrh andmy spices, I I have eaten from
the honeycomb, II have drunk the milk and the wine" (5:1). Not only
is the garden clearly a figure for the woman's body, but the use of the
Hebrew verb ba'ti "I have come into" or "entered" has a distinctly
sexual meaning in biblical Hebrew (Bloch, p. 4) and denotes a

completed action. The Hebrew poetry of the Song thus clearly
indicates not only that the lovers' relationship is sexual but that it has
been fully and repeatedly consummated. 13

In the Hebrew Song, sexual love is deeply integrative. The lush

imagery involves all the senses, as the lovers delight in each other's

body, praising thighs, breasts, eyes. Above all, the sense of taste
dominates in this, the ultimate poem oforal sex. They hunger for each
other, relishing the tastes and scents ofthe beloved as nourishing, life
sustaining, and precious: He remembers "Thewineofyour kisses, the
spice I ofyour fragrant oils." "Your lips are honey, honey and milk I
are under your tongue, your clothes hold the scent ofLebanon" (4: 1O-
11). She recalls the pleasure of "tasting" him (2:3). This desire for the
body of the beloved is no egocentric, mere bodily lust but the

expression of the soul. Five times the woman calls her lover she-
'ahavah naph-shi, "the one whom my soul loves," from nephesh or
"soul," 1: 7, 3:1-4)-a striking epithet that should make us think of
Donne's poems.

14 This love encompasses and awakens the whole self.
If translations ofThe SongofSongs obscured its sexual concerns,

"allegorical" interpretations even more seriously de-eroticized the
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Hebrew poem. At least as early as the first century, interpreters
claimed that the Song had to "really" be about something other than
erotic, sexual love between two human beings. Interpreters (all of
them men) developed allegorical or symbolic interpretations of this
most sensuous book of the Bible. These allegorical interpretations
violated the integrative ethos ofthe Hebrew poem, severing spirit and
body, spiritualizing the eroticism of its poetry and silencing the
woman's voice, turning the woman's expressions of desire for her
lover's body into humanity's assertion oflove for a transcendent God.
Thoughwe know little aboutearly Jewish readingsoftheSong" -and
nothing about how women read it-in the first century Rabbi Akiva
interpreted its lyrics allegorically,with themarriagebetween Solomon
and his bride as a figure for the covenant between God and Israel.
RabbiAkivamost likely had this reading inmindwhenhe declared the
Song the most holy book of the Bible. The early Christian Church

adapted the Jewishallegorical reading toChristian ends, appropriating
the Hebrew Song as a typological description of the love between
Christ and theChurch, betweenChrist and the soulsofbelievers. Like
the Jewish allegorical interpretations, though to a greater extent,
Christian typological readings of the Song deemphasized the literal
preoccupation with sexual love and desire, as they privileged the

mystical union between Christ and his Bride, in the process covering
the eroticism of the Hebrew verse, replacing the literal meaning (the
flesh, as itwere)with the figural (the spirit). Denigrating the body and,
analogously, the "carnal" meaning of the Song, Origen's influential
commentary entirely discarded the literal meaning (the erotic love
between the two lovers) as hemoved to the poem's interior ormystical
meaning (the soul's love for God). Medieval Latin commentaries
continued the insistently .allegorical exegesis, reading the poem as

describing the love between God and the Church, or God and the
individual soul, or betweenGod and the VirginMary. 16 A twentieth

century edition oftheDouayBible still glosses, "His left hand beneath
my head, his right arm holdingme close," as "thewords ofthe Church
to Christ. His left hand signifying the Old Testament, and his right
hand, the New."
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Nevertheless, the literal sense and sensuousness of the Song of
Songs were never entirely suppressed. Later rabbinic and kabbalistic
commentaries insisted on the holiness ofhumanmarriage andmarried
sexual intimacy, teaching thatAdam and Eve had consummated their

marriage inEdenbefore the fall withGod's blessing, and recommend
ing marital intercourse as an appropriate activity for the sabbath. In

Christianity, the impulse ofallegorical interpretation to privilege the

spiritual at the expense of the physical was to some extent countered

by the value the Incarnation gave to the body and human bodily
experience. In the twelfth century, the development ofmarriage as a

sacramentwas accompaniedby a readingoftheSongofSongs that saw
marriage as a worthy analogue for Christ's love of the Church."
Christianmystics like St. Johnofthe Cross and St. Theresa revived the

passionate sensuality of the Song, but their sensuous language ex

pressed not a valuing ofhuman sexuality but the redirection ofdesire
towardsGod.I8 Spiritualization, which contrasts with the ethos ofthe
Hebrew poem, was the dominant hermeneutic ofChristianity. 19 By
insisting that the Song was "really" about the love between God and
the human being, the allegorical interpretations implied a deep suspi
cionoferotic lovebetweenman andwoman. The passionate love lyrics
ofthe Song could only be a legitimate part ofthe Bible ifthey actually
described spiritual love between God and the soul rather than sexual
love between human beings.

II
Donne departs from the allegorizing, spiritualizing impulses that

had dominated the interpretive history ofthe Song. He recaptures the
sense of interconnection between sexual and sacred, physical and
spiritual, that distinguishes the ancient Hebrew text. "The Relique"
hopes that the body (the hair, the bone)will be themeans ofuniting the
lovers' souls, as it envisions a final sexual reunion at the resurrection
and invokes religious tropes to describe their love. The last stanza of
the poem, however, seems at odds with this sense of body-spirit
integration, for it seems to imply that the lovers shared aplatonic love
where sexual intercourse had no part:
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First, we lov'd well and faithfully,
Yet knew not what wee lov'd, nor why,
Difference of sex no more wee knew,
Then our Guardian Angells doe;
Coming and going, wee

Perchance might kisse, but not between those meales;
Our hands ne'r toucht the seales,

Which nature, injur'd by late law, sets free;
These miracles wee did; but now alas,
All measure, and all language, I should passe,
Should I tell what a miracle shee was. (11. 23 - 33)

This stanza has led readers to conclude that the poem celebrates a

miraculously spiritual, asexual love, refined ofthe grossness ofsexu
ality, and amiraculously pure woman. But the appearance ofvirginal
purity created by this .stanza may be a device of "concealment"
intended to protect the woman's honor, as might the equivocal
insistence that their "hands n'er toucht the seales." As a word

designating "a piece ofwax" or something similar "fixed on a closed
. . . receptable . . in such a way that an opening cannot be effected
withoutbreaking it" (OED 3 .d.), "seales"metaphorically suggests the
hymen: the beloved is represented as untouched, intact. Donne's

speakerclaims a similarvirginity forhimself. But thepoem's insistence
on virginal purity contrastswith the startling focus ofattention on the
genitals. And theremay be a sly, sophisticwit: that these lovers' hands
never touched those seals does not mean that other anatomical parts
did not either. The sexually ambiguous, contradictory implicationsof
the reference to "seals" parallels the similarly equivocal suggestion
that those who dig up their relics will think the woman "a Mary
Magdalen"-.the richly complex biblical figure associated, at once,
with purity and sexuality. As witness ofChrist's resurrection and his
first apostle, Mary Magdalen was supremely attuned to the spirit,
truth, and themiraculous. But as she in timebecame conflatedwith the
penitent sinner in Luke (ch. 7), as she longed to touch Christ's
resurrected body (John 20), and as she was in certain traditions even
believed to have been Christ's lover, Magdalen was an erotic figure,
closely associatedwith the body and sexuality." Like the mention of
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those suggestive "seales," Donne's equivocal reference to Mary
Magdalen foregrounds the vexed question ofthe nature ofhis lovers'
relationship.

I think it far from certain that Donne's lovers have never been

sexually intimate, particularly ifwe bear inmind theSongofSongs . As
in the Song, theremay be nostalgia for past sexual intimacy aswell as
longing for future intimacy as the speaker describes their relation
during a time of immense physical constraint. The reference to their
kisses as "meales" might recall not only the Sacrament of the Lord's

Supper, but the SongofSongs , where love-making is always imaged
in terms of food and eating. The lines "Difference ofsex no morewee
knew, / Then ourGuardian Angells doe" (25-26), which readers have
assumed suggest indifference to sexuality as well as gender, might
instead denote the intensity and completenessoftheirunion, as in "The
Canonization" where the speaker suggests that in the very sex act "to
one neutrall thing we fit; / We dye and rise the same" (25-26). The
erasure of sexual difference might, that is, be a consequence of their

having already experienced intense erotic intimacy.
This is, in fact,whatwe see in theHebrewSong,where the intensity

and mutuality of love and desire blur gender difference, even on a

grammatical level. Masculine forms ofverbs, pronouns, and suffixes
appear where one would expect feminine forms, so that it is often
difficult to determine whether the woman or the man is speaking."
The lovers' praisesofeachother's bodies are so similar thatphysically
they seem almost identical (cf. 4:1-6; 5:12-16; 6:5-7; 7:1-3). They
imagine being brother and sister, sharing the samemother: "my sister,
my bride" (5: 1), "my sister,my friend" (5:2), he calls her; "Ifonly you
were a brother who nursed at my mother's breast," she says (8:1)
phrases that designate here, not an asexual, platonic love but an
extremephysical andemotional closeness inwhich sexhas anecessary,
central part. The blurringofgender distinctions in The SongofSongs
as it celebrates the powerful attractionofsexual differencemight gloss
this problematic stanza of"The Relique." IfI am right, then, far from
celebrating a purely spiritual love, the poem longs for a love both
sexual and spiritual, even as it acknowledges a period when sexual
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consummation is no longerpossible. In suggesting that their desire to
make love will persist even beyond the grave, "The Relique" thus
returns us to the powerful emotions of the original Hebrew Song.

III
I wish to argue further that, in celebrating sexual love as the most

valuable experience oflife, Donne'sSongs andSonets perhaps do not
somuch "invent" amodem idealization oflove (as Anthony Low has

recently argued)" as revive the spirit of the ancient Song ofSongs.
Where Ovid's poetry offered Donne an anti - Petrarchanmodel for his
Elegies and the more cynical, flippant lyrics in the Songs andSonets,
the Hebrew Song ofSongs may well have served as Donne's poetic
inspiration for imagining and celebrating the transformative powerof
erotic love in his celebratory Songs andSonets.

There are important differences, of course. The Hebrew poem
grows out of an ancient society and culture, in which people were

closely bound to nature, the landscape, and the seasons, a world of

jewels and precious spices and the towers ofsplendid buildings rising
in the desert. Donne's poems are the product ofa very different, early
modem society, a world where compasses, maps, and taxes (not
pomegranates, gazelles, or frankincense) are the resources for meta

phor, his lovers locating themselvesmore often in termsofthe city than
nature,which forDonne is identifiedwith death and decay, rather than
life and creation. The voice ofDonne's poems is almost always the
man's, whereas the female lover in the Hebrew speaks most lines."
Nevertheless, the similarities are striking and profound.

Donne's love poetry shares certain stylistic featureswith theSong
ofSongs. The Encyclopedia Judaica comments, "Bold imagery and
striking hyperbole characterize the songs, producing extravagant
expressions and incongruous comparisons'P' -an assessment re

markably like Samuel Johnson's descriptionofDonne 'smetaphysical
wit. Moreover, the Hebrew poem is heavily marked by sexual puns,
by double, even multiple entendres and the innovative use of the
vernacular idiom+-c-distinguishing features of Donne's poetry as

well, and specifically of"TheRelique."
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But the connections are not just stylistic. The experience of the
Song's lovers finds apersistentecho inDonne's celebrationsofmutual
love. Much as in "The Canonization," "A Valediction forbidding
mourning," or "The Anniversarie," the lovers in the Song are repre
sented as special, unique, above all others. "My beloved ... towers
above ten thousand" (5:10). "One alone is my dove," he says, "my
perfect,my only one" (6:9). Like Donne's special lovers, they find in
each other all happiness, all value. The trope ofthe lovers as royalty,
aswell as the hyperbole that they embody riches, spices, and precious
jewels, appears in both the Hebrew Song and Donne's Songs and
Sonets. Onemight compare, for example, "The SunneRising,"where
the "India's of spice andMyne" (1. 17) lie in their bed and "She'is all
States, and all Princes I" (1. 21), with the SongofSongs: in her are "all
the rare spices" (4:14), "the gold of [her] thigh" (7:2), "his arm a

golden scepterwith gems oftopaz, his loins the ivoryofthrones inlaid
with sapphire" (5: 14)-though it is typical ofthe sometimes anxious
gender differences inDonne that he identifies land and richeswith the
woman, whereas in the Hebrew poem they are equally distributed
between the male and female bodies.

It isparticularly interesting that, as inDonne, the lovers in theSong
ofSongsmeet secretly, often at night, for their lovemaking (1 : 12-13).
The lyrics suggest a secret love affair,markedby recurrent separations
that give an edge to their desire, and their love is defined in opposition
to society's authority figures. It is hard not to think ofthe similarity to
the situations in somany ofDonne

,
s poems-"The Flea," where they

meet though "parents grudge" (1. 14), the many valedictions about

parting.
The woman in the Song recounts seeking her lover in the city at

night (3: 1-4, 5 :6-7): "the watchmen found me as they went about the
city. They beat me, they bruised me, they tore the shawl from my
shoulders, those watchmen of the walls" (5:7). One might recall the
complaintsofDonne 's speaker in "TheCanonization" that he hadbeen
persecuted, even martyred for love, or the recurrent sense of the
clandestine nature of their love, the feared intrusion of authority
figures. The private world ofDonne's lovers, as it contrasts with the
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materialistic preoccupations of the public world ofmen, echoes the
Song,with its pronouncement that love cannotbe bought, that its value
makesworldly wealth look paltry: "Ifaman tried to buy lovewith all
thewealthofhis house, hewouldbe despised" (8 :7). As in "TheGood
morrow," "The Extasie," or "The Canonization," for the poet of the
Hebrew Song love is the supremely important experience of life,
besides which all else pales. Its experience is utterly "transforming,"
providing access to the divine."

The feeling for the integrative, spiritual value of sexual love is

extremely close in these two poets, though the ways in which the

experience ofwholeness is imagined and expressed differs." In the

Song, the lovers become part of the natural landscape of vineyards,
pomegranates, doves, ewes, goats, and gazelles ("your eyes are

doves," 1 : 15, "yourbreasts are two fawns, / twins ofagazelle, /grazing
in a field of lilies," 4:5; "My love is a gazelle, a wild stag," 2:9, "the
mane of his hair / black as the raven" (5:11). Intense erotic love
becomes the supreme integrative experience, connecting the lovers
with the flourishing, divinely-created natural world and with each

other, blurring differences between them. Donne's lovers are

"hemisphaeres" ("The Good-morrow," 1. 17), each incomplete with
out the other, their souls aswell as bodies joined ("The Extasie"), and
the death of the beloved is like the loss of one's soul ("A nocturnall

upon S. Lucies day, Being the shortest day"). In the Song ofSongs
Donne would have seen two other lovers for whom life was unimag
inable without the other. And here he could have found scriptural
encouragement for his hopes that a love, grounded in the body, could
survive separation and death.

IV
But Donne, for all his celebration of sexual love, never quite

escaped the spell ofPaul and Augustine, with their profound distrust
ofsexuality, their sense that thespirit is the essence ofthe humanbeing.
The Song's celebration of sexual desire, love-making, and the body
contrasts sharplywith the Pauline texts that shapedChristian thinking
about love and sexuality and that had aprofound impact onDonne. At
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the center ofPaul is an opposition between "flesh" and "spirit" (see,
esp. Romans, ch. 6-8) entirely foreign to the Hebrew Song. Pauline

dualism,while it doesnot reject the body as evil, nevertheless separates
body and soul, flesh and spirit, and defines the "spiritual soul" as the
true "essence" ofa (Christian) human being, identifying "flesh" as the
realm ofdeath.28 Those who are "in Christ Jesus" "walk not after the

flesh, but after the Spirit. ... For to be carnallyminded is death; but to
be spirituallyminded is life and peace.... ifye live after the flesh, ye
shall die: but ifye through the Spirit domortify the deeds of the body,
ye shall live" (Romans 8: 1 , 5-6, 13). "Flesh" is not simply coterminous
with the body; it encompasses also the mind and soul contaminated
with sin. Nevertheless, inPaul the term is often asynonym for thebody.
Even more to my point, Paul actually uses "flesh" metaphorically to
refer to the "penis," as in biblical Hebrew and Jewish usage. Thus for

Paul, the "flesh" that opposes "spirit" and is identifiedwith death, the
"flesh" thatmust be abandoned, is the physical site ofmale sexuality
(Boyarin, Radical Jew, pp. 68; see 67-68,77-79). While the body is
to be valued,particularly as transformedby the spirit, the "deeds ofthe
body" thatmust be "mortified" for the spirit to live are specifically the
sexual deeds. Although the Church Fathers' concern for the resurrec
tionofthe body shows an impressive valuingofthebody-Jerome and
Augustine even imagined that the genitals would be resurrected-it
was a body stripped ofsexuality. They insisted there would be no use
for the sexual organs in heaven; the genitals would be there so the

person could show a final victory over sex and thus be worthy of
heaven." In the HebrewSong,where the voiceofthewoman is strong,
sexual desire and love-making are embraced and celebrated. But in
Paul and the Church Fathers, sin and corruption ar� associated with

sexuality andespecially thepenis, even as the associationswith sin (and
sinful sexuality) are displaced onto thewoman, as she becomes closely
identifiedwith the distrusted body.

Thisnegativeviewofsexualitywas not simply aChristianphenom
enon. Paul was, ofcourse, a Jew. There was a strain ofasceticism
a deep suspicion of sexuality-among Hellenistic Jews in the first

centuries, despite the importance Jewish culture placed on marriage
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andprocreation. The early rabbis taught that an "evil inclination" (the
yetserha-ra ) exists inallmen, and they identified this specificallywith
sexual desire." The negative, fearful attitude towards sex appears in
a bizarre story in the Talmud about Rabbi Eliezer. Hewould have sex
with his wife only in the dead ofnight, in total darkness, fully clothed,
and as quickly as possible. His wife explained, "when he has inter
coursewithme, he unveils an inch and veils it again, and appears as if
hewas driven by a demon" (BabylonianTalmud,Nedarim 20a). This
is the same Rabbi Eliezer who taught that a man should not hold his
penis when urinating lest he be encouraged to masturbate." Yet
another rabbi taught that ifaman looks at his wife's genitals, his child
will be bornblind; his offspringwill bemute ifhe "kisses 'thatplace'"
(Nedarim 20b).

Despite the ambivalence about sexuality and the sexed body,
rabbinic culture strongly endorsed marriage and rejected celibacy.
Paul, however, took another path, exalting celibacy over marriage,
anticipating the position of Augustine and other church Fathers."
Even when Paul spoke ofmarriage in Ephesians, chapter 5 (a kind of
revision of the Song ofSongs), as a "great mystery ... concerning
Christ and the Church" (Ephes. 5:32), he made the wife's subordina
tion to the husband figure the body's subjection to the spirit: "Wives,
submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the Lord. For the
husband is the headofthewife, evenasChrist is the head ofthe church;
and he is the saviour of the body" (Ephes. 5:22-23). While husbands
are advised to "cherish" their wives as their own "bodies" and "flesh"

(28-29) and thoughPaul acknowledged the placeofconjugal relations
inmarriage (I Cor. 7:3), the required subjection ofthe wife echoes the
celibate Paul's more extreme pronouncement about the necessary

subjectionofthe body in 1 Corinthians 9:27, a verse that finds a strong
and frequent echo in Donne's writings: "I keep undermy body, and
bring it into subjection: lest that by any means, when 1 have preached
to others, 1 myself should be castaway."

Paul's implicit identification ofsin and "flesh"with sexuality and
the peniswas amplified by Augustine, who suggested that original sin
is transmitted through the semen in conception, thus turning the
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procreation commanded by God in Genesis 1 :28 ("Be fruitful, and
multiply") into the generationofdeath, turningwhatwas ablessing in
the Hebrew Bible (and a commandment in rabbinic teaching) into a

curse. But the association ofmale sexual desire and the peniswith sin
is evenmore striking inAugustine's discussionofthe immediate effects
of the Fall. Whereas before, Adam either had no erection or his
"member" was under control ofhis "will," as soon as he sinned "lust

moverd] those members without the will's consent." The erect penis
thus becomes the visible sign of "the disobedience ofmen.?"

The deep suspicion of sexuality that runs through Christianity
leaves an indeliblemarkonDonne'spoems-not only in the beliefthat
orgasm shortens man's life but also in the fear that evenmarried love
is adangerous distractionofthe "flesh" thatmayprove fatal tohis spirit
and irrevocably separate him fromGod. Donne's distrustofsexuality
and male sexual desire conflicts with his sense of the goodness of the
body, with his sense that erotic love between two human beings is the
fullest expression of a human nature made in the image ofGod, the
experience which enables us to be our best, most authentic and

integrated selves. It has become something of a commonplace in
Donne criticismthatDonne's beliefin the interconnectionofbody and
soul and in the holiness of human love expresses a Catholic
sacramentalism and aconviction that the Incarnation gives value to all
aspectsofcorporeal existence. A numberofcritics have argued, quite
rightly, that the wit ofDonne's poems turns on the sense of love as

sacrament. But asMaureen Sabine has well observed, Donne'switty
use of Christian references (as to Mary Magdalene and Christ)
typically "subverts the official effort of Christianity to detach . . .

sexuality from that spiritual life which was crucial to salvation.'?"
Neither Christ's commandment to love our fellow human beings nor
Christian notions of the Sacrament are sufficient to account for
Donne's glorification ofsexual love, so deeply alien to the dominant
Pauline ethos ofChristianity . Donne not only imagines that the lovers'
resurrectedbodieswill havegenitals-he imagines (contraJerome and
Augustine) that theywill be useful and used. The faith in the holiness
and supreme valueofsexual love iswhat I thinkDonne saw in theSong
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ofSongs, finding in the Hebrew Bible (not only the New Testament)
a wisdom answering his deepest personal needs. Moreover, as love
poetry, the Song could offer a fresh alternative to stale Petrarchan
conventions as well as to Paul. The Song understands desire and the

dynamics of love between human beings very differently than the
Petrarchan formation, which is fundamentally Pauline and Augustin
ian, alwaysmoving towards aconversion thatembraces the spiritwhile
leaving behind the sexual desires of the body. In contrast to the
Petrarchan conflicts between body and soul, desiring lover and unat
tainablemistress, where desire is predicated on lack, stands the utterly
different formation of(heterosexual) love in the SongofSongs,where
desire is mutual, andmutuality kindles rather than kills desire.

The deep ambivalence inDonne about sexuality and the body thus
gives eloquent voice to the conflict between the ethos of the Hebrew

Song and the ethos ofPaul, who privileges "spirit" and insists that in
the resurrection,whatwill be resurrectedwill notbe the bodyof"flesh"
but a spiritualized body (I Cor. 15:44, 47-50).35 Something of this
conflict is evident even in "The Relique." The poem rewrites the
biblical scene whereMary Magdalen sees the resurrected Christ and,
longing to touch him, is told by Jesus, "Noli me tangere," "Touchme
not; for I am not yet ascended to my Father" (John 20:17, AV). Jesus
rebukes her desire for bodily connection as inappropriate for the
resurrected spiritual state, as ifphysical touchmightpreventhim from

ascending to heaven. In contrast, Donne's Christ-like speaker in this
33-line poem desires not just a touch but a full sexual embrace before
they ascend to heaven, as if that embrace will not compromise their
acceptance into heaven. But the senseofthe sacrednessofhuman love
that informs "TheRelique" is crossedby the cynical, misogynous first
lines,with their reference to the supposed promiscuityofwomen. And
buried in the middle stanza of this poem is a hint that love forwoman

may be idolatry, asDonne's speaker imagines a timeof "mis-devotion"
when their relicswill be reverenced: "All women shall adore us, and
some men." Skepticism about the idolatrous reverence of relics and
saints raises a question about the legitimacy ofhis own reverence of
this woman. Perhaps this all-consuming passion is "misdevotion."
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Nevertheless, irony and skepticism give way to celebration and

eulogy, as the speaker in the last stanzacelebrates thiswomanand their
love as a "miracle." The speakermoves beyondhis fearofidolatry. He
comes fully to embrace his love for her as something thoroughly and
ultimatelygood-quite the reverseofDonne 'sholy sonnet ("Since she
whome I lovd hath payd her last debt"), with its insurmountable fear
that human tieswill "put [God] out" (1. 14). For all the concern about
misdevotion and the inconstancyofwomen, the lover in "TheRelique"
knows, as surely as the lovers in The Song ofSongs , that this love is
the real thing, the "flame ofGod" that is strong as death and thus just
might allow them to meet at the end of time. Separated from his
beloved who thus is, as it were, dead to him (hence the past tense of
the elegaic last line-"what a miracle shee was"), the speaker never
abandons his desire for sexual consummation. That he still longs for
a sexual relation-even ifhemustwait till the resurrection-is a sign,
not that he's hopelesslymired in the body, but that he understands the
sacredness of sexual love. What is remarkable about this poem, and
what distinguishes it from somany ofDonne 's other lyrics, is that the
speaker at the end fully embraces his love for her as a miracle, a
mystery, something ultimately good. The "bracelet of bright haire
about the bone" is the enduring image of their love. Those "whose
soule is sense" ("A Valediction forbiddingmourning," 1. 14), orwho
cling to a belief that the sexed body and the spiritual soul are distinct
andopposed,will see in this image only anobscene, graphically sexual
gesture. But to any "lover, such as wee" (as he calls his true reader in
"TheExtasie," 1. 73)--that is, to anyonewho recognizes thepossibility
of connecting human and divine, sexual and sacred, no matter how

rarely or precariously achieved-thatwitty yet serious image is, like
the SongofSongs , and like Donne's best poetry, at once deeply sexual
andprofoundly spiritual."

University ofIllinois, Urbana-Champaign
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