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THE FORM OF LOVE




Introduction: The Form of Love Poetry, Philosophy, and the Closeness of Loving Reading


Can poetry articulate something about love that other fields—say, philosophy or theology—cannot? To pose the question, and to show how such an antiquated question remains worth posing in the first place, I want to open with a well-known sonnet of John Donne’s, often called “Batter my heart”:


Batter my heart, three person’d God; for you


As yet but knocke, breathe, shine, and seeke to mend;


That I may rise, and stand, o’erthrow mee,’ and bend


Your force, to breake, blowe, burn and make me new.


I, like an usurpt towne, to’another due,


Labour to’admit you, but Oh, to no end,


Reason your viceroy in mee, mee should defend,


But is captiv’d, and proves weake or untrue,


Yet dearely’I love you, and would be lov’d faine,


But am betroth’d unto your enemie,


Divorce mee,’untie, or breake that knot againe,


Take mee to you, imprison mee, for I


Except you’enthrall mee, never shall be free,


Nor ever chast, except you ravish mee.1


In certain respects, the sonnet’s “content” fits well with ideas, common in early modern theology, about divine love, the weakness of human will, and a loving bondage that brings liberty. As a sinful creature, the speaker cannot find freedom on his own. He tries to employ his faculties—his reason and will and love—to admit God, but all three prove weak. And so God must enthrall him if he is to be free. In Donne’s time it is common, if not universal, to link Christian liberty not simply to constraint but even to bondage, and to natality (being made new) rather than self-sovereignty (doing as one wills).2 That the speaker must be ravished by a three-personed God to be free might not be precisely how Calvin or Luther would put it, but the sheer fact of eroticized divine love would not have startled them or Donne’s contemporaries, familiar as they were with the Song of Songs.3


Then again, closer attention to the sonnet yields less settled senses of its love. Richard Strier, for instance, points out that if the opening and closing prayers suggest that the speaker needs to be utterly regenerated, much of the rest of the poem suggests otherwise. “If the self merely needs to be freed from impediments (usurpations, unwilling betrothals),” for instance, “it does not have to be made new; if it merely needs to be divorced from an unloved mate, it does not have to be ravished into chastity.”4 Donne’s “Holy Sonnets,” Strier concludes, leave the impression of a “person who would like to be a convinced Calvinist”—someone who needs, among other things, to be made entirely new—“but who is both unable to be so and unable to admit that he is unable to be so” (361). Strier is not alone in finding strange things in “Batter my heart.” Richard Rambuss, to cite a critic with rather a different emphasis, notes that the sonnet begins both “anxiously and impudently,” and by the end grows positively shocking to readers both early modern and modern. Not only does Donne’s speaker call on “the entire Christian Godhead” as he fantasizes about “a trinitarian gang bang,”5 but he also refuses to imagine, no matter how many of the sonnet’s readers insist on imagining, the scene in heterosexual terms, with God as the man and the speaker (or his soul) as the woman. Readers, Rambuss points out, all too often prove guilty of “taming Donne’s poem of the very outrageousness that is surely its point” (52).


I agree with Strier; the poem’s theology remains unresolved. I also agree with Rambuss; the ending suggests a queer theology of love. But both Strier and Rambuss read Donne’s poem as an example of theological reflection, albeit a radical or radically vexed one, expressed through verse. And “Batter my heart” may be such an example: an attempt to discover and express truth about divine love. What else might it be? What if I read the poem otherwise and consider what it means for Donne to think not only as a (radical or vexed) theologian or philosopher, but also as a poet? Can the poem, as a poem, think distinctively about love? I think that it can.


I might, to begin, bear in mind how philosophers, poets, and critics account, in broad ways, for how poetic thinking differs from other forms of thought. I could observe that the speaker might seek less to prove dimensions of divine grace than to try out how it would feel to embrace them. John Gibson observes that in literature we often find “a conspicuous absence of all those tools, devices, and techniques we commonly take to be essential to the search for truth and knowledge: argumentation, the offering of evidence, the setting forth of ‘the facts,’ the proffering of premises, the derivation of conclusions and so on.”6 Such tools, devices, and techniques are all absent from “Batter my heart,” a sonnet that aims to do something other than prove. “What the poem tries to do,” John Koethe writes, “is not to persuade the reader of the truth” about a speaker’s thoughts, declarations, and so on, “but to get him, so to speak, to enter into them,” to truly entertain them.7 A poem like “Batter my heart” might not concern itself with truth in nearly the way that Calvin does in his Institutes. As much as anything, Donne might try to enter, and to encourage readers to enter, the experience of believing, and then denying, that he needs God’s battering, burning, and breaking of his heart: of wishing to be ravished by a three-personed divinity, and of recoiling from that wish, too, thinking that he needn’t be made new. He might not try to convey the “truth” about regeneration at all. He might follow Sir Philip Sidney in not affirming any particular view, seeking instead to enter thoughts about what divine love should be, only to find himself uncertain, unable to get to Sidney’s “should.”8 Should love burn him, reduce him to almost nothing, so that he might be made again? Should it be truly transformative? Or should God work with what’s in him, occupy the town of an already solid self?


“Batter my heart” raises, but doesn’t answer, these questions. Of love, Lauren Berlant writes that “[y]ou want incommensurate things and you want them now. And the now part is important.”9 “Batter my heart” creates a now in which Donne seems to want incommensurate things—for love to change him totally, and only partially—and while it entertains the idea that that is what it means to love, it certainly doesn’t affirm a position like Berlant’s. Another way to put this: the sonnet may be less invested in claiming to know and represent the truth about love through its verse, and more invested in creating an experience, in this case of waiting for love, in that verse.10


This doesn’t mean that “Batter my heart” lacks interest in the truth about divine love. Donne’s speaker wants, pretty clearly, what he cannot have: to know regeneration’s form and feel, to know just what it is. He might enter, and seem almost to affirm, incompatible thoughts as to this. But he is not the liar that Plato accused poets of being, a figure who knows the truth and deliberately testifies otherwise. Nor is he the bullshit artist—the person who has no concern for truth whatsoever—that Harry Frankfurt describes so delightfully.11 Donne’s speaker seems pretty concerned with truth, even if his sonnet doesn’t assume the form of a coherent argument, or even statement, about that truth.


Donne may also have other interests. When poetry has concerns apart from stating or proving the truth as philosophy or theology do, it can still offer other forms of “knowledge,” forms linked to its status as poiesis, as making. Colleen Rosenfeld shows how “making and knowing are intimately intertwined” in early modern poetics, such that process and product enter a kind of indistinction and a different kind of knowledge gets produced; “the method of thinking characteristic of poesie,” Rosenfeld argues, “deals in contingencies rather than necessities, models rather than explanations.”12 Rather than reveal the actual, poetry expands our sense of, and knowledge about, the possible, offering “a unique kind of knowledge that is not subject to philosophy’s evaluation because it does not deal in affirmations” (26). “Batter my heart,” likewise, might through its figures create knowledge not of what regeneration is but of what it might possibly be.13 Donne’s figures might help create knowledge of possibility even as they also strain to find actuality, and so the poem’s question might become less of knowledge, exactly, than of knowing. “Poetry,” Angela Leighton claims, “has its own varieties of knowledge, but knowledge which may be better conceived as a verb than a noun, a process rather than a destination, a way of ‘knowing’ rather than an object known.”14 “Batter my heart” might attempt to know regeneration by trying on thoughts about it. Rather than offer a piece of knowledge about being made anew by love, it might enact a process by which one could come to know in the first place.


This is only a general notion, that Donne’s sonnet may be less a philosophical attempt at persuasion than a poetic attempt to enter thoughts about, and create an experience of, wanting and waiting for divine love. To think more precisely about how “Batter my heart” thinks about love differently than theology and philosophy do, I should consider more specific differences between poetry and other modes of thought, differences that Leighton lays out (knowing well that all can be challenged when philosophy verges on being poetry, and vice versa):


there is poetry with its emphasis on the particular, and philosophy with its emphasis on the general or abstract; there is poetry’s sense of form, sound, and rhythm, and philosophy’s sense of the truth or matter to be conveyed; there is poetry’s aim to give aural pleasure, and philosophy’s to give explanation. Each makes particular assumptions about what the language is for, as well as assumptions about where our thinking happens: in language or through it.15


The degree to which philosophy and poetry’s “particular assumptions” often distinguish work between fields may be the degree to which “Batter my heart” can say something about divine love that, say, the Institutes cannot: and cannot not only because of the contexts, but also because of the genres in which they were written. To show how poetry can think differently than philosophy or theology, I need to attend to “form, sound, and rhythm,” to the pleasure that “Batter my heart” offers and not only its explanation, and to the thinking that happens in language and not just through it. Jonathan Kramnick proposes that “the best way to be interdisciplinary is to inhabit one’s discipline fully,” and in The Form of Love I assume that to be so, reading as closely as I can to consider as seriously as I can how poetry thinks of love alongside, and otherwise than, other forms of thought.16 To attempt this with “Batter my heart,” I could attend to how formal structures and devices specific to a sonnet—to cite some obvious examples, its division into quatrains and a couplet, the rhyme scheme that works in and across those divisions, and the occasional use of enjambment—grant specific affordances for thought. I could, too, attend to how poetic form shapes and interacts with sound, figure, and concept, gathering the distinctive energy by which verse-thinking occurs.


I won’t, I should say, define form. Kramnick and Anahid Nersessian write that “form, like cause—perhaps like any useful and compelling term—is not a word without content but a notion bound pragmatically to its instances,” and that form, for this reason, differs in each instance.17 So it is here. “While most abstract nouns lend themselves to philosophical whittling,” Leighton likewise remarks, “to definitions that reduce their sense for clarity and use, form makes mischief and keeps its signification moveable.”18 For me, similarly, form will sometimes refer to something like shape, at other times to smaller poetic devices and structures, and at still other times to something closer to active formative energy, to form as poetic force.19


A first feature of Donne’s sonnet worth considering, one already gestured toward and explored more fully when I read “The Ecstasy” in Chapter 1, is disjunction. The sonnet’s units—as marked off not just conceptually, but also by terminal punctuation or by end rhyme—seem ill-fitted. James Longenbach writes that “[a] poem unempowered by disjunction would seem as intolerable as a life without change, discovery, or defiance.”20 And such a poem would seem intolerable because “[i]t would seem content with what it knows” (35). Longenbach implies that for me to be content with a poem, let alone to love it, it had better not be content with itself or with what it seems to know. “Batter my heart” isn’t.


Sonnets often articulate, and sometimes resolve, a problem, and here that problem has to do with the natality that Donne wants and that God so far has withheld. The first quatrain seems to suggest that God hasn’t tried hard enough to save the speaker. He’s been knocking, breathing, shining, and seeking to mend, yes, but He needs to be breaking, blowing, and burning. As Ramie Targoff puts it, “Up to now, God has been merely tinkering.”21 The second quatrain suggests a different issue. Now, the problem seems to be with the speaker’s weak reason, the fact that it, and he, have been “captived” by what the third quatrain identifies as Satan. I could reconcile quatrains one and two by enlisting theology, concluding that the second quatrain shows the failure of individual effort to contribute anything to salvation. If the self resembles a usurped town, as the speaker says in line 5, there’s not much that the town can do. Yet in line 6, the town, metonymic, has agency; it labors to admit God but for some reason fails. Failure’s reason, I’ve noted, is reason, God’s viceroy in the speaker and supposed defender of him. Again I might be tempted to say that Donne means to emphasize that people contribute nothing to their salvation, that the speaker is clearly too weak to defend himself and find his way to God’s grace. Yet he adds that reason “proves” “weake or untrue.” Perhaps reason could have proved stronger or truer and escaped its captive state. Here I could enlist theology yet once more and say that Donne embraces the paradox that although people contribute nothing to their salvation, it remains their fault that they don’t contribute. They possess reason and should have the strength to use it properly, or, at least, to work out that there is no way to save themselves save through God.


Only I’m not sure that the sonnet works so neatly. I must assume that it assumes the form of a coherent argument to reconcile the first and second quatrains, adding in the argument’s missing pieces. And why should I? Why should I assume the presence of what is absent?


Octaves sometimes generate a tension that sestets resolve. But if Donne’s sestet does so, it’s hard to see how, partly because Donne abandons the besieged town metaphor in favor of a marriage metaphor: of the speaker’s betrothal to Satan. Maybe the Satanic marriage was forced; after all, the speaker loves God and wants His love, and doesn’t say how he ended up betrothed to Satan in the first place. The poem may be consistent with the Lutheran view that we are bound either to God or to Satan, and if Donne is not bound to God, from this perspective, then he must be bound to the devil.22 Adopting that view helps knit Donne’s poem, but, again, the poem itself does not articulate that view, instead shifting blame, inexplicably and with abrupt shifts of figure, from God to the speaker to the situation.23


The final couplet’s paradoxes, about freedom had through bondage, and chastity through ravishment, are doctrinally recognizable, but do not resolve the sonnet’s earlier tensions. As Strier reminds us, the beginning and end themselves exist in tension with the middle. Cleanth Brooks writes of how, through paradox, a poem like “The Canonization” can “win to a fine precision” and produce a kind of unity, but that does not happen here.24 If I am being honest, I am not sure what is happening here. I want to resist a claim like Stephen Booth’s that “the special appeal of highly valued works is that they are in one way or another nonsensical.”25 Yet I am perplexed.


I say this not to deconstruct “Batter my heart,” or to say that it is a botched spiritual exercise (or a failed poem!), or to suggest that if I look closely enough, I can see how the sonnet illuminates contradictions in Donne’s ideology of divine love.26 Donne’s poem does not bury its ambivalences: about whether the lover should possess the beloved or be possessed by Him, whether love means submission or aggression, or whether it should end in union or disintegration.27 “Batter my heart,” like other poems discussed in The Form of Love, foregrounds its ambivalence. I, like many, am wary of claims to objectivity made in recent years by proponents of surface reading and a successor term, description, but I try to attend to what the poem says and not to what it hides, to the love it shows and not to how the shows are symptoms.28 Further on I will discuss objectivity and whether I aim for it (whether or not I ever achieve or even approach it). For the moment, I just want to agree, tentatively, with three advocates of description—Sharon Marcus, Heather Love, and Stephen Best—and say that inasmuch as I do offer descriptions that at least “aim for accuracy,” I try to make it “about honoring what you describe,” and, over the last couple of pages, about honoring the disjunctions that mark “Batter my heart.”29


Longenbach regards disjunction as distinctively poetic. But philosophy and theology themselves can be disjunctive or fragmentary in certain incarnations. Still, while Wittgenstein writes that “[p]hilosophy ought really to be written on as a poetic composition,” a philosopher can write disjunctively without crossing the threshold into poetry.30 Poetry, likewise, can involve elements typically associated with philosophy or theology without crossing into those fields; indeed, this may be a principal characteristic of the metaphysical poems that are this book’s focus.


To begin thinking about how “Batter my heart” doesn’t quite make the crossing, I could consider its relationship to abstraction. Leighton’s list of distinctions between philosophy and poetry includes that of philosophical abstraction versus poetic particularity, a distinction that matters in “Batter my heart.” If Koethe is right to say that poems are, partly, attempts to enter into thoughts, crucial to a poem is the process of that entrance—and not only, in the example of Donne, statements made in the sonnet, or that could be said to emerge from it, about regeneration’s appeal. Peter Lamarque writes that in poetry, “[t]he process of thought is at least as important as any thought captured in propositional form,” and while the same can obtain in philosophy or theology, it is not especially important, when I read either, “to imagine what it is to be someone—a speaker—engaging in just that process of unfolding ideas” in which word choice, order, and arrangement are indispensable.31 Hence some—from Lamarque to Ernie Lepore to Anahid Nersessian, to cite just a few—continue to defend, develop, and reappropriate what Brooks once deemed the “heresy of paraphrase,” the old-fashioned yet resilient notion that while philosophical ideas must be paraphrasable, and must not depend on a single verbal formulation so as to be valid, moving or substituting one word of a poem would significantly, and often dramatically, alter the poem’s significance.32 To read “fetter” for “enthrall,” or “bewitch” for “ravish,” to note a couple of examples from “Batter my heart,” would make for a remarkably different sonnet.


Yet for all that a poem depends upon its particularity, Lamarque also seems right to say that poetry cannot do without abstraction, and one way for abstraction to work poetically—a way that Donne’s sonnet takes—is through a related phenomenon: obscurity.33 Composing a poem of quatrains and a couplet, with each unit pretty clearly separated from the next, leaves Donne with few words for each thought; he cannot explain a single figure in detail or with precision. The sonnet becomes obscure, rather than merely abstract, through the abstract figures piling on, without either erasing or bolstering each other. This obscurity, I want to emphasize, does not impede expression. As Daniel Tiffany points out and as I discuss when I consider Katherine Philips’s “Friendship’s Mysterys,” obscurity can be productive, which it is in “Batter my heart.”34 If Leighton claims rightly that philosophy (of a certain kind) aims to explain with care and precision, Donne takes care here not to explain his situations, and in not explaining—in keeping things obscure—he expresses uncertainty about love.


Donne amplifies that distinctly poetic uncertainty in the dynamic that he creates between what might be called the sonnet’s more narrative and more lyric elements: its unfolding of a personal history, on the one hand, and, on the other, its creation of a lyric present, comprising the poem’s moment. Each quatrain creates a little story of sorts—of what God, and then the speaker, and then Satan, has done or failed to do—which the next quatrain interrupts. The interruptions create the sense of a struggle to describe loving anticipation, filling the moment with little back histories that break off in ways that conjure other poems discussed in The Form of Love. The speaker, for instance, wants to be part of God’s story, of a love that will change and save him—a story, I’ll discuss, that Herbert transforms when imagining God’s “sweet returns” in “The Flower.” But instead of finding himself in that story, anticipation fills and fragments his present, a present that he thus cannot love, as, I’ll show, the speaker of Marvell’s “The Garden” can. Lyric intensity can force forgetting of the past and banish cares about the future, but not here. Donne issues an invitation to love emptied by anticipation even as it is filled by it, much as the moment of Dickinson’s “I cannot live with You -,” on which I dwell as I end this book, is at once filled and emptied by the speaker’s refusal of love.


For a third sense in which the sonnet creates an experience of waiting for an uncertain love, I might turn to its sound, and in particular, its rhyme. I have emphasized disjunctions between the first and second quatrains, but envelope rhyme links them, which makes me wonder whether the sense overlaps with the sound—and perhaps more than I have allowed. Perhaps the rhyme does encourage me to reconcile the quatrains and see the speaker as more certain. Yet when I attend to the rhyme words themselves, I start wondering whether those words form a second syntax—as sometimes happens and as I consider while reading Richard Crashaw’s “The Flaming Heart”—and this second syntax, if it exists, largely supports the reading I’ve already offered. Linking “you” with “new,” “due,” and “untrue” produces contradictory effects. Rhyming “you” (which here refers to God) with “new” aligns with what the first quatrain states about divine power to bring natality about. Yet linking that power not only to God (as He to whom the power is “due”) but also to “untrue” reason makes me wonder how true reason might have worked. Could the speaker, possessed of such reason, have renovated himself? The sonnet doesn’t answer in the affirmative, but rhyme deepens the uncertainty about how love might make for new selves.


Donne also doesn’t specify what he would like to feel once he has God’s love.35 Targoff agrees with Rambuss that it’s difficult not to take the speaker’s request for ravishment literally; “[s]tripped of all similes,” she writes, “these lines demand a physical intimacy that cannot readily be excused as spiritual longing.”36 And yet, as Targoff also suggests, this intimacy is “not the ultimate goal of the poem” (123). Natality is, but the rebirth for which Donne longs remains beyond the sonnet’s bounds. The speaker creates an experience of uncertainty about what it would take to be changed by love, and he doesn’t—unlike most of my poems of focus—even try to imagine how love’s new life would look.


Having focused on verse-thought for the last few pages, I want to close this section by clarifying such thought’s relationship to philosophy. I hope to have implied that poems think distinctively not, or at least not only, in their rejection of philosophical or theological concepts, but through the interaction of form, sound, and concept.37 So if I disagree with Sidney’s remark that “the Poet is indeed the right Popular Philosopher,”38 and if I do take up the quarrel between poetry and philosophy—allegedly ancient even in Plato’s time, but often one-sided—it will be to keep that quarrel congenial.39 I take considerable recourse to philosophers writing about poetry, from Seneca to Hegel to Agamben, for contrast but also for support, and I have chosen to focus on poets deemed “metaphysical” partly because they so often engage overtly with philosophical concepts and even arguments, at times with seriousness, and at times with a playful mock-seriousness that never turns into hostility. I agree with Mark Edmundson that literature can “pass beyond analytical vocabularies and paradigms in valuable ways,” but sometimes it does so precisely by engaging those vocabularies and paradigms.40 Jean-Luc Nancy declares—correctly, I think—that “poetry surely cannot dispense with its relationship with philosophy, which is intimate, complex, conflictual, seductive, and manipulative at the same time—on both sides and in both directions at once.”41 Some poems, at least, think most distinctively when their relationship with philosophy is most, not least, intimate, complex, and conflictual. Some poems gain distance on philosophy in and through proximity.


In subsequent chapters, I thus spend significant time with theology, philosophy, or both (connected as they tend to be in early modernity). If I believe, with Gibson, that we do well to “abandon what we might call the philosophy-by-other means view of literature,”42 I also believe, as Pierre Macherey does, that “[l]iterature and philosophy are inextricably entwined” and that the two must be discussed together.43 I thus attend fairly narrowly to philosophy and theology and especially to my poems of focus, as this gives me my best chance at articulating a poem’s distinctive offer to thought. I run risks in this: of, to name just three things, being narrow, tedious, and blinkered.44 But I believe the risks are worth running. “Batter my heart,” along with the six other poems I read closely, contains more than any given reading can offer, more than any encounter with the poem has yielded or could yield. Derek Attridge remarks that “[t]he inventiveness of a literary work can, in part, be measured by its capacity to be re-read without loss of power” and to “generate an endless chain of responses.”45 The poems I read in The Form of Love have done and will do this, for they are nothing if not inventive. And more than that: these poems, given time, give intense enjoyment, of the sort that Henry James attributes to the best art. Such enjoyment, James writes, “is not greatest . . . when the work asks for as little attention as possible,” or, I would add, when my readings are glancing. Rather, the enjoyment “is greatest, it is delightfully, divinely great, when we feel the surface, like the thick ice of the skater’s pond, bear without cracking the strongest pressure we throw on it.”46 “Batter my heart”—like every poem I consider in The Form of Love—can withstand any pressure applied to it, and certainly as much as I can apply. It gives enjoyment, luxuriously, as it bears that pressure.


The Form of Loving Reading


In my brief reading of “Batter my heart,” I have hardly gestured toward a sense of that enjoyment: of what it can be, as a reader as opposed to a speaker, to enter into poetic thoughts of love. Poetry dramatizes a “song of the emotions,” Jean-Marie Schaeffer writes, and it does so “by deploying linguistic stratification (sounds, rhythms, syntax, semantics, images, etc.), working with the distinct possibilities of each stratum, and establishing polyphonic relationships between them.”47 Love, if a love as vexed as that imagined in “Batter my heart,” is the best term for my emotional experience of reading for such “polyphonic relationships” in poems. Those poems, as Donne imagines God might, sometimes merely occupy me or divorce me from some other preoccupation, and at other, more intense, times, make me long for something not so far from a readerly rebirth—a point that I’ll develop at different points in this book.48


I might be tempted to claim distinctiveness in this. In a well-known Guardian essay, after all, Zadie Smith proclaims that “[t]here is something about love that does not sit well with the literary academy.”49 Rita Felski, likewise, urges a return to unpopular affective modes of reading and to “employing the language of enchantment, incandescence, and rapture without embarrassment.”50 I too sometimes employ that language, and even try to do it without embarrassment. But in doing this, I know, I do nothing new. Affective and even loving modes of literary criticism wax and wane in the academy, but they do not disappear.51 Belief in the affective fallacy never becomes widespread. Daniel Cottom rightly identifies the caricatural quality of the “unloving theorist” who, emotion-averse, spoiled English studies, and Deidre Lynch goes so far as to say that it now nearly goes without saying that “those of us for whom English is a line of work are also called upon to love literature and to ensure that others do so too.”52


If this book were to bear a mark of distinction, it would do so not in establishing a loving relationship to texts, but in a particular manner of loving. Lynch remarks that “the phrase ‘the love of literature’ gets used as though its meaning were transparent and as if the structure of feeling that it designated were wholly healthy and happy,” and not marked by “edginess and complexities.”53 I would like to avoid the pitfall that Lynch describes, not least because precious few of the works that I discuss here initially elicited a “structure of feeling” that I would call loving, let alone one that was “healthy and happy.” (That metaphysical poems might not even want to call out my love, as I’ll discuss soon, is a charge commonly leveled against them.) My first experience with “Batter my heart,” as a young person, was hardly one of having my heart stolen. I didn’t enjoy it, particularly, I didn’t think it had done me good, and I was, on several levels, confused. I didn’t believe in God. I did believe in love, but not a love with hearts battered, broken, and burned. The poem’s middle, in its failure to develop conceits, offered a vague discomfort, and the call to be battered at the start and ravished at the end startled me, though not into anything like love. I did come to love the poem, but only in time.


I should say what I mean by that opaque word, “love,” and by loving reading. Further in this introduction, I’ll describe what my poems share as they create love, even as I also think that love—like form—is bound to its instances, so that, for example, love for “The Ecstasy” and for “Friendship’s Mysterys” is similar but also very different, bound to the forms of their verse. For now, I’ll focus on loving reading. My chapter on Crashaw’s “The Flaming Heart” will focus on what loving reading of Teresa of Avila’s Life means for him, in the seventeenth century, but for the rest of this section I’ll focus on what it means for me, in the twenty-first. Eschewing the detached, affect-limiting approach linked to New Critical reading, Isobel Armstrong argues that “[t]he task of a new definition of close reading is to rethink the power of affect, feeling and emotion in a cognitive space,” and much of The Form of Love constitutes an attempt, by turns oblique and explicit, at this: at rethinking the forms that close reading might take when reading becomes a form of love.54 This will mean, in chapters to follow, reading more closely and curiously than, say, New Criticism ever did, or ever wanted to do.


It will mean, first, openness to how a speaker’s position might make sense, even if it does not to me: a willingness to play along with poems, to be close to them even in my incomprehension, to extend what Denis de Rougemont once called love’s “patient and fond application” to what I read.55 Playing along like that demands a certain wily passivity. Drawing on Marielle Macé’s work, Felski argues that we read in hopes of attaining such a state. “This desire to read,” Macé observes,


“feeds on closeness . . . we need to do justice to this passivity of the reader, the passivity of being seized by and abandoning oneself to models.” What looks like mindless submission involves a more complex choreography, as a reader surrenders to a text so as to savor the pleasures of being estranged from ordinary consciousness.56


“Batter my heart” did not seize me, at first, as a model, whether because of my resistance to it or its resistance to me. But because I wanted to take care with the poem—to enter into a real and, yes, intimate relationship with it—I abandoned myself to it as a model. That abandonment, not “mindless submission,” required deliberate and often vexed attention that balanced passive and active elements. I had to estrange myself from my “ordinary consciousness” in order to consider the speaker’s position as more than ideological mystification.


Macé also writes that when we read, we feel “traced-out possibilities of existence . . . within ourselves, as possible directions of our mental, social, or practical life, presenting us with opportunities to reappropriate, imitate, or dismantle them.”57 These opportunities only arise for a reader who is more than only passive, more than only open. Trying on Donne’s position—let alone reappropriating, imitating, or dismantling it—demands a measure of self-assertion, a relatively consistent, if still open, reading self. In an oft-quoted passage, Maurice Blanchot writes, “What most threatens reading is this: the reader’s reality, his personality, his immodesty, his stubborn insistence upon remaining himself in the face of what he reads—a man who knows in general how to read.”58 There is considerable wisdom in this, but without some insistence on remaining ourselves even as texts alter us, we could not read. Roland Barthes describes a reading subject that “is never anything but a ‘living contradiction’: a split subject, who simultaneously enjoys, through the text, the consistency of his selfhood and its collapse, its fall.”59 Abiding in that state of living contradiction—open to being changed by the poem while attending to it, and being changed by the attending—has formed much of coming to love “Batter my heart” and the other poems of this book. That differs from what it is for me to love a person, yet it is not, I would hazard, unrelated. Lynch traces the history by which the answer to the question of whether I can love a text as I might love a person could, plausibly, become “yes” or at least “yes, but,” and I work under the assumption that my way of reading, historically conditioned as it is—dependent as it is on the “lyricization” of literary study and on so much else—nonetheless has its advantages.60


I want to emphasize, now, that one of those advantages is not objectivity—which, incidentally, Erich Fromm places at the core of the art of loving. For Fromm, to practice that art is to aim to see the beloved just as they are, apart from my desires, and I make no pretensions to achieving this aim.61 Treating poems at length, I may seem to pretend otherwise: to offer exhaustive, definitive, and objective (or at least “accurate”) accounts. But I know that I cannot, and do not, offer that. In distinguishing the essay form from other kinds of writing, Adorno opposes “the mean-spirited method whose sole concern is not to leave anything out” and prefers the essay that does “not act as though it had deduced its object and there was nothing left to say about it.”62 Those who have loved much sense how much there is that they don’t and will never know about those they love, how much is left out of any account. The same obtains with a poem. I want to see it as it is, but I know that that is not possible, for more reasons than I can name.63 Knowing and respecting that—more, maybe, than offering as accurate or adequate a reading as I can—is a sign of love.


Admitting what I cannot know about a poem, though, need not mean bowing before its mystery. It could just mean reading generously. Felski advocates a “postcritical” reading practice that seeks “to strengthen rather than diminish its object—less in a spirit of reverence than in one of generosity and unabashed curiosity,” and I, too, seek to strengthen my objects, in a spirit like the one that Felski describes.64 I will look at poems with curiosity, from as many points of entry as I can, yielding to them when I can, and giving as much support to them as I can. In advocating what he calls “reading with the grain,” likewise, Timothy Bewes advocates striving “for the most generous reading possible,” by which he means reading not sympathetically or empathetically, but in a way that rejects the imperative to read counterintuitively (and “against the grain”). Bewes urges approaching the text “with an eye to the reading that the text itself makes possible,” and I, too, might say that to read a text lovingly is to try to find the reading that it makes possible.65 While Bewes distinguishes generous reading from affectively engaged reading, I do read “with the grain” partly by getting close to the text, feeling for it and with it, entering the emotions that it makes possible. I try to make, for instance, the effort—not inconsiderable—needed to truly voice “I/Except you’enthrall mee, never shall be free,/Nor ever chast, except you ravish mee,” after what has come before: to take on the emotional state that makes such lines thinkable, and to then reflect on that state.


Such moments may be not only uncritical or anti-critical (and certainly postcritical), but also might risk getting so close to the object as to in some sense lose it. Love might make for myopia, and to a degree, that might be fine. “Close,” Jonathan Culler writes, “asks for a certain myopia . . . it enjoins looking at rather than through the language of the text and thinking about how it is functioning, finding it puzzling.”66 Myopic focus on looking at, rather than through, language might be salutary.67 But loving reading might make for a good deal more than myopia. It might make for the “undue intimacy” of what D. A. Miller calls—and calls as he advocates—Too Close Reading, losing sight of the whole, being “drawn to details that, while undeniably intricate, are not noticeably important.”68 It might mean making too much of too little, or making something out of nothing. This might be especially so with, say, rhyme—does the sound echo the sense? is there a second syntax?—and with ambiguous figures, when it is hard to know if a reading has gone too far: if, for instance, I contemplate the you/untrue rhyme of “Batter my heart,” or the comparison of the self to a usurped town, too curiously.


Then again, any reading, and perhaps a loving reading especially, means creating something new. Ellen Rooney reminds us that reading is necessarily productive and never merely what some critics who advocate “description” say that it could be: a neutral matter of “saying what one sees.”69 As Felski outlines the limits of critique, likewise, she not only abandons distance and refuses to oppose affective and cognitive aspects of reading, as many others do; for Felski, reading also becomes a matter “of creating something new in which the reader’s role is as decisive as that of the text.”70 This book, I know, as much creates a sense of how poems think about love as it represents how those poems think.71 Getting intimate with anything might mean wanting to know it just as it is but also misrecognizing things, finding things that weren’t in the text to begin with, making something with, and not just of, the text. If Paul Kottman is right to say that love is a sense-making faculty, that faculty, when I love a text, sometimes goes into overdrive.72


A loving criticism’s creative dimension extends in both directions. When I love, I change and, in some measure, create what I love, even as I am changed and created by it. I, or some part of me, comes to be through what I love, and some part of what I love comes to be through me and through my fidelity. To quote de Rougemont on love a second time, “the person is manifested like something made, in the widest sense of making. It is built up as a thing is made . . . its first condition being a fidelity to something that before was not, but now is in the process of being created.”73 I am made, in part, in my fidelity to the text and to the reading of that text, and this book is what the poems and I together have made. Alain Badiou writes, “Love isn’t simply about two people meeting and their inward-looking relationship: it is a construction, a life that is being made, no longer from the perspective of One but from the perspective of Two.”74 Inasmuch as it makes any sense to say that a book is a life or even like one, The Form of Love is a construction made from the perspective of text and reader both: from the perspective of Two. We jokingly speak of our books as our children, and we may be more right in this than we know.


The feel of those acts of reading and making, though, can vary pretty widely. For instance, Georges Poulet—whose work in some ways anticipates Macé’s—imagines the phenomenology of reading less as a construction than as letting texts live in readers. “The work lives its own life in me,” Poulet writes; “in a certain sense, it thinks itself, and even gives itself a meaning within me.”75 If such textual takeover, a “strange invasion,” seems to suggest radical passivity, there is more to it than that (56): “You are inside it; it is inside you; there is no longer either outside or inside” (54). If the text penetrates me, I penetrate it; my agency exists even as I seem merely to submit to the text, to letting it think itself in me. For Poulet, this involves an intense intimacy unavailable in everyday experience. I become aware of a being whose consciousness “is open to me, welcomes me, lets me look deep inside itself, and even allows me, with unheard-of license, to think what it thinks and feel what it feels” (54). Reading “Batter my heart,” honestly, has never quite felt this way, though reading certain parts of my other poems of focus—the endings of Crashaw’s “The Flaming Heart” and of Dickinson’s “I cannot live with You -,” for example—has. When I love a poem like this, I am inside it; it gives me unheard-of license. And yet it is also inside me; I give it unheard-of license. I am more free and more constrained, by a literary intimacy’s strange invasion.


But loving reading often is not so intense and comes closer to another, more placid phenomenology. Some more recent theorists—especially those who conceive of reading with metaphors that emphasize affordances—think a bit differently than Poulet. Rather than feeling a “falling away of barriers” while reading, as Poulet does, reading comes to feel like entering a well-bounded textual space that both constrains and enables me (54). C. Namwali Serpell makes the architectural comparison explicit.76 “We might say the beams of a building guide how its space is divided and how a body might move through it,” she writes; “the structure does not enforce movements but makes them available. Analogously, a textual structure affords ways of reading” (22). And we experience a text, as we do a building, variously. “Just as the Guggenheim Museum in New York affords a spiral path that can be circumvented by taking the elevator or staying on the first floor,” Serpell remarks, “texts afford ways of reading we each take up differently” (22).


When I read “Batter my heart” according to an architectural model, I might say—with reason—that Donne’s sonnet gives me certain affordances through its use of figure, sound, and structure. Depending on what I love, I can take up those affordances in a range of ways, to make the text mine and together with it to make something new. If I am Rambuss, for instance, and I love the sexual intensity of the opening and close, I might slide through the less captivating middle. I might take that elevator from opening quatrain to concluding couplet. If I am Strier, I love—if I love anything—how its quatrains seem ill-suited to each other. I enjoy how what I see on the sonnet’s different floors doesn’t mesh well, conceptually, and I might ascend and descend, again and again, to appreciate this. I myself love as both Rambuss and Strier do, and I also simply dwell, attending to certain figures, inadvertently or even deliberately ignoring others—just because I love a poem doesn’t mean I always like it!—and misrecognizing still others. I might spend a morning on the third quatrain and forget the rest. Or I might consider nothing but the concluding couplet, or what it might be like to want to be broken, blown, and burned.


Both of these models—one emphasizing how a text lives in me, and the other how I live in the text—capture moments of loving reading, of making something new together with that text. But neither model, nor any third, can fully capture my experience of loving a poem. This is no surprise, as my love for a poem, like my love for a person, assumes different forms in different moments.


Intimacy, Literary History, Metaphysical Poetry


Given my wish for intimacy, I recognize that a term I invoke rather casually, “metaphysical poetry,” might seem objectionable, not only because the phrase was applied retrospectively and pejoratively—specifically, to create distance—or because readers for centuries have (rightly) challenged the term’s purchase. More basically, this book’s method seems, and in some sense is, inimical to literary history. It is one thing to refrain, as most critics still do, from the kind of “distant,” quantitative reading that Franco Moretti deems necessary for an adequate literary history, and to instead read parts of scores (or hundreds) of texts in order to trace patterns of thought.77 It is another thing to focus on seven poems by six poets, including one that is two centuries removed from the rest and that could be replaced by any number of poems. Why even invoke “metaphysical poetry”? Why conjure the discredited phrase’s thorny literary historical issues?


Frances Ferguson aligns herself with Moretti in agreeing that “close reading does not forward the aims of literary history.”78 For Ferguson as for Moretti, close reading and literary history “are projects that strain against one another” (658). And indeed it is hard to see how reading a small number of texts closely could justify broad claims about a large number of texts that are only briefly treated or undiscussed altogether: how that small number could be emblematic of larger trends. “The claims that have been made by literary historians on the basis of their acquaintance with literature,” Ferguson writes, “look as though they have seriously overextended themselves” (661). If The Form of Love lodges a broad claim about metaphysical poetry on the basis of seven poems, it will have overextended itself egregiously.


Ferguson does not argue that we should stop close reading. Nor does she argue that we should stop writing literary history. Rather, she advocates dynamism between these processes, aware of how close reading can—productively—disrupt literary historical categories (663). Literary history must “continually operate in the mode of revision,” according to Ferguson, “precisely because it has a hard time keeping its columns straight” (661). Close reading, with its attention to textual particularities and peculiarities, challenges “stable historical groupings” (662).


But “metaphysical poetry,” applied retrospectively by Johnson, was never a “stable historical grouping” to begin with and doesn’t need disrupting. If it needs anything (apart from oblivion), it needs solidification, and far more than I could ever give. I have a more modest aim: to establish relationships between and among the texts with which I concern myself and that I want—with reason, I hope—to call metaphysical. In this, there is much that I cannot claim. I cannot, for instance, make a general claim about how metaphysical poems conceive of love. I agree with Ferguson that the textual particularity emphasized by close reading can render poems resistant to incorporation into larger literary histories, and if loving reading could mean insisting on a text’s singularity, it may be that The Form of Love’s little history is not literary history at all. Still, I can articulate a more intimate, and possibly a more defensible, relationship between poems as I isolate a small, but perhaps not unimportant, strand of thought in the poetry deemed metaphysical.


As for that term—why I use it, and why I focus on poets associated with it—I want to do a bit more than what Colin Burrow says that many do “when asked to describe ‘metaphysical’ poetry”: “wave their hands around, babble a bit about wit, far-fetched comparisons and the early seventeenth century, and then point at a poem such as John Donne’s ‘The Flea.’”79 A return to philosophy may help, a little, with the hand-waving and babbling. In his landmark collection of metaphysical lyrics, Herbert Grierson writes that “[m]etaphysical poetry, in the full sense of the term, is a poetry which, like that of the Divina Commedia, the De [sic] Natura Rerum, perhaps Goethe’s Faust, has been inspired by a philosophical conception of the universe and the role assigned to the human spirit in the great drama of existence.”80 Grierson also writes that metaphysical poems are not, actually, metaphysical in this sense, and when it comes to my poems of focus, I agree. All of them raise philosophical and theological issues explicitly, and some of them mount what resembles philosophical argument. But none feel inspired in Grierson’s sense.81 Rather than use poetry as a means to expound the truth about actual experience, they use philosophy and theology as means by which to create virtual experience.


If my poems of focus are metaphysical in some way, they are not philosophical in the sense described earlier. But they may be so in a second sense. T. S. Eliot, in his famous considerations of whether “metaphysical poetry” has much purchase as a term, offers a sense, pertinent to The Form of Love, of what can make poetry philosophical. Any definition of such poetry, Eliot writes, “must proceed from the side of poetry, not from the side of philosophy. That is to say, we must restrict it to work of the first intensity, work in which the thought is so to speak fused into poetry at a very high temperature.”82 Eliot means for “high temperature” to evoke emotion, and insofar as he wishes to define metaphysical poetry (to some extent, he doesn’t), he claims that such poetry “clothes the abstract, for a moment, with all the painful delight of flesh” (55).83 In his review of Grierson’s anthology, Eliot suggests that Donne could “feel [his] thought immediately as the odour of a rose,” praising “a direct sensuous apprehension of thought, or a re-creation of thought into feeling” evident in metaphysical poems.84 Eliot places thought and feeling very close to each other; a poet might read Spinoza and fall in love, and for that poet, unlike for most, the two experiences might be combined into a larger whole. The poems that interest me here interest me partly because of a similar feature I find in them: how, through poetic technique, they turn philosophical discourse, and at times even philosophical argument, toward feeling. In that sense, perhaps, they re-create thought into feeling, even if they do not quite clothe the abstract “with all the painful delight of the flesh.”


Eliot reacts against older accounts in which the refusal of feeling, alluded to previously, helps to distinguish metaphysical poets. John Dryden, with notoriously absurd misogyny, writes that Donne “affects the metaphysics, not only in his satires, but also in his amorous verses, where nature only should reign; and perplexes the minds of the fair sex with nice speculations of philosophy, when he should engage their hearts, and entertain them with the softness of love.”85 Samuel Johnson, likewise, complained of a failure among metaphysical poets even to attempt to represent or arouse feelings, desperate as they were to say new things and frantically busy as they thus were yoking together heterogeneous ideas. “[T]hey were not successful,” Johnson writes,


in representing or moving the affections. As they were wholly employed on something unexpected and surprising, they had no regard to that uniformity of sentiment which enables us to conceive and to excite the pains and the pleasure of other minds . . . Their wish was only to say what they hoped had been never said before.86


While there’s much to which I (like many) object in both Dryden and Johnson, I think that my poems of focus do wish to say what “had never been said before,” in aiming less to represent existing love in the actual world than to create new love in a virtual world: to, as Sidney claims true poets do, grow into another nature.87 But they do so in very specific ways. The poems create virtual loves—for a beloved or a friend, for a saint or for God, or even for a garden—impossible in life outside verse, and those loves are impossible not just because they don’t closely resemble loves in the breathing world but because they exist in, and depend on, particular poetic devices, forms, and techniques. So while they share with Sidney’s Apologie in trying to find what cannot be found in nature, they also are too bound to their particular use of verse to be said to live out Sidney’s—or anyone’s—philosophy of poetry. Thus, they say what had never been said before. In “The Ecstasy,” for instance, it’s true not only that Donne threads lovers’ eyes (on a double string) as they cannot be outside art, but also that the poem’s love depends on the affordances, at once constraining and expansive—and expansive because constraining—of the quatrain form. Philips’s “Friendship’s Mysterys,” to cite a second example, combines forms of masochism in impossibly impractical ways, a combination that depends on her use of poetic obscurity.

OEBPS/html/images/1_1.png
The Q/ :

POETRY'S QUARREL WITH PHILOSOPH)

James Kuzner






OEBPS/nav.xhtml


	

	

		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Introduction: The Form of Love: Poetry, Philosophy, and the Closeness of Loving Reading



		1. Disjunctive Love: Philosophical Project and Poetic Experience in Donne’s “The Ecstasy”



		2. Obscure Love: Virtual Masochisms in Philips’s “Friendship’s Mysterys”



		3. Forgetting to Love: Problems of Praise in Herbert’s “The Flower”



		4. Loving Rhyme: Reading Mastery in Crashaw’s “The Flaming Heart”



		5. Green Love: Lost in Marvell’s “The Garden”



		6. Love and/or Lyric: Dickinson’s “I cannot live with You -”



		Acknowledgments



		Notes



		Index



		Series List













		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217











