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Herbert’s Struggle with the Noetic Failings of Poetry and Wit
Herbert questions the poetics of his day along two lines: 1) clarity of expression and 2) purity of devotion.  In poems like “Love (1)” and (2), Jordan (1)” and (2), and “The Forerunners,” Herbert is expressly concerned with how his warring two selves (the old and the new man) manifest themselves in his poetic expression and vocation.  The issue is that, in Herbert’s mind, poetry has a close alignment with both the self and society.  Left to itself, poetic craft in a fallen human being will tend to deceive and self-promote.  The lines of clarity and purity are closely related because both tend to obfuscation.  Here are some of the ways Herbert divides out the territory:
· The eternal love and beauty of God versus the temporal love and beauty of human beings

· Clarity of spirit versus the confusion (dust) of wit

· Talent given to God versus self-serving talent

· Constancy to God versus earthly circumstances and temptations

· Simplicity of expression versus complexity

· Sincerity of expression versus duplicity

· Artistic delight in poetic invention versus a love of the simple truth

· The temptations of fame versus the plain gifts of God

Herbert recommends both a devotional clarity and a verbal clarity as the best test of poetic sincerity.  Poetry, like the human self in general, is subject to noetic fallenness: our minds are subject to sin and confusion.  Herbert draws on both Augustine and Francis Bacon.  Augustine stresses that true inner clarity in provided by the illumination of God; in the same way, Bacon argues for plain speech because the difficult concept must not further be compounded by an obscure design.  For Herbert, poetry is either devotional incarnation, setting and discovering God’s truth in verse, or it is mannered idolatry, offering a show of words for personal and temporal gains.  The words themselves, even if on a religious topic, become self-serving if not clearly and faithfully spoken to God.  
Overview of the Poems

Jordan (1): Truth has a beauty and a drama.  Simplicity has structure, so true poetry can be clear.  Shepherds are real people, so Herbert doesn’t envy the pastoral or courtly romance.  He calls for a simple, clear style.

Jordan (2): The poem begins on a heavenly subject, but such was the subject’s power that his poetic invention began to expand and to complicate the issue (as if to sell it).  His brain is overwrought with ideas, many of which he blots out.  In his excitement, nothing seems too good for this topic, so he weaves simplicity of love is better, so write that. 

The Forerunners: Old age (the harbingers) has come.  Has it robbed him of his poetic wit? Is he dull?  At least, it has left him “Thou art still my God” (the phrase as both clear, simple language and as a commitment of his heart).  God is pleased if Herbert writes such words out of sincerity.  Herbert reflects that he had brought poetry and its language from out of the world’s brothel to church.  Will he now go back to the world?  Foolish lovers can go on if they wish; true beauty and flame are borrowed from God and should return to him.  So if his talent goes, fine.  All he needs to say is “Thou art still my God.”  Loss and plainness bring more life.
Questions

1. Do Herbert’s views on clarity and sincerity align with his own poetic practice?
2. Is he right about the fallen nature of talent and poetic craft?

3. Likewise, is simplicity/clarity less prone to sin/obfuscation?  Why or why not?

4. Herbert’s poems also touch on another issue: the relation between the divine and our writing about it.  Can language “house” God?


