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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation traces shifts in the way tears were perceived during the 

English Renaissance, from roughly 1509 to 1660. Examining medical treatises, 

sermons, and lyric poetry, I demonstrate that tears and weeping underwent a 

paradigm shift both as literary symbols and phenomena. Although this revaluation 

is inconsistent between the different discourses, by the end of the Renaissance, 

patterns in place a century earlier had been significantly challenged, even 

redefined, as the most popular model in each genre gradually yielded to new 

insights. 

Chapter One examines medical treatises, primarily on melancholy. The 

Renaissance inherited the paradigm of humours theory to explain human 

psycho/physiology. During the seventeenth century, dissection began to replace 

humours with an empirical model based on the existence of glandular paths for 

tears. 

Chapter Two investigates the effect upon lyric poetry of this loss of vital, 

currently grounded metaphors derived from humoural models. Sixteenth-century 

poetic miscellanies are replete with tears wept unabashedly by poetic speakers to 

honor their unrequited love, tears shed in a type of serious, often melancholic play. 

By the end of the seventeenth century, although humour-based metaphors are still 

present, increasingly they are devoid of fundamental content. This drought 

embodies alterations in medical paradigm, as well as the homiletic tradition's long

standing distrust of affect. 

Chapter Three explores sermons, where, unless they were shed in repentance 

for sin, tears signified human sinful weakness. All "natural" grief was suspect. In 

8 



addition, preachers struggled with the vestiges of the medieval 'gift of tears. ' 

Theologically unpopular, this conception was sufficiently prevalent to require 

frequent rebuttal from the pulpit. Sermons on the verse, "Jesus wept" preached 

between 1509 and 1700 demonstrate an hermeneutical transmutation: from an 

early characterization as the superior, almost condescending, but compassionate 

king, Jesus has by 1700 become the divine architect, weeping only because his 

exalted design for humanity will be rejected. 

9 

In Chapter Four, the works of three seventeenth-century devotional poets, John 

Donne, George Herbert, and Richard Crashaw, are shown to incorporate the most 

dominant effects of the overall change that tears underwent. In their poetry, 

metaphoric depletion is offset by gains in imaginative liberty. Donne wrestles with 

the dilemma of placing tears between himself and God; Herbert offers tears to 

God--with a problematic humility--because he is human; and Crashaw celebrates 

the sheer human wonder of tears. The vitality of poetic tear imagery culminates in 

their work. 
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INTRODUCTION 

"Words that Weep and Tears that Speak" 

This dissertation investigates various ways tears and the activity of weeping 

operate in the English Renaissance. During the later sixteenth and the seventeenth 

centuries, tears moved from the background to the foreground in literary 

awareness; from simply being one sign among many, they became the focus for a 

great deal of artistic and critical attention. Following mid-century, they again 

receded into the background. This tidal effect occurred at distinct moments and 

rates within different genres: in secular lyric, the 1570s through the end of the 

century saw unprecedented flows of tears. Medical literature experienced a shift in 

focus that was documented between the 1640s and 50s. Within sermons, there is 

no single moment of greatest lachrymosity; instead levels of legitimacy for 

weeping rise and fall. The early seventeenth century demonstrates the most 

conspicuous tensions in this regard. 

A basic premise in this study is that our contemporary understandings of tears, 

from whence they rise, when they are appropriately wept, and what they mean, 

differ fundamentally from the Renaissance perceptions. To comprehend what any 

particular Renaissance writer indicates by tears it is necessary to examine both the 

scientific and the poetic groundwork. By and large, tears in literature locate 

themselves along a continuum whose extremes may be labeled "self-centered" (that 

is, they are presented as evidence of the writer's own state of disequilibrium), and 

"self-transcendent" (tears shed out of a sense of participation in some feeling such 

as compassion or sympathy). 
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The scientific approach to tears is the least familiar to contemporary readers; 

thus I begin with a survey of the period's medical literature, concentrating first on 

treatises about melancholy as the primary locus for discussions of the psychology 

and physiology of weeping, and tracing the subsequent formation of new criteria 

for medical analysis, based on dissection. 

Because many tearful metaphors found in lyrics (particularly secular love 

poems) are rooted in the medical understanding, I next survey the major secular 

miscellanies to glean their tears. These poems flaunt mostly self-centered tears, 

those of frustration, rejection, and despair. In this, they reflect dominant medical 

attitudes about the quality of melancholic emotion. 

In the same fashion that the medical literature provides approved models for 

the self-centered tears, sermons authorize the pattern for self-transcendent tears, 

and demonstrate the limitations and dangers perceived to attend upon weeping for 

other reasons. During the years covered by this study, tears in sermons exhibit 

perhaps the greatest variation in acceptability and value of any tears examined. 

Finally, I explore tears in the writing of three seventeenth-century religious 

poets, in whose work the several threads or streams of the disparate traditions 

come together in conflict and harmony. 

Medical treatises, sermons, and poetry respond to very distinct traditions. 

Until the middle of the seventeenth century, the medical practice relies primarily 

on its legacy from Galenic and Aristotelian physiological and 'psychological' 

notions of humours for its understanding of the composition of tears and the 

process of weeping. As the century progressed, conclusions drawn from 

immediate observation of dissected bodies (animal and human) began to challenge 

more the more traditional interpretations. For quite some time, it remained less a 



12 

question of one expianation replacing another than it was of two interpretations co

existing in mutual enrichment. Eventually, those theories and models based on 

direct observation from dissection prevailed. Whatever the effects of this on the 

development of physiology and general scientific understanding, it results 

artistically in a much-depleted tradition. 

A primary assumption of traditional medical philosophy was the existence of 

an ultimate coherence and unity within an organism, whether it be a human being 

or a world. Interpretive readings based on that assumption had, as well as 

practical diagnostic value, the balance of artistic distiIIation--they served both in 

pragmatic and poetic realms. In the context of tears, this is nowhere clearer than 

in the connection between tears and the heart (or, as some physiologists argued, 

the brain) in humoural models. Both the motive for weeping and the substance of 

tears arose from the heart; psychology and physiology were ineluctably joined. 

Tear and weeping metaphors continued to rely on patterns supported by humours 

long after the humours themselves had become entirely figurative. Inevitably, such 

archaism distances metaphor from actuality. Conventions excerpted from 

contemporary experience have a vital immediacy lacking in those created from 

regenerated memories. Part of the play of tears in lyric hinges on artistically 

twisting the perceived unity, making tears an emblem separate from their source. 

Once tears were, by the development of different scientific models, separated from 

the heart, this element of play is eliminated. 

One factor that remains consistent in the medical tradition throughout this 

period is the negative connotation given tears and weeping. Women, children, the 

old, and other lesser segments of society are often characterized--even defined--by 

weeping. Tears are identified with disease, specifically as evidence of melancholy . 

.... 
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This affiliation produces much of the poetic ambivalence surrounding weeping, for 

melancholy names both disease and the temperament identified with genius. 

The sermon tradition exhibits no strongly delineated single shift in its 

relationship with tears. Sermons urge a limit on weeping in general; tears of 

mourning have varying value, and only tears shed in repentance for sins are 

consistently esteemed. In this, the tradition is reiterating its tong-standing distrust 

of emotional expression, a suspicion woven through the late medieval homiletic 

legacy. By and large, these sermons seem to be responding critically to the 

phantom of a displaced tradition, which has no articulation in the sixteenth or 

seventeenth centuries--a legacy of the doctrine of compunction (compunctio), the 

gift of tears. 1 

Before the sixteenth century, the gift of tears had been most recently dynamic 

in the fourteenth century in such writings as the anonymous Cloud of Unknowing 

and St. Catherine of Siena's Dialogo, which was printed by Wynkyn de Worde in 

1519 as The Orcherd of Syon. 2 Both writers present tears as outward signs of 

spiritual development and offer guidelines to discern between positive, gift-of-tears 

tears and others. Catherine describes five varieties: "teres of dampnacyon;" of 

"drede of suche the ryse fro synne for drede of peyne;" tears rising from those 

who, departing from sin, "begynne to taste [god], so with swetenesse they wepe 

and begynne to serue;" and two forms of perfect tears, those shed by people who 

1 Sandra J. McEntire traces the history and development of the gift of tears in The Doctrine of 
Compunction in Medieval England: Holy Tears, Studies in Medieval Literature 8 (Lewiston NY: 
Edwin Mellen, 1990). 

2 Margery Kempe presents a variation of this gift in her spiritual autobiography, as well. 
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have "come to parfeccyon in charyte of theyr neyghbours;" and tears of union.3 

She also talks of "brennynge teres without wepynge of the eye for to satysfy to 

them that ofte tymes desyre teres and may none haue, " acknowledging that not all 

who would weep could weep outwardly and visibly; some weep burning tears in 

the privacy of their hearts. For Catherine, typically, "all maner of teres do come 

out of the herte; oute of that vessel cometh euery tere of what condycyon and 

maner that it be, and therfore .all teres may well be called hertely teres."4 Even 

though some tears are shed for better reasons than others--some are more perfect-

all tears are "heartfelt. "5 

This confidence in tears is completely absent in English Renaissance sermons, 

although its spirit lingers, causing certain homiletic anxiety manifested in 

exhortations to control weeping. If weeping itself is not censured, the preacher 

urges the weeper to will that the tears be shed for legitimate, i.e., repentant, 

reasons. There is clearly uneasiness about tears, but the adversary--beneficial tears 

from the discarded gift-of-tears tradition--remains effectively invisible. Most of 

these sermons attempt to deflect all tears toward concern for sins, (either one's 

own or, in the case of funeral sermons, those of the person one mourns). This is a 

weeping motivated essentially by fear. Such love as inspired the most positive of 

the gift-of-tears weeping is not conspicuous; here, as within the medical literature, 

3 Folio m6r. I have modernized the punctuation; everything except periods is expressed in the 
original with a'/,. 

4 Folio n3r. 

5 Likewise, the author of The Cloud declares that Mary's grief for her lack of love was greater 
than her sorrow for her sins. ""it may be seide & affermyd by Scripture oat sche had a more hertly 
sorow, a more doelful desire, & a more deep si'Ying ... for lackyng of loue ... " (Cloud of 
Unknowing, Phyllis Hodgson, ed, [Oxford: EETS 213, 1944] ch. 16, p. 45). 



the net effect is to divorce tears from the heart. Here, however, tension is 

provided by the lost tradition of compunctio, which continues to inform tearful 

perspectives in the sermons. 

15 

So, with the medical community dismissing tears as symptomatic of disease 

and the preachers confining them to evidence of repentance, only in poetry could 

tears find free expression. Whatever its conventions, one aspect of poetry is to 

challenge accepted customs or protocol. Both in secular and religious arenas, 

Renaissance poetic tears resist their exclusion from other sanctioned discourse. 

Opposing the conventional labeling of tears as 'womanish' and deceitful, otherwise 

assertive men make themselves vulnerable by admitting--revelling in--their love

forsaken weeping. Their exploitation of amatory frustration becomes a complex 

and tantalizing entertainment, with tears one of the central supporting elements. 

Religious/devotional poets also challenge the restriction of tears to repentance, 

restoring a considerable amount of the gift-of-tears richness to compunction in their 

celebration of tears as benefaction and tribute. They defy the god who gave them 

tears to weep to denigrate that weeping as mortal religious authorities attempt to 

do. 

While it is dangerous to generalize about large historic trends, still it is valid 

to assert that tears in the Renaissance are perched between epistemes; that is, they 

reflect the greater confidence many medieval writers expressed in afJectus--in 

emotional expressions of humanness--than they do the practices and conventions of 

the Restoration or eighteenth century. It is inconceivable that the Renaissance--or 

the subsequent century--would have accepted a Margery Kempe with even the 

limited equanimity her fourteenth-century companions managed. That may, in the 

final analysis, be the distinction in what is being examined here: Before the 
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Renaissance, tears could be considered (often, if not always) as a "gift" from God, 

to be cautiously desired; but from the Renaissance onwards, tears were felt to be 

wholly reflective of the fallen human condition, the weeper's burden, and, as such, 

nearly always distrusted. Certainly, in spite of challenges to their status froln 

medical and homiletic sources, tears enjoy an enormous flowering during the 

Renaissance; after the mid-seventeenth century, however, the traditions that 

supported such effulgence are vastly depleted. Tears seem to dry up. 

Why an "Anatomy?" 

A fall of tears is at once a concrete physical phenomenon and an infinitely 

relational symbol. Whatever else they become in metaphor or emblem, tears begin 

as drops of water flowing from eyes. From whose eyes they should flow, under 

what circumstances, and with what degree of sanction--these are all varying and 

mutable facets of interpretation. The fact of tears is constant; the explanations for 

them are not. The plenitude of explanations for tears and the profusion of 

situations in which they occur make them significant as indicators of outlook--but 

which also make them hard to organize. 

Tears resist being circumscribed by duality. They flow, and any attempt to 

arrange them must take that fluidity into account. In an essay on the John Wilkins' 

analytical language, Jorge Luis Borges quotes a list of categories from an ancient 

Chinese encyclopedia, in which animals are organized into 

(a) those that belong to the Emperor, (b) embalmed ones, (c) those that 
are trained, (d) suckling pigs, (e) mermaids, (f) fabulous ones, (g) stray 
dogs, (h) those that are included in this classification, (i) those that 
tremble as if they were mad, (j) innumerable ones, (k) those drawn with a 



very fine camel's hair brush, (I) others, (m) those that have just broken a 
flower vase, (n) those that resemble flies from a distance. "6 

Renaissance tears produce an equally far-reaching assortment of potential 

categories. Tears appear assoCiated with eyes, ocean, melancholy, cement, death, 

womanhood, joy, sin, release, jewels, repentance, flood, mirrors, coins, 
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frustration, rain, salt, blood, childhood, lies, victory, childhood, defeat, and milk. 

The explanations suggested for their presence range from political, to 

psychological, to religious, to physiological. To account for tears under a single 

rubric--no matter how elastic--is fruitless, for the exceptions dominate any rule. 

Tears as they emerge from human beings are enormously complex: as they appear 

in texts, they cannot be a univocal discourse. 

Hence, I have chosen to pattern this study on the anatomy: a genre in vogue 

during the Renaissance, rising from the confrontation of a new desire for analysis 

and the older love of establishing resemblance. An anatomy, in its simplest terms, 

disconnects the components of some sort of integral body to make easier the exact 

study of it. Beyond the minutiae of details, it further seeks to glean some 

understanding of the prototype, the idea~ picture. Although its original and still 

most common use is in relation to the study of the physically human body, the 

word early took on metaphoric significance: hence, "[t]hus was the Mass 

anatomized, with the abominations thereof," (Foxe, 1553); to "[m]ake an Anotamie 

of the suter [suitor] you have in hand, make no confusion of wealthe, witte, bodie 

and soul (Kingswell, 1569); or "[s]o like the verie Anatomie of mischiefe, that one 

6 Other Inquisitions 1937-1952, Ruth L. C. Simms, trans., (Austin TX: U Texas Pr, 1964) 101. 
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might see through all the ribbes of is conscience" (Pappe with Hatchet, 1589).7 

Renaissance writers dissected everything from human reason to religious dogmas to 

melancholy. 8 

In a modern anatomical book (such as Gray's Anatomy), a dissected limb is 

placed upon an otherwise blank surface; it is isolated both from its body and from 

the surrounding environment. It is an object. In contrast, the author of a 

Renaissance anatomy did not isolate his subject, but rather placed it within the 

tableau of the world, contrasting the physical reality of a dismembered body with 

the vision of that body as an ideal form. The illustrations to Andreas Vesalius' de 

Corporis humana fabrica (1543) indicate this interrelationship very dramatically. 

The first of the series of muscle drawings, Musculorum tabulae, from the Fabrica, 

on the other hand, places a disproportionately large, skinned male figure on a 

promontory against a distant, small village. In the succeeding seven drawings, the 

figure is more and more deeply dissected, but his presence in the foreground of a 

landscape is constant. His presence, not the landscape itself; that changes. By the 

sixth drawing, he no longer has eyes in his head, and the landscape is becoming 

bleak. In the seventh, he is suspended, practically a skeleton from a gibbet, and 

his surroundings are desolate. In the last drawing, he is a skeleton, propped 

against the ruin of a wall; the landscape is gone, with only this one vestige of a 

human artifact remains to support the ravage of a human being. Anatomists and 

their readers were thus always made aware of the protean relationship between the 

7 "Anatomy," Oxford English Dictionary, second edition. 

S Representative titles: John Lyly's Euphues. the Anatomy of Wit, the anonymous Anatomy of 
Sinne (1604), Thomas Nashe's The Anatomie of Absurditie, Robert Burton's famous Anatomy of 
Melancholy: What it is with all the kinds causes, symptomes, prognostickes and severall cures of it. 



transforming appearance of an individual and the fluid nature of his background. 

Renaissance writers in other fields used the genre of anatomy metaphorically to 

explore and expose the truths concealed beneathlbehind the surface appearances. 

All these voices--subject, background, contraries--participated in a polyphonic 

discourse. 9 I have chosen to anatomize Renaissance occurrences of tears because 
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the genre so strongly resists duality but demands the acknowledgement of plurality 

and fluctuation. 

It is necessary to mention two modern expectations that must be overturned-

radically modified--in order to "read" Renaissance tears: the question of 

participation and the issue of powerlessness. Arthur KoestierlO has argued 

persuasively for seeing tears as "participatory and self-transcendent" emotions, and 

I think this is both perceptive and accurate in the context of modern expectations. 

During the Renaissance, however, this was not an unchallenged assumption. 

Beneath the admonitions of many sermons, at the foundation of much of the 

medical discourse, and haunting the edges of the poetry is a silent belief that tears 

divide the weeper from the community, isolate her or him (but more usually her) 

in an unhealthy way. The modern popular notion of "a good cry" simply had not 

been born yet. 

Tears do frequently rise in response to feeling powerless, which, during the 

Renaissance. is not automatically a negative state (not synonymous with 

9 Devon L. Hodges discusses the genre of anatomy as the Renaissance employed it. He explores 
various examples of anatomy, both as a separate generic device and as organizing strategy in other 
genres. The preceding discussion of Vesalius' illustrations is indebted to the illustrations in his book, 
and to his approach. Renaissance Fictions of Anatomy (Amherst MA: U Massachusetts P, 1985). 

10 In The Act Of Creation, 1964 (London: Penguin/Arkana, 1989),54. 62, 271-82. 
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'victimization')--nor are the tears associated with it necessarily negative: devotional 

poets embrace the powerlessness of being in union with God, for instance. The 

tears of lovers are more often ambivalent; powerlessness in love is equivocal. The 

presence of tears does not identify the source or quality of powerlessness; tears 

only may indicate the fact itself. Thus, tears of victimization are as wet and as 

ephemeral as those of voluntary renunciation of control; it distorts many 

lachrymate occasions to automatically see despair in the speaker's perception of his 

impotence. 

This dissertation is not an anatomy of the tear: a tear cannot be further 

dissected, for it is already 'an atomy' the smallest discrete emotional particle. 11 It 

is an anatomy of tears, with its focus on their nature, presences (and absences), 

their mutations and incongruities, their connections with other aspects of human 

affective experience, and the multiplicity of human perspectives within and 

surrounding them. 

A signal advantage of using something discrete and concrete like a tear as the 

basis for inquiry into an era is that tears (unlike a doctrine or philosophy) can 

provide immediate accord regarding the subject, its shape, size, and characteristics. 

Two writers may never agree on the degree to which John Donne retained lifelong 

his Roman Catholic roots, but the compass of his weeping is indisputable and 

measurable. Tears introduce a distinctive avenue for exploring another time and 

culture. Using tears as guides, I locate as far as possible the courses by which the 

protean language of afJectus arrived, and subsequently departed, from the main line 

of Renaissance artistic attention. Thus I can explore both particular generic 

It I have been informed by a biologist that one cannot dissect a fluid, but must distiIl it. 
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conventions and the tendencies of the broader, more nebulous range of human 

experience as tears apply to them. Paradoxical irresolution is part of the nature of 

an anatomy--and inherent in reading Renaissance tears, as well. 
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1. "THE BRAIN'S THINNEST EXCREMENT:" RENAISSANCE MEDICINE 

Introduction 

During the seventeenth century, models of disease and behavior based upon 

the venerable legacy of humours theory came steadily to be displaced in favor of 

research- and experimental-ba;ed empirical explanations. Andreas Laurentius, 

Laurent Joubert, and Timothy Bright, writing in the late sixteenth century, typify 

the earlier tradition; Thomas Wharton and Nicolaus Steno, writing some eighty 

years later, advance the newer; and, standing among them, Jacques Ferrand and 

Robert Burton write as reactionaries against a changing current. The Renaissance 

displays an enormous capacity for accepting--revelling in--dissonances and 

paradoxes, so that the writing of a man such as Robert Burton can demonstrate a 

lingering fondness for and faith in the ancient tradition that in no way diminishes 

newer ideas. For every scientific pioneer there was at least one equally vocal 

traditionalist. "Respect for authority" battled with "empiricism" on every front for 

the attention. first of specialists, and eventually. the public. By and large. "the 

task of Renaissance medical scholarship was to digest a heterogeneous body of 

opinion into a harmonious and systematic whole. "1 

When we moderns seek a single. unified explanatory medium for melancholy 

and tears, we are wise to heed Louise C. Turner Forest's caveat. She speaks of 

the highly specific nature of Renaissance physio- and psychological interpretations. 

which. happening 

1 Lawrence Babb 69-70. 



by moments only, in the light of this or that particular statement of this or 
that particular authority. . . could be accurate, precise, or concrete. Bits 
of this assorted general knowledge, therefore small selections from its 
voluminous and heterogeneous contents, were constantly seized upon and 
applied by every writer for his own particular and immediate purpose as 
he saw fit. .. For Elizabethan popular psychology was simply every 
man's private synthesis of observations of human behavior understood in 
the light of whatever selections from whatever authorities appealed to 
him.2 
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Even though the sort of consistency and coherent order we have quite recently 

come to expect is not a feature of Renaissance medical discipline, their psychology 

had its regulating principles. Because they were expressed most often in metaphor, 

these principles were not particularly confining, and the discourse they governed 

performed more by contingency than system. There is no single, over-arching 

theory of tears--or their primary medical site, melancholy--to be found in the 

literature. Thus, even where familiarity has bred in us a reliance on the critical 

generalizations we make, it is well to remember they are not made safely. Tears 

in the poetry are often so conventional that we can easily become blinded to the 

subtleties that appear when poems are taken on an occasion-by-occasion basis. 

Tears are an accepted symptom of melancholy, but that diagnosis itself opens up 

more questions than it answers, especially when it is assumed as a blanket 

explanation for observed phenomena. Viewed against the background of 

contemporary medical concepts of love melancholy and humours theory in general, 

many of the poetic instances of tears gain interpretive dimensions. The presence of 

tears can present an augmented complexity to situations which earlier seem 

unambiguous; the absence of tears in situations where we might expect them 

2 "A Caveat for Critics against Invoking Elizabethan Psychology." PMLA 61 (1946): 657. 
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becomes less anomalous. The humoural model gave to poets a vital metaphor for 

their feelings: because weeping was an accepted physio/psychologically understood 

outlet for passions, weeping became a sanctioned literary expression of those 

passions. Beyond the conventions of Petrarchism, the medical paradigm offered a 

learned reaction to the stresses of love. When that pattern dissipated, as it began 

to do toward the end of the seventeenth century, the presentation of tears as 

response to love ceased. 

Well into the eighteenth century, both varieties of explanation--traditional 

humours and empirical--still flourished; but functional precedence was arrogated to 

the empirical, while humours lapsed increasingly into the domain exclusively of 

metaphor. This gradual replacement had considerable affect on poetic language. 

Until the later seventeenth century, a metaphoric superstructure based on medical 

images was entirely supported by the current understanding. Increasingly, as 

inductive/experimental medical science developed, humours-based metaphors were 

bereft of their grounding; their motifs remain, but, unsustained by orthodox 

interpretations of the phenomena, they became less and less elemental. This 

"ungrounding" offers both the negative result of devaluing the concrete experience 

of the writer, and the very positive one of freeing the language completely into the 

figurative realm. 

Actually, Lawrence Babb is not entirely accurate in his characterization of the 

Renaissance medical writers as searching for a single harmonious whole: the truth 

is that many systems could coexist without serious challenge, so that 'harmony' in 

Renaissance medicine is achieved alternately in the ambiguity of paradox and in 

balance, and 'system' is constructed by each author from his own individual logic. 

This appreciation of paradox is potentially frustrating for those who seek a 
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modern, orderly exposition of Renaissance physiology or psychology, but it 

provided an extraordinarily rich field for the cultivation of image and metaphor. 
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Nowhere is this plurality of potential interpretations more apparent than in the 

literature pertaining to melancholy. As a disease, it represents the primary source 

of medical information on tears; and as a temperament, melancholy describes both 

the genius-poetical and the mad. By the seventeenth century, the traditional 

deductive apparatus for defining, diagnosing, and prescribing for melancholy had 

grown so cumbersome that it imploded from its own weight of accretions. As 

either theory or diagnosis, 'melancholy' could no longer save its own appearances; 

simpler explanations had become available, allowing Occam's razor eventually to 

cut the roots from under the view of melancholy-as-a-disease grounded in the 

ancient and medieval system of humours theory. It is an oversimplification to 

assert that "as it appears in English Renaissance literature, melancholy represents 

the layman's ideas rather than the specialist's, and is consequently not just the 

same thing that is expounded in scientific works,"3 because the specialists 

themselves do not ever entirely agree. That disparity was magnified among 

dilettantes. Certainly, 'melancholy' in colloquial Renaissance usage enjoyed much 

the same indefinite and complicated flexibility that "complex," originating in 

contemporary psychological parlance, does today. Eventually, as the lay 

understanding separated from the expert, melancholy became as much a symbol as 

a discrete condition. And once empirical/inductive accounts of tears gained 

preeminence in the medical realm, the symbolic conception did wane into the 

province of the literary. 

3 Babb 71. 



26 

The Physiology of Tears 

The treatment of tears, both as tangible phenomenon and metaphoric figure, 

developed along lines that parallel melancholy. Prior to the Renaissance, I can 

find no mention of shedding tears as a medical problem. There are reams of 

advice on how to relieve various conditions or illnesses of the eye, and receipts for 

various eye-washes, some of them horrific to the modern sensibility.4 Very little 

space is devoted to the subtleties of physiology and less to mental-psychological 

conditions, tears per se are not represented. Tears exist only in the context of 

humours, within the sphere of body-spirit-soul. When empirical criteria are 

accepted and dissection introduced as the legitimate method of inquiry, the 

mechanism of lacrimation comes to be understood in its own right and 

physiological accounts separated from more wide-sweeping explanations. 

For the present investigation, this metamorphosis in understanding, along with 

its elemental remodelling of expression, is significant for several reasons. On the 

one hand, the Renaissance change in perception becomes the cornerstone for a 

substantial re-vision of the content of long-accepted affective language; on another, 

it effectively removes medical language from the arena of metaphoric propagation 

4 A fine example is Andreas du Laurent's "most exquisite and best approued" receipt for a 
distiIled water. I quote it in its entirety: 

Take of the crops of Fennell, Rew, Eyebright, Veruaine, Tormentil, Betonie, wilde Roses, of 
male Pimpernell, Burnet, Clarie, Agrimonie, Cheruile, mountaine Hissope, and mountaine Siler, 
of euery one two good handfuls; shred all these hearbes very small, and infuse them first in 
white wine, and afterward in the vrine of a young boy that is in perfect health, and thirdly in 
womans milke: and lastly in good honey: after which distill the whole, and keepe this water 
carefully, putting euery morning a drop therof into the eye. 

The problems of collection alone rather boggle the mind. 
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for several centuries. s Further, with the acceptance of empirical explanations, this 

language was removed to the realm of the exclusively metaphoric. Practically all 

images of broken hearts, weeping, and the value of tears derive from the humour

based physiological model. It seems important, therefore, to trace the original 

comprehension of tears, the shift from that to the more modern one, and the effect 

of the shift on the language used to describe them. Physiology and melancholy 

provide a nexus for this discussion. 

The Renaissance model for the physiology of tears has its foundations in the 

theory of humours, a model so ancient as to have become accepted as fact, rather 

than theory, by the Renaissance. It is an important concept, not only in its medical 

significance, but because so many of our metaphors arise from its terminology and 

strictures. 

Humours: The Composition of the Body. According to Hippocrates, Galen, and 

all subsequent major ancient and medieval physician-scientists, the body is 

composed of four humours--each a fluid having a particular nature and affinities-

present in varying proportions in each individual. Each of the four humours 

represents a different stage in the transition of nourishment to blood (which was 

considered the most perfectly digested humoural form)--of the other three, one was 

incompletely digested, the others over-processed. The humours were described in 

terms of heat/cold and moist/dry. The body needs all four humours to survive. 

The theory was apparently initially derived by analogy from the hypothesis 

5 It could be argued that medical terminology " does not again coincide with metaphoric language 
until, perhaps, T.S. Eliot's Prufrack. Glands, anaesthesia, electrical impulses and the like are ignored 
by poets. 
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regarding the four primary elements (fire, water, earth, and air) to which they 

correspond. Hippocrates introduced the idea that the body was composed of these 

elements in the form of humours, and that a proper balance among them 

constituted health.6 There exist many characterizations of the four humours; 

Robert Burton's, in The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621) follows the most common 

pattern: 

Blood is a hot, sweet, temperate, red humour. . . made of the most 
temperate parts of the chylus in the liver, whose office is to nourish the 
whole body, to give it strength and colour, being dispersed by the veins 
through every part of it. And from it spirits are first begotten in the 
heart, which afterwards by the arteries are communicated to the other 
parts. 

Pituita, or phlegm, is a cold and moist humour, begotten of the colder 
part of the chylus (or white juice coming out of the meat digested in the 
stomach), in the liver; his office is to nourish and moisten the members of 
the body which, as the tongue, are moved, that they be not over-dry. 

Choler is hot and dry, bitter, begotten of the hotter parts of the 
chylus, and gathered to the gall: it helps the natural heat and senses, and 
serves to the expelling of excrements. 

Melancholy, cold and dry, thick, black, and sour, begotten of the 
more feculent part of nourishment, and purged from the spleen, is a bridle 
to the other two hot humours, blood and choler, preserving them in the 
blood, and nourishing the bones. These four humours have some analogy 
with the four elements, and to the four ages in man. 

To these humours you may add serum, which is the matter of urine, 
and those excrementitious humours. . . sweat and tears. 7 

6 "[T]he body of man has in itself blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile; these make up the 
nature of his body, and through these he feels pain or enjoys health. Now he enjoys the most perfect 
health when these elements are duly proportioned to one another . . . and when they are perfectly 
mingled. Pain is felt when one of these elements is in defect or excess, or is isolated in the body 
without being compounded in the body with all the others." (Hippocrates IV, 11,13) In Bridget Gellert 
Lyons, Voices of Melancholy: Studies in Literary Treatments of Melancholy in Renaissance England, 
NY: Barnes & Noble, 1971. 

7 Ed. Holbrook Jackson. NY: Random House, 1977, 1.1.2.2, pp. 147-8. 
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Burton uses 'humour' rather loosely, since he includes excrements among them. 8 

Each humor, through its qualities, corresponded to a particular element and season: 

sanguine 'blood', for example, warm and moist like air, was akin to spring and its 

flow increased at that time, while cold and dry melancholy, which had affinities 

with earth, was especially prevalent in autumn or winter--and age. Melancholy's 

characteristic symptoms were defined as 'fear or depression that is prolonged. '9 

According to Galenic thought, blood (and the humours which composed it) 
was manufactured from food, whose properties determined which of the 
humours would be produced in greatest quantity. While all four humours 
had functions that made them necessary to the body, the sanguine humour, 
warm and wet like blood itself, was considered the best and most Iife
giving of the four, while the melancholy humor, whose coldness and 
dryness had affinities with old age and death, was thought of as the worst, 
the incompletely digested portion of the blood, the sediment and the 
dregs. 10 

Phlegm and choler, the two remaining humours, attracted less attention among 

non-medical writers because they had less inherent variation and, when dominant, . 

produced what were perceived as less arresting personal temperaments. 

By the Renaissance, although the terms of the formulations had altered, their 

essence remained much the same. Andreas du Laurens (Laurentius), a French 

philosopher-physician, writes that the physical life of man "is stayed upon two 

pillers, which are the radicall heate and moisture," that is, the heat and moisture 

8 In terms of tears, 'humor' has ultimately been reduced to signifying the fluids shielding the 
eye. This diminution had become one of the more established meanings by Samuel Johnson's time, 
and is so noted in the Dictionary. 

9 Hippocrates IV, in Lyons, 185. 

10 Lyons 1-2. 



with which the body is endowed at birth. This energy, this radical--or natural--

heat, 

is the principall instrument of the soule, for it is it that concocteth and 
distributeth our nourishment, which procureth generation . . . which 
fashioneth all our parts, which maketh us to live. . . . This heate being a 
naturall bodie hath neede of nourishment, the humour which is called the 
radicall moisture, is the nourishment thereof, as the oyle which is put into 
the lampes, doth maintayne and feede the flame; this humour once failing, 
it must needes fall out, that the natural heate shuld perish, but this humor 
cannot last for ever, seeing the natural heate is daily threatning & 
consuming the same. 11 
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Illness and age were the primary causes of the flame's eventual dying. The blood 

grew thinner and cooler; more bile was yielded. Melancholy (black bile), the 

product of the spleen, was associated with the drying and cooling of age. The 

terms of this vital transaction were so clear that John Donne could write in a letter 

to Sir Henry Godyer: 

Every distemper of [my] body now is complicated with the spleen, and 
when we were young men we scarce ever heard of the spleen. In our 
declinations now every accident is accompanied with heavy clouds of 
melancholy, and in our youth we never admitted any. It is the spleen of 
the mind, and we are affected with vapours from thence; yet, truly, even 
this sadness that overtakes us, and this yielding to the sadness, is not so 

11 Andreas Laurent, Discourse of the Preservation of the Sight: of Melanchholike Diseases; of 
Rheumes and of Old Age, Trans. Richard Surphlet, (1599), The Shakespeare Association Facsimiles 
No. 15, London: Oxford UP, 1938, 170. 

In A Treatise of Melancholy . .. (London: Thomas Vantrollier, 1586), Timothy Bright, a British 
physician, agrees that the soul, though itself "singular," operates in a plurality of ways through the 
passions and perturbations of the body manifested in humoural disturbance. None of these can impair 
or decay the mind/soul, however much they may appear to (38-39). 



vehement a poison (though it be no physic neither) as those false ways in 
which we sought our comforts in our looser days. 12 
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The natural ageing process is attended by drying and chilling; accompanying these 

physiological alterations are changes of mood and temper; neither of these is a 

manifestationo of the disease melancholy, but rather both are normal effects of 

time cooling the radical heat. 

Since all of these significant humours were fluids, physicians were always 

concerned with the body's other fluids (such as tears, urine, or saliva) as well, and 

especially with their balance in situ. 

What made humoural theory especially attractive to poets and artists, however, 

was not its application to medicine and disease, but its psychological aspect, what 

Galen had styled "'temperaments,' physiological personality types governed by the 

dominance of one or another of the humours. "13 In particular, the melancholic 

temperament, because of its incredible variety of symptoms, ranging from genius 

to madness, fascinated those who wanted to thrill to a muse's call. Melancholy 

12 Dated "October the 4th 1622, almost at midnight." In Edmund Gosse Life and Letters of John 
Donne. 2 vols. NY: Dodd, Mead, 1899. 2.169. Although he mourns it, the melancholy to which 
Donne refers in this selection is that which naturally attends the ageing process, when the spleen's 
activities become more prominent, and the body dries and chills, bringing sadness and torpor to the 
most active minds. 

Along the lines of poets' and preachers' understandings of melancholy, this excerpt from one of 
Donne's sermons seems apposite. Speaking of heaven, he has argued that: 

To exlude others from that Kingdome, is a tyrannie, an usurpation; and to exclude thy selfe, is a 
sinfull, and a rebellious melancholy. But as melancholy in the body is the hardest humour to be 
purged, so is the melancholy in the soule, the distrust of thy salvation too. . . in this inordinate 
dejection thou exaltest thy self above God, and makest thy worst better then his best, thy sins 
larger then his mercy. (Sermons 3. 302-3) 

Much of melancholy depends entirely upon context; the speaker and audience clearly participated in 
one framework so that the use of 'melancholy' to name at one moment the (perfectly healthy) 
temperament and the next to label the disease caused no confusion. 

13 Lyons 3. 
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had two faces, was--both medically and artistically--schizophrenic, and this janus

nature colors many poets' expressed understanding of their own--and others'-

personalities. Empirical explanations, such as those which make their initial 

medical appearance in the work of such as Wharton and Steno in the 1650's and 

60's, made much less of an impression on poets in general, and certainly not 

during the seventeenth century. Dissection separates the physiological mechanism 

from the psychological motivation; it is the latter that makes the better metaphors. 

I shall consider melancholy later, but it is important first to clarify the physical 

understanding that was prevalent during the period. 

Tears: Their Workings. Medically speaking, tears and weeping are not entirely 

synonymous during the Renaissance, although they inevitably overlap. Tears were 

one natural product of the elimination of humoural fluid; but weeping was 

understood as an emotional (and therefore suspect) process. The humourist 

physiologists accepted tears as a normal waste product, discharged by the brain 

when it was compressed. According to Timothy Bright, a "Doctor of Physicke," 

writing in 1586, 

The matter [of tears] is the excrementitious humiditie of the brayne, not 
contained in the vaynes: for else would teares not be cIeare, nor of a 
waterish colour: but resembling the colour of vrine, receiue a tincture 
from the thinnest parte of the blood, and so appeare yellow. "14 

Bright argues that tears do not flow immediately from the veins--that is, they are 

not strained out directly from the blood's nourishment--but they pass through the 

brain or heart and take part in the motions of those organs. 

14 In other ways, tears are "not much vnlike" urine (139). Bright 144; see also Laurentius 36. 
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Tears "are salt of tast, through that heate of the eye, which turneth easily that 

excrement into saltness ... For the eye of anyone being touched with the tong, 

giueth a manifest release of saltnesse: which riseth of that moyst excrement, altered 

into such by the eyes heate. "15 

Laurent Joubert, a French "Philosopher and Physitian," writing in 1579, 

explains tears thus: 

Man alone among all the animals, because he has a large brain, not only 
in proportion to his body, but also with respect to his weight, (for a man 
has a brain twice the size of an ox's), abounds considerably in said 
excrements [specifically tears], which he releases from his eyes, nostrils, 
mouth and ears. This is not because his brain is cold, as it is said, but 
because it has need of large quantities of blood in order to engender a 
great amount of humours, which are necessary for its principal functions. 
And since in all this blood there is scarcely any material proper to this, or 
to be the food for the brain, there is much left over, which is called 
excrement. And so one must not be surprised if, when the brain is 
compressed, it ejects great quantities of tears. 16 

The digestion of blood (the sanguine humour) produces tears as a by-product, 

which, since it serves no function in the body, must be eliminated. Similarly, 

Bright asserts that 

IS Page 147. Is it possible he experimented himself? Joubert asserts (1.21) that the eye is cold: 
this sort of basic non-agreement makes the period's science so rich--and so resistant to any 
systematization. 

16 "L'homme antre tous animaus, d'autant qu'il ha tres-grand cerveau, non seulemant an 
proporcion de la grandeur de son cors, ains aussi a h5stimacion du pois (car un homme ha plus de 
cerveau, que deus beufs) abonde fort esdits excremans, qu'il verset par les yeus, narrilhes, bouche & 
orelhes. Ce n'et pas que son cerveau soit froid, comme l'on dit, ains de ce qu'il ha besoin de grand' 
quantite de sang, pour angeandrer beaucoup d'espris, qui sont necessaires a ses accions pricipales. Et 
d'autant qu'an beaucoup de sang, il n'y ha quieres de matiere propre a cela, nomplus qu'a la 
nourriture du cerveau, ii y an reste beaucoup de superflu, que I'on appelle excremant. Dont il ne faut 
s'ebahir, lois qu'il se comprime, s'il verse grand' quantite de larmes. II Traite du Ris, contenant son 
essance, ses causes, et mervelheus ejfais, curieusemant recerches, raisones, et observes. (Paris, 
1579), m.2. [Translated as Treatise on Laughter by David de Rocher, (University AL: V Alabama P, 
1980) 98.] 



teares rise of the brains thinnest & most liquide excrement; whereof (being 
the moystest part of the whole bodie, and twise so much in quantitie as the 
braine of an oxe) it hath great plenty, euen more than anie other part, both 
in respect of his temper, and largeness. 17 

Both Joubert and Bright recognize as "tears" those non-viscous fluids that emerge 

from eyes, nose, and palate. I8 Bright describes the "passages ordayned for 
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vaines, arteries, and sinues" through which this fluid passes, indicating that, even 

without experimental results, some sort of glandular system could be deduced from 

external appearances. 

Although tears arise from the brain, not all brains are equally lachrimate. 

Moist, tender types of bodies and young bodies are most prone to shedding tears 

since they have the most fluid readily available. Bright explains that 

[those who weep most easily] are almost altogether of a moist, rare, and 
tender body, especially of brayne and heart, which both being of that 
temper, carie the rest of the parts into like disposition: this is the cause 
why children are more apt to weepe, then those that are of greater yeares, 
and women more then men, the one hauing by youth the body moist, rare 

17 Page 145. Bright is writing to explain and offer cures for the disease of melancholy, which he 
is careful to distinguish from the proper pangs of an overburdened conscience. He spends more space 
upon the mechanical aspects of physiological processes than any of the other writers I have 
encountered, making his Treatise very useful. In this instance, he addresses indirectly a 
contemporary debate; other physicians seem to have asserted that the essential substance of tears came 
from the heart. It is also clear from these passages the debt Bright owes--and acknowledges, on page 
152--to Joubert's Traite du Ris. 

18 In view of our modern confidence in scientific progress, it seems fair to report one of the 
(in)conclusions drawn by William Frey about the process of lacrimal composition. He has discovered 
that, among other things, tears contain the element manganese; it is concentrated and secreted by the 
lacrimal gland. 

Since manganese is an element, this rules out the possibility that it is synthesized in the 
lacrimal gland. Instead, the lacrimal gland must remove and concentrate manganese from 
the blood or some other source. The unusual ability of this small gland was quite 
surprising. Even though the mechanism by which manganese is concentrated in tears is 
unknown, our analyses clearly show that the lacrimal gland ... has the ability to remove 
substances from the body in spite of its lack of kidney structure. (58) 



& soft, and the other by sex. Whereby teares both easily flow, and are 
supplied with plentifull matter, if with rareness of body and humidity, the 
braine aboue the rest exceede that way: and the eyes be great, & vaynes & 
passages there about large: then wanteth ther nothing to the fountain of 
tears, euen vpon smal occasion: contrarily they which haue their bodies 
drier by nature, and more compact, and the passages and poores close, as 
men in comparison with women and children: such hardly yeeld forth that 
signe of sorrow though the occasion may require it. 19 

Joubert concurs: "It is true that weeping is easier for those who by their 

constitution and nature, or by reason of their age, sex, or culture, are weaker and 

moister [plus mous & humides], which is why we see phlegmatic people tear 

promptly, along with children, elderly people, and women."20 In granting easy 

tears to the elderly, Joubert ignores a fundamental aspect of the aged nature--that 

of increased bodily desiccation. That sort of paradoxical ambiguity is common to 

this period's medical writings. 
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Thomas Hobbes, writing in 1658, offers an even more striking characterization 

of women's and children's tears: 

Weeping ... ariseth whenever someone believes that he hath suddenly 
been deprived of some vehement hope. . . Those that weep the greatest 
amount and more frequently are those, such as women and children, who 
have the least hope in themselves and the most in friends. 21 

19 Bright 143-4. 

20 "Vray et que Ie pleurer et plus aise, a ceus qui de leur complexion & nature, on a raison de 
l'age, du sexe, & de la region, sont plus mous & humides dont nous voyons promptemant larmoyer 
les phlegmatiques, les anfaus, les vielhars, & les fames." Joubert III.2. 

Phlegm is the cold and moist humor, associated with water, kidneys, the brain, and its 
temperament is slow, torpid, and dull. Burton, above; also Babb 6. 

21 Chapter 12 of Man and Citizen [de Romine]. Trans. T. S. K. Scott-Craig andBernard Gert. 
NY: Anchor/Doubleday, 1972,59. 
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This sort of amalgamation of physical with moral characteristics seen in all three 

writers is not only typical, but extremely important to bear in mind; the separations 

we almost unavoidably draw between spheres of physiological and psychological 

influence simply do not apply until later than the Renaissance. 

From these quotations it can be seen that what characterizes the humoural 

thesis is as much the perceived inseparability of cause from process as a different 

grasp of the mechanics of process itself and "alien" criteria of proof from those to 

which we are accustomed. 

The body is moist, the material waste, and the function purgative. The 

process of lacrimation is complicated (and varies with the interpreter). Normally, 

tears were understood as being eliminated by compression of the brain through 

open channels of the body provided for the purpose, as for other wastes. 

The most ordinarie passage of [this] thinne humour is by the pallate and 
nose: the pall ate receaueth it directly, the nose from the eyes; iest they 
should be molested by continuall fluxe: into the eyes it floweth by the 
passage of the second couple of nerues, which serue to moue the eye, not 
entering the substance of them, but passing on all sides floweth to the 
eyes, and from thence is receaued of the fleshly carnell in the inner corner 
of the eye, and so pas seth into the nose, and voydeth out, to purge the 
head thereby. 22 

This, the usual process of lacrimation, occurs naturally, in the absence of any 

passion or emotion. When, however, grief, sorrow, melancholy--or even laughter

-strikes, the process intensifies into real weeping. Joubert, writing about the 

phenomenon of laughter, sometimes separates "tearing" from "weeping" because 

22 Bright 145. As we shall see, some seventeenth-century physiologists, like Nicolaus Steno, 
who share the same basic understanding of the passages of tears out of the body support their 
conclusions differently: where Bright is basing his observations on the external appearance--runny 
noses and watery eyes-Steno has dissected the head to discover the exact channels. 



some animals shed tears, but only man can weep (as only man can laugh): only 

man has the capacity for discernment and emotion. 

To man alone, then, is weeping proper [convient]; it cannot be accorded 
to animals because they scarcely understand or conceive the things that 
lead to weeping. And if they sometimes understand, there is not in their 
brain (which is small and dry) the wherewithal for tears. Some animals, 
when they are very sad, howl, as do dogs .... One says also of the 
crocodile that he imitates so well the voice of a man weeping that he 
attracts people to himself and eats them. Whence came the proverb 
crocodile tears to designate a feigned look of sadness. But no animal 
truly weeps, although some shed tears, as is reported. 23 

Further, although Joubert recognizes tears per se as being of the same substance 

whether shed in sorrow or in laughter, 24 he contrasts weeping with laughter to 

elucidate the difference between simple lacrimation and full-blown weeping: 

I understand weeping not as the sole and simple effusion of tears, which 
can come about in laughter. . . or in injury to the eye, but rather this 
whole change one sees in those who are afflicted with sorrow while they 
weep. It is necessary to note here in passing that which Isaac points out 
to us: that weeping surely expresses a movement contrary to laughter 
inasmuch as it springs from a dissimilar emotion of the heart, but that it is 

23 "Donque au seul homme convient Ie pleur: Ie quel n'ha pu etre donne aus baites, a cause 
qu'elles a peine comprenat on consuivet les choses qu'induiset a pleurer. Et si quelquefois les 
apprehandet, it n'y ha pas &, leur cerveau (qui et petit, & sec) matiere de larmes. Quelques baites 
etant fort tristes, ont hurlemant, comme out les chiens .... On dit aussi du Crocodile qu'i1 feind si 
bien la vois d'un homme pleurant, qu'il invite a soy les personnes, & devore les invites. Dont et 
venu an proverbe de dire, larmes de crocodile, pour trahison converte d'une pitenge mine. Mais 
nulle baite vray emant pleure non obstant que quelquesunes jettet des larmes comme I'on dit. ... " 
Joubert 111.2; in de Rocher 98. 

How exactly Joubert manages to avoid ascribing some level of understanding to the duplicitous 
crocodile is curious. Also, see Ferrand's assimilation of animal tears into an overall scheme of 
things, below. 

24 Cf. p.56. 
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not an active contrary (as one says in metaphysics) as heat is the contrary 
of cold. 2s 
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It is striking that Joubert's insight into the essential difference between lacrimation 

and weeping should so closely parallel the findings of a twentieth-century 

biochemist, William Frey, who has concluded that there is a chemical difference 

between the tears shed due to injury and those shed for some emotional reason. 26 

In order to separate the causes of melancholy from its associated "accidents," 

Bright describes the observable phenomena of weeping within the context of 

melancholy and sorrow in detail: 

Of all the actions of melancholie, or rather of heauinesse and sadnesse, 
none is so manifolde and diuerse in partes, as that of weeping. First of all 
it putteth finger in the eye, and sheadeth teares: then it baseth the 
countenance into the bosome: thirdlie it draweth the cheekes with a kinde 
of conuulsion on both sides, and turneth the countenance into a 
resemblaunce of girninge, and letteth the browes fall vppon the eye liddes; 
it bleareth the eyes, and maketh the cheekes redde: it causeth the heade to 
ake, the nose io runne, & mouth to slauer, the Jippes to tremble: 

2S Page 97. "rantans Ie pleur, non la seule & simple effusion de larmes, la quelle peut aussi 
bien avenir par Ie Ris (comme nous avons dit au premier livre) ou par Ie mal des yeus: aussi tout ce 
changemant qu'on viot, an ceus qui sont affliges de tristesse, durant qu'ils pleuret. II faut icy noter an 
passant, ce de quoy Isaac* nous avertit: que Ie pleur exprime bien un mouvemant contraire au Ris, 
comme il nait d'une dissamblable passion du coeur: mais qu'il n'et pas contraire actif (ainsi qu'on 
parle an Physique) comrne Ie chaud et contraire au froid" (III.2). *Isaac ben Todros (aka Isaac 
Tauroci) 14th-century French physician; work on facial convulsion (Avit ha-Panim). Vide E. 
Wickerheimer, Dictionnaire biographique des medecins en France au moyen age (Paris 1936). nb: 
"Isaac" = "laughter". 

26 "[T]he ability to shed emotional tears--psychogenic lacrimation--seems to be one of the few 
physiological processes which separates humans from other animals." Crying the Mystery Of Tears. 
Winston NC: Harper & Row, 1985, 4. 

"The protein content of emotional tears was 21 % higher [in emotional tears than in irritant tears]. 
The probability of this difference being just due to chance is less than one in one thousand ... We 
have yet to learn how and why tears evoked by movies contain a higher protein concentration than 
those brought forth by onion vapors, but we do know that something truly unique happens when we 
shed emotional tears" (45). 



interrupteth the speeche and shaketh the whole chest with sighes, and 
sobbes: and such are the companions of this sorowful gesture of 
weeping. 27 
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Before any of these can occur, both the brain and heart must be involved. For any 

reaction (affection) to develop, there must be a cause and that cause must be 

apprehended. "All obiects, or cause of perturbation riseth more or lesse grieuous, 

or acceptable, as it is taken: and although the cause be greate, if it be not 

apprehended, it moueth no perturbation at all." There must be a sympathy--or 

balance--between heart and brain, for if one reacts more strongly than the other, 

there will be no affection. 28 

In order for weeping to occur, the heart must be moved. Fear and sorrow 

contract the heart, whose vapors rise to the brain, which also contracts, producing 

tears which flow through to the eyes where they are shed.29 

27 Pages 135-6. 

28 As if the brayne be quicker of conceit, and of more exact discretion then the heart is ready to 
yeeld his passion, by reason of a more compact & firme temper, then is it not aunswerable to the 
apprehended hurte or daunger. If it be more dull, then by reason the apprehension entreth not duly 
into the consideration of the present state, or imminent perill, the affection aunswereth not the 
cause.If the hart be more tender, then the braine ready: there is feare and heauinesse oft times, either 
without cause, or more vehement then cause requireth: and thus it fareth in the rest of the 
perturbations, these three alwayes concurring in the affection: the outwarde mouer or cause, the 
apprehension of the braine, and the motion of the hart: according to the varietie & diuerse disposition 
of which three, the perturbations become distinct in kinde, and diuerse in degree. (Bright 136-7; 
italics mine) 

Bright's description explains aspects of melancholy weeping, and the ways in which it differs in 
its proportions from other emotive weeping. 

29 Bright 145, 161-2. Joy dilates the heart, but vapors can still be forced to the brain through 
this excited motion, causing tears. This is especially likely to occur when the joy reverses an earlier 
sorrow or fear, or when a strong sense of compassion is present. Bright is careful to describe tears 
of joy as arising from "mixed" causes, because, for him, the effervescence of happiness is grounded 
ever on the somberness of sorrow (138, 149). 



To understand why, in expressions of fear or grief, tears are voided through 

the eyes, and not by way of the nose or palate, as normally, says Bright, 

you must call to remembrance the kinde of passion, wherewith nature is 
charged in matter of griefe or feare; which is an enforcement of flight into 
her own center, not hauing whither else to flee: whereby she gathereth in 
one her spirits and bloud, & calleth them in, partly withdrawing them 
from that fearefull obiect, & partly by vniting of forces, inableth her selfe 
to make greater resistance against that which annoyeth. These spirites are 
such as passe from the principall partes, of the heart, braine, and Iiuer, 
and giue life, nourishment, sense and motion to the rest of the members of 
our bodies. So then the braine being thus replenished with his flowing 
spirites, is fuller then it was before, and of necessitie warmer, heat 
alwayes accompanying spirit: with the spirite, refloweth also the bloud, 
and humours: and that all may become safe, nature maketh such 
contraction of the substaunce of the braine, and partes thereabout, that as 
one desirous to hold fast with his hand that which is apt to flowe forth, 
loseth by his hard handlinge and compression, which otherwise he might 
retaine, so it expresseth that which by thinnesse is readie to voide, and 
forcing with spirit, & pressing with contracted substance, signifieth by 
shower of teares, what storme tosseth the afflicted hart, and ouercasteth 
the cheerfull countenaunce. 30 
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In short, when something disturbing happens to a person, the natural reaction is for 

the blood, humours, and spirits in the body to flee inwards, having been 

summoned by herut and brain. The brain, a large and moist organ, already has a 

supply of humourous material and excrement; the sudden infusion of so much more 

causes an immediate need for something to be voided: tears, being the thinnest and 

most ready for evacuation, flow. Further speed is given to the tears because the 

brain, aware of the disturbing passion that gave rise to the influx of spirits, etc. in 

the first place, reacts by contracting, which forces still more matter out toward the 

eyes. The process is the same, whatever the cause of the disturbance, be it grief 

30 Pages 146-7. 
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or joy, genuine or not (melancholic). The causes themselves are another matter: 

much was written upon the most popular occasion of "unreal" lachrymose 

behavior--melancholy--but it remains resistant to clear, focused contextualization. 

The middle and later seventeenth century brought new approaches to the study 

of physiology. Conclusions reached by means of direct experimentation began, 

judiciously, to supplant traditional deductive explanations. As this experimentation 

applies to lacrimation, the work of Nicolaus Steno is a good example. He 

describes the system of glands in the head and eyes, and then characterizes the 

fluid that flows through them: 

The fluid flowing from these glands and their vessels, observable between 
the eyelids and the eyeball, flows down through punctum lacrimalis into 
the nose; at times it flows more sparingly and is then noticed by but few; 
at others it flows more profusely and then appears in the form of tears; 
how many things have been written about its origin by various authors 
will not be unknown to anybody, so that this again may be evidence, and 
not of the poorest, of how little can be achieved even by the keenest brain 
if it is not founded upon sufficient research. For what has not been 
imagined about this by many? There are those who have differentiated 
between tear substance and the more sparsely flowing substance and 
ascribed a different origin to each. 31 

Steno is especially concerned to establish the distinction between research-based 

conclusions and those who rely solely on imaginative guesses. Those who are 

31 Ex hisce glandulis, earumque vasis, qui palpebras inter oculi que globum observatur, humor 
procedens, per lacrymalia puncta in nares defluit: qui modo parcius accedens a paucis observatur, 
modo impetuosius profluens lacrymarum nomine venit: de cujus origine quam varia a diversis fuerint 
tradita, nemini ignotum; ut vel hoc argumentum ex illis unum esse possit non postremum, qure quam 
parum ingenii, etiam subtilissimi, vis valeat, nisi sufficientia habuerit experimenta, demonstrant. 
Quid enim non a variis hac in parte excogitatum? fuere, qui lacrymarum materiam a parcius allabente 
humore distinguentes diversam utrique originem assignarunt ... (90). Anatomical Observations . .. 
1662. (8-9). 



dependent on deduction, cannot agree about the origin of tears, for they lack 

criteria, as well as an accountable method for reaching consensus: 

But those who say tears are from the brain do not agree among themselves 
either; some, satisfied with the brain alone, disagree about the channels. . 
. whereas others, in addition to the brain reckon with other parts [of the 
head]. . . . Nor do they agree mutually who, excluding the brain, consider 
they should advance other opinions, for some derive them [tears] from the 
nutrition of the eye, others from excretions of the crystal fluid and the 
vitreous humor .... But even if among these are various very sharp
sighted views which seem to bear a semblance of great probability, 
experience shows quite other channels which are more in conformity with 
the usual methods of nature. . .32 

Having cleary demonstrated the problem, he continues by describing the work of 

some of his contemporaries, who are beginning to use induction, rather than only 

deduction, as the basis for their conclusions. Foremost among them is Thomas 

Wharton, a British scientist. His work on the glands, Adenographia: sive, 

gZanduZaru:n totius corporis descriptio, was published in 1656. It is that from 

which Steno quotes: 

The famous Wharton says in Adenogr. c.26: 'It cannot be denied that they 
[glands] produce some fluids though not in the quantity in which the tears 
flow,' even if shortly before he had said: "But in what manner the said 
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32 Pages 9-10. Nec, qui e cerebro lacrymas derivant, inter se consentiunt: alii solo cerebro 
contenti de viis dissentiunt. . . quidam vero, prreter cerebrum, alias in auxilium vocarunt partes 
[capitis] ... Qui cerebro excluso alia putarunt afferenda, nec hi inter se consentiunt, quidam enim ab 
oculorum nutrimento, alii a crystalline humoruis, vitreisque excrementis deducunt. . . . Sed Iicet ex 
illis variae opiniones satis ingeniosae magna probabilitate nisi videantur, experientia tamen longe alias 
demonstrat ordinario naturae modo magis convenientes (90-1). 



glands excrete these fluids, or through what vessels they receive them, has 
not hitherto been demonstrated. '33 
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Steno's most important contributions in the context of this study are his inclusion 

of animals, by definition, among the weepers, and his unequivocal limitation of the 

function of tears to humidifying the eye: 

[Since they also have these glands and vessels described as the course 
through which tears flow] tears must also be credited to animals, which to 
many seems unreasonable ... [nonetheless] a rather copious quantity of 
fluid that looks like tears may flow from the corners of their eyes too. . . 
a fluid which no less warrants the name of tears than that which flows 
from human eyes without emotion but caused simply by the volume of the 
substance or by reason of irritation or injury to the organ. 

I therefore consider that tears are nothing else than the fluid intended for 
keeping the eye moist when it flows to the eye in fairly large quantity. (Italics 
mine)34 

33 Pages 10-11. Clariss. enim Whanon. Adenogr.c.26. ait: non negandum easdem humiditates 
aliquas, quanquam non ea co pia, qua lachrymae stillant, suppeditare, licet idem brevi ante dixerit: 
Verum quo modo glandulae illae humiditates has exspuant, vel per quae vasa easdem excipiant, nemo 
adhuc demonstravit (91-2). 

Wharton's Adenographia is just that, a description of the glands of the entire body, and so is less 
detailed than Steno's work, which is limited to the eye. He is more conservative than Steno, in 
conclusion and method. Wharton describes several uses for tears within the glandular system; one is 
the conclusion Steno reaches, that they are primarily present to moisten the eye. Another is that they 
purge excess moisture from the brain" ... usus est, aqueas cerebri superufluitates expurgare" 
(Chapter 26, 179-80). Also, he still operates with humours: the major difference between sweat, 
urine, and tears, he asserts, is in the differences among the humours the same basic fluid contains. 
Tears are the wateriest humour (humore seroso), predominant in salt distilled from the nerves. 

Cum vero materia lachrymarum cognationem quandem habeat, tum cum sudoribus, tum cum 
urina; quaerat hie aliquis, qua ratione humores illi inter se differant. Existimo lachrymas 
maxime constare ex humore seroso & salina subacido e nervis stillante, & propterea facile 
coagulari in gummosam substantiam (183-4). 

34 Pages 11-12. Quod vero bruta attinet, cum & iIlis hae glandulae, & haec adsint vasa, poterit 
& in illis ... copiosior ex anguJis oculorum emanans humor lacrymarum speciem praebere, qui non 
minus lacrymarum nomen meretur, quam qui ex oculis hominum sine ullo animi motu ob solam 
materiae copiam, aut irritationem, organive vitium promanat. Existimo itaque lacrymas nihil esse, nisi 
humorem, qui oculo irrigando destinatus est, majori copia aftluentem (92-3). 
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This is a major step away from the interconnectedness that humours theory 

embraced. Limiting tears' function is notable because it signals that the distance 

between emotion and physiological phenomena is growing; reflected in language, 

the strong connections between physiological and 'psychological' explanations that 

kept poetic rhetoric grounded are being undermined. Including animals achieves 

the same purpose from a different angle; it expands and solidifies his overturning 

of the traditional. It is not Steno's purpose to "set up suppositions instead of 

facts. n3S He derives tears directly from the blood, not the brain, and bases his 

conclusions upon up-to-date research (he spent a great deal of time in dissecting the 

heads of calves and sheep). Only where his research offers no better solution, 

does he employ humoural terminology, and there is no doubt that he seeks to break 

down the palisades of traditionally received, unquestioned-unquestionable 

interpretations. Steno relies much more on observed facts than his predecessors, 

and, although he actually quotes authorities far more copiously than either Bright 

or Joubert, most of the men he names are near-contemporaries, not ancient 

venerables. 

The Psychology of Tears 

Even when we are familiar with the accepted physical mechanisms by which 

tears were perceived as flowing, we are not necessarily closer to understanding the 

attitudes commonly held about those tears. There is a strong guidepost in the 

lingering sense of tears as excremental, their flow purgative; but that is, however, 

3S The illegitimization of emotion as "fact" is a 'ghost in the machine' that haunts tears 
throughout the next three-plus centuries. 



only a single clue, and does not begin to limn in the whole picture. Naturally, 

alone, the medical community cannot provide all the needed information, but it 

does offer some good evidence of certain deeply-ingrained points for viewing. 

Timothy Bright is specific about the reasons for weeping: 

[There is] no exception to that vniuersall cause of teares procured by 
affliction, or greeuance: for else we see no man weep but in sorow: 
neither do any sorow, but vpon occasion or perswasion of calamitie, or 
hurt, either present or to come: sauing those which are melancholick 
passionate, who notwithstanding fancie vnto themselues a counterfet 
occasion therof without cavse. . . . I take it necessarie, the passion be not 
very extreame, nor of the highest degree of sorow, [nor] so light and 
gentle that the obiect be contemned. For the first: if the perturbation be 
too extreame, and as it were rauish the conceite, and astonieth the heart, 
then teares being ordinary, and naturall to a kinde of mediocritie of that 
passion, are not affoorded to an extraordinary affection ... in greate 
extremity of feare and heauiness, sorow being conuerted into an 
astonishment, the senses rauished, and benummed therewith, the teares are 
dryed vp or stayed ... and other [effects] more straunger come in place, 
as voydaunce of vrine, & ordure. 36 
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Bright comments upon one of the most important indications of the habit in which 

tears appeared for the Renaissance, the repeated sense of their being an expression 

of moderate grief. Examples abound, in medical and non-medical sources alike. 

Michel de Montaigne, in his essay "Of Sadnesse or sorrowe," gives two 

commonplace instances. First, he writes of the Egyptian king, Psamneticus, who, 

defeated by Cambises, watched his daughter led off to slavery and his son led to 

execution, but with "all his friends weeping and wailing about him (he with his 

eyes fixed on the ground could not be moved to utter one word)." But when one 

of his friends appeared among the train of captives, "he began to beat his head and 

36 138-9. He explains that, in extreme grief, the contraction normally limited to the heart 
extends to the other, farther organs, so that they excrete their contents. 
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burst forth into extreame sorrow." Montaigne goes on to recount that when 

"Cambises inquiring of Psamneticus, why he was nothing distempered at the 

misfortune of his sonne and daughter, he did so impatiently beare the disaster of 

his friend: It is, answered he, Because this last displeasure may be manifested by 

weeping, whereas the two former exceed by much, all meanes and com passe to be 

expressed by teares." Montaigne comments that 

[v]erily the violence of a griefe, being extreame, must needs astonie the 
mind, and hinder the liberty of her actions ... we shall feel our selves 
surprised, benummed, and as it were deprived of all motion, so that the 
souie bursting afterward forth into teares and complaints, seemeth more at 
ease and libertie, to loose, to cleare and dilate it selfe. 37 

This conviction that stupendous griefs cannot find immediate relief in tears is to be 

found throughout the literature of the period. There is, however, no 

recommendation that one try to find release in weeping; rather, the one who 

contains his emotions is always praised. 

We face a formidable obstacle in referring to "psychology" in discussing the 

Renaissance, for the writers themselves neither 'used the term, nor recognized the 

37 Montaigne's Essays. Trans. John Florio. 3 vols. (London: Dent, 1910). 1.2.22. Montaigne 
suspends the story of Psamneticus before the explanation given to Cambyses with a second, more 
modem anecdote of "one of our Princes ... at Trent" who heard of the deaths of both his elder and 
younger brothers unmoved, "with an unmatched countenance and exemplar constancie," only to 
abandon himself to "all manner of sorrow and griefe, that some argued, only this last mischance had 
toucht him to the quicke" when he heard that one of his men had been killed--a comparatively minor 
loss. Montaigne uses this detour to underscore the difference between being simply "otherwise full 
and over-plunged in sorrow" so that the "least surcharge brake the bounds and barres of patience" (as 
is the modern prince) and being truly overcome by a minor loss because it can be relieved by 
weeping. His list of illustrations concludes with the case of the painter who, after painting all the 
other bystanders at Iphigenia's sacrifice in various attitudes and intensities of grief, must veil the face 
of her father-no portrait could be adequate; and finally with the real and symbolic stoniness of 
Niobe, after she lost her fourteen children. Even though Niobe is traditionally an emblem of tears, 
for Montaigne she is more significantly frozen by her great sorrow. 

For further examples of grief too extreme for tears, see Bright, p.I40. 
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distinctions it substantiates. The earliest use of the word given in the Oxford 

English Dictionary is 1693, in a definition of 'anthropologia,' where, in the study 

of mankind, psychology is contrasted with anatomy, the intangible with the 

concrete. 38 The earlier conventional understanding was that interconnections 

among body-soul, or body-soul-spirit (both systems of classification were current) 

were indissoluble, so there was no need--no way--to study the one independently of 

the other. Other psych- words in use during the Renaissance39 refer primarily to 

the soul/spirit: the mind, self, ego, or whatever, appear secondarily (if at all). The 

well-defined, but often overlapping, taxonomy of body-soul and body-mind-soul 

merely complicate the picture, for where one author has a bi-partite system, the 

next recognizes three divisions. 

Symptoms of what would be for us a 'psychological' condition could, during 

the Renaissance, often be described with greater facility in physical terms; no 

necessary separation was assumed. Melancholy as a purely mental ailment does 

not seem to have been recognized in English medical writing previous to the 

38 The term 'anatomy' has been experiencing its own specialization, too, during this period; 
Burton's Anatomy of Melancholy addresses the issue "psychologically," but not by separating the 
physical from the incorporeal. 

39 An example would be the popular term 'psychopannychy'. 
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Renaissance. 40 The long title of Bright's Treatise of Melancholie, promises a 

discussion of "the cavses. . . and reasons of the strange effects it worketh in our 

minds and bodies" and offers advice for "physicke cure, and spirituall consolation 

for such as haue there to adioyned an afflicted conscience" (italics mine). The 

moral/religious dimension is never far from the surface. Much of Bright's 

meandering relates to the moral effect of whatever he is discussing. Perhaps most 

important among his goals is to suggest to the sufferer how he may distinguish 

between legitimate, authorized grief caused by loss or a bad conscience, and the 

melancholic brooding that heralds the perturbation of disease. One of the changes 

more empirical explanations for tears produce is the perception that, p~rhaps, it 

was possible to account for physical phenomena without resorting to unmeasurable 

quantities like humours. 

As with the physiology, the psychology associated with tears was weighed 

down throughout the Renaissance by the burden of venerable--and largely 

ineradicable--explanations promulgated in the names of Aristotle and Galen. Any 

new discoveries or revelations had to be fitted into the existing work rather than set 

up as challenges to it. Thus, the mechanisms of explanation become increasingly 

ponderous and unwieldy until the whole tired behemoth was junked as a "real" 

scientific explanation for phenomena (finally occurring nearly a century after the 

40 Simon Kemp demonstrates that most medical practitioners attributed mental ailments to a 
breakdown of some physiological process, but that "[i]ndeed, often 'mental' and 'physical' disorders 
were attributed to rather similar causes ... the medieval practitioner appears to have been more rather 
than less likely than a modern one to attribute mental disorder to a physiological cause" Medieval 
Psychology. (NY: Greenwood, 1990) 115. Kemp further asserts that, following Galen, most 
medieval physicians did not separate mania from melancholy, which may explain some of the 
Renaissance turmoil over exactly in what melancholy consists. Kemp also discusses the interactions 
between explanations based on humours and those based on demonic possession. Ibid. ppI15-19, 148 
f. 
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terminal date of this project), becoming the field "merely" for poetic language and 

shop-worn metaphors. In the process of mechanistic explanations replacing 

metaphoric ones, the invisible, immeasurable soul/spirirt was increasingly ignored. 

All phenomena were described more and more in purely physiological terms, with 

a physiology that was based entirely in material observations. The single most 

difficult distinction for modern readers to make (because it is so tenuous and hazy 

in the literature) may be that between an admirable melancholy, manifesting itself 

as (governable) genius and a feature of temperament, and a lamentable melancholy, 

exhibited in diseased extremes--of depression, madness, or other anti-social 

behavior of some sort. Some authors perceive the distinction as one of kind, and 

others as one of degree. Timothy Bright argues that it is a disease, and as such, 

unmistakable; for Robert Burton, however, who sees himself as melancholic but 

regulates his tendency by writing about it, the condition is ambivalent. 

Melancholy. Most of these medically-grounded viewing points are to be found in 

the context of discussions on the interrelated temperament and disease of 

melancholy--the primary (and only consistent) work for discussions of the 

psychological aspects of weeping. Thomas Elyot's Castel of Helth (1541) contains 

what seem to be the earliest discussions of the juxtaposition of the psychology of 

the temperamental condition with the physiology of the humour. He writes of 

melancholy, which he names heaviness (as do other writers): 

There is nothynge more ennemye to Iyfe than sorowe, callyd also 
heuynes, for it exhausteth bothe naturall heate and moysture of the bodye, 
and dothe extenuate or make the body leane, dulleth the wytte, and 
darkeneth the spirites, letteth the vse and iudgement of reason, and 
oppresseth memorye. And Salomon {6.17.} sayth, that sorowe drieth vp 
the bones. And also, lyke as the mothe in the garment, and the wourme 



in the tree, so dothe heuynesse annoye the harte of a manne. Also in the 
boke callyd Ecclesiasticus, {25.28} Sorowe hath kylled many, and in it 
selfe is found no commoditie. 

Also by heuynesse deth is hastened, it hydeth vertue of strengthe, and 
heuynesse of harte boweth downe the necke. This is so puissant an 
ennemye to nature and bodily helth, that to resiste the malyce and violence 
therof, are required remedies, as well of the holsome counsayles founde in 
holy scripture, and in the bokes of morall doctrine, as also of certayne 
herbes, fruites, and spyces, hauynge the propretie to expelle melancolyke 
humours, and to comfort and kepe lyuely the spirites whyche haue their 
proper habytation in the harte of man, and moderate nourishynge of the 
naturall heate and humour callyd radicall, which is the base or 
foundation. whervpon the lyfe of man standeth, and that fayling, lyfe 
falleth in ruine & the body is dissolued. (Italics mine)41 
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The nature of melancholy is even more closely linked with the humours than is the 

origin of tears. Not only does 'melancholy' name a temperament, it identifies a 

most complex range of temperamental and mental-illness enigmas for the medical 

profession. This range is due to a fundamental--and again venerable--dichotomy in 

the original understanding of melancholy, transmitted through millennia to the 

Renaissance, which encompassed a paradoxically dual attitude described by Babb: 

According to Galenic tradition, melancholy is a most ignominious & 
miserable condition of mind; according to the Aristotelian tradition, it is a 
most admirable & enviable condition of mind. Scholars in general denied 
the truth of neither; for behind the one was the authority of Galen & 
behind the other ... Aristotle. These two conceptions are hopelessly 
intertangled in Renaissance thought & literature. Sometimes they seem at 
least partially reconciled through the nice distinctions of the 
psychologists; sometimes they seem very much at war with each other. 

41 Folio 64r-v. Laurentius explicitly repeats the idea of this "radicall [humour] which is the 
base or foundation" of human life; it apparently had a particular medical signific.mce through the 
sixteenth century. 



There would have been no such duality, it may be noted, if there had 
been no Aristotelian problem, for this problem was the source of the idea 
that melancholy men are extraordinarily endowed. . . Virtually the whole 
weight of classical and medieval medical opinion was against the idea. No 
less overpowering an authority than Aristotle's could have given it 
currency. . . In the medical literature of the Renaissance, the Galenic 
conception of melancholy is dominant. Certainly [the Aristotelian 
concept] is the most significant to the student of Iiterature.42 
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Babb's final point is certainly debatable. Even when they glory in an identification 

as melancholic because it grants them the trappings of genius, the writers who are 

self-catalogued melancholics are not wholly at ease with the appellation on account 

of its ambivalence and the ever-hovering specter of "perturbation" and disease. 

Nor can we assume that Aristotle's positive connotation for melancholy was 

unilaterally dominant during the English Renaissance.43 The evidence of the 

poetry--indeed, of the sermons, too--points to a more unsettled, equivocal state of 

affairs. 

In melancholic disorders, tears are common. Timothy Bright explains the 

psycho-physiologic mechanism in this way: 

[M]elancholy causeth feare and sorowe of hart, by false imagination, 
raised through fearefull vapours rising to the braine, and passing by the 
hart, euen before the imagination be moued, causeth a contraction thereof: 
which is the action of feare: this feare breedeth sorowe; the sorow and 
feare accompanying ech other, make such contraction as before hath bene 
sayde to be cause of teares; the matter being partly supplied by the 
ordinary excrements of the braine, and partly through those vapours which 

42 Pages 66-7. 

43 Actually, the origin of the Aristotelian link between melancholy and genius belongs to the 
pseudo-Aristotelian Problemata Physica. The attitude expounded there was refurbished and 
promulgated by Ficino and the eircle of neo-Platoni;;ts. See Marsilio Fieino, Marsilio Fieino's 
Commentary on Plato's Symposium, (Columbia MO: U Missouri P, 1944). Thus, although its 
venerability is unquestioned, its canonicity is not. 



arise from the hart ouercharged with concourse of humours, which are 
retracted by the spirites ... The partes about the eyes being porous and 
rare, the braine moyst, and the partie apt to weepe, vpon this melancholie 
disposition springeth that issue of teares out of melancholicke eyes.44 

Melancholy builds upon false sorrow, imagined griefs. The disease entwines 

within "legitimate" grief, being often a matter of inordinate degree. This is the 

only situation where religious writers, such as the recusant Robert Southwell, are 

allied with physicians in admonishing: 

Let sadnes, sith it is a due to the dead, testify a feeling of pity, not any 
pang of passion, and bewray rather a tender then a deiected minde. . . 
some are so obstinate in their own wil, that euen time the natural remedy 
of the most violent agonies, cannot by any delaies asswage their griefe, 
they entertain their sorow with solitarie muses, and feed their sighs and 
teares, they pine their bodies, & draw al pensiue consideration to their 
mindes, nursing their heauines with a melancholy humor, as thogh they 
had vowed them selues to sadnes, vnwilling it should end till it had ended 
them.45 
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The indications described here--morbid devotion to solitude, over-reflection on the 

cause of grief, encouragement of tears and weeping--all are well-recognized 

symptoms of the pathological melancholy.46 Burton describes them: 

44 Treatise 161-2. 

45 Robert Southwell, The Triumphs over Death, 1596, Blv. 

46 Southwell goes on to characterize this particular pattern of melancholy as the arena primarily 
of women, anticipating Robert Burton (see below): 

But this impotent softnes fitteth not sober mindes ... It is (for the most) the fault, not of all, 
but of the seeliest women, who next to the funerall of their friends, deem it a second 
widowhood, to force their teares, and make it their happines, to seeme most vnbappy, as 
though they onely had beene left aliue. . . Sorrowe once setled, is not lightly remoued 
(B2r). 



Humorous they are beyond all measure, sometimes profusely laughing. . . 
and then again weeping without a cause (which is familiar with many 
gentlewomen) groaning, sighing, pensive, sad, almost distracted.47 

Melancholy is a 'passion,' self-absorbing; whereas well-regulated sorrow 

comes from the participatory feeling of 'pity.' Passions were customarily viewed 

with suspicion. 
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Love Melancholy. '''He that can say how he doth frie / In pettie-gentle flames 

doth lie' say those Lovers that would lively represent an intolerable passion. . . 

Nor is it in the liveliest, and most ardent heat of the fit that wee are able to display 

our plaints and perswasions, the soule being then aggravated with heavie thoughts, 

and the body suppressed and languishing for love. "48 Beyond the already plural 

melancholy discussed above (which itself is far from simple) lies one most crucial 

species--love (or erotic) melancholy, with its sub-category, religious mania. A 

genre of melancholic interpretation developed to explain the condition of erotic 

melancholy--that fashionable affliction peculiar to distracted (would-be) lovers. 

Timothy Bright included a discussion on religious melancholy (Ch. 32, Of the 

affliction of conscience for sinne) but not on love. Du Laurens included love, but 

not religion. 

Robert Burton, writing a generation later--after the upsurge and regression of 

the miscellaneous love lyric craze--included an entire Pars on Love-Melancholy in 

47 1.1.3.2, p. 393. 

48 Montaigne. "Of sadnesse or sorrowe." 1.2.24. The juxtaposition of this passage on love 
melancholy with the earlier-cited examples of grief manifests the real and powerful connections the 
passions themselves ~ngendered across what are likely to appear to us as emotional distinctions. 
Feelings join separate types of occasion. 



the Anatomy, which he begins with the caution (quoting Erasmus' Encomium 

moriae) that many may find the condition 

'too light for a divine too comical a subject' to speak of love symptoms, 
too phantastical, and fit alone for a wanton poet, a feeling young lovesick 
gallant, an effeminate courtier, or some such idle person. . . .But let these 
cavillers and counterfeit Catos know, that. . .a old, grave, discreet man is 
fittest to discourse of love matters, because he hath likely more 
experience. . . besides . . . love is a species of melancholy. 49 

After an exhaustive discussion of erotic melancholy, covering causes to cures and 

jealousy, he modulates into religious melancholy: 

That there is such a distinct species of love-melancholy, no man hath ever 
yet doubted; but whether this subdivision of Religious Melancholy be 
warrantable, it may be controverted . . . all acknowledge it a most notable 
symptom, some a cause, but few a species or kind. so 
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His concern becomes especially important for our grasp of such writers as John 

Donne, Richard Crashaw, and others. whose erotic and religious sensibilities found 

outlet in the same sort of language and imagery. Religious meianchoiy, especially 

how it may be turned to spiritual profit, is a major concern in the writings of 

relatively obscure people like Elizabeth Grymeston: 

Let him that laughes come weepe with me: for that which mirth neglects, 
teares doe learne: It is the afflicted minde that is the touchstone of faults 
committed: and the gUilt which securitie ouerseeth, a troubled minde doth 
soone discouer ... Be sorie that thou canst not sorrow . .. thou art here in 
an obscure land, gouerned by the prince of darknesse, where vice is 
aduanced, vertue scorned, where pleasures are few, paines infinite: where 
want is miserable, plenty full of perill: in a vale of teares, enuironed on 

49 3.1.1.1, pp. 2-3. 

50 Anatomy. 3.2.4.1. Since Bright clearly accepts 'afflicted conscience' as a recognizable type of 
melancholy-though it is not always to be treated similarly-I am not sure just what Burton is cavilling 
at in his distinction. 



all sides with vnplacable aduersaries: where if thou subdue lust, 
couetousnesse assaults thee; if couetousenesse be vanquished, ambition 
will second hir; if ambition be surprised, anger succeeds: in a world of 
mischiefe, where enuy breaketh peace, iealousie sundreth friendship. 51 
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Such a view challenges Burton's representation of religious melancholy as a 

subspecies of love melancholy. Grymeston is poised on the division between 

Burton's position, and what others would fervently embrace as an excellent model 

of the soul being taught its true worth, true place, and urged toward its true 

destination. 

Jacques Ferrand, writing in 1610 and 1623 also anatomized the condition of 

love-melancholy, carefully separating the melancholic disease from simply being 

fruitfully in love. He contains both religious and secular love under the single 

heading, dividing his topic into divine love, whose care and cure are the province 

of metaphysicians and theologians; and two varieties of human love--honest and 

dishonest. Physicians deal with honest human love by promoting marriages, and 

wantons perpetuate dishonest love by prescribing sovereign remedies. He 

characterizes the pathological melancholic condition as "passionate" love, and 

argues that, unlike other passions, which may have various positive uses from time 

to time, passionate love, so contrary and contradictory, is of no value to anyone, 

more, it is harmful. 52 

51 Elizabeth Grymeston, "A mortified mans melancholy expressed in the person ojHeraclitus, 
who alwaies wept," Miscelanea. Meditations. Memoratiues. (London: by Melc. Bradwood for Felix 
Norton, 1604), B3r. 

52 Pages 225, 228-9. Burton offers many tried and true traditional cures for the condition, but 
Ferrand claims to have had personal success in treating love-melancholy--without inevitable resort to 
Burton's "last refuge and surest remedy, to be put in practice in the utmost place, when no other 
means will take effect. .. to let them go together, and enjoy one another" (3.5.2.5). 
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Ferrand devotes a brief chapter to "Whether tears are symptoms of love," in 

which he briefly describes (following Hippocrates' Epidemics) the entire traditional 

apparatus of weeping, giving special attention to the differences between voluntary 

and involuntary tears: 

[Involuntary tears] are produced when the retaining faculty of the brain is 
weakened and debilitated by sickness, or when there is an abundance of 
humidity surpassing the cranial capacities, or else when the expelling 
faculty of the brain is irritated by the bitter humors of the brain or by the 
vapors exhaled by the lower organs ... or finally when there is some 
specific disease of the eye. . . not forgetting smoke, dust and other 
external causes. 

As for the voluntary tears, Empedocles said long ago that when a 
person is troubled by a powerful passion of the soul, the blood is 
disturbed and turns into tears, like whey from milk. Alexander of 
Aphrodisias believes that melancholy stifles the heat, forcing the humidity 
to rise to where it finds a freer exit from the body. But I would claim 
that the material cause of tears is the same as for saliva, namely the 
abundance of serosity remaining in the brain after the third digestion. For 
this reason women and children and the elderly cry more easily, namely 
because they are more humid than the rest of mankind. 

This humidity flows from the eyes because of the compression of the brain 
during times of sadness, or because of dilation when one is happy or laughs 
heartily. 

By calling those 'voluntary tears' which are wept naturally by women, children, 

and the elderly, he subtly links his representation to other writers' pejorative 

characterization of these groups. Burton is still harsher in regard to women's 

tears, even though his final statement lays responsibility for love-melancholy's 

tears, indiscriminately, on both sexes: 

[T]ricks and counterfeit passions are more familiar with women. . . 
Nothing so common to this sex as. . . tears, which they have at command; 
for they can so weep that one would think their very hearts were dissolved 
within them, and would come out in tears; their eyes are like rocks, which 
still drop water, diariae lacrimae et sud oris in modum turgeri proptae, 
saith Aristaenetus, they wipe away their teares like sweat, weep with one 



eye, laugh with the other; or as children weep and cry, they can both 
together. 

Neve puellarum lacrimis moveare memento, 
Ut flerent oculos erudiere suos. 

Care not for women's tears, I counsel thee, 
They teach their eyes as much to weep as see. 

And as much pity is to be taken of a woman weeping as of a goose 
going barefoot. ... "A thousand years," as Castilio conceives, "will 
scarce serve to reckon up those allurements and guiles that men and 
women use to deceive one another with. S3 

Burton's observations are entirely orthodox and traditional; what is unusual is 

Timothy Bright's unequivocal assertion that: 

tears cannot be counterfetted, because they rise not of any action or 
facultie voluntarie, but naturall.54 
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He makes this astonishing pronouncement in the course of his analysis of the tears 

of joy, which are of a "mixed" origin: cold and heat alike both wither vegetation, 

so 

what maruell then, if contraries in passions bring forth like effects; as to 
weepe & laugh, both for ioy & sorow? For as it is oft seene that a man 
weepeth for ioy, so is not str3:unge to see one laugh for griefe. ss 

Joubert offers a modified version of this same perception: 

it is necessary to know that one weeps of sadness when suffering presses 
the eyes and the adjacent areas with constraint, squeezing out their 

S3 3.2.2.5, p. 126. In alloting to woman the power to control her tears, the Renaissance medicos 
create a double-bind. Tears-emotional ones--are often not controllable, so that if men assume that 
women can dominate this process (so uncomfortable to observe) they concede quite a bit of coercive 
control. 

54 Page 148. 

55 Pages 148-9. 



humidity. Joy, on the other hand, dilates and opens the pores, from 
which the humors are able to flow and fall in the form of tears. 56 
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The miscellanists never adopted this particular dichotomy; their rare outbursts of 

extravagant joy are never expressed in tears. 57 Religious melancholies, however, 

occasionally couch their joy in weeping. For Ferrand, the joy and sorrow mingle 

in love--and in love's tears: 

Because lovers are subject to all these passions, joy, laughter, and sorrow, 
it is obvious that involuntary tears do not pertain to lovers--who have dry 
eyes, without tears--but only the voluntary, as when the lover doubts or 
despairs of the favors of his lady. Hence you see why the poets represent 
lovers weeping and tearful; it is because love takes pleasure in tears: 
{italics mine} 

Love delights in someone shedding tears 
[Non nihil aspersis gautiet Amor lachyrmis 

Propertius. I.El.xii.16] 
I would not conclude, however, that tears are pathognomical, or even 
certain symptoms, particularly in women who, according to the poet: 

Weep when they wish to, at any time they please. 
[quoque volunt plorant tempore, quoque modo 

Ovid. Art of Love. III.292] 

Coming as they do, right in the middle of the English Renaissance, and 

somewhat after the Elizabethan efflorescence of miscellaneous love verses, both 

Burton and Ferrand contribute valuable insights into the medical aspect of the 

poets' dilemma. Burton is content to describe, but Ferrand claims to be able to 

56 "Touchant larmes que jettet les rieurs, il faut savoir qu'on pleure de marrisson, quand la 
douleur presse de contrainte les yeus, & les parties circunvoisines, epraignant leur humidite. Au 
contraire, la joye dilate & ouvreleurs pores, d'ou peuvet couler & choir les humeurs an maniere de 
pleur" (118-9. de Rocher 56). 

57 They might well lack the necessary condition of compassion upon which Bright insists. For 
Bright, tears of joy are most likely when a loved one loved has escaped peril, or appeared 
unexpectedly. Occasions such as Joseph's weeping over the arrival of his brothers, or David and 
Jonathan's mutual tears each for the other's kindnesses promote tears-even tears mingled with 
laughter (150). 
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successfully treat and cure love/erotic melancholy, discussing the claims of philters 

and potions, diet, surgery (including, but not limited to bleeding), and medicines. 

His final conclusion is that the ultimate cure is 

. . . the honing and perfection of wisdom,' which is the true moly that 
Mercury, the god of prudence, gave to Homer's wise Ulysses as a perfect 
antidote against the inveiglements, baits, and eI;1ticements by which the 
infamous Circe tried to subject the soul of this noble warrior to her 
lust. "58 

In that, he reflects a widely accepted understanding of melancholy in general; 

although it was a pathological condition, the most effective remedies are 

psychological/philosophical. Bright's first step in 

restoring the melancholicke braine and heart, to a better state of conceit 
and cheere, is the remouing of such causes as first disturbed iudgement, 
and affection ... with causes of contrarie operation ... Our diet consisteth 
not onely. . . in meate, and drinke: but in whatsoeuer exercises of mind 
or bodie.59 

For the pathological melancholy arising from genius' over-application, Bright 

prescribes "libertie of recreation;" for that variety stemming from conscience, 

repentance. 60 

Burton also demonstrates the convergence of medical explanation and 

metaphoric potential; he offers as symptoms of love-melancholy what are 

simultaneously symbolic descriptions: 

The green-sickness therefore often happeneth to young women, a cachexia 
or an evil habit to men, besides their ordinary sighs, complaints, and 

58 Page 366. 

59 Page 243. 

60 Repentance traditionally includes tears as part of outward evidence of contrition, but Bright 
skirts that issue gracefully; the tears of repentance might resemble too closely those of pathological 
despair. 



lamentations, which are too frequent. As drops from a still, ut occluso 
stillat ab igne liquor, doth Cupid's fire provoke tears from a true lover's 
eyes: 

The mighty Mars did oft for Venus shriek, 
Privily moistening his horrid cheek 
With womanish tears; 

Ignis distillat in undas, 
Testis erit [argus qui rigat ora liquor; 

[Fire distills into water, witness the copious stream 
that bathes his cheeks] 

with many such passions.61 

The sources of his descriptions are literary, but his use of them is medical. The 

two categories are still joined at the same root. 
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The tradition joining the literary imagination with medical metaphors granted 

to writers in general, poets in particular, a matrix in which to express their 

passionate feelings. Humours theory offered a credible, popular, and extremely 

serviceable background against which to measure and from which to illustrate their 

feelings of frustration, misery, and loss in the battles of love. The orthodoxy of 

humours was further sustained, poetically, by the Petrarchan tropes exploiting 

tears. The very availability of humoural interpretations promoted the extravagant 

use of tears in courtly love poetry, even though that exploitation largely went 

against the grain of the sermon tradition, and was the subject of repeated cautions 

within the medical literature itself. The poets, having found a functional model 

upon which to anchor their feelings, extended tears beyond any reasonable use. 

That, indeed, is the point: tears need not be reasonable. Their emotional origin 

61 3.2.3, pp. 133-4. 



releases them from the constraints of reason, and makes them targets of suspicion 

by those who trust reason above everything else. 

61 



2. "OUT OF MY PEN NO INKE BUT TEARES:" 

POETIC MISCELLANIES 

"Teares a delightfull thing. "1 The Play of Tears in Miscellaneous Lyrics 

"The more personal, local, peculiar, of its own time a poem is, the nearer 

it stands to the centre of poetry"Z 

Introduction 
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There are certainly few poetic phenomena more local, more peculiar to one 

single time than the poetic miscellanies of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 

centuries. Most lyrics in these anthologies are of two varieties, those that have 

long been labeled "Italianate" or "Petrarchan" (primarily love songs), and those 

which embody what Yvor Winters has described as the "native English" school, by 

which he means that which was not Petrarchan or Italianate. 3 One major 

1 John Dowland, The Second Booke of Songs or Ayres, 1600. I. In Doughtie, 100. 

2 Novalis, in Auden, The Enchafid Flood, 58. 

3 (Yvor Winters, "The 16th Century Lyric in England A Critical and Historical Reinterpretation" 
in Elizabethan Poetry: Modem Essays in Criticism, Paul J. Alpers, ed, NY: Oxford UP/Galaxy, 
1967,93-125). These "native" lyrics are characterized by a broad theme of some universal, human 
importance, an economy of feeling and rhetoric "restrained to the minimum required by the subject, " 
and a strong tendency toward aphorism (95). The lyric, ascribed to Lord Vaux in The Paradise of 
Dainty Devices, is a good example: "When I looke backe, and in my selfe beholde,l The wandring 
wayes, that youth could not descry." It is adapted by Thomas Greaves: "When I behold my former 
wandring way,/ And diue into the bottome of my thought," [Songes of sundrie kindes (1604) 10] and 
shares sentiments, theme, and metaphor with William Hunnis' "Alack when I looke backe, vpon my 
youth thatz paste" (Paradise 107). These are variations on a single popular idea, the regret for a 
misspent youth, and the resolve to make up for it. The speaker's experience is expressed in general 
terms, as are his feelings. Here is a weight and mass that has since grown foreign to our taste--but 
then, so have the lightness and frivolity of Petrarchan rhetoric. 
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distinction between the two varieties is that the English verses rely on aphorism 

and sentence expressed in general terms (even when there is an "1"), while 

Petrarchan lyrics tend to cultivate the demeanor of an individual persona with 

particular feelings. Tears appear more frequently in the more personal mask of the 

Petrarchan style than in the English, so those lyrics will be the primary focus of 

the following chapter. The realm the miscellanies records is fantasy, but one 

which, in its play, confronts the affective stance of the world of its poets. Tears in 

the miscellanies act both in demonstration of melancholic weeping and as challenge 

to the premise that melancholy is to be eschewed when possible. By using tears in 

an milieu that is not serious, the poets can give tears new significance. They 

create a rhetorical environment in which they can "piay" at pain and sorrow in a 

game that is meaningful, but not grave. Thus, the tears are 'artificial' in the sense 

that they are crafted, but not with any negative connotation. Tears become either 

an offering the speaker can make to exchange values within this crafted 

environment or an extension of himself sent into the void of his isolation. 

Analyzing the tears in miscellanies presents an inherent fundamental difficulty: 

these lyrics are the fruit of a game of verbal--rhetorical--dalliance; they are 

innately frivolous. This is not to label them meaningless or insignificant; they 

were meticulously crafted according to carefully structured rules. It does mean, 

however, that many of the usual features of the apparatus of academic enquiry can 

either promote such verses to a level of significance for which they are not 

equipped or trh'ialize them into inconsequence by not recognizing the full range of 

their rhetorical. Lyrics of the miscellaneous collections are a playful 
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entertainment; they are simply not serious.4 What they are is anti-stoic, anti

Christian, youthful, insensitive to "other," self-absorbed and -centered, aware of 

the smallest tremors of language, jubilant, full of power and virility, musical. The 

love these poets describe and celebrate is entirely self-absorbed, not oriented 

toward relationship--nor toward the other person described. 5 In all the 

miscellanies, tears and sighs are the most frequently present~d concrete, physical 

evidence of the poet's strong (rhetorical) passion. They are part of the game, 

tokens in a play idiom. At the same time their presence defies the strictures 

against weeping if one is male and healthy, they disarm rebuke by the environment 

in which they appear. 

To read the tears of the miscellanies, it is necessary to avoid "serious" 

analysis--one, that is, which looks at language as something to see through toward 

some transcendent reality--of the "rhetorical" tears of the miscellaneous (love) 

iyrics. These verses would need to be trimmed down or stretched out to fit a 

4 I use 'rhetorical' and 'serious' with the contrast that Richard A. Lanham employs in The 
Motives of Eloquence, Literary Rhetoric in the Renaissance, New Haven: Yale, 1976. 

Rhetorical man is an actor. . . The lowest common denominator of his life is a social 
situation ... fH]is motivations must be characteristically ludic, agonistic ... From birth, almost, 
he has dwelt not in a single value-structure, but in several. He is thus committed to no single 
constmction of the world; much rather to prevailing in the game at hand ... Nor is conceptual 
creativity, inVention of a fresh paradigm, demanded of him .... Rhetorical man is trained not to 
discover reality but to manipulate it. . . . The rhetorical view of life, then, begins with the 
centrality of language. It conceives reality as fundamentally dramatic, man as fundamentally a 
role player. It synthesizes an essentially bifurcated, self-serving theory of motive. We play for 
advantage, but we play for pleasure, too" (4-5, italics mine). 

He contrasts rhetorical with serious man, characterizing the latter as one who is pledged to a single 
set of values, or a transcendent reality that language strives to express, who "pushes through language 
to a preexistent, divinely certified reality beyond" (4). 

5 The beloved in nearly all cases was a person with whom the poet could not expect to have a 
fruitful relationship; generally she was unavailable. 
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concept so foreign as transcendent, absolute reality: play is their natural impulse: 

the poets are players, the lyrics are playfields, and the audiences are both playing 

and being played upon. These poems, in spite of the fact of their publication, 

were occasional in the most literal sense. What is pivotal is their moment-focused, 

language-centered reality. I am using play in a largely rhetorical sense--play of 

words, play of feelings. In a broader context, playas a significant element of 

culture has been established by lohan Huizinga, in his study Homo Ludens. His 

definition of the play-concept describes the miscellanies' lyric activities remarkably 

well: "a voluntary activity ... executed ... according to rules freely accepted but 

absolutely binding, having its aim in itself and accompanied by a feeling of 

tension, joy, and the consciousness that it is 'different' from 'ordinary life'."6 

The precepts of rhetoric and poetic form become the rules of the game; amatory 

ins-and-outs provide the material. While Huizinga's domain is generally cultures 

more primitive than that of the Renaissance lyricists, some of his principles are 

valid for this investigation, most notably his insight that there is a consistent play 

element essentially present in cultures, and that, in love games, play is frequently 

not only evident, but predominant.7 Here, in a sophisticated, self-aware period, 

the play is a play in language--irresponsible, in its most neutral sense--separated 

6 Homo Ludens, A Study of the Play Element in Culture, Boston: Beacon, 1950, 28. In addition 
to play itself, Huizinga develops a definition of "earnestness" similar to the seriousness Lanham 
contrasts with rhetoric. Huizinga argues that the play-concept in language is "much more 
fundamental than its opposite." He continues with the assertion that the appearance of a term to 
signify its conceptual opposite, i.e., earnestness, "means that people have become conscious of the 
play-concept as an independent identity ... [which] happens rather late" (44-5). This consciousness is 
apparent in the Renaissance, where rhetoric was often in open battle against serious ideologies. It is 
evident in the miscellany tears. 

7 Pages 122-27, especially 125, where the "play" of the medieval "love court" becomes a 
pragmatic imitation of the legal courts carried into the tournament of love. 



from consequences and causes. It provides a safe outlet for disappointments and 

allows the poet always to retreat from his position should the other take him to 

"seriously. "8 
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An example of the sort of game and rules I mean would be the anonymous lyric 

from Eng/antis Helicon: 9 

Hearbs, words, and stones, all maladies haue cured, 
Hearbs, words, and stones, I vsed when I loued: 

Hearbs smells, words winde, stones hardnes haue procured, 
By stones, nor words, nor hearbs her mind was moued. 

I ask'd the cause: this was a womans reason, 
Most hearbs are weedes, and thereby are refused: 

Deceite as well as trueth speakes words in season, 
False stones by foiles haue many one abused. I sigh'd, and Then she sayd, 

my fancie smoaked, 
I gaz'd, she sayd my lookes were follies glauncing: 

I sounded dead, she sayd, my loue was choaked, 
I started vp, she sayd, my thoughts were dauncing. 

o sacred Loue, if thou haue any Godhead: 
Teach other rules to winne a maydenhead. 

Two incompatible sets of reading rules are operating on this occasion. The 

speaker follows the conventions, first of science, then of amorous dalliance, but in 

each case the "womans reason" undermines his premises. The poet's final outcry 

calls attention to the apparent truth that there are no transcendent rules to win in 

8 Richard Lanham's "rhetorical man" combines well with both Huizinga and with Julia Kristeva's 
ideas of carnival and chaos in language, best seen in her essay "Word, Dialogue, and the Novel" (in 
Desire in Language, pp. 64-91). Their two distinct portraits of disturbance, two different integrations 
of play and seriousness, help to clarify the tensions and motion within the framework of the 
Renaissance lyric. Within the confines of the court and its hangers-on, lyric such as appears in the 
miscellanies is a response to the same sorts of rebellious impulses as fuel carnivals. 

9 Englands Helicon, Hyder Eward Rollins, Ed., (Cambridge MA: Harvard UP, 1935) 131. 
Although Helicon was published in 1600, this lyric dates from the Queen's Progress of 1592. 
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love; all are incidental, and the poets' game is not necessarily played by the objects 

of it. 

Within the canon in which he was immersed, upon which he had fed, the poet 

was free to play the conventions and topoi he had absorbed. These miscellaneous 

lyrics are alive with an ethos that is far from serious or sententious, and yet-

evaluated by its own standards--decorous, entertaining, and even beautiful. 

Growing out of rhetorical considerations, these lyrics do not aspire to a 

transcendent, consistent vision: they are absolutely contingent and circumstantial. 

The very education advocated in the making of a poet incorporated inventio, 

exercitatio, imitatio and iectio, and, (although most theorists included space for it) 

"natural genius" or "wit" was almost a by-the-way gesture; the individual's own 

integral self-hood was of far less consequence in the creation of a "maker" than 

immersion in and digestion of the tradition. What 'sincerity' the resultant love 

lyrics manifest is a fidelity to the rules and conventions chosen for the game, not 

to any poetic ideal beyond the moment itself. 

Contemporary recognition of this characteristic inconstancy is apparent in The 

Arte of English Poesie: 

[love] requireth a forme of Poesie variable, inconstant, affected, curious 
and most witty of any others, whereof the ioyes were to be vttered in one 
sort, the sorrowes in an other, and by the many formes of Poesie, the 
many moodes and pangs of louers, throughly to be discouered: the poore 
soules sometimes praying, beseeching, sometime honouring, auancing, 
praising: an other while railing, reuiling, and cursing: then sorrowing, 
weeping, lamenting: in the ende laughing, reiuoysing and solacing the 
beloued againe, with a thousand delicate deuises, odes, songs, elegies, 
ballads, sonets and other ditties, moouing one way and another to great 
compassion. (I.22; 60) 
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Puttenham encourages a form for love songs less stringently regulated and less 

exacting than for any other poetry because, he says, "Loue is of all other humane 

affections the most puissant and passionate and most generall to all sortes and ages 

of men and women" (1.22; 59); nothing less than an inconstant, flexible too! would 

encompass the myriad varieties of the expressions of love. 

The popular Elizabethan musical genres, madrigal and lute song, confirm the 

playful nature of miscellaneous lyrics, for the verses of the lute song collections 

are very similar to--often even of higher quality than--those of the miscellanies. 

While it is a commonplace that madrigals were primarily for the diversion of the 

singers participating, the lute songs were sung at private entertainments (a solo 

singer, accompanied by lute, could not reach a very large audience) for the 

amusement of the assembly. Unlike ballads, which could carry news or social 

commentary, lute songs and madrigals were pastimes for pleasure and play of the 

literate. 10 

In this context of play, tears are fragments of rhetoricized emotion; bits of 

experience far enough removed from any impassioned source to glitter carelessly; 

evocative without being impressive; meaningful without disturbing the surface of 

the lyric in which they play. They are rhetorical tears, parts of a rhetorical game 

played according to rhetorical rules. When the question of a poet's "sincerity" 

arises, it must be answered both yes and no, for the sincerity is rhetorical: some 

of these lyrics may describe experiences taken initially from a real-life relationship 

10 Bruce Pattison makes it quite clear that the market for lute song and madrigal books extended 
beyond the court and university to the middle class of artisan households and burghers. Servants who 
could sing and read music were highly valued as being able to add to the households self
entertainment. (Music and Poetry of the English Renaissance, 1970, esp. pp. 5-13.) 
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between one man and one woman; others probably present fantasy affairs, visions 

of wishful thinking. Removed from their various (and generally unknowable) 

original contexts, however, they all become part of the frolicking dalliance of the 

period where they enjoy the ambivalence of advancing a wholly literary sincerity. 

These tears are never accompanied by red eyes, a blubby, runny nose, or stifled 

hiccoughy sobs for they are not "natural" tears--supremely and consummately they 

are rhetorical: they are the artificed/artificial tears of play-poetry. The sighs are in 

rhythm; even the sobs are unshaking and melodic. These particles of rhetorical 

emotion both fulfill the protocols and challenge the accepted conventions for 

expressing feelings as they were understood to belong--peculiarly--to lyric poetry 

of the period. Personal emotions were not intended for the public arena--it was 

generally not virile to be found in tears. But in poetry, tears publicize these 

emotions safely; the conventionality of expression secures the privacy of feeling 

even as it ensures its communicability. Like Elizabethan court clothing, the verse 

is an elaborate parody of the natural; exploiting artificial, exaggerated designs and 

lines. Tears in such lyrics are inscribed, copied, sent, sung, eventually even 

published--but not genuinely wept (at least not in public view). 

The heyday of the miscellanies parallels the reign of Elizabeth; these lyrics 

embody the court-artificed play language of dalliance: in their playful reflections 

powerful men assume postures of subservience to solicit the favor of a puissant 

woman--a novel, untraditional situation, outside the poetic realm. Although the 

poetic setting (a helpless, often despairing lover pleading with a powerful, 

generally unsympathetic beloved) mimics a political reality, these lyrics do not 

contend seriously; they articulate a convoluted court rhetoric without in any way 

bolstering its momentous issues. Instead, they are multi-faceted translations: 



although conceived in Italian conventions, they breathe English air and feed on 

English fashions. ll Mediterranean effulgence is tempered by Anglo phlegm, but 

its rhetorical extravagance remains--to the enduring concern of some of the 

period's "serious" moralists. 

In roughly chronological order, from Tottel's Miscellany through the 

primary extant collections, A Paradise of Dainty Devises, The Phoenix Nest, 

Englands Helicon, and A Poetical Rhapsody,12 using several lyrics from each of 

the principal miscellanies and lute-song books, I shall explore the ranges and 

dimensions in the development of tears and weeping during the late-sixteenth and 

early-seventeenth centuries. Considerations educed from treatises on melancholy 

are present as subterranean foundations. While, in the treatises, melancholy is a 

serious condition requiring care, here the tears of melancholy are elevated 

(denigrated?) to the status of signs in the pastime of verbal philandering. 
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It is appropriate to begin by investigating a lyric found in the proto-miscellany 

11 Because the subject of this study is tears, much of the current critical interest in the scattering 
of the female body or the anxiety of the potentially scattered lover (modeled on Ovid's Diana and 
Actaeon) is marginal. The lyrics in which the speaker's tears are prominent are most often those that 
do not particularize the object of desire. The speaker is focusing on his own estate and feelings to the 
ultimate exclusion of the other at all. Further, these artificed tears more often represent a unifying 
than a scattering device. [See Nancy J. Vickers, "Diana Described: Scattered Woman and Scattered 
Rhyme," Critical Inquiry (Winter 1981): 265-79. Her frame of reference is Italian lyric; the 
translation and transmutation into a British frame of reference modifies much of her argument.] 

12 I have chosen to omit A Handefull of pleasant deUtes (1584) from separate consideration. Its 
content is made up exclusively of ballads that had been published as broadsides before their gathering 
here. Hyder Edward Rollins, their modern editor, comments: 

... they were collected by a ballad-writer and published by a ballad-printer for the 
delectation, not ofthe literary reader, but of the vuigar ... (ix). 

It is not so much their intended audience that causes me to disregard them, as that each of the tear
images in them (all eleven of them) are better represented in other collections--except for one, and 
that will be treated in the section on the Woman's Voice. 
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The Court of Venus (1536?) which exists only fragmentarily.13 In it, the 

anonymous n Prologue" contains elements that foreshadow the Elizabethan and 

Jacobean miscellanies even as they cast back to earlier generations' concepts of 

love poetry. The speaker, wandering in the wood, alone, is overcome by the grief 

attendant upon his unsuccessful love: 

And for that I knew my selfe to be alone 
And sodeinly my grefe, I beganne to complayne 
Me thought I had good place, my selfe to mone 
And ease my hart of myne owne payne 
Besechyng Venus to lose me out of chayne 
I was so fast and sure stong through the hart 
Wyth the fyry chayne, that I could not start. (II. 16-22) 

Venus sends "her own clarke," Genius,14 to ask the poet what he is complaining 

about: 

Venus knew I had a woful hart 
And wher we thus content she knoweth her relefe 
To me therfore she send her own clarke 
To slacke my sorrwoes, and helpe me of my gryefe 
That was so far in daunger and myschiefe 
For whether I would, she knew I durst not speake 
Wbych caused my hart in sonder to breake. 

I layd my heart betwixt my life and death, 
Vpon his kne, and what he said I heard 
And by that time I scarsly drew my breath 
But hard his tale or I answered 
It hath bene pity, him to haue disturbed 

13 Edited by Russell A. Fraser. (Durham NC: Duke UP, 1955). The "Prologue," "In the 
moneth of may when the new tender grene," appears on pp. 115-118. Fraser attributes it to one 
Robert Shyngleton, chaplain to Anne Boleyn, who both would have been conversant with the 
fifteenth-century-tlavored style and conventions of the "Prologue" and, in his known quality as a 
reformer, could have written the passages that criticize the clergy (Introduction, pp. 31-2). 

14 This is the Genius recognizable in Gower's Confessio amantis, who shrives penitent lovers, 
and instructs them in the manner to proceed (47-9). 



Oftentime he bad, that I should leaue my wo 
and sayd of my disease ther were fyue hundreth mo. 

He bad therfore that I wyth pen and yoke 
Redy wyth wryting should make my complaynt. .. (II. 30-45) 

Not only does Genius characterize love as a sickness, "my dysease," but one 

method of release/relief is to write out the grief. Genius promises to take the 

speaker's "byll" along with all the others written by forlorn lovers to the court of 

Venus, where they would be swiftly heard. The "Prologue" goes on to castigate 

"loue without charitie" and to put down persons who use chastity as an excuse not 

to become involved in love. IS If Fraser is accurate in his dating of the original 

publication of this fragment (1530s) it is a wonderful example of the transition 

between the English conventions of love poetry, complete with tutelary Genius and 

court of love, and the invading Italian love lyric. It also relies on assumptions of 

the Renaissance medical/psychological understanding of love melancholy, and 

challenges the heartless-secular "love" of the lyrics. 

Tottel's Miscellany. Tottel16 set the pattern for the collections that followed it in 

several significant ways: it is a collection of court (and university) poetry, in which 

pride of place is given to two famous (and dead) noblemen; [and to a third 

(Grimald), most of whose more light-hearted lyrics were removed after the first 

edition]. This combination of courtliness and canonization sets a precedent for 

IS What follows in The Court of Venus are court lyrics, mostly by Wyatt. These are in the form 
of 'complaynts' about unkind mistresses, and the poet's dignified, resigned, or impassioned reaction 
to their indifference. 
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16 Songes and Sonettes, 1557-. Ed. Hyder Edward RoIlins. Rev. ed. 2 vols. Harvard, 1965. All 
citations from Tottel are to this edition. 
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later miscellanies, which, though not all courtly, certainly often exploited courtly 

manner; several of the later publications stress the work of one or more estimable-

and deceased--men. Tottel also established the abiding rules for the rhetorical 

game it sets in motion--rules that become dogma for lyrics in the later 

collections. 17 Two of the more important among these precepts are establishment 

of the various roles assigned to tears in the genres present in the miscellanies, and 

the relationship--sometimes perceived almost as a boundary--between the 

sententious English style and the frolicsome Italian. Even though Tottel contains 

poems employing both fashions, it is important that most of the very English (and 

not teary) contributions of Nicholas Grimald (the one named non-court poet) were 

included in the first, but removed from the second and following editions. 18 

Actually, the miscellanies as a whole demonstrate a fairly consistently developing 

pattern of preference. This readership enjoyed both "English" lyrics and verses 

using conventions of the "new" Italian style--in fact, many of these verses are 

frankly translations of Petrarch, Beza, and other humanist luminaries. Almost all 

subsequent volumes display a similar amplitude of taste and partiality; love lyrics 

17 In this rule-setting, not only the lyrics, but the titles given them (by the editor) are significant. 
Attempts are made to sustain a narrative-like sequence through a series of intrinsically unrelated 
poems by means of linking titles; a minor point in the lyric is over-stressed by the title given it; 
occasionally a lyric is simply misinterpreted in its title. 

18 Rollins points out that Grimald's excluded poems were "rather noticeably out of 
harmony ... because of their heavy-footed classicism and uncourtly tone" and that Grimald, himself, 
was equally out of place, being of the university rather than the court. (1.87) Rollins suggests that 
one of two reasons best explains the omission of the majority of Grimald's work from subsequent 
editions of Tottel: either that the editor felt these poems did not fit the collection, or that Grimald 
himself asked that they be removed, since they didn't fit his position (chaplain to Nicholas Ridley, 
Bishop of London) (1.88). In the light of the later miscellanies (as well as the care John Donne took, 
in a similar position--preparing to take orders, he stopped the publication of his poetry), the latter 
seems a much more feasible explanation. 
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and elegies lie cheek-by-jowl with more general, abstract--even pedantic-

expressions of universal sentiment on topics like the peril of faithless, fickle 

friends, and the best way to live a good life. These repeat certain well-worn ideas 

over again; each lyric is in some way unique, but sharing more with its brethren 

than not. 19 

Occasionally, the work of a single poet fuses elements from both styles, 

resulting in a lyric such as the one by Thomas Wyatt, "Of others fained sorrow, 

and the louers fained mirth, "20 where a famous commonplace exemplum 

illustrates the poet's own apparently unreasonable demeanor: 

Cesar, when that the tray tour of Egypt 
With thonorable hed did him present, 
Coueryng his hartes gladnesse, did represent 
Plaint with his teares outward, as it is writ. 

So chanceth me, that euery passion 
The minde hideth by colour contrary, 
With fayned visage, now sad, now mery. 
Wberby, if that I laugh at any season: 
It is because I haue none other way 
To cloke my care, but vnder sport and play. 

Caesar's reaction to Pompey's death had been artistic property throughout the 

literary tradition from Plutarch on. Plutarch simply presents the material (in both 

the Lives of Pompey and of Caesar) without irony. Of later writers, some used it 

as an instance of hypocrisy, others as an example of canny policy, a few as proof 

that even a great man can weep at the death of a noble enemy (vide Lydgate The 

19 The proportions change as time goes on; Phoenix Nest has a higher percentage of Italian than 
of English verses, and EngZands Helicon specializes in pastorals. But even in these collections, the 
English fashion is represented; the Paradise of Dainty Devices is practically all English. 

20 In Rollins' edition, No. 45, p.36. 
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Fall of Princes vi; or sermons on David's reaction to Absalom). Wyatt does 

nothing new with the material itself; but by making the force of the experiences act 

as an analogy to the speaker's own situation, rather than drawing from it only 

some general moral or admonition, he is breaking new ground--new English 

ground--since he is translating Petrarch's "sonetto in vita 70. "21 This is a very 

public meditation; these tears are shed very openly--almost philosophically. 

A second Wyatt sonnet in Tottei, "How the louer perisheth in his delight, as 

the tlie in the fire," (No. 47) (Englishing Petrarch's "sonetto in vita 15") uses tears 

where neither an anonymous translator nor Puttenham translating the same lyric 

does--even though the original has "Iagrimosi." What makes this important is that 

21 An example of the difference between the English and Italian way of interpreting the stress of 
such a commonplace may be seen in the poem Rollins reproduces in his notes; it is an entirely 
different translation of the same Petrarchan sonnet, from Harington MS (Additional 36529). The 
situation is similarly presented--though Caesar cloaked his joy with outward weeping, the whole world 
saw his inward rejoicing--and the final outcome is the same; but before the personal conclusion is 
reached, there are some three lines of general ("English") hypothetical application: 

So chancith it that eache mind doth assay 
To hyde his harme with cloke of diuerse hew, 
As passions pearce with looke now grime now gay: 
Therfore if I chance sing or smile a new 
It is for that I can none other way 
Couer the plaintes that still my life pursew. 

Here, as in Wyatt's translation, the "cloke of diuerse hew" is at worst neutral, more realistically 
admirable. in spite of the ambivalence of the exemplary moments. But here, unlike Wyatt, the poet 
feels a need to moralize from the general to reach himself, the specific. 

Another. anonymous. translation of the same sonnet may be found in the Poetical Rhapsody 
(1602). Ed. Hyder Edward Rollins. 1931,2 vol. I. 267. The lachrymate conclusion is here applied 
directly-though obliquely-to the speaker's love: 

Like Haniball I cannot hide my feares 
Setting cleare lookes vpon a cloudy hart. 

But let mee ioyes enioy. Deer. yeu shall try 
Caesar hid not his ioyes so well as 1. 
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Wyatt's version, by including the tears, presents a more complex resolution than is 

possible without so concrete an image. He concludes: 

For to withstand her loke I am not able: 
Yet can I not hide me in no dark place: 
So foloweth me remembrance of that face: 
That with my teary eyn, swolne, and vnstable, 
My desteny to beholde her doth me lead: 

And yet I know, I runne into the gleade. 

The anonymous translator [Harington MS (Add. 36529)] writes: 

. . .I know ther is no flight 
Nor place so darke, can helpe nor ower so late 
Wherfore I yeld, with honor or with blame 
To folowe wheare, I shalbe led by fate 
All thoughe I know, I go as flie to flame.Puttenham, using the sonnet as an 
example of omiosis or resemblance, has translated the lines: 
I haue no power, ne find place to retire, 
Where any darke may shade me from her sight 
But to her beames so bright whilst I aspire, 
I perish by the bane of my delight. (p.249) 

Petrarch 's lines are: 

Ch'i' non son forte ad aspectar la luce 
di questa Donna, et non so fare schermi 
di luoghi tenebrosi 0 d' ore tarde. 
Pero con gli occhi lagrimosi e 'nfermi 
mio destino a vederla mi conduce: 
et so ben ch> i' vo dietro a quel che m' arde. 22 

Of all these three translators, Wyatt is most secure in the play of feelings, to the 

extent that he can follow his source against the traditional English distrust of 

tangibly expressed emotion. The Harington MS version is fatalistic; Puttenham 

straightforward; Wyatt both accepts responsibility for his doom, and recognizes it 

22 Rollins, vol. 2, pp. 166-7. 



as destiny--most closely translating Petrarch. Like Petrarch, all the translators 

address the public society rather than the lady herself. 
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With origins reaching back to antiquity, one significant, much-exploited 

development of the Renaissance miscellaneous lyric is the identification of the poet 

with landscape, especially with the earth's participating in mirroring his grief. 

Wyatt orchestrates the conventions of this association in several lyrics, among 

them, "The louers life compared to the Alpes," No. 9723 and No. 59, "The louer 

complayneth that his loue doth not pitie him:" 

Resownde my voyce ye woodes, that heare me plaine: 
Both hilles and vales causyng refiexion, 
And riuers eke, record ye of my paine: 
Which haue oft forced ye by compassion, 
As iudges 10 to heare my exclamacion. 
Amonge whom, such (I finde) yet doth remaine. 
Where 1 it seke, alas, there is disdaine. 

Oft ye riuers, to hear my wofull sounde, 
Haue stopt your cours, and plainely to expresse, 
Many a teare by moisture of the grounde 
The earth hath wept to hear my heauinesse: 
Which causelesse 1 endure without redresse. 
The hugy okes haue rored in the winde, 
Ech thing me thought complayning in their kinde. 

Why then alas doth not she on me rew, 

23 The louers life compared to the Alpes.Lyke vnto these unmesurable mountaines, 
So is my painefull life, the burden of yre. 
For hye be they, and hye is my desire. 
And I of teares, and they be full of fountaines .... 

Also in Tottel, Surrey uses nature as a measure of his own grief, directly in comparison to his own 
state: No. 10. itA complaint by night of the louer not beloued." 

Calme is the Sea, the waues worke lesse and lesse: 
So am not I, whom loue alas doth wring, 
Bringing before my face the great encrease 
Of my desires, whereat I wepe and syng, 
In ioye and wo, as in a doubtfull ease. 



Or is her hart so hard that no pitie 
May in it sinke, my ioye for to renew? 
o stony hart who hath thus framed thee 
So cruel1? that art cloked with beauty, 
That from thee may no grace to me procede, 
But as reward death for to be my mede. 

Wyatt's use of these impassioned evocations here is fresh and conscious: he is 

aware that he is making stylistic gestures in a way many poets do not 

acknowledge: he qualifies the compassionate sentience he attributes to the hills, 

valleys, and rivers as the judges of his exclamation, by placing their responses-

tears and roaring wind--in the context of his feeling: "Ech thing me thought 

complayning in their kinde." Later poets disregard the artificial quality of their 

affiliation with nature; what they may gain in directness of metaphor, they lose in 

the acknowledgment of their diversion.24 A self-conscious application of nature's 

operations to the poet's own condition, like Wyatt's, teases the reader. He 

fashions his poetic self from the material of the earth itself, remaining connected to 

24 A corrupted version of Wyatt's lyric appears in the last lute song book, John Attey's First 
Booke oj Ayres (1622). Its presence attests to the durability of Tottel, and its corruption to the 
sensitivity of Wyatt's verse. The first stanza is the same, but the following two are worth recording: 

Ye wand ring riuers oft to heare me sound, 
Haue stopt your course, and plainly to expresse 
Your griefes, haue cast teares on the wayling ground: 
The Earth hath mourn'd to heare my heauinesse, 

Whose dull and sencelesse nature I doe finde, 
Far more relenting than a Womans minde. 

When that my woes I doe re-iterate, 
The mighty Okes haue roared in the winde; 
And in the view of this my wretched state, 
Each liuing thing bemones me in their kinde. 

Saue onely shee that most my plaints should rue, 
Vpon my ore-charg'd heart doth griefes renew. 

Not only is the tone more misogynistic, but the elocution lacks the subtlety of Wyatt's original. 
Admittedly, the rhythm and structure of Wyatt's lines would be much harder to set effectively to 
music. 

78 



the dust from which he sprang--but connected only by his own fictions. The 

occasions when the poet recognizes nature as participating in his feelings are 

notably different from those on which he must invoke or plead for that 

participation. 

79 

Wyatt's open avowal of the need for--the praiseworthiness of--jeigning 

emotions assents to the ambivalence tears continue to enjoy in the lyrics. The 

rhetorical situation may require a falsified front; reality cannot compete with the 

regulation of the game. Right from the start of the Italian tradition in England, 

insistence on the "genuine" expression of feeling is traduced, brought into play.25 

This vacillation is emphasized in the contrast the above lyric makes with Wyatt's 

"The louers sorowfull state maketh him write sorowfull songes but Souche his loue 

may change the same." [65]: 

Maruell no more although 
The songes I sing do mone: 
For other Iyfe than wo, 
I neuer proued none. 

And in my hart, also, 
Is grauen with letters depe 
A thousand sighes and rno: 
A flood of teares to wepe. 

How maya man in smart 
Finde matter to reioyce? 
How maya moornyng hart 
Set foorth a pleasant voice. 

Play who so can, that part: 
Nedes must in me appere: 

25 As I demonstrated earlier, Timothy Bright alone among the physicians asserted unequivocally 
that "tears cannot be counterfetted, because they rise not of any action or facultie voluntarie, but 
naturaIl" (Treatise of Melancholy, 148-9). In view of the poetic (and indeed the religious, too) 
persistence in crediting the faculty for--even the desirability of--fabricating tears, clearly Bright went 
unheeded. Wyatt, at least, takes the manufacture to himself, instead of following t..'1e fashion of 
assuming only women can feign tears. 



How fortune ouerthwart 
Doth cause my moorning chere. 

Perdy there is no man, 
If he saw neuer sight: 
That perfitly tell can 
The nature of the light. 

Alas: how should I than, 
That neuer taste but sowre: 
But do, as I began, 
Continually to lowre. 

But yet, perchance some chance 
May chance to change my tune: 
And, when (Souch) chance doth chance: 
Perchance ere it be long: 
For (Souch) a pleasant chance, 
To sing some pleasant song. 

The speaker avows the impossibility of appearing cheerful when he is so mournful 

that his heart is scarred with a thousand sighs and a thousand floods of tears. No 

more than a blind man can describe the nature of light can the poet even seem 

lighthearted: "How maya man in smart / Finde matter to reioyce?" is an 

unanswered question. It would require a change in circumstances for him to· change 

his tune; he cannot do it from within himself. 

If Tottel was the pioneer miscellany, later collections continued to refine the 

art. Each of the primary extant collections, A Paradise of Dainty Devises, A 

Handful of Pleasant Delites, The Phoenix Nest, Englands Helicon, and A Poetical 

Rhapsody, has its own characteristic emphasis, focus, and principles of selection. 

The Paradise of Dainty Devices. This, the next notable miscellany published26 

gained immediate popularity and was cited by such critics of poetry as Webbe and 

26 Various editions were published between 1576 and 1606. Edited by Hyder Edward Rollins, 
Cambridge MA: Harvard, 1927. AIl citations are taken from this edition. 
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Puttenham, who drew on its lyrics for examples in their work. Its main link with 

Toftel lies in its promotion of the work of a deceased poet and musician, Richard 

Edwards, "sometimes of her Maiesties Chappel. "27 The Paradise began as 

Edwards' private compilation of others' poetry for his own enjoyment, which 

Henry Disle extended in his publication by the inclusion of Edwards' own poems. 

Reading the Paradise, it becomes clear that Richard Edwards' taste ran strongly to 

the sententious, epigrammatic, the (c)overtIy didactic, and to fashionable 

commonplaces: given the style, the title is misleading--at least to modern readers, 

for whom there are very few devices that appear rhetorically "dainty. n The verses 

in the Paradise, even more than those of Toftel, are socially oriented, public 

verses. This taste is not surprising, considering the very strong connections the 

Paradise has with Elizabeth I's court. Where Tottel was primarily composed of 

the work of deceased writers, the Paradise drew heavily on the work of living men 

who were closely associated with the currently ruling monarch. 

Unlike Toftel, this collection is almost entireiy "English"; it began very 

English and grew more so with each passing edition. Translations are infrequent, 

and as Rollins comments, there are "comparatively few amorous discourses, [but] 

whole quires of moral precepts. "28 As tlte printer, Henry Disie, indicates in his 

prefatory epistle, these poems were intended for singing--this quality is evident in 

their fluid rhythms, even though the majority of their verse forms, too, are 

27 Steven W. May characterizes Edwards as "[a]n interesting borderline figure," who was not 
assured of personal access to Elizabeth by either his office in the chamber or in the chapel. "His 
position seems to have been that of a respected impresario, musician, and servant of the court rather 
than a courtier" (The Elizabethan Court Poets: The Poems and Their Contexts. Columbia MO: U 
Missouri P, 1991, 34-5). 

28 "Introduction," xxxiii. 
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English--a goodly variety, but still many long lines of poulter's measure. The one 

sonnet present in the earliest edition was later removed. The writers whom 

Edwards admired were, in Disle's words, men "both of honor and worship: 

besides that, our owne countrey men, and such as for theyr learnyng and grauitie, 

might be accounted of among the wisest." In his own work, Edwards is notable 

for mingling moral teaching with myth and historical information. He is a 

conservative poet, not given to the sorts of experimentation with 'foreign' styles 

that characterized the work of Wyatt and Surrey. In this, his work reflects the 

interests and taste of many of his contemporaries, especially at the court. As 

Steven W. May argues, the taste for amorous poetry (often aimed at securing the 

favor of the Queen) did not begin to develop till the mid 1570s; before that, poetry 

was not considered particularly important at court. 29 

And yet, despite the gravity and sobriety of most of these lyrics, there is still a 

perceptible sense of play, solemn play, especially in the lyrics by courtier poets. 

Several poets assembled here, being also adept in the Italian style familiar from 

Tottel, transmitted some of its frivolity to English matters. The game being played 

is not the same as in the Italian poems, but that very characteristically English 

style--reliance on alliteration, the piling up of figures, and extended allusions 

which suspend the main thought interminably--becomes a rhetorical pastime in its 

own right. The tears in such lyrics are weighty with moral significance and 

correlated to abstract concepts; these tears are among the least concrete, least 

personally connected of the age. They are all but etched in stone. 

29 The Elizabethan Coun Poets, 52-4. 
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One of the Richard Edwards' own favorite devices is to retell an historical or 

mythical tale--in respectable verse--and draw out its moral ramifications. In No. 

52, "Prudens. The historie of Damacies, & Dionise," he relates the well-known 

tale of the commoner Damocies, who envied Dionysius, king of Sicily. Dionysius, 

rather than try to convince the man that a king' s power and privilege have their 

own complications, offers Damocies possession of the throne. Damocles accepts, 

and is delightedly inundated by the pomp, the wealth, and the pleasure of his new 

lot, until, glancing up, he sees that over the throne--over his head--a sword is 

suspended by a slender thread, ready to fall at any moment. Struck with terror, all 

pleasure in his borrowed power forsakes him, and, "His heauie harte the teares 

declared, that trickled doune his face.! And then forthwith with sobbing voice, 

besought the king of grace" and begs to be released from his good fortune. 

Edwards concludes that, on the one hand, kings need to be mindful of the dangers 

of their estate; and, on the other, subjects should forbear envying the powerful, of 

whose true lives they know nothing. 

In a companion piece, "Iustice. Zaleuch and his Sonne," [No. 53] Edwards 

recounts the Draconian story of Zaleuch, ruler of the Locrians, who, having 

decreed that any apprehended lecher will have his eyes put out, finds himself in the 

unenviable position of having to pronounce the first sentence upon his own son. 

His subjects protest: 

Then ran the people all by flocks, to hym with wepyng eyes, 
Not one emong the rout there was, but pardon, pardon cries. 

But all in vaine for he is founde, to be the man he was, 
And maketh hast so muche the more, to haue the lawe to passe. 
The people yet renued their sute, in hope of some relief, 
Whose faces all besprent with teares, did testifie their grief. 
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Zaleuch rules that his son should lose an eye for breaking the law, and he himself 

should also lose an eye, though he "deserue it not." Edwards asks if he was thus 

"more gentler father no? of iuster Iudge trow ye?" 

In both poems, tears are reserved to the common people, and are innovations 

introduced by Edwards. 30 What makes these lyrics remarkable in the context of 

this study is that very introduction of a weeping plebeian element. In the most 

playful courtly lyrics, historical considerations (like the existence of commoners) 

are silently overlooked. While these vulgar tears are successful, an effective 

maneuver to win petitions, they are atypical and odd. The monarch is persuaded 

by the pressure of subordinates' emotions to act in unusual ways. It would seem 

that, for Edwards, commoners join women, children, and the elderly as marginal 

figures permitted (but not encouraged) to release their feelings publicly. 

Edwards' taste for moralizing verses that depend upon commonplace and 

proverbs permeates the Paradise. In a moral lyric such as Richard HiII'S31 "A 

frendly admonition" (No. 34), tears serve as a powerful technique for linking all 

humanity in a universal outcry. Because these tears are contrite, and more, 

because they are directed generally, rather than toward any particular historical 

moment, they are to be encouraged. (I quote two of its five stanzas): 

Ye stately wightes, that Iiue in quiet rest 
Through worldly wealth, which God hath giuen to you. 
Lament with teares and sighes from dolefull brest: 
The shame and power that vice obtaineth now. 

30 The model for Edwards' version of Zaleuch is Thomas Wilson's discussion of justice in the 
Arte of Rhetoric (1558). Wilson does not use tears at all; Zaleuch yielded "through importunitie beyng 
overcome" the whole City protesting (75). 

31 If it is the same Richard HilI, he was sergeant to the wine cellar for Henry VIII; his daughter 
Mary married John Cheke, and became Lady Mary (May Elizabethan Court Poets 245). 



Behold how God doth daily profer grace, 
Yet we disdaine, repentance to embrace. (1-6) 

We are so slow to chaunge our blamefulllife, 
We are so prest to snatche aluring vice: 
Such greedie hartes on euery side be rife. 
So few that guide their will by counsell wise, 
To let our teares lament the wretched case, 
And call to God for vndeserued grace. (13-18) 
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Hill exhorts those whose wealth assures them of quiet lives, to lament the power of 

vice, to rue that so few entreat for grace or offer thanks to the God who has 

provided the wealth by which they live. This very "English" lyric is not at all 

original in its sentiments, although some of its phrases like, "The suddes of sinne 

doe sucke into the minde," or the "slipper ioy of terreine pleasure," are piquant. 

It is Hill's play between the "stately wights" on one hand, and "we" who are 

clearly not powerful, noble, or wealthy that is intriguing. This parity of focus is 

what keeps the admonition "frendly." Hill slips between the wights (once called 

stately, once worldly) and the "we" who are all. The commonplace tears here are 

universal--neither the wealthy nor the weak can afford to be without them. They 

undercut power and wealth--but only in an indefinite way. That indefinition 

legitimizes the tears of humanity, in contrast to Edwards' particular use of the tears 

of commoners shed to upset a royal decree. In a sense, this sort of lyric plays at 

being a sermon, preached by a layman whose artifice replaces the pulpit. 

In spite of the Paradise's predominately moral character, songs about various 

human relationships playa major role--although these usually have a sedate tone 

when they are not simply melancholic, emphasize the sadness native to human 

alliances, are more dependent on abstract generalizations and maintain a consistent 
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social/public stance than similar songs in later collections. This blend of qualities 

reflects the changes of the 1570s' Elizabethan court. In the Earl of Oxford's32 

lyric "Beyng in loue, he complaineth" (No. 82), the speaker asserts the power of 

love over any controlling force, proficiency, or reason: 

If care or skill, could conquere vaine desire, 
Or reasons raines, my strong affection staie: 
Then should my sights, to quiet breast retire, 
And shunne suche signes, as secret thoughts bewraie. 
Vncomely loue, whiche now lurks in my breast, 
Should cease my grief, through wisdoms power opprest. 

He resents love's "uncomely" power over him; but nothing he can do, think, or 

say alleviates his suffering. No man could possibly stop looking at Venus, he 

continues, and even goddesses had limits--unlike her who "yet on yearth doeth 

reigne,/ Whose beauties stryng, no Gods can well destraine." His beloved is more 

irresistible than any goddess. He maintains that silence rarely wins love; but he 

never addresses his goddess directly. By naming her 'goddess' he makes 

conversation impossible. Finally, he mourns that it is his misfortune to love 

always in agitation (as if there were a calm to love). His consolation is that love is 

ultimately in the hands of luck, "chaunce is choise, where reason maks no c1aime"

-and it is possible for the most unlikely aspirant to win; so he commits himself to 

the adventure, inviting Love to launch itself upon the ocean generated by his sighs 

and tears: 

Then loftie Loue, thy sacred sailes aduaunce, 
My sithyng seas, shall flowe with streames of teares: 
Amidds disdaine, driue forthe my dolefull chaunce, 

32 Oxford was one of Elizabeth's most popular courtiers during much of the 1570s, until his 
(unauthorized) liason with one of the Queen's maids of honor was discovered (May, Elizabethan 
Coun Poets, 273). 



A valiaunt minde, no deadly daunger feares. 
Who loues alofie, and setts his harte on hie, 
Deserues no paine, though he doe pine and die. 

From his initial predicament, the speaker has advanced to a kind of command over 

his game, and his tears fuel his valorous enterprize. Instead of being out-of

control in love, he can proceed, using a desperately courageous passion as 

stimulus. He may suffer--he may even die--but it will have become a death 

undeserved. Chance apart, his love is worthy. 

A corollary lovers' dilemma with a very different resolution appears in 

"Findyng no ioye, he desireth death n (No. 59). William Hunnis33 begins by 

having the speaker compare himself with a rabbit trapped in its lair. The rabbit 

has the choice of remaining where it is or fleeing to be caught inevitably by snare 

or ferret. The speaker is in the same case: he can rest in love, and be stalked by 

his beloved's unkindness; or he can flee--gain freedom by forsaking love--into 

death. Again, the lady is not addressed; her power is tacitly assumed, but never 

tried, and only the observers of the poet's anguish are solicited for the belated 

relief of mediational tears. 

I see, in loue to rest, vnkindnesse doeth pursue, 
To rent the harte out of his breast, whiche is a louer true. 
And if from loue I starte, as one that loue forsaks, 
Then pensiue thoughts my harte doeth perse, & so my life it taks. 
Thus then to fly or bide, harde is the choise to chuse, 
Since death hath campde, & trenchde eche side, & saith life now refuse. 

Content I am therefore, my life therein to spende, 
And death I take a salue for sore, my wearie daies to ende. 
And thus I you request, that faith full loue professe, 
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33 Hunnis was not a courtier; his verse uses courtly conventions, but not with the same import or 
connotation as do the members of the court. 



When carcas cased is in chest, and bodie laied on hears. 
Your brinishe teares to saue, suche as my corse shall moue, 
And therewith write vpon my graue, behold the force of 10ue.34 

Unlike the rabbit, the lover cannot find any means of avoiding death: his 

beloved's unkindness would kill him as surely as if he were to forswear love 

altogether. Recognizing that his death is certain whatever choice he simply races 

death: "Content ... my life therein to spende,/ And death I take a salue for sore." 

Those profess to be faithful in love should hoard their tears--tears provoked by his 

piteous death--and use them to both save him from purgatory "my corse shall 

moue, " and to commemorate his grave. 

This poet's game lies in the totality of his rhetorical contrivance: in a poem 

that offers no action, he operates paradoxically; he transforms the valiant lover into 

a most timorous and retiring creature; the power of choice offers no options; love, 

the ultimate animation, ennervates; tears, the most ephemeral of emotional 

emblems, are to mark the intransigence of a grave; and finally, only strangers are 

invited to regard the lover's plight, for his beloved is totally absent. Unlike 

Oxford's lover, who ultimately chooses to commit himself gallantly to the 

performance of love's game, Hunnis' is even more paralyzed than the timid rabbit, 

preferring to die in lavishly arrested melancholy than take any action; he chooses 

to win--if at all--by arousing the pity appropriate to all helpless creatures. Tears 

that mobilize Oxford suppress Hunnis. 

The Earl of Oxford is not himself unambiguously sincere in his rhetorical 

postures. In "Not attainyng to his desire, he complaineth" (No. 84) the speaker, 

like Wyatt's in "Of others fained sorrow, and the louers fained mirth" (Tottel No. 

34 Lines 7-18. 
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45), acknowledges--relishes--his capacity for feigning and counterfeiting his 

demeanor: 

I am not as I seme to bee, 
Nor when I smile, I am not glad; 
A thrall although you count me free, 
And moste in mirthe, moste pensiue sadd. 
I smile to shade my bitter spight, 
As Haniball that sawe in sight: 
His countrey soile, with Carthage toune: 
By Romaine force, defaced doune. 

And Caesar that presented was, 
With noble Pompeyes princely hedd, 
As twere some iudge, to rule the case, 
A floud of teares, he semde to shedd. 
Although in deede, it sprong of ioye, 
Yet others thought it was annoye: 
Thus contraries be vsed I finde, 
Of wise to cloke the couert minde. 

I Haniball that smiles for grief, 
And let you Caesars teares suffice: 
The one that laughs at his mischief, 
The other all for ioye that cries. 
I smile to see me scorned so, 
You wepe for ioye, to see me wo: 
And I a harte by loue slaine dead, 
Presents in place of Pompeyes head. 

o cruell happ, and harde estate, 
That forceth me to loue my foe: 
Accursed by so foule a fate, 
My choise for to profixe it so. 
So long to fight with secret sore, 
And finde no secret salue therefore: 
Some purge their paine, by plaint I finde, 
But I in vaine doe breathe my winde. 

Where a generation earlier, Wyatt, using the same historical situation, drew a 

general conclusion in personal terms, Oxford applies the simile to a particular 
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situation between a single "I" and a specific "you." His tears have moved closer 

to his "I" than Wyatt's were. Caesar's and HanibaI's circumstances correspond to 

Oxford's speaker's perception of his own and his lover's: Caesar won his battle 

(like the lover); Hanibal lost his (like Oxford's speaker). The beloved mimics 

Caesar's tears with her feigned sorrow to see the lover's pain. He, in a double 

paradox, repeats Hanibal's simulated delight in defeat, and is forced to love his 

enemy, as Caesar appears to do. This love skirmish simulates war. 

Some of the era's most trendy proverbs are happily exploited in lyrics in the 

Paradise. Of all, probably the perfidious crocodile and its tears were the most 

renowned. Rollins furnishes this picture of the infamous reptile's duplicity: 

In 1565 ... Sir John Hawkins saw in the Rio de la Ha<.:ha crocodiles "as 
bigge as a boate," and declared that the nature of a crocodile "is ever 
when hee would have his prey, to cry and sobbe like a Christian body, to 
provoke them to come to him, and then hee snatcheth at them, and 
thereupon came this proverbe that is applied unto women when they 
weepe, Lachrymae CrocodiIi, the meaning whereof is, that as the 
Crocodile when hee crieth, goeth then about most to deceive, so doeth a 
woman most commonly when she weepeth. "35 

The fable and the proverb, which survive in the modern phrase of "crocodile 

tears," were not known to the classical writers.36 This beast's behavior is 

treacherous, deceitful--and feminine. Given the consistent association between 

crocodile tears and feminine wiles, it seems odd that more analogies are drawn 

35 Rollins cites Richard Hakluyt's Principal Navigations, ed. John Masefield, VII.33. 

36 Paradise, p.238; note to No.73, line 20. Cf. p.37 
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between false or feigned friends and crocodiles than between lovers and crocodiles. 

That is, however, the case. 37 

Laurent Joubert indicates that these crocodile tears are wholly feigned--that 

they do not even qualify as legitimate weeping--in his distinction between animal 

'tears' and human 'weeping: 

One says also of the crocodile that he imitates so well the voice of a man 
weeping that he attracts people to himself and eats them. Whence came 
the proverb crocodile tears to designate a feigned look of sadness. But no 
animal truly weeps, although some shed tears, as is reported. 38 

37 Having said this much, it is necessary to provide the qualification in a lyric from Rosenbach 
MS 1083116 (c. 1630) where in a lyric-in a woman's voice-replying to a misogynistic complaint, the 
anonymous poet writes in his second stanza: 

You men what are you? flowers whose outward show 
Doth promise sweetnes, but indeed are sowre 
You men what are you? Crocodiles that shew 
And weepe to them you soonest would deuoure. 

Women what are we, but euen worse then them 
To spend our times in trusting to those men. 

Englands Helicon contains "A Pastorall Song betweene Phillis and Amariliis, two Nimphes, each 
aunswering other line for line," (pp. 165-6), whose second stanza argues that it is the young maids 
who are the devouring beasts: 

If any young man win a maide, 
happy man is he: 

By trusting him she is betraide, 
fie vpon such treacherie. 

If Maides win young men with their guiles, 
heigh hoe guilefull greefe: 

They deale like weeping Crocodiles, 
that murther men without releefe. 

38 Treatise on Laughter III.2.(97-100). "On dit aussi du Crocodile qu'il feind si bien la vois d'un 
homme pleurant, qu'i1 invite a soy les personnes, & devore les invites. Dont et venu an proverbe de 
dire, larmes de crocodile, pour trahison converte d'une pitenge mine. Mais nulle baite vray emant 
pleure non obstant que quelquesunes jettet des larmes comme l'on dit ... " [Traite du Ris . .. (1581) 
240-8] 
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Among others, William Hunnis' "The fruites of fained frendes" (No. 72) adapts 

the popularity of crocodile tears to the time-honored topic of false friendship. He 

coordinates two images, the siren's enchanting call and the crocodile's tears, to 

delineate the enticing hypocrisy of counterfeit friendship. The 'friend' whose 

words turn out to have been empty flattery effectively eats his unwary, trusting 

victim before he becomes aware that the friendship is a fraud. 

The protests against feigned friends in the miscellanies are, without exception, 

much louder and more outraged than that provoked by any love betrayal. Such 

regular contrast clarifies the merely dalliant nature of the love lyrics; when real 

issues--promotion, patronage, politics--are at stake, the poets stop playing and 

invoke a very different idiom, one that reflects the seriousness of the matter: 

In choise of frends what happ had I, to chuse one of Cirenes kinde, 
Whose harpe, whose pipe, whose melodie, could feede my eares & make me 

blinde: 
Whose pleasant noise made me forget, that in sure trust was great deceit. 

In trust I see is treason founde, and man to man deceitfull is, 
And whereas Treasure doeth abounde, of flatterers there doe not misse: 
Whose painted speache, and outward showe, doe seme as frends and be not so. 

Would I haue thought in thee to be, the nature of the Crokadill, 
Which if a man a slepe maie see, with bloudy thirst desires to kill: 
And then with teares a while gan wepe, the death of hym thus slaine a slepe. 

o flatterer false, thou traitor borne, what mischief more might thou deuise, 
Then thy deare frende, to haue in scorne, and hym to wounde in sondrie wise: 
whiche still a frende pretends to be, and art not so by profe I se. 

Fie, fie, vpon suche trechery. 

The gloves are off and the field of challenge is no longer any sort of pJayfieJd, for 

the issue is perilous in a way that no love-skirmish can be, and the tears belong, 

not to the speaker, but to the false friend. The medical writers asserted tears were 



only for middle-range griefs; so here in the poetry, when they are for the play of 

amorous dalliance they can be shed by the poet, but when the matter is more 

weighty, they are moved to a beast. 
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The Phoenix Nest. If The Paradise of Dainty Devices is the most serious and 

English miscellany, the next collection could well be called the most self

consciously literary. It was published under the supervision of "R.S. of the Inner 

Temple, gentleman" and is the first miscellany to have been collected and printed 

under the direct guidance of a gentleman rather than a publisher. Cleariy, R.S. 

was aiming at a cultivated audience.39 Equally clear is the debt to the ideas and 

practices of Sir Philip Sidney, especially in the work of poets like Thomas Lodge, 

and some of the anonymous figures who contributed. 

There is greater care for and effective control exercised over details of 

language in Phoenix than in earlier collections. In a lyric beginning, "Oh woods 

vnto your walks my bodie hies,"4O Thomas Lodge writes, "If I behold the flowres 

39 The Phoenix Nest (1593). Ed. Hyder Edward Rollins. 1931. All citations taken from this 
edition. Rollins points out by following the conventions of genteel authorship--omitting names and in 
favor of initials, but including indications of rank, "Sir," "Gent.," etc. In addition, where an author 
can be identified R.S.'s texts are often superior to those published under the author's name (notably 
Thomas Lodge's poems later to appear in his Phi/is). 

Rollins suggests that R.S. chose poems written by people with whom he was acquainted. This 
would account both for the exclusion of poets like Drayton, Daniel, Marlowe, Spenser, or 
Shakespeare; and for the close similarity of style and manner (close even within the miscellanies' 
conventions) of the poems in the section "Excelient Ditties." Besides the light lyrics, there are three 
poems eulogizing and elegizing Philip Sidney, which follow the conventions of funeral lyric, rather 
than of the playful love lyrics. 

Both English and Italian styles are included, with the Venus and Adonis stanza the most popular. 
The sonnet is well represented--the mania for sonnet sequences was at its height. (See Rollins' 
Introduction. ) 

40 Phoenix Nest, Rollins, p. 61. Also Englands Helicon, I. 108-9. 



by morning teares, / Looke louely sweete, ah then forlorne I crie." "Morning 

teares" is surely the dew; however, when it is spoken, the phrase can also mean 

"when I look at the flowers through the tears of mourning in my eyes ... " This 

type of orthographic ambivalence arises more often in Phoenix than in earlier 

collections, and appears to be used with control and intention. The potential for 

combining concrete with metaphoric aspects of tears is heightened by these 

strategies. Poetic tears are being developed beyond their concrete aspect, beyond 

the immediate metaphor of simile into more elaborate conceits. 

This sensitivity to language is accompanied by a more positive recognition of 

the music imbedded in poetic images. The same lyric of Lodge's includes the 

stanza 

When I regard the pretie grefful burd, 
With tearfull (yet delightfull) notes complaine, 

I yeeld a tenor with my teares, 
And whilst hir musicke wounds mine eares, 

Alas say I, why nill my notes affoord 
Such like remorce, who still beweepe my paine. 
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It is commonplace to write that the nightingale's grief-full song is full of tears, but 

Lodge accents the correlation between the bird's weeping song and his own singing 

tears. 

The Phoenix Nest contributed six lyrics to the lute song writers, among them 

"Short is my rest, whose toile is ouerlong," which was set by William Barley in A 

New Booke of Tabliture [1596]. There is great beauty compact in the paradoxical 

comparisons, "Deedes of the day, are fables for the night, / Sighes of desire, are 

smoakes of thoughtfull teares, " where sigh and smoke hint at the unconceded fire 
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and the poet plays with the distance between day's reality and the night's 

imagination.41 

Lodge begins a lyric with this motif of day/night relating to the fire of passion, 

but his prolixity dilutes it: 

All day I weepe my wearie woes, 
Then when that night approcheth neere, 
And euery one his eies doth close, 
And passed paines no more appeere, 

I change my cheere. 
And in the weepings of mine eie, 
Loue bathes his wings, and from my hart 
Drawes fire his furie to supplie, 
And on my bones doth whet his dart: 

o bitter smart. 
My sighes within their clouds obscure, 
Would blinde mine eies, they might not see, 
Those cruell pleasant lamps that lure: 
My reason faine would set me free, 

Which may not be. etc42 

The speaker tries to use one of the effects of his passion, his sighs, to preserve 

him from the vision of his beloved's enchanting eyes; his reason tries to bring him 

strength--unsuccessfully. He is aware, very aware, of the thralldom he suffers, 

and pleads for release, "0 flie me Loue, " but finds no power within himself to 

break loose. He particularizes the physical evidences of his predicament (sighs, 

eyes, reason), which leads to the conclusion that "Thus shall I ioy, if Loue 

devrease: / And liue in peace." This happy outcome is not contingent on any force 

within himself so much as on the independent workings of Love. His own powers 

41 Phoenix Nest (pp.l00-l). It is printed by Edward Doughtie in Lyricsfrom the English Airs 
1596-1622, 1970, (p. 61); and is set as number VI in Barley. Lines 7-8 are quoted. 

42 Page 59, lines I-tO. 
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are insufficient; in fact, they exacerbate his dilemma. Lodge wrestles with a sense 

of alienation both from himself and from the outside--represented by love. His 

rhetorical game has assumed its own reality. 

The versatility of some lachrymate images, such as the ones above, is carried 

to an extreme by Nicholas Breton, one of the most-represented poets in Phoenix 

Nest. Several stanzas of his lyric "A most excellent passion set downe," appeared 

first in Brittons Bowre of Delights (1591) in a poem titled, "Of a wearie life." In 

both contexts the repeated stanzas participate in songs of melancholy and gloom 

(such as Breton was noted for; he did after all, write a collection well-named 

Melancholike Humours).43 The lyric in Phoenix begins by deprecating youths' 

pretensions to sorrow, which the speaker circumlocutorily says cannot in any way 

compare to his own: 

Com yonglings com, that seem to make such mone, 
About a thing of nothing God he knowes: 
With sighes and sobs, and many a greeuous grone, 

43 pp. 71-2. The three marked verses also appear in as the final stanzas of a long, untitled poem 
(beginning, "Some men will saie, there is a kinde of muse") which is repreinted from MS Additional 
34064, in Grosart's Breton, I,t, 20. (Rollins, Phoenix Nest, "Notes," 162). The lyric in Brittons 
Bowre is more succinct, and certainly as successful as the one in Phoenix: 

Who can delight in such a wofull sound, 
Or loues to heare a Laie of dire lament, 
What note is sweete when griefe is all the ground, 
Discords can yeeld but onely discontent. 

The wrest is wrung that straines each string too farre, 
And strifes the stops that giue each stroke a iarre. 

Harsh is (alas) the harmonie God knowes, 
When out of tune is almost euerie string: 
That sound vnsweete that all of sorrow growes, 
And sad the Muse that so is forst to sing. 

But some doe sing but that for shame would erie, 
So doth both my Muse and so I sweare do I. 



And trickling teares, that secret sorow showes, 
Leaue, leaue to faine, and here behold indeed, 
The onely man, may make your harts to bleed. 

Good nature weepes to see hir selfe abused; 
III fortune shewes hir furie in hir face: 
Poore reason pines to see hir selfe refused: 
And dutie dies, to see his sore disgrace. 

Hope hangs the head, to see dispaire so neere; 
And what but death can end this heauie cheere? 

Oh cursed cares, that neuer can be knowne: 
Dole, worse than death, when neuer tong can tell it: 
The hurt is hid, although the sorow showne, 
Such is my paine, no pleasure can expell it. 

In summe I see, I am ordained I: 
To liue in dole, and so in sorow die. 

Behold each teare, no token of a toy: 
But torments such, as teare my hart asunder: 
Each sobbing sigh, a signe of such annoy; 
That how I ]iue, beleeue me 'tis a wonder. 

Each grone, a gripe, that makes me gaspe for breath: 
And euerie straine, a bitter pang of death. 

Loe thus I liue, but looking still to die:44 

And still I looke, but still I see in vaine: 
And still in vaine, alas, I lie and crie: 
And still I crie, but haue no ease of paine. 

So still in paine, I liue, looke, lie, and erie: 
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44 "The author of The Arte of Englishe Poesie, 1589 ... highly approves of this rhetorical echo
device. It may, he says, 'be called the marching figure, for after the first steppe all the rest proceede 
by double the space, and so in our speach one word proceedes double to the first that was spoken, 
and goetb as it were by strides or paces; it may aswell be called the clyming figure, for Clymax is as 
much to say a ladder. (Rollins "Notes," 163). 



When hope would helpe, or death would let me die.4s 

Even a partial quotation makes it is evident that this poem is so dependent upon its 

discursive game that any link with concrete events has become attenuated. The 

secret sorrow has become so cryptic that, although a reader can perhaps "behold 

each tear," none of them has a referent. Breton has achieved his expressed 

purpose, for "the hurt is hid, although the sorow showne" indeed: the poet teases 

the reader with a mask of openness which, in actuality, conceals his visage 

completely. Not only is there no beloved, practically neither lover nor love itself 

remains. 

Some lyrics in the Phoenix direct the gaze beyond the tears themselves 

exclusively to their function as emblems of the grief concealed behind them. In an 

anonymous lyric painting the picture of melancholic despair in action, one poet 

orders his words: 

Weepe you my lines for sorrow whilst I write 
For you alone may manifest my griefe, 
Your numbers must my endles woes recite, 
Such woes as wound my soule without reliefe, 

Such bitter woes, as who so would disclose them, 

4S Lines quoted are 1-6 and 13-36. The poem continues with four stanzas of sorrow, how sleep 
provides no rest because the dreams are "of no delight;" how the morning dew only reminds the 
speaker of the sweat of sorrow on his face; that, if no person can help, the sexton should "toule / A 
solemne knell, yet for a silie soule;" finally, he presents sorrow's knell, complains of death's 
lingering, and solicits his epitaph: 

Harke how it sounds, that sorrow lasteth long: 
Long, long: long long: long long, and longer yet: 
Oh cruell death: thou doost me double wrong, 
To let me lie so long in such a fit: 

Yet when I die, write neighbors where I lie; 
Long was I dead, ere death would let me die. 
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Must cease to talke, for hart can scarse suppose them.46 

The poet's perplexity, that although words are insufficient to convey great grief, 

and they are all he has, leaves him in a quandry. No heart--neither the speaker's 

nor his hearer's--can bear the weight of the pain his words can convey, and that is 

not the whole of the anguish. The speaker sends his poetic lines to do the duty of 

his eyes, that, like "yeelding fountaines watring of the ground, / Do ceasles run, 

and shroud their shining ioy. "47 As others have done, this poet finds his 

impassioned brain restless; he feigns his smiles when in truth he is faint with fear, 

and complains that 

Mine eies complaine the follies of my hart: 
My hart laments the errors of mine eie: 
My thoughts would burie endles things in art: 
Mine eie, my hart, my thoughts, wend all awrie:48 

He weeps for his foolish love, with tears pressed from his heart's humoral 

passions, and, to try to regulate the confusion, he tries to write--to bury the 

46 The first stanza of the first of the "Excellent Ditties of diuers kindes, and rare inuention. . ." 
that make up the bulk of the Phoenix Nest, pp. 52-4. 

47 Lines 16-17. 

48 Lines 31-4. 
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irresolvable love in poetry. 49 The lyric ends in a desperate avowal of his simple 

faith, constant mind, and endless honest love. 

100 

Honest love is an issue for many of the poets engaged in the game of 

discursive dalliance. The words can only say what they say, and the poets run out 

of ways to make them persuasive. A lyric beginning, "Ah poore Conceit, delite is 

dead, i Thy pleasant daies are doon, "so asserts stubbornly that 

My care is not a fond conceit, 
That breedes a fained smart, 

My griefes doe gripe me at the gall, 
And gnaw me at the heart. 

My teares are not those fained drops, 
That fall from fancies eies, 

But bitter streams of strange distresse, 
Wherein discomfort lies. 

Mi sighes are not those heauie sighes, 
That showes a sickly breath, 

My passions are the perfect signes, 

49 Thomas Lodge grapples with the same dilemma in a lyric (pp. 63-4)that begins with the 
speaker bemoaning his destiny, and his love's "lightness," her fickleness. He urges that his 

Soul leaue the seat, wher thoughts with endles swelling, 
Change into teares and words of no persuasion: 
Teares tume to tongs, and spend your· tunes in telling, 

Sorowes inuasion. (ll. 13-6) 

Teares, words, and tunes, all signifie my sadnes: 
My speechles griefe, looke pale without dissembling: 
Sorow sit mute, and tell thy torments madnes, 

With true harts trembling. (II. 21-4) 
All of his emotional gestures are gathered, the words, the tears, and all, to tell his grief--and it is a 
literary grief, as "signifie" shows-he, like the anonymous poet of "Weepe ... " depends finally on 
silence to win his encounter--an paradoxical position for a poet. 

50 Page 100. 
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And very paines of death. etc. 51 

The rules of the game are becoming a trifle thread-bare, and the reader has no 

gauge by which to evaluate the intensity of any given utterance when it appears 

without context, as here. One is reduced either to asking, 'but how do we know?' 

or murmuring, 'did we ever doubt it?' 

Occasionally tears sounding a note from another tradition enter into the lyrics. 

One of the most popular lyrics of this period was "Hermit poor." The phrase itself 

became almost proverbial,52 and the lyric found itself in many manuscripts, in 

Brittons Bowre, and Phoenix Nest among the miscellanies, and was set to music by 

Alfonso Ferrabosco and Nicholas Laniere.53 The despairing love-lorn 'hermit' 

plans to spend his days in poverty and obscurity until love and fortune permit him 

death. His diet echoes Psalm 42.3a, "My teares haue beene my meate day and 

night;" for he declares that, "My foode shall be of care and sorow made, / My 

drink nought else but teares falne from mine eies."54 Two traditions of lament--

SI Lines 13-24. 

S2 See Rollins, "Notes," 167-71. The poem is printed on pp. 77-8. 

S3 Ferrabosco set the first quatrain and refrain in Ayres (1609); see Edmund H. Fellowes, English 
Madrigal School. Nicholas Laniere set the entire song in Select Musicall Ayres and Dialogues, 1653-
late for this chapter, but indicative of the lyric's enduring fame. 

54 It is an interesting juxtaposition of genresthat Phineas Fletcher's paraphrase of Ps. 42 was 
written to be sung to Ferrabosco's tune for "Hermit." The secular, love-lorn 'hermit' tune 
accompanies the words of the soul who "pines, pants, and faints" for the Lord's love. (Rollins, 
p. 169). 

Francis Davison, in an elegy entitled "He renounceth his food ... " (pp. 61-2) in Poetical 
Rhapsody (1602), picks up the motif: "Sighs fill my mouth in steade of pleasant meate, / And teares 
do moist my lips in lieu of drinke." (See below.) 
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secular and religious love--here show one of the earliest signs of their seventeenth

century merger. 55 

Englands Helicon. This is the first miscellany that could be called an anthology by 

modern standards: it includes poems from Surrey on, and, as its editor, Rollins, 

says, "one-hundred twenty-six [poems of its 150] would be known today if it had 

never appeared. "56 Pastoral topoi--with the conventional shepherds, nymphes, 

and hungry sheep--dominate. The compiler, in his "To the Reader. . ." is more 

anxious that authorial credit be justly distributed than that the volume be well 

received. Such concern argues for his own awareness that few of his offerings was 

untried; he was selling as close to a sure thing as any fashion might be called. 

Among most of the poems selected for this collection, tears function as a type 

of short-hand. Few lyrics use them as a leading focus or motif; rather the word 

itself conjures up the tradition as it had developed over the preceding decades. In 

one example, "An excellent Pastorall Dittie" by Shep. Tonie (Anthony Munday), 

the narrating nymph calls to the ladies and other nymphs to "come learne of me to 

wet your wanton eyes" (p. 68). Poems identifying the speaker's passions with 

various aspects of nature are signalled more crisply, with fewer descriptions and 

greater tautness of structure. The speaker in Thomas Lodge's "The Sheep heard 

SS Steven May argues that, until the vernacular was "raised up within the court through the 
wholly secular efforts of Oxford, Dyer, Sidney, and the queen herself" English was considered 
unsuitable as a vehicle for religious expression (202). 

S6 "Introduction," ll.3. The Phoenix offered a good number of lyrics to the lute song composers, 
but Helicon certainly borrowed the most from them. The compiler of Helicon took four lyrics from 
John Dowland's First Booke of songes or Ayres (1597) alone. 
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Damons passion" (p. 91), for instance, asks of trees, rocks, and flocks why they 

are pensive for his loss; then attributes the (seemingly) sad sounds of birds, winds, 

and beasts to grief for his loss; then 

Floods weepe their springs aboue their bounds, 
And Eccho wailes to see my woe: 
The roabe of ruthe dooth cloath the grounds, 

Floods, Eccho, grounds, why doo ye all these teares bestow? 

All those to whom he appeals reply in the last line: "We greeue since Phillis nill 

kind Damons loue consort." The only metaphor that escapes the austere is the 

"roabe of ruthe, " the mercy of moisture upon the earth. Some lyrics are compact 

anthologies of the popular--fast becoming weary--tropes of passion. "To 

Amarillis," lifted from Byrd's Psalmes, Sonets and songes . .. (1588), includes 

most of the favored words, phrases, and complaints, including "The more I waile: 

/ The lesse my sighes and teares preuaile," a commonplace of frustrated 

competition. 

Two of the four lyricsS7 originally set by John Dowland in his The First 

Rooke of Songes and Ayres (1597) have tears of some consequence--not surprising 

for the composer who wrote Lacrimae antiquae, and was self-styled "Semper 

Dowland, semper dolens." Dowland's tears are as present in his music as in the 

lyrics. "To his Flocks" (p.158) begins "Burst forth my teares, assist my forward 

greefe," set by Dowland with a fine, impatient motif. These are consummately 

tears of performance; as it is sung, although the tears are never mentioned after the 

initial line, they hang remembered in the air. In" Another to his Cinthia," 

(pp.160-1) tears are equated with trust; the poet sends his thoughts up to the 

57 The compiler claims he has three lyrics from "Maister lohn Dowlands booke of tableture for 
the Lute ... " but he has omitted one, No. 119, p.158. 
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Moone, and bids them whisper that: "Hope oft doth hang the head, and trust shed 

teares." Trust--mistrust, really--is the subject of this lyric, perhaps by Raleigh.58 

Whether he wrote it is less momentous than the puissance seen in the beloved--like 

her lunar namesake, she is really above her swain. He concedes the mistrust, but 

minimizes it--"loue is sweetest, seasoned with suspect." If the beloved finds this 

sentiment distasteful and clouds up with disdain, the poet directs his distant 

thoughts to "With windie sighes disperse them [the clouds] in the skyes, / Or with 

thy teares dissolue them into raine." Only when Cinthia shines "as shee hath done 

before," can his thoughts, hopes, and love return to him. Rather than despair of 

their efficacy, the speaker places his tears in a 'practical' position of service, 

Poetical Rhapsody. The Poetical Rhapsody (1602)59 is the last Elizabethan 

miscellany. It is a summation, rather than an exploration of new territory. Its 

tears represent some of the culmination of the Renaissance lyric tradition. Francis 

Davison follows the traditions of miscellany editorship by asserting that his brother 

and Anomos, the other two contributors, were not consulted about their works' 

inclusion. He argues that theirs will be the credit if their poems are a success; any 

blame "will be deriued vppon me, for publishing that which they meant to 

suppresse." That out of the way, he turns to the vexed question of the fitness of 

lyric: If, he maintains, "thou mislike the Lyricall, because the chief est subiect 

58 See Doughtie, pp. 456-7. Agreeing with Rollins that "the author is entirely uncertain" , 
Doughtie does not try to assert that the lyric was, in fact, written by Raleigh, but he does present 
evidence that it might have been. 

59 Ed. Hyder Edward Rollins, 1931, 2 vols. 
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thereof is Loue; I reply, that Loue being virtuously intended, & worthily placed, is 

the Whetstone of witt, and Spurre to all generous actions. "60 

Davison casts back for authority and for the roots of the tradition he 

celebrates. The "Paraphrasticall translation of Petrarkes ... S'Amor non e, che 

dunque e quel ch ';0 sento"61 employs Petrarch's authority to question the whole 

game of love being played. The emotions, sentiments, and questions are not new, 

but, presented here as open translation (the author's heavy reliance on paraphrase 

results in a lyric that is much longer than Petrarch's sonnet), they carry a new-

because an old--weight. "If Loue bee nothing but an idle name ... a fained fire, 

deuoyd of smoke and flame" asks the poet, "what is that which mee tormenteth 

still?" If love is good, why is it so painful? he wonders. Against this opening, he 

ponders the dilemma of his own will operating in his love. If he chose to be 

where he is, what is he complaining about; if not, what use are his complaints? 

If with my will amidst these flames I fry, 
Whence come these teares? how chance I thus complaine? 

60 The entire discussion hinges on the "fitness II of both person and subject: 
If thou condemne Poetry in generall, and affirme, that it doth intoxicate the braine, and 
manke men vtterly vnfit, either for more serious studies, or for any actiue course of life, I 
can only say, lubeo te stultum esse libenter: Since experience proues by examples many, 
both dead and Iiuing, that diuers delighted and excelling herein, being Princes or States
men, haue gouerned and counceled as wisely, being Souldiers, haue commanded armies as 
fortunately, being Lawyers, haue pleaded as iudicially and eloquently, being Diuines, haue 
written and taught as profoundly ... [if] liking other kindes, thou mislike the Lyricall, 
because the chief est subiect thereof is Laue; I reply, that Laue being virtuously intended, & 
worthily placed, is the Whetstone of witt, and Spurre to all generous actions, and that many 
excellent spirits, with great fame of witt, and no staine of iudgement, haue written 
excellently in this kind, and specially the euer-praiseworthy Sidney . .. 

61 Rime, 132. Rollins 154. 
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Ifforce perforce I beare this misery, 
What help these Teares that cannot ease my paine? 

How can this fancy beare such sway in mee, 
But if my selfe content, that so it bee? (13-8) 

Unless he acquiesced, he reasons, how could love have such power over him. The 

tears, evidently, he does not think he can control. 

In one of Francis Davison's own lyrics, "He renounceth his food and former 

delight. .. " (61-2) the speaker, whenever he chances to think on his miseries, 

loses all pleasure in the pastimes of living. 

Sighs fill my mouth in steade of pleasant meate, 
And teares do moist my lips in lieu of drinke: 

But yet, nor sighs, nor tears, that run amain 
Can either starue my thoughts, or quench my paine. 

For trying oft (alas) yet still in vaine, 
To make some pleasant numbers to arise, 
And beating oft my dulled weary Braine, 
In hope some sweete Conceit for to deuise: 

Out of my mouth no wordes but groanes would come, 
Out of my Pen no inke but teares would runne. 

Of all myoId Delights yet one was left, 
Painting alone to ease my minde remain'd; 

From forth mine eies the blood for colours came, 
And teares withall to temper so the same. 

(3-6) 

(19-26; 29-30) 

His tears echo the Psalm 42 figure; they are to serve as ink, and as the medium to 

"temper" the colors with which he paints. His melancholy loving is never related 

to a woman or a situation; he speaks once of "these my woes" and leaves the rest 

to his readers' imaginations. His pain seems more cerebral than visceral. The 

game has moved to the poet's head. His own suffering has supplanted any other's 

power to make him plaine. 
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One of the anonymous lyrics, "Mine eies haue spent their teares, & now are 

drie" (p. 169) also cultivates a thorougly literary sport. It is not the speaker who 

weeps, but his Muse weeping through him: 

The teres you see distilling from mine eies, 
My gentle Muse doth shed for this my griefe. 
The plaints you heare are her incessant cries, 
By which she calles in vaine fro some reliefe. 

She neuer parted since my griefe begunne, 
In her I liue, she dead, my life were done. 

The lover laments that his Ladie dares not even allow his muse to visit her "For 

feare, vnwares she let in Love with thee." For, he says, she thinks (with reason) 

that, since he loves so strongly, he must certainly have affected his muse with love 

even as his tears come from her. 

The inutility of tears and sighs to move the beloved reappears frequently. In 

"His Sighes and Teares are bootlesse," attributed to WaIter Davison (p.112), the 

poet argues he has tried everything that tongue and pen can do, "to praise, 

dispraise, complaine, and pittie craue." He orders out his sighs "to purchase my 

releefe" and tears to move her "rocky Hart"--"Therefore my sighes sigh in her 

eares my greefe, / And in her Hart my Teares imprint my Love," but in the very 

next line, he bids them cease, for they are "vaine sighes" and "fruitles teares." It 

is as if the poets have become so accustomed to losing their rhetorical game that 

they admit inevitable defeat even before they have begun to play. The conventions 

are so familiar that their outcomes are assured. 

Occasionally, poetic conceits, rhetorical structuring, and an underlying 

physiological insight combine to make an intriguing lyric. One anonymous lyric 

uses the conventional grief, the structuring principle called by Puttenham a 
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marching or "clyming figure"62--since it moves by doubling and repetition "much 

as to say a ladder" toward a climax--and the medically accepted relationship 

between eyes and heart to make an effective statement: 

Breake heauy hart. and rid mee of this paine, 
This paine that still encreaseth day by day: 
By day with sighes I spend my selfe in vaine, 
In vayne by night with teares I waste away: 

Away I waste with teares by night in vaine, 
Teares, sighs, by night, by day encrease this paine. 

Mine Eyes no Eies, but fountaines of my teares, 
My teares no teares, but floods to moyst my hart: 
My hart no hart, but harbour of my feares, 
My feares no feares, but feelings of my smart: 

My smart, my feares, my hart, my teares, mine eies 
Are blind, dryde, spent, past, wasted with my cries. 

And yet mine Eyes, thogh blind, see cause of greefe: 
And yet my teares, thogh dride, run down amaine: 
And yet my hart, though spent, attends releefe, 
And yet my feares, though past, encrease my paine: 

And yet I liue, and liuing, feele more smart, 
And smarting, cry in vaine, breake heauy hart. 

Humors gather when fear or other passion is felt and rise from the heart as tears to 

the eyes; thus they dry the heart--and here they re-moisten it, too. His fears are 

fed by what they feed. The clyming figure of stanza two, moving from eyes, to 

tears, to heart, to fears, back to pain, goes up, down, and up its ladder again, once 

up-&-down by the sensations and locations, and once up by the effects. The whole 

poem circles back to its original "Break heavy heart," depicting very clearly the 

state of mind where one's thoughts go round and round, like a squirrel in a cage. 

It is effective. 

62 See note 31. 



In "Of his Ladies weeping" (p.l08), WaIter Davison uses a very conceited 

approach to wooing by shared tears. 

What need I say, how it doth wound my brest, 
By fate to bee thus banisht from thine Eyes, 
Since your own Tears with me doo Sympathize, 
Pleading with slow departure there to rest? 

For when with floods of teares they were opprest, 
Ouer those luory banks they did not rise, 
Till others enuying their felicities, 
Did presse them forth, that they might ther be blest. 

Some of which, Teares prest forth by violence, 
Your lippes with greedy kissing strait did drinke: 
And other some vnwilling to part thence, 
Inamourd on your cheekes in them did sincke. 

And some which from your Face were forc'd away, 
In signe of Loue did on your Garments stay. 

109 

The Lady's tears are emblems, resting in places where the speaker would gladly 

be; first they slowly seep from her eyes, unwilling to leave their inner status, close 

to her heart; then, when they are finally pushed out from her eyelids by others 

rising from within, some return to her via her lips, others rest on her cheeks, and 

even those that fall from her face, find repose in her garments. Thus they 

sympathize--and torment--the speaker, playing with him a dalliance of licence. 

These are about the most artificial tears that appear until Crashaw. 63 

Tears in a Woman's Voice, a Postscript. There is one "subspecies" of lyric that 

deserves special consideration: the few poems given a woman's voice. If the 

miscellanies had produced no poems expressing a woman's point of view, the issue 

would be different; if they had many, it would not arise. Because there are few--

63 See below, p 261ff. 
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but some--the question of what they represent becomes important. These lyrics 

dodge the tradition of one-sided debate, one-sided dialogue, where the man sings 

and the woman is, if not absent, certainly silent. lohan Huizinga has demonstrated 

that, in almost every culture, there is a vital tradition of dialogued or debating love 

poetry, where by question/answer, or riddles, or in teasing, man and woman 

present the faces of their passion. 64 In the miscellaneous lyrics, however, 

especially the earlier ones, a woman's voice is extremely rare. In Tottel's 

Miscellany, for instance, there are perhaps two or three occasions when a "lady" 

complains about her lover being absent upon the sea, one where the lady mourns 

being forsaken, and one very unusual dialogue (by Wyatt) that Tottel has labeled 

"The Lover complaineth and the Lady comforteth," where the lady not only has a 

voice (almost half the lines) but gives a consenting answer, at which the lover 

promises to be "trew. "6S But these are exceptions: the majority by far are plaints 

or descriptions or commentaries with not even an echoing response. Whether she 

is vilified or praised, besought or abandoned, the beloved remains unheard. In 

later collections like A Poetical Rhapsody (1602), where pastoral eclogues prevail, 

64 Cf. page 65. 

6S See nos. 17 and 19, according to Rollins, both written for the persona of the Countess of 
Surrey; No. 222, author uncertain; No. 109, by Wyatt. 
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there are more dialogue-verses, or pairs of verse and answer, but even here, a 

woman's voice is uncommon. 66 

What makes these few poems significant is the ways in which the women's 

words tend to support the masculine ideals. Not surprising, but evidence of an 

interesting blindness; the poets display no awareness that there is any other 

viewpoint possible. The beloved has always been essentially invisible; here, even 

given a voice, she is wholly a created reflection. In Tottel, number 17, 

"Complaint of the absence of her louer being vpon the sea," seems to have been 

written for the Countess of Surrey, "to voice her impatience at the separation from 

her husband, during his absence on military duty in France ... "67 It begins with 

the lady addressing" ... happy dames, that may embrace / The frute of your 

delight," and continues in language as extravagant as any other lyric. This 

"Lady" portrays herself in terms that do not vary from those used about any lady 

by lover-poets. She describes herself as "the swete port of his auail," toward 

whom he directs his sailing passage with winds that are "scalding sighes." Her 

vision of him mingles obedience and passion. He is the one who "hath in 

gouernance / My life, while it wil last;" his eyes are her "food, / Which somtime 

66 A Poetical Rhapsody contains one poem by Mary Sidney, Countess of Pembroke, No.4. Her 
own anomalous stature accounts for this unique departure from the norm. For complaint and answer, 
see the pair of sonnets, nos. 28-9. That they are rhetorical play is evident from the title of the second 
"Her answere, in the same Rimes." In a playful pseudo-dialogue on the question, "For what cause he 
obtaines not his Ladies fauour," (E!egie III, No. 46) each of the poet's questions begins 1st ... " and 
each of the answers he puts in her mouth, "No .... " After he disposes of his appearance, relative 
poverty, lack of poetic skill, and inability to posture ("vaunt, or [be] effeminate?"), as reasons for her 
refusal of him-not to mention her possible distrust of his continued faithfulness, or her suppression of 
loving feelings because "iealous Eies" may be watching her-his conclusion is ironic: no woman loves 
a faithful lover. 

67 Padelford, in Rollins 143. 
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so delited me, / that yet they do me good" in remembrance in spite of his absence, 

which makes her "burne." The verse's stanzaic structure makes it admirable for 

music,68 as each stanza reaches an important, self-revelatory pause at the same 

position. The sincerity of feeling here seems undeniable: the woman's voice 

speaks with credible passion and exemplary control. What is ironic is that it is not 

"she" who speaks--at least, there is no evidence of a woman's authorship, and 

Rollins does not offer it as a possibility. A man's hand moves the woman's mouth 

to mourn a man's absence.69 

When other louers in armes acrosse, 
Reioyce their chiefe delight: 
Drowned in teares to mourne my losse, 
I stand the bitter night, 
In my window, where I may see, 
Before the windes how the cloudes flee. 
Lo, what a mariner loue hath made me. 

And in grene waues when the salt flood 
Doth rise, by rage of winde: 
A thousand fansies in that mood 
Assayle my restlesse mind. 
Alas, now drencheth my swete fo, 
That with the spoyle of my hart did go, 
And left me but (alas) why did he so? 

There is an admirable balance between her tears, which drown her as she stands 

her lonely watch, and the drenching her "swete fo" undergoes in the storm. Her 

involvement in love is such that she shares his experiences--as in the pastoral 

where nature grieves with the mourner, here the speaker storms with nature. 

68 In fact, No. 17 has a musical setting, in BM MS. Add. 30513 (2.143) .. 

69 Likewise Rollins apparently places little confidence in the fact that the poem appears in the 
"Surrey" section of Tottel. But see No. 19, which is written for the Countess by her husband, Henry 
Howard, the Earl, himself (Notes, 145-6). 
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In "The lady forsaken of her louer, prayeth his returne, or the end of her own 

life" (No. 222), the lady has no personality beyond her victimization, and her ex

lover none beyond his unexplained perfidy. The poem advances a justification for 

all women who fear to love truly, based on "her" experience: she followed the 

conventions, forcing him to "sewe and long me serue;" and received his promises, 

"Did you not sweare you loude me best, / And can you now say no?;" but to no 

avail. She is left mourning--conventionally: 

Alas poore Dido now I fele 
Thy present paynful state, 
When false Eneas did hym stele 
From thee at Carthage gate. 
And left thee sleapyng in thy bedde, 
Regardyng not what he had sayd. 

Was neuer woman thus betrayed, 
Nor man so false forsworne, 
His faith and trouth so strongly tayed, 
Vntruth hath alltotorne: 
And I haue leaue for my good will, 
To waile and wepe alone my fill. 

But since it will not better be, 
My teares shall neuer blyn: 
To moist the earth in such degree, 
That I may drowne therin: 
That by my death all men may saye, 
Lo women are as true as they. . . . 

The lady uses the conventions of her adversary in her plaint so that she may prove 

her 'truth' in unmistakable terms. Like Dido (the epitome of the forsaken, 

wronged woman) she will weep till her life's end--although she expects to drown in 

her unceasing tears rather than being immolated on a pyre. She will become an 

emblem of woman's truth in love--equal to any man's--an emblem equally 

artificed. The level of emotional embellishment is high, the tone artificial--and the 

effect a high-stakes game. 
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A Handfull of pleasant delites (1584) contains one intriguing contribution to 

the dialogue of men writing women's voices. Several stanzas of "The Complaint 

of a Woman Lover" (No. 19), exhibit a degree of sympathetic understanding for 

her lover's emotions and a wistfulness, that would be unusual in a poem spoken by 

a man. She was actually moved, she says, by his wailing and (what turn out to 

have been) "fained teares." The first stanza, with simple pronoun changes, could 

fit either gender. In the second, however, the speaker recalls how she had 

empathized with the pain of the man who has since abandoned her; and in the 

third, she tries to imagine what kind of woman could have nursed such an uncaring 

man: 

, My grief doth grow by my desire. 
To fancie him that stormes my woe: 
He naught regards my flaming fire, 
Alas why doth he serue me so? 

Whose fained teares I did beleeue, 
And wept to heare his wailing voice, 
But now, alas, too soon I preeue, 
Al men are false, there is no choice. 

, Had euer woman such reward, 
At anie time for her goodwill? 
Had euer woman hap so hard, 
So cruelly for loue to spill? 

What paps (alas) did giue him food, 
That thus vnkindly workes my wo? 
What beast is of so cruell moode, 
To hate the hart that loues him so? 

The ballad-poet describes a successful love campaign; all those tears, sighs, and 

sobs do work sometimes. But the game looks slightly different when viewed from 

the perspective of one who has loved and lost. The woman feels betrayed by her 

lover, and, in a sense, by other women, embodied in her wondering what kind of 

mother raised such a man. 
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The tropes of betrayal seem to have no gender-differentiation; for the fourth 

stanza employs the predictable conventions of perfidy with no peculiar emphasis: 

, Like as the simple Turtle true, 
In mourning groanes I spend the day: 
My daily cares night dooth renew, 
To thinke how he did me betray: 

And when my weary limmes wold rest, 
My sleepe vnsound hath dreadfull dreams, 
Thus greeuous greefes my hart doth wrest 
That stH mine eies run down like streams: 

In the fifth stanza, the pattern of a peculiarly woman's nature reappears: because 

she is woman, she is unable to escape the location of her love and abandonment--as 

a man probably could--so she wanders mourning around the formerly delightful 

places where they had passed time together. She makes their bed an icon to her 

loss, praying an impossible return to her past: 

, And yet, full oft it dooth me good, 
To haunt the piace where he hath beene, 
To kisse the ground whereon he stoode, 
When he (alas) my loue did win. 

To kisse the Bed whereon we laye? 
Now may I thinke vnto my paine, 
o blisfull place full oft I say: 
Render to me my loue againe. 

Especially taken out of context, these sentiments are extraordinary, remarkably 

naturalistic for the miscellanies. The rest of the lyric relies on the usual tropes of 

the deserted lover: she is consumed by love, "bedewed in teares," unable to sleep 

for dreams that are so grievous that "stil mine eies run down like streams," and 

conscious that her lover, enjoying another beloved, "loues to see my watered eyes 

/ and laughes to see how I do pine." These are certainly as credible spoken by a 

woman as by a man--in fact, this situation aligns more closely with tradition 



outside the miscellanies--but that a ballad-poet should discriminate between the 

images of a deserted woman's solitude and hopelessness and those of a man is 

unexpected. 
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There is one final example, not from a published miscellany, but excerpted in 

Puttenham70 and reproduced by Steven May in his recent study. Sir Walter 

Ralegh addressed Queen Elizabeth in a sonnet beginning "Fortune hath taken thee 

away, my Love," to which Elizabeth replied in "An nanswer [sic]," "Ah silly 

pugg, wert thou so sore afrayd?" Part of Ralegh's complaint is that 

Ded to all Joyes, I onlie Live to woe, 
So Fortune now becomes my fancie's foe. 

In vaine mine eyes, in vaine you wast your tears, 
In vaine my sighes, the smokes of my despairs, 
In vaine you serch the earth and heavens above, 
In vaine you serch, for fortune keepes my love. 

Ralegh's sentiments are conventional, although, because the identity of the lady is 

known, those conventions takes on a plurality of ramifications they might not 

otherwise enjoy. Elizabeth's response is playful, but ominous, as well. Because 

of her status, even the endearments become condescending,71 the promises a trifle 

threatening, the play menacing. I quote the entire" An nanswer":Ah silly pugg, 

wert thou so sore afrayd? 

Mourne not my Wat, nor be thou so dismaid; 
It passeth fickle fortune's powre and skill 
To force my harte to thinke thee any ill. 

70 Ane of English Poesie. III.19. 

71 Is "pug" a suitable soubriquet for so noted a commander, even when the speaker is queen? 



No fortune base, thou saist, shall alter thee; 
And may so blind a wretch then conquer me? 
No, no, my pug, though fortune weare not blind, 
Assure thie selfe she could not rule my mind. 

Ne chouse I thee by foolish fortune's reede, 
Ne can she make me alter with such speede, 
But must thou neads sowre sorrowe's servant be, 
If that to try thie mistris Jest with thee. 

Fortune I grant somtimes doth conquer kings, 
And rules and raignes on earth and eartlie things, 
But never thinke that fortune can beare sway, 
If vertue watche and will her not obay. 

Plucke up thie hart, suppresse thie brackish teares, 
Torment the not, but put away thie feares, 
Thie Love, thie Joy, she loves no worthesse bands, 
Much lesse to be in reeling Fortune's hands. 

Dead to all Joyes and living unto woe, 
Slayne quite by her that never gave wiseman blow, 
Revive againe and live without all dread, 
The Lesse afrayde the better shalt thou spead.72 
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72 In May, Steven W. The Elizabethan Courtier Poets. London, 1991, pp. 318-9. May 
transcribes from Wiltshire Record Office, MS 8651500, f.27. I include Ralegh's poem in its entirety: 

Fortune hath taken thee away, my Love 
My live's Joy and my sowle's heaven above; 
Fortune hath taken thee away my princess, 
My world's delight and my true fancie's mistris. 

Fortune hath taken all away from me, 
Fortune hath taken all by takinge thee; 
Ded to all Joyes, I onlie Live to woe, 
So Fortune now becomes my fancie's foe. 

In vaine mine eyes, in vaine you wast your tears. 
In vaine my sighes, the smokes of my despairs, 
In vaine you serch the earth and heavens above, 
In vaine you serch, for fortune keepes my love. 

Then will I leave my Love in fortune's hands, 
Then will I leave my love in worthlesse bands, 
And onlie love the sorrowe Due to me, 
Sorrowe hencefourth that shall my princess bee. 

And onlie Joy that fortune conquers kings 
Fortune that rules on earth and earthlie things 
Hath ta'ne my Love in spite of vertue's might, 
So blind a goddesse did never vertue right. 

With wisdome's eyes had but blind fortune seen, 
Then had my love my love for ever bin; 
But love farewell, though fortune conquer thee, 
No fortune base shall ever alter me. 
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Elizabeth places a great deal of confidence in her virtue's ability to overcome 

fortune--hubris in any woman (or man) other than a ruler. The queen vies with the 

woman. As far as the tears are concerned, I would argue the woman is speaking, 

rather than the monarch. This answer goes a long way to try to restore the lover 

to his manhood--even if the respective positions of lover and mistress make her 

behests more commanding than might normally be the case. 

"Grief weares, and lessens, that tears breath affords: "73 Tears in Funeral Poetry 

This section is brief because the subject of funeral elegies has recently been 

extensively treated in two volumes; G. W. Pigman's Grief and English Renaissance 

Elegy, focusing on the work of Ben Jonson; and Dennis Kay's Melodious Tears: 

The English Funeral Elegy from Spenser to Milton. Between them, they cover the 

equivocal nature of grieving, the tension between stoic models and the insistence of 

tears, and the Protestant thrust against abundant mourning. 

G. W. Pigman has written persuasively about the Renaissance funeral elegy, 

tracing the evolution of "rigor" and the easing of rigorous strictures for grieving. 

His thesis is sound, as far as it goes, but, having begun with Jonson and the Stoics, 

and having by and large ignored the medical and sermon literature, his conclusions 

are overly simplistic--even though it would be convenient if the situation were as 

simple as he indicates.74 

73 Donne, "Elegie: Death. " 

74 G. W. Pigman stresses the predominance of stoic models too heavily, I think, once he moves 
beyond the poetry of Ben Jonson into other authors' works, in his monograph, Grief and Renaissance 
Elegy, (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1985). His earlier article "Suppressed Grief in Jonson's Funeral 
Poetry," (English Literary Renaissance 13.2 [1983], 203-20), reaches more reasonable conclusions. 
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Kay traces the development of the English (funeral) elegy as it occurs in the 

funerals of the major political figures--Sidney, Elizabeth I, Henry--and in the 

works of some major poetical figures writing about less renowned persons--Donne 

and Milton. Because tears in the funeral poetry operate very similarly to tears in 

the sermons, with a soup~on of the miscellany tradition blended in, I have omitted 

them from consideration in this study. The late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

produced a vast amount of funeral poetry eulogizing famous, honored, or loved 

dead. Often this literature made is first appearance plastered upon the hearse, 

catafalque, or tomb of its subject prior to its publication. "Occasional" in the 

highest sense of the word, this poetry represents a tradition we do not use much 

anymore. It offers a hope of an immortality other than that of the Christian 

heaven, the immortality of a literary memory. This variety of immortality 

frequently becomes the ~ource of a literary difficulty: those poets who mourned 

Elizabeth I's death did so in the court of James, who was not overjoyed at what he 

deemed inordinate praise of his long-reigned predecessor. Many poets used 

Henry, Prince of Wales' death in 1612 as an occasion to criticize his father's 

policies. In fact, in 1603, and again in 1613, James made his disapproval of 

mourning at all, and certainly in verse, quite clear. That the custom flourished in 

spite of royal frowns indicates the power of its appeal. 

Not only princes were remembered in verses; students wrote t%f/about other 

students; patrons' support was sought by those who memorialized their grief; poets 

mourned other poets; and friends acknowledged their personal losses. 

Part of what makes this long-standing custom seem strange today is the dual 

(at least) stance of the writer in relation to his subject and to his griefs 

manifestations. Grieving and writing-about-grieving are not complementary 
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activities, or at least not activities performed well simultaneously. Renaissance 

physicians always list "provide distractions" high on their lists of remedies for 

melancholy and for other grief-laden ailments: writing about grief is a distraction 

from grief. 

To us, now, such a paradoxical relationship detracts from the sincerity of the 

performance itself: one cannot write sincerely about the tears he claims to be 

shedding.7s The artistic distance is all wrong. And, if he has waited till the tears 

have dried, his emotion is only being recollected in tranquillity--a formulation not 

to be born for some two centuries. But our paradox is not theirs. Our problem is 

not one they had. While many people questioned the legitimacy of the funeral 

verses--on grounds of their grief, on grounds of that griefs appropriateness, on 

grounds of over-dramatic emphasis, among others--the doubts the genre raises for 

us seem not to have concerned them particularly. One wrote poetry about the dead 

as about any other pertinent topic, for patronage, fame, or because it was the 

fashionable thing to do. 

It may seem odd that I have not chosen to investigate the poetry of 

Shakespeare, Spenser, and Sidney, who figure so prominently. The simple fact is 

that they do not use tears with the inventiveness, variety, or depth that others do. 

The channels in which tears flowed, although revolutionary in the context of 

7S Paradoxes such as this produce ludicrous results in a context such as Charles Dickens' 
Nicholas Nickleby, where the Yorkshire schoolmaster's venomous daughter, Fanny Squeers, is writing 
to Ralph Nickleby, about the assault his nephew, Nichiolas, performed upon her entire family: 

Me and my brother were then the victims of his feury since which we have suffered very 
much which leads us to the arrowing belief that we have received some injury in our 
insides. . . I am screaming out loud all the time I write and so is my brother which takes off 
my attention rather, and I hope will excuse mistakes. (Ch. 15) 
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conventional medical and homiletic prescriptions, also participate in limitations that 

circumscribed poets who sought to break with other conventions. What makes 

Sidney and Spenser remarkable is not their use of lacrimate images. Sidney's use 

of tears in Astrophil and Stella is consistent with other sonnect sequences of the 

day; it rarely reaches any unusual expressive heights. Spenser uses tears only once 

in Amoretti; seeking his love's fulfillment in marriage, he needed fewer 

expressions of the sort of existential frustration that tears so often represented for 

the Elizabethan court poets. He sought to harmonize (rather than celebrate) those 

inevitable dissonances of relationship. 

With Shakespeare, the case is a bit different. His sonnets commemorate 

change and dissolution as fully as they celebrate love; the movement, both within 

individual sonnets and through the collection as a whole, is tidal rather than linear

-a dominant current which contains many eddies and back-wash swirls complicating 

the pattern. But tears rarely appear, except in Sonnet 34, "Why didst thou promise 

such a beauteous day," where they display a complex richness that heralds the sort 

of paradox Donne delighted in. 

Why didst thou promise such a beauteous day 
And make me travel forth without my cloak, 
To let base clouds o'ertake me in my way, 
Hiding thy brav'ry in their rotten smoke? 
'Tis not enough that through the cloud thou break, 
To dry the rain on my storm-beaten face, 
For no man well of such a salve can speak 
That heals the wound and cures not the disgrace. 
Nor can thy shame give physic to my grief; 
Though thou repent, yet I have stilI the loss; 
The offender's sorrow lends but weak relief 
To him that bears the strong offense's [cross]. 

Ah, but those tears are pearl which thy love sheeds, 



And they are rich and ransom all ill deeds. 76 

Until the couplet, it is not clear that the storm is also a tempest of tears. In 

addition to the simple, literal significance, the poet trusted in the beloved's mood, 

and was surprised to encounter 'base clouds' and 'rotten smoke.' Resentful for 

twelve lines about the offense, which the beloved's repentant tears do not give 

'physic' or 'salve,' in the last two line, the poet either contrasts the preceding 

(natural) storm with the tear-storms of his love, and finds the latter good, or the 

poet reverses his stand on his beloved's offending him, and reconciles the love

tears with the storm's. 
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With collections as distinct and diverse as the miscellanies in a climate as 

metaphorically complex as the late sixteenth century, it is impossible to trace a 

single trail without distorting the journey. Tears and weeping motifs are typically 

present throughout all the volumes and display certain regular features, but they do 

not form a unilateral or monolithic image. What they share is their participation in 

the game of dalliance to the exclusion of any extended seriousness. Because 

shedding tears is such a weighty act, so often burdensomely proscribed by medical 

writers and preachers, their presence in such 'light' poetry as the love lyric 

remarks ironically on the illusory lightness of the genre. Convention allowed the 

poetic speaker to belittle his tears, but the tears themselves denied the deprecation. 

As time passed, the nature of the games changed--the lyrics representing them 

became generally more literary, more detached and more precise in their imagery 

and figuration. Complexity in the construction of metaphors and emblems 

76 Cited from The Riverside Shakespeare, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1974) 1755. 
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surrounding tears grew. The essential nature of the enterprize remains, however, 

consistent, and a line from Englands Helicon says it well--these poems are part of 

"a game where none dooth gaine. "77 

77 Edited by Hyder Edward Rollins, 2 vols. 1935, p. 83. 



3. "TO CLYME BY TEA RES THE COMMON STAIRES OF MEN:"l 

SERMONS 

Introduction. "Wounds of our hart: tears & weeping are the bloud of those 

wounds "2 
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English Renaissance sermons offer balance to genre-bound interpretations of 

contemporaneous artistic literature, particularly religious poetry. There is a valid 

technical relationship between poetry and sermons: both drew on common 

rhetorical sources; a common educational background; a shared relationship to 

ecclesial tradition; and more significantly, they used common themes and imagery. 

Poets such as Southwell, Breton, and Crashaw wrote about Mary (Magdalen) and 

Peter, stressing their relationships with Christ on the one hand, and with the reader 

on the other. Funeral elegies frequently reproduced hermeneutic topoi, frequently 

incorporating greater degree of aJfectus than sermons could achieve. Many 

emblems, metaphors, and symbols were common to both. Preachers shared with 

poets an understanding of the semiotic polysemy that was so richly exploited. 

Besides, not only had preachers often studied classical poetry during their student 

years, many were (published) poets. In fact, many whom we know primarily as 

poets had their livelihood within the church. 

Against the background of these similiarities, however, there are numerous 

important differences. Sermons constitute a more extensive body, both in terms of 

numbers and of audience. Attendance at sermons was legally mandated throughout 

much of the period, so that a sermon had a guaranteed minimum audience from the 

I John Donne, "Elegie on the Lady Marckharn," line 52. 

2 Wall, John. A Sermon ... at the Death of John Stanhope. (1623). Asr. 
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pulpit. Beyond the original preaching, those sermons that were printed eventually 

reached larger numbers of persons than any other medium--and persons over a 

wider range of social and economic strata. Poets, by and large, did not encourage 

publication of their verse--especially not the more aristocratic writers; but most 

preachers welcomed the advantage of spreading evidence of their teaching and 

rhetorical talents to the larger audience that printing could reach. 3 That sermons 

were popular is attested to by the number that remain in print, the frequency with 

which they are mentioned in diaries and letters, and their acclaimed use in the 

educational practices of the day.4 Under Elizabeth I, English preaching expanded 

beyond the two official collections of homilies, Certain Sermons Appointed to be 

Read. . ., into works by individual preachers, and sermons became both truly 

occasional and the product of independent interpretations of common doctrine. 

It is at this point in their development that sermons begin to provide a view 

into a wider range of custom and taste for the society of this era than may be 

reached by poetry alone; for, while they are grounded in tropological and doctrinal 

3 Their enthusiasm was limited by the rampant pirating of texts during this era; several preachers 
have gone on record in dedicatory letters as complaining about the cavalier and careless way their 
words have previously been presented--often without their knowledge or participation in the process. 
See, for example, Thomas Playfere, "Epistle Dedicatory" The Meane in Mourning. 

4 W. Fraser Mitchell explains that "note-taking of sermons by children ... [was] a distinct feature 
of the public education of the day on its rhetorical side, and had in view not only the religious welfare 
of the young note-taker, but his worldly welfare also ... " Younger students were to make a precis of 
the theme, points of doctrinal support, and order of argument. The eldest were to reproduce it from 
memory, and, in subsequent classes, translate it into Latin and back into English [English Pulpit 
Oratory from Andrewes to Tillotson: A Study of Its Literary Aspects. (London: SPCK, 1932) 31-5, 
passimJ. 

In addition to Mitchell, the following introduction relies heavily on Alan Fager Herr, The 
Elizabethan Funeral Sermon: A Survey and a Bibliography (NY: Octagon, 1969); and J.W. Blench, 
Preaching in England in the Late Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries, (NY: Barnes & Noble, 1964). 
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foundations which, by their very venerability, appear to offer a steady foundation 

of security, they begin to flower and fruit in characteristic directions.s During 

much of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, England was struggling for a clear 

religious self-image; contemporary conflicts between stoical expressionlessness and 

affective expression, or between reason and passion, are frequently pointed and 

heated. Many doctrinal and political debates are reflected in the status given to 

affective language, imagery, and display. Emotional excesses were most often 

condemned; and "natural" tears carefully circumscribed, even excised, from active 

participation in the outward rhetorical expression of the prevalent psychology of 

the day. 

Sermons are excellent vehicles for exploring current affective sensibilities and 

their expressions, crucial to understanding the dichotomy between the official and 

the actual status of tears/weeping. They present challenges offered to established 

designs, as well as some of the answers made to those challenges. They offer an 

opportunity to observe and compare several preachers' handlings of the same text, 

images, and metaphors, and to examine the variety of interpretations publicly 

available at any given moment. Moreover, looking at sermons preached on a 

common text or topic over a period of time allows one to see how the range of 

available interpretations (not to mention merely popular ones) changes and 

develops, how the same piece of evidence or the same image may be adduced in 

5 Although it is beyond the limits of this study, my work has indicated that medieval and pre
Renaissance sermons in England are uneasy guides to popular taste because we have little information 
on the degree to which the published version reflects the preached, and because of the paucity of data 
on who the audiences were for any given sermon. Language is little help; sermons published in Latin 
could easily have been delivered in the vernacular. (Giles Constable, in conversation) 



very different, even contradictory, contexts as time passes. W. Fraser Mitchell 

explains that the sermon 

is a particularly happy medium in which to study the changing tastes of a 
period, especially where. . .a sufficiently wide range of theological 
interests is represented, each making a direct contribution to the change 
and modification of content or structure. . . . [T]he sermon extends 
continuously across the century. . . illustrating the various literary 
tendencies of different schools of theological thought at different periods 
during the century. (5) 
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What Mitchell asserts for general "literary tendencies" is certainly at least equally 

true for the use of particular literary motifs, images, or symbols. Tears and 

weeping seem to be an inextricable part of the human condition; people weep, even 

in the Bible--even in England.6 At the same time, however, tears are subject to 

great pressures; many suppressions of uninhibited weeping are evident. In general 

terms, weeping is presented as a legitimate response to one's sorrow for sin; tears 

shed for other reasons are suspect more often than not. Relatively few sermons 

offer tears as a connective reaction, as a form of participation in shared emotion or 

experience. Some few sermons challenge this premise, but with caution and great 

qualification. 

Examining tears/weeping in sermon texts preached at various times during the 

Renaissance serves two purposes. Funeral sermons as a genre, and David, Peter, 

and Mary as figures, document and analyze the range of interpretations that tears 

6 In fact, it is a contemporary commonplace that 16th and 17th-century Europeans perceived the 
disease of melancholy to be a peculiarly English ailment, attributable, to the climate. The English 
themselves accepted the correlation between their climate and this estimate of their temperament: in 
the Anatomy of Melancholy, Robert Burton argues that the worst type of cold climate is "a thick, 
cloudy, misty, foggy air, or such as come from fens, moorish grounds, lakes ... Galen, Avicenna, 
Mercurialis, new and old physicians, hold that such air is unwholesome, and engenders 
melancholy ... " (1.2.2.5: 239). 
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supported in this era. Simultaneously, Jesus' role in hermeneutic symbols, 

presents evidence of a elliptical interpretive shift occurring during the course of the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The tendency moved from residual initial 

suspicion of the persuasive power of emotion such as tears evidence, toward 

confidence in the use of such direct, affective terms for communicating important 

messages, to a dissatisfaction with or distrust in the rationality such expression. 

The entire spread of such manifestations, confident or suspicious, aims toward the 

same target--teaching or indoctrination. The divergence is one of style and 

emphasis, not matter; the scriptural texts remain the same. Tears assume 

significance in their acceptance or rejection: if, in the face of strong societal 

restrictions, one insists on weeping publicly for an unauthorized sorrow, that 

sorrow takes on stature and the tears heighten the sense of pressure. 7 

Certain occasions--especially funerals--are naturally apt to produce some sort 

of lachrymosity. It is a curious historical co-incidence (using the term literally) 

that funeral sermons should have been denounced in England during the same 

period as tears and weeping were in particular disrepute. Funeral sermons were 

condemned more for their perceived connections with Catholicism (with the 

idolatrous dangers inherent in praising the dead) than because they offered an 

opportunity for public displays of grieving. The more radical protestants, 

7 One point that should be established is that, by and large, there seems to be little distinction 
assumed between "tears" and "weeping" as they are used in most of the sermons. Thus, weeping, 
designates the process, and tears its product; there is no contradiction, nor can the two words be 
effectively separated. As icons-objects-signs, perhaps "tears" offer more metaphoric flexibility, but 
"weeping" offers the preacher a compensatory breadth in terms of psychological analysis. In poetry 
the two are somewhat more distinct, with tears .acting as metonymy for weeping. but even here the 
two terms can never be wholly divided. 
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channel and regulate them in ways that diminished their potency. 

129 

In circumstances unrelated to funerals, the bible presents influential figures 

like King David, Peter, and Mary Magdalene (to say nothing of Jesus) 

unequivocally weeping: in the face of such evidence, preachers who sought to 

place restrictions on contemporary weeping found it advisable to interpret in ways 

that "disarm" the potency of those tears. Strategies ranged from simple (and 

guarded) derogation of the weeping itself for the reason that it was in the text to 

demonstrate what should not be done; to various devices for reinterpreting either 

the textual situation or the figure's actions along a more acceptable line, most often 

by using the weeper only as an exemplum for a point well outside the line of the 

narrative. 

Interpretation depended, in part, upon the genre in which the character wept. 

In the case of an Old Testament figure like David, tears could be interpreted 

metaphorically, typologically as prophecy, or allegorically as exempla. In view of 

his royalty, artistry--even his masculinity--his tears licensed a wide range in 

symbolism, a great deal of which was not easily controlled by exegetes. David is 

perhaps the most equivocal of the popular Old Testament figures; he is as often 

used as an instance of inappropriate behavior as he is as an example. 

Interpretations of New Testament characters were more constrained. Since 

Peter and Mary were both closely associated with Jesus, their weeping could be 

interpreted either in terms of their own, personal experience, or as exempla of the 

penitential weeping appropriate to any/every Christian. The sermons that mention 

Jesus' own weeping and tears is an extremely rich source of material. His 

position, both textually and hermeneutically, is of course different; if the Son of 
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God weeps. it is difficult to condemn tears altogether; Preachers often had great 

difficulty in "taming" and regulating tears around Jesus'. 

David (as King. father, and Psalmist), and Peter and Mary present the 

varieties of metaphor and image that may be adduced from an agglomeration of 

single moments; but with Jesus' tears, it is more significant to trace the outline of 

an historical development from traditional (and relatively simple) allegory through 

a human flowering to a species of intellectual speculation. While medieval 

allegory and modern speculation both rely on the same initial data, each goes a 

great distance from its point of origin. and each tends to minimize equally the 

literal situation in favor of an interpretation based on external premises. "Jesus" 

went from being King in the early 16th century (allegorically and tropologically), 

to being quintessential (hu)man during the early-mid 17th, to being transcendentally 

deity with only tangential relations with the people around him by the end of the 

century. Tears and weeping elucidate this shift in emphasis, focus, and interest as 

it transpired over some two-hundred years. Interpretations of the nature and 

degree of Christ's involvement in the sisters' grief at Lazarus' death, for instance, 

shift dramatically in sermons preached over the course of the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. 

"An hard thing to Funerall it well: "8 Tears in Funeral Sermons 

Between 1500 and 1700, the tradition of preaching at funerals underwent an 

extensive metamorphosis. When Bishop John Fisher preached over the remains of 

King Henry VII in 1509, he spoke out of an uninterrupted--and all but 

8 Robert Harris. Abners Funerall . .. 1641. 1. 
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unchallenged--lineage of Catholic funeral sermons. By 1700 the protocols 

governing [protestant] funeral sermons had become so well-established that it was 

not uncommon to have a man's funeral sermon appended, as a sort of epitaph, to 

the published edition of his works.9 Such acceptance of funeral orations had not 

remained unquestioned during the intervening two-hundred years; indeed, the 

practice of clerical preaching at a funeral and the funeral sermon itself were bones 

of considerable controversy during the greater part of Elizabeth's reign, and well 

into James I's as well. \0 

The fact of controversy is not what makes funeral sermons so useful in the 

context of this study. It is rather that, through the controversy, preachers had to 

find ways to adapt all the earlier (Catholic) practices into acceptable (to varying 

degrees of protestant) channels. Catholic practice during a requiem mass during 

the fifteenth and earlier sixteenth centuries was full of medieval resonances; the 

homily included a memento mori, some encomiastic eulogy of the deceased, 

especially in his roles as a Christian example to the survivors, and as an allegory. 

Consolation was also characteristic, although, as in all Christian (and most pagan) 

funereal contexts it was tempered by cautions of the need for restraint in grieving. 

On the one hand, some acknowledgment was made that people do weep when the 

people they care about die; on the other, unless one was assured that the departed 

was irretrievably in hell, the causes for tears--on behalf of the departed--were few. 

9 See below; John Howe's sermon on William Bates was published at the end of the collected 
Works of Bates. 

10 I am indebted in the following discussion to Frederic B. Tromly's article, "' Accordinge to 
sounde religion': the Elizabethan Controversy over the Funeral Sermon," in JMRS 13 (1983) 2: 293-
312. 
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Shedding tears because the person was no longer alive, and would be missed, was 

natural; but grace argued for their early cessation. 

With the advent of Reform, the situation became more acute. In practice, 

funerals themselves were placed in an equivocal position, and the sermon attached 

to them had to be entirely revamped. An example of late 16th century 

"consolation" would be Nicolas Heminge's The Preacher (trans. 1576) in which he 

asserts: "He that feeleth payne or griefe .. .if hee bee godlye, streight waye the 

common Inheritaunce of the Sonns of God beinge shewed, hee is to be lyfted up, 

to be comforted, and cherished with consolations, and that by the places above 

rehearsed [Le., the will of God, the human condition, the promise of deliverance, 

the necessity of conformity with Christ, and the power of the cross], and here with 

much profyte the eight Chapter to the Romaynes may be alledged" (58v). Grief 

came to be perceived as entirely controllable by an effort of will--aided by faith--so 

consolation was largely a process of reminding the bereaved of their grounds for 

faith.l1 Elizabethan reformers strenuously objected to funerals in general as being 

papist, and to funeral sermons as exemplifying the worst commingling of papist 

and pagan practices, and as distorting the function of the clergy: 

[The reformers'] most fundamental objection stemmed from their 
conviction that burial was properly a civil rather than an ecclesiastical 
office because scripture (Lev. 21.1) prohibited the presence of the clergy 
at funerals. Since as a sine qua non it required the participation of a 
priest, the Christian funeral was. . .a contradiction in terms. . . . it was 
even more damning that the custom had been, and continued to be, 
observed in the Roman Church. (Tromly 294-5) 

II See G.W. Pigman, Grief and English Renaissance Elegy. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1985. 
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Of more immediate--and practical--concern, was the objection that funeral sermons 

"invited mercenary praisemongering ... 'to make him by his rhetorick a better 

Christian in his grave than he was ever in his life ... '" (Henry Barrow, in 

Tromly, 296). The historical objections were the most supportable; that the 

funeral sermon had no biblical precedent; that it was of pagan origin; and that it 

had degenerated--repeatedly--from whatever respectability it had ever known into 

pernicious vanity (297). 

The Anglican defense of their practices had a single strong foundation (one 

which eventually shaped both Anglican and Protestant understandings): they cited 

Augustine's dictum in the City of God, "all these ceremonies concerning the dead, 

the care of the burial, the fashion of the sepulchres, and the pomps of the funerals, 

are rather solaces to the living, than furtherances to the dead" (1.11, in Tromly, 

299).12 As far as the doctrines of memento morl go, Augustine is helpful. 

There is no mention of grief or its consolation in versions of the Book of 

Common Prayer used during the sixteenth or seventeenth centuries; the official 

position seemed to be that the living had no need of the particular "solace" 

afforded by acknowledging tangible expressions of sorrow. The closest thing to 

"consolation" is in the prayer at the interment: "Graunte unto this thy servaunt, 

that the sinnes whiche he committed in this world be not imputed unto him, but 

that he escaping the gates of hell and paynes of eternall derkenes: may ever dwel 

in the region of Iighte, with Abraham, Isaac, and Iacob, in the place where is no 

wepyng, sorowe, nor heavinesse ... " (1549) and that is excised in a subsequent 

12 In that, they are following Hyperius' advice on funeral orations: "Funerall Orations ... be 
ordeyned to the comfort of them that be aliue" (175v). 



version (1552). This omission supports the ambivalent treatment of tears in the 

sermon literature: Howe, writing at the latter end of the tradition, puts it well: 

there is no consolation if one chooses to "prefer the Enjoyment of a Friend on 

Earth, before all the Glories of the Heavenly State" (953). 
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The Established church and all but the most extreme Reformers could meet in 

agreement on a doctrine based on the inevitability of human mortality and of 

worldly vanity; difficulties arose when the preacher sought to praise the life of the 

deceased. Grief is usually associated with having lost the deceased, so condemning 

any praise of the deceased led to the disparagement of any consolation for the 

mourners. Several preachers (Richard Hooker among them) evaded the dilemma 

by avoiding all mention of the deceased.13 Most, however, wrestled to develop 

acceptable encomiastic, eulogistic practices; and a set of protocols was developed 

which was so widely adopted that there is a high degree of uniformity among 

Elizabethan funeral sermons, certainly in terms of encomia (Tromly 304). In 

terms of consolation, there is more divergence. In some ways, this is surprising, 

since Andreas Hyperius, whose treatise, The Practis of preaching, otherwise called 

the pathway to the pulpet (tr. 1577) speaks about consolatory sermons at some 

length. Among Hyperius' concluding remarks are admonitions about the 

limitations of grieving, and the best ways for the preacher to reach his ends. The 

one who can dissuade the griever from grieving is a "good pastor, and also ... an 

13 Richard Hooker mentions his object only briefly and in the most general terms as "this 
virtuous gentlewoman," [A Remedy against Sorrow and Fear: Delivered in a Funeral Sermon]. His 
text, John 14.27, "Let not your hearts be troubled," allows him to acknowledge merely natural 
grieving minimally, and to stress the locus communis "Daughters of Jerusalem, weep not for me, 
weep for your selves ... " with its classic substitution of 'sin' for 'selves,' thus, 'weep for your own 
sins, who are still alive to commit them.' 
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expert phistion" because that is comfort's job. A perpetual concern is to keep the 

grief within bounds. Since "it [is] very uncomly and wommanishe to lament 

without measure," so the preacher must be careful about urging the justness of the 

calamity, lest he promote "a womannish kinde of wayling and shricking" instead of 

the "internall corlSolation and quiet, which is setled in the minde and 

conscience. "14 

Hyperius' most influential statement (following Augustine), one that helped set 

the tone for subsequent decades is that "Funerall Orations [are] ordeyned to the 

comfort of them that be aliue" (175v). 

Even though none of Hyperius' suggestions exactly encourages grieving, or 

offers support to mourners, quite a few preachers admitted consolation into 

consideration. There is no particular pattern: the funeral sermons for children are 

14 He therfore that in these pub like calamities can lift up those that be downe, comfort the 
sorowfull, confirme the weake and wavering, shall be thought verily to deserve well of all men, and 
to have fulfilled the dutye both of a good pastor, and also of an expert phisition .... For what is it els 
to comfort, but to disswade from griefe? All that be of a sound iudgement, doe thincke it very 
uncomly and wommanishe to lament without measure, & to take so impaciently the chaunce that 
happeneth. (171N) 
5. It is lawful somtimes to acknowledge the sorrow or griefe to be iustIye inflicted, yet must wee in 
any wise take heede, least in acknowledginge it occasion bee given, that it takes increasement, and 
become unmeasurable. § In comfortinge, eyther so to increase sorrowe, as that a womannish kinde of 
wayling and shricking should follow, or so to induce gladnesse that a childishe reioycement and 
exultation shoulde thereuppon ensue, both these poyntes one indifferently incurre reprehension. 
6. As well those that teache as those that learne or heare, shall regarde more the internall consolation 
and quiet, which is setled in the minde and conscience, then the externall and that which consisteth in 
corporal and earthly thinges. (174') 
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not more apt to be teary than for adults, nor those for women than those for 

men. IS 

Three Royal Funerals. The path through the chronology is significant in 

considering tears. Sermons preached before Reformation controversies reached 

England subscribe primarily to medieval Catholic practice. For instance, both 

Henry VII and Margaret, Countess of Richmond, died before reformational 

turbulence reached England (1509); this goes a long way toward explaining Bishop 

IS Records of funerals of public figures are less apt to include, and thus authorize, weeping than 
those of private individuals--but King Henry VII and Henry de la Tour (Mareschal general of France) 
both were eulogized with references to mourners' tears: 

I see plainly, Gentlemen, that you are assembled here to mix your tears with the teares of all 
France, and I conceive my self to be but the interpreter of your grief. But when I cast my 
eyes upon ... those marks of Grandeur which present to our sight a kind of Triumph in the 
midst of the very Shades of Death, I am sensible that you come not here barely to weep at 
the remembrance of a Hero we so lately lost; the memory of Heroes requires somewhat 
more than this. To the demonstrations of an universal affliction, we should add publick 
Elogies, and apparent signs of our particular veneration; a weak, but a due acknowledgment 
of what they merit of us. (Francis, Claude, 1675, 1-2) 
The tears of the whole Army, the cries and mourning of the Souldiers, and the concern they 
shew'd to revenge his death, though at the expenee of their own lives, did sufficiently 
demonstrate that they had lost their Father as well as their General. . .But, Gentlemen, 
might not this Prince hope for a more solid recommence of his Labours than the Glory of a 
vain Tomb? . . Monsieur de Turenne[,sJ . .. Soul has acquir'd an eternal happiness, by the 
Innocence of his Life, and the Holiness of his Manners. (28-9) 
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John Fisher's16 reiterations of the tears, not only of the grieving mourners, but 

those wept by the deceased during their lives. Both his Mominge Remembrance of 

Margaret and the sermon over the body of Henry VII were printed--which would 

have been unusual fifty years later: Tromly finds that fewer than twenty have been 

published, "a miniscule percentage of the many hundreds ... which must have 

been preached. And those few ... take pains ... to emphasize that their intention is 

not to aggrandize the dead ... " (306). In this respect, the Mominge Remembrance 

offers a useful contrast with later funeral sermons. 

By comparing Margaret, Countess of Richmond and Derby, to Martha, 

Lazarus' sister, Fisher achieves a dual purpose; he at once authorizes her tears in 

their biblical reflection, and praises the devotional industry of her prayers, her 

patience, and her works. Martha is "commended in orderynge ... her soule to god 

by often knelynges, by sorowfull wepynges, and by contynual prayers and 

medytacyons" and Margaret's household can bear witness to her "mervayllous 

wepynge" and the "flodes of teeres there yssued forth of her eyes" when she 

16 John Fisher (1459-1535) was educated at Cambridge (BA 1487, MA 1491). He was confessor 
to Margaret, mother of Henry VII (she who founded the Lady Margaret professorship in divinity at 
Cambridge). He was influential in bringing Erasmus to Cambridge, but, in spite of strong humanist 
interests, remained, like Erasmus himself, vigorously and consistently anti-Luther and a dedicated 
Roman Catholic. Under Henry VIII, he was confessor to Catherine of Aragon and opposed the 
doctrine of royal supremacy. Like Thomas More, he refused to take the oath of royal supremacy, 
and, as a result, was executed, two weeks before More-a move that raised great outcry among the 
intellectual and religious leaders of Europe. His preaching, in general, owes more to the medieval 
Catholic tradition than it does to humanist innovations. 
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received communion--as often as a dozen times a year. 17 When he speaks of 

faith, Fisher is very careful to place Margaret with Martha, using Martha's 

acceptance of her brother's death, and her confidence in Jesus to parallel 

Margaret's living faith and the acceptance of her own painful body's approaching 

death: "every parte of that same body had ben so occupyed in the servyce of god 

before. Her eyes in wepynges & teares somtyme of devocion somtyme of 

repentaunce, her eares herynge the worde of god & the dyvyne servyce. . . These 

mercyfull and lyberall handes to endure the moost payn ful crampes soo grevously 

vexynge her and compellynge her to crye, 0 blessyd Ihesu helpe me. "18 The 

extended comparison is encomiastic; in 1509, tears were not so suspect as they 

were later to become. Fisher clearly commends Margaret's weeping, indicating 

that vestiges of the medieval desire for the "gift of tears" stilI remained. 

17 Thyrdly the blessyd Martha is commended in orderynge of her soule to god/ by often 
knelynges, by sorowfull wepynges/ & by contynual prayers & medytacyons. . . [but he gives no 
scriptural citation for this commendation.] [Margarete's] mervayllous wepynge they can bere wytnes 
of whiche here before have herde her confessyon whiche be dyvers and many/ & at many seasons in 
the yere Iyghtly every thyrde daye/ can also recorde the same tho[se?] that were present at ony tyme/ 
whan she was housylde [given holy communion] whiche was ful nye a dosen tymes every yere: what 
f10des of teeres there yssued forth of her eyes/ she myght weI say. Exitus aquarum deduxerunt oculi 
meL (A4V-A5') 

18 ••• [Martha] knew that our sauyour Ihesu was so good and mercyfull/ And shewed his 
goodnes generally to al persones/ she byleved faythfuUy that yf he had be present at the dethe of 
Lazarus her brother whom for his goodnes he loved so mouch he wolde not have suffred hym to 
deye. And therfore she sayd unto hym. Domine si fuisses hie frater meus non fuisset mortuus. That is 
to saye Syr yf thou had ben present my brother had not ben deed. And in lyke Maner the soule of this 
noble prynces whiche had the body adioyned unto it in favour & love as syster & brother it myght 
complayne for the dethe of the body/ sith every parte of that same body had ben so occupyed in the 
servyce of god before. Her eyes in wepynges & teares somtyme of devocion somtyme of repentaunce/ 
her eares herynge the worde of god & the dyvyne servyce. . . These mercyfull and lyberall handes to 
endure the moost paynful crampes soo grevously vexynge her and compellynge her to crye, 0 blessyd 
Ihesu helpe me. 0 blessyd lady socoure me. (Blf-BP) 
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Margaret's servants bear witness by their tears shed in sympathy for their 

mistress' arthritic pains, the hands' "crampes so grevously vexynge her," to a 

portrait of her as a kind mistress, who inspired compassion. Her death caused her 

household to mourn greatly, further evidence of her explicitly human value; Fisher 

praises her works: 

. . . whan they sawe the dethe so hast upon her and that she must nedes 
departe from them/ and they sholde forgo so gentyll a maystrts/ so tender 
a lady then wept they mervayllously/ wepte her ladyes and kynneswomen 
to whom she was full kynde/ wepte her poore gentylwomen whom she had 
loved so tenderly before/ wept her chamberers to whome she was full 
deare/ wepte her chapelaynes and preestes/ wepte her other true & 
faythfull servauntes. And who wolde not have wept that there had ben 
presente. All Englonde for her dethe had cause of wepynge. (BP-B2~ 

Fisher's rhetoric makes litany of mourning. Margaret functions as a didactic 

general exemplum; but she is also described, mourningly, as an entirely wonderful 

person. 

In his sermon over the body of Henry VII, a king and leader whose 

personality is not his most salient exemplary feature, Fisher praises as astonishing 

the monarch's penitent weeping on the occasion before his death when he received 

the sacrament of penaunce with a mervaylous compassyon & flowe of 
teres/ that at some tyme he wepte & sobbed by the space of . iii. quarters 
of an houre/ the sacrament of the auter he receyued at mydlentl & agayne 
upon eester day with so grete reverence that all that were present were 
astonyed therat ... (A4v)19 

Fisher does not place Henry in relation to his people--subjects or personal servants. 

Where Margaret inspired sympathetic and sorrowful funeral tears by her liberality 

19 It might be fair to note that the astonishment was engendered by the length of time the ailing 
monarch spent in his "closet" on his knees, rather than either by his receiving the sacraments at all, 
or by his tears. 
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and the nature of her personality, Henry ought to inspire them by virtue of his 

office. Fisher compares Henry to David, who wept over the deaths of his 

enemies, Saul, Absalom, and Abner, and argues that, if David could weep over 

enemies, Henry's subjects should certainly "moche rather tender and pyte the deth 

of our own kynge & soverayne" especially since Christ, "the kynge of all kynges" 

wept over Lazarus, a mere subject dead four days. 20 

Henry's subjects ought to weep for his death, weep in their prayers for the 

deliverance of his soul (a purely Catholic gesture that is never found in later 

sermons), and remember that, by his death he escaped dangers of everlasting 

death, everlasting weeping and the fear of falling back into sin. If we weep during 

our lives, says Fisher, those tears bear fruits in repentance and will wash our 

souls; if, however, we wait until we have died, we will weep in hell; there all tears 

will be ineffectual, merely adding to other torments. 21 The king has been 

delivered from this second sort of tears. His tears during life were both a benefice 

20 [K]ynge Dauyd whan it was tolde vnto hym the deth of his enemyes at dyuerse tymes he wepte 
ryght pyteously, as at the deth of Saull Absolon and Abner. If they so grete & noble men soo moche 
pyteed the deth of theyr mortall enemyes. we sholde moche rather tender and pyte the deth of our 
own kynge & souerayne. But wherto reherse I them whan he that was the lorde of all this worlde our 
sauyoure cryst Ihesu wepte at the monument of Lazarus whan he had be buryed the space of foure 
dayes/ gyuynge vnto vs all therby example of pyte. If he that was the kynge of all kynges wepte for 
the deth of his subgecte soo longe after his buryaUI what sholde we that be subgectes do for the deth 
of our kynge & souerayne hauynge yet the presence of his body vnburyed amonges vs ... (AS,) 

21 ••• by this moost gentyll & mercyfull callynge by so longe respyte & space gyuynge of 
repentaunce wherby he hath excaped so many daungers/ daungers of everlasting dethl daungers of 
everlasting teres & wepyng/ & daungers of fallynge agayne to synne [about which Arsenius taught 
that] eyther we must nedess wepe here with teres that wylI wasshe our soules/ or elles after this with 
teres that wyll brenne bothe bodyes & soules/ from these teres also he is delyuered/ & therfore it 
foloweth. Oculos meos a lachrimis. And myne eyen from teres ... (B3r) 
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and an example to his mourning subjects, whose own tears at his death are a debt 

owed to him, and, by extension, to themselves. As is appropriate for a king, 

Henry is portrayed as having guided his subjects by means of the manner and 

quality of his life, and now of his death: he lies there, a powerful, entirely 

Christian, exemplum. The different quality of mourning from the sermon for his 

mother is quite striking. Fisher has cut his cloth to his purpose effectively, and the 

different functions he gives ubiquitous tears show the wealth of possible meanings 

the image enjoyed during the end of the Catholic pre-Reformation. 

It is of interest to leap forward one hundred years, to the funeral (in 1612) of 

another royal figure, Henry, Prince of Wales, son of James I. His death, at 

eighteen, was extravagantly mourned by the whole nation; he had been seen as a 

throw-back to the ideal gentleman of Elizabeth's reign--a Philip Sidney resurrected

-and as a golden hope for the future of a nation not entirely satisfied with its 

current monarch. In spite of James' attempts to regulate the mourning over his 

son, over thirty collections and single verses of elegy were printed. George 

Abbot, Archbishop of Canterbury, preached Henry's funeral sermon, by report, in 

tears. Henry's chaplain, Daniel Price, preached a series of four sermons prior to 

the funeral, and continued the custom of publishing a commemorative sermon on 

the anniversary of the death for two years. In the first of the pre-funeral sermons, 

Price uses an image of deluging tears to urge moderation and sobriety in 

mourning: 

In this inundation wherein we are ovenvhelmed though not drowned, or 
rather as Ionas drowned and devoured yet not dead, let us take breathing 
and dry our eies a little. Paul bids be wise according to sobriety, so say 
I, sorrow, but according to sobriety, let comfort, enterchange and have 
her time, it must not be a Quotidian feaver to dry up our soules in this 
salt liquor of discontent. ... (15) 
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Even in this first mourning sermon, already Price urges a limit to weeping. 

Sobriety urges that one yield sorrow to comfort, and not let a daily weeping 

remembrance dry up the soul; Price utilizes a common understanding of the disease 

of melancholy, which desiccates the soul by an expense of tears in a waste of 

weeping, among other means. Further, he is consummately concerned to make 

sorrow useful for the grieving. Until one has sorrowed, wept, he asserts, God's 

comforts are not available. There is no passing back to Jerusalem, but by the 

valley of weeping, no seeing of Mt Syon, before we have sat at the waters of 

Babylon. Christ came only to conifort the mourners. 22 

In this utilitarian strategy, Price adopts hermeneutic principles propounded by 

Hyperius, Heminge, and others. He reminds his auditors that, in the Beatitudes, 

"the second blessing that [Christ] pronounceth ... is to mourners, [Mt.5.4]" (20); 

thus grieving has a good and valid purpose, if it be turned aright, and if the 

mourner allow himself the consolation of God's comfort in due season. The nature 

and extent of the Elizabethan controversy may be seen in the containment here. 

In his sermon before the body,23 (Teares Shed over Abner), on an emotionally 

heightened occasion and to a vehemently grieving audience, Price's preaching is 

22 The comforts of Gods spirit are not ministred by God, nor can bee expected by man, untill man 
hath bin throughly seasoned with sorrowe. None can come to Paradise but by the burning Seraphins 
of affliction, none retume from Canaan, but they must passe by the waters of Marah; no passing 
back to Jerusalem, but by the valley of weeping, no seeing of Mt Syon, before we have sat at the 
waters of Babylon. Christ came only to comfort the mourners . .. (Isa.61.2). (20) 

23 This sermon was preached at the lying-in before the funeral, in the presence of the Prince's 
household--a more personal, intimate occasion than the state funeral itself. 



more affective, even impassioned,24 but his conclusions are not much different. 

While not to mourn the honorable dead is a practice fit for heathens, Price can 

authorize grief only 

with this warning in mourning, that as we prove not without charitie in 
not lamenting their deaths, so also not without hope to forget the good 
estate of their soules when we so overmuch lament the death of their 
bodies . .. [Thus] we see our warrant for bewailing the irrecoverable 
losse, that the Church & Common-wealth, and Protestant world hath not 
sustained by the sad spectacle before us, we may rent garments, and put 
on sackcloath, and mourne . .. (17) 
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One way to ensure the keeping of a mean in mourning is to make one's mourning 

public. Unlike repentance or prayer, 

Mourning is to be performed openly, solemnitie expects it, and antiquitie, 
that constant, wise, and unpainted Herauid, prescribes it, Coram Abner, 
the last act of his obsequies, the last tribute of duty . .. this bodyagaine 
shall be the bedde chamber of the soule, yet because life is gon out, 
lament, for Abner is Abner stilI, let not your last act faile, though your 
eies cannot see him, yet let them send our Teares to sorrow for him, and 
Mourne before Abner. (20)25 

24 Hyperius would commend this greater personal involvement on Price's part: 
. . .Before all thinges it is very necessary that hee which speaketh, doe conceyve such 

lyke affections in his mynde, and realyse them upp in himselfe, yea, and (after a sorte) 
shewe them forth to be seene unto others, as he coveteth to bee translated into the myndes 
of his auditors. For hee that both in wordes, voyce, countenaunce, and apte gesture, 
declareth himselfe to lament and bee sory. . .hee alone seemeth forthwyth to provoke the 
residewe to pitie and compassion. (43v) 

25 John Donne, also, recommends public expressions of grief under certain, clearly defined 
circumstances. In preaching during the Fast appointed by James Ion account of the plague, he uses 
David's tears in Ps. 6.6 to argue that, while sometimes it is well done to hide our grief, our penance 
and mortification, there is a time for being open to the world: 

to spunge up our teares in our braines, and to eate, and smother our sighs in our own 
bosomes. But this was not Davids case now; But as he opened himselfe to God, he opened 
himselfe to the world too. (VllI.199.267-70) 

As long as it is done without self-aggrandizement, there can be some value in public display of 
humility and affect. 
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Price is urging his auditory to mourn before the body, both to limit the extent and 

duration of grief, and to absorb the lesson that body can offer--memento mori. 

It is apparent that some debate over the elements of funerals stilI remains: 

Price finds it expedient to conclude his remarks "Coram Abner" ("before Abner," 

i.e., in the presence of the Prince's corpse) with an instruction echoing Augustine 

and his redactors: 

The Doctrinall observation of these words (before Abner) is, that it is the 
duty of Gods servants to lament over their deceased, and carefully to 
provide for their Christian funerals. (22) 

Other Funerals. One of the most respected and imitated preachers of his day, 

Jeremy Taylor, preached at the funeral of Lady Frances, Countess of Carberry, a 

model sermon exhorting the sort of pious grieving characteristically encouraged in 

more "intimate" sort of funerals after mid-century. Taylor had been close to the 

family, and could speak from personal experience both to the lady's quality, and to 

the intensity of grief at her loss. What it is that Taylor offers as comfort is 

entirely typical for the era. His opening is conventional--his own sorrow and an 

offering of "Cypresse and a bottle of tears"--although, in offering the bottle to the 

widower, he reshapes the original biblical image, Ps.56.8, which addresses God, 

"Thou hast counted my wandrings; put my teares into thy botteII; are they not in 

thy register?" (Geneva).26 In keeping with accepted practice, his next concern is 

to console the Count: 

26 I am not asham'd to prof esse that I pay this part of service to your Lordship most unwillingly: 
for it is a sad office to be the chief Minister in a house of mourning, and to present an interested 
person with a branch of Cypresse and a bottle of tears. (A2') 

George Herbert's "Hope" includes a similar double maneuver with the potential futility of tears 
offered inappropriately. 



And indeed, my Lord, it were more proportionable to your needs to bring 
something that might alleviate or divert your sorrow, then to dresse the 
hearse of your Dear Lady, and to furnish it with such circumstances, that 
it may dwell with you, and lie in your closet, and make your prayers and 
your retirements more sad and full of weepings (A2~ 
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Taylor's priorities seem to be in keeping with the traditional tropes--he seeks to 

divert the Count, rather than revitalize the image of the Countess--but he proceeds 

to eulogize her: 

give me leave to present you with her picture; drawn in little and in water
colours, sullyed indeed with tears and the abrupt accents of a reall and 
consonant sorrow; but drawn with a faithfull hand, and taken from the 
life. (2) 

His own grief imposes itself, coloring his portrait and rendering his words less 

potently consoling than they might otherwise be. In spite of his own involvement, 

he ends with a traditional enough focus, praying that 

this heap of sorrow may swell your piety till it breaks into the greatest 
joyes of God and of religion: and remember, when you pay a tear upon 
the grave, or to the memory of your Lady . . . that you pay two more: one 
of repentance for those things that may have caus'd this breach; and 
another of joy for the mercies of God to your Dear departed Saint, that he 
hath taken her into a place where she can weep no more. (Taylor, 1650, 
A2r-2) 

Taylor thus urges Lord Carberry not to weep oniy for his loss, but to shed tears of 

repentance--and that repentance "for those things that may have caused this breach" 

i.e., the reasons God found it good to take Lady Frances from him. This guilt

flavored, morbid consideration plays a part in many sermons in this period that 

stress weeping. If sins are lamentable, many seventeenth-century preachers 

conceived them also as the ultimate cause of the deaths of loved ones. But 

Carbery is also to weep for joy--joy that Lady Frances is in heaven with God. 

These tears, then, stand as a tripartite symbol: the one act of weeping is to satisfy 
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three needs, grief, repentance, and joy. Lord Carberry must develop a personal-

devout--form of consolation by balancing these three elements.27 

When Taylor comes to eulogize the departed, he turns to a model that 

transcends criticism, since no one can object to a discourse modeled on Jesus' own 

words at Lazarus' tomb. In the same manner as Christ preached a funeral sermon 

to the grieving sisters, Taylor plans to "teach you how to live by telling you a 

plain narrative of a life [Frances'], which if you imitate and write after the copy, it 

will make, that death shall not be an evill, but a thing to be desired, and to be 

reckoned amongst the purchases and advantages of your fortune" (23).28 Taylor 

justifies his eulogy as an instructional tool for the benefit of the survivors, rather 

than as a lamenting memorial, disarming reproach, and managing simultaneously to 

praise the deceased. 

27 Preaching to a family whose adolescent son has died, "Scintilla" suggests that learning from 
the pain is the best of consolations. 

. . .Schola crucis, schola Iuds. The school of tribulation is the school of 
Edification ... Those things that trouble us, teach us. You may learn more out of this 
Affliction, then Prosperity ever could teach you in all your life. . . These will prove 
salubres cogitationes, lacrymae beatae, verni imbres; whose Meditations, tears of Grace, 
April showres, which will cause the flowres of Consoiation to spring up in your heart. 
("Scintilla." A Handkercher for Parents Wet-Eyes, upon the death of Children, or Friends. 
In Crums of Comfort [1652] T1v, TIv) 

This attitude is fairly common during the seventeenth century; the utility of grieving revaluates the 
otherwise dangerous tears. 

28 When Martha and Mary went to weep over the grave of their brother, Christ met them there 
and preached a Funerall Sermon, disscoursing of the resurrection, and applying to the purposes of 
faith, and confession of Christ, and glorification of God: We have no other, we can have no better 
precedent to follow: and now that we are come to weep over the grave of our Dear Sister, this rare 
personage, we cannot chuse but have many virtues to learn, many to imitate, and some to exercise. 
(23) 
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This understanding of the obligations of the preacher is reiterated very strongly 

by John Gauden, when he preached at the funeral of the Hon. Richard Rich in 

1658. Gauden made a strong case for the preacher's obligations at a funeral in the 

Epistle dedicatory to the printed edition: 

Preachers of the Gospel are ordained of God to be Antiparasites ... and if 
ever we ... dare to own our selves in our authority and commission ... it 
should be at Funerals, when standing, as it were, upon the Tombs and 
urns of the dead ... (as Gods Heraulds, or lesser Angels) we summon all 
that hear or read us to Death and Judgement: the due and timely preparing 
for which is the great lesson Ministers have to preach and people to 
practise. 

The militancy with which he undertakes to use the funeral of a young man, heir to 

a great family (the earldom of Warwick), as the occasion to prepare his auditory 

for death and judgement indicates that the funeral sermon in the hands of the 

Puritans has come of age. Gauden expounds the theme of tears for repentance 

clearly and loudly. God turns all occasions to good use, he argues; funerals 

become healing draughts. 29 

Not only our own passions but others may be improved by holy 
Sympathies; mourning with those that mourn, and weeping with those that 
weep, as well as rejoycing with those that joy. It is a Stoical and Cynical 
sowreness, yea a put[r]id and barbarous stupidity in any Christian to forget 

29 You see the wisedome of Solomon, or rather of God by his penitential pen, teacheth us how to 
turn Funerals into Cordials. Indeed nothing is more thrifty then true piety: Religion is a good 
husband of all opportunities, tempers, providences, events and dispensations, towards our selves or 
others; it followes the frugal care and counsel of Christ, Let nothing be lost. Is any man merry (saith 
St. James) let him sing Psalms; is any man afflicted let him pray. Not only our own passions but 
others may be improved by holy Sympathies,· mourning with those that mourn, and weeping with those 
that weep, as well as rejoycing with those that joy. It is a Stoical and Cynical sowreness, yea a 
put[r]id and barbarous stupidity in any Christian to forget he is a man, having an heart fitted [in the 
softness of nature] beyond all other creatures with bowels of compassion, with aptitude to be affected 
with others afflictions, and to testifie this by our Tears, which indicate an harmony of hearts, moved 
by a secret symphony to an unison of affections. (Gauden 1658, 3) 



he is a man, having an heart fitted (in the softness of nature) beyond all 
other creatures with bowels of compassion, with aptitude to be affected 
with others afflictions, and to testifie this by our Tears, which indicate an 
harmony of hearts, moved by a secret symphony to an unison of 
affections. (Gauden 1658, 3) 
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In sum, "thrifty piety" turns even the greatest grief to fruitful ends. 30 It is holy, 

Christian, and manly to mourn with grievers, to be "moved by a secret symphony 

to an unison of affections," but Gauden does not stop there. He argues that, "[t]he 

neerer, the more remarkable and emphatick any object of death or Funeral

occasion is, the more we should lay it to heart." (79) It is not enough to grieve 

for the loss of the dead; God expects an improvement, an increase toward himself: 

Your mourning with never so great pomp and state, yea with unfeigned 
grief out of humane and momentary reflex ions onely, is not that just 
improvement which God expects ... (91) 

Such improvement may lie in achieving a state of repentance, when it is motivated 

by the loss of a friend; or, he indicates, it may rest in the integral honesty and 

forthrightness with which one comes to mourn an honorable enemy, as David's 

mourning for Abner, "with ample, pub lick and unfeigned sorrow, even to weeping, 

looking upon that sad and shameful accident as a great reproach and affront to his 

30 And, with Heminge (58v), he promotes the reading of Romans 8, in a touching death-bed 
scene: 

[In his mortal illness] ... he had some frequently to read choise places of Scripture to him, 
particularly when the 8th of Romans was read to him by that person whom he most loved 
(whose tears in reading best interpreted not the Text but her own heart and sympathies to 
him) he would oft pray her to repeat some verses once and again ... (108-9) 
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own party and cause. "31 Gauden is careful to clarify that this mourning must be 

sincere, not a mere "courtly formality." Only then does it achieve what is required 

of a proper act of grief. 

Gauden's David is presented as a worthy example of a weeper; he mourned his 

enemy unfeignedly, "even to weeping" and by following his bier to its resting 

place, did honor to himself--and his God--as well as to his dead foe. 32 

31 The entire passage places David in context with his enemies: 
The more re1tUlrkable and emphatick any object of death or Funeral-occasion is, the more 
we should lay it to hean: As when great, wise, valiant and honest men, like mighty Cedars 
of Lebanon, fall by death, either natural or violent, by open hostility or treachery, as Abner 
died, whose Biere David himself followed, honoring by a most generous example that vinue, 
loyalty and fonitude which he found in an enemy toward him; nor doth he do it in a counly 
formality, but with ample, publick and unfeigned sorrow, even to weeping, looking upon 
that sad and shameful accident as a great reproach and affront to his own party and cause, 
as a dehonesting of his own honour and that Religion which he professed; to remove so great 
a scandal and dishonour . . . David himself doth Abner this honour at his burial to follow the 
Biere. (79) 

32 William Lloyd, preaching in 1678 at the funeral of Sir Edmund-Berry Godfrey . .. who was 
barbarously Munhered, uses the same trope similarly, but with enough different emphasis to make its 
citation interesting. After retailing at some length the story of Abner's death, and drawing parallels 
between it and the murder of Godfrey, the King's minister, he continues: 

. . .1 shan shew you how the King hath lamented it; and how, besides all that we have done, 
we are yet to do it so as to make the best of our loss; To sow in Tears that we may reap in 
Joy. That is the End and Benefit of Lamentation .... (12) 
King David mourned for Abner. That was all that he could do. Our King hath done more. 
He hath not only lamented, but proclaimed his sense of it, to the whole Nation ... Where the 
King hath begun to us, we ought to follow him, as Israel did David. We have wept already, 
we are here to weep over him again. 

Here, David's tears, and by analogy Charles II's, are to be the guide and rule for the subjects' tears. 
It is almost possible to read this passage in an ironic tone-we have already mourned the man, but the 
king says it is not enough, so we are here to do it all again. The murder was imputed to Jesuits. I 
am not sure what that does to the potential for irony. 
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By mid-seventeenth century, the form and content of an acceptable funeral 

sermon had been fairly well established and frequently enough exploited to have 

become almost completely conventional. The struggle to place tears in an 

appropriate context was not over, but it was certainly muted by other 

considerations. Overall, funeral sermons stressed the needs of the mourners' souls 

above all other topoi. Tears of mourning could prove of value, if given a sound 

function by being transformed from self-focused grief over loss into tears of self

focused repentance. Tears alone had come to be seen as signs--while not neutral-

needed interpretation by the actions of the weeper or the words of the preacher 

before they could speak any didactic meaning. It had become acceptable to mourn 

if the mourning inc1uded--ended in--repentance, reformation, and renewal. 

David's Tears 

David's typological, hermeneutic potential was far-reaching. Given that he is 

the most complex character of the ones I shall be examining, that is not surprising. 

David is God's chosen; he is an adulterer. He is the father of a child from his 

adultery; God takes that child for his sins. His sons battle among themselves and 

against him; he calls upon the Lord for help. As the model of a king, he could be 

used to admonish rulers; as an example of sinful humanity, he could show monarch 

and man-in-the-street alike the errors of their ways; and as inspired poet, his words 

carried great authority. He is ubiquitous in the sermons of the day; and, 

surprisingly often, his sighs, lamentations, and wailings figure into the preachers' 

didactic strategies. All of his tears (his personal tears over the deaths of Abner 

and of the child born to him and Bathsheba, the personal and political shed at the 

death of Absalom, and his poetic tears in the Psalms) are produced as evidence in 
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an amazing variety of situations, ranging from political to the most intimately 

personal (as intimate as sermons in this era ever became, that is). His tears are 

sometimes condemned, sometimes praised, depending on the position of the 

preacher and the occasion, but they are never minimized or denigrated. He is of 

less exemplary use than New Testament weepers, for whose tears there exists a 

more distinct, particular purpose; but by the same token, his tears are 

interpretatively less constrained--he is less a simple sign than a full-fledged 

symbol. His distance from salvation allowed preachers a free rein in reading his 

tears. For the Renaissance, David the Psalmist and David the King were not 

separate--the words of the Psalms could be adduced as evidence for an 

interpretation being given for a course of action without any sense of anachronism 

or "split identity." Biographical or authorial fallacy was not an issue for the 

sixteenth-seventeenth centuries. The figure of David allows for the greatest, often 

most passionate pleas for repentance or moderation or conversion or whatever the 

preacher is striving after. 

The sermons that exploit David's tears as a figure are, generally, more 

ambivalentIy involved with human passions than sermons focusing on any other 

single person in the Bible: they are most often concerned either with the death of 

one who is especially close to the auditory, or with someone in whom the current 

ruler took some type of interest. David's exploits make repentance and mourning 

natural key themes, but these are exploited more naturalistically than when they 

occur thematically around New Testament characters. 

One of the most popular moments of David's career for preachers was his 

mourning over Absalom. Here, the King weeps; the father weeps; there is no 

moderation in his grieving. Christopher Sutton made a most impassioned analogy 
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between David's weeping for Absalom, his disobedient son, and Christ's weeping 

for Jerusalem, his disobedient city-"daughter": 

David wept for Absalom, saying, Absalom, Absalom, 0 my sonne 
Absalom, J would to God J had died for thee: Christ did as much mourne 
for Jerusalem, as ever David did for Absalom: Jerusalem, Jerusalem, I 
would to God I had dyed for thee: No Jerusalem, I am now going to die 
for thee. (Disce vivere. 1634, 350) 

Most preachers find David's wish to die for his son to exemplify excessive 

mourning; Sutton has managed to neutralize it in an unusual way, by linking it in a 

prophetic and typological manner with Jesus' lament for Jerusalem (Lk. 19.21), an 

authorized, legitimate sorrow. 

A twist on the traditional ubi sunt trope, David's dilemma with Absalom was 

used to show how even the greatest men, God's avowed and anointed favorites, 

have their serious troubles. It is these proclaimed favorites, Richard Harris 

asserts, whom the heaviest, cruellest burdens are laid. For that reason, neither 

poverty nor the wickedness of rulers is more than evidence that one may be the 

chosen of GOd.33 His point is that "when a man hath God for his friend in 

heaven, and a kingdom on earth too, what should trouble him? yet for such a one 

the Lord hath crosses, and those sharpe, those neere, those cutting. Witnesse 

33 Now, in that good David, who is here termed the King, is found thus deeply wounded upon 
the receit of so heavie tidings, and weepes so bitterly upon so neere an occasion [as Absalom's 
death] .. .let us hence note this, in the generall, from the partie sorrowing, and the occasion and 
measure of his sorrow laid together; That Gods'dearest children are exercised with neere and piercing 
crosses in this life. It may seeme to be no good congruitie, to say that David wept, that King David 
mourned: for Christians to mourne, being poore, or Princes, being wicked, it is no strange matter: 
but when a man hath God for his friend in heaven, and a kingdom on earth too, what should trouble 
him? yet for such a one the Lord hath crosses, and those sharpe, those neere, those cutting. Witnesse 
David . .. a man after Gods heart: What a life had he in his father-in-law his time? When went he to 
bed with drie eyes?* (Harris, Richard. Absaloms Funerall . .. [1630] 3). 
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David . .. a man after Gods heart: What a life had he in his father-in-law his time? 

When went he to bed with drie eyes?"34 The point itself is commonplace, but the 

illustration is not. 

Further, Harris can use David to admonish his auditory in several directions 

simultaneously. He at once traces the different sources and natures of David's 

tears, criticizes the degree to which David mourns, and concludes that, in this 

instance, David is not an example for emulation; although his mourning appears to 

have its ground in the "three-fold spring, flesh, nature, and grace" his sorrow is 

actually "carnal," because "nature goes not so farre as to wish the destruction of it 

selfe" which David's unmoderated grief seems to be seeking.35 In addition, 

Harris argues, 

his sorrow is too much to be good, and comes with too much ease from 
him, and is too soone ripe to be spirituall fruit. . . in this particular, and at 
this instant, he was more unnaturall to himselfe, than naturall to his sonne, 
and bewrayed more flesh for the present by farre, than spirit. . . (Harris, 
15) 

Harris' assessment of David's (by extension, all) grieving--that it is not natural if it 

is too easy, or too much, and not gracious if it is too passionate--is harsh and 

rigorous ("whining" and "indecent" are very strong characterizations). As he 

34 Harris finds no incongruity in mingling evidence from 1 & 2 Samuel with a verse from the 
Psalms to create a picture with the desired intensity of suffering. "When went he to bed with drie 
eyes?" reflects Ps. 6.6. 

3S [HJis behaviour is very strange. . . whereas this river and flood of teares may seem to bee fed 
from a three-fold spring, flesh, nature, and grace, and so his sorrow to be partly spirituail, for 
Absaloms soule; partly naturall, in that he was his sonne; partly carnall, in that he was his Absalom: 
yet the truth is, his sorrow is rather carnall than otherwise ... nature goes not so farre as to wish the 
destruction of it selfe ... and as for grace, it would never ... prouoke to whining in this indecent 
manner, but would have composed the affections rather, and taught him to mourne in silence. (Harris 
15) 
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continues to balance Absalom's many disobediences and treasons against David's 

performance as a father/king, his conclusions are as austere as his admonitions: 

In that all this stirre is for Absalom, Davids delight, we see that the more 
Gods children set their hearts on any outward thing, the more they shall 
be crossed in it. . . if Rulers will give life when God cals for death, they 
shall helpe their friends to sorrow, and their friends (so spared) to 
shame. . . God will finde a time to pay David, and to reach Absalom for 
it. (Harris 34) 

Without ever citing the commandment that seems to have inspired it, Harris' 

conclusion is that the sins of the fathers shall indeed be visited upon the sons. He 

thunders against lax fathers and inaptly merciful kings, and threatens all his 

audience with the loss of whatever it is they most treasure. The crux Taylor hinted 

at--that the survivors' sins may be partially responsible for the death--is here quite 

threateningly explicit. 

S. L., about whom I can find no information, wields a kinder, gentler 

admonishing hand in his sermon on "Davids Teares for his Rebellious son 

Absalom" (1666). In an assessment of David's compassion, demonstrated in his 

tears, S. L. makes tears a type of water, which he develops analogically, through 

bathing-baptismal metaphors: 

By his immoderate weeping and inundation of tears [David] shed for his 
son; Lachrymae non habent modum, weeping keeps no mean, where tears 
make the musick. Water is good to wash and bath, and cleanse, but not to 
drown our selves in it: even so, tears are good to cleanse away our inward 
filth of sin, but not plunge or drown our selves in them by despair, or 
excessive mourning. (93)36 

36 Three Sermons, viz. Davids Teares for his Rebellious Son Absalom, Israels Teares for Abners 
Fall by bloudy Joab, Infants Tears for Athaliahs Treason, Preached by S.L. a true Lover of the 
Church, his King, and Country, in his Country-cure. London: Printed by T.C. and L.P. for Robert 
Crofts, at the Crown in Chancery lane, 1666. 



S. L. is concerned to define the appropriate arena for weeping as well as to 

discourage excessive tears. He is more poetic, certainly, than Harris, but also 

more obscure in his allusions. One is drawn to ask, how would a person weep 

without tears, so that it could 'keep a mean'? 
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A most difficnlt balancing act in any hermeneutical use of David is that King's 

reaction to the illness and subsequent death of his child by Bathsheba. It is no 

easy task to challenge a father's natural grief with the admonitions due to a 

divinely-punished adulterer. In one of his sermons after Prince Henry's death, 

Daniel Price argues the proper functions of such weeping using David's response 

to the death of the child as his source: 

DA VID the King in a sorrowful case, weeping, mourning, crying for his 
sonne, lying all day and night on the earth; Hee wept and wept, and 
would not bee comforted. . . When the child is sick, DA VID sorroweth, 
the childe being dead he riseth and eateth. He will be no longer in paine 
then the childe in perillo .. (Spirituall Odours 2. 1612, 27,29) 

The parallel with the contemporary situation is clear: in fact, James I did not 

attend Henry's death bed, and sought to minimize mourning rites after his death. 

More importantly, David's tears were in the--repentant--hope that God would 

reconsider and let the child live. Price ignores this, but implies, by contrast, that 

James is woefully restrained in any effective, repentant grieving. David's grief for 

his child is what James' grief for his son Henry's death ought to have been--active 

during the Prince's illness, and decently terminated after the death. 

Beyond passionate and admonitory exploitations of David's kingship and 

fatherhood, sermons take the poetry of his Psalms as evidence for various 
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exegetical points. Thomas Playfere37 based an entire sermon, in which he urged 

repentance on account of human mortality, on Ps. 6.6 "I am weary with my 

groaning; all the night make I my bed to swim; I water my couch with my tears" 

(A V). As was his custom, he made many divisions of few words; thus "Especially 

in the words of my Text, by three notable amplifications, he sheweth how serious 

and sincere his repentance is. First. . . Not only I wash, but also I water: 

secondly, Not onely my bed, but also my Couch: thirdly, not onely with my 

groanings, but also with my teares. I water my Couch with my teares" and 

"Watering in Scripture is attributed to sundry things ... Repentance watereth. As 

in this place, I water my couch with my teares. Out of Eden went a river to water 

the garden [Gen.2.1O] but Davids eies gush out many rivers of water, [Ps.119.130] 

37 Thomas Playfere (1561?-1606) was educated at Oxford, BA 1579/80 through DD 1596, at 
which time he was appointed Lady Margaret Professor of Divinity at Cambridge, a position he held 
until his death. He was also medical lecturer to Dr. Linacre's foundation and chaplain to the court of 
James I, where he preached often. This makes Nashe's commendation rather odd: 

Mellifluous PLA YFERE, one of the chief props of our aged, and auntientest, and absolutest 
Universities present flourishing, Where doe thy supereminent gifts shine to themselues, that 
the court cannot be acquainted with them? .. Seldome have I beheld so pregnant and 
pleasaunt wit coupled with a memorie of such incomprehensible receipt. deepe reading and 
delight better mixt than in his Sermons. (Strange Newes of the Intercepting Certaine Letters" 
in Works I, 314; quoted in Blench 196-7, n.482). 

His reputation was mostly as a fluent and successful Latin preacher, although one critic commented 
that, had he published nothing, his reputation would have been higher. He contributed to the Oxford 
collection of verse commemorating Sir Philip Sidney's death. Extant sermons were preached from 
1593-1605. 

He was certainly not a progressive preacher in terms of his hermeneutical technique, using a 
moderately "modem" style, but often returning to older traditions of allegorical exegesis, and relying 
heavily on euphuism. 
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to water his couch with his teares" (The Sicke-mans Couch, 1604, 3, 5).38 With 

'wash,' 'water,' and 'tears' at his disposal, Playfere can weave a carpet that bears 

almost any allegorical weight he wishes to place on it. His rhetorical flexibility 

allows him to mingle classical figures with his biblical examples, even when the 

combination is not only not directly useful, but distracting. The effect is one of 

the preacher's being carried away by his own eloquence and command of the 

sources, led by superficial associations far from the topic of his discourse: 

Augustus Caesar was much delighted in the companie of learned men. 
Especially of two famous Poets which lived in his time, Virgil and 
Horace. Of the which, Virgil was so much given to groaning and sighing, 
that commonly he was called Suspirabundus: and Horace was borne 
bleare-eyed. Therefore upon a time Augustus sitting in the middest 

38 Playfere casts wider nets in his search for metaphorical connections than most of his 
contemporaries; the range here is typical for him, though not for most sermons in this era . 

. . . the Hebrew word [Askeh] here used, signifies properly, To cause to swimme, which is 
more, then simply to wash. And thus the Geneva translation readeth it, I cause my bedde 
every night to swimme. . . .in teares, as in a sea of griefe and penitent sorrow, for his sin. 
Neither were this so much to be wondered at, but that he frames the amplification thus; Not 
onely I wash, but also I water. Watering in Scripture is attributed to sundry 
things ... Repentance watereth. As in this place, I water my couch with my teares. Out of 
Eden went a river to water the garden [Gen.2.1O] but Davids eies gush out many rivers of 
water, [Ps. 119. 130] to water his couch with his teares. As in Sicilia there is a fountaine 
called Fons Solis, out of which at mid-day when the sunne is neerest, floweth cold water, at 
mid-night when the Sunne is farthest off, floweth hot water: so the Patriarch Davids head is 
full of water, and his eyes a fountaine of teares [Ier.9.7], who when he enioyed his health, 
as the warme sunne-shine, was cold in confessing his sinnes, but being now visited with 
sicknesse, his reines chastising him in the night season, is so sore troubled, and withall so 
hot and so fervent [ps.16.7], that every night he washeth his bed, and watereth, nay even 
melteth his couch with teares. For this Hebrew word [Amseh] is diversly translated also as 
well as the other. The best learned interpreters [Bucerus, Tremellius, &al] translate it 
Liquejacio, I melt. And then the meaning is, I water my Couch so thorowly, that I make it 
melt with my teares. We see yce and snow swim a while in the water, but anon after they 
melt away: right so the holy Kings heart in middest of his brest is even as melting waxe, 
yea his very Couch being rinsed and steeped in teares [ps.22.14], melteth away as snow 
before the Sunne. (5-7) 



betweene Virgil and Horace, and one that might be bold asking him what 
he did? Marie, saies he, I sit heere betweene groanings and teares [sedeo 
inter suspiria & lachrymas]. Our Augustus, King David I meane, sitteth 
not betweene groanings and teares, but lieth sicke in his bed, very sore 
troubled, and even almost overwhelmed with them both. (37-8) 
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Even when Playfere remains within the confines of the Bible, his rhetorical devices 

obscure his message--or at least open the possibility for associations far other than 

the ones he seems to be seeking. Among the most outrageous of his pairings of 

disparities occurs when he juxtaposes passionate marriage with repentance, joining 

allusions to the Song of Songs with his text verse from Psalm 6: 

Behold, sais thy heavenly husband, I stand at the dore and knock. . . 
Open unto me, my sister, my love, my dove, mine undefiled, for my head 
is full of dewe, & my locks with the drops of the night. . .And as he 
[Christ] saies [this] to thy soule ... so bee thou bold by faith to turne the 
same words upon him againe, and say, Open unto me, my brother, my 
love, my dove, mine undefiled, for my head is ful of dew, and my locks 
with the drops of the night. And why is mine head full of dew, & my 
locks with the drops of the night? Because every night I wash my bed, & 
water my couch &c . .. (76-7) 

If the soul is sufficiently repentant--sufficiently passionate in its response to its 

sins--then its tears become the night's dew of holy, passionate love. Although 

beautiful, it does evoke distracting associations. 

A more generally traditional--and warmly hopeful--reading of the text verse 

occurs in the sermon cited above, during a discussion of repentant tears (with 

David's response to Absalom's death as the primary background) where S. L. uses 

Ps.6.6 to show, easily and without passion, the fruit of repentance: 

. . . this course the Israelites took. . . they poured out water before the 
Lord, that is, they wept abundantly for their sins, they were as free of 
their tears as of water, their heads were full of water, and their eyes as a 
fountain of tears; they humbled themselves very low, that God might 
receive them into favour again. And this was Davids practise, Ps.6.6 I 
cause my bed every night to swim, I water my Couch with my tears. And 



then follows v.8. Away from me ye workers of Iniquitie: for the Lord hath 
heard the voice of my weeping. It was a sweet saying of one, Never any 
came to Gods door weeping, that ever went away sorrowing. (Three 
Sermons . .. 1666, 69-70) 
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In this optimistic moment, S. L. is anticipating the promise of Revelation (although 

he never mentions it explicitly) that Christ will wipe all tears. 

David's popularity as an hermeneutical figure, and the range of interpretations 

given to his tears/weeping makes them hard to classify--they are among the most 

protean, (r)evolutionary tears in the literature. David's human, royal authority all 

but silences criticism of criticism supported by his tears. In and of themselves, 

they are not controversial; that is, no particular reading a preacher gives to them, 

if he can support it, was seriously challenged: these tears are rarely significant 

theologically in this period. Where the tension lies is in the many ways they were 

applied as goads. 

Peter's Tears (Mt. 26.75, Luke 22.61-2) 

Unlike David's tears, which are ubiquitous throughout the entire Renaissance, 

sermons on Peter's repentance, along with the large number of works on Mary 

Magdalene's various lachrymosities, belong to a curious moment of sensibility 

present in the later years of Elizabeth's and the early part of James I's reigns. For 

instance, to offer only one example, Lancelot Andrewes, in his 1608 Easter-day 

sermon, writes: "Christ's resurrection, as well as His death, reacheth to sinners of 

both sexes ... and that is indeed to be noted; that she [Mary Magdalene] is the first 

in the list of women, and St. Peter in that of men" (Works 11.223-4). This brief 

but intense efflorescence of interest in the emotions of two of the figures most 



closely associated with Jesus needs some explanation. 39 It seems to particpate in 

the pattern of evolving trust in the direct presentation of afJectus, rather than 

relying on innuendo and circumlocution. Sermons that emphasize Peter and/or 

Mary cluster in the decades surrounding the turn of the century--not that they do 

not occur elsewhere, but they are neither as numerous nor as intensely affective. 
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Peter's repentance, symbolized by his bitter weeping after denying Christ, is a 

standard trope. Many preachers simply mention it, and expect their audience to 

identify the circumstances and significance immediately, without further 

clarification. Bishop John Longland,40 preaching a Good Friday sermon (1535), 

asks if his auditors' repentance is fruitful? They must remember the repentance of 

St. Peter, St. Mary Magdalene, the good thief ... (Blench 84). They must also 

associate repentance with tears of penance. At the same time, however, he 

expands upon the Biblical text, adding bits of traditional lore to the established 

record, and, incidentally, placing his work within the medieval hermeneutical style: 

"[Peter] dydd frome that tyme forwarde customable every nyght, frome cocke 

39 Richard Strier's contention that the development belongs primarily to the Counter Reformation 
does not seem to go far enough. He cites Emile Male's association of Peter and Mary (and their 
weeping) with penance (66). I certainly do not question the aspect of penance; but to limit it to 
Counter Reformation seems to leave a good deal of evidence unaccounted for. None of the sermons I 
am using can be called Roman Catholic-in fact, one of the sermons I shall be· discussing was 
preached before Elizabeth herself. The more accurate Protestant term is "repentance" rather than 
penance, and it is that which is mentioned in these sermons, which develop a "literature of tears" at 
least as full as the primarily poetic one to which Strier refers, but entirely lacking his doctrinal 
boundaries. 

40 Longland was Bishop of Lincoln and Confessor to Henry VIII, and an upholder of the "Old 
Learning," which features the use of exegesis by means of (frequently strained) allegories following 
the medieval four-fold pattern, stressing the tropological and anagogical meanings, and essentially 
eliminating the literal from consideration; and an absence of any historical sense (Blench I-II, 
passim). 
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crowynge tyll the houer of matens contynue in prayer, wepynge plentyfully, this 

hys denyall of his master Christe: ye in somuche that hys face was scorched & 

sthrivelde [sic] with the contynuance of the trykelynge down of the sayd teares by 

his chekis" (in Blench 247). Longland clearly approves of this apparent excess, 

and asserts that God perpetually offers to those who have shed the tears of bitter 

penance that scorch and scar fresh waters of "mercy & propitiation" (Blench 140). 

Other, later, preachers develop Peter and his tears along more strictly 

scriptural lines, but they still exploit the image for various reasons of their own, 

going beyond (or beneath) the literal story. Between 1584 and 1599, three 

sermons were preached specifically on this text. The first was preached by a man 

from Kingston upon Thames, John Udall, Peters Fall. Two Sermons upon the 

Historie of Peters denying Christ.41 It is actually one sermon in two parts, 

undivided. The second was preached before Elizabeth in 1585: Peters Fall. A 

Godlie Sermon: Upon the Historie of Peters denying Christ, preached before the 

Queenes most excellent Maiestie. Oddly enough, it is anonymous.42 The third, 

Lewis Thomas' Peters Repentance, appeared in 1599.43 

41 John Udall (15601-1592), educated at Trinity College Cambridge (BA 1570/1, MA 1584), was 
a Puritan divine. Apparently he once supplied the Martin Mar-prelate author with information--only 
once--but his involvement, even to that extent, haunted his life, resulted in his being deprived of his 
living and imprisoned. As a result of the imprisonment, he died, young. James VI of Scotland 
praised him as the greatest scholar in Europe. 

42 Given the dangers and difficulties attached to preaching successfully before her majesty, it is 
unusual that a sermon of which she seems to have approved came out unacknowledged. 

43 Lewis Thomas (fl. 1587-1619), was educated at Brasenose College, Oxford, receiving his BA 
in 1586/7. His only other publication, Demegoriai (1600) was dedicated to Sir Thomas Egerton. 
(DNB) 
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Udall, whose preaching is of a plain, "bare" style, here discusses conversion, 

using Peter as a model. 44 Peter "began to deny in the wicked company, and 

therefore that he may the better repent and amende, he breaketh company and 

biddeth them farewell, minding to have no more dealing with them" (F7v-Sr). To 

Peter himself is given the entire recognition of his sin.4s 

[He] beginneth to repent and turne unto the Lord. This conversion and 
turning, is contained in thys word wept, the outwarde token of hys 
sorrow, expressing the inward griefe of his mind: for we muste not thinke 
that his weeping was the repentance it self, least we make ludas and Esau 
to be converted unto the Lord by repentaunce. But that the exceeding 
sorrowe of his minde did wring out his weeping. (GIr) 

Udall carefully defines repentance (that his adversaries may get no advantage from 

any possible ambiguity or contamination with ideas of weeping as penance) as 

a true turning of our life unto god, proceeding from a pure and earnest 
feare of God, which consisteth in the mortification of the flesh and 
quickning of the spirite. This was in Peter when he wept for his 
fault. . . this turning must be tried without any dissimulation, or hipocrisie, 
that if it be begun aright, it maketh the hart to lothe, detest, and abhorre 
his former life and to sighe, sob & lament that his ungodlye demeanour 
hath so hainously transgressed the laws of his gentle and mercifull God. 
(GIr-v) 

Udall both takes a great deal for granted, and assumes nothing. In neither 

scriptural version of Peter's weeping is any particular reason assigned for his grief 

beyond "Then Peter remembred the wordes of Jesus, which had said unto him, 

44 Udall was a Puritan preacher who was loud upon sartorial extravagance and in condemnation 
of eloquence. Blench places him among those who accept the precepts of William Perkins, that "the 
hearers ought not to ascribe their faith to the gifts of men, but to the power of God's word," and that 
strange words, and "tales and all profane and ridiculous speeches" equally detract from the hearers' 
attention (169-70, 311). 

4S This sermon uses as its text a conflation of Mt.26 and Lk. 22.54-62, but it bypasses Lk. 
22.61, "Then the Lorde turned backe, and looked upon Peter, and Peter remembred the word of the 
Lord ... " (Geneva). 
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Before the cocke crowe thou shalt denie me thrice" (Mt. 26.75) or, "Then the 

Lord turned backe, and looked upon Peter, and Peter remembred. . ." (Luke 

22.61a, Geneva). The denial is not grounded; in fact, of course, Peter has gone 

further with Jesus than any of the other disciples. Udall ignores this, because 

conversion, not Peter--not even Peter's grief--is his topic. He is not interested in 

portraying Peter's suffering: this is not "the history" of Peter's denial but its 

anatomy in the context of conversion. Peter becomes a figure, a metaphor; his 

weeping becomes the simple sign of the outward side of conversion; in essence, it 

is a model for the auditors. This utilitarian approach to affective imagery is 

common during the entire period, an approach which interweaves with various 

others. 

"I have thought good to set before our eyes a pattern of unfained repentance" 

(A3v) writes the anonymous preacher of the 1585 Peters Fall,46 whom, for lack 

of any other referent, I shall name "PF" for this discussion. Obviously, nothing is 

known about him, his theology, or his politics. Like Udall, he uses Peter as an 

exemplum, but his reading is richer, more complex and subtle. PF's uses Luke's 

version of the story, but excises and adds as necessary. For instance, he creates an 

unusual context by placing the "blame" for the situation on the "boldy gyrle and 

bloodie," the maid who first identifies Peter to the others and accuses him of being 

an associate of Jesus (and, coincidentally, ignoring the other two who subsequently 

46 The full title of this sermon is a lesson in itself: Peters fall. A godlie sermon: Upon the 
Historie of Peters denying Christ, preached before the Queenes most excellent Maiestie. In which 
Sermon we have to consider of these three Circumstances: first of the person, secondly of the evil! 
wherein he fell, and thirdly of the occasion. Wherein every faithjull Christian may see before his 
eyes, the patterne of unfeyned repentance. Whereby we may take heede of the falling into sinne 
againe. 
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confirm her identification}. This girl, "voyde of all compassion, could behold that 

dolefull spectacle [Christ's treatment] with gladnesse." PF puts her below the 

category containing such as Julius Caesar, Scipio, and Titus, who, "couragious 

warriours" all, still wept for the deaths of their enemies. But "this seely gyrle for 

yeeres and sex tender, had in a wretched weake body, a strong stonie heart. . ." 

(BSr). The paradox is that, in a situation when even strong men would be 

weeping, a mere female, who, by her inherent nature, weeps frequently, is so 

depraved that she is dry. In fact, PF blames Caiphas' house (evil master, evil 

servants ... ), and on the occasion (though he offers no suggestion as to how Peter 

should have avoided it). No blame, at all, however, attaches to Peter. Of course, 

he should not have denied Christ, but his having done so is only evidence of his 

human frailty. His denial is portrayed as far less culpable than the girl's 

accusation. 

PF divides the means by which Peter repents into outward and inward, and 

then creates a tight cause-and-effect chain from the elements of his narration. 

Jesus looked on Peter because the cock crowed. "If Peter heare not the Cocke, 

Jesus looketh not on him: if Jesus looke not on him, he remembreth not the wordes 

of the Lorde Jesus [that he would deny him]. If he remember not the words of the 



Lord Jesus, he repenteth not" (C7r-v).47 Christ's "look" is of great spiritual 

power in provoking tears. 48 
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Having established Peter's path/pattern of repentance, PF proceeds to analyze 

his tears, using Augustine as his authority. Augustine asserts that one of the 

causes of true repentance is love of God.49 PF goes on to analogize love of God 

with love of dead friends, demonstrated by the survivors' weeping--Iinking 

repentant tears with grieving ones and associating natural feelings with ones that 

may need more practice to become custom: 

Two things ... cause true repentaunce: which are, the love of God and 
hatred of Sinne. These both manifestly appeare in Peter. His love, in that 
hee wept bitterly. His hatred of sinne, as in his bitter weeping, so in that 
he went forth. Whence are teares (if they be true teares) at the death of 
our friends but of sorow? Whence is that sorow, but of love? We sorow 
the want of them, because wee loved their presence. We sorowe their 
death, because their life was deare unto us. This sorow can not but be 
where love is unfeigned love. Vehement is the sorowe which causeth the 

47 The externall & outward meane was the crowing of the cocke: the internall and 
inwarde meane was, that Jesus looked upon him, which looke was not of the 
corporal eye, but spiritual grace: Christ and Peter beyng by place dissevered. (B7r) 

PFplaces unusual emphasis on the "facts" of his story. Few exegetes of the era, protestant or 
othelwise, bother particularly with the actual texts they are interpreting. PF is careful to remind his 
auditors that "Christ and Peter beyng by place dissevered," Christ could not actually "look at" Peter, 
so the look had to have been spiritual. That degree of attention to details that are hermeneutically 
nonessential appears to be generally a hallmark of the more humanistically-influenced preachers. 

48 This "look" is picked up and developed by a later preacher, Zachary Boyd: 
Hee who with a silent looke, first pricked, and then healed the heart of Peter, shall at last 
after your troubles wipe away your teares, and yee shall weepe no more: The looke of our 
Lord is a working looke: Our beholding is but by reception of spaces, but Christs looking is 
by emission of graces, which like streames of heate and light come from the Sunne, the 
worldes eye, with a most powerfull influence. (The Last Battell of the Soule in Death 
(1629): 321-322) 

49 Citing Augustine's Sermonum 7, De Temporibus. 



heart to bleede. True teares (as some thinke) being no other thing then 
droppes of blood which distill from the heart by the eyes. The sorowe in 
Peter [being] great, argueth his love to be great. (D1r-v) 
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PF moves imperceptibly from the process of weeping to its product, and thence to 

an equation of tears with drops of heart's blood; a long distance from the text's 

simple "and Peter went out and wept bitterly." 

Like Udall, PF looks beyond and through Peter to the topic of his sermon: 

repentance. Peter never becomes entirely translucent, though; his real, human 

agony is never quite lost. The conclusion of this rather remarkable juxtaposition is 

that, although people must always grieve from their knowledge of their sins, the 

greatest grief among God's children comes "in that they have provoked so 

mercifull and louing a God" (D1r). Although Peter himself and his tears remain 

visible, the (natural) grieving of others for other causes is subverted--diverted 

rather--interpreted into repentant channels. He places Peter's grief within a human 

context and language before he transports it to the sublime. Faith, concludes PF, 

"hath alwayes adioyned unto it vehement griefe, sorow, and teares abundant" 

(D2v). so In one motion, he implicitly criticizes--even as he praises--those who 

grieve solely over the death of their friends. 

so Seventy years later, S.L. "a true Lover of the Church, his King, and Country," places Peter's 
similarly among the repenting tears, in a very extended discussion of the varieties of tears (he 
describes and exemplifies four types). 

There are repenting tears, which are poured forth for our sins, and for our own, and other 
mens punishments, and chastisements by reason of them: for man suffers for his sins {Lam. 
3.39} ... This was the means which Peter used to make his atonement with his master, after 
his lying, and denying, and forswearing of him, Mat.26.75 ... He wept bitterly .... 
(lsraels Tearesjor Abners Fall by bloudy Ioah, one of Three Sermons, 1666.68-9) 
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The third of these preachers, Lewis Thomas, does not figure largely in the 

annals of his day.51 The Seaven sermons . .. , of which this is the second, seems 

to have been his only published collection. Since it ran through seven editions, it 

clearly enjoyed some popUlarity. Although his topic, too, is repentance, Thomas 

peers through the sorrow to see the eventual, eternal joy. To do this effectively, 

he directs attention away from Peter's suffering, presenting the matter as abstractly 

and briefly as possible: 

Peter wept here for a time, and that but a short time, in respect of 
eternity; but there hee reioyceth continually, without ceasing; his ioy hath 
no term, nor limitation of time. So is it verified which was spoken by our 
Saviour Christ. Mt.5. Happy are yee that mourne, for yee shall 
reioyce .... (B5r) 

His apparent attitude is strikingly different from that of either of his predecessors; 

where they seem to value repentance for itself, Thomas promises that beyond the 

tears lies endless joy. Udall sees in Peter's tears a just and simple sign of his 

repentance; PF stresses Peter's unfeigned repentance, and the way that its sincerity 

may be measured by its weeping; but Thomas sees a means toward an end--an end 

beyond repentance itself. That is not to say that Thomas minimizes either the 

necessity for grieving or its intensity; he spends the majority of his exegesis upon 

the anatomized matter: "This text [Mt. 26.75] affordes three speciall notes, being 

three degrees of Peters repentance, viz. Remembraunce of sinne, Remorce of 

sinne, harty inward sorrow for sin, sending forth outward significations, even 

streames of teares ... (B7r). Here again, tears are the outward sign, fruit of the 

process of repentant weeping, to be recognized as such, and properly credited. He 

compares Peter with Judas, as did Udall, and toward much the same end: 

51 In fact, I can find no information about him. 



See the differences of effects of consideration in the good, and in the 
wicked, the remembraunce of sinne woorketh a biting remorce and a great 
greeving sorow in both good and bad, but it breeds a godly sorrow in the 
one, and a desperate sorrow in the other, such a sorrow as in the godly 
pricketh them forward to repentance; such a sorrow in the wicked, as 
driveth them to despaire, like Achitophel and Cain. . . (B8r) 
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Grief is not intrinsically related to despair. Judas and Peter both felt their sins as a 

"great greeuing sorow;" but Judas could only despair, while Peter acted in 

repentance. God's workings make his children behave like the dove from Noah's 

ark--for one removed from God by sin finds no rest for his feet till he has returned 

to Christ by repentance (B8v). S2 

Thomas is more florid than either Udall or PF in his images; he piles his 

examples prodigiouslyS3: 

And hee wept bitterly. Heere is the third degree or steppe of his 
repentance testified by his teares. § Pliny writes, that the teares of the 
vine do cure the leprousie of the skin: So the teares of the faithfull, 
grafted into the true vine Christ Jesus, do cure the leprousie of sinne. § 
August. saith, When the Eagle waxeth old, she plungeth her wings into a 
fountaine of cleere water, and so renewes her strength; so we must wash 

52 Simeon Ashe, writing in 1654, takes a different tack with the same basic material: 
Christ expresseth towards them [his friends] the love of compassion, sympathizing with them 
in all their sorrowes and sufferings ... This makes much for the comfort of all truly gracious 
Christians, seeing the Lord Jesus is their friend. (21) ... God forbid that ever we by our 
Apostacy should give Christ occasion to speak by way of reproach to us ... As Peter in this 
regard, wept bitterly because he had denyed and deserted Christ, so good a Master, so wei 
deserving a friend. (28) 

Ashe brings Christ down to a more humane level by calling Peter, a follower, his "friend." 

53 See Blench 192 ff. for his definition of the euphuistic preachers and their style. He describes 
"patches of euphuism" rather than whole euphuistic sermons, "in a style which is certainly ornate in 
an unclassical way ... " (193). 



and bathe this whole body of sinne, so shall we become lusty and yoong 
as an Eagle ... (C5V)54 
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Once more, the product has superseded its process, the metaphor has become more 

important its subject. The amassing of analogies continues but shifts back to the 

process: 

§ S. Cyril upon this weeping of Peter saith, Locum [lendo recipit, quem 
negando perdidit: He found that in weeping, which he lost by denying: 
And though he denyed him, saith Nazianzene, God is more merciful then 
man can be sinfull, if man will be sorrowful I. As Elisha threw salt into 
the waters (2Kings.2.) to make them savory and sweet: so must wee 
season our prayers with salt teares, to make them savory unto God. (C5v) 

In his care to demonstrate just how great a cause and need to weep Peter really 

has, Thomas stretches the limits of both his sources' tears and, I would suspect, 

his auditors' patience. He uses only biblical ones from here on: 

Great cause had Peter to weepe, considering the greatnes of his sinne: for 
if Annah (lSam.l.7) had cause to weepe for her barrennesse, much more 
cause had Peter for his barrennes of faith. § If Rachel (Ierem.31.15) wept 
for her children, because they were not, much more cause had Peter to 

54 Thomas Playfere, in The Meane in Mourning (1595), uses the same trope--without Peter, 
however: 

Plinie writeth, that the teares of Vine-branches do cure the leprosie. x And so the teares of 
those Vine branches which are grafted into the true Vine, doe cure the leprosie of sin. S. 
Austin witnesseth, that the Eagle feeling his wings heavie, plungeth them in a fountaine, & 
so renueth his strength.y After the same sort, a Christian feeling the heavie burthen of his 
sins, batheth himselfe in a fountaine of teares, and so washing the old man, which is the 
body of sin, is made young againe, and lustie as an Eagle. x 1.23.initio. YComen. in Psal. 
103. (12) 

The trope is a fairly common one, no doubt, but the absolute fidelity of Thomas' rendering of 
Playfere's order and emphasis makes it seem as though something a little more direct than tradition 
may be influencing the transmission. Unlike Thomas, Playfere is careful to give the source for each 
of his citations, classical or otherwise. Thomas only cites his scriptural sources. But he does 
employ effectively a brief emphatic rhyming: " ... the teares of the vine do cure the leprousie of the 
skin: So the teares of the faithfull ... cure the leprousie of sinne;" a small thing, perhaps, but his 
own. 



weepe for his graces, because they were not. § If Agar wept, being turned 
out of her masters house, should not Peter mourne much rather for turning 
himself out of his Maisters house, and denying his coate? § If Thamar 
wept, being defloured of her virginity, hath not Peter cause to weepe, for 
being deprived of his faith and constancy? § If the virgine Mary wept for 
the death of her Son, as if her soule had bin pierced thorow with a Sword, 
hath not Peter cause to weepe for denying him that dyed for him? § 
Many causes we see may procure teares, but sure, to deny Christ, as Peter 
did, is a cause that should even dissolue all eyes into teares. (C6r: italics 
mine)SS 
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It is surely no coincidence that each of these analogies compares Peter's with a 

woman's tears. Thomas is careful not to say that these women had no cause to 

weep; he is simply demonstrating how much more cause Peter has--"a cause that 

should dissolve all eyes into teares." Some of the comparisons, most notably the 

one with Thamar, are a bit far-fetched, for in no way can Peter's denial of Christ 

be given such a cause as Tamar's rape. Hannah's barrenness, the death of 

Rachel's children, and Mary's sorrow over Jesus' death are not due to anything 

they had done; but Peter denied Christ. Thomas is striving for effects--and 

achieving the sorts that William Perkins complained about (see Note 44). The 

ordering of the massed examples--Pliny, Fathers, scripture--is a very common one; 

and by going, within his scriptural exempia, from Old to New Testaments, Thomas 

SS Once again, Thomas seems to be following Playfere, although on this occasion, his adaptation 
is tighter and more succinct than his exemplar's. 

Great cause of sorrowe in our selues. If Anna wept for her barrennes, have not we as great 
cause to weep, seeing we can conceive nothing but sorow and bring foorth iniquity vnto 
death? . .If Iudith reioyced when she did cut off the heade of Holofemes, have not we 
greater cause to reioyce, seeing Christ hath cut off the head of the deuill? . .If Thamer 
wept beeing defloured by her brother, have not we greater cause to weepe, seeing we 
commit spirituall incest and adultery daily with the devill? . .If Sara laught when shee heard 
shee should have a quicke childe in her dead wombe, is not this the greatest cause of 
laughter which can bee unto us? . .If Agar wept being turnd out of Abrahams house, is not 
this the greatest cause of weeping which can be unto us, that our life is no life, because we 
never cease from sinning? . . (The Meane in Mourning 74-5) 
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continues the procession of increasingly authoritative credibility: secular figures, 

patristic religious figures, Old Testament, Christ's mother. The effect, on the 

whole, is to take the auditor's attention from the immediate situation, even from 

the issue of repentance. 56 The analogies are very attractive in themselves, and 

their presentation escalates dramatically, but their didactic effectiveness is 

questionable. The passage is isolated; the sermon as a whole proceeds along less 

florid lines. 

Whenever else the eye is dry, says Thomas, "it ought in no case to be drie 

when wee should weepe for sinne" (C6r). Then, however, he goes off on another 

tangent, more concerned with the effects of tears than on either repentance or on 

Peter. He shifts his focus toward the promises implicitly made to those who weep. 

Citing Psalm 56.8, he reminds his auditors that 

No teares are lost, that fall from the eyes of godly men, for God catcheth 
them before they can fall to the ground, and he treasureth them up in his 
bottle. . . . Teares tie the tongues of all accusers, and soften the rigour of 
the severest ludge: when they are most pittifull, they are most powerfull; 
and when they are most forsaken, they are most victorious; full of 
strength, like to Samsons hairy lockes, even to foyle whole armies. (C6v) 

Thomas' purpose is temporarily unclear, whether he is thinking of repentant tears 

at all, or whether he has gotten so swept up in tears, per se, that he is simply 

digressing. The moment seems equivocal, since, of all the effects attributed to 

tears, that of strength or conquest is most rare, and even more rarely positive, 

since they are most generally associated with women's (contemptible) weakness 

S6 The auditor's attention is likely to move either toward one of the massed images, or to be 
moved to sleep. Each analogy either deserves attention on its own merits, or must be regarded as 
baving been subsumed into a larger argument. They are not presented in enough detail for the 
former, and in too great a plenitude for the latter. 
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and emotional expression. If, by analogy, tears are associated with Samson's 

spiritual strength, symbolized by his hair, they gain a power that is quite unusual. 

The moment passes; Thomas does return to his focus: 

§ This heavenly deaw of devotion never falleth, but the sunne of 
righteousness draweth it up, & uppon whose face soever it drops, it makes 
the same most amiable and glorious, like the face of Moses [Exod.34.35] 
when he came down from the Mount. § Most sweetely was it uttered by a 
divine of sweetest uttrance, that repentant eyes are the cellars of Angels, 
& penitent teares their sweetest wines, which the savour of life perfumeth, 
the taste of grace sweetneth, and the purest colours of returning innocency 
highly beautifieth. 0 that our hearts were such a Iimbecke, evermore 
distilling so pure a quintessence, drawen out from the weedes of our 
offences, by the fire of true contrition! Heaven would mourne at the 
absence of so precious a water, and earth lament the losse of so fruitfull 
showres. § Sure, till death close up the fountaines, they shall never faile 
running: and then shall our soules be ferried in them to the haven of life, 
that as by them we were first transported from sinne to grace, so in them 
wee may be wafted from Grace to Glory. (C6v-7r) 

Once more the accumulated evidence is florid, yet the point remains oddly 

convincing. Tears in the circulation of rain, tears as the angels' wine--this pair of 

images encompasses the natural and the supernatural, linking them by penitents' 

tears. The promises in tears are temptingly presented, and the pain of the 

repentance lacking. 

Thomas goes on to remark that never before since the days of the prophets 

have there been so many, so good reasons for weeping--plague, first, and now 

famine. By the end of the sermon, tears, and the promises inherently offered to 

weepers, have won out over Peter, who is simply omitted: 

Sic paucis lachrimis, gaudia magna dabit, for a few short teares, [God] 
will give us infinite ioyes: such ioyes as neither eye hath seene, nor eare 
hath heard, nor hath it entred into the heart of man, what God hath 
prepared for them that love him. . . (D3v-r) 
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An example such as this shows how intimately and inseparably the weeping figure 

could be associated with the message read into the tears he wept. Tears and 

weeping as the means of grace toward glory are more known as the province of the 

metaphysical poets (whose time is later by some decades) than as the arena of 

Elizabethan preachers, but the two manifestations clearly have common roots. 

Peter functions in both genres primarily as a man who wept, repentant, and whose 

weeping is to be our model. Thus, either "Peter" or "tears" could have the same 

effect, given the context. 

Mary (Magdalene)'s Tears 

Mary was first on the list of women affected to action by Christ's death and 

resurrection, as Peter headed the list of men. As with sermons on Peter's 

weeping, mentions of Mary's tears are most numerous, extensive, and potent 

during the years just before and decades just following the turn of the seventeenth 

century. Because the medieval tradition of conflating the various Marys continued, 

albeit erratically, during this period, Mary Magdalene, Mary the sister of Lazarus, 

and the "other Mary"--"the woman of the city, who was a sinner"--were most 

often combined to be discussed as one woman/symbol. 57 Especially in her 

57 Thus, John Donne can attribute, without qualifying explanation, to Lazarus' sister Mary the 
episode at Christ's tomb literally belonging to Mary Magdalene (In.20.16): 

. . .Mary. . . when she comes to Christ, comes also in the same voice of infirmity, Lord, if 
thou hadst beene here, my brother had not died . ... Christ diverted Mary . .. when after his 
Resurrection manifesting himselfe to her, and shee flying unto him with that impatient zeale, 
and that impetuous devotion, Rabboni, Master, My Master, Christ said to her, Touch mee 
not, for I am not ascended to my Father . .. (Preached at the funerals of Sir William 
Cokayne . . . December 12, 1626. Sermons VII. 10.316-19, 362-66) 

The sermon's text is John 11.21, from the story of the raising of Lazarus. There is no question 
which Mary that involves. By citing the particular version of the episode of the tomb in his 
preaching, Donne removes any possibility of ambiguity there: the account in John specifies that it was 



conflated guise, she was the female most closely associated with Jesus, both 

scripturally and in the extra-scriptural traditions. Her tears then operate in two 

dimensions: on the one hand she is a woman, and "weak, womanish" tears are 
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always regarded with suspicion. On the other, however, her tears were always in 

the service of Christ--either of his person directly, or present in a way that allowed 

him to make some sort of point to others. 

The occasions of her weeping are three, recorded in John 11.31-33, Luke 

7.37-48, and In. 20.11-16 (with the corollary places in the other gospels). These 

Loci provide a great deal of matter for momentary examples in many sermons, 

although there are fewer entire sermons written entirely on any single moment than 

there are on Peter's tears. S8 There is not enough material for an historical 

development to be evident, so I shall move "backwards and downwards" through 

several texts, from the most elevated and sublimely presented instance of Mary's 

weeping--at the tomb of Christ--through her lauded weeping and wiping of his feet 

with her hair, to the most equivocally received, and critically evaluated instance of 

her weeping--at her brother's grave. Although not chronological, this 

organization provides a path from the least debatable (hence most conventionally 

accepted) to the more equivocal values placed on her tears. There is general 

agreement on the interpretation of her grief at the tomb; and Jesus himself provides 

the key to reading "rightly" her loving gesture with her tears, hair, and ointment; 

Mary Magdalene, while the other gospels include other Marys (and omit the conversation between 
Mary and Jesus). When a version is not specifically cited, textual conflation is always an option; 
here, however, it is a case of personal conflation 

58 Andrewes preached two, on the same text, on subsequent Easters. 
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but her tears at Lazarus' tomb participate in the even more controversial issue of 

Jesus' own tears on that occasion and thus provide various cruxes. 

An important sermon on Mary's tears at the tomb of Christ is Lancelot 

Andrewes' 1620 Easter-day sermon, "preached before the King's Majesty." His 

text is John 20.11-17,59 and he takes his auditors through it verse by verse, 

extracting every iota of meaning as he goes. 60 His text has tears, but his thrust is 

towards joy. Mary weeps because she loves. Andrewes finds "no less than 

ten. . .arguments of her great love; all as it were a commentary upon dilexit 

multum" (7). The "dilexit multum" comes, not from this text, but from Luke 

7.47: "Many sinnes are forgiven her: for she loved much" (Geneva). Mary's tears 

are her love, biblically speaking, and Andrewes exploits the connections fully . 

. . . "she stood, and she wept;" and not a tear or two, but she wept a good 
[sic] as we say, that the Angels, that Christ Himself pity her, and both of 
them the first thing they do, they ask her why she wept so. Both of them 
begin with that question. And in this is love. For if, when Christ stood 
at Lazarus' grave's side and wept, the Jews said, "See, how He loved 
him!" may not we say the very same, when Mary stood at Christ's grave 
and wept, See, how she loved Him!. . . Whom she dearly loved while she 
had Him, she bitterly bewailed when she lost Him. Arnor amare fiens, 
"love running down the cheeks." (7-8) 

59 In Workes, III, Sermon 14, pp. 5-22. 

ro See Blench, who places Andrewes both among the "plain" and the "ornate" preachers (205); 
and Mitchell, who characterizes Andrewes' style as utilizing: 

Not mere quotation, but quotation leading up to an unexpected "point, It and a "point," 
which, while it was verbal, conveyed something of much greater import; not punning and 
quibbling merely for their own sakes, but because amid the jingle of human phrases might 
be caught the accents of a divine message. (149) 

This particular sermon displays much less of Andrewes' "wit" and his tendency to allegorical display 
than others. It is rhetorically quite direct, although it displays his bent for digression and for 
maintaining a masterful juggling act among disparate elements of argument. 
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Andrewes associates Mary's grief for Jesus with Jesus' tears over Lazarus through 

the even stronger link of resurrection. But more important here than the tears 

themselves is their association with seeking--a characteristic of both repentance (for 

the auditory) and Mary's love: 

"And as she wept she stooped, and looked in" ever and anon. That is, 
she did so weep as she did seek withal. Weeping without seeking, is but 
to small purpose. But her weeping hindered not her seeking, her sorrow 
dulled not her diligence. And diligence is a character of love, comes from 
the same root, dilectio and diligencia, from diligo, both. Amor 
diligentiam diUgens. (8) 

The etymology digresses even as it binds together two elements of the thesis-

weeping and seeking--through love. Andrewes does not depart from his narration 

to apply his exemplum to his auditors their inclusion is implicit. Later, when he 

describes Mary's experience with the Angels, he brings his audience in, explicitly: 

... they ask her, Quid ploras? Why she wept, what cause she had to 
weep. They mean she had none, as indeed no more she had. All was in 
error, piae lachrymae sed caecae, "tears of grief but false grief, " 
imagining that to be what was not, Him to be dead that was alive. . . And 
this case of Mary Magdalene's is our case oftentimes. In the error of our 
conceit to weep, where we have no cause; to joy, where we have as 
little ... Our ploras hath never a quid. False joys and false sorrows, false 
hopes and false fears this life of ours is full of--God help us! (11) 

Again, a single Latin word, in this case ploras, serves as a linking device, going 

far beyond its literal or contextual place. Although he draws his auditors' lives 

into the fabric of his discourse once more, he does not detain them in the 

perception of their miseries--this is Easter Sunday. 

When Mary sees Christ, she fails to recognize him, not surprisingly, avers 

Andrewes. "Tears will dim the sight, and it was not yet scarce day ... " (15). But 

it is more than that, for she mistakes him for a gardener; a mistake, says 
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Andrewes, that is not really an error, for Christ is a gardener, " ... a strange one, 

Who made such an herb grow out of the ground this day as the like was never seen 

before, a dead body to shoot forth alive out of the grave" (16). 

Andrewes' talent for connected digression is powerfully present in this 

sermon. With threads like love, tears, Angels, and gardens, he weaves a tapestry 

where, at any given moment, he may be preaching on an idea not directly 

concerned with his text, but overall he drives straight and true. 61 

As did the Angels before him, Christ asks her why she weeps: 

... it is the very opening of His mouth, the very first words that ever 
came from Him, that He spake first of all, after His rising again from 
death ... comes Christ with his quid ploras, "Why do you weep?" As 
much to say, as ne ploras; "Weep not, why should you weep?" there is no 
cause of weeping now. Henceforth none shall need to stand by the grave 
to weep there any more. A question very proper for Easter-day, for the 
day of the Resurrection. . . . (17) 

These first words spoken by the risen Christ are given immense importance in 

Andrewes' sermon. "Quid ploras?" provokes a digression that suspends the 

narrative for two-and-one-half pages. Mary is dramatically abandoned, suspended 

in her (fruitless) sorrow while Andrewes discourses on the four times on Easter 

when Christ says "why do you weep?" or some variation of it. He then continues 

with his account of the ten evidences of Mary's love, promised at the beginning of 

the sermon. The intensity of these discussions is balanced, more than balanced, by 

61 The connections between Mary's sight having been dimmed with tears and Jesus as gardener 
return the attention to a point Andrewes made at the very beginning, as he established his context: 

that as by a woman [Eve] came the first news of death, so by a woman also might come the 
first notice of the Resurrection from the dead. And the place fits well, for in a garden they 
came both .... there is opened unto us "a gate of hope," two leaves, as it were ... one, that 
no infirmity of sex-for a woman we see; the other, that no enormity of sin-for a sinful 
woman ... that neither of these shall debar any to have their part in Christ and in His 
Resurrection. (5) 



the dramatic description of Christ's self-revelation, for Andrewews describes a 

Lord who has tested and weighed Mary's love and found it wanting in nothing. 

Even when her eyes have become so blinded by her weeping that she cannot 

recognize her Lord by sight, his voice can reach her so strongly as to drive tears 

from her eyes: 

He speaks to her in His known voice, in the wonted accent of it, does but 
name her name, Mary--no more, and that was enough ... It is strange a 
thick cloud of heaviness had so covered her, as see Him she could not 
through it; this one word, these two syllables, Mary, from His mouth, 
scatters it all. No sooner had His voice sounded in her ears but it drives 
away all the mist, dries up all her tears, lightens her eyes, that she knew 
Him straight, and answers Him with her wonted salutation, "Rabboni." 
(20) 
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Mary's tears operate as part of the simple, direct narrative and as an exemplum, 

but their primary function, is to provide palpable contrast with the power of 

Christ's resurrection, which is the only power that can subvert their force, and 

ultimately wipe them away. Thus, "this quid ploras of Christ's, wipes away tears 

from all eyes, and ... puts off our 'sackcloth,' that is our mourning weeds, girds 

us 'with gladness,' puts us all in white with the Angels" (17). 

I mentioned earlier that one of the premises of this sermon was taken from the 

other major effulgence of Mary's tears--Luke 7.47, "dilexit multum." Most of the 

other occasions of her weeping in the sermons make that text their primary focus. 
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William Perkins,62 almost brusquely, remarks, "You would be kissed with the 

kisses of Christs mouth: but here in this world, you must be content, if you may 

with Mary Magdalene, kisse his feete; for the perfection of a Christian mans life, 

standes in the feeling and confession of his imperfections" (Dlv-D2r). Such a 

placing of the onus on the sinner's actions, rather than on Christ's, is one of the 

strong currents of the era. 

Thomas Playfere has two interesting moments with Mary's tears. The first is 

brief and part of a series of watery instances. The main text is David's "I water 

my couch with my tears ... " (Ps.6.6), (a situation with a generally positive 

hermeneutic function, i.e., a measure of repentance) and Playfere makes the point 

that not only is David's bed drenched with tears, but also the couch, 

which couch lay beneath or beside his bed. That precious oyntment was 

sure very liquid, which did runne downe from Aarons head to the skirts of 

his garments [Ps.133.2]. That current of teares was very swift, which 

streaming from Marie Magdalens face, was sufficient to wash Christs feet 

[Lk.7.38] .. . (The Sicke Man's Couch, 18) 

David wept enough for there to be tears enough to flow from his bed to the couch 

that lay beneath it. Indirectly, Playfere is attesting to the power resident in Mary's 

repentant, loving tears by placing them in the context of David's astonishingly 

62 The Elizabethan preacher, William Perkins (1558-1620) was a Puritan, a Fellow of Christ's 
College Cambridge (from 1584-94), and an exponent of simple, unadorned textual exposition as the 
sine qua non of preaching. His method, briefly, consisted of reading the text from the canonical 
scriptures, giving the sense of it from the scriptures themselves, collecting Ita few and profitable 
points of doctrine out of the natvrall sense, II and applying these doctrinal points to the lives of his 
auditory (The An of Prophecying in The Works, London, 1631,11.673). 

A strong Calvinist, and an outspoken opponent of any ritual that had a Roman flavor, his works 
remained popular throughout the seventeenth century. 



prodigious--and acceptable--outburst, and making them analogous to Aaron's 

chrism, the oil anointing him priest. 
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The second passage occurs in The Meane in Mourning. Playfere uses the tear

full washing to highlight the paradoxes in the situation: 

That sinful woman [Mary] because she loved much, therfore she washt 
Christes feet with her teares. A strange sight. I have often-times seene 
the heaven wash the earth. But I never before sawe the earth washe the 
heaven; yet here I see it. An earthly & a sinfull woman washeth the 
heavenly feet of Christ. But because shee washt Christs feete with her 
teares, therefore Christ crowned her head with his mercies. (12) 

Nature's processes have been subverted by a sinner's grace: a paradox. By 

inserting himself as an observer into the action, ("I never before sawe ... yet here I 

see it") Playfere makes the whole moment immediate and contemporary. The 

image comes alive, despite the distance inevitably present in the way he has 

presented the picture, apart from his own presence in it. Mary's tears, as 

"gracefully" natural as rain, become a revelation--a strange sight, indeed. The 

cause and effect works well, even though it is tinged with a sense that Mary, in 

some sense, "earned" Christ's mercy (the "because shee washt ... therefore Christ 

crowned"). In the overall context of Playfere's work, the ever-so-slight flavor of 

Roman doctrine--that one could in some way merit Christ's mercies--is not 

common. 

It is interesting that, although only Longland seemed to approve limitless 

weeping in Peter, several writers found Mary's gesture both fitting and 

praiseworthy. That it should be tolerated is understandable--she is a woman; 

women are, by nature moister and more prone to tears--but her very excess is 

lauded: 



If sin breaks our head, tears lend us a plaister to heal where sin hath 
wounded, and the more tears, the sooner the cure is wrought. Mary 
Magdalen, Peccatrix, a sinner, was so prodigal of them, that she washed 
Christs feet with her teares; her sins were many, and her tears did 
correspond to her sins, and therefore her Lord did forgive her all her 
sins ... CL.,S. Israels Tears [1666] ... 68-9) 
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Rarely are any unrestrained tears approved, but with Christ's own approval on 

record (Luke 7.47: " ... her sinnes, which are many, are forgiven, for she loved 

much ... " [AV]), no commentator has much scope (perhaps little inclination) for 

serious criticism. Interpretations of Mary's tears place them among heroic, epic

dimensioned acts; they become signs of cleansing, of healing, and of love; their 

repentant side is submerged in other, more complex meanings. 63 

When "Mary" is the sister of Lazarus, her tears work, with those of her sister, 

Martha, on the sensibilities of Christ; they are frequently interpreted as affecting 

his own reaction, and hence become an extension of the expression of his present 

humanity. "For raising up Lazarus, [In.11.33-] when he saw Mary weepe, and the 

lewes also weepe which came with her, he groaned in the spirit (Playfere, Sicke 

Man's Couch, 59). Playfere describes a cause-effect relationship: Christ is moved 

by Mary and Martha's grief into displaying his own. 

63 An interesting example is William Worship's Eanh Raining upon Heaven, 1615: 
Time and Desire now has us forward to this womans [Mary Magdalen's] godly Sorrow, 
which shee testifies by teares, the dew of Grace, the ioy of Angels. The Compunction of the 
wicked is either Ceremoniall or Desperate: from which this differs, both in the forme, as 
becoming a true grieje, allayed by the comforts of the Gospell: and in the effect, as 
comming to GOD, when the other fiyes from him ... (119) 

Mary Magdalene is carefully shown to be qualitatively different from an unrepentant sinner; her tears 
are a true grieving, not either merely an expected response or a reaction to having no hope. 



Mary's tears appear ambiguous (because their propriety is not made 

immediately clear) when John Forde authorizes them with classical authors: 64 

. . the saying of Solon was more naturall and humane: 
Mors mea ne careat lachrymis, linquamus amicis 
Maerorem, ut celebrent junera cum gemitu. 
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Then that proud and ambitious vaunt of Ennius, which yet Tully much 
commendeth: 

Nemo me lachrymis decoret, nec junera f!etu, 
Faxit, cur! volito viva per ora virum. 

It is all one as if he had said, Let no man love me: for where love is 
griefe will surely be, if the thing beloved be taken away. . . thus Marie 
and Martha wept for Lazarus, thus others though never so godly, never so 
learned, never so wise, have wept, neither could they forbeare, nempe 
homines, for they are men, and to weepe is humane ... (Forde 1616, 44-5) 

Forde discourses neutrally, descriptively on tears, grieving, and lamentation for 

over half of his sermon. His thesis, that people must weep sparingly, since their 

hope must that the deceased is departed but not perished (56), is suspended, not 

clearly stated. This strategy leaves the appropriateness of weeping suspended as 

well. What saves Forde until he reaches his thesis is that the biblical examples he 

cites (Abraham's tears for Sarah, the disciples' for Stephen, to name only two) are 

all of people whose piety and faith are indisputable. Otherwise, such a naturalistic 

interlude would be misleading, and probably created in his original auditory an 

unusual degree of attention to see how it would turn out. Mary's sensibilities as 

portrayed in the tears shed for her brother reflect the more intensely difficult tears 

Jesus wept. 

64 About Forde, I have discovered nothing. The title indicates that this sermon was preached--in 
English--at Constantinople. 



183 

Mary and Peter, two of the people most closely related to Jesus during his life 

and ministry, share the distinction of being recorded as having wept tears--tears 

sanctioned by the occasions and by the Scriptures. In the Gospels, Peter's weeping 

is characterized as "bitter" and Mary's tears wept over Jesus' feet are authorized 

by his own interpretation of them. Very different from David's tears, these tears 

are almost unvaryingly read as evidences of their love and their ability to love. 

That makes them of less complex use for a preacher, but simultaneously of greater 

stability. 

Jesus' Tears 

The most controversial tears in the Renaissance hermeneutic corpus were those 

shed by Jesus himself, recorded on two occasions late in his ministry. Not 

surprisingly, sermons mentioning Jesus' tears represent a small number of the 

total. (Indeed, sermons expounding upon tears at all--even at funerals--are not 

extremely common.) They are, however, more common at the end of the sixteenth 

and the first part of the seventeenth centuries than they are either immediately 

earlier or later. School, theological bias, and political allegiance are alike 

insufficient to explain the complexities of who-says-what-how, and therefore, since 

a study of sermons, per se is not my object, I shall leave such considerations aside 

except where they dearly have a relevant influence. At the same time, to relegate 

the uses-or-not of tears merely to the personality or taste of the preacher flattens 

the situation and reduces its complexity. The fulcrum for this balance is as elusive 

as the one the Renaissance preachers themselves sought--between "proper" or 

"lawful" tears and "excessive" ones. 
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In considering Jesus' tears, although the situations are permeated with flavors 

of death or disaster, not all of the instances come from funeral sermons. 

Frequently, the circumstances of preaching do not seem to greatly influence the 

interpretation; in general, the didactic message transcends the occasion.6s The 

abundance and variety of examples permits a more thorough historical approach 

toward developing patterns; it is here that I can most easily show the changes in 

what interpretations were available, and of those which were most popular. There 

is also evidence of cross-doctrinal borrowings that are intriguing because they cast 

light upon contemporary religious-political practices: if a Puritan did not scorn a 

nicely turned image from an Anglican source, it implies a confidence in the 

occasion and preacher over pernicious or heretical rhetorical influences that is not 

to be taken for granted. 

The text itself is simple: " And Jesus wept. Then sayd the lewes, behold, how 

he loved him" (1n.ll.35-6; Geneva). In the Vulgate the passage reads, "Et 

lacrymatus est Iesus. Dixerunt ergo Iudaei: Ecce quomodo amabat eum, " with 

lacrimatus est representing a hapax legomenon; all other occurrences of 'to 

weep'66 are forms of flere. The Vulgate redactors carefully discriminated 

between Jesus' weeping (as he does in Luke 19.41), and his shedding tears.67 

The distinction is lost in all English versions. 

65 This transcendence of message over occasion reinforces Tromly's observations about the nature 
of the protocols governing the funeral sermon during Elizabeth I's reign--indeed, extending their 
influence, indeed, well into the Stuart era. 

66 All instances, including the other time Jesus himself explicitly weeps, over Jerusalem, Luke 
19.41. 

67 In this, they are translating accurately the Greek writers before them, who use ___ _ 
uniquely here. 
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"Jesus wept" posed Renaissance preachers with something of a dilemma: 

although the contemporary trend leaned towards a Stoic dismissal of tears, both 

traditional penitential practice and Jesus' own tears legitimized weeping--but not 

specifically. Various Renaissance sermons use John 11.35 in different contexts; 

some preachers try to "place" Jesus pastorally in relation to his flock; others 

admonish, using Jesus as a yardstick. The earliest sermon I consider in this study, 

John Fisher's sermon at the funeral of Henry VII preached in 1509, sees Jesus as a 

King, graciously grieving at the death of a very subordinate servant. The latest, 

John Howe's sermon over Willam Bates's body (1700), treats Jesus' tears at 

Lazarus' tomb as metaphors expressing an eclectic, philosophic grief. In between, 

church-goers and readers heard many interpretations, were offered many different 

visions of Jesus weeping--the man and the son of God. Of them, the single 

greatest, most complete exemplum is John Donne's sermon preached on the text 

itself. 

Even the gospel author tried to proffer an explanation for such an amazing, 

inexplicable occurrence: "Then said the Jews, Behold how he loved him" (John 

11.36). That explanation has rarely proved adequate, and preachers who included 

John 11.1-47 in their sermons frequently chose to expand upon (unless they opted 

to overlook or ignore) the Jews' exclamation. Excerpts from a century of sermons 

will provide a sense of the prevalent developments among the available 

interpretations; this is not to suggest they are these only interpretations available at 

any given time, but they do give a sense of the predominating patterns, where an 

example is offered for to imitation, the auditory is led to relish his compassion, or 

to moderate their own emotional effusiveness by his measure. 
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". . . he that was the lorde of all this woride our savyoure cryst Ihesu 
wepte at the monument of Lazarus whan he had be buryed the space of 
foure dayesl gyvynge unto us all therby example of pyte.68 If he that was 
the kynge of all kynges wepte for the deth of his subgecte soo longe after 
his buryalll what sholde we that be subgectes do for the deth of our kynge 
& soverayne havynge yet the presence of his body unburyed amonges 
us ... " (Fisher, 1509, Funeral of . . . Henry VII, A8r) 

"If we shead some few teares which run softlie like the waters of 
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Silo ... [t]hey will not bewray in us any want of fayth, but only testifie an 
abundance of love. Thus and no otherwise did ... Christ [weep] for Lazarus 
his friend. And heie in great wisedome hee teacheth us how sparing we ought 
to bee in weeping for the death of our godly friends" (Playfere MjM, 1595, 
81-2). 

"Nay our Saviour . .. wept for his friend, I find that name bestowed onely 
upon his friend Lazarus, and I find our Saviour weeping onely for Lazarus, for 
no one particular but his friend Lazarus, and that was so observed by the 
lewes, as that their speech was, behold how hee loved him" (Price, 
Teares . .. over Abner, 1612, 15-6). 

"[W]eeping and teares without, are tokens of love within. As the lewes 
gather from the teares of Christ, which he shedde for the death of Lazarus, 
Behold how he loved him, how appeares that, even from this" (Forde, 1616, 
42-3). 

"[Jesus] would let the world see that he loved [Martha, Mary, & Lazarus]: 
for so the lewes argued that saw him weep. . . without outward declarations, 
who can conclude an inward love? to assure that, lesus wept" (Donne, 1622/3, 
IV. 13.246-49.)69 

"Some teares are to be shed over those which are gone before us; as 
Christ did over Lazarus: But to sigh ... and to mourn ... to abhorre the light, 
and to avoid the Sunne, whereof our friends are once deprived, is neither 
Christian nor humane" (Wall, 1623, B8r-9v). 

"In the New Testament Christ himselfe groaning in himselfe wept at 
Lazarus his Grave: The wordes are these, And lesus wept. . . Thus as yee see a 
Christian heart is not a Marble heart but a melting heart furnishing teares the 
tribute of our love appointed for the funeral obsequies of our best beloved, 
whose appointed monethes of life are expired" (Boyd 1629, 1227-8). 

68 "Pity" is a weak translation of "pyte," which is closer to the original charitas of 1.Corinthians 

69 John Donne offers many more reasons than this for Jesus' tears. 
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"[For those that have layen long in their sinnes, and begin to savour (Le., 
stink)] Christ groaneth and weepeth as he did for Lazarus, and these he calleth 
by his grace at their dead hearts, ready to restore them to life. . . ." " .. .in 
raising Lazarus, there hee bewailed mans misery" (Sutton, C. Disce Vivere, 
1634, 317, 356). 

"Christ expresseth towards [his friends] the love of compassion, 
sympathizing with them in all sorrowes and sufferings: in all their afflictions 
he was afflicted. As in reference to his friend Lazarus, being brought to the 
place where he was buried, Jesus wept" (Ashe, 1654, 21). 

"Its lawful to mourn and sorrow upon the death of our friends and 
relations. Our Lord Christ himself wept at the death of Lazarus" (Clarke, 
1659, 5). 

"his business into this World was to prepare Men for another; and, when 
they were fit, to translate them thither: Even they that profest to believe on 
him, should no more understand him; that his kind, and great Design should 
be no more grateful to them, and so surely enter into their Minds and Hearts, 
that when they saw one such translation, it should so much displease them, and 
they so little relish it, as to be all in Tears and Lamentations thereupon; and 
thereby discover such an Affixedness of Heart and Spirit to this present 
World, and state of things, as to prefer the Enjoyment of a Friend on Earth, 
before all the Glories of the Heavenly State; so might their immoderate 
weeping some way cause his Tears" (Howe, 1700, 953). 

The transformation of Jesus from Daniel Price's70 "friend" to John Howe's71 

promoter of the great "Design" is quite a metamorphosis; the rest of the responses 

vary as widely. Some of the key phrases show the diversity of response: for 

70 Price (1581-1631), educated at Exeter College, Oxford (BA 1601, MA 1604), and became, in 
succession, chaplain to Henry, Prince of Wales, Prince Charles, and James 1. His preaching was 
notable, especially against the papacy. After 1607 he held a series of pastoral appointments, from 
vicar to canon residentiary and justice of the peace. 

71 Howe (1630-1705) was educated at Christ College Cambridge (BA 1648) and Brasenose 
College Oxford (BA 1650, MA 1652). As a perpetual curate, he was reprimanded on more than one 
occasion for not keeping the ceremonial observances. An indefatigable preacher, on fast days he 
would preach from 9-4 with but a fifteen-minute pause. Appointed domestic chaplain to Cromwell, 
he resigned on account of the "looseness" of Cromwell's establishment. Primarily nonconformist (not 
Arminian), he attempted to reconcile various Presbyterian and congregationalist groups. He seems to 
represent, in an oddly convoluted way, the via media as it manifested itself during the second half of 
the seventeenth century. 
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Bishop John Fisher, Jesus' tears are shed from "pyte" [pity in the sense of loving 

charity]--and noblesse oblige; Zachary Boyd72 uses them to show how passionate 

a Christian heart may be; Simeon Ashe73 finds in them an expression of 

compassionate love; Forde, a token of inner love; and Price a gesture of 

friendship. On the other hand, Samuel Clarke74 asserts merely that it is lawfuL to 

weep; and Howe refers to the mourners' tears as immoderate. These variations are 

more than matters of individual taste; the trends are more than coincidence, and 

yet less than conclusive. 

One thing each preacher had to contend with when he offered this text as 

evidence for his theme was where to place the fulcrum to achieve a balance 

between proper and excessive tears. It is here that inherent distrust of tears as 

signs of passion, of emotion, of naturalness in general can be most easily seen, for 

here the scriptural authority legitimating tears seems least open to debate--after all, 

Jesus wept. A few preachers cite this text in a situation in which they are 

criticizing tears. It is such a locus communis that, to avoid it could create more 

tension than to try to argue for an interpretation that, at least, limits and "tames" 

12 Boyd (1585?-1653) was educated at Glasgow University, and took his MA from St. Andrews 
in 1607. He then spent sixteen years in France. In his later life he was a staunch convenanter, but 
not a wholehearted supporter of Cromwell. Much of his writing remains in manuscript at Glasgow 
University . 

73 Simeon Ashe (+ 1662) was a nonconformist divine, educated at Emmanuel College Cambridge, 
and was known for his political preaching. 

74 Clarke, (1599-1683), a Puritan, was educated at Emmanuel College Cambridge, and ordained 
in 1622. He signed a protest against the killing of Charles I in 1648. Noted for his biographical 
writings. 



Jesus' tears. On the other hand, those who use this text to support tears (to 

whatever extent) do so in the name of love, not as an imitation of Christ. 75 

Interpreting "Jesus wept" depends, in large measure, on the individual 

preacher's view regarding Christ's humanity. The earliest example I am using, 

Bishop John Fisher's funeral sermqn over the body of Henry VII, preached in 

1509, compares Christ's role with that of a great prince (see above for text). 
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Fisher pleads with his auditory that they should, indeed, weep for the loss of their 

sovereign, on the grounds that their Sovereign wept for the death of a mere subject 

even as much as four days after the lowly subject had died. Fisher's depiction of a 

divine noblesse oblige is much more a remnant of a by-gone feudalism than a trope 

typical of later preaching, but it is an example of a continuing concern with 

establishing a didactically effective relationship between a god/human Christ/Jesus

-who weeps--and the world. It is always the human side that provokes hermeneutic 

disturbance. None of the later divines denies that Christ was human, but most 

seem willing to overlook human implications in favor of using his divine nature for 

their didactic ends. Thus, Christ's tears become exempla in theses arguing almost 

hierarchic degrees of sin-guilt and distance from God. 

One pattern that can be traced over a period of some decades, stresses the 

allegorical way to read Jesus' tears. Lazarus' body, Jesus' own tears, and the 

human condition are linked by a series of preachers. 

75 Donne, as usual, is the exception. 
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Thomas Playfere, an intellectually euphuistic76 preacher of great erudition and 

display, provides the longest, fullest, and most digressive (in the service of his 

extended allegory) account of this trope. He outlines the three times Christ raised 

persons from the dead, and deduces complex relationships between their degree of 

(symbolic) sin and Christ's involvement. I quote the passage in (almost) its 

entirety because it was so widely exploited by subsequent preachers, and also 

because it seems to be a fragile armature for so weighty an allegorical structure: 

Wee reade of three that Christ raised from death, Iairus daughter: the 
widowes sonne: and Lazarus. 0 For raising up of Iairus daughter [Mk.38-] 
many weeping and wailing greatly for her, he came to the house, and 
went in where she lay: and suffered but a very few to go in with him, and 
tooke her by the hand, and said unto her, Maiden arise: and straightway 
shee arose and walked: and charge was given, that this should not bee told 
abroad. For raising up the widowes sonne [Lk7.22-] much people of the 
citie weeping with his mother for him, who was now carried out of the 
gate to be buried, hee went and touched the coffin: and said Young man 
arise: and hee that was dead sate up, and began to speake, and he 
delivered him to his mother, and the rumor hereof went forth throughout 
all ludea. For raising up Lazarus, [In.11.33-] when he saw Mary weepe, 
and the lewes also weepe which came with her, he groaned in the spirit: 
he was troubled in himselfe, hee, understanding hee had bin dead and 
buried foure daies, wept for him, hee groned againe, he came to the 
grave, hee caused the grave-stone to bee taken away, hee lifted up his eies 
to his father, hee prayed very fervently: hee cryed with a loud voice, 
Lazarus, come foorth: then hee that was dead came foorth, bound hand 
and foote with bands, and his face was bound with a napkin: and Iesus 
said unto them, Loose him and let him goe. Now these three sorts of 

76 "Euphuistic" because of the fantastic nature of his rhetorical flights, but flights not without 
substantive content, hence "intellectual." 



coarses, are three sorts of sinners [Ista tria genera mortuorum sunt tria 
genera peccatorum. Aug. ser.44. de verbis Domini.17] 
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Jayrus daughter, lying dead in her fathers house, resembleth them that sinne by 
inward consent: the widowes sonne, being carried out of the gate of the citie, 
them that sinne by outward act: Lazarus, having beene dead and buried foure 
daies, them that sinne by continuall custome [Resuscitavit filiam Archisynagogi 
adhuc in domo iacentem, resuscitavit iuuentem filium viduae extra portam 
ciuitatis eleatum, resuscitavit Lazarum sepultum quatriduanum: 
Aug. Tract.49.in Johan.] The first, was dead but one houre: the second, but 
one day: the third, foure daies; The young maiden lay in a bed: the young 
man, in a coffin: Lazarus in a grave. For the first, Christ touched her hand: 
for the second, he touched the coffin: for the third hee touched nothing, before 
their raising up; because the maiden figured those that sinne, not so much in 
act as in consent, hee touched her hand which had beene no great instrument 
of any act: because the young man had sinned in act, but not in custome, into 
which hee might have fallen if he had lived longer, hee touched the coffin 
which kept him from custome: because Lazarus smelled having beene dead 
now foure daies; the first day by conceiving sinne, the second by consenting to 
sinne, the thirde by acting sinne, the fourth by continuing in sinne, [Prima est 
quasi titillatio delectationis in cor de, secunda consensio, tertium factum, 
quarta consuetudo. Aug. serm.44.] Christ touched him not at all ... Christ was 
earnestly requested to raise up the first, but raised up the two last of his owne 
accord, and contrarywise. . . for the two first their friends onely wept, but for 
the last, besides his sisters and friends, Christ also wept exceedingly ... seeing 
the young maiden by sinning in consent had lesse offended Christ, hee would 
not have troubled hi.mselfe about her, but upon intreatie of others: but the two 
last, the one an actuall, the other acustomable sinner, hee came to, being 
brought by the bowels onely of his owne mercie, and raised them up: on the 
other side, the two first having sinned, the one in thought, the other in deede, 
did not so much move Christ as Lazarus which was growne to custome in 
sinning both waies, and therefore for them hee was content their friends onely 

77 I have identified the Tractatus, but the Sermo 44 De verbis domini has been rearranged in 
editions subsequent to Playfere's, and so far eludes me. Playfere is word-by-word accurate in the 
Tractatus, for what that is worth. The references in brackets are included as marginalia in Playfere. 



should weepe, but for this last hee wept, and troubled his owne selfe very 
much ... (Playfere Sicke Mans Couche 59-64),8 
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ODe tota hac Alegoria, vide Aug. serm.44. de Verbis Domini & Tracl. 49. in Johannem, Erasmum eliam 
in concione de Misericordia dei, & Ferum in Johan.c.ll. Hane approbal & Calvinus in Luc.v.ll. his 
verbis: Scimus iuvenem hunc quem Chris/us a morte suscitavil, speciem esse spiritualis vitae quam nobis 
reslilVil. 

Playfere's technique recalls medieval allegory, where the literal meaning of the 

narrative tends to be displaced entirely by its various figurative possibilities, 

creating a wholly different context. Playfere quite subverts the tears--Christ weeps 

because Lazarus represents the type of sinner who has most greatly offended him, 

the ingrained sinner, one who customarily sins in both thought and deed. For him 

Christ weeps and is much troubled, but, by the same token, Christ will not touch 

him dead. Not once does Playfere refer to "Jesus" in this passage (in spite of the 

text): he is focused on the transcendent Christ, not the immanent, human Jesus. 79 

Divine bowels of mercy are much in evidence, but Christ's distance from the 

human situation is infinitely great. 

Daniel Price, preaching one of the pre-funeral sermons for Henry, Prince of 

Wales, in 1612, provides a different perspective on the text, using exactly the same 

allegorical pattern and elements, though almost without development. Price's point 

78 As long as this quotation is, I have omitted two of the sets of comparisons: there were few 
present for Jairus' daughter's raising, and they were told to keep it quiet; more for widow's son, and 
it was reported abroad; a huge number of Jews at Lazarus' raising, and they released him to his 
shame & confusion. Jairus' daughter walked immediately--easy recovery; Widow's son, slower 
recovery, needed help; while Lazarus rose bound, in need of Christ's full power. It may be well to 
note that Sutton was writing a treatise, not ever intended for oral delivery; this probably explains the 
greater detail and length of his exposition-having found a tasty set of conditions, he wanted to get as 
much from them as possible. 

79 Augustine, in the Tractatus, refers to Jesus as Dominus, when he must use a noun; Latin being 
what it is, either pronoun or nothing most often suffices. 
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is that Christ wept to teach us how; he is involved on human, as well as divine, 

levels: 

Nay our Saviour. . . wept for his friend, I find that name bestowed onely 
upon his friend Lazarus, and I find our Saviour weeping onely for 
Lazarus, for no one particular but his friend Lazarus, and that was so 
observed by the lewes, as that their speech was, behold how hee loved 
him.80 Our Saviour raised up, as S. Austin noteth, three especially, and 
particularly in his life, but he wept only at one of them. The 
circumstances of his raising these differ much, the first was dead but an 
houre, the second dead a day, the third dead/oure daies; the l.dead but 
not taken out of the bed, the 2.dead and laid in the coffin, but not in the 
grave, the 3.dead and laid in the grave, dead 4.daies, and began to 
savour: he touched the hand of the first, the coffin of the second, but the 
third he touched not at all. At the first few persons were present, and 
Christ charged them not to speake of it: at the second many were present, 
and it was noised farre abroad: at the third, a number of lewes present, 
and they observed it. At the first there was no publike weeping; at the 
raising of the second the mother wept: at the raising of Lazarus, the 
friends, and sisters and lewes wept, & flevit lesus, & fremuit, & turbavit 
seipsum, lesus wept, and groaned in the spirit, and was troubled, and 
againe hee groaned and was troubled, and cried with a lowd voice; then 
said the lewes, behold how he loved him. Et quarefluit lesus, nisi 
hominemflere docuit, and why did Christ so weepe but that hee hereby 
taught man to weepe? he open 2. /ountaines of passion and compassion, 
and therefore those that carry his name, are to con/onne themselves in 
some measure, and though there bee no proportion between finite & 
infinite, yet in the best manner we may, precept, and example, and 
promise doe enforce this blessed practice. . . (Price 16-7) 
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Price's reading is a very humanely sympathetic one: Christ in his weeping opens 

two "fountaines of passion and compassion" which the auditors are, in their 

degree, to imitate. There is no real use of most of the material allegorically; no 

mention, for instance, of Lazarus as the ingrained sinner--he is the only one named 

80 As far as I have been able to determine, this is Price's contribution. It is not in the Tractatus 



"friend" to Jesus--and Jesus performs a friend's office in weeping, as well as a 

teacher's and exemplar's office in showing humankind their weeping duty. 

194 

Where Playfere discovers a transcendent Christ; Price encounters an immanent 

Jesus. In this depiction of a humane, loving friend, Price is much closer to 

reading Jesus' tears in the way his near-contemporary, William Forde, does: 

"[W]eeping and teares without, are tokens of love within. As the lewes gather 

from the teares of Christ, which he shedde for the death of Lazarus, Behold how 

he loved him, how appeares that, even from this" (Forde 42-3). Donne, too, 

within the same general era, could argue in speaking of the significance of Jesus' 

weeping that "without outward declarations, who can conclude an inward love?" 

(331). 

Some twenty-five years later, Christopher SuttonS1 took up the same theme, 

and borrowed Playfere (and Price),s pattern wholesale, though more briefly, and 

without acknowledging that the allegory originated with Augustine. I quote only 

the passage on Lazarus: 

The third [whom Christ raised from the dead] was Lazarus, who was laid 
in the grave, and had beene foure dayes dead. These are those that have 
layen long in their sinnes, and begin to savour: for these Christ groaneth 
and weepeth as he did for Lazarus, and these he calleth by his grace at 
their dead hearts, ready to restore them to life ... (Sutton DV317) 

For Sutton, who follows Playfere's interpretation, Lazarus again has become the 

long-habituated sinner, and Christ is the purveyor of grace, not a personality or 

81 Sutton (1565?-1629), fully educated at Oxford (BA 1586, MA 1589, BD 1598, & DD 1608), 
was made canon of Westminster in 1605 by James I for his "excellent and florid preaching." Disce 
Vivere & Disce Mari were popular long after his death, going through many editions in the 
seventeenth century, and experiencing a revival with the Oxford Movement, under Newman. The 
passage here shows how well he followed in his predecessor's steps; his imitation of Playfere is 
practically without taint of Price. 
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character in his own right. His tears are more closely related to Sutton's auditory 

than in Playfere's version, but Christ himself is not. Another example, from a 

1654 funeral sermon, shows a "softer," still less erudite rendering of the same 

theme. 82 

Christ expresseth towards them [his friends] the love of compassion, 
sympathizing with them in all their sorrowes and sufferings: in all their 
affliction he was afflicted. As in reference to his friend Lazarus, being 
brought to the place where he was buried, Jesus wept. And hence the 
Jewes inferred this conclusion, behold how he loved him! 1 This makes 
much for the comfort of all truly gracious Christians, seeing the Lord 
Jesus is their friend. God intending to give David a cordial upon the 
death of his childe, bestoweth upon him Solomon, with this assurance that 
he loved him, whereupon he was called Jedidiah . .. Now this refreshing 
reacheth all Gospel-Christians universally. (Ashe 21) 

This last sermon, preached by a non-conformist, clearly speaks from a very 

different tradition than Playfere, Price, or Sutton (all of whom were more closely 

allied with the center). There are no appeals to traditional authorities, (either 

patristic or classical), no references to anything outside the Bible--and no 

acknowledged, cited direct quotations even from that. 83 The language and appeals 

are direct, simple, and straightforward, following Perkins' dicta for the pattern of a 

sermon (see note 50**); they depend on nothing beyond their own internal 

rhetoric. Ashe's uses of "Christ" or "Jesus" are careful and precise: Christ is the 

general, transcendent figure; Jesus is the personal referent, the friend of Lazarus. 

82 This sermon is published with a series of commemorative verses for the deceased, one 
Jeremiah Whitaker, a minister; it was probably much revised for press. Ashe and the deceased each 
preached more than once before the House of Commons and the House of Lords in the 1640s 
(Mitchell, bibliography). 

83 From the example cited here, it would appear that Sutton should "belong" with Ashe, but the 
lack of patristic and classical citations is anomalous. Typically, he fairly bristles with them. 
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The greatest distance from a "human" Jesus along the immanent-transcendent 

continuum among the examples in this study may be found in John Howe's sermon 

at William Bates' funeral, (1699, published 1700). Here, Christ is viewed 

primarily as the exponent of the great Design: 

[Christ] defers [coming to Lazarus] till now Death, and the Grave, were 
in full dominion, that his Conquest might be the more glorious. He had 
before rais' d some from Death, not from the Grave. The lamenting 
Relatives were now in despair: The thoughts of Restitution were quite laid 
aside. All their hopes were buried with the Deceas'd in the same 
Grave. . . The bereaved Relations, and their Comforters were now all 
abandon'd to Sorrow, and drencht in Tears. And with the rest we are 
told, v.3S. that Jesus wept. , But why was this? Was it that he knew 
not his own Mind, or Distrusted his own Power? , He had given 
sufficient Intimation of his own purpose, and of the Foresight he had of 
the certain, glorious Issue, of this gloomy dark Providence. 

'Tis evident therefore for what he wept not. 'Tis not so obvious to conclude 
for what he wept.It is most unworthy of him to suppose his was feigned 
Sorrow, or that he shed hypocritical Tears. Nor was this the only instance of 
his weeping; No, no, he was a man of Sorrow, acquainted with Griefs; and 
had always in view, sufficient cause of real Soul-trouble, as this is call'd, 
v.33. He groaned in Spirit and was troubled . .. But who can tell what 
thoughts lay deep in that large and comprehensive Mind! We are sure, tho' he 
with the rest, that 'twas not as they wept, nor from the same Motives. His 
thoughts were not as their thoughts, but as far wider, and higher, as the 
Heavens are than the Earth. We have no way to know what his thoughts 
were, we know what they might be. He saw not Jerusalem only, but all this 
World buried in Sin and Death. He could not as the second Adam be, the 
Resurrection and Life, as he speaks, v.2S. without beholding, with a 
compassionate Heart, the Impurities, and Miseries, wherewith it was delug'd 
by the First. And he had now enough in view, to discompose his pure Mind, 
intent upon high and great things; that when his business into this World was 
to prepare Men for another; and, when they were fit, to translate them thither: 
Even they that profest to believe on him, should no more understand him; that 
his kind, and great Design should be no more grateful to them, and so surely 
enter into their Minds and Hearts, that when they saw one such translation, it 
should so much displease them, and they so little relish it, as to be all in Tears 
and Lamentations thereupon; and thereby discover such an Affixedness of 
Heart and Spirit to this present World, and state of things, as to prefer the 
Enjoyment of a Friend on Earth, before all the Glories of the Heavenly State; 



197 

so might their immoderate weeping some way cause his Tears. But when he 
exprest his trouble by Groans, and Tears, he supprest the Causes of it, and 
goes on to his present intended Work [i.e., raising Lazarus]. (Howe 952-3) 

Howe presents the scene with an entirely different emphasis than any of the 

previous preachers. Playfere's and Price's carefully distinguished gradations of 

occasion and person are conflated into one sentence: "He had before rais'd some 

from Death, not from the Grave;" and their equally painstaking hierarchies of sin 

and involvement are completely absent. So, too, is Fisher's portrayal of the 

gracious lord weeping over his defunct and stinking subject. In fact, even the 

gospeller's own interpretation ("See how he loved him") is missing here. No 

personal relationship between Christ and Lazarus is mentioned; merely, "and with 

the rest, we are told, that Jesus wept." Howe's digression does not follow the path 

of one typical trope--that one reason Jesus wept was because he anticipated raising 

Lazarus, and he knew that bringing someone back to life in this world was nothing 

to rejoice over--for the deceased.84 Howe really ignores Lazarus altogether. 

His interest is oriented toward Christ's work in the world, his "kind, and great 

Design, " which is to prepare the men of this world for another, a design he 

foreknew would displease them so much that they would lament and weep over the 

death that would actually free them. Howe toys with this ultimately paradoxical 

view in a very intellectual, almost ironical way; Jesus' tears serve as a point of 

84 Interestingly, Fisher does use this trope: "who that ones bathe tasted tbe pleasure of that lyfe / 
this is vnto them a veray dethe for ever after. Example of Lazarus whiche after tbat he was restored 
to the myseryes of this lyfe agayne/ be never lougb but was in contynuall heuynes and pensyfnesse" 
(Momynge remembrance . .. b3r). Donne also makes a strong case from it, and it appears woven into 
the web of several other preachers at various moments. Its use, however, does require that the 
preacher have his eye on the humanity of Lazarus, the traditional view of his post-resurrection 
sadness, and on the misery of returning to this life after baving tasted the next world's pleasures. 
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departure for his speculations about the nature of the crux between God's 

omniscient loving and its operations in this fallen world. The conclusion is that, 

while his tears are not hypocritical, or his sorrow feigned, Jesus "exprest his 

trouble by Groans, and Tears, [but] he supprest the Causes of it." Incidentally, 

while it stresses Jesus as the ultimately transcendent God, this interpretation makes 

of him both a consummate rhetorical actor, and a most uninvolved participant in 

the human drama--both of which characteristics seem more typical of the period 

coming than of the one passing. Howe's Jesus stands a long way from the early 

seventeenth-century concern for the limits of Christ's humanity. 

In addition to this most famous occurrence of Jesus' weeping, there is a 

second verse relevant in the context of Jesus and tears, in which Jesus himself 

defined (to some extent) what people should/not weep for: Luke 23.27-28. 

Because in it, Jesus is far less equivocal in his role--he is a prophet, attended with 

all the rhetorical panoply that implies--its double barrel of consolation and 

admonition made it a more popular, less controversial verse than "Jesus wept," as 

well as one offering more interpretational latitude: 

And there followed him a great multitude of people, and of women, which 
women bewailed and lamented him. But Iesus turned backe unto them, 
and said, Daughters of Hierusalem, weepe not for me, but weepe for your 
selves, and for your children. (Geneva) 

Jesus' own tears provide for hermeneutic anglings, but this verse has provoked 

some magnificently didactic moments, most often in the context of provoking thet 

auditory'S grief or repentance. Thomas Playfere used it as the text in his 

mammoth sermon, A Meane in Mourning (1595), preached at the great outdoor 
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pulpit of St. Mary's Spittle during Easter week. 85 The actual weeping seems to 

lose content and meaning in the uses he makes of it--it becomes a rhetorical device 

rather than a symbol. In spite of the complexity, the message is relatively simple, 

and far more conservative than the rhetorical flourishes might lead one to expect: 

To weepe is lawful; to weepe without not weeping is unlawful I. Not to 
weepe is lawfull; not to weepe without weeping is unlawful. Again, to 
weep for your selves is lawful, to weep immoderatly for Christ is 
unlawfull. Not to weepe for Christ is lawful, not to weepe moderatly for 
your selves is unlawfull. .. (108). 

The entire human element, the sincerity of the act is lost in the tangling play of 

words, and the preoccupation with divine/human legality. 

A fairly standard reading of this text in a funereal context is that of S. Clarke 

in Antidote against immoderate mourning (1659), which says: 

We mourn not for them [who died], but for our own losse: for the loss of 
their sweet society, and of all the comfort that we expected in and by 
them. , Truly, for this we may mourn: Weep not for me, (saith Christ to 
those good women that followed him to his Cross) but weep for your 
selves. Yet alwayes remember, that though there be reason for weeping 
and sorrow, yet there is no reason for excessive and immoderate 
mourning: For that is a sin, and there is no reason, because God hath 
taken our friends and relations, that therefore we should further provoke 
him by sinning against him. Immoderate mourning is a charging of God 
foolishly. (27) 

An earlier use, again at a funeral, substantiates my claim that the first part of the 

seventeenth century was more comfortable with the use of affective expression in 

an entirely moderate context: 

85 This sermon is a tour-de-force in the art of text division: he takes the eight words weep-not
for-me-but-weep-for-yourselves and divides them into eight parts: weep not; but weep; weep not but 
weep; for me; for yourselves; for me, for yourselves; weep not for me; but weep for yourselves. On 
these eight parts he writes 120 pages. 



Domesticall Fathers, speciall benefactors, when they are taken from us, 
their departure cannot chuse but grieuously affect us, as well for our owne 
as for the generall dammage. This indulgence our Saviour gaue to the 
mournfull women at his passion. When he said, Weepe not for me, but 
weepe for your selves, and for your children . .. Safely therefore, and with 
a good conscience in lamenting the publicke losse of Church and 
Common-wealth, at the death of a father, wee may interweyve our owne 
griefe and interest our speciall sorrow. , Farre be it then from us to 
condemne those, who doe mourne for the decease of their especiall 
benefactors and friends, so long as they keepe themselves within the 
precincts of the Apostles precept, and sorrow not as those that are without 
hope. (Fitz-Geffry 1622 15) 
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Fitz-Geffry argues that it is appropriate to mourn the deaths of those who have 

been upright and important--they qualify under the heading of "your children," and 

license to indulge in that sorrow is granted by the highest authority. 

Frequently the significant verse is, as in following example, put into the mouth 

of a dead person, to indicate that it is not Christ alone who would give the advice, 

but also those who are with him: 

I say, happy are they which have exchanged a base earthly tabernacle for 
a princely Pallace, sorrowes for joy, and earth for heaven; and me thinkes 
our blessed brother now deceased, if he had intercourse with us mortall 
creatures, would say to his deare wife lying in her teares, children and 
friends, as our Saviour did to those pious women that followed him; 
Daughters of Ierusalem weepe not for me but weepe for your selves . .. 
(Estwick 1639, 27) 

This example leaves the exact quality of the tears the deceased paterfamilias wishes 

on his family in some doubt: they may be either tears of grief or of repentance. 

But one is not to weep for the deceased. 

Another common use of the verse is in situations more responsive to its 

original context: 

Trust me now, [says the preacher] or time will come when you shall trust 
me, that we have cause and cause againe to lament and mourne, not for 



them who dying in the Lord, are happy with the Lord, & rest with the 
Lord, & rest from all their labours and miseries; but as Christ said to the 
women that followed him, Weepe not for mee, but for your selves and 
your children: so wee for ourselves and our children: for hauing been safe 
by them, and strengthened through them, they are taken away from the 
plague, we lie open to it, and it hasteneth the faster, because they that 
kept it from us, are remooved. (Stock, The Churches Lamentation. . . 
1614, 28) 

Richard Stock86 shifts the emphasis and focus a little to combine the loss of the 

beloved ones with their having been removed because they were blessed (hence 

lovable). It's an interesting instance of "only the good die young" offered as a 

truism in an unusual context. 
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Whether it is in the mouth of the departed, or being spoken directly by Christ 

to the auditory, "Weep not for me, but weep for yourselves. . . " acts both as a 

powerful license to indulge in grief, and a restraining curb on the types of tears 

that may be shed. 

John Donne's Sermon on "Jesus Wept." Perhaps the most eloquent sermon from 

this period on Jesus' tears--on tears at all--is the one John Donne preached in 1622, 

during Lent.S7 As Dean of St. Paul's, however, his preaching was widely heard, 

and, by all reports, popular. I have separated Donne's sermon from its place in 

the chronology for several reasons: (1) it is the only sermon in the period 

preached specifically over the text "Jesus wept;" (2) Donne is the most significant 

86 Stock (1569?-1626), was a Puritan divine, educated at Cambridge (BA 1590, MA 1594) who 
had a solid reputation as a preacher. 

~ Although we know Donne better as a poet than as a preacher, that was not the case during his 
lifetime. Only a relatively small circle of acquaintances would have read more than the two poems 
published during his lifetime. 
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figure in a purely literary sense; (3) and the length of my discussion of this text 

would, I thought, throw the previous discussion out of shape. This sermon is the 

apex of the Renaissance hermeneutic discussion of tears; Donne elevates tears and 

weeping as human expressions to an unprecedentedly positive degree. The caveats 

whisper in relation to the celebration of tears, which resounds. 

Donne's preached on John 11.35, at Whitehall on the first Friday in Lent, 28 

Feb. 1622/23.88 Although the text is "entirely suitable for the beginning of 

Lent, "89 Donne's use of it as the text for an entire sermon seems to have been 

unique during this epoch; no other preacher devotes an entire sermon to this 

shortest of verses; but rather incorporate "Jesus wept" into material based on some 

other verse. 90 This sermon's present significance lies in the remarkably consistent 

positive role Donne has given to tears, per se, and, by extension, to human 

emotions. "[T]here needs no more for the exalting of our devotion to a competent 

heighth, then to consider, how, and where, and when, and why Jesus wept" 

(IV. 13.324). Donne's elucidation of Jesus' human psychology--particularly the 

way his compassion, his sensitivity, may be seen in his tears--is extraordinary; 

further, Donne creates a dramatically persuasive exemplum by keeping the 

emphasis on Jesus' humanity (without ever quite losing sight of Christ's divinity). 

Generally Donne was a traditional preacher in his handling of texts, but in this 

case he has divided his text outward, rather than inward--he has, after all, only two 

88 With Donne's sermons, I cite from the Potter & Simpson edition, by page number, with the 
volume and sermon number within the volume when appropriate. This sermon is IV. 13. 

89 Introduction, Sermons IV 39. 

00 Or, as in the case of Thomas Gataker, preached a sermon on the death of Lazarus without ever 
once mentioning tears at all. 
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words. 91 Rather than divide the text, Donne has chosen to divide the textual 

situation; he locates the explicit scriptural occasions when Jesus wept, and makes 

an exegesis of those situations rather than the words of the weeping. "Jesus wept" 

functions throughout the sermon as a refrain, linking the various "stanzas" of 

Donne's homiletic thought; though the words occur often (at least 11 times 

explicitly as refrain), they do not cloy the ears, so well-blended are his didactic 

rhetoric and his poet's instinct for proportion. There are three loci: the first 

occasion is with Mary and Margaret at Lazarus' tomb, "when he wept with them 

that mourned for Lazarus." These tears are "humane," concerned with private 

grief, a private condolence; they justify natural affections by emphasizing Jesus' 

very human grieving. It is to this occasion, this human grieving that Donne 

devotes most space, attention, and rhetorical energy. The second occasion, Luke 

19.41, describes Jesus, on the Sunday before his death, in the midst of his 

triumph, weeping, "when he drew neare to Jerusalem, and looked upon that city. " 

Jesus, though a private person, is able to commiserate over a (future) national 

calamity. These tears Donne labels "prophetic." Finally, Donne draws on 

Hebrews 5.7, in which "So Paule saies, That in the daies of his flesh, he offered up 

prayers with strong cries and tears." Donne places this weeping on the cross, 

rather than in Gethsemane, as others had done, "because those words of S. Paul 

belong to the declaration of the Priesthood, and of the Sacrifice of Christ. . . the 

91 Text division created some peculiar potentials for interpretation: earlier Thomas Playfere 
(1580s), preaching on Luke 23.28, "Weep not for me, but weep for yourselves," divided his text into 
eight parts (Weep not; But weep; Weep not, but weep; For me; For yourselves; For me, for 
yourselves; Weep not for me; But weep for yourselves) at least two of which divisions would 
probably not occur to a reader of the text itself-and proceeded to preach 120 octavo-sized pages on 
the divisions. Clever divisions allowed for juxtapositions of words and ideas that would not be 
apparent in the original context, allowing for opportunities-and Iiberties--in interpretation. 
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Crosse was the Altar; and therefore to the Crosse we fixe those third teares". 

These are "pontificall," tears, wept as Christ contemplates human sin; and, further, 

they demonstrate his grief over the innefficacy of his own sacrifice for the many 

who will not heed it (325). Donne equates Jesus' human tears to a spring or well, 

the second to a river fed by the spring, and the third to the sea to which the river 

flows. Even this metaphor keeps the proportion between private, intimately human 

grief and the more public, social grieving, for which it is the origin. By far, the 

bulk of the sermon (over ten of the twenty pages in this edition) is concerned with 

the first sort--weeping "Humanitus;" for it is these tears which are of most 

ambiguous quality and value. 

Christ's tears are first equated with his compassion, as his blood is frequently 

associated with his Passion. Donne places himself in the shadow-line of Augustine 

with this comparison; for Augustine had preached largely on Christ's Passion--the 

seemingly greater issue, for how astonishing it is that God should be passionate, 

should suffer! For Donne, it clearly becomes no less remarkable that Christ 

should suffer-with--should be compassionate.92 There is not a shorter verse [than 

John 11.35], says Donne, nor a larger text in the Bible (324-5)--so amazingly 

important are these two words. And, in the season of Lent, all must experience 

compunction and mortification, no man is privileged to avoid them; for Jesus wept. 

Lenten weeping is for sins; here the presentation is not so simple. Donne arrives 

92 In an earlier sermon on Matthew 18.7, probably preached late in 1620, Donne wrote: 
[The death of Lazarus] was but for the discomfort of one family, (it was not a mortality 
over the whole Country) It was but for one person in that family ... [and yet Jesus] would 
not lose that opportunity of shewing his tendemesse, and compassion in the behalf of others. 
(III.6.161) 

Already the emphasis, unelaborated, is on Jesus' compassion and humanity. 



at sin eventually, but the labyrinthine route takes him first to compassionate 

grieving--external weeping, as it were. 
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Donne's reading of Jesus' human tears is most radical; they are presented as 

an occasion on which Jesus showed himself to be "true Man," even as 

simultaneously, by miraculously raising Lazarus from death, Christ "declared 

sufficiently his Divinity" (327). He wept as a man does, and, more importantly, 

as a man may--not inordinately, being always in control of his passions--but 

notwithstanding the self-discipline, affectionately, too. He could give "more scope 

and liberty to his passions, then any other man. . . because he had no Originall sin 

within ... and no inordinate love without" (328). Donne argues that each man 

must adjudge his own emotive capacity, seeking always the balance between the 

most he can do and being out of control. Donne's discussion of inordinate tears is 

significant departure from tradition--for he is more fearful that men may not weep, 

than that they weep too much--a clarion challenge to the standards of the time. He 

does not use the more common lengthy cautions against immoderate grieving. Far 

from grudging to humans their natural tears, Donne exploits them. 93 The 

elements are the same, but Donne's proportions are markedly different. Donne's 

understanding is quite consonant with Price's, expressed in the funeral sermons for 

Prince Henry. Unlike Price, Donne does not make the contrasts, the apparent 

dichotomy "easy." Christ may be man's "friend," but, for Donne, he is never only 

that, nor are human tears ever devoid of (com)passionate suffering. 

Christ, says Donne, always came nearer to an excess than to an insufficiency 

of passion: "Inordinatenesse of affections may sometimes make some men like 

93 See Playfere, A Meanefor Mourning, for instance. 
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some beasts; but indolencie, absence, emptinesse, privation of affections, makes 

any man at all times, like stones, like dirt" (330 ital. mine). Bad as it is to love 

oneself above all (for that attribute properly belongs to God alone) it is worse to be 

altogether without natural affections, (quoting an unacknowleged 2 Tim. 3.2-3). In 

sharing tears with Martha and Mary, Jesus presents publicly his natural, human 

affections and the "tendernesse" of his love: "without outward declarations, who 

can conclude an inward love?" (331). And, if Jesus wept, then who needs be 

ashamed of weeping? In fact, we must weep. Jesus shed tears voluntarily--they 

came from his own good nature (unlike the blood drawn by his enemies, which 

was forced from his body by their iII-will).94 "Christ made it an argument of his 

being man, to weepe." God does not weep--at least, Donne can find no evidence 

for it9S--but "what shall God have to doe with that eye that never wept?" on the 

day when he is to wipe all tears from his eyes. 96 

Explicitly, for one moment, 'man' is not only 'man-&-woman-inclusive:' for 

"[w]e call it a childish thing to weepe, and a womanish; and perchance we meane 

worse in that then in the childish; for therein we may meane falshood to be 

mingled with weakenesse" (331). But, 'Christ made it an argument of his being 

man'; Donne is making two points: it is human to weep, but it is also appropriate 

that men weep. In spite of his calumny of female nature, that their tears may be 

94 "Good nature" is an extremely important quality in this sermon; it appears here, and once 
more, when tears--any tears--are evidence of human good nature (see below$). 

95 It is interesting that Donne does not employ Jeremiah 9.1 (8.23 in some versions), where the 
prophet, speaking for God, says: "0 that my head were waters, and mine eyes a fountaine of teares, 
that I might weepe day and night for the slaine of the daughter of my people. " 

96 This passage echoes the medical controversy of some decades earlier, whether or not animals 
can be said to "weep" as humans. See Bright, Joubert. 



false as well as weak, tears are not only evidence of humanity, they are to be 

valued specifically as a male expression of being human. 
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Donne consistently moves the quantitative fulcrum towards the generous side 

along the continuum of emotion. When people we care about are dead, what we 

know is that they are not with us. Therefore we weep, whatever our stand on the 

dogma of heaven. Thus, even when Donne touches loci classici of grief (classical 

and biblical), he shapes their proportions of passion untraditionally with his 

reiterated "And I know that" phrases. He minimizes their negative impact by 

placing them SOlely in the context of inordinate grief: "I know there are 

Philosophers that will not let us weep ... "; "And I know that in the Scriptures 

there are rules, and that there are instructions" about grieving --that David stopped 

mourning for his child, when the child dies, or "I know it is said [in Ecclesiasticus 

38.21] ... Comfort thy selfe, for thou shalt do him no good that is dead. " He 

states unconditionally that "all this is but of inordinate lamentation"; for Donne, it 

is far more important that Ecclestiasticus also says "let thy tears fall down over the 

dead; weep bitterly and make great moan, as he is worthy" (v.17)--more is more 

often better. If the object of grief is worthy of the grieving, then grieve. The 

earth itself mourned, after all, at the death of Christ, most worthy of all. 

Jesus wept--because Lazarus was dead; --because he had not used his own 

power to save him (even though he knew why he had "let" him die); --because 

Lazarus had been dead four days, was "far gone" in corruption (as, by analogy, 

are we all);97 he even wept although he meant to raise him again--to comfort the 

'IT Unlike Playfere et aZ., Donne does not draw upon the Augustinian allegory of the three 
varieties of sinner; rather, he warns his auditory against using the etsi quatriduanus [sic] (even though 
four days dead) to excuse their negligences, bad business practices, or any other of their sins. 



survivors along the way to his sacrifice. In this, he was more loving than the 

father who, intending to leave a vast inheritance to his son, leaves the heir in 

stifling poverty till his own death (334). 
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Donne (following Augustine) appropriates great comfort to himself in seeing 

Jesus weep over Lazarus, "Lord Jesus be pleased to come to this grave, to weep 

over this dead Lazarus, this soule in this body. . . if I can feele the dew of thy 

teares upon me, if I can discern the eye of thy compassion bent towards me, I have 

comfort all the way, and that comfort will flow into infallibility in the end" 

(336).98 Donne's ever-present devotion to paradox is evident here in his 

summation of this first section: "He wept because he was dead ... and he wept 

though he meant to raise him again" (336). Not only are Jesus' tears to be an 

example for us to imitate, but we are to be the objects of his compassion, as 

well. 99 In the structure of the sermon, personal consolation serves as transition 

into prophetic compassion. 

98 A pointed contrast to this reading of John 11.35 appears in a passage from Jeremy Taylor's 
The Great Exemplar, covering Jesus' going to Bethany: 

... he deferred his going, till Lazarus was dead; purposing to give a great probation of his 
Divinity, power and mission by a glorious miracle; and to give God glory, and to receive 
reflections of the glory upon himself. . . when Martha and Mary met him, weeping their 
pious tears for their dead brother, Jesus suffered the passions of piety and humanity, and 
wept, distilling that precious liquor into the grave of Lazarus watering the dead plant, that it 
might spring into a new life, and raise his head above the ground. (III. 15. 1) 

Taylor is pallid next to Donne; all the more, considering that the full title of his work is: The Great 
Exemplar of Sanctity and Holy Life according to the Christian Institution. Described in the History of 
the Life and Death of the ever Blessed Jesus Christ the Saviour of the World. It takes Donne ten 
pages to "unpack" what Taylor summarized in three words. 

99 Such comfort as this, based on Jesus' human tears, is also a motivic feature of Donne's poetry, 
especially the religious lyrics; in fact, the consolative element is the raison d'etre of many of his 
verses' tears. 
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After so extensive a discussion of "tears humanitus," Donne spends relatively 

little time on prophetic tears. From individual, natural calamity--the death of a 

beloved friend--he moves on to "national calamity foreseen upon a whole people" 

(336), predicting the destruction of Jerusalem. Some writers have excised Luke 

19.41 from the Gospel, thinking it "an uncomely thing for Christ to weep at some 

temporall thing ... But he is willing to ... stand for ever for an example of 

weeping in contemplation of publique calamities; Therefore Jesus wept" (336).100 

In the midst of receiving (Palm Sunday) acclamations, Jesus wept. Donne thus 

reminds his auditory, by example, that whether they are enjoying prosperity or 

must endure calamity, weeping is an appropriate response; the one will end and the 

other is tear-worthy by its nature. Man is a full sponge--whether God pokes at 

him with His right hand (prosperity) or his left (adversity) man will express 

tears. 101 While denouncing Jerusalem, and pronouncing her doom, Jesus wept; 

this recalls that even as judge, Christ is compassionate: "whatsoever [he] weeps for 

in the way of his mercy, it is likely he was displeased with it in the way of his 

Justice, "102 and, "Jerusalem would not weep for her self, and therefore Jesus 

wept" (337 ital. mine). Finally, Jesus wept only upon drawing near to Jerusalem, 

by which Donne explains that "if we will not come neare the miseries of our 

brethren. . . we will never weep over them, never be affected towards them" 

100 This moment recalls his willingness to be recognized as having tender love for Martha, Mary, 
and Lazarus, but places the compassion in a wider, more divinely-proportioned context. 

101 "Ex-press" here means 'press out'-thus tears are an ex-pression of grief, both pun and 
metaphor. 

102 Shades of Book III of Paradise Lost. 



(338).103 His auditory can only be moved from their complacency to tears of 

compassion by proximity to pain. 
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Donne places his hearers in relationship with these three types of tears-

metaphorically--in order to secure their right participation: "In the first teares, 

Christs humane teares ... we fetched water at one house [spring or well] ... his 

second teares, his Propheticall teares, wee. .. called a River ... here [in the 

pontifical tears] is Mare liberum, a Sea free and open to all; Every man may saile 

home, home to himselfe, and lament his own sins there" (338-9). 

Pontifical tears (Donne's third division) are shed as part of Jesus' response to 

his approaching sacrifice. They are part of his priestly office, and are to be 

imitated by us in that context. If Peter wept bitterly under the weight of his own 

particular sin, how much more does Christ weep under the weight of all the 

world's sins? (338). In preparation for urging our proper use of these tears, 

Donne carefully avoids condemning people who, by constitution or complexion, 

are unable to weep, and yet, he says, the worst epithet Virgil could "fixe upon 

Pluto himselfe, was to call him Illachrymabilis, a person that could not weep" 

103 In the sermon Oil Matthew 18.7 (cf above, footnote 92), after Donne wrote of the death of 
Lazarus being a private grief, particular to only one family, he continues: 

How vehement, how passionate then, must we beleeve [Jesus'] other weeping to have been, 
when hee had his glorious and beloved City Jerusalem in his sight, and wept over that City, 
and with that stream of tears powred out that Sea, that tempestuous Sea, those heavy 
judgments, which, (though he wept in doing it) he denounced upon that City ... {III.6.161} 

Tears are already clear indications of Christ's compassion, but the text ("WO unto the world, because 
of offences ") urges a different stress than in the later sermon-a stress on his passionate sorrow over 
the sins of Jerusalem, which he, as prophet and Son of God, must denounce. In the John 11.35 
sermon, Jesus commiserates over the sorrow Jerusalem will experience in the role of a private person; 
in Matt. 18.7, knowing how much he grieved over Lazarus, only one person's distress, how much 
more must his grief for Jerusalem have been? The result is the same, but the approaches are very 
different. 
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(339). It is interesting that he places this qualification here, not in the "teares 

humanitus" section. He seems to think that there will be fewer among his hearers 

who will believe it a lack in themselves to be unable to weep for grief than for 

repentance. Or, conversely, that there will be more to condemn those who cannot 

weep for their sins. 

These third tears will be the most important if they are rightly directed--wept 

for sin. To weep for other things but not for sin is to be a sponge dried up into a 

pumice stone, still light and hollow, but dry--an image that captures (in reverse) a 

popular emblem embodying the heart-of-stone turned by grace soft and malleable. 

All-important are what this weeping is, what it does, and what its benefits are. 

Considering what it is, Donne follows St. Gregory--a man weeps truly if he 

considers first his blessed innocence before the fall; then where he is now, weak 

and besieged amid temptations; and, finally, where he shall be & where he never 

shall be--hell and heaven, respectively (339-40). 

Particular tears are given to be used in a particular way, for tears--all water-

are in themselves indifferent: there are tears that wash away sin, and tears that are 

themselves sin--but, and here is perhaps the most remarkable statement in the 

whole of this sermon, "all teares have this degree of good in them, that they are all 

some kinde of argument of good nature, of a tender heart; and the Holy Ghost 

loves to work in Waxe, and not in Marble" (340). This emphasis, placing any 

inherent goodness in tears, per se, is extraordinary. All tears are seen as partaking 

to some degree in Jesus' "good nature," even when shed by fallen men. Jesus' 

humanity reprieves all aspects of human expression. Donne asserts this before he 

distinguishes between natural and spiritual tears, before he privileges the latter, and 

before he equates godly sorrow with godly joy--all of which he proceeds to do. 



Even in their inherent indifferency, there is "this degree of good in them. " 

Frankly, that is astonishing. 
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Of course, the correct first place for tears is one's own sin. "Did Joseph of 

Arimathea bestow any of his perfumes ... upon the body of either of the Thieves? 

Teares are true sorrow, that you heard before; True sorrow is for sin, that you 

have heard now" (342). To mourn passionately for love of this world, like 

immoderate grief for anyone's death, is not the right use of tears. Our doting on 

this world is the equivalent of being enamored of deformity, or old age. Christ 

was glad of Lazarus' death; he only wept upon coming to raise him; for he knew 

that death is not a loss--for the dead. When, on his way to the cross, Christ 

forbade the women to weep for him (Luke 23.28) it was because there was nothing 

in him for any tears to work upon: he had no sin. Prayer itself is improved by 

being washed in tears. Again the sponge--if its waters are squeezed out to 

obliterate the blots in God's book, then "it is ablessed use of the Spunge. II The 

devil is most confounded by the torment of tears. Even a Jesuit (a joke!) confesses 

that one tear does as much good as all the flames of Purgatory (342).104 

Donne's holy tears extend to become united with godly joy--the two, he says, 

are one, "not only contiguous, but continuall" (343). He interprets Ps.42.3, "My 

tears have been my meat day and night," not as meaning that David had no other 

food, but "that none relisht so well" (343). When we reach holy joy, it does not 

matter whether we call our expression sorrow or joy, weeping or singing. 

104 This strongly contrasts with Luther, who asserts the Devil is best done down with scorn, with 
laughter. 



213 

His final instructions are not remarkable: "wash thy selfe in these three 

examplar bathes of Christs teares ... for this is trina immersio, that threefold 

dipping which was used in the Primitive Church in baptisme, [by which you 

become] a regenerate Christian" (343-4). Nor is his ultimate assurance surprising: 

"Weepe these teares truly, and God shall performe ... that promise which he 

makes in the Revelation ... [to] dry up the fountaine of teares; remove all 

occasion of teares hereafter, in the triumphant Church" (344). A lenten journey; 

an Easter promise. 

One could read the entire "teares humanitus" as a prologomenon to the re

directing of weeping toward sin/repentance that comes in the third section, as an 

elaborate concession. Even if that were the case, such an extensive and detailed 

concession would be rather unusual: in fact, the manner of presentation and the 

proportion of the "humanitus" to the rest rather undermines that as a position, on 

the protests-too-much side of things. lOS Donne evidently accords to tears a 

humane value far in excess of that which most his contemporaries acknowledge. 

A contrast to the extraordinary presentation of "Jesus wept, " is offered in a 

wedding sermon Donne preached in 1621 on the text "And I will marry thee unto 

105 The best way to characterize Donne's use of tears in this sermon, as opposed to other 
lachrymate occurrences, is to call it "psychologically" symbolic, rather than strictly metaphoric. 
Donne is "reading" Jesus by means of his tears; "psychological" expresses the sense that here tears 
describe and delineate an internal state. The three most striking points Donne makes about Christ's 
tears--that he wept to demonstrate the fullness of his humanity; that tears are for man (male gender) 
as well as--perhaps even more than--for women to weep; and that, to some degree, however minute, 
tears are inherently good--reflect Donne's understanding of Jesus' essential inner estate of compassion 
and exploit its potentials in his vicarage. Meanwhile, the metaphoric aspects of tears in the external 
situations he is describing-in the well, river, and sea images and the trina immersio in which we are 
to bathe-function integrally as relational metaphors in that they describe or create; they symbolize 
some external relationship. But most important here are tears' illumination of a particular aspect of 
Jesus' psychology. 
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me forever" (Hos. 2.19). This sermon uses tears with power, but almost entirely 

metaphorically, in a passage in which Donne contrasts God's glory with man's 

tears. Christ's humanity is not being considered. Once again, Donne practically 

characterizes man in terms of weeping: 

When I consider Christ to be Germen Jehovae, the bud and blossome, the 
fruit and off-spring of lehova. . . and my self before he took me in hand, 
to be, not a Potters vessell of earth, but that earth of which the Potter 
might make a vessel if he would. . . When I consider Christ in his Circle, 
in glory with his Father, before he came into this world, establishing a 
glorious Church when he was in this world, and glorifying that Church 
with that glory which himself had before, when he went out of this world; 
and then consider my self in my circle, I came into this world washed in 
mine own tears, and either out of compunction for myself or compassion 
for others, I passe through this world as through a valley of tears, where 
tears settle and swell, and when I passe out of this world I leave their eyes 
whose hands close mine, full of tears too, can these persons, this Image of 
God, this God himself, this glorious God, and this vessell of earth, this 
earth itself, this inglorious worm of the earth, meet without 
disparagement? They do meet and make a marriage; because I am not a 
body onely, but a body and soul, there is a mariage, and Christ maries 
me ... as the Spirit of God shall wipe all tears from mine eyes, so the 
tears of Christ Jesus shall extinguish all fires in my heart, and so it is a 
marriage. . . . {III 250-1} 

Point for point, tears are what Donne uses to define and delimit humanness. 106 

They contrast, element for element, with the limitless aspects of God's glory, 

manifested in Christ. These tears are not "attached" to any particular individual. 

God weeps not--nor does Christ in his glory--(whatever "glory" may be ... ). 

Christ's estate is the antithesis of man's earthen, worm-like, wet nature. Tears 

106 In the Devotions upon Emergent Occasions, Donne characterizes man as "himself ... but dust, 
and coagulated and kneaded into earth by tears" (50). Tears become part of the generative force 
itself, linked with breath as part of the vitalizing of the dust into adam. George Herbert returns to 
this image again and again in his poetry. compelled by the relationship between dust and breath, body 
and tears. 
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embody "compunction" and "compassion" in human eyes. Miraculously, divine 

tears shall, on the one hand, end human tears, and on the other, quench the human 

passions that produce tears. But, in the meantime, tears are a sine qua non of 

humanity. 

In his final sermon, tears symbolize a through-reaching coherence: 

. . . we celebrate our owne funeralls with cryes, even at our birth; as 
though our threescore and ten years of life were spent in our mothers 
labour, and our circle made up in the first point thereof. We begge our 
Baptisme, with another sacrament, with teares; And we come into a world 
that lasts many ages, but wee last not. 107 

Life and death themselves are joined by tears, now, in Deaths Duell, these tears 

are presented as sacramental. Born weeping, we die weeping: and we must beg 

our baptism, weeping. These tears echo the trina immersio of the John 11.35 

sermon--only now our tears, not Christ's, are the water of that baptism. The 

image here, appropriately enough, completes the earlier ones, and may be said to 

be his final word on the subject: Donne died some five weeks after preaching 

Deaths Duell. Here, as throughout his sermons, tears paradoxically are signs of 

the beginning and the end of our human lives, wept in our sorrow and our 

families' joy, our joy and our families' sorrow, wept at birthing and dying, in 

sorrow for sin, and in celebration of our being at all. 

Donne stands out among seventeenth-century preachers for the degree to which 

he will support affective expression. Within his sermons some of the conventions 

both of the sermon genre itself and the challenges posed to that genre's authority 

by the poets meet. His theology is never dessicated. Donne consistently does what 

a minority of other preachers (and many poets) try to do--establish space for the 

107 Deaths Duell; Ps. 68.20b, preached 1630. X.l1.233. 



heart's voice among the moral and social controls that seek to silence or limit it. 

Tears speak the words of that voice. 
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4. "WE'ARE TAUGHT BEST BY THY TEA RES AND THEE." 

DONNE, HERBERT, CRASHAW 

Introduction 

In the lyric works of three seventeenth-century religious poets, John Donne, 

George Herbert, and Richard Crashaw, tears reach their fullest flower; after them, 

there is no consistent, notable use of tears and weeping for poetic generations. 

The qualification 'seventeenth-century' is chosen because that period overlaps 

the two non-poetic areas of investigation, medical writings and sermons, which 

allows these three very distinct voices to blend on the stage. 'Religious' poetry is 

where seventeenth-century poetic tears flowered most abundantly. century. These 

three particular poets are investigated because each was eminent in his own day, 

had a certain influence, and has stood the test of time fairly weiLl 

Donne, Herbert, and Crashaw each extend the poetry of the Elizabethan court; 

each breaks with its traditions, too. These poets could be characterized as 

communal rather than social poets. Communal lyrics address, more or less 

privately, a very limited, select intended audience, suggesting a degree of 

intimacy. A quality of implied seclusion separates these poets from the more 

publically playful society of the miscellanists, for whom lyric (and tears) were 

primarily a social conversation, carried on regardless of the presence of others or 

degree of intimacy involved. Tears in the poetry of Donne, Herbert, and Crashaw 

are shed on communal occasions--not social ones. Most tears in Donne's lyrics are 

1 Donne's opponents have criticized what his proponents have praised; Herbert's credit has 
remained fairly steady until recently. For Crashaw, that test of time has been the most divisive; he 
has generally been considered worth reading, but for very opposing reasons. 
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shed before an audience of one. Either the poet sheds his own tears before another 

person, or another person sheds hers before him. In the case of the Holy Sonnets, 

the speaker's own soul or God becomes the auditor. Herbert's are shed in 

solitude, before God alone--are thus only overheard by any other audience. 

Crashaw uses others' tears to scrutinize private weeping; his own tears are rare. 

Beyond privacy, these three poets use tears to explore paired and paradoxical 

tendencies, self-revelation and self-transcendence. 2 For Donne, a recurring 

consideration of tears is their mutuality when they are shed in love. His 

paradoxical universes owe a great deal to his obsessive search for union and the 

equally obsessive conviction that none is possible. While his own interest is 

always predominantly self-interest, his observations extend the understanding of 

tears beyond the entirely self-absorbed into the shared. With Herbert, tears always 

participate in the intimate combination of offering/exchange that occurs between 

God and his creatures. Herbert's poetic persona is an everyman, who, in his own 

experience simulates types of all human suffering. Crashaw, the observer, does 

not participate in the emotions he records, but rather transcends the limitations of 

being one, historically-circumscribed man by means of others' experience. 

2 I borrow the term from Arthur Koestler, who wrote that "the self-transcending emotions 
[among which he places weeping when it is from feelings sympathy, identification, pity, admiration, 
awe or wonder] cannot be consummated by any specific voluntary action ... To be 'overwhelmed' by 
love, wonder, devotion, 'enraptured' by a smile, 'entranced' by beauty' --each verb expresses a 
passive state, a surrender; the surplus of emotion cannot be worked off in action--it can be 
consummated only in internal, visceral. .. processes." The Act of Creation, (NY: Arkana/viking
Penguin, [Hutchinson, 1964)],273-4. 
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John Donne: "Contraryes meet in one" 

John Donne is a poet of paradoxes. He frustrates classification on every level, 

even as his poetic conclusions resist synthesis. When wit matches disparities 

troubling unions result. Readers have been haunted into theorizing an early Jack 

and a later Dr. Donne to account for the bewildering inconsistencies of topic, 

focus, taste, and belief. These are not, however, so much chronological 

developments as life-long, simultaneously present aspects of the man's character.3 

3 The dating of Donne's poems, while important for some issues, is not relevant here. His 
sermons indicate that the same types of questions exercised him throughout his ministry; I can find no 
reason not to believe the same to have been true of his poems--with only the reservation that his 
erotic poems were written before his ordination, as manuscript evidence as well as the following 
letter, addressed to Henry Goodyer, and dated 'Vigilia St. Tho. [20 December] 1614,' just over a 
month before Donne took orders indicate: 

I am brought to a necessity of printing my Poems, and addressing them to my L. 
Chamberlain. This I mean to do forthwith; not for much pubJique view, but at mine own 
cost, a few Copies. I apprehend some incongruities in the resolution; and I know what I 
shall suffer from many interpretations: but I am at an end, of much considering that; and, if 
I were as startling in that kinde, as ever I was, yet in this particular, I am under an 
unescapable necessity, as I shall let you perceive, when I see you. By this occasion I am 
made a Rbapsoder of mine owne rags, and that cost me more diligence, to seek them, then 
it did to make them. This made me aske to borrow that old book of you, which it will be 
too late to see, for that use, when I see you: for I must do this, as a valediction to the 
world, before I take Orders. [In Edmund Gosse, Life and Letters of John Donne, 2 vols., 
(NY: Dodd, Mead, 1899),2.68] 

Had this volume been published, then perhaps the poets who gathered to pay elegiac tribute about 
Donne's hearse might have been spared something of their conspicuous embarrassment at the paradox 
of a poet who was also a preaching priest. Either it would have ceased to be an issue during the 
years of his priesthood, or his influence as preacher would not have become so great. 

From our perspective, if this collection had been published, Donne's poetry could have taken its 
proper chronological place in literary history, and the often empty debate over the poetic chronology 
of "Jack" vs. Dr. Donne would have been reduced to its proper dimension. Donne himself initiated 
that debate in his letter printed as, "To Sir Robert Ker with my book 'Biathanatos' at my going into 
Germany," for, he explains, "[Biathanatos] was written by me many years since ... let any that your 
discretion admits to the sight of it know the date of it and that it is a book written by Jack Donne and 
not by Dr. Donne" (Gosse 2.124). The emphasis on date as the cutting edge between Jack and the 
Dean is unfortunate, and has seduced critics ever since, beginning with the poets who appended their 
verse to Donne's hearse. Jack & the Doctor are both present in Donne throughout his life; the 
contrast is certainly there, but it has very little to do with chronology. 
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He is constant in seeking an equilibrium which he never achieves. Over a ground 

of doubt and anxiety, he carves by argument various temporary resting places 

balanced precariously between irreconcilable positions. For nearly every statement 

of a given position, it is possible to find one that offers the opposite viewpoint. 

Donne's conclusions almost never represent more than a momentary resolution. 

His reliance on paradox in the realm of secular lyric can be found in "The 

Will,"4 where he bequeathes to each inheritor that part of himself either wittily 

most opposed, as "My mony to a Capuchin ... My faith I give to Roman 

Catholiques; / All my good works unto the Schismaticks / Of Amsterdam" (15, 19-

21); or most redundant, hence "Mine eyes to Argus" (3) and "To women or the 

sea, my teares" (6). Further, he justifies this Will because 

Thou Love taught'st me, by'appointing mee 
To love there, where no love receiv'd can be, 

Onely to give to such as have an incapacitie. (16-18)5 

The same revelling in incongruities motivates The Litanie, (the form itself growing 

toward paradox for an early-seventeenth-century Anglican) where he prays: 

4 Citations from Donne's poetry, unless otherwise noted, are taken from The Complete English 
Poems oj John Donne, C. A. Patrides, ed., (London: Dent, 1985). Line numbers are in-text, page 
numbers in notes. "The Will," pp. 105-7. During his lifetime, these sentiments were included in 
The Second Anniversary: Of the progres of the Soule, he revives a trope from the defunct artes 
moriendi, where the responses proper to a godly death-bed include that the dying person face the 
devils round his bed and 

Give one thy Pride, to'another give they Lusts: 
Given them those sinnes which they gave thee before, 
And trust th'immaculate blood to wash thy score. 
Thinke thy frinds weeping round, and thinke that thay 
Weepe but because they goe not yet thy way. 

5 The ambivalence of "To Nature, all that I in Ryme have writ," (32) is outstanding. 



From being anxious, or secure, 
Dead clods of sadnesse, or light squibs of mirth, 

From thinking, that great courts immure 
All, or no happinesse, or that this earth 

Is only for our prison fram' d, 
Or that thou art covetous 

To them thou lovest, or that they are maim' d 
From reaching this worlds sweet, who seek thee thus, 
With all their might, Good Lord deliver us. (125-35)6 
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These polarized petitions trace the contour of intrinsic contradiction that informs all 

of Donne's religious poetry. In effect, Donne asks that all people be freed from 

any sort of static, immutable feeling or sense at all. It is barely possible to read 

these prayers as a plea for a via media, but to do so elides the tensions Donne has 

built into his contrasts, especially since these petitions are placed within the 

combatted opposition between the eternal, heavenly church, and its earthly, 

conflicting representative: "this universall Quire, / That Church in triumph, this in 

warfare here" (118-120). Donne warns indirectly7 against trusting the prayers of 

the belligerent terrestrial church any more than in (heavenly) intercessory prayers 

of the Doctors, Martyrs, Virgins, Apostles and all the rest--to whom he has just 

made petitions in the preceding stanzas. There is, there can be, no single resting 

place. The most comprehensive expression of the religious side of this struggling 

nature is "Holy Sonnet XIX": 

Oh, to vex me, contraryes meet in one: 

6 Pages 456-67. A foil to the acceptance of paradoxes presented here would be the opening of 
"Communitie," "Good wee must love, and must hate ill, I For ill is ill, and good good still." This 
black-and-white attitude rests uneasily. A foil to that foil would be the conclusion of Metempsycosis, 
where Donne asserts, "There's nothing simply good, nor ill alone, I Of every quality comparison, I 
The onely measure is, and judge, opinion" (518-20). 

7 Donne uses the time-honored homiletic strategy of telling God what his human auditors need to 
hear. 



Inconstancy unnaturally hath begott 
A constant habit; that when I would not 
I change in vowes, and in devotione. 
As humorous is my contritione 
As my prophane Love, and as soone forgott: 
As ridlingly distemperd, cold and hott, 
As praying, as mute; as infinite, as none. 
I durst not view heaven yesterday; and to day 
In prayers, and flattering speaches I court God: 
To morrow I quake with true feare of his rod. 
So my devout fitts come and go away 
Like a fantastique Ague: save that here 
Those are my best dayes, when I shake with feare. 8 
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His devotion operates like his bodily health itself (in his case demonstrably poorly) 

but is to be measured by symptoms diametrically opposing those of the natural 

world, so that feverish shakes betoken his "best dayes." Donne's contrition (his 

consuming religious concern) is as marred as his prophane love, for, like his love, 

it is humorously distempered; that is, whether from the cold of melancholy or 

sanguine or choleric heat it is equally imbalanced. 

It is not surprising that tears in Donne's poetry surface in diverse situations, 

under various witty guises, and with conflicting significance. In "Holy Sonnet 

8 Page 447. 
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VIII, n facing his fears, he addresses directly the issue of ambiguity tears-as-signs

of-repentance involve using a typical strategy of questioning debate: 9 

If faithfull soules be alike glorifi' d 
As Angels, then my fathers soul doth see, 
And adds this even to full felicitie, 
That valiantly I hels wide mouth o'erstride: 
But if our mindes to these soules be descry'd 
By circumstances, and by signes that be 
Apparent in us not immediately, 
How shall my mindes white truth by them be try'd? 
They see idolatrous lovers weepe and mourne, 
And vile blasphemous Conjurers to call 
On Jesus name, and Pharisaicall 
Dissemblers feign devotion. Then turne 
o pensive soule, to God, for he knowes best 
Thy griefe, for he put it into my brest. 10 

His ever-present anxiety raises problems about the criteria used for measuring his 

"mindes white truth," his sincerity in faith. For every manifestation of contrition 

he can muster, including tears, can be--and has been--used by the idolatrous, the 

prophane, or the dissembling. He himself has used them in idolatrous, prophane, 

and deceitful moments. His conclusion, turn to God because, since he put the 

Donne has often been characterized as a writer of 'conversational' verse; writer of 
'disputation' seems more precise. This trait permeates all his writing, and is, in fact, one useful way 
to distinguish Donne from Herbert--particularly in regard to their applications of tears. While 
Herbert's underlying confident faith in God's loving care acts like a thesis to which each of his poems 
is a form of proof/example (even when the resolution is suspended into the subsequent poem or when 
the proof is negative), Donne's voracious and tormented doubts perpetually create questions and 
questioning statements which the poems then develop, either to resolution or, more often, not. He 
struggles with God and with basic issues of love more fundamentally than either of the other two 
poets considered in this chapter, and more rarely knows rest. 

10 Page 439. 



grief there, he will know its essence, is one of the rare occasions when reason, 

dispute, and wit are urged to silence in trust. 
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Tears in Donne's poetry are outward, visible signs of tension--be it grief, 

frustration, or powerlessness. In all their appearances they share one quality; 

whether shed by Donne's speaker or another, they are presented in relation to the 

speaker and his interests. They are elemental: one of his basic figures grows from 

the description in "The Dissolution:" "My fire of Passion, sighes of ayre, / Water 

of teares, and earthly sad despaire, / Which my materialls be."11 On other 

occasions, tears may nourish the love that provokes them. One of Donne's most 

tantalizingly pervasive preoccupations, the possibility of complete union between 

two discrete beings, is often given voice by tears, which contribute the physical 

testimony of perceptible "news" of the mind's preoccupations, physical 'words' of 

feelings, love, betrayal, despair, and affection. With equal likelihood, those words 

may betray, or be feigned, or tell a false rumor. Tears offer the poet a means of 

seeing himself outside himself by reflecting his image back to his own eyes. 

In the song "Witchcraft by a picture, "12 the poet first sees himself reflected in 

his mistress' eye, then in the tear lower on her face. The first picture is burning, 

the second drowning, and the poet pities them both. He wonders how many ways 

she could kill him (by witchcraft), if she knew how to use his image: 

11 Page 115, lines 9-11. "And all which die I To their first Elements resolve; I And wee were 
mutuall Elements to us, f And made of one another" (1-4). The two of them had been 
"interinanimated" one of the other; her death returns himself to himself. This conceit is reflected in 
"I am a little world made cunningly I Of Elements, and an Angelike spright. . . " where he has to ask 
for "new seas ... so that I might I Drowne my world ... " ("Holy Sonnet V" 437, 1, 7-8). 

12 Page 92. I have adopted the punctuation of Grierson and one of the manuscripts in line 4 
because the sense requires a heavier pause than a comma. 



I fixe mine eye on thine, and there 
Pitty my picture burning in thine eye, 13 

My picture drown'd in a transparent teare, 
When I looke lower I espie; 

Hadst thou the wicked skill 
By pictures made and mard, to kill, 
How many wayes mightst thou performe thy will? 

But now I have drunke thy sweet salt teares, 
And though thou poure more I'll depart; 

My picture vanish'd, vanish feares, 
That I can be endamag' d by that art; 

Though thou retain of mee 
One picture more, yet that wi) bee, 
Being in thine owne heart, from all malice free. 
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We never see the woman, are never told why she is weeping, our only awareness 

of her presence is her eye and her tears. Donne's interest in her tears is 

completely self-absorbed. By drinking her tears, and consuming his images, he is 

safe from her wiles, because, even if she weeps more tears, he will have left and 

thus cannot be reflected in them. He has only "drunke her. .. teares;" evidently 

she cannot weep with her eyes open (or he could still be reflected there). The only 

image of him she might retain after his departure is in her heart, and so "from all 

malice free; n for Donne a charitable assessment. The title, taken in context with 

the conclusion, implies that, in spite of the absorption of the tears by the speaker, 

there is still a bond, an uneasy one, between the two. "Witchcraft" has a tone of 

neither exasperation nor anger; rather it is infiltrated by a rueful, if self-centered, 

13 As in "The good-morrow, II (48) line 15, where "My face in thine eye, thine in mine 
appeares. " 
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tenderness and the tears are gentle. 14 Gentle tears are not typical of Donne; more 

usually they parallel the passions in which they partake. 

Tears construct the controlling conceit in only two other of the Songs and 

Sonets, "Twicknam Garden," and" A Valediction of weeping. "IS "A Valediction" 

is a poem of parting, a difficult, passionate parting. In the first stanza the poet 

weeps with his beloved, inevitably, for her weeping initiates his. His tears are of 

value (only) because they bear her image--are pregnant with her. The fall of tears 

duplicates the pain of parting; it also highlights the ephemerality of even the 

relationship itself. Both the sign of past grief and the prophet of more to come, 

these tears are paradoxically transient drops of salt water and the coins of 

exchange, the fruits born to their love: 

Let me powre forth 
My teares before thy face, whit'st I stay here, 
For thy face coines them, and thy stampe they beare, 16 

And by this Mintage they are something worth, 
For thus they bee 
Pregnant of thee, 

Fruits of much griefe they are, emblemes of more, 

14 The mood of ambivalent grief is similarly expressed in "Song," where the poet begins by 
saying he does not leave because he has wearied of his love, nor because he thinks to find abetter, 
but to become accustomed to death by dying in play. He tells his love "When thou sigh'st, thou 
sigh'st not winde, / But sigh'st my soule away, / When thou weep'st unkindly kinde, / My Iifes blood 
doth decay" (25-28), so she cannot really love him as she says, since she is helping to destroy him 
with her grief at his departure. Donne, like most of the love poets of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries is more concerned with the effects of love on him than he is with the woman 2S a person. 
This is in keeping with Marsilio Ficino's, among others, ideal of love. See Marsilio Fieino's 
Commentary on Plato's Symposium. Trans. Sears Reynolds Jayne. Columbia MO: U Missouri, 1944. 

IS Pages 84-5. 

16 See Elegie X, "The Dreame," she, "Whose faire impression in my faithfu11 heart, / Makes mee 
her Medall, and makes her love mee, As Kings do coynes, to which their stamps impart / The 
value. . . (11 2-5) 
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When a teare falls, that thou falst which it bore, 
So thou and I are nothing then, when on a divers shore. (1-9) 

Like "Witchcraft. .. " tears generate reproductions of another's image, and again, 

those reproductions are transitory. In the "Valediction," the speaker joins the 

woman in weeping, seeking some sort of resolution to their parting. The bond 

which holds them together will/may dissolve when they part as easily as the tears 

will dry--acknowledging this provokes more tears. 

This parting is expressed exclusively in physical terms, unlike the one in "A 

Valediction forbidding mourning. "17 There, the lovers can part with a sigh, as 

quietly as the last breath of a dying man, with "No teare-floods, nor sigh-tempests" 

(6). They are not "dull sublunary lovers" (13) who still require physical presence 

to affirm their love because "Absence. . . doth remove / Those things which 

elemented it" (15-16). Instead, the poet affirms that: 

... we by a love, so much refin'd, 
That our selves know not what it is, 

Inter-assured of the mind, 
Care lesse, eyes, lips, hands to misse. (17-20) 

So spiritually rarefied is their love that their two souls are one and need no 

tangible proof to recall them to each other. Separate, they "endure not yet / A 

breach, but an expansion, / Like gold to ayery thinnesse beat" (22-4). Tears have 

been "forbidden" by the terms of the Valediction and by the quality of the love. 

There is no melancholy in this parting; the love is depicted as being healthy in its 

expressions. 

17 Pages 96-7. The two titles, "A Valediction forbidding mourning" and "A Valediction of 
weeping" immediately shape the differences in viewpoint between the poems. 'Farewell: forbidding 
mourning' diametrically opposes 'farewell of weeping.' 



In n A Valediction of weeping, n however, the tears are the parting lovers' 

mutuality; tears are what they share. Their love, itself apparently defined by a 
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union in passion, has no other expression of farewell than tears. That being given, 

then tears become the artificed fabric of farewell, shaping and describing its 

dimensions. A craftsman can inlay continents on blank: globes if he has the 

models, creating simulacra of worlds: 

On a round ball 
A workeman that hath copies by, can lay 
An Europe, Afrique, and an Asia, 
And quickly make that, which was nothing, All, 

So doth each teare, 
Which doth thee weare, 

A globe, yea world by that impression grow, 
Till thy teares mixt with mine doe overflow 
This world, by waters sent from thee, my heaven dissolved so. 

Each tear the poet sheds starts as a blank:, but 'impressed' with her image it grows 

into a world, a world full of the memories of their love, and a world subsequently 

drowned in their mutual weeping. Together the lovers become a type of creator, 

he by weeping tears, she by impregnating them with her image. The lovers' 

misery is presented as increasingly intolerable. Their created world of tears is 

drowned by the world of their shed tears: tears shed feed tears to be shed. By the 

third stanza, the poet is "this world," and the beloved also has attained a cosmic, 

lunar magnitude; her presence draws tears like seas from the speaker and the 

worlds they have wept full together, raising the levels of tides to flood: 

o more then Moone, 
Draw not up seas to drowne me in thy spheare, 
Weepe me not dead, in thine armes, but forbeare 
To teach the sea, what it may doe too soone, 

Let not the winde 
Example finde, 



To doe me more harme, then it purposeth, 
Since thou and I sigh one anothers breath, 
Who e'r sighes most, is cruellest, and hastes the others death. 18 
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The poet suggests the nature of the danger--to himself--in such untrammeled grief. 

The vehemence of the weeping threatens the speaker with annihilation, because she 

is the more emotional, and so she, who "sighes most, and is cruellest" will hasten 

his death. By this point, the only evidence of their union is that her sighs, because 

the two sigh one another's breath, enable his destruction. The implication is that 

her so-considerable melancholy is contagious and will destroy him. 

In writing of another parting, this one by death, Donne exploits the same sort 

of imagery, but more directly. "Elegie on the Lady Marckham, "19 a 

commemorative poem written to the Countess of Bedford as consolation for the 

death of her friend in 1609, explicitly circumscribes the tears appropriate to grief 

and contrasts them with those that are excessive and misdirected. There are three 

salt waters here, inextricably--but unwisely--mingled, death's ocean, the "land 

waters" of passionate tears, and the tears from above the firmament, "Tears which 

our Soule doth for her sins let fall." 

Man is the World, and death th'Ocean, 
To which God gives the lower parts of man. 

This Sea invirons all, and though as yet 
God hath set markes, and bounds, twixt us and it, 

Yet doth it rore, and gnaw, and still pretend, 
And breaks our bankes, when ere it takes a friend. 

Then our land waters (tears of passion) vent; 

18 In "The Prohibition," "Take heed of loving mee, / At least remember, I forbade it thee; / Not 
that I shall repaire my unthrifty wast / Of Breath and Blood, upon thy sighes, and teares, / By being 
to thee [mee] then that which thou wast ... " (Bracketed reading is from 1633; the 1635-makes more 
sense). 

19 Pages 378-80. 



Our waters, then, above our firmament, 
(Tears which our Soule doth for her sins let fall) 

Take all a brackish tast, and Funerall, 
And even these teares, which should wash sin, are sin. 

We after Gods Noe, drowne the world againe. 
Nothing but man of all invenom'd things 

Doth worke upon itselfe, with inborne stings. 
Teares are false Spectacles, we cannot see 

Through passions mist, what wee are, or what shee .... (1-16) 

To lose a friend to death is itself a little death, for that ocean breakes its bankes 
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and overwhelms us with grief. When we grieve overmuch, the tears of 

(inordinate) passion become mingled with those we should shed (for her sins) and 

together "take all a brackish tast, and Funerall, And even these teares, which 

should wash sin, are sin." Worse, we cannot see clearly through tears the values 

of things, "what wee are, or what shee;" the tears become the grief's own blinders. 

Although the two occasions are very different, the fundamental issue is the 

same in "Elegie" and in "Valediction." In "Valediction," the poet is more 

intimately involved; it is his annihilation he fears, while his consolation to his 

patroness in "Elegie II is more general and philosophically expressed. In both 

instances, the tears, though of value, are dangerous if left to express a too

unrestrained passion. 
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"In Twicknam garden"20 the poet, about as full of passion as it is possible to 

be, blown to bits by his sighs, and overflowing with tears, comes to seek the 

spring's "balmes, as else cure every thing, " except his ailments. 21 

Blasted with sighs, and surrounded with teares, 
Hither I come to seeke the spring, 
And at mine eyes, and at mine eares, 

Receive such balmes, as else cure every thing, 
But 0, selfe tray tor, I do bring 

The spider love, which transubstantiates all, 
And can convert manna into gall, 

And that this place may thoroughly be thought 
True Paradise, I have the serpent brought. 

He ails because he is a traitor to himself bearing his love with him. That love, 

inappropriate in the poem's context, is a "spider," poisonous and evil, that changes 

nourishing and sweet manna into the bitter betrayal of gall. The poet names it 

serpent for its destruction of his paradise. 

'Twere who Isomer for mee, that winter did 
Benight the glory of this place, 
And that a grave frost did forbid 

These trees to laughe and mocke mee to my face; 
But that I may not this disgrace 

Indure, nor yet leave loving, Love let mee 
Some senslesse peece of this place bee; 

Make me a mandrake, so I may grow here, 

20 Pages 73-4. I have adopted the punctuation at the end of the second stanza from the 1635 and 
1669 editions because it fits the sense of continuation better than a period would do. 

21 Sallye Sheppeard notes that the emphasis falls on relief, rather than on forgiveness or 
penitence. ("Eden and Agony in Twicknam Garden," John Donne Journal 7 (1988): 65-72.) "Balm" 
has a liturgical meaning, but during the seventeenth century, it seems to have been much more 
commonly used of physical relief than of spiritual; as Sheppeard argues "Donne's speaker seeks not 
spiritual renewal but physical satisfaction, not grace but gratification" (66-7). She goes on to argue for 
an impasse between Eden and Gethsemane, at which point we part company; the explication, based on 
"gall," does not account for most of the rest of the poem, and distorts what it does attempt to account 
for. 



Or a stone fountaine weeping out my yeare, 

Hither with christall vyals, lovers come, 
And take my tears, which are loves wine, 
And try your mistresse Teares at home, 

For all are false, that tast not just like mine; 
Alas, hearts do not in eyes shine,22 

Nor can you more judge womans thoughts by teares, 
Then by her shadow, what she weares. 

o perverse sexe, where none is true but shee, 
Who's therefore true, because her truth kills me.23 
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Spring itself mocks the love-sick poet, who would rather be present in the garden 

as a "senselesse peece of this place" than as a man, since he can neither stop 

loving nor endure the disgrace of loving where it is not returned nor wanted. 

Mandrakes were popularly supposed to cry when cut; fountains are hard, obdurate, 

but still weep. Were he granted his wish, nothing fundamental about his situation 

would change, but the poet would no longer be aware of his agony. 

22 In "The good-morrow," however, "true plaine hearts doe in the faces rest" (48, line 16). 

23 Compare with "Loves diet," (103-4: 13-18) The poet, complaining of what a "burdensome 
corpulence" his love had grown, put love on a diet of "that which love worst endures, discretion." 
As a result, he either forbade his love to accept things like sighs from his mistress, or, if love got the 
better of him, the poet spoiled by his reactions whatever he received: 

If he wroung from mee'a teare, I brin'd it so 
With scorne or shame, that him it nourish'd not; 

If he suck'd hers, I let him know 
'Twas not a teare, which hee had got, 

His drinke was counterfeit, as was his meat; 
For, eyes which rowle towards all, weepe not, but sweat. 

The poet tells Love that he has gotten only sweat--false tears-because the eyes that wept them are not 
exclusive, but roll at every man. He is in a bitter pouting. 
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In the character of fountain, he invites lovers to come, "with christall vyals" to 

take his tears in order to compare them with the tears of their mistresses. 24 Tears 

compared to shadows is a striking conceit; both are, in a sense, fluid, light against 

dark, and neither 'true' images of the substance behind them. The violence of 

Donne's conceits here is mediated by the control exerted by the garden. Edenic, it 

recalls (dis)obedience; the poet--though not his tears--is ruled by that image of 

inviolate frustration. His tears offer him no release, no relief. 

If, in several instances, tears are futile attempts to release pain, or, by their 

vehemence, an inappropriate release, Donne does not rest in that conclusion. In 

24 James S. Baumlin argues that the last stanza "is in fact an elaborate parody of the Roman 
Mass, the poet's teares miraculously transformed into wine which others are to bear, in chalices, to 
their own lovers--as both a communion sacrifice and a hope" ("Donne's Poetics of Absence," John 
Donne Journal 7 (1988): 151-82, particularly 165). Among all the various uses to which Donne puts 
tears, I have found none that would substantiate this reading; in fact, tears are 'sweet' as a 
communion sacrifice might be, only in love situations. 



"Elegie"2S he makes a most moving tribute to the value of tears in alleviating 

grief by opening with: 

Language thou art too narrow, and too weake 
To ease us now; great sorrow cannot speake; 

If we could sigh out accents, and weepe words, 
Griefe weares, and lessens, that tears breath affords. 

He does not rest with this sentiment, but slowly shapes the tears toward heaven: 

God tooke her hence, lest some of us should love 
Her, like that plant, him and his laws above, 

And when wee teares, hee mercy shed in this, 
To raise our mindes to heaven where she now is. (39-42)26 
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The elegy concludes "And we her sad glad friends all beare a part / Of griefe, for 

all would waste a Stoicks heart" (61-2). The balance between moderation and 

excess is as precarious as that between worthy and unworthy subjects for grieving. 

Donne espouses the Anglican line in regard to emotional excess, but the marriage 

25 Pages 397-400. Sometimes entitled "Elegie: Death." Claude J. Summers' argument for 
placing this poem among the elegies addressed to the Countess of Bedford is quite convincing. He 
asserts that this was the poem Donne wrote in response to Lady Bedford's censure of his first elegy 
on Celia Bulstrode, "Death, I recant." Her poem "Death be not proud, thy hand gave not this blow," 
brings the sentiments of Donne's "Death, I recant" into line with more orthodox Protestant theology. 
Donne concluded "Death I recant" with the concern that the only danger left to mourners of Bulstrode 
is that they might weep too much, but, he says: 

. . . we may scape that sinne, yet weepe as much, 
our teares are due, because we are not such. 

Some teares, that knot of friends, her death must cost, 
Because the chaine is broke, though no lioke lost. (253-4. 71-4) 

Bedford evidently found the self-focus of these lines inapt. In her turn, she orders Death to "Glory 
not thy self in these hot teares / Which our face, not for hers, but our harme weares" (23-4); and 
commands her audience to "Weep not, nor grudge then, to have lost her sight, / Taught thus, our 
after stay's but a short night" (35-6). 

Summers' essay is "Donne's 1609 Sequence of Grief and Comfort," J Phil 89 (1992): 211-231. 
Bedford's elegy is cited from John Donne's The Epithalamions, Anniversaries, and Epicedes, W. 
Milgate, ed. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1978) 236-7. 

26 "That plant" may well be the gourd God placed over Jonah to shield his obdurate prophet from 
the heat. 
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is always rather uneasy, especially in poems where wit runs away. His tears are 

never shed cold; they may be calculated but are constant emblems of an intimately 

passioned and perilous involvement in the situation; hence they signal tensions that 

other symbols would mask. In The Litanie, Donne asks God to 

Heare us, for till thou heare us, Lord 
We know not what to say. 

Thine eare to'our sighes, teares, thoughts gives voice and word. 
(203-5) 

Meaning can have a different origin in prayer than in secular discourse. God is 

the source of the tears Donne wants to have access to now, these tears of a 

different (but related) significance. Nowhere is this more evident than in "Holy 

Sonnet V, "27 where the poet clamors: 

You which beyond that heaven which was most high 
Have found new sphears, and of new lands can write, 
Powre new seas in mine eyes, that so I might 
Drowne my world with my weeping earnestly, 
Or wash it if it must be drown' d no more: 
But oh it must be burnt; alas the fire 
Of lust and envie have burnt it heretofore, 
And made it fouler; Let their flames retire, 
And burne me 0 Lord, with a fiery zeale 
Of thee and thy house, which doth in eating heale. (5-14) 

The newness of the spheres and lands is in the poet's eyes; he sees farther and 

more clearly, both into the nature of his own sins and into the means by which 

they may be relieved. Momentarily, these tears appear to have a purpose that 

might transcend their transitory nature, but line 9 breaks the sonnet structure 

completely by challenging the Old Testament Flood with the New Testament 

Baptism, which lines 10 and following reject in favor of the final judgment's 

27 Page 437. 
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flames. Almost immediately these tears, sought from God, are discarded as 

insufficient to the task as the poet perceives it in his fiery passion. Earlier in The 

Litanie, Donne has asked for a contradictory combination of tears and flame that 

resonates similarly to the contradictions of "Batter my heart" and attempts to 

assimilate the need for tears and fire both: 

o Holy Ghost, whose temple I 
Am, but of mudde walls, and condensed dust, 

And being sacrilegiously 
Halfe wasted with youths fires, of pride and lust, 

Must with new stormes be weatherbeat; 
Double in my heart thy flame, 

Which let devout sad teares intend, and let 
(Though this glasse lanthorne, flesh, do suffer maime) 
Fire, Sacrifice, Priest, Altar be the same.28 

Donne wants a holy passion "double" in his heart, intensified (,intend') by his 

tears. These are "devout sad teares, " which recall the dedication to La Corona, 

where he offers sonnets "Weav'd in my low devout melancholie" (2).29 Donne's 

devotion is as passionately equivocal as his love. The tensions tears always 

indicated in his love verse are exacerbated here by their previous use. He 

addressed the issue in Holy Sonnet VIII, "If faithfull soules be alike glorifi'd; "30 

and in "Holy Sonnet m"31 he confronts his two conflicting loves specifically in 

terms of their shared, but antithetical fruit. The final couplet sums up the paradox; 

28 Stanzas III, XIII; pages 456-67. 

29 Page 429. 'Melancholie' is in one of its ambivalent meanings here; but the context demands a 
reading more in keeping with the modem idea of a wholesome sadness; the sort of feeling that some 
people prize. This is definitively not the religious mania/melancholy. 

30 See above, p.223. 

31 Page 435. 



his long and vehement grief over his secular loves is the cause of his long and 

vehement grief now: the punishment is the sin: 

o might those sighes and teares returne againe 
Into my breast and eyes, which I have spent, 
That I might in this holy discontent 
Mourne with some fruit, as I have mourn' d in vaine; 
In mine Idolatry what showres of raine 
Mine eyes did waste? what griefs my heart did rent? 
That sufferance was my sinne I now repent, 
'Cause I did suffer I must suffer paine. 
Th 'hydroptique drunkard, and night-scouting thiefe, 
The itchy Lecher, and selfe tickling proud 
Have the remembrance of past joyes, for reliefe 
Of comming ills. To (poore) me is allow'd 
No ease; for, long, yet vehement griefe hath beene 
Th' effect and cause, the punishment and sinne. 
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The overall attitude is peculiar; it is more in keeping with the wit of his love 

songs.32 Donne does not regret what he did so much as that he must now suffer 

because he suffered then. In self-pity (the parentheses around 'poore' is good) he 

affirms that he received no joy from his loving Idolatry, but only pain; in weeping 

now, he weeps for the tears he shed, not for the Idolatry in which he shed them. 

Besides, his choice of counter-examples is odd: drunkards, thieves, lechers, and 

the proud ought not to recall their sins as "past joyes," but to repent them. He 

repents his inordinately passionate tears, but nothing else. He is consistent in his 

inconsistency; it is a witty devotion. Donne draws on his extensive amatory 

experience; just as he wooed his mistresses with words and tears, he sets about 

32 It parallels the feeling in "Loves growth," where he writes of "this medicine, love, which 
cures all sorrow 
With more" (p.79, 7-8), attributing to love more of grief than of joy. Also, as in this lyric, Donne 
regrets less his 'doing' than his 'contemplating' in love. His sufferings arose from his musings about 
his mistresses; that he mourns, but not the loving that led to the musings. 
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wooing God (when he is not despairing of ever attaining God's ear). In Holy 

Sonnet XIII33 he faces the terror of final judgment by conjuring up a(nother) 

interior picture--this time in his own heart--this time of Christ. The power in 

facsimiles of the beloved has been evident in "Witchcraft" and "A Valediction of 

Weeping;" here the potency is reassuring--but only in the context of his experience 

with earlier loves. 

What if this present were the worlds last night? 
Marke in my heart, 0 Soule, where thou dost dwell, 
The picture of Christ crucified, and tell 
Whether his countenance can thee affright, 
Tears in his eyes quench the amasing light, 
Blood fills his frownes, which from his pierc'd head fell 
And can that tongue adjudge thee unto hell? 
Which pray'd forgivenesse for his foes fierce spight? 
No, no; but as in my idolatrie 
I said to all my profane mistresses, 
Beauty, of pitty, foulnesse onely is 
A signe of rigour: so I say to thee, 
To wicked sprits are horrid shapes assign'd, 
This beauteous forme assumes a pitious mind. 

Christ's tears--the symptom of his humanity--dim the bewildering light34 that 

attests to the fact of his divinity. His acceptance of suffering and his prayers for 

his enemies comfort the poet, but not theologically. His comfort comes from the 

association of beauty with pity (read 'charity,' 'love') and severity with ugliness. 

The fact is, however, that Donne never used this standard Petrarchism in his verse. 

33 Pages 442-3. 

34 'Amaze' in the seventeenth century carried a much more powerful, less positive connotation. 
It meant to startle out of one's wits, to stun. Like 'awe,' it has lost much of its numinous power in 
the last three-hundred years. 



The only finally reassuring image in this sonnet is that Christ's human tears 

mediate his puissance. Christ's tears exert pressure on the rest of the poem. 

239 

That pressure of religion is an ever-present feature of tears in Donne's writing. 

The hope of a union transcending the paradoxes extends as far as his appeal to 

God, that 

But who am I, that dare dispute with thee? 
o God, Oh! of thine onely worthy blood, 
And my teares, make a heavenly Lethean flood 
And drowne in it my sinnes blacke memorie; 
That thou remember them, some claime as debt, 
I thinke it mercy, if thou wilt forget. 3S 

The power Donne imputes to this blending recalls as a shadow the tears in "A 

Valediction of weeping, " but here, because the actual creator is involved, there is 

hope for a substantial fusion. 36 Although it is vain to seek a final resolution to 

Donne's attitudes toward tears, his public poetic stance during his lifetime 

(condensed to what appeared in the Anniversaries) summarizes underlying tensions 

that apply to nearly all his lachrimate moments, religious and secular alike. In 

"An Anatomy of the World," he announces to each of his readers that 

Shee, shee is dead; shee's dead; when thou knowst this, 
Thou knowst how drie a Cinder this world is. 
Learnst thus much by our Anatomy, 
That 'tis in vaine to dew, or mollifie 
It with thy Tears, or Sweat, or Bloud: no thing 
Is worth our travaile, griefe, or perishing, 
But those rich joyes, which did possesse her hart, 
Of which shee's now partaker, and a part. (427-434) 

3S "Holy Sonnet IX," 440, 9-14. 

36 Still, the union will depend, in the poet's mind, on God's forgetting his sins, not forgiving 
them. Even in his momentary surrenders, Donne's disputes ring more powerfully than his 
capitulation. 
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In his most impassioned experiences, the fundamental tension between love/death, 

permanence/transience, and belief/cynicism often explodes into tears, but those 

tears, by their nature partake of transient, distrustful vanity. His balance is, to the 

last, precarious. 

George Herbert: "Thy clay that weeps, thy dust that calls" 

What Donne expressed as balance among paradoxes, is for George Herbert 

experienced in terms of a progressive motion through contraries to a resolution 

beyond antitheses founded upon an illimitable confidence in God.31 No single 

poem can sum George Herbert's intent) but "Bitter-sweet"38 certainly puts some 

of the more significant aspects into a single perspective: 

Ah my deare angrie Lord, 
Since thou dost love, yet strike; 
Cast down, yet help afford; 
Sure I will do the like. 

I will complain, yet praise; 
I will bewail, approve: 
And all my sowre-sweet dayes 
I will lament, and love. 

The gradual abandonment of "yet"39 in the example above illustrates the pattern 

of his solution. God loves, but still strikes, operating within and between a 

contradicting conjunction. Herbert himself, however, moves from that position to 

one that ultimately encloses the contrast. 'I will complain [--but still] praise,' he 

YI "Affliction (V)" 13-14, "There is but joy and grief; / If either will convert us, we are thine" 
expresses a similar understanding of the contraries in the process toward God. 

38 All citations of Herbert are taken from The Complete Works of George Herbert, ed. F.E. 
Hutchinson, (Oxford: Clarendon, 1941). Poems are cited by title and line numbers; prose by chapter 
heading and page. 

39 'Yet' has the primary meaning of 'still' in the seventeenth century. 
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first says. Then "Bewail, approve" are presented with only punctuation joining 

them. The last line links with a simple coordinating conjunction the now-canceled 

paradox: "I will lament, and love." 

Tears in The Temple are one of the coordinating conjunctions that unite the 

doubting, struggling human with the eternally trustworthy, inscrutable God. Tears 

cement "The Altar," and in "Praise (II)" confidently expected to move God. Two 

lyrics later, in "Longing, n the poet wonders if there will be no end to the tears and 

sighs ascending to God. 

Tears also participate in the underlying current of exchange that readily 

modulates into offering. Sometimes Herbert seems to depend on his tears to gain 

him a hearing before God, or some benefit from him; at other times, he seems to 

be measuring only his own unworthiness and sinfulness by the yardstick of tears, 

without any prospect that the tears themselves have merit.4O A key point is that, 

almost without exception, tears in The Temple are the poet's tears. The distance 

between the I/eye and the weeping is extraordinarily and consistently close. 

Unlike The Parson to the Temple, where Herbert writes in the persona of a 

priest, the poetic voice in The Temple is everyman's voice; the struggle is every 

man's struggle. What makes the tension between up/down, trust/rebellion, 

40 This element of exchange is most evident in the emblematic "Hope," where each token Herbert 
presents is countered by some sort of refutating item. Each gift from Hope promises/threatens an 
extension of the poet's waiting. The watch earns an anchor; the old prayer-book an 'optick' [viewing 
glass]. The poet's gift of "viall ofteares" provokes "a few green eares," and at that point, the poet's 
patience expires and he states his desire unreservedly: "Ah Loyterer! I'le no more, no more rle 
bring: / I did expect a ring!" 
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joy/grief appear so great is that the majority of the activity, the impetus comes 

from the poet; although he periodically acknowledges that movement does/should 

be initiated by God and grace, he (humanly) struggles on his own. William Pahlka 

exemplifies the nature of that struggle in his assertion that "Herbert's lyrics can be 

seen as a process of internalizing that most external of all his poems, 'The 

Sacrifice,' which stands before him as a model, resting on 'The Altar' ... and in 

the final poem, 'Love (III),' he achieves the resignation that Christ taught from the 

cross. "41 Pahlka's perception about the direction of The Temple's structure 

seems very apt, although 'resignation' seems too tame to characterize the overall 

enthusiasm of Herbert's responses. The struggle and assimlation take place in the 

context of fundamental trust in the ultimate, though inconceivable, goodness of 

God. Even in his despair, this everyman trusts. 

One of Herbert's own illustrations of his passage, "The Pilgrimage, " 

reinforces this insight, as it promotes his vision of the church as an amalgamation 

of building and journey. 42 It also emphasizes the junction of eyes--tears--heart, so 

important in situating man in relation to God. In "The Pilgrimage," the poet, 

travelling, sees "the hill, where lay / My expectation" (presumably some vision of 

Golgotha). His trip is a miniature pilgrim's progress, but without people, only 

characteristically allegorical places. The poet encounters "the gloomy cave of 

Desperation," "the rock of Pride," "Fancies medow," "Cares cops," "the wilde of 

Passion," etc. FinaHy ascending "the gladsome hill / Where lay my hope, / Where 

41 St. Augustine's Meter and George Herbert's Will, (Kent OH: Kent State UP, 1987) 106-7. 

42 See John N. Wall, Transformations of the Word: Spenser, Herbert, Vaughan, (Athens GA: U 
Georgia P, 1988) 248. Compare "The Church-tloore" or "The World" with "The Collar" or "The 
Flower. " 



lay my heart," he finds only" A lake of brackish waters on the ground." His 

reaction is intense: 

With that abash' d and struck with many a sting 
Of swarming fears, 

I fell, and cry'd, Alas my King! 
Can both the way and end be tears? 

Yet taking heart I rose, and then perceiv'd 
I was deceiv'd: 

My hill was further: so I flung away, 
Yet heard a crie 

Just as I went, None goes that way 
And lives: If that be all, said I, 

After so foul a journey death is fair, 
And but a chair. 43 
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We are not told specifically what gives the poet new heart, what vision tendered by 

the lake of brackish waters. His outcry, "Alas!" remains unanswered. The key 

lies somehow in the shadow of "The Sacrifice," something his eyes see in the 

brackish lake of tears which is conveyed to his heart. In it he found sufficient 

nourishment to bring him not only renewed courage, but that freed him from fear 

of death, that granted him the possibility of a comfortable rest in death. 

This type of envisioned possibility exemplifies the faithful confidence that is 

the characteristic foundation of Herbert's poetry. He is not a poet haunted by 

chimerical terrors. As Louis Martz points out, hell barely figures in The Temple: 

"[Herbert's] four Last Things are not Death, Judgment, Hell, and Heaven," but 

"Death, Judgment ["Dooms-day"], Heaven, and Love--Love which suffuses his 

43 Lines 25-35. John Wall refers to these stanzas as embodying "the process of perception ... 
not its result." Transformations of the Word, 309. 
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entire 'Church' and holds its body from disintegration."44 That substitution of 

love for hell alters the emphasis of the Christian's entire dilemma. It also gives 

Herbert's tears a very human poignancy; tears are not coin for the fearful. In 

contrast, John Mulder's perception that Herbert suffers from "ontological 

uncertainty, is very partial. 4S Herbert knows doubt and grief; they are human 

sensations. He believes his faith promises more than his doubts can ever--quite-

dismay. It is tenable to see in Herbert's poetry an exploration of issues associated 

with religious melancholy, but his conclusions are clearly never melancholic. 

Timothy Bright's Treatise . .. clarifies the distinction between the legitimate 

sufferings of conscience and melancholic disorders: 

[T]he affliction of soule through conscience of sinne is quite another thing 
then melancholy ... this [consciousness of sin] is a sorrow and feare vpon 
cause, & that the greatest cause that worketh misery vnto man: the other 
[melancholy] contrarily a meere fancy & hath no ground of true and iust 
obiect, but is only raised vpon disorder of humour in the fancy, and rashly 
deliuered to the heart, which vpon naturall credulity faireth in passion, as 
if that were in deede whereof the fancy giueth a false larume. . . . 

Whatsouer molestation riseth directly as a proper obiect of the mind, that 
in that respect is not melancholicke, but hath a farther ground then fancie, and 

44 "Vehement Grief and Silent Tears," John Donne Journal 7.1 (1988), 26-7. It is worth noting 
that the last mention of tears in The Temple is in "Death" where the bodies are "The shells of fledge 
souls left behinde, I Dry dust, which sheds no tears, but may extort" (11-12). Weeping ceases in 
"The Invitation," where the guests are urged by the poet to "Weep what ye have drunk ami sse, I And 
drink this, I Which before ye drink is bloud" (10-12); in other words, to excrete as tears all that they 
have consumed in sin and turn to the wine of the sacrament. 

45 "The Temple is in part Herbert's illustration and analysis of religious melancholy as a 
condition of ontological uncertainty. Over and over, the poet considers the ambiguity of his grief: Is 
it a sign of repentance or of damnation? Herbert saw in this preoccupation with grief a concern for 
the self that nothing in this world can ever satisfy." "The Temple as Picture," in "Too Riche to Clothe 
the Sunne": Essays on George Herben, ed. Claude J. Summers & Ted-Larry Pebworth, (Pittsburgh 
PA: U Pittsburgh P, 1979), 10-11 and note 3. 
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riseth from conscience, condemning the guiltie soule of those ingrauen lawes 
of nature, which no man is voide of, be he neuer so laborous.46 

Perception of having sinned is certainly a "proper object of the mind" for Herbert. 

Doubt and anxiety are definitely features both in the background and foreground of 

his poetry, but ultimately the artistic foundation is a secure trust in God's mercy, 

not the "ontological uncertainty" Mulder detects. 47 Herbert's own confrontation 

and resolution of this tension is represented in several places. In "The Size," he 

asserts that a Christian's condition is an active strength, his "face / Content and 

care / Do seem equally to divide, / Like a pretender, not a bride. "48 In the prose 

work A Priest to the Temple, the chapter entitled "The Parson's Library" begins 

46 A Treatise of Melancholie (1599), 187-88, 193. Bright is careful to specify that "The cause [of 
conscience] is the seuerity of Gods iudgement, summoning the guilty conscience: the subiect is the 
sinnefull soule apprehending the terror thereof, which is not momentary or for a season, but for euer 
and euer: the issue of this affliction is eternall punishment, satisfactory to the iustice of the eternall 
God ... " (190). 

47 The ultimate security Timothy Bright elucidates, whose acceptance separates the melancholic 
from the appropriately exercised conscience, is more in keeping with Herbert's understanding .. 
(Bright addresses his friend, who suffers from a melancholic temperament to begin with): "[B]ecause 
the obiect of mouing cause is in reason and cleare vnderstanding, voide of all abuse of fancy, such as 
of necessity inforceth these lamentable effects which your soule feeleth & desireth the release of, 
vpon you the crosse falleth more heauily, in so much as your are vnder the disaduantage of the 
melancholy complexion: whose opportunity Sathan embraceth to vrge all terror against you to the fall. 
But remember that he who hath redeemed vs, passed vnder these feares & hath sanctified them to his 
redeemed, and according to his example, who was heard in that which he feared, when in the dayes 
of his flesh he did offer vp prayers and supplications with strong crying and teares vnto him that was 
able to saue him from death: so follow him in hope and patience, who hath obtained the victory not 
for him selfe onely, but for all such as in like temptation depend vpon him" (192). That is, a person 
predisposed to melancholy will feel all the greater pains of conscience, but he-like anyone else-must 
place his trust in the example of Christ, who cried to God in his distress and was saved. 

48 Lines 33-6. Here, "pretender" means 'suitor,' or 'woo-er,' in contrast to the accepted lover, 
the bride. Thus, there is uncertainty, under which lies the faith in whose terms the doubt is cast. 



with the pronouncement that "The Countrey Parson's Library is a holy Life," 

because 

the temptations with which a good man is beset and the ways which he 
used to overcome them, being told to another, whether in private 
conference, or in the Church, are a Sermon. . . it fares in this as it doth 
in Physick: He that hath been sick of a Consumption, and knows what 
recovered him, is a Physition so far as he meetes with the same disease, 
and temper ... And if the same person had been sick of all diseases, and 
were recovered of all by things that he knew; there were no such 
Physition as he, both for skill and for tendernesse.49 
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The Parson does not escape the ills of humanity; far from it, he could be "sick of 

all diseases." His life and study should, however, allow him to know the means 

by which he is, repeatedly, "re-covered" from them; and, knowing the means, the 

Parson can share that knowledge to the profit of his parishioners. Herbert makes 

repentance and, more specifically, repentant tears his prototype: 

[T]he Parson considering that repentance is the great verture of the 
Gospel, and one of the first steps of pleasing God, having for his owne 
use examined the nature of it, is able to explaine it after to others. And 
particularly, having doubted sometimes, whether his repentance were true, 
or at least in that degree it ought to be, since he found himselfe sometimes 
to weepe more for the losse of some temporall things, then for offending 
God, he came at length to this resolution, that repentance is an act of the 
mind, not of the Body, even as the Originall signifies; and that the chiefe 
thing, which God in Scriptures requires, is the heart, and the spirit, and to 
worship him in truth, and spirit. Wherefore in case a Christian endeavour 
to weep, and cannot, since we are not Masters of our bodies, this 
sufficeth. And consequently he found, that the essence of repentance, that 
it may be alike in all Gods children (which as concerning weeping it 
cannot be, some being of a more melting temper then others) consisteth in 
a true detestation of the soul, abhorring, and renouncing sin, and turning 
unto God in truth of heart, and newnesse of life: Which acts of repentance 
are and must be found in all Gods servants: Not that weeping is not 
usefull, where it can be, that so the body may joyn in the grief, as it did 

49 Chapter 33 of A Priest to the Temple. . . , in Hutchinson, 278-9. 



in the sin; but that, so the other acts be, that is not necessary: so that he 
as truly repents, who perf ormes the other acts of repentance, when he 
cannot more, as he that weeps a floud of tears. This Instruction and 
comfort the parson getting for himself, when he tels it to others, becomes 
a Sermon. 

The Parson knows what it is to doubt the quality of his own repentance, 

particularly its sufficiency based on its outward manifestations, since "he [had] 

found himselfe sometimes to weepe more for the losse of some temporall 
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things. "so Because he has suffered--and resolved each occasion of his doubt in an 

argument based on faithful trust--he can offer this sermon of instruction and 

comfort to others--that repentance need not be accompanied by tears if the penitent 

is not able to weep; so long as the essential inward elements of repentance are in 

place, it is sufficient. 

Weeping is useful for its integration of guilty body with guilt-feeling soul in 

the repentance as in the sin, but it is not necessary; in fact, the poem entitled 

so See, for instance, "The Watercourse" where the poet entreats: 

Thou who dost dwell and linger here below, But rather turn the pipe and waters course 
Since the condition of this world is frail, To serve thy sinnes, and furnish thee with store 
Where of all plants afflictions soonest grow Of sov'raigne tears, springing from true remorse: 
If troubles overtake thee, do not wail: That so in purenesse thou mayst him adore, 

Life? Salvation. 
For who can look for less, that loveth Who gives to man, as he sees fit 

Strife? Damnation. 
The complete ambivalence of the structure of this lyric is undercut by its confident content. 
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"Repentance" itself lacks any mention of tears.51 Herbert would recognize 

Mulder's ontological uncertainty as an inevitable part of the human condition, but 

would argue that it--along with any other doubt--can be repented. The two 

perceptions function in the same way as the picture of the two facing profiles that, 

with a shift of perspective, become a chalice. Once both versions have been 

noted, it is hard to concentrate on either one--unless the details of that one come to 

be more clearly delineated. Within Herbert's poetic vision, the lines of the chalice 

are filled in with sufficient detail to make it the focal point. The poet orchestrates 

the melodies of anxiety, but the rhythmic pulse of The Temple, its artistic 

substratum, is security rather than trepidation. 52 

Tide-like, season-tuned, the cadence in Herbert's poetry follows the pattern of 

the church year, as well as the undulations of the human psyche. And yet, Herbert 

has trimmed away much that is consummately human is absent from The Temple. 

51 One element of The Temple's structure is the distribution of tears; there is a section of poems 
toward the middle where the tears are much denser than elsewhere. and, in general, the tears in the 
poems nearer the beginning of the volume are more exigent. and more resented, than those later. 
Thus, in "Businesse." roughly half-way through, the poet, using a sing-song rhythmic pattern quips: 

Rivers run, and springs each one 
Know their home. and get them gone: 
Hast thou tears, or hast thou none? 

If, poore soul, thou hast no tears, 
Would thou hadst no faults or fears! 

Who hath these. those ill forbears. (3-8) 

In later poems, like "Discipline," the poet is more apt to embrace his ability to weep and to offer his 
tears with greater alacrity: "Though I fail. I weep: I Though I halt in pace, I Yet I creep I To the 
throne of grace" (13-16). On occasion. he absolves himself from grieving; in "The Discharge." he 
concludes that "Either grief will not come: or if it must. I Do not forecast. And while it cometh, it is 
almost past. I Away distrust: I My God hath promis'd; he is just" (51-55). If one has done the most 
he can, and tears still do not come, then it is not the sinner's business to question God's providence. 
The promise is surer than any physical manifestation--or its lack--can be. 

S2 "We lose an important key to the enjoyment of Herbert's art if we allow an emphasis upon his 
frequent sighs and tears and groans to obscure our sense of his basic, achieved security" (Martz. 
"Vehement Tears ... " 29). 
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He chooses to ignore romantic and sexual love; neither family issues nor 

bereavements appear; questions of employment and preferment are used as foils for 

his principal position, a priest before God. 53 All the tumultuous human 

complexities are disregarded, apparent only as foils to turn the human condition 

into a give-and-take between a single man and his God. Herbert places himself 

before God as a child,54 often rebellious, but always, ultimately, a trusting son. 

Within the ebb and flow of trust/rebellion, faith/doubt, love/fear, tears operate as 

human signs; they serve not as emblems, but as evidence--tangible proof--of the 

depth and reality of his feelings. Over and over again, Herbert's tears participate 

in the process outlined by William Perkins: God first "prepareth their hearts, that 

they might be capable of faith . . . .by bruising them, as if one would break an 

hard stone to powder," humbling a man "by working in him a sight of his sinnes, 

and a sorrow for them "55. Tears are part of Herbert's visual lexicon; he is 

53 Tears of more conventional varieties appear only in Herbert's Latin poetry, especially in the 
"Memoriae Matris Sacrum," where his grief overflows into traditional channels of sorrow that owe 
nothing to the later insights of The Temple. In VII, he combines tears with milk flowing from his 
mother's ghostly, bloodless breasts, composed of air--an image worthy of Crashaw. I quote the first 
six lines: 

Pallida materni Genii atque exanguis imago / In nebulas similesque tui res gaudia nunquid / 
Mutata? & pro matre mihi phantasma dolosum / Vberaque aerea hiscentem fallentia natum? 
/ Vae nubi pluuia grauidae, non lacte, measque / Ridenti lacrymas quibus vnis concolor 
vnde est ... 

Pale and bloodless image of my mother's Guardian spirit, has joy been transformed into clouds and 
things like you? Instead of a mother can I, your open-mouthed child, enjoy only an air-breasted and 
deceitful phantom? Ah! clouds teeming with rain, not milk; laughing at my tears with which they 
share only color. 

54 As in "H. Baptisme en)," "0 let me still / Write thee Great God, and me a childe;" 
"Longing," "While I remain / In bitter grief: yet am I stil'd / Thy chiIde;" or "The Collar," "Me 
thoughts I heard one calling, Child! / And I reply'd My Lord! 

S5 The Foundation of the Christian Religion gathered into sue Principles. Quoted by Horton 
Davies, Worship and Theology in Englandfrom Cranmer to Hooker, 1534-1603, 321. 



250 

unusually careful to distinguish between "crying" with its typical noise and 

"weeping" with its characteristic tearful product. This subtlety of nuance becomes 

important in a description like, "I am / Thy clay that weeps, thy dust that calls," 

where the silence of both phrases contrasts with the title, "Complaining. "56 God 

'hears' silence; there is no perceptual problem in "griefs without a noise: I Yet 

speak they louder then distemper'd fears. / What is so shrill as silent tears?"57 

Although Herbert addresses only God (and himself), and, though the only 

other voice is God's own, the poems' audience is human, not divine. These 

conversations are intended for a wider audience. After all, God needs no words to 

know Herbert's inward thoughts and feelings. Only people need rhetoric to hear 

with. It is not surprising that tears belong in church: 

In time of service seal up both thine eies, 
And send them to thine heart; that spying sinne, 
They may weep out the stains by them did rise:58 

Within this controlled context, Herbert explores the varieties of human 

experience, particularly the nature of response. Partly because of the "I" speaker, 

and partly because of the nature of the lyrics, these tears lack the emblematic 

quality Crashaw imposes on his tears; likewise, they are less fecund of wit than 

Donne's tears. The circumstances of his poetry circumscribe his variety of tears 

more than either Donne's or Crashaw's, but within the strictures he imposes, those 

tears are richly resonant. Herbert's tears are among the most concretely tear-like 

56 Lines 4-5. 

57 "The Familie" 18-20. 

58 "The Church-Porch," (lines 415-17). This, Herbert's preparatory statement, brings his reader 
to the door of the Temple, where he admonishes that "Nothing but holy, pure, and cleare, / Or that 
which groneth to be so, May at his perill further go" ("Superliminare" 6-7). 
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tears in the literature. Whatever they are made into by the immediate conceits of a 

lyric, they are, first and foremost, tears, really wept, moaning, groaning tears. 

Primarily, he writes tears of offering, of repentance, of sorrow, and 

frustration. Sometimes he feels they have been effective, other times futile, but 

they are always the appropriate response to both joy and grief. Two of the three 

"Praise" poems have tears; in "Praise (II), they are effective in urging God's 

mercy to dominate over his justice, and in "Praise (III), they are proportioned 

against heaven's sorrow for human errancy. The poet opens with the impassioned 

declaration that he will sing--his heart will spin--the Lord's praise, all his days. 

"And when it [the heart] stops for want of store, / Then will I wring it with a sigh 

or grone." His praise thus will consist, in large part, of tears: 

I have not lost one single tear: 
But when mine eyes 

Did weep to heav'n, they found a bottle there 
(As we have boxes for the poore) 

Readie to take them in; yet of a size 
That would contain much more. 

But after thou hadst slipt a drop 
From thy right eye, 

(Which there did hang like streamers neare the top 
Of some fair church, to show the sort 

And bloudie battell which thou once didst trie) 
The glasse was full and more. 

Wherefore I sing. Yet since my heart, 
Though press'd, runnes thin; 

o that I might some other hearts convert, 
And so take up at use some good store: 

That to thy chest there might be coming in 



Both all my praise, and morefS9 

The bottle originates in Psalm 56.8: "Thou tellest my wanderings, put thou my 

teares into thy bottle: are they not in thy booke?" Here, offset against the poor 

box, the alms chest, it becomes obscured. Herbert himself is among the "poore" 

and is unable to provide enough tears to satisfy the need. One drop from the 

Lord's right eye (a tear of blood) fills the glass "and more," and so the poet 

rejoices. The poem comes full circle; even wringing a "sigh or grone" from his 

own heart will not suffice, so the poet wishes he had others' hearts to press, that 

he could borrow (at interest) others who would join in this sacrifice of praise. 
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Most often, Herbert's tears contrast with his images of dryness. Humans' 

dusty nature wars with the soul's desire to offer God a weeping gift. Herbert's 

most impassioned lament for human limits in grieving is "Grief." In it the twin 

themes of too few tears and too-fancy words blend in a threnody of unlocated 

mourning. Where, in "Praise (II), " Herbert wanted to convert other hearts; in this 

he, like any lover of the miscellanies, appeals to anyone, to 'all watry things' in 

nature for relief: 

o who will give me tears? Come all ye springs, 
Dwell in my head & eyes: come clouds, & rain: 
My grief hath need of all the watry things, 
That nature hath produc'd. Let ev'ry vein 

59 Lines 25-42. Also, in "Affliction (II)," the poet exclaims: "If all mens tears were let I Into 
one common sewer, sea, and brine; !What were they all, compar'd to thine? I Wherein if they were 
set, / They would discolour thy bloudy sweat" (6-10). Set against Christ's outpourings in 
Gethsemane, the most that all human tears combined accomplishes would be to make the bloody 
sweat paler. 

This trope appears in "The Sacrifice," too, where Jesus, recalling the Passion in Gethsemane 
speaks of his soul melting and his "hearts deare treasure / Drops bloud (the onely beads) ... These 
drops being temper'd with a sinners tears / A Balsome are for both the Hemispheres ... " (21-2, 25-
6). The same image, from two perspectives, offers two distinct results. 



Suck up a river to supply mine eyes, 
My weary weeping eyes, too drie for me, 
Unlesse they get new conduits, new supplies 
To bear them out, and with my state agree. 
What are two shallow foords, two little spouts 
Of a lesse world? the greater is but small, 
A narrow cupboard for my griefs and doubts, 
Which want provision in the midst of all. 
Verses, ye are too fine a thing, too wise 
For my rough sorrows: cease, be dumbe and mute, 
Give up your feet and running to mine eyes, 
And keep your measures for some lovers lute, 
Whose grief allows him musick and a ryme: 
For mine excludes both measure, tune, and time. 

Alas, my God! 

Herbert relies on the physiology and cosmology of humoural theory for the 

metaphors of tears: "ev'ry vein" is to "suck up a river to supply" the elements for 
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weeping. The eyes of a microcosmal human "of a lesse world" are immeasurably 

small--even "the greater" (the macrocosm of nature) "is but small," too narrow to 

contain in its cupboards the griefs and doubts the poet suffers. The poet complains 

that his verses' measure runs out of his eyes--or should do--and leave the versing 

behind "for some lovers lute, / Whose grief allows him musick and a ryme. " 

Considering that Herbert uses one of his most regular stanza forms here, the poetic 

irony is at least doubled. "Grief" is, in effect, an extended sonnet, of four stanzas 

instead of three, with a final couplet followed by a (spontaneous) exclamation. A 

lover's grief can be compassed by the standard, but not the grief of one who 

grieves toward God. 

Even in the midst of misery, Herbert's delight in the artistic side of his sorrow 

indicates that his confidence is still in place. Notwithstanding the infinite 

wretchedness one experiences when weeping, the very act itself indicates that one 
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lives, because dead bodies cannot weep. " Ephes. 4.30. Grieve not the Holy Spirit, 

&c." starts with this recognition: 

And art thou grieved, sweet and sacred Dove, 
When I am sowre, 
and crosse thy love? 

Grieved for me? the God of strength and power 
Grieved for a worm, which when I tread, 
I passe away and leave it dead? 

Then weep mine eyes, the God of love doth grieve: 
Weep foolish heart, 
and weeping live: 

For death is drie as dust. Yet if ye part, 
End as the night, whose sable hue 
Your sinnes expresse; melt into dew. 

After his first wondering doubt that God could grieve, personally, for him--as 

insignificant as he is--the poet exhorts himself to weep, and in that weeping 

Iive.60 Only death can afford dryness. And, even if he should die (part), he 

urges his soul to die in the manner of every night's passage into morning, to 

excrete (ex-press) its death-black sins into clear, tear-like dew and so continue the 

offering of grief to the God who can--and does--grieve for him. The fourth stanza 

makes tears music: 

Dh take thy lute, and tune it to a strain, 
Which may with thee 
All day complain. 

There can no discord but in ceasing be. 
Marbles can weep; and surely strings 

ro Chana Bloch discusses the ways that Herbert enters the scriptural text fully by his rhetorical 
gestures. Beginning with "And ... " causes his words to appear as a continuation of the subtitle, and 
makes the poem seem an utterly spontaneous outcry. The impersonal advice of the biblical verse-
couched in imperatives--is personalized, taken to heart. "[Herbert's] poem is not simply about tears 
but about man's need to answer God's love, however inadequate his response may be" [Spelling the 
Word . .. (Berkeley CA: U California P, 1985) 33-4]. 
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More bowels have, then such hard things. 

The only disharmony possible is silence--just as the only real death is dryness. 

Even marble weeps; here, as in "The Altar," and "The Church-floore" stone's 

sweat is equated with tears. 61 Strings for musical instruments were then (as often 

even now) made from animal gut, and the bowels were understood to be the seat of 

the emotions from ancient times. 62 The poet argues that, surely, strings from 

such emotionally-charged origins must be able to plaint even better than the stones, 

to whose ability he has just attested. In the final stanzas, the poet bewails his own

-human--Iimitations and secures the resolution that only Christ can make those 

limits inconsequential: 

Lord, I adjudge myself to tears and grief, 
Ev'n endlesse tears 
Without relief. 

If a cleare spring for me no time forbears, 
But runnes, although I be not drie; 
I am no Crystall, what shall 11 

Yet if I wail not still, since still to wail 
Nature denies; 
And flesh would fail, 

If my deserts were masters of mine eyes: 
Lord, pardon, for thy Sonne makes good 

61 Cool stone in damp places sheds tears. The "broken ALTAR, Lord, thy servant reares / Made 
of a heart, and cemented with teares:" produces tears which are compounded with blood. In "The 
Church-tloore," "sometimes Sinne steals, and stains / The marbles neat and curious veins: / But all is 
cleansed when the marble weeps" (13-15). 

62 See Terence Collins, "The Physiology of Tears in the Old Testament," Catholic Biblical 
Quarterly 33. (1971) 18-38, 185-97. Collins examines passages like Lam. 2:11 where the liver is 
poured out upon the ground, and argues that it indicates a powerful metaphor for the intestinal 
involvement in the expression of emotion. 
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My want of tears with store of bloud.63 

"Ephes. 4.30." includes most of the modulations upon tears Herbert employs, and 

wrestles in the fullest way with that combination of despair and faith for which 

Herbert's poetry is known. It is one of several poems that builds explicitly upon a 

biblical passage,64 and shares with the others that concrete location of source. 

Only one of all Herbert's poems examines another individual and her actions, 

using her as moment and symbol. In "Marie Magdalene," standing abstractly 

outside the action, never appearing in persona even to comment, Herbert inspects 

the emblem he has created from the material in Luke 7:36-50. Like Richard 

Crashaw's The Weeper,6S "Marie Magdalene" operates outside the confines of 

time and geography. Herbert suspends the resolution of the initial 'when' for two 

stanzas and conflates the occasion with its interpretation by kaleidoscoping time 

and blurring the direction of the actions. The first stanza compresses time and 

space: Mary is named 'blessed' even before she performed the action for which 

she was forgiven; the act of wiping his feet itself shows the route her feet will 

belare taking as the poem progresses. The stanza retains a tight focus on feet and 

walking, stressing the 'pensive humblenesse' of the sixth line, and turning reader 

63 Lines 1-12; 19-24; 25-36. Hutchinson paraphrases lines 28-32 as " I am not crystal-clear but 
so stained with sin that I need endless tears, which Nature denies me; yet a cleare spring runs without 
cease, whether I need its water or not" (n.524). Here, Mulder's suggestion about the poet speaker 
being corrected by the author's insight is excellent: theologically, there is no way the poet can 
"adjudge" himself to perpetual mourning; that would be hubristic. The conclusion, however, that, no 
matter how inadequate the human response to his own sin is, Christ's blood suffices, is theologically 
sound. 

64 "Coloss. 3.3," "The Odour. 2 Cor.ii.15," "The Pearl. Matt.xiii.45," and "The 23rd Psalme" 
paraphrase are the others. 

6S See below, p. 274. 
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expectations on their heads. Parentheses around the second line make the third line 

lose its balance because the 'precepts' are enclosed, taken out of the time-frame of 

the narrated action. This leaves the 'them' of the third line ambiguous; 

grammatically 'they' should refer to the precepts, but they are left hanging from 

'her Saviours feet:' 

When blessed Marie wip'd her Saviours feet, 
(Whose precepts she had trampled on before) 
And wore them for a jewell on her head, 

Shewing his steps should be the street, 
Wherein she thenceforth evermore 

With pensive humblenesse would live and tread: 

The reader is still waiting for a resolution of the moment 'when;' the stanza's final 

(:) provides no release. Most poets stress Mary's emotive gesture, her weeping, 

but Herbert ignores her eyes altogether, remaining at her feet. 66 At this point, 

the action shifts to a pair of questions that are related only tangentially to what has 

been presented: 

She being stain'd her self, why did she strive 
To make him clean, who could not be defil' d? 
Why kept she not her tears for her own faults, 

And not his feet? Though we could dive 
In tears like seas, our sinnes are pH'd 

Deeper then they, in words, and works, and thoughts. 

It has been argued that Herbert deliberately makes Mary's gesture appear 

completely trivial and foolish by limiting his reading to her merely physical actions 

66 Of this stanza, Richard Strier writes: "Her true interest was in His steps, not His feet, and in 
wiping His feet, she was signifying something about her own spiritual state." ["Herbert and Tears," 
ELH 46 (1979): 233.] That is part of Herbert's conclusion, but it cannot be reached by this first 
stanza alone. 
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stripped of any emotional or spiritual significance.67 The situation is more 

complex, however. The poet has already termed Mary 'blessed,' so her being 

'stain'd' has been superseded from the outset. This displacement and the 

conflation of times cause her act of washing and her receipt of forgiven-ness to be 

co-incident. The answer to the poet's question, "Why kept she not her tears for 

her own faults, / And not his feet?" is that those faults are/were already forgiven 

atlbefore the moment she knelt at Jesus' feet. Repentance and penance fuse in this 

moment: there is no sequence.68 Fusion is completed with the first line of the 

third stanza, which finally complements the 'when' of the first, and places the 

questions of the second stanza into appropriate devotional perspective: 

Deare soul, she knew who did vouchsafe and deigne 
To bear her filth; and that her sinnes did dash 
Ev'n God himself: wherefore she was not 10th, 

As she had brought wherwith to stain, 
So to bring in wherewith to wash: 

And yet in washing one, she washed both. 

What Mary 'knew' of her filth and sins, the poet has previously acknowledged to 

be the case for all: "Though we could dive / In tears like seas, our sinnes are pil'd 

/ Deeper then they, in words, and works, and thoughts." The location of these 

lines in the poem disrupts the action (incidentally suspending still further the 

67 "[T]he dirty ('she being stain'd her self') striving to wash the absolutely clean ('him ... who 
could not be defil'd'). The implication is that Mary is misguided in a fundamental way" (Strier, 
"Herbert & Tears" 230). 

68 Strier attempts to prove that Herbert is theologically much closer to the Protestants, 
specifically the Calvinists, than to the (Anglo-) Catholics. He reads "Marie Magdalene" as a 
reworking of the story in Luke to separate a (negative) reading of Roman Catholic penance against a 
supportive reading of Protestant repentance. It seems clear, however, that Herbert's theology is an 
agglomeration of contrasting positions. His poetry seems to encompass Catholic and Protestant 
language, if not in a perfect synthesis, certainly in balance. 
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resolution of the initial 'when') by introducing an outside perspective and a foreign 

element, an interpretation and evaluation of what has been/is transpiring, and 

apparently discouraging the whole enterprize. They function both in continuation 

of and in contrast to what has gone before. 69 

Until now there has been no mention at all of tears, least of all Mary's; here 

the poet speaks of 'tears like seas,' but the tears lack specific origins, remaining 

detached from anyone person's repentance. Mary's act of washing comes to rest 

in these unlocated tears; they become the pivot around which the poem functions 

and the hurdle Mary and the poet both must overcome to reach the resolution that 

the biblical text invokes. Herbert is clear about what Mary 'knew:' "who did 

vouchsafe and deign / To bear her filth; and that her sinnes did dash / Ev'n God 

himself;" the poetic question is when she knew it. 70 The 'when' of the first line 

now is fulfilled: Mary knew when she wiped Jesus' feet that he had borne/was 

bearing/would bear her filth and sin which grieved even God himself (as in 

"Ephes. 4.30"). That is, she knew in faith, not in time. The last line, "And yet in 

69 For Herbert, Strier argues, tears are not only ineffective, but unnecessary as penitential 
offering. He offers a double reading of the lines on tears: on the one hand, in context, they are a 
continuation of the preceding material, and the sentiment is 'we cannot weep too much.' On the 
other, out of context, their import is 'we cannot weep enough.' "The generalization in 'Marie 
Magdalene' works in such a way as to maintain the Catholic reading as a definite if rather 
uncomfortable possibility in the second stanza, while at the same time allowing Herbert to use the 
'natural' content of the lines (10%-12) to reinforce the Protestantism of the poem as a whole" 
("Herbert & Tears," 236). Strier seems to have overlooked the passage, cited above, from The Priest 
to the Temple. Herbert never says tears are necessary. but then, neither does the Roman tradition. 
Herbert does assert, unequivocally, that tears are desirable. 

70 The enjambment of the lines continues that into the end of the second stanza; its effect is to 
rush the motion forward, except that, for these lines, there is no action, only a knowing. 
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washing one, she washed both," returns poetic time to sequential time. Tears are 

perpetually insufficient, but they are eternally effective. 

Right to the last poem in The Temple, Herbert alternately distrusts and relies 

on his eyes, on what they absorb and what they excrete. Weeping and tears are 

abandoned quite a bit before the end of the series; as noted above, the final 

mention of tears is in "Death," and weeping ceases in "The Invitation." Even so, 

one of the poet's anxious concerns in "Love (III)" is over his eyes. Asked by 

Love what he lacks, he says a worthy guest; told by Love he is that guest, he 

exclaims: 

I the unkinde, ungratefull? Ah my deare, 
I cannot !ooke on thee. 

Love took my hand, and smiling did reply, 
Who made the eyes but I? 

Truth Lord, but I have marr'd them: let my shame 
Go where it doth deserve. 

And know you not, sayes Love, who bore the blame? 
My deare, then I will serve. 

You must sit down, sayes Love, and taste my meat: 
So I did sit and eat. (9-18) 

In this poem the sacrifice and the poet's stumbling, halting, but earnest response 

to it are blended in the final revelation of the promise. One by one, the poet's 

hesitations and inadequacies are answered. With respect to his inability to look, he 

is told that he can look upon the creator of his eyes; his grief at the marring those 

eyes have met at the hands of his grieving is met with the fulfillment of what he 

has grieved for. Not once is he reprimanded for having tried his best; he is 

accepted as he is without theological wrangling. His offering of tears has been 

accepted, too. 
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By distilling the human/God dilemma to its simplest terms, excising all 

superficial distractions, Herbert guarantees himself a manageable topos, even as he 

is left with less variety of issue and response. His problems are presented much 

less dramatically than similar issues are in Donne's verse. At the same time, his 

poetic voice is far more personal than Richard Crashaw's; and his resolution is 

simpler, too. I stated at the start of this section that tears in Herbert's poetry 

function as coordinating conjunctions; that simile is sound because, without ever 

becoming anything except drops of clear water, without ever modulating into any 

other substance or becoming in any way foreign bodies, tears express one major 

aspect of the poet's vision of every person's most sincere, inward response to God. 

Richard Crashaw: "Close in kind contrarietyes"71 

Richard Crashaw is an anomaly among the poets considered in this chapter; at 

the same time, he represents a culmination of the patterns, tendencies and richness 

tears offered the poetry of the age. In his work, tears operate synthetically: 

smallest entities of emotional evidence, they act to connect disparate and otherwise 

unrelated elements of his poetic and theological thought into a coherent, unified 

whole. 

Crashaw, more than the other poets, has been critically pummelled. The 

whole range from opprobrium to defensive praise has been applied to his work. 72 

71 The Weeper, XVI, 6. 

72 See Lorraine M. Robers and John R. Roberts, "Crashavian Criticism: A BriefInterpretive 
History," New Perspectives on the Life and Art of Richard Crashaw, ed. John R. Roberts, (Columbia 
MO: U Missouri P, 1990) 1-29; specifically for "The Weeper," Paul A. Parrish's '''0 Sweet contest:' 
Gender and value in The Weeper," in the same volume, 129-30; Anthony Low, Love's Architecture: 
Devotional Modes in Seventeenth-Century English Poetry, (NY: NYUP, 1978), 116. 
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Crashaw, even more than Donne or Herbert, resists easy classification. His 

exuberance and reliance on image-impressions may certainly be interpreted in 

terms of the Baroque and/or Mannerist schools,73 but they have an integrity and 

integrality that is not accounted for within those analogues. Much of his verse 

reflects awareness of contemporary meditative practices, yet, as Anthony Low 

rightly observes in his discussion of Crashaw and "sensible devotion," it frequently 

goes beyond the boundaries prescribed in those practices.74 Where Augustine 

Baker, describing sensible devotion, characterizes it by its physical manifestations 

as "drawing teares from the eyes, procuring heate and reddnes in the face, 

springing motions in the heart," he further stresses its dangers: "Inward 

sweetnesses formerly felt will be turned into salines, dejection and stupidity" or 

may become "Anguishes, scrupulosities, pusilianimity, and even desperation. "75 

Crashaw never loses the impassioned sweetness, never follows Herbert or Donne 

toward despair. The qualities of 'sensible devotion' also raise the questions of 

whether Crashaw may be usefully characterized as a religious/devotional poet of 

"feminine" sensibilities in general, and specifically in contrast to John Donne, as 

an embodiment of the "masculine" intellect. Low argues that, after a certain stage, 

73 Austin Warren, Richard Crashaw: A Study in Baroque Sensibility, (Ann Arbor: U Michigan P, 
1957); Mario Praz, The Flaming Bean, (NY: Doubleday, 1958). There is always danger in 
appropriating vocabulary from one discipline to another; there are no certain criteria. 'Baroque' in 
music is not the same as 'baroque' in sculpture; the term becomes even more vague when applied to 
literary language. 

74 Low, 124-59; Louis L.Martz, The Poetry of Meditation, (New Haven: Yale UP, 1962). 

7S Sancta Sophia, cited in Low, 130-31. 
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"in an affective devotion one assumes an attitude of 'feminine' receptivity, allows 

oneself to be guided, and is acted upon. "76 

Another, related, set of paradigms applies currently popular psychological and 

religious considerations to Crashaw's work. Paul Parrish discusses The Weeper in 

terms of its presentation of Mary Magdalene as Jungian anima, and Maureen 

Sabine details Crashaw's reliance on the images of femininity and his focus on the 

Virgin Mother as instances of his defending a feminine-gendered faith.77 Yet, 

although his imagery definitely exploits the traditionally feminine both in its 

lachrymate symbols and in his presentation of personal attitude, it does so less in 

the service of an ideal feminine or in pursuit of a suitable meditational posture than 

in voluntary withdrawal from and renunciation of any kind of temporal, human 

power. Crashaw places himself poetically before God, but, unlike many other 

devotional writers, immediately removes any illusion that he draws power from his 

words. He does not bargain, or plead, or cry aloud; rather, he observes, praises, 

appreciates, and envisions syntheses among disparities that adduce God's power 

among his creation. In a real sense, Crashaw begins where Herbert left off; where 

Herbert finally accepted that secular power would never be his (Affliction 1), 

Crashaw steps out of the corridors to power by eluding or rejecting the imagery 

associated with its exercise. Instead of participant, he becomes the critical 

observer whose presence flows with the action, reflected in the way his images 

76 Further, "in the realm of devotion ... it is traditional to refer to God as the Lover and the soul 
as the Beloved. It is a question whether critics who call Crashaw feminine are (as they think) 
responding to his style or whether they are responding unwittingly to his passive devotional stance" 
(Love's Architecture 137). 

77 Parrish, 127-39. Sabine, Feminine Engendered Faith: The Poetry of John Donne and Richard 
Crashaw, (London: Macmillan, 1992), passim. 
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mutually interpenetrate. So many of his most potent images are liquid because 

liquids flow unconstrained--and unconstraining. Tears are valuable to him for their 

very smallness and seeming insignificance; they are among the most minute 

elements of the observations from which he draws his grandest, most sweeping 

conclusions. Relying on intuition instead of logic, and on synthesis rather than on 

resolving contradictions, Crashaw's poetry is indeed exceptional for his age. 

The Renaissance understanding of femaleness is partly defined by tears, as is 

evident from the tradition expressed in the medical and sermon literature: less 

conspicuously, tears express the defenselessness of the unempowered in general-

children and the aged, as well as women, and even certain men. In his epigram 

The woman of Canaan,78 Crashaw applauds what he perceives as "Amazonian 

faith," and exclaims that the woman of Canaan has convinced him that faith is of 

the feminine gender--more than just grammatically.79 Low maintains that "in 

[his] most successful devotional poems, [Crashaw] approaches God indirectly, 

through the medium of a woman."80 More precisely, he exhilarates his 

sensibilities by envisioning devout women, such as Mary Magdalene, St. Teresa, 

or Alexias, as they participate in or recall their most fervent moments. He does 

78 Based on Matthew 15:28. 

79 Quicquid Amazoniis dedit olim fama puellis 
Credite: amazoniam cemimus ecce fidem. 

Foemina, tam fortis fidei? jam credo fidem esse 
Plus quam grammatice joeminei generis. 

[Whatever tradition once gave to the Amazonian girls, Believe it! behold, we see the faith is 
Amazonian. A woman, of such powerful faith? now I believe faith to be--more than grammatically-
of the feminine gender.] 

The Amazons were not exactly the most feminine of women. . . Crashaw paradoxically stresses a 
feminine-gendered faith even as he ascribes it to the women most masculinely perceived. 

80 Love's Architecture 135. 
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not analyze nor criticize their deeds; rather, he absorbs the essence of his 

observations into his words. Their figures provide channels to God for his desires. 

Male saints often argue and contend--Peter's denial of Christ is a good example-

and contention is precisely what Crashaw avoids by using female personae. He 

does not figure in their actions; no conversations are imagined, no sharing of 

identity is proposed. His minute imaginings become the elements of his images-

the atomies of his verse that read one another across poems. He correlates them 

with a host of other miniscule events, creating universes from fragments of 

observed emotional intensity. 

Crashaw rarely records his own tears. 81 He thus maintains an observer's 

distance, while enjoying a participant's intensity--all without assuming 

responsibility for his posture in the public, empowered world. Crashaw's 

fundamental confidence is impressive, but it is never blind or mindless. Rather he 

establishes his trust upon the connections he perceives among various features of 

God's creation, on discernible manifestations of God's presence in the world, often 

emotional, always vital. Thus, his poems rarely rely on linear logic for their 

development; instead, images and their interrelations form the basis of his poetic 

structures. Crashaw defines his symbols by accretion of examples so that they 

read across poems; their lexicon interpenetrates. 

81 Exceptions are epigrams such as "Joh. 16. Verily I say unto you, yee shall weep and lament" 
(23) where Crashaw places himself into the posture of the one whom Christ exhorts. 

Welcome my Griefe, my Joy; how deare's 
To me my Legacy of Teares! 
I'le weepe, and weepe, and will therefore 
Weepe, 'cause I can weepe no more: 

Thou, thou (Deare Lord) even thou alone, 
Giv'st joy, even when thou givest none. 

Similar in sentiment is the Latin counterpart, "Joann. 16:20: Vosflebitis & lamentabimini" (381). 
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The nature of his tear-grounded correlations makes Crashaw's work 

distinctive. Superficially, these are not the physiological bonds that medical 

nomenclature provides, for tears in Crashaw's poetry rise from some foundation 

beneath any gland or humour. Nevertheless, the substantial links Crashaw forges 

between tears and blood reflect the humoural understanding, where tears are an 

excremental component of the nourishment that also constitutes blood. Even 

though the bond between blood and tears in Crashaw is rather of a metaphysical, 

spiritual nature, the interrelation between the two is as constant as in humours. 

Crashaw's lacrimate figurations are not primarily hermeneutic associations 

based on scripture or sermon traditions. At the same time, the structuring of his 

poetry, with its frequent reliance on the varied repetition of a relatively small pool 

of devices, recalls strongly the way biblical poetry is constructed. 82 One could 

call his unions alchemical, but that obscures more than it illuminates. 83 These 

affinities are best characterized as 'ecological,' for tears in Crashaw function 

preeminently in the natural world, first as liquid: a type of water, interrelating with 

blood, balsam, and even milk--living, life-bearing, and life-giving fluids. Their 

fluidity provides tears with mutabilty; they are protean. Beyond Iiquescence, 

Crashaw mingles tears into solids, generating gems and stars. Tears are pearls; 

82 Robert Alter discusses the construction of biblical verse in terms of various types of 
repetition.[The An of Biblical Poetry (NY: Basic, 1985)]. Liturgical prayer, too, is formed from 
repeated elements, and Crashaw's work reveals lucid familiarity with liturgy. Further, the 
epigrammatic nature of his poems (discussed by Cousins and Praz, among others) depends on 
repetition and on a relatively narrow range of emblematic images. 

83 Alchemy opens the door to the suggestion of 'metaphysical' poetry, which is does not apply 
here at all, since tears are not metaphysical, but sensible or sensory, and, in Crashaw, not used as 
intellectual devices; rather they are linked symbols of innate participation. Low (126) asserts a 
relationship between the two that simply does not work. 
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they can be wept upwards, sometimes becoming diamonds or stars; mountains melt 

into tears; water can become flesh, personified in its own guardian nymph, who 

herself sheds tears. Because they are fluid, they associate or join otherwise 

separated entities into a single comprehensive system. 

Crashaw trusts tears as no poets (or, for that matter, other authors) of his day 

allowed themselves to do. What makes his preoccupation with tears even more 

striking is that he, among his contemporaries, is the most unabashedly exhilarated 

poet, often extravagantly so. None of the predictable loci for tears are present in 

his work: there is no melancholy anywhere, no despair; and yet, he creates a 

widely extended space for tears. Uniquely for the genre, approximately half of his 

funeral and elegaic verses end with an endorsement of tears or with an 

encouragement to weep.84 This weeping closure keeps his funerary verse 

84 The English funerary verses ending in tears include "An Epitaph. Upon Doctor Brooke" (465), 
"Upon the Death of Mr. Herrys" (466), "Another {on Mr. Herrys]" (469-70), "Upon the Death of a 
Gentleman [Mr. Chambers]" (472-3), "An Elegy upon the death of Mr. Stanninow fellow of Queenes 
Colledge" (473-4), "An Elegie on the death of Dr. Porter" (476-7); that is, seven out of the twelve 
canonical examples. In only one, "An Epitaph upon a Young Married Couple," is there specific 
prohibition of tears: "Peace, good Reader. Doe not weep. / Peace, The Lovers are asleep ... Love 
made the bed; They'l take no harm / Let them sleep ... " (478, 7-8,14-15). The lovers are complete 
in their death-slumber and need no mourning. Crashaw, unlike Donne, does not conceive of 
survivors who could/shoul mourn either or both of them. Their love is consummated in their 
common grave; no tears. 

Crashaw came by his appreciation of tears honestly; his father, William, a divine, in his Manuale 
Catholicorum: A Manuallfor True Catholickes, (1611), reproduced "Certaine Praiers vsed by our 
Fore-fathers in the darkest times of Popery, in the time of a mans sickeness ... gathered out of ... 
ancient bookes." Among them is the following section, with the elder Crashaw's translation. 
[I]f his weaknesse grow so that hee loose the vse of his speech, let some of the by-standers say these 
prayers ... 

[U]nitati corporis Ecclesire membrum redemptionis congregra. Miserere Domine gemituum 
suorum, miserere lacbrimarum eius, & non habentem fiduciam nisi in miserecordia tua ad 
ture reconciliationis sacramentum admitte. In manus igitur in extinguibilis miserecordire ture, 
pater sanctissime, commendamus spiritum famuli tui fratris nostri. 0 Lord recall him to the 
vnity of thy Chruch; ingraft him into the body of thy sonne. 
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earthbound--he does not look toward heaven for release from grief--but to an earth 

full of manifestations of God's presence. 

The poet has distilled tears to extract their tinctures, which he then combines 

with other essences having, for him, something analogous. Tears-and-weeping 

stand centrally in his poetry as an appropriate--and expected--response to sundry 

human situations. Often these responses are utterly traditional: tears of repentance, 

tears of grief, tears of pity. At the same time, beyond response, tears are an 

elemental symbol of various 'realities' with which they are not--cannot be-

associated directly. Although some of these connections and symbols are present 

in other contemporary poets' work, no one else uses so weeping so consistently, or 

as the substratum of so much. Crashaw's tears synthesize; ultimately they 

transcend the groans and wails that sunder other weepers from those they hope to 

move by weeping. 

Right from the outset of his poetic career, Crashaw was full of tears. This is 

borne out by the consistency and frequency with which he relies on lacrymate 

imagery even in the early poems. In the paraphrase of Psalm 23, where tears play 

a supplementary role, Crashaw's use of them is immediately idiosyncratic and 

[0 Lord recall him to the vnity of thy Chruch; ingraft him into the body of thy sonne. 0 Lord 
take pitty of the sighes and sobbes of his soule, and groanes of his heart, 0 Lord looke vpon his 
teares, gather them in thy bottle, and be good to him, who hath no hope, comfort nor 
confidence, but in they mercy, and seale vp the assurance of his reconciliation with thee. 0 most 
holy Father we humbly commend the soule of this thy seruant, and our brother into the hands of 
thy vnmeasureable mercies.] (92-4) 

William Crashaw's expansion of the tear images in his English rendering is suggestive. 
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impressive of an overriding configuration. 85 The overall tone of this paraphrase 

is one of unbounded exuberance and delight in the pastorally-conceived, God-given 

munificence of the world. Crashaw begins Psalm 23 with a self-characterization 

that reverses the usual viewing point: 

Happy me! 0 happy sheepe! 
whom my God vouchsafes to keepe; (1-2) 

After a lavish description of his joyous estate in spring pasture, he continues: 

At my feet the blubb'ring Mountaine 
Weeping, melts into a Fountaine, 
Whose soft silver-sweating streames 
Make high Noone forget his beames: (13-16) 

No other translation or paraphrase of "The Lord is my shepherd" uses tears to 

figure the "still waters."86 Crashaw's Fountaine is classically composed as a 

vibrant spring-fed pool, participating emotionally by weeping its waters. The more 

expected "bubb'ling" spring becomes a "blubb'ring Mountaine," as if the sheer 

fullness of solid rocks overflows into tears of pure water. The flavor of this 

paraphrase suggests Elizabethan translations of Italian pastoral imagery more than 

it reflects anything in the English psalm tradition. All shadows of terror and death 

have been neutralized in the light and glory of God's keeping. Death's dull breath 

85 As Martin has shown, these poems among his earliest work, prior to 1630 (xcii). This unusual 
presence of tears becomes significant as evidence of an original preoccupation. All quotations from 
Crashaw's poetry are taken from the edition of George Walton Williams, The Complete Poetry oj 
Richard Crashaw, (NY: Norton, 1970), unless otherwise cited. 

86 "Aquam refectionis" in the Vulgate/Septuagint version, "aquas refectionis" in the 
VulgatelHebrew. 
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(40) is transmuted into the poet's own warm breath as he moves, finally, into the 

embrace offered by the" Armes of Death" (71_2).87 

Crashaw's genius for analytical synthesis is evident in his epigrammatic tears 

and their interrelationships. In his Divine Epigrams he shifts fleetingly from one 

point of view to another, carrying either the color or the substance of his image 

with him. This is equally true when he is writing in English and in Latin. The 

Epigram "To our Lord, upon the Water made Wine" (12): 

Thou water tum'st to Wine (faire friend of Life); 
Thy foe to crosse the sweet Arts of thy Reigne 

Distills from thence the Tears of wrath and strife, 
And so tumest wine to Water backe againe. 88 

relies on a correlation of clear (white) water/tears with red wine. This is common 

enough in Crashaw's palette, where pure water and tears are often interrelated, and 

87 A. D. Cousins maintains that this paraphrase "[stressesJ the central importance of Christ's 
sacrificial love" and that "the climactic lines ... concern taking Communion" [The Catholic Religious 
Poetsjrom Southwell to Crashaw: A Critical History, (London: Sheed & Ward, 1991) 140, 143J. 
This distorts the origin and focus of the poem, although it emphasizes the types of connecting 
elements I am examining in regard to tears. Cousins' principal assertion, that "Crashaw's religious 
verse is dominated by study of the love descending from God to man, of that reaching from man to 
God, and of those loves' intermingling" and that his focus is on illuminative and unitive experience 
(127) accounts well for some of the more troublesome aspects of the poet's invention, but it is too 
restrictive because it remains too generally formulated. 

88 The Latin counterpart is "Joann.2. Ad Christum, de aqua in vinum versa" (305): Signa 
tuis tuus hostis habet contraria signis: 

In vinum tristis tu mihi vertis aquas. 
IlIe autem e vino lacrymas & jurgia ducens, 

Vina iterum in tristes (he mihi!) mutat aquas. 
[Your enemy uses signs contrary to your signs: you have turned sad water into wine for me. He, 
however, drawing out of wine tears and reproaches, changes wines again into sad waters (poor me!).J 
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red and white are frequently and fulfillingly contrasted. 89 The facility with which 

water becomes wine becomes water emphasizes the underlying unity beneath the 

disparate appearances--synthesized by the observer's awareness. Add, however, a 

second Latin epigram "Joann.2. Aquae in vinum versae" (305) on the same topic, 

and the whole scene expands to include another elemental symbol in Crashaw's 

technique: 

Unde rubor vestris, & non sua purpura lymph is? 
Quae rosea mirantes tam nova mutat aquas? 

Numen (convivae) praesens agnoscite Numen: 
Nympha pudica Deum vidit, & erubuit. 

[From where does this redness--not its own purple--come to your springs? 
The Spirit, (oh guests) acknowledge the present Spirit: the chaste nymph has 
seen God and blushed.]90 

By presenting the water in the person of a guardian nymph, Crashaw allows 

earth/nature a face and a voice. This unconventional focus--moving from the water 

89 George Walton Williams analyzes Crashaw's white and red imagery, primarily in terms of 
opposition, "things opposed in color and opposed in symbolic values." [Image and Symbol in the 
Sacred Poetry oj Richard Crashaw, (Columbia SC: U South Carolina P, 1963), 33-56]. Contrastive, 
yes, but more significantly paradoxical: the two colors merge and separate, just as the symbols they 
represent transmutate across boundaries, as in the Sancta Maria Dolorum or The Mother oj Sorrows 
(164-77), where Crashaw's translation of the Stabat Mater becomes much fuller and more specific 
than the original Latin. Mary stands at the foot of her son's cross, "with a faithfull, mutuall, floud I 
Her eyes bleed TEARES, his wounds weep BLOOD" (lines 19-20). 

Crashaw's exhortation to the "flints" who are able to observe this without tears is expanded far 
beyond the direct and impersonal "Quis non potest contristari I Matrem Christi contemplari 
IDolentem cum cum filio. In me sistat dolor tui, I Crucifixo fac me frui I Dum sum in exilio. " 
Crashaw reverses his usual practice of making the scene his own by intensifying his feelings; in this 
case, where the original applies to the speaker, he relocates the action to others who are watching, 
unmoved. 

90 In his translation of 'Grotius' Tragedy ojChristes su/feringes,' Crashaw again exploits the 
rubifaction of water--without a nymph's intervention. Christ is speaking: 

Drinke fayling there where I a guest did shine 
The Water blush'd, and started into Wine. (51-2) 

Here, the remarkable thing is that the phenomenon is presented by indirection; not "I made the water 
blush and start to wine," but "The Water blush'd ... tf 
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and wine in their traditional capacity in a beneficial transubstantiation, to the 

nymph's reaction to the presence of God's spirit within her spring, her self-

connects natural/mythical creation to God's miraculous presence within that 

creation. The epigram's title insists that the occasion remains the same, but the 

viewing point is wholly different. It enhances the observer's wonder in the 

miraculous transformation if personified nature herself can be startled by it. For 

Crashaw, the world may be fallen; it is in no way to be despised, because the 

miracles of God re-infuse it at every turn. A blush is transitory; the color will 

fade back into the clearness of water, but the benefit for the cognizant worshiper 

can be permanent, because the spirit remains in the water even after the nymph's 

reaction fades. Crashaw implies an integral identity--normally invisible--between 

the contradictory-seeming clear water and red wine. 

Another pair of epigrams, on Pontius Pilate washing his hands underlines this 

mythical/supernatural connection and indicates again the dimension added by 

personification of water: 

Thy hands are washt, but 0 the waters spilt, 
That labour'd to have washt thy guilt: 

The flood, if any can, that can suffice, 
Must have its Fountaine in thine Eyes. 91 

91 "To Pontius washing his hands" (22). The related Latin epigram, "Matth 27:24. In Pontium 
male lautum" (387): 

IlIa manus lavat unda tuas, vanissime Judex: 
Ah tamen ilia scelus non lavat unda tuum. 

Nulla scelus lavet unda tuum: vel si lavet ulla, 
o volet ex oculis ilia venire tuis. 

["On Pontius, badly cleansed." That water cleanses your hands, most meaningless 
Judge: ah! but that water does not cleanse your crime. No [water] can clean your 
crime: or rather, if any could, oh, it would want to come out from your eyes.] 
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In a few words, contrasting natural water with affective tears, Crashaw has 

delineated Pilate's dilemma; though he has washed the outer man to signify his 

non-responsibility, that water is wasted, ineffective. The only waters that may be 

able to cleanse him are his own repentant tears. The stress is on the inutility of 

Pilate's action, and the misdirection of his ignorant effort. In the epigram 

following, "To Pontius washing his blood-stained hands," Crashaw portrays a 

Pilate who has attacked the waters themselves, defiled them by forcing their 

participation in so perfidious a pseudo-cleansing: 

Is murther no sin? or a sin so cheape, 
That thou need' st heape 

A Rape upon't? till thy Adult'rous touch 
Taught her these sullied cheeks, this blubber'd face, 

She was a Nimph, the meadowes knew none such, 
Of honest Parentage, of unstain' dRace, 

The Daughter of a faire and well-fam'd Fountaine, 
As ever Silver-tipt, the side of shady mountaine. 

See how she weeps, and weeps, that she appeares 
Nothing but Teares; 

Each drop's a Teare that weeps for her own wast; 
Harke how at every Touch she does complaine her: 

Harke how she bids her frighted Drops make hast, 
And with sad murmurs, chides the Hands that stain her. 

Leave, leave, for shame, or else (Good judge) decree, 
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What water shal wash this, when this hath washed thee.92 

As in his longer poems, Crashaw here amasses numerous images to make his 

effect. We are not summoned into the inner workings of his controlling metaphor 

until our attention has been barraged with such dramatic externals as "murther," 

"Rape," and" Adult'rous." Only then are we introduced to the victim--the nymph 

of that water which Pilate has turned red by washing symbolically from his hands 

Christ's blood. Her horror presented in the observer's reaction to the use to which 

the water has been put underscores the heinous nature of Pilate's crime on both 

natural and mythic levels. As small a thing as a bowl of water can recall the 

earthquake, rent rocks, and darkened sun following Christ's death (Matt. 27:51; 

Luke: 23:45) because of the personification of horror and shame synthesized by a 

water-nymph's tears. 

Crashaw's language of tears coalesces in his two long poems, The Weeper and 

The Teare. Their position alone in the earliest printings of his work attests to the 

92 23. The similar Latin epigram, "Pontio [avanti" (387): 
Non sads est caedes, nisi stuprum hoc insuper addas, 

Et tam virgineae sis violator aquae? 
Nympha quidem pura haec & honesti jilia fontis 

Luget, adulterio jam temerata tuo. 
Casta verecundo properat cum murmure gutta, 

Nee satis in lacrymam se putat esse suam. 
Desine tam nitidos stuprare (ab, desine) rores: 

Aut die, quae miseras unda lavabit aquas. 
[liTo Pontius being washed. II Is not murder sufficient, unless you add rape to it, 
besides, and so be ravisher of virgin water? Indeed, this nymph, pure and the 
daughter of an honest fountain, mourns, now darkened by your adulteration. The 
chaste drop, flees with shamed murmur, she thinks [herself] to be insufficient as her 
own tear. Cease ravishing tltese sparkling (ab, cease) waters: or appoint what will 
cleanse these wretched waters.] (Italics are in the original.) 
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centrality of tears in his practice. In the 1646 edition of his poems, these two 

poems inaugurate the volume; in the 1648, they are first and third, separated only 

by the newly added Mother of Sorrows. Clearly Crashaw intended that these 

intense accumulations of weeping images should explicate and interpret the poems 

and epigrams that followed. They serve as lintel to the doorway at the head of the 

steps to the temple.93 

The Weeper is a meditation (on Luke 7: 37-9, 44-50) fashioned from a series 

of epigrams. Each stanza, numbered, remains separate, practically autonomous, 

even as the numeration binds them to one another. The compact character of the 

epigrammatic form, and the swiftness with which one conceit succeeds another, 

present an ever-changing revelation of Mary Magdalene, her tears, and all the 

ideas associated with them.94 Structure thus reduplicates content--for each 

epigram, molded around a single conceit, becomes an emblem of the tear it 

envisions. The stanzas are associative, cumulative, yet not linearly logical. 

Moreover, the entire poem suspends one instant of sacred-time-out-of-time; all 31 

93 The Teare is a miniature of The Weeper. Its only independent gesture is that the speaker 
interacts briefly with the tear, in his declaration that, "The Dust shall never bee thy Bed: / A pillow 
for thee will I bring, / Stuft with Downe of Angels wing" (51). Although the poem clearly operates 
on him, the poet never enters the frame of action in The Weeper; his stance is as a rapt, external 
observer. 

94 Cousins 174. In praising Crashaw's achievement of luxuriant, affective, sensuous, and even 
"flamboyantly paradoxical" conceits, he quotes Baltasar Gratian (The Mind's Wit and Art) to argue 
that producing wit is "an exaltation of man's mind that carries us to the summit of a strange, fanciful 
hierarchy. " 
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stanzas95 occur in that moment while Mary kneels at Christ's feet, that single 

atomy of time during which her tears are actually falling. The almost Bergsonian 

exertion of going round and round and through and through every perspective 

possible in a single second creates the intensity that makes The Weeper a 

challenging poem. 96 

Marc Bertonasco offers a paraphrase gloss of the poem. It elides much of the 

subtlety, but presents the general direction and meditative concerns well, as long as 

one bears in mind that The Weeper is not chiefly a penitential poem. Magdalene's 

95 There are 23 stanzas in the 1646 version. Two of the stanzas Crashaw altered extensively deal 
specifically with tears and time: 

16. 17. 
Thus dost thou melt the yeare 

Into a weeping motion, 
Each minute waiteth heere; 

Takes his teare and gets him gone; 
By thine eyes tinct enobled thus 
Time layes him up: he's precious. 

Time as by thee he passes, 
Makes thy ever-watry eyes 

His Howre-Glasses. 
By them his steps he rectifies. 

The sands he us' d no longer please, 
For his owne sands hee'l use thy seas. 

These verses dilute the eternity-flavored nature of the poem as a whole by refocusing strongly on 
Magdalene as perpetually weeping. Where their equivalents appear in the 1648 version, Time has 
already begun to be reestablished and the emphasis of their presence is wholly different. In 1648, 
Magdalene's death is the context, not Time. 

96 Low points out that, by wrenching the initial viewpoint, and not providing any scene for the 
meditation, such as the house in which Luke 7:37-50 takes place, Crashaw removes The Weeper from 
the genre of affective meditation and places it in the sphere of "almost pure affective devotion" (134). 
Marc Bertonascopoints out that The Weeper is "a poem about supernatural repentance, not chiefly 
about a woman" so it is natural that the reader be disoriented from the inception. [Crashaw and the 
Baroque, (University AL: U Alabama P, 1971) 104]. 



tears are not sorrowful here; rather, they rise from the overflow of her 

devotion. 97 This devotion is presented through the medium of tears and, to a 

lesser extent, the act of weeping. From the first stanza, images are presented in 

profusion. 

I. 
Hail, sister springs! 

Parents of sylver-footed rills! 
Ever bubling things! 
Thawing crystall! snowy hills, 

Still spending, never spent! I mean 
Thy fair eyes, sweet MAGDALENE! 
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As with the epigram "To Pontius washing his blood-stained hands," Crashaw does 

not permit the reader into the nucleus of his meditation until he has assembled a 

number of sensuous images. "These exuberant exclamations cannot be fused with 

each other. . . it is through their very effect of heterogeneity. . . that Crashaw 

implies the nature of the coherence that they possess. . . clearly one of tone. "98 

More specifically, these particular emblems are natural waters, cold, and 

perpetural. The one ambivalent token is "thawing crystall," for not only can it be 

read as melting ice, but the humour of the eye was referred to as 'crystal,' and 

thus tears are an effusion of the eye, anticipating the more precise reference in the 

last line. As soon as we arrive at the subject, "Thy fair eyes, sweet 

rn "Sorrow over sin such as Mary Magdalen's is beautiful and precious (I-XIII), intimately and 
paradoxically linked with joy (XIV-XVII). In this experience God plays a key role and rejoices over 
the glory which it gives Him (XVIII-XXII). But Christians ought to rejoice over this conversion, too, 
for they stand to profit from it (XXIII-XXV) and they must remind themselves that they have not 
begun to live, spiritually, until they have experienced a change of heart similar to the Saint's (XXVI). 
The lesson to be drawn from this meditation is that we must renounce all earthly joys in favor of 
Christ's love (last four [sic] stanzas)." [Bertonasco 110] 

98 John Peter, "Crashaw & The Weeper" Scrutiny 19 (1952-53), 264. 
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MAGDALENE," we begin to depart again. Mary is very much in the background 

of this poem: her own experience is a minor part of the devotion. The only 

significant figure even further from view is the Lord at whose feet she kneels--we 

only hear of his actual presence in the final stanza. 

Direction in The Weeper moves paradoxically, only to reach a final resolution 

and synthesis in the last lines. There the tears, asked where they are hasting, reply 

that "We goe to meet I A worthy object, our lord's FEET," apparently a 

downward fall, that, in truth, causes them to rise. This motion "answers" the 

problem of Magdalene's upward weeping: 99 

IV. 
Upwards thou dost weep. 

Heavn's bosome drinks the gentle stream. 
Where th' milky rivers creep, 
Thine floates above; and is the cream. 

Waters above th'Heavns, what they be 
We'are taught best by thy TEA RES and thee. 

These tears belong with both the waters below the firmament (Genesis 1:6-8) and 

those above (for they are human in origin); here, portrayed as the cream of the 

Milky way, they float higher. All scholastic quiddities aside; we may never know 

in what the waters above the firmament consist, but what we do learn, we 

assimilate best from Magdalene's tears: 

99 Tears emblematically standing for prayer rising toward heaven are present in Donne, too. In 
his Elegie on the Lady Marckham, he wrote: 

She sinn'd, but just enough to let us see 
That God's word must be true, All sinners be ... 

So would her soule, alredy'in heaven, seeme then, 
To clyme by teares the common staires of men. (43-4, 51-2) 

The preeminent difference between Donne's vision and Crashaw's lies in the activity of Donne's 
figure and the passivity of Magdalene. Though the tears of both are sin-motivated, Magdalene is 
moved by devotion; her tears' immediate upwelling is involuntary. 



II. 
Heavens thy faire eyes be; 

Heavens of ever-falling starres. 
'Tis seed-time still with thee 
And starres thou sow'st, whose harvest dares 

Promise the earth to counter shine 
Whatever makes heavn' s forhead fine. 

III. 
But we'are deceived all. 

Starres indeed they are too true; 
For they but seem to fall, 
As Heavn's other spangles doe. 

It is not for our earth and us 
To shine in Things so precious. 
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Risen to the heavens, Magdalene's tears are stars, for they only seem to fall, in 

this moment of suspension, as stars only appear to fall. The stars of stanzas II, III 

and the tears of IV are associated with one another here, but only brought together 

at rest on the terrestrial/celestial feet of Jesus some 25 stanzas later. 

Crashaw next introduces an intractable little celestial being, a Cherub, who 

effectually occupies the same place in The Weeper as his counterpart, the nymph, 

did in "To Pontius washing his blood-stained hands." 

v. 
Every morn from hence 

A brisk Cherub something sippes 
Whose sacred influence 
Addes sweetnes to his sweetest Lippes. 

Then to his musick. And his song 
Tasts of this Breakfast all day long. 

The Cherub actualizes and concretizes heavens' experience of Magdalene's 

upward-wept tears: he consumes them, savoring their beauty and perfect nature in 

a palpable fashion in keeping with the sensuous nature of Crashaw's design. The 

underlying idea, that the choir of angels is nourished by the tears of the penitent, is 
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less conspicuous than the union of heavenly and earthly admiration of Magdalene's 

tears. 

Awareness of Magdalene's presence only returns in Stanza VII, when, after a 

digression through the redness of sunset and sorrow (VI), the "proudest pearles" of 

sorrow's treasure are "thy TEARES. " 

VII. 
When sorrow would be seen 

In her brightest majesty 
(For she is a Queen) 
Then is she drest by none but thee. 

Then, and only then, she weares 
Her proudest pearles; I mean, thy TEARES. 

Human grieving and sorrow are granted their greatest dignity in these lines. 

Whatever other griefs wear, when Sorrow appears as Queen--when she would 

appear her most majestic--then she is decked in Magdalene's tears. Crashaw 

specifies that Magdalene's repentence forms the subject of sorrow's majesty, but he 

implies other types of grief have their validity, too. 

Stanzas VIII-X are occupied with various 'natural' tears--dew and balsom

boughs. Magdalene's tears have replaced the balsom's "med'cinable teares" 

leaving the balsam no reason for its natural exudation except, perhaps, sorrow that 

its tears have been superseded. 

The next two stanzas introduce another set of syntheses, this time removed 

from the immediacy of the natural realm into that of scriptural allusion: 

XI. 
Such the maiden gemme 

By the purpling vine put on, 
Peeps from her parent stemme 
And blushes at the bridegroome sun. 

This watry Blossom of thy eyn, 
Ripe, will make the richer wine. 



XII. 
When some new bright Guest 

Takes up among the starres a room, 
And Heavn will make a feast, 
Angels with crystall violls come 

And draw from these full eyes of thine 
Their master's Water: their own Wine. 
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It is an measure of Crashaw's genius for collection and compression that what took 

him seventy words to say intuitively and emblematically requires many more to 

explicate thoroughly. "Such" relates this single empurpled tear-to-become-grape 

back to the balsom bough now weeping for its own sorrow. The tears/wine 

connection has already appeared in the epigrams on Cana's wedding feast, "To our 

Lord, upon the Water made Wine" and "Joann.2. Aquae in vinum versae." In a 

single stanza, one tear is both 'gemme' and 'Blossom,' transformed by the 

bridegroome sun--both sol and the soul's ultimate lover. The blush of the tear

gem-blossom recalls the nymph of the Latin epigram who blushed (erubuit) at her 

sudden awareness of the spirit's presence inspiring her waters. The Guest is, 

obviously, a newly arrived soul in heaven; equally though, the capitalization may 

suggest the Guest, Jesus at Cana, whose transformation of water into wine 

undergirds the whole symbol. Angels descend at such times to collect the 

Magdalene's tears for their feasting. loo "The Magdalen's teares are the Master's 

'Water' for two reasons: they represent her love for Christ; they are elicited by 

100 It is one of Crashaw's most brilliant revisions to have substituted "violls" for the 1646 
editions "Bottles" (stanza 6). Bottle, so evocative of Psalm 56:8 "Thou tellest my wanderings: put 
thou my tears into thy bottle: are they not in thy book?" is too redolent of repentance to serve 
beneficially here, where the immediate theme is rejoicing and devotion. 

[The Latin: "vitam meam adnuntiavi tibi posuisti lacrimas meas in conspectu tuo sicut et in 
promissione tua" (VUlgate/Sept.); "secretiora mea numerasti pone lacrimam meam in conspectu tuo 
sed non in narratione tua," (VulgatelHebr.).] 
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His grace. But for the angels her tears are 'Wine,' accenting the topic of celestial 

rejoicing. "101 This timeless moment encompasses the tears in the Milky Way and 

those now being taken to heaven angelically. There is no contradiction, only 

synthesis. 102 

The next five stanzas deal in various paradoxes: gold versus silver--with silver 

finally the more valuable; April showers' responsibility for May flowers, 

expressing "Mutuall sweetnesse. " 

xv. 
o cheeks! Bedds of chast loves 

By your own showres seasonably dash't; 
Eyes! nests of milky doves 
In your own wells decetnly washt, 

o wit of love! that thus could place 
Fountain and Garden in one face. 

Praising God's creation of such a paradoxical face, Crashaw also calls attention to 

his own sensuous and rhetorical strategies. Whose "wit" are we primarily asked to 

celebrate? This stanza, along with the two "I meane," statements (I and VII) are 

the principal loci where the intense devotional clouds part momentarily to let the 

reader breathe. Crashaw follows this lull with three stanzas of reflection on what 

has transpired. 

XVI. 
o sweet Contest; of woes 

With loves, of teares with smiles disputing! 

lOt Bertonasco 106. 

tOO These stanzas, with VI (the sunset); XXVII, where the "suffring Rose" sweats tears from the 
heat of the "proud unpittying fire;" and XXX, where the tears themselves reject the red and purple 
flowers of Aurora's bed are the only red landmarks in a sea of white tears. The placement of these 
cardinal highlights arches the poem's meditative structure, underscore the preeminent importance of 
the water/wine synthesis, and join the water/fire and fire/rose that are the most treasured paradoxical 
fusion for a mystic. 



o fair, and Freindly Foes, 
Each other kissing and confuting! 

While rain and sunshine, Cheekes and Eyes 
Close in kind contrarietyes. 

XVII. 
But can these fair Flouds be 

Freinds with the bosom fires that fill thee! 
Can so great flames agree 
)Eternal Teares should thus distill thee! 

o flouds, 0 fires! 0 suns 0 showres! 
Mixt and made freinds by loue's sweet powres. 

XVIII. 
Twas his well-pointed dart 

That digg'd these wells, and drest this Vine' 
And taught the wounded HEART 
The way into these weeping Eyn. 

Vain loves avant! bold hands forbear! 
The lamb hath dipp't his white foot here. 
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The first subject for reflection is the synthesis of all paradoxical images Crashaw 

has gathered. The speaker asks--the first speculative question in The Weeper--can 

these opposites, in fact, be synthesized? Can fire meet flood? The answer, stated 

quietly (at least without exclamation marks) is they can meet, "by loue's sweet 

powres;" which introduces the theme of the meditation in which Magdalene is now 

converted from subject to vehicle. 

Liquid, solid, gem, star, nourishment, intoxication, healing fluid, miracle, and 

now portrayed as the fruit of Love's labors, tears have come full circle. In the 

first lines, tears were introduced as emanating from "sister springs" that were 

"parents of sylver-footed rills;" here those springs are identified as the wells 

"digg'd" by Love's "well-pointed dart," making of Cupid's arrow a harrow (and 

then a vine-rake). Crashaw draws a first meditative conclusion: no lesser love 



should try to enter into competition for this soul, because "The lamb hath dipp't 

his white foot here." Christ has the active role; he is the ultimate source of the 

tears. Magdalene, even in weeping, remains passive. 103 Her tears are in the 

process of falling to Christ's feet in stanza XXXI, but as Agnus dei, his foot is 

already, from the beginning, dipped in the pool of tears upwelling from the 

fountain he dug. 

The next stanzas turn from the focus of the first twenty into new territory. 
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"And now ... " introduces the idea of "from now on," that is, from the moment in 

which the meditation has reached its preliminary resolution and tears have achieved 

a fundamental status. 

XIX. 
And now where're he strayes, 

Among the Galilean mountaines, 
Or more unwellcome wayes, 
He's follow'd by two faithfull fountaines; 

Two walking baths; two weeping motions; 
Portable, and compendious oceans. 

In the volume of Lancelot Andrewes' Sermons for which Crashaw wrote the 

introductory verses,l04 is one on Joel 2:12-13, in which Andrewes wrote: 

. . . we must weep too? . . There is saith the Psalm, a flagon provided 
by God of purpose for them [the tears we shed]; therefore some would 
come, some few drops at least. Not as the Saints of old. No: humanum 
dicimus here too. Job's eyes 'poured forth tears to God;' David's eye 

103 This recalls Arthur Koestler's perception that "the self-transcending emotions [like weeping 
when it is for sympathy, identification, pity, admiration, awe or wonder] cannot be consummated by 
any specific voluntary action ... To be 'overwhelmed' by love, wonder, devotion, 'enraptured' by a 
smile, 'entranced' by beauty'--each verb expresses a passive state, a surrender; the surplus of emotion 
cannot be worked off in action--it can be consummated only in internal, visceral. .. processes." The 
Act of Creation, (NY: ArkanalViking-Penguin, 1964), 273-4. 

104 See "Upon Bishop Andrewes his Picture before his Sermons," 490. 



gushed out with water, he ... 'wet his pillow' with them; Mary 
Magdalene wept enough to have made a bath. We urge not these. But if 
not pour out, not gush forth, Nonne stillabit oculus noster, saith Jeremy, 
'Shall not our eye afford a drop or twain?,los 

285 

Perhaps "we urge not these" compendious quantities of tears, but Crashaw 

certainly admires them. He considers Magdalene to be nothing so much as her 

"lord's fair store" of tears. For three stanzas he plays with the synthesis of 

monetary imagery; he calls her "a wandring mine, / A voluntary mint, that strowes 

/ Warm sylver shoures where're he goes" (XXI, 3-6); and names her "pretious 

Prodigall / Fair spend-thrift of thy self" (XXII,1-2). Her currency is that she, 

from now on, knowingly weeps for God's enjoyment. Low points out that this 

fiscal symbolism recalls the Apostle's complaint that the money she spent on the 

ointment poured on Jesus' head before she sank to pour her tears on his feet, could 

have been better spent on the poor. For Crashaw, the tears are infinitely more to 

be valued than the ointment. 106 The Christ is the king of love, "Who calls't his 

Crown to be call'd thine" (XXI, 2) and counts his wealth in loving, repentant 

souls. 

Time reanimates in the next stanzas; Magdalene's weeping, from its moment 

of climactic revelation in XVIII, is now recontextualized among all the temporal 

and physical realms from which it was so carefully extracted in the first half of 

The Weeper. Still transcendent, the tears and weeping now participate as measures 

and standards for natural phenomena within the compass of Time's passing. First 

in relation to the rise and fall of the sun, "Let night or day doe what they will, / 

lOS Sermon 4, Of Repentance and Fasting. The Works oj Lancelot Andrewes, 5 vols, (NY: AMS, 
1967), 1.369. 

106 Love's Architecture 145. 
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Thou hast thy task; thou weepest still" (XXIII, 5-6). Then, the time ever-present 

in music is revived: 

XXIV. 
Does thy song lull the air? 

Thy falling teares keep faith full time. 107 

Does thy sweet-breath'd praire 
Up in clouds of incense climb? 

Still at each sigh, that is, each stop, 108 

A bead, that is A TEAR, does drop. 

The synthesizing process continues; the Cherub who drank the creamy tears is here 

absorbed in the singing Magdalene, whose tears are the rhythm (most vital element 

of music) and silences of her song. Her tears are her rosary; one can count their 

fall as one counts prayer beads. Not only are they her rosary, but Time himself, 

"each winged momen waits, / Takes his TEAR, and gets him gone" (XXV, 3-4). 

Finally, Magdalene's own life is to be measured by her weeping: 

XXVI. 
Not, so long she lived, 

Shall thy tomb report of thee; 
But, so long she grieved, 
Thus must we date thy memory. 

Others by moments, months, and yeares 
Measure their ages; thou, by TEARES. 

Her significance as a person, never great in this poem, is reduced to practically 

nought, a sigh of perfume from a too-warmly passioned Rose (XXVII). She 

vanishes altogether, as Crashaw addresses the final four stanzas to her tears: 

XXVIII. 
Say, ye bright brothers, 

107 This is one place where Crashaw's unrevised version seems richer. In 1646, the line read 
"Thy teares just Cadence still keeps time." It's more rhythmic, and less prescriptive. 

108 A sigh was conventionally noted in music by a rest-sospire, suspension. 



The fugitive sons of those fair Eyes 
Your fruitfull mothers! 
What make you here? what hopes can tice 

You to be born? what cause can borrow 
You from Those nests of noble sorrow? 

XXIX. 
Whither away so fast? 

For sure the sordid earth 
Your Sweetnes cannot tast 
Nor does the dust deserve your birth. 

Sweet, whither hast you then? 0 say 
Why trip you so fast away? 
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The meditator has learned his lesson well; these tears do not belong to the earth in 

either nature or bearing, and, if that is true, Crashaw wonders, why are they in 

such haste to leave such "nests of noble sorrow" as Magdalene's eyes? The first 

of the two stanzas of response provides closure to the opening images of the poem, 

as the tears reject any natural destinations of their kind--they are not heading to 

gardens or fields: 

XXX. 
We goe not to seek, 

The darlings of Auroras bed, 
The rose's modest Cheek, 
Nor the violet's humble head. 

Though the Feild's eyes too WEEPERS be 
Because they want such TEARES as we. 

These tears recognize their privilege; they know that the fields, for want of tears 

such as they, must weep. 109 In a conclusive stanza, the tears mingle many of the 

hinted earlier images into one final negation of all but their true destination: 

109 This is an image which recollects the balsam-bough's futile tears in IX-X and echoes the 
status of the scriptural lilies of the field (Matt. 6:28), who, obeying their natural station, were clothed 
as Solomon in all his glory, but which can never transcend their natural estate. 



XXXI. 
Much lesse mean we to trace 

The Fortune of inferior gemmes, 
Preferr'd to some proud face 
Or pertch't upon fear'd Diadems. 

Crown'd Heads are toyes. We goe to meet 
A worthy object, our lord's FEET. 

The poet's early associations of Magdalene's tears with gems are gently swept 

away in this final revelation; as is the identification of temporal crowns. Both 

Crashaw and Magdalene have grown increasingly passive; she has vanished 

altogether, and he is diminished into being the agent for the message of two drops 

of falling water. Diminished, in one sense, but as the consciousness behind this 

meditation, he has participated in a self-transcending experience of revelation and 

union with his God, through the medium of a woman's tears. 
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Crashaw's work culminates the seventeenth centuries poetic effulgence of 

tears. He overrode Donne's dependence on paradox, and superseded Herbert's 

simple confidence in a burst of enthusiasm that, for sheer exuberance, has never 

been matched in English verse. Where Donne, with a disputational style directed 

at a small envisioned audience, persuaded by sheer power of passion, Crashaw 

presents a private viewing of moments, letting the reader peer over his shoulder, as 

it were. Where Herbert, confidently trusting in God, explores the vagaries of the 

human dilemma, Crashaw elides the difficulties into a multi-colored chord of 

praise. Donne's tears of paradox and Herbert's tears of repentance become, in 

Crashaw, fervent tears of transcendence. 
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CONCLUSION 

Where does one arrive, after following tears through the systems of three 

genres and the passage of roughly two centuries? Richard Crashaw's poetry is the 

apex of a lachrymate tradition; from the 1650s tears experience a creative decline. 

Authoritative traditions that supported tearful metaphors and symbols are in the 

process of being superseded by alternate explanations; poetic considerations fueled 

by tears have found other impetus. The conventions that were developed become 

ossified. Abraham Cowley, in The Prophet, declared that 

The God of Love, if such a thing there be, 
May learn to love from Me. 
He who does boast that he has bin 
In every Heart since Adams sin, 

I'll lay my Life, nay Mistress on't, that's more; 
I'll teach him things he never knew before; 

I'll teach him a Receipt to make 
Words that weep, and Tears that speak . .. 

A study of Renaissance writings declares unequivocally that there was never a 

"receipt" for effective affective language; tears perennially escaped the boundaries 

set for them by various well-thinking limiters to break into uncharted, illegitimate 

arenas. A model of alchemical relationship between love and tears, between 

experience and ideal such as Cowley's verse describes exhibits what was being 

steadily relinquished during the course of the Renaissance. Medical and religious 

ideologies were in the process of transforming a unified conception of 

soullmind/body conceived into a physical mechanism with no innate, certain 

connection with either soul or intellect. Eventually, the material components of the 

body became the exclusive focal point for physiological understanding at the 
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expense of more universal arrangements; much of psychology became behavioral; 

and the repentant conscience assumed ascendancy over an integrated loving 

penitence. Both in interpretations describing their concreteness and in metaphors 

drawn from their essence, tears came to be increasingly alienated from the heart 

which had so long been their source of sustenance, their motivation, and their 

reason for being. A 'modern' world-view and mind-set have great advantages, but 

they greatly deplete affective expression of emotions, particularly the participatory 

ones. 

In every genre examined in this study, as the seventeenth century drew toward 

a close, tears became increasingly shut off from integrated or transcendent 

sharing of human awareness. The word itself became a static sign, rather than an 

indication of action. Only rarely were powerful figures 'allowed' to weep 

publicly; tears became,and long remained, the outlet for the unempowered. 
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