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Donne’s uses and abuses of logic were for a long time the
subject of much critical misapprehension. For despite Rose-
mond Tuve’s attempt to portray him as a master-logician
writing in verse, one only needs to glance at the beginning
of a poem like “A Feaver” to realize that whatever knowl-
edge of logical principles Donne had at his command—Alvin
Sullivan’s study of textbooks of logic and rhetoric suggests
that most Renaissance knowledge of logic was at best
confused (107-20)—, it was not being put to serious use in
his poetry:

Oh doe notdie, for I shall hate
All women so, when thou art gone,
That thee 1 shall not celebrate,
When I remember, thou wast one.

Since 1938, when C. 5. Lewis in frustration deemed
Donne’s logical gymnastics “not so much the play as the
irritability of intellect” (70), Donne’s convolutedness has
been the despair of many a puzzled reader, from Clay Hunt,
who saw behind Donne’s exuberant logical manipulation an
exhibitionistic desire to overwhelm conventional readers
with the complexity of his singular personality (11), to J. B.
Leishman, who read in it a flippant lack of serious commit-
ment which supposedly characterizes Donne’s life as well as
his work (29-51).

A more thoughtful view, articulated in the sixties by critics
like J.E.V. Crofts and Arnold Stein, held that Donne’s
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misuse of logic is deliberate and appropriate, a “means of
peopling the unknown with the phantoms of what might be”
(Crofts 87), or simply an aspect of Renaissance witty

Invention . . . the virtuoso's ability to forgo straight
performance, and to mix his categories, while he
displayed his mmaginatve skill by the conscious
control of what he was doing and by the surprising
new light he cast on his subject. (Stein 89)

Michael McCanles attributed to Donne a more serious
intention than displaying virtuosity, seeing as his primary
purpose “the pushing of a given argument to the point
where its inadequacy for reflecting reality becomes fully
recognizable” (277). Finally, drawing out the full metaphysi-
cal implications of McCanles’s view, Murray Roston argued
that in Donne

the witty or paradoxical inversion of normal assump-
uons leads towards some revelatory experience, a feeling
at the conclusion of the poem that the reader has been
privileged to ghmpse an mumate and rare mystery,
whether of human or divine origin. (75)

It is this latter interpretive tradition that has largely guided
my attempts (Beier 71-142) to show how Donne’s seemingly
playful manipulations of visual conventions and logical
tenets usher the reader into a radically avisual and alogical
realm of comprehension. This essay, however, will focus
mostly on a relatively unexamined group of poems that
constitute Donne’s metaphysical failures, or moments that
lose sight of the transcendent end. The logical disparities
displayed here seem neither playful nor deliberate, but are
nonetheless crucial to understanding the divided nature of
Donne’s mind, and the means by which he overcomes his
inner divisiveness. Rather than exploring them within the
context of formal categories of wit, as Stein has attempted to
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do with some, or setting them against contemporary theories
of metaphysical conceit,' I shall lay bare the dialectical
structure of these poems which tellingly duplicates at large
the most basic syntactical structure of Donne’s poetic style.
It is the simple and hitherto unexplored level of syntax that
may provide us with important clues to Donne’s successes as
well as his failures in intimating transcendence,

A distinguishing feature of Donne’s poetic style is his
extensive use of comparison formulae, or equations that take
the basic form: A is to B as X is to Y. One notices such a
formula at the end of “Air and Angels”™:

Then as an angel, face and wings
Of air, not pure as it, yet pure doth weare,
So thy love may be my love's sphere.

The proportion is constructed with precision:

Donne's love : his beloved’s love = the purity of an
angel : the purity of an angelic body.

The same precision characterizes a comparison formula in
“The Exstasie”:

As "twixt two equal armies, Fate
Suspends uncertain victory,
Our souls, (which to advance their state,
Were gone out), hung "twixt her, and me.
[Uncertain victory : two fighting armies = the
lover’s souls : their bodies).

Obviously derived from the simpler simile form, A is like
B, which Donne also uses quite frequently—“The Compari-
son,” for instance, is composed entirely of similes—the
comparison figure illustrated above should perhaps more
appropriately be termed a ratio, or a proportional analogy,
in the sense that it balances one process or situation—or







































