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Abstract

Negotiating the Threshold:
Self-Other Dynamics
in Milton, Herbert, and Donne

by

Susannah B. Mintz

Donne, Herbert, and Milton share a persistent concern to excavate self-
other dynamics. Despite differences of theology and ideology, these poets
pursue others with similar complexity: longing for and seeking out, quarrelling
with and striving to understand their primary “objects"—whether a woman or God,
a spouse or “parent.” Each poet seems preoccupied with testing the quality, and
interpreting the meaning, of the self's relatedness to the other; speakers are in
conversation with others, approaching the other with alternating delight, mistrust,
and anxiety about the risks of contact. The prevalence of such moments
throughout Songs and Sonets, The Temple, and Paradise Lost not only suggests
the primacy of relational issues for these poets, but aiso testifies to the nuanced,
idiosyncratic conflictedness of self-other engagement. Donne, Herbert, and
Milton write from deep with a realm of intersubjective experience—a “relational
matrix”—that requires an often precarious balancing act of contradictory
imperatives. Such a dialectical process can be richly explored through the
paradigms of object-relations psychoanalytic theory, which holds self and other to
be inseparable and is broadly focused on inter- and intrapersonal conflict as the
primary environmental determinant of “self.” In particular, the work of D. W.
Winnicott provides a unique set of terms with which to unwrap and sustain the

liminality of object relating in these poets’ work. Committed to “paradox,”



Winnicott believed that self and other, interior and exterior, reality and fantasy,
autonomy and attachment all paradoxically coincide; this fundamental notion of
the overlap of relatedness is especially suited for unpacking the ways in which
relationality in these three poets seems strained and ambiguous, challenging and
revisionary. My argument attempts to push this body of poetry past traditional
characterization—to suggest that while the interdependence of self and other
may require a constant negotiation of opposing claims, it also opens a space
where revisions, exchanges, re-negotiations of gender and ideology transpire. By
attending to the dialectical characteristics of these poets, one discovers how
consistently they test boundaries, challenge hierarchies, and contrive to revise

the terms by which “self” can be defined and experienced.
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Introduction

Donne, Herbert, and Milton share a persistent concern to excavate self-
other dynamics. Despite differences of theology and ideology, these poets
pursue others with similar complexity: longing for and seeking out, quarreling with
and striving to understand their primary “objects"—whether a woman or God, a
spouse or “parent.” All three poets seem preoccupied with testing the quality, and
interpreting the meaning, of the self's relatedness to the other: again and again,
speakers are in conversation with others, approaching the other with alternating
delight, mistrust, and anxiety about the risks of contact. When the speaker of
George Herbert's “The 23rd Psalme” asks, for instance, “While he is mine, and |
am his, / What can | want or need?” he verbalizes the sense of omnipotent
gratification a child can experience within the space of relatedness to a parent.
But the rhetorical form of the question belies the speaker’s apparent trust in that
satisfaction, as if he requires external assurance: the temporality of “While”
suggests a worry that the mutual, pleasurable “having” might not endure.
Similarly, when the lover of Donne's “The Extasie” describes “eye-beames
twisted” (7), a hand that “entergrafts™ another (9), palms that are “firmely
cimented / With a fast balme” (5-6), and souls that “negotiate” (17) and
“interinanimate” (42), his language conveys an anxious need to solidify a tenuous
connection even as it recalls the physical and psychical entwining of the earliest
bond between baby and caregiving body. And when Adam first addresses Eve in
Paradise Lost as “Sole partner and sole part of ail these joys™ (4.411), his
phrases pair wholeness and singularity with division and particularity,
underscoring the conflict between a wish for seamless connection and the

inevitability of separateness.



The prevalence of such moments throughout Songs and Sonets, The
Temple, and Paradise Lost not only suggests the primacy of relational issues for
these three poets, but also testifies to the nuanced, idiosyncratic conflictedness
of self-other engagement. Donne, Herbert, and Milton write from deep within a
realm of intersubjective experience—what object-relations psychoanalytic theory
calls the “relational matrix” (Greenberg and Mitchell 189)—that involves an often
precarious balancing act of contradictory imperatives. Poetic speakers negotiate
the wrenched complexity of attachment in an interpersonal field that is in some
sense always defined by the “intermediate area”: a threshold space between, but
also of, self and other, where the self sculpts a sense of identity through its
gradual recognition of the separate subjectivity of its “objects.” In such a
dialectical process, the boundaries of self inevitably fluctuate. Thus Adam seems
at once hurt by and in awe of Eve's refusal to meet his need for an “individual
solace” (4.486), one whose very separateness from him would signify her
attachment, whose “individuality” would acknowledge an ontological debt to the
rib he gave up in order to give her life. And even the lighthearted play on “all” in
Donne’s “Lovers infinitenesse”—*If yet | have not all thy love, / Deare, | shall
never have it all” (1-2); “Yet | would not have all yet, / Hee that hath all can have
no more” (23—~24)—records apprehension about what closeness might bring: an
all-consuming demand on the self, an untenable wish to have all of, and be all to,
the other.

The intricate self-other dynamics that Donne, Herbert, and Milton articulate
can be richly explored through the paradigms of object-relations theory, which
holds self and other to be inseparable and is broadly focused on inter- and

intrapersonal conflict as the primary environmental determinant of “self.” The



work of D. W. Winnicott—the leading figure of the so-called British Independent
school of object relations—is especially suited for unpacking the ways in which
the phenomenon of relatedness in these three poets seems strained and
ambiguous, challenging and revisionary. Winnicott was dually interested in the
dialectical mother-infant “environment” out of which the self emerges (eliciting his
claim that “‘There is no such thing as a baby,'” but rather always a “nursing
couple” [“Anxiety Associated with Insecurity” 99]), and in the tension of the
threshold between subjective experience and objective reality. He thus provides
a unique set of terms with which to unwrap, and even to sustain, the liminality of
object relating in the work of these poets. Winnicott's commitment to paradox,
moreover—to “the acceptance of the paradox” as “the essential feature in the
concept of transitional objects and phenomena” (“The Use of an Object” 89;
italics in original)—puts into sharp relief his belief that self and other, interior and
exterior, reality and fantasy, autonomy and attachment all paradoxically coincide;
this fundamental overlap of relatedness must be “accepted and tolerated and
respected, and [not] resolved” (Playing and Reality xi). (Winnicott himself notes
that the “intermediate area . . . appears in full force in the work characteristic of
the so-called metaphysical poets” [Playing and Reality xi]). Winnicott's
investigation of what he termed “environmental provision” leads to a theory of
selthood in which no individual exists outside of its object relationships, even at
the first stages of life; with so much at stake, self-other negotiations become
charged with emotion and vulnerabie to the possibility of “trauma.”

The central ideas of Winnicott's metapsychology (transitional objects and
potential space, the holding environment, mirroring, and play) evince the force of

the “threshold.” Less an explanatory key than a method of asking questions, this



overarching notion of the “intermediate area” can focus attention on the many
manifestations of threshold experience in these writers: Donne's poems of
parting; Herbert's dialogic poems to and about God; the complex layers of
connection and non-coincidence between Eve, Adam, and doctrinal demands on
their selfhood. Each poet'’s characteristic idiom of relating finds expression in
Winnicottian metaphors that are themselves double-edged——originating in the
earliest physical relation between infant and mother, but simultaneously (and
increasingly as the self “grows up”) psychological. Because speakers engage
with real people in the external world as well as with internalized images, object-
relationships are made muitiply dialectical; in the spaces of boundary and seam,
transition and simultaneity, speakers discover and shape themselves, manipulate
and modify their others.

Winnicott's “transitional object™ and “potential space” theorize what exists
and occurs “between” self and other. Both allow the illusion of reunion with a
caregiving body while simultaneously assisting the move into the external world.
Initially a blanket or piece of cloth, a teddy bear or soft doll, the transitional object
is perceived by the infant to be at once part of itself and part of the external
world, reminiscent of the breast; potential space, a realm between complete
subjectivity and objectivity, is primordially the psychic space that both separates
and unites baby and caregiver. The term “potential space” suggests not that this
realm lacks the full actuality of interiority or externality, but rather that—under
“good enough” conditions—the self's potential for creativity and wholeness can
be fostered there; in the intermediate area the self can “rest” from the “perpetual
task of keeping inner and outer reality separated but inter-related” (“Transitional

Objects” 230).



But potential space is also one of continual overlap and negotiation,
potential conflict and disappointment. Donne’s evident fascination with thresholds
brings into view the forms such transitional phenomena can take in adult patterns
of relating—moments suspended between staying and leaving; teardrops poised
to fall; the sensation of the self's “edges” touching those of another, psychically or
during love-making. What some have characterized as Donne's “highly
individualized style of contradictoriness”—a style marked by a “straining toward
reconciliation” that resolves only into “an uneasy irresolution” (Summers and
Pebworth xi—xii}—evokes the tension of the intermediate space, where self and
other, internalized images and projected fears and desires, dialectically co-occur.
Donne’s manner of holding his speakers in the paradoxical moment of parting,
hovering over the limbo of the threshold, is strongly evocative of potential space:;
Donne’s “thresholds,” far more psychic than physical, are doorways from which
he looks back toward merger and turns away toward differentiation—like an
infant, but very much as an adult.

In addition to its paradoxical quality, transitional experience is, in
Winnicott's theory, profoundly creative. Just as the “magical” appearance of the
breast or nipple allows the infant the illusion that it creates what it hungers for,
the transitional object is made by the infant to bridge the gap between “in-here”
and “out-there.” The infant's early capacity for illusion leads directly to an ability
to play, to exist in the potential space of the “playground” where inner psychic
reality overlaps with the external, where self and object merge, and where
acceptance of the other’s “play area” does not inhibit the self’s experience of its
own interior space. Winnicott defines play as a coalescence of reliability and

intimacy—a psychic activity dependent on the self’s trust that the other will



neither abandon it nor intrude upon the privacy of its imagination. The overt
linguistic wittiness of Donne and Herbert suggests “play” in a literal sense; but
these poets, along with Milton, also seem “playful” at those moments when
speakers can enjoy intimacy without threat—as in the sense of mutuality and
care when God did “hold my hand, while | did write” in Herbert's “Assurance”
(30), or in the frequent images of Eve and Adam “hand in hand” throughout
Milton's epic (e.g., 4.689, 12.648). And a more active courting of the space of
play occurs when speakers move beyond the rules of logic and boundary, when
they revise: Donne's lovers who might “forget the Hee and Shee” (“The
Undertaking”), Adam'’s “rewriting” of God's curses to make them suit more
comfortably his own vision of his future with Eve, Herbert's subtle resistances to
doctrinal curbings of the self.

Winnicott's formulation of the “holding environment” extends his theory of
potential space. Both a physical reality and a psychical metaphor, holding”
suggests, for example, not only the importance of adequately supporting an
infant’s fragile neck, but also an entire “aesthetic” of relating (Bollas, “The
Aesthetic Moment™ passim) in which the infant's needs, desires, anger, and
fear—in short, the full range of its emotional makeup—confront the separate
moods of a parent who may or may not be able to anticipate, assuage, or survive
the intensity of the infant’s experience. This crucial dialectic between baby and
caregiver forms the earliest matrix out of which the self emerges, establishing “a
paradigm of subject relating to an object that transforms the subject’s being”
(Bolias 44). Winnicott believed the holding environment to be an “essential” and
“extremely subtie” element in “facilitat[ing] the maturational process” of the

nascent self (“The Mentally llI” 223); it follows, then, that the “earliest anxiety is
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related to being insecurely held” (“Anxiety Associated with Insecurity” 98). Of the
three poets to be considered here, Herbert gives voice most palpably to the many
possible permutations of holding. The speaker of “Affliction (IV),” for instance.,
feels himself to be “Broken in pieces all asunder” (1) in the limbo space “Betwixt
this world and that of grace” (6), and begs God for “help” (19) from the “thoughts”
that are furious “knives, / Wounding my heart” (7-8) and “prick[ing] my soul” (1 2).
The speaker of “The Search” also longs for union, and when his “sigh to seek
thee out” (17) receives no response, fears that God may deliberately deny
connection:
Where is my God? what hidden place
Conceals thee still?
What covert dare eclipse thy face?
Is it thy will? (29-32)
In Herbert's many images of hands clasping and arms stretching, of distances
and space and nests, in his recurring plea to be “heard” and answered, ancient
anxieties are confronted, relived, suffered, and “worked through” again and
again.

During the long developmental process of holding, infant and caregiver
also “hold” each other in an intersubjective gaze, a “mirroring” exchange of looks
in which the face of the caregiver “giv[es] back to the baby the baby’s own self,”
allowing the infant to “find his or her own self,” “to exist and to feel real. . . . to
exist as oneself, and to relate to objects as oneself” (Winnicott, “Mirror-role” 1 17).
This mutual, “loving gaze,” by anticipating the infant's “wholeness” (Flax 93),
helps to establish a fundamental sense of self-integration as well as to introduce

the presence, and the separateness, of the other. In Thomas Ogden’s words,



“this constitutes an interpersonal dialectic wherein ‘I-ness’ and otherness create
one another and are preserved by the other” (94). Donne, Herbert, and Milton
each express the cohering importance of reflective looks in various ways.
Donne’s spotlight on teardrops and eyes, and Herbert's on tears, dialogue, and
fragmentation convey the desire to be “seen” in addition to the perils of being
ignored. But the two “births” of Adam and Eve in Paradise Lost provide the most
sustained depiction of the impact of identificatory looks on later selthood: Eve's
exchange of “answering looks” (4.464) with a face in a pool of water perfectly
evokes Winnicott's notion of an anticipatory gaze that enables a state of secure
“going-on-being,” while Adam’s anxious efforts to “see” himself in the world are
met with “answer none” (8.285).

The resonance between object-relations theory and seventeenth-century
literature has been formidably explored. Antoinette Dauber’s essay “Thomas
Traherne and the Poetics of Object Relations” claims that the “grand goal of
seventeenth-century poetry” is to “resurrect the satisfying illusion of the
transitional phase” (139); poets achieve a “return to a sense of primal unity” (136)
through mediatory objects, “sparkling, iridescent, or filmy things that leap beyond
their boundaries” (139). Anna Nardo’s The Ludic Self, a study of “play” in
seventeenth-century literature, reflects a similar interest in connecting dialectic
and liminality in poetry with psychoanalytic theories of relating. Noting that the
“divided world” of the Renaissance “produced an extraordinary array of self-
conscious literary players™ (1-2), Nardo links the generalized mood of
sociopolitical conflict to psychoanalytic and anthropological theories of play,
arguing that the safe frame of the “ludic self” provided “a new stance” whereby

writers could “live within the contradictions and conflicts of their experience” (3).



Play becomes a mediatory outlook, as much as an actual activity, from which to
cope with the resurgence of childhood conflicts, newly triggered by the turbulent
landscape of widespread social change.

But while Dauber and Nardo offer apt descriptions of the liminality and the
sense of powerful longing in seventeenth-century lyrics, both accounts seem
ultimately to smooth over, not only what may feel contestatory or unresolvable in
the poetry, but also the space of renegotiation that Donne, Herbert, and Milton all
seem so often concerned to leave open. The contradiction and tension of the
intermediate area is not always resolvable into “safe” acts of play, and the
presence of “filmy” surfaces in these three poets’ work (teardrops, water, stars
and sky) does something more interactively relational than simply signify a return
to primal bliss. In her account of Donne, for example, Nardo seems to defuse the
poet’s conflicts for him, toning down his ambiguity and restiess motion by placing
him always “at play,” and making of play a self-consciously controlled experience.
Donne becomes a kind of poet-analyst who “mediate[s] the conflict he felt so
keenly between separation and union” (53) in the “playground” (56) of threshold
experience: “Whether exalting union or fleeing it, he is always self-consciously
playing” (54). Thus the “radical contradiction” (49) of his fears about and desires
for connection seem unproblematically contained by Donne himself in the play
space of valedictory poems, of a bed in which both love-making and death might
take place, of his “fooling around at every level of technique and content” (49).

With similar implications, Nardo argues that Herbert structures his lyrics
around the space of “games” in which the contest between speaker and God
results in an “expanded” self (86). In opposition with a “loving, accepting internal

other,” Herbert's “competing,” “various selves—sinful, weary, aging, know-it-all,
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reluctant” (even a “whining” self [89])—are “reconcile[d],” and “Herbert wins a
sense of wholeness by losing the contest—by allowing his reluctant self to be
won by the image of God within” (93). Like Donne, Herbert is cast in the role of
self-conscious agon, engaging in “games” in which the self breaks apart and in
which God seems always to be victorious. Lost in statements about “courtly
elegance,” “poetic order out of internal confusion,” and containment “in the play
frame” (103) is the sense of variousness in Herbert's emotional relation to God,
as well as the important way in which he contrives to preserve a realm of human
agency independent from doctrinal decree. Thus Nardo's description of Herbert
as a “Christian in a wholly Christian culture” (84) seems too pat a rendering of
Herbert's poetic relation to theology, since what it means to be “Christian” is the
very question so many poems in The Temple are at pains to consider.

Despite the contradictoriness apparent in their poetry, then, Donne and
Herbert in particular (neither Nardo nor Dauber discusses M ilton) end up
seeming unexceptionally accepting—whether of gender, of doctrine, or of the
position of the self in relation to its significant objects. My argument here attempts
to push this collective body of poetry past such characterization and
categorization. By investing themselves so much in speakers’ efforts to retain a
distinct realm of self, and to address others as oneself, in Winnicott's words,
these writers reveal something fundamental about their own creative priorities:
that while the interdependence of self and other may require a constant
negotiation of opposing claims, it also opens a space where revisions,
exchanges, re-negotiations of identity and ideology transpire. Resisting the
impulse to resolve seems to me one of Winnicott's most “poetic” gestures, and it

is perhaps this fundamental interest in ambiguity that allows Donne, Herbert, and
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Milton alike to slip out of established critical positions when considered from a
Winnicottian perspective. The transitional frame opens up a space where selves
may be at rest or in motion, at play or at odds. So Herbert can seem more flexible
and unpredictable, his conviction in something tender and reciprocal—in being
heard and believed in—more irrepressible, emerging again and again even in
poems that may otherwise measure a state of despair or announce a giving-over
of selfhood to doctrinal priority. Thus Donne becomes more centered (than a
concealed, slippery “I" manipulating women to ground himself) but also less rigid
(than a masculinist using paradox purely intellectually). His love poems record
caution, worry, and tentative doubt, but also generous intimacy and celebratory
acknowledgment of women's difference. And so one can appreciate the extent of
Milton’s tendency to “re-write” and re-evaluate, as Adam and Eve “work through”
the experience of Paradise Lost toward a new hope, a potential space that is a
paradise they carry within and between them. By attending to the dialectical
characteristics of these poets, one discovers the degree to which they test
boundaries, challenge hierarchies, and contrive to revise the terms by which
faith, love, allegiance—in short, “self’—can be defined and experienced.

Certainly, conflictual issues of self and other arise in other poems not
mentioned here, and in other modes of discourse. But in the interest of space
and balance, | have chosen to concentrate my analysis of each poet on certain
poems in which the problematic of relationality leads to especially provocative
negotiations. At times my focus is on very familiar work, at others | discuss
poems or passages less frequently included in critical accounts of these poets. In
the case of Donne, a poem as underrepresented as “Song. Sweetest love”

shares with the more canonical “A Nocturnall upon S. Lucies day” a focus on
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selves working through difficult experiences of separation and loss, struggling to
find a steady ground from which to affirm trust, connection, and faith in an
unknowable future. “The Sunne Rising,” too, so frequently cited as an example of
Donne’s tendency toward masculinist “colonizing,” contains one of his most
powerful tributes to the “all-ness” of the female other. All three poems exhibit
something characteristic of Donne when he is most intensely positioned in
“potential space”: a propensity for anxious worry about the consequences of
separation, matched by a capacity for puliing himself away from the verge of
suspicion toward a belief in the reliability of love.

Herbert articulates a degree of intertwining with God suggestive of this
Donnean relation to women—a dogged seeking out, an interest in dialogue, a
sense of complex emotional and intellectual negotiation with the other. In a poem
such as “Grief,” Herbert expresses the sense of abject alienation that follows lack
of connection with God; disunion not only makes the speaker feel he is incapable
of producing the response he so desires from God, but convinces him, even
more insidiously, that he is unworthy of connection at all. In “Clasping of Hands"
the speaker seems comfortably intertwined with God, but must eventually admit
the impossibility of a complete dissolution of boundary between his “hand” and
God's, between self and other. In “Deniall” and “The Holdfast,” however, careful,
confident articulations of reciprocity emerge from the self's engagement with
God.

Finally, my chapter on Miiton concentrates on Paradise Lost's multifaceted
portrayal of the relationship between Adam and Eve (a relationship that contains
within it the traces of their separate experiences of God). | have selected certain

passages that are the site of intense critical debate and others that, to my
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knowledge, have not received critical attention at all. Miiton exploits the dramatic
frame (and at times seems almost to revel in his capacity for dense textuality and
ambiguity) to depict human relatedness in so rounded and yet so subtle a way as
to suggest—as nearly as his intentionality can be guessed at—a deliberate

transvaluation of the theologically dictated understanding of Adam and Eve.

In the fourteen-line catalogue of metaphors that constitutes Herbert's
“Prayer (1),” the speaker likens prayer first to a “soul in paraphrase” (3), then to
“something understood” (14). Both render with great metaphorical compression
the subtle experience of (and hope for) perfect communication between self and
God in the act of praying. Both capture a sense of deep psychological
attunement in which the self's own “paraphrase” will be “understood” by the
other. “Something,” too, suggests an indeterminacy that is inclusive at the same
time that it specifies: whatever “something” is, it will be heard, acknowledged,
interpreted in the intermediary space of psychical connection. indeed, “something
understood” seems to be potential, to exist in transition, to become a third term.,
as if created by two minds sharing the “in between” of mutual understanding. It is
the restless effort to find the “something understood,” | believe, that characterizes
the power of so many poems by Herbert, as well as by Donne and Milton. And it
is perhaps that very “something understood” that becomes the site, the medium,

for delicate re-negotiations of “selif.”
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Chapter 1

Donne’s Poetics of Parting

“Oh, to vex me, contraryes meet inone . . ."
—“Holy Sonnet 19”1

For Donne the moment of parting is quintessential. Liminal in time as well
as space, parting suspends him on a verge between contradictory, yet equally
compelling, pleasures and dangers—for to remain is to bask in being
enveloped and soothed, but to risk obliteration; and to go is to be adventurous
and independent, or alienated and alone, fragmented, dying. The many poems
in Songs and Sonets framed by the experience of leave-taking seem driven by
the exploration of the self's deep conflictedness about psychical attachment to
the other, by desires to assuage or indulge in “the queasie paine / Of being
belov'd, and loving.” These lines from “The Calme” intimate precisely what is at
issue for the Donnean speaker still linked to a woman and yet poised on the
threshold of severance. Far from defining and maintaining “love” as an
unambiguous and unifying emotional experience, he grapples instead with the
dialectic of “being belov'd” and “loving,” with the giving-forth of self and taking-in
of other that characterizes the disorienting—if also exhilarating—exchange
between two people. Roy Roussell, in his chapter on Donne in Conversation of
the Sexes, calls these opposites the “twin inevitabilities of distance and desire,”
which force an “endless argument” that is itself a search for the “ideal exchange
which will return the lover to himself complete and whole, an exchange with
another who, in the perfect coincidence of question and answer, becomes . . .
no longer other” (7-9). Knotted in the multiple exigencies of intimacy and

autonomy, Donne’'s speakers reveal at times an ambivalence that can wither
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even the most apparently unquestionable expressions of mutual, “mature” love:
afraid of surrender to the other, equally afraid of losing the other, and all the
while testing, even subverting, the boundaries between selves, Donne
confronts the ambiguity of the threshold: a place neither in nor out (and yet
both), where the self is neither connected and committed nor solitary and
isolated (and yet, again, both). It is at such thresholds, in such moments of
parting—often literal partings of voyage or death, but always symbolic of
psychological states—that Donne manifests his most textured articulations of
the negotiations between self and other.

The readings that follow will concentrate on those moods of uncertainty
and caution, haunted by doubt and the specter of betrayal, that invade so many
of Donne’s love poems. | will be concerned with nodes of ambivalence where a
self reluctant to yield to the other nevertheless desires to be enfolded by that
other, or where a self troubled by suspicion and mistrust projects those fears
onto his lover. Such familiar tropes as tear-drops, maps and globes, window-
panes, sighs and breathing, and the compass will reappear in my discussion
not as evidence of the poet’s learned and logical poetics, but as representatives
of his fascination with the delicate boundaries between attachment and loss. |
am particularly interested in the dynamics of situations that seem to fracture
speakers out of or into good feeling—that is, in the mental process that brings a
speaker from insecurity to affirmation, or from pleasure to melancholic anxiety.
What are the conditions of such reversals? Focusing on the way Donne's
poems so often, and so unpredictably, “turn,” | will be concerned as well as with
those treasured—albeit rare—times at which speakers enjoy a sense of trust,

and allow separation as proof, rather than destruction, of secure attachment.
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I thus question those readings of Donne that foreground issues of power
and language and portray him as a misogynistic colonizer whose poetic skill
works to appropriate the very women that inspire that skill. Barbara Estrin’s
assertions that “the poet-lovers of Donne’'s poems claim to possess or to want to
possess the beloved ‘you’ they address” out of a “desire to know, incorporate,
and control” (345), seem paradigmatic of the still-frequent critical tendency to
make of Donne a glib solipsist, unable to “see” the women he desires and
seduces, and intrigued only by his own psychological response to those
relations. Stanley Fish argues that the lesson of Donne’s “masculine persuasive
power” is that Donne’s efforts to create self-mastery through his own verbal
acuity merely demonstrate the fragility of the identity that needs so much to be
“shored up.” Fish suggests that by creating a fixed and constant self, Donne
inscribes language and representation onto women, depending on them to look
back and reflect himself. | will argue instead that, at his most complex, Donne
engages with women in deeply dialectical ways—Iloving them, pleading or
arguing with them, wondering about their difference from (and similarity to) him,
mourning their loss, worrying over the impossibility of fully knowing them,
gesturing toward becoming them. In his search for reciprocity, moreover, there
are moments when Donne allows, even enjoys, a blurring of gender
distinctions. Winnicott's broad theoretical concern—to explore how a child
becomes aware of itself out of and within the “relational matrix"—will thus factor
into my reading of Donne: to focus on the self's vexed entanglement with others,
and to re-evaluate the kinds of space left open to both self and other, man and

woman, for contact, difference, identity.
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As if turning back from the threshold of a doorway to face the woman he
leaves behind, the speaker of Donne’s song “Sweetest love” begins not by
bidding farewell to his mistress, but by seeming to deny the parting that is itself
the occasion of the poem: “Sweetest love, | do not goe” (1). Initially, this
negation seems directed outward, toward the other, in response to a perception
of her sadness and desire for him to stay. The next three lines address implicit
suspicions: that he is bored with her, that he leaves to seek out new romance.
Quick to disclaim any such diminishing of love, and to explain the separation in
a way that will circle back to affirm the strength of their love to withstand
absence, the speaker makes of parting a kind of necessary “practice” for dying,
then modulates through the familiarly humanized figure of the sun into a more
cheering analogy meant to embody the surety of his return:

Sweetest love, | do not goe,
For wearinesse of thee,
Nor in hope the world can show
A fitter Love for mee,
But since that |
Must dye at last, 'tis best,
To use my selfe in jest

Thus by fain’d deaths to dye.

Yesternight the Sunne went hence,

And yet is here to day,
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He hath no desire nor sense,
Nor halfe so short a way:
Then feare not mee,
But beleeve that | shall make
Speedier journeyes, since | take
More wings and spurres than hee. (1-16)
These first stanzas would seem to prove Donne’s ability to contain emotion
through reasoning, analysis, and wit. At the level of prosody, there are few
unsure steps to jar the seamless connection of two lovers into rough-edged
disjunction: the rhythms are assured and soothing, the rhymes strong and
containing; the voice speaks tenderly and sounds subdued, as if following the
rhythm of slow breathing, of a hand wiping away tears or smoothing back hair;
and it is a voice that smiles and calms, as if to hold back the other’'s sobs. The
atmosphere is one of intense privacy, and of a kind of unagitated confidence
that meets the ensuing separation with figures of speech both exaggerated and
obvious: from the sun’s dependable reappearance to his own requires of her
but a simple shift of perception.2
These assurances of trustworthiness and belief in the strength of their

relatedness are suffused, however, by more complicated emotions than a
woman’s jealousy or unwillingness to be left alone. The speaker has a role to
play in this parting, and as he tries so gamely to ameliorate her discomfort, one
wonders whether he accepts the separation as readily as he encourages her to
do. Read again, the first phrases of the poem are telling, for it is in the nature of
negation that what is denied manages simultaneously to assert itself.3 Is it her

suspicion of boredom, for instance, that the first two lines counter (*I do not goe,
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/ For wearinesse of thee”)—or his weariness, already experienced prior to this
moment, implicitly acknowledged by the second line? Is it her worried jealousy
that the following lines express (“Nor in hope the world can show / A fitter Love
for mee”), or his own hope for future, further liaisons (does, after all, a “fitter
Love™ exist)? Are the “fain’d deaths” of parting in fact sexual deaths, not so
much a “practicing” for the ultimate breach of the grave (as in the “two graves”
that “must hide thine and my coarse” in “The Anniversarie” [11]), but rather for
some encompassing, ecstatic union these lovers might share upon the
speaker’s return? All of these, | suggest, insinuate themselves into the texture of
the first stanza; as the speaker soothes his mistress, he placates an anxiety that
is figured as hers, while at the same time implying unspoken wishes of his own
that may (or may not) have evoked that anxiety in her.

Simultaneously, though, the speaker's denial of the ostensible situation
in the first line (as if to say, | know | am going, and yet “/ do not go") signals a
self-initiated, last-minute retreat from the threshold of “out-there.” “| do not goe”
is both a verbal assurance and an act of staying, a gesture outward toward her,
as well as a movement within himself, a physical staying of his own motion (a
motion that becomes increasingly metaphorical and symbolic in the second
stanza, and will literally shut down by the end of the poem). He lingers over the
threshold, and as he does so, it is as if his imagination becomes crowded with
contradictory wishes and expectations: on one hand, that leaving might afford
him a sense of freedom, allowing new pleasures, as well as a way to test their
love, to convince them both of his commitment and convince himself of hers:
but, on the other, that separation from each other may admit “fitter Love[s]” and

that would be a kind of death to their relationship. Because for now his literal,






