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Chapter 1 Introduction 

 

“At any particular moment it may happen that the poets who are beginning to 

write find a particular poet, or a particular type or school of poetry…with whom 

they have close sympathy, and through whom or which they elicit their own 

talents.”1 This statement was written by T. S. Eliot exactly three hundred years after 

the death of John Donne. The fact that Donne is such an influence on T. S. Eliot is 

indisputable. Although these poets are divided by hundreds of years, the conditions 

in which they lived were notably similar. The world of Donne is marked by the 

clash between the medieval scholasticism and the new philosophy. The old values 

are shattered, but the new values are not anchored. What is more, it is the world full 

of political instability and religious intolerance. In many aspects it resembles the 

post-war state of Europe, which stands in the background of Eliot’s life. It is thus no 

wonder that John Donne is a poet who Eliot feels close to. 

The interest in Donne’s work is reflected in Eliot’s extensive study and also in 

his effort to formulate a new definition of metaphysical poetry. However, as Eliot 

says in his essay “The Music of Poetry,” a poet who is simultaneously a critic never 

stays only on a theoretical level, as he “is always trying to defend the kind of poetry 

he is writing, or to formulate the kind that he wants to write.”2 That is why Eliot’s 

personal view of John Donne significantly shaped both his poetry and criticism. 

The aim of my thesis is to confront this relationship between Eliot’s poetic and 

critical work with regard to the poetry of Donne. In other words, the thesis is 

focused on the comparison and contrast of the work of these two poets based on the 

assumption that what Eliot “writes about poetry … must be assessed in relation to 

poetry he wants to write.”3 

It is mirrored also in the structure of the paper. It starts with a chapter devoted to 

the description of Eliot’s basic critical positions. The account creates the base for the 

following discussion, which is mostly related to the unrevised material of Eliot’s 

lectures on metaphysical poetry. That is why it is mostly focused on illuminating 

critical stances towards the themes, which are dealt with later. These main points 

                                                 
1 Thomas Stearns Eliot, “Donne in Our Time,” A Garland for John Donne 1631-1931, ed. Theodore 

Spencer (Gloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith, 1958) 1-20, 6. 
2 Thomas Stearns Eliot, On Poetry and Poets (London: Faber and Faber, 1957) 26. 
3 Thomas Stearns Eliot, On Poetry and Poets 27. 
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which the chapter deals with include namely Eliot’s concept of tradition, the theory 

of depersonalization, his position in the debate about Romanticism and Classicism 

and his earlier view of metaphysical poetry. 

The following chapter is also theoretical, as it discusses Eliot’s specific view of 

John Donne. It starts with a general analysis of the term “metaphysical” with regard 

to wider critical tradition. Next part is devoted to Eliot’s own definition, which 

creates the bases for the discussion of John Donne in the rest of the chapter. Since 

Eliot does not restrict the term “metaphysical poetry” to the English poets of the 

seventeenth century, it is necessary to describe Donne’s specific kind of 

metaphysical poetry. Eliot gives us two complementary definitions. The second 

definition shows that there should be philosophy and mysticism in the background 

of each metaphysical poet. That is why the following parts are going to examine the 

kind of philosophy and mysticism which stands in the background of John Donne. 

The main question which arises is whether Donne’s thinking is more related to 

traditional medieval philosophy or if he is influenced by the new philosophy of his 

time. Eliot defends the thesis that Donne’s mind is modern, and stresses the 

importance of Jesuitism in its background. 

The last chapter compares and contrasts Donne and Eliot in the perspective of 

the above stated definition and its analysis with regard to John Donne. It thus 

follows themes similar to the previous chapter, as it deals also with Donne’s 

mysticism and philosophy. Nevertheless, now it shows Eliot’s relation to these 

themes and includes concrete analyses of the poems of both Donne and Eliot. The 

first problem which the chapter faces is the role of mysticism in metaphysical poetry 

in general and Donne’s and Eliot’s relation to the imaginative method of St. 

Ignatius. The following subchapter attempts to find common features of Donne’s 

and Eliot’s ways of thinking and to show how they are reflected in their poetry. The 

individual themes are simultaneously related to Eliot’s criticism described in the 

beginning of this work, and thus this chapter also intends to show the connections 

between Eliot’s view of Donne and his wider critical perspective. In the conclusion, 

I will summarize the results of this study, and suggest some areas of further 

research. 



 3 

Chapter 2 Eliot’s Critical Positions 

 

Before the concrete analysis of the way in which Eliot reads the poetry of John 

Donne as a critic and before the comparison of these two poets, it is necessary to 

devote one chapter to illuminate Eliot’s basic critical positions. Since it is both 

impossible and unnecessary to discuss all aspects of Eliot’s criticism, we are going 

to focus mainly on those which frame his metaphysical theory. 

Our perspective is thus limited by the time period, when Eliot’s focus on 

metaphysical poetry is most accented. The essential material which is at our disposal 

about Eliot’s approach to John Donne consists of The Clark Lectures at Trinity 

College delivered in 1926 and The Turnbull Lectures at the Hopkins University from 

1933. In these lectures collected under the title The Varieties of Metaphysical 

Poetry, Eliot attempts to grasp the term metaphysical, and consequently he manages 

to describe the core of his metaphysical theory. The theory only extends and 

modifies his earlier critical work, but it also sheds new light on his own poetic style. 

The period of delivering the lectures roughly defines the time when Eliot’s interest 

in Donne’s poetry was most topical, even though it would be a mistake to deny that 

Eliot worked on his theory about metaphysical poetry before and after the dates. 

That is why the following analysis of Eliot’s critical theory is wider, but its aim is to 

draft a basic critical concept topical at the time of writing The Varieties of 

Metaphysical Poetry. 

When he prepared the lectures, Eliot was already a well-known author of The 

Waste Land and enjoyed a considerable authority as a critic. This success was not, 

however, mirrored in his personal life as he was trying to overcome a personal 

tragedy concerning his collapsing marriage to Vivienne Haigh-Wood, which ended 

with a formal separation after his return from Harvard. The second significant 

turning point in his personal life is the conversion to Christianity and Eliot’s baptism 

in 1927, one year after delivering The Clark Lectures. It means that, in the 

background of The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry, there is an important 

transformation of Eliot’s own personality and his way of living, which is inevitably 

reflected in the modification and maturation of his critical theories. What is more, 

these changes are accompanied by the changes of his poetic style, which 
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differentiates The Waste Land and earlier poems from his later poetry as “Ash 

Wednesday”, Ariel Poems and The Four Quartets. 

The content of The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry is going to be analyzed 

closely in the following chapters. The reason for this division is that Eliot refused to 

publish the lectures because he wanted to revise them for publication in a larger 

project called The Disintegration of the Intellect, which was never realized.1 That is 

why the lectures provide the reader with a very valuable insight into Eliot’s poetic 

mind; however, they cannot be regarded as a finished critical work intended to 

participate in public discussions. As for The Clark Lectures, Eliot said: “I don’t 

want these lectures ever to be published. They are pretentious and immature.”2 

Although The Turnbull Lectures are based on the revised The Clark Lectures, the 

author did not prepare them for publication, so they, too, are regarded as unfinished 

work.3 In spite of this, the critical material contained in these lectures is invaluable. 

As Schuchard comments the input of the lectures, he says that Eliot “allowed 

himself to make some of his most candid declarations about his conception of 

literary criticism, about his debt to nineteenth-century French poets, about the place 

of private emotion and subjectivity in poetry.”4 It is therefore contributive to set 

these lectures in the context of Eliot’s published critical work, so the interpretation 

of the lectures will be as accurate as possible. 

 

2. 1  The Concept of Tradition 

 

The critical aspect which appears almost in the very beginning of Eliot’s critical 

is his understanding of tradition. The main thesis was famously formulated in the 

essays “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1919) and its impact can be traced 

throughout his critical work. 

In the essay, Eliot emphasises the necessity of the awareness that “no poet, no 

artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone. His significance, his appreciation 

is the appreciation of his relation to the dead poets and artists.”5 Eliot does not speak 

about tradition limited to the preceding generation or a certain culture, but he 

                                                 
1 Donald Schuchard, “Editor’s Introduction”, The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry, T.S. Eliot and ed. 

Ronald Schuchard (London: Harcourt Brace and Company, 1993) 1-36, 231-244, 19. 
2 Schuchard, Editor’s Introduction 25. 
3 Schuchard, Editor’s Introduction 244. 
4 Schuchard, Editor’s Introduction 244. 
5 Thomas Stearns Eliot, Selected Essays (London: Faber and Faber, 1966) 15. 
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emphasises that tradition encompasses the entire literature from the first written 

records to the modern age.  

The most important element of tradition is a historical sense. According to Eliot, 

“we may call [the historical sense] nearly indispensable to anyone who would 

continue to be a poet beyond his twenty-fifth year.”6 Eliot explains that 

 

the historical sense involves a perception, not only of the pastness of the 

past, but of its presence; the historical sense compels a man to write not 

merely with his own generation in his bones, but with a feeling that the 

whole of the literature of Europe from Homer and within it the whole of the 

literature of his own country has a simultaneous existence and composes a 

simultaneous order. This historical sense, which is a sense of the timeless as 

well as of the temporal and of the timeless and of the temporal together, is 

what makes a writer traditional.7 

 

Eliot’s theory of tradition was influenced by Bergson’s theory of time, which claims 

that “the flux of time is the reality itself, and the things which we study are the 

things which flow. It is true that of this flowing reality we are limited to taking 

instantaneous views.”8 Similarly, as for Eliot’s theory of tradition, it is important to 

understand time as a flux which constitutes our reality. Eliot’s notion of the presence 

of the past can be understood in the way Bergson shows in Creative Evolution:  

 

In reality, the past is preserved by itself, automatically. In its entirety, 

probably, it follows us at every instant; all that we have felt, thought and 

willed from our earliest infancy is there, leaning over the present which is 

about to join it, pressing against the portals of consciousness that would fain 

leave it outside.9 

 

Eliot applies this philosophy describing the perception of time in the development of 

an individual to the theory of art, which means that the tradition of art is also a 

process in flux and the artist should be aware of that. Because our consciousness 

                                                 
6 Eliot, Selected Essays 14. 
7 Eliot, Selected Essays 14. 
8 Henri Bergson, Creative Evolution (London: Macmillan and Co, 1922) 363. 
9 Bergson 5. 
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“would fain leave it outside,” the historical sense is not inherited automatically, but 

it is the result of hard work.  

What is more, the artist should be aware that new art becomes simultaneously 

also a part of this tradition and consequently transforms it. According to Eliot, “the 

existing order is complete before the new work arrives; for order to persist after the 

supervention of novelty, the whole existing order must be… altered; and so the 

relations, proportions, values of each work of art toward the whole are readjusted.”10 

It means that art is both derived from tradition and a part of it, and that tradition is a 

dynamic process, which is subject to change. 

However, Eliot does not incorporate the whole of Bergson’s philosophy into his 

literary theory. It is important to point out that, apart from the time of human mind, 

there is a concept of the simultaneous order and the timeless, which is something 

which cannot be found in Bergson’s theory,11 but which is close to the philosophy of 

F. H. Bradley, whom Eliot studied closely for his dissertation, and who counts with 

the concept of the Absolute. In “The Function of Criticism” Eliot explains his notion 

of literature in the following way: 

 

I thought of literature then, as I think of it now, of the literature of the world, 

of the literature of Europe, of the literature of a single country, not as a 

collection of the writings of individuals, but as “organic wholes”, as systems 

in relation to which, and only in relation to which, individual works of 

literary art, and the works of individual artists, have their significance.12 

 

As Richard Shusterman points out, “such commonalities of tradition go beyond the 

private consciousness of any given person or narrow group and thus provide a 

notion of something objectively outside us.”13 These concepts are both in time and 

timeless; they transcend the thinking of an individual, and simultaneously spur the 

individual to endeavour to become a part of it. 

                                                 
10 Eliot, Selected Essays 15. 
11 Staffan Berstern, Time and Eternity: A Study in the structure and symbolism of T. S. Eliot's Four 

Quartets (Stockholm: Bonniers, 1960) 13. 
12 Thomas Stearns Eliot and Frank Kermode, ed., Selected Prose of T. S. Eliot (London: Faber and 

Faber, 1975) 68-76, 68.  
13 Richard Shusterman, “Eliot as Philosopher”, The Cambridge Companion to T. S. Eliot, ed. A. 

David Moody (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994) 31-47, 39. 
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In 1933, roughly at the time of delivering his Turnbull Lectures, Eliot revaluated 

“Tradition and Individual Talent” in the work called After Strange Gods, which 

modifies not only his view of tradition as such, but also other concepts which we 

focus on later. As for his notion of tradition, he admits that “during the course of the 

subsequent fifteen years I have discovered, or had brought to my attention, some 

unsatisfactory phrasing and at least one more than doubtful analogy.”14 The most 

important shift in the new way in which Eliot regards tradition is that the term 

acquires a broader meaning: 

 

Tradition is not solely, or even primarily, the maintenance of certain 

dogmatic beliefs; these beliefs have come to take their living form in the 

course of the formation of a tradition. What I mean by tradition involves all 

those habitual actions, habits and customs, from the most significant 

religious rite to our conventional way of greeting a stranger.15 

 

In addition, Eliot emphasises that tradition is a dynamic concept concerning 

primarily the society as a whole and involving both good and bad things.16 Literary 

tradition cannot be isolated from the development of the whole society. Eliot says 

that “it is not fair, for one thing, to judge the individual by what can be actual only 

in society as a whole; and most of us are heretical in one way or another.”17 That is 

why in The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry it is three metaphysical moments in 

history which Eliot writes about. They are represented by three artists: Dante, Donne 

and Laforgue, but, as it will be shown later, it is not possible for Eliot to isolate the 

individual authors from their philosophical and theological backgrounds. As already 

indicated by Eliot’s new theory of tradition, these metaphysical moments are the 

result of a perfect balance of literary, philosophical and theological influences, 

which the three mentioned authors were able to incorporate in their work.  

The fact that tradition acquires broader meaning in After Strange Gods than in 

“Tradition and Individual Talent” is not the only difference between the old and the 

new concept. Eliot comes to a conclusion that “tradition by itself is not enough; it 

                                                 
14 Thomas Stearns Eliot, After Strange Gods: A Primer of Modern Heresy (London: Faber and Faber, 

1934) 15. 
15 Eliot, After Strange Gods 18. 
16 Eliot, After Strange Gods 18-19. 
17 Eliot, After Strange Gods 24. 
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must be perpetually criticised and brought up to date under the supervision of what I 

call orthodoxy.”18 The reason is that tradition can contain both good and bad 

elements. In Eliot’s understanding, tradition is related to the unconscious, whereas 

orthodoxy is rather connected to our conscious intelligence.19 The opposite of 

orthodoxy is heresy. It is a significant feature of heresy that it does not refuse the 

whole truth, but it stresses a part of the truth and reduces another, and, consequently, 

“heresy is apt to have a seductive simplicity, to make a direct and persuasive appeal 

to intellect and emotions, and to be altogether more plausible than the truth.”20 

Although Eliot employs the terms which come originally theological terms, he 

underlines that “tradition and orthodoxy is to be kept distinctly in mind as not 

identical with the use of the same terms in theology.”21 

 

2. 2  Romanticism and Classicism 

 

Eliot admits that his “contrast of heresy and orthodoxy has some analogy to the 

more usual one of romanticism and classicism.”22 The tension between these two 

schools is another significant theme, which marks the majority of Eliot’s critical 

writing. 

Throughout his career, Eliot defends the anti-Romantic view. This attitude is 

strongly influenced by his reading of Irving Babbitt, T. E. Hulme and Charles 

Maurras. According to Eliot, one of the biggest mistakes of Romanticism was the 

fact that it saw “the supreme good in supreme thrill.”23 Emotion uncontrolled by 

intellect is something which he cannot accept.  

Eliot learned from Hulme that Romanticism and Classicism have political 

connotations. Romanticism is connected to liberalism while Classicism underlines 

the need of institution because, in contrast to Romanticism, it accepts the Christian 

idea of original sin.24  

                                                 
18 Eliot, After Strange Gods 62. 
19 Eliot, After Strange Gods 29. 
20 Eliot, After Strange Gods 25. 
21 Eliot, After Strange Gods 31. 
22 Eliot, After Strange Gods 25. 
23 Victor Brombert, “T. S. Eliot and Romantic Heresy,” Yale French Studies 13 1954: 3-16, 5. 
24 Brombert 6. 
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In art, Eliot claims that Romanticism is a sign of immaturity both of the author 

and of the reader. Romantic poetry belongs to the time when the reader starts to 

enjoy poetry as such, but mature reader is supposed to outgrow this.25  

 

2. 3  The Theory of Depersonalisation 

 

“Eliot’s dictum that emotion is made precise and definite by intellect” 26 is 

closely connected to his concept of depersonalization described in the second part of 

“Tradition and Individual Talent.” According to the author, the adherence to 

tradition requires a certain distance from the personality of the artist in his artistic 

expression. This kind of distance stands in a sharp contrast to the Romantic 

perspective, which highlights the importance of individuality, personal emotions and 

feelings and their authentic reflection in art. The idea of getting free from one’s 

emotions in order to attain higher spiritual values is not new. In Platonic and Stoic 

philosophy, the liberation from emotions, in another word the state of apatheia, 

makes the person open to contemplation of divinity.27 Pavlić noticed that thanks to 

the process of depersonalisation “a writer gains access to a wider range of 

experience and emotion than could be gained from his individual perspective.”28 

That is why Eliot regards depersonalisation as a new stage of artistic development, 

which is a sign of maturity of both the poet and the reader. 

Eliot describes the process of depersonalisation on the analogy to a catalyst. If 

we put a filament of platinum into a chamber containing oxygen and sulphur 

dioxide, we get sulphurous acid. The platinum remains unchanged, but had it not 

been for its presence, the reaction would not have happened. The mind of the poet is 

like the platinum, as Eliot explains: “it may partly or exclusively operate upon the 

experience of the man himself; but, the more perfect the artist, the more completely 

separate in him will be the man who suffers and the mind which creates.”29 The poet 

has his memories and experiences at his disposal, but his task is not to merely 

                                                 
25 Brombert 10-11. 
26 George Williamson, “Donne and the Poetry of Today,” A Garland for John Donne 1631-1931, ed. 

Theodore Spencer (Gloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith, 1958) 153- 176, 161. 
27 Joan M. Nuth,“Emotions,” The New SCM Dictionary of Christian Spirituality, ed. Philip Sheldrake 

(London: SCM Press, 2005) 269-270, 269. 
28 Edward Michael Pavlić, Crossroads Modernism: Descent and Emergence in African-
American Literary Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press) 2002, 195. 
29 Eliot, Selected Essays 16. 
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describe his feelings, which is not the purpose of art as “impressions and 

experiences which are important for the man may take no place in the poetry, and 

those which become important in the poetry may play quite negligible part in the 

man, the personality.”30  

In art, the feelings and the emotions should be combined in a new way in order 

to create a new emotion, which was not there before. This is the moment when art 

can be called creative process. The emotions of a poet do not have to be powerful, 

but the artist should be able to use them in an effective way. In consequence, 

“poetry is not a turning loose of emotion, but an escape from emotion; it is not the 

expression of personality, but an escape from personality.”31  

On the other hand, the lack of connection to the tradition and orthodox dogma 

and the endeavour to enforce one’s own personality and express one’s own desires 

leads to heresy, as Eliot illustrates later in After Strange Gods: “What is disastrous is 

that the writer should deliberately give rein to his individuality, that he should even 

cultivate his differences from others.”32 According to Eliot, contemporary literature 

lacks the adherence to tradition and many great authors of his time exemplify this 

kind of heresy.  

For example, Lawrence refused any tradition or dogmatic beliefs and, in his 

view of life, he “had no guidance except Inner Light, the most untrustworthy and 

deceitful guide that ever offered itself to wandering humanity.”33 Lawrence does not 

distinguish between Good and Evil since “it would seem that…any spiritual force 

was good, and that evil resided only in the absence of spirituality.”34As for late 

Thomas Hardy, he appears to Eliot “to have written as nearly for the sake of self-

expression as a man well can.”35 As a result, his characters live only in their 

“emotional paroxysms.”36 This exposure of emotion demonstrates a belief typical of 

Romanticism that the strength of emotions is valuable for its own sake. However, 

strong passions do not have any value unless they are tied to reason, which 

confronts them with morality.37 That is why the poets and writers should not 

                                                 
30 Eliot, Selected Essays 20. 
31 Eliot, Selected Essays 21. 
32 Eliot, After Strange Gods 33.  
33 Eliot, After Strange Gods 59. 
34 Eliot, After Strange Gods 59. 
35 Eliot, After Strange Gods 54. 
36 Eliot, After Strange Gods 55. 
37 Eliot, After Strange Gods 55. 
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primarily express their own emotions and desires, but they should consciously 

connect these to the tradition supervised by orthodoxy. 

 

2. 4  Eliot’s Critic 

 

Not only should a poet distance himself from his emotions, but Eliot expects the 

same from a good critic, as he writes in the essay “The Perfect Critic” from 1920. 

 

The end of the enjoyment of poetry is a pure contemplation from which all 

the accidents of personal emotion are removed; thus we aim to see the object 

as it really is…And without a labour which is largely a labour of the 

intelligence, we are unable to attain that stage of vision amor intellectualis 

Dei.38 

 

According to Richard Shusterman, this statement, however, introduces an 

epistemological problem: Is it really possible to see “the object as it really is?” 

Shusterman notices that such objectivism is philosophically untenable in Eliot’s 

time, and that Eliot must have known about it.39 That is why the author proposes 

two ways of approaching the problem: “accurate correspondence to an independent 

external object versus consensus of judgment among a community of competent 

practitioners.”40 Although the former is more perfect, the latter is more probable to 

be accessible. This is exactly what Eliot hints at two years after the publication of 

“Tradition and Individual Talent” in an essay called “The Function of Criticism.” In 

this paper, Eliot works with terms like a “common inheritance and common cause, 

[which] unite artists consciously or unconsciously,”41 or common pursuit of true 

judgement.”42 Shusterman argues that “such commonalities of tradition go beyond 

the private consciousness of any given person or narrow group and thus provide a 

notion of something objectively outside us.”43 

                                                 
38 Eliot, Selected Prose of T. S. Eliot 57. 
39 Shusterman 38-39. 
40 Shusterman 38. 
41 Eliot, Selected Prose of T. S. Eliot 68.  
42 Eliot, Selected Prose of T. S. Eliot 69. 
43 Schusterman 39. 
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However, roughly at the time of delivering The Turnbull Lectures, Eliot 

modifies this approach in The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism.44 In the 

introduction, Eliot does not maintain the idea of an objective order, about which he 

spoke in his earlier essays, but he stresses the subjective level of reading poetry: “In 

order to analyse the enjoyment and appreciation of a good poem, the critic must 

have experienced the enjoyment, and he must convince us of his taste.”45 Eliot does 

not take back what he said before, but he newly emphasises the importance of a 

subjective emotion. In the light of his earlier comments on Romanticism, it might 

seem that it is inferior to reason. Nevertheless, now it becomes a dominant power 

which stands in the beginning of critical response. This experience of a critic, which 

Eliot describes, is also sometimes “hardly translatable into words”46 and “even the 

most accomplished of critics can, in the end, only point to the poetry which seems to 

him to be the real thing.”47  Nevertheless, it still does not mean that the mature 

reading of poetry should be limited to the subjective perspective only, as “the 

mature stage of enjoyment of poetry comes when we cease to identify ourselves 

with the poet we happen to be reading; when our critical faculties remain awake; 

when we are aware of what one poet can be expected to give and what he cannot.”48 

This shift from the emphasis of objectivism to the recognition of subjective 

perspective is significant for the reading of The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry. In 

The Turnbull Lectures Eliot introduces his main thesis in the following way: 

 

I now proceed still more boldly to declare that I find something in common 

between Donne and two other groups of poets: Dante in his earlier poetry … 

and his circle, and a few poets in the seventies and eighties of the last 

century, in France, particularly Jules Laforgue. My endeavour will be to 

persuade you that you find it too.49 

 

In this statement, Eliot uses the critical approach introduced in The Use of 

Poetry and the Use of Criticism. He is aware that the origin of his theory is very 

                                                 
44 Schusterman 40. 
45 Thomas Stearns Eliot, The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism (London: Faber and Faber, 

1934) 17. 
46 Eliot, The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism 17. 
47 Eliot, The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism 18. 
48 Eliot, The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism 34. 
49 Thomas Stearns Eliot and Ronald Schuchard, ed., The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry (London: 

Harcourt Brace and Company, 1993) 253. 
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subjective. At first, he relies only on his personal impression that there is something 

undefined which these poets have in common. This subjective impression is the 

starting point of his metaphysical theory, but it is not possible to stay only on this 

level because the impression should be justified by reason. That is why the whole 

lectures are there to make this impression “translatable into words” and to “convince 

us of his taste.” 

Subjectivity is something which no critic can escape, as Eliot explains: 

 

You are dealing not only with what men thought and felt, but with what they 

thought they thought and felt; and your appeal, in the last resort, must be to 

your own feeling as well as your own thought. On the one hand, I make a 

tentative definition. But in making this definition, I have had to rely on my 

own immediate experience of poetry: obviously, I felt a resemblance 

between the affects of Donne, Guido and Laforgue before I formed any 

theory.50 

 

It shows that Eliot’s theory of depersonalization does not omit the subjective 

side of the author or of the critic. The opposite is true; subjectivity is something 

which cannot be left out and which is not only essential but also a desired element in 

both literary criticism and artistic creation. 

 

2. 5  “The Metaphysical Poets” 

 

Before we proceed to analyse The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry more 

deeply, let us go back to Eliot’s critical essays and show what we know about his 

understanding of metaphysical poetry from the material published during his 

lifetime. 

The most important essay giving us an account of Eliot’s metaphysical theory is 

called “The Metaphysical Poets” and was published in 1921. The essay starts by 

pointing out the difficulty with formulating a concise metaphysical definition. The 

author is trying to find something which these poets have in common since “it is 

difficult to find any precise use of metaphor, simile, or other conceit, which is 

                                                 
50 Eliot, The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry 60. 
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common to all the poets and at the same time important enough as an element of 

style to isolate these poets as a group.”51 To define the thing which can be shared by 

the metaphysical poets in contrast to the Classicist, Romantic or Victorian poets, 

Eliot coins a new term: dissociation of sensibility. According to Eliot, the term 

marks the difference between the early modern English poets of the end of the 

seventeenth century like John Donne, Henry King and George Chapman and the 

poets who followed them. Eliot claims that 

 

The poets of the seventeenth century, the successors of the dramatists of the 

sixteenth, possessed a mechanism of sensibility which could devour any 

kind of experience…In the seventeenth century a dissociation of sensibility 

set in, from which we have never recovered; and this dissociation , as is 

natural, was aggravated by the influence of the two most powerful poets of 

the century, Milton and Dryden.52 

 

The poems of the metaphysical poets show that the poet’s mind is “constantly 

amalgamating disparate experience.”53 Eliot explains that “the ordinary man’s 

experience is chaotic, irregular, fragmentary. The latter falls in love or reads 

Spinoza, and these two experiences have nothing to do with each other;….in the 

mind of the poet these experiences are always forming new wholes.”54 This notion 

is closely connected to Eliot’s concept of depersonalisation, in which the poet does 

not express his feeling, but he distances himself from his emotions and experiences 

to use them to create something new, which was not there before. The metaphysical 

poets exemplify this ability, which in the course of English literary history 

gradually disappeared. 

Eliot notices that the poems of the following generation represented mainly by 

Milton and Dryden are marked by the dissociation of sensibility because the thought 

of the poetic mind is dissociated from emotion. It means that although the language 

and logical structures of these poems are perfect, the emotions included are less 

powerful. The refusal of this approach is reflected in another extreme – the 

Romantic sentimental wave in the poetry of eighteen century, which is the revolt 

                                                 
51 Eliot, Selected Prose of T. S. Eliot 60.  
52 Eliot, Selected Prose of T. S. Eliot 64. 
53 Eliot, Selected Prose of T. S. Eliot 64. 
54 Eliot, Selected Prose of T. S. Eliot 64. 
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against the dry rationality of the preceding poets and which struggles to unify the 

dissociated sensibility.55  

In his Clark Lectures, Eliot revaluated his thesis about Donne’s sensibility and 

he employed a new term: disintegration of intellect. Generally speaking, the term 

refers to the change and decline of poetic mind from Dante do Laforgue. This theme 

is, however, going to be dealt with in the following chapter. 

According to Eliot, the poetry of his age should go back to the metaphysical 

poets and look for the inspiration in their work. However, in comparison to the 

poetry of John Donne and his school, the poetry of Eliot’ age must be more difficult 

as there are more impulses in the world of the twentieth century than in the world of 

the seventeenth century. That is why “the poet must become more and more 

comprehensive, more allusive, more indirect, in order to force, to dislocate if 

necessary, language into his meaning.”56  

                                                 
55 Eliot, Selected Prose of T. S. Eliot 65. 
56 Eliot, Selected Prose of T. S. Eliot 65. 
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Chapter 3 John Donne and Eliot as a Critic 
 

Eliot’s interest in the poetry of John Donne is the product of his time. The 

beginning of the twentieth century shows increasing interest in the metaphysical 

poets of the seventeenth century, and numerous critical works about this topic 

appeared. We can mention at least a collection of critical essays edited by Theodore 

Spencer called A Garland for John Donne, published on the tercentenary of Donne’s 

death, including contributions from Mario Praz, George Williamson, Mary Paton 

Ramsay and of course also from T. S. Eliot. Eliot participated vividly in 

contemporary discussion, and his metaphysical theory reflects his agreement or 

disagreement with the views of other scholars of his time. It is thus the first goal to 

set Eliot’s theory of metaphysical poetry in the context of wider critical tradition. It 

will help us recognise to what extend he follows the ideas of his colleagues and 

predecessors, and in which aspects he is original. After that we are going to sketch 

Eliot’s own theory as it is formulated in the Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry. The 

rest of the chapter discusses Eliot’s view of John Donne, Donne’s way of thinking 

and the basic features of his metaphysical poetry. This chapter opens the door to the 

fourth chapter, the core of the thesis, which compares and contrasts the poetry of 

Donne and Eliot. 

 

3. 1  The Definition of Metaphysical Poetry 

 

The term “metaphysical poetry” is well-known to every student of English 

Literature. It generally defines a group of English poets from the seventeenth 

century belonging to Donne’s school.  However, if we examine the term in depth, 

we find that critics do not share the same opinion when it comes to the detailed 

explanation of its meaning. Helen Gardner says that the term is “admittedly vague 

and … unsatisfactory.”1 That is why the scholars who want to describe this kind of 

poetry have to ask two important questions which determine not only their definition 

of the term, but also the understanding of particular poems. The first significant 

question is what the word “metaphysical” means and what the name tells about the 

                                                 
1 Helen Gardner, “Introduction,” The Metaphysical Poets, ed. Helen Gardner (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1961) xix-xxxiv, xxi. 
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poetry it describes. The second question is who belongs to the group of 

metaphysical poets. Is the term restricted to describe the group of English poets 

from the seventeenth century, or is it possible to include poets from other periods 

and nations whose poetry has metaphysical features? 

At first, we are going to present sample answers to these questions in historical 

context, starting with the contemporaries of John Donne. After that Eliot’s 

contemporaries are going to be mentioned, namely H. J. C. Grierson and Mario 

Praz. Finally, I will present the accounts of later critics like Jack Dalglish and Helen 

Gardner. Of course, we could name also other important critics and commentators; 

nevertheless, the theories described above are sufficient to sketch the main angles of 

view on the critical problems connected with metaphysical poetry. In this 

perspective, the metaphysical theory of T. S. Eliot will be finally introduced. 

 

3. 1. 1  Theories of Metaphysical Poetry: Historical Background 

 

The first association of John Donne with the term “metaphysical” appeared 

already in the seventeen century2 when Dryden remarked in his “Discourse 

concerning the original and progress of satire” from 1693 that Donne 

 

affects the metaphysics, not only in his satires, but in his amorous verses, 

where nature only should reign; and perplexes the minds of the fair sex with 

nice speculations of philosophy, when he should engage their hearts, and 

entertain them with the softnesses of love.3 

 

Dryden does not use the word “metaphysics” to describe a concrete poetic style, 

and he does not refer to any other poets apart from Donne. The word 

presumably means “beyond the physical” as its etymology suggests, and it 

contrast with “nature.” 

The first application of the term to a concrete group of poets can be traced to 

Samuel Johnson. He refers to the group of seventeenth century poets whose work 

share similar formal features. His attitude to this style of poetry is rather negative 

                                                 
2 D. J. Palmer, “Metaphysical,“ A Dictionary of Modern Critical Terms, ed. Roger Fowler, 

(Routledge: Kegan Paul Ltd., 1987)  146-148, 146. 
3 John Dryden and W. P. Ker, ed., Essays of John Dryden (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1900) 2:19. 
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and his description is the formulation of a list including what he does not like about 

it. Nevertheless, he manages to list many significant features which are discussed 

by later scholars. According to him, the common characteristics of the group is that 

 

the most heterogeneous ideas are yoked by violence together; nature and art 

are ransacked for illustrations, comparisons, and allusions; their learning 

instructs, and their subtilty surprises; but the reader commonly thinks his 

improvement dearly bought, and, though he sometimes admires, is seldom 

pleased.4 

 

Although Johnson’s definition is libellous, he mentions what Donne and his 

followers are later praised for and what is later known as a metaphysical conceit and 

wit. 

The negative undertone of Dr. Johnson’s view of metaphysical poetry was not 

overcome until the beginning of the twentieth century in the anthology of H. J. C. 

Grierson called Metaphysical Lyrics and Poems of the Seventeenth Century.5 

Grierson was a critic who “foreshadowed and helped to determine, for good and for 

ill, much of Donne’s fate in the twentieth century.”6 He illustrates his understanding 

of the meaning of the term in the introduction to the book, which attests to a new 

wave of interest in the metaphysical poetry of John Donne and his followers. The 

anthology from 1921 was well known to T. S. Eliot, whose essay “The Metaphysical 

Poets” is originally its review. Eliot also mentions Grierson’s anthology and 

research in his lectures, and admits having made use of it.7 For Eliot’s audience, it is 

the leading text which is recommended to have at hand.8 That is why Grierson’s 

theory is going to be analysed more closely. 

Grierson suggests that there are two possible ways of understanding the meaning 

of the phrase “metaphysical poets.” He distinguishes the metaphysical poets in the 

full sense and the metaphysical poets of the seventeenth century. 

Concerning the first group, Grierson says that  

                                                 
4 Samuel Johnson, The Lives of the Most Eminent English Poets: With Critical Observations on Their 

Work, ed. R. Lonsdale, Vol. 1 (London: W. Nicol, 2006) 15. 
5 Palmer 146- 147. 
6 Dayton Haskin, “Donne’s Afterlife,” John Donne, ed. Achsah Guibbory (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2006) 233-246, 239-240. 
7 Eliot, The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry 44. 
8 Eliot, The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry 63. 
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metaphysical poetry, in the full sense of the term, is a poetry which, like that 

of the Divina Commedia, the De Natura Rerum, perhaps Goethe's Faust, 

has been inspired by a philosophical conception of the universe and the rôle 

assigned to the human spirit in the great drama of existence.9  

 

This definition is peculiar in two ways. Firstly, it is not restricted to a certain group 

of poets, but it involves all poets from various nations and periods who share the 

same characteristics. Secondly, the characteristic feature of metaphysical poetry can 

be found in the content of particular poems not primarily in their form or in the way 

the ideas are organized; the terms like conceit or wit are avoided. In this case, 

Grierson calls “metaphysical” what Eliot later refers to as “philosophical.” It is a 

poetry which expresses a concise philosophical view.  

In the description of the second group, formal features are relevant. The leading 

position is ascribed to Donne, who is metaphysical by his “deep reflective interest in 

the experiences of which his poetry is the expression, the new psychological 

curiosity with which he writes of love and religion.”10 However, this group, 

including poets like Cowley, Lovelace, Crashaw, King or Marvell, is not 

metaphysical in a real sense of the word, as Grierson explains: 

 

Metaphysical in this large way, Donne and his followers to Cowley are not, 

yet the word describes better what is the peculiar quality of their poetry than 

any other…. It lays stress on the right things—the survival, one might say 

the reaccentuation, of the metaphysical strain, the concetti ideali as Testi 

calls them in contrast to the simpler imagery of classical poetry, of 

mediaeval Italian poetry; the more intellectual, less verbal, character of their 

wit compared with the conceits of the Elizabethans; the finer psychology of 

which their conceits are often the expression; their learned imagery; the 

argumentative, subtle evolution of their lyrics; above all the peculiar blend 

of passion and thought, feeling and ratiocination which is their greatest 

achievement. Passionate thinking is always apt to become metaphysical, 

                                                 
9 Herbert J. C. Grierson, “Introduction,” Metaphysical Lyrics and Poems of the Seventeenth Century: 

Donne to Butler, ed. Herbert J. C. Grierson (Oxford: At the Clarendon Press, 1921) xiii-lviii, xiii. 
10 Grierson xiv. 
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probing and investigating the experience from which it takes its rise. All 

these qualities are in the poetry of Donne, and Donne is the great master of 

English poetry in the seventeenth century.11 

 

Grierson regards the metaphysical poets of the seventeenth century as those 

whose art is the combination of “the fantastic dialectics of mediaeval love poetry 

and the ‘simple, sensuous’ strain which they caught from the classics—soul and 

body lightly yoked and glad to run and soar together in the winged chariot of 

Pegasus.”12 The ability of connecting “passion and thought, feeling and 

ratiocination” is also one of the most important aspects of Eliot’s theory. 

The next important figure from Eliot’s contemporaries is Mario Praz, an Italian 

critic. His relation to Eliot’s metaphysical theory is very close, as the two scholars 

often discussed their work with each other, and they agreed on many important 

points. Let us quote an extract of a letter which Eliot wrote him just before the start 

of his Clark lectures:  

 

I have just read your Marinismo e Secentismo in Inghilterra which I am 

about to review for the Times Literary Supplement. I shall also make 

copious reference to it in some lectures which I am to give during the winter 

at Trinity College, Cambridge, on ‘the metaphysical poetry of the XVII 

Century in England’. I am writing to tell you that I have found nothing by 

any of our scholars – even by Saintsbury or Grierson or Gosse, which can 

challenge comparison with your book for critical taste and judgement and 

for width (envergure) of learning. I am a little jealous indeed that you have 

forestalled me on several points: in your criticism of Miss Ramsay, in your 

comparison and contrast of Donne and Guido Cavalcanti, and in your 

insistence on the importance of the Society of Jesus in England at the time. 

All of these points had occurred to me, but you have spoken first.13 

 

Mario Praz did not only affirm some of Eliot’s theses, but he gave him also a 

useful feedback of the finished lectures. That is why we can find not only various 

                                                 
11 Grierson xv – xvi. 
12 Grierson xxxviii. 
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references to Praz’s work in The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry but also 

numerous editorial notes stating Praz’s view of particular problems. On the other 

hand, Praz makes use of Eliot’s definition of metaphysical poetry in his own 

criticism.14 His main contribution is the research of the connection between 

metaphysical poets and their Italian predecessors, in which he compares Donne’s 

metaphysical conceits with the concetti of Italian sonneteers.15 Praz is also sensitive 

to recognize the general philosophical, theological and literary climate of particular 

periods. These features of his criticism are very useful for Eliot as he is able to 

support his arguments by the references to it. 

The next critic Jack Dalglish would agree with Grierson, as he also distinguishes 

two kinds of metaphysical poetry. The first is the poetry of “those who wrote during 

the seventeenth century under the influence of John Donne,” 16 and the second kind 

is the poetry of metaphysical poets in the true sense, which “would be one[s] whose 

work expressed a systematized and coherent philosophical or theological view of the 

nature of things.”17 The first group is characterized by metaphysical imagery, which 

“is used, not as mere ornament or illustration, but as a means of communicating 

thoughts and of exploring experience and achieving new insight into it.”18 Like the 

majority of commentators, Dalglish characterizes metaphysical poetry by the use of 

conceit, which is defined as “an extended comparison,”19 and by the fact that the 

poems express “not only a blend of passion and thought but an awareness of a 

variety of attitudes towards experience – an awareness which expresses itself in 

what is called Metaphysical wit.”20  

 The last scholar whose view of metaphysical poetry should be mentioned is 

Helen Gardner and the introduction to her anthology The Metaphysical Poets 

(1961).  In contrast to the anthologies of Dalglish and Grierson, Gardner includes 

also poets like Sir Walter Raleigh or William Shakespeare. She does not distinguish 

metaphysical poets in the true sense and the poets of the seventeenth century. For 

                                                 
14 Mario Praz, “Donne and the Poetry of His Time,” A Garland for John Donne 1631-1931, ed. 
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15 Praz 63-72. 
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17 Dalglish 1. 
18 Dalglish 5. 
19 Dalglish 5. 
20 Dalglish 5-6. 
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her, “metaphysical poetry” is a term connected with the group of poets around John 

Donne. 

It is interesting that, although Gardner belongs to prominent commentators of T. 

S. Eliot, it did not conspicuously influence her view. Gardner finds it unnecessary to 

formulate her own definition of metaphysical poetry, but she describes the main 

features of it.21 Since most of these features are going to be described in detail in the 

following chapter, it is sufficient only to list them now. The main features Gardner 

mentions are: the use of strong lines and conceit, “abrupt personal openings,” 22 the 

expression of “extraordinary thought in ordinary situations”23 and the fact that 

metaphysical poems resemble religious meditation. Gardner also shows that the 

imagination of Elizabethan poets was significantly influenced by contemporary 

drama. 

To summarize, the critics agree on the fact that the term “metaphysical”, either 

in the full sense or restricted sense, describes John Donne and his followers. 

Nevertheless, Grierson and Dalglish use the term also as a reference to the poets, 

who in their work express a concise philosophical concept. According to some 

critics, the group is described by formal features. This is the case of Johnson and 

Gardner. On the other hand, Grierson and Dalglish find both form and content 

relevant. Now, let us see how the problem is approached by T. S. Eliot. 

 

3. 1. 2  Eliot’s Definition of Metaphysical Poetry 

 

As it was shown in the previous chapter, Eliot sketched the basic problems of 

the definition of metaphysical poetry in the review of Grierson’s anthology. 

Although he connects the term with the group of seventeenth century English poets, 

he is already thinking of its wider application: 

 

If so shrewd and sensitive (though so limited) a critic as Johnson failed to 

define metaphysical poetry by its faults, it is worth while to inquire whether 

we may not have more success by adoption the opposite method: by 

assuming that the poets of the seventeenth century (up to the Revolution) 
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were the direct and normal development of the precedent age; and, without 

prejudicing their case by the adjective ‘metaphysical’, consider whether 

their virtue was not something permanently valuable, which subsequently 

disappeared, but ought not to have disappeared.24 

 

In The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry he does not go so far as to propose not to 

use the term “metaphysical” at all, but he develops a notion that the term refers to a 

specific quality of poets, which is “permanently valuable.” 

Similarly to Grierson and Dalglish, Eliot says that there are two possible 

approaches to the meaning of “metaphysical.” Either we consider the term to be 

synonymous with the name of the group of seventeenth century poets around 

Donne25 or it can mean “a kind of poetry not necessarily restricted to that period.”26 

Eliot chooses the second approach and he detects metaphysical poetry throughout 

literary history, suggesting that it is relevant also for the poetry of his time. In this 

way he tries to fulfil his goal: “to know what value the term ‘metaphysical’ as 

applied to verse can have for the present day.”27 

Eliot’s main thesis is built on the fact that he sees “something in common 

between Donne and two other groups of poets: Dante in his earlier poetry (as in the 

Vita Nuova) and his circle, and a few poets in the seventies and eighties of the last 

century, in France, particularly Jules Laforgue.”28 Eliot wants to formulate the thing 

which he feels they have in common, in order to create a base for his definition of 

metaphysical poetry.29 He does not follow the concept of Dalglish and Grierson, for 

whom metaphysical poetry expresses coherent philosophical thinking, but he is 

strict about the distinction between metaphysical and philosophical poets. For Eliot 

a philosophical poet is a poet “with a scheme of the universe, who embodies that 

scheme in verse, and essays to realise his conception of man’s place in the 

universe.”30 Even though Eliot finds philosophy also behind metaphysical poems, he 

stresses that philosophical poetry should not be confused with metaphysical. The 

main difference between these two is that philosophical poets must believe in the 

                                                 
24 Eliot, Sellected Essays 285. 
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philosophy they reflect in their poetry, while metaphysical poets do not have to 

necessarily believe in it.31 

The definition of metaphysical poetry is the main subject of both The Clark and 

Turnbull Lectures, which also demonstrate the development of this topic in Eliot’s 

criticism during this time. The Turnbull Lectures are better organized, more 

consistent and clearly interconnected, and the notion of metaphysical poetry is 

formulated more explicitly in this material. On the other hand, The Clark Lectures 

give us an account of Eliot’s more immediate expression. As a result, we have two 

complementary theories. 

In The Clark Lectures, Eliot formulates his understanding of metaphysical 

poetry in the following way: 

 

But it is obvious that in certain periods the revolution of the sphere of 

thought will so to speak throw off ideas which will fall within the attraction 

of poetry, and which the operation of poetry will transmute into the 

immediacy of feeling. It is these moments of history when human sensibility 

is momentarily enlarged in certain directions to be defined, that I propose to 

call the metaphysical periods.32 

 

The feeling which is created by “the operation of poetry” is something new, which 

was not there before, so “the world of sense is actually enlarged.”33 It was 

previously possible to apprehend this idea only “as an intellectual statement,”34 

which is “attainable only by abstract thought”35 before it is translated into a 

“sensible form.”36 It means that metaphysical poets have the ability to evoke new 

feelings out of an idea, which other people could access only as a thought. 

Interestingly, Eliot refers to the process as “the Word made Flesh,”37 when the 

abstract thought is clothed “with all the painful delight of flesh.”38 The theme of 

Incarnation very often appears also in Eliot’s own poetry, so this point is going to be 

developed in the following chapter. 
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 This theory formulates something similar to “The Metaphysical Poets” where 

Eliot speaks about the sensibility of these poets, which connects disparate 

experiences of various kinds. However, he employs a new term in the lectures. 

Instead of the dissociation of sensibility, he speaks about the disintegration of the 

intellect. This term describes the lack of unity between emotion and thought. The 

perfect harmony of thought and emotion was reached in the thirteenth century, but 

was never achieved again. The disintegration of intellect is thus “a progressive 

deterioration of poetry, in one respect or another, since the thirteenth century.”39 In 

this process, a metaphysical poet has a very significant role: “to transform thought 

into feeling and feeling into thought.”40 

The definition in The Turnbull Lectures is more concrete. As Eliot is trying to 

find out the common features of the poetry of Dante, Donne and Laforgue, he 

notices that  

 

in each case, there was a philosophy and a mysticism in the background: for 

Dante, the philosophy of Aquinas and the mysticism of the Victorines; for 

Donne, there was a mixture of mediaeval philosophy …and the visual 

imaginative method of St. Ignatius… And for Jules Laforgue the mystical 

philosophy of Hartmann and Schopenhauer.41 

 

The philosophical background of the poets is essential since philosophy influences 

the way the poets experience their everyday life. However, in contrast to 

philosophical poets, it is not necessary for metaphysical poets to believe in a 

concrete philosophical concept, because they are influenced indirectly through 

feeling and behaviour rather than through belief.42 This idea emphasises the 

importance of subjective perspective, as Eliot says: “the metaphysical poet must be 

subjective, or at least have a subjective side to him.”43 

  

3. 2  John Donne in Eliot’s View 
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After describing the general features of metaphysical poetry, we can focus on 

John Donne and the way in which he fits Eliot’s metaphysical definition. According 

to Eliot, there is always philosophy and mysticism in the background of 

metaphysical poetry. Therefore, it is always vital to determine what kind of 

philosophy and mysticism is in the background of a particular metaphysical poet. 

That is why Eliot asks how he can describe the mysticism and philosophy which 

influenced Donne’s poetry. In order to answer this question, he wants to investigate 

if Donne’s thinking is influenced rather by traditional medieval philosophy or by the 

new philosophy of his time. The answer to this question will also specify the kind of 

ideas originating in “the revolution of the sphere of thought”44 which “fall within the 

attraction of [Donne’s] poetry.”45 

3. 2. 1  John Donne and the Medieval World 

 

In the sixteenth-century Europe, the medieval world was still surviving although 

it was gradually fading out. The change from feudalism to capitalism was in 

process,46 and the world view as presented by medieval philosophy had not 

disappeared yet.47 In the work of John Donne, the reader can find features of both 

the medieval way of thinking and the new philosophy. For example, Donne uses the 

method of false syllogisms,48 which is a part of Aristotelian logic; on the other hand, 

he makes references to Kepler and Galileo. In “The Sunne Rising” he seems to use 

the heliocentric scheme of the universe, as the sun is placed to the centre of whole 

action. Contrastingly, “A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning” reflects a geocentric 

view. 

The thesis that Donne’s perspective was rather medieval is supported by 

numerous critics. For example, Frank Kermode says that although Donne was 

influenced by the new philosophy, he was mostly critical of it, and he preferred the 

old traditional world view. Similarly, William Zunder says that the world view of 

Donne found the best expression in the philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas.49 To 
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support this idea, a famous passage from “An Anatomy of the Word” is often 

quoted: 

 

And new philosophy calls all in doubt,  

The element of fire is quite put out,  

The sun is lost, and th'earth, and no man's wit  

Can well direct him where to look for it.  

And freely men confess that this world's spent,  

When in the planets and the firmament  

They seek so many new; they see that this  

Is crumbled out again to his atomies.50  

 

For Grierson, this extract shows that Donne was aware of the clash between the old 

philosophy and metaphysics and the new approaches, and could feel the disruption 

of previous harmony.51 Kermode uses this passage as an example that Donne was 

familiar with the new streams of thought; nevertheless, “it would be very unlike him 

to be much affected by the new philosophy.”52 

 Although there are numerous accounts supporting the idea that Donne’s 

mind was rather medieval, and that he was not much influenced by the 

contemporary way of thinking, Eliot defends the contrary view. The medievalism of 

John Donne is the topic of the second Clark Lecture, where Eliot questions the 

thesis of Miss Ramsay, who in her book  called Les Doctrines médiévales chez 

Donne says that “Donne possessed a ‘very complete’ philosophical system and a 

profound mysticism and that his conception of the universe, and his philosophical 

technique, are essentially mediaeval.”53 Eliot’s aim is to prove that this thesis is not 

true, and to show that “Donne was, as a theologian, very much of his time, and that 

this time was anything but medieval.” 54 

In order to support his argument, Eliot underlines Donne’s interest in legal 

studies, both of civil and canon law, which shows that Donne’s inclination was 

“towards the more public and disputatious, rather than the more private and 
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speculative attitude toward philosophy.”55 Eliot claims that this “more controversial 

and legal type of theology” 56 reflects the way in which theology was practised in his 

day. 

Eliot also studies the list of titles published in Miss Ramsay’s book which 

Donne presumably read. This list shows that Donne’s reading ranges from the 

fathers of the Church through Aquinas, Bonaventura and Augustine to Bellarmine, 

Luther, Calvin and other protestant writers. He was also interested in Jesuit literature 

and Kabbalah.57 With a conclusion that “no man of Donne’s ability and attainment 

ever seems to have read more positive rubbish,”58 Eliot emphasises that this variety 

of titles cannot prove that Donne would have medieval mind, rather the reverse. 

Reading also extensively books by contemporary theologians, both catholic and 

protestant, Donne shows himself to be in touch with modern theology and 

philosophy, and his reading “was [not] any more medieval than that of any other 

theologian of his time.”59 

The topic of Donne’s medievalism does not only appear in The Clark Lectures. 

In the same year, Eliot wrote an essay called “Lancelot Andrewes.” In this essay, 

Eliot extensively compares his favourite Anglican preacher and theologian to John 

Donne: 

 

Of the two men, it may be said that Andrewes is the more mediaeval, 

because he is the more pure, and because his bond was with the Church, 

with tradition. His intellect was satisfied by theology and his sensibility by 

prayer and liturgy. Donne is the more modern – if we are careful to take this 

word exactly, without any implication of value…Donne is much less the 

mystic; he is primarily interested in man. He is much less traditional. In his 

thought Donne has, on the one hand, much more in common with the 

Jesuits, and, on the other hand, much more in common with the Calvinists, 

than has Andrewes.60 
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Both in the extract and in The Clark Lectures, Eliot underlines the relationship 

between Donne’s Jesuit upbringing and his modern mind. He is persuaded that “in 

Jesuitism the centre of philosophical interest is deflected from what it was for the 

Middle Ages, and that this marks an important alteration of human attitudes.” 61 

Although “Donne many times betrays the consequences of early Jesuit influence and 

of his later studies in Jesuit literature,”62 Eliot shows that Jesuitic “fine distinctions 

and discussions of conduct and casuistry tend in the direction of a certain self-

consciousness which had not been conspicuous in the world before.”63 

Eliot calls this change of thinking the diversion from ontology to psychology. In 

this shift of thinking, “the constitution of human mind altered to adapt itself to the 

reception of new categories of truth, and new elements of thought.”64 Eliot speaks 

about “a true Copernican revolution which occurred centuries before Kant was 

born…impressed upon the world by Descartes.” 65 Descartian epistemology stating 

that what we perceive are the ideas of the object, but not the objects as such,66 marks 

this turn from ontology to psychology. This new way is reflected in contemporary 

art, including the poetry of John Donne: 

 

From one point of view, to turn the attention to the mind in this way is to 

create, for the objects alter by being observed. To contemplate an idea, 

because it is my idea, to observe its emotional infusion, to play with it, 

instead of using it as a plain and simple meaning, brings often curious and 

beautiful things to light, though it lends itself, this petting and teasing of 

one’s mental offspring, to extremities of torturing language, as we shall 

see.67 

 

In other words, external reality as such is not important for the artist, but what is 

important is the way he contemplates the ideas coming from it. Eliot says that 
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“Donne is in a sense a psychologist.”68 In his poems, the external world is almost 

insignificant: 

 

Donne, instead of pursuing the meaning of the idea, letting it flow into the 

usual sequence of thought, arrests it, in order to extract every possible ounce 

of the emotion suspended in it. …In thus arresting the idea Donne often 

succeeds in bringing to light curious aspects and connections which would 

not otherwise be visible; he infuses, as it were, the dose of bismuth which 

makes the position of the intestine apparent on the X-ray screen.69 

 

According to Eliot, this kind of thinking is the consequence of Donne’s close 

contact with the imaginative method of St. Ignatius, whose mysticism stands behind 

his metaphysical poetry. 

In his dealing with this problem, Eliot does not analyse Donne’s statements on 

Jesuitism or on the new waves of thinking. Even though he can be critical of it, it 

does not mean that it would not influence the way he perceives the world. It means 

that Donne could believe in medieval ontology, as various critics show. However, 

his way of thinking corresponds rather to the new epistemology of his 

contemporaries. One matter is what we believe in, but another matter is how we 

approach it. It is thus possible that John Donne believed in the world view of 

Ptolemy, but he could simultaneously regard it in the eyes of Descartes. It might be 

this tension between the old and the new, the traditional and modern, which 

stimulates Donne’s mind to “transmute [these ideas] into the immediacy of 

feeling.”70 

 

3. 2. 2  Donne’s Philosophy 

  

The nature of Donne’s philosophy is the second problem which Eliot tries to 

resolve in order to complete the picture of John Donne as a metaphysical poet. That 
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is why Eliot wants to disprove the first part of Miss Ramsay’s thesis that “Donne 

possessed a ‘very complete’ philosophical system.”71 

Eliot’s view is aptly expressed by the following paragraph from the essay of 

Mario Praz “Donne’s Relation to the Poetry of his Time:” 

 

Donne, living in an age of scientific revolution, could not help surveying 

with a sceptic’s eye the state of confusion presented by the changing world. 

On the one side he had the Holy Fathers and a curious body of medieval 

lore, on the other Copernicus and Brahe, Galileo, Kepler and Paracelsus. 

Though interested in thought, he was no original thinker himself. He aimed 

at artistic self-expression; therefore both the tentative creed of a new age, 

and the superannuated lore of many centuries merely supplied him 

indiscriminately with illustrations for his own poems and homilies.72 

 

Similarly, Eliot does not think that Donne had a concise philosophy or theology. 

Donne’s range of reading is really immense, but he read “without order and 

valuation.”73 This is reflected also in his way of thinking, which is “spasmodic and 

fragmentary.”74 Eliot stresses, that Donne was a man who was able to read almost 

everything, but he remained rather sceptical about any philosophical truth in 

general.75 

Generally speaking, it is difficult to tell what kind of philosophy stands behind 

Donne’s metaphysical poetry. It is an amalgam of various philosophical streams 

without any specification. This way of thinking is typical of Donne’s age and 

demonstrates the gradual disintegration of intellect. Donne, as a metaphysical poet is 

there to transform these variable thoughts into feeling, so his attitude to philosophy 

is constitutive of his metaphysical poetry: 

 

In the mind of Donne we find all the ideas of his time co-existent in their 

most abstract form; that is to say, we find in Donne the emotional co-

efficients of the most general ideas. Some of these ideas are of 
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contemporary science, some of contemporary theology; but they are all 

entertained on an equal footing.76 

 

This combination of various “emotional coefficients of the most general ideas” 

without a preference of any of them allows Donne to juxtapose one image next 

to another and create an interesting connection between them. This way of 

thinking is mirrored in something which is regarded as a specific feature of the 

seventeenth century metaphysical poetry: the use of conceit.77 

As Eliot says in his definition in The Turnbull Lectures, Donne’s peculiar 

type of metaphysical poetry is based on “a mixture of mediaeval philosophy 

…and the visual imaginative method of St. Ignatius.”78 The previous lines were 

there to show how the author justifies this thesis. The following chapter 

illustrates what this statement means for particular poems of John Donne, and 

how it marked Eliot’s own poetry.  
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Chapter 4: John Donne and Eliot as a Poet 

 

In the previous chapter, I tried to explain Eliot’s definition of metaphysical 

poetry and set it in the context of wider critical tradition. We could also see that 

Eliot’s definition springs from his view of poetic creation expressed in his other 

critical work. In The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry he emphasizes that his 

“attitude is that of a craftsman who has attempted for eighteen years to make 

English verses, studying the work of dead artisans who have made better verses.”1 

That is why all Eliot’s critical work, including his metaphysical definition, is closely 

related to his own poetry. At this point we are justified to ask: How is Eliot’s view 

of John Donne as a metaphysical poet demonstrated in his own poetic work? This 

question stands in the background of our following comparison and contrast of these 

two poets. 

The third chapter introduces two complementary definitions of metaphysical 

poetry, but it does not explain in which way they complement each other. For our 

purpose, it is vital to do it now. As the definition in The Clark Lectures suggests, it 

is the task of metaphysical poets to transmute a thought into feeling. This is 

specified by the definition in The Turnbull Lectures, where Eliot insists on the fact 

that there should be philosophy and mysticism in the background of each 

metaphysical poem. The main relation between these two definitions is that 

philosophy makes possible to apprehend and refine the world of thought, while 

mysticism is there to transcend it; only after that it is possible to transmute a thought 

into feeling.2 That is why the following lines do not separate these two definitions 

any more, but they regard them as two points of view of the same matter. The first 

definition refers to the output which metaphysical poetry creates, while the second 

definition shows which conditions are necessary for it. In this case it is thus 

sufficient to analyse Donne’s and Eliot’s poetry with regard to the definition in The 

Turnbull Lectures, because this account will simultaneously reflect what Eliot says 

in The Clark Lectures. The chapter is therefore divided into two subchapters. The 
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first subchapter is devoted to the description of the mysticism of John Donne and 

Eliot’s relation to it, and the second subchapter analyses the philosophical 

background of the two poets. 

 

4. 1  Donne’s Mysticism and Eliot 

 

It is interesting that Eliot is the only critic mentioned in the previous chapter 

who regards mysticism as a distinctive feature of metaphysical poetry. That is why it 

is necessary to ask at first: Why Eliot speaks about mysticism? What is a specific 

role of mysticism in relation to the poetry of Donne and Eliot? Is he in this regard 

really special, or are there any critical accounts which would reflect this 

assumption? After answering these questions, I would like to focus on the specific 

kind of mysticism which Eliot detects in the background of Donne’s work, namely 

Ignatian imaginative method. 

 

4. 1. 1  Unity in Disparateness: Mystical Dimension of Donne’s and Eliot’s 

Poems 

 

At first, let us consider two critical accounts which foreshadow Eliot’s thesis 

about mysticism. Gardner says about the metaphysical poets of the seventeenth 

century that “their wit, high-flown and extravagant though it is, goes with a strong 

sense of the realities of daily life, the common concerns of men and women.”3 She 

shows that the connection between the ordinary and extraordinary, the world of 

experience and the world of thought, or, in theological terms, the connection 

between the immanent and transcendent, is a peculiar feature of metaphysical 

poetry. The relationship between these two levels is described also by George 

Williamson in his essay “Donne and the Poetry of Today.” He points out that 

“metaphysical poetry is born where the points of two cones coincide: one cone 

represents the real world and the other the metaphysical world, both contracted to a 

tiny circle or a point.”4 Similarly to Eliot, he uses a metaphor of Incarnation: “The 
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world of metaphysical concept and the world of sensuous fact meet and exchange 

significance; the metaphysical word is made flesh.”5 

According to the previous paragraph, we can see that the critics are not united as 

for the terms describing two different words which metaphysical poetry connects. 

Williamson uses the dichotomy of the real word versus the metaphysical world. I 

think that these terms are quite weak as there are numerous philosophical 

approaches to explain their meaning. The second dichotomy between the world of 

metaphysical concept and the world of sensuous fact may be more precise, but it is 

unnecessarily restrictive. The reason is that there can be experiences which are not 

sensuous but which simultaneously do not belong to the world of metaphysical 

concept. It is, for example, cognitive reasoning, which cannot be considered 

metaphysical. At the same time, the level of metaphysics can reach also beyond a 

concept. This is, for instance, mysticism, which is based rather on an experience 

than on a formulation of any concept. That is why I would prefer to use two 

different terms from the area of theology which I mentioned above: “transcendence” 

and “immanence.” For our purpose it is sufficient to accept that “immanence” refers 

to the world approachable by reason and senses, while “transcendence” refers to the 

world which goes beyond these possibilities and can be spoken about only in 

analogies. The word theological is used deliberately, as the adjectives “immanent” 

and “transcendent” have different connotations in philosophy, and it would have to 

be related to a concrete philosophical concept. Nevertheless, these terms are firmly 

anchored in Christian theology. What is more, Christianity creates the background 

of both Eliot’s and Donne’s thinking, so the chosen concept corresponds to the 

world-view of both poets. 

  

Donne’s poetry is a perfect example of the metaphysical skill to interconnect the 

immanent world with the transcendent and vice versa. His secular poems often cross 

the level of a merely secular experience, while his religious poems are full of images 

from the experience of everyday ordinary life. An instance of the former is the poem 

“A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning.”6 The main theme is the parting of two 

lovers. It is something which is not in itself special and it belongs to common 

experience of many people. However, Donne is able to push the whole theme to the 
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level of transcendence. The poem contrasts two kinds of lovers: “dull sublunary 

lovers” (line 13) and the lovers whose souls are united (line 21). The first kind of 

love is earthly and sensual, while the second crosses the boundaries of senses to the 

union of minds. Nevertheless, this is not all. The second kind of love transcends to a 

divine metaphysical level as it is raised above the earth, where there are “harmes 

and feares” (line 9), to the cosmic space. In this poem, Donne uses the Ptolemaic 

conception of the universe, where the Earth is in the centre and the other planets go 

around it. This picture is supplemented by Donne’s famous conceit introduced in the 

seventh stanza, which compares the two lovers to a pair of compasses. The image of 

a circle, which is traceable throughout the poem, is highly symbolic. A circle 

symbolizes fullness, completeness, perfection and eternity. The lovers create a 

circle, which is rotating around a fixed centre. Therefore, their unity tends to 

perfectness, which is wholly dependent on the gravitation of the central point. 

While the general tendency of the preceding poem is anabatic as it leads from 

immanence towards transcendence, the tendency of the following example is 

katabatic. It is the ninth of Donne’s Holy Sonnets: 

 

Batter my heart, three-person'd God ; for you 

As yet but knock ; breathe, shine, and seek to mend ; 

That I may rise, and stand, o'erthrow me, and bend 

Your force, to break, blow, burn, and make me new. 

I, like an usurp'd town, to another due, 

Labour to admit you, but O, to no end. 

Reason, your viceroy in me, me should defend, 

But is captived, and proves weak or untrue. 

Yet dearly I love you, and would be loved fain, 

But am betroth'd unto your enemy ; 

Divorce me, untie, or break that knot again, 

Take me to you, imprison me, for I, 

Except you enthrall me, never shall be free, 

Nor ever chaste, except you ravish me.7 
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The main theme of the sonnet is the fright of freedom. The speaker knows that God 

does not force him to take his path, but only invites (line 2), so it is only a matter of 

choice if the speaker responds or not. At the same time, the speaker is aware of his 

own weakness and the inclination towards the evil, which actually harms his ability 

of a free choice (line 10). That is why he asks God to use his power and force him to 

go in the right direction. Thematically, we start with the image of transcendent God, 

but we gradually proceed to the depiction of human weakness. Nevertheless, 

although the topic is essentially religious, Donne uses secular imagery throughout 

the poem. Besides the personification of God, there is an extended conceit 

comparing winning of a human heart to battering a town. 

 

Similarly to Donne, T. S. Eliot also often fuses the ordinary and the 

extraordinary, immanence and transcendence. One of the most significant themes of 

The Waste Land is the struggle to cross the boundary towards the transcendent, and 

the poem contains imagery from both areas. Secular imagery prevails, but also 

religious imagery appears, mainly in the references to Dante and to the Bible. After 

The Waste Land, religious themes and imagery get more and more dominant, but the 

secular never fades out. 

For example, the poem “Journey of the Magi” approaches transcendent world 

only in hints:  

 

Then at dawn we came down to a temperate valley, 

Wet, below the snow line, smelling of vegetation, 

With a running stream and a water-mill beating the darkness, 

And three trees on the low sky. 

And an old white horse galloped away in the meadow.8 

 

At the first sight, it is an ordinary description of a country landscape, but it hides 

two important symbols from the Bible; “three trees” refer to the crucifixion, and the 

“white horse” reminds us of The Book of Revelation.  
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Contrastingly, Four Quartets include extensive meditations on religious themes, 

and secular imagery is there to provide an analogy for transcendent world, as it is in 

“East Coker”: 

 

I said to my soul, be still, and let the dark come upon you 

Which shall be the darkness of God. As, in a theatre, 

The lights are extinguished, for the scene to be changed 

With a hollow rumble of wings, with a movement of darkness on 

darkness, 

And we know that the hills and the trees, the distant panorama 

And the bold imposing façade are all being rolled away – 

Or as, when an underground train, in the tube, stops too long between 

stations9 

 

Eliot’s poems find the unity of the transcendent and immanent world in the 

doctrine of Incarnation, as it is indicated by the speaker of “The Dry Salvages”: 

 

The hint half guessed, the gift half understood, is Incarnation. 

Here the impossible union 

Of spheres of existence is actual,10 

 

Christian understanding of Incarnation is for Eliot the fixed point, in which the 

transcendent and immanent touch. As Jesus is truly man and truly God, he embodies 

two hypostases in one person. The relation of these two hypostases is perichoretic. It 

means that the two natures of Christ create a perfect union, but they are not mixed. 

In other words, the transcendent creates the union with the immanent. Analogically, 

Incarnation makes a meeting point between God and the world, although they are 

two distinct entities which cannot mingle, in opposition to what pantheism believes. 

In Eliot’s poetry incarnated Word is the still centre, which unites the disparateness 

of his rich imagery. The essential role of the Word is expressed in the poem “Ash 

Wednesday”: 
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And the light shone in darkness and 

Against the Word the unstilled world still whirled 

About the centre of the silent Word.11 

 

The image, which reminds us of Donne’s metaphor of a pair of compasses, shows 

the Christocentric direction of Eliot’s later poems, which resolves the feeling of 

desolation of The Waste Land. 

  

It is true that both Eliot and Donne are able to connect the material world and 

spiritual world, the world of senses and the world of ideas or, as we say, the 

immanent and the transcendent. It is not accidental that Donne was a theologian by 

profession, and Eliot was a practicing Christian educated in theology and 

philosophy. From my point of view, neither of them felt a strict dichotomy between 

the transcendent and immanent world as their mind was set to apprehend the 

paradoxes of Christian faith. Their poetry contains the disparateness in unity and the 

unity in disparateness, as it is introduced in the dogma of the Trinity. This kind of 

thinking helps them move from one world to another naturally. The desire to 

approach the transcendent is an essential part of mysticism, which is “the quest to 

attain union with God.”12 That is why Eliot considers mysticism as a necessary 

prerequisite of metaphysical poetry. 

 

4. 1. 2  Eliot and St. Ignatius 

 

“Eliot and Ignatius? Most students of Eliot would be at a loss to describe any 

familiar relationship. Though Eliot found his way to Ignatius through John Donne, 

there is no mention of Ignatius in Eliot’s prose before he wrote his Clark 

Lectures.”13 In this way Ronald Schuchard opens the ninth chapter of his book 

Eliot's Dark Angel called “The Ignatian Interlude.” As an editor of The Varieties of 
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Metaphysical Poetry, Schuchard traces the development of Eliot’s relationship with 

St. Ignatius and his Spiritual Exercises. He observes that  

 

in his lectures Eliot was himself a severe critic of Ignatius and the Spiritual 

Exercises, but when a Jesuit in the audience reproved him for his incautious 

remarks, Eliot was embarrassed into a serious study of the Exercises. It was 

one of the most unsettling checkings in his intellectual life: over the next 

seven years he would work through a cycle of visions and revisions of 

Ignatius as a mystic, and he would become absorbed in working out the 

effect of Ignatius’s method on seventeenth-century mysticism, particularly 

on Donne.14 

 

This “serious study of the Exercises” has left its mark on Eliot’s own work, so the 

imaginative method of St. Ignatius creates a platform for the meeting point of Eliot’s 

and Donne’s poetry. At first, I would like to devote several lines to the basic 

description of Ignatius’s way of contemplation. Then I will proceed to its concrete 

application in the work of both poets. 

To begin with, let us quote Ignatius’s guide to the meditation of the events 

preceding The Last Supper, as he presents in his Spiritual Exercises: 

 

  First Prelude. The first Prelude is to bring to memory the narrative; which 

is here how Christ our Lord sent two Disciples from Bethany to Jerusalem to 

prepare the Supper, and then He Himself went there with the other 

Disciples; and how, after having eaten the Paschal Lamb, and having 

supped, He washed their feet and gave His most Holy Body and Precious 

Blood to His Disciples and made them a discourse, after Judas went to sell 

his Lord. 

Second Prelude. The second, a composition, seeing the place. It will be 

here to consider the road from Bethany to Jerusalem, whether broad, 

whether narrow, whether level, etc.; likewise the place of the Supper, 

whether large, whether small, whether of one kind or whether of another. 

… 
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  First Point. The first Point is to see the persons of the Supper, and, 

reflecting on myself, to see to drawing some profit from them. 

  Second Point. The second, to hear what they are talking about, and 

likewise to draw some profit from it.15 

 

This extract demonstrates some connections between Ignatian spirituality and the 

points discussed in other parts of the paper. It shows a remarkable mixture of the 

sacred and profane, the ordinary and extraordinary, which can be traced in the work 

of both Donne and Eliot. Additionally, it points at the way in which Donne captures 

an idea “in order to extract every possible ounce of the emotion suspended in it.“16 

However, it introduces also something which was not mentioned before. It is related 

mainly to religious poetry of both poets. In his guide to the Spiritual Exercises 

Kevin O’Brien invites the readers: 

 

Let the events of Jesus’ life be present to you right now. Visualize the event 

as if you were making a movie. Pay attention to the details: sights, sounds, 

tastes, smells, and feelings of the event. Lose yourself in the story; don’t 

worry if your imagination is running too wild. At some point, place yourself 

in the scene.17 

 

Surprisingly, both Donne and Eliot respond to this invitation in their poetry. To 

show the manner of the response, I suggest comparing two poems dealing with a 

similar theme: the third sonnet from Donne’s La Corona called “Nativitie” and the 

first of Eliot’s Ariel Poems “Journey of the Magi.” 

As the title indicates, the sonnet “Nativitie” deals with the events surrounding 

the birth of Jesus: 

 

Immensitie, cloysterd in thy deare wombe,  

Now leaves his welbelov’d imprisonment,   

There he hath made himself to his intent   

                                                 
15 Ignatius of Loyola, The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola, trans. Father Elder Mullan 

(New York: Cosimo, 2007) 97-98. 
16 Eliot, The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry 85-86. 
17 Kevin O’Brien, The Ignatian Adventure: Experiencing the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius 

(Chicago: Loyola Press, 2011) 141. 
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Weake enough, now into our world to come;   

But Oh,  for thee, for Him, hath th’ Inne no room ?  

Yet lay Him in this stall, and from the Orient,   

Starres, and wisemen will travel to prevent   

Th’effect of Herods jealous generall doome.   

Seest thou, my soul, with thy faiths eyes, how he   

Which fils all place, yet none holds him, doth lye ?   

Was not his pity towards thee wondrous high,   

That would have need to be pittied by thee ?   

Kisse him, and with him into Egypt goe,   

With his kinde mother, who partakes thy woe.18 

 

The structure of the sonnet corresponds with O’Brien’s description of Ignatian 

meditative method. The first quatrain deals with the pregnancy of Virgin Marry and 

the birth of little Jesus. The speaker describes the comfort of mother’s womb, which 

is referred to as a “welbelov’d imprisonment.” This oxymoronic phrase expresses 

the security and cosiness which the womb offers to the baby, but, in the case of 

Virgin Marry, it is also place which imprisons the immensity. Unexpectedly, the 

baby is “weake enough, now into our world to come.” Usually the reality is reverse, 

as a baby grows stronger and stronger until it is strong enough to survive on its own. 

Nevertheless, the incarnated Word grows weaker, as it gradually becomes more 

human. The conditions in which little Jesus is born are anything but ideal, as the 

second quatrain hints. Not only is there no place for the baby to be born, but Herod 

wants to take his life. This vivid description of events is in the present tense, so the 

past is actualised. The last quatrain urges the reader to reflect on the depicted 

paradoxes, and the final couplet invites to “place yourself in the scene.” The reader 

becomes one of the actors. 

In the time of his reconsideration of Ignatius, Eliot wrote his Ariel Poems, 

including “Journey of the Magi.” 19 It is not therefore farfetched to suppose that the 

Ignatian spirituality directly influenced these poems. 

In the above-quoted extract from the Exercises, Ignatius asks the reader to 

imagine the way from Bethany to Jerusalem in detail: “whether broad, whether 

                                                 
18 Donne 245. 
19 Schuchard, Eliot’s Dark Angel 167. 
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narrow, whether level.” This is also the manner in which one of the Magi describes 

his the journey to Bethlehem: 

 

‘A cold coming we had of it, 

Just the worst time of the year 

For a journey, and such a long journey : 

The ways deep and the weather sharp, 

The very dead of winter.’ 

And the camels galled, sore-footed, refractory, 

Lying down in the melting snow.20 

 

The initial quotation is from the sermon of Eliot’s favourite preacher Lancelot 

Andrewes. What Eliot likes about these lines is that Andrewes “forces a concrete 

presence upon us.”21 This is also what Eliot wants to achieve in this poem. In 

O’Brien’s words, he wants his reader to “visualize the event as if [he was] making a 

movie.” What is more, Eliot “pay[s] attention to the details: sights, sounds, tastes, 

smells, and feeling of the event.” For instance, the following lines appeal to various 

senses: “Then at dawn we came down to a temperate valley,/ Wet, below the snow 

line, smelling of vegetation,/ With a running stream and a water-mill beating the 

darkness.”22 

Similarly to “Nativitie,” the concrete depiction of events is followed by a 

reflection on the birth of Jesus: 

 

   All this was a long time ago, I remember, 

And I would do it again, but set down 

This set down 

This: were we led all that way for 

Birth or Death? There was a Birth, certainly, 

We had evidence and no doubt. I had seen birth and death, 

But had thought they were different ; this Birth was 

                                                 
20 Eliot, Collected Poems 109. 
21 Eliot, Selected Essays 350. 
22 Eliot, Collected Poems 109. 
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Hard and bitter agony for us, like Death, our death.23 

 

While Donne offers the reader the events and their reflection in present, Eliot 

chooses to write the whole story in a retrospective. He identifies the speaker with 

one of the aged Magi, who can see his experience from distance and thus he can 

know how the experience changed his life. Another difference between “Journey of 

the Magi” and “Nativitie” is that Eliot puts the reflection to the mouth of an actor of 

the story, so he shows the way in which the Magus responds to the event. 

Contrastingly, the speaker of the “Nativitie” tells the reader how he or she should 

respond. In Eliot’s poem, the reader can “place [him]self in the scene” immediately 

in the beginning, whereas Donne’s reader is asked to participate in the story in the 

end. 

David Lonsdale says that one of the basic features of Ignatian spirituality is that 

“the mystery of God is to be encountered, not only in the Scriptures and the Church, 

but also in personal and human history and the non-human world.”24 From my point 

of view, this is the feature which makes the Ignatian method suitable for both poets. 

Neither Eliot nor Donne is a religious poet, although they deal with religious 

themes. Eliot says that “the religious poet is not a poet who is treating the whole 

subject matter of poetry in a religious spirit, but a poet who is dealing with a 

confined part of this subject matter: who is leaving out what men consider their 

major passions, and thereby confessing his ignorance of them.”25 The Ignatian 

meditative method brings the profane to the sacred and vice versa, so its perspective 

is not confined only to one area. 

 

The analysis of “Journey of the Magi” from the perspective of Ignatian 

mysticism is intriguing, considering the fact that one year prior to the publishing of 

the poem Eliot wrote about the Spiritual Exercises: “Is this not a spiritual hashish, a 

drugging of the emotions, rather than, as with Richard of St. Victor, an intellectual 

preparation for spiritual contemplation?”26 It is true that Schuchard detects an 

interesting shift in Eliot’s approach to St. Ignatius, but this change of attitude is a 

                                                 
23 Eliot, Collected Poems 110. 
24 David Lonsdale, “Ignatian Spirituality,” The New SCM Dictionary of Christian Spirituality, ed. 

Philip Sheldrake (London: SCM Press, 2005) 354-356, 355. 
25 Eliot, Selected Essays 390. 
26 Eliot, The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry 106. 



 45 

part of a more significant one, which is described in the second chapter: the shift 

from objectivism to the recognition of subjective perspective. 

In The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry, Eliot sticks to the fact that Ignatian 

mysticism is Romantic. He describes Ignatius of Loyola as “a reader of 

romances,…a sort of Don Quixote.”27 It is true that Ignatian method of meditation is 

based rather on emotional response than on intellectual speculation. What is more, 

the emotions are not controlled, as O’Brien says: “Lose yourself in the story; don’t 

worry if your imagination is running too wild.” 28 This is something unacceptable 

for the author of “Tradition and the Individual Talent;” nevertheless, it could be 

inspiring for the author of The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism. 

 

4. 2  Donne’s philosophy and Eliot 

 

Even though there is a gap of three hundred years between Donne and Eliot, it is 

possible to find some patterns of though, which these two poets share. It would be 

difficult to tell if it was Donne, whose style of thinking influenced Eliot, or if it was 

Eliot, whose criticism influenced the way we read Donne. As it stands, this common 

ground of thinking is mirrored in the similar features of the poets’ work. In The 

Turnbull Lectures, Eliot says that “the philosophical background is very important; 

not so much for our purposes its abstract scheme, but its feeling [and] tone.”29 That 

is why the following analysis does not focus on the similarities between concrete 

schemes, but it sketches basic links between the ways in which the poets work with 

their ideas. After that, we will show how it is reflected in the style of Donne’s and 

Eliot’s poetry.  

 

4. 2. 1  Shared Ground of Donne’s and Eliot’s Thinking 

 

As the previous chapter illustrates, Eliot claims that Donne’s thinking was 

influenced by Jesuitism, which marks the shift of attitudes from ontology to 

                                                 
27 Eliot, The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry 260. 
28 O’Brien 141. 
29 Eliot, The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry 260. 
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psychology.30 This approach to the external world, which found it’s expression in 

the philosophy of Descartes, allows Donne to focus rather on his own perception of 

objects than on the objects as such: “instead of ideas as meanings, as references to 

an outside world, you have suddenly a new world coming into existence inside our 

own mind and therefore, as we crudely fancy it, inside our own head.”31Another 

feature that Eliot mentions with regard to Donne’s philosophy is that he actually 

does not have any philosophy at all, because he maintains “in suspension of a 

number of philosophies, attitudes and partial theories which are enjoyed rather than 

believed.”32 Now, the question is how it is related to Eliot’s way of thinking, and 

what consequences it brings for the work of both poets. 

Donne’s detachment from various kinds of experience reminds of Eliot’s thesis 

about depersonalization. In Donne’s poetry, there are numerous emotions connected 

to various ideas and experiences; however, his poems are not primarily focused on 

expressing them in isolation. In “Tradition and the Individual Talent” Eliot 

emphasises the coveted separation of “the man who suffers and the mind which 

creates.”33 The phrase “the man who suffers” suggests a direct response to the 

external facts; in other words, it stays on the level of ontology. For example, in the 

case of Donne’s poem “A Feaver,” it is an emotion of a man who is worried about 

his ill beloved. In contrast, the phrase “the mind which creates” reminds us of 

Eliot’s statement about psychology quoted in the third chapter:  

 

to turn the attention to the mind in this way is to create, for the objects alter 

by being observed. To contemplate an idea, because it is my idea, to observe 

its emotional infusion, to play with it, instead of using it as a plain and 

simple meaning, brings often curious and beautiful things to light.34 

 

It is exactly what Donne does is “A Feaver,” where the idea of a dying mistress 

serves as a ground of rational reflection: 

 

But yet thou canst not die, I know; 

                                                 
30 Eliot, The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry 261. 
31 Eliot, The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry 262. 
32 Eliot, The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry 120. 
33 Eliot, Selected Essays 18. 
34 Eliot, The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry 85. 
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To leave this world behinde, is death, 

But when thou from this world wilt goe, 

The whole world vapors with thy breath.35 

 

Eliot’s view of Donne thus follows his theses about poetry in general. It is also what 

Williamson observes, when he points out that 

 

the great hold of Donne and the Elizabethans upon Eliot and other 

contemporary poets lies in this: they provide the greatest instance in our 

literature of poets moulding language to new developments of sensibility…. 

Eliot’s dictum that emotion is made precise and definite by intellect 

probably owes much to the study of Donne.36 

 

Now, let us focus on the second feature of Donne’s philosophy, which Eliot 

mentions. In The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry, he illustrates how Donne’s 

maintenance of “a number of philosophies and partial theories” mirrors in the form 

of his poems:  

 

the metaphysical mind in poetry, with the background of the seventeenth 

century … tends toward the conceit; and on the other hand common tricks of 

language tend to induce common habits of thought and feeling, and any poet 

who is conceited is likely to be more or less metaphysical.37 

 

It means that a conceit serves as a tool connecting diverse kinds of experiences, 

which are equally dominant in the mind of a poet, to a new whole. A conceit is 

therefore a concrete application of Eliot’s dictum that the minds of metaphysical 

poets are “constantly amalgamating disparate experience.”38  

Eliot’s time presents also an extensive range of various ideas, approaches and 

experiences, which affect the minds of contemporary poets. Therefore it makes 

similar demands on poetic language to the time of John Donne; however, the world 

of though in the beginning of the twentieth century is more complex than in the 

                                                 
35 Donne 11. 
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37 Eliot, The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry 138. 
38 Eliot, Selected Essays 287. 
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world of the seventeenth century. Eliot is fully aware of this likeness, when he 

writes in “The Metaphysical Poets” that  

 

our civilization comprehends great variety and complexity, and this variety 

and complexity, playing upon a refined sensibility, must produce various 

and complex results. The poet must become more and more comprehensive, 

more allusive, more indirect, in order to force, to dislocate if necessary, 

language into his meaning. Hence we get something which looks very much 

like the conceit – we get, in fact, a method curiously similar to that of the 

‘metaphysical poets’, similar also in its use of obscure words and of simple 

phrasing.39 

 

In both cases, this variety in thought is accompanied by the clash between the 

traditional and modern, representing “the revolution of the sphere of thought” 40 

mentioned in The Clark Lectures. Donne lives in the time marked by the transition 

from the medieval world to the early modern one; likewise, Eliot lives on the 

crossroad of the Victorian England and the modern post-war world. 

As Eliot himself claims, these similarities in the way of thinking result in a 

striking resemblance of a poetic diction. As the concern of this paper is not to stay 

only on a theoretical level, it is contributive to illustrate this thesis on particular 

poems. Therefore the following subchapter is devoted to the comparison and 

contrast of Donne’s and Eliot’s use of a conceit. 

 

4. 2. 2  Harmonizing Experience: Donne’s and Eliot’s Use of a Conceit 

 

At first, let us start with the definition of the term “conceit.” Helen Garner 

defines it as “a comparison whose ingenuity is more striking than its justness, or, at 

least, is more immediately striking. …A comparison becomes a conceit when we are 

made to concede likeness while being strongly conscious of unlikeness.”41 She also 

adds that “in a metaphysical poem the conceits are instruments of definition in an 

                                                 
39 Eliot, Selected Essays 289. 
40 Eliot, The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry 52-53. 
41 Gardner xxiii. 
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argument or instruments to persuade. The poem has something to say which the 

conceit explicates or something to urge which the conceit helps to forward.”42  

Interestingly, Eliot formulates a different definition, in which he says that “a 

conceit is the extreme limit of the simile and metaphor which is used for its own 

sake, and not to make clearer an idea or more definite an emotion.”43 At a glance, it 

seems that he would not agree with Gardner’s view; however, examining the matter 

further, we find out that the statements are not contradictory. In the fourth Clark 

lecture, Eliot compares Dante’s metaphor: “they knitted their brows at us, like an 

old tailor threading a needle”44 to Donne’s conceit in the first stanza of the poem 

“Funerall:” 

 

Whoever comes to shroud me, do not harm 

Nor question much 

That subtle wreath of hair, which crowns my arm; 

The mystery, the sign, you must not touch, 

For 'tis my outward soul, 

Viceroy to that, which then to heaven being gone, 

Will leave this to control 

And keep these limbs, her provinces, from dissolution.45 

 

 

He shows that in the first case, the metaphor is for the whole image essential. 

Without it, the tenor would lose an important attribute, and the final image would be 

different. In contrast, Donne’s conceit does not add anything new to the described 

object. Eliot even says that the conceit in the first stanza of “Funerall” “is 

irrelevant,…it diminishes rather than develops the thought, …it represents an inward 

chaos and disjection.”46 

The difference between Gardner and Eliot is mainly in the way they approach 

the function of conceits. Gardner investigates the role of a conceit with regard to the 
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44 Eliot, The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry 122. 
45 Donne 40. 
46 Eliot, The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry 124. 
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context of the whole poem, while Eliot focuses on the way in which a conceit works 

as a metaphor. 

For instance, let us look at Donne’s poem “The Flea,” which draws an analogy 

between this small animal and marital union. The flea sucked the blood of both 

lovers, and thus it is a symbol of this intimate act. The whole poem is trying to 

persuade the reader about this similarity. In this aspect, the role of the conceit is 

indispensable and it corresponds to Garner’s definition. Nevertheless, concentrating 

on the metaphor as such makes us agree with T. S. Eliot. The comparison of a flea 

and marital union does not specify the image in any way. It stands on the level of a 

mere word play. However, this does not make the poem less worthy, because this 

comparison is witty, surprising and pleasing. 

Despite his criticism of this figure, we can also find numerous examples of the 

use of conceit also in Eliot’s poems. For example, in “The Love Song of J. Alfred 

Prufrock” the comparison of an evening to “a patient etherized upon a table”47 is 

near to Donne’s fashion; nevertheless, Eliot plays with his images in a different 

way. Donne usually takes hold of an idea, from which he derives other images and 

makes interesting connections between them. Contrastingly, Eliot does not explain 

the connection between the disparate images; he only piles them.  The extreme 

example of this technique is The Waste Land. Steven Matthews says that “The 

Waste Land… can be taken from this context, to deploy wit as a way of linking a 

series of conceits, which, in turn, record, without transforming poetically, the 

devastations of modern history.”48 

Nevertheless, The Waste Land includes also extended conceits, which are very 

similar to Donne. For instance, Eliot’s character Tiresias has almost the same 

unifying function as Donne’s flea, because he connects male and female voices of 

the poem in a similar way to the flea, which unites two lovers. Both the character of 

Tiresias and Donne’s flea represent the microcosmic miniature of the whole world 

of the poems. Nevertheless, while Donne’s tone is intimate and personal, Eliot 

aspires to depict universal human experience. It is true that also Tiresias is firstly 

connected to a particular story of a young man and the typist, but the story is just a 

piece of a mosaic creating a large picture made of similar pitiable accidents of other 
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characters. Tiresias says: “And I Tiresias have foresuffered all,”49 and thus he hints 

at his general function within the poem. In “The Flea,” Donne is satisfied when the 

whole poem is devoted to the explication of the conceit. In contrast, Eliot uses 

Tiresias only to supplement other images to create the final emotion of decay and 

hopelessness. 

Donne in his conceits works only with two ideas, but Eliot gives a new 

dimension to the link through his allusive technique. Not only does he connect two 

disparate ideas, but he adds the complex of the feelings, ideas and scenes from the 

works the allusions refer to. What is more, the number of images and connections 

between them differs from one reader to another, as the reader who is not educated 

in literature and philosophy reads the poem in a different way from the reader who 

is an atheist interested in Buddhism or from a Christian who loves the poetry of 

Dante and has read Augustine’s Confessions. Each allusion opens a new world of 

images and connections for those who recognize it, but attaints a pure meaning for 

those who don’t. 

                                                 
49 Eliot, Collected Poems 72. 
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Chapter 5 Conclusion 
 

 

In The Clark Lectures, Eliot says that “it is valuable to understand the poetry of 

the seventeenth century, in order that we may understand that of our own time and 

understand ourselves.”1 This paper proves that this dictum is still topical. Although 

there are other important figures on the background of Eliot’s critical and poetic 

career, John Donne is still one of the most important ones, and Eliot’s relation to 

Donne significantly influenced both his criticism and poetry. 

On the other hand, the thesis shows that it is not possible to talk about influence 

in such a simplified way, because we may claim that it is also Eliot who influenced 

Donne. In “Tradition and the Individual Talent” he says that “the existing order is 

complete before the new work arrives; for order to persist after the supervention of 

novelty, the whole existing order must be… altered; and so the relations, 

proportions, values of each work of art toward the whole are readjusted.”2 I think 

that Eliot himself proves this statement with regard to the way we read Donne today. 

Eliot belongs to the most significant poets and critics of our century. Although not 

everybody agrees with his approaches and likes his poetic style, those who are 

seriously interested in poetry cannot be indifferent or ignorant of Eliot’s work. That 

is why, in our time, it is almost impossible to read Donne without the mark of 

Eliot’s literary contribution. 

The next matter which this thesis demonstrates is the way in which Eliot’s 

subjective preference of a particular literary figure finds its expression in his critical 

work in order to be used in the poetry he writes. As a result, the modification in one 

area tends to be mirrored in the remaining two. The most apt example which this 

paper gives is as Eliot’s personal revaluation of the Spiritual Exercises of St. 

Ignatius is accompanied by the shift from the accent on objective order to the 

recognition of a subjective perspective in his criticism. This is reflected also in the 

modification of Eliot’s poetic style, which differentiates the fragmentary mood of 

his earlier poems up to The Waste Land and the meditative compact style of his later 

poems, such as Ariel Poems and Four Quartets.3 Therefore, the paper shows that 
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3 Martin Hilský, Modernisté (Praha, Torst, 1995)  91. 



 53 

Eliot’s personal reading of Donne, his general view of poetic creation and its 

expression in his own poetry are in an almost perfect harmony. 

 

This paper does not have the ambition to be an exhausting study of the topic. It 

only sketches the relations of Donne and Eliot, which could be developed in further 

research. For example, it would be contributive to elaborate some of the partial 

themes which the paper mentions. From my point of view, one the most interesting 

ones which come forward is the analysis of the relation between metaphysical 

poetry and mysticism in general.  

The next possible topic is to answer the question if Eliot’s poetry can be 

regarded as metaphysical in the light of his own definition. Although the paper hints 

at this fact, it does not justify the place of T. S. Eliot among metaphysical poets. 

According to the analysis of individual metaphysical features of both poets, it seems 

that it is possible to consider Eliot to be one of them. 

It would be also interesting to focus more on the analyses of individual poems. 

As this paper is partly theoretical and partly practical, the range of poems is limited, 

and the analyses are shorter. It would be possible to write an extended study relating 

the themes sketched in this paper only to one poem or to the restricted group of 

poems. 
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Summary 

 
The aim of the B. A. thesis called “The poetry of John Donne: T.S.Eliot as Critic 

and Poet” is to analyse Eliot’s view of John Donne in relation to his own poetry and 

critical work. This is also reflected in the structure of the paper. 

The first chapter following the introduction is devoted to the description of 

Eliot’s critical positions. The chapter should create a general background of the 

following discussion of Eliot’s view of John Donne. It deals with the issues like 

Eliot’s concept of tradition, the theory of depersonalization, Eliot’s attitude to the 

problem of Romanticism and Classicism, and his earlier account of metaphysical 

poetry.  

The next chapter discusses Eliot’s specific view of John Donne on the bases of 

his definition of metaphysical poetry. At first, it sets the problems connected with 

the definition to a wider perspective of literary criticism. It shows that there are not 

only different interpretations of the phrase “metaphysical poetry,” but the critics 

differ in the answer to the question which particular poets should belong to this 

group. Eliot deals with this topic in his lectures on metaphysical poets collected 

under the title The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry. In this material, we can trace 

two complementary definitions of metaphysical poetry. Eliot stresses that the term 

has a general value, and he speaks about three metaphysical periods which are 

represented by the work of Dante, Donne and Laforgue. He shows that there was 

always philosophy and mysticism in the background of each poet, and that it is a 

necessary prerequisite of their metaphysical quality. That is why the rest of the 

chapter describes the philosophical and mystical background of the poetry of John 

Donne. Donne is regarded as a man influenced by modern philosophy which was 

influenced by Jesuitism. Ignatian imaginative method of meditation stands also on 

the background of Donne’s mysticism. 

The last chapter compares and contrasts Donne and Eliot in the perspective of 

Eliot’s idea of Donne’s peculiar type of metaphysical poetry. It includes concrete 

analyses of Donne’s and Eliot’s poems illustrating described relations. The first 

problem which the chapter deals with is the role of mysticism in metaphysical 

poetry in general and Donne’s and Eliot’s relation to the imaginative method of St. 
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Ignatius. In a similar way, the paper compares and contrast Eliot’s and Donne’s 

philosophical background.  

As a result of the whole paper, we can see an interesting connection between 

Eliot’s critical work and his poetry, and his reflection of the work of John Donne. 

 

Key Words: English literature, John Donne, T. S. Eliot, metaphysical poetry, 

literary criticism, mysticism 
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Resumé 

Cílem bakalářské práce „Poezie Johna Donna: T. S. Eliot jako kritik a básník“ je 

analýza Eliotova pohledu na Johna Donna ve vztahu k jeho vlastní poezii a 

kritickému dílu. Tomu odpovídá také struktura práce. 

Kapitola zařazená po úvodu se věnuje popisu základních Eliotových kritických 

stanovisek. Kapitola vytváří pozadí k následující diskuzi Elitova pojetí básnické 

tvorby Johna Donna a pojednává o prvcích Eliotovy kritiky jako je teorie tradice, 

koncept depersonalizace. Dalším tématem je Eliotův postoj k problému klasicismu a 

romantismu a Eliotovo rané pojetí metafyzické poezie. 

Následující kapitola pojednává o Eliotovu pojetí Johna Donna na základě 

Eliotovy definice metafyzické poezie. Nejprve zasazuje problém do širší perspektivy 

literární kritiky. Ukazuje, že se porozumění pojmu „metafyzická poezie“ mezi 

jednotlivými kritiky liší a také se kritici rozcházejí v názoru, kdo do skupiny 

metafyzických básníků vlastně patří. Eliot pojednává o své definici ve svých 

přednáškách, které nesou souhrnný název The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry. Zde 

se objevují dvě definice metafyzické poezie, které se doplňují. Eliot zdůrazňuje 

všeobecnou platnost termínu a mluví o třech metafyzických obdobích 

reprezentovanými básníky jako jsou Dante, Donne a Laforgue. Ukazuje, že na 

pozadí tvorby každého z nich stojí filosofie a mystika. Proto se v následují části 

věnujeme filosofii a mystice, které utvářejí metafyzickou poezii Johna Donna. Eliot 

vidí Donna jako muže ovlivněného moderní filosofií své doby, která byla ovlivněna 

Jezuity. Imaginativní metoda svatého Ignáce vytváří také pozadí Donnovy mystiky. 

Poslední kapitola srovnává Donna a Eliota v perspektivě Eliotovy definice 

metafyzické poezie a její konkrétní realizace v Donnově případě. Kapitola zahrnuje 

analýzu jednotlivých básní obou básníků, které ukazuje popisované vztahy mezi 

nimi. Nejprve pojednává o mystice a její roli vzhledem k metafyzické poezii 

všeobecně, dále se zaměřuje na popis Eliotova a Donnova vztahu k imaginativní 

metodě svatého Ignáce. Stejně tak práce popisuje Eliotovo a Donnovo filosofické 

pozadí.  

Výsledkem celé práce je demonstrace zajímavého propojení mezi 

Eliotovou kritikou, jeho vlastní poezií a četbou Donnova díla. 
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