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of Bedford At New-yeares Tide," and "Honour is so sublime perfection" (Donne, Satires 

90-102). The chapters that follow will examine these verse letters to demonstrate the 

manner in which Donne fashions his letters, which are rhetorical representations of a 

rhetorical man, to form a friendship where none existed before. Donne accomplishes 

this creation by framing his letters to the various concerns of Bedford’s life. For the 

most part, the verse letters will be discussed in the order presented in John Donne:

The Satires. Epigrams and Verse Letters by W. Milgate, who bases his decision upon 

probable chronology and upon the order of the letters in most surviving manuscripts.

Through these verse letters, written between 1608 and 1612, Donne rhetorically 

initiates and sustains ties with his important patroness and friend by demonstrating his 

understanding of and ability to function within the various contexts of Bedford’s life.

As his comments in other epistles reveal, Donne presented his letters as more than 

casual correspondences; they are instead rhetorical extensions of himself and the fuel 

of friendship. An examination of the various techniques Donne employed in his verse 

letters to the Countess demonstrates how he was able to frame the letters, and by 

extension, to frame a rhetorical "self," to match Bedford’s professional life at court as 

well as her personal life and interests.

Chapter one will exhibit the importance of letters to a "Rhetorical Man" like 

Donne in maintaining friendships with his male and female friends and patrons. For 

Donne, who, like the Countess of Bedford, dared to fashion himself to the situation at 

hand to gain the best benefit, letters served as literary representations of a supposedly 

essential self that, in reality, could be manipulated with rhetorical techniques to give 

the best impression of the writer. Thus, Donne capitalizes upon the concept of letters
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as a true representation of an essential self in order to fashion rhetorically a "self1 that 

will be approved and accepted by his patroness.

Once having rhetorically positioned himself within Bedford’s aristocratic world 

by verse letter, Donne asserts his power as author to isolate his socially superior 

patroness within a microcosm of his own making, allowing him greater power to 

manipulate his relationship with the Countess by controlling the distance between his 

patroness and himself in the verse letter. Chapter two will examine Donne’s ever- 

changing "positionings" as he demonstrates his ability to create and change the fiction 

of the verse letter, drawing the Countess closer to him rhetorically and, he hopes, 

actually.

Once proving that the social distance between his patroness and himself can be 

rhetorically bridged, Donne demonstrates his ability to function within that charmed 

circle of the court by framing his verse letters to the concerns of the Countess’s 

personal life and court career. Chapter three explores Donne’s methods of fashioning 

himself a courtier, drawing from Castiglione’s recommendations for the perfect courtier.

Among the necessary skills for success at court is the ability to maintain the 

fiction, however false, of an idealized court society while dealing with the sordid 

realities of a immoral monarch. Success in such a world dictates conforming to a 

different set of morals, so that virtue for a court lady like the Countess is knowing 

how far to dare in order to remain "on this side sinne." Chapter four pays tribute to 

Donne’s portrayal in the verse letters of these contradictory aspects of "being" and 

"seeming" in the Jacobean corut in general and in Bedford’s skillful maintenance of her 

high position within that court.
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In demonstrating his expertise of court life in his verse letters to Bedford,

Donne also shows his understanding of the intricacies of the patronage system he 

wishes to enter with her help. He uses the verse letters as emissaries between himself 

and his patroness in order to begin and maintain a client-patroness relationship. Also, 

the subject of these verse letters is the growing relationship between the two, as well 

as the general interdependence and relative worth of client and patron in the Jacobean 

patronage system. The letters, then, serve as metacommunicative links between Donne 

and the Countess, since their intermediary form mirrors their subject, the necessity of 

intermediaries for court success. Chapter five examines the metacommunicative aspects 

of the letters as Donne proves to Bedford his understanding of the complex system of 

court patronage and of her success there.

Because we will view the five verse letters within the various contexts of 

Bedford’s life and of Donne’s relation to those contexts, the readings of the poems are 

necessarily fragmented. Chapter six attempts a summary reading of the verse letters, 

synthesizing the rhetorical methods Donne utilizes as he seeks to enter and function 

within Bedford’s world. A brief look at Donne’s later ecclesiastical career and writings 

in light of the verse letters reveals that, though the Dean of St. Paul’s sought a higher 

Patron, he never ceased his search for preferment.

The originality and complexity of each of the five poems that are the subject of 

this dissertation are hardly evident in brief paraphrases; however, these brief initial 

summaries and explanations of each letter are intended to facilitate the discussion of 

the letters as a group in the following chapters.

"Reason is our Soules left hand" is an introductory verse letter in which Donne 

expresses his desire to know the Countess better. Positing her as divinity itself, he



11

explains that because of his extreme distance from Bedford (social as well as physical), 

he can only know her and love her through faith. Though faith may be a superior 

means to love, Donne seeks to balance faith with reason, not so much to increase his 

faith in the Countess but to understand and express his love for her. In order to 

ascertain rational reasons why Bedford is so loved by all, Donne scrutinizes her friends, 

actions, preferences, and literary interests, but is stymied in his attempt, since the 

reasons for his love grow so far beyond rational comprehension that he must again fall 

back on faith.

Donne can simply state the irrefutable fact that the Countess is good. He 

attributes her intrinsic goodness to her God-given birth and beauty which serve as a 

preserving balm. But he praises Bedford for actively improving herself by adding 

learning, religion, and virtue, which have strengthened her natural balm into a 

mithridate or antidote, preventing and curing harm. The Countess does not really need 

a cure, however, since she is an angel in woman’s form: these active qualities serve her 

more as refreshing nourishment than as needed medicine. And as angel, Bedford is not 

only a masterwork of God but also an intermediary between God and man. Therefore 

Donne implores his patroness to be benevolent in her return to heaven by joining her 

life on earth to her eternal life in heaven, making "one life of two," since Donne would 

prefer to see his patroness in heaven even though she could do him much good on 

earth.

Even in a literal paraphrase of this verse letter, Donne’s extravagant hyperbole 

and "violent yoking together of dissimilar images" for which he is renowned are plainly 

evident. But the subliminal meanings and ulterior motives for Donne’s various 

references only become clear in light of Bedford’s personal life and interests, her career
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in court, and her relationship with her protege, Donne. In what ways was Donne so 

far from his patroness that he could only know her through blind faith? Who were 

these "Saints" glorified by Bedford’s favor? For which "deeds, accesses, and restraints" 

and literaiy interests was Bedford known? What are the preserving aspects of the 

Countess’s "birth and beauty," and how and why did she add her mithridatic qualities? 

As we view Donne’s words against the background of Bedford’s personal life and 

interests, we will see how the verse letters are not generic epistolary exercises but very 

personal correspondences.

The verse letter 'You have refin’d mee," immediately following "Reason is the 

soules right hand" in most manuscripts where both appear, suggests a further stage in 

Donne’s relations with the Countess, for he posits himself at her country estate, 

Twickenham, and proclaims that she has raised his level of awareness so that now he 

understands that worth is not intrinsic but relative to a thing’s usefulness or rarity.

Thus Bedford’s virtue is most valuable, since most rare, at court, while her beauty is 

most rare and valuable in the country. In the country, the Countess is a sun-like 

divinity, bringing daylight and loveliness wherever she goes, and creating a new world 

and new creatures (including Donne). With Bedford in the country, in fact, the normal 

center of the world, the court, becomes the mere outskirts following a lesser sun, while 

all flock to Twickenham to offer praise and services to the true deity, the Countess.

Yet Donne admits that he does not wish to worship her inner soul but to study her 

exterior beauty, as even nonreligious travelers wish to view beautiful and interesting 

churches for their aesthetic qualities, not their sacredness. In keeping with this 

religious metaphor, Donne compares his patroness to the Escorial, one of the most 

magnificent religious palaces.
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Donne begins to blend theological with literaiy metaphors, finding in Bedford 

all rare and prophetic writings, as if she were the expurgated Book of Fate. In calling 

her the transcript of both good and lovely, Donne begins to join together the 

Countess’s exterior beauty and her internal virtue, for he declares that her actions and 

her intentions are one. Anticipating that his praise of such a marvelous unity might be 

misinterpreted as flattery, Donne decides to turn from Bedford’s complete fusion of 

beauty and virtue and return to her exterior loveliness, which can be plainly seen and 

believed. He ends by linking together Bedford and her Twickenham estate as the story 

of beauty, comparing them to paradise with its resident cherubim.

Donne’s obvious attention to exteriors in this poem reflects the Jacobean 

concern with appearance, interpretation, and misinterpretation. How can Donne justify 

his claim that Bedford is the unity of "good and lovely" if he insists on concentrating 

on her "edifice"? How were exteriors used as true indications of inner worth, and how 

were they manipulated for desired effect? We will explore how the whole issue of 

"being" and "seeming" in the Jacobean court and in Bedford’s own life affects our 

interpretation of Donne’s emphasis on appearance in the verse letters.

A more occasional verse letter, "THave written then" begins in the form of an 

apology from Donne to Bedford for not answering one of her letters. He expresses the 

dilemma of responding to her letter immediately and committing the spiritual sin of 

Simony, paying for sacred things; or not responding immediately and committing the 

civil wrong, ingratitude. He compounds his quandary by admitting that, even if he did 

answer Bedford’s letter in an attempt to repay her correspondence, even if he gave all 

that he had, he, as "nothing," would still have all to pay and would remain even more 

in the Countess’s debt by being permitted to write to her. Although he cannot equal
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Bedford’s kindness, he hopes he can be of some good to her, as barren grounds might 

at least produce stone if not gold, or as pagan temples might be converted into 

Christian churches. He credits the Countess with sanctifying his poetry, with giving 

him, a stranger, a home, and with teaching him that virtue is plainly present in the 

world. Recounting the ill reputation that courtiers suffered at the time, Donne claims 

that Bedford’s goodness saves both her female sex and the Jacobean court from 

damnation.

Yet, because the Countess is so worthy, she humbly does not believe her 

goodness, so Donne asks his patroness instead to contemplate with him the evils of 

mankind. Donne’s diatribe against man’s misuse of God’s gifts stresses the incumbrance 

of the body upon the soul. After this lamentation of man’s ignorance and evil, Donne 

states that his letter rests on two "truths" that the Countess refuses to believe: her 

virtue, and the evil of mankind. He admits that too much virtue is not good since it 

prevents her from knowing her own goodness, and also lessens her compassion for 

others’ ills since she is not aware of these ills. At first, Donne admits that Bedford 

does possess "wise degrees of vice," but abruptly changes his position, belittling his 

previous words as "riddles." He acknowledges that vice is useful in some 

circumstances, as when statesmen use evil means to good ends, but that the Countess 

has no need of vice, since she has no evil to overcome. He ends in urging her to 

continue vice-free, only adding virtue as refreshment.

Why does Donne transform this verse letter of compliment into a metaphorical 

maze? The discussion on possible reasons for such abrupt changes and reversals in 

Donne’s development of the verse letters will reveal how his convolutions of wit 

contribute to the self-image of skillful courtier he wishes to present.
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Donne portrays himself as a complete non-being in "To the Countesse of 

Bedford At New-yeares Tide." Using the occasion of the in-between state of the change 

of years as an emblem of himself, he admits neither owing the past year thanlcs for 

good fortune, nor trusting the new year with hopes of success. But again, Donne 

changes his thoughts, for he concedes that even these perplexing times revealed to him 

the Countess of Bedford, and so he will repay the favor by immortalizing the Countess 

in verse. Even this traditional poetic promise does not work for Donne, however, for 

instead of his verse preserving his patroness’s fame, the powerful extract of her name 

alchemically destroys his verse. Her goodness, truthfully expressed in his poetry, would 

be so unbelievable that the poetry would disappear, disgracing the very subject he 

meant to praise. Even if the praise were accepted, no one would believe such a lowly 

being as Donne could know or adequately express such magnificence. Therefore,

Donne decides, the best action to take for the good of his patroness is to leave the 

poem altogether and turn to God to make the poem worthy of its subject. God, not 

Donne, will instruct Bedford in displaying her gifts, and in the various maneuverings 

and differing morals governing success in court. He will advise the Countess in 

moderating her emotions, appearances, and intentions, so that she will have little need 

of regret or contrition. With assurance, then, of Bedford’s continued enrollment in the 

Book of the Elect, Donne will celebrate with his patroness a joyful new year.

Why would Donne use as a primary theme the inability to repay favor, and 

what are the implications of this perpetual cycle of increasing debt for an aristocratic 

court lady like Bedford? And why would Donne belittle himself to the extreme that he 

must rhetorically leave the poem altogether in order to save it? We will see that 

Donne’s expressions of humility and inability to recompense his patroness in the verse
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letters are only two of many rhetorical and actual techniques recommended for the 

perfect courtier by Castiglione and others.

Donne explores the relativity of worth, explaining the paradox that honor can 

only come from lower beings to higher, in "Honour is so sublime perfection." Using 

examples from theology, chemistry, geology, and alchemy, Donne advises Bedford not 

to worry about the social status of her praisers, citing God Himself, who welcomes the 

lowliest worshiper. Donne praises the Countess for her superior body that serves as an 

amber drop or the mythical "specular stone," truthfully revealing her virtuous soul. 

Thus, Bedford’s outward appearance and her inner goodness are her equal concern.

Donne then seems to shift his subject by following this praise with a definition 

of virtue as the ability to "know and dare." or the ability to unify discretion, attention 

to worldly success, and zeal or religion, attention to spiritual concerns. These two 

should form one unified whole, like a perfect circle. However, if Donne must divide 

the two within the Countess, then he suggests that spiritual concerns govern her 

intentions, while worldly propriety governs her ways. He encourages his patroness to 

continue her ways and ends, without jealousy or regret, for she is above reproach.

Donne’s discussion on the relative worth of lower beings has obvious 

implications for him as suitor to an important patroness like the Countess of Bedford. 

We will see how Donne’s use of alchemical imagery in several of the verse letters fits 

in perfectly with his self-portrayal as a lowly creature, and his hopes of advancement 

and "sublimation" by Bedford within the patronage system.

My view of the verse letters to Bedford, which emphasizes their purposefulness 

and particularity, questions the assertions of previous commentators that lump all of 

Donne’s verse letters int a kind of "generic" epistolary exercise in which, according to
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Barbara Lewalski, "the patrons and patronesses can be substituted one for another since 

the hyperbolic topoi do not belong to any individual as such: they are recognitions of 

what heaven can make of any piece of human clay . . fDonne’s Anniversaries 56).

An anonymous commentator writing on these epistles in 1823 is even more vehement: 

"Everyone of his correspondents is, without exception, 'wisest, virtuest, best.’ It is as if 

his letters had been composed at leisure, and kept ready, cut and dried, till wanted" 

(Cameron 370). Yet Donne’s verse letters to the Countess of Bedford are much more 

than insincere, generic encomiastic utterances but are viable and personal mediators in 

a developing client-patroness relationship. Thus, viewing the verse letters against the 

various contexts of Bedford’s life and Donne’s hopes adds entirely new dimensions to 

the interpretation and enjoyment of the verse letters to Bedford, transforming them 

from insincere encomiastic commonplaces to purposeful, personal transactions between 

two skillful players in the game of court.



CHAPTER 2

" . . .  our letters are ourselves":

Donne’s Letters as Representations of the Self

John Donne has been the subject of numerous works that attempt to define his 

essence. Even the titles of some of these studies demonstrate the variety of "selves" 

evident in his life and/or works: John Donne: Conservative Revolutionary 

(Andreasen), John Donne. Petrarchist (Guss), Donne: A Spirit in Conflict (Hardy), 

Grace to a Witty Sinner (LeComte), Donne the Craftsman (Legouis), The Monarch of 

Wit (Leishman), John Donne. Coterie Poet (Marotti), and The Soul of Wit (Roston). 

Likewise, biographers have offered diverse and often contradictory analyses of Donne’s 

most important patroness, Lucy Russell, the Countess of Bedford. She is described as 

"vain, generous, and bountiful to excess" (Granger 171), a woman whose "vanity and 

extravagance met with no check" (Pennant 353), but whose reputation can prompt 

sincere defense: "That her habits were profuse, no one would deny, but probably both 

her means and her expenditure have been exaggerated; at all events she was a 

munificent patron of the arts and an encourager of literary m erit. . ." (Cornwallis, 

xix). To one of those encouraged, she was "a learned and a manly soule" (Jonson, 

Epigram LXXV1). Like Donne, Bedford projects a variety of images: courtier, masquer, 

learned lady, poet, patroness, shrewd businesswoman, and devout Calvinist (Lewalski, 

"Lucy, Countess of Bedford"). The literary link between these two seemingly protean 

personalities, and the subject of this dissertation, is the series of verse letters Donne 

addressed to his patroness in the years 1607-1612.

18
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Donne and Bedford shared more than a simple poet-patroness relationship.

She, of course, had other proteges, but more than these other clients, Donne shared

Bedford’s ability to view the self as a possibility, not a given, and, like the Countess,

Donne dared to fashion the self to the situation at hand to gain the best effect, the

most benefit. The product of this "self-fashioning" (to use Greenblatfs term) is a

unique combination of life and rhetoric, a certain theatricality in speech or action.

Because a successful courtier is never off-stage, both Donne and Bedford attempted to

stylize their entire lives according to the present audience and circumstance.

In analyzing key texts from the early modem period, Lanham defines those who

adopt such a stance as "rhetorical man":

Rhetorical man is an actor; his reality public, dramatic. His sense of 
identity, his self, depends on the reassurance of daily histrionic 
reenactment. He is thus centered in time and concrete local event. The 
lowest common denominator of his life is a social situation. And his 
motivations must be characteristically ludic, agonistic. He thinks first of 
winning, of mastering the rules the current game enforces. He assumes 
a natural agility in changing orientations. . . .  He is thus committed to 
no single construction of the world; much rather, to prevailing in the 
game at hand. . . . Rhetorical man is trained not to discover reality but 
to manipulate it. Reality is what is accepted as reality, what is useful.
(Lanham 2-4)

Thus the rhetorical view of life conceives of reality as fundamentally dramatic, and 

man as fundamentally a role player. Rather than possessing an essential "self," the 

rhetorical man or woman actively fashions a contrived self that changes and adjusts 

according to the situation. I contend that Donne and Bedford shared this rhetorical 

view of life, fashioning themselves according to the game at hand, and that Donne 

capitalized on that common vision in his verse letters to Bedford by showing himself 

able, at least rhetorically, to function within the contexts of her life. These verse 

letters, then, are rhetorical embodiments of a rhetorical view of life.
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The blending of rhetoric and behavior is common in Renaissance courtesy 

literature, which began to develop at a time when an exclusive sense of aristocratic 

identity was being stolen, or at least encroached upon, by ambitious young men who 

were not bom to this aristocratic class, like Donne himself (Whigham, Ambition 5). As 

movement across the gap between ruling and subject class was becoming increasingly 

possible, elite identity was becoming something to be achieved rather than ascribed, 

and courtesy literature offered ambitious people like Donne and Bedford what Pierre 

Bourdieu calls a "repertoire of rules," or what sociologists consider a "role," or a 

predetermined set of discourses and actions appropriate to a particular "stage-part" 

(Bourdieu 2). An exploration of the "role" best suited to an ambitious courtier is 

perhaps epitomized in Castiglione’s The Courtier. In this influential work, the noble 

friends who inhabit the Court of Urbino occupy their abundant leisure by envisioning 

the perfect courtier. Their discussion makes clear that the courtier they fashion is a 

rhetorical man, whose artifices of eloquence structure his very life, and whose every 

action is chosen for its effect on his audience.

Another important work that connects literary skill and effective behavior is 

Angel Day’s popular The English Secretorie (1586, 8 editions by 1626). A more 

obvious handbook for those seeking preferment, it offers advice on effective epistolary 

composition in order to train court administrators. Day’s categories of epistles 

anatomize the facets of court conduct: hortatory, suasory, concilatory, petitory, 

commendatory, and amatory modes. And Day suggests that epistolary skills that enable 

one to perform well as a secretary may also bring new employment. That is, one may 

speak well of a subject and of one’s own expressive skills at the same time (Whigham, 

"The Rhetoric" 866). Donne himself tried this route to success, accepting employment
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as chief secretary under Sir Thomas Egerton, Lord Keeper, in 1597. (See Bald 93-127). 

In rhetorical theory, this reflexive attention to style is called "epideictic," the mode of 

rhetoric concerned with "the ceremonial oratory of display" (Aristotle 32). But whereas 

Aristotle meant this mode mainly for ceremonial occasions, when a certain amount of 

omateness was appropriate to the subject matter, the Renaissance use denotes a mode 

of writing that calls attention less to the subject and more to the virtuosity of the 

writer.

The result of this mixture of rhetoric and self-presentation in letter form is a 

kind of conflicting interpretation of the letter as a traditionally sincere portrayal of an 

essential self, but at the same time, as a possibly manipulated portrayal of a rhetorical 

self. The familiar letter, written in plain and straightforward style, has been associated 

traditionally with sincerity, as first century rhetorician Demetrius commented: "It may 

be said that everybody reveals his own soul in his letters. In every other form of 

composition it is possible to discern the writer’s character, but in none so clearly as in 

the epistolary" (quoted in Palmer 74). This emphasis on letters as sincere presentations 

of an essential self was especially helpful during the Tudor and Stuart reigns because 

of the importance of a courtier’s presence for maintaining and advancing his position 

in the centralized London court. The delicate checks and balances of the Renaissance 

patronage system necessitated constant monitoring by both client and patron alike in 

order to secure power and favor, while the absolutist emphasis on "royal presence" 

made court attendance seem an end in itself. Few courtiers and would-be courtiers 

could afford a permanent London lifestyle; also, most had outlying estates and 

concerns that demanded their attention at least part of the year. Through use of 

letters, a client like Donne could not only advance his position through exhibitions of
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his rhetorical skill, but could initiate and maintain important relationships through

supposedly sincere depictions of the self he would like to present. He cuts through

time, space, and the barriers of social hierarchy to form a relationship with another

simply by locating his name and his addressee on the same sheet of paper (Maurer,

"The Poetical Familiarity" 193). Then, once in this rhetorical relationship of the letter,

he can justify his intrusion by relating the contents to mutual concerns that are

perhaps only mutual because of the letter itself.

Donne's own correspondence often protests the importance of letters as sincere

portrayals of the author, conveyances of personal feelings, and essential nurturers of a

friendship. To "Sr. G. M.," he wrote, "No other kinde of conveyance is better for

knowledge, or love . . . .  But it is in the other capacity which must make mine

acceptable that they are also the best conveyers of love" (Donne, Letters 105-107). To

the Countess of Bedford, Donne describes letters as the means "by which we deliver

over our affections, and assurances of friendship, and the best faculties of our souls"

(Letters 23). He protests hi? sincerity to "Sir H. G. [Henry Goodyer]":

Letters have truly the same office, as oaths. As these amongst light and 
empty men, are but fillings and pauses, and interjections, but with 
weightier, they are sad attestations: So are Letters to Some complement, 
and obligation to others. For mine, as I never authorized my servant to 
lie on my behalfe, (for if it were officious in him, it might be worse in 
me) so I allow my letters much lesse that civill dishonesty, both because 
they go from me more considerately, and because they are permanent; 
for in them I may speak to you in your chamber a year hence before I 
know not whom, and not her my selfe. They shall therefore ever keep 
the sincerity and intemeralenesse [sic] of the fountain, whence they are 
derived. (Letters 114-15)

In a time when physical presence was often impossible, letters for Donne served as

intermediaries, go-betweens, to keep relationships alive: letters "nourish bodies of

friendship" ("To Sir G. F.," Letters 74); writing letters often "is a sacrifice, which
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though friends need not, friendship doth" ("To my most worthy friend Sir H. Goodere," 

Letters 116). Yet because these letters are to those who offer benefaction as well as 

friendly interchange, Donne’s words can only be taken as part of a strategy for winning 

over his correspondent.

To his correspondents, then, Donne presents his letters as truthful and 

unrhetorical representations of his essential self. To the Countess of Bedford, he sends 

a letter, the conveyer of his noble love, "so like my soul, that as that affection, of 

which it is the messanger, begun in me without my knowing when my soul began, so 

it shall continue as long as that" (Letters 24). Donne writes Martha Garet that he is 

"wrapping up" his heart in his letter in order to visit her (Letters 41). He compares his 

letters to leaves whose root is his heart, from which they suck such good affections 

that they give "ever true impressions thereof1 ("To Sir H. G.," Letters 115). He 

comments to Henry Goodyer that his letters are "conveyances and deliverers of me to 

you" (Letters 109). And to "G. G. Esquire," Donne directly states his point: ". . . our 

letters are ourselves and in them absent friends meet" (Letters 240). But as we will 

see in the verse letters to Bedford, Donne uses this interpretation of letters as 

extensions of an essential self to his advantage, as he rhetorically fashions and 

manipulates his various self-portrayals for desired effect within the verse letters.

Perhaps more relevant to his verse letters to the Countess of Bedford are 

Donne’s comments about the epistle as a mutual exchange; they are not a gist of the 

news or of court gossip, but a means to an ultimate end: friendship, or at least a 

reciprocally advantageous client-patron relationship. Marotti calls Donne’s encomiastic 

epistles "phatic utterances" (228). Like prayers, they serve as means of keeping open a 

channel of communication and thus maintaining favorable circumstances for continued
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transactions between speaker and addressee. Letters, wrote Donne, have "for their

principaU office, to be seals and testimonies of mutuall affection, but the materialls and

fuell of them should be a confident and mutuall communicating of those things which

we know" ("To Sir H. Wootton," Letters 120). The key word here is "mutual." A letter,

unlike a dedication or a commendatory poem, implies an exchange, a transaction, a

dialogue. Donne admits he expects and receives something in return for his letters,

whether it be the sustenance of an intellectual and spiritual interchange or more

monetary returns:

How shall I then who know nothing write Letters? Sir, I learn 
knowledge enough out of yours to me. I leam that there is truth and 
firmness and an earnestness of doing good alive in the world; and 
therefore, since there is so good company in it, I have not so much 
desire to go out of it, as 1 had, if my fortune would afford me any room 
in it. ("To Sir H. Wootton," Letters 120)

Composed in the plainspeaking style with roots in the egalitarian mode of 

humanist literary exchange, Donne’s letters follow those precepts set forth by John 

Hoskyns in Directions, a work intended to instruct young Inns-of-Court men in the 

proper language of social transactions. Hoskyns recommended a style that is brief, 

clear, and lively, a style that could be adapted to advantage in complimentary verse or 

encomiastic verse epistles, where it could serve to verify the truth behind the worn 

cliches of praise (Marotti 33-34). And Donne utilizes this style of writing to celebrate 

in his letters, especially to those coterie friends who shared his years at the university 

and Inns of Court, the fact that the letters are themselves celebrations of mutual 

understanding and friendship: "You (I think) and I am much of one sect in the 

Philosophy of love" ("To Sir H. Wootton," Letters 121); "Therefore I have placed my 

love wisely where I need communicate nothing" ("To Sir H. G.," Letters 115). So the
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letter for Donne is less often a means of communicating information and more a 

testimony of like-mindedness and reciprocal affection.

I believe Donne’s contention that the epistle is the best means of representing 

the essential self and of expressing comraderie and mutual interest prompted him to 

approach the Countess of Bedford and to maintain their relationship through the verse 

letter. Unlike Jonson, Drayton, and others who praised Bedford and sought her 

patronage to advance their literary careers, Donne was not and did not want to be a 

professional writer (See Marotti passim'). He wanted more than a poet-patroness 

relationship with Bedford. Therefore, instead of maintaining a more static and distant 

relationship with encomiastic or sentimental lyric poetry, he chose the more interactive 

verse letter form. As letters, according to Donne’s surviving correspondence, they 

would supposedly reveal the writer in his real person, but as verse, they afforded him 

the freedom to fashion himself and his relationship with the Countess in a manner 

both obsequious and playful.

In their very form, the verse letters represent Donne’s position and his purpose 

at the time of his writing. Like Donne, who lived as an outsider among those in court 

circles, the verse letter occupied an ambiguous place on the periphery of literature: it 

was not considered belles-lettres like the pretty fictions of many courtly pastorals and 

sonnets, nor was it interpreted as factual communication. In fact, in its freedom of 

content and form, the verse letter is not a fixed genre but is better regarded as a style 

of writing, a rhetorical mode of address that is agreeably adaptable to such poetic 

types as satire or the funeral elegy, which are defined principally by their subject 

matter and themes, or the sonnet, which is defined by its metrical and strophic form 

(Cameron 37). With its ostensible purpose of "correspondence," the verse letter openly
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declares its basis in actual experience, and supposedly reveals the poet in his own 

person. Its appearance as a literary form at the end of the sixteenth century coincides 

with the contemporary anti-rhetorical bias toward matter, not words, reflected in 

Montaigne’s scorn for those who admired Cicero’s letters only for their style: "Fie on 

that eloquence, which leaves us with a desire of it, and not of things" (Montaigne, 

Essays XXIX. i, 266, quoted in Palmer 74). In other verse letters, and in his Satires. 

Donne echoes this disdain of ornament, characterizing his verse epistles as "harsh 

verse" (To Mr. T. W.. "Hast thee harsh verse") that is more prosaic than poetic: "’Twill 

be good prose although the verse be evill" (To Mr. T. W.. "All hail sweet Poet," Satires 

27). Similarly, in his second satire, Donne objects to those who followed the literary 

fashions of the day, including the courtly practice of composing Petrarchan lyrics 

(Marotti 41).

It was because of the interpretation of the verse letter as a form truthfully 

revealing its author and conveying philosophical truths with emphasis on content, not 

rhetoric, that Donne approached the Countess of Bedford and nurtured their 

relationship with this particular style of writing. The fluidity of meter and subject 

matter rhetorically represents the letters’ author, an ambitious, would-be courtier 

without position or purpose in life. The presupposition of the verse letter's emphasis 

on correspondence and content over flashy rhetoric allowed Donne access to Bedford’s 

courtly world as he contemplated truths pertaining to the spheres in which she moved. 

In fact, however, Donne used the anti-rhetorical stance of the verse letter to display his 

wit and his rhetorical ability to negotiate those spheres he so desperately wanted to 

enter. As comments from his other correspondences demonstrate, Donne portrays his 

letters as revealing a writer’s true soul—his true being. As evidenced in his verse letters


