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Donne's "Nocturnall" and Festival

AnnHurley

"Anoctumall upon S. Lucies day, Being the shortest day" rewards
an approach through that aspectofearlymodem life that gave visible

shape to culture, which the Renaissance labeled "festival." Indeed,
Donnemore thanmany ofhis contemporaries, seemed particularly
sensitive to the nature offestival, and the "Noctumall"maywell be a
poetic distillation ofsome ofthat sensitivity. Additionally, the poem
rewards scrutiny in the contextofthe topic oflate Renaissance visual
culture, as St. Lucy's Day was traditionally associated with celebra­
tions oflight andwith invocations againstafflictionsofsight.

Donne's fascinationwith festival is particularly pertinent to the
"Nocturnall" as he seems to have seen festivals as those visible and

participatory moments in everyday communal life that provided a

specific kind of insight. That insight led into an awareness of the

amphibious nature ofhuman lifewherebyman,who ordinarilypartici­
pated in avarietyofdifferent communal, seasonal,psychic, metaphysi­
cal anddivineworldswithoutbeing aware ofthem,might suddenly see
andvividlyexperience thatmultilayeredparticipation. To use amodem
vocabulary, a festival was a "liminal" experience, subjecting its true
participants to a consciousness ofthe dynamics ofcrossing boundaries
and allowing thosewho participatedmost fully an access to apsychic
growth thatwas ordinarily not available on adaily basis. 1

On the other hand, itmay not be too modern to speak ofliminal
spaces andpsychic awarenesswhen'considering the "Nocturnall" as an
instance ofthat approach to festival, asDonnehimselfused the word
"liminal" andused it injust such adiscussionof"festivaI."In a 1627/8
sermon preached at St. Paul's, he discussed, in language directly
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relevant to the "Nocturnall," the curious way in which something
perceived as a distinct and obvious threshold allowed for a fuller
awareness ofthe natureofthe experience leading up to and away from
it. The passage is worth quoting in full:

As S. Augustine sayes of the Sacrament of Baptisme, that it is
Limen Ecc/esiae, The threshold over which we step into the

Church; so is Christmas Day, Limen festorum, the threshold
over which we step into the festivall celebration of some other
ofChrists actions, and passions, and victorious overcommingsof
all the Acts of his Passion, such as his Resurrection, and

Ascension; for, but for Christmas day, we could celebrate none
of these dayes; And so, that day is Limen festorum, The
threshold overwhich we passe to the rest. But the Sabbath is not

onely Limen, or Ianua Ecc/esiae, The door by which we enter

into the Church, and into the considerationwhat the Church hath
done, but Limen mundi, The doore by which we enter into the
consideration oftheWorld, how, and when theWorld wasmade
of nothing, at the Creation, without which, we had been so far
from knowing that there had been a Church, or that there had
been a God, as that we our selves had had no being at all. And

therefore, as our very being is before all degrees ofwell-being,
so is the Sabbath, which remembers us of our being, before all
other festivalls, that present and refresh to us the memory ofour

well-being (VIII, 157-158).

The functionof festival, Donne appears to be saying, is to give shape
to what we would otherwise take for granted, most particularly the
miraculous natureofthe very fact thatwe existatall: "as ourvery being
is before all degrees ofwell-being ...so [festivall] ... remembers usof
our being ... [and] present[s] and refresh [es] to us thememoryofour
well-being [italicsmine]." The liminal space, opening us towhatDonne
isolates as thepeculiar intensifying propertyoffestival, is then critical
in focusing our attention onwhatwewould otherwise fail to see.

Thisparticularpassage is notunique inDonne's sermons; againand
again he returned to the related topics of festival, ceremony, the
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sacraments, ritual, and pondered the nature oftheir role inhuman life
and particularly in human consciousness of that Iife.' To read the
"Noctumall," then, aswhat it announces itselfto be, the articulationof
the preparation for "a long nights festivall" (1.42), is to read it in a

context towhichDonnehimselfhadalready givensignificantattention.
Festival both organizes and informs the poem, which is in turn struc­
turedby thepropertiesoffestival, including the characteristic interrup­
tive gesture thatDonnenormally accentuates, in this instance, death.

The situation of the poem, established by a speaker who is

experiencing a liminal statewithouteverbeing fully consciousofit, is the
traumatic experienceofthe devastating lossofa loved onewho has, up
untilnow, been for the speaker the source andmeaningoflife. Readings
ofthepoem usually stress itspsychic drama. Less frequently, they also
stress its liturgical and ritualistic features.What is essential, however, is
to understand how these-the personal and the ritual-are linked in
festival and thus provide the force ofthe poem.

Initially that understanding is conveyed on a structural level, in the
extraordinary compressions and expansions that characterize its tone
andmovement throughout.What the speaker doesnot realize, butwhat
becomes more apparent, at least to the informed reader, is that the
speaker's experience is not only the narrowly contracted, highly
individualized one thathe feels it to be, but something that expands out
into the absolutelyuniversal. Theexperienceofdeath, so acutely radical
as to be felt as deeply personal, is ofcourse the one totally universal
experience common to all living things. The knowledge ofdeath, as
distinct from the experience ofit, is in turn specific only toman in his
self-conscious awareness andGodhis creator.What the speaker does
notunderstand, inhis intenselypersonal awareness, is that theChurch,
the institutionalmeeting placeofGod andman, and the naturalworld,
where God and man also meet, have, respectively, ritualized and
seasonal features that accommodate death. The reader's, butnot the
speaker's, slowly growing awareness ofthese features provides the
dramaofthe poem,while its contextoffestival, anexperiencewhich is
at once personal and communal, supplies its resolution.
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The personal aspectofthe poem, both the fictional speaker's and
its author, Donne's, has received much critical attention. Whether the

poem was occasioned by the death of Donne's wife, the death ofa
loved daughter or treasured patroness, or by the accumulation of
feelingsofworthlessness in the face ofstalled careerexpectations and
humiliatingpoverty, orby aphilosophical and temperamental fascina­
tionwith theparadoxofsomething created from nothing, or evenby a
near fatal attraction to suicide, the intensityofits effecthas neverbeen
questioned.' The ritualized aspect of the poem has received less

attention, although scholars have identified at least two areas, one

liturgical the other theological,whose echoespermeate thepoem.' For
example, the poem takes its title (probablynotDonne's, and therefore
verifying contemporary awareness ofthis link) from the liturgy sur­
rounding the divine office ofmatins, consisting of three nocturns,
originally recited nearmidnight and often called vigilae nocturnae.
Because there are five features to the nocturnalsofmatins, and because
St. Lucy's office in particular was associated with the feast of the

BlessedVirginwithwhomthenumberfivewasconnected,thefive-stanza
structure and five term refrainsofthe "Nocturnall" seem to derive from

liturgy.' Within themore apparent five-part structure ofthe poem there
is also a less obvious but more thematically pertinent three-part
structure also derived from the liturgy celebratingmatins.Notonlywere
there commonly three nocturnals associatedwithmatins but double
feasts, like St. Lucy's, regularly allowed fornine.Moreover, the nine
psalms ofmatins were often paralleled to the nine angelic choirs,
reinforcing the divine aptnessofthisparticularpattern. The nine-line
stanzasofDonne 's "Nocturnall,"althoughnot as immediatelyapparent
as the five-stanzamake-up of the poem, parallels this aspect of the
matins liturgy.Morepertinently, the thematicnatureofmatins, leading
immediately into the dawning hour of lauds, associated with the
movement from a dead world to renewal through grace, and often
concluded after the thirdnocturnwith a "TeDeum," also parallels the
thematic contentofthe "Noctumall"with its slowly returning"deep"
renewal. Finally, in addition to the quintal and trinal features ofthe
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nocturnals ofmatins, there was also an antiphonal structure to the
readings, reinforcing the same patternofreconciliation ofoppositions
that one finds in the thematic developmentofthe "Nocturnall."

The liturgy surrounding the nocturnals ofmatins is at leastobliquely
concernedwith the reconciliation ofopposites, the central thematic
concern ofDonne 's poemwith its intense experience ofthe critical
oppositions of night and day, dark and light, death and life, and
nothingness andbeing. The second ritual, or religious concept, inform­
ing the "Nocturnall" is, however, notobliquelybutdirectly focused on
these paradoxes, and that is the religious conceptof"kenosis,

"
or the

notion that in taking onhuman flesh in the Incarnation,Christ emptied
himselfofhis divine glory, thereby demonstrating the ultimateparadox
as he moved from being God, "I am that I am," to man, "I am not."

Donne, like everywell-informed theologian,was aware ofthis concept
and its special relevance to his ownphilosophical and temperamental
concerns is apparent in his sermons. In one passage he spoke of it at
length: of the "fulnesse" of Christ in taking on the fleshofman, he said,
"This was a strange fulnesse, for itwas a fulnesse ofemptinesse; Itwas
allHumiliation, all exinanition, all evacuationofhimselfe ...Butwhen
itwas done ... lest theCrosse ofChrist should be evacuated, andmade
ofnone effect, he came tomake this fulnesseperfit, by instituting and
establishing aChurch ... So that this is Christs fulnesse, thathe is in a

continuall administrationofhisChurch... And so, ofhis fulnesse, all the
Congregation receives too ... that is, all the fulnesse thatwas in both
his natures, united in oneperson" (Sermons IV,289), specifically both
the "I am that I am" and the "I am not."

A. B. Chambers makes one inference from this passageexplicitly
and directly relevant to the preoccupations ofthe "Nocturnall": "since
the basisofbeingmerely human is notbeing, identificationwithChrist
in his emptiness is theway to transform one's own nothingness into
something-ness" (110). A second inference is evenmorepertinent: in
Donne the preacher's eyes,man links himselfwith Christ through the
Church. Redemption from the threat ofsingularity is achieved through
awareness ofthe communal rituals that give shape to individual lives.
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The passage quoted above concludes, "all the merits [of Christ's
fulness] are derived upon us, in hisWord, Sacraments, inhis Church;
which Church being to continue to the end, it is most properly said
habitavit, inhim, ... all fulnesse, allmeanesofsalvation, dwell, and are
to be hadpermanently, constantly, infallibly."

The speaker of the "Nocturnall" has, however, not even ap­
proached this level ofconscious awareness, nor is the deep sense of
vitality that informs the redemptive aspectofthepoemat its conclusion

given shape by any specific church festival or, even less, such con­
sciously elaborated institutions asChurch sacraments,Christian liturgy,
or sophisticated theological concepts like kenosis. Instead, the poem
operates at a farmore primitive level, emphasizing (at firstbarely and
in ostensibly peripheral fashion) the seasonal, or non-human but

divinely informed, essentially vital property common to all festival,
which gives shape to that vitality; and that seasonal aspect, God's
festival,which it isman's duty to answer in his festivals, appears only
obliquely, in the references to the Zodiac sign oftheGoat, the lovers'
"lust" and the returning "Sunne"ofsummer.

Nevertheless, the renewing vital force, and its connectionsboth to
festival and to the essential nature ofthe specifically human form of

being, is forcefully present in the poem and present at its depth, in its
very syntax, those verbal connectionswhich in thispoemaffirmhuman
consciousness as the connective force between human existence and
the life force ofthe universe thatman comes to know as God. In line

28, the as yetunperceived (by both speaker and reader) turning point
of the poem, the speaker says, "I am by her death" (italics mine),
articulating the poem's liminal essence: that it is "by her death"-that
critical interruptive threshold-that he exists, for themoment, in his
intensepreoccupationwithher death and forall time, in that death and
life, the conclusionofthe poemwill imply, arepartofthe same unending
continuum.Moreover, death is nomore terminal than is the comma's
pause following that statement. In a truth articulated by the parenthe­
sis-"her death, (whichword wrongs her)"-and thus graphically
visible beneath the text and echoed by the next line,whichwe find in
truth completes the thought-"Ofthe firstnothing, theElixergrown"-



Ann Hurley 215

, death is simply a marking point, a threshold (although as yet
unconscious) ofawareness that,just asGod created life itselffrom the
"first nothing," so He can create eternal life from the "nothings" of
individual deaths. Indeed, it is from the apparentnadir ofthepoem­
line 38, "But I amNone"-that the firstmentionof"renew[al]" ismade,
again in a syntactical gesture that underscores the connective links
between the vitalityofGod 's universe andman's consciousness as the
human aspect ofthat vitality. Human recognitionofthat fact, a state
which the speakerwill attain, but hasnot yet, is given shape by the other
operativeword in this stanza, "festivall."Again, specific festivalsarenot
alluded to in the poem itself, but the essence of festive preparation
surely is (asDonne's early readers recognized in titling hispoem). The
deeply felt human need for connection, the acutely human sense of

despair occasioned by the numb terror that that need might not be
answered, and the responding senseofregenerationworking outofthe
depths ofthis despair andeven againsthumanwill are the deep shaping
forcesoffestival such that the articulationofthatneed is the beginning,
the "prepar[ing]" towards the "longnight's festivall"which is in factthis
poem.

The poemworks rather in the fashion ofGeorge Herbert's "The
Collar" through a double vocabulary in that the speaker's words,
ostensibly his ownpersonal selection drawnoutofhis own immediate
experience, are alsoGod'swords, having importonboth the theologi­
cal and the cosmic levels. The individual speaker's vocabulary and the
theological vocabularymeet in the reader's growing awarenessofthat
double reference. Thus, while the speaker struggles to confine a

reference to the "lesser Sunne" to the ironic contrast between the
"Sunne" whichmerely gives light, life, and force to the universe in
contrast to his "Sunne," the lost loved one who gave such potent
meaning to his life that she outshone even the cosmic body, the reader
hears the echo ofthe Christian "Son" whose ceremonial life from its
Decembernativity to itsApril resurrectionparallels the time spanofthe
poem. The speaker's effort to empty himself, to become a "nothing"
and then a "None," becomes, then, for the discerning reader, a telling
inversion ofkenosis, as Chambers observed.Moreover, insofar as the
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speaker's efforts to empty himself of all aspects of being are in

complete ignoranceofthe theological implicationsofthatemptying, that
ignorance reinforces evenmore fully the divine significanceofsuch an
inversion. This inversion, however, it is important to stress, isnot ironic
but, in its liminal function, emphatically productive. Identificationwith
Christ, evenunrecognized, is the initial step toward the full understand­
ingofthe immenselypurposefulnatureoflifeunderthe divineplan. The
tensionbetween the speaker's radical attempt to extinguish life and the
immutable vitality ofthat forcewhose very essence is that it cannot be
extinguished is resolved through the reader's awareness that both
efforts amount to the same thing, a celebrationoflife itself. The poem
concludes by returning full circle to the opening lines butwith one

significant change. The verb "to be," buried in a contraction in the first
word ofthe poem, assumes its rightful emphatic place as the concluding
word and concluding thoughtofthepoem--outofnothingness every­
thing is.

The festal day of'St, Lucy, blind patroness ofsight and insight, is
thus the perfect shaping festival for a poem that demonstrates the

resiliency of life by stressing a speaker's blindness to that resiliency.
Life asserts itselfin spiteofhis denialofit, and asserts itselfthrough the
reader's conscious awareness ofthe seasonal, communal, and theo­
logical rituals inwhich the speaker actually participates. Thepoem can

be seen as anoppositionbetween an individual seekingnothingness and
the cosmoswhose essence is being. The former is represented through
the speaker's personal experience and individualized voice; the latter
through the suggestionsofseasonal renewal and recurring patterns of
the Zodiac. What resolves the opposition is the human consciousness
of the discerning reader who recognizes the ritual nature of the

speaker's experience. Its linguistic equivalent is the syntaxofthepoem
which, through the linking and placing ofspecificwords, graphically
illustrates that resolution. Festival,whichbrings together the personal
and the ritual, is the communal equivalentofhumanconsciousness, the
visible andparticipatory representationofcommunal discourse. "The
Nocturnall," in its densely concentrated feeling andmultilayered impli-
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cations, is oneofDonne 's greatestachievements ingivingpoetic shape
to personal feeling setwithin the communal eloquenceofculture.

WagnerCollege
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Notes
1. For the most extensive discussion of the liminal nature of festival and

ritual see Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1969) and Dramas, Fields andMetaphors:
Symbolic Action in Human Society (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1975).

2. See such sample passages as Sermons 1.45 ("All Lent, but theVigill, the
Eve ofEaster: to so long aFestivall as shall never end, the Resurrection."); IV.315
("all that which we call by the generall name ofReligion, as it is the outward

worship ofGod, is Ceremoniall and there is nothingmoremorall, then that some
ceremoniall things theremust be ... because upon the Ceremoniall,much ofthe
Essentiall depends too); IV.366 ("there is oneMoralitie, that is the soule ofall
Sabboths, of all Festivalls; howsoever all Sabboths have a ceremoniall part in
them, yet there is aMorall part that inanimates them all; they are all elemented
oiCeremonie, butthey [are] animatedwithMoralitie.")IV.310 ("And for the debt
ofprayer, Godwill not be paid, withmoney ofour owne coyning, [with sudden,
externporall, inconsiderate prayer] butwith currantmoney, that beares the Kings
Image, and inscription; The Church of God, by his Ordinance, hath set his

stampe, upon a Liturgie and Service, for his house ... God heares the very first
motions of a mans heart, which, thatman, till,he proceed to a farther consider­

ation, cloth not heare, not feele, not deprehend in himselfe"); and, on the limits
ofceremony, VII.139-40("Christ is nearer us, whenwe beholdhimwith the eyes
offaith in Heaven, thenwhenwe seeke him in a piece ofbread, or in a sacramentall
box here .... The best determination ofthe RealI presence is to be sure, that thou
be really presentwith him. Make sure thine own RealI presence, and doubt not
ofhis" ). Norwas Donne alone in this preoccupation. Festivals, both secular and
sacred, were focal points, organizing the year and emphasizing its cyclical, over
its chronological, nature. Not only did they order human lives, they also

provided a principle of organization for human expression. Donne's LXXX

Sermons, for example, when first published by John Donne Jr., were ordered

according to the festivals onwhich they were delivered, rather than chronologi­
cally as they are in modern editions.

3. See as representative examples: LouisMartz, ThePoetryofMeditation,
2nd ed. (215); John Shawcross, The Complete Poetry ofJohn Donne (402);
Helen Gardner, JohnDonne: TheElegies andTheSongs andSonnets (249-251);
HerbertGrierson, The PoemsofJohnDonne (2: 10); ArthurMarotti, JohnDonne:
Coterie Poet (232-35); Gunter Kress, "Poetry as Anti-Language: A Reconsid­
eration of Donne's 'Nocturnall Upon S. Lucies Day'," PTL. A Journal for
Descriptive Poetics and Theory ofLanguage 3 (1978): 327-44; and John Carey,
John Donne: Life, Mind andArt (172-4).

4. For example, A.B. Chambers, TransfiguredRites inSeventeenth-Century
English Poetry (Columbia and London: University ofMissouri Press, 1993),
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pp. 115-125; andClarenceH.Miller, "Donne's'ANoctumall upon S. LuciesDay'
and the Nocturns ofMatins," SEL 6 (1966): 77-86.

5. Miller cites Baronius, an author cited by Donne, who matches the five
features of matins with five functions listed by St. Paul: "Cum convenitis,
unusquisque vestrum Psalmum habet, doctrinam, Apocalypsim, linguam,
interpretationem [I Cor. 14:26]. Et vere in Matutino habemus Psalmos, Lectiones
pro doctrina; Responsoria pro Apocalypsi, idest, revelatione; Evangelium pro
lingua; Homiliam pro interpretatione ...

" The five-term refrains from the
"Nocturnall" consist ofthe lines in which Love's "art did expresse /A quintes­
sence [or fifth essence] even from nothingnesse," which is subdivided into the
five-terms "privations ... emptinesse ... absence, darknesse, death" and their
opposites "Life, soule, forme, spirit, whence they beeing have."


