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Donne the Sea Man

StephenBurt

As ayoung man,Donne served in two naval expeditions, to Cadiz
and then to theAzores, the first aone-sidedbutbloodyEnglishvictory,
the second a confused debacle. What he saw, heard, learned and
remembered about sailing, ships andnavigationenteredhispoems, his
prose and his thought. T.S. Eliot in his 1926 Clark lectures noticed
Donne's bevyofnautical images, conflating "The Storme" and "The
Calme" into one poem he admired as "The Voyage. "1 More recent
Donne criticism has preferred to investigate the technical and bio­
graphical contexts ofDonne

'
smarine joumeys, rather than examining

the figureofthe ship in the lifeofDonne 'smind. JohnCarey's short list
ofDonne 's favorite images includes "angels,mummy, mandrakes,
coins,maps and shadows," and sometimes seas, but no ships.' Ships
and sea travel, though, pervade Donne's writing; they populate his
epigrams, verse-letters, satires, secular and sacred lyrics, and sermons,
as do their deadly and eschatological counterparts, shipwrecks,
drownings, the Flood and the Ark. Carey and other critics have

depicted awillful, even a self-centeredDonne, hauntedbyhis family's
Catholicism and driven by ambition. But the ships and seajourneys,
real and figural, described inDonne's poems reveal a very different
temperament: the Donnewho survived the Cadiz fight and theAzores
disaster consistently favors the private social world he shares with
lovers or friends over theGreatWorId ofpublic esteem. The sheltered,
shared, better world exalted in Donne's verses is said to resemble a

fragile boat, to be in its passengers, or to remain behind on land; the
public realmDonne fears, downgradesor repudiates is sometimes itself
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a ship, and sometimes an imperiling sea. Contemplating his voyage to
Germany in 1619, and reviewing his life in thepoems called "Hymns,"
the Donne of the sermons and sacred poems retained the figures of
ships and the sea. His smaller shared realm, ofArk, shore and home,
becomes in the religiouspoetry not the human spaces offriendship or
love, as fragile and timebound as the shipswhich represent them, but
Heaven, God the Father, andChrist, who appear in the lateworks as
the hope ofthe shipwrecked, and as a protected and peaceful shore.

Donne theCadiz-man

Never go out in a boatwith an author- they cannot tell when they are
over water. -John Ashbery, "Sleepers Awake"

Donne's biographers agree that he sailedwithboth the Cadiz expedi­
tion in 1596 and the Azores, or Islands, voyage a year later. Izaak
Waltonwrites that "theEarl ofEssex going first theCales, andafter the
Islands voyages, the firstAnno 1596, the second 1597 , [Donne] took
the advantage ofthose opportunities, waited upon his Lordship, and
was an eye-witness ofthose happy andunhappy employments. "3 We
have notmuchbesidesWalton's word as towhose shipsDonne sailed
in; butwe knowhe went. 4 The raid on Cadiz involved a two-and-a­
half week sea voyage out from Plymouth, and subsequent naval
combat, inwhich the SpanishwarshipSan Felipe was put to the torch
and sank: the victorious English, and their Dutch allies, took and

plundered Cadiz before sailing home, though the Spanish kept some
riches outofProtestant hands by burning the ships inwhich the goods
were stored. Cadiz had to be rebuilt from the ground up; a Spanish
visitor to Lisbon in theplague year 1599wrote thathe had seen "nothing
like it but Cadiz after the sack. "5

Donne left no prose accountofCadiz, but other sources describe
the violent events: one is the anonymous "brief and true report" in
Purchas hisPilgrims:
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In all this cruell terrible fight there were not either slaine or hurt by
any manner of meanes many above the number of 100 of our

men; notwithstanding divers ofour ships were many times shot
thorow and thorow: yea, and some of them no lesse than two and

twenty times, as I was enformed by credible report of the
Captaines andMasters themselves.[ ... ] One of the Flemmings
Flie-boats [ ... ] chanced by great negligence and misfortune,
to be fired and blown up by his owne powder,who could not have
any fewer in him, than one hundred fightingmen by all supposed,
and so in the very twinkling of an eye, both ship and men were
all cast away, excepting seven or eight, which by very good
fortune, and great care and diligence of some of the other ships
were saved."

Essex almost lost the battle by his foolhardy tactics for landing the
troops. SirWalterRaleigh lefthis grandchild amanuscript describing
the Cadiz voyage; in it he explains the first English attempt at a
beachhead:

When I was arrived back again (which was two hours after the rest)
I found the earl ofEssex disembarking his soldiers [.00] but suchwas
the greatness ofthe billows, by reason ofa forcible southerlywind,
as the boats were ready to sink at the stem of the earl; and indeed
divers did so, and in them some of the armed men [ 0 0 0 ] All the
commanders and gentlemen present besought me to dissuade the

attempt; for theyall perceived the danger, andwere resolved that the
most part could not but perish in the sea, ere they came to set foot
on ground; and if any arrived on shore, yet were they sure to have
their boats cast on their heads; and that twentymen in so desperate
a descent would have defeated them all.'

Raleigh's accountofthe naval combat ends:

[H]aving no hope ofmy fly-boats to board, and that the earl andmy
lord Thomas bothpromised to secondme, I laidout awarp by the side
ofthe Philip [the San Felipe] to shake hands with her: (forwith the
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wind we could not get aboard:) which when she and the rest

perceived, findingalso thattheRepulse (seeingmine)began to do the
like, and the rear-admiralmy lordThomas, theyall let slip, and came
aground, tumbling into the sea heaps ofsoldiers, so thick as ifcoals.
had been poured outofa sack inmany ports at once, some drowned
and some sticking in the mud. The Philip and the St Thomas burnt

themselves; the StMatthew and the St Andrew were recovered by
our boats ere they could get out to fire them. The spectaclewas very
lamentable on their side; formanydrowned themselves;many, half­
burnt, leaped into the water; verymany hanging by the ropes' ends
by the ships' sides, under thewatereven to the lips;many swimming
with grievous wounds, strucken under water, and put out of their
pain; and withal so huge a fire, and such tearing of the ordnance in
the great Philip, and the rest, when the fire came to them, as, ifany
man had a desire to see hell itself, itwas theremost lively figured."

"Donne," Carey aptly notes, "couldhardly have had amore spectacu­
lar introduction towarfare."?

One resultwas a setofepigrams. "11 CavalliereGio:Wingefield"
celebrates Sir JohnWingfield, the only Englishman ofrank to die at
Cadiz, who "performed heroically in the attack on the city itself. "10
Donne's linesmakeWingfield oneofthe "Pillars"marking the limits of
the knownworld, and crediting the Earl ofEssex for the conquest:

Beyond th' old Pillersmany'have travailed,
Towards the Suns cradle, and his throne, and bed.
A fitter Piller our Earle did bestow
In that late Hand; for he well did know
Farther than Wingefield no man dares to go.

II

"Bestow"means that itwas theEarl ofEssexwho broughtWingfield
there,whose chaplain conducted the funeral service, andwho therefore
madeCadiz amemorial forWingfield-the sense is thatWingfield has
become so famous as not to need a literal "pillar" or monument.
(Neither the anonymous "true report" norRaleigh's lettermentions a
memorial column).
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Itwould be amistake about tone, I think, to see in those linesmuch

irony, or to take them as blaming Essex for the death: the idea is to
rememberWingfield's courage, and the Earl ofEssex is both credited
and buried in the middle of the middle line. "Cales and Guiana" is
anothermatter:

Ifyou from spoyle ofth'old world's fardest end
To the newworld your kindled valors bend,
What brave examples then do prove it trew
That one things end doth still begine anew. (1-4)

Here as in the lines onWingfield is the sense that Elizabethan naval

projects threatened to exceed the bounds ofhuman capability, and
might land the projectors and adventurers right back where they
started. New worlds, new charts and new lands amounted to new

opportunities foraction, but also forexhaustion and risk. Donnepivots
from "valours ,

"
apositiveword, to "brave,"which in otheraccounts of

the same events (such as Sir Arthur Gorges's) describes not the
courage ofmen likeWingfield, but the showy costume and useless
expendituresofgentlemen-adventurerswhoprovedworse thanuseless
once the tripwas underway.

If"Sir JohnWingfield" is the verdict ofsomebodywho had been
there, "Cales andGuiana" sounds like theworkofamanadvising others
to stayhome. The last line suggests that these expeditions hadno logical
stopping place, perhaps even that they could ruin a kingdom, a
sentimentDonne reprised at the end of"TheDissolution." He has been
imagininghis lady dead:

Now as those Active Kings
Whose foraine conquest treasure brings

Receive more, and spend more, and soonest breake;
This (which I am amaz'd that I can speake)

This death, hath with my store
My use encreas'd,

And so my soule more earnestly releas'd,
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Will outstrip hers; As bullets flowen before
A latter bullet may o'ertake, the pouder being more. (16-24)

It is hard not to hear the "foreign treasure" and "conquest" sought by
Raleigh andEssexhere, alongsideWingfield's bullets. 12

Other epigrams seem to describe the battle off Cadiz. Arthur
Marotti endorses R.C. Bald's suggestion that "ABurnt Ship" "prob­
ably refers to the burning ofthe [ ... ] San Felipe ."13 R.J. Dingley
dissents, arguing that "ABurntShip" derives from a scene inSidney's
1590Arcadia. 14 There is no reason to think the two sources exclude
each other, and every reason to thinkDonne saw theSan Fe lipe burn:

Out of a fired ship, which, by no way
But drowning, could be rescu'd from the flame,
Some men leap'd forth, and ever as they came
Neere the foes ship, did by their shot decay;
So all were lost, which in the ship were found,
They in the sea being burnt, they in the burnt ship drown'd.

(1-6)

The epigram is general and brittle,with double adverbs, single-line
antitheses, and "which," "so" and "did" clausesmore characteristic of
1590spoets ingeneral thanofthe laterDonne: it sounds like apprentice
work, as Donne's verse-letters about the Azores expedition do not.
Carey attributes its brittleness to Donne's insensitivity; he writes,
"Whenwe compare Raleigh's account ofthe death throes ofthe San
FelipewithDonne's,we are inevitably struckby the superiorhumanity
ofRaleigh' s .... Donne treats the slaughter as ajoke, the pretext for
a smart paradox. There is no pity in his lines. "15 Onemight contend
instead that the brittle impersonalityof "ABurnt Ship" reflects not
coldness to others' suffering, but numbness from having recently
witnessed somuchofit: DennisFlynn has recently seen in thepoem a

"studied refusal to acknowledge any glory forEssex or theEnglish at
theirmomentofvictory .

"16 In any case Donne cared enough for the
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image of persons simultaneously burnt and drowned to generate
anotherepigram upon it, "Hero andLeander"-"Both rob'dofair, we
both lye in one ground,! Both whom one fire had burnt, one water
drowned"(1-2). The deadEnglish andDutch sailors offCadizand their
Spanish adversaries rest in the Atlantic in the same shared condition.

Donne's early readerswould have had the battle on their minds:
indeed, the Cadiz voyage helped shape one ofwhatArthurMarotti has
taught us to call Donne's coterie audiences. The young veterans of
Cadiz formed a recognized social group on their return to London:
some evenwore stubby "Cadiz-beards" to commemorate the event. 17
A possible early reference to Donne classifies him as one who had
been toCadiz: EverardGuilpin' sSkialethia attacks apersonage called
La volto Publius, an Inns of Court dandy whose father was a

successful ironmonger.Guilpinwrites

I know some of their humourous near ofkin
Who scorn to speak to one which hath not been
In one of these last voyages: or to one

Which having been there, yet (though he hath none)
Hath not a Cades beard ... 18

R.E. Bennett and others identify Guilpin' s target as Donne. 19 Appar­
ently the short beardwhichmarked the Cadiz veteranwas important
enough as a social token that young London snobsofa certain stripe
would scorn those who lacked the sign even ifthey had had the naval
experience.

Donne and the Islands

ANTONY. Terrible tales you tell! That's what going to sea is like? God
forbid any notion should ever entermy head!

ADOLPH. Oh, no, what I've related up to this point is mere sport
compared with what you'll hear now.

-Erasmus, Naufragium
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Raleigh concludes oftheCadiz adventure:

What the generals have gotten, I know least; they protest it is little:
formine own part, I have gotten a lame leg, and a deformed; for the
rest, either I spake too late, or itwas otherwise resolved. I have not
wanted good words, and exceeding kind and regardful usage; but I
have possession ofnought but poverty and pain."

The frustrations that followedCadiz did notpreventRaleighhimself
from setting out onmore ambitious naval adventures. Nor did they
prevent the young Donne, who set out again with Essex, Raleigh,
AdmiralThomasHoward, and others for theAzores. Thatexpedition,
famously, set out, returned to Plymouth, set out again, split up at sea,
and limped back increased in nothing except bitterness. The earliest
datable letter attributed toDonne describes conditions inAugust 1597
atPlymouth,where the troops and shipswaited for a second chance at
sailing to "St.Michael's" islands:

Written from Plymouth

Sir,
The first act of that play which I sayd I would go over the water to
see is done and yet the people hisse. How it will end I know not ad

ego vicissim. It is true that Jonas was in awhales belly three dayes
but hee came not voluntary as I did norwas troubledwith the stinke
of 150 land soldiers as wee; and I was there 20 days ofso very very
bad wether that even some of the marriners have beene drawen to
thinke it were not altogether amisse to pray, andmy selfheard one

ofthem say god help us. For all our paynes wee have seene the land
ofpromise Spaine;whetherwee shall enterorno I guesse not; I think
there is a blott in their tables but perchaunce this not on our dice to
hitt it. Wee are now againe atPlymouth quasi plymouth; forwe do
nothing but eate and scarce that ....21

After the company got out to seaagain,Donnewrote "The Storme" and
"The Calme," poems which fold several topics into one familiar
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epistolary style, andwhichprefigure or echo images and ideas salient
in some ofDonne 'smost accomplished poems.

The firsthalfof"The Storme" tries to locate and define trueworth,
as againstmere grandeur orpublic esteem. Arthistorians often cite it
to show Donne's, and his friends', regard for Nicholas Hilliard; it
certainly shows thatDonne expectedBrooke to sharehishighestimate
ofthatminiaturist. 22 But Donne does not simply say that Hilliard's
miniatures excel in technique: more striking is the transvaluation of
private, "miniature" values above public ones-an hand or eye by
Hilliard isworth abighistory-painting by "aworse painter," precisely
as aprivate friendship, or a life composed ofsuch, is better than a life

offutile, unsuccessful or grandiose action on theworld stage. Once
value becomes private, as liable to lodge in small things as ingreat­
and as long as it remains interpersonal, grounded in some social
bond- itmust be located in theminds offriends, or lovers,without
whom the privately shared, orminiature,worldwouldnot exist.

The opening sentence ofDonne's verse letter thus completes a

logical progression, onewhichmight be paraphrased: "an history/By
a worsepainter" isworse than

H

hand, or eye/ByHilliard,
"

and, by
the same rationale, anythingpublicly or by convention esteemed is
worse than anything my friend esteems, whether it's Hilliard

(aboutwhom we agree) or evenmy own lines. The first comparison
locates value in technique and accuracy, rather than in the thing
depicted; the second locates it in the proper reader or beholder. This
transvaluation, settingprivate shared things abovepublic success, links
the best verse-letters to the great love poems, and both to the later
divine lyrics: it amounts to a turning-away fromprecisely theworldly
gloryCarey considersDonne to have beenseeking-a turn (asBarbara
Everett has put it) forDonne from Leah to Rachel. InDonne's verse­
letters to Brooke as later, it is not the contemplative solitary life, the
questafterwisdom through reason,Donne exalts. Instead, aprivately
imagined, privately built social world becomes an alternative to the
exploded public one, a ship on the otherwise-unnavigable sea of
troubles."
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ManyElizabethanpoets use storms to representworldly difficul­
ties; less ordinary areDonne's terms in "The Storm" for thegoodwind
thatpushed the ships fromport. Thatwind, likepublic valour, proved
false; itwas

... but so kinde, as our countrimen,
Which bring friends one dayes way, and leave them then.
Then like twomighty Kings, which dwelling farre
Asunder, meet against a third to warre,
The South andWest windsjoyn'd, and, as they blew,
Waves like a rowling trench before them threw. (23-28)

"Countrymen" does not logically have to be in the line at all, andpart
ofwhat it does by being there is to contrast the interpersonal loyaltyof
Donne and Brooke (or any otherpair cemented byprivate affections)
to the unreliable loyaltymerely national affections demand. Country­
men,Englishmen, abandon their friends; twomighty kings gangup on
a third; stormsbuffet ships,whichalmost sink. The lines recorda failure
ofmorale: "Honourandmisery have one face andway," the verse-letter
earlier declares. Donne's poem begins, before the storm does, in
rejecting public valour in favorofaffectionswhich canbe sharedonly
privately (andwhich, like a letter itself, cannot achieve their raison
d 'etre unless shared). "The Storme" thus anticipates "TheRelique"
with its cry "let'us alone," "TheCanonization,"with itsown rejectionof
public concerns, and "The SunneRising,"where "Allhonor'smimique;
All wealthalchimie" except forwhatDonne and his lady orwife share
(11.7,24). The toneof"The Storm" is less certain, less grand, as is usual
when Donne addresses male friends, but the habits of thought are
already vivid, and their naval contexts already on record.

Donne's accountofthemenace implicit in calmweatherandbright
signs, like his accountoftheworth offriendship, seemsmore original
than his account ofthe storm itself, partly because there exist conven­
tional ways to describe thunderstorms, and partly because Donne is
sometimes translating, or adapting, storm-scenes from Latin poetry,
notably (as Clayton Lein has argued)Ovid'sMetamorphoses, book
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11, as well as Lucan's Pharsalia," Arthur Gorges, who in 1614

publishedhisEnglishversionofthewholePharsalia, also sailedon the
Islands expedition, and wrote a prose account of it. Gorges' and
Lucan's storms sharewithDonne's the sense that theworld has sunk
back into uncreated Chaos; inGorges' translation,

This night was not the heavens night
But hellish dark depriving light ...
The clouded aire becomes obscure
The convex spheres quakings endure,
The Axle that the world sustaines,
Both sound aloud with cracking straines
The joints and structures of the poles
With labouringmotion tottering roles.
Nature suspects the Chaos old
And thatdiscording uncontrold
The Elements again would warre

And in their harmony wouldjarre.
And then with God the fiends ofhell
Would now allmingled be pellmelle
One onely sign some hope did give
That in this storme this barke could live. 2S

Donne finally echoes the Pharsalia: "we, unless God say/Another
Fiat, shall have no more day" (ll. 71-2). Gorges' translation notes in
the margin, beside the italicized couplet, "Right paganisme." But
Donne's sailors and soldierswish for the (Christian) LastDay,with
detail not inLucan:

Some coffin'd in their cabins lye,'equally
Griev'd that they are not dead, and yet must dye.
And as sin-burd'ned soules from graves will creepe
At the last day, some forth their cabbins peepe:
And tremblingly'aske what newes, and do heare so,
Like jealous husbands, what theywould not know. (45-50)
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Ships are coffins; coffins are cabins; bodies are coffins; all these
phenomena, reminding thepoetofone another, remindDonne andhis
shipmates ofthe End ofTime. The last two lines predict or echo the
Satires and the coarserElegies, where jealous husbands, dangerous
news, and uncontrollable information virtually define life inmodem
London and at court." But the first two look forward to the

eschatological Holy Sonnets and to the considerations of suicide.
Donne would present himselfover and over as a storm-tossed and
melancholic personage grieved orangeredboth athaving to die and at
notbeing already dead. These tropes andmodes ofthoughtall emerge
early inDonne's careerwhen he considers the hazards ofaship . Next

(as Lein has put it) "the shaky, leaky ship becomes a body on its

sickbed," afflictedwith contradictory fatal conditions; then thatbody
becomes a Iute:

Then note they the ships sicknesses, the mast

Shak'd with this ague, and the Hold and Waste
With a salt dropsie clogg'd, and all our tacklings
Snapping, like too high stretched treble strings. (53-56)27

Lucan andGorges have nothing like this: the analogs are inDonne's
later verse and prose, where sick body, tuned oruntuned instrument,
and imperiled barkcome together again.

"The Storme" and "The Calme" are companion poems, and both
liken their nautical catastrophes to the end oftheworld. In the second
verse-letter the world ends without even awhimper, by stopping, a
triumphofKing Log so terrible and so complete thatDonne wishes the
stormwould come back: "farremorelA blocke afflicts, now, than a

storke before" (11. 3-4). Time andutility come to anend, andwith them
religion, institutions, human endeavor,whether in churches, courts,
theaters, or wars:

As water did in stormes, now pitch runs out

As lead, when a fir'd Church becomes one spout.
And all our beauty, and our trim, decayes,
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Like courts removing, or like ended playes.
The fighting place now seamen's ragges supply;
And all the tackling is a frippery.
No use oflanthomes; and in one place lay,
Feathers and dust, to day and yesterday. (11-18)

No wonder Ben Jonson had those lines by heart. (The phrase
"feathers and dust" reappears in Satire 5, where it represents the
extreme tatteredness ofMacrine's clothes, and where courtiers are
playerswho "board" court ladies, as pirates, unwisely, board weak­
ened ships.) Donne can gather in this poem somany figures from his
Londonpoetry, because the calm allows him to imagine them all gone.
"Fate grudges usall"- grudges all ofus, and takes everything away,
and becomes a good reason forradical skepticism (1.47). "TheCalme"
contains the firstofseveralmoments inDonne'swriting life inwhichhe
imagines himself"nothing," and canbring againsthis imagination's
nihilismonly the evidenceoffeeling:

What are wee then? How little more alas
Is man now, than before he was? he was

Nothing; for us, wee are for nothing fit;
Chance, or our selves, still disproportion it.
We have no power, no will, no sense; I lye,
I should not then thus feele this miserie. (51-6)

By its end, the poem has beenpurgedof images, collapsed into chains
ofnegated abstract nouns, until the "I" returns and affirms its own
existence throughcommunicable feeling."

Since so many of Donne's early poems are undatable, "The
Storme," "TheCalme" and the events thepoems describemay be taken
as amajor inspiration forDonne's verse about court and city life, and
as ramifying throughmuchofhis later verse. The lettersmight also be
read simply as two more examples of Donne's willingness to see

London, court life, and death, everywhere he looked. Marotti in taking
the latterposition reveals theplausibility ofthe former:
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What [Donne] says about the tattered tacklingofthe becalmed ship
suggests that it is a symbol not only ofthe superficial luxury ofthe
world but also ofthe state ofthe ruined gallant: " ... All our beauty,
and our trimme decays, / Like courts removing, or like ended

playes." [Donne] makes a point similar to the one made by Arthur
Gorges, who described the effects of the earlier storm on the
dandified gentleman-volunteers, recounting the way harsh experi­
ence at sea could dispel their romantic illusions: "This violent and
dangerous tempest had so cooled and battered the courages of a

great many or [sic] our young Gentlemen (who seeing that the

boysterous winds and merciless Seas, had neither affinitie with
London delicacie, norwith Court bravery) as that discharging their
high Plumes, and embroidered Cassockes, they secretly retired
themselves home, forgettingeither tobid their friends farewell, orto
take leave of their General. "29

For Gorges it is the sea-experience itself that "dispel[led]" the
gentlemen's illusions: the voyage became a kind ofstarting-date or
initiation into new, disillusioned stylesofthought.

A calm as harsh as the one in "The Calm"was not only the image
ofdeath, but a reason to anticipate the real thing; provisions could run
out, as Gorges feared theywould. Careyminimizes the impact these
events had onDonne's art:

[T]houghDonnewas in new and exotic circumstances-becalmed
offtheAzores-his head, as the quoted lines illustrate,was still full
of London life; the court, the playhouse, the second-hand clothes

shops ("fripperies"). His powerfully self-absorbed mind imprints
itself and its contents on the scene before him, so that we get the
effect of a photographic double exposure. The seascape off the
Azores is seen through layersofElizabethan London. As a result the
poems, for all theirdescriptive life, give us a less solid impressionof
someone venturing into strange climes than do the plain accounts by
Elizabethan seamen."

The idea of the double-exposure, of London coming to mind on

shipboard, seems apt, an early instance ofthe conjunction-disjunctive
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Johnson taughtus to nickname "metaphysical": buttheDonnewho saw
sailing in terms ofLondon could also see London in terms ofsailing.
Carey quotes, for contrast, Gorges' own depictions ofscenes Donne
nowhere describes: the topography ofthe Azores, and St. Elmo's fire.
Nor is it clear thatDonne or anyone could see theAzores during the lull
(or through the blinding storm)-the verb "seek" (line 10 of "The

Calm") suggests that from the vessel no landwas visible. TheDonne
of"The Calm" is not self-absorbed, but drawn into a condition so like

solipsistic despair that it terrifieshim:

We can nor lost friends, nor sought foes, recover,
But meteorlike, save that wee move not, hover.

Only the Calenture together drawes
Deare friends, which meet dead in great fishesjawes.(21-24)

What vexes Donne here is the irrecoverability o/the private social
context thatwill make life and languagemeaningful in the absence of
public rewards and effective public action- the private contexts

friends and lovers create, the contexts one imagines being createdwhen
a friend reads a letter, andwhichwill never be created ifletters never
get there and friends nevermeet.

Donne, ofcourse, did survive the calm." But the adventurers'
troubleswere hardly over. Essex's narrative explainswhatmade him
turnhis ships around the first time out:

And because I theGenerall thoughtmy too soone giving overwould
notonelydeprive the Fleeteofourprincipall ship, butabsolutly defeat
the journey; I forced my company first to abide the continuall

increasingofamost dangerous leake,which Imade lightof, because
I saw thatwith labour ofmen I could free the ship as fast as the leake
did grow . Secondly, Imade them endure the crakingofbothmymain
and foremast, the one in two places, the other in three; so aswe still
loked when they should be carried by the boord; which was not

enough to make me beare up, because I knew whensoever I should
loose them both, I couldwithjuriemasts, byGods favour, carry the
ship home. And I continued so long thatmy ships Okam [oakum]



152 John Donne Journal

came all out, her seames opened, her deckes and upperworkes gave
way, hervery timbers andmaine beameswith her labouringdid teare
like lathes; so as we looked hourelywhen theOrlopewould fall, and
the Ordnance sinke downe to the keele: then did those few, whom
before I had wonne to stand wth mee, all protest against me, that if
I didnotwithin aminuteofan houre beareup thehelme, I didwilfully
cast away the ship and whole company."

After the ships had embarked again fromPlymouth,

SirWalter Raleigh the Vice-admirall brake his maine yard, which
forced him to beare along to the Westward before the wine; and I
in this second ship had such a desperate leake sprang, as when we

pumped and boled with buckets as much as we could for our owne

lives, it grew still on us: and when we sought by ramming downe

peeces ofBeefe, and holding linnen cloath wrong together, to stop
the comming inofthewater, it came in notwithstanding so strongly,
as it bare downe all, and beate away everyman that stood to stop it:
Then was I faine to lye by the lee, and make my company worke

upon it all night, my master Carpenter, the only skilful man I had,
dying at that very instant.

33

All these calamities happened before theEnglish captains had sighted
Spanish ships. The restofEssex

' narrative piles confusionon confu­
sion- the ships lose sight of one another repeatedly, tactics get
bungled, supplies run out: theman inwhose charge the adventure took
placepaints it as a sometimes terrifying seriesofmakeshifts, errors, and
unavoidable disasters. ThomasHoward,Raleigh,Anthony Sherley,
CharlesMountjoy, Francis Vere and Christian Blunt all co-signed
Essex's brief, "official" apology for the expedition, towhich the only
longerprose record ofthe voyage, Gorges' "LargerRelation," consti­
tutes anamplification and rejoinder." Gorges stresses the incapacity
and unpreparedness forhard naval service ofthe companiesofgentle­
man-marines inwhichDonne served:

Andmany ofourGentlemen and Knights, with this boysterous and
bitter entertainment on the Seas, returned extreme weake and lay
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dangerously sicke long after: Insomuch that some of them dyed
thereof at Plimouth, and were there honourably buried by the
Generall. Some also were so much weakened and distempered, as
that they were not able to recover strength to put to the Seas

• 3S
agam ...

Gorges goes on to "reprehend and taxe" the "unproper and vaine"
system ofinformal recruitment that brought London dandies into the
front ranks of naval warfare, and made them provide their own

equipment, "whereby they come both to the Sea and Field service,
rather like Maskers than Souldiers.?" The next thirty-odd pages of

Gorges' narrative catalog badly tangled tactics, bad supplies, unfortu­
nate weather, internecine betrayals, "boldnesse by some esteemed
fortitude," "violent counsels," "ambitious humours" and "disorderly
haste homewards. "37

"Ships ... are deaths"

the sea has nothing to give but a well-excavated grave.
-Marianne Moore, "A Grave"

Donne and his friends had had possibly transformative, certainly
spectacular and traumatic, experience in these shipboard adventures.
Donne's experiences showup inhispoems, both inDonne's images and
associations involving seas and sailing, and in Donne's impulse to
counterpoise hisprivate values and sheltered space to thatoftheGreat
World. TheAzores expedition, like the Cadiz action, affectedDonne's
coterie readerships, inparticular through its associationwith theEarl of
Essex. BothRaleigh and Essex had served inCadiz, andbothhad gone
again to the Islands, but later readers seem to have associated the
Azores disaster with Essex's leadership: "The Storme" and "The
Calme" inmany manuscripts, and in the 1635 and 1639 editions of
Donne's poems, bear the subtitles "From the IslandVoyagewith the
Earle ofEssex. "38 And, as BarbaraEverettwrites, "whether or not he
was in fact ofthe Essex party Donne seems to have felt some degree
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ofinvolvementwith Essex's fate when he spokeofhimselfas having
died in that grey yearwhen the courtier fell and hehimselfmarried.

"39

There seems to have been an understanding of the Essex party as

composed ofhis gentleman-marines, or else as like them: the 1669
editionofDonne 's poemsprinted ashis "SixthSatire" a 134-linepoem
addressed to SirNicholas Smyth,which begins "Sleep, next Society
and true friendship, / Man's best contentment." The poem (repro­
duced in Grosart's edition) sounds very little like Donne, even the
"rough" Donne of the Satires, and contains both specific, vicious
attacks onQueenElizabeth and cryptic criticismofJames; evenGosse
took it as perhaps notDonne's.40 Its interest for an understanding of
Donne and Donne' s sea-voyages is in its discussion ofEssex 'sparty:

Toomuch preparing lost them all their lives,
Like some in Plagues kill' d with preservatives,
Friends, like land-souldiers in a storm at Sea,
Not knowingwhat to do, for him did pray.(italicsmine)"

The satirist, whoever he was, seems to have identified Essex's party
with the "land-soldiers" he had carried.

The Cadiz andAzores adventures had thus helped to generate the
social ties and the climate ofideaswhichDonne's later verse-letters
invoke. "ToMr. R[owland]W[oodward]" ("If, asmine is, thy life a

slumberbe") sharesWoodward's hopes for theGuianaexpedition, and
for news about it.42 The letter to SirHenryWotton, "Here's no more
newes, than vertue,"whichmanuscripts date "20 July 1598,"uses the
failureoftheGuiana trip as a trope for other frustrations"AtCourt. "43

TheWottonDonne invokes in the poem already knows all about the
failure ofthe Azoresjourney, as he knows also that "vice doth here
habitually dwell," and that honesty, in the GreatWorld, is helpless
against intrigue, as "Indians" were

'"

gainst Spanish hosts," (3, 15)
These triple-rhymed stanzas presenta triad oflikenesses familiar from
"The Calm": (corrupt) Courts = (obsolete or ended) plays =

(fruitless) sea-voyages - all three fields of action now seem as

pointless as games ofchess.
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Donne therefore proposes to replace the failed and dangerous
world forwhich nauticalnews stood, and whichnowhas its epitome
atCourt,with themore privateworld representedby the letter itself, by
friendship, and by the valediction at the end. Since the publicworld
makes demands on friends which require them towork separately, or
to go on voyages (which iswhy they have towrite to one another), the
conditionofhaving a real friend or lover, and therefore a sharedprivate
world, is oneofhaving to say goodbye to it, andofexpecting orhoping
to return. Donne explained in a 1618 sermon:

An Epistle is collocutio scripta, says Saint Ambrose, Though it be
writte far off, and sent, yet it is a Conference, and separatos
copulat, sayes hee; by this meanes we overcome distances, we
deceive absences, and wee are together even then when we are

asunder."

Epistlesmingle souls, and imply valedictions, for thus friends about to
be absentmeet and go onmeeting. The circuitofthought and feeling
these verse-letters display, andwhich otherpoems repeat,works this
way: the miniature representation makes its way aided by some

specialpower (romantic love, or the affection of friends, or shared
piety, or God's power) over a hazardous chaos, like the sea, to its

recipients, for whom (like new charts) it redescribes the world in
such a way as to make opposites meet andpeople whole. Poems
thus resemble ships or arks, and persons- Donne's readers or

writers- are like ships, arks, sailors, navigators, or even victims of
shipwreck.

Donne often presents himself as isolated and endangered: he
promises to use poems as vessels to preserve him for, or to transport
him back into, the small worlds he preferred to share. "Sir,more than
kisses," a longer letter toWotton, explains that it is precisely because
life constitutes a dangerous seavoyage that friends need to bewriting,
"for thus friends absent speake":

Life is a voyage, and in our lifes wayes
Countries, Courts, Towns are Rockes, or Remoraes;
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They break or stop all ships, yet our state's such
That though than pitch they staine worse, wee must touch.

(7-10)

The ship of this voyage is both good, as a friendship, the desirable
container forprivacy,withoutwhichwewould drown, and bad: ifwe
didn't need to go somewhere in the ship,we could remainwith friends,
and not have to hazard courts, countries, seas, etc." "A Valediction

ForbiddingMourning" shareswith this verse-letter the sense that a
faithful companion's leavetaking is like a goodman's death; in the
verse-letter, themarine context is explicit:

And in the worlds sea, do not like corke sleepe
Upon the waters face; nor in the deepe
Sinke like a lead without a line: but as
Fishes glide, leaving no print where they passe,
Normaking sound, so closely thy course goe,
Let men dispute, whether thou, breathe or no. (53-58)

Life,whether in countries, towns, or courts, becomes aparticular kind
ofsea-voyage, one inwhich friends are to avoid striving fornotice and
construct instead aprivacy inwhich they "mingle souls," amingling
which (since life is a voyage)will be accomplished as a sequence of
valedictions.

"Sir,more than kisses" almost takes for granted that all oflife' s
"ships"will be stopped orbroken; many other vessels inDonne'swork
are similarly endangered or doomed. Satire 3 goes outofitsway to list
overseasperils:

Dar'st thou ayd mutinous Dutch, and dar'st thou lay
Thee in ships woodden Sepulchers, a prey
To leaders rage, to stormes, to shot, to dearth?
Dar'st thou dive seas, and dungeons of the earth?
Hast thou couragious fire to thaw the ice
Of frozen North discoveries? and thrise
Colder than Salamanders, like divine
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Children in th'oven, fires ofSpaine, and the'line
Whose countries limbecks to our bodies bee,
Canst thou for gaine beare? (17-26)

Equally pointless risks await those who seek aNorthwest Passage,
whowill freeze, and thosewho are so foolhardy as to seek their fortunes
in tropical climates (like the Azores, orGuiana). Why, does Donne
expound at length the hazards of foreign travel, when his larger
argument requires only that the true field of valor be shown to be

religion, thewarwith the Devil? These explorations and contests (all
but one of his examples involves a boat) are what has proven the
unworth ofthe GreatWorld; it is on the sea that the need for human

beings to turn inward has recently been shown.

So the worlds selfe, thy other lov'd foe, is
In her decrepit wayne, and thou loving this

Dost love a wither'd and worne strumpet. (37-39)

Satire 3 shares with the verse-letters andwithmanyoftheSongs and
Sone ts the sense that the publicworld is no longerworthhaving on its
own terms. And one way to see this turn inward is to read it as the
reactionofadisillusioned veteran- aperspectivewhich addsweight
to, and explains the persistence of, the nautical figures."

Donne "was aman-and itwas anage-that took to themetaphor
of sailing, by second nature," writes Lef'omte." Metaphors of
shipwreck and drowning seempeculiarlyDonne's, andmultiply in his
bleakest works. He wrote to Sir Henry Goodyer of his sometime
"desire ofthe next life":

I know it is not meerly out of a wearinesse of this [life], because I
had the same desires when I wentwith the tyde, and enjoyed fairer
hopes than now .... When I must shipwrack, I would do it in a Sea,
where mine impotencie might have some excuse, not in a sullen

weedy lake where I could not have so much as exercise for my
swimming."
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One ofDonne 's examples inBiathanatos makes the body a ship
that bears the soul:

But I say, if in a Tempest we must cast out the most precious ware
aboard to save the lives of the Passangers, and the Marchant who
is damnified thereby cannot impute this to any, nor remedie himself,
howmuchmoremay I, when I am weather beaten, and in dangerof
betraying thatprecious soulewhich God hath embarqued inme, put
offthis burdenous flesh, till his pleasure be that I shall resume it? For
this is not to sink the ship but to retire it to safeHarbour, and assured
Anchour."

Ships are prisons as bodies are prisons; aman in aboat is like the fish
in the guts ofa swan inMetempsychosis, who "swam IA prison in a

prisonput"-the swan itselfbeing "like a ship inher full trim" (11. 241,
231). Fish-sperm (milt), a small container for a soul, is at once aboat
andamanuscript, "row[ing] lIt selfewith finnieoares,"with scales "yet
ofparchment"(229). When awhale eats the fish, Donne imagines at
once sea-combat, Jonah, courts, storms, and the likeness ofthe seas to
the heavens, the same combination he invoked in "The Storm":

At every stroake his brazen finnes do take
More circles in the broken sea they make
Than cannons voices, when the aire they teare:
His ribs are pillars, and his high arch'd roof
Ofbarke that blunts best steele, is thunder-proofe:
Swimme in him swallow'dDolphins,without feare,
And feele no sides, as ifhis vast wombe were

Some Inland sea, and ever as hee went
He spouted rivers up, as if he meant
To joyne our seas, with seas above the firmament.

He hunts not fish, but as an officer,
Stayes in his court, at his owne net, and there
All suitors ofall sorts themselves enthrall;
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So on his back lies this whale wantoning,
And in his gulfe-like throat, sucks every thing
That passeth neare. Fish chaseth fish, and all,
Flyer and follower, in thiswhirlepool fall;
o might not states ofmore equality
Consist? and is it ofnecessity
That thousand guiltlesse smalles, tomake one great,must die?

(311-330)

It is agood-itmay seem to amore democratic age, anunavoidable­

question aboutmonarchs and courts; but it is also aquestion lurking in
evenRaleigh's accountofCadiz action. The trope ofthe little bark in
which the poet sails (Metempsychosis, stanza 6) is conventional, but
Donne adds the notion that we are all inside the whale or ship of
Destiny,which holds all other shiplike, imperiled institutions, from
monarchies down to physical bodies:

Nor, holy Janus, in whose soveraigne boate
The Church, and all the Monarchies did floate;
That swimmingColledge, and freeHospitall
Ofall mankinde, that cage and vivarie
Of fowles, and beasts, in whose wombe, Destinie
Us, and our latest nephewes did instal

(From thence are all deriv'd, that fill thisAll)
Did'st thou in that great stewardship embarke
So diverse shapes into that floating parke,
As have beene mov'd, and inform'd by this heavenly sparke.

(21-30)

The disturbing flatness ofmuchoftheMetempsychosis comes, I think,
from Donne's deliberate suppression of the private- or alternative­
world trope that informs the best verse-letters, including "The Calme"
and "The Storme," and themost serious love poems. Since a soul is
whatDonne is tracking, from the outside or objectively, as itwere, he
cannot tell uswhat it is like to be that soul; it writes no letters, cannot



160 John Donne Journal

imagine itselfelsewhere, experiences bodily lust often but "love so

much refined" never, andhas, significantly, noprivatehomelike love or
friendship to return to. Itwill keep voyaging through thewet, great
world forever, oruntil the poem is abandoned.

Ifmost of the Elegies are very early poems, and ifDonne's
preoccupationwith sea-travel dates fromhis Cadiz andAzores expe­
rience, onewouldexpect fewoftheElegies to include stringsofnautical
images. Most do not; some do. In "On HisMistress" ("By our first
strange and fatall interview"), otherwiseElegy 16, it is the dangers of
European travel whichgive the poem its gravity, balancing the comic
lines aboutFrenchand Italian sexual habitswhichprecede thefortissimo
close. The valedictorymode, the dangersofships andwinds,Donne's
desire thathis lady not travel, and his ability to imagine his own corpse
go together; apoem that includes anyoneofthesewillprobably include
them all. The chain ofcomic nautical images in "Love's Progress"
begins at line 2 ("onewho goes / To sea for nothing but tomake him
sick") but unfolds in its full, exaggerated glory at lines 43-72, a catalog
ofmetaphorsDonne uses separately andmore seriously elsewhere, and
onewhichbegins and ends near theword "shipwreck." J.B. Leishman
writes that "the ingenious comparisonsDonne uses inorder to describe
the lover's progress in terms ofa voyage could neverpossibly have
occurred to Ovid or to any classical poet. "50 In "Loves Warre" the
sense is thatnoneofthe currentmilitary conflicts is worth fighting, not
Flanders, not France, not Ireland, not Spain, not Spain's tropical
possessions, offwhichDonne had already felthimselfparched to "dust
andashes" in "TheCalme,"not, in fact, anything that requires sea travel.
William Empson explains that in "Love'sWarre" "The strife of love
... is better than fighting forone's country, andwhy? Because patriotic
fighting, whether in Ireland, Spain orFlanders, alwaysmeans getting
into a boat": 51

To mew me in a Ship, is to enthral
Me in a prison, that weare like to fall;
Or in a Cloyster, save that there men dwell
In a calm heaven, here in a swaggering hell.
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Long voyages are long consumptions,
And ships are carts for executions.
Yea they are Deaths: ist not all one to fly
Into an otherWorld, as t'is to dy? (21-28)

Ships are not just prisons, but prisons that collapse, like the bare,
ruinedmonasteries, and are full,moreover,ofdiseases, "long consump­
tions,"which heat and confinement render evenmore contagious."
Like the Donne of "The Relique," or of "The Good Morrow," the
comically self-convincedDonne of"LovesWarre" wants to replace
thosepolitical and religious struggleswithmore self-contained erotic
ones, inwhichboats-like engines, "thrusts, pikes, stabs, yeabullets"
and even (pace Empson) planets-aremerely figural, and onlyDonne
and his lover are real (1.37).

The olderDonne ofthe sermons and the Donne ofthe elegy "His
Picture," like theDonnewhowrote "The Storme," cared verymuch for
pictures and books that could be carried on one's person, or senthome
by travelers, asmnemonics." Preparing to go to Germany in 1619,
Donne toldhis congregation:

Ifthymemory have not held that picture ofour general deliverance
from the [Spanish] Navy [in 1588]; (ifthatmercy be written on the
water and in the sands,where itwas perform' d, andnot in thye heart)
if thou remember not our deliverance from that artificial Hell, the
Vault [i.e., theGunpowderPlot] ... Ifthese be too large pictures for
thy gallery, for thy memory, yet every man hath a pocket picture
abouthim, amanuall, abosome book, and ifhewill turn overbut one
leaf, and remember what God hath done for him even since

yesterday, he shall find even by that little branch anavigab Ie river, to
sail into thatgreat and endless SeaofGodsmercies towardhim, from
the beginning ofhis being. (Sermons 2: 11,238)

Valedictions,memory, portraitminiatures, ships and shipwrecks: the
same sequence that had turned up in the verse-letters to Brooke here
animates "His Picture." Offeringhis ownportrait to his lover,Donne is
doing something ordinary forhis class and time. 54 What gives the poem
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its first burstofenergy, its first unusual semantic aspect, is the speed
withwhich thepoetmoves from the ostensible occasion-the gift, upon
departure, ofaportrait-miniature-to imagininghimselfalready dead,
in shipwreck or in land or sea battle. 55 IfDonne dies by shipwreck,
partsofhis corpsewill look "tanned" (asvellumdoes); othersmayhave
the texture or color of"haircloth." IfDonne dies inbattle, his hairwill
havewhitened suddenly, his skinbebruisedor stainedwithgunpowder,
like somany ofthe dead in battle at Cadiz.

It should be no more news thanvirtue to note thatDonne's poems
are full ofcompasses, globes, maps, charts, and other solid objects
from theAgeofDiscovery . But forall his immoderate desire ofhumane

learning,whenDonne thinks aboutastronomyand geography, he often
considers them as aids for navigators. Charts, globes and so on are

practical technology, andusually relate to some direction, or failure of
direction, inhuman life. Modem criticism has consideredwith great
industry thenavigational, cartographical, andphilosophical contexts for
the compass in "AValedictionForbiddingMourning"; less attentionhas
been paid oflate to the navigational equipment that provides the sea­
contexts for other short poems.

56

The processionofself-contained tropes in "AValediction: ofthe

booke," like themonumental stanzas, recalls the othervaledictions less
than it does Donne's other short stanzasmade oflists-angry, embit­
teredorcynical verses like "TheWill" or "TheCurse." But the patterns
offeeling "Ofthebooke" records link itwiththe othervaledictions, and
withpoems ofconfidentmutuality, like "TheRelique," inwhich-as in
"Ofthebooke"-Donne imagines future ages learning, by reading, his
love's perfection. Mostofthe booksDonne asks his lover towrite are

such triumphant annals; the poem almost abandons its valedictory
function, and its contextofparting, until both return in the last stanza,
and,with them, nautical technology:

Thus vent thy thoughts; abroad I'll study thee,
As he removes farre off, that great heights takes;
How great love is, presence best trya11 makes,
But absence tryes how long this lovewill bee;
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To take a latitude

Sun, or stars, are tidiest viewed,
At their brightest, but to conclude

Of longitudes, what other way have wee,
But to marke when, and where the darke eclipses bee? (55-63)

The complex syntax and the invention in the 18th century of very
accurate shipboard clocks-whichmade itpointless to take longitude
by eclipses havemade this stanzaharder formodem readers,whomay
not recognize that it invokes abook at all. 57 Finding a longitude (and
therefore steering correctly) inDonne's age required the eclipse charts
in an almanac. A shipmaster also needed to knowwhen the eclipses
would take place; itwas the intervals between the predicted and the
observed lunar eclipses that toldhimwhere on the ocean hewas,just
as the interval betweenDonne's departure and his returnwill, in the
logic the poem sets up, tell Donne and his loverhow lasting their love
can be. The extended simile forces readers familiarwithRenaissance

navigation to imagineDonne already on aboat and outofsightofland,
and then to imaginewhoever steers the boatusing timetables and charts
to return home. Ithelps, inweighing the seriousness and the technical
qualityofthemetaphor, to remember thatDonnehadhimselfspent time
on a lost ship.

Hymns, valedictions, destinations, shores

Then, when they had been without food for a long time, Paul stood
up among the men. "Friends," he said, "you should have listened
tome and notputout from Crete. Youwould have spared yourselves
all this damage and loss. ButnowIaskyounottogivewaytodespair.
Therewill be no loss of life at all, only of the ship."

-Acts 27:21-22

Some sermons recapitulateDonne's habits ofthinking about theworld
in nautical, navigational or naval terms. One is the relatively early
(1618)MareMundus sermon admired by T.S.Eliot:
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The world is a Sea inmany respects and assimilations. It is a Sea,
as it is subject to stormes, and tempests; Everyman (and everyman
is a world) feels that. And then, it is never the shallower for the

calmness, The Sea is as deepe, there is as much water in the Sea,
in a calme, as in a storme; we may be drowned in a calme and

flattering fortune, in prosperity, as irrecoverably, as in a wrought
Sea, in adversity; So the world is a Sea. It is a Sea, as it is
bottomlesse to any line, which we can sound it with, and endlesse
to any discovery thatwe canmake of it. The purposes oftheworld,
the wayes of the world, exceed our consideration; But yet we are

sure the Seahath abottome, and sure that it hath limits, that it cannot
overpasse; The power of the greatest in the world, the life of the
happiest in theworld, cannot exceed those bounds,which God hath
placed for them. So the world is a Sea. It is a Sea, as it hath ebbs
and floods, and no man knowes the true reason of those floods and
those ebbs. All men have changes and vicissitudes in their bodies
(they fall sick) And in their estates (they grow poore) And in their
minds (they become sad) at which changes (sicknesse, poverty,
sadnesse) themselves wonder, and the cause is wrapped up in the

purpose andjudgement ofGod onely, and hid even from them that
have them; and so the world is a Sea. It is a Sea, as the Sea affords··
water enough for all the world to drinke, but such water aswill not
quench the thirst. Theworld affords conveniences enow to satisfie

Nature, but these increase our thirst with drinking, and our desire
growes and enlarges itselfwith out abundance, and though we sail
in a full Sea, yet we lacke water; So the world is a Sea. It is a Sea,
ifwe consider the Inhabitants. In the sea, the greater fish devoure
the lesse; and so doe the men of this world too. And as fish, when
theymud themselves, have no hands tomake themselves cleane, but
the current of the waters mustworke that; So have the men of this
world no means to cleanse themselves for those sinnes which they
have contracted in theworld, ofthemselves, till a new flood, waters
of repentance, drawne up, and sanctified by theHolyGhost, worke
that blessed effect in them,

All these ways the world is a Sea. (2: 11, 246)

Words are the windwhich drive the boat ofthe congregation, orofthe
soul; the preacher serves as anavigator,who canperform, in anyone
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sermon, only one position-finding operation-one for latitude, and
another, on another day, for longitude:

But as that Pilotwhich had harbored his ship so farrewithin land, as
that hemust have change ofWinds, in all the points ofthe Compass,
to bring her out, cannot hope to bring her out in one day: So being to
transport you, by occasion of these words, from this world to the

next; and in thisworld, though all theCompasse, all the foure quarters
thereof; I cannothope tomake all this voyage to day. To daywe shall
consider only our longitude, our East and West; and ourNorth and
South at another tyde, and another gale (9: 1, 50)

Carey says ofthe sermons:

Rivers and seas figurewidely in [Donne's]writing, not as geographi­
cal locations- he scarcely ever gives them fixed positions on the
globe-but as anonymousmasses offascinatinglyamorphous stuff.
Hewill distinguish discerninglybetween'an ebbingback ofthemain
River' and'agiddy and circulatEddy, in some shallow placesofthe
stream' while conducting a theological debate. Hewill assert "The
world is a Sea," and then add billowy paragraphs of marine

metaphors, full ofebbs and floods and deeps and storms, to justify
the idea. Disease, disaster and decrepitude are seen in his sermons
and waves and tempests, and the shifts and abysses of our inner
consciousness also find watery equivalents. Seas heave and lurch
inside man as he walks about. 58

Donne's thinking about seas, however, does not involve onlywatery
chaos and illimitablemutability. Persons at sea and alivemust be in a
ship, and following the oceans through the sermons involves following
ships. ForDoctorDonne, thatpeople are ships canmean less that they
are imprisoned than that they have beenmade for use, to put to sea, to

sail towards true religion. Donne says in the sermonhepreached before
leaving forGermanywithDoncaster,

We see ships in the river; but all their use is gone, if they go not to
sea; we see men fraightedwith honor, and riches, but all their use is
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gone, iftheir respect be not upon the honor and gloryoftheCreator;
and therefore says the Apostle, Let them that suffer, commit their
souls to God, as to afaithful Creator; that is, He made them, and
therefore will have care of them. 59(2:11,246)

The image ofthe sea as illimitableperil also remainedwithhim; woe
unto theworld, because it is our sea.

But in such an extension, such an expansion, such anexaltation, such
an inundationofwoe, as this our text, Vaemundo, woe to theworld,
to all the world, a tide, a flood without any ebbe, a Seawithout any
shoare, a darke skie without any Horizon; That though I doe
withdrawmy selfe from thewofulluncertaintie, and irresolutions and
indeterminations of the Court, and from the snares and circum­
stances of the City; Though I would devest, and shake offthe woes
and offences ofEurope in Afrique, or ofAsia in America, I cannot,
since wheresoever, or howsoever I live, these woes, and scandals,
and offences, tentations and tribulationswill pursue mee, who can
express the wretched condition, the miserable station, and prostra­
tion ofman in this world? Vae mundo. (3:7,432)

Conversely, divine consolationmeans sighting land:

Some cosmographers have said, That there is no land so placed
in the world, but from that land, a man may see other land I

dispute itnot, I defend it not; I accept it, and I apply it; there is scarce
anymercy expressed in the Scriptures, but that from thatmercy you
may see another mercy .... Between land and land you may see

seas, and seas enragedwith tempests; but still, say they, some other
land too. Betweenmercy, andmercy, youmay findeComminations,
and Judgements, but still more mercy. For this discovery let this
texte be our Mappe. First we see land, we see mercy, in that

gracious compellation, Children (the Children ofIsrael) Then we
see sea, then comes aCommination, aJudgementthat shall last some
time, (many days shall the Children of Israel suffer) But there

theymay see land too, anothermercy, even this time ofJudgement
shall be a day, they shall not be benighted, nor left in darknesse in
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their Judgements; (many dayes, all the while it shall bee day) Then
the text opens into a deep Ocean, a spreading Sea, (They shall be
without a King, and without a Prince, and without a Sacrifice,
and without an Image, and without an Ephod, and without

Teraphim) But even from this Sea, this vast Sea, this Sea of

devastation, we see land; for, in the next verse followes another

mercy, (The Children ofIsrael shall returne, and shall seeke the
Lord their God, and David their King, and shall feare the Lord,
ad his goodnesse in the later dayes.) And beyond this land, there
is nomore Sea; beyond thismercy, nomore Judgement, forwith this
mercy, the Chapter ends. (8: 17, 415-16)

FindingChristian consolation in a terrible event, or in apuzzling text,
amounts to having the rightmap, or globe, inwhichEast can be made
tomeetWest, andwithoutwhich one loses one'sway. Similarly, the
Anglican compromise evolved to keep the trueChurchMilitant afloat:

And as in storms it falls outoften thatmen cast theirWares and their

Fraights overboard, but never theirBallast, so as soon aswe thought
we saw a storm, inpointofReligion,we castoffourZeal, ourFraight,
and stuck to our Ballast, our Discretion, and thought it sufficient to
sail on smoothly, and steadily, and calmly, anddiscreetly in theworld,
and with the time, though not so directly to the right Haven. (6: 18,
361)

Thismakes the Church verymuch likeNoah'sArk.

[We] have in the Scriptures two especially types of the Church,
Paradise and the Arke. But, in that Type, the Arke, we are

principally instructed, what the Church in general shall doe, and in
that in Paradise, what particular men in the Church should do.

For, we doe not read that in the Arke Noah, or his company, did

waigh any anchor, hoyst any saile, ship any oare, steare any
rudder; but, the Arke, by the providence of God, who only was

Pilot, rode safe upon the face of the waters. The Church it selfe,
(figured by theArke), cannot shipwrack; thoughmen sleep, though
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the Devill wake, The gates ofHell shall not prevail against the
Church. (8:17,423-24)

In fact,all ships suggest theArk, orderive from it, as theHebrewword
for "ship" describes bothNoah's Ark andMoses' tiny bark:

Wee are not sure that there was no kinde ofshippe nor boate to fish
in, nor to passe by, till God prescribed Noah that absoluteform of
the Arke. That word which the holy Ghost by Moses useth for the
Arke, is common to all kindes of boates, Thebah, and is the same

word that Moses useth for the boate that he was exposed in, that
his mother laid him in an arke of bulrushes. (10:11,233)

At the same time the shipoftheChurch is unlikeNoah'sArk in thatGod
does not steer it directly: itmust endure its storms throughhuman and
pragmatic tacking,withoutalways sailing straight toward its goal.

Itwas onlyChrist Jesus himselfthat could say to the Tempest, Tace,
obmutesce, peace, be still, not a blast, not a sobmore; only he could
becalm a Tempest at once. It is well with us, ifwe can ride out a

storm at anchour; that is, lie still, and expect, and surrenderour selves
toGod, and anchor in that confidence, till the storm blow over again.
It is well for us ifwe can beat out a storm at sea, with boarding to
and again; that is, maintain and preserve our present condition in
Church and State, though we encrease not, that though we gain no
way, yetwee lose no waywhilst the storm lasts. It is well for us, if,
though we be put to take in our say Is, and to take down our masts,
yet we can hull it out; that is, if in storms of contradiction, or
persecution, theChurch, orState, though they be put to acceptworse
conditions then before, and to depart with some of their outward

splendor, be yet able to subsist and swimme above water, and
reserve itself for Gods farther glory, after the storme is past; onely
Christ could becalme the storme; He is a goodChristian that can ride
out, or board out, or hull out, a storme, that by industry, as long as he

�an, and by patience, when he can do no more, over-lives a storm,
and does not forsake his ship for it, that is not scandalized with that
State, nor thatChurch, ofwhich he is amember, for those abuses that
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are in it. The Arke is peace; peace is good dispositions to one

another, good interpretations ofone another; for, ifour impatience
put from us our peace, and so out of the Arke, all without the Arke
is sea; The bottomlesse and boundlesse Sea ofRome, will hope to
swallow us, ifwe dis-unite ourselves (3:7, 184-85)

InDonne'sworlds, nothing temporal, and nothing public, is safe.
The sense of two worlds, a narrower better one to get to (or, in a

valediction, to regret having to separate oneselffrom) and a wider
world throughwhichwe dangerously go, appears inalmostallDonne's
uses ofships and the seain lyric or religious verse. In the lateHymns
andHoly Sonnets the otherworld beyond the perilous flood is not a
privately shared imaginative realm,butChrist's,most true andpleasing
when open to mostmen; and that realm is often figured as a far and

saving "shore." The Church ofEngland had the advantage, for this
metaphor, ofnot being overseas: itmade available a farther shore of

light for the believerwithoutmaking him, or her, cross the Channel.
Holy Sonnet 18, "Showme, dearChrist" includes this idea at lines two
and fourteen-the truewordofGod cannotpossibly require believers
to go across the sea, and the pacific, inclusiveAnglicanChurch (as the
Donne ofthe sermonspreferred,more often thannot, to imagine it) saw
itselfasmore open thaneither thenarrow zealous sectaries ofthe "left,"
or the Counter-Reformation Catholics (whose doctrines, as Donne
never tiredofpointing out, could change and strand the oldbelievers).
The sermon preached before James' burial makes the connection
between the "shore" figure and theAnglican doctrine explicit:

First,whenwe are bid toGoforth [Egredemini], it is notto go so far,
as outofthatChurch, inwhich God hath given us our station; for, as
Moses says, That the word ofGod is not beyond Sea, as that we
must needs seek it there, either in apainted Church, on one side,
or in a naked Church, on another. (6:14,284)

The "Hymn toChristat theAuthor'sLastGoing intoGermany," like
some of the Holy Sonnets (the one, for example, about "profane
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mistresses") recapitulatesmotifs from the secularpoems; it sums up,
too,manyofthe senses inwhichDonne's otherpoems had considered

ships and the sea. The poem begins by predicting a swift and
unbreakable linkbetween "embarking," storms, drowning and sinking,
theFlood, and theArk: the rhymes proceed from "embarke" to "Arke,"
then from "flood" to "blood," andmake a neat typology. Donnewill
willingly submithimselfto shipwreckon this voyage becausehis "bark"
is not, now, the poet's skiffit had been in theMetempsychosis, but­
throughGrace- theArk; and this second Flood (Donne's personal
LastDay) can save him, because Christ has made it "an emblem," not
of "our seas," but of his salvific blood(ll. 2, 11). Readers who
understandDonne to be settinghimselfup, in this stanza and in stanza
three, as equal to Christ (who walkedonwater, rather thandrowning)
may be missing the tone; readers who understand Donne as Jonah,
seeing his own actions as emblems ofNew Testament events, and

blowing hot and cold as thatOldTestament figure does, seemmore on

themark.
The middle of the poem describes a sacrifice and a contract

between Donne and his Lord, and the rhymes-thee, mee, mee,

thee-redescribe it, not as reciprocal or equal, but as involving some
exchange (what lawyers call "consideration"). "Sacrifice this Hand"
means thatDonnewill give up bothwhatever ofworth remains forhim
in England, and themore private, islandedworlds he has imagined as

sharedwith those "who lov'dmee"; theunequal contractbelievershave
with Christ, who gives up his body and blood, is first a turning-back
ofChrist's face in the clouds(ll. 9-10). (Donne hadpromised earlier,
in "Good-FridayRidingWestward," to tumhis facewhenhe feltChrist
could "know mee.") The syntax and momentum of the lines show
Donne still alive, still bargaining, notdrownedyet, but ready to giveup
this world for the one on the opposite shore, as the Donne of "The
GoodMorrow" and "The SunRising"was ready to give this one up for
"new lands."

"AHymn toChrist" is also avalediction, and like the secularpoems
entitled "Valediction" endswhenDonne imagines himselfbothpresent
(thus, still speaking to his auditors) and already gone overseas. Donne
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beginswith apairof future conditionals (whatsoever ... will be) and
ends with that rareEnglish verb tense-and-mood, the simple present
indicativee In "ANocturnalUpon St. Lucy's Day"Donne had become
a night, a flood and, past those, a nothing. Now he chooses to go to
those things, because beyond them, after the shipwreck he seems to
have been imagining offand on for twenty-five years, Donne's amo­
rousness, and his images,will find their best, and their appropriately
unworldly, object. Donne's stanza-closing lines expand, as ifhewere
laying himselfprostrate dramatically beforeGod, and at the same time
sinking-the end ofeach stanza is a shipwreckof its own, awreckof
the pentameter couplets that have safely carried near, but never all the
way to, each concluding point. The power in the last line comes not
from the antithesis ofday and night, but from the intrusion oftheword

"stormy," which returns us to themaritime context of the first twelve
lines, and to the poem's occasion.

The "Hymn toChrist at the Author'sLastGoing intoGermany" thus
sums up, begins and endswith, the habits of thoughtDonne took from
the sea; the "Hymn toGod my God, inMy Sickness" (forwhich the
leading conjectural dates are 1623 and 1630, andwhich has numerous
echoes in theDevotions) sums up allmannerof tropesDonne had used
before, among themmaps, navigations and discoveries.60 The earlier

hymn imagines two kinds ofaudience, Christ, towhomDonne prom­
ised to go, and the human audience Donne said he expected never to
see or hear again. Part ofDonne 's tempestuousness in that poemmay
be traced to the absence of precisely the return or circularity that
cements the fast balm at the end of the "Valediction Forbidding
Mourning" and inmany of the verse-letters." The later, more monu­
mental poem is, as it tells us, less a valediction than "aSermon tomine
own"; it has, like theGermany hymn, the exemplarity of the preacher
(Donne's readers can learn to behave as he did on theirdeathbeds),
and, like the "ValedictionForbiddingMourning," circularity, balance,
confidence, release.

Ofcourse, it describes its own circularity, not leastby the familiar
globe, world, map. Donne has to kick away, as he does other props,
themap/globe trope by theend- hemoves from it to the sacredplaces
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it can represent (Paradise andCalvary, etc.), from secular tropes toOld
Testament types (the firstAdam) toChristianantitype (the lastAdam)
back and down to his own particular case; the meeting ofEast and
West, as inhis earlier sacred verse, represents both the completionof
the Old Testament prophecies and the transformation ofpain into
salvific force. Here, too, navigational and nautical language plays a
role. The "Physitians ... grownel Cosmographers" (not "astrono­
mers," but "makers ofmaps oftheworld") have madeDonne, flat on
his bed, their "flattMappe"; ifDonne gets better hewill rise and be
made a globe, but since Donnewill not get better his doctors do not
raise him butpoint out on him "my south-west discovery," the straits
throughwhichDonne, not amap nowbut a boat,will pass (11.6-7, 9).

Noteworthy in thesemiddle, seagoing stanzas is the absence ofthe
apocalyptic tropes Donne normally associates with oceans as with

globes: "the ire currants yeeld returne to none" signifiesDonne's per­
sonal dying, notageneral flood orapocalypse(l.12). Donne's soulwill
be, not shipwrecked or drowned or flooded, but sailing for home:

Is the Pacifique Sea my home? Or are
The Easterne riches? Is Jerusalem?

Anyan, and Magellan, and Gibraltare,
All streights, and none but streights, are wayes to them,
Whether where Japhet dwelt, or Cham, or Sem. (11-15)

This says that voyages ofdiscovery (1) are like the voyage ofthe soul
(whichhas to go around theworld into unknown regions before coming
home) but (2) don'tmatterverymuch, since all continents and all seas
are equal before God. (The same trope described the never-written
conclusion to theMetempsychosis in one ofthe initial stanzas ofthat
poem: "For though throughmany streights and lands I roame,! I launch
atparadise, and I saile towards home,"where the figure stands clearly
for both Heaven and England [56-57]). The language ofthe stanza,
and finally ofthe poem, thus represents a religious confidence analo­
gous to the confidence in aprivateworld themost serious love poems
manifest: Donne's sentence-rhythms resolve into tacitly confident,
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evenly "tuned" end-stopped lines, at the closes ofthe first three stanzas
and then throughout the last two. The questions in the nautical stanzas,
about locations in thisworld, are enjambed:

What shall my West hurt me? I As West and East ...

All streights, I and none but streights, I are wayes to them

Whether where Japhet dwelt, I or Cham, (I) or Sem.

But after the final "So," when the speech-act called prayer has
clearly begun, the phrases ofthe poem are each exactly one line long.
Onlywith this even confidence, this dissociationofthe seaand its ships
from storms, floods, violence and futility, isDonne able to end apoem
abouthis deathwith such conclusive faith. This confidencemay be a

sense that the "otherworld" ofChristian salvation is not really another
worldatall,butsimply aplacebelievers can reach in this one iftheir faith
is in order. This is the valedictory promise, the promise that under God
no one is forever lost or at sea, thatDonne described in a later sermon:

"We thinknot a friend lost, because he is gone into another romme, nor
because he is gone into anotherLand;And into anotherworld, noman
is gone; for thatHeaven, whichGod created, and thisworld, is all one
world" (8: 15, 384). Those who "seek out new seas, and ofnew lands

canwrite," have not, afterall, discovered aprivate cosmos; nor are all
whom the flood did and fire shall overthrow really "scattered," since all
will bebroughtto itsproperplace on the lastday. And it is thisChristian
promise that all voyages offaith can reach some permanent end, that
Donne the seamanwill reachhome, that "AHymn to God the Father"
illuminates:

I have a sinne of feare, that when I'have spunne

My last thred, I shall perish on the shore;
Sweare by thy selfe, that at my death thy Sunne

Shall shine as it shines now, and heretofore;
And having done that, Thou haste done,

I have no more. (13-18)
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Readers disturbed by the transition between "shore" and "shine,"
betweenChrist as eternal sun and the ideaofDonne 's drownedordying
body arriving on land,may return to "The Storme" and rememberhow
decreation and chaos, and the apparent purposelessness oflife in this
world, figure notonly as a life-threatening storm at sea, but also as that
storm's capacity tomake all light go away, "exceptGod say /Another
Fiat." The sworn creating Word, the Word made Flesh, Donne
requests or requires in the Hymn to God the Father is precisely that
Fiat, thewordwhich banishes storms from seas by installing the light
ofChrist "now, and heretofore." No wonder in his poem to George
Herbert Donne made of the Cross an Anchor, and made, of hope's
anchor, his emblem; no wonder he liked to imagine Christ both as

crucified on an anchor, and asHimselfan anchor for Christians. 62

ForDonne the late religious poet, theSavior at theApocalypsewill
do the workwhich the Donne of the love poems told us his "love so

much refined" could do. This work is, inDonne's systemoffigures, the
construction andmaking-availableofa saving secondworld, aworld
like aboat, butwhich saves us/rom boats-an imaginative enterprise
made necessary by a distress like that ofwearymariners, or like thatof
the gentleman-marines who saw action at Cadiz and endured the
Islands voyage. This is the line of thought embodied, not only all
through theGermany hymn andwithin the other two late hymns, but also
in the sermon ofvaledictionDonne preached before his last important
sea-voyage, where the first figure ofChrist's kingdom is the shore ofa

sea; the first figure for whatwe shall be when risen is a setofsoldiers;
and the very last verbs withwhichDonne describes the saved explain
why valedictions, like sea-voyages, will finally havebecome unneces­
sary:

Remember me thus, you that stay in this Kingdom. .. and Christ
Jesus remember us all in his Kingdome, to which, though we must

sail through a sea, it is the sea of his blood, where no souls suffers

shipwrack; thoughwemust be blownwith strangewinds, with sighs
and groans for our sins, yet it is the Spirit ofGod that blows all this
wind, and shall blow away all contrarywindsofdiffidence ordistrust
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inGodsmercy;wherewe shall be all SouldiersofoneArmy, theLord
of Hostes, and Children of one Quire, the God of Harmony and
consent: ... wherewe shall have continuall rest, and yet never grow
lazie; where we shall be stronger to resist, and yet have no enemy;
where we shall live and never die, where we shall meet and never

part. (2: 11,248-49)

Yale University
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