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ABSTRACT 

The verse letters of John Donne have been understudied and critically underappreciated 

for almost as long as they have existed in print. In their 1978 article, “Dark Texts Need Notes,” 

David Aers and Gunther Kress posit that the root of this condemnation and neglect is “the lack of 

a descriptive or interpretative framework within which the real interest of these poems can be 

perceived and analyzed” (138). This dissertation develops such a framework based on the 

concept of sociability. Within this framework, sociability conceptualizes Donne’s verse letters as 

literary objects that are not only representative of social exchange, but are themselves social 

artifacts whose presence in multiple contexts and perspectives perform and generate social 

connection.  

This dissertation explores three applications of sociability: the lexicon of friendship 

common to Donne and his contemporaries via the classical model of friendship outlined by 

Cicero; the metaphors of the letter as a physical manifestation of its sender meant to embody 

social ties in epistolary communication despite anxieties over physical absence; and the social 

configurations, organization, and reader reception of early modern manuscripts. Ultimately, these 

applications point to the need for a new editorial practice: the network edition emphasizes 

sociability and social relationships by employing a network visualization as its primary user 

interface. This interface informs a methodology for engaging new readers with applications of 

sociability in the network edition. In Donne’s case, recontextualizing the verse letters within an 

editorial framework that showcases their value as social artifacts of literary exchange is a 

necessary first step to a fuller critical appreciation of these poems and has significant 

implications for our understanding of the coterie poetry of Donne and his contemporaries. 
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1. Introduction 

 

For almost as long as the verse letters of John Donne have existed in print, there have been 

critics who malign their quality. In a 1668 letter to the tutor of her children, Mary Evelyn—wife 

to the writer John Evelyn—writes that John Donne “falls short in his letters of the praises some 

give him.”1 Evelyn’s letter, written less than four decades after Donne’s death in 1631, marks the 

beginning of an unfortunate trend in the reception of John Donne’s verse letters as works that 

critics have largely underappreciated or ignored until only recently. Early scholarship on Donne 

frequently denigrates the verse letters. Edmund Gosse characterizes the verse letters as “far less 

extraordinary” when compared to his other works—he calls Storm “crudely picturesque and 

licentious,” for instance—and argues that they lack vehemence.2 John Aikin is much more 

ruthless, claiming that Donne’s verse letters, along with his sermons and his essays, “are 

consigned to oblivion.”3 Joseph Spence relegates the verse letter to the worst of Donne’s secular 

poetry, and George Saintsbury insists that in Donne’s verse letters “the misplaced ingenuity 

which is the staple of the general indictment against Donne, appears, to my taste, less excusably 

than anywhere else.”4 

But no era is as unkind to Donne’s verse letters as the early and mid-twentieth century. 

Herbert Grierson describes the verse letters as part of the “least attractive period of Donne’s life 

 
1 de Beer, E. S., Ed. The Diary of John Evelyn, esq., F. R. S. To Which Is Subjoined The 

Private Correspondence Between King Charles I and Sir Edward Nicholas, and between Sit 

Edward Hyde, Afterwards Earl of Clarendon, and Sir Richard Browne, (London: Bickers, 1955), 

4.55. For an exploration of Evelyn’s remark as one of few early comments on the verse letters, 

see Donne Variorum, 5.xcvii.   
2 Edmund Gosse, The Jacobean Poets (London: John Murray, 1899), 53. 
3 John Aikin, et al., General Biography; or, Lives, Critical and Historical, of the Most 

Eminent Persons of All Ages, Countries, Conditions, and Professions, Arranged According to 

Alphabetical Order (London: T. Davison, 1802), 3.437. It is worth noting that Aikin uses this 

phrase to describe the writing of many authors throughout the ten volumes of this work. 
4 Joseph Spence, “Donne’s Poems,”  The Retrospective Review, no. 8 (1823): 50; George 

Saintsbury, “Introduction. John Donne,” in The Poems of John Donne, ed. E. K. Chambers, 

(London: George Routledge & Sons, 1896), xxvi. 
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and work.”5 Thomas Foster sees the verse letters as evidence of Donne “degenerated into a 

sycophant,” and H. W. Garrod ranks the verse letters as “the least successful” of Donne’s 

works.6 Likewise, Patricia Thomson holds nothing back, describing the verse letters as “neurotic 

and undignified” works compromised by Donne’s “desire to please.”7 W. Milgate finds the verse 

letters “gauche” and claims they lack confidence, and John Carey wonders what great works 

Donne might have written had he not “squandered his time turning out verse letters, 

epithalamions and funerary tributes.”8  

Even when scholars are trying to advocate on behalf of the verse letters, they frequently 

degrade them: A. J. Smith describes the verse letters as “bread and butter labour” written out of 

necessity.9 Similarly, though he is ultimately praising Donne’s “impulse to plunge to the bottom 

of the most troubling aspect of human awareness,” Frank J. Warnke calls the verse letters “the 

most superficial of Donne’s poems.”10  This kind of backhanded compliment is typical of 

Warnke, who elsewhere sees the verse letters’ contextual value for understanding Donne and 

Renaissance England even if the poems “are not among the most attractive or accessible of 

Donne’s writings.”11 

 There are, of course, exceptions to the general condemnation surveyed above. In every 

generation or so of scholars there is at least one who recognizes some value in the verse letters. 

Alexander Pope, for instance, ranked Donne’s epistles among his best poetry and Coventry 

 
5 H. J. C. Grierson, ed., The Poems of John Donne (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1912), 

2.133. 
6 Thomas Foster, “The Tragedy of John Donne,” The Month, no. 157 (1931): 407. H. W. 

Garrod, ed., John Donne: Poetry and Prose, with Izaac Walton’s Life, Appreciations by Ben 

Jonson, Coleridge, and Others (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1946), 120. 
7 Patricia Thomson, “The Literature of Patronage, 1580-1630,” Essays in Criticism: A 

Quarterly Journal of Literary Criticism no. 2 (1952): 282. 
8 W. Milgate, ed., The Satires, Epigrams, and Verse Epistles of John Donne (Oxford: 

Clarendon, 1967), xxxiv; John Carey, John Donne: Life, Mind and Art (London: Faber and 

Faber, 1981), 90-91. 
9 A. J. Smith, “The Poetry of John Donne,” in English Poetry and Prose, 1540–1674, ed. 

Christopher Ricks (New York: Peter Bedrick, 1970), 2.153. 
10 Frank J. Warnke, European Metaphysical Poetry, (New Haven and London: Yale 

University Press, 1961), 9. 
11 Frank J. Warnke, ed. John Donne: Poetry and Prose (New York: Modern Library, 

1967), 149. 
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Patmore describes these poems as “crowded with gems of purest ray serene.”12 Alexander 

Grosart praises Donne’s verse letters, noting that they “will abundantly recompense the most 

prolonged study” as works “laden with profound speculative and imaginative thought.”13 George 

Saintsbury maintains that the verse letters “show Donne’s poetic powers at their ripest” in the 

very same page in which he criticizes Donne’s “misplaced ingenuity.”14 Charles Whitby heaps 

praises upon the verse letters, claiming that they “gleam with brilliancy of wit and glow with 

splendour of intellectual imagination,” and K. W. Gransden includes the verse letters among a 

group of Donne’s poems that demonstrate “nimbleness and variety” with their “charms and 

surprises.”15 Allen Barry Cameron comes to the verse letters’ defense, condemning criticism 

based in Donne’s supposed mercenary motivation and instead arguing that “Donne’s brilliant 

handling of [the rhetorical conventions of the verse epistle]… deserves our appreciation and 

esteem.”16 

Anyone who reads this censure and praise alongside one another is confronted with a 

difficult question: what is it about the nature of the verse letters that has created such a polarizing 

effect among scholars? Frank Kermode strikes to the heart of the matter when discussing 

Donne’s patronage epistles, writing that anyone who thinks that Donne’s letters are “negligible 

because they… flatter” holds “a mistaken view.”17 Indeed, much of the disapproval of Donne’s 

verse letters comes from the idea that such mercenary literary endeavours necessitates that 

Donne has “sold out” in some way. But beyond the superficial condemnation by many scholars 

of Donne’s verse letters on account of their mercenary motivation as artifacts of socioliterary 

exchange, there is a larger contextual problem at play. David Aers and Gunther Kress posit that 

 
12Joseph Spence, Joseph Spence: Observations, Anecdotes, and Characters of Books and 

Men, Collected from Conversation, ed. James M. Osborn (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1966), 

1.188; Coventry Patmore, “Gallery of Poets. No. I: John Donne,” Lowe’s Edinburgh Magazine 

no. 1 (1846): 235. Reported in Discussions of John Donne, ed. Frank Kermode (Boston: Heath, 

1960), 18-22. 
13 Alexander Grosart, ed., The Complete Poems of John Donne (London: Robson and 

Sons, 1872), 2.xxxiv-xxxv. 
14 George Saintsbury, “Introduction. John Donne,” in The Poems of John Donne, ed. E. 

K. Chambers (London: George Routledge & Sons, 1896), 1.xli.  
15 Charles Whitby, “The Genius of Donne,” Poetry Review no. 14 (1923): 75; K. W. 

Gransden, ed., John Donne (Hamden: Archon Books, 1954), 108. 
16 Allen Barry Cameron, “Donne’s Deliberative Verse Epistles,” English Literary 

Renaissance 6, no. 3 (1976): 370. 
17 Frank Kermode, John Donne (London: Longmans, 1957), 26. 
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the root of this condemnation and neglect is “the lack of a descriptive or interpretative 

framework within which the real interest of these poems can be perceived and analyzed.”18 In 

other words, many scholars have articulated praise and admiration for isolated qualities of 

Donne’s verse letters for over a century, but just as often find that these poems fall short on the 

basis that they are not his other poems, when in fact we should not read these poems in the same 

way.19 

Building on some of the excellent scholarship and research published since Aers and 

Kress’s astute observation over four decades ago, this dissertation develops such a descriptive 

and interpretive framework based on a concept of sociability.20 In this dissertation, the sociability 

of Donne’s verse letters refers to their status as poems that were composed and circulated within 

specific social contexts and that are dependent upon those same social contexts for their critical 

appreciation. Within this framework, sociability conceptualizes Donne’s verse letters as literary 

objects that are not only representative of social exchange, but as social artifacts whose presence 

in multiple contexts and perspectives perform and generate social connection. Sociability 

provides important implications for the verse letters as social objects; a verse letter is 

representative of a relationship between Donne and the recipient/reader, but it also reinforces and 

enacts that relationship through correspondence. However, copies of the verse letters in 

manuscript move beyond the function of their originals as representative agents in an individual 

relationship and serve instead as social artifacts within a network of relationships amidst a 

 
18 David Aers and Gunther Kress, “‘Darke Texts Need Notes’: Versions of Self in 

Donne’s Verse Epistles,” Literature and History 8 (1978): 138. 
19 Many scholars point to the verse letters as overlooked. See Tea Gang, “John Donne,” 

in The Penguin Companion to English Literature, ed. David Daiches (New York: McGraw-Hill, 

1971), 154:  Gang writes, “criticism has not so far done justice to Donne’s verse letters.” 

Likewise, C. A. Patrides, ed., The Complete English Poems of John Donne (London: J. M. Dent 

& Sons, 1985), where Patrides asserts that the verse letters “have been slighted more than any 

other cluster of Donne’s poems (249). Finally, see also John R. Roberts, “John Donne’s Poetry: 

An Assessment of Modern Criticism,” John Donne Journal 1 (1982): 62-63. Roberts simply 

observes that, in a decade of scholarship, the verse letters received only one percent of critical 

attention despite constituting a sixth of Donne’s poetry. 
20 See, for instance, Allen Barry Cameron, “Donne and Dryden: Their Achievement in 

the Verse Epistle,” Discourse 11 (1968): 252-56; and “Donne’s Deliberative Verse Epistles,” 

English Literary Renaissance 6, no. 3 (1976): 369-403; see also Ronald J. Corthell for a 

description of the literary quality and potential framework for Donne’s letters more generally in 

“‘Frendships Sacraments’: John Donne’s Familiar Letters” Studies in Philology 78, no. 4 (1981): 

409-25; and the scholarship of Margaret Maurer (described in more detail below). 
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broader context of reader reception and the sociability of texts. The arrangement of Donne’s 

verse letters in manuscript and their proximity to and association with other texts creates another 

context of sociability grounded in intertextuality and the organizing principles of a manuscript’s 

compiler. In other words, while a single, original verse letter may strengthen and represent a 

relationship between Donne and its recipient, the social implications and effects of Donne’s 

verse letters when copied into a manuscript alongside the writing of other authors also inform 

our reading by intimating different forms of connection. In fact, though they might remove 

Donne’s poems from their initial readership, early modern manuscript compilers employ socially 

influenced organizing principles in the creation of networks of reception and readership that are 

likewise important contexts for understanding and reading Donne’s poetry. 

No single scholar has been so successful in championing the social contexts of Donne’s 

verse letters as Margaret Maurer.21 Maurer has consistently advocated for readings of Donne’s 

verse letters and occasional poems grounded in the context of Donne’s personal relationships and 

the shared and communal knowledge of recipients of those poems. In particular, Maurer’s 

scholarship is exemplary in investigating vocabulary and contexts shared between Donne and 

individual correspondents of his verse letters. This scholarship is extremely valuable and 

important, but a study in Donne’s sociability moves beyond these immediate circumstances to 

include larger reading modalities and communities.  

This dissertation explores three applications of sociability: the lexicon of friendship 

common to Donne and his contemporaries via the classical model of friendship outlined by 

Cicero; the metaphors of the letter as a physical manifestation of its sender meant to embody 

social ties in epistolary communication despite anxieties over physical absence; and the social 

configurations, organization, and reader reception of early modern manuscripts. Ultimately, these 

applications point to the need for a new editorial practice: the network edition emphasizes 

sociability and social relationships by employing a network visualization as its primary user 

interface. This interface, along with other important digital features and affordances, informs a 

 
21 See Margaret Maurer, “Poetry and Scandal: John Donne’s ‘A Hymne to the Saynts and 

to the Marquesse Hamilton,’” John Donne Journal 26 (2007): 1-33; Maurer, “The Real Presence 

of Lucy Russell, Countess of Bedford, and the Terms of John Donne’s ‘Honour is so Sublime 

Perfection,’” English Literary History 47, no. 2 (1980): 205-34; Maurer, “The Poetical 

Familiarity of John Donne’s Letters,” Genre 15, no. 1 (1982): 183-202; and Maurer, “John 

Donne’s Verse Letters,” Modern Language Quarterly 37 (1976): 234-59. 
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methodology for engaging new readers with applications of sociability in the network edition. In 

Donne’s case, recontextualizing the verse letters within an editorial framework that showcases 

their value as social artifacts of literary exchange is a necessary first step to a fuller critical 

appreciation of these poems. 

Chapters two and three outline and provide examples of the sophisticated model of 

friendship with classical roots that Donne employs in many of his verse letters. As the 

preeminent work on friendship in Renaissance England taught as part of the foundational 

education of young men, Cicero’s Laelius De Amicitia (De Amicitia) acted as a rhetorical and 

moral instruction manual authored by the period’s most renowned classical orator. Cicero’s 

model of friendship provided a common lexicon surrounding friendship and sociability for 

Donne and his contemporaries. The poems “Sir, More then Kisses” (HWKiss), “The Storm” 

(Storm), “Alternis Vicibus” (AltVic), and “All Hail, Sweet Poet,” (TWHail) exemplify a common 

understanding among Donne and his friends concerning the meaning and language of social 

connection based in this framework.22 Donne’s Elegy to the Lady Bedford, “You that are she” 

(BedfShe), on the other hand, demonstrates that this model depends upon a measure of social 

equality that not even Donne can circumvent in relation to his patron. Instead, he elevates Lucy 

Russell, Countess of Bedford, and her dearly departed friend by making the pair exemplars of 

friendship. The way Donne manipulates and adapts Cicero’s model and its communal social 

lexicon in his verse letters necessitates that any valuation of the literary qualities of these poems 

must take into account their function as artifacts of literary exchange. 

Chapter four and its discussion of metaphors of bodily presence demonstrates how the 

materiality of the letter and anxiety of absence inform the way Donne maintains and builds 

relationship through correspondence. Donne frequently emphasizes the letter’s role as a 

substitution for his own presence through metaphors that attribute his own body and personal 

qualities to his letter/poem. These metaphors and conceits often go beyond a simple attribution 

and personification (e.g., a letter kissing its recipient on Donne’s behalf) to perform more 

sophisticated functions that represent and enact social connection. In particular, Donne expands 

 
22 First mentions of all Donne’s poems in this dissertation will consist of the poem’s full 

title followed by its abbreviated title from the front matter of The Variorum Edition of the Poetry 

of John Donne, 8 vols. Ed. Gary Stringer and Jeffrey S. Johnson. (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 1995-) in parentheses. Subsequent references will appear in the form of 

abbreviated titles. 
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the generic metaphor of the letter as an embodiment of the self to the letter cabinet as a 

representation of the literary coterie in a way that demonstrates how the materiality of the verse 

letters reflects Donne’s own aspirations and desires for social connection. 

Chapter five considers the material context of early modern manuscripts in order to 

provide insight into reader reception as a function of sociability. While important projects like 

the Donne Variorum Edition of the Poetry of John Donne (Donne Variorum) have given readers 

authoritative texts for Donne’s poetry, consideration of the materiality of the original documents 

and the social contexts of manuscript circulation lead to significant new readings based in how 

these poems function in relation to the other texts and paratexts they have been paired with. 

These readings may not be authoritative in the textual sense, but they do represent the meaning 

reader communities invested and derived from them in their specific social connections to 

Donne, and that makes these manuscripts worth investigating. The sociability at play in 

manuscript circulation within Donne’s lifetime results in unique arrangements of Donne’s poetry 

that emphasize the social features of those poems. The Rawlinson manuscript (Bodleian 

Manuscript Rawlinson Poet 31. O30) situates Donne as an important member of the Countess of 

Bedford’s literary coterie, demonstrating that some early modern readerships saw this 

relationship and the network of Lucy’s other clients like Ben Jonson as a significant context for 

Donne’s work.23 Donne’s verse letters have a muted presence in O30, but his place alongside 

Jonson in this manuscript showcases both the curator’s social motivations and the distinctively 

communal focus in Donne’s patronage verse. In a similar fashion, the Essex-focused Bodleian 

Manuscript Don. C 54 (O9) manuscript places Donne as one small contributor among much 

larger political players and values Donne’s poems for his social connection to the Earl of Essex 

and Sir Thomas Egerton as well as, perhaps, the way those poems contextualize a pivotal 

moment in English Renaissance politics. Both of these manuscripts contribute to a fuller picture 

of how readers of Donne’s poems accessed his writing from distinct perspectives and contexts 

that can give us new angles of inquiry, if not direct access to authorial intent.  

 
23 Initial manuscript references throughout this dissertation are noted by shelfmark. All 

subsequent references are done according to the sigla established by the editorial team of The 

Variorum Edition of the Poetry of John Donne, which appears in parenthesis alongside the 

shelfmark in the initial reference. All shelfmarks and corresponding sigla can be found on page 

x. 
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Finally, these contexts of sociability point to an important need for an editorial 

framework that emphasizes sociability and the social contexts, connections, and readings of 

Donne’s verse letters in order to rectify their relative neglect and critical underappreciation. 

Chapter six builds upon the theoretical framework of the social edition and innovations in social 

network visualization to propose the network edition—a digital edition that uses an interactive 

network visualization as its interface. By emphasizing the social nature of Donne’s verse letters 

and highlighting the role these poems play in Donne’s personal relationships, the network edition 

invites us to entertain readings based in sociability distinct from traditional print editions that 

showcase poems as a sequence of isolated literary icons. This new editorial approach will 

generate new readings and critical reception for the verse letters by situating them in a context 

more conducive to their appreciation. 

The purview of this dissertation—with the exception of some few occasional poems—is 

limited to Donne’s verse letters, but, ideally, this dissertation will promote frameworks and 

approaches of sociability to the rest of Donne’s poetry as well. No genre is so explicitly sociable 

as his verse letters, but all of Donne’s poems exist as social texts to some extent: most of his 

prose and poetry, except perhaps his sermons, circulated in manuscript among close friends and 

literary circles in some form or another before it ever reached print publication. Donne studies 

can only be enriched by the incorporation of concepts of sociability in relation to his other 

works.   

1.1 John Donne’s Relationships 

Essential to the social nature of Donne’s verse letters is an understanding of the individuals with 

whom Donne corresponded and the nature of the relationships they shared. Of course, recreating 

the relationships of someone who has been dead for nearly four centuries poses a considerable 

challenge in that many of their most significant relationships leave no trace. For instance, what 

evidence exists suggests that John Donne had a loving and intimate relationship with his wife, 

Anne Donne (née More), yet relatively little proof of the nature of that relationship exists. More 

relevant to Donne’s friendships, there are also periods of time when Donne’s proximity to a close 

friend resulted in a dearth of evidence. This is the case with Donne and Christopher Brooke: 

Donne wrote “To Mr. C. B.” (CB) and his more popular verse letters Storm and Calm to Brooke, 

and we know that Christopher bore witness to Donne’s secret marriage alongside his brother, 
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Samuel Brooke, who presided over the marriage.24 Yet, because Donne and Brooke shared 

chambers during their time together in Lincoln’s Inn and saw each other daily, no 

correspondence between the two survives from that time. This is one example of how careful we 

must be about the confirmation bias created from extant evidence. Whatever picture of Donne’s 

life we might paint, we must always recognize that it is an incomplete picture with many gaps 

where friendship is concerned. 

But an incomplete picture is better than no picture at all, and the abundance of Donne’s 

correspondence and writing that does survive (especially in comparison to Donne’s 

contemporaries of similar rank) alongside the context of his life, his literary models, how he 

understood the act of letter writing, and the way in which others contextualized Donne’s 

correspondence in manuscript, creates a fuller image of Donne that can help us better appreciate 

his verse letters. The relationships Donne shared with close colleagues and the recipients of his 

familiar and patronage epistles are the foundation upon which we ought to build our 

understanding of the verse letters as, in Margaret Maurer’s formulation,  “poem[s] written to a 

particular person on a particular occasion” that highlight Donne’s “particular genius as a letter-

writer… to conceive of a relationship that unites him to a correspondent around the message he 

makes the subject of the letter.”25 As Maurer’s description emphasizes, each of Donne’s 

relationships brings a different dynamic to the verse letters he writes. With that in mind, the brief 

descriptions of the lives of Donne’s correspondents that follow and the nature of their 

relationships with John Donne serve as the foundation for understanding Donne’s verse letters. 

Sir Henry Goodere was an intimate friend of John Donne’s over twenty-five years.26 

Their professional interests overlapped as both Goodere and Donne sought similar civic posts in 

their early careers, and both served as members of parliament (Goodere in 1604, Donne in 1601 

and 1614). Goodere enjoyed moderate wealth and success for much of his life, but these 

achievements were usually outpaced by his spending habits. He received the Polesworth estate 

 
24 R. C. Bald, John Donne: A Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970), 135. 
25 Margaret Maurer, “The Verse Letter,” in The Oxford Handbook of John Donne, ed. 

Jeanne Shami, Dennis Flynn, and M. Thomas Hester (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 

212; Margaret Maurer, “The Poetical Familiarity of John Donne’s Letters,” Genre 15, no. 1 

(1982): 184. 
26 For a thorough summary of Goodere’s life and relationship to Donne, see Bald, John 

Donne: A Life, 163-70. 
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through marriage to his first cousin, Frances Goodere, and was a gentleman of the privy chamber 

during the reign of King James I and VI, as well as a minister of parliament.27 Goodere received 

a knighthood while in service to Robert Devereux, second Earl of Essex, and was an attendant to 

the Earl of Hertford during an embassy to Brussels. Despite these preferments and opportunities, 

Goodere lived an expensive lifestyle that saw him in debt at the end of his life: Lucy Russell 

aided by paying part of the dowry for her god-daughter (Henry’s daughter), Lucy Goodere, and 

John Donne even helped pay for the debts of Goodere’s son, John, after the latter had been 

imprisoned.28 Goodere shared many friends in common with Donne, including the poet’s patron 

Lucy Russell, Countess of Bedford, and Donne’s close friend, Christopher Brooke. He was also a 

friend to many other poets such as Michael Drayton and Ben Jonson and frequented the meetings 

of literary types at the Mitre Tavern. 

Sir Henry Goodere was one of Donne’s closest friends and particulars of their 

relationship survive in a well-documented correspondence.29 Among other indications of their 

intimacy is the fact that Goodere was willing to have Donne compose prose letters on his behalf 

(and Donne was happy to do so), and that Donne frequently conveyed his letters and packets for 

Lucy Russell, Countess of Bedford, through Goodere.30  Around fifty letters from Donne to 

Goodere are extant, including a verse letter, HG. The pair even co-authored a unique verse letter, 

“Since every tree begins” (AltVic) written alternis vicibus (in alternating stanzas) to Lucy Russell 

and one of her friends. Their correspondence serves as a testament to their friendship: though 

Goodere spent a great deal of time in Warwickshire, he and Donne shared a weekly 

correspondence for over half a decade and their friendship appears to have lasted from as early as 

1602 to Goodere’s death in 1627. 

While Donne and Goodere maintained a long and relatively well-documented 

correspondence, all extant evidence suggests that Christopher Brooke was John Donne’s oldest 

and closest friend. Unfortunately for scholars, the written record of that friendship is relatively 

sparse because Donne and Brooke lived relatively close to one another for much of their lives: 

the two shared chambers at Lincoln’s Inn (where they first met) and lived across the street from 

 
27 John Considine, “Sir Henry Goodere” in The Oxford Dictionary of National 

Biography, 2008. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Bald, John Donne: A Life, 163. 
30 Ibid, 166-167, 173. 
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one another on Drury Lane in London from 1617 until Brooke’s death.31 Brooke was witness to 

John Donne’s wedding to Anne (Brooke’s brother, Samuel, officiated) and was imprisoned for 

his involvement. Donne and Brooke’s intimate friendship appears to have carried on until 

Brooke’s death. In the version of Brooke’s will recorded in The Complete Poems of Christopher 

Brooke, the author bequeaths certain paintings to Donne among a list of Brooke’s family and 

close friends: “I giue vnto my deere ancient and worthie friend Dcor Dunn the Deane Pawles my 

picture of the ladie Elizabeth her grace the Countesse of Southampton, my lady Anne Wallop, 

and my lady Isabella Smith.”32 That Donne appears in a list among Brooke’s closest friends and 

family as a recipient of even a portion of Brooke’s estate, along with the language of “my deere 

ancient and worthie friend” that Brooke uses to describe Donne, demonstrates just how closely 

connected the pair stayed throughout their lives.  

In many ways, Christopher Brooke was able to achieve the secular career to which Donne 

aspired. After attending university, possibly at Cambridge, Brooke was deeply involved with 

Lincoln’s Inn almost until death.33 Brooke served as the representative for York for over two 

decades as an active and vocal member of parliament. He was also a member of the Virginia 

company: he invested in the Company and became a member of its council in 1609, and he 

provided legal counsel and political advocacy until the company’s dissolution in 1624.34  Donne 

was himself an honorary member of the council of the Virginia Company and, though he never 

held shares in the company, he delivered a sermon to the Virginia Company in 1622.35 Brooke, 

like Donne and Jonson, was also a member of the Sirenaical society that attended the Mermaid 

tavern. The majority of Brooke’s verse seems to have a political bent: among other politically 

 
31 Michelle O’Callaghan, “Christoper Brooke,” in The Oxford Dictionary of National 

Biography. 2006. 
32 Christopher Brooke, The Complete Poems, Alexander B. Grosart, ed. Printed for 

Private Circulation, 1872, 23. 
33 O’Callaghan, “Christopher Brooke.”  
34 Robert C. Johnson, “A Poem on the Late Massacre in Virginia,” The Virginia 

Magazine of History and Biography 72, no. 3 (1964): 261. 
35 Stanley Johnson, “John Donne and the Virginia Company,” English Literary History 

14, no. 2 (1947): 130-31. In fact, many people within Donne’s social circle were members of the 

Virginia Company (e.g., Sir Henry Wotton, George Garrard, and Lucy Russell, Countess of 

Bedford), but none played so active a role as Brooke. It is possible that the presence of these 

friends in the Company and its council contributed to Donne’s honorary membership and his 

opportunity to deliver a sermon to the Company. 
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charged poems like his Poem on the Late Massacre in Virginia, Brooke is credited as having co-

written “The Parliament Fart,” a topical libel on Henry Ludlow that was popular among verse 

collectors, and his Legend of Richard the Third is a warning against monarchical overreach.36  

In addition to two of Donne’s most popular verse letters, Storm and Calm, Donne wrote 

the lesser-known CB to Christopher Brooke as well. All three of these poems to Brooke invoke 

Donne’s affection for him and allude to how unaccustomed the pair are to be separated. Storm in 

particular notes how badly Donne simultaneously wishes to see his friend but also keep him from 

harm. Donne’s correspondence, while not comprehensive, is an artifact embodying an intimate 

friendship.  

Sir Henry Wotton was another one of Donne’s lifelong friends and their careers had 

similar trajectories until Donne married Anne More. Wotton served as secretary to the Earl of 

Essex during his exile but before his rebellion. Wotton’s secretaryship overlapped with Donne’s 

own service as secretary to Sir Thomas Egerton, Lord Keeper. As a result, though they likely met 

at Oxford during their teenage years, Wotton and Donne would have crossed paths professionally 

as their respective masters had close associations with one another and both Egerton and Essex 

were members of Queen Elizabeth’s star chamber.37 Wotton primarily served Essex as a liaison 

for information with the various contacts he had made during his time travelling Europe. Like 

Donne, Wotton participated in the 1596 Cadiz expedition and Essex’s expedition to the Azores 

in 1597. 

Wotton left Essex’s service shortly before the Earl’s rebellion and in 1601 found himself 

acting as a spy in the service of the grand duke of Tuscany, Ferdinand I, on a mission to deliver 

the antidote to a poison that the latter suspected was to be used in a plot against King James VI 

of Scotland. Wotton’s role in this rescue likely contributed to his appointment as English 

ambassador to Venice and a subsequent knighthood.38 Wotton would continue to serve in the 

 
36 O’Callaghan, “Christopher Brooke.” Brooke is credited with authorship of this poem 

alongside Inigo Jones, Richard Martin, and John Hoskins in BL, Add. MS 23,339, fol. 17v, a 

manuscript that contains poems by John Donne, some of which are written in the hand of Sir 

Henry Goodere. For the popularity of “The Parliament Fart” in manuscripts, see Michelle 

O’Callaghan, “Performing Politics: The Circulation of the ‘Parliament Fart,’” Huntington 

Library Quarterly 69, no. 1 (2006): 121-38.  
37 A. J. Loomie, “Wotton, Sir Henry,” in The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 

2004. 
38 Ibid. 
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role of ambassador to various countries for nearly twenty years before serving as provost of Eton 

College until his death in 1639, outliving Donne by eight years. 

Wotton and Donne’s extant correspondence is unique in that it includes verse letters 

written by both parties as well as prose.39 Donne wrote four verse letters to Wotton (more than 

any other close friend), including the famously popular “Sir, More then Kisses” (HWKiss), as 

well as over a dozen prose letters. One extant verse letter from Wotton to Donne survives, as 

well as four potential prose letters.40 Their correspondence is an excellent witness to their 

friendship and their verse letter exchange in particular displays Donne exercising the rhetoric of 

friendship during a tumultuous time in English politics, the Earl of Essex’s exile and subsequent 

rebellion.41 

Ben Jonson was a close friend to John Donne for much of his life and one of the few of 

Donne’s associates whose comments on Donne survive (apart from elegies). A near 

contemporary of Donne’s, Jonson came from a similar background as the son of a London 

tradesman. Jonson’s biological father died when he was young and he took on the trade of his 

mother’s new husband, working as a bricklayer at various times throughout his life.42 Jonson 

eventually left that trade to pursue a career as a dramatist and poet: he achieved great success in 

these endeavours and is often labelled as England’s “First Poet Laureate” because he received an 

annual pension from King James for his work. Jonson was distinct from his contemporaries in 

that he actually sought and curated his persona as a published author when there was still stigma 

attached to professional writers. Donne, for instance, frequently voiced his resistance to print 

 
39 Ted-Larry Pebworth and Claude J. Summers, “‘Thus Friends Absent Speake’: The 

Exchange of Verse Letters between John Donne and Henry Wotton,” Modern Philology 81, no. 4 

(1984): 361-77. 
40 Henry Wotton, The Life and Letters of Sir Henry Wotton, ed. Logan Pearsall Smith 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1907), 1.306-10. 
41 Loomie, “Wotton, Sir Henry.” 
42 Ian Donaldson, “Ben Jonson,” in The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 2013. 

It is difficult to ascertain just how long Jonson laboured as a bricklayer. He certainly endured 

abuses about his background as late as 1633 and paid his dues to the Company of Tylers and 

Bricklayers as late as 1611. However, there are debates as to whether this membership was due 

to a need to complement his income from the theatre or merely an avenue to further his social 

status.  
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publication.43 Jonson and Donne shared considerable overlap in their social and literary circles 

despite this difference: both were members of the Sirenaical society, and both were clients under 

the patronage of Lucy Russell, Countess of Bedford.  

The friendship between Jonson and Donne, along with their similar origins, makes a 

comparison of these two poets a useful exercise that can highlight their differences as writers. 

Jonson’s writing hinges upon a conservative neoclassicism that features an almost slavish 

faithfulness to the models of Roman poets, especially Horace. Donne rules over the “monarchy 

of Witt” and demonstrates a talent for innovation in his metaphysical conceits. Praise of Jonson, 

on the other hand, describes him as an “innovator” for how fully he can follow the models set by 

the Ancients.44 One might consider it odd that Jonson does not demonstrate a greater affinity for 

Ciceronian models in his writing, but his foremost preoccupation was in achieving status as a 

poet and dramatist, and Cicero’s influence is primarily as a political rhetorician and prose writer. 

Jonson’s models were therefore classical writers like Horace and Martial. There are significant 

distinctions between Donne and Jonson in this regard: Jonson self-curated his works as a 

published author in print, while Donne makes it clear in private correspondence that he was 

reluctant to seek print publication of his poetry and instead aspired to civic and political success. 

In other words, Jonson adheres to the models of Horace and other Roman poets and dramatists 

because his aspirations are literary; Donne leans more heavily into certain rhetorical models of 

Cicero because many of his motivations are overtly civic, political, and above all, social.45 

Donne and Jonson wrote verse about each other that suggests their relationship was one 

of admiration and respect. Donne wrote dedicatory verse for Jonson commemorating Jonson’s 

play, Volpone, and Jonson wrote two epigrams on Donne. Moreover, Jonson references Donne in 

his recorded conversations with William Drummond of Hawthornden more than any other 

author.46 Despite the somewhat flippant nature of Jonson’s comments in his dialogue with 

 
43 See a 1614 letter from Donne to Sir Henry Goodere, where he writes that he only seeks 

to print his letters “under an unescapable necessity” and describes himself as “a Rhapsoder of 

mine own rags” for printing only “a few Copies” (no. 147, 393-95). 
44 In particular, this is the praise that Donne offers Jonson in his poem celebrating 

Jonson’s play, Volpone.  
45 For a full discussion of Jonson’s models and motivations, see Victoria Moul, Jonson, 

Horace, and the Classical Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
46 R. F. Patterson, ed. Ben Jonson’s Conversations with William Drummond of 

Hawthornden (London: Blackie, 1924), 11. 
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Drummond, these works leave us with every indication that Donne and Jonson shared a close 

friendship and mixed in many of the same social and literary groups, making them excellent 

comparators and counterpoints to one another as writers.47 Though no extant correspondence 

between Donne and Jonson survives, each of these writers’ works experienced a kind of literary 

sociability with the other as they frequently circulated in the same manuscripts and literary 

circles. That compilers and readers associated these authors with one another is clear and 

provides further context for the perception of Donne’s verse letters. 

Rowland Woodward was another of Donne’s good friends whose relationship with our 

poet lasted the majority of their lives.48 Woodward was born the eldest of eight children in 

London in August of 1573, in the same city and within the same year as Donne.49 Woodward and 

Donne most likely met at Lincoln’s Inn, which Woodward entered in 1591. Woodward’s career 

was not an auspicious one, but it did carry its share of intrigue: his posts include diplomatic 

secretary, deputy clerk in the Signet Office, and deputy to the master of ceremonies at court, but 

Woodward’s most intriguing occupation was as a spy.50 In 1605, Woodward was imprisoned by 

the Inquisition while conducting espionage in Milan and “attacked by robbers in France and left 

for dead” in 1607 while carrying dispatches home from Venice.51 He recovered from this attack 

in France before returning home. There is little else of note in what is known of Woodward’s 

career apart from these two exciting events, and he seems to have spent the twilight of his life in 

service of the Earl of Westmorland.52 Woodward died in 1636, outliving Donne by five years.  

 Apart from the verse letters Donne wrote to Woodward (and the verse letter he 

potentially wrote to Donne), Rowland Woodward is perhaps most well known as the scribe of 

 
47 For instance, see Bald, John Donne: A Life, 175, who notes that when Lady Bedford 

was eager to gain a copy of Donne’s satires, it was Jonson whom she turned to and who 

delivered. 
48 H. R. Woudhuysen, “Sir Philip Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella Abbreviated: A Note on 

Rowland Woodward,” in In the Prayse of Writing: Early Modern Manuscript Studies: Essays in 

Honour of Peter Beal, S. P. Cerasano and Steven W. May, eds. (London: The British Library, 

2012), 44-69. See Woudhuysen for a detailed description of known facts of Woodward’s life. 

See also, M. C. Deas, “A Note on Rowland Woodward, The Friend of Donne,” The Review of 

English Studies 7, no. 28 (1931): 454-57. 
49 Deas, “Rowland Woodward,” 454. 
50 Woudhuysen, “A Note on Rowland Woodward,” 53-55. 
51 Deas, “Rowland Woodward,” 454. 
52 Ibid, 456. 
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the Westmoreland Manuscript (NY3). Little of his verse survives but, along with whatever 

poems he may have written to Donne, Woodward also composed poems in English to 

commemorate the birth of Charles II and four Latin poems: his own epitaph, an epitaph upon the 

death of Sir Edward Rosseter, and two others.53 In addition to fostering a friendship with Donne, 

Woodward also shared many of the poet’s friends. For instance, he served as Sir Henry Wotton’s 

secretary during the latter’s ambassadorship to Venice starting in 1604 and Donne was friends 

with and wrote verse letters to Rowland’s younger brother, Thomas.54 Rowland also seems to 

have had some acquaintance and perhaps even a friendship with Ben Jonson, to whom he gave a 

copy of a book by Petrus Bertius.55 In his correspondence with Sir Thomas Roe—another mutual 

friend—Woodward expresses to Roe that from London he might give Roe news of mutual 

friends. Woodward’s communication with Roe intimates to Woudhuysen that the two likely 

“moved in similar circles” and perhaps shared an association with the ‘Sireniacs’, one-time 

literary patrons of the Mermaid Tavern.56 Given the available evidence, Donne’s verse letters to 

Rowland Woodward, very likely written during their Inns of Court days, are the familiar 

correspondence of close friends who had every reason to honestly communicate with one another 

in friendship while challenging each other intellectually. And, as we shall see, the verse letters 

these men shared, particularly Donne’s RWSlumb, support the idea of Woodward and Donne as 

closely connected friends challenging and elevating one another. 

Beyond the recipients within his more immediate social circle of friendship, Donne also 

wrote verse letters and occasional poetry as part of his patronage relationships. The social 

dynamics of Donne’s patronage epistles differ from his familiar verse letters, but they are still 

literary artifacts that enact a form of social exchange between author and recipient—the most 

significant distinction of which is that Donne cannot assume the same degree of familiarity and 

equality in his communication. 

While he wrote verse letters for other patrons (e.g., Magdalen Herbert), Lucy Russell, 

Countess of Bedford, was Donne’s longest and most prominent patron. Born Lucy Harington, 

daughter of the First Baron of Harington, Lucy received a considerable education that included 

 
53 Woudhuysen, “A Note on Rowland Woodward,” 55; Deas, “Rowland Woodward,” 

457. 
54 Woudhuysen, “A Note on Rowland Woodward,” 50-51. 
55 Ibid, 56. 
56 Ibid, 54. 
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training in Italian, French, Spanish, and possibly Latin or even Greek.57 At the age of just 

fourteen years old Lucy married Edward Russell, Earl of Bedford, who was seven years her 

senior. Lucy’s husband incurred great debts, including a £10,000 fine for his role in the Earl of 

Essex’s rebellion. The couple fell out of favour at court as a result (Edward was even under a 

form of house arrest), and it was Lucy, not Edward, who would work her way back into the 

social graces of the court upon the arrival of King James I and VI.58 Lucy quickly earned the 

favour of Queen Anne by travelling to Scotland before most others to welcome her to court and 

spent much of her time currying favour with members of court to pay back her estate’s 

considerable debt.59 Lucy’s proactive role in Bedford affairs only increased when her husband 

experienced a debilitating horse-riding accident from which he never fully recovered in 1613.  

Lucy was a patron of the arts and learning and included many famous poets in her circle 

including Ben Jonson, Michael Drayton, and Samuel Daniel, but she also collected classical 

artifacts such as coins, paintings, music, and masques.60 John Donne became Lucy’s client 

around 1607, and the pair had a close relationship that included Lucy writing poetry that Donne 

read.61  

Donne wrote nine surviving verse letters to Lucy; three times more than he wrote to 

anyone else. Many of these poems use religious imagery to describe Lucy in hyperbolic terms as 

a divine figure who represents virtue, learning, and holiness. This is ironic since evidence 

suggests that the eventual end of Lucy’s patronage may have been on account of Donne’s taking 

holy orders and her puritan leanings as a Calvinist from a devout protestant family.62 Whatever 

the reason, Lucy and Donne’s relationship seems to have cooled by 1615, though there is no 

record of any real hostility from that point to Lucy’s death in 1627. 

The relationships Donne shared with each of the individuals mentioned above detail 

many of their own dynamics and circumstances that inform the ways Donne navigated those 

 
57 Helen Payne, “Russell [née Harington], Lucy, countess of Bedford,” in The Oxford 

Dictionary of National Biography, 2014.  
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid, and Bald, John Donne: A Life, 172. Bald writes of Lucy, “[f]rom 1603 until about 

1620 Lady Bedford was one of the most influential women in England.” 
60 Payne, “Lucy, countess of Bedford.” 
61 Ibid; Edmund Gosse, Life and Letters of John Donne (London: William Heinemann, 

1899), 1:217–18. 
62 Payne, “Lucy, countess of Bedford.” 
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relationships in correspondence. The timing, occasion, and recipient of a letter is nearly always a 

significant factor in its conceit and composition.  Nevertheless, there are also more general 

norms of sociability practiced between Donne and his contemporaries that are informed by the 

genre of the verse letter and their understanding of social connection in the Renaissance. 

1.2 John Donne and the Genre of Verse Letters in Renaissance England 

The genre of the verse letter in the Renaissance has two subgenres based in its classical roots: 

Horatian and Ovidian or Heroicall. The latter subgenre consists typically of fictional characters 

from classical mythology, usually women, addressing their loves, who have often betrayed them. 

Though Donne wrote one such Ovidian poem, his “Sappho to Philaenis” (Sappho), it does not 

constitute actual epistolary communication in the same way as his Horatian verse letters, which 

are the focus of this study. The rest of Donne’s verse letters are Horatian epistles that retain 

certain fundamental features of the genre. Most importantly, Horace’s epistles are familiar letters 

written to friends and patrons in verse that often explore themes of virtue and friendship while 

contemplating the qualities of city and country—Horace usually idealizes the country and 

disdains the city.  

 Yet the lines of genre are not so well defined when considering the Renaissance verse 

letter. While modern critics typically make a distinction between Horace’s Epistles and Satires, 

Horace’s contemporaries and Renaissance readers would have read these works under a 

combined heading of his Sermones. This blurred sense of genre appears in the context of 

Renaissance England as well: Margaret Maurer admits that “verse letters can seem 

indistinguishable from other kinds of poetry,” particularly when reading verse letters by classical 

authors, such as Horace, or certain contemporaries of Donne, like Thomas Lodge.63 

 While many Renaissance writers on the continent, particularly in France and Italy, 

theorized the verse letter as a genre, there is relatively little discussion of the form by English 

authors and, as a result, there is a broader range of forms among the verse letters of Donne and 

his contemporaries.64 Examples most distinct from Donne’s own include the verse letters of 

 
63 Maurer, “Verse Letter,” 207. 
64 See William Fitzgerald, “The Epistolary Tradition,” in The Oxford History of Classical 

Reception in English Literature, ed. Patrick Cheney and Philip Hardie (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2012), 2.278-80; Maurer, “Verse Letter,” 207-10. Maurer sees in Donne’s 

verse letters some passing resemblance to those of Joachim Du Bellay. 
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Thomas Lodge and Samuel Daniel: Lodge is the first to print verse letters in the English 

language in his 1595 collection, A Fig For Momus,65 but these poems are relatively indifferent to 

their recipient when compared to Donne’s own verse letters. Maurer notes that, while most of 

these poems “are addressed to or dedicated to some living person,” they are “less inspired by the 

person to whom they are addressed than written as discursive poems and then assigned to 

recipients.”66 Many of the verse letters of Samuel Daniel are similar, and there is even evidence 

that Daniel deemed these poems so unattached to their recipients that he “considered reassigning 

at least one of them to another person.”67 In other words, both Daniel and Lodge are writing 

discursive essays in verse and then dedicating them to individuals while Donne writes his verse 

letters to close friends and patrons with whom he shares ongoing relationships. The most 

significant implication of this difference in poetic practice between Donne and his 

contemporaries is that his verse letters are much more closely tied to epistolarity and sociability, 

and, as a result, his verse letters are more indebted to the familiar epistolary tradition. 

 The origins of the familiar letter in the Renaissance can be traced to Petrarch’s 

rediscovery of Cicero’s Ad Familiares in 1345, followed by his Epistles to Atticus.68  While this 

tradition begins with Petrarch publishing his own letter collection in imitation of Cicero’s 

familiar style, Erasmus’ 1522 De Conscribendis Epistolis, particularly its categorization of a new 

fourth category of familiar epistle, acts as a catalyst for the familiar epistle as a genre throughout 

Renaissance Europe.69 Erasmus chooses to focus on the qualities of the letter as a conversation 

between absent friends and this notion is extended by John Luis Vives who rejects the 

categorization in his own 1534 manual.70  

The familiar epistle is another important element in the generic mix that defines Donne’s 

poetic practice, and it is in this tradition of the familiar prose epistle, not the verse letter, that we 

find many important features of Donne’s verse letters, including the notion of the letter as a 

conversation between absent friends and the personal nature of these poems being dependent 

 
65 At least, this is what Lodge claims; Maurer quite rightly points out that George 

Turberville includes verse letters in his 1576 Epitaphes and Sonnettes (Maurer, “Verse Letter,” 

209). 
66 Maurer, “Verse Letter,” 209. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Fitzgerald, “The Epistolary Tradition,” 273. 
69 Ibid, 274.  
70 Ibid.  
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upon the personal relationship between correspondents. This indebtedness to the familiar epistle 

not only explains the distinct nature of Donne’s verse letters when compared to his 

contemporaries; it also means that his verse and prose letters are much more intimately 

connected and further clarifies the connection between the sociability of his letters and the 

epistolary tradition of Cicero. 

1.3 John Donne’s Approach to Friendship 

Whatever critics might write about John Donne’s verse letters, there can be no doubt that he took 

the prospect of friendship seriously. Not only was the social and political nature of Renaissance 

England such that personal and professional connections were paramount to securing 

employment and preferment, but for Donne personally, misfortunes brought on by his marriage 

to Anne More—an elopement that in itself required the assistance of several close friends so 

loyal they were willing to be incarcerated for Donne’s romantic pursuit—made him reliant on his 

friends for survival for a considerable portion of his life.71 If this were not enough, Donne 

frequently communicates the importance of friendship in his correspondence. Perhaps the most 

prominent and popular example is John Donne’s “friendship letter” to Henry Goodere, wherein 

he expresses several sentiments on the subject as part of his weekly correspondence. In that 

letter, he makes the now well-known claim that friendship is his second religion: 

SIR, 

THis Tuesday morning, which hath brought me to London, presents mee with all your 

letters. Mee thought it was a rent day, I meane such as yours, and not as mine. And yet 

such too, when I considered how much I ought you for them. How good a mother, how 

fertile and abundant the understanding is… And how well friendship performes that 

office…For hers is supersaetation, child upon child, and, that which is more strange, 

twinnes at a latter conception. If in my second religion, friendship, I had a conscience, 

either Errantem to mistake good and bad, and indifferent, or Opinantem to be ravished by 

others opinions or examples, or Dubiam to adhere to neither part, or Scrupulosam to 

encline to one, but upon reasons light in themselves or indiscussed in mee (which are 

almost all the diseases of conscience) I might mistake your often, long, and busie letters, 

 
71 R. C. Bald, John Donne: A Life, 155-99. For instance, Donne was accustomed to taking 

loans from Goodere with little expectation that the sums be repaid (164). 
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and fear you did but interest me to have mercy upon you and spare you. For you know 

our court tooke the resolution, that it was the best way to dispatch the French Prince 

backe againe quickly, to receive him solemnly, ceremoniously; and expensively… I 

never meant to excel you in waight nor price, but in number and bulke I thought I might: 

Because he may cast up a greater summe who hath but forty small moneyes, then hee 

with twenty Portuguesses. The memory of friends, (I meane only for letters) neither 

enters ordinarily into busied men, because they are ever employed within, nor into men of 

pleasure, because they are never at home. For these wishes therefore which you wonne 

out of your pleasure and recreation, you were as excusable to mee if you writ seldome … 

because I hop you have both pleasure and businesse. Only to me, who have neither, this 

omission were sinne. For though writing be not of the precepts of friendship, but of the 

counsels: yet, as in some cases to some men counsells become precepts, though not 

immediately from God, yet very roundly and quickly form his Church…so to mee who 

can doe nothing else, it seemes to binde my conscience to write. And it is sinne to doe 

against the conscience, though that erre; … I ought you a letter in verse before by my 

own promise, & now that you thinke you have hedged in that debt by a greater by your 

letter in verse I thinke it now most seasonable and fashionall for mee to breake. At least, 

to write presently were to accuse my self of not having read yours so often as such a letter 

deserves from you to mee…. (no. 35, 87-88, emphases mine)72 

Not only does Donne emphasize his devotion to and reliance on friendship in this discussion, but 

he creates a relationship between friendship and correspondence in discussing the qualities of 

letters in terms of their contributions between himself and his friend. Donne first remarks upon 

the volume of letters that he has received from Goodere and notes how he expected to find 

Goodere in his debt (i.e., that Goodere would owe Donne letters) in this regard. Their friendship 

is a fertile mother, and the letters are the many children their friendship produces. But friendship 

 
72 All quotations of the prose letters of John Donne in this dissertation, unless explicitly 

stated otherwise, are cited from William Davies, “The Prose Letters of John Donne” PhD diss. 

(University of Alberta, 1993). Davies’ dissertation is currently the most comprehensive 

collection of Donne’s prose letters available. The long-anticipated edition of the prose letters 

from Oxford University Press will be a much-needed resource for Donne studies. In anticipation 

of this edition and the valuable insights it might provide, this dissertation deals relatively little 

with Donne’s prose letters, using them primarily to support the concepts and trends on display in 

the verse letters. 
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also makes the pair into “twinnes at a latter conception,” a phrase Donne uses elsewhere when 

talking of close friends and that imitates the classical rhetoric of a friend as a second self. Donne 

then voices a fear that the many long letters he has received from Goodere are part of a ploy to 

convince Donne to end their correspondence just as the English court ended the French Prince’s 

visit with lavish hosting of their guest. Donne usually sends more and longer letters than 

Goodere, but these are of less value because Donne is less preoccupied with business and 

pleasure than his friend is. Donne writes that for him only, as one with so much free time, it is a 

sin not to write, and so as part of his religion of friendship the writing of letters has become not 

just a counsel—the right thing to do given the circumstances—but a religious precept—a rule 

dictating right actions. Finally, Donne makes it clear that the value of a verse letter, in this case 

one that he has received from Goodere, is greater than a letter written in prose, presumably 

because of the time and effort it takes to construct such a poem. Thus, this letter communicates 

important aspects of Donne’s perception of friendship and the letter: friendship can be 

envisioned as a kind of religion with its own counsels, precepts, and sacraments, and, while 

Donne does not expect the same practice or level of devotion from each of his friends, letters 

play an integral role in enacting and navigating this religion of friendship. 

While scholars of Donne’s relationships frequently point to this 1607 letter to Goodere, 

there are few who point to another of Donne’s references to friendship as a religion in a 1600 

letter to Sir Henry Wotton accompanying his paradoxes: 

.  Sir, 

Only in obedience I send you some of my paradoxes: I love you and myself and 

them too well to send them willingly for they carry with them a confession of the 

lightnes, and your trouble and my shame. But indeed they were made rather to deceave 

tyme than her daughter truth: although they have been written in an age when any thing is 

strong enough to overthrow her. If they make you to find better reasons against them they 

do their office: for they are but swaggerers: quiet enough if you resist them. If perchaunce 

they be pretyly guilt that is their best for they are not hatcht: they are rather alarums to 

truth to arme her than enemies: and they have only this advantadg to scape from being 

called ill things that they are nothings. Therefore take heed of allowing any of them least 

you make another. Yet Sir though I know their low price, except I receive by your next 

letter an assurance upon the religion of your friendship that no copy shalbee taken for 
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any respect of these or any other my compositions sent to you, I shall sinn against my 

conscience if I send you any more. (no. 12, 32, emphasis mine). 

Donne’s intimation to Wotton tells us something very important about his declaration of 

friendship as a second religion to Goodere: both religion and friendship for Donne are inherently 

social activities. Donne does not merely frame and contextualize friendship as his own personal 

second religion; he places himself in relationship to others as practicing a religion of friendship 

and feels comfortable enough, at least in this instance, to invoke that religion of friendship as a 

means to accountability and trust. In other words, Donne identifies a communal practice of 

friendship at play among his friends akin to a common, corporate religion. 

Donne explicitly refers to friendship as religion in his letters a third time, in a 1612 letter 

to George Garrard’s sister, Martha.73 This letter complements Donne’s religion of friendship by 

articulating a second death and second heaven in relation to it: 

I Am not come out of England, if I remain in the Noblest part of it, your minde; Yet I 

confesse, it is too much diminution to call your minde, any part of England, or of this 

world, since every part even of your body, deserves titles of higher dignity. No Prince 

would be loth to die, that were assured of so faire a tombe to preserve his memory: but I 

have a greater vantage then so; for, since there is a Religion in friendship, and a death in 

absence, to make up an entire frame there must be a heaven too: and there can be no 

heaven so proportionall to that Religion, and that death, as your favour. And I am gladder 

that it is a heaven, then that it were a Court, or any other high place of this world, because 

I am likelier to have a room there than here; and better cheap.  

(no. 91, 262, emphasis mine) 

This letter, perhaps more than any of the other examples above, voices Donne’s ideas and 

anxieties about sociability in a single place: he envisions friendship as a religion, yes, but this 

metaphor is in part a way for him to have a place among the other elect. Donne sees no real 

avenue for him to access a “Court” of friendship, distant as he is from secular success; but 

paradoxically, he might just be able to reach heaven. Absence is “death” in this conceit, 

 
73 This letter was enclosed within another letter from Donne to George Garrard. Donne 

and Garrard were close friends who correspondend frequently, and Donne was likely well-

acquainted with Garrard’s sister, Martha. It was George Garrard who wrote Donne’s poems into 

the Dowden manuscript and Garrard was likely Donne’s connection to the Earl and Countess of 

Salisbury as well, (See Donne Variorum, 5: 231, 1209; Davies, “The Prose Letters,” 144).  
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indicating just how keenly conscious Donne is of the anxiety absence brings and the important 

work a letter does in negotiating those anxieties. The favour of a friend, specifically Martha 

Garrard, acts as heaven in this scenario and has the power to preserve Donne through memory (a 

theme that, as we shall see, both emulates Cicero and echoes Donne’s sentiments of preservation 

in other letters). 

Elsewhere in his prose correspondence, Donne speaks to the importance letters play in 

friendship. In his study of the character of Donne’s prose letters, R. J. Corthell ultimately finds 

that the religious metaphors and language in that corpus foreshadow his role as Dean of St. 

Paul’s Cathedral and are part of Donne’s journey to reconcile notions of his self with his place in 

the larger world.74 Donne expresses that he sees his letters as “conveyances and deliverers” of his 

self to his recipients in a letter to George Garrard (no. 59, 171), and Corthell sees this as 

evidence that “Donne’s letters define the self in terms of its relationship with the reader.”75 If we 

grant Corthell’s claim, understanding and appreciating Donne’s letters (both verse and prose) 

depends upon framing them within the socioliterary context that they participate in and create. 

Allen Barry Cameron argues that, for Donne, the letter is “a singularly valuable means of human 

discourse—a rhetorical structure that may be in fact, by its very existence, both a literal and a 

symbolic witness of affection between the writer and recipient.”76 The letter is material proof of 

relationship, but also a written testimony and means to a social connection.  

Donne explicitly incorporates letters into his metaphor of friendship as a religion in a way 

that demonstrates just how integral he perceives letters to be to sociability and friendship. In a 

1599 letter likely written to Wotton, Donne writes, 

It is not an age to looke for faultlessness in your frend it is well if wee err reasonably & 

excusably therefore if you coole not in friendship be not loath to write for letters are 

frendships sacraments. & wee should be in charity to receave at all tymes.  

(no. 7, 18 emphasis mine) 

Here Donne replaces the sacrament of charity, the act of receiving the eucharist, with the act of 

receiving a letter from a friend. Just as the sacrament of communion embodies Christ for the 

 
74 Corthell, “‘Frendship’s Sacraments,’” 423-25. 
75 Ibid, 423. 
76 Allen Barry Cameron, “Donne’s Deliberative Verse Epistles,” 371. 



 
 

25 
 

congregation, letters embody the friendship of their authors for their recipient friends. For Donne 

and his companions, the sociability of the letter is integral to the concept of friendship. 

The notion that Donne and his companions shared a second religion of friendship—that 

absence is a kind of death, that the favour of one’s friends a kind of heaven, and that letters serve 

as the sacraments—raises an important question: if friendship is a religion, what is its Bible? 

From where does their mutual understanding of friendship originate? Donne would have had 

access to many conduct manuals and tracts that discuss friendship published throughout the 

Renaissance, but none was as ubiquitous and influential as Cicero’s tract on virtue and ideal 

friendship, De Amicitia. For Donne, Cicero’s representation of friendship in this treatise and 

related works such as Somnium Scipionis is no mere conceit, but a constitutive means of 

establishing and re-establishing bonds of connection through allusion to texts that make up the 

fabric of Renaissance ideas about friendship and sociability and comprise the dominant context 

for its understanding. As we shall see, friendship and sociability are intrinsically tied to letter 

writing in Renaissance England, and Cicero’s writings act as the primary model for both letter 

writing and friendship. The influence and impact of De Amicitia and its prominence in the 

educational programme of Donne and his contemporaries make it a natural starting place for our 

discussion of sociability in Donne’s verse letters. 
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2. Laelius De Amicitia and Ciceronian Friendship in Renaissance England 

 

The purpose of the next two chapters is to demonstrate and emphasize the degree of Cicero’s 

influence—particularly the influence of his Laelius De Amicitia (Laelius on Friendship) and, to a 

lesser extent, his Somnium Scipionis (The Dream of Scipio)—on John Donne’s verse letters. 

Cicero’s influence on the verse letters of John Donne is one framework that suggests these 

poems function within a context of sociability and, as a result, editorial work ought to 

incorporate and theorize how best to emphasize that context of sociability as a means to better 

critical appreciation of these poems as works that function at the intersection of friendship, letter 

writing, and social connection.  Donne does not merely allude to these works in passing: the way 

he adapts Cicero’s classical model of friendship and its foundational principles indicates that 

critical readings of the verse letters ought to be grounded in their function as artifacts of socio-

literary exchange. However, in order to demonstrate the very specific influence of Cicero and De 

Amicitia on Donne, it is first necessary to establish Cicero’s more general influence on 

Renaissance literature and the intimate connection between Cicero, Renaissance letter writing, 

and friendship. The ubiquity of Cicero’s works within the educational programme of 

Renaissance England, especially De Amicitia, made him an ideal model of friendship for Donne.  

There can be no doubt of Cicero’s prominence as the model for Renaissance letter writing 

from the moment Italian poets and scholars rediscovered many of his works in the fourteenth 

century. Traditionally, Petrarch’s rediscovery of Cicero’s works marks the beginning of the 

Renaissance and Cicero is the predominant model for letters as a genre throughout the entirety of 

the period. Cicero’s letters are also responsible for Petrarch’s re-establishing the familiar epistle 

as a literary subgenre. Evidence of Cicero’s pervasiveness as a model for letter-writing is 

perhaps best evidenced by resistance to him: Erasmus writes his Ciceronianus as an attack on 

those who follow Cicero’s style exclusively and slavishly (another sign of Cicero’s 

overwhelming popularity) because Cicero informs and serves as the primary model for letter 

writing in education throughout the Renaissance to such an extent that literature becomes 



 
 

27 
 

saturated with his poor imitators, and Cicero’s popularity extended to England well into the 

Tudor period and beyond.1  

Letters are the most important form of written communication in the Renaissance, and 

friendship is indelibly tied to epistolary communication throughout that period. The strong 

connection between friendship and the letter, at least beyond the natural inclination for friends to 

correspond, is largely on account of Cicero: the majority of Cicero’s letters that survive, 

including his Epistulae Ad Brutum (Letters to Brutus), Epistulae Ad Familiares (Letters to 

Friends), and Epistulae Ad Atticum (Letters to Atticus), are letters to friends and close political 

allies. In particular, of the approximately nine hundred letters written by Cicero that survive, 

more than four hundred are written to Titus Pomponius Atticus, Cicero’s lifelong close friend to 

whom he dedicated his treatise on friendship, De Amicitia (even the preface of that work is 

written in the form of a dedicatory letter).2  

 It can be difficult to fully grasp just how prolific Cicero’s letters were in the Renaissance, 

but the history of print editions of his works can illuminate the extent of his influence. Lawrence 

Green and James Murphy’s Renaissance Rhetoric Short-Title Catalogue records well over 300 

editions of or commentaries on Cicero’s rhetorical works from 1460 to 1700 and Terence J. 

Hunt’s A Textual History of Cicero’s Academici Libri records over a hundred distinct editions of 

Cicero’s complete works or parts thereof published in Western Europe during the English 

Renaissance: many of those editions contain Cicero’s letters and almost all received multiple 

printings, sometimes more than a dozen.3 And, while most printed editions came from 

continental printers based in important humanist cities like Lyon, Hunt records an edition of 

 
1 For a more general discussion of Cicero’s influence in the Renaissance period, see 

David Marsh, “Cicero in the Renaissance,” in The Cambridge Companion to Cicero, ed. 

Catherine Steel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 306–17. 
2 Cicero, Letters to Atticus, ed. D. R. Shackleton Bailey, 4 vols. (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 1999). 
3 Lawrence Green and James Murphy, Renaissance Rhetoric Short-Title Catalogue 1460-

1700 (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing, 2006), 107-138. And Terence J. Hunt, A Textual History of 

Cicero’s Academici Libri (Leiden: Brill, 1998), 279-287. Hunt’s appendix is a list of print 

editions of Cicero’s Academicus Primus that describes the contents of these editions. 106 distinct 

editions were published in Western Europe from 1541-1667 (279-287). Fifty-three distinct 

editions were published in Western Europe in Donne’s lifetime (282-87). There were certainly 

many more smaller editions of Cicero’s works published during this time that do not include the 

Academicus Primus and for which we do not have a complete number. 
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Cicero’s complete works in nine octavo volumes printed in London by John Jackson and 

Edmund Carpenter in 1585 (Donne would have been around thirteen years old at the time).4 The 

vast number of copies of Cicero’s works speaks to the author’s influence and availability in the 

Renaissance. Even if printers produced modest numbers of each edition and copy, there would 

have been hundreds of thousands of copies of Cicero’s works and letters circulating throughout 

Western Europe, making his works some of the most widely available collections in England and 

the Continent. 

Given Cicero’s overriding popularity and influence in the Renaissance, Donne scholars 

ought to reconsider Donne’s models and influences more generally. While scholars such as 

Margaret Maurer have done the important work of identifying other classical models for Donne’s 

verse letters and poems such as Horace and Ovid, the sheer volume of Cicero’s letters and their 

popularity makes it likely there are many models and allusions in Donne’s works that yet go 

unacknowledged despite Cicero’s prominence in the period.5 Similarly, the dozens of speeches, 

essays, and treatises by Cicero are likely sources of influence as well. De Amicitia and Somnium 

Scipionis are just two of the more obvious and probable sources among Cicero’s writings as his 

foremost discussions on friendship and civil service, respectively. 

For Donne, the appeal of an author like Cicero would have been immediate. Plutarch 

claims that Cicero’s father may have been a moderately wealthy tradesman, a fuller, just like 

Donne’s, an ironmonger.6 And, like Cicero, Donne was intensely preoccupied with social 

exchange, friendship, and its role in virtuous living. Apart from writing hundreds of letters to 

friends, Cicero literally wrote the book On Friendship (De Amicitia) and much of his discourse 

in each of his philosophical treatises concentrates on social relationships and virtue.7 Donne 

 
4 Hunt, A Textual History, 284. 
5 For a general discussion of classical influences in Donne’s verse letters, see Margaret 

Maurer, “The verse letter,” in The Oxford Handbook of John Donne, eds. Jeanne Shami, Dennis 

Flynn, and M. Thomas Hester (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 206-17;  D. J. Palmer, 

“The Verse Epistle,” in Metaphysical Poetry, eds. Malcolm Bradbury and David Palmer (New 

York: St. Martin’s Press, 1970), 73–99; and John Donne, The Variorum Edition of the Poetry of 

John Donne, eds. Jeffrey S. Johnson et al. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2018), 5.lxxi-

lxxii, 5.civ. 
6 Plutarch, Plutarch’s Lives, John Dryden trans., vol. 5 (Boston: Little, Brown, and 

Company, 1906), 5.35. 
7 For a survey of Cicero’s ideas on social exchange and political theory, see Neal Wood, 

Cicero’s Social and Political Thought, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988). 
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clearly follows suit in many instances of his writing, including his verse and prose letters, his 

sermons, and other poetry like his satires. Perhaps more importantly, Cicero accomplished 

precisely what Donne and many of his colleagues aspired to: Cicero was a prominent orator and 

politician during the Late Roman Republic who held every major political rank shortly after his 

age permitted it. He served in the highest public office of consul as a novus homo, successfully 

put down the Catilinarian rebellion while consul, and wrote a prolific range of prose from highly 

specific court speeches to philosophical tracts that have enjoyed great popularity throughout 

history to the present day.8 He lived among such historical giants as Julius Caesar, Pompey the 

Great, and a young Octavian, and was able to carve out a legacy for himself despite his relatively 

modest origins. As an ambitious courtier who spent much of his life trying to climb the 

administrative ladder as a soldier on Essex’s expeditions to Cadiz and the Azores, a secretary to 

the Lord Keeper Thomas Egerton, and a minister of parliament of the Elizabethan and Jacobean 

courts, Donne likely saw Cicero as an inspirational exemplar for how to rise through the ranks by 

means of one’s own talent, wit, and rhetorical skill. Such a career was the aim for not only 

Donne but many of his compatriots at Lincoln’s Inn and in the Mermaid and Mitre tavern circles 

as well.9  

While Donne may not have reached the same status as Cicero in his civic endeavours due 

to his scandalous marriage to Ann, such a career was certainly his aim. He continued to pursue 

civic positions with limited success from the time of his marriage in 1601 until he took orders as 

royal chaplain at the behest of King James in 1615.10 In this regard, like so many others, Cicero 

would have been a clear model for achievement and success in politics and civics.   

 
8 Cicero was both an Eques—a member of the high-ranking equestrian class—and a 

Novus Homo—the first in his family to be elected to the position of Consul. Considered a 

“virtuous pagan” by many in the Early Church, Cicero, along with his many prose works, 

enjoyed a place of prominence within the literary canon. For instance, Dante places Cicero 

among the noble pagans in Limbo, the first circle of hell, in Inferno IV.141, and, in Confessions 

III.iv.7, Augustine credits Cicero’s Hortensius as the work that first inspired him to pursue truth 

through philosophy rather than mere eloquence.  
9 Many of Donne’s friends, including Sir Henry Wotton, Christopher Brooke, and 

Rowland Woodward, sought civic positions and acclaim. For more on the general social setting 

of the inns of court and tavern circles, see Michelle O’Callaghan, The English Wits: Literature 

and Sociability in Early Modern England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007). 
10 Carey, John Donne, 70-73; Arthur Marotti, John Donne, Coterie Poet (Madison: 

University of Wisconsin Press, 1987), 183-95.  



 
 

30 
 

The educational programme of Renaissance England reinforced Cicero’s status as an 

aspirational figure. Much of Renaissance education entailed instruction for how men ought to 

communicate and interact with one another. While modern education tends to delineate clear 

boundaries and distinctions between moral, social, and educational instruction, these categories 

were much more integrated in the Renaissance, and Cicero’s works especially were prized for 

their value in all three areas. As the twenty-first century scholar Christopher Marlow explains, 

Classical authors offered Renaissance students a model for how to interact with one another: 

[T]he social implications of the Classical canon were just as important as the educational 

benefits it was perceived to impart. Or, to be more precise, it does not seem that the 

distinction between education and social interaction was made at all: the two were rather 

intimately bound up with one another through the principle of humanistic friendship.11 

For Donne and his colleagues, Cicero’s works were the preeminent model for moral conduct, 

rhetoric, and social interaction that taught them how to properly communicate with one another. 

When one considers the emphasis of social exchange in Renaissance education, it can be 

no surprise just how integral the letter—the primary means of social exchange in absentia—was 

to both. Marlow emphasizes the vital role of the letter in terms of humanistic exchange and the 

Renaissance model of friendship: 

The centrality of letter-writing to humanists allows the movement to be spoken of as a 

‘textual community’ united by the dissemination of the written word, and this community 

is perhaps never more in evidence than in the versions of such letters that were written to 

appear in the public realm[.]12 

While modern letters are almost exclusively written as private correspondence, Renaissance 

letter writing often entailed a public or coterie expectation that extended to limited social circles. 

Marlow chooses “authorial dedications to friends” as the Renaissance exemplar for the textual 

community mentioned above, but the verse letter might serve as an even more compelling 

example. Like Marlow’s authorial dedications, verse letters “enact a gesture essential to 

friendship” as part of “an economy of gift-giving, which creates both a relationship of mutual 

 
11 Christopher Marlow, “Friendship in Renaissance England,” Literature Compass 1, no. 

1 (2003), 2. 
12 Marlow, “Friendship,” 3. 
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indebtedness between two people and also serves to reify friendship itself.”13 But a verse letter 

also presumably originates as a material object in the form of a personally written document that 

acts as an intimate, private gift, an artifact of social exchange, and a physical representation of 

the author’s own self, where authorial dedications only manifest in mass-produced print editions. 

And, as Donne himself writes in his Latin verse letter to Richard Andrewes, “De Libro Cum 

Mutuaretur” (Libro), “Sed quae scripta manus sunt, veneranda magis”: “What is written by 

hand, ought to be venerated more” (2). The esteem of manuscript publication and circulation, 

especially among the aspiring young gentlemen that Donne associated with, was far greater than 

print publication and the stigma attached to it as a mercenary enterprise of commerce.14 

2.1 The Place and Appeal of Laelius De Amicitia and Somnium Scipionis to Renaissance 

England 

There are few classical authors, save perhaps Vergil or Ovid, who might rival Cicero’s influence 

on Renaissance literature. Cicero was the preeminent model for rhetorical style and grammar in 

Elizabethan England and foundational to Latin learning in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries. His letters, orations, and political tracts served as frameworks that educators employed 

not only to instruct their pupils in reading and translating the Latin language, but also how to 

structure epistles, arguments, and discourses in English as well. By the beginning of the sixteenth 

century, Cicero’s style dominated the Latin Renaissance curriculum to such an extent that 

Erasmus felt that circumstances warranted the composition of a dialogue, Ciceronianus, that 

challenged more extreme advocates, “ultra Ciceronians,” who believed Cicero the only Latin 

writer worth imitating.15 Although Erasmus and other humanists pushed back against Ciceronian 

rhetorical dominance, Cicero remained the foremost Latin influence of the Renaissance and the 

impact of his works is palpable in many major Renaissance authors, including Donne. Moreover, 

among the many works Cicero composed, De Amicitia was one of his most popular and widely 

read works.  

 
13 Ibid. 
14 See J. W. Saunders, “The Stigma of Print: A Note on the Social Bases of Tudor 

Poetry,” Essays in Criticism 1 (1951): 139-64; Arthur Marotti, John Donne, Coterie Poet.  
15 See Izora Scott, Controversies over the Imitation of Cicero in the Renaissance 

(Abingdon: Routledge, 1996). Erasmus’s Ciceronian advocate in the dialogue claims, “there is 

no place in my library for anyone except Cicero” and that “all eloquence except Ciceronian is 

distasteful to me” (23, 21). 
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Though other sources were available, De Amicitia served as the foremost treatise on 

friendship throughout the Renaissance. The first extensive study exploring the uses and influence 

of classical models of friendship in Renaissance literature is Laurens J. Mills’s One Soul in 

Bodies Twain. Mills’s 1937 monograph traces prominent uses of these ideals in English literature 

and drama into the mid-seventeenth century. Mills briefly outlines the origins of friendship 

theory in the works of Plato and Aristotle, the synthesis of their ideas in Cicero’s De Amicitia, 

the relative obscurity of this classical model throughout the Middle Ages on account of the 

popularity of Germanic tropes such as sworn brotherhood, and the rebirth of the classical model 

of friendship in the literature of the Late Middle Ages and Early Renaissance. Mills documents 

the fundamental aspects of the classical theory of friendship and catalogues and critiques many 

prominent works that employ “the friendship theme,” from Caxton’s printing of John Tiptoft’s 

1481 English translation of De Amicitia to Henry Glapthorne’s 1640 play, The Ladies Prestige.16  

A study of such scope as Mills’s is a monumental task that necessitates a degree of brevity and 

discrimination, and Mills generally tends to favour drama and the mirrors for princes of the early 

Renaissance. In other words, One Soul in Bodies Twain in no way covers all relevant literature 

within the survey’s range; instead, Mills explains that he has prioritized works based on “the 

amount and character of the friendship element, not the excellence of the poem, narrative, or play 

as a work of art.”17 

That Mills was forced to choose his examples carefully should not undercut the important 

contributions that One Soul in Bodies Twain offers. The monograph summarizes those models at 

the core of classical friendship and demonstrates their synthesis in Cicero’s De Amicitia, the 

treatise that would eventually serve as a bridge between Cicero’s predecessors and Renaissance 

authors. Mills writes, 

In sixteenth-century English literature, for example, the various ideas [of friendship] are 

found, though frequently those who used them were not conscious of their ultimate 

origin. Plato and Aristotle stood side by side with Cicero, though Cicero’s own 

statements came much later and represent accretions to the earlier ideas and 

 
16 Laurens J. Mills, One Soul in Bodies Twain: Friendship in Tudor Literature and Stuart 

Drama (Bloomington: Principia Press, 1937), 372. 
17 Mills, One Soul in Bodies Twain, iv. 
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modifications of them. But it is safe to say that the De Amicitia was the most important 

single source.18 

Mills was the first scholar to point out and systematically document the tremendous influence De 

Amicitia had on Renaissance literature. The degree to which the model of friendship that Cicero 

establishes for his readers permeates Renaissance literature was relatively unknown, or at least 

unaddressed, before Mills’s work despite Cicero’s considerable impact on medieval and 

Renaissance thought being well documented in many other areas (e.g., rhetoric, letter writing, 

etc.).19 As mentioned above, Cicero’s own letters served as the epitome of the epistolary form for 

much of the Middle Ages and Renaissance. De Amicitia synthesizes a model of friendship that 

Renaissance writers incorporated and adapted into drama, prose, poetry, and letter writing. Any 

investigation of texts that emphasizes or negotiates ties of friendship in Renaissance England 

necessitates an understanding of this foundational work and the remarkable impact of the author 

who wrote it. 

Yet only a handful of scholars recognize the importance of this work in establishing the 

foundational principles of amicable sociability in the Renaissance. Laurie Shannon, who touches 

on De Amicitia and its influence on Tudor culture in her work Sovereign Amity, summarizes 

Amicitia’s popularity and prominence in the Renaissance curriculum:  

For any schoolboy completing grammar school (and any not quite finishing), exposure to 

De Amicitia, in Latin, could hardly have been avoided; it must be counted among the 

most commonly learned Latin texts in the Tudor era.20 

Indeed, as T. W. Baldwin explains in his landmark work, William Shakespeare’s Little Latin and 

Lesse Greeke, the Winchester System under Queen Elizabeth had schoolboys reading through 

“the usual grammar school collection of Cicero, which contained De Officiis, De Amicitia, De 

Senectute, Paradoxa, and Somnium Scipionis” as part of its curriculum around the age of 

 
18 Ibid, 6. 
19 Even a list of studies on Cicero’s impact would be too long to place here. See C.S. 

Lewis’s The Discarded Image for a description of Somnium Sicipionis and its impact on 

medieval and Renaissance perceptions of cosmology (23-26). Cicero’s letters were also the 

primary model for letter writing from the Late Middle Ages onward, as witnessed by Erasmus’s 

criticism of others’ base imitation of the author’s style in Ciceronianus. 
20 Laurie Shannon, Sovereign Amity: Figures of Friendship in Shakespearean Contexts 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 28. 
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fourteen.21 In his treatise on right teaching and Latin education, The Scholemaster, Roger 

Ascham—a tutor to Queen Elizabeth I and Tudor era writer and scholar—even selects De 

Amicitia as his study text while teaching his friend John Whitney to read Latin with the double 

translation method.22 So Donne, during his early teenage years and first time away from home, 

would almost certainly have been engaged in reading De Amicitia as part of his Latin 

education—for both moral and rhetorical education—alongside his brother and at least one 

lifelong friend in Henry Wotton.23  

Many factors determined the popularity of De Amicitia and Somnium Scipionis in 

Renaissance England and various aspects of their production and composition contributed to 

their important place in the classical canon: Cicero’s longstanding and general popularity as an 

authority and De Amicitia and Somnium Scipionis’s synthesis of important materials from other 

classical authorities such as Plato, Aristotle, and Ptolemy into shorter, more straightforward 

models was appealing. For instance, Somnium Scipionis provided medieval and early modern 

thinkers with a frame for their cosmology—a model of the universe that Cicero adapted from 

Ptolemy— and impacted Christian notions of heaven and the soul. These works were also ideal 

materials for the tutelage of young men, enabling the synchronized instruction of morality, 

rhetoric, and grammar.  

So influential a treatise on the social dynamics and virtues of friendship as De Amicitia at 

such an impressionable moment in Donne’s life when he was first placed in a context that 

prioritized fraternal connection must have left a significant impact or, at the very least, helped 

establish a common social vocabulary for Donne and the friends he would make at Oxford and 

Lincoln’s Inn. Both De Amicitia and Somnium Scipionis were very popular in Elizabethan 

England and anyone who received even rudimentary training in Latin seems likely to have 

encountered these works. Donne’s closest companions would certainly have been intimately 

familiar with them. It was common for De Amicitia and Somnium Scipionis to be taught as part 

of a concentrated selection of Cicero’s works to students in their early teenage years and the 

 
21 T. W. Baldwin, William Shakespeare’s Little Latin and Lesse Greeke (Urbana: 

University of Illinois Press, 1944), 1.341. 
22 Roger Ascham, The Scholemaster in Roger Ascham: English Works, ed. William Aldis 

Wright (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1903), 240-41. 
23 Izaak Walton. The Lives of Dr. John Donne, Sir Henry Wotton, Mr. Richard Hooker, 

Mr. George Herbert (London: Thomas Newcomb, 1670), 1.13, 2.19. 
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treatises were also frequently published together as part of a collection of Cicero’s works both in 

translation and the original Latin.24  

It is more difficult to ascertain the programme of study of the women to whom Donne 

wrote verse letters since their education was not nearly as standardized or ordered as that of 

young men in Elizabethan England; however, the overall popularity and value of these texts in 

male education, as well as their use in the educational programme of the tutor to Queen Elizabeth 

I make it plausible and even likely that the female recipients of Donne’s verse letters (i.e., Lucy, 

Countess of Bedford, Magdalen Herbert, the Lady Carew, and the Countesses of Huntingdon and 

Salisbury) read these works either in their original Latin or in translation.25 In particular, a good 

case can be made that Lucy, Countess of Bedford, would have encountered Cicero’s works in 

some form or another. Her father, John Harington, was a patron of the arts and responsible for 

arranging the education of Princess Elizabeth Tudor, a programme of study that included 

classical literature.26 Lucy also has a point of connection to one translation of De Amicitia and 

Somnium Scipionis; Thomas Newton dedicated his 1577 translation of Foure several treatises of 

M. Tullius Cicero to Lucy’s father-in-law, Lord Russell, Earl of Bedford, making it possible that 

Lucy even had access to translations of Somnium Scipionis and De Amicitia through her family’s 

library.27  We also know Lucy to have had an interest in classical subject matter as a patron and a 

 
24 See Hunt, “Appendix B: A List of Printed Editions,” A Textual History, 276-298.  For 

one example of such an anthology, see Cicero, Foure Several Treatises of M. Tullius Cicero, 

trans. Thomas Newton (London: Thomas Marsh, 1577). Newton’s print translation contains 

Cicero’s De Amicitia, Cato De Senectute, Somnium Scipionis, and Paradoxa Stoicorum. 
25 Roger Ascham, as Queen Elizabeth I’s tutor, provides a unique perspective on this 

issue in his writings. As mentioned above, Ascham discusses education more generally in his 

Scholemaster, and gives De Amicitia a place of prominence in education. More important to 

women’s education is an excerpt from one of Ascham’s letters to his friend Johannes Struhm, 

where he notes Cicero’s place among Elizabeth’s education: “Perlegit mecum, integrum ferè 

Ciceronem, magnam partem T. Liuij, ex his propemodum solis duobus authoribus latinam 

linguam hausit”: “She has read with me, nearly the entire of Cicero and a great part of Titus 

Livius; from almost these two authors alone she has taken in the Latin tongue.”  Roger Ascham, 

The Latin Familiar Correspondence of the Most Learned Roger Ascham in Three Books 

(London: Francis Coldock, 1576), 18-19.   For more on Ascham and the context of sixteenth-

century education, see Lucy Nicholas, Roger Ascham and his Sixteenth-Century World (Leiden: 

Brill, 2020). 
26 Jennifer Taylor, Lucy Countess of Bedford, Johnson, and Donne. PhD diss. (McMaster 

University, 1979), 113-19. 
27 Cicero, Foure Several Treatises, ii. 
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collector, strengthening speculation that a patron interested in classical materials might have read 

the translations of Cicero dedicated to members of her family. One cannot be absolutely certain 

that Lucy read these two texts as any hyperbolic praise of Lucy’s education found in the 

patronage poetry of Donne or others must be taken with a grain of salt.28 However, Lucy’s 

connections, the strong scholastic tradition of her family, and her alleged erudition suggest that 

Lucy likely read these texts either in Latin or an English translation. At the very least, the 

ubiquity of these texts and Lucy’s interest in classical culture suggests she would have 

encountered their ideas and themes.29  

In summary, any man in Renaissance England with even limited education would have 

engaged with the work of Cicero, and Cicero’s De Amicitia and Somnium Scipionis were among 

the entry level texts for Latin education. Even Renaissance women of a certain class, though 

their education was not as programmatic, were likely to have read Cicero’s most popular works 

either in Latin or translation. Moreover, the coterie setting of Cicero’s works would have made 

them particularly appealing to Donne’s own circles. 

De Amicitia and Somnium Scipionis were more than just popular instructional texts that 

were frequently printed and taught together and feature the same recurring characters of a 

mythologized fraternity.  Both works share themes and topics that resonated for Donne and his 

contemporaries on a moral level and that they could adapt for their own purposes. Foremost, 

 
28 For examples of hyperbolic praise of Lucy’s learning or suggestions of her wisdom, 

see Donne’s own BedfReas, in which he declares:  

But you of Learning, and Religion 

And virtue, and such Ingredients haue made 

A Methridate, whose operation 

Keepes off, or cures what can bee done, or saide. (25-28) 

Likewise, see BedfHon, in which Donne says of Lucy “Yow teach (though wee learne 

not) a thing vnknowne” and “Discretion is a Wise Mans Soule, and so / Religion is a Christians, 

and you knowe / How these are one” (28, 34-36). 
29 Jennifer Taylor asserts that Lucy knew both Latin and Greek based upon a letter from 

Sir Thomas Roe to Lucy regarding the collection of Greek and Roman coins; however, the letter 

makes no explicit mention of such knowledge. Moreover, there is little more than the most 

rudimentary Latin in the letter and no Greek. Such a letter is certainly an indication of Lucy’s 

interests in classical culture and learning but can hardly be considered concrete evidence of her 

ability to read Latin and Greek fluently.  For her description of Lucy’s potential education, see 

Jennifer Taylor, Lucy Countess of Bedford, 113-119. For the letter in question, see Sir Thomas 

Roe, The Negotiations of Sir Thomas Roe, ed. Samuel Richardson (London: Thomas Carte, 

1740), 583-4. 
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both are about virtue in relation to different aspects of life: De Amicitia explores the role of 

virtue in friendship while Somnium Scipionis explores virtue within the context of civic duty and 

statesmanship. Despite being works by a pagan author, both treatises also deal with ideas about 

life after death: in De Amicitia, Laelius contemplates the implications of the loss of his dear 

friend Scipio and, in Somnium Scipionis, Scipio ascends to the heavens to temporarily join his 

ancestors and discuss what happens to the souls of virtuous men after death. This proto or 

pseudo-Christian preoccupation with life after death not only made these works more palatable 

to a Renaissance Christian audience, but coincides with Donne’s own focuses on death, the fate 

of the soul, and friendship as well. 

Moreover, that each tract depicts different famous figures from the Roman Republic 

delivering moral instruction on important aspects of life lent these works great authority. The 

rules set forth in these texts also aligned well with the popular mode of instruction celebrated in 

Renaissance conduct manuals such as Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier.30 As stated, these 

circumstances each contributed to the immense popularity of Cicero’s treatises and, for a poet 

like Donne, De Amicitia and Somnium Scipionis serve as sources rich with rhetorical language 

from a widely read author in the Renaissance regarding a subject that both interests him as a 

friend and serves his purpose of developing intimacy as a client of patronage. Furthermore, this 

language was popular enough that he could assume his recipients’ familiarity with the materials 

as a signal of their initiation as learned readers who understood this language as a shorthand 

frame of reference and Donne could depend upon that familiarity when employing the 

Ciceronian model of friendship in his poetry. In other words, Donne’s engagement with the 

principles and language of Cicero’s De Amicitia in his poetry marks one of the period’s most 

popular texts by the Renaissance’s most revered classical author in the hands of one of the most 

 
30 See, for instance, these two short passages on friendship in the second book of 

Castiglione’s Courtier: “Because by nature everything seems to join willingly with its like. 

Therefore I think we ought to use great care in beginning these friendships, for he who knows 

one of two close friends, at once imagines the other to be of the same quality” and “I certainly 

think we ought to take great care to limit ourselves to friends of like mind with us, as you say, 

not only because of the gain or loss of reputation, but because there are to-day very few true 

friends to be found, nor do I believe that the world any longer contains a Pylades and Orestes, a 

Theseus and Pirithous, or a Scipio and Laelius” Baldesar Castiglione, The Book of the Courtier, 

trans. Leonard Epstein Opdycke. (London: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1901), 2.29, 105-106, 

emphasis mine. 
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innovative and friendship-oriented poets of the English Renaissance. Donne implements this 

Ciceronian model of friendship in ways that emphasize the nature of the verse letters as highly 

social texts that require an editorial framework which enables readings based in the social circles 

and relationships these poems represent and constitute as literary artifacts of social exchange. 

But a critical appreciation of how Donne innovates on Cicero’s model first requires an 

understanding of that model and its influence. 

2.2 The Ciceronian Model of Friendship in Laelius De Amicitia 

It is clear thus far that De Amicitia and Somnium Scipionis were popular texts from one of the 

most popular classical rhetoricians in Renaissance England, and that Donne and his 

contemporaries would have been intimately familiar with these works as part of their early 

education. Evidence also suggests that the Renaissance educational programme would have 

invited these young men to read these works not merely as exercises in style and language, but as 

moral essays meant to instill values of friendship and virtue in service to the state as they 

transitioned into the new contexts of the Inns of Court where they prepared for their careers in 

politics and patronage. Letter writing played an integral role in connecting with various social 

contacts, from old friends to new allies and potential patrons, and Cicero, whose own letters 

served as the model for this correspondence more generally, provided guidance as to how to 

navigate these nuanced and sophisticated social contexts in De Amicitia and Somnium Scipionis.  

Cicero’s De Amicitia is a dialogue in which the famous figure of the early Roman 

Republic, Laelius Sapiens, develops a model of friendship at the behest of his two sons-in-law 

shortly after the death of his dear friend Scipio Aemilianus, adoptive grandson to the Roman 

hero Scipio Africanus who conquered Carthage. Written in 44BCE and dedicated to his own 

closest friend Atticus, Cicero’s treatise is a synthesis and adaptation of its classical antecedents, 

most notably works of Plato and Aristotle.31 However, although Cicero draws heavily upon 

earlier Greek philosophers for his ideas, one should not mistake De Amicitia as a mere copy of 

its predecessors without critical thought or reinterpretation. According to Mills, this integration 

of diverse sources is part of what made De Amicitia so popular: “Stoic influences are evident, but 

Cicero does not adhere to any one school of thought. The essay summarizes in a practical, yet at 

 
31 Cicero, On Friendship & The Dream of Scipio, ed. and trans. J. G. F. Powell (Oxford: 

Oxbow Books, 2015), 6. 
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the same time idealistic, way the best views of friendship.”32 Cicero’s overall reputation and his 

ability to rework ideas previously theorized by prominent authors bolster De Amicitia’s 

popularity in the Renaissance.33 

The treatise begins with a prefatory letter which Cicero dedicates to his friend Atticus. 

Cicero uses the preface as an opportunity to establish the legitimacy of his sources—he claims to 

have heard the entire dialogue second hand from one of its participants—and to dedicate this 

work on friendship to Atticus. The opening of the dialogue continues to frame the context for the 

work as Gaius Fannius and Mucius Scaevola—both sons-in-law to Laelius—ask Laelius to 

expound upon friendship in light of the death of Scipio Aemilianus. Laelius explains that, though 

his friend is dead, he does not grieve because Scipio has achieved as much as any person might 

hope to in life and Laelius believes firmly in the immortality of the soul (Cicero even makes an 

allusion to Somnium Scipionis here as evidence of that immortality). After his prefatory letter 

and introduction, Cicero structures De Amicitia into three monologues: the first entails a 

description of the nature of friendship and its benefits; the second lays down some basic rules for 

friendship and when it is best to cut ties with an immoral friend; and the third discusses the ideas 

that all people value friendship regardless of profession, the need for absolute honesty in 

friendship, and the devastating impact of flattery and sycophancy. Finally, Laelius concludes the 

dialogue with a discussion of the role of virtue in preserving and making friendships and how his 

friendship with Scipio has been the greatest pleasure of his life. His final word of advice is that 

friendship is second only to virtue. 

Cicero conveys several key concepts in De Amicitia, many of them adapted from Plato 

and Aristotle: foremost is the notion that true friendship results in the doubling of oneself, as 

when Laelius states that a true friend “is one who is just as another of the same” (XXI.80)34 and 

that “for one who looks upon a true friend, it is as though he looks upon a copy of himself” 

 
32 Mills, One Soul in Bodies Twain, 15. 
33 Cicero’s method of reworking older ideas is in no way unique to his tract on friendship 

and constitutes a larger trend of imitatio within his work. For example, the cosmology in 

Somnium Scipionis that would be of great influence on readers of the Middle Ages and Early 

Modern period had its roots in Plato’s “Myth of Er” in The Republic. 
34 Unless explicitly stated otherwise, all translations of Latin works are my own. 

Throughout this dissertation, the Latin text of both De Amicitia and Somnium Scipionis come 

from Cicero, On Friendship & The Dream of Scipio, ed. and trans. J. G. F. Powell, (Oxford: 

Oxbow Books, 2015). De Amicitia, XXI.80: “est enim is qui est tamquam alter idem.” 
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(VII.3).35  Cicero, through Laelius’s responses to the queries of Fannius and Scaevola, models 

the Ideal friendship between two good (i.e. virtuous) men and even goes so far as to state that a 

real friendship can only exist between good men. However, Cicero does not restrict such an 

epithet as “real friendship” with the same degree of idealism as the Greek philosophers do: 

where Aristotle sees friendship as possible only between the truly wise—a category that Cicero 

argues no person who has actually lived can claim—Cicero is keen to make it clear that he looks 

for exceptionally good men in terms practical enough that they might be of use. For Cicero, real 

friendship entails the reciprocal exchange of ideas between virtuous men who see their own 

virtue reflected in one another. This relationship requires the individuals involved to consider 

one another as equals and there is an understanding that an ongoing relationship results in a 

mingling of anima, spirits or souls.  

As mentioned above, Cicero begins De Amicitia with a prefatory letter to his friend 

Atticus in which he claims that he recounts the dialogue from his memory of the tale as told by 

Gaius Fannius. The dialogue proper does contain a few minor questions and comments from 

Fannius and Scaevola but consists mainly of three monologues delivered by Laelius. The first 

monologue is a panegyric on friendship that addresses the rarity of true friendship, the many 

benefits it bestows, and the joys it brings. Laelius even goes so far as to say, “One ought to rank 

friendship above all other human things” and that “nothing is so proper to Nature” (V.17).36 The 

second monologue explores the origins and creation of friendship, including whether it begins 

with a need for fulfillment or with the recognition of virtue in another. The final monologue 

addresses various concerns and points of view, discussing friendships between the old and 

young, how to act when friends are of disparate wealth, and how to break ties with a friend.37 

Laelius alternates between highly philosophical topics, such as what friendship is and whether it 

is natural, to logistical and practical ones, as when he discusses the tensions between loyalty to 

friends and loyalty to the republic—one must always ultimately side with the state rather than 

 
35 Ibid, VII.3: “Verum enim amicum qui intuetur, tamquam exemplar aliquod intuetur 

sui.” 
36 Ibid, V.17: “…ut amicitiam omnibus rebus humanis anteponatis; nihil est enim tam 

naturae aptum…” 
37 For the complicated reception and organization of De Amicitia, especially how to 

divide the third speech into coherent, thematic sections, see Powell’s introduction in On 

Friendship & The Dream of Scipio, 14-15. 
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rebel to stay loyal to a friend—and whether one should prioritize new friends or old ones 

(XIX.67). 

De Amicitia is also a way for Cicero to celebrate and cement his own friendship as well. 

The metanarrative of De Amicitia supports a self-interested, perhaps even self-serving, reading in 

which Cicero elevates himself through this model of friendship. Cicero has Laelius, an integral 

member of the Philhellenic Scipionic Circle, describe the ideal friendship upon the death of his 

best friend and political powerhouse, Scipio Aemilianus. However, in his dedication to Atticus, 

Cicero tells his friend that he has written the tract, at least in part, on account of the friendship 

that he and Atticus share (I.4).38 Cicero then explains that writing “from the authority of older 

and illustrious men” allows his words to carry more weight and that, while reading Cicero’s Cato 

Maior de Senectute, one actually reads Cato’s words rather than Cicero’s own because Cicero 

channels the deceased’s persona so fully (I.4).39 Cicero then concludes the dedication by telling 

Atticus that he might recognize himself in Laelius; this is high praise for a dear friend (I.5).40 

And yet, this praise of Atticus is also a clever rhetorical maneuver on Cicero’s part and the 

implications of such a dedication crystallize as Laelius proceeds to define friendship and identify 

its reciprocal qualities. At the very least, if Atticus is meant to recognize himself in Laelius or the 

ideal model of friendship that Cicero has Laelius describe, that recognition equates Atticus and 

Cicero with an illustrious pair of friends virtuous enough to experience sincere friendship 

(V.18).41 Given Cicero’s framing of De Amicitia, when we read Laelius’s wish that “since out of 

all the ages there are named scarcely three or four pairs of friends; among those ranks I hope that 

the friendship of Laelius and Scipio shall be known to posterity” we might just as easily 

exchange the “friendship of Laelius and Scipio” for the “friendship of Atticus and Cicero” 

(IV.15).42 This framework does more than simply equate the pair with exemplars of a legendary 

friendship: if Atticus should see himself in Laelius, Cicero’s counterpart becomes the legendary 

general, Scipio Aemilianus. This particular rhetorical maneuver is remarkably reminiscent of that 

“particular genius as a letter writer” that Margaret Maurer attributes to Donne: his “ability to 

 
38 Cicero, De Amicitia, I.4. 
39 Ibid, I.4: “in hominum verterum auctoritte et eorum illustrium…” 
40 Ibid, I.5: “quam legens te ipse cognosces.” 
41 Ibid, V.18. 
42 Ibid, IV.15: “quod ex omnibus saeculis vix tria aut quattuor nominantur paria 

amicorum; quo in genere sperare videor Scipionis et Laeli amicitiam notam posteritati fore.” 
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conceive of a relationship that unites him to a correspondent around the message he makes the 

subject of the letter.”43 Cicero uses the model of friendship and the treatise that follows—the 

subject in this prefatory letter—as a means of further uniting with Atticus through the message 

that Atticus is such an exemplary friend that he might recognize himself in Laelius. It is perhaps 

no surprise that Maurer’s words so aptly describe Cicero’s letter if Donne’s model for friendship 

comes from the treatise that contains that letter. 

The way in which Cicero traces a connection between himself and a hero of the Roman 

Republic is in line with rhetorical strategies in his other works as well: Cicero’s In Catilinam 

celebrates his own consulship during the Catilinarian rebellion and that work frames him as a 

hero of the Republic that saves it from corruption from within.44 D. H. Berry describes one 

section of Cicero’s fourth oration in that work where, “Cicero provides a list of the greatest 

generals in Roman history and places himself at the end of it…The statement that Pompey 

should be rated higher than his predecessors makes it clear that this is an escalating list—with 

Cicero at the top.”45 We can see the same kind of self-promotion in De Amicitia, where 

Cicero equates himself with Scipio—the hero of the Early Republic best known for subduing and 

finally eliminating the Carthaginian threat to Rome—an act that reinforces Cicero’s claim to 

renown while conveniently establishing both himself and Atticus as virtuous friends worthy of 

honour.  

Cicero thus uses De Amicitia as a means of reinforcing his bonds of fraternal amity with 

Atticus, expands his philosophical discourses to include the model of the ideal friendship, and 

frames himself as an equal to the Early Republican hero and centre of the Scipionic circle, Scipio 

Aemilianus. Notwithstanding Cicero’s potential self-interest in writing De Amicitia, the work 

communicates several core principles that Renaissance authors were especially receptive to. As 

 
43 Margaret Maurer, “The Poetical Familiarity of John Donne’s Letters,” 184. See also 

Margaret Maurer, “The Verse Letter,” 212.  
44 See Cicero’s In Catilinam (Against Catiline). That work details Catiline’s conspiring 

rebellion against the state and characterizes Cicero himself as a hero of the Roman Republic. As 

consul, Cicero describes himself as having to face off against the ultimate fruition of all Rome’s 

vice and evil, and he ends the invective with an address to Catiline declaring that the gods and all 

the upright and virtuous men of Rome will stand against him. In his fourth and final oration, 

Cicero even includes Scipio among a list of generals who ought to be commended before 

describing himself as taking up a never-ending war against all wicked citizens (4.21-22). 
45 D. H. Berry, Cicero’s Catilinarians, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 185-86. 

See this monograph for more on how Cicero’s rhetoric engages in self-promotion. 
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we shall see, Donne may not attempt to equate himself with legendary generals, but he (like 

Cicero) is aware of how he can rhetorically deploy these principles of friendship in his verse 

letters in a way that carefully frames and constructs status and position for both himself and his 

correspondents.  

2.3 The Core Concepts of Laelius De Amicitia 

Naturally, Cicero did not formulate his ideas concerning friendship in an intellectual vacuum. He 

was not an especially insightful philosopher. His greatest skills lie in his ability to reconfigure 

and adapt the ideas of others to make them more popular and accessible through his style and 

rhetoric. Cicero draws from several sources in his treatise on friendship, but the most prominent 

influence on De Amicitia is almost certainly Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics.46 Aristotle is the 

first to present several crucial concepts that appear, albeit often adapted and repackaged, in De 

Amicitia and go on to be immensely important in Renaissance Literature. The way in which 

Cicero adapts ideas in his works is representative of the culture of imitatio prominent in both 

classical and Renaissance literature. Rather than focus on originality, Cicero uses various 

rhetorical strategies to establish legitimacy, not least of which is his use of Laelius—a prominent 

historical figure and moral authority—as his speaker (as mentioned above), a technique he had 

used previously in Cato Maior de Senectute. In his opening address to Atticus, he explicitly 

states that “this style of speech, having been placed in the authority of these wizened and 

distinguished men, seems to have more weight” (I.4).47 Cicero recognizes that his content will 

have more authority and influence if he expresses it from the perspective of someone beyond 

reproach. Similarly, Cicero develops content from, and in response to, authorities such as 

Aristotle and others as a means of legitimizing his work. Understanding the degree to which 

Cicero and other classical authors imitated and borrowed authority from their Greek predecessors 

is essential to contextualizing the way in which Renaissance authors would later engage with 

classical texts.48  

 
46 Plato is another important source. For a more thorough survey, see Mills’s One Soul in 

Bodies Twain, 3-15, and Powell’s introduction to On Friendship & The Dream of Scipio.  
47 Cicero, De Amicitia, I.4: “Genus autem hoc sermonum positum in hominum veterum 

auctoritate et eorum illustrium, plus nescioquo pacto videtur habere gravitates;” 
48 See H. O. White, Plagiarism and Imitation during the English Renaissance 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1935); and G. W. Pigman III, “Versions of Imitation in 

the Renaissance,” Renaissance Quarterly 33, no. 1 (1980): 1-22.  
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The most important notion of friendship that Cicero borrows from Aristotle’s 

Nicomachean Ethics, one from which many other suppositions come, is that real friendship is the 

cognizant, reciprocal goodwill between men who are alike in virtue, each for the sake of the 

other.49  In true friendships this likeness points to another important assertion that appears 

several times throughout Aristotle’s Ethics, that a friend is “another self.”50 Cicero reworks the 

Aristotelian notion that the best kind of friendship is found by a recognition of oneself in 

another: “For anyone who gazes upon a true friend, it is as though he gazes upon some copy of 

himself” (VII.23).51 In fact, for Cicero, Aristotle’s idea of a real friendship—one that requires 

two virtuous men to recognize the value in the virtue of each other—is the only true form of 

friendship:  

Therefore, he who loves himself does not weigh the payment of his own charity from 

himself, but because any person is valued by himself; unless that same attitude is carried 

over into friendship, a true friend will never be obtained; for a true friend is just another 

self. (XXI.80)52 

In this passage we see that Cicero suggests a level of intimacy that necessitates self-love be 

transferred to a friend to such an extent that one no longer considers what a friend does to benefit 

the self, but instead loves the friend for their own sake in the same way one loves themself. Only 

this degree of love can lead to a true friendship; anything else is really just the mutually 

beneficial exchange of favours. 

However, defining such a friendship is only the first step: Cicero’s primary interests in 

De Amicitia are the nature, origin, and effects of this ideal version of friendship. He employs 

Laelius and his renowned friendship with Scipio as his example, which the reader understands as 

one of those bonds that Cicero has Laelius describe as “not common or vulgar friendship, which 

 
49 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, ed. and trans. Roger Crisp (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2000), VIII.2-3, 1155b-1156a. 
50 Ibid, IX.9, 1169b. 
51 Cicero, De Amicitia, VII.23: “Verum enim amicum qui intuetur, tamquam exemplar 

aliquod intuetur sui.” 
52 Ibid, XXI.80: “Ipse enim se quisque diligit, non ut aliquam a se ipse mercedem exigat 

caritatis suae, sed quod per se sibi quisque carus est; quod nisi idem in amicitiam transferetur, 

verus amicus numquam reprietur; est enim is qui est tamquam alter idem.” The “qui” in the final 

clause refers to the “verus amicus” mentioned earlier. It is from this sentence that we get the 

common truncation “amicus verus est alter idem,” “a true friend is a second/another self.” 
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still delights and profits, but true and perfect friendship, such as that of those few who have been 

celebrated for it” (VII.22).53 

Cicero’s notion of ideal friendship is markedly different from that of his predecessors in 

that it is both practical and realistic. Aristotle’s notions depart from Plato’s when he claims that 

the more exclusive a relationship, the closer that friendship comes to reaching its ideal.54 As 

stated above, Aristotle believes friendship occurs through the reciprocal recognition of the good 

between good men. For Cicero, a problem arises given that Aristotle’s notion of a good man is 

an unattainable standard that implicitly elevates the notion of a perfect or ideal friendship to that 

same impractical level.55 Aristotle identifies perfect friendship as “that of good people, those 

who are alike in their virtue: they each alike wish good things to each other in so far as they are 

good, and they are good in themselves” (VIII.3).56 To be “good” in Aristotle’s eyes is to be wise, 

and Cicero has Laelius address his problems with such high standards early on in De Amicitia: 

But foremost I think that friendship is not possible save among good men. But I do not 

dwell on the good as deeply57 as those men do who treat this matter more subtly, perhaps 

correctly, but little to the common advantage. (V.18)58 

Laelius goes on to explain that no man has ever been wise in the eyes of those philosophers (e.g., 

Aristotle) who predicate an ideal friendship upon relationship between two wise men—and there 

are few, if any, men who might claim the title of wisdom. He laments that philosophers will not 

permit any but wise men to be called good and that such a definition is no help to those of us 

who desire to better practice friendship in our imperfect lives. Instead of working within these 

constraints, Laelius proposes his own definition of a good man for the purposes of his discussion 

of friendship:  

 
53 Ibid, VII.22: “(neque ego nunc de vulgari aut de mediocri, quae tamen ipsa et delectate 

et prodest, sed de vera et perfecta loquor, quails eorum qui pauci nominantur fuit).” 
54 Mills, One Soul in Bodies Twain, 4. 
55 Aristotle equates being good with being wise. Since no man is ideally wise, no man can 

be ideally good, therefore no two people can be involved in the perfect friendship. 
56 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, VIII.3, 1156b. 
57 Lit. “Cut it to the living thing.” Laelius is using a metaphor of pruning here to note that 

he does not go overly deep into the subject of what constitutes a good man as the Greek 

philosophers do. 
58 Cicero, De Amicitia, V.18: “Sed hoc primum sentio, nisi in bonis amicitiam esse non 

posse. Neque id ad vivum reseco, ut illi qui haec subtilius disserunt, fortasse vere, sed ad 

commune utilitatem parum.” 
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Therefore, let us go forward, as they say, with a dull Minerva.59 Those who conduct 

themselves live so that their faith, integrity, justness, and generosity are praised and 

neither is there in them any greed, wantonness, or recklessness, and have great constancy 

of character… these good men, as they are considered so, let us hold that they ought to be 

called such. (V.19) 60 

When Cicero reframes the notions of a good man and ideal friendship to an achievable standard 

it becomes possible for his speaker to use examples of remarkable friendships in his discourse 

and resolves any tension that Laelius, although a paragon of friendship, is not a philosopher—a 

significant prerequisite for Aristotle’s “wisdom.” Laelius can also then draw upon his own 

relationship with Scipio as his primary model for friendship without arrogance or hubris. For 

Cicero’s own purposes, this rhetorical positioning also makes it possible for Cicero and Atticus 

to serve as a model for the subject of friendship as well. Cicero remarks in his introduction that 

when he wrote his Cato De Senectute, “I wrote as one old man to another concerning old age, so 

now have I written as one best friend to another on the subject of friendship” (I.5).61 Cicero 

closes the introduction by addressing Atticus directly, explaining that “ by these men [Fannius 

and Scaevola] does the conversation arise: Laelius responds to them, and his entire discussion is 

on friendship. Upon reading this discussion, you will recognize your own self” (I.5).62 Cicero’s 

dedication to his oldest and dearest friend is no mere flattery: it strategically positions Atticus, 

and by extension Cicero himself, as an exemplar of ideal friendship. 

Despite redefining ideal friendship as something attainable, Cicero maintains many of 

Aristotle’s notions about the rarity of friendship and its nature. Like Aristotle, Cicero retains the 

sentiment that good friendships are rare. He notes that the intimate nature of true friendship 

limits its accessibility to a select number in a lifetime and, as Laelius explains, “[true] friendship 

 
59 A figure of speech here meaning “without being overly critical” 
60 Cicero, De Amicitia, V.18: “Agamus igitur pingui, ut aiunt, Minerva: qui ita se gerunt, 

ita vivunt, ut eorum probetur fides integritas aequitas liberalitas, nec sit in eis ulla cupiditas 

libido audacia, sintque magna constantia… hos viros bonos, ut habiti sunt, sic etiam appellandos 

putemus…” 
61 Ibid, I.5: “Sed ut tum ad senem senex de senectute, sic hoc libro ad amicum 

amicissimus scripsi de amicitia; 
62 Ibid: “ab his sermo oritur, respondet Laelius, cuius tota disputatio est De Amicitia; 

quam legens te ipse cognosces.” 
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is so contracted and compressed that all affection is joined among two or a select few” (V.20).63 

That the degree of exclusivity in true friendship directly correlates to its ideal form (i.e., the 

fewer friends, the more ideal the friendship) is a core concept that Cicero lays out in De Amicitia. 

Though one may have more than one friend, one friend will stand out among the others as the 

most closely linked. 

Reducing the exclusivity of true friendship effectively allows Cicero to use famous 

friendship pairs as exemplars. Cicero also expands upon Aristotle’s ideas on rarity as a means of 

establishing Laelius’s motivations and explicitly identifying friendship as a source of renown:  

And so it is not so much a renown for wisdom that delights me, which Fannius recently 

mentioned, especially false renown, as much as I hope that the memory of our friendship 

will be everlasting; and, an even greater delight to my heart, I dare to hope that the 

friendship of Scipio and Laelius will be known to future generations among the scarcely 

three or four pairs of friends celebrated throughout the ages. (IV.15)64    

In this passage Laelius outlines friendship as its own accomplishment and suggests at the same 

time that an exemplar of such a friendship warrants renown and fame akin to that of a wise 

philosopher. This is a logical extension of Aristotle’s idea that friendship is a good and virtue in 

itself.65 Cicero builds upon Aristotle’s ideas by voicing Laelius’s aspirations in a way that allows 

Cicero to focus on Laelius and Scipio as paragons of friendship while elevating his speaker’s 

authority on the subject as one half of an intense, lifelong bond of amity.  

Though Cicero might borrow an idea from earlier or even proverbial sources, he adds a 

distinctive focus on the process, rather than the state, of friendship. For instance, the proposition 

that true friends share one soul in two bodies appears to be a common sentiment in early Greek 

literature and proverbs. In his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle mentions the notion that friends 

share one soul but explicitly classifies the sentiment as a proverbial phrase.66 One can even find 

 
63 Ibid, V.20: “ita contracta res est et adducta in angustum, ut omnis caritas aut inter duos 

aut inter paucos iungeretur.” 
64 Ibid, IV.15: “Itaque non tam ista me sapientiae, quam modo Fannius commemoravit, 

fama delectate, falsa praesertim, quam quod amicitiae nostrae memoriam spero sempiternam 

fore; idque eo mihi magis est cordi, quod ex omnibus saeculis vix tria aut quattuor nominantur 

paria amicorum; quo in genere sperare videor Scipionis et Laeli amicitiam notam posteritati 

fore.” 
65 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, VIII.1, 1155a. 
66 Ibid, IX.8, 1168b. 
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expressions of this notion as early as the Iliad.67  Cicero was certainly familiar with earlier Greek 

writings where this idea appears, yet the ubiquitous nature of such proverbs makes it difficult to 

determine whether its use in De Amicitia is directly drawn from a specific text or merely the 

development of a corollary proverbial notion within Roman society. In either case, Cicero 

presents the idea within a rhetoric and framework unique to De Amicitia and, like his 

predecessors, Cicero also adds the idea that virtuous men naturally seek out their likeness in 

society and complement and foster that likeness in their friends to a point where virtue in one 

friend is a reflection of the other and vice versa. But such friends are not merely independent 

reflections of one another. In a different sense, they become so entwined that they are nearly one 

being, as where Cicero claims that “man loves himself and seeks another so he might mingle the 

other’s soul with his own to the point that he almost makes one from two” (XXI.81).68 While 

other Classical authors support this proverbial assertion of “one soul in bodies twain,” Cicero has 

Laelius emphasize friendship as a process of mingling souls. And, as we shall see, while the 

proverbial idea alone is a core concept that becomes extremely popular in the Renaissance and 

moments in Donne, Donne clearly draws upon Cicero’s language and similarly emphasizes 

friendship’s process towards unity over the ubiquitous, proverbial idea of a unified state of 

friendship.  

Cicero also responds to Aristotle’s insistence that there must be equality among friends. 

Aristotle says that there can be no perfect friendship between gods and men, kings and their 

subjects, or even men of little standing and those who are wise, given the disparity between 

them.69 Cicero, however, emphasizes that those who engage in friendship are responsible for 

treating one another as equals regardless of their disparities. Equality among those of different 

standing is possible in this scenario then, and levelling the field is an act of friendship in itself. 

Laelius claims that “[i]t is of the utmost importance in friendship that one is equal with their 

 
67 See Pope’s translation of the Iliad, where he describes Patroclus and Automedon as 

“Brothers in arms, with equal fury fired; / Two friends, two bodies with one soul inspire” 

(XVI.266-67). They are “ἕνα θυμὸν ἔχοντες” or “bearing one soul/mind” (VI.219). 
68 Cicero, De Amicitia, XXI.81: “qui et se ipse diligit et alterum anquirit, cuius animum 

ita cum suo misceat ut efficiat paene unum ex duobus.” 
69 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, VIII.7, 1158b-1159a. 
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inferior” (XIX.69).70 He even goes so far as to suggest an exchange of wealth and talent among 

equals, an arrangement with interesting parallels to patronage: 

This ought to be done and imitated by all, so that if anyone has achieved pre-eminence of 

virtue in talent or wealth, they ought to give a share of it to his people and share it with 

the ones close to him; so that if he is of low birth, or if those he considers close are 

weaker in spirit or fortune, he ought to add to their wealth and so that he can be a source 

of honour and of worth. (XIX.70)71 

Cicero advocates that, despite any difference of talent, wealth, or nobility, friends ought to treat 

each other with equality and share any resources they have with one another. Cicero provides 

important guidelines for that which Aristotle dismisses as impossible. Such a policy ensures not 

only that friends might see one other as equals despite their differences but ensures that the 

honesty and integrity central to another core tenet of friendship are secure. And, while the 

realities of Renaissance patronage relationships were quite different from the ideal described 

above, the ideal of patronage—the exchange of talent and wealth within a congenial 

atmosphere—aligns strikingly well with Cicero’s description and must have had a particular 

appeal to clients like Donne. 

 Part of the reason that the equality mentioned above is so crucial to both Aristotle and 

Cicero is its essential ties to another principle of friendship: that friends ought to be able to freely 

criticize one another. Laelius goes on at great length to highlight the importance of honest advice 

and criticism and, voicing the unanimous view of classical authorities on the matter, the absolute 

pestilence flattery is to friendship: 

Therefore, as it is appropriate to true friendship to admonish and be admonished, and that 

one do so freely, but not abrasively, and the other receive it patiently, not 

confrontationally, so there can be no greater disease among friends than flattery, 

delusion, and sycophancy. (XXV.91)72   

 
70 Cicero, De Amicitia, XIX.69: “Sed maximum est in amicitia parem esse inferiori.”  
71 Ibid, XIX.70: “Quod faciendum imitandumque est omnibus, ut si quam praestantiam 

virtutis ingeni fortunae consecuti sint, impertiant ea suis communicentque cum proximis; ut si 

parentibus nati sint humilibus, si propinquos habeant imbecilliore vel animo vel fortuna, eos 

augeant opes eisque honori sint et dignitati;” 
72 Ibid, XXV.91: “Ut igitur et monere et moneri proprium est verae amicitiae, et alterum 

libere facere, non aspere, alterum patienter accipere, non repugnanter, sic habendum est nullam 

in amicitiis pestem esse maiorem adulationem, blanditiam, assentationem;” 
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One friend’s ability to counsel another without fear of reproach allows for moral guidance and 

correction between them. For Cicero, the word friendship loses its very meaning without the 

foundations of honesty.73 

As Mills suggests, De Amicitia serves as the primary vehicle for the reception of classical 

ideas of friendship in the Late Middle Ages and Renaissance. The above account demonstrates 

how Cicero reworks earlier concepts into his own tract on friendship, but he also interweaves 

those concepts with ideas of his own to develop new principles.  

The most significant of these principles for a Renaissance audience is Cicero’s contention 

that friendship continues beyond death and benefits both the departed and the living. The context 

of De Amicitia provides an ideal setting to discuss what happens when one half of a mingled soul 

departs; Laelius has only just lost his dear friend Scipio and the first real inquiry of the work is 

whether grief over Scipio’s death is what has caused Laelius’s absence from an important 

meeting.74 Ill health is the cause, however. Laelius explains to his audience that he believes 

Scipio lived an altogether great life and his soul has not died with his body.75 Laelius then claims 

that there is nothing more joyful than friendship and its rewards are almost supernatural: 

Wherefore even those who are missing become present, those who lack have plenty, and 

the feeble grow healthy; and, an even harder thing to say, the dead come alive: so much 

does the honor, memory, and desire of friends accompany them, out of which interaction 

those who are dead seem happy, and those who are living seem worthy of honor and 

praise. (VII.23)76  

Cicero provides a stoic vision in which honour and virtue among friends is shared to such a point 

that the dead go on living so long as their friends live as well. Absent friends become present 

through friendship both because one keeps a friend close through memories—for Donne, this is 

also a primary function of letters—and one can represent a friend and speak on their behalf, but 

Cicero’s image of friendship also paradoxically consists of creating a complete double of the self 

while simultaneously mingling with that reflection to such a degree that souls intermingle and 

 
73 Ibid, XXV.92. 
74 Ibid, II.7. 
75 Ibid, III.10-IV.13 
76 Ibid, VII.23: “Quocirca et absentes adsunt, et egentes abundant, et imbecilli valent, et 

quod difficilius dictum est, mortui vivunt: tantus eos honos, memoria, desiderium prosequitur 

amicorum, ex quo illorum beata mors videtur, horum vita laudabilis.” 
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the virtuous may fend off their own death for a time through their friend’s bodily presence on 

earth. Cicero reinforces this notion near the end of the treatise, when Laelius tells his listeners 

that, 

Scipio, although he was taken suddenly, still lives and will always live. For I loved his 

virtue, which has not been extinguished, nor does it live in my eyes alone, who has 

always had it close at hand, but it will even be shining and distinguished for generations. 

(XXVII.102)77  

Laelius explains that Scipio lives on through memory and reputation and that his virtue is key to 

that afterlife as it will keep him alive not just in Laelius, who knew Scipio so well and carries his 

virtue in his memory, but to all generations as Scipio serves as an exemplar for a virtuous life. 

The notion that the soul lives on in death and friends share one another’s honour and 

virtue even after death was particularly appealing to Christian Renaissance authors, and there are 

elements of Laelius’s sentiments in one of Donne’s own prose letters. In a 1608 epistle to Sir 

Henry Goodere that Donne wrote during an intense illness, he claims “The estate which I should 

leave behind me of any estimation, is my poor fame, in the memory of my friends” (no. 53, 150-

151). Donne’s preoccupation with his own remembrance in the minds of his friends and his fame 

echo that “memory that follows after them among their friends” in the passage above. 

2.4 The Core Principles of Friendship 

While there are various common principles and ideas regarding friendship in the classical period, 

there are certain core concepts contained within De Amicitia that find popular reception from 

English Renaissance authors at large and Donne in particular: 

1. Ideal friendships are a rare recognition of virtue and likeness among good men. There are 

few examples of such friendships throughout history since such intimacy can only be 

found among a small number, ideally two.  

2. Friends are intimately linked through bonds of amity. Laelius signifies this concept with 

the notions that a friend is as another self and that friends become so entwined as to 

mingle souls to the point that they nearly seem one person from two.  

 
77 Ibid, XXVII.102: “Scipio, quamquam est subito ereptus, vivit tamen semperque vivet. 

Virtutem enim amavi illius viri, quae exstincta non est, nec mihi soli versatur ante oculos, qui 

illam semper in manibus habui, sed etiam posteris erit clara et insignis.” 
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3. Whatever their disparity in matters of wealth, esteem, class, or natural gifts, friends must 

treat one another as equals. An important implication of this rule is that honour and virtue 

are shared among friends.  

4. Friends must be able to advise and criticize one another freely and courteously without 

fear for the friendship. Flattery is the worst threat to any real friendship. 

5. Ties that friends establish in life persist after death. A living friend keeps the dead alive 

through the memory of the deceased friend’s virtues, which benefits the friend who still 

lives.78  

While there are other ideas in Cicero’s treatise on friendship, these five are central to the 

classical model of friendship and integral to Donne’s deployment of that model in the verse 

letters. As we shall see, Donne frequently deploys these principles and this language in his verse 

letters to friends (and beyond): he consistently derides flattery in favour of honesty, speaks to his 

friends deferentially but as an equal, and describes friends as both a virtue to be treasured and a 

copy of himself or vice versa. And Donne brings this rhetoric into his patronage epistles as well: 

he consoles Lucy, Countess of Bedford, with the notion that her friendship with her departed 

cousin is exceptional, that their connection surpasses even death, and they share in their virtue.  

An understanding of such a foundational text as Cicero’s De Amicitia invites a more nuanced 

understanding of Donne’s rhetoric of friendship. Moreover, one must consider not only De 

Amicitia and its reception in isolation, but also the perceptions and cultural context of the 

Scipionic Circle and Cicero’s other closely related works that engage with this legendary coterie 

and touch on friendship, especially his Somnium Scipionis, or Somnium Scipionis.  

2.5 Somnium Scipionis 

Though it was written nearly a decade earlier than its counterpart, in the latter half of the 50s 

BCE, Somnium Scipionis is closely related to De Amicitia. Somnium Scipionis is the conclusion 

to the sixth and final book of Cicero’s De Republica, a dialogue on Roman politics featuring 

 
78 This list identifies the core principles of friendship in De Amicitia with a mind to what 

Donne saw fit to use. Mills offers a longer list in his study of ten “aspects of the friendship theme 

which grew out of the fundamental principles, and which find expression in sixteenth-century 

literature without particular regard to their original relationship or importance” (8). While there 

is some overlap, I am primarily concerned with principles that Donne incorporates into his verse 

letters. 
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members of the Scipionic Circle as its characters. Where De Amicitia sees Laelius contemplate 

Scipio’s death, Somnium Scipionis has Scipio ascend to heaven while alive to meet his deceased 

ancestors.  

The tract entails a dream vision that Scipio Aemilianus relays to his friends with one 

small interjection by Laelius himself. Scipio describes how, in a dream in North Africa, he meets 

his long-dead ancestor and namesake Scipio Africanus. They travel high above the Earth to look 

upon the entire universe and discuss virtue and the reward of the good statesman. Scipio’s father 

Paulus then joins the Scipios to explain, in part, the nature of the human soul and its path after 

death. The younger Scipio then receives a lecture about the transient nature of fame in contrast to 

what is actually important in life, the pursuit of virtue. The Elder Scipio tells his grandson that 

living virtuously allows a soul to return directly to its proper sphere since souls are eternal, 

making men small ‘g’ gods. Scipio learns that “a soul has been given to humans from those 

eternal fires which you call constellations and heavenly bodies”  and those who died while 

devoted to virtue, “having been freed from the body, reside in that place… which you have from 

the Greeks come to call the Milky Way” (7.15-7.16).79 Revelations like this one present a kind of 

proto-Christian cosmology that made the work easy for authors of the Middle Ages and 

Renaissance to embrace and adapt.  

While Somnium Scipionis is primarily known for its precise and popularly adapted 

cosmology, particularly via Macrobius’s fifth-century commentary, its primary focus is virtue in 

service to the state. 80  Virtue is a theme that ties together many of Cicero’s works, especially De 

Amicitia and Somnium Scipionis, and Cicero strengthens this connection by having Laelius 

allude to Somnium Scipionis in De Amicitia, calling it “nearly the last part of his [Scipio’s] 

contemplation regarding the immortality of the soul” (IV.14).81 Beyond simple allusion, Cicero 

ties the works together by employing these same characters in each work and having them 

participate in a discussion of the applications of virtue in different contexts of life: De Amicitia, 

 
79 Cicero, Somnium Scipionis, 7.15: “eisque animus datus est ex illis sempiternis ignibus 

quae sidera et stellas vocatis…”; Ibid, 7.16: “et corpore laxati illum incolunt locum quem 

vides… quem vos, ut a Grais accepistis, orbem lacteum nuncupatis.” 
80 For an excellent account of Cicero’s cosmology despite his focus on virtue in 

statesmanship, see Naomi Miller, “Cicero’s Cosmos: Somnium Scipionis (“Somnium 

Scipionis”),” ASP Conference Series, no. 441 (2011): 375-85. 
81 Cicero, Somnium Scipionis, IV.14: “…cuius disputationis fuit extrememum fere de 

immortalitate animorum…” 
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as its title suggests, is an analysis of what it means to be virtuous in friendship; Somnium 

Scipionis explores virtue in the context of statesmanship and notions of an afterlife, a theme that 

would appeal to Donne and his coterie, many of whom were part of the secretariat in service to 

the monarchy. Its instruction concerning how one ought to live a virtuous life devoted to civic 

service makes Somnium Scipionis relevant to Donne’s pursuits and closely ties the treatise to 

sociability: a public career in Renaissance England relied on strong, reciprocal bonds of 

friendship (or at least allyship) just as it did in Republican Rome. De Amicitia and Somnium 

Scipionis are part of a larger cultural context among other texts by Cicero and others that either 

feature members of the Scipionic Circle as characters or draw upon the works of that circle. In 

other words, Cicero’s works are part of an ongoing discourse that uses members of the Scipionic 

Circle as loci for important cultural issues: these treatises are intentionally in conversation with 

other important texts that complement one another. Furthermore, the ties created through 

authorship, recurring characters, and connected themes eventually function within a Renaissance 

cultural context that linked these works together even more closely. 

2.6 The Draw of the Scipionic Circle 

Before moving on to Donne’s explicit use of Cicero’s model, another factor ought to be 

considered: the impact of the characters and speakers in Cicero’s works. In order to understand 

the authority of Cicero’s speaker in De Amicitia, the popularity of certain of Cicero’s works both 

in his own time and during the Renaissance, and how they relate to one another, one must 

consider the significance of the mythologized Scipionic Circle and the role its members play as 

the voices for Cicero’s ideas in his treatises. 

The Scipionic circle was a coterie under the patronage of Scipio Aemilianus primarily 

interested in Greek culture and comprised of politicians (like Scipio himself), philosophers, 

playwrights (e.g., Terence), and poets like Lucilius, the first Roman satirist. Much like the 

literary coteries of the Renaissance, members of the Scipionic Circle were of various social 

strata. A fictionalized version of this affiliation of notable Philhellenes from early Republican 

Rome appears in the works of other prominent authors such as Horace, and Cicero certainly 

employed these famous figures to lend authority to his writings.82 The popularity of Cicero’s 

 
82 Powell’s introduction in On Friendship & The Dream of Scipio, 4. See also Cicero. 

Cato Maior De Senectute, trans. J. G. F. Powell (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
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works, along with the propensity of Renaissance publishers to print them in collections and the 

tendency of Renaissance educational programmes to include and teach them alongside or 

subsequently of one another, fuelled that mythology in the minds of Renaissance readers.  

Even in the century leading up to Cicero’s time of writing, the Scipionic Circle and the 

friendship between Laelius and Scipio had been idealized and distorted as part of a standard 

glorification of the Early Roman Republic that saw stoic figures as more virtuous than their Late 

Republican counterparts. And Cicero actively participates in this tradition, as J. G. F. Powell 

notes:  

Cicero clearly had great admiration for Scipio and Laelius. He imagined them as the 

centre of a highly civilised and cultured circle of friends, in which poets and Greek men 

of learning consorted with Roman aristocrats. The atmosphere of this circle is 

encapsulated in the De Republica. Doubtless Cicero introduced a measure of 

idealisation.83 

And there is good reason why Cicero would idealize such a friendship, given its date of 

composition. Cicero wrote De Amicitia between March and November of 44 BCE, the year of 

Julius Caesar’s assassination.84 Cicero had recently witnessed the deterioration of the First 

Triumvirate and the allegedly great friendship between Julius Caesar and Gnaeus Pompeii (along 

with the bloody civil war that soon followed). Cicero had witnessed nearly half a dozen civil 

wars in his lifetime and there must have been an appeal in the notion of virtuous men of power 

drawing coteries of like-minded individuals around them and strengthening the Roman Republic 

with bonds of fraternal amity.85 So too could this same fraternal amity have resonated with 

Donne. 

 

1988); Cicero also makes mention of Scipio in his Catilinarian Orations (4.21).  Horace 

mentions Lucilius in Satires 1.4, 1.10, and 2.1. He mentions both Scipio and Laelius in Satire 

2.1. 
83 Powell, “Introduction” in On Friendship & The Dream of Scipio, 11. 
84 Ibid, 5. 
85 This may be a reason why Cicero has Laelius address the notion of participating in 

treason to be loyal to a friend in his dialogue when he says “Therefore such wicked conspiracy 

ought not be defended with this kind of justification of friendship, but rather ought to be avenged 

with every punishment, so that no one might think a friend pardoned or permitted to follow 

another in war against the fatherland” (“Quare talis improborum consensio non modo 

excusatione amicitiae tegenda non est, sed potius supplicio omni vindicanda est, ut ne quis 

concessum putet amicum vel bellum patriae inferentem sequi” [XII.43]) 
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Beyond their use for moral and grammatical instruction, then, the popularity of De 

Amicitia and Somnium Scipionis and their influence in the Renaissance must have been amplified 

by their legendary cast of characters as well as the authorship of a Latin author as popular as 

Cicero. The protagonists of De Amicitia and Somnium Scipionis are two halves of the renowned 

friendship at the centre of the Scipionic circle, Laelius Sapiens and Scipio Aemilianus. The key 

members of the Scipionic Circle return in a number of Cicero’s philosophical works, and its 

notable members even appear or are mentioned in the subsequent works of Livy, Horace, and 

Plutarch, among others.86 For instance, beyond appearing in both De Amicitia and Somnium 

Scipionis, Laelius and Scipio appear together in Cicero’s Cato De Senectute (Cato on Old Age) 

as the young men whom Cato lectures about virtue in relation to the subject of old age, and 

Cicero mentions Scipio in his In Catlinam as an example of a virtuous martial figure.87  

Perceptions of the Scipionic Circle must have been alluring to both later classical writers and 

Renaissance coteries. By the time the legend of the Scipionic Circle reached sixteenth-century 

England, it presented to Donne and his contemporaries a group of poets, philosophers, and 

politicians from differing social strata of the Roman Republic united in a love for Greek 

philosophy, art and literature.  

Within that group were several prominent figures including Lucilius, the first Roman 

satirist; Panaetius, the final stoic Scholarch; and several consuls and soldiers who served with the 

circle’s eponymous leader. Just as Cicero’s rapid rise through the civic ranks of the Late Roman 

Republic would have appealed to aspiring young courtiers, the image of an elite society of 

sophisticated influencers must have had a certain pull for the young men of court in the Inns and 

tavern circles of Donne’s time. A single friendship acts as the anchor at the centre of the 

Scipionic Circle: the friendship between Scipio Aemilianus and Gaius Laelius Sapiens. This pair 

was cemented in the writings of the most famous Latin author of the Late Republic as part of a 

series of works incorporated into a curriculum where schoolmasters not only intended these 

characters’ discussions and experiences to provide frameworks and guides for rhetoric, grammar, 

and logic, but also moral instruction in how to forge proper bonds of fraternal amity (De 

Amicitia), perform one’s duty as a virtuous civil servant (Somnium Scipionis), and learn from the 

wisdom of those who came before us as to how to age gracefully by relying on a satisfaction that 

 
86 Plutarch, Lives, 2:155-197; Horace’s Epistles 2.1; Livy’s Discourses XLIV.36‑41. 
87 Cicero. In Catilinam, 4.21. 
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comes from within (De Senectute).  Renaissance instruction was about more than creating a more 

effective communicator. Moral instruction was at the heart of the Tudor curriculum and 

prominent figures of the Early and Late Roman Republic were the focal points of that 

instruction. 

Moreover, each of the Ciceronian works Baldwin mentions as part of the “usual grammar 

school collection of Cicero” participate in the tradition of the Scipionic circle and contribute to 

its larger reputation in some way. Cicero’s Paradoxa Stoicorum is an effort to translate 

axiomatic sayings of the Greek Stoics into rhetorical Latin, a work in line with the aims of the 

Scipionic Circle itself; De Oficiis is a tract on how to live well that builds upon a work of the 

same name by the Stolarch Panaetius, a member of the Scipionic Circle; The conceit of Cato 

Maior De Senectute has Scipio and Laelius praise Cato the Elder for the way in which he handles 

old age and ask to hear him speak on the subject; and De Amicitia and Somnium Scipionis feature 

the members of the central friendship of the Scipionic circle as their primary speakers.88 De 

Senectute even connects to De Amicitia in its narrative framework: the aged Cato first relays his 

wisdom on old age to the renowned young friends Laelius and Scipio while De Amicitia puts 

Laelius in the role of the old man relaying wisdom about friendship to his sons-in-law Fannius 

and Scaevola.89 

The appeal of De Amicitia and Somnium Scipionis for both its classical and Renaissance 

audience then, constitutes two works concerning friendship and virtue from the most prolific and 

prominent classical Roman author written in the voice of a pair of friends famous for their amity 

at the centre of a famous circle of characters that featured prominently in other works commonly 

read and studied. It can be difficult to comprehend the impact and influence the Scipionic Circle 

might have had on Donne and his contemporaries and the degree to which they took the 

legendary coterie seriously. Nevertheless, the prominence of such characters as Laelius and 

Scipio within the Renaissance educational programme and popular literature of the period must 

have had a considerable effect and informed their framework for important issues such as civic 

duty, philosophy, and friendship. During their formative teenage years, Donne and his 

contemporaries would have been well versed in Latin literature, especially the works of Cicero, 

 
88 For Panaetius’s original work, see περὶ τοῦ καθήκοντος (On Duties) 
89 See Cicero. On Friendship, II.6, where Fannius mentions that Cato was formerly given 

the epithet of “wise” or sapiens, but now it falls to Laelius himself. 
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detailing a legendary friendship at the centre of a coterie that thrived during an idealised Roman 

Republic. Whether or not Donne and his contemporaries believed this friendship or coterie to 

exist as described, the works of Cicero presented the Scipionic Circle as an ideal that created a 

common rhetorical lexicon, framework, and morality with which Renaissance writers could 

explore broader themes of virtue and friendship in their own works. 

2.7 “Neoplatonism” in “The Extasie” 

Some might argue that the principles of Cicero’s De Amicitia are ubiquitous enough as generic 

Neoplatonic conceits that one can easily find them in Donne’s writing without considering 

Cicero as a model. And, certainly, Donne frequently invokes what many might identify as 

familiar and more generic conceits in his love poetry. What is more, the specific origins of many 

of these ideas can be difficult to locate because they occur so ubiquitously. However, many of 

the topoi that Donne uses even in his love lyrics have links to friendship discourse that scholars 

ought to reconsider; such links suggest that Donne’s friendship poetry is indebted to Cicero as a 

model. 

The prominence of the discourse of friendship in philosophical thought led to the 

borrowing of its language for discourses on romantic love in the Renaissance. As a result, much 

of the language reserved only for the description of true friendship in the classical period re-

emerges in the Renaissance as part of romantic discourse.  As Christopher Marlow points out, 

many of the qualities of friendship bleed into romantic love over time: 

One marked consequence of the conjunction of the tropes of friendship and romantic 

desire is what can perhaps be best described as a form of literary cross-pollination, as the 

characteristics of friendship begin to leak into the concept of erotic love. In The Two 

Gentlemen of Verona, for example, the description of the friend as a second self, an 

image used throughout the Renaissance to define the bond of friendship, is employed to 

describe an attachment that occurs as a result of heterosexual desire.90 

Catherine Belsey argues this is the case in many of Shakespeare’s comedies, for instance, and 

points to crossdressing characters such as Julia, Viola, and Rosalind as examples of women who 

become close companions that literally imitate a man as part of their growing intimacies with 

 
90 Marlow, “Friendship in Renaissance England,” 4-5. 



 
 

59 
 

their partners.91 As a result of this cross-pollination, many of the romantic conceits that scholars 

might normally consider generically Neoplatonic (e.g., the mingling of souls, two as one, etc.) 

are likely far more indebted to discourse on friendship than previously acknowledged. 

Perhaps the best example of such a conceit in Donne’s love lyrics occurs in his, “The 

Extasie” (Ecst), where the speaker describes a mingling soul and two individuals as one—both 

often described as Neoplatonic conceits that have roots in classical discourse on friendship—as 

part of his connection to his beloved. This poem, playing upon readers’ expectations of physical 

intimacy and activity by opening with a scene of two lovers lying next to one another on the 

figurative bed of a “pregnant” riverbank, creates an image of spiritual intimacy indebted to 

friendship discourse instead. Ecst is an excellent example of how Donne frequently subverts 

reader expectation: the poem exemplifies how, even when Donne incorporates a familiar model 

or trope in his poetry, he frequently does so in such a way that innovates beyond that model or 

trope to his own end. As we shall see, this feature of Donne’s poetry is on full display in the way 

he implements the classical model of friendship in his verse letters. 

The poem’s speaker first sets the scene of two lovers lying next to one another who share 

a connection and intimacy through physical contact: 

Where, like a pillow on a bed 

         A pregnant bank swell'd up to rest 

The violet's reclining head, 

         Sat we two, one another's best.  

Our hands were firmly cemented 

         With a fast balm, which thence did spring; 

Our eye-beams twisted, and did thread 

         Our eyes upon one double string; 

So to'intergraft our hands, as yet 

         Was all the means to make us one, 

And pictures in our eyes to get 

 
91 Catherine Belsey, “Disrupting Sexual Difference: Meaning and Gender in the 

Comedies,” in Alternative Shakespeares, ed. John Drakakis (Florence: Routledge, 2002), 182. 
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         Was all our propagation. (1-12)92 

The lovers of Donne’s poem are not two separate individuals making contact, but so joined 

through their interlocked hands and their unfaltering eye contact as their connection “make[s 

them] one” (10). What is more, these “eyes upon one double string” manifest a physical 

connection that reproduces in its own way—a way quite different from what a reader might 

expect from two lovers entangled in one another’s bodies—as the reflections of each in the 

other’s eyes becomes “all [their] propagation” (12).  

 The poem’s speaker then intensifies his connection to the beloved as he transitions from 

their physical connection to the spiritual manifestation of their intimacy through a so-called 

Neoplatonic conceit: 

As 'twixt two equal armies fate 

           Suspends uncertain victory, 

Our souls (which to advance their state 

Were gone out) hung 'twixt her and me. 

And whilst our souls negotiate there, 

         We like sepulchral statues lay; 

All day, the same our postures were, 

And we said nothing, all the day. (13-20) 

The poem reverses the expected topos of sexual intimacy as the speaker juxtaposes the 

motionless, inactive physical bodies of the lover with their souls that mingle in suspension 

between the two. At this point, the speaker tells us, one who understands “soul’s language” 

would not be able to discern “which soul spake, / Because both meant, both spake the same,” 

indicating to the reader that these two souls are mingling as “Love these mixt soules, doth mixe 

againe, / And makes both one, each this and that” (22, 25-26. 35-36). 

 The final allusion to this conceit comes shortly after, “when love, with one another so / 

Interinanimates two soules,” that “that abler soule, which thence doth flow, / Defects of 

 
92 Unless otherwise stated, all quotations of the poetry of John Donne are cited from The 

Variorum Edition of the Poetry of John Donne, 8 vols. Gary Stringer and Jeffrey S. Johnson. 

General Editors (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995-). The text of this poem is taken 

from John T. Shawcross, ed., The Complete Poetry of John Donne (Garden City, NY: Anchor 

Books, 1967) because the third and final part of The Donne Variorum, vol. 4 (to be published 

June 2022), is not yet available at the time of writing this dissertation. 
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lonelinesse controules” (41-44).93 The two souls mingle into another, and a greater soul is made 

fully from the lovers’ two separate identities. And that soul overcomes the “defects” of 

separation and loneliness as part of the lovers’ complete connection.94 

 “The Extasie” then moves on to discuss the necessity of the body as “the booke” that 

contains “Loves mysteries” which grow in the soul before ending the poem with the comforting 

notion that the couple shall return to this state once they have passed on (71-72, 75-76). The 

intermingling of souls and two as one topoi—each with roots in discourse on classical 

friendship—weave in and out of the poem as part of its discourse on romantic love.  

Whether the language and conceits Donne employs in “The Extasie” are a conscious use 

of Ciceronian language or the result of what Marlow calls the “cross-pollination” between 

discourses on friendship and romantic love is difficult, if not impossible, to prove. However, this 

distinction is neither my aim nor important to it. My point is simply that those romantic tropes 

which we may normally attribute to Neoplatonic influence likely have a closer relationship to 

classical friendship discourse than we usually acknowledge and, furthermore, those tempted to 

label Donne’s actual discourse on friendship as simply Neoplatonic ought to resist that 

temptation even more readily. As we shall see, Donne deploys and adapts the language and 

principles of Ciceronian friendship in his verse letters in ways that retain that integral classical 

core of friendship discourse while also speaking to these principles with his unique Donnean wit.  

2.8 Conclusion 

Every bit of evidence on the subject points towards Donne and his contemporaries, especially 

those men to whom he wrote his familiar verse epistles, as having an intimate knowledge of 

Cicero’s works and engaging with De Amicitia and Somnium Scipionis just as they were forming 

important friendships that would last a lifetime. The principles of these works and the 

 
93 Ibid. 
94 While the mingling of souls is not exclusive to friendship in classical tradition, the 

conceit by which lovers achieve this connection is typically the kiss. See Stephen Gasewell, “The 

Soul in the Kiss,” in The Criterion: 1922-1939 in Eighteen Volumes, ed. T. S. Eliot (London: 

Faber and Faber, 1967), 2.349-59. We see Donne’s awareness of these distinct traditions in his 

opening to his famous verse letter to Sir Henry Wotton, HWKiss where he elevates the letter 

between friends as more effectively accomplishing the mingling of souls than the romantic kiss 

of lovers. 
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relationships between a close coterie of like-minded and influential members of the Roman 

Republic create an aspirational framework for friendship, virtue, and civic success. 

As we shall see in the next chapter, Donne was clearly familiar with these principles, and 

the way in which he implements ideas and conceits from both De Amicitia and Somnium 

Scipionis in his verse letters demonstrate that he presumes an initiated reader familiar with these 

works as well. Many of Donne’s recipients—Christopher Brooke, Sir Henry Wotton, Henry 

Goodere, Thomas Woodward, and Lucy Russell, Countess of Bedford—received verse letters 

that clearly allude to and employ Cicero’s model of friendship as outlined in De Amicitia and 

Somnium Scipionis. Donne is careful how he uses this model, and he frequently iterates upon and 

adapts the model depending upon the context and circumstances of correspondence, but the core 

principles of friendship, rhetorical maneuvers, and framework Cicero uses appear extensively in 

at least five verse letters and more general allusions to their values appear throughout Donne’s 

work. Understanding these five verse letters through Cicero’s work can serve as the foundation 

for a more informed reading of Donne’s verse letters—and their subsequent appreciation—as 

products and acts of friendship in the service of sociability more generally. 

 The presence of Cicero’s models, topoi, and values concerning friendship in Donne’s 

verse letters reinforces the notion that these poems are artifacts of sociability participating in and 

acting out a framework of connection that resists more traditional, isolated readings. That Donne 

uses this classical model of friendship in his verse letters more than anywhere else demonstrates 

that he perceives a distinct relationship between friendship and the verse letter and that we 

therefore need to read and edit these poems differently than his other poetry. The poems below 

are exemplars of how Donne uses allusions to and imitations of De Amicitia and Somnium 

Scipionis to establish and strengthen connections with his patrons and friends in distinct ways 

that are particular to the personal relationships and connections between himself and his 

recipients. While these poems may share a common source of inspiration in Cicero, Donne 

clearly implements that inspiration in diverse ways, and such poems require an editorial 

framework that emphasizes that sociability and connection. 
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3. Ciceronian Friendship in the Verse Letters of John Donne  

 

Donne’s use of a Ciceronian model of friendship in his verse letters is itself a testament to the 

function of these poems as literary artifacts of social exchange, but the way Donne implements 

the principles of De Amicitia goes beyond mere imitation. Donne consistently negotiates and 

manipulates the principles of friendship in ways that further his own purposes in writing the 

poems as works meant to represent and enact social connections. In the most sophisticated of 

these verse letters, Donne combines this Ciceronian model with the particular social dynamics 

and circumstances shared between himself and his recipient to create poetry that reframes 

general principles of friendship as distinctive features of the social connection between 

correspondents. These poems exemplify the importance of social connection to Donne’s verse 

letters and the need for readings and editorial practices that showcase their context as works of 

socioliterary exchange. 

In his familiar verse letters to close friends including Christopher Brooke, Henry Wotton, 

Sir Henry Goodere, and the Woodward brothers, Donne draws directly from the concepts and 

tropes in Cicero’s works on friendship to assert his familiarity and strengthen his bonds with 

each friend. In verse letters to patrons such as Lucy, Countess of Bedford, Donne is more 

cautious in how he uses the Ciceronian model because of how the familiarity, equality, and 

reciprocity it demands might be perceived between himself and a woman of high station. Not all 

patronage relationships are the same, but each of these friendships comes with certain social 

expectations about the dynamic between client and patron that necessitates a form of inequality 

not present in Donne’s other friendships. However, Donne still deploys the Ciceronian model, 

instead applying it to Lucy and her friends as equals rather than emphasizing a connection 

between Donne and his patron. In each of these contexts, Donne relies on the ideas in the works 

of Cicero to provide a vocabulary and framework familiar to his colleagues and patrons for his 

poems as artifacts that constitute and represent the relationships these poems describe. An 

understanding of the classical model of friendship as passed down by Cicero and its influence in 

Renaissance England can enrich our understanding of Donne’s verse letters and provide new 
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insights as to how these poems function as artifacts exchanged between Donne and his 

correspondents. 

I begin this chapter with a brief summary of Laurie M. Shannon’s Sovereign Amity, the 

only work to have examined Donne’s verse letters through the lens of Cicero’s work on 

friendship—though only as part of a line of inquiry meant to contextualize a larger research 

question —before turning to those poems that best demonstrate Donne’s use of a Ciceronian 

rhetoric of friendship for close reading: Storm, BedfShe, AltVic, HWKisses, and TWHail.  

In some cases, as in “The Storm” (Storm), reading the poem through the lens of classical 

friendship enriches our understanding of how the poem functions. We can see in this case where 

the paradoxical notion of one soul inhabiting two bodies reinforces the poem’s descriptive 

language that invites the communication of a shared experience. Other poems, like Donne’s 

“Elegie to the Lady Bedford” (BedfShe), shed light on questions about their recipients’ 

relationship to the author and their status as an initiated reader. Finally, some poems benefit from 

an understanding of how this common vocabulary of friendship not only affirms bonds of amity 

but (re)establishes them, as is the case with HWKiss and the verse letter Donne co-authors with 

Sir Henry Goodere, AltVic. 

While Donne employs the Ciceronian rhetoric of friendship in different ways in each of 

the verse letters explored in this chapter, the presence of these principles of friendship within 

Donne’s poems and correspondence emphasizes the considerable currency this model carries 

among Donne and his coterie. In the case of Bedford, Donne innovates these principles to depict 

two women as exemplars of typically male friendship, express his dependence on his friends for 

the very survival of his soul, and, just as two become one in Cicero’s paradoxical rhetoric, 

Donne and Goodere compose a soul-filled poem with a single voice. Such expressions go 

beyond mere conceit and constitute the very connections these verse letters represent as artifacts 

of sociability and social exchange.  

3.1 The Scholarship of John Donne’s Classical Friendship  

Scholarship on John Donne’s use of Cicero’s model of friendship is a notable omission in the 

study of his classical influences. Mills’s work on friendship, while thorough, prioritizes mirrors 

for princes and dramatic works rather than individual poets or poems. As a result, Donne makes 

no appearance in One Soul in Bodies Twain and no scholar mentions De Amicitia or Somnium 
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Scipionis in the same breath as Donne’s verse letters until more than six decades after Mills’s 

foundational publication. Laurie Shannon is the first to recover this line of inquiry in her book, 

Sovereign Amity, but even here, she only briefly covers the subject in some half a dozen pages as 

part of her larger argument about the role friendship and likeness play in “a mythography of the 

political institution before liberalism.”1 Shannon cites the simultaneous and somewhat 

paradoxical representations of a stoic, independent self and joint ownership of that same self 

between friends in Donne’s verse letter to Henry Wotton, HWKiss. 2 She also explores certain 

implications of Donne’s adapting an orthodox configuration of male, homonormative friendship 

to a female-female friendship in his “Elegy to the Lady Bedford” (BedfShe) and his description 

of Lady Markham as a friend in the “Elegy on Lady Markham” (Mark).3 In each of these 

examples Shannon emphasizes the important context of contemporary works that discuss 

friendship such as Montaigne’s On Friendship and relevant portions in Thomas Elyot’s Book of 

the Governour. However, following Mills’s precedent, Shannon frequently returns to the most 

influential principles in De Amicitia as the primary context for these poems.  

Shannon is the first to read select verse letters through the lens of Cicero’s De Amicitia 

but her focus on their qualities as indicative of Renaissance ideas about gender and sovereignty 

overshadows a comprehensive treatment of these poems according to Cicero’s model of 

friendship. In short, Donne’s verse letters need more thorough investigation in relation to the 

classical model of friendship as Cicero describes it in De Amicitia and related works such as 

Somnium Scipionis. 

3.2 John Donne’s Ciceronian Rhetoric of Friendship 

The broad observation that Donne read and was influenced by Cicero is nothing particularly 

insightful or new, but that he specifically took cues from De Amicitia and Somnium Scipionis in 

his verse letters is worth noting. As with his use of so many other themes and conceits, Donne 

implements the Ciceronian rhetoric of friendship to no single purpose; instead, he adapts the 

framework of friendship according to what the context and circumstances of his writing require. 

 
1 Laurie M. Shannon, Sovereign Amity: Figures of Friendship in Shakespearean Contexts 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 3. 
2 Ibid, 44-46. 
3 Ibid, 86-89. 
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The majority of the verse letters that contain this rhetoric are familiar epistles—verse 

letters written to friends within Donne’s own social circle—that presume a reciprocal friendship 

among equals and leverage Ciceronian rhetoric in their conceits as part of a common lexicon of 

amity. In some cases, Donne merely echoes or alludes to De Amicitia or Somnium Scipionis in 

passing reference. For instance, Donne ends his verse letter, “To Sir Henry Goodere” (HG), with 

a stanza reminiscent of Laelius’s sentiment that absent friends become present through the lively 

memory of a friend: 

 But thus I make you keepe your Promise, Sir, 

  Riding I had you, though you still stayd there, 

And in these thoughts, allthough you neuer stirre 

 You came with mee to Micham, and are here. (45-48) 

Here, Donne conveys to Goodere that he keeps his good friend by his side all the way to his 

home in Mitcham by keeping Goodere in his memory and contemplating him in his letter.   

Likewise, Donne delivers a similar passing allusion in an early verse letter to Christopher 

Brooke, “To Mr. C. B.” (CB), in which he parallels his love for his friend with a romantic love: 

Thy frind whom thy deserts to thee enchaine, 

  Vrg’d by this inexcusable occasion, 

  Thee and the saint of his affection 

Leaving behind, doth of both wantes complaine. 

And lett the love I beare to both sustaine  

  No blott nor maime by this division; 

Strong is this love which tyes our hartes in one 

And strong that love pursued with amorous paine. (1-8) 

In this verse letter, Donne laments leaving behind both his beloved and his close friend, Brooke, 

and asks that his absence and the distance between them not be taken as an indication of the 

impurity of that love on either count. More interesting for our purposes; though the pursuit of his 

beloved elicits “amorous paine,” he depicts his heart mingled into one with the strong love of his 

friend, not a romantic partner. In both HG and CB, we see rudimentary allusions to De Amicitia 

in the form of an absent friend made present through memory and the two-as-one tropes. 

In other verse letters, Donne implements Ciceronian rhetoric in more sophisticated and 

innovative ways. In these poems, Donne establishes or reasserts bonds of amity with the 



 
 

67 
 

recipient through Ciceronian rhetoric to different effects: in Storm, Donne establishes the 

paradoxical conceit of the friend as a second self to generate what Nathan Farmer calls “a 

poetically ‘shared’ experience.”4 In “All Hail, Sweet Poet,” (TWHail) Donne plays with the 

conceit of a friend as the copy of oneself to elevate Thomas Woodward and his poetry through 

self-deprecation, as Donne claims himself a mere ape to Woodward (though the uninitiated 

masses cannot tell the difference). Finally, in HWKiss, Donne uses the classical framework of 

friendship to establish a secure (and deferential) bond with Sir Henry Wotton before 

implementing imagery from the cosmology of Somnium Scipionis as a metaphor for the ills of 

country, court, and town. 

While it is common for Donne to engage in the classical rhetoric of friendship with close 

members of his social circle, he rarely brings such rhetoric to bear in verse letters to his patrons, 

most likely because the difference in rank between patron and client precludes the conditions of 

equality and reciprocity that classical friendship requires. As a result, only two patronage 

epistles—verse letters written to Donne’s patrons and those from whom he seeks influence and 

preferment—employ the Ciceronian rhetoric of friendship found in the familiar epistles and 

neither of these poems (both are addressed to Lucy, Countess of Bedford) presume to establish 

such a relationship between their senders and recipients. In each case, Donne instead elaborates 

the relationships between friends of equal station: Donne takes the Ciceronian notion of a 

mingling of souls to new heights in AltVic, the poem he writes “Alternis Vicibus” with Henry 

Goodere. The pair co-author this verse letter to Donne’s patron Lucy Russell, Countess of 

Bedford, and her friend Lady Markham in alternating stanzas that not only speak of “Twind 

soules” (9), but do so in the form of a letter that constitutes the mingling of souls as well since, as 

Ramie Targoff argues in John Donne, Body and Soul: Donne “imagines that his letters… retain 

traces of his body and soul.”5 So, though it elevates its recipients as one might typically expect 

from a patronage epistle, the poem constructs a unique relationship between its authors through 

the circumstances of its composition and expresses a unity among its recipients through the very 

construction of such a verse letter. This unity runs parallel between the letter’s composers and 

 
4 Norman K. Farmer Jr., “A Theory of Genre for Seventeenth-Century Poetry,” Genre 3, 

no.4 (1970): 300.  
5 Ramie Targoff, John Donne, Body and Soul (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

2008), 47. 
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recipients, but its authors do not presume such unity and equality between themselves and their 

high-ranking correspondents.  Alternatively, in BedfShe, Donne’s conceit bestows the ideal 

model of friendship not upon the poem’s sender but its recipient and her dearly departed friend. 

As we see in that poem and AltVic, Donne carefully suggests equality between the Countess and 

her female friend of comparable rank without including himself in that suggestion, instead saving 

his own connections of friendship for close companions like Brooke, Wotton, Goodere, and 

Woodward. Donne integrates the model of friendship into his patronage epistle as a means of 

consolation and praise for his patron, opting to implicate himself with Lucy through the 

description of her relationship with another rather than presuming to place himself as her friend 

and equal. 

While Donne draws from the Ciceronian rhetoric of friendship in diverse contexts and to 

various effects, the common thread in his use of this communally understood vocabulary of 

friendship is that Donne always employs this framework in the form of an appeal for 

strengthening relationships between himself and others. Sometimes, the relationship is merely 

between Donne and his friends. In other cases, such as BedfShe and AltVic, co-written in 

alternating stanzas with Goodere, Donne facilitates connections between others, recognizing the 

inherent value in acting as one who legitimizes others’ relationships. In every circumstance, 

Donne implicates himself as an important mediator of a carefully consolidated coterie. 

3.3 Ciceronian Rhetoric as Means to Immersive Aesthetic in Storm  

John Donne likely wrote Storm, a verse letter to Christopher Brooke, shortly after his experience 

on the Cadiz and island expeditions under Raleigh and Essex in 1596 and 1597, respectively.6  

The Cadiz voyage was a relatively successful expedition that consisted of a naval victory over 

the Spanish fleet and a fortnight of plundering the Spanish city, while the islands voyage was a 

 
6 The Cadiz expedition, which ultimately resulted in the sinking of thirteen Spanish 

warships and the sacking of Cadiz, was an exciting military opportunity for Donne and other 

young men of his station in England. John Carey characterizes the Cadiz expedition as “a 

matchless opportunity” for someone like Donne and claims “Donne could scarcely have had a 

more spectacular introduction to warfare” (51-52). Arthur Marotti sees Donne’s participation in 

the Cadiz expedition, and the much less successful islands expedition of the following year, as 

“probably the result not only of financial need, but also of a desire for advancement” (97).  For 

more, see John Carey, John Donne: Life, Mind and Art, 50-54; Arthur Marotti, John Donne, 

Coterie Poet, 97-102; Bald, John Donne: A Life, 80-92. 
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failure that met with several setbacks, including one notably large storm.7 Donne details such a 

storm to Brooke in the poem (though we cannot be certain the aforementioned storm is the one 

Donne experienced) in a style Margaret Maurer has described as “designed to seem to be 

intelligible only to a friend like Brooke.”8 In fact, Maurer is adamant that the poem, as indicated 

in specific allusions meant for Brooke and the direct address of “Thou” in the poem’s opening, 

ought to be read as an intimate address to a close friend.9 

Whereas Donne implements principles and conceits from the classical model of 

friendship more extensively in certain other verse letters, his explicit reference to that model in 

Storm—the notion that a friend is a second self—is limited to a single, albeit the opening, line. 

Donne deploys the conceit as a means of reasserting the fraternal connection between himself 

and Brooke while alluding to a Ciceronian authority. Moreover, the reference serves not only an 

amicable function but also an aesthetic one, as Donne uses the paradoxical phrase “Thou, which 

art I” to elevate Storm from mere descriptive poetry to an exercise in generating a shared 

experience with Brooke. 

The opening passage of Storm establishes Donne’s connection to Brooke but also the 

purpose of his letter and his expectation of Brooke as the poem’s reader: 

Thou, which art I, (tis nothing to bee soe)  

Thou which art still thy self, by these shalt knowe  

Part of our passage, and a hand, or eye  

By Hilliard drawne, is worth an historie  

By a worse painter made; And without pride,    

When by thy iudgment they are dignified,  

My lines are such; tis the preheminence  

Of friendshipp, only to impute excellence. (1-8) 

Here Donne uses the classical language of friendship to assert the inseparable nature that exists 

between himself and Brooke as an “other I” while participating in traditional self-deprecation 

that also implies the ease with which Brooke might become Donne as “tis nothing to bee soe.” 

 
7 For a thorough survey of the scholarship on dating and contextualizing Storm, see 

Donne Variorum, 5.600-604.  
8 Margaret Maurer, “The Poetical Familiarity of John Donne’s Letters,” 88. 
9 Ibid, 88-90. 
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Indeed, perhaps it “tis nothing” for Brooke to be Donne because he, in the sense of classical 

friendship, is naturally Donne just as the poem states.  

Donne establishes this paradoxical ambiguity of identity – that Brooke is simultaneously 

both himself and Donne – as a means of destabilizing the poem’s perspective and focus.10 The 

poem’s beginning marks the speaker asking the reader to take on his perspective right before 

throwing the reader into a chaotic environment where the poem frequently subverts reader 

expectations of perspective. For instance, at line 37, the poem transitions from an earlier biblical 

reference to Jonah back to the speaker’s own experience:  

But when I wak’d, I sawe that I sawe not: 

I, and the Sun, which should teach me, had forgott 

East, West, day, night, and I could but say 

If the world had lasted, now it had beene daye, (37-40)  

The reader first joins the speaker’s experience of waking to the storm before the anticipated 

visual description of the storm is frustrated and stunted by the speaker’s attempt and failure to 

see the effects of the storm around him. Instead of external confirmation, the reader is drawn into 

the speaker’s own deliberation and realization that the storm has submerged all into darkness 

and, though the speaker can hear thousands of noises, he can identify none but thunder (41-42). 

The poem then moves back to a group perspective—which potentially includes the reader as well 

as the rest of the ship’s crew—when the speaker says, “Thousands our noyses were, yet wee 

mongst all” and “Lightning was all our light” (41, 43, emphasis mine). Just as the speaker’s 

mind and perspective experience the chaos of the storm, the reader chaotically jumps from one 

perspective to another through Donne’s use of pronouns and the way that the poem shifts from 

the speaker’s external and internal experience.  These frequent shifts in perspective demonstrate 

just one way in which Donne leverages the instability of perspective and identity he creates at the 

poem’s outset. 

After establishing the reader’s perspective and identity in the poem’s opening lines, 

Donne then presents the purpose of his letter, namely that Brooke might know “Part of our 

 
10 For more on the use of such paradox in the Renaissance, see Wolfgang Müller, “‘My 

Selfe, The Hardest Object of the Sight’: The Problem of Personal Identity in John Donne’s 

Poetry,” in Poetry and Epistemology: Turning Points in the History of Poetic Knowledge, eds. 

Roland Hagenbuchle and Laura Skandera (Regensburg: Friedrich Pustet, 1986), 57–71.  
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passage,” while judging the merits of Donne’s verse. Moreover, Donne provides the measure by 

which Brooke is to judge his verse by referencing the renowned English miniaturist painter 

George Hilliard, known for his detailed portraits of notable English subjects including Queen 

Elizabeth and James I.11 The implication, then, is that Donne’s aim is to provide a vivid 

description of a storm he experienced to Brooke who should judge the poem based on its ability 

to convey the likeness of that experience. Brooke’s “preheminence” allows him to be the judge 

and, if he deems them worthy, Donne’s limited experiences within a much larger enterprise may 

be worth more than all else written on the subject, just as one piece of an Hilliard “is worth an 

historie / By a worse painter made[.]” The first two half lines of the poem establish a paradoxical 

ambiguity as Brooke “art” both “I” and “still thy self”; an ambiguity that Donne will maintain 

throughout the poem through his use of first and second-person pronouns, as the phrase “Part of 

our passage”—which points to the collective members of the ship but also cleverly includes both 

Brooke and the reader as crewmates—already intimates so soon after Donne’s defining of 

Brooke’s identity.  

Though the speaker of Storm identifies the poem’s purpose as an attempt to share an 

experience, scholars have noted that Donne’s intention seems to be more than a simple report: 

Donne is writing as a means of self-preservation or even an attempt at immortality. Norman 

Farmer, speaking of verse letters more generally, but using Storm as his example, sees the 

purpose in such a poem as “to assure a friend of his continued friendship through a poetically 

‘shared’ experience.”12 Farmer claims there is no “psychic distance” between Donne’s intent and 

what he writes.13 Robert N. Watson contextualizes Storm within the larger body of Donne’s 

poetry as an attempt to achieve a kind of literary immortality.14 Similar to Farmer’s notion of 

shared experience, Watson argues that Donne “pairs his unitary consciousness” to Brooke with 

his opening lines, though, for Watson, Donne does so out of “a fear of personal destruction” as a 

means of averting death through the communion of his soul with the poem.15 Watson asserts that 

 
11 For a context of Storm based in an understanding of Donne’s interest in Hilliard, see 

Ann Hurley, John Donne’s Poetry and Early Modern Visual Culture (Selinsgrove: Susquehanna 

University Press, 2005). 
12 Farmer, “A Theory of Genre,” 300. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Robert N. Watson, The Rest is Silence: Death as Annihilation in the English 

Renaissance (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), 200-205. 
15 Ibid, 203-205. 
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“Donne becomes immortal as a man of letters” (200) and cites an excerpt from Donne’s letters, 

addressed to Sir Thomas Lucy, that states how writing a letter constitutes “a departure and 

secession and suspension of the soul, wch doth then communicate itself to two bodies” (no. 41, 

109).16 Beyond merely communicating his soul unto the letter (i.e. the poem), however, Donne 

also preserves himself in Brooke’s memory through his opening address and vivid descriptions. 

This notion of creating what Watson calls a “redundancy” as a means of staving off death aligns 

with Ciceronian principles of the soul as well: as mentioned earlier, one of Laelius’s laudatory 

claims concerning friendship is that through it, “the dead come alive: so much does the honor, 

memory, and desire of friends accompany them” (VII.23).17 The descriptive nature of Storm is 

well documented and many scholars have commented on Donne’s use of vibrant language: 

Grierson attributed to it a “vivid and witty realism,” while Bald remarks upon the poem’s “vivid 

description of the distressed ship in a raging sea and the misery of its human cargo.”18 This vivid 

nature is essential to transmit Donne’s experience, and part of his soul, to Brooke. It is through 

the vivid language of Storm that we find not only the more common conceit of the second self, 

but perhaps also a correspondence through which Donne attempts to pass on his latest, most 

lively memory to his dearest friend as a means of self-preservation. Indeed, whether to stave off 

death or merely reassure a friend and himself of their intimacy, Storm immerses Brooke in the 

poem as a reader by maintaining the Ciceronian conceit of the second self from the outset until 

the final line. 

 Donne takes full advantage of the paradoxical ambiguity of identity established at the 

beginning of the poem through his continued use of first and second-person pronouns throughout 

Storm. Donne uses “I,” “thou/you,” and “we/our” over thirty times in the storm, switching 

frequently between ambiguous first-person plural pronouns that might include Brooke (and other 

readers) among those on the ship: Donne shifts from “England to whom wee owe what wee bee” 

(9); to descriptions of the personified ship where “As to a stomack steru’d, whose insides meet / 

Meate comes, it came, and swole our sayles” (20-21); to Brooke as a reader (and back to the 

personified sails) “Sooner then you read this line did the gale / Like shott, not fear’d till felt, our 

 
16 Ibid, 200.  
17 Cicero, De Amicitia, VII.23. 
18 H. J. C. Grierson, The poems of John Donne (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1912), 

215; Bald, John Donne: A Life, 87. 
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sailes assaile” (29-30).  Donne then returns to the first-person perspective that he initially 

encourages Brooke to take on —first introduced to the reader in the opening phrase “Thou which 

art I”— when he writes, “But when I wak’d, I sawe that I sawe not” (37), before he moves back 

to first-person plurals once more when he writes, “Seas into seas throwne wee suck in againe” 

(62). Amid the vivid and chaotic language of winds as “…twoe mighty kings, which dwelling 

farre / Asunder, meet against a third to warre” and how “Lightning was all our light, and it 

rayned more / Then if the Sunne had drunck the Sea before,” the shifting perspectives and foci of 

the poem emulate the frantic nature of the storm itself, immersing its reader in the trials of the 

storm as one undergoing Donne’s own experience (25-26, 43-44). While Donne may have been 

able to carry out this effect without it, he chose to employ the principle of classical friendship 

evoked within the opening phrase “Thou which art I,” as it allows him to conceptualize an 

ambiguity of identity that frames a vivid experience wherein two selves lose themselves in a 

shared experience, ultimately strengthening his bonds of amity with Brooke. 

 Donne concludes the poem by bringing Brooke’s absence back into focus, ending the 

shared experience and reminding Brooke of Donne’s current sacrifice and plight: “Soe violent, 

yet long these Furies bee / That, though thine absence sterue mee, I wish not thee” (73-74). 

Donne recalibrates the paradoxical ambiguity of the second self as, in this instance, being 

separate from this second self merely increases one’s suffering. However, and quite ironically 

given the initial intention of the poem, Donne claims he would rather continue to suffer alone 

than involve Brooke in the misfortune he continues to experience.  

 While Donne explicitly evokes the classical model of friendship in Storm in only a single 

phrase, he does so to great effect. As Watson posits, the poem may be an attempt to carry on his 

memory after death, an undertaking with strong connections to Laelius’s perception of true 

friendship in De Amicitia. Regardless of the poem’s true purpose, however, Storm relies upon the 

conceit of its opening line to deliver much of the immersive aesthetic present throughout the 

poem.  

3.4 Friendship as Copy of the Self with Thomas Woodward in TWHail 

Donne manipulates this same conceit of the friend as a copy of one’s own self in his verse letter 

to Thomas Woodward, TWHail. Here, as in Storm, Donne uses the conceit as a means to deploy 

the traditional trope of self-deprecation. Unlike Storm, however, TWHail aims to elevate 
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Woodward through praise uniquely fitted with Donne’s innovation and wit as he plays upon the 

Ciceronian principle that one who “looks upon a true friend,” in fact, “looks upon a copy of 

himself” (VII.3).19 

Many scholars have presumed TWHail the first letter in a sequence between Donne and 

Woodward.20 While this is a difficult assertion to confirm with any real certainty, it 

contextualizes a reading of the poem not as a missive between well-established friends but as the 

opening correspondence in an attempt to establish friendship. George Klawitter works under this 

presupposition and posits that “the intent of the poem is to praise the friend, to further their 

intimacy, and perhaps most importantly, to request a response.”21 Such an opening epistolary 

gambit would explain Donne’s hyperbolic praise of Woodward as a potential friend he is trying 

to win over and explains why a less straightforward implementation of the classical principles of 

friendship Donne employs could be perceived as less presumptuous. This poem praises 

Woodward in a way that only a friend can, demonstrating Donne’s value as someone who can 

help Woodward show others his value without the fear of shameless self-promotion. In De 

Amicitia, Laelius posits that one can act on a friend’s behalf in ways that would otherwise be 

untoward when he argues against the axiom “that however one may be towards oneself is how he 

ought to be inclined [lit. spirited] towards his friend”:  

for how many things, which we would never do for our own sake, do we do on behalf of 

our friends – supplicating ourselves and begging from the unworthy, then attacking and 

berating someone more sharply and vehemently; any of which things, when done for the 

sake of one’s own affairs, is not honest, when done for a friend becomes the most honest.  

(XVI.57)22  

 
19 Cicero, De Amicitia, VII.3. 
20 Grierson, The Poems of John Donne, 2.130, 2.164-66; George Klawitter, The 

Enigmatic Narrator: The Voicing of Same-Sex Love in the Poetry of John Donne (New York: 

Peter Lang, 1994). 
21 George Klawitter, “Veerse Letters to T. W. from john Donne: ‘By you my love is 

sent,’” Journal of Homosexuality No. 1-2, 23 (1992): 90.  
22 Cicero, De Amicitia, XVI.57: “Nec enim illa prima vera est, ut quemadmodum in se 

quisque sit, sic in amicum sit animates: quam multa enim, quae nostra cuasa numquam 

faceremus, facimus causa amicorum- precari ab indigno, supplicare, tum acerbius in aliquem 

invehi insectarique vehementius; quae in nostris rebus non satis honeste, in amicorum fiunt 

honestissime.” 
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Though the service provided to his friend is quite different — Donne is praising Woodward’s 

verse rather than supplicating and bringing a suit on his behalf —  the problem of self-promotion 

that Donne encapsulates in TWHail is essentially the same issue that Cicero has Laelius outline 

above: 

Oh how I grieue that lateborne Modesty 

Hath got such roote in easy waxen harts 

That Men may not themselues ther owne good parts 

Extoll, without suspect of Surquedry. (17-20) 

Donne despairs that he must advocate Woodward’s skill so insufficiently in his friend’s stead. 

While the “lateborne Modesty” Donne evokes suggests this rule censuring self-promotion as a 

new kind of practice, there is a longstanding precedent for poets to self-deprecate their work (as 

Donne does) while their friends and admirers promote them in verse. Donne’s hands are free to 

praise Woodward’s verse but the paradoxical notion Donne puts forth is that Woodward’s skill, 

since any other’s writing compared to Woodward’s is “Like infancy or Age, to Mans firme stay, 

/ Or early and late twilights to Midday” (7-8), is the only fit vehicle for praising his own verse: 

 For but thy self no Subject can be found 

Worthy thy quill, nor any quill resound 

 Thy worth but thyne: how good it weare to see 

 A poeme in thy prayse and writ by thee. (21-24) 

Donne, who downplays his own skill in verse not only in this very poem, but frequently 

throughout his verse letters, elevates Woodward’s poetry here with hyperbolic praise. Moreover, 

Donne links this promotional function of his friendship with Woodward to the notion of the 

friend as a copy of oneself, sustaining the conceit that he and his verse are a poor substitute for 

Woodward and his poetry. 

 Donne frames his relationship to Woodward when he claims that “Before thy grace got in 

the Muses schoole / A Monster and a begger, am now a foole” (15-16). Donne, worse than the 

other poets whose works resemble infants or old men next to Woodward’s verse in its prime, is 

an abomination, a poor man, or an unwitting wit. Moreover, Donne’s allusion to the fool 

foreshadows the last half of the poem as one of the performative skills of such a profession is 
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mimicry; the very action by which Donne might elevate his own verse to praise Woodward.23 

Indeed, Donne offers a solution that benefits himself as much as Woodward: If Woodward finds 

Donne’s “Song be to’harsh for ryme,” Donne advises his friend to “wryte that I may follow,” 

Donne can then become, 

 Thy debtor, thy’Eccho, thy foyle, thy Zanee. 

 I shall be thought, if myne like thyne I shape 

 All the Worlds Lyon though I be thy Ape. (25, 29-32) 

The close of the poem has Donne acting as the “Zanee,” what the Oxford English Dictionary 

describes as the “comic performer… who imitates his master’s acts in a ludicrously awkward 

way.”24 Donne has contorted the Ciceronian notion of the friend as a copy of one’s own self: 

where he is supposed to be an exemplar, a copy so like Woodward himself that the two seem as 

one, he is instead a distorted reflection to the master and an ape, a pun on the verb meaning to 

mimic, to Woodward, the true lion. In other words, the World thinks Donne a lion—that his 

poetry is as good as Woodward’s—though Woodward is the true lion and Donne only an ape 

(i.e., he is only able to mimic poorly Woodward’s verse). Donne’s poetry necessarily follows suit 

as a poor imitation of Thomas’s own. Yet, though Woodward’s verse is so skillfully crafted, “All 

the World” is unable to distinguish Donne’s poetry as an undeserving imitation of Woodward’s 

finely crafted verse. All is not a loss for Thomas Woodward, however, as the implication is that 

Donne’s praise of Woodward’s poetry will be indistinguishable to the greater world so that it 

will be nearly the same as if Woodward had written in praise of himself. The poem’s 

sophisticated opening gambit—the hyperbolic praise of Woodward’s poetic abilities—both 

establishes a connection between the correspondents and demonstrates Donne’s value to 

Woodward as a friend, and Donne builds upon this conceit throughout the poem by framing 

himself as an imitation of Woodward that the pair knows is lacking, but the world recognizes as 

identical. Donne innovates upon traditional encomiastic verse here and distorts a central tenet to 

 
23 For more on the role of the fool, see Robert Hornback. The English Clown Tradition 

from the Middle Ages to Shakespeare (Rochester: Brewer, 2009). 
24 Oxford English Dictionary, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), s.v. “zany.” 
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the classical model of friendship to accommodate his penchant for self-deprecation while still 

fulfilling the ultimate purpose of social connection in his panegyric verse letter.25  

3.5 The Mingling of Souls in HWKiss  

While in other instances Donne deploys only the principles or conceits found in De Amicitia and 

Somnium Scipionis, in his verse letter to Sir Henry Wotton “Sir, More then Kisses,” Donne 

makes use of Cicero’s own language in both his initial address to Wotton and his protracted 

metaphor about the particular vices specific to country, court, and city. The former, akin to the 

address to Brooke in Storm, asserts a bond of amity between correspondents in a common 

vocabulary while linking Donne with the ultimate praise he will confer to Wotton near the end of 

the poem. The latter also cunningly adapts the well-known cosmological structure of the earth 

found in Somnium Scipionis to a metaphor concerning the vice-laden environments of 

Renaissance England. The result is a letter mingled with the language of both an influential 

classical author of the English Renaissance and the two members of one of the most renowned 

friendships in history that also engages with popular tropes of Renaissance poetry.  

The context of HWKiss in the correspondence between friends who both served major 

political players in a politically tumultuous period plays an important part in its interpretation. 

Such scholars as Ted-Larry Pebworth and Claude J. Summers have identified this verse letter as 

the third in an important exchange between Donne and Wotton that touches upon the court 

intrigue surrounding Robert Devereux, Second Earl of Essex.26 At the time, Donne was a 

 
25 On the topic of traditional encomiastic verse, see, for instance, Ben Jonson’s “To the 

Memory of My Beloved the Author, Mr. William Shakespeare.” Many of the conceits are similar 

to Donne’s opening statements. Jonson claims that Shakespeare “did outshine” (29) his 

contemporaries and that he is “Star of poets” (77) just as Woodward is the “mid-day” to other 

men’s “twilights” (8). At no point, however, does Jonson debase himself in praise of 

Shakespeare. In fact, In Jonson’s opening, he claims that others may either “think to ruin, where 

it seemed to raise,” be too ignorant to properly praise Shakespeare, or “when it sounds at best, 

but echoes right” (7-8, 12). Where Donne claims he is not fit to the task he should carry out for 

Thomas Woodward, Jonson implicitly suggests few may be fit to praise Shakespeare save 

himself. 
26 Ted-Larry Pebworth and Claude J. Summers, “‘Thus Friends Absent Speake’: The 

Exchange of Verse Letters between John Donne and Henry Wotton,” Modern Philology 81, no. 4 

(1984): 361-62; Robert Devereux became discontent with his position in the court of Queen 

Elizabeth I as the monarch began to favour the faction led by Robert Cecil. Ultimately, Devereux 

led a failed rebellion against that faction in 1601 that resulted in his execution. 
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secretary to Lord Keeper Thomas Egerton while Wotton served as secretary to Essex. The larger 

context of HWKiss as part of an exchange with Wotton, and its place in the intrigue of the Essex 

Rebellion will be discussed below in chapter five. For now, the verse letter’s context as a self-

contained poem between two friends during a time of political tension is informed by Donne’s 

understanding of Cicero’s works and rhetoric. 

The opening couplet of HWKiss appeals to the principle of classical friendship that 

describes true friendship as a mingling of souls. In De Amicitia, Laelius tells his sons-in-law that 

it is part of human nature that “man loves himself and seeks another so he might mingle the 

other’s soul with his own to the point that he almost makes one from two.”27 Donne opens 

HWKiss by explicitly drawing from Laelius’s statement and promoting letters as the mechanism 

of such mingling from a distance when he writes “Sir, More then kisses, Letters mingle Soules: / 

For thus, friends absent speake” (1-2). As mentioned above when discussing Storm, Watson 

maintains that Donne conceived of letters as a means of sharing one’s mind and soul.28 In a prose 

letter to Sir Henry Wotton (see introduction), Donne calls letters “friendship’s sacraments,” 

likening them to the body and blood of Christ through communion, itself an act of 

communication and a mingling (no. 7, 18). What is more, Donne’s reference is also a gibe at 

romantic love: classical literature is filled with examples of lovers’ kisses mingling souls, but 

Donne subjugates those claims in favour of his own assertion that friendship achieves this more 

completely through the letter.29 The first couplet in this verse letter establishes the relationship 

between the correspondents, the purpose of the letter, and the primary conceit of the poem’s 

opening lines as Donne emphasizes the importance of his correspondence with Wotton in his 

life. 

Donne borrows more from De Amicitia than the idea of friends mingling souls: Laelius 

claims such a connection gives friendship the power to keep the dead alive in the memory of 

those with whom they have mingled souls. Donne adapts this line of reasoning, as Wotton’s 

 
27 Cicero, De Amicitia, XXI.81: “qui et se ipse diligit et alterum anquirit, cuius animum 

ita cum suo misceat ut efficiat paene unum ex duobus.” 
28 Watson, The Rest Is Silence, 207. 
29 For an extensive list of examples that connect the romantic kiss to the idea of mingling 

souls in classical literature, see Stephen Gaselee, “The Soul in the Kiss,” in The Criterion: 1922-

1939 in Eighteen Volumes, ed. T. S. Eliot (London: Faber and Faber, 1967), 2.349-359. 
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friendship sustains him from a distance and their relationship as correspondents nourishes his 

mind and soul: 

But for these [letters]  

I could ideate nothing which could please: 

But I should wither in one day and pas 

To’a bottle of hay, that ame a Lock of gras (HWKiss 2-5). 

Here Wotton’s soul, transmitted through his letters to Donne, prevents Donne from perishing and 

motivates Donne’s own sharing with Wotton in a reciprocal mingling of ideas, letters, and souls. 

Donne’s words demonstrate a vulnerability to Wotton as dependent upon his friend for life. 

Donne then pivots to say: 

Life is a voyage; and in our Lifes ways 

 Cuntryes, Courts, Towns, are Rocks or Remoraes 

They breake, or stop all ships, yet our state is such 

That though then pitche they staine worse we must touch.  (6-9). 

If “Life is a voyage” and each of us a ship, then the “Cuntryes, Courts,” and “Towns” put us in 

danger of death, particularly a kind of spiritual death as intimated by the staining pitch that these 

locales threaten us with, as well as “Rocks or Remoraes” that will “breake” or stop us. And yet 

we have no choice but to engage with each of these obstacles and choose a place to inhabit. Here, 

Donne is perhaps incorporating into this metaphor the same worry about sea voyage as that he 

expresses in “A Hymn to Christ, at the Author’s Last Going into Germany” and Storm as part of 

the psychological anxieties Watson sees in that same verse letter.30 

Whatever the case, Donne then expands upon that metaphor, equating each deplorable 

locale of “Cuntryes, Courts” and towns or cities to the most inhospitable climes on Earth, 

drawing upon the language and cosmology of Scipio’s dream vision as part of the metaphor:  

If in the furnace of the euen Line  

Or vnder th’aduerse Icy Poles thou pine,  

Thou knowest two temperate regions girded in  

Dwell there: But, oh, what refuge canst thou win  

Parch’d in the Court, and in the Cuntry frozen? 

 
30 Watson, The Rest Is Silence, 200-205. 
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Shall Cityes built of both extreames be chosen? (11-15) 

His verse has striking similarities to the portion of Somnium Scipionis where Scipio the Elder 

describes the Earth to his adoptive grandson. Thomas Newton’s 1577 translation reads: 

Thou seest also the same Earthe environed and compassed about, as it were with certen 

Gyrdles, whereof thou seest two, most divers, and contrarily distaunt, one from the other, 

lyinge under the Poles, of Heaven, on both sides, to bee ever stiffe with extreme chilling 

and Froste. That which is in the middle, and is the greatest, is broiled with continual and 

excessive heate of the parching Sunne.31 

Donne has adapted Cicero’s language here to encapsulate the entirety of life available to these 

Englishmen: the country becomes the obscure corners of the earth while the Courts are the 

uninhabitable climes of the equator. For Donne, there is no place where a virtuous man may 

dwell without either suffering possible corruption in the courts or, at best, doing good to no end 

in an uninhabited country. 

But why borrow from Somnium Scipionis specifically? This cosmology is one of the most 

popular passages from the work and surely one of the most recognizable: perhaps Donne chose 

to pair such a passage with his allusions to De Amicitia as a means of mingling the words of 

Laelius and Scipio (as well as those of Cicero as author) with his own in a correspondence to 

Wotton that invites him to join in this idea of friendship not only as a recipient of mere paper, but 

as an active participant who can choose to mingle his own soul with that of his friend in Donne 

as well as the most renowned authorities on the subject of friendship in Laelius, Scipio, and 

Cicero. 

 Donne continues the poem by describing the vice of each locale before advising that 

Wotton must “[b]e… thyne owne home; And in thy selfe dwell” and concludes the poem by 

calling to mind once more his relationship with Wotton. Donne writes to his friend, “But, Sir, I 

aduise not you; I rather do / Say ore those Lessons, which I learnd of you” (47, 63-64). Here we 

see that Donne is, in fact, only reflecting back those virtuous ideas that Wotton has already 

shown him as part of their friendship. The final lines of HWKiss demonstrate how friendship 

functions as a mirror for Donne, as he declares: 

I throughly Love [you]. But if my selfe I’haue wonne  

 
31 Thomas Newton, Four Several Treatises, 129. 
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To know my Rules, I haue, and you haue,                     

         Donne (69-71) 

Donne reasserts that Wotton’s claim to him as a friend is identical to any claim he has to himself 

and declares his love for Wotton in no uncertain terms. Donne also states that, even if he is the 

only person to benefit from the advice outlined in the letter (advice Donne learned from Wotton), 

to know these rules is to be the person he has become: a man whose soul is mingled with 

Wotton’s own through the sharing of letters. 

 In HWKiss Donne uses the rhetoric, conceits, and language of De Amicitia and Somnium 

Scipionis to establish a connection with Wotton that places the pair among the renowned 

friendship of Laelius and Scipio and the authority of Cicero. Donne is thus able to assert the 

intimacy of their friendship and his dire necessity for correspondence with Wotton. He builds his 

metaphor for the courts with imagery from the popular cosmology of Somnium Scipionis, 

possibly as a means of bringing that character’s voice into his letter to Wotton as part of the 

mingled souls involved in this correspondence. The poem creates a persuasive rhetoric that 

simultaneously declares friendship, offers advice, defers to the judgment of the recipient, and 

suggests an intimacy between correspondents. Donne accomplishes this through the 

incorporations of these works of Cicero as part of a shared rhetoric of friendship offered by the 

classical author’s works. 

3.6 One Voice From “Twind soules” with Henry Goodere 

Donne never explicitly speaks on behalf of another in his verse letters; however, there are 

instances where he either asks another to speak on his behalf or writes in a single voice with a 

friend.32 Neither of these instances directly references Cicero, but each verse letter conveys an 

understanding of the Ciceronian rhetoric of friendship—and what, precisely, friendship is in that 

model—that makes these acts more meaningful than a modern reader might first interpret them 

to be.  

 
32 For instance, see Bald, John Donne: A Life, 161. Both Goodere and Lord James Hay 

spoke on Donne’s behalf to the Lady Bedford and King James, respectively. See also letter no. 

137 (375) in Davies, where Donne thanks Garrard for speaking well on his behalf to the 

Countess of Salisbury “Sir, you do me double honour when my name passes through you to that 

Noble Lady in whose presence you are. It is a better end and a better way to that then I am 

worth.” 
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 As mentioned in the introduction, Donne’s close friendship with Sir Henry Goodere is 

well documented and the two engaged in weekly correspondence for an extended period in the 

early 1600s.33 While the two were likely staying at Goodere’s Polesworth estate, possibly in 

April 1613, Donne and Goodere composed a verse letter, AltVic, with each friend supposedly 

writing alternate stanzas.34 The poem describes the mingling of souls between two friends using 

poetic language to address a pair of women, likely Lucy, Countess of Bedford, and the Lady 

Markham.35 The poets deploy muted conventions of love poetry to address the women and focus 

upon their virtue, a feature common in Donne’s patronage verse letters to female recipients, 

particularly Lucy.  

Beyond the Ciceronian language, however, the very act of writing the poem as a 

collaborative act reinforces the mingling of souls of the classical rhetoric of amity as a single 

vessel, the letter, carries Donne and Goodere’s twinned souls to their recipients. Ramie Targoff 

argues that Donne “regards his verse epistles as possessing the potential for a certain kind of 

afterlife.”  She uses Donne’s verse letter to Rowland Woodward, “If, as Mine is, Thy Life a 

Slumber Be,” as evidence that he imagines his verse letters as containing “traces” of his “soul” 

and cites a letter from Donne to George Garrard where Donne writes “our Letters are our Selves” 

(no. 224, 585) as proof of Donne’s belief in this principle.36 In an undated letter to Goodere, 

Donne himself describes letters as “a departure and secession and suspension of the soul, wch 

doth then comunicate itself to two bodies” (no. 41, 109). If Donne believes a prose or verse letter 

to contain his soul, then this letter he writes with Goodere becomes a material representation of 

their mingled souls and an artifact of their intimate friendship. 

The contents of Donne and Goodere’s poem, specifically the idea of friends speaking on 

each other’s behalf, is present in Cicero’s model of friendship as well: Laelius and Scipio speak 

as two supporting voices in Cato De Senectute and in De Amicitia, Cicero has Laelius deliver 

 
33 Bald, John Donne: A Life, 168-70. 
34 At least, this is the conceit. It is difficult to know precisely how the pair composed the 

poem and scholars have been skeptical of this. See Roger Bennet ed., The Complete Poems of 

John Donne (Chicago: Packer & Co., 1942) xxvi, where Bennet claims “it is unlikely that Sir 

Henry, one of the most inept of poets, composed them without material assistance from Donne.” 

For the dating of this letter, see Donne Variorum, 5.1204-5. 
35 Milgate, Marotti, and Carey all propose Lucy, Countess of Bedford and the Lady 

Markham as potential recipients. For a complete summary, see Donne Variorum, 5.1205.  
36 Targoff, John Donne, Body and Soul, 47-48. 
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Scipio’s opinions and arguments to his audience while at the same time praising him.37 In several 

places in De Amicitia, Laelius keeps Scipio’s wisdom and opinions alive, as when he outlines 

what Scipio believed to be the most damaging rule regarding friendship:  

First, I shall have declared what Scipio was accustomed to blame most; he used to deny 

that any voice was possible to be found more hostile to friendship, than of him who had 

said that one ought to love as if he would eventually come to hate. (XVI.59)38 

Cicero has Laelius use Scipio as an authority, giving his opinion on this matter more weight than 

if Laelius had spoken on his own. This conceit creates multiple layers of voices that increase the 

authority of the message: this fictional Laelius uses Scipio in a similar way as Cicero writes De 

Amicitia in Laelius’s voice to lend his words more authority. Laelius can claim to speak for 

Scipio as his greatest friend, and does so in other places in the dialogue, as when he voices 

Scipio’s complaint that people lack such diligence in caring for their friendships that  “anyone 

can say how many goats and sheep he might have, but are not able to tell how many friends.”39 

Cicero further links Laelius to Scipio when Scaevola describes Laelius as equally deserving to 

discuss friendship in reply to Fannius’s claim that Scipio is the “most just man” who defends 

justice (VII.25).40 Whereas Scipio and Cato’s wisdom and authority are based in merits such as 

age and justness that are independent of others, Laelius’s identity depends upon his relationships 

and how he manages them. His authority, in part, comes from his ability to speak for Scipio 

because they mingled souls and a degree of Scipio’s honour has been bestowed upon Laelius 

since Scipio’s death. Scipio lives on in Laelius’s memory and Laelius is able to speak with the 

twin authorities of his own experience and his intimacy with Scipio. In AltVic, Goodere and 

Donne exchange this honour as each takes turns speaking on behalf of their twin soul in the 

poem, mingling their words into a single voice. 

 
37 Cicero, Cato De Senectute, ed. Charles E. Bennett (Wauconda: Bolchazy-Carducci, 

1983).  
38 Cicero, De Amicitia, XVI.59: “si prius quid maxime reprehendere Scipio solitus sit 

edixero. Negabat ullam vocem inimiciorem amicitiae potuisse reperiri, quam eius qui dixisset ita 

amare oportere, ut si alquando esset ossurus” 
39 Ibid, XVII.62: “capras et oves quot quisque haberet dicere posse, amicos quot haberet 

non posse dicere…” 
40 Ibid, VII.25: “Quid amicitiam? Nonne facile ei qui o beam summa fide constantia 

iustitaque servatam maximam gloriam ceperit?” 
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In a stanza supposedly composed by Goodere that speaks for both poets, the speakers say 

“Thus our Twind soules send forth these buds of loue” (9), highlighting both the joint effort of 

these friends as twin copies and each other’s alter idem, or second selves, but also the idea that 

the act of writing this poem as a pair mingles or “twines” their souls as co-authors.41 In the 

following stanza, supposedly composed by Donne, the authors continue to shift the focus of the 

poem from the speakers to their act of co-writing a letter: 

 As in devotions men ioyne both their hands 

Wee make ours doe one act, to seale the bandes,  

By which w’enthrall ourselues to your commandes. (10-12) 

Together Donne and Goodere reaffirm their devotion to their ladies and strengthen their own 

friendship in an act that cleanses the speakers as “free from impure thoughts” as “each for others 

faith, and zeale stand bound” (13-15). The speakers then describe the ladies’ fairness and virtue 

for several stanzas according to traditional convention. However, in the penultimate stanza of the 

poem, the focus returns to the verse letter itself and those who composed it: 

 Or should wee more bleed out our thoughts with Inke 

 Noe paper (though it would be glad to drinke 

  Those drops) could comprehend what wee doe thinke. (31-33) 

This stanza evokes the physical letter as a manifestation of the twin thoughts of Donne and 

Goodere who even “thinke” as one as they compose this poem. The perspective of the poem is 

entirely consistent as a collective voice addressing a collective audience in their ladies. There is 

an interweaving of souls as the pair devote themselves to their addressees. The conceit of writing 

such a poem together perhaps also allows the duo to write more suggestively than they could 

when writing alone. For instance, if either Donne or Goodere had written of “noe flower that is 

sweet” as “your breath in that exhaling meet” to a lone recipient (20-21), such a line might be 

perceived as indecorous given all correspondents in this interaction were either widowed or 

married, and both ladies altogether romantically unattainable to the authors. 

 
41 The poem’s “Twind soules” likely convey double meaning. A. J. Smith (1971) 

maintains that “The MS spelling keeps the sense both of ‘twined’ and ‘twinned,’” as does 

Robbins (2011).  For a full explanation of the meaning of the word and its uses, see “twine v.1” 

Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “twine v.1.” 
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AltVic ends with a final stanza that ultimately recognizes the poem as the failure the 

previous stanza suggests it must be: 

 For t’weere in vs ambition to write 

 Soe, that because wee two, yow two vnite 

 Our Lettre should as yow, be infinite. (34-46)  

Beyond the act of uniting themselves in this letter, Donne and Goodere seek to unite and 

encapsulate their recipients as well. In other words, this letter performs the task of mingling two 

pairs of souls. And yet, Donne and Goodere’s attempt is “ambition” because the letter must come 

to an end; whereas the recipients’ virtuous qualities and the poets’ admirations have no terminus. 

It is a playful way to end the poem that includes a clever self-deprecation on the part of the poets 

as they convey the ultimate flattery that they lack the skill to describe such excellent virtues. 

 Donne and Goodere speak for each other in one voice and are able to speak to their 

recipients as one because each is an exemplar of the other. Although not identical in aim, the 

fundamental principle by which Laelius speaks for Scipio is the same: their souls have so 

mingled that they make one persona from two people and allow for one voice to speak freely for 

both. Donne extends this concept beyond what Cicero presents in the dialogue as two poets 

literally write one verse epistle together as part of a tradition in which Donne has stated “letters 

mingle souls” (HWKisses 1). 

3.6 Female Friendship as Praise and Consolation in BedfShe 

Unlike the other poems discussed in this chapter, Donne’s BedfShe is a patronage epistle written 

to a powerful benefactor (Lucy, Countess of Bedford) on a specific and solemn occasion, not a 

familiar verse letter written to one of Donne’s friends. Arguably the most significant and 

longstanding of Donne’s patrons, Lucy was also the recipient of more extant verse letters from 

Donne than any other individual. Donne’s BedfShe, a hybrid verse letter-elegy that Laurie 

Shannon describes as “combining elegy and verse letter” and Allen Barry Cameron calls “a 

funeral elegy in epistolary form,” is an endeavour to both praise the Countess and console her 

over the recent death of her cousin, Lady Markham, through a poetic conceit celebrating their 

friendship that is deeply indebted to Cicero’s model of friendship.42 The occasion and hybrid 

 
42 Shannon, Sovereign Amity, 87; Allen Barry Cameron, “Donne’s Deliberative Verse 

Epistles,” English Literary Renaissance 6, no. 3 (1976): 373. Scholars of the early twentieth 
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genre of BedfShe requires that Donne be particularly cautious in the poem’s composition as he 

contends not only with a powerful benefactor but with delicate and solemn circumstances. 

The patron-client relationship between Bedford and Donne made it difficult for Donne to 

incorporate the Ciceronian rhetoric of friendship—a rhetoric that depends upon certain 

assumptions of equality of status and reciprocity—in the verse he dedicates to the Countess. 

Moreover, the dynamic of that relationship is even more complicated given the pair’s difference 

in gender as well. Indeed, it is far more common for Donne to write verse letters to Lucy that 

extend the gap in their social statuses, elevating Lucy far above himself while negotiating his 

place within her coterie. However, understanding the typical setup of Donne’s other patronage 

epistles highlights the particular genius of BedfShe, in which he manages to simultaneously 

elevate Lucy while implementing the Ciceronian rhetoric of friendship. For instance, in another 

verse letter to the Countess, “Reason is our soul’s left hand” (BedfReas), Donne identifies Lucy 

as “Diuinity” itself, and the general conceit of the poem is that Donne is trying to reach Lucy 

through those who are part of her circle and lucky enough to have her patronage already—those 

“whoe haue the Blessing of [her] sight” and who are Lucy’s “Saints, / Those friends, whom [her] 

election glorifies” (3, 9-10). In BedfReas, Donne sets Lucy up as “Gods Masterpeece” (33), and 

he can only seek Lucy through the study of her saints until she deigns to permit him within that 

circle of the elect composed of her clients. Lucy is not within Donne’s reach as an equal within 

the Ciceronian model of friendship in Donne’s verse letters. Instead, Donne’s aspiration is to 

become one of Lucy’s saints—to enter into her coterie as a client. BedfReas depicts, in many 

ways, the typical dynamic between Lucy and Donne throughout his verse letters to the Countess. 

In “Honor is so sublime” (BedfHon), Donne speaks of Lucy’s “Radiation” (20), and in “You 

have refined me” (BedfRef) Donne claims that from Lucy’s “Chariott, Morninge breakes att 

night,” comparing her to a brightly shining Sun in both poems as a metaphor for her influence 

over others (19); in “To have written then” (BedfWrit), Donne calls himself a “Nothing” and 

claims that, even when he repays one of Lucy’s letters with a letter of his own, such “Nothings” 

as himself “borrow in ther Paments,” owing more than when he started because of his low 

 

century contested whether the verse letter’s subject could have been the death of Lady Markham 

or that of the Countess’s dear friend and coterie compatriot, Cecilia Bulstrode. However, 

scholars have largely settled on Lady Markham as the subject based upon manuscript evidence. 

For a brief summary of the debate, see Claude J. Summers, “Donne’s 1609 Sequence of Grief 

and Comfort,” Studies in Philology 89, no. 2 (1992): 216. 
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position (9); and in “Though I be dead and buried” (BedfDead), Donne claims that Lucy is the 

sole source of his knowledge of “Vertue, or Beawtie” (14). But no verse letter articulates the 

supposed distance between Lucy and Donne quite so well as the sixth stanza of “This twilight of 

two years” (BedfTwi):  

When all (as truth commands assent) confesse 

    All truth of yow, yet they will doubt, how I 

One corne of one lowe Ant-hills dust, and lesse 

    Should name, knowe, or expresse, a thing so high 

    And not an Inch measure Infinitie. (26-30) 

Here, we see what Margaret Maurer describes as Donne’s “artistic problems in relating to” the 

Countess.43 Donne flatters the Countess by remarking upon her elevated status but must 

reconcile his ability to properly express her qualities (without flattery) with the social distance 

between them and Donne’s own low status as a “Nothing.”  In true Donnean fashion, this poem 

paradoxically inverts Donne’s “Inch,” as he claims that God will “make… good” even “when 

such a hart missaies” and so the complimentary epistle will complete its task of describing 

Lucy’s “Infinitie” not by Donne’s talent, but by God’s grace (34-35).  

Though each of these complimentary poems varies in its language and conceits, these 

features delineate (and often exaggerate) a clear hierarchy between Donne and Lucy in each of 

his verse letters. And Donne maintains the hierarchy and necessary distance of the client-patron 

relationship in the lone verse letter to the Countess that does engage with the classical model of 

friendship so reliant upon notions of equality and reciprocity. In BedfShe, Donne does not 

attempt to directly place himself upon equal footing with Lucy as a friend. Instead, he adapts the 

Ciceronian model of friendship—usually reserved only for good men—to Lucy and her departed 

friend, quite possibly Lady Markham. He synthesizes that model with the understanding of the 

virtuous soul’s transcendence after death in Somnium Scipionis to console Lucy by reaffirming 

her virtue and legitimizing her friendship as exemplary. While scholarly treatment of BedfShe 

acknowledges the Neoplatonic tradition of “one soul in bodies twain,” and Laurie Shannon even 

identifies De Amicitia and the classical model of friendship as an important source, scholars have 

passed over a more thorough reading of a Ciceronian rhetoric of friendship throughout the poem 

 
43 Margaret Maurer, “John Donne’s Verse Letters,” Modern Language Quarterly 37 

(1976): 257. 
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in their focus on Donne’s use of romantic love language to describe that friendship and the 

political overtones of the poem’s final turn.44 Focussing on the poem’s language of friendship 

and the rhetorical framework it provides can inform our reading: consolation and praise are 

mingled through a conceit of friendship that ultimately unifies the departed with the consoled to 

alleviate the pain of loss. 

Earlier scholars were quick to point out a kind of generic Neoplatonism in BedfShe but 

rarely went beyond an initial acknowledgment of the topos’s presence: instead, they focus on 

readings involving the romantic and the divine. John Ditsky notes with little exploration that the 

union described in this verse letter transcends the partner’s death as an imitation of that “Platonic 

conception” also present in Ecst, but he fails to note the significant difference that the verse letter 

deals with friendship rather than romantic love.45 Ditsky is primarily interested in how Donne 

influences Hemingway and, as a result, he overlooks much of the nuance present in BedfShe. 

Nevertheless, he identifies an important conceit of friends’ union transcending death that later 

scholars build upon in their arguments about the poem. Barbara K Lewalski frames the verse 

letter in terms of its purpose of “compliment and praise,” providing a reading in which discourse 

around the “one of two” topos “leads… to a metaphysical intuition about the ‘conservation of the 

good’ in the world.”46 Lewalski claims that the return of virtue to its “proper spheare” in Lucy 

“associates the Countess of Bedford with God as source and end for all good.”47 While Donne 

certainly connects Lucy to the divine, as in other poems, the conceit of that virtue returning to 

Lucy has its roots in Laelius’s discussion of the benefits of friendship in De Amicitia. The 

“metaphysical intuition” that Lewalski identifies entails “the economy of faithful friendship, to 

prevent the loss of any dram of virtue” wherein Lucy’s loss is only a sort of illusion.48 

Claude J. Summers makes a passing yet relevant assessment of the poem as the opening 

interaction of a series of exchanges between Donne and the Countess as part of his article, 

 
44 See John Ditsky, “Hemingway, Plato and the Hidden God,” Southern Humanities 

Review 5, no.2 (1971): 145-47; Barbara K. Lewalski, “Donne’s Poetry of Compliment: the 

Speaker’s Stance and the Topoi of Praise,” in Seventeenth-Century Imagery, ed. Earl Miner 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1971), 45-67; Summers, “Donne’s 1609 Sequence”; 

Shannon, Sovereign Amity. 
45 Ditsky, “Hemingway, Plato and the Hidden God,” 146. 
46 Lewalski, “Donne’s Poetry of Compliment,” 59. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 
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“Donne’s 1609 Sequence of Grief and Comfort.” Summers identifies many of the important 

Ciceronian conceits Donne uses to celebrate the friendship but identifies them as ultimately 

Platonic:  

The verse letter to Lady Bedford is organized around the familiar paradox of two-in-one, 

especially the Platonic idea of the inseparability of friends, the "one soul in bodies twain" 

topos. But rather than merely developing this standard figure derived from classical 

masculine friendship theory, which he so frequently applies to heterosexual relationships, 

or being content simply to associate it with women, Donne both carries it to its logical 

extreme and then stunningly reverses it.49 

Summers goes on to identify many other tropes from the classical model of friendship Donne 

uses in the poem. For instance, Lucy and Lady Markham are twins born on opposite sides of the 

world who have “become one of two” (4).50 Summers sees these traits as Donne’s evidence of 

the remarkable friendship between the two women but makes no note of Cicero as a source. 

Moreover, Summers does not acknowledge that the conceit Donne employs when he “stunningly 

reverses” the argument – that the departed remains present in their friend who lives – is part of 

Cicero’s description of friendship in De Amicitia and supported by ideas of the soul outlined in 

Somnium Scipionis.  

 Instead, Summers focuses on parallels between the language Donne employs in the verse 

letter to describe the bond between friends, language he uses more commonly in contexts of 

romantic love in the Songs and Sonnets (218): 

Donne echoes a number of the arguments—indeed, some of the very lines—that he uses 

in the idealistic, heterosexual love poems of Songs and Sonets… Perhaps most 

significantly, the perfect identification of Lady Markham and Lady Bedford in the verse 

letter is strikingly reminiscent of the similar equation of the lovers in Donne's "Sappho to 

Philaenis," where Sappho pleads to be reunited with her absent lover.51 

Summers ultimately argues that these many references are part of a “process of intentional 

intertextuality” whereby Donne links the friendship of these two women to the romantic love in 

 
49 Summers, “Donne’s 1609 Sequence,” 217. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid, 218-219. Summers notes echoes of the following poems: “A Valediction 

forbidding mourning,” “The good-morrow,” “The Sunne Rising,” “The Canonization,” “Loves 

Infiniteness,” and “The Extasie.” 
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his other poems—poems that the Countess would be familiar enough with to make the 

connection.52 Summers makes a strong argument, but Donne is also engaging in another “process 

of intentional intertextuality” with the works of Cicero to associate Ladies Bedford and 

Markham with the rhetoric and language used of the very ideal of masculine friendship. In fact, 

just as Cicero uses his dedication to Atticus to intimate his own likeness to the Roman general 

and hero, Scipio Aemilianus, Donne places himself at the intersection of several important 

intertextualities with this poem: as one writing on the subject of friendship and describing an 

exemplar of ideal friendship, Donne imitates and emulates Cicero. On the other hand, because 

Donne is much closer to this coterie than Cicero was to the Scipionic Circle, Donne, by this act 

of writing, elevates himself as a member of an elite circle. In other words, if Markham and 

Bedford are the new Laelius and Scipio, Donne might fancy himself the new Lucilius (the first 

Roman satirist and member of the Scipionic Circle). Though the parallel may not be direct, 

Donne no doubt gains renown by elevating the couple and associating himself with these women 

though it is their friendship he celebrates. 

 Laurie Shannon makes an explicit connection between BedfShe and De Amicitia, though 

her focus on the role of friendship in developing a language for political discourse in Sovereign 

Amity limits her pursuit of that connection. Shannon is primarily interested in how Donne’s verse 

letter models a female friendship as exemplary for men.53 This idea conflicts with Summers’s 

assertion that the poem “is tenderly personal, and was probably meant to be read only by the 

Countess herself.”54 However large Donne might have intended the audience of this poem to be, 

he nevertheless employs the language of idealized classical friendships.  

 Shannon nonetheless identifies important associations between Donne’s poem and 

Cicero’s classical model of friendship in De Amicitia: its occasional nature; that both the poem 

and De Amicitia take place after the death of one half of a rare friendship; “the privileging of a 

relation between only two” as part of the rareness of their connection; and the notion of “one 

soul in bodies twain.”55 Shannon argues that Donne’s strict orthodoxy in his implementation of 

these tropes enhances this model of female friendship, blaming the female subjects of the 

 
52 Ibid, 219. 
53 Shannon, Sovereign Amity, 87-88. 
54 Summers, “Donne’s 1609 Sequence,” 216. 
55 Shannon, Sovereign Amity, 87. 
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friendship for the poem’s lack of a Donnean innovation.56 Shannon’s reading of the poem as a 

model for a male audience aligns the examples of Ladies Bedford and Markham with the subject 

of the poem’s final allusion, the Biblical Judith, whom Donne identifies as the only match for the 

Lady Markham. Shannon describes both the friendship and Judith as “exemplary,” arguing that 

“To Donne, nothing less than an image of a tyrannical force undone by a pair of women seems to 

be proper compensatory contemplation for a Lady mourning her friend.”57 For Shannon, Donne’s 

verse letter is “reverencing an act of tyrannicide,” but Donne’s mention of Judith is so brief—

“But let some faithful book in her room be, / Yet but of Judith no such book as she” (43-44)—

that it seems more likely Donne’s allusion is another way of voicing his consolation to Lady 

Bedford and praise of Lady Markham as a worthy woman of exceptional strength and character 

and as a friend.58  

 Each of these scholars touches upon pertinent topics related to Donne’s Ciceronian 

rhetoric of friendship: Ditsky identifies the transcendence of friendship’s union and the 

Neoplatonic expression of that union; Summers acknowledges many of the tropes and themes 

present in the classical model of friendship as part of the act of consolation, though he does not 

identify its source; and Shannon cites De Amicitia as a likely inspiration for Donne’s poem but 

overlooks a more direct reading of those influences in favour of a discussion of exemplarity and 

political implications. Reading Donne’s Ciceronian rhetoric of friendship through what Barbara 

Lewalski terms as the verse letter’s “evident purpose” of “compliment and praise” clarifies 

former assumptions and assessments, however, and illuminates how the power of such rhetoric 

facilitates the doubling of every consolation over Lady Markham’s character as a compliment of 

Lady Bedford.59 

The thematic overlap between De Amicitia and Somnium Scipionis makes them ideal 

source material for Donne’s purposes in this poem. Foremost, each contemplates life after death: 

Laelius’s discussion of friendship is brought on by the loss of his dear friend Scipio and Scipio’s 

dream vision constitutes an ascent to heaven to discuss the fate of virtuous men’s souls after 

death. Moreover, each discusses virtue in relation to different aspects of life: Laelius explores the 

 
56 Ibid, 87-88. 
57 Ibid, 89. 
58 Shannon, Sovereign Amity, 89. 
59 Lewalski, “Donne’s Poetry of Compliment,” 45. 
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role of virtue in friendship while Scipio does so within the context of civic duty and 

statesmanship. Donne capitalizes upon this connection, bringing together the narration of each 

work in his poem. He draws the most important ideas about friendship — that a friend is a 

second self and that true friends become so close to one another that they mingle souls — from 

De Amicitia. From Somnium Scipionis, Donne adapts Cicero’s cosmology into the poem, 

primarily his description of the soul’s transcendence to the stars upon death. Donne pairs the 

voices of the most renowned friends in Latin literature to both console Lucy and elevate her 

friendship with the departed Lady Markham. 

3.7 Donne’s Ciceronian Rhetoric in BedfShe 

Donne’s opening address to Bedford —“You, that are she, and you, that’s double she” (1)— 

establishes Lucy’s friendship to the Lady Markham as the poem’s primary subject and the 

paradoxical conceit that that friendship results in Lucy’s doubling of her self, a principle Laelius 

expresses in De Amicitia when he calls a friend “another self” or “a copy of himself” (XXI.80, 

VII.3). Donne continues to draw upon some of the most famous phrases of De Amicitia nearly 

verbatim. He supplements his primary conceit with another paradoxical notion that, while friends 

are copies of one another, they are also so fully intertwined in friendship that they create one 

entity from two, as when he writes that friends like Bedford and Markham “become one of two. / 

So twoe, that but themselues noe third can fitt” (4-5). While even Cicero only limits great 

friendships to “among two or some small few,” the friendship of Bedford and Markham excludes 

all others in Donne’s elegy, elevating them even further than Cicero’s model does (V.20). 

Donne alternates between these paradoxes as he elevates the friendship, elaborating the 

consequences of such conceits in the current circumstances. He establishes that the death of one 

friend implies the partial death of another, as when he says to Lucy, “In her dead face, half of 

your selfe shall see” (2). He then emphasizes the pair’s closeness with his assessment of their 

twin-like nature in line seven, before returning to the same emphasis on closeness and grief: 

“Had you die’d first, a Carcass, shee had beene” (11). Although it might be tempting to interpret 

these and other metaphors of oneness as common Donnean conceits, these lines invoke and 

elaborate Cicero’s notions of friendship — the friends are both twinned duplicates and halves of 

a single whole—and further validates the pair’s female friendship as exemplary even among 

men.  
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Donne’s borrowings synthesize Somnium Scipionis and De Amicitia’s ideas on virtue in 

death to console Lucy in her loss. Early in the poem, Donne likens Bedford and her friend to 

heavenly bodies, “divers starrs” that “one Constellation make” (8). This language evokes the 

cosmology Cicero presents in Somnium Scipionis, where souls become heavenly bodies, and 

each soul returns to its proper place upon the death of the virtuous. In Donne’s synthesis of these 

two works, Lucy and her friend have become so entwined that they are a single person and the 

departed, acting the part of the soul, ascends while Lucy remains: 

Had you die’d first, a Carcass, shee had beene  

And wee your ritch Tombe in her face had seene;  

Shee, like the soule is gone, and you heare stay  

Not a liue friend, but th’other half of claye. (11-14) 

Lucy is left behind, the carcass to her friend’s soul, and those who mourn “[give] all honour, and 

deuotion due” to her as the part of the whole that remains, just as men mourn over the body at a 

funeral though the soul has already departed. Grim as it may be to identify Lucy with a corpse, 

Donne’s image emphasizes the grief of her loss and the strength of the pair’s connection. 

Donne cannot leave Lucy with this image, however, and so he turns to a more comforting conceit 

by drawing further upon De Amicitia. Donne returns to the subject of friendship, writing “For 

such a friendshipp whoe would not adore / In you, who are all what both was before?”, insisting 

to Lucy that “in you all contracted is” (19-20, 22). In other words, Donne is claiming that Lucy’s 

continued existence maintains the departed and keeps her present as Markham is now contracted 

within Lucy. He then evokes Cicero again in explaining how the soul of the departed finds its 

proper resting place:  

Soe Madam, as her soule to heauen is fledd 

 Her fleash rests in the earth, as in a bed  

Her virtues doe as to their proper spheare  

Returne to dwell with you, of whom they were. (27-30) 

One can see traces of Somnium Scipionis in this imagery of the soul’s ascent to heaven. 

More strikingly, Donne evokes the immortality of Ciceronian friendship to comfort Lucy as a 

part of her friend has already returned to dwell within her, just as Laelius claims that “the dead 

come alive” through friendship and memory, and that Scipio “lives and will always live” because 
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of his virtue, a virtue that becomes associated with Laelius as Scipio’s friend and voice in De 

Amicitia.60  

 Finally, not only do the virtues of the Lady Markham return to Lucy, but the transitive 

properties of friendship involve Lucy in any compliment Donne pays to her counterpart as well, 

as in the final lines of the poem, where Donne claims that Lucy will find no replacement: 

 Seek not in seeking new to seem to doubt,  

That you can match her, or not be without;  

But let some faithful book in her room be,  

Yet but of Judith no such book as she. (41-44) 

Although Donne explicitly compares Lady Markham to the biblical Judith in these lines, the 

transitive property of the pair’s ideal friendship—namely that each is the twin of the other and 

Bedford is the new locus of all Markham’s virtues—bestows that praise upon Lady Bedford as 

well. Judith is an archetype of the literary topos known as Weibermacht (“Power of Women”) 

where a woman overcomes man in an inversion of power. She decapitates the Assyrian general 

threatening her people with the aid of her handmaiden companion as a widow (as was Lady 

Markham) who overcomes tragedy. These lines reinforce Donne’s effort to elevate this female 

friendship above even other male exemplars and praises his patron while assuring Lucy — now, 

perhaps, a widow of a different sort— that she can overcome this tragedy. 

Donne mingles the language and imagery of De Amicitia and Somnium Scipionis in 

BedfShe in order to incorporate the comforts each provides into a poem about her friendship and 

loss. Like Laelius, Lucy may find solace in that her friend’s virtue has come to rest in and live on 

through her. And, as Scipio does with his father, Lucy can also find solace in the reassurance she 

will rejoin her friend “As diuers starrs in one Constellation” in heaven should she live a virtuous 

life (which she will no doubt do). The connection Donne makes between this notion of one-ness 

and virtue in his configuration of Lucy’s friendship and loss is enriched by an understanding of 

its Ciceronian source. At a time when Montaigne calls friendship a “knot, too fast and too tight” 

for women, Donne adapts the Ciceronian model to gift Lucy with a poem of consolation that 

assures her that her friendship with the departed was on par with that of Laelius and Scipio, and 

that she may take solace both in that her friend now dwells among the heavens and that the best 

 
60 Cicero, De Amicitia, VII.23, XXVII.102.   
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parts of her live on in Lucy herself.  More than simple consolation, however, the Ciceronian 

principle that Lady Markham is Lucy’s twin implies that any compliment paid to the former 

transfers to the latter as well. The twin purposes of praise and consolation in the poem merge as 

Donne performs each function simultaneously. 

3.8 Conclusion 

In the examples explored above, Donne clearly uses the common vocabulary and concepts of 

Cicero’s De Amicitia and Somnium Scipionis as a means of accessing the subjects of friendship 

and connection and adapts the principles set out in those works to create literary works of social 

connection meant to speak to circumstances and dynamics of their individual recipients. The 

presence of Cicero’s model of friendship in the verse letters of John Donne exhibits the function 

of these poems as literary works that emphasize social connection and that were composed 

within a framework of sociability that requires us to read and edit these texts outside of 

traditional, isolated structures. Instead, we ought to read and edit the verse letters within a 

context that showcases the social connections they reflect and enact in order that we might have 

a better critical appreciation of how they function as poems meant to foster friendship and 

sociability through literary composition. 
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4. Metaphors of Materiality in The Verse Letters of John Donne 

 

As discussed in chapter two, the epistolary poem is a form with roots firmly established in the 

classical tradition, but early modern imitations of the form contain distinctive features, tropes, 

and anxieties that distinguish it from its antecedents in Horace and Ovid, and Donne composed 

his verse letters with his own context of sociability in mind. These features express Renaissance 

sensibilities concerning the letter as an artifact of social exchange, the nature of communication 

as a social act, and the complications of communication and loyalty in a Renaissance context. 

One such early modern trait that separates Renaissance writers from their classical 

counterparts is what Gary Schneider calls an “anxiety of absence.” In his monograph, The 

Culture of Epistolarity, Schneider notes that classical letter writers such as Cicero, Horace, and 

Turpilius imagined letter writing as a simple and uncomplicated continuation of a face-to-face 

conversation. They even called such correspondence amicorum colloquia absentium 

(conversations between absent friends)—a term used in the Renaissance by Erasmus, Simonds 

D’Ewes and Konrad Mure, among others.1 These writers saw their letters as part of an ongoing 

conversation, and their writing style reflects no self-consciousness about the transition from or 

distinction between an oral and a written medium; however, possibly on account of the particular 

circumstances of court patronage and espionage of the time, “early modern Europe tended to 

valorize speech and face-to-face interaction as a more reliable, trustworthy, and authentic mode 

of communication compared to written or printed modes.”2 This valuing of face-to-face 

interaction made early modern correspondents acutely self-aware of the deficiencies inherent in 

 
1 Cicero first uses the phrase in his Second Philippic Oration, where he admonishes 

Marcus Crassus for reading their private correspondence in an open forum when he writes “Quid 

est aliud tollere ex vita vitae societatem, tollere amicorum colloquia absentium?” or “Is this 

anything other than to remove the fellowship of life from life, to destroy the conversation of 

absent friends?” Cicero, Second Philippic Oration, ed. and trans., W. K. Lacey (Warminster: 

Aris & Phillips, 1986), 4.7.  For a brief word on Renaissance uses of the phrase, see Gary 

Schneider, The Culture of Epistolarity: Vernacular Letters and Letter Writing in Early Modern 

England, 1500-1700 (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2005), 29. 
2 Schneider, The Culture of Epistolarity, 16. 
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epistolary communication and, as a result, early modern letter writers sought rhetorical strategies 

to cope with this “anxiety of absence”—the unease and self-awareness that the very act of 

sending a letter is to acknowledge that one is not actually in the presence of a friend or patron. 

These rhetorical strategies often involve metaphors of bodily presence. As Schneider explains, 

that reliability, validity, and authenticity were transmitted and sustained by the 

imaginative recreation of orality (speech, conversation, aurality) and bodily presence, 

rhetorically inscribed in the letter in order to initiate the circuit of the epistolary 

interaction; in other words, epistolary contact manifested its affective and 

epistemological power not by being actual face-to-face contact, but by inscribing 

rhetorical strategies and images based on speech, aurality, and physical presence – those 

that attempted to represent persuasively the letter writer, his/her body, actions, emotions, 

and behaviors.3 

Early modern letter writers introduced metaphors of presence in order to cope with their absence. 

And, while this is true of early modern epistolary practice in general, it is especially the case in 

the verse letters of John Donne—both in his familiar epistolary poems meant to reaffirm bonds 

of friendship and in his verse letters of patronage composed with an aim to secure his position as 

a client in proximity to his patron. In his familiar verse epistles, Donne frequently establishes a 

rhetorical link between himself and the letter as a material artifact in a way to “close the 

distance” between himself and his friends: he signs off many letters with the implication that he 

kisses the recipient’s hands through their handling of the letter and, in a letter to George Garrard, 

Donne explicitly states, “I send…my Letters… that I desire that you might have in your hands 

Letters of mine of all kindes, as conveyances and deliverers of me to you” (no. 59, 171-172).4 In 

his article, “John Donne’s Newsless Letters,” John Carey suggests that “[f]ancying that his 

letters carried him bodily into another's presence was one way, for Donne, of surmounting 

distance and solitude…Letters satisfied both his egotism and his wish for company, for they 

allowed him to transpose his personality in to an alien space and time as well as to achieve 

communion with another soul.”5 However, Donne projects his aspirations for coterie acceptance 

 
3 Ibid, 110. 
4 For instances of the letter’s kiss either explicitly stated or implied, see William Arthur 

Davies, “The Prose Letters of John Donne,” letters 14, 27, 34, 45, 46, 54, 61, 64, 67, 71, 73, 135, 

151, and 161, but especially 97, 120, 124, and 152. 
5 John Carey, “John Donne’s Newsless Letters,” Essays and Studies 34 (1981): 62-63.  
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onto this conceit in his patronage epistles as well as the familiar letters Carey focuses on by 

extending the metaphor of the letter and bodily presence to the early modern letter cabinet and 

inscribing the idea that a letter’s place within his patronesses’ cabinet is equivalent to his own 

position and prominence within her patronage circle and, by extension, the eternal fame of the 

poet. In other words, Donne’s metaphor of the cabinet demonstrates a move from the more 

general anxiety of absence between sender and recipient to the social circle between a patron and 

her coterie.  

Donne’s metaphors of presence tend to attribute some piece of himself to the letter, have 

the letter carry out some action in Donne’s place, or generate a connection between Donne and 

the letter through a metaphysical conceit. For instance, in one prose letter to Goodere from 1607, 

Donne compares letters to children (no. 35, 97);6 in another letter from the same year, Donne 

puns on the physical substrate of the letters, calling them “leaves” while Donne himself is a 

“barren Sicamore” who bears no fruit even though the leaves convey his love no matter where 

they fall since their “root is in [his] heart” (no. 40, 105). Some images are less pleasant: in 

another letter, Donne describes the letters he has previously sent to Goodere in 1608 as “this 

Ague of my letters,” playing on the fact that he has just recently been ill. (no. 54, 157) 

More characteristic of Donne in the poems, however, are metaphors and wordplay of 

bodily presence that leverage a poem’s material medium as a letter. As mentioned above, Donne 

has his letters kiss their recipients, but a letter might also carry Donne’s name or Donne may use 

wordplay to metaphorically materialise his body in the letter. This bodily presence serves to 

ameliorate Donne’s personal absence and acts to reaffirm his social connection with the recipient 

of the letter despite his absence. This is the case in a prose letter Donne writes to Lucy, likely 

between 1608 and1614, where he regrets his illnesses prevents them from meeting in person: 

Let not your charity therefore desdayne to coyne with me, in an honest deceit, to breake 

this tempest of my sicknes, and since this letter hath my name, and hand, and words, and 

thoughts bee content to thinke itt me, & to give itt leaue thus to speake to you, though 

you vouchsafe not to speake to itt againe. (no. 61, 178) 

 
6 Of the epistolary metaphor using the conceit of a mother and her children, Davies writes 

“Here [Donne] begins what must be one of the most elaborate conceits in the English language 

for such a commonplace topic: informing Goodere that he has received all of his letters” (“The 

Prose Letters,” 94). 
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This letter not only speaks on Donne’s behalf as all letters do; it also contains his “name, and 

hand, and words, and thoughts” so that Donne asks that Lucy “bee content to think itt me,” that 

is to take his place in lieu of his absence. Likewise, in a 1609 letter to Goodere, Donne writes 

that he delivers to his friend “an intire and clear heart; which,” he says, “shall ever when I am 

with you be in my face and tongue, and when I am from you, in my Letters” (no. 71, 212). In 

these instances, Donne clearly offers the letter as a substitute to his own bodily presence by 

emphasizing its role as a material representation of himself. 

Donne uses these metaphors of bodily presence in several of his verse letters, building 

upon more straightforward connections between letter and author to develop complex conceits 

that build social ties, yes, but also preserve Donne through his poetry and the social connections 

they represent and construct. The following chapter analyzes three of Donne’s verse letters 

(RWSlumber, MHPaper, and BedfCab) that employ rhetorical strategies meant to ameliorate the 

anxiety of absence through metaphors of bodily presence. In these letters we can see that Donne 

not only uses the metaphor of the letter as an extension of himself as a means to reaffirm bonds 

of connection and friendship, but as the means to a form of preservation and immortality through 

the fame of poetry. In RWSlumber, Donne uses a friend’s virtue as a kind of consolation just as 

he does in BedfShe, as discussed in chapter three. Only, in this case, Donne weaves a complex 

sequence of metaphors and conceits in which he attempts to console Rowland Woodward of 

disappointing news regarding Essex and Raleigh’s expedition where he insists that a friend’s 

virtue, which Donne offers Woodward freely, is as valuable as the material riches of an India. In 

MHPaper, Donne expands upon the conceit of the personified letter and addresses it directly, 

calling Magdalene Herbert’s letter cabinet a “nest” and a “heaven” in which the letter—and by 

extension Donne—can rest among other letters that represent the “noble ambitious wits” of 

Herbert’s epistolary circle (35, 36, 38). Herbert’s selection of Donne’s letter indicates, in this 

instance, not just acceptance and appreciation of a single poem, but the acceptance of Donne into 

a circle of patronage. The poem also blends the letter’s presence in the cabinet and Donne’s 

presence in Herbert’s literary circle with new insight into the circle itself as Donne is able to 

witness Herbert’s judgements of his peers through the personified letter’s reports. The most 

successful and sophisticated of these poems, BedfCab, sees Donne employ a similar metaphor as 

the previous poem, only in this instance the letter cabinet is not a literary coterie: instead, Donne 

extends this conceit in BedfCab to include a kind of immortality as Lucy’s letter cabinet becomes 
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a tomb in which he might inter his fame, which he likens to his immortal soul. The notion of 

immortality through fame is, of course, a standard trope of Renaissance English poetry—it is 

perhaps most famously represented in Shakespeare’s sonnet 18, where he writes of his poem, 

“So long as men can breathe or eyes can see, / So long lives this, and this gives life to thee” (13-

14), asserting that his beloved (and perhaps Shakespeare himself) will gain immortality through 

the poem and men’s reading of it. Yet, in Donne’s case, the metaphor has a material application 

and corporeal manifestation in the form of his letter and Lucy’s cabinet as the poem also 

indicates that his composition of the poem enacts a kind of preparation for death.  

In the examples that follow, Donne engages in poetic conceits that clearly represent the 

anxiety of absence Schneider describes as typical in Renaissance epistolary correspondence. 

However, the way in which Donne reconfigures many of these conceits and uses them to his 

advantage to do more than merely ameliorate a simple concern over bodily presence, elevates 

these verse letters to sophisticated social objects grounded in materiality and sociability. 

4.1 RWSlumb and the Letter as Bodily Presence 

Even when deploying those metaphors of presence mentioned above in their most common 

forms, Donne carries out an epistolary extension of the body with his characteristic Donnean wit 

in many of his verse letters. For instance, in a familiar verse letter to his friend Rowland 

Woodward, RWSlumb, most likely written in August of 1597,7 Donne writes:  

If as myne is thy life a slumber bee 

Seeme when thou readst these lines to dreame of mee: 

Neuer did Morpheus nor his brethren weare 

Shapes so like those shapes whom they would appeare 

As this my letter is like mee, for it 

Hath my name, words, hand, feete, hart, mind, and witt. (1-6) 

Donne begins the poem with the conceit that his life, in its current state as he waits for the fleet 

to regroup at Plymouth, is a form of sleep, and, if Woodward feels the same way, he can take 

Donne’s suggestion to act or “Seeme” as though he is dreaming as he reads the poem—this 

 
7 For a complete discussion of the date for this poem’s composition, see Donne Variorum 

5.846. Bald confidently dates the poem on account of its reference to disappointment regarding 

Guiana, and many scholars agree (287-89). 
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invitation to engage in a particular mode of thought while reading the poem is a rhetorical 

strategy that lets Donne guide his friend through the logic of the poem. This conceit will 

encourage Woodward to dream of Donne as though he is present because this letter resembles 

Donne more than even the gods of dreams—Morpheus and his brethren— resemble the shapes 

they take on to produce the theatre of our sleep. How can this be so? Just as in his prose letter to 

Lucy mentioned above, Donne tells us that the letter carries with it parts of himself: his name 

(his signature); his words (he has composed the poem); his hand (the poem is in his writing); his 

feet (the poem is in pentameter); and his heart, mind, and wit as the poem’s content delivers 

Donne’s own sentiments, thoughts, and the extended metaphors and conceits for which the 

Monarch of Wit is well known.8 Donne is also implementing a clever kind of doubling here: his 

letter is simultaneously like Morpheus, the god of dreams who takes the shape of people, and 

Donne himself. This claim not only ascribes a certain kind of power to Donne—he gives shape 

to a simulacrum of himself that surpasses even the gods—but also redefines the letter as a kind 

of living object itself, comparing it to two animate beings in Donne and Morpheus. 

Ramie Targoff hypothesizes that, even in this verse letter, Donne’s metaphor serves a 

greater purpose than the common trope of immortality through the fame of one’s poetry or 

simply fulfilling the need for a letter to address or reconcile the reality of one’s physical absence: 

Donne understands his writing of letters as a means to sustain his mortal life for as long 

as possible. But he also regards his verse epistles as possessing the potential for a certain 

kind of afterlife. This is not the same as his wishing, in a more traditional vein, that his 

name will survive him through his poetry, bringing him fame long after he is deceased. 

Instead, he imagines that his letters might somehow retain traces of his body and soul 

after they have been separated by death.9 

Targoff argues that Donne intends this letter “to conjure up his entire being—his actual hands 

and feet as well as his heart and mind. When he states to George Garrard that ‘our Letters are our 

 
8 See Ben Saunders, Desiring Donne: Poetry, Sexuality, Interpretation (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2006), 73, where Saunders says of Donne’s metaphors in RWSlumb, 

“they figuratively, legally, and, in the case of the portrait, visually represent the author and his 

feelings.”  See also, Muller, “‘My Selfe: The Hardest object of the Sight,’” 67, where Muller 

describes this poem in terms of “the poetic self (the self as it is inscribed into the poem by an act 

of form-giving).”  
9 Targoff, John Donne, Body and Soul, 47. 
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selves,’ he means this to be taken as seriously as possible.”10 For Targoff, the contents of 

Donne’s letter point beyond simple metaphor to the embodied, persistent presence of Donne’s 

body and soul in the form of the letter—an achievement that outshines the ephemeral shaping of 

images that Morpheus can conjure only temporarily during dreams.  Donne spends nearly half of 

this thirty-line poem continuing to establish the connection between himself and the letter in very 

concrete terms, and this embodiment lends greater force to the subsequent conceit of the letter as 

a will and testament written for Woodward. Donne calls the letter “my deede of guift, of mee to 

thee / It is my will, my selfe the legacee,” reaffirming the bonds of friendship between himself 

and Woodward by implementing a new metaphor that acknowledges the verse letter as a token 

that entitles Woodward to Donne himself (7-8). As John Shawcross and Ilona Bell note, a “deede 

of guift” is a document used to transfer property between the living, while a will is a departed’s 

means of transferring property upon death.11 There is an implication here, then, of an eternal 

ownership that Donne imparts to Woodward, who owns Donne both upon the receipt of the letter 

and beyond Donne’s death, and the letter, as a material instantiation of Donne himself, also 

presumably gives Woodward immediate access to Donne just as the poem suggests should 

happen as this “deede of guift” transfers immediate ownership. 

 Donne then begins to praise Woodward while expressing the significance of his 

connection with him as a means of access to Woodward’s own qualities and of traversing the 

distance between them through the letter. Donne’s sustained and involuntary physical absence 

from court life—he had not yet obtained a position as Thomas Egerton’s secretary and was, 

when writing the letter, waiting for the fleet to assemble at Plymouth—is distinct from 

Woodward’s voluntary retreats into contemplation, 

 So thy retyrings I love, yea envy, 

Bred in thee by a wise Melancholy 

That I reioyce, that vnto wher thou art 

Though I stay here, I can thus send my hart; (9-12) 

Where Donne’s life is a slumber because of continued absence from court, Donne praises 

Woodward’s “wise Melancholy” whereby he leads an active life but takes deliberate “retyrings” 

 
10 Ibid, 48. 
11 John T. Shawcross, ed., The Complete Poetry of John Donne (Garden City: Doubleday, 

1967), 218; Ilona Bell, ed., John Donne: Selected Poems (London: Penguin, 2006), 255. 
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in order to contemplate and meditate upon important subjects including, perhaps, the very letter 

Donne has written. This active contemplation is antithetical to the passive state of dreaming 

where one gives up control of their own thoughts, and Donne paradoxically asks Woodward to 

engage in an active meditation where he “seem[s]… to dreame” of Donne in the poem’s opening 

line. Donne cannot retreat to virtuous contemplation himself because he is not participating in an 

active life and, as a result, his melancholy cannot be wise. Yet, through this letter to Woodward 

Donne can engage in an approximation of the active life and a conversation with his friend 

despite their distance from one another. What is more, there is an irony here as Donne’s poem is 

itself a kind of contemplative “retyring” in which he deliberates the nature of poetry and virtue. 

Allen Barry Cameron describes the circumstances of the poem as “a springboard” for what he 

calls Donne’s “reflective state of mind,” and Donne’s mood as “reflective, meditative” and 

“musing” in this letter that, like all letters, is a “vehicle for self-revelation, meditation, even 

blatant confession.”12  So, Donne uses this letter as an opportunity for the kind of contemplative 

“retyringes” that he envies Woodward and the couplets cited above further develop the 

connection between Donne and Woodward as Donne shares his inner musings while also 

describing important differences in their circumstances and outlining Woodward’s virtuous 

character as a contemplative friend with “wise Melancholy.” 

 Donne completes his connection with Woodward in the first half of the poem by 

reaffirming that the letter contains his very heart and comparing the letter to the picture that one 

might send a lover: 

That I reioyce, that vnto where thou art 

though I stay here, I can thus send my hart;  

As kindly as any inamored Patient  

His Picture to his absent love hath sent. (11-14) 

In another conceit of presence, Donne rejoices in the ability of his letter to convey the sentiment 

of Donne’s own heart from afar before transitioning to the news of Guiana and the Spanish 

expedition and trying to ameliorate Woodward’s spirits through the imagery of virtue as the 

Indian riches of the microcosm of Man. 

 
12 Allen Barry Cameron, “Donne’s Deliberative Verse Epistles,” English Literary 

Renaissance 6, no. 3 (1976): 389-90. 
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Both Targoff and Carey gloss over the last half of this poem: Targoff’s interest in the 

poem lies strictly with the instantiation of the body in the letter as an artifact through its opening 

metaphor, and Carey’s theory of Donne’s “newsless letters” is hardly served by exploring the 

very real news delivered in the rest of the letter. Carey claims that “[s]o intensely personal a 

notion of what a letter entails…naturally deters the inclusion of non-personal items, and it is no 

surprise for us…to find Donne telling Woodward in the following lines that he has nothing of 

general interest to report.”13 But this poem is much more unified than either Targoff or Carey 

acknowledge, and Carey’s assertion neglects the conceit built around the “news” of Donne’s 

poem—that Donne and Woodward might soften the pains of their material loss by the riches of 

virtue that exist in every good man, and Donne shares his own virtue as a friend with Woodward 

through metaphors of bodily presence and corporeal instantiation in his letter. Carey does the 

poet a disservice by ignoring the important rhetorical maneuvering that takes place in the last 

half of the poem and the metaphorical relationships that Donne weaves between the 

contemporary news of the failed expedition to Guiana, virtue, the world, and Man as a 

microcosm of that world. Specifics surrounding Ralegh and Essex’s failed 1597 expedition to the 

Azores were indeed major news that Donne must have been eager to share. Walter Lim makes 

the case that this letter reports to Woodward that Queen Elizabeth has denied Ralegh and Essex’s 

request to attack Spanish colonies in Guiana.14 Instead, Elizabeth limited the expedition to the 

Azores Islands—a less ambitious and less dangerous target. Donne, waiting in Plymouth where 

the fleet is assembling, shares the news that “Guyanaes haruest is nipt in the Springe”—they 

have been denied its riches before even trying for them—though, “All news…sooner reach thee 

[Woodward] then me” because Woodward is presumably at court himself (18, 15). Donne likely 

hoped for an even greater success than Essex’s expedition to Cadiz that he had participated in the 

previous year, but this first disappointment of the Azores expedition would be one of many. As 

Mark Nicholls and Penry Williams explain, the endeavour seemed doomed from the start: “Beset 

by foul weather, incompetence, and deep divisions among the senior officers, the enterprise was 

a fiasco.”15  Indeed, the expedition saw no major success militarily, failed to seize the Spanish 

 
13 Carey, “John Donne’s Newsless Letters,” 63. 
14 Walter Lim, The Arts of Empire: The Poetics of Colonialism from Raleigh to Milton 

(Newark: University of Delaware Press, 1998), 75. 
15 Mark Nicholls and Penry Williams, “Ralegh, Sir Walter (1554-1618), courtier, 

explorer, and author,” in The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. Sir David Cannadine 
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treasure fleet returning from the Americas, and the fallout from this expedition marked the end of 

Ralegh and Essex’s fragile alignment and the beginning of Essex’s fall from grace. The 

expedition was thus a major event in England and Donne’s news is a major disappointment to 

ambitious courtiers hoping to capitalize on the potential opportunities a successful expedition to 

Guiana might offer. In this letter, Donne is commiserating with and consoling Woodward over 

the loss of these opportunities as Queen Elizabeth has already limited the expedition’s scope, and 

Donne capitalizes on the rare possibility that he, through his service on the expedition, might be 

able to deliver a new development to Woodward who, according to the letter, normally has the 

advantage of hearing news first.  

Donne employs lines 15-28 in the poem for another, more significant purpose as well: he 

establishes a connection between the disappointing news, colonial aspirations, and virtue that 

allow him to go on to present Woodward with a means of consolation based in friendship. After 

informing Woodward of the Queen’s decision, Donne sets up his next poetic conceit and sustains 

a thematic unity within the poem when he asks, “if (as all th’All must) hopes smoake away, / Is 

not Almightie Vertue’an India?” (27-28). Here, Donne offers a consolation for the 

disappointment of the lost riches of Guiana by suggesting that alternative riches might be found 

within the “India” of that virtue discovered in friendship. In lines 29-32, Donne introduces 

another metaphor, linking the failed expedition to a connection between India and Virtue that 

utilizes the human body’s status as a microcosm of the world as its focal point: 

If men be worlds, there is in every one  

Some thing to answere in some proportion 

All the worlds riches: And in good men, this 

Vertue, our forms forme and our soules soule is. (29-32) 

Donne thus connects the opening and close of the poem and likens his “name, words, hand, feet, 

heart, minde, and wit” contained in this letter to “All the worlds riches” represented through the 

metaphor of a man’s body. The repetition of “forms forme” and “soules soule” imitate the 

“Shapes soe like those Shapes” at the beginning of the poem and strengthens the rhetorical 

 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). See Nicholls and Williams’s entry for an overview of 

the expedition and its consequences. For the same, see also Paul E. J. Hammer, "Devereux, 

Robert, second earl of Essex (1565–1601), soldier and politician," in The Oxford Dictionary of 

National Biography, ed. Sir David Cannadine (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). 
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connection between the letter, Donne himself, and the metaphorical riches—his virtue which 

“answere[s] in some proportion / All the worlds riches”—Donne offers Woodward as a 

microcosm of the world. Donne, presumably a good man, has sent R. W. his “heart” in the form 

of this letter and he has made it such an image of himself that he conveys to Woodward his own 

“Vertue,” which is the “forms forme and soules soule” of each person (32). In other words, the 

rhetorical maneuvers Donne makes throughout the poem enable him to share the most intimate 

part of himself—his soul’s own soul—as Donne’s sentiment that “allmighty Vertu” may be “an 

India” and that man is a microcosm of the world allows him to convey a friend’s gift of virtue to 

Woodward as Donne shapes his letter in his own image (28). 

These lines employ the same imagery of India and the colonial language that features in 

Donne’s love poetry as well. In “The Sunne Rising” (SunRis), the speaker challenges the Sun to 

“Looke, and to morrow late, tell mee, / Whether both the’India’s of spice and Myne / Be where 

thou leftst them, or lie here with mee” (16-18). Likewise, in “To His Mistresse Going to Bed” 

(ElBed), the speaker claims his beloved as his “America,” “new-found-land,” “kingdome,’ and 

“Emperie” (26-28).The speaker in each of these poems aspires to be a conqueror and colonizer of 

these territories who lays claim to “India’s” and “Empirie” as colonized lands become a 

metaphor for a man gaining access to a woman’s body. While other empires led the way in 

colonizing both East and West Indies, England’s development was still largely aspirational in 

this regard and Donne imagines himself as taking on that role in a poem where the fantasy of 

colonization and sexual desire merge for English readers whose monarch denies both as a 

virginal queen. Donne uses this same image of a riches-filled India again as a metaphor for virtue 

between friends in BedfShe, where he elevates the relationship between Lucy and the Lady 

Markham as an exemplar of true friendship (see chapter three). In that poem, however, the 

opening metaphor represents each friend as a double of the other and the subsequent metaphor of 

two Indias comes to represent each woman’s virtue.16 Donne writes “Shee was all spices, you all 

mettalls; soe / In you two, wee did both ritch Indies knowe” (33-34). Lady Markham was her 

own Indies, but in her death—as the rest of the poem suggests—both Indies have come to reside 

in Lucy. In this instance, as in his verse letter to Woodward, the metaphor of these rich lands 

 
16 While we may distinguish between India and the Indies today, in the Renaissance the 

term Indies were used to refer to lands in either the Western or Eastern hemisphere, not just the 

islands thereof. 



 
 

107 
 

stands in for a form of new riches present in friendship. In these solemn circumstances, however, 

that virtue returns to its natural home in the departed’s counterpart. 

One interesting aspect of these metaphors of India as Donne depicts it in these three 

poems is the gendered dynamics provoked by the image of plundering lands such as India in 

relation to the body and notions of exchange. In his love poems, Donne’s speaker must be the 

active agent and conqueror staking claim to the female body as a potential colony. In BedfShe, on 

the other hand, where both agents of exchange are female, the virtue of the metaphorical Indias 

exists in a relationship of equal power that returns to Lucy upon the death of Lady Markham. In 

RWSlumb, the dynamics of fraternal friendship require Donne to make himself the “India” that 

he gives to his dear friend, Rowland Woodward, in a metaphor one step removed in the form of 

his letter, a physical manifestation of himself that contains each part of Donne from his “hand[s 

and] feet” to his “wit” and “Vertue.” 

Lim reads this poem as being primarily about possession, and he sees Donne’s “conceit 

of man as a little world” as “an argument for possession” where “[i]f man is a world unto 

himself, then the wealth of that world also belongs to him.”17 But Lim claims Donne’s message 

is one of national ownership rather than private consolation: “[a]s far as Donne is concerned, this 

wealth belongs to the English and not to everyone else on the globe” and “[t]he queen’s refusal” 

is to Donne “a disruption of Christ’s divine mandate to spread the Good News to the entire 

world.”18  For Lim, “Donne’s poem proceeds to offer a response to the queen’s lack of support 

for the building of colonies by asserting that ‘Virtue’ is an equal and compensating wealth. 

Virtue is a colony (‘an India’) in itself.”19 Lim’s contention that RWSlumb presents Woodward 

with Donne’s disappointment in Elizabeth’s decision and man’s acting as a microcosm of the 

world gives him the right to riches of the world has some merit, but he ultimately neglects how 

the conceits in this poem interact with one another. Donne claims that “ther is in euery one / 

Somthing to’answer in some proportione / All the Worlds riches” and that “in good Men this / 

Vertu our formes forme, and our Soules Soule is.” (29-30, 31-32). Donne’s supposition that 

“Men be Worlds” and that the “allmighty Vertu” of that microcosmic world is “an India,” creates 

important implications for the “deede of guift” and “will”—the letter itself—that Donne 

 
17 Lim, The Arts of Empire, 75. 
18 Ibid, 75-76. 
19 Ibid, 76. 
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describes in the poem. (28-29, 7-8).  Because this letter is rhetorically framed as being 

indistinguishable from Donne—it is as like him as the god of dreams is to the shapes he takes—

and contains his qualities in “name, words, hand, feete, hart, mind, and witt,” through it 

Woodward receives the consoling riches of Donne’s virtue via his guarantees of friendship but 

the physical letter itself also acts as a kind of microcosm of Donne (6). In other words, RWSlumb 

casts Donne as a shaper as powerful as Morpheus, a god of dreams, and Donne’s verse letter to 

Woodward delivers an extended metaphor in which he transforms that letter into his own form. 

Through this conceit Donne is able to give Woodward the gift of Donne’s own virtue as reified 

in the human body turned letter and communicated through the metaphor of the body as a 

microcosm of the world, where the heart and soul correspond to India and virtue its riches 

contained therein. Elizabeth’s decision concerning the expedition may be disappointing, but at 

least Donne and Woodward still have each other as the reciprocal nature of friendship implies 

that Donne can count on the same consolation of his friend’s virtue in compensation for the loss 

of his prospects as a soldier. 

Other verse letters from Donne to Rowland Woodward support this reading as well. In 

both “Zealously my Muse doth saluete all thee” (RWZeal) and “Muse not that by thy mind thy 

body’is led” (RWMind), Donne compacts this association between letter writing, the body, and 

Virtue when he employs the trinity of “body, mind, and Muse” (RWZeal 4). Where we would 

typically expect the soul, Donne proposes the Muse because, as he says in RWMind, the Muse is 

“the Soules Soule / of Poets” (8-9). In Donne’s ongoing poetic discourse with Woodward then, 

the “Soules Soule” is “Vertue” in good men and, by law of transitive relations, as “Poets” whose 

“Soules Soule” is “the Muse,” Donne and Woodward’s Muse is, in fact, Virtue. Donne’s entreaty 

to Woodward to “joyne then thy Muse with myne, / For myne is barren thus devorc’d from 

thyne” contains the same sentiment as his famous verse letter to Henry Wotton where he says, 

“letters mingle Soules” and “But for these [letters] / I could ideate nothing” (RWZeal, 11; 

HWKisses, 1, 3-4). To “joyne” Muses is another way to describe the mingling of souls made 

manifest in the exchange of letters as material artifacts that contain, communicate, and transfer 

the “Virtue/Muse/Soul” of their senders. 

We see that Donne considers this relationship between materiality and the body true not 

merely of his own verse letters, but of his correspondents’ as well. In his letter to Woodward, 

“Kindly’I envy thy songs perfection” (RWEnvy), Donne opens the poem with the lines “Kindly’I 
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envy thy songs perfection / Built of all th’elements as our bodyes are…” and ends it with the 

rhyming couplet, “Oh  I was dead: but since thy song new life did give, / I recreated even by thy 

creature live” (1-2, 13-14). Donne applies the same metaphorical corporality to Rowland’s 

poetry as he does to his own verse letter in the opening lines and, where Donne’s verse letter 

mentioned above conveys an “India” in the form of “Almightie Vertue” (RWSlumb 32), 

Rowland’s poem is a “Delicious garden where all sweetes are sowne” (RWEnvy 3). Each of the 

poems provides a spiritual resource that can sustain the reader and both depend on metaphors of 

bodily materiality. Just as the absence of Wotton’s letters in HWKiss could cause Donne to 

“wither in one day,” the material metaphor of RWEnvy shifts to a real, perhaps even spiritual, 

form of sustenance in Donne’s final lines as Donne claims that he “was dead” but has been 

“recreated even by thy creature” (HWKisses 5, RWEnvy 13-14). John Shawcross notes that the 

opening word of Donne’s verse letter, “Kindly,” is actually a pun playing on its etymological 

relations to the word “kin,” claiming “the song as a child of Woodward’s mind.”20 The poem is 

Woodward’s child also in that it has parts of him within it and contains “all th’elements” just as 

Woodward’s own body does. Donne is “recreated” by Woodward’s poem as the physical letter 

manifests his friend’s virtue, conveyed through the inspired writing of his “Soules Soule,” the 

“Muse” contained in the verse letter. 

In many ways, the first half of RWSlumb is typical of the rhetorical strategies Schneider 

describes in response to the anxiety of absence. Donne identifies the verse letter as a 

metaphorical manifestation of his bodily presence in order to reaffirm his friendship and 

intimacy with Woodward before moving to the letter’s “proper” content, the latest news. But 

Donne is able to strengthen his connection to Woodward through the news in this letter, rather 

than it detracting from their bond as Carey suggests. Instead, Donne is able to leverage the news 

of lost riches into a reflection upon the riches of virtue that the pair share through friendship and 

that Woodward has access to as the recipient of Donne’s bodily presence as part of his “legacee” 

as manifested through the verse letter itself. A “legacee” that, as Targoff intimates, goes beyond 

the simple rhetorical strategies of attempting to achieve immortality through the fame of one’s 

poetry to the notion that the letter as an artifact retains traces of both body and soul.21 Because of 

these connections, this letter presents multiple, complex layers of compensation and consolation 

 
20 Shawcross, The Complete Poetry of John Donne, 206. 
21 Targoff, John Donne, Body and Soul, 47. 
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for both members involved: the message and news of the letter replaces Donne and Woodward’s 

conversation, the material letter and its metaphors make up for Donne’s absence, and the virtue 

of one’s friend consoles both author and recipient as compensation for the lost riches of Guiana.  

4.2 The Letter and the Cabinet in MHPaper 

Donne maintains the straightforward metaphor of the letter as a physical instantiation of the body 

in the following letters but builds upon that metaphor by incorporating metaphors that employ 

the letter cabinet as their vehicle. In his 1604 verse letter to Magdalen Herbert, “Mad Paper Stay” 

(MHPaper), Donne expands the metaphor of the letter as an extension of himself to the idea of 

the Cabinet as an image of his patron’s literary circle. Magdalen Herbert, eventually Lady 

Danvers and mother to the poet George Herbert, was at this time a widower with many children 

and in charge of running her deceased husband’s estate,22 and, though Herbert and Donne would 

eventually become close friends, MHPaper dates to the early stages of their friendship where 

Donne clearly seeks entrance into her social circle.23  Through his metaphor of the letter cabinet 

as a stand-in for Herbert’s social circle and his clever conceit of apostrophe where he addresses 

the letter directly, Donne is able to construct a narrative in which his hope for the letter itself 

mirrors Donne’s own aspirations as a part of Herbert’s circle. 

Donne begins the poem by shifting the typical dynamic and focus of an epistolary poem 

by addressing the letter directly as the poem’s recipient and deeming it as unworthy:24 

 Mad paper stay and grudge not heere to burne 

 With all those sonnes whom my braine did create, 

 At least ly hid with me, til thou returne 

 To rags againe, which was thy natiue state. (1-4) 

 
22 Cristina. Malcolmson, “Herbert [née Newport, second married name Lady Danvers], 

Magdalen (d. 1627), estate manager and patron,” in The Oxford Dictionary of National 

Biography, ed. Sir David Cannadine (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). 
23 While their initial acquaintance begins as early as 1600, Milgate suggests that Herbert 

and Donne’s close friendship likely begins in 1607 (251), and Grierson, Hayward, and Coffin 

cite 1604 as a likely date for this verse letter. 
24 The conceit of addressing the letter directly was fairly common in Renaissance 

England. The premise may be in imitation of Horace’s Epistle 1.7, in which he addresses the 

letter’s muse and asks it to convey a message to the letter’s recipient. 
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Participating in a common opening refrain with roots in the classical tradition, Donne devalues 

his own poetry and suggests that it should either burn with all his other failed works or stay 

hidden away until it decomposes, lost to time; however, Donne, or at least Donne as this poem’s 

persona, quickly changes his mind and bids the letter “Yet thou wilt goe! goe, since thou goest to 

her,” claiming that the letter will, at first, die under Herbert’s “perplexing eye” before being 

miraculously restored by her “warme redeeming hand” and growing from a “saples leafe” to 

“Her creature glorified” (10, 13, 17-20). Here, the mention of Herbert’s hand insinuates a kind of 

physical presence, of touch, and so of closeness, if not intimacy. These lines delineate a 

relationship that has a clear hierarchy in which Donne’s letter, and by implication his very 

person, depends upon the touch of Herbert’s hand and an election for a kind of redemption. 

Upon that restoration of the letter, which has benefitted from the grace of Herbert’s touch 

(and potentially her selection), Donne redefines the relationship of the poem to its recipient, 

identifying Herbert with “a mother which delights to heare / her early child mispeake half uttered 

words” and subsequently grants the poem an audience by reading it (21-22, 24). Donne then 

shifts focus from the idea of the letter’s quality to the cabinet as a metaphor for the coterie and 

the letter’s potential future as a selected member of that cabinet based upon its praise for Herbert 

and her wit, virtue, and honour (30). Donne sets Herbert’s cabinet as the ideal destination for the 

letter: 

 Who knows thy destiny? when thou hast donne 

 Perchance her cabinet may harbour thee 

 Whither all noble ambitious wits doe runne, 

 A nest almost as full of good as she. (33-36) 

In this stanza, Donne plays on the dual meaning of a “cabinet” as both a case for letters and “a 

small chamber or room; a private apartment,”25 describing the letter’s aspirational final 

destination as that place towards which “all noble ambitious wits doe runne / A nest almost as 

full of good as” Mary herself. And a second pun on Donne’s own name suggests a doubled 

reading of “Who knows thy destiny? When thou hast donne / Perchance her cabinet may harbour 

thee”: as an address to the letter, the word “donne” suggests the poem’s completion of its task 

and its potential resting place in the letter cabinet. But as a poem from Donne to Herbert, the 

 
25 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “cabinet n.3.” 
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phrase “when thou hast donne” shifts to its double meaning of “when thou hast me in your 

private circle.” In this image, the cabinet is both literally where Donne wants his letter to find its 

way and the chamber where Donne himself wants to be as he engages with Herbert’s coterie both 

literally and socially.  

Finally, Donne notes that the ultimate purpose of sending the letter to this cabinet is not 

to spy upon Herbert and the other members of her cabinet, but to better know whom to love: 

 I bid thee not doe this to be my spy, 

 Nor to make my selfe her familiar: 

 But so much doe I loue her choice, that I 

 Would faine loue him, that shall be lou’d of her. (49-52) 

Donne intends his letter to witness Herbert’s selection process and aid him in knowing her 

choice so that Donne himself might know to love those rightly loved by Magdalene. The final 

image of “Mad paper stay” then is simultaneously one of selected letters residing in a cabinet of 

curated writing and the metaphorical image of a private coterie residing in a room of “noble 

ambitious wits” carefully chosen by Magdalene Herbert herself. Donne defines his patronage 

relationship not only by a connection to the right patron, but a sociability among and with the 

right community of “noble ambitious wits” which a proper patron will cultivate. And in the case 

of Herbert, this coterie was a collection of some of Donne’s closest friends, including Jonson.26  

 Donne’s poem to Magdalen Herbert creates a material image that imitates the social 

circumstances he is trying to engineer: the sociability of documents—Donne’s letter among 

letters from others in Herbert’s letter cabinet—mirrors where Donne himself wants to be: within 

Herbert’s coterie cabinet among those already within her circle. This access validates his place as 

a poet while elevating his insight and understanding of the social dynamics at play—how Herbert 

selects her favourites —in his patron’s literary circle. 

4.3 This Metaphor Can Lead to Immortality through Fame (BedfCab)  

In his verse letter to the Countess of Bedford, “That I might make your Cabinet my Tombe” 

(BedfCab), Donne employs the image of the letter cabinet as part of his reflection on the 

miraculous features of death and resurrection while contemplating materiality and composition 

 
26 For more on this coterie dynamic, see Garth Bond, “Ben Jonson, Coterie Poet,” 

Modern Philology 107, no.3 (2010): 380-99. 
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in the letter. This is one of the many letters written to Lucy, Countess of Bedford, and scholars 

have suggested different contexts for its composition: BedfCab’s discussion of death, sickness, 

and resurrection leads Robbins to suggest Easter 1612 as a possible occasion for the poem.27 

Others, including Shawcross and Bell, use the same reasoning to attribute the letter to the time of 

Donne’s sickness in 1608.28 In any case, many editors and scholars agree on 1608-1612 as a 

tentative date range for the poem, meaning Donne wrote BedfCab well after his friendship and 

patronage with Lucy had already been established. Some manuscripts title the poem as “Epitaph” 

while others provide “To the Countesse of / Bedforde” as a heading. Many manuscripts also 

break up the poem after line six and some of those which do contain a subheading that indicates 

that while the first six lines are directed to Lucy herself, the rest of the poem is “To All.”29 

Despite the presence of this break in some manuscripts, there is a clear connection between the 

opening lines and the rest of the poem: themes of death, preservation, and legacy run throughout 

and bodily presence preoccupies both sections. 

Donne begins this verse letter with a metaphorical reconfiguration of the letter cabinet 

that transforms the coterie chamber of MHPaper into a tombe that acts as a final resting place for 

Donne’s fame. The opening lines of the poem outline this metaphor: 

That I might make your Cabinet my Tombe 

And for my fame, which I loue next my soule, 

Next to my soule provide the happiest roome, 

Admitt to that place this last Funerall scroule. 

Others by Testament giue Legacyes, but I 

Dyinge, of you doe begge a Legacy. (BedfCab 1-6) 

Donne, who loves his fame (his legacy and recognition among his peers, patrons, and a broader 

public as a writer) next only to his very soul, desires it to reside in Lucy’s letter cabinet, “the 

happiest roome” for that legacy next only to Donne’s own soul, which is the ideal place for it 

except that, as we shall see in just a few lines, Donne’s soul will be in danger of becoming a 

 
27 Robin Robbins, ed. The Complete Poems of John Donne (London and New York: 

Routledge, 2013), 718.   
28 Shawcross, ed. The Complete Poetry of John Donne, 248; Ilona Bell, ed. John Donne: 

Selected Poems. 
29 See Donne Variorum, 5.359 for a summary of the manuscript tradition and 365 for the 

critical apparatus breaking down which manuscripts provide which headings. 
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“worme-eaten carkas,” therefore Lucy’s cabinet can better preserve that fame (14).30 Again, 

“Cabinet” takes on a double meaning: it acts as both a tomb—where one would expect Donne’s 

body might rest—and the actual letter cabinet that he hopes might serve as a final resting place 

of his letter, an object that acts as a material instantiation of Donne’s body just as it does in so 

many of his other letters. This letter becomes Donne’s “Funerall scroule” and the means by 

which he paradoxically begs an inheritance from Lucy upon his own death rather than (as would 

normally be the case) Donne, the deceased, leaving her, the survivor, a legacy. In just six lines, 

Donne’s metaphors and reversals see the letter containing Donne’s fame taking the place of his 

body as it enters the tomb and acting as his “last Funerall scroule” while the “Cabinet” acts as 

that “happiest roome” and “Tombe” for Donne and his letter. Meanwhile, Donne references his 

soul as that which he loves most and the preferred residence for his fame before pointing towards 

its potential destruction.  

Donne expands upon his unique circumstances in the lines that follow, explaining that he 

will not even have an epitaph as the poem transitions from a discussion of the rituals surrounding 

death (funeral scrolls, will and testament, legacies, etc.) to the material realities of the grave: 

My Fortune and my choice this Custome breake, 

When we are speechles growne, to make stones speake 

Though no stone tell thee what I was; yet thou 

In my Graues inside see what thou art nowe, 

Yet th’art not yet soe good: till vs Death lay 

To ripe and mellowe there, w’are stubborne clay: (7-12) 

The lines above continue Donne’s paradoxical reversals in this poem as he acknowledges that his 

fortune and choices have prevented him from having an inscribed tombstone to mark his name 

and identity after his death. When Donne dies, there will be no epitaph to describe him. Instead, 

Donne’s grave will act as a memento mori that confronts Lucy with a depiction of herself as she 

will know by peering into that grave that she remains but “stubborne clay” until she too dies. 

 
30 Milgate (271) and Smith (1971, 558) both read “Next to my soule” as augmenting 

“provide the happiest roome,” suggesting that Donne’s soul already resides with the Countess, 

but there is no explicit mention of this. Instead, I take the phrase as having the same meaning as 

“next my soule” on the preceding line (i.e., Donne’s soul is the happiest room for his fame). 

Granting Milgate and Smith’s reading, Donne is placing his hopes for immortality as both a 

human being and a poet in Lucy’s care. 
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Donne then moves to an alchemical conceit, wherein “Parents make vs earth, and soules dignify / 

Vs to be glasse; heere to growe gold we ly” (13-14) In other words, our parents bestow us our 

bodies, our divine souls turn those earthly bodies into glass vessels, and Death sees those bodies 

undergo a final purification or alchemical reduction back into that purest element of gold.31 In 

these lines Donne continues to play with a complex set of relationships and metaphors in which 

his body exists as “clay” and “earth,” but also the “letter” which metaphorically enters the 

“Cabinet” which is his “Tombe” as a “Funerall Scrolle”—a Tomb-Cabinet that serves as a new 

resting place for Donne’s fame, which is also contained in the letter. Each of these connections is 

an ameliorative response to anxieties of absence and death that attempt to preserve Donne’s fame 

and person through his connection to Lucy. 

 In the final lines of the poem, we see Donne return to the rhetorical strategy of the letter 

as a physical manifestation of the body originally discussed in relation to Schneider: 

 Whilst in our soules sinne bred and pampered is,  

Our soules become worme-eaten carkases. 

 Soe we our selues miraculously destroy 

 Here, bodyes, with lesse miracle, enioy 

 Such priviledges, enabled heere to scale 

 Heav’n, when the Trumpets ayre shall them exhale 

 Heare this, and mend thy selfe, and thou mend’st me 

 By making me, beinge dead, doe good to thee 

 And think me well compos’d, that I cold nowe 

 A last sicke houre to syllables allowe. (15-24) 

In this passage, Donne first presents the paradoxical idea that Sin turns our souls into “worme-

eaten carkases” as humans “miraculously destroy” their souls just as one would expect bodies to 

decompose. Next, he points out that the resurrection of the body and its ascension to heaven at 

the Last judgment is a lesser miracle by comparison. Donne calls Lucy to hear this message, 

emphasizing that if Lucy attends to his exhortation and “mends” herself, she will mend Donne as 

well as he will have done good posthumously by contributing to her spiritual enrichment. 

Throughout this memento mori of a verse letter we see a shift as the metaphor of the body, 

 
31 For a fuller unpacking of how this alchemical metaphor works, see W. Milgate, Satires, 

Epigrams, and Verse Epistles, 272-73. 
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usually meant to address an anxiety of absence, instead addresses an anxiety concerning death by 

reaffirming faith as it depicts both Donne’s body and spirit as prepared for death and presents a 

“well compos’d” epitaph in the form of this verse letter to the Countess.32 

Donne’s associations between cabinets and materiality are not limited to his epistolary 

poems, however. In some ways this extension of the cabinet metaphor foreshadows how Donne 

in his sermons would eventually subvert another metaphor of the cabinet that extends and 

contextualizes his fascination with physical presence as well. In his article, “‘All this Seed 

Pearl”: John Donne and Bodily Presence,” Blaine Greteman describes how Donne unexpectedly 

reconfigures the metaphor of the cabinet of curiosities in his 1627 wedding sermon to Lady Mary 

Egerton. Whereas preachers such as Edward Calamy commonly deployed the popular metaphor 

of the cabinet and jewel as representative of the body and the soul, Donne instead subverts this 

metaphor in his own sermon and “makes the body the rare, startling jewel that God goes to 

extreme lengths to preserve” as Donne remarks that God will miraculously return each precious 

piece of the body—each likened to the different curiosities found in the cabinet—to its 

appropriate place and condition in the cabinet at the Resurrection.33 Greteman asserts that the 

importance of bodily presence at the resurrection is two-fold: it is both an assurance that one’s 

full identity will be present in heaven and the key property that elevates human beings above 

even angels, who are all spirit, and places them next to Christ in Heaven at the Resurrection.34 

Given that the body plays such a key role in Donne’s conception of humanity’s place in the 

divine order, it makes great sense that he would shift the metaphor of the cabinet to “not merely 

invert the image, but offer[s] a complete reassessment of the body’s value” and that he dwells 

upon bodily presence so much.35 Just as Donne changes and extends the metaphor of the cabinet 

in his verse letters to go beyond addressing the anxieties of physical presence and coterie 

acceptance to reconciling body and soul with the anxiety of death through notions of fame and 

immortality, in this sermon he subverts the typical metaphor of the cabinet from that of a body 

 
32 Shawcross, Smith, Bell, Robbins, and Milgate all point to the double meaning of 

“composed” as both Donne’s own readiness for death and a reference to the letter’s poetic 

composition. 
33 Blaine Greteman, “‘All this Seed Pearl’: John Donne and Bodily Presence,” College 

Literature 37, no. 3 (2010): 38. 
34 Ibid, 40. 
35 Ibid, 38. 
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containing the soul to the miracle of the reconstitution of the body at the Resurrection as a means 

to emphasizing the importance that the body and physical presence play in Mankind’s place 

above the angels.  

BedfCab employs the metaphor within a secular view of immortality dependent upon the 

material artifact as carrying the identity and bodily presence of the poet. The sermon presents a 

related metaphor as part of a religious conceit that assures the presence of the body—and its 

associated identity—as an essential part of the Resurrection. 

4.4 Conclusion 

In these poems we see the evolution of a commonplace conceit—the letter as the embodiment of 

its sender—into a complex metaphor that goes beyond merely addressing the anxiety of absence 

Schneider describes as typical of Renaissance correspondence. RWSlumb demonstrates just how 

agile Donne can be in his deployment of even the most straightforward of these metaphors as a 

series of connections sees the letter deliver consolation to both Woodward and himself in light of 

disappointing news. MHPaper extends the basic metaphor of the letter as body to the letter 

cabinet as a coterie chamber in a conceit that constructs a sociability of documents that reflects 

Donne’s own desires for social preferment with Herbert as a patron. In BedfCab, Donne uses the 

metaphor of the letter cabinet as part of a rhetorical strategy to address a different kind of anxiety 

of absence from that Schneider describes: rather than treating the letter as a cultural artifact 

representative of the author’s presence, Donne makes the cabinet into that “happiest roome” in 

which he envisions not only the means to be included in the coterie of his literary patrons, but the 

very “Tombe” in which he and his work might be immortalized through fame via the careful 

selection of those patrons and the perpetuation of his poetry.  

These three verse letters and the other writings mentioned above demonstrate Donne’s 

nuanced navigating of Renaissance anxieties regarding epistolary correspondence as a substitute 

for face-to-face communication and the many complex metaphors of bodily presence that he 

employs to both soothe that anxiety and bolster his friendships while working towards the 

connected aim of building patronage relationships and preserving his own legacy. The sociability 

of these letters as material artifacts that connect Donne to his recipients is never far from his 

mind and he takes every opportunity in these poems to draw his readers’ attention to that reality. 

When we consider that Donne made such an effort to emphasize these social and material 
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features of his work, it likewise makes good sense that editors ought to present these verse letters 

in such a way that frames those same features as essential to the understanding of these poems.  
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5. Donnean Sociability in The Manuscript Context 

 

Beyond the immediate socio-literary contexts of Donne’s verse letters in the classical framework 

of friendship theory or the culture of epistolarity, these poems also exist as material witnesses 

within manuscript artifacts with specific material contexts. And, while Donne was not in control 

of these contexts, he was aware of them as a means of literary distribution, and examining early 

modern manuscripts and how their compilers organized Donne’s poetry in relation to other 

writing can provide insight to specific instances of Renaissance reader perceptions and reception. 

Often, when we think of John Donne in manuscript, even in verse miscellany, we think of an 

example like the Westmoreland Manuscript from the Berg Collection of the New York Public 

Library (NY3), a compilation of works by a single author, in this case Donne, which is carefully 

compiled and curated by someone interested only in the works of that author. However, these are 

not the circumstances in which we find many extant witnesses of Donne’s poetry, and these other 

manuscript contexts, especially the different conditions and motivations behind verse miscellany 

collection, can cue us to different facets and readings of Donne’s works that emphasize coterie, 

political, and other social contexts for his verse letters.  

The sociability of manuscripts—the many relationships and connections one can discern 

between poems and other works by examining the arrangement, curation, and circulation of 

poems within a manuscript or set of manuscripts — is an important aspect of sixteenth and 

seventeenth-century literary culture that can inform new readings of long-studied texts. The 

cases below demonstrate how we can complement our reading of the verse letters with evidence 

of the practices and perceptions of a seventeenth-century audience by exploring the social 

contexts of their circulation in manuscript. Though this material context removes Donne’s verse 

letters (and even some occasional poetry) from its original, often more intimate context, these 

documents, much like the letters they contain, present and construct the human social worlds of 

their compilers. That is, the choice of texts in a manuscript can often represent a social network 

of readership, and the poems and other writing present in a document often have an intertextual 
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relationship as well.  The case studies in this chapter come from manuscripts with organizing 

principles that are clearly based in socioliterary and political motivations, and readings of 

Donne’s verse letters in this context emphasize the social function of these poems and their value 

as literary artifacts of social exchange. 

5.1 Manuscripts and Donne Studies 

That manuscripts can contain valuable context and relevant information for the texts they contain 

is not a new idea: for nearly four decades, scholarship in manuscript studies has been developing 

a framework for the value of manuscript contexts separate from their use as witnesses in textual 

editing, especially so in Donne studies. The contributions of the scholars discussed below 

demonstrate a trajectory towards, and even instances of, the methodologies, concepts, and 

perspectives used in this chapter. 

Arthur Marotti conducted an extensive study of many of Donne’s manuscripts as part of 

his monograph John Donne, Coterie Poet, where he emphasizes the importance of analysing 

Donne’s poems as “coterie social interactions” instead of “literary icons,”1 and he expands upon 

that foundation in Manuscript, Print, and the English Renaissance Lyric.2 Marotti contributes 

important general assessments of the manuscript tradition that intimate potential compiler 

rationales or motivations based in social considerations. In particular, Marotti makes a distinction 

between what are essentially manuscript editions devoted to a single author (e.g., NY3) and 

miscellany collections that gather the poetry and prose of various authors according to a variety 

of organizing principles and motivations. And while the poems of Donne—the most popular 

English Renaissance poet in early seventeenth-century manuscripts—appear in both kinds of 

manuscript, there are many more miscellany witnesses of his poetry than manuscript editions, 

and those manuscripts often feature Donne’s poetry “alongside the related work of John Hoskins, 

Sir Thomas Roe, Sir Henry Wotton, and others from the social circles to which he belonged.”3 

Marotti also performed in depth analysis of specific manuscript contexts for Donne’s 

poems and their relationship to specific coteries or circumstances. For instance, he sees the 

paucity of early witnesses of La Corona and Donne’s Holy Sonnets as being “due to Donne’s 

 
1 Arthur Marotti, John Donne, Coterie Poet, 19. 
2 Arthur Marotti, Manuscript, Print, and the English Renaissance Lyric. 
3 Marotti, Coterie Poet, 12. 
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careful restriction of their circulation” and argues that the Burley manuscript’s close connection 

to Donne’s friend Sir Henry Wotton makes its “juxtaposition of poets,” many of them friends or 

at least “socially connected” to Donne, useful evidence of the poems’ “coterie character.”4  

 Marotti leverages Donne’s manuscript context in his elaboration of the coterie nature of 

Donne’s verse that informs the framework of his reading of many of Donne’s poems. His 

approach reframes the study of manuscripts not just as textual witnesses but as evidence of how 

others, particularly those in coterie circles, may have perceived Donne’s verse, and Marotti then 

produces literary analysis and readings informed by that new perspective. Scholars such as Lara 

Crowley, Joshua Eckhardt, Michelle O’Callaghan and Daniel Starza-Smith follow suit in this 

New Historicist line of inquiry in their own research. Of particular interest to this chapter is 

Marotti’s work on the political context of Bodleian MS Don. C 54 (O9) and his contextualization 

of the circulation of political and libellous verse at the Inns of Court.5 For instance, Marotti 

establishes the fall of Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex, as one of the most prominent focuses of 

Elizabethan manuscript miscellanies.6 These insights make clear the need to consider the 

organizing principles in many miscellany manuscripts as well as Donne’s characterization within 

O9. 

The most significant contribution of Ernest W. Sullivan’s extensive research on 

manuscript contexts and their implications, at least in the context of this dissertation, is his 

concept of the “monoscript” and the notion that there may be multiple “authoritative” texts of a 

single work. In his article, “The Renaissance Manuscript Verse Miscellany: Private Party, 

Private Text,” Sullivan develops the concept of manuscript as “monoscript,” with the Dalhousie 

manuscripts (Texas Tech University, Lubbock, PR 1171 DR14 and PR 1171 S4, discussed 

below), in mind. For Sullivan, certain seventeenth-century manuscripts constitute a monoscript: 

an artifact that, rather than containing a random miscellany of texts, has instead “its specific, 

private, experiences informed by a single vision.”7 He demonstrates that the Dalhousie I 

 
4 Ibid, 17, 18. 
5 Marotti, Manuscript, Print, 36-37, 93-98, 150. 
6 Ibid, 95. 
7 Ernest W. Sullivan, “The Renaissance Manuscript Verse Miscellany: Private Party, 

Private Text,” in New Ways of Looking at Old Texts: papers of the Renaissance English Texts 

Society, 1985-1991 ed. W. Speed Hill (Binghamton: Medieval and Renaissance Texts and 

Studies, 1993), 290. 
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manuscript is such a monoscript and, moreover, that the “specific, private, experience” it 

contains is drawn from and compiled in the context of the social circle surrounding the Essex 

family and their allies, of which Donne was a member.8 Sullivan’s concept of the monoscript 

encourages textual scholars to move beyond establishing a single, authoritative version of a text 

and instead invites readers to consider manuscripts as containing multiple, alternative, 

authoritative versions—“texts created in a specific set of circumstances for a specific set of 

readers or even a single reader”—the understanding of which depends upon the “circumstances 

of composition” and context of these private texts.9 In this chapter, I engage with Sullivan’s idea 

of the monoscript, framing my literary analysis of Donne’s verse through select manuscript 

contexts.  

 Harold Love’s scholarship focuses on manuscripts relevant to musicology, but Love 

makes important contributions to the study of the social context and production of manuscripts 

more generally, and draws attention to important social considerations for all scholars 

conducting manuscript studies.10 In particular, Love interrogates scholarly notions of the term 

“publication” not merely as the production of materials in print, but the transition from “a private 

realm of creativity to a public realm of consumption.”11 This new definition allows Love to 

explore the different modes of scribal publication and its motivations, raising important 

distinctions regarding manuscripts as products of different kinds of production. In his article 

“Scribal Texts and Literary Communities,” Love establishes the “social context of compilation” 

the concept of the “significant shape” that defines a manuscript’s production.12 Love engages in 

“analysis of the collection as a communal construct” and builds upon and adapts this notion from 

scholarship on medieval poetry, claiming that there is even greater significance to these 

communal creations in the seventeenth century because “manuscript publication became a matter 

of choice rather than necessity and was normally undertaken with the explicit aim of restricting 

texts to a small group of the like minded.”13 This chapter uses Love’s theories of the social 

 
8 Ibid, 291. 
9 Ibid, 296. 
10 Harold Love, “Scribal Texts and Literary Communities: The Rochester Circle and 

Osborn b. 105,” Studies in Bibliography 42 (1989): 219-35. See also, Harold Love, Scribal 

Publication in Seventeenth-Century England (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993). 
11 Love, Scribal Publication, 36. 
12 Love, “Scribal Texts,” 223. 
13 Ibid, 224. 
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nature of manuscripts to inform the implications of selection for the interpretation of Donne’s 

poems in specific manuscript contexts. 

Michelle O’Callaghan builds upon the work of Marotti, Sullivan, and Love in her article, 

“Collecting Verse: “Significant Shape” and the Paper-Book in the Early Seventeenth-Century.”14 

O’Callaghan performs a study of the organizing principles behind manuscript miscellany 

compilation and incorporates the work of medievalist Julia Boffey to make the distinction 

between miscellany and anthology for her case studies.15 O’Callaghan contextualizes and 

provides the “significant shape” Harold Love describes in her discussion of two manuscripts that 

serve as case studies in this chapter. Discussed in detail below, O’Callaghan’s work in situating 

O9 and O30 as monoscripts situated around the figures of Robert Devereux, second earl of 

Essex, and Lucy Russell, Countess of Bedford, is fundamental to my interpretation of Donne’s 

verse letters in this chapter. 

Daniel Starza-Smith’s scholarship emphasizes the contexts of sociability and personal 

relationships for understanding certain of Donne’s verse letters and other poetry. Starza-Smith’s 

John Donne & the Conway Papers: Patronage & Manuscript Circulation in the Early 

Seventeenth Century entails an in-depth study of one particular manuscript witness of Donne’s 

works that investigates the biographical, socioliterary, and historical contexts of its production.16 

While Starza-Smith is primarily interested in the details of the Conway family, their papers, and 

their relationship to Donne, his line of inquiry results in the revelation of details that lead to 

broader understanding of how we might read Donne and his work.17 For instance, Starza-Smith 

contextualizes and clarifies the close relationship between the poems AltVic and Goodf, and 

correspondents Goodere and Donne, providing clear biographical and textual evidence that the 

poems were written in the same year and that an ongoing spiritual dialogue between Goodere 

and Donne influenced the themes and language of Goodf as “Goodere played a role in its 

composition, as an auditor and respondent to the ideas within it, and as an inspiration for its very 

 
14 Michelle O’Callaghan, “Collecting Verse: ‘Significant Shape’ and the Paper-Book in 

the Early Seventeenth-Century,” Huntington Library Quarterly 80, no. 52 (2017): 309-24. 
15 Ibid, 310. 
16 Daniel Starza-Smith, John Donne and the Conway Papers: Patronage & Manuscript 

Circulation in the Early Seventeenth Century (Oxford: OUP, 2014). 
17 Ibid, 2. 
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particular language.”18 The case studies below emulate just such an approach to reading Donne’s 

poetry and verse letters. 

Joshua Eckhardt reads Donne’s poetry in the context of libraries and documents as social 

spaces and how they relate to other texts around them. In Manuscript Verse Collectors and the 

Politics of Anti-Courtly Love Poetry, Eckhardt compiles extensive evidence from Donne’s 

manuscript contexts, arguing that a genre of anti-courtly love poetry and grounding his research 

in the important role of verse collectors in compiling manuscript verse miscellanies and the 

various approaches of the production of such manuscripts. As Eckhardt explains:  

Together these manuscript verse collectors offer a history of early modern English poetry 

that differs considerably from those recorded in print, whether in their own time or since. 

For instance, they circulated several examples of the English Petrarchism well known to 

students of the period; but they gave especial emphasis to its counterdiscourses.19 

Eckhardt demonstrates these counterdiscourses of anti-courtly love poetry through readings 

informed by scribal curation and compilation of early modern manuscript verse miscellanies. 

Likewise, in The Religion Around John Donne, Eckhardt examines miscellanies that contain 

Donne’s poetry and prose by investigating how the religious material that surrounded Donne’s 

writings in the sixteenth century interact with and affect the function of those writings. Eckhardt 

also employs a similar practice in his research on seventeenth-century private libraries, looking 

at the other books, miscellanies and writings in the collections of individuals and families 

associated with Donne, those who collected Donne’s works, and even Donne himself.20   

Eckhardt draws on scholarship by Geoffrey Keynes and Hugh Adlington that reconstructs 

Donne’s library to inform his ideas about Donne’s own religion. Eckhardt reconstructs the 

religious, rather than coterie, contexts of Donne and his contemporaries in seventeenth-century 

England and his work reveals important contexts for Donne’s poems such as how Donne’s verse 

sits alongside documents related to the persecution of Catholics and Puritans by the Elizabethan 

state in the library of Thomas Egerton and his descendants. While this chapter does not deal with 

examples of English Petrarchism or anti-courtly love poetry, it discusses similar manuscript 

 
18 Ibid, 250, 244-52. 
19 Joshua Eckhardt, Manuscript Verse Collectors and the Politics of Anti-Courtly Love 

Poetry (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 4. 
20 Joshua Eckhardt, Religion Around John Donne (University Park: Penn State University 

Press, 2019). 
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contexts among Donne’s verse, and I, like Eckhardt, pay special attention to the literary 

environment in which verse collectors placed Donne’s verse epistles and other poetry in order to 

discern how these specific contexts can inform our reading of his verse as social texts associated 

with and situated in relation to one another. For instance, the narrative sequence of Donne poems 

Eckhardt identifies in the Rosenbach manuscript (in this case constituting Donne’s anti-courtly 

response to the courtly love poetry associated with Sir Walter Ralegh) provides a precedent for 

my own exploration of manuscript contexts as sites for reading Donne’s poetry.21 Eckhardt’s line 

of inquiry into compilers of manuscript verse and his argument that “collectors' distinctive ability 

to cultivate relationships between texts,” is both an important model and foundational premise 

for this chapter.22  

 While Marotti, Starza-Smith, and Eckhardt build upon manuscript studies and codicology 

as a means of expanding our grasp on the coterie or religious context of Donne’s composition of 

verse and prose, Lara Crowley bridges bibliographical and literary methodologies in the study of 

Donne, examining four manuscript contexts as a means of revisiting questions of reader 

reception and attribution as well as producing new readings of many of Donne’s works, 

including his Metempsychosis and Paradoxes and Problems.23 For instance, Crowley builds 

upon Neil Fraistat’s concept of “contexture,” which Crowley herself describes as “the 

arrangement” of a document itself “and each poem’s relationship to its surrounding verse” to 

make a case for reading Metempsychosis as a topical political satire.24 Though Crowley does not 

focus on Donne’s verse letters and she explores the social contexts of manuscripts from a 

primarily political perspective, her approach of gleaning new readings of Donne’s poetry through 

the texts, contexts, and paratexts of manuscripts containing Donne’s work is a fundamental 

methodology I have incorporated into this chapter. 

This chapter is not a comprehensive study of the textual tradition of the verse letters or 

even, necessarily, of the manuscripts discussed. The editors of the Donne Variorum have already 

completed the former and the latter is beyond the purview of this dissertation. Rather, this 

chapter consists of two case studies of manuscripts that illuminate the various social and material 

 
21 Eckhardt, Manuscript Verse Collectors, 54. 
22 Ibid, 8. 
23 Lara Crowley, Manuscript Matters: Reading John Donne’s Poetry & Prose in Early 

Modern England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018). 
24 Crowley, Manuscript Matters, 44. 
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contexts of Donne’s verse letters and related poetry and revisits Donne’s relevant verse with a 

focus on these specific contexts in order to underline the need for readings and editorial practices 

that prioritize a framework of sociability for Donne’s poetry. Each case study in this chapter 

explores a slightly different manuscript context and its subsequent implications for Donne’s 

verse: Bodleian MS Rawlinson Poet 31 (O30) demonstrates how manuscripts act as an excellent 

context in which to analyze the different impacts of contemporary authors in the same literary 

coterie, in this case Donne and Jonson, and Bodleian Manuscript Don. C 54 (O9) is an example 

of how the selection and circulation of certain authors or poems may be politically more than 

aesthetically motivated. Both of these cases serve as examples of how social elements of 

manuscript production and circulation inform the presentation and readings of a poem in their 

early modern manuscript context. 

The first case study in this chapter is Bodleian MS Rawlinson Poet 31 (O30). O30 is an 

excellent example of a manuscript in which Donne has a considerable impact and influence on a 

literary community and, though he is never mentioned by name, certain of his poems in O30 

have a clear focus on the social dynamics of that community. O30 is a verse miscellany 

organized around the literary coterie and patronage of Lucy Russell, the Countess of Bedford, 

and the manuscript contains works that reflect both that coterie context and classical influences 

such as Horace, who established the Horatian verse letter form, which features prominently in 

the manuscript. Donne and others used the Horatian verse letter to appeal to patrons and navigate 

friendships within the context of the Court, and selections from the manuscript highlight this 

feature of Donne’s verse letters. 

O30 is also an excellent opportunity to compare Donne to his contemporary Ben Jonson 

as a means to better understanding Donne’s distinctly social approach to patronage. Jonson’s 

self-crafted persona as a poet contributes to his distinct position in the manuscript: he has a 

comparable number of works to Donne in the manuscript (a few more, actually) but, unlike 

Donne, his name appears in the manuscript multiple times as a recipient of verse letters from Sir 

John Roe. Jonson’s recognition is significant in a manuscript that otherwise names only classical 

authors, nobility, and royalty. In contrast, Donne’s poetry bears its influence in the manuscript in 

a different way: the only poem by the manuscript’s central figure, Lucy Russell, Countess of 

Bedford, begins with a line from Donne’s own poetry. Finally, this manuscript is an interesting 

case study because it features poems by both Donne and Jonson written around the same time 
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and on the same patronage occasion, the death of Cecily Bulstrode. Close readings of Jonson’s 

“Epitaph on Cecilia Bulstrode” and Donne’s “Elegie upon the Death of Mistress Boulstred” in 

the context of Lucy’s literary patronage illuminate important distinctions between these two 

poets: Jonson’s focus is on classical allusion and reconciling his own image in the eyes of his 

patron while Donne consoles Lucy through a conceit that disperses her loss among a shared 

grieving community. Though, strictly speaking, these poems are not verse letters, they share 

many of the same features of patronage epistles as semi-private poems written as part of an 

ongoing conversation (in Donne’s case, that conversation takes place through verse 

correspondence) with the author’s patron. The features of O30 mentioned above make it an 

excellent example of how a material context can implicate Donne as integral to a literary 

community, though not its most notable member.  

I then examine Bodleian Manuscript Don. C 54 (O9) as a collection of both verse and 

prose compiled by Richard Roberts, an individual who supported or was in the service of Robert 

Devereux, the Second Earl of Essex, and sought to gather materials related to the Earl and his 

downfall, defend the Earl’s position, and rebuke his rivals and enemies. In this context we find, 

among some other of his poems, Donne’s verse letters to Sir Henry Wotton, who once served as 

the Earl’s secretary, and the scribe’s attempts to characterize Donne’s place among the larger 

players surrounding the Essex rebellion in the titles to those verse letters. This context 

emphasizes instead the political purpose and nature of Donne’s verse letters in connection with 

his condemnation of country, court, and town. The result is a reading of Donne’s verse letters 

that highlights his struggles and anxieties as a courtier in his correspondence with friends.  

 These case studies build upon the important precedent established by other Donne 

scholars in reading manuscript witnesses as more than just a resource for the textual study of 

Donne’s writing. These documents can be a treasure trove of social context and reader reception 

that help us come closer to understanding the multiple perspectives from which Donne’s 

contemporaries read his poetry and showcase Donne’s poetic preoccupation with literary, 

patronage, and social communities, as well as his anxieties regarding Court corruption, flattery, 

and the political landscape. Especially in the case of Donne’s verse letters, which scholars and 

editors have historically condemned as “gauche” flattery and “neurotic and undignified” 
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poetry,25 we can find instead literary creations interacting with the other texts in a document in a 

form of sociability that provides compelling insight to the factors at play in the circumstances of 

their production and reception as well as demonstrate these works as poems of value in their own 

right. 

5.2 The Rawlinson Manuscript (Bodl. MS Rawl Poet 31) 

Bodleian Manuscript Rawlinson Poet 31(O30) is a folio verse miscellany of fifty-two leaves in 

the hand of the “Feathery Scribe” that collects the verse of multiple authors including William 

Strode, Sir John Harrington, Sir Walter Ralegh, Sir Henry Wotton, Edward and William Herbert, 

Thomas Campion, and Francis Beaumont. Also of note is the presence of the “Elegie on the 

Ladye Markham” by Lucy, Countess of Bedford (f. 39ar). However, the works of Ben Jonson 

and John Donne appear in this verse miscellany with the most frequency.  

As Joshua Eckhardt explains, drawing upon the scholarship of Peter Beal, the miscellany 

is an anomaly among the scribe’s work: it is 

unique among the more than 100 manuscripts that Peter Beal has attributed to this law 

clerk and professional scribe, most of which consist of political, historical, legal, or 

religious prose. Because it presents such an anomaly in the scribe's extant body of work, 

and since the miscellany shows ‘Feathery in full showcase mode,’ Beal convincingly 

suggests that a client commissioned the anthology. Again, Feathery may have offered 

texts or editorial suggestions to his client. Yet the customer surely helped to determine 

the content of his miscellany.26 

There are relatively few attributions in this manuscript and O30’s compiler seems to have been 

much more preoccupied with identifying individuals of influence than figures of literary talent: 

poets like Donne and his friends tend to go unmentioned while names that do appear are Lucy, 

the Countess of Bedford, Cecilia, Mistress Boulstred, Lady Markham, the Countess of Rutland, 

 
25 W. Milgate, Satires, Epigrams, and Verse Epistles, xxxiv; Patricia Thomson, “The 

Literature of Patronage, 1580-1630,” Essays in Criticism: A Quarterly Journal of Literary 

Criticism 2 (1952): 282. 
26 Eckhardt, Manuscript Verse Collectors, 18. For a comprehensive discussion of the 

Feathery Scribe, see Peter Beal, “The Feathery Scribe,” chapter 3 in In Praise of Scribes: 

Manuscripts and their Makers in Seventeenth-Century England (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 

58-108. 
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Sir Edward Herbert, Sir Robert Wroth, Sir John Harrington, and Queen Elizabeth.27 There are 

three notable exceptions to this rule: classical figures Lucan and Horace are identified by name, 

presumably because the value of their works is tied to the authority of their authors; and for 

reasons explored in more detail below, Ben Jonson’s name appears twice in the manuscript as a 

recipient of two verse letters likely by John Roe.28 This scarcity of attribution and the fact that 

the first attributed poem is entitled “Sir John Harrington to Queen Elizabeth” seems to be what 

caused a later reader and scribe to mistakenly title the entire manuscript “Sir John Harrington’s 

Poems / Written in the Reign of Queen Elizabeth” (ii, 3r).  

This verse miscellany is not merely a random collection of sixteenth and seventeenth-

century verse and translation, but a monoscript (to use Sullivan’s terminology), and O30 might 

best be described as a document focused on literary patronage more generally, and organized 

around the patronage circle of Lucy, Countess of Bedford, in particular. One feature that 

indicates this organizing principle is the way in which many works are titled as dedicatory works 

instead of merely songs, elegies, or poems. Even Jonson’s first epistle to Lucy in the manuscript, 

usually labelled “Ode Enthousiastike” or “Ode ενθουσιαστική” in print editions, has the title “To 

L. of C.” in this manuscript (20v).  O’Callaghan describes “[t]he stylistic and social coherence” 

of the manuscript: 

The type of poetry and the authors and addressees of the verse that Rawlinson collects 

invokes a social world and defines a milieu that was active at court and in London from 

the late 1590s to the 1610s. Sociality is one of the key intellectual structures that 

organizes the content and provides the anthology with its significant shape. A 

characteristic pattern of compilation places poets in relation to one another, and it is 

noticeable in the interlaced sets of poems by Donne, Jonson, Herbert, Sir John Roe, 

William Herbert, third Earl of Pembroke, Sir Benjamin Rudyerd, and Beaumont that 

structure the collection.29 

O’Callaghan goes on to explain that “the largest group of poems consists of verses addressed to, 

commissioned by, or closely associated with Lucy Russell, Countess of Bedford,” and explains 

 
27 See O’Callaghan, “Collecting Verse,” 322. 
28 Victoria Moul, Jonson, Horace, and the Classical Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2010), 77-79. 
29 O’Callaghan, “Collecting Verse,” 322. 
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the many complex, overlapping relationships between the authors, dedicatees, and recipients of 

the poems contained in the manuscript.30  

O’Callaghan presents a strong case that O30’s core organizing principle is the literary 

coterie of Lucy Russell, but this organizing principle also highlights the importance of two poets 

in that coterie. O30 acts as an excellent opportunity to develop an understanding of the particular 

style of Donne’s patronage relationships in contrast to a counterpart like Jonson through a 

reading of the pair’s key poems to Lucy, Countess of Bedford contained in the manuscript.  As 

O’Callaghan explains,  

If Bedford was at the epicenter of this network, then Jonson and Donne can be seen as 

nodal points strengthening the ties of other poets, such as Roe and Wotton, with Bedford. 

The anthology, at least in part, therefore appears to record a scribal network constellated 

around the countess and active from around 1601, at the end of Elizabeth’s reign, to 

around 1610.31 

Donne and Jonson are significant figures within O30 then and reading their poems within the 

context of the Countess’s literary patronage and in relation to other works included in the 

manuscript (e.g., Jonson and others’ classical translations) gives us an understanding of the 

distinct approaches of each poet. 

Donne’s relationship with the Countess of Bedford in O30 is a prime example of the 

patronage system in action. Even though the works of many friends to whom Donne wrote 

poems appear in the manuscript, none of Donne’s verse letters to them appears there. Eleven of 

Donne’s poems appear in the manuscript, several of them patronage verse letters and occasional 

elegies. In these poems Donne praises Lucy as a patron and comforts her over her loss by 

reframing her grief as part of a communal sorrow that she shares with her coterie, and Donne 

solidifies his place in that social circle by articulating the structure and nature of its loss to Lucy. 

O30 highlights how Donne’s featured verse epistles elevate Lucy Russell and affirm the 

relationship they represent within a verse miscellany that evinces the distinction between Donne 

and a colleague like Jonson. For instance, Jonson’s occasional poetry, particularly his “Epitaph 

on Mistress Bulstrode,” elevates its subject by claiming she does not merely imitate but 

surpasses classical goddesses—imitating classical models in order to surpass them, as we shall 

 
30 Ibid, 322-23. 
31 Ibid, 323. 
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see, is what Jonson aspired to and perhaps, therefore, the highest form of praise he can offer. In 

contrast, on that same occasion Donne’s poetry reveals an author much more concerned with the 

social dynamics between Lucy, the departed, and the community. 

 Ben Jonson’s writing features prominently in this manuscript, especially his classical 

translations: an eclectic gathering of his Songs to Celia, Odes, and other miscellaneous poems 

take up significant space in the first ten folios before the manuscript presents three of Jonson’s 

verse epistles and his translation of a speech from Lucan (16v-23v). The compiler also includes 

Jonson’s translation of Horace’s second Epode alongside a translated prose excerpt of Horace’s 

Epistle 18— a poem preeminently preoccupied with how to influence patrons and that Jonson 

may very well have translated himself elsewhere—as well as two verse letters by unknown 

authors that identify Jonson as the intended recipient (24r-25v).32 Given Ben Jonson’s 

involvement in the Countess’s coterie and his self-crafted image as an upholder of classical 

forms, his prominence in O30 makes sense. Jonson makes for an excellent comparison to Donne 

in this manuscript as a poet who intentionally modelled himself after Horace and tried to create a 

kind of literary coterie around himself in the form of the “Tribe of Ben.” In order to estimate 

Jonson’s effectiveness and Donne’s distinctly different place in O30, it is necessary to briefly 

summarize Jonson’s devotion to classical literature and imitation of Horace. 

5.2.1 Horace’s Epistle 18 in the Rawlinson Manuscript 

Much like Cicero, Quintus Horatius Flaccus played an important part in the educational system 

of Renaissance England and his works served as a model for Renaissance authors. Poets in 

particular could draw from Horace’s Ars Poetica, a nearly 500-line poem—a verse epistle 

addressed to his friend Piso—as a practical, albeit incomplete, guide for writing drama and 

poetry. Several translations and editions of this work were available during the Renaissance, and 

in his imitation of Horace, Ben Jonson meticulously translated the entirety of the Ars Poetica as 

part of an exercise in verse translation that lasted decades.33 

 
32 Victoria Moul. Jonson, Horace, and the Classical Tradition, 8, 173. See also 80-81 and 

194-199, where Moul argues convincingly that authorship of this translation of Epistle 18 likely 

belongs to Jonson (it is assigned as one of his Dubia in the latest Cambridge edition of his 

works) or his close friend, John Roe. 
33 Victoria Moul. “Translation As Commentary? The Case of Ben Jonson’s Ars Poetica.” 

Palimpsestes 20 (2007): 59-62. See also, Victoria Moul, Jonson Horace, and the Classical 

Tradition. 
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Horace’s Satires are a collection of satirical poems that serve as the model inspiration for 

many English Renaissance poets. Though they certainly contain social and cultural commentary, 

the Satires are milder than contemporary perceptions of the genre might expect and are often 

moralizing in their tone.34 Their preoccupation with virtue and morality is one of the reasons 

Horace’s Satires are categorized under his larger work of the Sermones, which also includes his 

Epistles, the epistolary poems that serve as the model for many of Donne and Jonson’s own 

verse letters. Indeed, scholars have noted the superficial distinction between these two 

subcategories of the Sermones and Linda Whybrew classifies Horace’s first book of verse 

epistles as satires (216).35 This is an important point of reference as Renaissance authors such as 

Donne and Jonson would have read Horace’s Epistles as a section of poems under the larger 

classification of Horace’s Sermones.  

The Horatian epistle, likely because of its familiar tone and relevant subject matter, 

enjoyed much more popularity in Donne’s time than its heroical counterpart, the Ovidian epistle. 

Questions of morality and virtue are central to many of Donne and Jonson’s verse epistles and 

satires, as are their own anxieties about patronage, and concerns about the vices of the court 

(though Donne sees no escape in either country living as Horace does, or in the town). Horace’s 

poems are the primary model for the familiar epistle in the Renaissance and the presence of 

Epistle 18 in O30 strengthens the thematic connections between that exemplar and its 

adaptations, themes that ultimately point towards the patronage relationship. 

The ways in which Renaissance authors incorporate the topoi, themes, and tone of 

Horace into their own work are not limited to the distinct boundaries of genre implied and stated 

in many modern editions of Horace. Horace employed a moralizing voice in both the Satires and 

the Epistles and spoke to relevant concerns — patronage, the corruption of the city (comparable 

to the Renaissance court), and the central question of virtue —for authors like Donne and 

Jonson, who explore these topics in their own poems.  

Jonson’s imitation, translation, and adaptation of Horace is well documented: over the 

course of his career, Jonson included speeches from the works of Horace in his plays, even 

 
34 For more on the problem of defining satire and the classical models of Horace and 

Juvenal, see Moul, Jonson, Horace, and the Classical Tradition, 94-98; see also K. W. 

Gransden, Tudor Verse Satire (London: Athlone Press, 1970). 
35 Linda Whybrew, The Relationships between Horace’s Sermones and Epistulae Book 1: 

“Are the Letters of Horace Satires?” PhD diss. (University of Canterbury, 2006), 216. 
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making Horace a key character in his Poetaster; he frequently borrowed titles such as Ode, 

Epode, Epistle, and Satire from Horace; he adapted conceits and imitated structures featured in 

Horace’s works; and Jonson faithfully translated many of Horace’s works into English verse.36 

Jonson’s efforts in emulating classical models is on full display in O30, and the translation of the 

latter portion of Horace’s Epistle 18 in the manuscript—a translation that Jonson himself may 

have authored—frames this emulation in light of Jonson’s patronage. 

Horace’s Epistle 18, addressed to his friend Lollius, is a letter advising the young soldier 

turned rhetorician how he might prosper as a courtier, a subject that aligns with O30’s 

preoccupation with patronage and relates to the other writings and authors within the manuscript. 

The epistle opens with a description of virtue as the mean between two extremes as Horace 

counsels his friend to be neither a “faithless dandy” nor to pass off “uncouth harshness” as 

“frankness of speech and true virtue” (XVIII.4, 6, 8).37 He continues, saying that making oneself 

a mime or slave through flattery is not worth a second life and virtue lies in the middle path. 

There are clearly echoes of Cicero’s own ideas on friendship from De Amicitia here, yet Horace 

is not as principled in his advice: he tells Lollius to “give in to the lenient orders of a powerful 

friend” and indicates one owes a certain amount of deference to one’s patron (XVIII.44-45).38 He 

warns Lollius that this is not some simple game, that “Sweet is the care of a powerful friend to 

the inexperienced man / but the experienced dread it,” indicating that underneath the pleasantries 

of patronage lie serious consequences (XVIII.85-86).39 Finally, Horace finishes the epistle with a 

prayer, saying of Jove, “may he give me life, grant me riches; I will prepare a peaceful soul for 

myself” (XVIII.112).40 In these conclusory lines, Horace acknowledges his reliance upon the 

gods (and perhaps patrons) for the material aspects of his existence but, as a stoic, takes full 

responsibility for his own peace of mind, modelling behaviour as a mentor for his young friend. 

 While the context of this entire epistle is important, O30 contains just over half (the latter 

half) of Horace’s verse. Still, the focus of the excerpt is clear: Horace advises Lollius to be 

 
36 See Victorial Moul, Jonson, Horace, and the Classical Tradition for a comprehensive 

study of Jonson’s imitation of Horace. 
37 Horace, Epistolas, ed. Tarsicio Zapien (Mexico: Universidad Nacional Autonoma De 

Mexico, 1986), XVIII.4, 6, 8: “infido scurrae”; “asperitas agrestis”; libertas dici mera veraque 

virtus.” 
38 Ibid, 44-45: “tu cede potentis amici / lenibus imperiis.” 
39 Ibid, 86-87: “Dulcis inexpertis cultura potentis amici; / expertus metuit.” 
40 Ibid, 112: “det vitam, det opes; aequum mi animum ipse parabo.” 
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careful “what, and of whom, and unto whomme thou speake” and to “Shunn an inquyrer” as he 

“will breake / The Seale of sylennes and an open eare, / never retaynes what trust exposeth there” 

(16v).  Horace also supplies extensive advice as to how to conduct oneself within a patron’s 

walls or, as the translator renders it, “In the Fayer Howse of thie Adored Frinde” (16v). One 

should not seek after the servant boys or maids of the house, lest they annoy the patron or waste 

their charity. Nor should one speak too readily to a patron on behalf of an acquaintance in 

trouble, lest you lose the ability to help a close friend in need (16v). Moreover, Horace speaks to 

the serious burden of engaging in patronage relationships and walking the careful line of courting 

an influential figure’s favour:  

Nowe for greate Frindshippes they are sweete and dear 

To men untraded, such as knowe them ffeare  

Them Lollyus, whilst there Barke is under sayle 

Mynde this, the wynde maye eyther Change or ffayle (17r).  

Here Horace compares the mercurial whims of a patron to the everchanging winds of the sea, 

advising Lollius not to take for granted how much his fortunes depend upon his patron’s mood. 

These and the other lessons Horace outlines for Lollius in Epistle 18 all point towards 

negotiating a patronage relationship. 

Horace’s Epistle 18 presents a distinctive lens through which to analyze the differences 

and similarities in the Countess’s relationships with Donne and Jonson in this manuscript 

context. As friends and members of the same literary circles, Donne and Jonson also competed 

for Lucy’s favour as writers in the Twickenham circle. Donne entered Lucy’s patronage later 

than Jonson but managed to retain her favour longer by practicing precisely the kind of advice 

Horace offers to Lollius in Epistle 18. Horace’s epistle is particularly relevant to Donne’s verse 

epistles that appear in this manuscript. All three are addressed to Donne’s most important patron, 

the Countess, and each is a carefully curated manifestation of the pair’s patronage relationship 

that attempts to walk the line between flattery and boorishness.   

One might expect that Jonson’s self-image as a new Horace and potential authorship of 

this translation of Epistle 18 would mean that he faithfully follows Horace’s advice and expertly 

navigates his relationship with his patron and her social circle. However, though Jonson entered 

Lucy’s circle relatively easily, he failed to observe “what, and of whom, and unto whomme” he 

speaks, alienating himself from Lucy with an ill-timed libel about her cousin that supposedly fell 
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out of his pocket (an incident discussed in more detail below). Jonson’s misstep was likely a 

symptom of his frustration at the patronage system.41 Jonson would make the same misstep again 

later in life, ignoring Horace’s sound advice in his Conversations with William Drummond.  

The differences in Jonson’s and Donne’s successes with patronage may have something 

to do with the pair’s priorities: Jonson saw himself first and foremost as a writer and curated his 

own image as one who was restoring classical models of writing and safeguarding literary 

integrity. Donne, on the other hand, had initially sought preferment for positions in court, serving 

as a secretary to Lord Keeper Thomas Egerton before being blacklisted by his father-in-law, 

George More, and eventually finding another vocation as Dean of St. Paul’s. Donne’s earlier life 

experience may have resulted in a more cautious approach to his patronage relationships than 

one finds in Jonson’s writings. Indeed, the large swathes in his life where Donne had to rely 

upon his friends for the survival of his family may have informed his relational approach to 

patronage that Jonson lacks. Still, the two were friends and certainly elevated one another as 

Horace recommends in Epistle 18.42 The pair’s mutual love for the Horatian epistle and the 

relevance of Horace’s own works and advice to their circumstances as seekers of patronage 

makes Epistle 18 an excellent frame of reference for examining the context of O30. It 

emphasizes Jonson’s devotion to classical literature, especially Horace’s works, and Donne’s 

self-aware navigation of his patronage relationship. In particular, Jonson’s translations are part of 

his much larger trend of devotion to developing an image of himself as a skilled author 

safeguarding the works of ancients. 

5.2.2 Jonson’s Patronage and Classical Imitation 

Ben Jonson was an exceptional Renaissance poet and dramatist for many reasons, not least of 

which because he proudly published his own works in print at a time when there was a stigma 

attached to making one’s living as a poet and printing one’s writing as a commercial 

endeavour.43 As part of those publications Jonson frequently made a point of crafting his own 

 
41 Victoria Price, “Troping prostitution: Jonson and ‘The Court Pucell,’” Nebula 4, no. 2 

(2007): 207-208. 
42 See Donne’s Amicissimo Meritissimo Ben Jonson and Jonson’s “To John Donne” 

[“Donne, the delight of Phoebus and each Muse”] for evidence of their mutual support. 
43 For a brief discussion of the nuances of the “stigma” of print publication in the 

Renaissance, see Steven W. May, “Tudor Aristocrats and the Mythical ‘Stigma of Print’” 

Renaissance Papers 1, no. 1 (1980): 11. See also Richard Helgerson, “The New Poet Presents 
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image as a writer who safeguarded poetry and drama from false imitators and poetasters. 

Moreover, he fashioned a version of himself as one uncompromisingly devoted to true classical 

forms over patronage and politics. In his translation of a speech from Lucan’s Pharsalia that 

appears in O30 immediately after the excerpt from Horace’s Epistles discussed above, Jonson 

writes, 

Just and Fitt Actions Ptolemy (hee saith) 

make manye hurt himself, a praysed Faith 

Is hir owne scourge… 

Look howe the stars from earth, or seas from flames 

Are distant, soe is profit, from just aymes” (18r). 

Here, Jonson relates some of Lucan’s ancient wisdom: that to follow a virtuous path will not 

benefit those who walk it but rather cost them dearly. This is perhaps how Jonson viewed his 

own endeavours as he wrote poems he identified as true to their classical models, and if a reader 

did not appreciate such poems, then it was their inability to recognize the Ancients in his verse 

rather than some failing of Jonson’s or a lack of innovation. And though some might think it 

ironic that Jonson financially benefitted from his “just aymes” through print publication, one 

might just as easily make the claim that printing these defenses and emulations of classical forms 

came with the “scourge” of an attached stigma for making poetry and drama his dedicated 

profession.  

Jonson makes it clear in many of his works that he considers hollow imitators of poetry 

and brazen courtiers a danger to the integrity and virtue of writing real poetry and drama in the 

tradition of classical models. In Jonson’s play, Poetaster, the character of Horace stands in as a 

representation for Jonson himself—a virtuous poet dedicated to his craft— and moralizes to the 

poetasters around him on the purpose and quality of good writing much like the actual poet does 

in his Ars Poetica (which Jonson translated into English as well) and Sermones. In Act III, Scene 

i, Horace must contend with Crispinus, a courtier type with an eye to social ascent who seeks to 

earn Horace’s favour by reciting verse of his own. Importantly, though he acknowledges 

 

Himself: Spenser and the Idea of a Literary Career,” PMLA 93, no. 5 (1978): 893-94, 902. In 

particular, Helgerson explores the subtleties of poetic standing and identity in Renaissance 

England with respect to Spenser and mentions briefly Jonson’s attempts to escape the constraints 

of the Petrarchan love poet as the dominant poetic identity in England by imitating a classical 

author to the point of becoming him (in Jonson’s case, the author is Horace). 
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Horace’s skills as a poet, Crispinus is quick to supplement his assessment of Horace’s value with 

reference to his social ties as he comments, “Mecaenas loves him. I’ll fall into his acquaintance if 

I can.”44  Crispinus corners Horace on the street and forces him to listen to his poetry. Horace 

tells the audience that he sees no value in Crispinus’s crude verse, “his lewd solecisms, and 

worded trash.”45 The scene continues to engage with patronage, poetry, and friendship as Horace 

attempts to escape Crispinus’s desperate efforts at acquaintanceship by claiming he must leave to 

meet with a sick friend. Crispinus refuses to let up despite Horace’s many hints that neither he 

nor his friend have any desire for friendship with him, and Crispinus finally gets to the point of 

what, precisely, he wants: 

Troth, Horace, thou art exceeding happy in thy friends and acquaintance; they are all 

most choice spirits, and of the first rank of Romans… If thou wouldst bring me known to 

Mecaenas, I should second thy desert well… Let me not live, but I think thou and I, in a 

small time, should lift them all out of favour, both Virgil, Varius, and the best of them, 

and enjoy him wholly to ourselves.”46 

Crispinus desires to ride Horace’s coattails to the top of literary favour but Horace quickly 

defends the virtue of his patron: 

 Sir, your silkness Clearly mistakes Mecaenas and his house,  

To think there breathes beneath his roof,  

Subject unto those poor affections  

Of undermining envy and detraction,  

Moods only proper to base grovelling minds.  

That place is not in Rome, I dare affirm,  

More pure or free from such low common evils.47 

Crispinus cannot enter the house of Mecaenas and his stoic coterie because he desires access for 

the very motivations which they detest. Ever the determined feckless social climber, however, 

Crispinus expresses that he should have no trouble accessing the house. When Horace 

sarcastically replies that Crispinus will batter down Mecaenas with words just as has happened to 

 
44 Ben Jonson, Poetaster, in Ben Jonson: The Complete Plays, 2 vols., ed. Felix E. 

Schelling (London: Everyman’s Library, 1964), .I.iii.252. 
45 Ibid, I.iii.254. 
46 Ibid, I.iii.256. 
47 Ibid. 
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himself, Crispinus responds once more with a line that expresses the corruption of favour and the 

court: “Nay, I’ll bribe his porter, and the grooms of his chamber; make his doors open to me that 

way first…”48 In this scene we can see the tension between a real poet like Jonson — one of 

supposedly higher artistic intention and literary integrity — and a poetaster like Crispinus. 

Horace, much like Jonson curates himself, has acquired the favour and friendship of Mecaenas 

by practicing virtue and writing sincere poetry. Crispinus, on the other hand, uses his poetry only 

as a means to social access. His verse has become a trifling commodity no different than the coin 

purse with which he intends to bribe the porter. In reality, this distinction was hardly ever black 

and white for even the best poets of the Renaissance. For instance, though Jonson and his 

contemporaries often praise Donne’s verse, scholars have levelled Crispinian accusations at his 

patronage epistles to Lucy, Countess of Bedford.49 But Jonson’s overt criticism of these 

poetasters insulates him from the same accusations. 

The encounter outlined in Poetaster is a detailed example of the sentiments Jonson 

expresses with greater brevity in his own poetry as well. In his epigrams “To All, To Whom I 

Write,” “To My Mere English Censurer,” and “To the Ghost of Martial,” Jonson expresses that 

only he faithfully recreates the epigrams of Classical authors and that other poets or readers who 

understand poetry only by contemporary models will not comprehend his work. He warns his 

readers in his epigram “To All, To Whom I Write” that they will not find the detailed titles and 

ranks of those addressed for “‘Tis ‘gainst the manners of an epigram: / And, I a poet here, no 

herald am” (3-4, 37).50 It is not merely that his poems are different either:  Jonson sees his poetry 

as a return to classical form, yes, but this classical form is accompanied by aesthetic judgments 

of perfection. He expresses as much in his epigram “To My Mere English Censurer,” where he 

claims, “To thee, my way in epigrams seems new, / When both it is the old way, and the true” (1-

2). Finally, Jonson does show some humility, though not to the living. In his epigram “To the 

Ghost of Martial,” Jonson humbly places himself beneath the founder of the classical model who 

“gav’st far nobler epigrams / to thy Domitian” in order to praise King James’s immunity to 

flattery (1-2). But even this humility seems contrived when placed in the context of Jonson’s 

 
48 Ibid, I.iii.257. 
49 See Introduction, 1-3. 
50 Jonson, “To All, to Whom I Write,” in The Complete Poems, ed. George Parfitt 

(London: Penguin, 1996). 
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other poems and plays: after all, it reinforces Jonson’s skillfully crafted image as a poet with an 

exclusive connection to his classical counterparts. 

Jonson’s peers acknowledge his dedication to classical models as well. Donne praises 

Jonson for his adherence to the “ancients” in his “Amicissimo et Meritissimo Ben. Ionson in 

‘Vulponem’”: 

 But these ancients are now ridden with cobwebs; 

 None may follow the ancients as you 

 Because you follow those who shall be made new by your reception… 

 To your predecessors, your talent and toil make 

 You equal… (5-7, 13-14).51 

Jonson and his close friends like Donne reinforced an important heritage of literary identity 

between themselves and the most famous Latin authors through both the praise of each other’s 

works and the modelling of their works —poems, speeches, correspondence, plays, and even 

translations — after the important Latin authors of their education. However, Jonson is distinct in 

his complete dedication to the Classical models whereas Donne’s poetry is often innovative as 

well as imitative. 

One cannot deny the irony that Jonson, one of few early modern poets who embraces 

stigmatized commercial publication, is an ardent gatekeeper keeping vigilant watch against 

lowbrow poetasters motivated by greed or social rank. Unlike his poetaster Crispinus, social 

advancement and financial gain are only a happy perk of his pursuit of the ‘true’ models of 

literature. Yet the support of fellow writers like Donne who hail Jonson for his faithful recreation 

of the Latin authors and the following Jonson gathered in the Tribe of Ben point to an authentic 

pursuit of the values he claims. It is perhaps no surprise then, when one considers Jonson’s 

notoriety for close adherence to classical models, that his poetry in O30 appears alongside his 

translations of one of Lucan’s speeches and Horace’s second Epode, as well as an anonymous 

excerpt of Horace’s Epistle 18. Jonson’s role in O30 is the product of his engagement with 

classical models and careful self-promotion conflicting with literary patronage. 

 
51 Donne, “Amicissimo et Meritissimo Ben. Ionson in Vulponem,” 5-7, 13-14: “Hic sed 

sunt veteres araneosi; / Tam nemo veterum est sequutor, ut tu / Illos quod sequeris novator 

audis… / Priscis, ingenium facit, laborque / Te parem;” 
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Jonson’s allegedly uncompromising voice and supposed unwillingness to compromise his 

literary vision to accommodate readers also grates against certain fundamental requirements of 

the patronage system and Jonson’s resistance to compromise led to a conflict with the influential 

Cecilia Bulstrode. Bulstrode (1584-1609) was Lucy Russell’s cousin and a close member of her 

literary coterie who wrote at least one surviving poem of her own and received multiple 

dedicatory poems. Upon her death in 1609 from an unknown ailment, many authors wrote 

elegies and epitaphs in Bulstrode’s honour. In the case of his own poem on the death of 

Bulstrode, Jonson was also trying to repair a damaged patronage relationship. Jonson had written 

an earlier poem, “Epigram on the Court Pucell,” that slandered Bulstrode, and, as a result, his 

“Epitaph for Cecilia Bulstrode” is also attempting to make amends for those insults.  As Victoria 

Price explains, Jonson’s “Epigram on the Court Pucell” is a literary censure of Bulstrode and 

likely Jonson’s reaction to being excluded from Bulstrode’s “News” circle as the first line 

suggests.52 It is unclear why Bulstrode excluded Jonson, especially when she included many of 

his friends and colleagues (e.g., Donne, Sir Thomas Overbury, and Sir Thomas Roe), but 

Jonson’s retaliation was fierce and had dire consequences. Jonson reacted to this exclusion with 

an unapologetic libel that attacks Bulstrode—an influential attendant to the Queen and his 

patron’s cousin—through a trope that likens her to a prostitute. In that poem, Jonson calls 

Bulstrode’s character, especially her chastity and piety, into question. The very term “pucell” 

denotes a prostitute and Jonson describes Bulstrode as forcing herself upon a muse “with tribade 

lust” (7); he also claims that Bulstrode will ride two miles to church merely to show off her attire 

(15-18) and condemns her “bawdry language” (27).  

The untempered reaction on display in his epigram demonstrates that Jonson failed to 

take Horace’s admonition to “take often heed / What, and of whome and unto whomme thou 

speake,” to heart and certainly experienced his “praysed Faith” as its “owne Scourge” when the 

 
52 Price, “Troping Prostitution,” 211-12. For more on the circumstances of the “News” 

circle and Jonson’s rejection, see “Introduction” in James E. Savage, ed., The ‘Conceited Newes’ 

of Sir Thomas Overbury and His Friends: A Facsimile Reproduction of the Ninth Impression of 

1616 of Sir Thomas Ouerbury His Wife (Gainesville, FL: Scholars’ Facsimiles & Reprints, 

1968), xiii-lxxix. Savage suggests that Bulstrode’s circle and the “Newes” that they produced 

were part of “an elaborate courtly game which occurred in the early years of the reign of King 

James I” organized by members of the court of a higher social status than Jonson (though Savage 

suggests Donne himself was permitted to participate), and much of Jonson’s epigram describes 

the circumstances of this exclusive circle’s game (xxiii-xxix). 
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backlash from such a poem designed to justly defend his value as a poet caused him to fall out of 

favour with the Countess of Bedford.53 Jonson’s lack of caution is particularly relevant if, as 

Jonson claims, the poem was stolen out of his pocket while he was drunk, and he may not have 

learned his lesson given that William Drummond also tells readers that Jonson read “Verses on 

the Pucelle of the Court Mistress Boulstred” to him.54 

Whatever behaviour his literary integrity might have inclined him toward, Jonson did 

eventually attempt to reconcile with Lucy and express some contrition after the death of Cecilia 

Bulstrode in 1609 via his “Epitaph for Cecilia Bulstrode” It is this poem, and not Jonson’s 

“Epigram on the Court Pucell” that appears in O30, with only the word “Epitaph” to note its 

purpose. It directly precedes Sir Edward Herbert’s epitaph for the same woman, though that 

poem bears its author’s name. In the epitaph, Jonson retracts all his insults from the earlier poem 

and pays special attention to the qualities of piety and chastity that he had focused on in his 

epigram: he calls Cecilia a virtuous virgin within a corrupt court—“a virtue alone / To fill an 

epitaph”— and notes that she could have taught the virgin goddess Cynthia modesty or Pallas 

Athena, goddess of wisdom, language (3-4, 6-7). And this may not have merely been Jonson 

capitulating upon his earlier principles: he notes in a letter to George Garrard that accompanies 

the epitaph that he wished he had been able to talk to Cecilia while she still lived in order to clear 

up the conflict, implying that he had never wished for his epigram on her to be widely read (and 

perhaps not read at all).55  

Jonson’s exchange with Bulstrode highlights his struggle as a poet to adhere to the 

classical models he deeply valued while operating within a system of patronage that often gave 

power to those who might more willingly compromise those models in favour of panegyric 

verse. Jonson’s “Epitaph” demonstrates his concerted effort to navigate his role as a courtier 

within the constraints of his dedication to classical authors and allusion and its presence in O30 

alongside Donne’s own verse dedicated to the same occasion is an excellent opportunity to 

compare these two poets. 

 
53 Ibid, 220-21. 
54 Ibid, 220, 213. 
55 Ibid, 220-21. 
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5.2.3 John Donne’s Presence in the Rawlinson Manuscript 

Though O30 provides a frame for Donne’s poems and verse letters within important contexts 

such as his various friendships within a literary coterie and the influence of Horace’s own 

epistles, the majority of his poems in this manuscript— and all of his verse letters and occasional 

poems in O30—pertain to Donne’s relationship with a single patron, Lucy Russell, Countess of 

Bedford. 

The significant differences between Donne and Jonson’s representation in O30 also 

reflect their distinct relationships with Lucy, an important context that informs readings of their 

poetry. Donne entered into Lucy’s service later than Jonson, after having spent many long years 

unsuccessfully seeking a court appointment on account of George More’s initial censure after 

Donne’s elopement with More’s daughter, Anne.56 Donne was in a very different position from 

Jonson while seeking the Countess of Bedford’s favour: he had long been without any real 

employment and had perhaps learned a lesson about the cost of idealism as he follows Horace’s 

advice to the letter while navigating his patronage relationship with Lucy. For instance, we have 

evidence in his prose letters that Donne took special pains to ensure that the Countess did not 

learn about his desire to gather and publish his letters with the intention of dedicating them to the 

Earl of Somerset.57 More generally, Donne is always careful to negotiate his relationship with 

Lucy in a way that defers to her as an individual of high status. As an example, in his verse letter 

BedfWrit, Donne apologizes for his delayed response by claiming that he could do no right. For, 

on the one hand, to respond immediately seems to commit an insincere act of simony, seeking 

preferment rather than responding with a curated and well thought out poem. On the other hand, 

Donne writes, “not t’have written then, seemes little lesse / Then worst of civill vices, 

thanklessnesse” (3-4). Though scholars have criticized the literary quality of Donne’s patronage 

poems to Lucy, they did get results. Donne seems to have ascended within the Countess’s circle 

relatively quickly and the evidence suggests a relationship of exchange within which Donne even 

read and evaluated Lucy’s own poems, an uncommon occurrence between a patron and their 

client. Donne writes to Lucy, 

 
56 For a more comprehensive exploration of Jonson, Donne, and their relationship to 

Lucy Russell, Countess of Bedford, as her clients see Jennifer Taylor, Lucy, Countess of 

Bedford, 162-208, 275-340.  
57 See Davies, “Prose Letters,” no. 147, 393-394, and relevant commentary on 396. 
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Happiest and Worthiest Lady, — I do not remember that ever I have seen a petition in 

verse. I would not therefore be singular, nor add these to your other papers. I have yet 

adventured so near as to make a petition for verse, it is for those your Ladyship did me 

the honour to see in Twicknam garden, except you repent your making; and having 

mended your judgment by thinking worse, that is, better, because juster, of their subject. 

They must needs be an excellent exercise of your wit, which speak so well of so ill: I 

humbly beg them of your Ladyship, with two such promises, as to any other of your 

compositions were threatenings; that I will not show them, and that I will not believe 

them; and nothing should be so used that comes from your brain or breast.58 

Though we have no proof that he was successful in procuring more poetry from the Countess, in 

this letter we see Donne continuing to foster a reciprocal literary relationship with her, asking her 

for verse because she has already deigned to show Donne some of her poetry in person within 

the safety and privacy of her Twickenham estate. Donne leverages this opportunity to continue 

such a relationship and makes a point of promising his discretion and praising Lucy’s wit. 

O30 carries the imprint of Donne’s special relationship with Lucy and, though Donne’s 

influence in the manuscript may not be as conspicuous as Jonson’s, it is perhaps more integral to 

the manuscript as a whole. Only one poem by Lucy herself makes it into O30, titled there as 

“Elegie on the Lady Markham by L. C. of B” (39ar).59 Lucy’s elegy—a forty-two line poem 

scholars once thought to be one of Donne’s own—is a touching lament for a departed friend, 

very likely Cecilia Bulstrode, that bears Donne’s influence throughout.60 That Donne left his 

mark upon the work of his patron and one of the most influential women in Jacobean England, 

and that Lucy’s elegy engages with Donne’s own poetry on the matter, reflects Donne’s distinct 

position—a position that depended upon sociability and relationality—within this literary 

coterie. 

Perhaps the most obvious reference to Donne’s own poetry occurs in the opening lines of 

Lucy’s elegy where she states: 

 
58 Gosse, The Life and Letters of John Donne, 217-18. 
59 While authorship of this poem was once thought to belong to Donne, it eventually 

found its way into his Dubia and is now generally agreed to have been written by the Countess. 
60 The most significant contributions to our understanding of the relationship between 

Lucy’s poems and Donne’s own belong to Claude J. Summers. See Summers, “Donne’s 1609 

Sequence of Grief and Comfort,” 211-32. 
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Death be not proud, thy hand gave not this blow, 

Sin was her captive, whence thy power doth flow; 

The executioner of wrath thou art, 

But to destroy the just is not thy part. (1-4)61 

The opening phrase, “Death be not proud,” is a direct imitation of the opening to Donne’s 

HSDeath, “Death be not proud, though some have called thee” (1). In that poem, Donne argues 

that death merely provides rest for one’s body and deliverance for one’s soul before the eternal 

resurrection, when death itself shall die. Lucy takes an altogether similar approach in her poem, 

declaring a comparable deliverance for Bulstrode’s “clearer soul… called to endless rest” and 

rebuking death with the final line “The grave no conquest gets, Death hath no sting” (8, 42). 

Lucy’s borrowing of Donne’s opening is not only a reference to his holy sonnet. Donne’s 

influence reaches even further than the poem’s initial conceit of addressing Death. In his article, 

“Donne’s 1609 Sequence of Grief and Comfort,” Claude Summers presents a group of five 

poems (four by Donne, one by Lucy) that “form a dynamic sequence of grief and comfort… 

[o]ccasioned by the deaths of Lady Bridget Markham in May of 1609 and of Cecilia Bulstrode in 

August of the same year.”62 Summers argues that Lucy very likely wrote her poem in response to 

Donne’s first elegy on Cecilia Bulstrode, a poem traditionally titled according to its first line, 

“DEATH I recant, and say, ‘Unsaid by me’” (BoulRec). In that elegy, Donne is quite likely 

replying to his own HSDeath as well.63 Donne’s first elegy opens with “DEATH I recant” in an 

attempt to reconcile his previous stance in HSDeath with the communal grief of Bulstrode’s 

death. Where Donne previously suggested that Death has no real power in HSDeath, he 

prostrates himself before Death in his first elegy on Cecilia Bulstrode, claiming that “Th’ earth’s 

face is but thy table; there are set / Plants, cattle, men, dishes for death to eat” (BoulRec 5-6). 

Summers contests presumptions that such lines merely respond to Donne’s attitudes from 

 
61 Lucy Russell, Countess of Bedford, “Death Be Not Proud, thy hand gave not this 

blow,” 1-4.  
62 Summers, “Donne’s 1609 Sequence,” 212; According to Summers, these five poems, 

in order, are: BedfShe, Mark, BoulRec, “Death be not proud, thy hand gave not this blow” by 

Lady Bedford, and BoulNar. 
63 See Barbara Lewalski, Donne’s “Anniversaries” and the Poetry of Praise, 51. 

Summers, “Donne’s 1609 Sequence,” 223. For the composition date of Donne’s Holy Sonnets 

see Donne Variorum, 7.1.lxxxviii-ci, 7.1.133-45.  
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HSDeath, however, and suggests that the poem is also a response to the attitudes towards death 

that Donne presents at the end of his “Elegie on the Lady Markham”:  

There [in that poem] the poet had argued that Death’s power was far more limited than it 

appeared and that its victory was specious. As if to mock Donne for the facile consolation 

that he had offered in the Markham poem, circumstances evolved to demonstrate once 

again, through the passing of Cecilias Bulstrode, the awesome dominance of death in the 

world. Hence, he opens the Bulstrode elegy with a recantation of the premise on which 

the Markham elegy concluded.64 

Summers makes a compelling case that Donne had his “Elegy on the Lady Markham” (Mark) in 

mind when writing a subsequent consolation to the Lady Bedford just months later, but even 

Summers admits that the opening line of Donne’s first elegy, BoulRec, is likely a nod to 

HSDeath as well.65  

Whatever poem Donne might be reacting to (and, indeed, he is likely responding to both), 

the conceit of his first elegy on Cecilia Bulstrode is that the blow that Death has struck by taking 

Cecilia has led to his despair: 

In a rude hunger now he millions draws  

Into his bloody, or plaguy, or starved jaws.  

Now he will seem to spare, and doth more waste,  

Eating the best first, well preserved to last. 

Now wantonly he spoils, and eats us not,  

But breaks off friends, and lets us piecemeal rot. (BoulRec 7-12). 

In this passage, Death is a foul monster that seizes millions by war, plague, and starvation. What 

is more, Death takes the best while leaving “us”—Donne, Lucy, and the rest of the coterie—to 

rot bit by bit as friends grievously separated from the one they love.  

Yet, Donne is not completely pessimistic in this elegy. His aim is still, presumably, to 

console Lucy while memorializing Cecilia. But the efforts of this elegy are somewhat more 

subdued than those that appear in his second attempt. For instance, Donne calls Cecilia “One 

whom thy blow makes, not ours, nor thine own,” suggesting that though Death may not keep 

 
64 Summers, “Donne’s 1609 Sequence,” 223. 
65 Ibid. 



 
 

146 
 

Cecilia, she has been lost.66 This is still a very different stance from the kind of consolation 

found in BefShe, for instance, where the entire conceit of the poem is that Lucy may still keep 

her connection to, and aspects of, her departed friend, Lady Markham. 

Donne also addresses the rumours and controversy that inspired Jonson’s “An Epigram 

on the Court Pucell” in this elegy, dismissing the charges that poem raises and replacing them 

with “friendship” and “sociableness” while attributing such rumours to the missteps and 

misunderstandings of Cecilia’s suitors: 

 Such as would call her friendship, love, and feign  

To sociableness, a name profane,  

Or sin by tempting, or, not daring that, 

By wishing, though they never told her what. (63-66) 

Donne posits that Cecilia is pure but that those who sought her romantically misconstrued “her 

friendship” as “love” and her “sociableness” as unchaste action, and either attempted to seduce 

her or wished that they could. These rhyming couplets condemn the suggestions made in 

Jonson’s “Epigram on the Court Pucell”—suggestions Jonson himself later retracted in his 

“Epitaph on Cecilia Bulstrode”— and instead places the blame on the faults of sinful men who 

desired Cecilia. 

Though the poem does offer some consolation that death has only created a temporary 

separation (not a permanent divorce) between Cecilia’s body and soul, and that it is ultimately 

God who has taken her, it ends by acknowledging the communal grief Cecilia’s death has 

caused: “Some tears, that knot of friends, her death must cost, / Because the chain is broke, but 

no link lost.”67 Donne ends the poem with the hope that, though Cecilia has died, she will be 

recovered and rejoined in the chain of friendship in heaven.68  Nevertheless, this poem 

intentionally shifts Donne’s attitudes towards a personified Death as a means of conveying the 

gravity of the grief that accompanies Lucy and her coterie upon Cecilia Bulstrode’s passing. The 

conceit of Donne’s poem is that Death has taken someone so precious to the community that he 

cannot face it in the same bold terms as in HSDeath or Mark. Despite the subtle genius of such a 

 
66 Ibid, 36. 
67 Ibid, 73-74. 
68 See A. J. Smith ed., John Donne: Complete English Poems (London: Penguin, 1971), 

577: “although the circle of friends has been broken here, as it must be because we are mortal 

and finite, yet it will be perfectly remade in heaven.” 
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conceit, the Lady Bedford did not respond positively to Donne’s initial attempt at consolation 

and memorialization.  

Summers posits that Lucy’s “Elegy on the Lady Markham” is a response to Donne’s first 

elegy on Cecilia Bulstrode’s death, BoulRec, based in part on the fact that the poem seems to 

speak to so many aspects of BoulRec throughout. Summers argues that Lucy did not care for this 

first elegy, particularly the way in which it reneged on the previous premise and attitudes 

towards death in HSDeath and Mark, and wrote her own Elegy as a rebuke against Donne’s 

backtracking.69 He suggests that “[w]hile the Countess’s elegy might at first glance seem merely 

an elaboration of Donne’s consolation, at second glance it appears to be a rejection of his entire 

approach.”70 Indeed, the pointed instances in Lucy’s elegy where she responds to or rebukes 

Donne’s position are some of the best evidence of what Summers calls “a dynamic exchange, 

rooted in the specific circumstances of their occasions.”71 For instance, where Donne notes 

Death’s pyrrhic “triumph” in which he has taken Cecilia but it has cost him an army (68), the 

Lady Bedford suggests no such triumph exists in Cecilia’s case. Instead, she chides Death to 

“Goe then to people curst before they were, / Their spoyles in Triumph of thy conquest weare.”72 

Summers lists many other examples from the poem that indicate it as part of an exchange with 

Donne’s elegy: Lucy interprets tears as “emblematic of salvation” where Donne warns of the 

dangers of immoderate grieving,73 Yet Lucy also indicates that she will not grieve because she 

rejects Donne’s notion that death has won a victory.74 Moreover, she asserts that Cecilia remains 

in a “happy state” (6) and the body’s eventual eternal restoration precludes Death’s victory.75 

Donne’s second attempt at memorializing Cecilia, his “Elegy on the Lady Bulstrode,” shifts 

course to more openly align with Lucy’s own sentiments.  

Though not in nearly so precarious a position, Donne, like Jonson, writes his occasional 

verse on the death of Cecilia Bulstrode in part to reconcile with Lucy after writing a poem that 

the Countess found unsatisfactory. The presence of both Donne and Jonson’s poems surrounding 

 
69 Summers, “Donne’s 1609 Sequence,” 226. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Ibid, 212. 
72 Lucy Russell, Countess of Bedford, “Death be not proud,” 21-22. 
73 Summers, “Donne’s 1609 Sequence,” 226. 
74 Ibid. 
75 See Summers, “Donne’s 1609 Sequence,” 226-27, where he outlines all instances of 

Lucy’s responses to Donne’s earlier elegy in the poem. 
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these circumstances in O30, in conjunction with the manuscript’s arrangement and context as 

representative of Lucy’s coterie, make these ideal poems for comparing Donne and Jonson’s 

respective approaches to navigating their patronage relationships. 

5.2.4 The Distinct Approaches of Donne and Jonson: Cecilia Bulstrode and the Rawlinson 

Manuscript 

Though both Jonson and Donne appear in O30, they perform different roles: Jonson is given a 

prominent position in the manuscript on account of his own following and his devotion to 

classical authors, while Donne plays a quieter and more deferential role as a member of the 

Countess’s literary circle. Jonson’s bombastic nature and Donne’s quiet support are both well 

illustrated in their poems for the Countess’s cousin, Cecily Bulstrode, in this manuscript, and 

both Jonson and Donne’s contributions upon Bulstrode’s death are present in O30 as expressions 

of their patronage to the Countess and testaments to the importance of Bulstrode’s place within 

Lucy’s social circle. As mentioned above, Jonson had to be particularly generous and careful in 

how he articulated his condolences to Lucy upon Cecily’s death because of a previous criticism. 

Donne, on the other hand, was clearly engaged in an ongoing conversation aimed at consoling 

Lucy that even resulted in Lucy writing her own verse letter in response to Donne. Ultimately, 

Jonson’s poem elevates Bulstrode by recanting the slanders he had levelled at her in his earlier 

epigram, but Donne turns to his religion of friendship for this poem, implementing religious 

imagery to redefine Bulstrode’s death and Lucy’s grief as a fundamentally social occasion 

grounded in communal grief. 

As mentioned above, Jonson’s earlier relationship with Bulstrode complicates his epitaph 

for her. Jonson’s earlier “Epigram on the Court Pucell” expresses his frustration at the patronage 

system, and in that poem, Jonson suggests that one might question Bulstrode’s chastity and piety. 

In response to the controversy that resulted from that poem, he opens his epitaph for Bulstrode 

by making amends through suggesting that the purity of Cecilia’s virginity in Court alone makes 

her worthy of praise:  

Stay, view this stone: and, if thou beest not such, 

Read here a little, that thou mayst know much. 

It covers, first, a virgin; and then, one 

That durst be that in court: a virtue alone 
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To fill an epitaph. (1-5) 

However, Jonson goes beyond merely erasing past wrongs; though he claims that Cecilia’s 

virginity in the court was “a virtue alone / To fill an epitaph,” he elevates the departed with even 

greater claims, transitioning from the first conceit to the second with a simple half-line: “But she 

had more” (4-5). 

Jonson then shifts the conceit of his praise to the classical allusions that feature so 

prominently in his works present in O30, associating Cecilia with classical goddesses. In the 

rhyming couplet that follows, Jonson packs in three classical allusions that serve to elevate 

Boulstrode and her many virtues: “She might have claimed to have made the Graces four; / 

Taught Pallas language; Cynthia modesty” (6-7). In this couplet, Jonson extolls Cecilia as a 

fourth Grace—a patron-goddess of festivals and entertainment—while claiming that she is so 

wise as to be able to teach language to Pallas Athena, the goddess of wisdom, and modesty to 

“Cynthia,” also known as Artemis, the goddess who once turned Actaeon into a stag and had him 

torn to pieces by his own hounds for no other reason than that he spied her bathing naked.  In 

short, Bulstrode’s virtues become so hyperbolically exceptional that she can add herself to the 

pantheon of goddesses and better those goddesses in their dedicated virtues. Jonson aligns 

Cecilia in cultural identification with the classical tradition, associating her with the graces and 

pagan goddesses of wisdom and chastity. 

Jonson continues to praise Cecilia, first with heavenly imagery, then with religious 

metaphor, before shifting to a self-deprecating tone and final hyperbolic flourish in the poem’s 

last three lines: 

She was ‘Sell Boulstred. In which name, I call 

Up so much truth, as could I it pursue 

Might make the Fable of Good Women true. (12-14) 

Here, Jonson makes two points clear while making a final allusion, this time to Chaucer’s The 

Legend of Good Women—a fourteenth-century dream vision poem meant to extoll the virtues of 

women and that makes many classical allusions itself. Now that Bulstrode is gone, there is little 

room for nuance or criticism and Jonson seeks to reverse the damage done by instead claiming 

that the virtue with which Bulstrode has lived her life is not only a model for the goddesses who 

personify those virtues, but that her name invokes “so much truth” that it could prove “the Fable 

of Good Women true” (13-14). Jonson claims that he lacks the ability to properly pursue and 
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describe the truth and virtue contained in the name and person of Cecilia Bulstrode while 

proposing that she might finally prove the supposedly fantastical tales of good women contained 

in Chaucer’s work. In many ways, Jonson is making up for the insults of his epigram as his 

epitaph directly answers and recants its claims in no uncertain terms. In these final lines, Jonson 

hyperbolically raises Bulstrode’s virtue while simultaneously engaging in self-deprecation of his 

own abilities as a kind of nothing common in Renaissance poetry. 

Where Jonson’s poem is a short, fourteen-line epitaph that praises Cecilia Bulstrode for 

precisely the same qualities which previously he denied her, Donne’s “Elegy upon the Death of 

Mistress Bulstrode” is over sixty lines. But, like Jonson, Donne may have been invested in 

reconciling with Lucy as well: Claude J. Summers reads the opening lines of Donne’s poem as 

an “oblique apology” to Lucy (though of a less drastic nature) for the perceived failure of his 

earlier elegy on Cecilia Bulstrode, BoulRec.76 

This common aim of making amends with Lucy may be why, despite being considerably 

longer, Donne’s elegy touches upon many of the same ideas and themes as Jonson’s. For 

instance, while Jonson ends his poem by acknowledging the limitations of his craft, Donne 

begins his poem by doing the same: 

Language thou art to narrowe, and to weake 

To ease us nowe, great sorrowe cannott speake 

If wee could sighe out Accentes, and weepe wordes, 

Greiffe weares and lessens, that tears breath affordes. (BoulNar 1-4)77 

For Donne, language itself lacks the ability to perform the supposed purpose of such an elegy—

to memorialize the departed and console those close to her. Donne’s deployment of the conceit is 

subtly different from Jonson’s own: Jonson describes a failing in his own ability to “pursue” the 

“truth” contained in Cecilia’s name while Donne places the failing in language itself. Given the 

severity of Jonson’s previous controversy with Bulstrode in comparison to Donne’s own, it 

makes sense that Jonson more fully owns his failing and humbles himself and his abilities in his 

elegy.  

 
76 Summers, “Donne’s 1609 Sequence,” 227-28. 
77 The text of this poem is transcribed from O30. 
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Like Jonson, Donne also makes a mention to pagan gods and goddesses of classical 

mythology in his elegy, but his allusion is much briefer than Jonson’s and takes a significantly 

different approach:  

Hir Bodye, left with us, least somme had said, 

She could not dye, except they saw her dead; 

For from less virtue, and less Beautiousnesse, 

The gentyles Form’d them gods and goddesses. (53-56) 

Rather than elaborating Cecilia’s virtues in relation to specific goddesses or her place among the 

graces as Jonson does, Donne instead sustains the Christian framework of his poem and 

dissociates Cecilia from the classical tradition. He suggests that Cecilia’s virtue has the potential 

to lead her friends (including Donne himself) astray: they might mistakenly worship Cecilia just 

as the gentiles supposedly founded pagan religions by worshipping virtuous people who passed 

away. Jonson’s poem places Cecilia within and above the classical pantheon; Donne’s poem 

grants Cecilia virtue on equal terms to such gods without associating her with pagan divinity. On 

the contrary, Donne actually deconstructs pagan divinity while maintaining the same level of 

compliment as Jonson without breaking the ongoing relational and religious conceits of his 

poem. Indeed, the rest of Donne’s poem depends so heavily upon religious imagery that so brief 

and irreverent an allusion to classical mythology only makes sense. 

Jonson’s epitaph contains a more traditional classical allusion, but Donne far surpasses 

Jonson in his religious metaphor. Jonson dedicates just a few lines of his short poem to religious 

imagery, tying that imagery to the notion of Cecilia’s chastity and describing her as a votary: 

As fit to have increased the harmony 

Of spheres, as light of stars; she was earth's eye: 

The sole religious house, and votary, 

With rites not bound, but conscience. Wouldst thou all? (8-11) 

Jonson gives Cecilia a potential place in heaven as the Sun, “earth’s eye,” but situates her 

position within the harmony of spheres and light of the heavens as one of possibility, not fact, 

calling her “fit” to increase both. The poem’s religious allusions are as generic and 

unsophisticated as Donne’s classical ones, as Jonson merely calls Cecilia both “[t]he sole 

religious house, and votary,” as an allusion again to her virtuous chastity that also reinforces the 

notion of her piety (another virtue Jonson had questioned in his epigram). While these references 
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may lack specificity, they elaborate upon Jonson’s praise of Cecilia and her chastity—the very 

trait that he challenges in his “Epigram on the Court Pucell.”78 

Where Jonson spends little time on religious imagery, Donne, foreshadowing his eventual 

position as a preacher and Dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral, dwells upon religious images and the 

grief of the community in BoulNar. Donne weaves an elaborate image of consolation that 

positions Cecilia next to God in heaven while connecting her to Paradise as a means to elevating 

Cecilia while reframing Lucy’s position as one member, albeit the most important member, of a 

community that has lost Cecilia: 

Hir soule was Paradyse, the Cherubine 

Sett to keepe it was grace, that kept out syn 

Shee had noe more then let in death, for wee 

All Reape Consumption From one Fruitful Tree; (35-38) 

Cecilia’s soul is paradise itself and helps to sustain the “we” in the poem—presumably the 

coterie that includes Donne, Jonson, and, of course, Lucy. Donne notes that only death had 

entered Cecilia’s paradisal soul and that the coterie sustains itself by “one fruitful tree” in the 

garden (38). Donne initially leaves the nature of that tree ambiguous: is it the Tree of Life or the 

Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil?79 However, he suggests that the nature of that tree 

depends upon the devotion of the coterie: 

God tooke hir hence, least somme of us should Love 

Hir, lyke that Plant, him and his Laws above, 

And when wee teares, hee Mercy shedd in this, 

To rayse our myndes to heaven where now shee is 

Whoe yf her virtues would have lett hir staye 

Wee had had a Sainte, have now a Holiedaye; (39-44) 

God has taken Cecilia away lest members of the coterie community place her above God’s laws 

as Adam and Eve did with the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. And it is a mercy that God 

“raises our minds to heaven” when contemplating Cecilia’s death in that it causes those who 

 
78 In his “Epigram on the Court Pucell,” Jonson speaks of, among other double entendres 

“the prime cocks” fighting in games of wit in Cecily’s “chamber” (3-4), how “she forces a muse” 

with “tribade lust” and her “epicoene fury” (7-8). 
79 Genesis 2:9. 
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have lost her to contemplate God. The final lines of the quotation above continue to configure 

the coterie’s loss in religious terms that redefine the nature of their community: they have lost 

Cecilia, “a Saint,” but have in her place an anniversary occasion to remember and honour her, “a 

Holiedaye” (44).80 One cannot know if Donne read Jonson’s “Epigram on the Court Pucell,” but 

he skillfully reworks in his poem some of the very accusations Jonson levels at Cecily, especially 

her desire to be admired and idolized, laying the source of such a sin not at the feet of the 

subject, but her onlookers. Donne’s ability to take a similar conceit and reframe it in such a way 

demonstrates his skill for innovation as a patronage poet in contrast to Jonson’s rigid 

traditionalism. 

Donne then shifts metaphors from Edenic trees to the burning bush: he describes 

Cecilia’s soul as a tree of paradise, but her heart is the burning bush from Exodus 3: 

Hir hart was that strange Bush, where sacred fire,  

Religion, did not Consume, but inspire 

Such pietye, soe chast use of Godes day, 

That what wee turnid to Feast, she turnid to praye, 

And did prefigure hir, in devoute tast, 

The rest of hir high Sabboth, which shall last. (45-50) 

Cecilia’s heart is inspired by the sacred fire of religion and her devotion so great that she uses 

feast days to fast, an act that elevates her above the rest of the coterie and prefigures her 

ascension to heaven where she maintains an eternal high Sabbath. Again, as in the metaphor of 

paradise before it, Donne’s use of religious imagery does more than merely elevate Cecilia: it 

situates her and her passing in relation to the rest of her community. 

In other words, Donne’s religious imagery, at least in this poem, is social in nature rather 

than a mere metaphysical conceit. Such imagery recentres the poem on the subject of the 

coterie’s loss again and again. This is perhaps the greatest distinction between Donne and 

Jonson’s two poems: Jonson’s epitaph lacks a communal aspect, whereas Donne’s elegy 

resituates the author and coterie as part of a grieving community as a means to help console 

Lucy. Terry G. Sherwood sees this elegy as describing “the relationship between grief and 

momentarily ruptured community” and demonstrating “the power of language to control grief by 

 
80 Ibid, 44. 
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sharing it with the community.”81 Donne’s elegy abounds with the first-person plurals of “we” 

and “us,” emphasizing the impact of this loss upon Lucy and her circle. In the poem’s final 

couplet, Donne drives this point home by emphasizing the depth of the grief as so great that it 

would move even a stoic: “And wee hir sadd, gladd Frindes all beare a part / Of greiffe, For all 

would waste a Stoicke hart” (61-62). The poem suggests that each member of the community, 

sad at Cecilia’s passing but glad at having had her in their life, bears some part of the grief that 

afflicts the community upon Cecilia’s death. And that grief must be shared because it would 

break even a stoic’s heart. The final couplet of Donne’s epigram reminds its recipient, the 

Countess of Bedford, that she ought not attempt to bear the grief of her cousin’s passing alone 

and that there is an entire community of friends who can share this burden with her. 

 This is not to say that Donne surpasses Jonson or that one poem clearly outshines the 

other; these observations only point out the way in which each poet frames Cecilia Bulstrode’s 

death and their relationship to it. There can be no doubt that Jonson’s epitaph for Cecilia 

Bulstrode elevates and memorializes her or that Jonson’s poem effectively showcases his own 

talents and penchant for classical allusion.  In just fourteen lines, Jonson praises Cecilia’s virtue 

and chastity, invokes the graces and Greek goddesses to his purpose, and situates Cecilia as part 

of heavenly harmony and religious devotion before claiming that her life could right Chaucer’s 

Legend of Good Women if only Jonson were a more capable poet. Yet, while Jonson’s poem is 

filled with “thou”s and “she”s and “I”s,82 Donne’s  poem repeats “we” and “us” as he focuses on 

the social implications of this loss.83 As a result, Jonson’s epitaph merely memorializes Cecilia 

and her passing while Donne consoles the Countess of Bedford by framing her grief as a shared 

religious experience among her friends within a coterie context. 

O30 reflects each poet’s social dynamic with Lucy and her coterie. Jonson leaves his 

charismatic mark in O30 as the only recipient from his social class in the manuscript and both of 

those poems mention him by name in their titles. While he and Donne have nearly the same 

number of poems, Jonson’s translations of classical works also appear in the manuscript as part 

of his legacy as a writer faithful to classical models. In short, Jonson is noted by name where 

 
81 Terry G. Sherwood. Fulfilling the Circle: A Study of John Donne’s Thought. (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 1984), 115-16. 
82 See Jonson, “Epitaph,” 1, 2, 5, 6, 9, 11, 12, 13. 
83 See BoulNar, 2, 9, 25, 26, 27, 29, 37, 29, 41, 44, 48, 53, 61. 
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Donne is anonymous and more of Jonson’s work makes it into the manuscript. Of course, one 

cannot assume too much concerning the cause of Donne’s nameless status in O30. Donne often 

goes unattributed in manuscripts, and any number of reasons may have contributed to the lack of 

acknowledgment in this one: Donne's poetry may have been so popular that the scribe did not 

think he needed to attach Donne’s name, or he may not even have known that Donne authored 

the poems. But Jonson still stands out in O30 as a distinct persona at the centre of his own, albeit 

tangential, community. Donne blends into the manuscript as just one unnamed voice in the larger 

coterie that points to the importance of that community—apropos given his dedication to 

friendship and community. Donne uses these elegies as an opportunity to incorporate himself 

into the larger body of Lucy’s coterie and to imply a kind of closeness or intimacy between Lucy 

and himself through shared grief. This is a strategy that apparently worked even if Donne did 

face a rebuke from time to time, as he quickly became an integral member of Lucy’s coterie. 

O30 is a limited glimpse into the nature of Donne’s position within that literary coterie and 

provides us with an idea of how Donne navigated such contexts in comparison to Jonson and 

others. Despite his anonymity, Donne’s influence should not be underestimated. For, though his 

name does not appear in O30, he leaves his mark upon the work of the person most central to 

that manuscript, Lucy Russell, Countess of Bedford.  

5.3 Bodleian Manuscript Don. C 54 (O9) and the Context of Essex’s Rebellion 

While John Donne has an anonymous yet integral place within O30, his name and identity 

feature prominently in Bodleian Library Manuscript Don. C 54 (O9). And, while O30 represents 

a miscellany organized along clear lines of literary patronage among a specific coterie, many 

works of O9 suggest a cultural artifact carefully structured around a political affiliation with 

Robert Devereux, the Second Earl of Essex, and his family.84 In this manuscript, much of 

Donne’s poetry is carefully selected for its historical and thematic relevance to the Earl’s own 

circumstances and his name mentioned on account of his association with Essex and Sir Thomas 

Egerton. 

 
84 For a detailed account of the manuscript’s contents and further evidence of its 

organizing principles, as well as how Roberts may have gained access to this material, see 

Michelle O’Callaghan, “Collecting Verse,” 312-14. 
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Robert Devereux, the Second Earl of Essex, was a favourite of Queen Elizabeth’s and a 

war hero who served as both a military commander and a member of the privy council. He began 

to lose favour after the failure of his and Ralegh’s expedition to Cadiz against the Spanish (an 

endeavour in which Donne took part), but the last great blow to his reputation was in his failure 

at the head of the expeditionary force meant to subdue the Irish rebellion in 1599. Essex’s fall 

from favour coincided with the rise of Robert Cecil and Cecil’s political allies, and by 1601 

Essex had led a failed rebellion against the Queen’s councillors that ultimately resulted in his 

execution. 

Despite his loss of favour at court, Essex was a well-liked figure among the general 

populace and, as Paul Hammer explains, those in power were concerned enough with his 

popularity that “On the Sunday following Essex's insurrection the preachers of London were 

required to sermonize against him. The intention was to blacken his public reputation, which 

remained high.”85 Indeed, the plan for Essex’s rebellion involved drumming up support from the 

citizens of London as they entered the city.86 As Marotti notes, Essex’s fall “became the focus of 

the largest number of texts in Elizabethan manuscript collections.”87 

The compiler of O9, Richard Roberts, was born in Shropshire, attended Shrewsbury 

School in 1581, and possibly attended Cambridge University. Roberts served as a secretary to 

Ludovic Stuart, the second earl of Lennox, giving him access to important scribal communities 

associated with Inns of Court circles, and put him in communication with those in the service of 

Robert Cecil, first Earl of Salisbury, and Richard Burke, fourth Earl of Clanricade—as 

O’Callaghan notes, Clanricade “was raised in the household of Robert Devereux, second Earl of 

Essex”—as well as a community of lawyers and wits that included frequenters of the Mitre and 

Mermaid Taverns.88 

 
85 Paul Hammer, “Devereux, Robert, second earl of Essex,” in The Oxford Dictionary of 

National Biography, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2008.; See also Paul J. Hammer, The 

Polarization of Elizabethan Politics: The Political career of Robert Devereux, 2nd Earl of Essex 

1585-1597 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). 
86 Hammer, “Devereux.” 
87 Marotti, Manuscript, Print, 95. 
88 O’Callaghan, “Collecting Verse,” 312. For a more thorough description of Roberts, see 

Marotti, Manuscript, Print, 36-37; O’Callaghan, “Collecting Verse,” 311-13. 
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While his affiliation with the Earl, apart from being engaged with members of the Inns of 

Court (many of which had been sympathetic to Essex), is unknown, Roberts was decidedly pro-

Essex in compiling O9. Roberts collected writings that refer to political intrigue not only for the 

Earl but for his son as well, Robert Devereux, Third Earl of Essex. The nature of the collection 

speaks to the compiler’s allegiance: the manuscript contains not only prose writings that 

document the circumstances of Essex’s fall but libels against Essex’s enemies, copies of letters 

written on Essex’s behalf, and paratexts—titles, comments, glosses, etc.—that indicate the biases 

of the writers, as in the title of the poem “A Dreame Alludinge to My L. of Essex, and His 

Adversaries” (19r).89 

O9 has two distinct sections: its last half (31r-58r) is a miscellany collection of Welsh 

verse and letters, while the first half contains verse, letters, and prose in English and Latin by 

various authors. While some might consider it a verse miscellany, the first half of O9 is a curated 

collection of both verse and prose that brings together materials in support of the Earl of Essex. 

The manuscript’s compiler, at least by the manuscript’s own evidence, was one Richard Roberts, 

an individual who was either politically aligned with or in the service of the Earl of Essex and 

sought to compile writing related to the Earl and his downfall, defend the Earl’s political position 

and reputation, and rebuke his rivals and enemies.90  

The poems, letters, and libels of O9 serve as strong evidence that Richard Roberts was 

supportive of the Earl of Essex. For instance, the subject matter of many of the poems in O9 are 

politically oriented and generally sympathetic to Devereux’s 1599 “resistance” or critical of his 

adversaries and rivals, and especially critical of Frances Howard, wife to Robert Devereux, the 

Third Earl of Essex (and son to the executed Earl) remarrying Robert Carr, the First Earl of 

Somerset. Many poems speak directly to these topics and people in their titles and paratexts: 

“Vpon the Earle of Somersettes marriadg with the earle of Essex Wife, her husband being alive” 

(23r); “S[i]r Thomas Overbury Knight his frame of  A Wife”—a cutting satirical poem on the 

aforementioned marriage that resulted in its author’s murder (4r-5r); “A dreame alludinge to my 

 
89 O’Callaghan, “Collecting Verse,” 313. 
90 See O’Callaghan, “Collecting Verse,” 312; CELM dates the manuscript to 1628. 

However, its composition likely began more than a decade earlier, as noted by the manuscript’s 

final page—a pasted addition—where one Richard Roberts signs and dates his name on “20 

Sept, 1616.” 
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L. of Essex, and his adversaries”—a poem that includes marginal glosses noting not only the 

Second Earl of Essex himself, but important figures such as “The Queene,” Sir Robert Cecil, Sir 

Walter Raleigh, and Sir Edward Coke (19r-20r); “A Libell against Somerset,” as well as libels 

against “Robert Cecill” and “Lord Cokham” (21r-22v); and Sir Walter Raleigh’s “ICUR, Good 

Monsieur Carr” (22v). Each of these works either defends the Essexes or attacks their enemies in 

explicit terms that demonstrate an unwavering loyalty to the Essex family and their cause. 

5.3.1 The Letters of O9 

These are only the most straightforward poems and libels in favour of the Essex family and its 

allies contained in the manuscript. There are letters pertaining to the Second Earl of Essex’s 

circumstances in O9 as well and, as texts in isolation, these letters might only serve as historical 

witnesses to the important events of Essex’s self-exile, imprisonment, and execution. However, 

as texts within a larger document that clearly advocates for Essex and his political allies, these 

letters— including an exchange between Essex and Sir Thomas Egerton, the Lord Keeper; a 

letter from Essex’s sister to the Queen; and a letter from Essex’s wife to her sister—shift from 

objective testaments of historical circumstances to further evidence in support of Essex as a 

victim of Court politics. 

For instance, a letter from Egerton to Essex recorded in the manuscript as part of their 

exchange and accompanied by the lengthy title “A Copie of a l[ett]re sent by S[i]r Thomas 

Egerton k[nigh]t then Lord Keeper of the Great Seale, to the Earle of Essex, being then in 

res[is]tauntes,” might normally demonstrate a diplomatic Egerton attempting to talk his political 

associate down from overreaction (17r-17v). However, in the context of O9, Egerton looks more 

sympathetic to Essex’s cause than he might were one to read his letter to Essex in isolation. As 

the title of the letter states, Thomas Egerton was the Lord Keeper at the time of Essex’s rebellion 

and a mediator between Essex and Queen Elizabeth. He was also sympathetic to the Earl, and 

possibly his friend: Egerton is one individual whom the libels and poems of the manuscript never 

attack despite his close ties to the Queen. The nature and framing of this letter are actually quite 

important when considering Donne’s presence in this manuscript given that the scribe orients 

Donne’s identity in relation to his time in Egerton’s service. 

Donne’s secretaryship in service to Egerton has important implications for his 

characterization in O9 as does Egerton’s character more generally. Sir Thomas Egerton, first 
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Viscount of Brackley, was Lord Keeper to Queen Elizabeth from 1596-1603 and Lord 

Chancellor to King James I and VI from 1603-17. The illegitimate child of Sir Richard Egerton 

and Alice Sparkes, Thomas rose from relatively humble beginnings to nobility and one of the 

highest possible positions in the land when Queen Elizabeth recognized his mastery of the law in 

Court. As Lord Keeper, Egerton witnessed and oversaw many major cases and legal events 

throughout his lifetime including the Essex Rebellion of 1599, the trial of Sir Walter Raleigh in 

1603, and the trial of those incriminated in the gunpowder plot of 1605.91 According to J. H. 

Baker, though Egerton was not always perfectly objective, “[t]here was wide agreement that he 

was deeply learned in the law and wise in judgement, eloquent in speech, and with a pleasing 

voice.”92 While he ultimately sided with his Queen, Egerton and Essex appear to have been on 

good terms for the majority of the time that both were politically active and, depending on how 

one reads their correspondence, they were either polite acquaintances or real friends strained by 

political circumstance. 

There are certain portions of Egerton’s letter to Essex that presume a friendship in order 

to dissuade the Earl from acting rashly. For instance, though the last half of the letter raises 

several accusations against Essex and strongly suggests that he come back to court to do a “great 

good” for “your freendes, your selfe, your country, and your sovereign, and extreme ills by the 

contrarye” (17v), the way in which the manuscript’s curation protects Egerton from any libel or 

accusations lends credibility to his claims that “I take my selfe amongst other that love you, non 

more simple, and non that louith you with more honest, and true affection,” as words that go 

beyond mere flattery and suggest a substantive bond between friends (17r). The respect, 

familiarity, and deference Egerton offers Essex may be one of the reasons that the compiler 

includes Egerton’s letter in the manuscript and that he does not undergo the same criticism and 

slander as other political figures mentioned in the manuscript. 

Yet, the letter also serves to contextualize Essex’s own response letter, titled in O9 as 

“The earles answere thereunto,” that immediately follows it in the manuscript (17v-18r). In that 

response, Essex makes it clear that, though he appreciates his friend’s concern and advice, he 

must now provide his own defence to Egerton’s claims about his actions and explain the 

 
91 J. H. Baker, “Egerton, Thomas, first Viscount Brackley,” in The Oxford Dictionary of 

National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015). 
92 Ibid. 
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rationale for his departure from court as well as his current stance on the political situation. This 

exchange illuminates the relationship between Egerton and Essex while both letters act as 

witnesses that contextualize the historical events leading up to the 1599 Essex rebellion. 

Egerton’s letter provides context for Essex’s response and frames Essex as a reasonable agent 

who engaged in diplomacy with his last ally in the Star Chamber before being forced to take 

extreme measures as a last resort to save the Queen from the influence of bad actors within the 

Court.  

Other letters in the first half of the manuscript also contribute to O9’s core focus as well. 

(18r-19v). This exchange between Essex and Egerton is followed in the manuscript by another 

letter, entitled “A letter to the Queene from the Ladie Riche sister to the Earle of Essex on his 

behalfe” (18v). In that letter, Lady Rich entreats Queen Elizabeth that she show leniency on her 

brother, presumably already captured and awaiting judgment, as a loyal subject who is 

vulnerable to undeserving punishment from the partial judgment of Her majesty’s other, jealous 

courtiers and servants.  

In her letter, the Earl’s sister Penelope begs mercy for her brother and employs language 

that acknowledges both the Queen’s divinity and her place as the ultimate power in the Court. 

Penelope also indicates that this is just one of a series of attempts to ask for clemency on the 

Earl’s behalf:   

…I must complaine, and expresse my teares to that highe Majestie and divine oracle from 

whence I received a doubtfull answere, unto whose powers I must sacrifice againe, the 

teares, and praiers of the afflicted, that must dispire in time if it be to soone to importune 

heaven when we feel the miseries of hell (18v). 

Lady Penelope does not deny her brother’s guilt, calling him one “whom all men have libertie to 

defame, as if his offences were Capitall, and he soe base…” (18v). Instead, she bases her plea on 

the notion that Elizabeth “would vouchsafe more justice” than the many political players “who 

labor upon false grounds to builde his [Essex’s] ruin… not regarding soe much your service, or 

losse, as there ambitious endes to rise by his overthrowe” (18v). Penelope’s letter simultaneously 

practices reverence and flattery while pointing to a common theme present in many of the works 

in the manuscript—that the court is a place where each man corruptly seeks his own ambition—

in order to call into question not Elizabeth’s own judgment but her opinions of the many 

counsellors attempting to influence the Queen. Penelope signs the letter as “your most loiall and 
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obedient servant,” implying that only Elizabeth’s divine judgment might save or condemn Essex 

and that, perhaps unlike others who already argue that the Queen cannot “wash away his spots,” 

she will accept graciously whatever judgment Elizabeth might decide (19r). 

Lady Penelope’s letter is both an important historical witness to the events surrounding 

Essex’s downfall as well as another voice in support of the Earl’s cause. As we shall see, 

Donne’s verse letters in this section of the manuscript gain a more specific political bent when 

read in relation to these letters and his poems emphasize the same court corruption highlighted 

from Lady Riche’s specific examples. 

The works described above, along with the other letters, poems, and libels in the 

manuscript, speak to one important unifying principle in the compilation of Bodleian Library 

Manuscript Don. C 54: the advocacy and support of Robert Devereux, Second Earl of Essex, and 

his son, and materials pertaining to his rebellion as well as the works of those associated and 

aligned with the Earl.93 

5.3.2 John Donne’s Presence in Bodleian Don. C 54 (O9) 

It is within this context that we find five of Donne’s poems and one paradox, “That Women 

Ought to Paint Themselves” (25v). While the manuscript presents Donne’s paradox—a short 

prose work that suggests one ought to be true to a woman even if she be false to you by 

disguising her true self through the use of makeup— and “The Bracelet” with titles, both the 

paradox and poem are presented anonymously and lack any attribution (24v). In contrast, the 

four verse letters present in the manuscript—HWNews, HWKiss, Calm, and TWHail—each 

appear with attribution to Donne as its author as an indication that Donne’s authorship is 

important contextual information (8r-9abr). Though none of these poems is accompanied by any 

indication of their recipients, the recipient of these verse letters likely plays a factor in the 

selection of these poems for the manuscript. For instance, two of Donne’s verse letters in the 

manuscript were written for Sir Henry Wotton when he served as the Earl of Essex’s secretary 

and while the Earl was in self-imposed exile after an incident at court where Essex literally 

 
93 I say one, because, as O’Callaghan has pointed out, there are clearly some poems 

included in the manuscript that revolve around Richard Roberts’s more immediately intimate 

social circles as well. See O’Callaghan, “Collecting Verse,” 311. Still, the majority of verse and 

prose collected in the first half of the manuscript relate to a pro-Essex, Inns of Court context. 
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turned his back on Queen Elizabeth, who promptly struck Essex upon the side of the head and 

told him to “go and be hang’d.”94 Likewise, Calm is a verse letter Donne wrote to his close 

friend Christopher Brooke that, along with Storm, shares his experiences during the 1596 and 

1597 expeditions to Cadiz and the Azores under Essex (an expedition in which Wotton also 

participated). TWHail’s place in the manuscript is less apparent at first, but the scribe provides a 

much more elaborate title for this poem than the others, perhaps as an aide to explain its 

relevance. The title provided for TWHail is part of the scribe’s attempts to characterize Donne’s 

identity in relation to the larger political players involved in the Essex rebellion.  

Donne’s name also appears two more times in the manuscript as part of John Hoskyn’s 

Convivium Philisophicum—a Latin poem that essentially lists a closely-knit group of wits that 

include Donne, Christopher Brooke, and Henry Goodere.95 In that poem, Donne’s name is both 

glossed in the margin as “John Dun” and present in the Latin text as “Iohannes factus” (21). That 

Donne’s name is mentioned nearly as many times as he has works in O9 is in stark contrast to his 

complete anonymity in O30. What is more, Jonson, whose name features so prominently in O30, 

has only two different poems in O9 (one of these poems is also copied on a second page), though 

his name is mentioned twice. This manuscript evidence suggests that the identity of authors was 

much more important to the compiler of O9 than that of O30, especially when an author has 

some kind of connection to the manuscript’s primary focus, the Earl of Essex.96 

As compiler of the manuscript, Roberts emphasizes Donne’s role as secretary to one of 

the key political players (Egerton) during Essex’s last political activities and his rebellion, but 

may also have included his name and work because Donne was a courtier with ties to Essex 

himself as well: Donne participated in Essex’s naval expeditions as a volunteer and the verse 

letters included in this manuscript reflect Donne’s role in these events. In contrast, in the case of 

TWHail, where the connection to the political circumstances core to the manuscript are less 

apparent, the scribe explicitly notes Donne’s relationship to other, more significant figures in the 

 
94 Claude Summers and Ted-Larry Pebworth, “Donne’s Correspondence with Wotton,” 

John Donne Journal 10 (1991): 5. 
95 For a more comprehensive discussion of the link between Hoskyn’s poems, the Inns of 

Court, and Donne and his social circle, see O’Callaghan. “Collecting Verse,” 313, 317. 
96 Jonson’s relative unpopularity in this manuscript may be due to his later allegiance to 

Somerset and Frances Howard. Jonson actually wrote a marriage poem for the new couple and 

his poem to King Charles I, whom the Third Earl of Essex opposed as Captain-General in the 

First English Civil War, is present in O9. 
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title of the poem. When we consider how O9 contextualizes Donne’s position as Egerton’s 

secretary alongside Egerton’s role in supporting and advising Essex above, the manuscript aligns 

Donne more closely with Essex’s social circle through his service to Egerton. 

5.3.3 The Verse Letters of John Donne in O9 

While O9 contains only a handful of Donne’s verse letters, their position among Donne’s 

other poems and the way in which the scribe relates them to the rest of the manuscript make it 

clear that Donne’s works are valued as part of his identity as an Inns of Court man once attached 

to the Lord Keeper, Sir Thomas Egerton. This context sometimes overshadows other elements of 

these verse letters (e.g., the rhetoric of friendship) and emphasizes instead the political purpose 

and nature of Donne’s verse in connection with his condemnation of country, court, and town as 

each offers its own problems and anxieties for courtiers and speaks to the circumstances of his 

recipients. 

As mentioned above, O9 contains two of Donne’s verse letters to Sir Henry Wotton, 

“Here’s no more news, than virtue” (HWNews) and HWKiss (8r-9ar). However, these poems not 

only appear alongside one another in the manuscript, followed by Donne’s other epistles, 

TWHail and Calm, but the transition between the verse is seamless to the point that it creates the 

effect that the two distinct verse letters to Wotton appear as a single poem. Whereas most other 

poems in the manuscript have some kind of title or heading even in places where much more 

content is crammed onto the page, the scribe presents both poems as a single verse epistle. The 

previous folios, for instance, contain the end of one poem and two full poems presented in two 

columns. The stanzas of the poem entitled “A Libell” appear in the wrong order (i.e., the last 

stanza appears to the left of the second last stanza) (7r). Given the distinct spacing and hand, it 

seems likely that this poem was simply added in the space that was available after the first poem 

had already been transcribed. Yet, the scribe still provides a clear title when the previous poem 

ends with a distinct line of commentary “FINIS this last por Sr. John Haudon as was thought” 

and manages to rule margins for the new poem and provide line numbers to indicate the order of 

reading (7r). Moreover, among Donne’s own poems in the manuscript that immediately follow 

the verse letters to Wotton, each has a title that takes up more than one line on the pages with an 

abundance of space where the poems themselves take up only the centre half of the manuscript 

page. In other words, the crammed presentation of the two verse letters to Wotton more likely 
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indicates that the scribe understood these works as a single poem as opposed to a rushed or 

unconscious arrangement. 

That these poems are presented in an overtly political context does not necessitate that 

they be read dramatically differently than when considered in the context of sociability in 

relation to Cicero’s model of friendship; these are still social poems written with the intent of 

establishing and cementing Donne and Wotton’s relationship. What is more, the political context 

and social dynamic of friendship fits well with the Horatian epistle and its classical roots as 

Horace frequently addresses both politics and the precarious role of the courtier in his Epistles 

and Sermons, just as Cicero’s conception of friendship recognizes those relationships as existing 

within a sociopolitical context.  But the focus on political contexts present in O9 emphasizes the 

significance of new social circumstances in Donne’s verse letters: HWNews speaks in a voice 

meant to console a friend whose employer is out of the Queen’s favour; HWKiss takes on an 

apologetic tone but also one that maintains Donne’s views on the evils of court, this time 

alongside the problematic aspects of all possible locations for a courtier; and TWHail, though it 

doesn’t pertain directly to the controversies of Donne’s marriage or his associations with Wotton 

and Essex, speaks to the same dangers of self-promotion, false flattery, and corruption at court 

that Lady Penelope mentions in her letter to Queen Elizabeth in addition to a courtier’s anxiety 

that others might not notice one’s talent in the Court. 

5.3.4 HWNews and HWKiss in the Context of O9 and Donne’s Relationship with Wotton 

It is not only Donne’s general connection to Wotton or his association with Essex that 

contributes to the compiler’s selection of HWNews. The poem itself opens by acknowledging 

important events relevant to Essex’s expeditions and exile that make it ideal for inclusion in O9: 

 Here is no more newes then Vertu:’I may as well 

Tell you Calis, or St. Michels tale for newes, as tell 

That Vice doth here habitually dwell. (1-3) 

The opening of HWNews expresses to Wotton that there are no new developments in London 

while introducing a familiar trope for Donne’s verse at this time: corruption in the Court.97 

According to the best guess of Summers and Pebworth as indicated by manuscript evidence and 

 
97 For another example of this trope in Donne’s poetry, see his satires, especially “Satire 

1” and “Satire 2” (Sat1, Sat2). 
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the context of Donne and Wotton’s relationship, Donne composed HWNews in July of 1598 as a 

way of reaching out to and consoling Wotton after Essex left the Court.98 While some editors 

mistakenly read “Calis” as a reference to Calais, France, other editors like Grierson, Shawcross, 

and Milgate persuasively argue that “Calis” is a variant spelling for “Cadiz” while “St Michels” 

is another reference to the expedition—the Azores were often referred to as the Islands of Saint 

Michael.99 Summers and Pebworth describe the poem’s opening as “a personalizing reminder of 

the writer’s and recipient’s shared experiences,” explaining that both Donne and Wotton were 

involved in the 1597 Cadiz and 1598 Azores expeditions, both of which the Earl of Essex had 

command over.100 This opening stanza re-establishes the social connection between Wotton and 

Donne by pointing to their common experience in naval expeditions that are a topic of interest to 

the manuscript’s compiler on account of their connection to the Earl of Essex. Likewise, the 

notion that “Vice… habitually dwell[s]” in the Court and lacks virtue introduces a familiar, 

central conceit for the poem while offering a form of consolation to Wotton who has been forced 

to leave the Court against his will as part of Essex’s self-exile, and reinforces the general 

criticisms of corruption at court present in Lady Penelope’s letter and central to the rationale for 

Essex’s rebellion that bad actors had gained intimate access to Elizabeth for their own nefarious 

ends. In this way, these poems speak to the compiler’s interest of presenting Essex in a positive 

light as a victim of a corrupt Court while, at the same time, the political context of O9 

emphasizes themes of sycophancy and corruption in the Court in Donne’s poems. 

 The entire poem builds upon these connections. Donne makes another reference to the 

Spanish in stanza five, where he likens virtuous members of the Court, “arm’d with seely 

honestee,” to “Indians gainst Spanish hosts”—Indigenous people outnumbered and outmatched 

by a cruel occupational force—in a simile that emphasizes both Spanish cruelty to Indigenous 

 
98 See Summers and Pebworth, “Thus Friends Absent Speake,” 364-66, wherein they 

present the title and date of HWNews in three manuscripts, including the highly trusted NY3, as 

evidence for a composition date of July 20, 1598. 
99 For a summary of the controversy over whether Donne refers here to Calais or Cadiz, 

and the arguments by Shawcross, Milgate, Summers and Pebworth for why the latter is the 

correct reading, see Donne Variorum, 5.700-701. 
100 Ted-Larry Pebworth and Claude J. Summers, “‘Thus Friends Absent Speake’: The 

Exchange of Verse Letters Between John Donne and Henry Wotton,” Modern Philology 81, no. 

4 (1984): 366. 
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people and the hopelessness of trying to navigate the Court as an honest man (13, 15).101 Donne 

goes on to compare the Court to the theatre, explaining that Plays are no longer like the real life 

Court, but conversely “Courts are like playes” and those who participate in the Court’s 

“egregious gests” and “dull Morals” are “Mimick Antiques”—jesters who deserve both our scorn 

and laughter (21. 22-24). Through these allusions, Donne further develops his connection to 

Wotton by referencing their common enemies both foreign and domestic: the Spanish abroad and 

a Court that Wotton is better off being absent from. These sentiments and allusions align 

perfectly with the preoccupations of O9 as they speak to the political tensions and events at the 

heart of the Essex controversy. 

Even more compelling is the possibility that Donne presents a direct, albeit subtle, 

reference to the controversy that instigated Essex’s self-exile in the poem’s sixth stanza: 

Suspitious boldnes, to this place belongs; 

And to’haue as many eares as all haue tongs; 

Tender to know; tough to acknowledge wrongs. (16-18) 

This reference to ears and tongues, so swiftly followed by the supposition that members of the 

Court are quick to listen for the wrongs done to them but hesitant to acknowledge the wrongs 

they have done others, may be a poignant nod to the events surrounding Wotton’s own 

circumstances as a member of Essex’s circle: at the time of this poem’s composition Essex (and 

by extension, Wotton) was in self-exile at one of his country estates because, as mentioned 

above, the queen had struck Essex a blow upon the ear for turning his back on her. 

The general language of ears and tongues as symbolic of a Court culture where one is 

always listening for “tongs” that might speak ill of their character certainly speaks to political 

tensions relevant to O9’s compilation. Even the mention of the word “eares” so soon on the heels 

of Elizabeth’s striking Essex might be close enough to strike a nerve and one cannot help but 

wonder if Donne is intentionally referencing Wotton’s own master in the context of the recent 

incident when speaking of those who are “Tender to know; tough to acknowledge wrongs” (17-

18). It is certainly possible, especially when one considers the defensive posture and general 

reprimand that Wotton delivers in his response letter, “’Tis not a coate of Gray”: Wotton begins 

 
101 It was commonplace for the English to moralize Indigenous people in their struggle 

against the Spanish, as they often characterized Hispanic modes of colonization as brutal and 

violent in comparison to their own. 
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the poem by assuring Donne that one’s environment has nothing to do with their happiness and 

everything to do with one’s state of mind, before explaining that we ought not place blame on 

unfaithful friends because, after all, we chose them. Wotton then ends the poem with a definitive 

admonition, telling Donne we ought not change our location, but our will in order to do good, 

and that teaching—something that Donne has presumably just attempted to do by providing 

Wotton with advice in the previous poem—is often the best way for one to learn.102 This 

nuanced, yet stern response indicates that Wotton may have considered Donne’s poem as 

overstepping by commenting upon the actions of one above his station. Whether Donne’s stanza 

above constitutes a direct reference to Essex’s own experience or not, it contributes to the overall 

relevant theme of O9 as a manuscript concerned with the flattery, cunning, and deception of the 

Court.  

Donne ends HWNews on a consolatory note as he (unconvincingly for Wotton, as it turns 

out) attempts to persuade Wotton that exile is the preferred position given the corruption of the 

Court: 

 But now tis incongruity to smile.  

Therfore I end: And bid farwell awhile; 

At Court; though, From Court, were the better stile. (25-27). 

Even before the political and social contexts of this verse letter had been fully realized through 

the work of scholars like Summers and Pebworth, nineteenth-century editor Alexander Grosart 

correctly intimated that the “now tis” of line 25 speaks to a specific event, though he theorized 

“some specially serious or mournful trial at Court” rather than Essex’s self-imposed exile.103 The 

poem concludes with a subtle acknowledgment of the seriousness of the political situation and, 

especially in the context of support for Essex that frames the poem, an acknowledgment not only 

of friendship in Donne’s “farwell,” but a potential assurance of the legitimacy of Essex’s 

withdrawal in the statement that “From Court, were the better stile” (25-27). 

 Reading HWNews in the context of O9 highlights its political features with new clarity, 

perhaps adding an edge or impertinence that sees the younger Donne inadvertently overstepping 

in his relationship with the more experienced Wotton. Wotton’s response in “’Tis not a Coate of 

 
102 Summers and Pebworth, “‘Thus Friends Absent Speake,’” 369-70. 
103 Alexander Grosart, The Complete Poems of John Donne (London: Robson & Sons, 

1872-1873), 2.23. 
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Gray” pushes back against many of Donne’s presumptions in HWNews. As a result, Donne’s 

response in HWKiss, one that appears immediately after HWNews in O9 without so much as a 

line break, engages with many of the same themes but takes its cues from Wotton’s verse letter 

by taking on a far more deferential persona. 

As discussed in chapter three, Donne begins HWKiss with the notion of mingling souls 

via a letter. The opening lines of HWKiss create a connection between Wotton and Donne while 

ensuring the letter’s recipient of Donne’s dependence on the relationship as a means of 

deference: 

Sir, More then kisses, Letters mingle Soules: 

For thus, frinds absent speake. This ease controules 

The tediousnes of my Life: But for these 

I could Ideate nothing which could please: 

But I should wither in one day and pas 

To’a bottle of hay, that ame a Lock of gras. (1-6) 

Donne spends the opening of this poem re-establishing his connection to Wotton, this time in 

more explicit terms. Donne makes it clear that his correspondence with Wotton is the only thing 

that allows him to create new material, and, without Wotton’s letters, Donne would “wither in 

one day and pas” (5). Rather than subtly suggesting a shared connection through common 

experience, Donne expresses a friendship with Wotton in this passage that is both explicit and 

hierarchical. Donne is dependent upon Wotton for his very survival. What is more, Donne makes 

it clear that he offers Wotton no advice in this letter, only recounts those lessons that Wotton has 

already taught him: “But, Sir, I aduise not you; I rather do / Say ore those Lessons, which I 

learnd of you” (63-64). This deferential tone is a clear response to Wotton’s rebuke after 

Donne’s earlier overstep in HWNews, and a clear example of the damage control required when 

“eares” that are “Tender to know” wrongs spoken of their owners must be consoled (17-18). We 

also see Donne change his tone in interpreting Wotton’s absence from the Court as a kind of 

good fortune. Instead, Donne offers up a compromise: all three locales available to a courtier— 

“Cuntryes, Courts, Towns” are awful places akin to “Rocks or Remoraes” (8). Donne offers up a 

paradox that allows him to save some face from the central conceit of HWNews, as he suggests 

that “Cityes are worst of all three; Of all three / (O knotty riddle) each is worst equally” (19-20). 

This paradox allows Donne to maintain his negative attitude about the Court and his general 
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condemnation of flattery and corruption in that system, while making it clear that he sympathizes 

with Wotton and Essex in their current situation.    

 Donne ends the poem with a final assurance of his good faith to Wotton that reinforces 

his subservience to his friend, claiming that Wotton is one of the rare Englishmen who has taken 

in all that the Continent has to offer without being corrupted and that Donne’s real hope for this 

poem is that by it he might remember all the rules set down in it (rules that Wotton initially 

taught him): 

 But, Sir, I aduise not you; I rather do 

Say ore those Lessons, which I learnd of you. 

Whome, free from Germaine Schismes, and lightnes 

Of France, and fayre Italyes faythlesnes,  

Hauing from these suckd all they had of worthe  

And brought home that Faythe, which you caryed forthe, 

I throughly Love. But if my selfe I’haue wonne 

To know my Rules, I haue, and you haue  

     Donne (63-71) 

Donne uses HWKiss to recover his position and restore his relationship with Wotton. He makes a 

point of praising Wotton for his extended tours of Europe and incorruptible character. There is 

no explicit allusion to Essex’s political situation here or any attempt by Donne to push a risky 

conceit. Through HWKiss Donne makes amends with a friend who was no doubt in a sensitive 

position and feeling the tension of having attached himself to a precarious political player.  

That O9 indicates a clear interest in Donne’s relationship to the political circumstances 

and his correspondence with Wotton as part of Essex’s exile and rebellion raises an important 

question: why does this manuscript not contain Wotton’s “’Tis a Coate of Gray”—his own verse 

letter in reply to Donne’s HWNews and the prompt for HWKiss? The answer most likely lies in 

the nature of literary dissemination and publication in Renaissance England: manuscript verse 

miscellanies are social documents constrained by circumstances of their production that 

determine the inclusion of different literary works no less than conditions of inclusion tied to the 

compiler’s intent such as theme, purpose, or occasion. Donne and Wotton’s verse letters had not 

yet been publicly printed and it is possible that Roberts simply did not have access to this less 

popular part of the correspondence. It is also possible that it is only coincidence, however 
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unlikely, that two of Donne’s three verse letters in the manuscript are written to Essex’s secretary 

and such a coincidence would explain why no attention to this fact is given in the title of the 

poem(s) in the manuscript. 

That O9 makes no real material distinction between the end of HWNews and beginning of 

HWKiss does not necessitate that its compiler or scribe believed the two poems to be one. The 

decision to present the poems in this way could intimate a number of potential priorities: the 

scribe may simply have made an error and forgotten to differentiate between the poems with a 

title; Roberts may have understood that the poems are related and chose to arrange them in a way 

that connects them on the page; or Roberts may have been less concerned with each poem as an 

individual artifact in this particular exchange between Donne and his recipient (he may not even 

have necessarily known that recipient was Wotton, specifically), and more interested in Donne’s 

general allusions to Court’s dangers, the vices of flattery and corruption, or the more nuanced 

nods he makes in these poems (especially in HWNews) to the social context and circumstances 

surrounding the Earl of Essex.104 Finally, Roberts may simply have been interested in including 

verse from an individual associated with Essex who had achieved relative acclaim as the Dean of 

St. Paul’s Cathedral. Whatever the case, these poems are important social artifacts of exchange 

between Donne and Wotton at a time when each was in the employment of a powerful political 

figure involved in Essex’s controversy. 

5.3.5 Flattery and the Court in TWHail 

Beyond its allusions to and exploration of friendship (see chapter three), TWHail is a poem from 

Donne to his friend, Thomas Woodward, operating within the important context of the Court. 

While it may not make the same explicit connections to themes relevant to the Earl of Essex as 

the verse letters to Henry Wotton do, the poem does contain select passages that build upon 

notions of the court as suffering from an epidemic of flattery that are present in those other verse 

letters. The result is a poem that explores the implications of those anxieties through the 

celebration of a friend and expresses a courtier’s anxiety of being overlooked in a Court filled 

with competitors. 

 
104 O’Callaghan suggests that the title for HWNews, “By Mr. JOHN DUNNE” is actually 

a grouping that applies to all of Donne’s poems, but each poem save HWKiss has appropriate 

spacing and its own title. Moreover, O’Callaghan actually misses HWKiss in her list of Donne’s 

poems precisely because there is no spacing between the first two poems (313). 
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While the other two poems share a direct correlation to the political circumstances of 

interest to O9’s compiler, the scribe uses this poem’s title to make an explicit connection 

between Donne and Sir Thomas Egerton that consolidates TWHail’s relevance beyond its link as 

a poem that deals with the anxieties of court: “By Mr. JOHN DUN. Once secratary to the Lord 

Keeper Egerton, disgraced by him for marrying with his wives neece: since proceeded doctor of 

divinitie one of the kings Chaplens: and now this paste Month of Aprile 1624 Deane of Powles” 

(9ar). In this title, the compiler/scribe identifies Donne not only as the author of the poem, but 

someone once in the service of a prominent political player and a current public figure and 

sometime associate of Essex. Marotti claims that this title “replaces the immediate sociopolitical 

context of the verse letter with that of the poet’s extended public life.”105 Depending on the date 

that this extended title was added, it might also indicate that the manuscript’s compiler is a 

courtier in the know. Donne’s social situation and the particulars of his life were not necessarily 

intimately known by a broader public before the publication of Izaak Walton’s 1640 biography, 

The Life of Dr. John Donne. Donne is not particularly famous for these events at all to a general 

audience. But, to those in the low levels of bureaucracy attached to certain social circles—those 

who might be charged with compiling a manuscript or aiding in its compilation—Donne’s 

infamous fall from grace after his marriage to Anne Moore could be more widely known. 

O’Callaghan, who reads these titles as additions, hypothesizes that such “editorial notes seek to 

establish the primary context for reading the verse and ask that the reader interpret the poem and 

its subject historically,” and that this is Roberts’s “attempt to stabilize their [the poems’] 

interpretation for acts of reading not just in the present, but also in the future.”106 If this is the 

case, such additions add a level of interpretation to the poem as the compiler/editor focuses on 

both Donne’s position in relation to Egerton at the time of the fall of Essex, but also bolster 

Donne’s place within the manuscript as more than a simple secretary to Egerton by making note 

of his status as the Dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral. 

The framing of TWHail’s elaborate title presents Donne not just as someone whose 

poetry speaks to the condition of the court or the danger of flattery or even an individual loosely 

connected to Essex as a courtier engaged in his naval expeditions, but as a courtier who had 

himself suffered a fall from grace out of an earnest and sincere act of conscience before 

 
105 Marotti, Manuscript, Print, and the Renaissance Lyric, 150. 
106 O’Callaghan, “Collecting Verse,” 317-18. 
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eventually redeeming himself and, at the same time, someone whose poetry reflects a criticism of 

sycophancy and court politics. Donne’s is another perspective on the kinds of political 

machinations of the court that can undo honest men (what greater evidence of this can there be 

than that he later became a clergyman?) and, what is more, one can even argue that Essex and 

Donne share a common agent in their undoing in the Lord Keeper, Thomas Egerton. 

Perhaps most relevant to the political context that O9’s compilation is built around, 

TWHail comments upon the idea that self-promotion within the Court arouses suspicion and that, 

as a result, one cannot advocate for one’s own value on account of other courtiers who have 

puffed themselves up: 

Oh how I grieue that lateborne Modesty 

Hath got such roote in easy waxen harts 

That Men may not themselues ther owne good parts 

 Extoll, without suspect of Surquedry. (17-20) 

In this passage, Donne laments that one cannot commend one’s own work in the current political 

climate as easily impressionable “harts” have been taken in by a “lateborne” or false “modesty” 

that causes all who “Extoll” themselves or their work to become suspected of arrogance or 

deception. Because of this problem, Donne must try his best to commend Thomas’s talents in 

poetry, though he finds himself woefully unable to accomplish the task in comparison to Thomas 

himself, whose skill far surpasses Donne’s own. What is worse, Donne tells Woodward that most 

readers have little ability to discern poor poetry from good in the first place. Though Woodward 

outstrips Donne in talent (at least, that is the conceit of this poem), Donne will be able to poorly 

imitate Woodward and, ironically given that his aim is to praise Woodward, Donne himself will 

be praised for that imitation: 

Then wryte that I may follow, and so bee 

 Thy debtor, thy’Eccho, thy foyle, thy Zanee. 

I shall be thought, if myne like thyne I shape 

All the Worlds Lyon though I be thy Ape. (29-32) 

In the context of this manuscript, these lines emphasize an anxiety over other readers’ ability to 

discern between passing poetry and truly exceptional verse. Just as members of the court can no 

longer discern between deceptive arrogance or shameless self-promotion and the proper 
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commendation of one’s own virtues and works, they are unable to distinguish Donne from the far 

superior Woodward. 

 When one reads TWHail in the context of O9, a manuscript that is so closely tied to court 

politics and the Earl of Essex, that context does not dramatically change the poem’s meaning. 

However, such a reading does emphasize certain features of the poem that one might otherwise 

overlook in favour of readings from other perspectives, including the poem’s invocation of 

Ciceronian friendship as outlined in chapter three. The political context of O9 crystallizes certain 

courtier anxieties in TWHail that Donne and Woodward no doubt felt: that a courtier cannot 

advocate their own value for fear of being accused of arrogance and self-promotion, that one can 

hardly commend a friend properly (and a horrid accusation of flattery may lurk around the 

corner), and that undiscerning members of the court will lack the ability to recognize the talent of 

courtiers such as Donne and Woodward.  

O9 clearly demonstrates an interest in the politics of the Court, especially events 

surrounding the last years of the Earl of Essex and the controversy around his son. The 

manuscript’s content, including many libels against the Earl’s enemies in the document as well 

as works by authors associated with him, point to a manuscript compiler who almost certainly 

supported the Earl and his faction. In addition to tying Donne’s identity to his secretaryship 

under Thomas Egerton, the presentation and arrangement of O9 brings the political value and 

dimensions of Donne’s verse letters into focus, especially in relation to circumstances and events 

surrounding the Earl of Essex and the Court. The political circumstances of the manuscript value 

Donne’s verse letters as historical documents tied to a specific moment in history, yes, but also 

as poems concerned with particular dangers and anxieties surrounding Court life: that the 

whispers of rivals might impede one’s progress or that another courtier might take offense at 

one’s own whispers; that the Court is the ultimate place of power and influence yet that same 

power and influence makes it home to people’s worst vices and impulses; that one must be 

constantly vigilant against flattery while convincing their betters that one’s own words are 

sincere devotion; and, finally, the fear that the members of Court will never fully recognize one’s 

own worth. In short, the compiler of O9 constructed a document that showcases how Donne’s 

verse letters helped him to navigate the turbulent Court as best he could and reveals how Donne 

and his companions were keenly aware of the dangers and pressures of the Court. We also see in 

O9 how the circle of Donne’s friends overlaps with his social circles of politics and power, and 
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that it was important for Donne to share his anxieties and frustrations over the circumstances of 

court with friends who understood what he was experiencing because they were participating in 

the same system.  

5.4 Conclusion 

The case studies above are demonstrations of distinct contexts of sociability for the verse letters 

of John Donne. Manuscript miscellanies with compilers who are socio-politically and socio-

literarily motivated provide new sites for reading Donne’s poetry that harbor social connections, 

relationships, and contexts of their own. The sociable function of Donne’s verse letters as 

representative and constitutive of relationships takes on a second life in manuscripts as, even 

beyond their immediate function as letters sent to a particular individual, the intertextuality and 

social considerations of manuscript compilation reemphasize the social nature of the verse letter. 

These contexts of sociability produce new readings that recast these poems and make them more 

conducive to critical appreciation, and such contexts require a new approach to editing that 

emphasizes the literary value of the verse letters as sociable texts. 
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6. Recentring Sociability in the Network Edition 

 

So far, the primary concern of this dissertation has been with the different conceptions of and 

perspectives on sociability related to the verse letters of John Donne. An undercurrent of that 

discussion has been that the way in which editors present these poems and, as an extension of 

that presentation, how scholars read them has been dramatically affected by an evaluation of the 

verse letters (and some of Donne’s other poems) as trifles of less literary worth than Donne’s 

more popular works. This is, of course, a cyclical problem: editorial work that overlooks 

important social contexts for the verse letters makes it less likely scholars will consider those 

contexts and results in a lack of appreciation for the poems, less scholarship to contextualize 

them, and editions that continue to overlook those contexts. 

Previous chapters have emphasized the importance of different contexts of sociability in 

Donne’s verse letters in an effort to demonstrate that underappreciation of these poems is 

undeserved. Chapters two and three outline and provide examples for the sophisticated model of 

friendship with Classical roots that frame and inform many of Donne’s verse letters and 

correspondence. Poems like HWKiss, Storm, AltVic, and TWHail exemplify a common 

understanding among Donne and his friends concerning the meaning and language of friendship. 

Donne’s BedfShe, on the other hand, demonstrates that this model depends upon equality of 

social status and gender, and not even Donne can circumvent those conditions. Instead, he 

elevates Lucy and the friend she has lost by making them exemplars of friendship. Chapter four 

and its discussion of metaphors of bodily presence demonstrate how Donne uses such metaphors 

to navigate the materiality of the letter and anxieties of physical absence, instantiating himself 

through his verse letters in order to maintain and build relationships through correspondence. 

Donne frequently emphasizes the letter’s role as a substitution for his own presence through 

metaphors that attribute his own body and qualities to his letter. These metaphors and conceits 

often go beyond basic attribution and personification (e.g., a letter kissing its recipient on 

Donne’s behalf) to perform more sophisticated purposes. In particular, Donne expands his 

metaphor from the letter to the letter cabinet in order to demonstrate how the sociability of 
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material documents, particularly how the elect letters that make it into Lady Herbert’s cabinet, 

reflects his own aspirations and desires for social connection. Lastly, chapter five considers the 

material context of early modern manuscripts in order to give us insight into early modern reader 

reception. While landmark projects like the Donne Variorum have given readers authoritative 

texts of Donne’s poetry, intertextuality between authors and works in the same manuscript and 

the social contexts of manuscript circulation give us significant new readings based on a different 

kind of insight. These readings may not be authoritative in the textual sense, but they do 

represent reader communities built upon specific social and political connections to Donne that 

make these manuscripts worth investigating, and they emphasize the nature of Donne’s verse 

letters as literary artifacts of social exchange dependent upon sociability for their critical 

appreciation. O30 situates Donne as an important member of Lucy, Countess of Bedford’s 

literary coterie, demonstrating that some early modern readerships saw this relationship and the 

network of other clients like Ben Jonson as a significant context for Donne’s work. In a similar 

fashion, the Essex-focused O9 manuscript places Donne as one contributor among much larger 

political players and values Donne’s poems for his connection to the Earl of Essex and Sir 

Thomas Egerton as well as, perhaps, the way those poems contextualize that pivotal moment in 

English Renaissance politics. Each of these manuscripts contributes to a fuller picture of how 

readers of Donne’s poems accessed his writing from distinct perspectives and contexts that can 

give us new angles of inquiry based in the intertextuality of texts and the social connections of 

authors within a given manuscript. 

These contexts of sociability point to an important need for a textual environment that 

emphasizes the various levels of social contexts, connections, and readings of Donne’s works in 

order to rectify their critical understudy and underappreciation. This chapter is dedicated to 

developing a theoretical framework for an editing practice that will better illuminate those 

contexts of sociability discussed in previous chapters. Whereas the medium of print traditionally 

presents each poem as an isolated literary work meant to stand on its own, I advocate for a digital 

medium that prioritizes relationality as a means to emphasize the contexts of sociability—

interpersonal, classical, material, manuscript circulation and reader reception—in a way that 

helps the reader to understand that a verse letter is a “poem written to a particular person on a 

particular occasion” that requires a clear understanding of the relationships at play and the 
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sociability of texts in order to be properly appreciated.1 Otherwise, readers and critics run the 

risk of continuing to misunderstand Donne’s verse letters as Donne “at his worst,” a form of 

“gauche” grovelling that is “neurotic and undignified.”2 Instead, the framework that follows—

what I have called the network edition—embraces the relational nature of Donne’s verse letters 

as social objects of literary exchange in friendship and employs that notion of friendship and 

social connection as fundamental to understanding his verse letters. A network edition of John 

Donne’s verse letters can frame these poems within their various contexts of sociability in a way 

that prioritizes their significance and literary value as a considerable portion of Donne’s poetical 

canon. 

The network edition is a development in ongoing trends in digital textual editing. Digital 

editions, by one name or another, have been a part of medieval and Renaissance studies for over 

two decades. The methodology behind such projects has shifted considerably over that time: 

from Peter Robinson’s edition of The Wife of Bath’s Prologue on CD-ROM, to the online 

hypertext editions of the late 90s and early 2000s, to the collaborative crowdsourcing and social 

projects such as Transcribe Bentham and the Social Edition of the Devonshire Manuscript, 

projects have pushed the boundaries of what an edition can be and the way relationships between 

editors, readers, and texts can be configured.3 As an extension of this trend, I propose a new type 

of edition that pushes these boundaries further in the form of a network edition: a dynamic 

hypertext edition that incorporates an interactive network graph as its interface. The network 

edition allows for a new kind of computer-assisted reading where a reader navigates the text via 

network paths, emphasizing both the social nature of texts and the relationships between texts 

and those who produce them. For the purposes of this chapter, a network can best be understood 

as an interconnected or related set of entities—in this context, entities are usually people and/or 

their letters, poems, and other works. A network graph then, is a diagrammatic depiction of such 

 
1 Margaret Maurer, “John Donne’s Verse Letters,” 212. 
2 Joseph Summers, The Heirs of Donne and Jonson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1970), 32; Milgate, The Satires, Epigrams, and Verse Letters of John Donne, xxxiv; Thomson, 

“The Literature of Patronage, 1580-1630,” 82. 
3 Geoffrey Chaucer. The Wife of Bath’s Prologue on CD-ROM, ed. Peter Robinson 

(Cambridge University Press, 1996); Transcribe Bentham: A Participatory Initiative. (Accessed 

August 9, 2019); Wikibooks contributors, A Social Edition of the Devonshire MS (BL Add. MS 

17492). Wikibooks, The Free Textbook.Project. (Accessed August 10, 2019). 
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entities and their relationships consisting of nodes (representations of entities, often in the form 

of a dot or circle) and edges (lines that represent the connection between two entities). Finally, 

network paths or pathways are those trails a user creates when they navigate an interactive 

edition or project. The distinct advantage of a network visualization as an interface is that it 

prioritizes the social relationships between authors and recipients by confronting the reader with 

a set of relationships that help define a text, rather than the text as an isolated monolith. 

The first section of this chapter maps the trajectory and trends of core principles in digital 

scholarly editing and more recent developments in projects featuring network visualization in 

Renaissance studies, especially how these projects contribute significant concepts or ideas that 

emphasize sociability in order to demonstrate the potential for merging these practices in a 

network edition. To this end, I conduct several case studies of select digital humanities projects 

in medieval and Renaissance studies in an effort to understand how each explores and tests the 

relationships between editors, readers, and texts while maintaining certain common principles of 

freedom and accessibility that scholars have advocated for from the outset of early modern 

digital studies. In identifying the core principles and innovations in each project, I highlight those 

principles that recur in digital studies and have been productive in their practical application in 

each distinct project. Certain disciplinary principles such as transparency, accessibility, and 

collaboration are at the centre of DH rhetoric, and determining how practical applications of 

digital studies interact, problematize, or even resist these principles can point us to areas where 

consistent developments are being made or tensions still reside in the discipline. Valuing 

transparency, accessibility, and collaboration has moved members of the digital textual editing 

community towards the model of the social edition and collaborative practices such as social 

editing, and both of these developments inform the framework of the network edition. 

The second part of this chapter observes the rise of digital network projects or projects 

that employ network visualization and analysis as their primary perspective for investigating 

texts.4 I examine Shakeosphere, Six Degrees of Francis Bacon, and Mapping the Republic of 

Letters as well as the research outputs scholars have generated as part of these projects as a 

 
4 For use of the term “digital network project” in early modern studies, see Alison 

Langmead, Jessica M. Otis, Christopher N. Warren, Scott B. Weingart and Lisa D. Zilinksi. 

“Towards Interoperable Network Ontologies for the Digital Humanities,” International Journal 

of Humanities and Arts Computing 10, no. 1 (2016): 22–35. 
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means of understanding how such projects and their associated methodologies emphasize notions 

of social context and production of a text, sociability, and intertextuality. While these research 

outcomes frequently consist of close reading combined with analysis of their visualizations, the 

projects themselves are often divorced from the texts and contexts they represent. The network 

edition marries text and context, reinforcing the relationships between texts, authors, and 

recipients, the theoretical framework of which I introduce in the final section of this chapter. I 

propose a method for incorporating these network visualization tools into an editorial framework 

and argue that the recent increase in accessibility and utility of network visualization and 

network analysis tools could allow for their integration into the context of a digital edition not as 

a simple accessory in a dynamic edition, but as the primary interface for interacting with the 

edition as a means of emphasizing contexts of sociability for the verse letters of John Donne. I 

outline two examples where the network edition could have considerable advantages over its 

more traditional counterparts: an edition of John Donne’s verse letters, and a ‘coterie edition’ 

that centres on the kind of literary exchange one finds among literary circles like that of Lucy 

Russell, Countess of Bedford. 

My hope is that this framework can maintain the legacy of transparency, accountability, 

and accessibility found from the onset of digital and online editions while adding data 

visualization resources into the toolkit of the editor, ultimately allowing them to better represent 

readings and circumstances of texts based in social contexts and materiality that have previously 

been overlooked or underrepresented.  

6.1 Digital Scholarly Editing: Hypertext, Diplomacy, and Biases 

Early discourses about textual editing using digital tools consist largely of a discussion about 

how exactly this new medium might change the way we edit texts. George Landow represents an 

optimistic camp that sees a new degree of freedom in hypertext editions.5  Landow sees a 

number of possible reasons for such optimism, one of which is a shift in the reader’s relationship 

 
5  George Landow. Hypertext: The Convergence of Contemporary Critical Theory and 

Technology (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992), 87. For Landow’s description of 

hypertextual critics in contrast to critical theorists, see the following passage: “writers on 

hypertext are downright celebratory… the vocabulary of freedom, energy, and empowerment 

marks writings on hypertextuality…Writers on hypertext, in contrast, glory in possibility, excited 

by the future of textuality, knowledge, and writing” (87). 
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with the text and its author: “a certain aspect of authorial control has vanished, or rather been 

ceded to the reader.”6 In an application of Landow’s theory, Robinson suggests the sheer volume 

of available material and the mutability of that information permits the reader to create their own 

reading as they select different material for their reading in a new method where “the balance of 

power in editing has shifted… to presenting the text as a series of manuscript objects.”7 

Robinson claims it unlikely that “the same critic will read it [the text] the same way on any two 

occasions,” let alone that any two critics will produce the same reading.8 Robinson’s edition of 

The Wife of Bath’s Prologue deconstructs the traditional relationship between editor and reader, 

allowing a user to rearrange and compile the nearly sixty manuscript and print witnesses within 

the digital edition into countless possible arrangements. Such an approach augments the editor’s 

role to incorporate tasks we might typically associate with an archivist or compiler, insofar as 

they provide “a presentation of the manuscripts.”9 But it also transfers an editorial task to the 

reader who must now manipulate the edition to develop close readings of a text with an 

incredible amount of variation that formerly lay obscured behind editorial authority.  

Ian Small finds the optimism of hypertext critics like Landow and Robinson problematic 

and states that there is an inherent issue in the assumption that the computer provides editors 

with “a new kind of freedom… from the restrictions imposed by value-judgments of individual 

editors.”10 In particular, Small is concerned with the presentation of curated material as an 

unfiltered archive, a mistake he accuses The Rossetti Archive of committing.11  He also sees a 

great danger in this assumption given the nature of hypertext and digital editions to obfuscate the 

value-laden nature of the editorial decisions contained within:  

The only change which the computer brings about is to increase the available number of 

relevant facts at our disposal; but it has not made them any less selective or any less 

 
6 Ibid, 85-87. 
7 Peter Robinson, “Manuscript Politics,” The Politics of the Electronic Text, eds. Warren 

L. Chernaik et al. (London: University of London Office for Humanities Communication, 1993), 

11. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ian Small, “Text Editing and the Computer: Facts and Values,” The Politics of the 

Electronic Text, eds. Warren L. Chernaik et al. (London: University of London Office for 

Humanities Communication, 1993), 25 
11 Ibid, 29. 
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value-laden… the Rossetti hypertext project will certainly allow the reader to access 

much more information about text production than can be made available in a book. But 

all of this ‘new’ information is still only a tiny fraction of the possible information; and… 

still remains as steeped in value as in any book edition… However, the value-judgments 

whereby this information is produced have tended to become more obscure than ever.12 

Robinson provides a counternarrative to Small’s concerns as he offers that the reader “may test 

every stage of our reconstruction of the transmission history of the text. They will have the same 

tools that we have; they may use these to confirm or deny our reconstruction.”13 The greater role 

transparency plays, the less one needs be concerned about the value-laden judgements given that 

readers can trace editorial decisions themselves. In other words, borrowing the terms of Krista 

Stinne Greve Rasmussen, the reader moves from their traditional role to become both a user and 

a co-worker as well, not just dependent upon the editor for “reliable academic versions of literary 

works” but interested in “the relation between the work’s numerous texts and versions” as a user 

and actively contributing “to the scholarly enterprise…tak[ing] part in the editorial work at some 

level” as a co-worker.14 This distinction is useful as it highlights the reader’s shift in roles as 

granting greater access and transparency to the editor’s decisions but also having to bear the 

burden of evaluating those decisions, and even the edition’s construction, themselves. Robinson 

also goes on to acknowledge that this presents a fundamental shift in editorial theory as the 

traditional roles of editors and readers blur.15 For instance, this is the case in Donne studies: there 

are considerable resources freely available as part of the John Donne Society’s Digital Prose 

Project, and the Donne Variorum’s Digital Donne provides all the raw materials (e.g. 

transcriptions) used in constructing the Donne Variorum print editions of Donne’s poetry so that 

any reader/editor/scholar can evaluate the editorial decisions of the Donne Variorum team or, 

indeed, the decisions of any other editor of Donne’s poetry as well.16 The freedom from bias in 

 
12 Ibid, 29. 
13 Robinson, “Manuscript Politics,” 10-11. 
14 Krista Stinne Greve Rasmussen. “Reading or Using a Digital Edition? Reader Roles in 

Scholarly Edition,” Digital Scholarly Editing: Theories and Practices, eds. Elena Pierazzo and 

Matthew Driscoll (Open Book Publishers, 2016), 127. 
15 Ibid, 11. See the following passage: “This edition, then, is redefining what we do as 

editors. It will also, we think, redefine what readers do” (11). 
16 For a discussion of making these resources standardized and compliant with regard to 

linked open data to increase their potential as freely available resources, see Brent Nelson, “The 
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editing is an illusion, as Small claims, but the freedom to take on a portion of the editorial role in 

one’s own reading is the new reality. A trend to make more resources utilized by the editor 

available to their reader and to develop a degree of reader agency in the editorial process is at the 

centre of this development. This is itself a form of sociability as the reader uses this newfound 

agency to engage with both editors and texts in new ways that allow them to navigate the various 

texts and their relationships to one another. 

Some editors saw online editions as an opportunity to be more transparent in their 

process. In the introduction to his hypertext edition of The Seafarer, Corey Owen urges editors to 

“make their biases as transparent as possible” and claims he offers “as many relevant documents 

as possible” in an effort to address the issues outlined by Small17. Owen argues that hypertext 

cannot act as a pure medium that provides a transparent text in the same way Beatrice Warde 

first hypothesized of traditional printing and, by extension, editing in The Crystal Goblet, but it 

can allow printer/editors to provide transparency as to the editorial process they take in curating 

texts.18 Transferring the notion of transparency from text to editor alleviates one issue Small 

raises but, even though an editor’s choices might be transparent, “it has not made them any less 

selective or any less value-laden.”19  Moreover, as Kathleen Fitzpatrick points out, the realities of 

an online, digital medium reorients not only the way readers relate to their editors, but how they 

might relate to each other: 

Given…that many can not only read a text individually but also interact with the same 

text at the same time, developers of textual technologies would do well to think about 

ways to situate those texts within a community, and to promote communal discussion and 

debate within those texts’ frames.20  

 

Sociable Textual Archive: Laying the Groundwork for Linked Bibliographic Entries,” KULA: 

Knowledge Creation, Dissemination, and Preservation Studies. 3.1 (2019). DOI: 

http://doi.org/10.5334/kula.12 (Accessed August 20, 2022). 
17 Corey Owen, “Editorial Introduction,” The Seafarer: A Hypertext Edition (University 

of Saskatchewan, 1999). Online. https://www.usask.ca/english/seafarer/TOC.htm (Accessed 

August 10, 2018). 
18 Beatrice Warde, “The Crystal Goblet or Printing Should Be Invisible,” in The Crystal 

Goblet: Sixteen Essays on Typography, (Cleveland: World Publishing Company, 1956), 11-17. 
19 Small 29. 
20 Kathleen Fitzpatrick, “CommentPress: New (Social) Structures for New (Networked) 

Texts,” Journal of Electronic Publishing, 10, no. 3 (2007). 

http://dx.doi.org/10.3998/3336451.0010.305.  
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What Fitzpatrick outlines here is the digital edition’s capacity to be more than an isolated 

experience. Instead, it can be a hub for many different readers to share their experiences with an 

edition as well (i.e., readers engage in a social experience within that community through the act 

of reading). 

Both Small’s issue with an editor’s selective judgment and Fitzpatrick’s keen observation 

of how online texts could potentially facilitate not only reading but discussion of a text are 

addressed, at least in part, through the concept of the social edition, where Landow’s celebratory 

attitude towards the shift of authorial control is taken even further by disseminating that control 

among a larger number of individuals.  

6.2 Social Editions, Curations, and Explorations: A Social Edition of the Devonshire 

Manuscript and The Pulter Project 

 

 

Figure 6.1. Front Page of A Social Edition of the Devonshire MS. 

When we discuss making an edition or text “social” in textual editing, there are several 

definitions one could employ and not all of them are related to digital projects. The notion of 

social texts has existed in textual scholarship since the 1970s, while the social edition is a 
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relatively new phenomenon introduced by the Devonshire MS project in the early 2010s.21 The 

former conceptualizes text in a way that acknowledges how the many institutions and readers 

surrounding a text affect the modern reader, rather than framing a text as the product of a lone 

author. The latter is a concept for an edition that incorporates collaborative technologies for such 

tasks as transcription.22 Moreover, social editing, a collaborative process of editing texts using a 

method such as crowdsourcing, is a distinct, albeit related term, and that process often plays a 

role in social editions.  

The Devonshire Manuscript Project Team outlines a typology for electronic editions, 

distinguishing the “dynamic text,” “hypertextual edition,” and “dynamic edition.”23 The dynamic 

edition is the most important for our purposes, as it consists of a dynamic text, which is itself a 

combination of an “edited electronic text” and “analytical tools,” with the features of a hypertext 

edition “plus automated means of discovering and interrelating external resources.”24 These 

features not only interrupt the linearity of traditional reading, but automate “reading-related 

functions that would likely not be carried out without the assistance of the computer” on account 

of the implausible amount of time required to complete them manually.25 The various available 

resources and pathways change the model of the edition: “In essence, the dynamic edition 

structures and treats the text as a database.”26 This database structure is the means by which the 

dynamic edition facilitates the automation and exploration that gives the reader access to content 

with greater ease than in print.27 As we will see, a network edition is a means of changing the 

way a user interacts with this database structure: the network visualization that comprises the 

 
21 See notably, Jerome McGann, A Critique of Modern Textual Criticism (Chicago: 

Chicago University Press, 1983); and D. F. McKenzie, Bibliography and the Sociology of Texts 

(London: British Library, 1986). For an overview of the term “social” in textual editing and its 

uses in the field, see Peter Robinson, “Social editions, social editing, social texts,” Chapter 7 in 

Digital Studies/Le champ numérique, 2016.6. http://doi.org/10.16995/dscn.6 

22 Ibid. 
23 Raymond Siemens, Megan Timney, Cara Leitch, Corina Koolen, Alex Garnett, 

“Toward modeling the social edition: An approach to understanding the electronic scholarly 

edition in the context of new and emerging social media,” Literary and Linguistic Computing, 

27, no. 4 (2012): 446; A Social Edition of the Devonshire MS (BL Add. MS 17492). 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid, 447. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
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interface of the edition presents the entire relational structure of the database at once so that the 

relational nature of the edition and its texts is more apparent and accessible than in the lists or 

tables of traditional print or even hypertext editions.  

While their definition of the dynamic edition outlines the current state of electronic 

scholarly editions, The Devonshire Manuscript Project Team also identifies a need to incorporate 

new understandings of the electronic edition based on the development of new social tools: 

While the electronic medium is most certainly a productive space in which to present and 

analyze editions, it is increasingly difficult to ignore the influence of new and emerging 

possibilities for the electronic scholarly edition in the current phase in the social 

formation of the web.28 

The project team proposes and models the social edition as a way of better comprehending the 

impact that large scale online collaboration can have on digital textual editing. A social edition 

depends upon a scholarly ‘community of practice’ or a group of people engaged in different 

types of collaboration “extended to include public expertise while still valuing the experience, 

resources, and tools already in place.”29 The result is an expansion of Landow’s claim that 

hypertext cedes control to the reader, as a social edition “pushes the boundaries of authority 

further, shifting power from a single editor, who shapes the reading of any given text, to a group 

of readers comprising a community whose interpretations themselves form a new method of 

making meaning out of the material.”30 In principle then, the social edition relies upon an already 

established community that opens its doors to outsiders to participate in activities that, in the case 

of electronic scholarly editions, are regulated by a set of scholarly values. In practice, this 

requires meticulous attention to principles of accessibility and transparency. 

The Social Edition of the Devonshire Manuscript is a practical application of the social 

model outlined above where the social editorial practice of the project parallels the collaborative 

and social nature of the original manuscript’s production. This project consists of a digital, social 

edition housed on the Wikibooks platform that allows any individual with access to the internet to 

edit the text of the edition of a 16th century manuscript that is “the first sustained example of men 

 
28 Ibid, 446. 
29 Ibid, 450. 
30 Ibid, 453. 
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and women writing together in the English tradition.”31 The editorial team of this edition situates 

their editorial practice within developments of contemporary editorial theory as well as the 

unique circumstances of the Devonshire Manuscript’s production:  

[The edition] blends traditional scholarly editing practices and standards with 

comparatively recent digital social media environments. In doing so, the edition aims to 

reflect both contemporary editorial theory, which recognises the inherently social form 

and formation of texts, as well as the writerly and readerly practices that shaped the 

original production of the Devonshire Manuscript[.]32 

The well-documented social nature of this manuscript makes it uniquely suited to the social 

model of the edition and the process of collaboration that produces the edition mimics the 

production of the manuscript itself in that both the manuscript and edition entail a relatively open 

and collaborative mode of creation. In other words, The Social Edition of the Devonshire 

Manuscript rectifies that “author-centred” focus of earlier editions that “distorts the character of 

the Devonshire Manuscript.”33 

The core editorial collaborators of this project define a social edition as “a work that 

brings communities together to engage in conversation around a text formed and reformed 

through an ongoing, iterative, public editorial process.”34 This definition is linked to the earlier 

idea of a “social text” mentioned above as it incorporates the notion of a text as the product of 

multiple agents rather than a lone author. The project also resists Small’s criticisms of 

“selective” and “value-laden” editorial decisions by means of the transparency encouraged in 

early hypertext editions that make their materials available as well as in their declared practice of 

editing as an “ongoing, iterative, public editorial process.” Any endeavour that permits and 

promotes public interaction must, in its very nature, strive to be transparent in its editorial 

 
31 “General Introduction” in A Social Edition of the Devonshire Manuscript: (BL Add. MS 

17492). Wikibooks, The Free Textbook Project. For the print version of this edition, see 

Raymond Siemens, Karen Armstrong, and Constance Crompton, A Social Edition of the 

Devonshire Manuscript: (BL Add. MS 17492) (Tempe: Iter and the Arizona Center for Medieval 

and Renaissance Studies, 2015). 
32 Siemens et al. “Building a Social Edition of the Devonshire Manuscript,” chapter 8 in 

Digital Scholarly Editing, eds. Matthew James Driscoll and Elena Pierazzo (Open Book 

Publishing: 2016), 137. 
33 Ibid, 139. 
34 Ibid, “A Note on this Edition.” 
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decisions to facilitate the interventions of members outside the traditionally established 

community. Indeed, hosting an online edition within a platform such as Wikibooks ensures that 

the continuous, accessible nature of the project and its meticulous log of every change to the text 

promotes ongoing accountability among its core group of editors by recording each intervention 

with the text. Beyond a clear log of contributor intervention, the edition also provides facsimiles 

of the manuscript in question as well as a link to high resolution images in the British Library’s 

manuscript viewer, and other supplementary materials that complement the manuscript text. 

Generally, the social approach raises concerns about attribution and authorship in terms of 

whether citation of a contributor fully constitutes giving credit in exchange for their labour,35 but 

the more interesting implications for this chapter are how emulating the collaborative production 

of a manuscript through a collaborative editorial practice can emphasize the intertextual and 

social elements of a manuscript and its contents. By giving the reader further editorial control, 

the social edition includes them in the sociability of the editorial process, bringing them into a 

social circle of the text as an editor.  

 

Figure 6.2. The Pulter Project Interface Featuring the Elemental and Amplified Edition of 

Hester Pulter’s poem, “The Eclipse.” 

 
35 For more on this controversial and ongoing discussion of labour, see Brent Nelson and 

Peter Robinson, “Curricular Contexts for Real World Research in Textual Studies,” in Digital 

Pedagogy and Early Modern Material Textual Studies, eds. Scott Schofield and Andie Silva 

(Toronto: Iter, Forthcoming). 
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Another example of a project in Renaissance studies that implements both the dynamicity 

of hypertext and the innovation of social editions, The Pulter Project is a recent, ongoing digital 

edition of a manuscript containing the poems of Renaissance poet Hester Pulter led by its general 

editors, Leah Knight and Wendy Wall, that utilizes many of the features already discussed in an 

effort to correct the exclusion of Pulter’s work from the literary canon as well as Pulter’s 

exclusion from other intellectual spaces in scholarly discourse (e.g. experimental science).36 The 

Pulter Project contains a link to the University of Leeds Library’s high resolution images of the 

manuscript in question; a more general edition in what they call the Elemental Editions of the 

poems that provides only “minimal annotation;” and Amplified Editions—imaginative editions 

held to a scholarly standard through peer review but encouraged to push beyond the Elemental 

Editions in “their overall interpretation and/or editorial apparatus.”37The Pulter Project also 

contains “curations” and “explorations.” A curation is a kind of commentary that includes audio 

or text from various analogues or sources “that invite contemplation of different ways in which a 

particular poem might be contextualized.”38 Knight and Wall see these commentaries as a means 

to push interdisciplinary and intertextual readings of a single poem and “suggest intertextual 

comparisons, contextualizations, analogues, source studies, and further reading on related 

topics.”39 For instance, Wall’s own curation, “Early Modern Astronomy,” contextualizes the 

reader’s interaction with Pulter’s poem, “The Eclipse,” by framing Pulter’s understanding of 

astronomy, along with her stance on scientific developments of the age, in relation to evidence 

from the poems of John Donne and John Milton, as well as Galileo’s Starry Messenger.40 The 

result is a commentary that distinguishes Pulter from her contemporary poets via her clearly 

Galilean beliefs, while connecting her to these same poets and the traditional literary canon 

through the very act of comparison that hints at a potential level of intertextuality.  Such 

explorations are similar to curations, except that they relate to multiple poems from the project 

 
36 Leah Knight and Wendy Wall, eds. The Pulter Project: Poet in the Making, 2018. 

http://pulterproject.northwestern.edu (Accessed August 5, 2019). 
37 Private Correspondence with Wendy Wall and Leah Knight. Email. August 10, 2019. 
38 “Curations,” in Knight and Wall, The Pulter Project. 
39 Private Correspondence August 10, 2019. Wall and Knight permit a wide range of 

materials into such curations in the vein of a dynamic text: “Any item that enriches the reading 

of a particular poem has a place in a curation: not just texts (ancient and modern; excerpts and 

wholes; primary and secondary sources) but images and photographs of artifacts.” 
40 Wendy Wall “Early Modern Astronomy,” in Knight and Wall, The Pulter Project.  



 
 

189 
 

“in order to articulate and exhibit their relations with each other and possibly with other 

materials.”41 These are versions of hypertext being used to its potential: rather than simply 

mentioning an image or sound, these editorial works directly engage the reader with other texts 

related to the poem or poems.  Just one example, Lara Dodds’s exploration of “Hester Pulter and 

the Imagined Worlds of Astronomy and Poetry,” invites readers to contemplate the relationship 

between the new model of the cosmos, the ambitions of Milton’s Satan in Paradise Lost, 

Donne’s contemplation of “new Philosophy” in The First Anniversary, the various perspectives 

of photographs taken from space, and Hester Pulter’s own poetic notions of perspective and 

space in two of her poems.42 Again, like curations, these explorations create a kind of connective 

tissue linking Pulter to the larger literary canon, implicitly arguing for her place within it by 

linking her to other authors. Wall and Knight invite contributors to create their own curations, 

explorations, and “further amplified editions” which, if accepted by peer review, will be featured 

as part of The Pulter Project.43 Their first contributions were subject only to internal review (i.e. 

a review by members of the project), but these contributions and others are now subject to an 

external peer-review process. While the project may not permit contributions as seamlessly as 

the Social Edition of the Devonshire Manuscript, it still participates with the reader in a social 

nature that invites their insight and contribution to the edition as a whole.  

The Pulter project leverages the relative ubiquity of online access to promote an 

understudied Renaissance author. While another online edition of Shakespeare’s works may only 

add to the Bard’s prominence, the inclusion of Hester Pulter as an easily accessible Renaissance 

author is a significant contribution and a compelling case for the impact of online accessibility.44 

Pulter’s poetry has been limited to a single 2014 edition by Alice Eardley and is likely to suffer 

from “the unreliability of continuity and short print runs of academic presses” that compounds 

the utility of their digital edition in addition to its many features and resources that a traditional 

print publication could not replicate with any ease.45 

 
41 “Contributions” in Knight and Wall, The Pulter Project. 
42 Lara Dodds, “Hester Pulter and the Imagined Worlds of Astronomy and Poetry,” in 

Knight and Wall, The Pulter Project. 
43 “Contributions” in Knight and Wall, The Pulter Project. 
44 For a closer analysis of how the proliferation of certain authors in the digital space 

affects the Canon, see Laura Estill, “Digital Humanities’ Shakespeare Problem,” Humanities 8, 

no. 1 (2019): 45. https://doi.org/10.3390/h8010045.  
45 “Why did we Build This?,” in Knight and Wall, The Pulter Project.  
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The Pulter Project also aims to retain the transparency valued from the outset of 

electronic editions and espouses that editorial principle in their mission statement: “The Pulter 

Project seeks to pull back the editorial curtain to reveal to readers the often invisible decisions 

underwriting the making of poetry and poets.”46 The project accomplishes this by “present[ing] a 

set of possible texts and interpretations, enfolded within a framework that transparently exposes 

what is at stake in making editorial choices.”47 This is an analog of the transparency of process 

theorized in hypertexts of the late 90s and early 2000s, expanded as a hub for multiple authors to 

perform their transparent curation in a single virtual space. The Pulter Project extends that 

transparency—usually applied only to the process of textual editing—from the poems to the poet 

herself as part of the establishment of canon. Pulter’s position as a relatively unknown poet who 

has been excluded from the literary canon creates an opportunity, as Knight and Wall describe: 

Pulter’s manuscript affords scholars of literary history the rare opportunity to reflect on 

the creation of a writer’s profile in the making. The Pulter Project is therefore designed to 

encourage the process of scholarly reception to unfold mindfully and abundantly, in part 

by generating a space in which competing models for curating and editing her work are 

made available for future students and scholars.48 

The editors of The Pulter Project have managed to combine socially collaborative editing and 

the transparency of process framed in the editorial work of early online editions into an edition 

that incorporates interdisciplinary perspectives upon a single subject with peer-reviewed 

accountability. In short, The Pulter Project takes many of the most advantageous features of the 

projects and editions discussed above and employs them to highlight the poetry and life of an 

individual that traditional academic pursuits had dismissed to the margins in an edition that 

extends to the reader not only a degree of ceded authorial control, but also a modicum of power 

in (re-)establishing the literary canon.49 Most importantly for this discussion, the way in which 

 
46 “What is The Pulter Project?” in Knight and Wall, The Pulter Project. 
47 “Why did we Build This?,” in Knight and Wall, The Pulter Project. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Likewise, those practicing Digital Humanities in Early Modern studies currently have a 

unique opportunity to leverage scholarly work on less-studied women authors to a similar end by 

building upon the considerable scholarship that already exists. For just a few examples of 

scholars bringing the work of early modern women authors to the fore, see Margaret Ezell. 

“Women and Writing,” in A Companion to Early Modern Women’s Writing, ed. Anita Pacheco 

(Hoboken, NJ: Blackwell Publishing, 2002), 77-94; Laura Mandell, “Introduction: The Poetess 
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the various curations and explorations of the edition contextualize Pulter’s verse in relation to 

other poets and authors demonstrates one way of emphasizing the intertextuality and 

relationships between Pulter and the canon from which she has been historically excluded. How 

the advisory board moderates control in this ongoing project will have a significant effect on the 

process and perspectives through which Pulter’s work enters that literary canon. 

The digital projects outlined above employ distinct methods but maintain a recurring 

commonality: each edition has constituted some reduction of the control a traditional editor has 

over their text. Key principles in this process tend to be transparency and, by extension, 

accessibility, collaboration, and accountability. These projects implement features that promote 

these principles, deconstructing the traditional editorial role as an authority that presents a 

finished product in the text and instead incorporating the reader into the social process of 

constituting the text to varying degrees. Both the Devonshire MS and Pulter projects contribute 

to understanding the works they contain as part of the social and intellectual interactions of their 

authors with other works and writers, and contexts of sociability are at the heart of each of these 

projects as they reframe these texts with intertextuality and the social in mind. Within this 

context, we now turn our attention to the rise in digital network projects in early modern studies, 

how their users and creators use them to produce traditional research, and their potential 

applications in digital editorial practice as the tools to produce these projects become more 

accessible. These methodologies and tools have the potential to highlight contexts of sociability 

and engage with the production of a text, social contexts, and intertextuality, all of which are 

particularly relevant to the critical presentation of the verse letters of John Donne. 

6.3 Network Visualization and The Trajectory of Digital Editions 

Digital network projects in early modern studies similarly tend to highlight and emphasize the 

social nature of texts and challenge notions of works of literature as isolated productions. 

Network visualization and analysis has become a popular tool in the digital humanities and, for 

 

Tradition,” Romanticism on the Net, 29-30, 2003; and Jacqueline Wernimont and Julia Flanders, 

“Feminism in the Age of Digital Archives: The Women Writers Project on JSTOR,” Tulsa 

Studies in Women’s Literature, 29, no. 2 (2010): 425–35. Digital Humanities scholars, especially 

digital scholarly editors, are especially well-situated to better incorporate such voices into the 

canon in the wake of digital endeavours like The Pulter Project, Women Writers Project (1999-

2016), The Orlando Project, and The Material Cultures of Early Modern Women Writing created 

by The Early Modern Women Research Network (2017). 
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scholars who study the early modern period, there are several major DH projects that either 

incorporate network visualization or analysis or make it the primary means of investigation in 

their research. The three projects examined here are representative of a larger trend that seems 

likely to grow: Mapping the Republic of Letters features an interactive network visualization of 

the epistolary exchange in the early modern intellectual movement charted over a map of the 

world; Six Degrees of Francis Bacon represents the social network of Early Modern England in a 

digital network project that invites collaborative user contribution and can pare down the scope 

of the massive network by user-created selections including various occupations, social circles, 

and political allegiances; and Shakeosphere: Mapping Early Modern Social Networks is a digital 

network project that presents the relationships between individuals involved in print production 

from the introduction of the printing press in England to the end of the eighteenth century as an 

interactive network graph. Each of these projects employs network visualization and analysis but 

provides different degrees of access to their datasets. Moreover, because they do not engage 

directly with the theoretical framework of electronic editions, values of transparency, though 

often engaged, are advocated in different terms. The following summary of each project serves to 

highlight how they function distinctly from one another and a brief discussion of Blaine 

Greteman’s article on Milton’s Epitaphium Damonis—a Latin elegy lamenting the death of 

Milton’s longtime friend, Charles Diodati— demonstrates how network visualization tools can 

challenge us to engage with different paradigms of the author, rather than merely reinforce what 

we already know. 
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Figure 6.3. Republic of Letters Visualization, 1700-1749. 

In 2009, Paula Findlen, Dan Edelstein, and Nicole Coleman began Stanford University’s 

Mapping the Republic of Letters project, which combines several important features into a single 

resource.50 Its network visualization runs on Adobe Flash Player and allows the user to view the 

epistolary exchanges between cities throughout the enlightenment. The interface contains a scale 

that allows one to filter correspondences between certain dates and generate them 

chronologically on a player. In addition to the default view of connections between cities, there 

are filters that allow one to observe the flow and volume of letters as well. Perhaps its most 

impressive feature, pressing the Shift key and clicking any edge—the lines that connect 

individual nodes—brings up a list of the correspondence that contributes to the size of that edge 

and one can click any letter from that list to open a new tab to the letter’s corresponding entry in 

the Electronic Enlightenment Project containing its metadata and, if one has access beyond the 

paywall, the text of the letter selected in the visualization. The webpage then provides links to 

the project’s pages describing the recipient, correspondent, and locations involved that contain 

 
50 Paul Findlen, Dan Edelstein, and Nicole Coleman, Mapping the Republic of Letters, 

Stanford University, Online. 2013. http://republicofletters.stanford.edu/ (Date Accessed August 

15, 2019). 
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relevant biographical information or resources such as maps.51 Merging the texts of Electronic 

Enlightenment Project’s letters with a network visualization interface based on its metadata does 

more than just permit scholars to look at old material in a different light. It changes how we read 

by disrupting linearity and presenting new pathways of reading that allow for different avenues 

of investigation.52 The result has been a series of case studies on specific actors in the network 

such as Galileo, Benjamin Franklin, and Voltaire, that would not have been practical without the 

distinct perspective Mapping the Republic of Letters provides. 

 

Figure 6.4. Six Degrees of Francis Bacon Default Visualization and Interface. 

Six Degrees of Francis Bacon is a digital network project started at Carnegie Mellon that 

aims to be a “a digital reconstruction of the early modern social network.”53 It presents the 

adapted metadata of the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (ODNB) in an interactive 

global network graph that invites user contributions and grants complete access to the project’s 

 
51 Robert McNamee, et al. eds. Electronic Enlightenment Scholarly Edition of 

Correspondence, Vers. 3.0. University of Oxford. 2018. 
52 Mapping the Republic of Letters. For some excellent examples of new patterns 

emerging from such research, see the following channel: Humanities + Design. Vimeo. 

https://vimeo.com/athanasius.  
53 Christopher Warren, Daniel Shore, Jessica Otis, and Scott Weingart. Six Degrees of 

Francis Bacon. Carnegie Mellon University. DOA August 2019. 

http://www.sixdegreesoffrancisbacon.com/?ids=10000473&min_confidence=60&type=network 
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own dataset.54 The project’s extraction and visualization of the ODNB’s data has provided 

insight into individuals who have gone largely unnoticed during traditional research methods but 

play significant roles in the larger social network of Early Modern England, such as Thomas 

Smelt and Edward Sylvester.55 In many ways, the project has adapted the theoretical framework 

of the social edition to an interactive social network graph: the adapted ODNB, the product of a 

scholarly community of practice curated by the constraints of a publisher, has been opened to 

general collaboration and input that receives credit through logged attribution. The project even 

permits a user to download the graph’s dataset either in its entirety or a refined selection. As part 

of a process of interoperability, accessibility, and transparency, the project leaders have been 

able to illuminate new social connections that help define our understanding of the early modern 

social network. However, SDFB is a project wherein the social network is really a by-product of 

scholarly material (i.e., ODNB entries) that was not created with social connections or 

visualizations in mind. It is not an edition, but a representation of scholarly perceptions of social 

connection between significant figures in the lives of select early modern individuals.56 

 
54 For an in-depth explanation of how the SDFB team transformed the ODNB’s metadata 

into a network graph, see Christopher Warren, Daniel Shore, Jessica Otis, Lawrence Wang, Mike 

Finegold, and Cosma Shalizi, “Six Degrees of Francis Bacon: A Statistical Method for 

Reconstructing Large Historical Social Networks,” Digital Humanities Quarterly 10, no. 3 

(2016). 
55 Warren et al. 44. And Jessica M. Otis “Every One Was A Henry: Tales from the Raw 

NER Data.” Six Degrees of Francis Bacon Blog. November 17, 2014. 
56 At least, this is the basis of the visualization, the SDFB team is dedicated to ongoing 

work to correct these biases in many ways. 
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Figure 6.5. Shakeosphere Visualization of years 1630-1633 identifying William Shakespeare 

and John Donne. 

The University of Iowa’s Shakeosphere project, created by Blaine Greteman and David 

Eichmann, presents metadata from the English Short Title Catalogue (ETSC) in a social network 

graph that identifies connections between Authors, Printers, Publishers, and Booksellers.57 The 

project uses an interactive interface that allows the user to navigate the relationships generated 

from the metadata of nearly half a million records and examine cross-sections of time by year 

while searching for and highlighting any individual in the network. Greteman and Eichmann 

frame the project within network theory and posit that performing literary study within this 

context “inverts” the traditional model “completely.”58 They describe the traditional model as 

dependent upon the “local” and the “synchronic” method where “to learn about an author's 

work… you find out where she went to church, who lived in her neighborhood, and who were 

her most intimate friends and family members.”59 Traditional methods, Greteman and Eichmann 

argue, allow a scholar to find what they already know to be present, but make it difficult to see 

the role a work or author plays within a “broader communication network” such as that of early 

 
57 “About Shakeosphere,” in Blaine Greteman and David Eichmann, Shakeosphere: 

Mapping Early Modern Social Networks. Online. 2015. https://shakeosphere.lib.uiowa.edu/ 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid. 
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modern information.60 Social network visualization and analysis can better represent this data 

and provide a new perspective on early modern intellectual exchange: 

To understand where an author gets new ideas, and how he communicates those ideas 

powerfully and influentially, network theory suggests we need to understand not close 

personal attachments but weak ties - the distant, and sometimes fleeting connections we 

establish when we send a letter, hire a printer, or contract with a publisher. Shakeosphere 

will allow us to see those weak ties more clearly than ever before.61 

Greteman incorporates the described approach in his article “Milton and the Early Modern Social 

Network: The Case of the Epitaphium Daemonis,” to explore the influence that the network of 

early modern literary exchange had on Milton’s literary lament. Greteman emphasizes that no 

author, not even Milton, is truly isolated from the larger society that plays a role in how he or she 

formulates their work: 

[W]riting cannot be separated from the networks that make it possible and that it helps 

construct. Even if we imagine Milton at what may be his most solitary… we find him 

engaged in a complex network. It includes the book he reads, the editor and printer who 

produced it, the paper on which he writes, the shops where these items were purchased, 

the candle that provides his light, and the father who, in Milton’s own account, 

“destined” him for this study.”62  

Greteman employs the network visualization and analysis available to him through the 

Shakeosphere project to argue for a reading of Epitaphium Damonis that employs actor-network 

theory as an explanation of the poem’s contemporaneity. He argues that, despite the many 

declarations of isolation in the poem itself, Epitaphium Damonis is an “intermediary” in a socio-

literary exchange between Milton, Diodati, and the other Italian poets from that literary circle 

that identifies and celebrates many other intermediary works Milton received as part of those 

relationships.63 Greteman’s counterintuitive analysis of Milton’s Epitaphium Damonis is, in part, 

the result of a visualization that promoted a social reading of the text as product of a network 

 
60 Ibid. 
61 Ibid. 
62 Blaine Greteman, “Milton and the Early Modern Social Network: The Case of the 

Epitaphium Daemonis,” Milton Quarterly. 49, no. 2 (2015): 80. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/milt.12126 
63 Ibid, 88-90. 
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instead of the labour of a sole author. Greteman also uses network graphs to demonstrate that 

“Milton’s social network was essential” to both the poem’s composition and its material 

production.64 The more accessible network visualization tools become, the greater the chance 

scholars will use those tools for important literary criticism that challenges our perceptions of 

early modern literature and its contexts and, while Greteman’s focus is on scholarly perceptions 

of the level of privacy of certain allusions in Milton, elements of sociability in the verse letters of 

John Donne can suggest entirely new readings.  

Each of the projects mentioned above provides valuable models for network visualization 

that allow scholars to perform a new kind of analysis on early modern material and that have 

resulted in important academic contributions.65 The features of these projects are particularly 

useful for theorizing the network edition as they provide insight into how network visualizations 

can emphasize and recentre contexts of sociability. However, these projects separate the 

metadata used in their visualizations from the texts they describe, resulting in a gap between text 

and context. Even in the case of Mapping the Republic of Letters, the letters from the Electronic 

Enlightenment are links to a separate, static project.  The appeal of incorporating the perspectives 

of a network graph into an edition is in its ability to facilitate new readings, especially for those 

not directly involved in a project’s creation and development who want to interact with the 

literature itself using network theory in tandem with close reading. The integration of text and 

visualization as interface is a particularly powerful tool for the exploration of literary texts 

grounded in contexts of sociability such as Donne’s verse letters.  

Fortunately, we have already seen digital network projects that incorporate many features 

required for a network edition to follow the trajectory of such principles advocated in electronic 

edition theory: Mapping the Republic of Letters has prototyped the direct linking of texts and 

visualizations, Greteman’s work with Shakeosphere has demonstrated that such visualizations 

promote decentralized readings of even well known authors, and Six Degrees of Francis Bacon 

 
64 Ibid, 88-89. 
65 Contributions of the Mapping the Republic of Letters Project include the development 

of the network visualization tool, Palladio, as well as case studies on John Locke, Athanasius 

Kircher, and Galileo. SDFB has numerous publications, including Christopher Warren, et al. 

“Six Degrees of Francis Bacon: A Statistical Method for Reconstructing Large Historical Social 

Networks.”  See Greteman, “Milton and the Early Modern Social Network,” for an example of 

the excellent work stemming from the Shakeosphere project. 
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has an ongoing, collaborative interface that invites user contributions as well as facilitates 

ongoing accountability and transparency. An edition that incorporates these features—though it 

shares analogues with the editorial practices and outlooks mentioned at the beginning of this 

chapter— could cede editorial control to the reader in a new way and even possibly to a greater 

degree, than previously established methods alone. 

Whereas the first part of this chapter is concerned with charting the common values and 

trends between two distinct practices—digital textual editing and the production of digital 

network graphs and visualizations—it concludes with a rationale and potential case for merging 

these two practices, arguing that the decentralized perspective of a network visualization can 

facilitate a reader’s engagement with the text(s) in a new way that resembles the navigation of a 

network graph. The result is an edition that centres on the relationships between authors, 

recipients and texts and, though such an approach will not always be inherently valuable, there 

are certain circumstances, such as the verse letters of John Donne, where reading in such a way 

can give us a fuller understanding of the social context in which those texts were originally 

produced and circulated. 

6.4 Potential Applications and Advantages of The Network Edition: John Donne’s Verse 

Letters and Coterie Editions 

Ultimately, this chapter suggests that early modern digital network projects can be synthesized 

with long-established principles in electronic editing in order to create a network edition that can 

emphasize various contexts of the sociability of texts. The primary feature of a network edition is 

its implementation of a network visualization(s) as the primary interface(s) for the user’s 

engagement with an edition. The nodes and links in the network constitute the material of the 

edition and relationships between these entities constitute relationships between texts and 

relevant elements, dependent upon what entity the visualization prioritizes. If we can agree, as 

Landow and others have claimed, that hypertext creates a network, and that our reading is a 

navigation of the database materials that make up that network, then a network edition provides 

an interface by which one can explore the hypertext from a bird’s eye view to discover new 

pathways, connections, and patterns where each unique path is another configuration of the 
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text.66 In other terms, the network edition makes possible a new method of computer-assisted 

reading: one where the act of ‘reading’ becomes a combination of exploring the pathways and 

entities of a network graph while engaging with the texts that make up that network. This 

network edition still retains similarities to the editions discussed above. For instance, it still 

deconstructs the traditional relationship between editors and readers, still places a greater degree 

of editorial control and responsibility in the reader’s hands, and a reader is unlikely to read a 

network edition in the same way twice. But the reader’s new perspective emphasizes the 

interrelated nature of the hypertext that makes up the edition and acknowledges a reader’s 

position within a network of texts at any given moment of interaction. In other words, because 

the relationships between texts are part of the user interface, those relationships become a more 

conscious and significant part of the reader’s engagement with the text.  

Although a network edition certainly cannot be an optimal approach to all texts, one can 

imagine circumstances where such an interface could be a real advantage. In the case of a more 

traditional collection of poems, John Donne’s verse letters are an excellent example. While 

context is important for any poem, the verse letters are especially beholden to their 

circumstances as the product of epistolary exchange. As I have argued, the failure of early critics 

to recognize these poems as social texts led to a mischaracterization of their value and a neglect 

of the manuscript tradition that in turn resulted in editors’ scathing remarks and an 

underrepresentation of the verse letters in Donne criticism. In truth, the verse letters are highly 

dependent upon the relationships within Donne’s social circles for which they were crafted: as 

interactions between friends, they are personalized poems that require the context of those 

friendships in order to be well understood. Moreover, the poems’ distribution in manuscript saw 

their circulation beyond individual friendships into a network of friends and friends of friends, 

making them coterie constructed texts more socially significant than merely the discreet 

instances of communication between two people.  

 
66 Landow, Hypertext, 80-81. See also Landow, Hypertext 22. Especially, note this 

passage from page 75: “Michael Heim, who believes loss of authorial power to be implicit in all 

electronic text, complains: "Fragments, reused material, the trails and intricate pathways of 

'hypertext,' as Ted Nelson terms it, all these advance the disintegration of the centering voice of 

contemplative thought. The arbitrariness and availability of database searching decreases the felt 

sense of an authorial control over what is written" (Electric Language, 220). A data base search, 

in other words, permits the active reader to enter the author's text at any point and not at the point 

the author chose as the beginning.” 
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As products of socioliterary exchange, Donne’s verse letters require an editorial 

framework that resituates them as such. The network edition foregrounds the social nature of 

these poems, rebuilding the relationships and connections between author(s) and recipients as a 

user-interface. These integral social contexts then become the lenses through which a reader 

engages with and interprets Donne’s verse letters, emulating the very connections and 

relationships which the poems originally represented and enacted. 

Imagine an edition where the homepage invites the reader to engage with one of multiple 

network visualizations, each focusing either on a different time or important circle of associates. 

Like the homepage to many wikis, this could also include a random highlighted node or edge in 

the network, say Christopher Brooke or even the friendship between John Donne and 

Christopher Brooke. Entering one of these network visualizations presents a social network 

visualization similar to what one sees in projects such as Shakeosphere or Six Degrees of Francis 

Bacon. This includes nodes labelled as individuals but also edges that represent and indicate a 

relationship between nodes. Edges are colour-coded to indicate the nature of a relationship (e.g., 

spouses, friends, patrons, beneficiaries, etc.) and edge thickness indicates the number of texts in 

the edition associated with that relationship. Selecting any individual in the network highlights 

associated individuals of one degree while opening a window with tabs that contain an index of 

that individual’s written works, a biography with links to other significant people in the network 

from the subject’s life, and a list of notable relationships. From here, there are a range of options: 

selecting any given work (in this instance, a verse letter) brings up its text while altering the 

network to highlight the parties relevant to or mentioned in the work; selecting any relationship 

edge in the network would, similarly to selecting a node, open a window with an index of works 

associated with that relationship, a full description of that relationship (similar to the biography 

entry for individuals), and a list of others closely related to the members of that relationship. 

Finally, one could provide filters that highlight specific groups such as political factions (e.g. 

those aligned with the Earl of Essex) or associations via patronage (e.g. the circle of patronage 

surrounding Lucy Russell, Countess of Bedford), one can easily see how such a network edition 

could highlight the relationships and community so central to Donne’s verse letters even in its 

presentation of material, let alone the aid various biographical and contextual materials such an 

edition could provide to someone reading the verse letters.  
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Perhaps an even more tantalizing prospect is the creation of a coterie edition, that is, a 

network edition that, rather than centring on a single author or set of texts that determine a 

network’s focus, distributes its purview across a closely associated group of people. For instance, 

the patronage circle of Lucy Russell, Countess of Bedford, could benefit greatly from such 

treatment. Whereas a network organized around a single author’s set of socially constructed texts 

like Donne’s verse letters might highlight the important social context for those texts, a coterie 

edition organized around a literary circle would redistribute focus from the most influential 

members of that circle to the larger network of texts and individuals who contributed to that 

context. Representing a coterie through a network interface has the advantage of decentralizing 

the reading of the texts associated with that coterie away from the editor’s own biases as to who 

the core agents of that network are. In other words, where a traditional print or even a hypertext 

edition would have to prioritize a certain agent in the structure, at least in its interface, the 

network edition can present a visualization of the coterie as a whole and enable any single node 

to become the focus of an examination of that coterie. 

Finally, there is an even greater potential for network and coterie editions. Langmead et 

al. have established the groundwork for the more ambitious goal of “creating a network of early 

modern projects that could then be expanded into the larger humanities solar system.”67 A more 

modest application of the same ambition is to establish a common ontology and framework 

easily adaptable to different early modern circles that could eventually connect. A network 

edition of Donne’s verse letters would certainly overlap with the circle of literary patronage 

organized around Lucy, Countess of Bedford, for instance, and various literary circles of the 

early modern period connect through an individual such as Ben Jonson. In fact, Jonson is an 

excellent example. He participated in the coterie tradition, was friends with important 

Renaissance figures like Donne and Shakespeare, a member of important patronage circles such 

as the Countess of Bedford’s, and even founded his own literary group of poets and playwrights 

in the Sons of Ben.68  If a group of scholars were to create such individual coterie editions with a 

 
67 Alison Langmead, Jessica M. Otis, Christopher N. Warren, Scott B. Weingart and Lisa 

D. Zilinksi. “Towards Interoperable Network Ontologies for the Digital Humanities,” 

International Journal of Humanities and Arts Computing 10, no. 1 (2016): 33. 
68 At the very least, Jonson was at the centre of this social circle if he did not found it. For 

an account of the Tribe or Sons of Ben, see Martin Butler, "Sons of Ben [Tribe of Ben] (act. c. 

1620–c. 1629)," in The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 2008. 



 
 

203 
 

view to eventual interoperability, a community of coteries could eventually emerge that links our 

readings of the many literary circles of early modern England. 

There is also a possibility that scholars might be able to leverage pre-existing, large 

corpora such as the Early English Books Online and its Text Creation Partnership, a project that 

has already released some 35,000 “highly accurate, fully-searchable, SGML/XML-encoded 

texts” that are “currently available for access, distribution, use, or reuse by anyone” under a 

Creative Commons license.69 These texts, along with the metadata that accompanies them, could 

be an excellent resource for starting a network edition. One could even conceive of using 

network visualizations to navigate such a large database. However, the curation and visualization 

of tens of thousands of entries would require careful consideration and resources beyond 

anything yet done in literary data visualization, and EEBO-TCP might best serve as a resource 

that provides easy access to base texts for works in a network that have received less critical 

attention. 

Even the proposition of merging smaller digital network editions may seem overly 

ambitious at the moment, but the current discussion around interoperability in digital network 

projects emphasizes that this is possible. Langmead et al. have already established that there are 

methods by which early modern digital network projects can optimize their ontologies for 

interoperability and they propose, among other developments, “a network of digital humanities 

network projects” and “example crosswalks between presented data sets” that would serve as a 

common lexicon of attributes among projects.70  Establishing common ontological properties for 

a small web of network editions is not such a tremendous task, relatively speaking, and a 

community of coterie editions that connect through common agents could result in a greater 

understanding of the broader culture of literary exchange in the Renaissance, granting insight 

into socioliterary trends that were more common or distinct to specific social circles. 

Once we begin considering how one might take a networked approach to presenting 

Donne’s work and the myriad resources available to Renaissance scholars and editors, other 

interesting avenues of research and interrogation open up as well. While the main interface for 

 
69 “About EEBO-TCP,” Text Creation Partnership, 

https://textcreationpartnership.org/tcp-texts/eebo-tcp-early-english-books-online/. (Accessed 

August 7, 2019). 
70 Langmead et al. “Towards Interoperable Network Ontologies for the Digital 

Humanities,” 33. 
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Donne’s poetry is described above, one could include other interfaces and resources in this 

edition that would be useful as well. Donne is an especially appropriate example on account of 

the many projects and resources that feature his poetry and prose. Projects such as the Catalogue 

of English Literary Manuscripts, Donne Variorum, Folger’s Union First Line Index of English 

Verse, John Donne Society’s Digital Prose Project, and John R. Roberts’ Annotated 

Bibliography of the Works of John Donne, and even library and institutional images and 

catalogues all contain data or metadata with the potential to further Donne scholarship through 

data visualization.  

For instance, a network edition of Donne’s verse letters could feature visualizations built 

on secondary source resources like the Index of Donne’s Works present in Roberts’s Annotated 

Bibliography of the Works of John Donne. Such a network visualization would link and cross-

reference different subjects and poems with secondary academic sources, allowing a user to gain 

an understanding of trends in research at a glance. Even the rudimentary, non-interactive 

visualizations below give a user an understanding of how research trends related to Donne’s 

verse letters have changed over time. In this binary network visualization (that is, a network 

visualization that contains two types of nodes), each green node represents a verse letter, each 

pink node represents an article, and each link is a mention of a verse letter in Roberts’ summary 

of the secondary source. While the poems are labelled according to Donne Variorum sigla, the 

secondary sources are assigned a letter according to which volume of the bibliography it appears 

in (A = volume one, B = volume two, etc.) followed by the number that Roberts assigned each 

secondary source in that volume. The size of a node is determined by its degree (i.e., the number 

of connections to other nodes it has). As an example, we can see that one article between 1912 

and 1967, A1049, mentions both Calm and Storm (two poems analyzed earlier in this 

dissertation). 
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Figure 6.6 Network Visualization of Roberts’s Index of Donne’s Works 1912-1967. 

  

Figure 6.7. Network Visualization of Roberts’s Index of Donne’s Works 1968-1978. 
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Figure 6.8. Network Visualization of Roberts’s Index of Donne’s Works 1978-1995. 
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Figure 6.9. Network Visualization of Roberts’s Index of Donne’s Works 1996-2008. 

Even these rudimentary, non-interactive visualizations indicate important trends in the 

study of Donne’s verse letters that either reinforce or challenge previous assumptions. For 

instance, it is perhaps no surprise that scholarly output discussing Donne’s verse letters has 

increased over the last century or that scholars tend to discuss Storm and Calm, two closely 

related poems, together. On the other hand, these visualizations also demonstrate trends that 

might be less intuitive: scholars have become more likely over the years to discuss multiple verse 

letters in a single article and, without exception, articles that discuss “A Letter to the Lady Carey 

and Mrs. Essex Rich” (Carey) do so in isolation from Donne’s other verse letters.71  An 

 
71 The apparent exception to this is entry 1431, which is Robbins’s 2008 edition of 

Donne’s poetry. This also highlights certain inconsistencies in the dataset: this works index 
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interactive visualization of data like this—one where selecting a poem or article highlights all 

connected nodes and provides links to Roberts’ entries for each article and the article itself—

could very easily help researchers compile more comprehensive bibliographies, examine trends 

in research, and identify gaps in scholarly attention. It would also be relatively easy to apply date 

stamps to the metadata of these secondary sources as well and visualize the development of 

scholarship over time. And, while these visualizations only represent data of Donne’s verse 

letters and their mentions in different secondary resources, one can easily imagine expanding 

these visualizations to encompass Roberts’s entire bibliography or the other indices available in 

that resource (i.e., subject index, author index).  

However, we must also be cautious about these datasets and make clear what such 

visualizations represent. In this instance, the visualization is dependent on the annotations that 

Roberts makes as part of his description of each source. For instance, when we look more closely 

at Roberts’s entry for A1049, John Jordan’s “The Early Verse-Letters of John Donne,” we 

discover that the entry actually makes it clear that Jordan’s article discusses many more verse 

letters even though Roberts only mentions two by name: 

General critical estimate of the early verse-epistles written between 1592 and 1597, 

including thirteen verse-letters addressed to friends who are designated only by their 

initials plus “The Storme” and “The Calme.”72 

Whenever one presents visualizations, especially those built upon pre-existing data sets, there is 

an important obligation to explain to the reader/user precisely what each component of that 

visualization represents. It would be easy to look at the visualizations above and take them as 

authoritative representations of Donne scholarship on the verse letters over nearly a century. 

Though these visualizations can help us examine important trends in scholarship, Roberts’s 

bibliographies do not comprehensively list and connect each poem mentioned in an article and, 

as a result, these visualizations are not comprehensive either. Nevertheless, these are powerful 

 

records instances in which Roberts’s entry for an article or edition mentions Donne’s works, not 

necessarily whether or not they contain mentions of those works themselves. In most cases, 

especially for articles, Roberts mentions the poems explicitly. However, in the case of editions of 

Donne’s poetry like this one, Roberts mentions a work only to comment on irregularities or 

special circumstances in its arrangement or presentation. As a result, this visualization suggests 

that contains only patronage epistles when, in fact, it contains all of Donne’s poetry. 
72 John R. Roberts, John Donne: An Annotated Bibliography of Modern Criticism, 1912-1967 

(Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1973), 255-256. 
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tools that offer an alternative method for exploring Donne scholarship provided that users 

understand the clear limitations of the data set and their visualization. 

6.5 Visualizing and Framing Contexts of Sociability in Donne: Manuscripts, Models of 

Friendship and Metaphors of Bodily Presence 

Interactive network interfaces also provide opportunities to highlight Donne’s many contexts of 

sociability in ways beyond merely emphasizing the social nature of his verse letters. Different 

visualizations can provide context for the various frames of reference in which Renaissance 

readers engaged with Donne. Visualizing Donne and the sociability of manuscripts, for instance, 

could lead to greater understanding of which authors manuscript compilers associated Donne 

with and provide scholars with context for Donne’s literary colleagues in the eyes of early 

seventeenth-century readers. The image below provides a rudimentary visualization for seven 

Donne manuscripts discussed in this dissertation that demonstrates how many manuscripts 

consistently include the same groups of authors along with Donne. 
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Figure 6.10. Seven John Donne Manuscripts and their Corresponding Authors According 

to the CELM. 

The data for this visualization is gathered from the Catalogue of English Literary Manuscripts 

(CELM), meaning that the visualization only includes authors whose works Peter Beal 

considered literary. As a result, there are famous and important figures who are absent from this 

visualization but whose writings appear in these manuscripts (e.g., Lucy, Countess of Bedford, 

Sir Thomas Egerton, etc.). Nevertheless, this visualization does indicate that many authors such 

as Thomas Overbury, Richard Corbett, and Francis Beaumont have works present in many of 

these Donne manuscripts. A more complete survey of Donne’s manuscript witnesses is necessary 

to draw any substantial conclusions, but this prototype demonstrates the kinds of trends this sort 

of visualization might spot. 

One could also present smaller, binary network visualizations created from other data 

sets—these could be created manually or derived from institutional catalogues—that demonstrate 

how one or more manuscripts bring together the works of many authors connected through 

various different social circumstances of curation. For instance, O30 demonstrates Donne’s 

strong connection to Jonson and the coterie of Lucy, Countess of Bedford, while a manuscript 

like Dalhousie I places Donne within the context of the Earl of Essex’s political sphere. 

Significantly, even a brief survey of other authors who appear in both works reveals at least one 

of Donne’s close friends, Henry Wotton. Presenting these relationships through the visualization 

of multiple or all manuscripts that contain Donne’s poetry could give us a better idea of how the 

sociability of manuscripts frames Donne as an author and how that differs from the way print 

editions have presented Donne. Including network visualization features like the ones described 

above in a network edition can further illuminate distinct and important contexts for Donne’s 

works and provide multiple perspectives from which to approach Donne as an author. 

Visualizing the Ciceronian model of friendship and Donne’s metaphors of bodily 

presence would likely be more challenging and less fruitful. Besides, presenting Donne’s verse 

letters through a network edition that emphasizes personal connection as described above already 

reorients the reader towards important questions about the nature of Renaissance relationships 

and the letter’s role as a material artifact representing its author. Still, certain digital resources, 

even simplistic ones, could prove helpful for keeping these realities in the reader’s mind. For 

instance, linking Donne’s own references and appeals based in Cicero’s De Amicitia or Somnium 
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Scipionis and providing links to translations closely related to Donne’s allusions could be a 

valuable way to familiarize readers with the framework Donne engages with. Likewise, pointing 

to the material realities of letter-writing, even through the edges representing the letters in the 

network edition’s interface, can emphasize for the reader that a poem they are reading is not an 

isolated work, but stems from a material artifact representing an instance of communication in an 

ongoing relationship. In each of these cases, the network edition reframes the nature of these 

poems to better highlight their social nature and context. 

6.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has argued for the need for a new editorial approach to the verse letters of John 

Donne, one that emphasizes and centres on the various contexts of sociability in which the 

poems and their composition are grounded. The network edition—a model that innovates upon 

both the trends and trajectories of digital scholarly editing and early modern digital projects that 

feature network visualization—can serve as a framework for this editorial approach by 

implementing a network visualization as its user interface. The perspective afforded by such an 

interface confronts the reader with the interrelated nature of the texts in question rather than 

presenting each text in an isolated fashion as in a traditional print edition. 

 In the case of Donne, the network edition is an opportunity to highlight some of the most 

important factors for a group of texts that scholars and editors have too often dismissed. It is an 

opportunity for editors to reconfigure the relationships so integral to Donne’s writing and life so 

that they become the centre of his writing once more. And, perhaps most importantly, it is a 

chance to build something larger than Donne himself in the same way that he built communities 

through his writing. That is, a network edition of Donne’s work, or even a single coterie, is the 

first step to building a larger community of network editions that better replicate the dynamic 

social exchange and relationship that inspired these socially dependent works in the first place. 
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7. Conclusion: Sociability Beyond the Verse Letters 

 

If this dissertation has achieved its aim, it will have demonstrated that the social nature of the 

verse letters of John Donne necessitates that scholars give special consideration to the contexts of 

sociability surrounding their composition and distribution when analyzing, reading, and 

evaluating these poems. The relationships that Donne shared with his correspondents and the 

communities that circulated and curated Donne’s verse letters in manuscript clearly frame Donne 

as a poet preoccupied with and actively exploring the potential meanings of human connection. 

But Donne’s preoccupation with relationships, community, and connection goes beyond his 

verse letters as well. At the outset of this argument, I cited Mary Evelyn’s comment that Donne’s 

letters “fall short” in comparison to his other writing. Evelyn’s criticism refers to both Donne’s 

verse and prose letters, and, though Donne’s prose letters have not been judged alongside his 

other poetry as severely as his verse letters have and Donne himself clearly considers a verse 

letter of greater literary significance and value than a prose letter, the framework of sociability 

and social contexts of Donne’s life might help improve the estimation of his prose letters nearly 

as much as his verse letters. What is more, any complete study of Donne’s verse or prose 

correspondence must inevitably be rounded out with a study and understanding of its counterpart 

in order to be successful. A logical next step in further contextualizing Donne’s verse letters is to 

explore how, if, and to what extent the many contexts of sociability in this study apply to his 

prose letters and how or if they differ in their function as artifacts that both represent and create 

social connection. 

Alternatively, the social contexts of this dissertation, particularly the sociable 

environment of manuscript miscellanies organized according to sociopolitical communities and 

circles, are important sites of early modern readership that could lead to new readings for any of 

Donne’s poems. We know that Donne circulated poems in manuscript as part of epistolary 

exchange aside from his verse letters, and any number of his poems may have been read this 
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way.1 Given this fact, the social context and framework of sociability established above might 

benefit any of Donne’s poems.  The example below—what I am calling the light sequence—is a 

case study of three of Donne’s poems that appear in a sequence in multiple manuscript witnesses. 

This light sequence demonstrates how scholars might benefit from implementing a framework of 

sociability to Donne’s poems more broadly and it suggests that even those of Donne’s poems 

that we might consider the most independent of works ought to be revisited within such social 

contexts. 

7.1 The Light Sequence 

While the compilation of a manuscript around a certain political context or individual can 

highlight important features of a poem or group of poems, the conscious arrangement of a 

sequence of poems is another feature of manuscript compilation that can demonstrate significant 

patterns of reader reception. A compiler might gather poems that interact with one another 

according to a certain theme or topos or even collect the works of a specific coterie or of people 

connected by a single individual. Likewise, a compiler might collect poems that they believe to 

be narratively linked, and any of these considerations may be a factor in compilation regardless 

of authorial content. A combination of these motivations is almost certainly the case for a 

recurring arrangement of three of Donne’s poems: “Breake of Day” (Break), “The Sunne Rising” 

(SunRis), and “A Lecture upon the Shadow” (Lect). In seven related manuscripts—each 

compiled in Donne’s lifetime and with at least a tangential relationship to Donne himself—these 

poems appear in a consistent order that suggests not only a simple association of themes but a 

narrative progression.2 Indeed, while each individual poem presents a unique instance of two 

lovers at different points in their relationships, when one reads the poems in this manuscript 

sequence of light, they certainly demonstrate linked themes through a single object — the Sun. 

 
1 See, for instance, Davies, “The Prose Letters,” no. 37, 194, where Donne writes to Lady 

Magdalen Herbert, “By this Messenger, and on this good day, I commit the inclosed Holy 

Hymns and Sonnets (which for the matter, not the workmanship, have yet escap’d the fire) to 

your judgment, and to your protection too, if you think them worthy of it; and I have appointed 

this inclosed Sonnet to usher them to your happy hand.” 
2 These poems appear in this order in MSs B7 (Add. 18647 (Denbigh ms.)), B40 

(Lansdowne 740), CT1 (R.3.12 (James 592; Puckering ms.)), H4 (fMS Eng 966.3), DT1 877 

(formerly G.2.21) Dublin Ms., and TT1 (PR 1171 D14 (Dalhousie I)) as well as the Melford Hall 

manuscript. 
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At the same time, the poems suggest the narrative of a romantic couple that experiences the rise 

and fall of their romance in parallel with the rising and setting of the Sun. And, while this 

sequence does not necessarily radically change one’s reading of each poem, the poems certainly 

interact with one another in these contexts and enable distinct, enriched interpretations for their 

contemporary coterie readers. 

The degree to which a scribe or compiler might consciously group works in a miscellany 

may seem tenuous, but there are important precedents for the study of manuscript arrangement 

within Donne studies. In his edition of the Satires, Epigrams, and Verse Letters, H. C. Grierson 

argues that the verse letters Donne wrote to T. W., most likely Thomas Woodward, appear in 

chronological order in the Westmoreland manuscript (NY3) and uses this as the basis for the 

poems’ arrangement in that edition.3 The credibility offered the arrangement of the 

Westmoreland manuscript has much to do with its compiler, Rowland Woodward, Thomas’s 

brother and a close friend of Donne’s.  

Donne’s Holy Sonnets are another important case: the relationship between readings of 

the Holy Sonnets and their manuscript sequences has been discussed for over a century. Present 

manuscript evidence supports authorial intervention for that sequence in multiple manuscript 

groups and informs the analysis of reception by close friends and associates of Donne’s 

including Rowland Woodward in his role as compiler of the Westmoreland manuscript. Don 

Ricks questions the suppositions of earlier editors like Helen Gardner, casting doubt on whether 

Donne ever intended to present the Holy Sonnets in a specific sequence and arguing that, even if 

he did, “we can never be absolutely sure which of the surviving manuscripts, or indeed if any of 

them, preserves his intended ordering.”4 John T. Shawcross, on the other hand, argues that 

"[a]nyone who has paid attention to Donne's Holy Sonnets is aware that the order in which the 

sonnets appear casts 'meanings' upon them", making it clear that, whether one considers Donne a 

particular arrangement’s curator or not, the order in which one reads these poems matters.5 

 
3 Grierson ed., Donne’s Poetical Works, xviii.  
4 Don Ricks, “The Westmoreland Manuscript and the Order of Donne’s ‘Holy Sonnets,’” 

Studies in Philology 63, no. 2 (1966): 187, 195. 
5 John T. Shawcross, “A Text of John Donne’s Poems: Unsatisfactory Compromise.” 

John Donne Journal 2, no. 1 (1983): 11. 
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More recent textual scholarship conducted by the editors of the Donne Variorum inform 

an excellent case for the Holy Sonnet’s arrangement as a “matter of continuing authorial 

attention” as evidenced in the textual variants of the manuscript witnesses.6 So, in the particular 

case of the Holy Sonnets, close analysis of the manuscript tradition and arrangement reveals 

Donne’s own intentional curation and intervention of the poems’ sequence. 

Despite this attention to the Holy Sonnets, however, there has been less interest in the 

manuscript arrangement of less obviously related poems.7 The case below demonstrates the 

value of studying the sociability of manuscripts and the poems they contain by framing the 

reading of those poems through their manuscript context in order to produce new insight on these 

works grounded in a contemporary readership that often has ties to Donne himself.  

Though these poems do not fall under the typical purview of this dissertation as verse 

letter, they are an important example of how considerations of sociability discussed throughout 

this work can have important implications beyond Donne’s epistolary verse. The light sequence 

is an important example of how the social context of a manuscript or set of manuscripts and its 

implications can influence our understanding of textual relationships and reception. While Helen 

Gardner states in her textual introduction to the Songs and Sonets that “manuscript miscellanies 

are… For an editor… in my experience, worthless,”8 Ernest W. Sullivan calls these manuscript 

miscellanies “monoscripts” and argues that “textual bibliographers will not fully understand our 

own texts until we see such artifacts” as “each having its specific, private, experiences formed by 

 
6 Gary Stringer, ed., The Donne Variorum, 7.lxi. See also, Ricks, “The Westmoreland 

Mansucript,”187, where, despite his skepticism as to Donne’s intent, Ricks’s argument that the 

Westmoreland sequence is “an adaptation of the structural techniques of the Elizabethan love 

sonnet sequence to the purposes of religious poetry” actually becomes more compelling as a 

conception of Donne’s own vision for the Holy Sonnets as the Donne Variorum’s evidence 

suggests. 
7 See Christopher Armitage, “Donne’s Poems in Huntington Manuscript 198: New Light 

on ‘The  

Funerall,’” Studies in Philology 63, no. 5 (1966): 705-707, for a notable exception. 

Armitage’s reading of MHPaper and Fun in HH4, where he reads the former as a prequel to the 

latter as presented in the manuscript instead of reading MHPaper as following a prose letter as 

most do. 
8 Helen Gardner ed., John Donne: The Elegies and the Songs and Sonnets, (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1965), lxiv. 



 
 

216 
 

a single vision.”9 The light sequence is an integral part of many such tailored experiences in 

manuscripts with important social ties to Donne. 

And, while I am not prepared to claim that this sequence is the only way to arrange these 

three poems, I do think the social ties between those associated with these manuscripts and 

Donne and his family are compelling evidence that readers contemporary to Donne read Break, 

SunRis, and Lect as related poems in sequence. This manuscript evidence, along with the poems’ 

shared literary connections, make the light sequence an optimal arrangement for these three 

poems in modern editions. Yet this light sequence has never appeared in a print edition, as many 

editors have based their arrangements of the Songs and Sonets on the print edition of 1633, 

which bases its own arrangement of the poems on manuscripts from Group I. This editorial 

practice and its omission of this manuscript arrangement has real consequences: relatively few 

scholars ever discuss any two of these poems in relation to one another despite their similarities, 

let alone all three poems in the sequence. How we present these texts has an impact upon our 

ability to draw connections between them as scholars, and presenting these three poems as part 

of a light sequence opens up new, promising paths of interpretation. 

7.2 The Manuscripts of the Light Sequence 

The light sequence appears in six manuscripts that are traditionally classified as part of Group II 

in the manuscript tradition, as well as in the newly discovered but still closely related Melford 

Hall manuscript. As such, they are related to one another and serve as relatively early extant 

witnesses. Several of the manuscripts also have associations with readerships linked to Donne’s 

family and even Donne himself. 

Five of the manuscripts are very closely related: the Puckering manuscript (CT1 MS R. 3. 

12) and Dublin manuscript (DT1 MS 877) are both almost entirely written by the same scribe in 

the same hand.10 The new edition of the Songs and Sonnets by the Donne Variorum team has 

theorized a parent for these manuscripts, ν. Beal dates both manuscripts to “c. 1623-25”, 

meaning that the arrangement of the poems in these manuscripts reflect curation for a readership 

in Donne’s own lifetime. The newly discovered Melford Hall manuscript also shares ν as a 

 
9 Sullivan, “The Renaissance Manuscript Verse Miscellany,” 289-290. 
10 CELM entries for each of these manuscripts states that “the same scribe is also 

probably responsible” for the other and both dated as “c. 1623-25”.  
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common parent with the Dublin and Puckering manuscripts, and likewise contains the light 

sequence.11 

According to Peter Beal, the Norton manuscript (H4 fMS Eng 966.3) seems to have been 

transcribed from the Dublin manuscript ca. the mid 1620s.12 Likewise, Beal dates the Denbigh 

manuscript (B7 Add. MS 18647) to the 1620s but claims Denbigh is “[t]ranscribed from” the 

Puckering manuscript instead.13 The Donne family shared close connections to the Earls of 

Denbigh, who owned the Denbigh manuscript until 1851. Mary Fielding (d. 1643), the daughter 

of the first Earl of Denbigh, wedded James, the Marquess of Hamilton (1609-43), for whose 

father (d. 1625) Donne wrote the elegy “An hymne to the Saints, and to Marquesse Hamylton” 

— present in folios 108v-109r of the Denbigh manuscript. Furthermore, Donne’s son, John 

Donne Junior, served as chaplain for Basil, second Earl of Denbigh (d. 1674), and dedicated 

Donne’s Fifty Sermons to the Earl in 1649.14 

 The close textual relationship between these five manuscripts and the social connection 

between Donne and the Denbighs illustrates a readership for these manuscripts contemporary to 

Donne and socially connected to the author himself, though removed from the composition dates 

hypothesized for these three poems by several decades. 

Lansdowne MS 740, often labelled by Donne scholars as the Lansdowne manuscript, also 

contains the light sequence. The Lansdowne manuscript is a quarto verse miscellany containing 

some fifty poems by Donne and its earliest records of provenance indicate it was once in the 

possession of collector Ralph Thoresby (d. 1725). Though the Lansdowne manuscript is not as 

closely linked to the five manuscripts mentioned above as they are to one another, it still contains 

the light sequence, dates to around the same time period (c.1620s), and is also traditionally 

classified among the Group II manuscripts, indicating a close textual relationship with those 

manuscripts already mentioned.15 However, it is most closely related to another manuscript in 

Group II, Dalhousie I. 

 
11 Donne Variorum, 4.3.LXXVI. 
12 “fMS Eng 966.3,” in CELM: Catalogue of English Literary Manuscripts: 1450-1700. 

https://celm-ms.org.uk.  
13 “Add. MS 18647,” in CELM.  
14 Ibid. 
15 “Lansdowne MS 740,” in CELM  
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 The Dalhousie I manuscript (TT1, PR 1171 DR14) also contains the same light sequence 

of poems. Although the CELM lists “Love’s Alchemy” as appearing between Break and SunRis, 

this is actually not the case as “Love’s Alchemy” precedes all three poems.16 Like the other 

manuscripts, Dalhousie I belongs in Group II and shares a close textual tradition with its 

counterparts discussed above. Ernest W. Sullivan II identifies a particularly strong connection 

between Dalhousie I and Lansdowne 740, explaining:  

the Dalhousie I and British library Lansdowne 740 manuscripts are closer to each other 

than they are to any other extant Donne manuscript and…significant parts of these two 

manuscripts either derive from the same manuscript or…significant parts of the 

Dalhousie I manuscript derive from Lansdowne 740.17 

The relationship between these two manuscripts is significant because the strong connection 

between Dalhousie I and Donne’s social circle constitutes compelling evidence for a 

contemporary coterie readership. According to Sullivan, this is an authoritative manuscript for 

many poems, as Dalhousie I is a verse miscellany compiling the works of authors associated with 

the Essex family, a “private party” with a membership comprised especially of “those who 

served with the earls in their various military campaigns”, including Donne.18 Donne not only 

served as secretary to the Second Earl of Essex’s good friend Sir Thomas Egerton in his youth 

but was also close friends with the Earl’s secretary, Sir Henry Wotton, and travelled on the Earl’s 

expedition to Cadiz. Sullivan posits that John Ramsay acted as a “conduit” for these poems from 

the Essexes to the Dalhousies and that Dalhousie I (along with Dalhousie II) “contain[s] 

evidence in every gathering and in the work of every copyist that they derive immediately from 

documents preserved by one or more members of the Essex family.”19 As a result, Sullivan notes 

that the Dalhousie manuscripts represent the Essex circle, a group that “would have had every 

reason to expect a very authoritative representative from Donne” given his close ties to the Essex 

family.20 

 
16 “PR 1171 D14,” in CELM  
17 Ernest W. Sullivan, “Donne Manuscripts: Dalhousie I,” John Donne Journal 3, no. 2 

(1984): 208. 
18 Sullivan, “The Renaissance Manuscript Verse Miscellany,” 293. 
19 Ibid, 291. 
20 Ibid, 295. 
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 Rather than simply suggesting that the Dalhousie I manuscript contains witnesses more 

closely related to their original, authorial versions than other manuscripts, however, Sullivan 

describes such witnesses as presenting a tailored experience for a private audience. Sullivan 

theorizes the manuscript miscellany as a “monoscript” with “specific, private, experiences 

informed by a single vision.”21 He writes that these “Renaissance manuscript miscellanies… 

contain alternative, authoritative versions of some poems… texts created in a specific set of 

circumstances for a specific set of readers or even a single reader.”22 The light sequence, then, 

introduces these three poems as part of a tailored experience for multiple social circles closely 

tied to Donne. 

7.3 The Light Sequence: Isolated Poems in a Networked Bibliography 

So, there is clearly an important arrangement of this light sequence that occurs within several 

manuscripts, but why is that significant? Editorial presentation can have unforeseen effects on 

trends in literary research. When we read these poems, even when we consider the way in which 

they share the thematic use of light as a literary conceit, we could reasonably expect that scholars 

might discuss them in relation to one another. But this is not the case: 

 
21 Ibid, 289-290. 
22 Ibid, 296. 
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Figure 7.1. A Network Visualization that Links the Three Poems in the Light Sequence to 

Relevant Entries in John R. Roberts’s Bibliography According to its “Index of Donne’s 

Works.” 

This visualization of the Index of Donne’s Works from John R. Roberts’s John Donne: an 

Annotated Bibliography of Modern Criticism indicates that relatively few scholars have looked at 

all three of these poems in relation to one another in nearly a century of scholarship. Each green 

node represents a poem in the sequence and features a label identifying it as such. The 

surrounding nodes are each an article, monograph, or edition, and the edges that connect them 

indicate that a poem is featured in the subject index for that article in Roberts’s Bibliography. 

The article nodes are then orbiting the poem nodes according to the number of connections: the 

majority of article nodes connect to and orbit only one poem, while some few sit between two of 
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the poems.23 The one exception, Jerzy Sito’s Poeci metafizyczni, is a 1981 collection of 

metaphysical poems translated into Polish for students and contains no marginal notes or 

commentary.24 

The Index of Donne’s Works from Roberts’s Bibliography is by no means absolute proof 

that no article, monograph, or edition ever considers these poems in relation to one another.25 For 

instance, we know that there are many more editions of Donne’s poetry that include these three 

poems in them. But this visualization does give us a general picture. And that picture suggests 

that the arrangements of the many print editions of Donne’s poetry — editions that do not 

arrange these three poems near one another in any way—have not encouraged scholars to make 

connections between the three poems despite the clear connections indicated by the arrangement 

of the early modern manuscripts mentioned earlier, not to mention their more obvious 

relationships as poems with similar conceits and themes. 

Even if we leave the possibility of an actual narrative sequence that links these three 

poems aside and take their arrangement in this manuscript context as merely an indication that 

Renaissance readers connected the themes of light and love that occur in them, this alone 

warrants a rereading of these texts in relation to one another and is a compelling argument that 

editors ought to present these poems according to this arrangement within print editions. 

7.4 The Light Sequence: Narrative Possibilities 

However, if we entertain the possibility that the arrangement has a more conscious curation 

behind it, that the transition from the break of day to a rising sun, to the generation of love’s 

shadow in the afternoon is no mere coincidence, then this arrangement presents the reader with 

all sorts of interesting opportunities for new readings.  

 
23 Rather than label each node with an article title, articles are labelled with a unique 

identifier where A, B, C, and D represent the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th volumes of Roberts’s 

Bibliography while the numbers indicate the entry number for that volume. 
24 Figure 11; Roberts, Annotated Bibliography, Vol. 3. Jerzy Sito, Poeci Metafizyczni 

(Warsaw: Instytut Wydawniczy Pax), 1981. 
25 The most significant issue with this index is that it links secondary sources and works 

only when Roberts’s own annotation mentions those works explicitly. See chapter six for a 

discussion of the significance and implications of how this index was created. 
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The first poem in the light sequence, Break, is an aubade in which the beloved addresses 

her lover and begs him not to leave merely because the first glimpse of the sun has arrived with 

daybreak. The poem shares resemblances with the most famous aubade in Renaissance drama— 

the lovers’ argument in Act III, Scene v of Romeo and Juliet where Juliet tries to convince 

Romeo to stay, coyly claiming that the lark’s call is actually a nightingale and that dawn has not 

yet come. Though the beloved of Donne’s Break shares Juliet’s goal —to keep her lover from 

leaving their bed— their arguments are significantly different. Whereas Juliet stubbornly asserts 

that it is still night, the beloved in Donne’s poem openly admits from the outset “’Tis true, ‘tis 

day, what though it be?” and argues with her lover that the states of day and night had no bearing 

on their tryst’s beginning and, therefore, should have no bearing upon its end (1).  The beloved 

rhetorically asks her lover “Did we lie down because ‘twas night?” and claims “Love, which in 

spite of darkness brought us hither, / Should in despite of light keep us together” (4-6). What 

follows is a rhetorical exercise and rationale that demonstrates that the pair does no real wrong 

by staying—the sun, if it could talk as well as see them, might only say that the beloved wishes 

to remain with the one who holds her love and honour—and that business is the only legitimate 

reason why they must separate. The speaker-beloved laments that of all things only business is 

“the worst disease of love”, that love and business cannot co-exist, and leaves an open, albeit 

foreboding, ending for the poem in the closing couplet “He which hath business, and makes love, 

doth do / Such wrong, as when a married man doth woo” (17-18). The logical, rhetorical 

discourse of Break establishes daybreak and the busied activity brought on by the Sun as the 

pair’s main concern as it interrupts their love. SunRis picks up these themes, deflecting the 

beloved’s accusation to the sun as a character in the exchange. 

SunRis presents the lover’s clever response not to the beloved in Break, but to the sun 

itself. Rather than make excuses to his beloved about how he needs to leave, the lover chides the 

sun, addressing him as a “Busy old fool” and telling him to go bother ants, apprentices, and 

huntsmen who welcome the dawn (1, 6-8). The lover then belittles the power of the sun before 

rhetorically positioning the couple as the centre of an entire world encapsulated within the walls 

of their bedchamber (29-30). Finally, building on the premise that the sun is an old fool and an 

entire world exists in the bedchamber, the lover invites the sun to relax, saying “Thine age asks 

ease,” and explaining it can achieve its busied task and “warm the world” by shining on the 

lovers as they lie in bed and enjoy the warmth of its rays (28). From the outset of his rhetorical 
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argument, the lover is on shaky ground. He first challenges the sun’s authority with the patently 

ridiculous claim “Thy beams, so reverend and strong / Why shouldst thou think? / I could eclipse 

and cloud them with a wink” (11-13). The nebulous nature of this first claim undermines the 

romantic microcosm the speaker constructs throughout the rest of the poem, and, though one 

might simply chalk it up to the hyperbolic language and feeling of love, this unstable foundation 

challenges readings of the poem that recognize its conclusion as a real victory, especially when 

one considers the poem that proceeds it.  

More than changing the meaning of the poem itself, the light sequence creates context 

and an investment in its characters for readers of Lect as the poem concludes the tryst we first 

encounter with Break. The lovers, having spent the night with one another and overcome the 

sunrise through the rhetorical wit of SunRis now “have spent” their last “three hours” together, 

“walking” with “two shadows” (3-5). These shadows are an image of the lovers themselves and a 

metaphor for the “disguises” and the deceit that new lovers use to create a more pleasing 

representation to their partners. For Donne and his contemporaries, the term “shadow” can mean 

both “a delusive semblance or image” and “an actor or a play in contrast with the reality 

represented” as when, in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Robin Goodfellow refers to Oberon as 

the “King of Shadows” in Act III but also describes the cast as “shadows” in the play’s epilogue 

(III.ii.358; Epilogue 1).26 In isolation, Lect is the rhetorical game of a callous lover seeking to 

abandon his partner without accountability. In the context of the light sequence, the conclusion 

of the poem is even more heartbreaking as the reader realizes that our entire experience with the 

couple was, at best, an ephemeral but sincere moment that cannot outlast the day. At worst, that 

experience becomes the shadowy performance of one or more insincere actors that cannot resist 

the light come midday as “to brave clearness all things are reduc’d” and the harsh reality that 

love cannot be, in fact, a “full constant light” if “his first minute, after noon, is night” (8, 25-26). 

The lover, who at first reacted to his beloved’s aubade with a witty attack on the Sun’s authority, 

now reveals his true character in an attempt to convince the beloved that each was playing the 

other false and both are victims of love’s ephemerality. The argument of Lect, then, is that the 

speaker perceives his relationship with his love to have reached its height and, because of the 

nature of love, the couple will now inevitably end their partnership. The couple’s deceptions, 

 
26 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “shadow, n. 6.” 
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specifically that they never stopped trying to hide their love from others, prove that their love is 

not of the highest degree, and guarantees that their delusive qualities will turn against one 

another. The sun’s zenith marks the highpoint of their relationship, but also the imminent end. 

The speaker’s argument is altogether more sound than that he offers the Sun in SunRis. 

Here, the consistent logic of a fading love resembling a setting sun and that the trajectory of that 

love is just as inescapable as the sunset is altogether more convincing than one’s ability to 

eclipse the Sun “with a wink.” Likewise, the notion that shadows inevitably invert in the day and 

quite literally switch sides is a striking metaphor for the deceptions and lies of a hidden tryst. The 

overall effect of Lect as a poem in the sequence is to reduce the supposed triumph of SunRis to a 

fleeting, ephemeral moment of love that will inevitably fall as surely as the Sun will set. 

7.5 Light Sequence: Conclusion  

Even if one disagrees with the specifics of this reading, there can be little doubt that the light 

sequence provides a window through which one can read these three poems together as part of 

the reader reception of a seventeenth-century audience with ties to Donne. Reading these poems 

in a narrative sequence creates a kind of instability in which, no matter how sincere the speakers’ 

claims might be, the couple will inevitably fall prey to the ephemerality of romantic love and the 

business of the day that cares not for their desires. There runs through all three of these poems 

important topoi of light and shadow, the personification of light and the Sun, and a kind of 

argumentative structure based in (sometimes flawed) logic. The narrative arc follows the rising 

and setting of the Sun as deeply entangled with the blooming and withering of a romantic love 

where the beloved and lover both try to hold on to one another but must ultimately succumb to 

the ephemerality of their union. The arrangement of these poems in the manuscript witnesses 

detailed above make a compelling case for the continued interrogation of these interrelated 

themes and narrative. 

7.6 Conclusion 

The light sequence is just one example of a potential avenue for situating readings of John 

Donne’s poetry in a framework of sociability, but we need not stop there. Donne’s social 

relationships are a context for the immediate circulation of verse letters as acts and artifacts of 

friendship, but the circumstances of composition and distribution for most of Donne’s poetic 
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writing intersects various social contexts that warrant new investigations and readings of his 

poems grounded in that same immediate circulation. Moreover, the further circulation of 

Donne’s poems in manuscript result in other social circles where poems also exist in social-

textual relationships with each other. These contexts of sociability go hand in hand and have 

implications that carry forward in how we read poems produced and circulated in these contexts. 

Donne is not the only author in the Renaissance engaged in social networks and contexts of 

sociability: there is much to be gained from scholarship that compares and contrasts the 

explicitly social works of Donne and his contemporaries as a way of understanding how these 

poets navigate their friendships and environments of patronage. While Donne will likely remain 

distinct in how he approaches these relationships, such studies will ideally demonstrate the 

particulars of how he distinguishes himself as a poet on the path to becoming a preacher, already 

concerned for the companions who would eventually join his flock, and devoutly practicing his 

second religion of Friendship.  
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