
 

 

METAPHYSICAL POETRY 

Introduction 

Metaphysical Poetry occupies an important and distinctive position in the history of English 

literature. The term “Metaphysical Poetry” is generally used to describe the poetry written by 

a group of seventeenth-century English poets whose works are marked by intellectual 

complexity, unusual comparisons, wit, argument, paradox, and a close relationship between 

thought and emotion. The most famous poet associated with this tradition is John Donne, but 

other important poets include George Herbert, Richard Crashaw, Andrew Marvell, Henry 

Vaughan, Abraham Cowley, and several others. 

The word “metaphysical” literally suggests something beyond the physical or material world. 

However, metaphysical poetry is not simply poetry about philosophy or spiritual matters. The 

term came to be associated with a particular poetic manner in which the poet combines 

intellectual reasoning with emotion, imagination, philosophy, religion, science, and everyday 

experience. 

A metaphysical poem may begin with an apparently ordinary situation—a lover speaking to 

his beloved, a person thinking about death, a religious believer examining his relationship 

with God, or a traveller leaving his lover—and then develop the subject through a surprising 

intellectual argument. The poet often uses an unusual comparison, called a conceit, to 

connect two apparently unrelated things. The success of metaphysical poetry lies largely in 

the poet's ability to make the reader see an unexpected relationship between these things. 

For example, in John Donne's poem “A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning,” the 

relationship between two lovers is compared to the two legs of a mathematical compass. At 

first, such a comparison appears strange. A compass is an ordinary scientific instrument, 

while love is an emotional and spiritual experience. Donne, however, develops the 

comparison so that the two apparently unrelated things become logically connected. This 

ability to unite emotion and intellect is one of the defining characteristics of metaphysical 

poetry. 

Metaphysical poetry is therefore best understood as a poetry of wit, intellect, argument, 

conceit, paradox, and emotional intensity. It challenges the reader to think as well as feel. 

 



 

 

1. Historical Background of Metaphysical Poetry 

Metaphysical poetry developed mainly during the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. It 

emerged at a time when English society and intellectual life were undergoing significant 

changes. The Renaissance had encouraged humanism, classical learning, scientific curiosity, 

individual thought, and intellectual exploration. By the seventeenth century, these 

developments were interacting with religious conflict, political uncertainty, scientific 

discoveries, and changing philosophical ideas. 

The seventeenth century was therefore an age of intellectual questioning. Traditional beliefs 

were being examined in the light of new knowledge. The discoveries associated with 

Copernicus, Galileo, Kepler, and Newton gradually transformed the European 

understanding of the universe. Scientific thought challenged older assumptions about the 

structure of the cosmos. At the same time, religious divisions between Catholics and 

Protestants and conflicts within Protestantism created an atmosphere of spiritual uncertainty. 

This intellectual and religious environment influenced poetry. Poets increasingly explored 

questions concerning God, death, salvation, sin, the soul, love, the body, time, knowledge, 

and human existence. 

Metaphysical poets did not always separate the intellectual world from the emotional world. 

Instead, they brought them together. Love could become an intellectual problem; religion 

could become a personal argument; death could be examined through logical reasoning; and 

scientific ideas could be used to explain human relationships. 

This is why metaphysical poetry often appears argumentative. The poet does not simply 

describe an emotion. He or she tries to prove something about that emotion. 

 

2. Meaning of the Term “Metaphysical” 

The term “metaphysical” has a complicated literary history. It was not originally a name 

chosen by the poets themselves as the title of a poetic school. The term was applied later by 

critics to describe a particular group of poets and their style. 

The word is derived from “metaphysics,” the branch of philosophy concerned with 

fundamental questions about existence, reality, being, God, knowledge, and the relationship 

between the physical and non-physical worlds. 



 

 

However, metaphysical poetry should not be understood as poetry that deals exclusively with 

metaphysics. The term gradually came to describe a poetic method characterized by 

intellectual ingenuity and unusual associations. 

John Donne is the central figure in this tradition. His poetry demonstrates how apparently 

distant areas of experience can be brought together. In his poems, we may find references to 

religion, astronomy, geography, law, medicine, mathematics, commerce, politics, and 

ordinary domestic life. 

The important point is that metaphysical poetry does not treat these subjects as separate from 

human emotion. Instead, it uses intellectual knowledge to express emotional experience. 

Thus, metaphysical poetry may be described as poetry in which thought and feeling are 

closely integrated. 

 

3. The Major Metaphysical Poets 

Although John Donne is the most important metaphysical poet, the tradition includes several 

writers. 

John Donne 

John Donne is generally regarded as the greatest of the metaphysical poets. His poetry 

includes both secular love poems and deeply religious poems. His famous works include: 

• “The Flea” 

• “The Sun Rising” 

• “A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning” 

• “The Canonization” 

• “Death, Be Not Proud” 

• “Batter My Heart” 

• “Hymn to God, My God, in My Sickness” 

Donne's poetry is characterized by wit, paradox, conceit, argumentative structure, dramatic 

openings, colloquial language, and intellectual energy. 



 

 

He is particularly important because he transformed ordinary experiences into intellectually 

complex poetic arguments. 

 

George Herbert 

George Herbert represents the religious side of metaphysical poetry. His poetry is deeply 

concerned with the relationship between the human soul and God. 

His major collection, The Temple, contains poems dealing with faith, sin, repentance, 

humility, divine love, and spiritual discipline. 

Herbert's poetry is often more devotional and controlled than Donne's. His poem “The 

Pulley,” for example, presents a theological idea through an imaginative argument. God gives 

human beings many blessings but withholds complete rest so that humanity will continue to 

seek Him. 

Herbert also experimented with poetic form. In poems such as “Easter Wings,” the visual 

shape of the poem contributes to its meaning. 

 

Andrew Marvell 

Andrew Marvell is another important metaphysical poet. His poetry combines intellectual wit 

with political, philosophical, pastoral, and erotic themes. 

His best-known poem, “To His Coy Mistress,” is a famous example of the carpe diem 

tradition. The speaker argues that because human life is short and time moves rapidly, the 

beloved should not delay love. 

The poem moves from an imaginary world of unlimited time to the reality of mortality. The 

argument can be summarized as follows: 

If we had unlimited time, there would be no need to hurry. But we do not have unlimited 

time. Youth and beauty will disappear, and death will eventually overcome us. Therefore, we 

should make use of the present. 

The poem demonstrates the metaphysical tendency to turn emotion into a logical argument. 

 



 

 

Henry Vaughan 

Henry Vaughan is often associated with the religious and mystical side of metaphysical 

poetry. His poetry is influenced by spirituality, nature, childhood, mortality, and the search for 

divine truth. 

His poems often use natural images to explore spiritual realities. In poems such as “The 

Retreat” and “They Are All Gone into the World of Light,” Vaughan reflects on childhood 

innocence, spiritual experience, death, and the possibility of a divine world beyond ordinary 

physical existence. 

His poetry demonstrates how metaphysical poets could use the visible world to explore 

invisible spiritual realities. 

 

Richard Crashaw 

Richard Crashaw is particularly known for his religious poetry. His work is characterized by 

intense emotion, elaborate imagery, religious symbolism, and mystical devotion. 

Compared with Donne's argumentative intellectualism, Crashaw's poetry often has a more 

ecstatic and emotional quality. His poetry demonstrates that metaphysical poetry was not 

limited to cold reasoning; it could also express intense spiritual feeling. 

 

4. Intellectualism in Metaphysical Poetry 

One of the most important characteristics of metaphysical poetry is its intellectual quality. 

Traditional lyric poetry often expresses emotions through beautiful natural images and 

musical language. Metaphysical poets, however, frequently approach emotion through 

reasoning and argument. 

The poet may ask a question, make a claim, provide evidence, anticipate an objection, and 

finally reach a conclusion. In this sense, a metaphysical poem can resemble a philosophical 

discussion or even a debate. 

In Donne's poetry, the speaker often sounds as though he is talking directly to another person. 

The poem develops through a sequence of intellectual movements. 



 

 

For example, in “The Flea,” the speaker notices that a flea has bitten both him and the woman 

he is addressing. He then argues that because their blood has been mixed inside the flea, their 

physical union has already occurred in a symbolic sense. He uses this absurdly small event as 

the basis of an elaborate argument about sexual love. 

The intellectual ingenuity of the poem lies in the transformation of a trivial insect into the 

centre of a sophisticated argument. 

 

5. Wit 

Wit is one of the central concepts in metaphysical poetry. 

In ordinary usage, wit means cleverness. In metaphysical poetry, however, wit refers to the 

ability to perceive and express unexpected relationships between different things. 

The metaphysical poet discovers intellectual connections where the ordinary reader may see 

none. 

For example, Donne's comparison of lovers to the legs of a compass is witty because a 

mathematical instrument is brought into the emotional world of love. 

The poet's wit therefore involves: 

1. intellectual cleverness, 

2. imaginative association, 

3. verbal ingenuity, 

4. surprise, 

5. logical development. 

Metaphysical wit often produces a feeling of intellectual shock. The reader initially thinks, 

“These two things have nothing in common.” The poet then demonstrates that they actually 

share a meaningful relationship. 

 

6. The Metaphysical Conceit 

The conceit is perhaps the most famous characteristic of metaphysical poetry. 



 

 

A conceit is an extended and ingenious comparison between two apparently unrelated things. 

Although conceits existed in earlier poetry, metaphysical poets developed them into 

particularly intellectual and surprising forms. 

The best example is the compass conceit in Donne's “A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning.” 

The speaker and his beloved must separate, but he argues that their separation does not 

destroy their relationship. He compares them to the two legs of a compass. One leg remains 

fixed at the centre while the other moves around it. Although the moving leg travels far away, 

both remain connected and eventually return together. 

The comparison represents the relationship between two lovers. Physical separation does not 

destroy their spiritual unity. 

The conceit is effective because it combines: 

• mathematics, 

• physical movement, 

• emotional experience, 

• spiritual unity. 

This combination is characteristic of metaphysical poetry. 

 

7. Paradox 

A paradox is a statement that appears contradictory or impossible but contains a deeper truth. 

Metaphysical poets frequently use paradox to challenge ordinary ways of thinking. 

For example, in Donne's “Death, Be Not Proud,” death is treated as though it were a person 

who can be challenged. The speaker argues against the supposed power of death. 

The paradoxical treatment of death allows Donne to express a Christian idea: physical death 

does not represent ultimate destruction because the soul may attain eternal life. 

Similarly, metaphysical love poetry frequently contains paradoxes. Separation may 

strengthen love rather than destroy it. Physical death may lead to spiritual life. Submission to 

God may produce spiritual freedom. 



 

 

The paradox encourages the reader to look beyond the surface meaning of a statement. 

 

8. Argumentative Structure 

Metaphysical poems often have the structure of an argument. 

The poet usually begins with a situation or problem and then develops a series of logical 

claims. 

The structure may resemble: 

Problem → Argument → Evidence → Illustration → Conclusion 

This is particularly visible in Donne's poems. 

In “The Flea,” for example, the speaker begins with the flea and develops an argument about 

love and physical union. 

In “A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning,” the speaker begins with separation and then argues 

that true love is spiritual rather than dependent entirely upon physical presence. 

In “Death, Be Not Proud,” Donne directly challenges the power of death and develops a 

theological argument against its apparent supremacy. 

Thus, metaphysical poetry often has a dramatic and argumentative movement rather than 

simply presenting a static description. 

 

9. Fusion of Thought and Feeling 

The most important achievement of metaphysical poetry is perhaps the fusion of thought and 

emotion. 

Earlier poets sometimes separated intellectual poetry from emotional poetry. Metaphysical 

poets frequently refuse this separation. 

For Donne, love is not merely a feeling. It is also something that can be examined 

intellectually. 

Likewise, religious faith is not merely an abstract doctrine. It becomes a personal 

psychological struggle involving fear, doubt, guilt, hope, and spiritual desire. 



 

 

This fusion is sometimes described as the unification of sensibility. 

The poet feels deeply but also thinks deeply about what he feels. 

For this reason, metaphysical poetry can appear intellectually difficult, but its intellectual 

complexity is closely connected with its emotional intensity. 

 

10. The “Unified Sensibility” 

The concept of unified sensibility became particularly important in twentieth-century 

criticism through T. S. Eliot. 

Eliot argued that the metaphysical poets possessed an ability to unite thought and feeling in a 

way that later poetry had, to some extent, lost. 

According to this view, the metaphysical poet does not first think and then separately feel. 

Thought itself becomes part of the emotional experience. 

For example, when Donne compares lovers to a compass, the mathematical image is not 

merely decoration. The intellectual idea becomes the means through which the emotional 

experience of love is understood. 

Thus, in metaphysical poetry: 

thought becomes emotion, and emotion becomes thought. 

This is one reason why metaphysical poetry occupies such an important position in the 

history of English poetic development. 

 

11. Use of Scientific and Geographical Imagery 

Metaphysical poets were fascinated by the knowledge of their age. 

Their poetry contains references to: 

• astronomy, 

• mathematics, 

• medicine, 



 

 

• geography, 

• physics, 

• law, 

• theology, 

• exploration, 

• commerce, 

• philosophy. 

This makes their poetry different from poetry that relies mainly on traditional pastoral images 

such as flowers, birds, gardens, rivers, and seasons. 

Donne could move from the bedroom to the universe, from a flea to theology, or from a 

compass to spiritual love. 

This does not mean that metaphysical poets rejected nature. Rather, they expanded the range 

of poetic imagery. 

Their poetry reflects a world in which scientific and geographical knowledge was rapidly 

expanding. 

 

12. Use of Ordinary and Colloquial Language 

Another important characteristic of metaphysical poetry is its use of everyday speech. 

Instead of always using highly ornamental poetic language, Donne often begins his poems in 

a conversational manner. 

For example, some poems begin almost as though the speaker has suddenly interrupted 

another person's activity and started talking. 

This dramatic quality makes the poetry immediate and personal. 

The language may include: 

• ordinary conversation, 

• questions, 



 

 

• commands, 

• arguments, 

• exclamations, 

• sudden changes in tone. 

As a result, metaphysical poetry often sounds like a living voice rather than a formal poetic 

performance. 

 

13. Dramatic Quality 

Many metaphysical poems are dramatic because they present a speaker addressing another 

person. 

The speaker may be talking to: 

• a lover, 

• God, 

• death, 

• the sun, 

• the soul, 

• an absent person, 

• or even an object. 

This creates a dramatic situation. 

“The Sun Rising,” for instance, addresses the sun as though it were an irritating intruder 

disturbing the lovers. 

“Death, Be Not Proud” directly addresses Death. 

“Batter My Heart” addresses God with extraordinary emotional intensity. 

The dramatic monologue-like quality of such poems makes the reader feel that an argument is 

taking place before them. 



 

 

 

14. Use of Parody and Anti-Petrarchan Technique 

Metaphysical poets often react against conventional love poetry, particularly the exaggerated 

conventions of Petrarchan poetry. 

Petrarchan poets traditionally praised the beloved's beauty through idealized images 

involving stars, roses, gold, snow, and other conventional comparisons. 

Donne frequently rejects such conventional comparisons. 

Instead of describing a woman's beauty through traditional romantic imagery, he may 

introduce a flea, a mathematical compass, a geographical map, or a clock. 

This creates an anti-Petrarchan style. 

The metaphysical poet therefore does not necessarily reject love poetry; rather, he challenges 

traditional methods of representing love. 

 

15. The Role of Religion 

Religion is a major concern of metaphysical poetry. 

The seventeenth century was marked by intense religious debate and personal spiritual 

anxiety. Metaphysical poets explored the relationship between human beings and God with 

unusual psychological intensity. 

George Herbert's poetry is largely devotional. Donne's Holy Sonnets also reveal an intense 

struggle between sin, faith, fear, repentance, and salvation. 

In Donne's “Batter My Heart,” the speaker asks God to transform him radically. The poem 

presents the speaker's relationship with God almost as a struggle between two forces. 

This dramatic intensity makes religious experience personal rather than merely doctrinal. 

Metaphysical religious poetry therefore explores questions such as: 

• How can human beings achieve salvation? 

• Why do people sin? 

• What is the relationship between body and soul? 



 

 

• What happens after death? 

• Can divine grace overcome human weakness? 

• How can a person achieve spiritual certainty? 

 

16. Treatment of Love 

Love is another central subject of metaphysical poetry. 

However, metaphysical poets do not represent love in only one way. Their love poetry may 

be: 

• sensual, 

• intellectual, 

• spiritual, 

• playful, 

• argumentative, 

• erotic, 

• philosophical. 

Donne's love poems often combine physical and spiritual dimensions. 

In “A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning,” physical separation becomes an opportunity to 

demonstrate the strength of spiritual love. 

In “The Canonization,” the lovers' relationship is presented almost as a religious experience. 

The lovers become metaphorical saints of love. 

In “The Flea,” physical desire is presented through comic and intellectual argument. 

Thus, metaphysical love poetry refuses to divide the body and mind completely. It explores 

the complicated relationship between physical desire and spiritual attachment. 

 

17. Treatment of Death 



 

 

Death is another important metaphysical theme. 

Seventeenth-century poetry was deeply conscious of mortality. Religious belief, disease, war, 

political instability, and uncertainty about salvation contributed to this concern. 

Metaphysical poets do not simply describe death as something frightening. They often 

challenge it intellectually. 

In “Death, Be Not Proud,” Donne personifies Death and argues that it is not as powerful as 

human beings believe. 

The poem is therefore both philosophical and religious. It examines mortality while also 

expressing confidence in the Christian idea of eternal life. 

Death becomes a subject through which the poet explores: 

• mortality, 

• eternity, 

• faith, 

• fear, 

• resurrection, 

• human weakness, 

• divine power. 

 

18. Treatment of Time 

Time is frequently associated with love and mortality in metaphysical poetry. 

Andrew Marvell's “To His Coy Mistress” is one of the best examples. 

The speaker imagines what love would be like if human beings possessed unlimited time. He 

then suddenly reminds the beloved that time is moving rapidly and death is approaching. 

The poem therefore creates a tension between: 

ideal time and real time. 

The argument ultimately becomes a celebration of the present moment. 



 

 

The poem demonstrates the metaphysical habit of transforming an emotional situation into a 

philosophical argument about human mortality. 

 

19. Wit and the Fusion of Apparently Unrelated Things 

Metaphysical poetry is particularly famous for combining things that seem unrelated. 

A flea can become an image of sexual union. 

A compass can represent spiritual love. 

A geographical map can become a metaphor for the relationship between lovers. 

A mathematical or scientific concept can explain an emotional experience. 

Such combinations are not accidental. They represent the metaphysical poet's belief that the 

world contains hidden relationships. 

The poet's imagination discovers those relationships and makes them visible to the reader. 

 

20. Metaphysical Imagery 

Metaphysical imagery is often unusual and intellectually challenging. 

The imagery may come from different areas of knowledge and experience: 

Scientific imagery 

Scientific discoveries and mathematical concepts provide metaphors for human relationships. 

Religious imagery 

Biblical references, theological concepts, sin, salvation, angels, heaven, and divine grace 

appear frequently. 

Geographical imagery 

Maps, countries, hemispheres, exploration, and distance may be used to represent emotional 

or spiritual relationships. 

Everyday imagery 



 

 

Beds, insects, household objects, clothing, doors, clocks, and ordinary activities can become 

poetic symbols. 

The combination of the ordinary and the extraordinary is one of the distinctive features of the 

metaphysical imagination. 

 

21. Parody, Satire, and Humour 

Metaphysical poetry is not always solemn or philosophical. It can also be playful and 

humorous. 

“The Flea” is an excellent example. The speaker's elaborate argument based on a tiny insect 

is deliberately comic. 

This humour is important because it prevents metaphysical poetry from becoming merely 

abstract philosophy. 

The poet may move quickly between serious and comic tones. 

Such tonal shifts are characteristic of the metaphysical style. 

 

22. The Importance of the Opening 

Metaphysical poems often begin abruptly. 

Instead of beginning with a long description of nature or emotion, the poet may immediately 

present a problem, command, question, or surprising statement. 

This technique creates dramatic tension. 

The reader is immediately drawn into the speaker's argument. 

The opening of a metaphysical poem often functions like the opening line of a conversation 

or debate. 

This is another reason why metaphysical poetry frequently feels energetic and intellectually 

alive. 

 

23. Complexity and Difficulty 



 

 

Metaphysical poetry can be difficult for modern readers because it assumes familiarity with 

several areas of knowledge. 

A single poem may contain references to: 

• theology, 

• classical mythology, 

• science, 

• philosophy, 

• history, 

• law, 

• mathematics, 

• geography. 

The reader therefore needs to understand both the literal situation and the intellectual 

background. 

However, the difficulty of metaphysical poetry should not be mistaken for meaninglessness. 

Its complexity often results from the poet's attempt to represent complicated emotional and 

philosophical experiences. 

For UG students, it is useful to read such poems in stages: 

1. Understand the literal situation. 

2. Identify the speaker and addressee. 

3. Find the central argument. 

4. Identify the conceit. 

5. Examine the imagery. 

6. Study the paradoxes. 

7. Analyse the relationship between thought and emotion. 

8. Consider the larger philosophical or religious meaning. 



 

 

 

24. T. S. Eliot and the Revival of Metaphysical Poetry 

Metaphysical poetry declined in reputation during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

Many neoclassical and Romantic critics regarded the metaphysical poets as excessively 

artificial, intellectual, or obscure. 

The term “metaphysical” itself was sometimes used negatively. 

However, the twentieth century witnessed a major revival of interest in these poets. 

T. S. Eliot played a particularly important role in this revival. In his famous essay “The 

Metaphysical Poets” (1921), Eliot argued that the metaphysical poets possessed a special 

ability to combine thought and feeling. 

Eliot praised their intellectual complexity and their capacity to transform thought into 

emotional experience. 

His critical discussion helped bring Donne and the metaphysical tradition back into the centre 

of literary studies. 

The revival was not simply a rediscovery of old poetry. Modern poets and critics found 

metaphysical poetry relevant because it demonstrated that poetry could be intellectual 

without losing emotional intensity. 

 

25. The Concept of “Dissociation of Sensibility” 

One of Eliot's important critical ideas is the concept of the “dissociation of sensibility.” 

According to Eliot, the seventeenth-century metaphysical poets possessed a unified 

sensibility in which thought and feeling worked together. Later poets, he argued, experienced 

a separation between intellectual thought and emotional experience. 

Eliot believed that this separation affected English poetry after the seventeenth century. 

Whether or not one accepts Eliot's historical argument completely, the concept is valuable for 

understanding metaphysical poetry. 

The metaphysical poet does not say: 



 

 

First I think about love, and then I feel love. 

Instead, the thinking itself becomes part of the experience of love. 

The intellectual argument is therefore not an ornament added to emotion. It is the method 

through which emotion is experienced and communicated. 

 

26. Metaphysical Poetry and the Renaissance Tradition 

Metaphysical poetry developed from the intellectual traditions of the Renaissance but also 

moved in a new direction. 

The Renaissance encouraged: 

• humanism, 

• classical learning, 

• individualism, 

• curiosity, 

• scientific investigation, 

• exploration, 

• intellectual freedom. 

Metaphysical poets inherited these qualities but combined them with the religious and 

philosophical anxieties of the seventeenth century. 

Their poetry therefore stands at an important historical crossroads between Renaissance 

confidence and seventeenth-century uncertainty. 

The result is a poetry that can be simultaneously: 

• confident and anxious, 

• sensual and spiritual, 

• comic and serious, 

• rational and emotional. 



 

 

 

27. Metaphysical Poetry as a Poetry of Contradictions 

One of the fascinating features of metaphysical poetry is its ability to accommodate 

contradictions. 

The poems frequently bring together: 

Body and soul 

Love and death 

Faith and doubt 

Reason and emotion 

Physical and spiritual 

Pleasure and pain 

Life and mortality 

These oppositions do not necessarily destroy one another. Instead, the poet explores the 

tension between them. 

This is particularly important in Donne's poetry, where religious faith may coexist with fear, 

and physical love may coexist with spiritual devotion. 

Metaphysical poetry therefore reflects the complexity of human experience rather than 

presenting emotions as simple or uniform. 

 

28. Major Themes of Metaphysical Poetry 

Love 

Love is represented as both physical and spiritual. The metaphysical poet explores desire, 

separation, fidelity, sexual union, spiritual connection, and emotional dependence. 

Death 

Death becomes an opportunity for philosophical and religious reflection. The poet questions 

the power of death and considers immortality. 



 

 

Religion 

The poems explore sin, salvation, divine grace, faith, repentance, and the relationship 

between humanity and God. 

Time 

Time is often represented as a destructive force that limits human existence and creates 

urgency. 

Knowledge 

The desire for knowledge and understanding is closely connected with the intellectual 

character of metaphysical poetry. 

Body and Soul 

The poets repeatedly examine the relationship between physical existence and spiritual 

identity. 

Appearance and Reality 

Metaphysical poems frequently question whether things are what they appear to be. 

Mortality and Eternity 

The temporary nature of human life is contrasted with spiritual or eternal existence. 

 

29. Metaphysical Poetry and Human Psychology 

Metaphysical poetry is also important because of its psychological depth. 

The speaker is rarely emotionally simple. 

A person may love and doubt at the same time. A religious believer may have faith but also 

experience fear. A lover may desire another person while worrying about betrayal or 

separation. 

This psychological complexity makes metaphysical poetry remarkably modern in some 

respects. 

The poems often represent the mind while it is thinking. 



 

 

The reader observes the movement of consciousness: 

question → doubt → argument → contradiction → realization → conclusion. 

This makes metaphysical poetry an important precursor to later forms of psychologically 

complex poetry. 

 

30. Metaphysical Poetry and Language 

Metaphysical language is often direct, energetic, argumentative, and flexible. 

The poets make extensive use of: 

• metaphor, 

• conceit, 

• paradox, 

• pun, 

• irony, 

• personification, 

• allusion, 

• rhetorical questions, 

• hyperbole, 

• antithesis. 

The use of these devices is not merely decorative. They contribute directly to the intellectual 

structure of the poem. 

For example, a pun may allow a word to carry two meanings simultaneously. A paradox may 

force the reader to reconsider an assumption. A conceit may establish an unexpected 

intellectual relationship. 

Language becomes a form of reasoning. 

 



 

 

31. Metaphysical Poetry and Form 

Metaphysical poets were not always interested in producing conventional musical forms. 

Their poetry may contain irregular rhythms, abrupt changes, argumentative structures, and 

conversational syntax. 

The form often follows the movement of thought. 

This does not mean that metaphysical poetry lacks musical qualities. Rather, its music is 

often created through: 

• rhythm, 

• repetition, 

• sound patterns, 

• rhetorical movement, 

• variation in sentence length, 

• dramatic pauses. 

The poem's form therefore contributes to its argumentative and dramatic character. 

 

32. Major Poems for Study 

For UG and PG students, the following poems are particularly useful for understanding the 

metaphysical tradition: 

John Donne 

• “The Flea” 

• “The Sun Rising” 

• “The Canonization” 

• “A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning” 

• “Death, Be Not Proud” 

• “Batter My Heart” 



 

 

George Herbert 

• “The Pulley” 

• “The Collar” 

• “Easter Wings” 

• “Virtue” 

Andrew Marvell 

• “To His Coy Mistress” 

• “The Definition of Love” 

Henry Vaughan 

• “The Retreat” 

• “They Are All Gone into the World of Light” 

These poems demonstrate the different dimensions of metaphysical poetry: secular love, 

religious devotion, mortality, time, spirituality, wit, paradox, and intellectual argument. 

 

33. Metaphysical Poetry as a Literary Movement 

It is important to understand that the metaphysical poets did not form a formal literary 

movement in the modern sense. 

They did not establish an organization, publish a common manifesto, or formally declare 

themselves members of a poetic school. 

The term was created by later critics to identify similarities among their works. 

Nevertheless, their poetry shares several important characteristics: 

• intellectual wit, 

• elaborate conceits, 

• argumentative structures, 

• paradox, 



 

 

• dramatic speech, 

• unusual imagery, 

• fusion of thought and emotion, 

• religious and philosophical concerns, 

• colloquial language, 

• psychological complexity. 

Therefore, “metaphysical poetry” is best understood as a critical category or poetic 

tradition rather than a formally organized school. 

 

34. Difference Between Conventional Poetry and Metaphysical Poetry 

Conventional love poetry often uses familiar images to praise the beloved. The beloved may 

be compared with roses, stars, flowers, jewels, or heavenly bodies. 

Metaphysical poetry often deliberately avoids such predictable comparisons. 

Instead, it may compare love with: 

• a compass, 

• a flea, 

• a mathematical idea, 

• a geographical relationship, 

• a legal argument, 

• a scientific phenomenon. 

The difference is not simply one of imagery. It reflects two different approaches to poetry. 

Conventional poetry may emphasize beauty and musical expression. 

Metaphysical poetry often emphasizes intellectual discovery. 

The reader is expected not merely to admire the image but to understand the argument behind 

it. 



 

 

 

35. Critical Evaluation of Metaphysical Poetry 

Metaphysical poetry is significant because it expanded the possibilities of English poetry. 

It demonstrated that poetry could contain serious intellectual argument without becoming 

merely philosophical prose. 

It also showed that abstract ideas could be expressed through concrete images. 

The metaphysical poets brought together areas of knowledge that were traditionally kept 

apart. Science, religion, mathematics, geography, philosophy, and everyday experience could 

all become poetic material. 

At the same time, their poetry has sometimes been criticized for being obscure or excessively 

intellectual. Some readers may find the elaborate conceits artificial, especially when the 

comparison is difficult to understand. 

However, this difficulty is also part of the distinctive power of metaphysical poetry. It 

demands active participation from the reader. 

The reader must think through the poem rather than simply receive its emotional message. 

 

36. Significance of Metaphysical Poetry in English Literature 

The contribution of metaphysical poetry to English literature is considerable. 

First, it expanded the range of poetic subject matter. Ordinary objects and scientific ideas 

became legitimate poetic materials. 

Second, it developed the use of the conceit into a powerful intellectual instrument. 

Third, it demonstrated that thought and emotion could be integrated. 

Fourth, it encouraged a more dramatic and conversational poetic style. 

Fifth, it provided later poets with a model for intellectually complex poetry. 

The twentieth-century revival of Donne and the metaphysical tradition demonstrates their 

continuing importance. 



 

 

Their poetry remains relevant because the questions they address—love, death, faith, doubt, 

time, identity, and human relationships—remain central to human experience. 

 

37. Conclusion 

Metaphysical Poetry represents one of the most intellectually distinctive traditions in English 

literature. It emerged from the complex intellectual, religious, scientific, and cultural 

environment of the seventeenth century and developed a poetic style capable of bringing 

together apparently unrelated areas of human experience. 

John Donne stands at the centre of the tradition, while George Herbert, Andrew Marvell, 

Henry Vaughan, Richard Crashaw, and others contributed significantly to its development. 

The essential quality of metaphysical poetry lies in its fusion of thought and feeling. The 

metaphysical poet does not merely describe an emotion; the poet examines, questions, argues 

about, and intellectually transforms that emotion. 

The conceit provides an important imaginative mechanism for this process. Through unusual 

comparisons, the poet reveals unexpected relationships between things. Wit provides 

intellectual energy, while paradox challenges ordinary assumptions. Argument, dramatic 

speech, scientific imagery, religious thought, and psychological complexity further 

distinguish the poetry. 

The later critical revival of metaphysical poetry, especially through T. S. Eliot, established its 

importance for modern literary criticism and poetry. 

Metaphysical poetry therefore remains important not because it is merely an interesting 

historical form, but because it demonstrates the extraordinary possibilities of poetry as a 

meeting place of intellect, imagination, emotion, philosophy, religion, and experience. 

 

Chapter Summary 

Metaphysical Poetry refers to a tradition of seventeenth-century English poetry characterized 

by intellectual wit, unusual conceits, paradox, argument, dramatic language, and the fusion of 

thought and emotion. 



 

 

John Donne is the central metaphysical poet, while George Herbert, Andrew Marvell, Henry 

Vaughan, Richard Crashaw, and others represent different aspects of the tradition. 

The metaphysical conceit is an extended and intellectually surprising comparison between 

apparently unrelated things. Donne's compass comparison in “A Valediction: Forbidding 

Mourning” is one of the most famous examples. 

Metaphysical poetry frequently uses paradox, wit, scientific imagery, religious symbolism, 

colloquial language, and argumentative structures. 

Love, death, religion, time, knowledge, mortality, and the relationship between body and soul 

are major themes. 

T. S. Eliot played a major role in the twentieth-century revival of interest in metaphysical 

poetry. His concept of “unified sensibility” emphasizes the metaphysical poets' ability to 

combine thought and feeling. 

Metaphysical poetry is ultimately important because it demonstrates that intellectual 

complexity and emotional intensity can coexist within a single poetic experience. 

 

Key Terms 

Metaphysical Poetry: A tradition of seventeenth-century English poetry characterized by 

wit, conceit, paradox, argument, intellectual imagery, and the fusion of thought and feeling. 

Metaphysical Conceit: An extended and surprising comparison between apparently 

unrelated things. 

Wit: Intellectual ingenuity and the ability to perceive unexpected relationships between ideas 

or objects. 

Paradox: A seemingly contradictory statement that contains a deeper meaning. 

Unified Sensibility: The integration of thought and emotion in poetic experience. 

Dissociation of Sensibility: T. S. Eliot's term for the separation of thought from feeling that 

he believed occurred in later English poetry. 

Anti-Petrarchanism: The rejection or modification of conventional Petrarchan love imagery. 



 

 

Carpe Diem: The literary idea of making use of the present because human life is brief, 

prominently illustrated in Marvell's “To His Coy Mistress.” 

Colloquialism: The use of ordinary conversational language. 

Conceit: An elaborate intellectual comparison, particularly characteristic of metaphysical 

poetry. 

 

Review Questions 

Short-Answer Questions 

1. What is meant by Metaphysical Poetry? 

2. Why is John Donne regarded as the chief metaphysical poet? 

3. What is a metaphysical conceit? 

4. Explain the compass conceit in “A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning.” 

5. What is meant by poetic wit? 

6. Explain the role of paradox in metaphysical poetry. 

7. What is meant by “unified sensibility”? 

8. Who revived critical interest in metaphysical poetry in the twentieth century? 

9. What is anti-Petrarchan poetry? 

10. What are the major themes of metaphysical poetry? 

Long-Answer Questions 

1. Discuss the major characteristics of Metaphysical Poetry. 

2. Examine John Donne as the representative metaphysical poet. 

3. Explain the importance of the metaphysical conceit with suitable examples. 

4. Discuss the relationship between thought and emotion in metaphysical poetry. 

5. Examine the use of wit and paradox in the poetry of John Donne. 

6. Discuss the treatment of love in metaphysical poetry. 



 

 

7. Examine the religious dimension of metaphysical poetry. 

8. Discuss the influence of science and intellectual thought on metaphysical poetry. 

9. Explain T. S. Eliot's contribution to the revival of metaphysical poetry. 

10. “Metaphysical poetry is a poetry of intellect and emotion.” Discuss. 

11. Discuss the major features of Andrew Marvell's metaphysical poetry. 

12. Compare the secular poetry of John Donne with the religious poetry of George 

Herbert. 

 


