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Les mémoires de nos lauréats 
 
 
 
Magali Claeskens, John Donne’s Songs and Sonnets. A Study of the Medieval and 

Renaissance Tendencies in the Lover’s and the Poet’ s Quests.  
 
When seeking to establish the consistency of Donne's Songs and Sonets, it is hardly possible to make 
sense of the numerous contradictions and paradoxes involved in the various love attitudes developed 
in the poet's work. It indeed frequently happens that a commentator tends to favour one side of 
Donne's personality and considers its counterpart as subordinated to what he thinks is the driving 
force of Donne's poetry.  
 Other critics, among whom T.S. Eliot took pride of place, chose to contemplate Donne's work 
from a strictly literary perspective, and isolated the poet's experience of writing from the lover's 
feelings and experience. This inevitably led him to consider the various approaches to love as mere 
temporary postures, which never outflank the essential course of the poet's thought and poetry, and so 
remain accessory.  
 My own approach to Donne's Songs and Sonets relies on the assumption that Donne can be 
identified with the I-persona in his poems. The challenge taken up in the present dissertation indeed 
consists in carefully examining the convergence between the philosophy of love developed through 
the various love attitudes of the I-persona in the Songs and Sonets, and the poet's quest for Truth and 
Order in the midst of the moral and spiritual chaos of his age. 
 Let me now say a few words about the main thread of this dissertation. As suggested above, it 
can be seen as an attempt to grasp Donne's own divided attitude towards his age.While his 
Renaissance background can roughly be associated with a tendency to welcome change and 
exploration, I have simultaneously sought to account for the poet's intense need to cling to absolute 
standards of human - and divine - love, a tendency which I have called his overwhelming nostalgia for 
wholeness and integrity. Investigation would therefore consist in fathoming the crack which can be 
construed as a conflict between his Renaissance and Medieval aspirations. Donne's sceptical attitude, 
at the juncture between Renaissance and Medieval ideals, can rightly be interpreted as the expression 
of modern man's sense of anxiety at the immensity of the "new" universe; while his experience of 
writing poetry, as well as the lover's quest for unity and reciprocity in love, are the exact translation of 
his need to restore a sense of perfection and rigorousness quite in line with the Medieval cosmic 
hierarchy.  However, the celebration of the lovers' union soon proves to be impossible without their 
conscious assimilation of the external world, i.e. the physical and secular world of the Renaissance. In 
other words, the kind of love which is celebrated in Donne's poetry is not merely abstract or spiritual, 
"but as all else, [...] elemented too"1, and although it will have to be integrated into a fixed and well-
ordered scheme, it is also in many respects a powerful illustration of the Renaissance man's appetite 
for life's intensity. 
 The last important element to feature in Donne's scheme is his obsession with death and 
nothingness. The abyss of death provides the poet with a perspective which opposes his acute sense 
of the divine, whether it be experienced through religion or through human love. It corresponds with 
the darker, Jacobean side of his personality. Death indeed means the end of the lovers' union and 
thereby the ruin of love's absoluteness. 
 Interestingly enough, as the darker side of the Renaissance, the Jacobean sense of death and 
annihilation is also related to the poet's acute sense of physical immediacy. In my study of the various 
"bonds of love" in Donne's poetry, I have discussed to what extent the intense organic bond between 
man and the world - which in itself is a well-known Medieval trope - or between the lovers and the 
tokens of love which they send to each other, actually turns out to be symptomatic of emotional 
imbalance and of disruption within the lovers' relationship. Incidentally, too great an attachment to 
those bonds accounts for the lovers' failure to overcome the prospect of death. 
 Nevertheless, although the end of this study brings to light the spiritual shortcomings of the 
lovers, by compensation it certainly re-asserts the power of the poet. The last two chapters are indeed 

                                                 
1 John Donne, Loves Growth, ll. 13. 
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meant to bring the reader back to a strictly poetical perspective, as well as to a reconsideration of 
Donne's poetry as the lover's only possibility for transcending death itself. Donne's own experience of 
writing poetry should then be read in the light of the lover's experience, just as the lover's love 
pilgrimage had emerged as a literary translation of the poet's philosophical quest. Only then will the 
circle appear complete. 
 


