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Abstract

Through an in-depth exploration of his literary theory, doctrine of creation, anthropology and
doctrine of sanctification, this thesis examines the essential role that beauty plays in the
theological vision of Thomas Traherne. Through an analysis of Traherne’s poetry and prose,
Chapter 1 identifies the purposive nature of Traherne’s literary output to be one of
allurement. Combating previous claims that Traherne’s poetry and prose lack an inherent link
between form and content, | argue that through the irreducible interrelation of literary form
and content Traherne crafts literary objects of contemplation, that being beautiful are
inherently alluring.

Since Traherne understood his poetry and prose to be mimetic of creation, Chapter 2
examines Traherne’s doctrine of creation. For Traherne, creation is the divine speaking forth,
a manifestation of God-self in corporeal beauty, that when truly encountered, calls to, and
allures human desire. | argue that Traherne understands beauty through Christian
Neoplatonism, in that beauty is the shining forth of the transcendent good, and as such bears
the inherent quality of allurement.

Chapter 3 examines Traherne’s theological anthropology, tracing Traherne’s
understanding of desire and freedom. Taking special care to identify humanity’s capacities
for perception and apprehension, this chapter shows how the human has been uniquely
created to receive and be allured by God’s self-disclosure in creation.

Chapter 4 examines the evolving nature of human perception through Traherne’s
understanding of the four estates (innocence, misery, grace, glory). Having established the
centrality of perception for a true sight of beauty and proper directionality of desire, | argue
that the central purpose of Traherne’s oeuvre is the transformation of perception. As literary
objects of contemplation, Traherne invites the reader to encounter his work as an echo of the

divine allurement in creation, and most acutely known in the Incarnation.
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Introduction

Central Argument

At the heart of Thomas Traherne’s (¢.1637-74) theological vision sits the image of
God, the divine lover, who in freedom and desire creates all things as an act of divine self-
expression. The key moment of this creation is the creation of humanity, the imago dei,
imbued with freedom, expansive capacities and brimming with infinite desire. These are the
two primary actors in Traherne drama, and it is the union of these two desiring subjects that
act as the telos of his theological vision. God desires this union, and this union constitutes
human teleology, although for Traherne, God’s gift of freedom must not be compromised
through an act of divine force or coercion to affect this union. Instead, Traherne envisions
God as one who attracts, woos and allures the image bearer back into union with God-self.

This central image of God, who with infinite desire allures the imago dei back into
union with God-self has been articulated in recent Traherne scholarship.! What has not been
adequately dealt with in the scholarship is Traherne’s understanding of the means of this
allurement. How is it that God allures human desire and allures the soul back into union with
God-self? This is the central question of this thesis, and the simple answer is: beauty.
Drawing on a rich tradition of Christian Neoplatonism, especially the Platonism of Florentine
humanist Marsilio Ficino, Traherne understood created beauty as a primary location of both
divine self-disclosure and divine allurement. Corporeal beauty is where heaven touches earth,
it is the shining forth of uncreated beauty, goodness and love. Corporeal beauty is where God
Is most accessible and most alluring.

To claim that beauty, for Traherne, functions as that aspect in the creation that
naturally allures and attracts desire is almost intuitive in its simplicity, and maybe goes
without saying. Of course we desire what we perceive to be beautiful, good and lovely. Why
else would we choose what we choose? However, in identifying beauty as an aspect of the
divine allurement — the loving wooing of human desire — beauty turns out to be a previously
unexamined central hub in Traherne’s theological vision. For Traherne, beauty bears a
dynamic and purposive nature; its purpose is to disclose, allure, and invite an encounter with
itself. As fundamentally an act of communication, the encounter with beauty finds it proper

end as the human person is drawn toward her end in relational union with God.

! See especially Denise Inge, Wanting like a God : Desire and Freedom in Thomas Traherne (London:
SCM Press, 2009).



A close examination of beauty in Traherne’s oeuvre offers a distinct advantage to
earlier scholarship. What will be shown throughout this thesis, is that beauty understood as a
purposive act of allurement, functions as a thread that stitches together Traherne’s overall
thought and literary purposes. Traherne’s understanding of God, creation, humanity, spiritual
formation, and overall pastoral purposes are made intelligible when viewed through the lens
of the beautiful.

This Study in the Wider Scholarship

Beauty in Traherne and the history of Traherne scholarship

A happenstance discovery of a collection of poems and a prose work at the turn of the
twentieth century brought a little-known seventeenth century Anglican priest - Thomas
Traherne - to light and sparked a century of analysis and criticism. As the turn of the twenty-
first century was approaching another substantial collection of Traherne’s writings were
discovered that has greatly augmented, if not challenged our previous understanding of this
enigmatic figure. 2 The seemingly unified portrait of Traherne as a naive mystic, oblivious to
pain and suffering, that dominated the twentieth century has come under review in recent
studies of the writer. The following offers a few of the major shifts in Traherne scholarship
through the twentieth century and into the twenty-first.

As will be discussed more fully in Chapter 1, early twentieth century Traherne
scholarship is primarily literary criticism and is noticeably ambivalent. Bertram Dobell,
publisher of both Traherne’s Poetical Works (1903) and Centuries of Meditation (1908),
waxes eloguently about these newly discovered manuscripts, while H.1. Bell, publisher of
Traherne’s Poems of Felicity (1910)2 strikes a more critical tone in his assessment of
Traherne’s poetic and literary acumen. Following Dobell and Bell, early criticism primarily
viewed Traherne as a poet, often culling his prose works, abstracting their poetic content, and

compiling them with poems from the Dobell and Bell sequences. As a poet, Traherne has

2 For a full account of the manuscripts, see Peter Beal, ‘Thomas Traherne’, Catalogue of English
Literary Manuscripts <http://www.celm-ms.org.uk/introductions/TraherneThomas. html> (accessed 9 June
2017).

3 H.1. Bell, Traherne’s Poems of Felicity (Oxford, 1910), xxix. For other critical readings of the poetry
see Robert. Ellrodt, Seven Metaphysical Poets: A Structural Study of the Unchanging Self (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2000), 91. Antoinette B. Dauber, “Thomas Traherne and the Poetics of Object Relations,”
Criticism 23, no. 2 (1981): 120. Elizabeth Jennings, Every Changing Shape (Manchester: Carcanet Press Ltd.,
1996).



often been compared alongside other seventeenth century metaphysical poets,* George
Herbert, Henry Vaughn, John Donne, Richard Crashaw, and others, and measured against
these poets has often been found lacking.®

There have been key shifts in Traherne scholarship due mainly to the discover of new
Traherne manuscripts throughout the twentieth century. Traherne’s status as a poet, however,
was greatly enhanced in the mid-century through the publication of H.M. Margoliouth’s two
volume Centuries, Poems and Thanksgivings in 1958. A key component of this volume was
the identification of those poems that appear in both Dobell’s sequence and Bell’s, and
placing them on adjacent pages. ® This highlighted the differences between the two, revealing
more clearly how the editor of the Poems of Felicity — Phillip Traherne — had altered
Thomas’ originals. For subsequent literary critics — especially A.L. Clements’ — this helped to
undercut H.I. Bell’s more critical reception of Traherne’s poetry. What Clements and others
have also argued is that the more authentic Dobell sequence should be read as an entire unit,
analysing each poem with reference to where it sits in the sequence, not as a single entity as
part of a compilation of poems.® One key emphasis of this shift in Traherne scholarship was
identification of distinct purposes in his poetry and prose, which began to erode the narrative
that Traherne was simply a naive optimist. A growing need to read Traherne’s poetry in
conversation with this prose works — especially, Centuries of Meditation and Christian

Ethicks — also emerged in this period.®

4 A term first used by Samuel Johnson in 1744 in a less than favorable way.

5 See J. B. Leishmann, The Metaphysical Poets: Donne, Herbert, Vaughan, Traherne (Oxford, 1934),
p. 220, 222; Helen C. White, The Metaphysical Poets: A Study in Religious Experience (New York, 1936), p.
364, 370; Margaret Willy, Three Metaphysical Poets. (London: Longmans, Green, 1961). Robert. Ellrodt, Seven
Metaphysical Poets.; Patrick Grant, The Transformation of Sin: Studies in Donne, Herbert, Vaughan, and
Traherne (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s UnivP, 1974). For a reassessment see: John Malcolm Wallace, “Thomas
Traherne and the Structure of Meditation,” ELH 25, no. 2 (June 1, 1958): 79-89. And Malcolm M. Day,
“‘Naked Truth’ and the Language of Thomas Traherne,” Studies in Philology 68, no. 3 (July 1, 1971): 306.

6 Thomas Traherne, Centuries, Poems, and Thanksgivings, ed. H. M Margoliouth, vol. 2 (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1958). For a positive view of Philip’s editing see Bell, and Gladys Wade: Gladys I. Wade,
Thomas Traherne (Oxford University Press: London ; Princeton, 1944), xii.; Gladys 1. Wade, “The Manuscripts
of the Poems of Thomas Traherne,” Modern Language Review 26 (1931): 407.

" A. L. Clements, The Mystical Poetry of Thomas Traherne (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1970).A. L. Clements, “On the Mode and Meaning of Traherne’s Mystical Poetry: ‘The Preparative,”” Studies in
Philology 61, no. 3 (July 1, 1964): 500-521. For a more muted critique of Philip’s editing see ” Cedric C. Brown
and Tomohiko Koshi, “Editing the Remains of Thomas Traherne” 57, no. 232 (2006): 771.

8 See also, Day, “‘Naked Truth’ and the Language of Thomas Traherne,” 306. Wallace, “Thomas
Traherne and the Structure of Meditation.”

9 Stanley Stewart, The Expanded Voice: The Art of Thomas Traherne, First Edition, First Printing
edition. (Huntington Library Pr, 1970).



The effort to form a more robust and nuanced reading of Traherne led commentators
to look more extensively into the mystical® and philosophical elements of his thought.
Clements provides a mystical reading of Traherne’s oeuvre, while, Franz K. Wohrer, has
sought to establish Traherne’s status as a genuine mystic.*! In close connection with these
mystical readings, Carol L Marks has done well to pinpoint the philosophical influences of
Marsilio Ficino, Hermes Trismegistis, and well as his kinship with the Cambridge
Platonists.'? Paul Cefalu has also rightfully balance a Neoplatonic reading of Traherne by
noticing Thomistic and Aristotelean elements in his thought, and Kathryn Murphy has shown
how Traherne provides a counter narrative to the nominalism of Thomas Hobbes.*® This
thesis will follow

The discovery of new Traherne manuscripts in the second half of the twentieth
century were key in formulating a clearer picture of his thought. Two key discoveries were
the Commentaries of Heaven, which was rescued from a burning rubbish tip in 1967, and The
Kingdom of God, which was found in in the Lambeth Palace Library and properly attributed
to Traherne by Jeremy Maul in 1997. These two manuscripts, which are comprised primarily
of prose works, and their publication in the first three volumes of The Works of Thomas
Traherne, edited by Jan Ross, * went a long way to ground Traherne in his historical and

theological®® context. Denise Inge’s far-reaching study — Wanting Like a God — on Traherne’s

10 Alison J. Sherrington, Mystical Symbolism in the Poetry of Thomas Traherne, First Edition edition.
(St. Lucia, Australia: University of Queensland Press, 1970).; Clements, The Mystical Poetry of Thomas
Traherne. Keith W. Salter, Thomas Traherne: Mystic and Poet (London: EArnold, 1964).

11 Franz K. Wohrer, Thomas Traherne: The Growth of a Mystic’s Mind (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen
Pr, 1982).

12 Carol L. Marks, “Thomas Traherne and Cambridge Platonism,” PMLA 81, no. 7 (December 1,
1966): 521-534. Carol L. Marks, “Thomas Traherne and Hermes Trismegistus.,” Renaissance News 19, no. 2
(July 1, 1966): 118-131. Carol L. Marks, “Traherne’s Ficino Notebook,” The Papers of the Bibliographical
Society of America 63, no. 2 (1969): 73-81.

13 Kathryn Murphy, “Thomas Traherne, Thomas Hobbes, and the Rhetoric of Realism,” The
Seventeenth Century 28, no. 4 (December 1, 2013): 419-439. A good deal of work has also been done in
relation to Traherne’s natural philosophy: Marjorie Hope Nicolson, The Breaking of the Circle : Studies in the
Effect of the “New Science” upon Seventeenth Century Poetry, 2nd ed. (New York: Columbia University Press,
1960), 192-3. James Balakier, “Thomas Traherne’s Dobell Series and the Baconian Model of Experience,”
English Studies 70, no. 3 (1989): 233-247.; as also, Jan Ross’ introduction in The Words of Thomas Traherne,
Vol 111

14 Thomas Traherne, The Works of Thomas Traherne. Vol. I-111, ed. Jan Ross, vol. 1-3 (Cambridge
[England]; Rochester, N.Y.: D.S. Brewer, 2005, 2007). All subsequent primary source references will be drawn
from this, now six volume, series.

15 For a study of Traherne’s Christology see: Alison Kershaw, “The Poetic of the Cosmic Christ in
Thomas Traherne’s The Kingdom of God” (unpublished PhD thesis, University of Western Australia, 2005).
For a discussion of Traherne’s understanding of sin see Patrick Grant, “Original Sin and the Fall of Man in
Thomas Traherne,” ELH 38, no. 1 (March 1, 1971): 40-61.Grant, The Transformation of Sin. William H.
Marshall, “Thomas Traherne and the Doctrine of Original Sin,” Modern Language Notes 73, no. 3 (March 1,



understanding of desire and freedom is the best example of this twenty-first century move.*®
Elizabeth Dodd’s monograph on Traherne’s notions of innocence also views Traherne as
primarily a theologian, with distinctive theological aims, but enhances Inge’s reading,
through a theologically and philosophically perceptive examination of Traherne’s literary
aims as revealed in his use of language.'’ This current study builds on Inge’s exploration of
human freedom and desire and extends Dodd’s identification of Traherne’s theologically
grounded literary aims — especially the role of allurement in his work. In exploring the place
of the beautiful in Traherne’s thought, this study seeks to maintain a constructive link
between previous Traherne scholarship that looked at him through various lenses — literary,
philosophical, mystical, historical, theological — while seeking to understand how beauty
functions as a divine allurement. As a corollary to Dodd’s work, this study will also seek to
understand how Traherne both understood the world to be alive with divine allurement, and
how his own literary output is an act of allurement; the alluring nature of beauty in creation

being mirrored in his own oeuvre.

Recent Theological Aesthetics

Identifying the topic of beauty as a previously unexamined aspect of Traherne’s
theological vision not only positions this study within the flow of Traherne scholarship, it
also naturally places this study within the context of recent theological studies on beauty. A
brief survey of the current conversation reveals that Traherne could function as a helpful
interlocutor in current theological aesthetics.*® A seminal voice in twentieth century
theological aesthetics is of course, Hans Urs von Balthasar.°

L. Clifton Edward shows a close affinity to Traherne in his recent work Creation’s

Beauty as Revelation. Following in a long line of Christian Neoplatonism, of which Traherne

1958): 161-165. Edmund Newey, “‘God Made Man Greater When He Made Him Less’: Traherne’s Iconic
Child,” Literature and Theology 24, no. 3 (2010): 227-241.Elizabeth S. Dodd, Boundless Innocence in Thomas

Traherne’s Poetic Theology: “Were All Men Wise and Innocent...” (Farnham, Surrey ; Burlington: Ashgate,
2015), 95-7.

18 Inge, Wanting like a God. Inge’s historical move follows A. Leigh DeNeef, Traherne in Dialogue:
Heidegger, Lacan, and Derrida (Duke University Press, 1988), 3.

17 Elizabeth S. Dodd, Boundless Innocence in Thomas Traherne’s Poetic Theology.

18 For a longer exploration see James McCullough, Sense and Spirituality: The Arts and Spiritual
Formation (Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 2015).

19 See especially his five volume series, The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics.



belongs, Edwards understands created beauty to be revelatory of God,?° and when seen,
created beauty draws the human person out of herself toward divine beauty. As Chapter 2
will show, Edward’s natural theology — what he calls ‘creational theology’ — closely mirrors
that of Traherne. Objectively rooted in God, created beauty invites a subjective experience in
the human person, which when truly seen orients the soul toward God:

...an experience of ... perceptual beauty could orient one to God's nature: that is, by
focusing our attention on what is perceptually desirable, valuable, and interesting for
its own sake, we would also be orienting ourselves to what is ultimately most
desirable, valuable, and interesting for its own sake, namely God.?

In addition to linking beauty and desire in his theological aesthetics, Edwards mirrors
Traherne (see Chapter 4) in identifying the need to develop epistemic practices® to cleanse
our customary apprehensions of the world to more fully discern the Being of God in created
beauty.

In Christian Ethicks, Traherne sees that his primary task in this work was to ‘elevate
the Soul’, ‘refine it Apprehensions’, and ‘excite’ its ‘Desire’ by presenting a clear vision of
the beauty of virtue.?® That moral behaviour and virtue is primarily a matter of true vision is
argued for by Stanley Hauerwas:

Modern moral philosophers have failed to understand that moral behavior is an affair
not primarily of choice but of vision... When we assess other people, we do not
consider just their solutions to particular problems; we feel something much more
elusive which may be called their total vision of life...Our morality is more than
adherence to universalizable rules; it also encompasses our experiences, fables,
beliefs, images, concepts, and inner monologues.?*

The interconnectedness of vision and moral behaviour comports well with Traherne’s own
efforts in Christian Ethicks to refine and reform human apprehension. Traherne’s own art
could be understood as a prolonged effort to provide his reader with an aesthetic experience
of the world with, as Hauerwas describes, ‘a clarity which startles us because we are not used
to looking at the real world at all.”?® As with Hauerwas, David Baily Harned understands the

effectiveness of good art as constituted in its ability to ‘initiate us more fully to the

20|, Clifton Edwards, Creation’s Beauty as Revelation: Toward a Creational Theology of Natural
Beauty (Eugene, Oregon: Pickwick Publications, 2014), 5.

21 1pid., 69.
22 1hid., xiii.
23 Christian Ethicks, 3.

24 Stanley Hauerwas, “The Significance of Vision: Toward an Aesthetic Ethic,” Studies in
Religion/Sciences Religieuses 2, no. 1 (1972): 38.

% 1bid., 40.



particularity of the things and situations we confront and the emotions we feel.”?® For Harned
and Hauerwas, art’s invitation to look closely at a particular object works to train the mind to
see and attend more truly to what is real. This emphasis on attention is also seen in Timothy
Gorringe.?” Chapter 1 will look at these aspects in Traherne.

Another contemporary voice in theological aesthetics is David Brown. Amongst other
things, Brown’s belief in the significant epistemological place of the emotions and the
imagination, and art’s unique role in impacting these human capacities?® resonate with
Traherne’s thought (see Chapter 3). Brown’s articulation of the sacramental, and aesthetic
experience, also finds links with Traherne’s notions of his own poetic art (Chapter 1), and
creation as a divine self-expression (Chapter 2). Brown states,

In a proper sense of the sacramental, the mediation is not purely instrumental;
instead the material symbol says something about God in its own right, and so it is
an indispensable element in assessing both the immediate experience and any
further significance it may have.?

Aidan Nichols, taking a phenomenological approach to art and beauty, mirrors
Traherne’s own emphasis on the need for attentiveness, purity of vision, and contemplation in
our vision of God’s creation. Nichols says of art:

Art requires and releases an askesis or discipline of vision so that we learn how to
look with a purity of insight into the heart of human life. Such looking shifts our
whole way of reading the significance of the world. In its wake we find our own
existence reshaped from the experience of what we have seen.3

Part of this askesis, for Traherne is the purging of a fallen vision of reality, that we might
view God’s creation with pure eyes. The phenomenological approach, with its emphasis on
the encounter with the truly ‘other’, in the sense that aesthetic experience is not mere
projection, rescues theological aesthetics from mere subjectivism.3! In the same way,
Traherne’s understanding of created beauty as divine self-expression ontologically rooted in

God, means that to encounter the beauty of creation is to encounter the divine ‘other’. The

% David Baily Harned, Theology and the Arts (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock, 2014), 30.

27T, J. Gorringe, Earthly Visions: Theology and the Challenge of Art, 1st Edition edition. (New Haven
Conn.: Yale University Press, 2011), 22.

28 David Brown, God and Enchantment of Place: Reclaiming Human Experience. (Oxford University
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divine other reaches into our subjective aesthetic experience and in ‘its wake we find our own
existence reshaped from the experience’.

The themes on beauty expressed in Edwards, Hauerwas, Harned, Gorringe, Brown
and Nichols — creation, desire, virtue, formation, askesis, vision, contemplation, attention,
purity — are ones that will be woven throughout this work. Naturally, to the degree these
recent voices shape my reading of Traherne, they will have implicit impact on the shape of
the current study, however, their explicit impact will be muted in favour of historical voices

on beauty that bore direction influence on Traherne’s own thought.

Beauty and Allurement

As was argued above, beauty and allurement are closely aligned in Traherne’s
thought. The idea of the beautiful plays an important role in Traherne’s understanding of the
essential nature of God, the human person, as well as his articulation of the human person in
its glorified state in union with God. In addition to acting as a descriptor of God and the
gloried soul, beauty also plays a dynamic role in Traherne’s theological vision. Beauty is
descriptive of that moment of encounter with the divine other. Beauty is a central aspect of
God’s self-communication and allurement of God’s lover. This study will primarily use the
language of allurement instead of its corollary, attraction. The reason for this comes from
Traherne’s own preference for this language. His usage echoes God’s words to unfaithful
Israel through the prophet Hosea: ‘Therefore, behold, I will allure her, and bring her into the
wilderness, and speak comfortably unto her...and she shall sing there, as in the days of her
youth’ (Hosea 2: 14,15 KJV). This exemplified in his entry ‘Allurement’” in Commentaries of
Heaven, that concludes with a poem that begins with the lines:

Awake my Soul, and soar upon the Wing
Of Sacred Contemplation; for the King
Of Glory wooes; he’s pleased to allure
Poor feeble Dust! Altho thou art impure,
He condescends, vouchsafing to come down
That with his Glory he might Ashes crown.*?

Why God ‘wooes’ and is ‘pleased to allure’ — rather than God ‘attracting’ — is because the
language of allurement takes the idea of attraction and imbeds it more properly within the
divine-human relational dynamics. Inanimate objects like magnet and planets attract, while

God relationally attracts via allurement. Divine allurement, through the beautiful, represents a

32 Commentaries of Heaven, v. 2, 368. Hereafter this work will be called Commentaries.



key claim in the current work. Traherne’s usage of other key terms will be explained

throughout the thesis, but allurement should be understood to be foundational.

Summary

What this thesis seeks to do is to draw together the history of Trahernian scholarship,
and through a close examination of Traherne’s primary works, and primary influences (not
least of which was the Bible), to reveal Traherne’s understanding of beauty as the existential
point of contact between heaven and earth, and the location of divine allurement through the
beautiful. The human encounter with beauty is deeply nuanced and complex, including issues
of epistemology, the doctrine of creation, personal purity, vision and the refinement of
apprehensions. Since the encounter with beauty should be understood as just that, a non-
discursive encounter with another, the unfolding chapters should be viewed as a multifaceted
exploration of this lived encounter. As such, the encounter with beauty will be explored
firstly through a literary lens, then through a philosophical and theological lens, then an
anthropological lens, and finally, through the lens of spiritual formation. The lens this thesis
applies to Traherne’s work is the one that sees Traherne as a spiritual guide, who through the
use of beauty in his own work, seeks to allure desire toward his theological vision, and
ultimately affect transformation in his readership. Beauty, then, will remain a strand that
weaves its way throughout this work.

Chapter 1 examines Traherne’s literary theory to pinpoint how he used literary form
to communicate his theological vision and how that form reveals very distinct literary and
aesthetic purposes. The chapter confronts the charges made that Traherne’s poetry lacks any
connection between form and content, and that its solipsistic character causes it to lack any
connection with its audience. As the chapter rebuts these claims by showing an organic
connection between form and content, and outlines a clear set of literary purposes aimed at an
audience, the chapter will argue that a clear way to envisage Traherne’s poetry and poetic
prose is to see it as a collection of beautiful literary objects of contemplation. The chapter
uses Traherne’s poem ‘The Author to the Critical Peruser’ to come to these conclusions for
this poem represents Traherne’s clearest explication of his poetic purposes. As beautiful
literary objects, the poems function as irreducible (form and content co-inhere to form one
thing) objects to be perceived by the eyes. The fact that they are beautiful, or bear an
aesthetic quality, makes them objects that capture the eyes and allure the audience. As objects

of contemplation, however, the sensual nature of the objects themselves inherently point to a
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reality beyond finite corporeality. Being irreducible these objects are never dissolved into the
infinite, however, they find their greatest meaning when experienced and enjoyed
contemplatively, when they are rooted in and point to the infinite reality they ‘embody’.
Traherne’s poetry and prose prove to be mimetic both of God who has condescended and
made God-self an object of human knowledge in the creation, and more acutely revealed the
divine nature through the Incarnation. Traherne’s doctrine of creation and Incarnation set the
agenda for both his poetic form and his poetic purposes.

Chapter 2 is primarily concerned with the metaphysics of what Traherne calls God’s
kingdom. It looks closely at Traherne’s The Kingdom of God in the attempt to identify his
understanding of how God relates to God’s creation. Integrating the Psalmist’s praise — ‘The
heavens declare the glory of God’ (Ps. 19.1) — and Paul’s belief — that ‘the invisible things of
[God] from the creation of the world are clearly seen’ (Rom. 1.20) — Traherne understands
creation to be a divine act of self-communication. As such, Traherne identifies three primary
divine attributes that have been communicated into the metaphysics of God’s kingdom:
beauty, goodness and love. Drawing on, and modifying, the long tradition of Christian
Neoplatonism, Traherne identifies love as the center or ‘Form’ of God’s kingdom, which
flows out into goodness, and both love and goodness flow into the visible beauty of creation.
What corporeal beauty does is reveal the love and goodness it springs from, and ultimately
speaks forth the divine goodness, love and beauty in the divine essence: ‘The Glory, and
Beauty of the Visible World is admitted by the Ey: By which we Come to the Knowledge of
God himself.”*3 Not only does ‘the Beauty of the Visible World’ manifest the essence of God,
it captures desire and allures the soul back into union with God. It is this rhythm — God
speaking forth the divine essence into creation and drawing the creation back into union
through the allurement of beauty — that undergirds Traherne’s entire metaphysics. This
Neoplatonic schema is greatly modified by Traherne’s insistence on divine freedom and his
insistence on the abiding and essential place of the corporeal world. In this chapter | retain
the term ‘Neoplatonism’ and even ‘Christian Neoplatonism’, more as a way to point to a
historical era of Platonizing philosophy that turns to Plotinus as its initiator, noting that the

term Neoplatonic is somewhat contentious, anachronistic®* and a term Traherne would have

33 Kingdom of God, 496, known hereafter as Kingdom.

3 The term ‘Neoplatonism’ finds it origins in the early 19" century : N. E. Tigerstedt, The Decline and
Fall of the Neoplatonic Interpretation of Plato. An Outline and Some Observations, Comment. Hum. Litt.; LIl
(Helsinki: Soc. Scient. Fennica, 1974).
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been unfamiliar with. Plotinus, Marsilio Ficino® and Traherne would have simply understood
Neoplatonism as a continuation of the Platonic tradition. I will use the term Christian
Neoplatonism as shorthand for a form of Christian Theology and spirituality that is
influenced by Platonic thought, that has been passed on to Traherne through the Church
Father (exemplified by Augustine and Gregory of Nyssa), Pseudo Dionysius, Aquinas,
Ficion, and even the English Renaissance Humanists. Traherne’s indebtedness to this
tradition will be explicated in Chapter 2.

The first half of Chapter 3 identifies how Traherne’s notion of humanity as the imago
dei —coming from God, mirroring God and finding its telos in union with God — functions as
the organizing principle of his theological anthropology. Since Traherne defines God as ‘all
Act’, and the freedom of the divine will is essential to the divine nature, God creates
humankind as the image of God in power that through a free movement of the will she might
become the imago dei in Act. Traherne’s articulation of the telos of the soul in these terms
shows strong resonances with the doctrine of theosis historically understood. Being that
theosis, closely aligns Christology and Anthropology, this section end by examining how
Incarnation functions as the theological foundation of Traherne’s anthropology.

The second half of the chapter seeks to articulate Traherne’s epistemology. Here it
will be seen that the human person has been uniquely constituted to come to know God in
God’s full self-expression in creation (Chapter 2). The section identifies the role played by
the body, the soul and the union of body and soul in Traherne’s epistemology. Throughout
this chapter, beauty is seen to be both a description of the telos of the soul in relational union
with God (a deified soul is beautiful), and an essential quality of allurement that awakens
desire in the human perceiver. As a transition into Chapter 4, the chapter ends noting that the
‘Will’ may be ‘deceived with fals Allurements,” or ‘Stird up with the Beauty of what is
Good’. Traherne’s central task is to work for the latter.

Chapter 4 examines Traherne’s understanding of the biblical narrative of creation,
fall, redemption and glory, as reimagined in the personal drama of the four estates of the soul:
innocence, misery, grace and glory. Having established that clear vision is a key component
to true vision of beauty and subsequently of God, this chapter examines human vision and
apprehension as it evolves through the four estates. Space is given in this chapter to highlight,

and in some cases, give a more orthodox account of some of Traherne’s more enigmatic

% Michael J. B. Allen, “Ficino’s Lecture on the Good?”. Renaissance Quarterly 30, no. 2 (Summer
1977): 30.
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claims. One of the central claims of this chapter is that Traherne’s primary audience are those
in the estate of grace, namely those redeemed and part of God’s community, yet still
exercising their will in the face of ‘two Kinds of Allurements’: ‘Earthly’ and ‘Divine’.%® As
such, Traherne articulates the journey through the four estates out of his own pastoral concern
to lead the reader along the path toward the estate of glory. For Traherne, the beatific vision,
acts as the teleological alluring reality, the final object of human desire, thus it is the beauty
of God, the beauty of heaven that speaks in all true experiences of beauty, and as such,
properly allures the soul heavenward. As a spiritual guide to souls in the estate of grace,
Traherne offers the spiritual discipline of solitude as the proper place to enter into the delights
of heaven while on earth, and to reform the apprehensions through the ongoing practice of

solitude.

3 Commentaries, v. 2, 367.
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Chapter One - Traherne’s Literary Form: Crafting
Contemplative Objects of Allurement

Trahernian scholarship began around the turn of the twentieth century with the publication of
a collection of poems in 1903 — almost 230 years after his death. After publishing The
Poetical Works of Thomas Traherne in 1903 — which had been rescued from a London
bookstall a few years prior — Bertram Dobell published Centuries of Meditation five years
later.! In Dobell’s estimation, the poetry, though good, was far inferior to the prose of the
Centuries. H.1. Bell has a soberer account of the poetry in his introductory remarks to the
collection of poetry he discovered and published under the title: Poems of Felicity. Bell even
goes as far as to say, ‘it is probably true to say that Traherne is not a poet at all...Not
infrequently we meet with the flattest of prose; and very rarely is there any vital connection
between form and content.’? In addition to Bell’s claim that Traherne’s poetry displays a
disconnect between form and content, Dauber suggests a disconnect between ‘writer and
reader’: ‘Traherne defeats genre by writing poems which bypass the rhetorical situation; they
address no one, are spoken into space rather than at an audience.’® Similarly, Robert Ellrodt
sees Traherne’s entire oeuvre as expressing an extreme egocentrism: ‘With Traherne we
move from egocentricity to a kind of solipsistic illusion, at least in his record of the alleged
intuitions of his infancy.”* What these early commentators fail to do however, is adequately
discern the purpose of Traherne’s work, which for C.S. Lewis is the first task of any true
critic:

The first qualification of judging any piece of workmanship from the corkscrew to a
cathedral is to know what it is — what it was intended to do and how it is meant to be
used.®

Malcolm Day, echoing Lewis, cautions against the premature judgements made by Bell and
others based on poetic or aesthetic tastes foreign to Traherne’s intended purpose:

In reading Traherne we must be cautious about judging what may seem like flat
metaphor or an uninspiring phrase, for underlying such apparent failures may be ideas
or esthetic intentions to which we are not accustomed to respond....we cannot

! Stewart, The Expanded Voice, 6.

2 Bell, Traherne’s Poems of Felicity, xxix.

3 Dauber, “Thomas Traherne and the Poetics of Object Relations,” 120.

4 Robert. Ellrodt, Seven Metaphysical Poets, 91.

5 C.S. Lewis, A Preface to Paradise Lost (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1942), 1.
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adequately appreciate the nature of the full effect of his art unless we become better
acquainted with the... motivations behind it.5

In this chapter I seek to counter Bell’s claim that Traherne’s writings lack a connection
between form and content, and Dauber and Ellrodt’s claim that Traherne’s solipsism and
defeat of genre deny any real thought for his reader. In so doing, | hope to offer a clearer
picture of the nature and purpose of his work, by discerning his ‘esthetic intentions’.

The impression one gets from these early critics (especially Bell) is of a Traherne who
was not adequately able to utilize poetry as a literary form to communicate his expansive
thought, whereas the Centuries provided a medium more conducive to his spiritual vision.”
Malcolm Wallace® and A.L. Clements® rightly reject the view that Traherne’s poetry was
poorly conceived, and instead show that the poetry of the Dobell sequence reveals a unified
whole, and each poem should be read and understood in relation to its location in the
sequence, for ‘they make their deepest impact when read in a particular way as parts of a
continuous whole.” The form of Traherne’s poetry is not a barrier to his content, instead it is
the role of the critic to attempt to see ‘the organic relation of content to form and style’,
which is clearly seen in his poetry.1°® Clement provides a counter voice to Bell and Dauber
(and the impression given by Ellrodt) by finding a clear relation between form and content in
Traherne’s Dobell sequence, which bears a purposive relation to his reader; namely to ‘make
their deepest impact’.

This chapter will examine Traherne’s literary forms and see how they are used to
communicate his distinctive theological vision, by locating Traherne within a larger historical
context and flow of ideas. Traherne’s poem ‘The Author to the Critical Peruser’ provides the
most revealing glimpse into what Traherne understood his poetry and prose to be doing, thus
the themes found in this poem will set the agenda for the rest of the chapter. The chapter
begins with an analysis of this poem. After establishing that Traherne’s poetry and poetic

prose are best understood as objects of contemplation, the next section explores poetry’s

6 Day, “‘Naked Truth’ and the Language of Thomas Traherne,” 306.

7 This sentiment is echoed throughout the first half of the 20™ century and is exemplified in Elizabeth
Jennings who comments: ‘Traherne’s formal, disciplined poems lack the accessibility, the immediacy of his
Centuries of Meditation. It is as if the poetic forms were a barrier to the content and we, his readers, can seldom
penetrate that barrier.” Jennings, Every Changing Shape. In this study I agree that Traherne’s prose is superior to
his poetry, but will also agree with Clements’ assessment that the poetry must be examined alongside the prose
to provide a full picture of Traherne’s theological and aesthetic vision.

8 Wallace, “Thomas Traherne and the Structure of Meditation.”
9 Clements, The Mystical Poetry of Thomas Traherne.

10 Ibid., vii.
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capacity to express truth. King David is identified as a key source of emulation and
inspiration for Traherne. Next, the chapter identifies how Traherne understood poetry to have
a unique capacity to mediate the transcendent to the senses, and then we combat Dauber in
showing how Traherne functions as a rhetorician. The final two sections follow the shift
toward the reader in the first stanza of ‘The Author to the Critical Peruser’; looking first at
the dynamics of the allurement of human desire and then the dynamics of human cognition.
What will be found throughout is that Traherne’s literary works find their telos in the
transformation of his literary audience. Traherne writes with a keen eye to the interplay of
content, form and audience and, as such, crafts literary objects that invite a contemplative
response. Additionally, these crafted objects are beautiful, and as such, inherently attract

desire. The next section will guide us through some of these major themes.

1.1. Traherne’s Poetic Form

In Traherne’s introductory poem — ‘The Author to the Critical Peruser’ — in the
collection Poems of Felicity, we find an apt starting point in our attempt to locate his literary
and aesthetic theory. Poems of Felicity is a collection of poems compiled by Traherne’s
younger brother Philip in the early eighteenth century, years after Thomas’ death in 1674. Of
the 61 poems found in Poems of Felicity, 22 are also found in the Dobell manuscript. In
Margoliouth’s edited volume Thomas Traherne: Centuries, Poems and Thanksgivings he
places these 22 poems on adjacent pages, enabling a clear comparison between the poems in
Thomas’ hand and those in Philip’s. Gladys Wade suggests that Philip alters about thirty-five
percent of Thomas’ originals,'* with the proper assumption that the other poems in Felicity
have been equally altered.*? These alterations have received mixed reviews: early
commentators Bell*® and Wade'* generally thought Philip improved on Thomas’ work, while
later commentators, notably Margoliouth'® and Clements,*® considered Philip’s editing a

disaster. Whatever we think of the alterations, Philip’s editing of Thomas in Poems of

11 Gladys 1. Wade, Thomas Traherne, xii.

12 Brown and Koshi, “Editing the Remains of Thomas Traherne,” 771.

13 Bell, Traherne’s Poems of Felicity, XXV—XXVi.

14 Gladys 1. Wade, “The Manuscripts of the Poems of Thomas Traherne,” 407.

15 Thomas Traherne, Centuries, Poems, and Thanksgivings, ed. H. M Margoliouth, vol. 1 (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1958), xv.

16 Clements, The Mystical Poetry of Thomas Traherne, 106.
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Felicity (especially revealed in Philip’s two introductory poems to the sequence), reveals an
early attempt to translate Thomas to a new audience;!’ this coming from a translator Thomas
in Select Meditations refers to in the best of terms: ‘And cannot I here on earth so Lov my
Friends!...my Brother!. Ye wise and Holy Sages!” 8 It is this familial love and knowledge
between the brothers that makes Philip an insightful early commentator and translator. In the
following I am less concerned in discerning how Philip either improved or corrupted
Thomas’ text, and more interested in seeing how the early pages of Poems of Felicity reveal
how Traherne’s younger brother and early commentator viewed him as a purposive poet.

The poem we have set out to explore — ‘The Author to the Critical Peruser’ — sits
amid three seemingly introductory poems that follow the work’s title page. The title page
reveals a common theme to be explored later in this thesis. The full title reads: ‘POEMS of
FELICITY / Vol. I. / Containing / Divine Reflections / On the / Native Objects / Of / An
Infant=Ey’. Given the history of the manuscript it is safe to assume the title is Philip’s own,
and we may thus deduce that he discerned Thomas’ work bore a divine quality, possibly a
reference to its divine source and purpose, but most certainly an expression of its (divine)
value. In Chapter 4 we argue for an understanding of ‘infant ey’ to be something akin to pure
apprehension, as imaged in the perception of the infant, while ‘Native Objects’ are all created
objects seen through these pure eyes. What Philip understands these poems to be is a
prolonged reflection on the objects seen truly by the pure eyes of the infant subject. What will
become clear below is that Philip understood these ‘Divine Reflections’ not as solipsistic
egocentricity (per Ellrodt) but as part of Thomas’ purpose to purify the senses to more
approximate the purity of the infant eyes.

As was just mentioned, following the title page are three introductory poems, the first
is signed by Philip, the second is by Thomas and the third is by ‘“THE PUBLISHER’,
presumably also by Philip or another close associate of Thomas. In the first poem, ‘THE
DEDICATION’, Philip names the purpose for printing ‘These sacred Relicks he hath left
behind’ (1. 9), to be for the public good:

Be pleas’d then to accept
This Off’ring I have kept
Too long in Privat; since it may becom
A Publick Good

17 Brown and Koshi, “Editing the Remains of Thomas Traherne,” 771.

18 Thomas Traherne, Select Meditations, ed. Julia Smith (Manchester England: Carcanet Press Ltd.,
2009), 27.
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(1. 28-30)*°
In the third poem of this introductory sequence — ‘THE PUBLISHER to the Reader’ —we get
a seemingly first-hand account of the ‘Publick Good’ of Traherne’s ‘pious Labors’ in life and
his ongoing impact in death: ‘Lo, he yet speaks, tho dead and void of Breath’ (1. 9). A few
selections from this poem reveal that in the eyes of this early commentator, a central purpose
in Traherne’s life and work was to rouse, awaken and purify the faculties of perception.

The faithful Watch-man being gon to rest

From ’s pious Labors, which he did not spare

To spend himself in; as All those attest

Who e’r convers’d with him, and know the Care
And earnest Pains which he did always take
To keep their drowsy Faculties awake:

Lest thy dull Soul should sleep the Sleep of Death,
For lack of som such Means to ope thine Eys;

Truths common, tho not heeded, to thy View
I here present; And, that they mayn’t do less
Than rowz thy Sens, if not thy Sight renew,
Shew the Divine cloath’d in a Poét’s Dress,
To win Acceptance: for we all descry,
When Precepts cannot, Poéms take the Ey.
(I1. 1-8, 19-24)

Traherne is characterized in this poem as a man with a singularity of purpose to ‘rowz’ ‘dull’
and ‘drowsy’ faculties, so as to awaken and ‘ope thine Eys’ to a true sight. For this early
commentator, of the written arts, poetry bears a unique potentiality to capture the eyes:
“When Precepts cannot, Poéms take the Ey.” What precepts lack, in their cold reporting of the
facts, is the capacity to captivate the eyes and attract the desire. What | will argue as we
progress is that for Thomas Traherne, as attested to by his brother, poetry has the unique
ability to place divine truths within the purview of the eyes, and instead of merely informing
the mind, awakens desire for these divine truths. Noting the central place of the eyes in
Traherne’s thought, I will argue that Traherne’s poetry is a collection of carefully crafted
literary objects, created for the purpose of contemplation. As the chapter unfolds we will see
that Traherne’s poetic vocation of creating objects of contemplation reaches beyond the
poetry to encompass his whole oeuvre, echoing Elizabeth Jennings claim that Traherne’s

prose work, Centuries of Meditation is best described as ‘poetic prose’.?° Elizabeth Dodd

19 All reference to Traherne’s poetry comes from volume 6 of The Works of Thomas Traherne.

2Jennings, Every Changing Shape, 83.
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more precisely claims that ‘“Traherne’s language is inherently poetic, both in its poetry and its
prose.” She continues,

It is poetic because it is irreducible: it cannot be deconstructed since it contains
meaning within the mode of discourse. A poetic approach therefore provides the most
appropriate assessment of Traherne’s symbolic, emblematic and sacramental use of
language...the ‘logic’ of Traherne’s theology is not found in adherence to
philosophical or doctrinal principles but in the movement of the affections through
poetic and rhetorical devices.?

Dodd identifies two essential components of my reading of Traherne. First, Traherne’s poetic
theology is irreducible, the ‘meaning’ of the text is imbedded in the interrelation of form and
content. Secondly, Traherne crafts these literary objects of contemplation for the purpose of
arousing, awakening and attracting the affections. Traherne understood that unless the
affections are moved to desire the good, God, or as he will say below, ‘The naked Truth, the
will remains idle and asleep.” In contrast to Dodd’s claim, however, Chapter 2 will argue that
Traherne’s ‘philosophical and doctrinal principles’ are not to be marginalized, for they
provide the metaphysical ‘logic’ for his literary goal of moving the affections.

If, as objects of contemplation, Traherne’s poetry invites contemplative engagement,
its ultimate purpose lies outside itself. The poem above concludes with the following lines:

And let the Soul that borrows hence a Spark
Of Light, so blow it into a Flame
Of Holy Lov, as may not in the Dark
Suppress the Benefit: but to God’s Name
Giv all the Thanks and Prais (whom the Author meant
To honor) and not him the Instrument.
(1. 25-30)

If the poem hits its mark in fanning into ‘Flame’ ‘Lov’, ‘Thanks and Prais’ to God, the poet,
the ‘Instrument’, the mediator, fades into the background as the divine is glorified, seen and
loved. What Philip Traherne offers in these two poems is the image of Traherne’s life and
poetry as primarily pastoral, seeking to awaken the eyes to the beauty of divine love, and
enflame the soul to love the divine. Philip discerned a clear set of purposes in Thomas’
poetry. It is unsurprising then, that between his two introductory poems Philip would place??
a poem where Thomas clearly articulates his poetic purpose. We turn now to Thomas’ own,

‘The Author to the Critical Peruser’.

2L Elizabeth S. Dodd, Boundless Innocence in Thomas Traherne’s Poetic Theology: “Were All Men
Wise and Innocent...” (Farnham, Surrey; Burlington: Ashgate, 2015), 21.

22 Brown and Koshi highlight the fact that Philip not only alters some of Thomas’ poems but creates a
new sequence of poems by compiling them from various sources: Brown and Koshi, “Editing the Remains of
Thomas Traherne,” 773. It is thus important to remember Philip’s hand in both editing and ordering the poems.
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In the opening stanza of the poem, Traherne introduces what he understands to be his
poetic vocation. In this stanza Traherne presents himself as one who has ascended mountains
and there become acquainted with ‘the highest Mysteries’ and ‘inward Beauties’ associated
with the ‘naked Truth’. Poetry, for Traherne, represents an appropriate form to reveal these
‘highest Mysteries’, but poetry becomes revelatory only when the language deployed can be
described as ‘simple’, ‘transparent’ and ‘lowly’.

The naked Truth in many faces shewn,

Whose inward Beauties very few hav known,
A simple Light, transparent Words, a Strain
That lowly creeps, yet maketh Mountains plain,
Brings down the highest Mysteries to sense
And keeps them there; that is Our Excellence:
At that we aim; to th’ end thy Soul might see
With open Eys thy Great Felicity,

Its Objects view, and trace the glorious Way

Wherby thou may’st thy Highest Bliss enjoy.
(. 1-10)=

Traherne makes it explicit that his poetic goal is to take things mysterious and hidden and
bring them to the ‘simple Light’, bringing ‘down the highest Mysteries to sense’. Line 7
marks the shift from themes of revelation to reception; a turn to the reader: ‘At that we aim;
to th’ end thy Soul might see / with Open Eys thy Great Felicity’. Traherne’s poetry hits its
mark when it displays ‘the highest Mysteries to sense’ — becoming an ‘Object’ of the eyes —
but it finds it telos in enabling its reader to ‘trace the glorious Way’ toward the enjoyment of
its ‘Highest bliss’. This rhythm of ‘highest Mysteries’ to sense to ‘Highest Bliss’ bears a
Christological echo when we consider the language Traherne deploys here. Traherne’s
language of ‘Truth’, ‘Light’, “Word’s’, and ‘see’, bear a close resemblance to the prologue of
John’s Gospel. In John 1 we find Jesus called ‘the Word’ (v. 1), ‘the true light’ (v. 9), ‘the
Word” who ‘became flesh and dwelt among us’, ‘full of grace and truth’ (v. 14), for the dual
purpose of making known the unseen ‘Father’, and to offer ‘the right to become children of
God’ (v. 12). Another player in John’s prologue is John the Baptist. His role — ‘as a man sent
from God’ (v. 6) —is ‘to bear witness about the light’ (v. 7), who having served his purpose
professes ‘He must increase, but I must decrease’ (John 3:30). If Philip Traherne’s poem
above is accurate to Thomas’ own sense of vocation, his poetry should be seen as a herald

and witness to a God who images divinity in the person of Christ.

2 “The Author to the Critical Peruser’, 84-6.
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John’s prologue hints at the humility of Christ’s incarnation — that the Word who is
God (v. 1), through whom all things are made (v. 3), put on flesh —, but Paul’s Christological
hymn in Philippians 2 overtly looks to Jesus’ self-emptying, or ‘kenosis’, as our exemplar of
humility. Paul’s account of Christ’s humility begins with Christ as the form of God, who
humbly took on human flesh, and reaches the apex of humility on the cross. But in response
to this chosen path of humility God exalts Jesus’ name above all other names ‘in heaven, on
earth and under the earth’ (Phil. 2:6-11). | suggest that this understanding of Incarnation
provides the theological substructure for Traherne’s claim that a humble poetic form contains
the highest potentiality to reveal ‘inward Beauties’ and ‘highest Mysteries’.

Additionally, Traherne’s humble form bears a beauty most suited to display ‘Objects’
of felicity to the eyes, and guide the soul to her ‘Highest Bliss’. For the poem to be
efficacious the ‘Objects view[ed]” must bear an aesthetic quality (that mirrors the ‘inward
Beauties’ of ‘naked Truth’) that they might be desirable objects, for the eyes must be allured
not merely informed. Contemplation and allurement are closely aligned in Traherne’s
thought. In a poem at the end of his entry ‘Allurement’ in Commentaries of Heaven, Traherne
connects the two:

Awake my Soul, and soar upon the Wing
Of Sacred Contemplation; for the King
Of Glory wooes, he’s pleased to allure
Poor feeble Dust!?*

Dodd aptly describes these lines as ‘both a description of God’s manifold expressions of love
in creation and a linguistic act of allurement.’?® The content of these lines is clear — God
woos and allures the human soul and ‘Sacred Contemplation’ is the means to be so allured —
but the purpose of these lines is to awaken desire for the God who allures, and woo the soul
to ‘soar upon the Wing / Of Sacred Contemplation’. For Traherne it is the mystery of the
hypostatic union that grounds his linguistic aspirations, and his meditation on ‘The Cross of
Christ’ seeks to both illuminate his reader and allure the reader to contemplate the beauty
therein:

The Cross of Christ is the Jacob’s ladder by which we ascend into the
highest heavens. There we see joyful Patriarchs, expecting Saints, Prophets
ministering Apostles publishing, and Doctors teaching, all Nations
concentering, and Angels praising. That Cross is a tree set on fire with
invisible flame, that llluminateth all the world. The flame is Love: the Love
of His bosom who died on it. In the light of which we see how to possess all

2 <Allurement’, Commentaries, vol. 2, 367-8.

% Elizabeth S. Dodd, Boundless Innocence in Thomas Traherne’s Poetic Theology, 82.
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the things in Heaven and Earth after His similitude. For He that suffered on it
was the Son of God as you are: tho’ He seemed only a mortal man...2®

The cosmic, heavenly and illuminating love of God is nailed to the cross, the highest
mysteries are brought down into the form of ‘mortal man’, that we might ‘ascend into the
highest heavens’. What seems only a mortal man dying on a cross — a single corporeal object
of contemplation — when illuminated by the light of heaven is revealed to be the Son of God
with ‘Love’ in ‘His bosom’. The ‘poetic prose’ seeks to allure the reader to contemplate this
single object, for in doing so the soul is allured toward her ‘Highest Bliss’.

As ‘The Author to the Critical Peruser’ continues, Traherne offers an account of a
contrasting poetic ‘Strain’ that differs from his own humble form.

No curling Metaphors that gild the Sence,
Nor Pictures here, nor painted Eloquence;
No florid Streams of Superficial Gems,

But real Crowns & Thrones & Diadems!
That Gold on Gold should hiding shiningly
May well be reckon’d baser Heraldry.

(1. 11-16)

Contrasting Traherne’s own language that is ‘simple’ and ‘transparent’, Traherne’s opponents
use language to gild, paint and hide through excessive intricacy and eloquence. Instead of
using poetic form to reveal those things that are hidden, these poets through the excesses of
‘curling Metaphors’ and ‘painted Eloquence’ actually make the realities they point to more
remote and obscure. Below we will discuss more fully the apparent tensions in Traherne’s
usage of metaphor while disavowing ‘curling Metaphors’. Traherne goes on to say that he
will use ‘An easy Stile drawn from a native vein, / A clearer Stream than that which poets
feign’ (11. 17-18). It is this style that is ‘fit to win Esteem’, for those ‘In Meteors speak, in
blazing Prodigies, / Things that amaze, but will not make us wise’ (1l. 20, 23-24). In contrast
to these, it is truth, wisdom, inward beauty and the like that Traherne professes his style will
reveal. To these ends Traherne adds the goal ‘To make us Kings indeed! Not verbal Ones, /
But reall Kings, exalted unto Thrones [...] / Letting Poetick Strains & Shadows go’ (11. 33-
34, 36). Itis the ‘reall’ Traherne seeks to turn his gaze toward, and hence the gaze of his
readers. The true sight of these ‘Objects’ of ‘Felicity’ offers the promise of ‘reall’ kingship,
with real ‘thrones’, for as Traherne explains in the Centuries of Meditation, you ‘are to

perceive yourself to be the sole heir of the whole world, and more than so, because men are

2 Centuries, I, 60.
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in it who are every one sole heirs as well as you.”?” Kingship is already true of humanity, it
falls on us to perceive it to be true, and it is the growing purity of his reader’s perception that
Traherne’s poetry seeks to enable.

Various attempts have been made to articulate a conceptual context for Traherne’s
claims to spurn metaphor, while seemingly deploying it at various points. Cynthia Saenz
seeks to locate these statements within ‘the seventeenth-century linguistic debate over the use
of metaphor’,? seeing Traherne as in alignment with ‘the conformist Restoration
establishment with its emphasis on religious unity, plain speaking, and antagonism toward
metaphor.”?® This ecclesial call for ‘plain speaking’ is also echoed in seventeenth century
discussions of natural science. In his 1667 work The History of the Royal Society Thomas
Sprat lays out the goals of communication of the society to be to ‘Remedy’ the ‘luxury and
redundance of speech’ by returning ‘back to [a] primitive purity’ exacting ‘from all their
members, a close, naked, natural way of speaking; positive expression; clear senses; a native
easiness; bringing all things as the Mathematical plainness, as they can.’3® Though Traherne
does seem to show affinity to the zeitgeist of his age in his call for linguistic simplicity, he
still holds an abiding place for the panoply of literary forms as proper ‘faces’ of ‘naked
Truth’. To account for this Alison Sherrington offers a mystical reading:

Although Traherne’s search for a plain style leads him to sweep aside many of the
poetic conventions of his day, it is evident even in this poem that he accepts the use of
simple conventional symbols; for example, the naked expression of Truth is the
“Simple Light” needed to guide the reader along “the glorious Way”. Since mysticism
consists in an experience which is in the most literal sense ineffable, the use of
symbols is inevitable in mystical writing, and conventional ones would be those most
clearly understood by the reader.3!

Traherne’s usage of metaphorical images within a poem decrying the use of ‘curling
Metaphors’, is understood by Sherrington, not as Traherne using metaphor as such, instead
utilizing ‘simple conventional symbols’, that would be ‘clearly understood by the reader’.
Sherrington’s point affirming Traherne’s desire that his reader would understand is well

taken, though muting Traherne’s irony in using metaphor while decrying metaphor by calling

27 Centuries, I, 29.

28 Cynthia Saenz, “Thomas Traherne’s View of Language in Restoration England” (unpublished PhD
thesis, University of Oxford, 1997), 10.

2 1bid., 148.

30 Thomas Sprat, The History of the Royal-Society of London, for the Improving of Natural Knowledge.
(London: printed by TRfor J. Martyn and J. Allestry, 1667), Sect. XX.

31 Sherrington, Mystical Symbolism in the Poetry of Thomas Traherne, 4-5.
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it symbol seems unhelpful. | suggest (and | will say more to this below) that Traherne’s ironic
usage of metaphor — and symbol — is precisely because he understands his work to be
mystical in nature, mystical in the sense that it finds its telos in mystical union with God.
Seen in this light, what Traherne does is less ironic, and more of an attack on the customary
conventions of the lyric form. Traherne’s problem with his contemporaries is that their poetry
uses ‘curling Metaphor’ to induce an idolatrous delight in the finite poetic object itself,
bringing glory to themselves and their ‘Poetick Strains’ instead of awakening the delight of
and for God through the enjoyment of the crafted object. The poetic object may be
beautifully adorned, but it fails to function as a clear mirror of our ‘Highest Bless’ if the
language invites the reader to terminate their desire in the object itself.

For our current purposes, Carol Johnston’s Petrarchan reading is most valuable for the
matter at hand. Johnston locates Traherne’s introductory poem in an ongoing debate about
‘the use of metaphor in the tradition of Petrarch and the English anti-Petrarchan tradition.’3?
Johnston sees in Traherne’s emphasis on sight and objectification a fusion of poetic and
painting theory. She locates Traherne’s aesthetic theory amid poetic disputes stemming from
the style handed down by the Italian Renaissance poet, Petrarch (1301-1374), and the
painting theories of linear perspective: ‘This exchange with poetics and painting results in
Traherne’s forging a unique poetic language, one predicated upon the non-representational
metaphor’.3® Johnston sees that Traherne ‘argues for metaphor with literally no distance
between subject and comparison. “Things” simply appear in his poems, he argues, in non-
referential language.”** It might be most fitting, following Johnston, to speak of Traherne’s
poetry as literary objects crafted to replicate the immediate experience of sight. Other
commentators seem to hit on a similar theme in Traherne. Barbara Lewalski suggests that in
Traherne’s ‘incantatory list[s]” of ‘beauties or joys or glories’ there is a hope that ‘such
naming will call forth the essence of the things.’3> Alison Karshaw sees that in Traherne’s
effort to reveal naked Truth and inward beauties he practices ‘simple and unadorned acts of

naming’, which are ‘often completely bare of adjectives.’*® In a similar vein A. L. Clements

32 Carol Ann Johnston, “Heavenly Perspectives, Mirrors of Eternity: Thomas Traherne’s Yearning
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argues that ‘in Traherne’s poetry, the means of expression are suited to the mode of
apprehension — what is the author’s and what is to become the readers’ mode of
apprehension: direct, immediate, intuitive, open-eyed.”3” Traherne seeks direct modes of
communication that directly answer the reader’s capacities of apprehension. The guiding
image Traherne deploys to speak of the type of apprehension he hopes to imbue in his reader
is the image of the ‘infant=Ey’. In stanza two of ‘The Preparative’, Traherne exemplifies his
typical poetic modes of expression, while describing his infant soul as a ‘Living Endless Ey’.

Then was my Soul my only All to me,
A Living Endless Ey,
Just bounded with the Skie
Whose Power, whose Act, whose Essence was to see.
| was an Inward Sphere of Light,
Or an Interminable Orb of Sight,
An Endless and a Living Day,
A vital Sun that round about did ray
All Life, all Sence,
A Naked Simple Pure Intelligence.
(1. 13-22)38

Each of these readings offer something to our topic. Sherrington’s mystical reading
rightly takes seriously Traherne’s claim to translate mysteries to sense, while the historical
readings of Johnston and Saenz help to ground Traherne within his setting, thus combating
the temptation to understand a mystical text as somehow ahistorical, devoid of any historical
context. Whether we read Traherne’s poem through an ecclesial, anti-Petrarchan (poetic
theory), or mystical lens, what is clear is that Traherne seeks to utilize the poetic form to
illumine ‘the highest Mysteries’ by crafting poetic objects of contemplation that when
contemplated aid the reader’s ascent to her highest bliss. The Johannine and Pauline
Christological claims made above reveal that the example of Jesus theologically grounds the
notion that the humble ‘transparent Words, a Strain / That lowly creeps’ (11. 3-4) is best suited
to reveal, or embody, the uncreated Word.

In the final stanza of the poem we see that Traherne does not fully do away with
simple metaphor but he claims to use it to reveal and clarify, rather than providing ‘painted

Eloquence’ that obscures the vision. In this stanza the focus shifts from Traherne as a creator

37 Clements, The Mystical Poetry of Thomas Traherne, 59.

3 “The Preparative’, 11.
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of verse to divine creation, thus linking his own act of creation with the divine poesis.:° This
shift is alluded to in the first line: ‘naked Truth in many faces shewn’. For Traherne, creation
is the many-faced manifestation of the transcendent God, the plenitude that flows forth from
divine simplicity. Sherrington sums up Traherne’s poetic vocation with relation to this truth:
‘For Traherne, the true poet is one who sees Truth naked and presents it naked, though “in
many faces shewn” (1. 1). He is one who leads his reader to find the One in the many, to share
his vision of God immanent in all things and of all things thus united in God.’*° In Traherne’s
estimation, however, there are many who use poetry as a means to win esteem for themselves
as opposed to looking to the divine poesis. Traherne uses a rich layering of complex images
to develop the contrast between his poetry and others, by deploying the metaphor of
nakedness and clothing.

I cannot imitate their vulgar Sence
Who Cloaths admire, but not the Man they fence
Against the Cold; and while they wonder at
His rings, his precious Stones, his Gold & Plate;
The middle piece, his Body & his Mind,
They over=look; no Beauty in them find:
God’s Works they slight, their own they magnify,
His they contemn, or careless pass them by;
Their woven Silks & wel=made Suits they prize,
Valu their Gems, but not more precious Eys:
Their Useful Hands, their Tongues & Ruby Lips, [...]
Nor yet the Soul, in whose concealed Face,
Which comprehendeth all unbounded Space,

(11.37-47,55-56)*

In his diatribe against certain poets who seem more interested in style or eloquence, Traherne
reminds the reader that his poetry seeks to display the ‘naked Truth in many faces shewn’.
The superficial clothing only acts to distract whereas the contemplation of naked creation (in
all its ‘faces’) properly orients the mind to truth. The primary distinction between the image
of a face and of clothing is that the face is intrinsically linked to truth and acts as a
manifestation of truth, while clothing covers and conceals, drawing attention to itself over

and above the object it hides. For Traherne, however, the true poetic vocation is to craft

%9 Elizabeth Dodd suggests that ‘a poetic approach to Traherne’s theology pays attention to poesis and
so finds it the creative use of language a conversation with the creator God.” Elizabeth S. Dodd, Boundless
Innocence in Thomas Traherne’s Poetic Theology, 21.

40 Sherrington, Mystical Symbolism in the Poetry of Thomas Traherne, 4.

41 “The Author to the Critical Peruser’, 85.



26

objects that, like ‘faces’, point beyond themselves to the divine craftsmanship, and the God
they mirror.

Traherne gives us a picture of what should be the soul’s orientation to the external and
internal beauty of the human person in his Centuries of Meditation:

Suppose a curious and fair woman. Some have seen the beauties of Heaven in such a
person. It is a vain thing to say they loved too much. | dare say there are ten thousand
beauties in that creature which they have not seen: They loved it not too much, but
upon false causes. Nor so much upon false ones, as only upon some little ones. They
love a creature for sparkling eyes and curled hair, lily breasts and ruddy cheeks which
they should love moreover for being God’s image, Queen of the Universe, beloved by
Angels, redeemed by Jesus Christ... But these excellencies are unknown. They love
her perhaps, but do not love God more: nor men as much: nor Heaven and Earth at all.
And so, being defective to other things, perish by a seeming excess to that...*?

The Truly discerning lover sees the ‘beauties of Heaven’ in the ‘fair woman’ before his eyes.
Love is defective when it narrows its gaze to appearance and fails to penetrate to the essence
of a thing, or more accurately, fails to see the beautiful object in relation to God, an image of
God, and beloved of God. In the same way, the poet that seeks to display their poetic skill
through the excessive clothing (or ‘curling metaphor’), obscures the many faces of ‘naked
Truth’ through its ‘painted Eloquence’. Instead of leading the reader to ‘trace the glorious
Way’ to their ‘Highest Bliss’, the ‘florid Streams of Superficial Gems’ invites a superficial
enjoyment of the beautiful and finite object itself, severed from its ontological depth in God.
For Traherne, however, it is the beatific vision shining within and through the finite object
that is to be discerned, that the divine face might beckon the soul through its ‘many faces
shewn’.

Traherne’s oeuvre does not simply consist of poetry, for it seems one literary genre
was insufficient to illumine ‘The naked Truth in many faces shewn’. Regarding his prose
works, Stanley Stewart notices in Traherne an ‘additive and dramatic’ form that he terms an
‘open form’, which utilizes repetition that has an ‘incantatory, almost numinous effect’:

Traherne piles up the words and phrases, taking pains to proliferate synonyms, as if
the mere weight of the word itself ... were enough to summon forth the essence of the
universe in this small part.*

Stewart sees in Traherne’s prose what many above perceived in his poetry, his final claim
echoing Traherne’s understanding of the relation existing between the particular object

(‘small part’, ‘many faces’) and its ontological rootedness in God (‘naked Truth’, ‘essence of
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the universe’). The proliferation of genres mirror Traherne’s belief that it is fitting for the
simplicity of ‘naked Truth’ to be made known through ‘many faces’. What Steward and
others show is that many of the literary goals found in the poetry are also present in
Traherne’s many prose works. I agree with Jennings — echoing T. S. Eliot — who discerns
poetry within Traherne’s prose: ‘Eliot has indicated that literature may often be genuinely
poetic even when it is not presented in the forms of conventional verse.” 44

In using the paradoxical phrase ‘open form’ to describe Traherne’s literary form,
Stewart identifies a paradoxical element in Traherne’s usage of form and genre. When
Traherne professes to disavow both ‘curling Metaphor’ and ‘Poetick Strain’ in a poem
articulating his poetic vocation, he shows an ambivalence to what might be understood as the
customary rules that govern genre. Speaking of Traherne’s poetry, Dauber sees Traherne
rejecting genre as such: ‘Traherne, flatly refusing to fashion his poems into objects, largely
eschews the historical genres that will give them ready-made shapes...Traherne defeats
genre...[and] is so determined to keep his poems from assuming fixed shapes that he blocks
new genres from emerging.”*® The result for Dauber, is that Traherne breaks the contract
between writer and reader that genre provides, thus severing any connection between
Traherne’s poetry and an audience: ‘[Traherne’s poems] address no one, are spoken into
space rather than at an audience.’*® I agree with Dauber’s claim that Traherne eschews the
customary rules associated with genre, thus refusing to allow his poems to become mere
object, but reject the claim that his poems are thus shape-less and audience-less. Instead,
Traherne refuses to make his poems into generic objects, precisely because he wants them to
function as contemplative objects and his way of doing this involves eschewing convention to
push the reader beyond immediate appearances, i.e. beyond the surface forms they will be
familiar with. In transgressing the customary rules associated with genre, Traherne does not
‘defeat genre’, he invites the reader to refrain from terminating their enjoyment in the
immediate appearances of the finite object and instead, through contemplation, to find the
signified within (through, beneath and behind) the signifier.

We set out at the beginning of this section to trace some of the major contours of
Traherne’s literary and aesthetic theory. What I have begun to argue is that to see his literary

theory as an aesthetic theory is fitting, for what Traherne seeks to do in his poetry and prose
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is to craft literary objects of contemplation, that are most properly received as contemplative
objects of sight. As a visionary craftsman of poetry and prose, however, Traherne reveals a
certain ambivalence to his own sense of literary vocation. In one sense, he conceives that his
poetry and poetic prose bear the lofty capacity to bring ‘down the highest Mysteries to sense’,
but ironically for Traherne, this is most successfully done when some of the customary
components of the poetic genre are marginalized (i.e. ‘curling metaphor’) for the sake of
‘simple’, ‘transparent’ and ‘lowly’ words. Echoing the Christological reality that the
incarnate Word humbly took on the form of a servant that he might image the transcendent
Father in corporeal flesh, Traherne understood the ‘highest Mysteries’ to be most suitably
manifest in a lowly form. What we will notice in this and in future chapters is that, though
these literary objects of contemplation are said to be manifest in simple and transparent
words, there is an inherent aesthetic quality to them. As objects of beauty, Traherne’s poetry
and prose have an attractive quality, they allure as they illumine. There is genuine purpose in
Traherne’s work, and beauty plays an important role. Malcolm Day argues that in Traherne’s
Christian Ethicks he ‘attempts to change the reader into a new self by presenting him with so
vast and irresistibly attractive a vision that he will be turned into perfect love and
knowledge.’#’ Day’s comments sidestep Traherne’s understanding of the rigours of virtue,
but Traherne’s goal of presenting an attractive vision of the virtuous life is duly noted. In this
we see Traherne offering to his reader’s sight ‘Objects’ of ‘Felicity’ that are charged with
‘inward Beauties,” that once seen, allure the soul to ‘trace the glorious Way’ to their ‘Highest
Bliss.” Traherne’s objects are simple that they might be accessible and revelatory, and
beautiful that they might attract desire and move the will. In future chapters, we will examine
the metaphysical realities of beauty as they pertain to God, creation and the allurement of
humankind. The task at hand is to discern these dynamics within the objects of his literary
form. To further elucidate how Traherne understood the efficacy of the written word to move
the desiring soul, this chapter will locate him amid a broader and longer discussion regarding

literary form, its capacity to reveal truth and its role in moving the soul.

1.2. Literary Form and Truth

In the third century of Centuries of Meditation Traherne articulates his spiritual

autobiography; retelling his own experience of fall from original innocence into the customs

47 Malcolm M. Day, Thomas Traherne (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1982), 43.
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of this world, his return to God by the gracious aid of God, and his telos, characterized by the
fruition of our nature in glory and full communion with God in the beatific vision. In this
‘return’ Traherne is drawn along by his insatiable desire for felicity, and ‘implicit faith in
God’s goodness.”® In this state he learns that all things created are good in their place,
namely ‘in Eternity and in God’s Esteem,*® and that the most ubiquitous things of nature
most clearly express God’s infinite goodness: ‘For nothing is more natural to infinite
goodness, than to make the best things most frequent; and only things worthless scare.”>°
Denise Inge finds a principle in Traherne that ‘real treasure is judged to be so by its ubiquity,
its utility and its simplicity.’® Just as the ubiquitous, useful and simple things of creation are
to be highly valued (‘Air, Light, Heaven and Earth, Water, the Sun, Trees’)? and
contemplated, Traherne’s literature as a mimetic art seeks to be useful and through the usage
of simple language that manifests the ‘naked Truth’ in its “‘many faces’.

Along with the contemplation of the goodness and beauty of creation, Traherne’s
desire for felicity leads him to the Bible, and therein finds another man who shared his same
theological vision. In the midst of thinking no other ‘man in the world had had such thoughts
before’, Traherne sees ‘clearly in the person of David’®? his own natural impulses to

experience communion with God in creation.

1.2.1. Poetic Mimesis and King David

For Traherne, David functions as the ideal man and exemplar of his theological
poetics. In meditation 69 of the third century Traherne turns from meditation to poetry to
express the glorious life of David. The poem begins ‘In Salem dwelt a glorious King, /
Raised from a shepherd’s lowly state;” who ‘By many great and bloody wars / He was
advanced unto Thrones / but more delighted in the stars.” We see Traherne juxtaposing
‘Salem’ (Hebrew for ‘Peace’) with ‘bloody wars’ and contrasting the tempting delights of
‘precious stones’ or ‘gold and silver’ with David’s greater ‘delight in the stars’ for ‘The

Words of God were his sublime reward’. In stanza 2, the poem continues to praise David for
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spurning the typical trappings of kingship, the ‘fading honours, and false pleasures / Which
are by mortals so much prized;’ and instead ‘placed his happiness in other treasures’: divine
pleasures. Stanza 3 explores David’s capacity as musician, creating songs of worship that
‘filled all the Jewish quire’. David’s greatest treasure, however, was ‘in a silent night to see /
The moon and Stars’ for ‘Enflam’d with Love it was his great desire, / To sing, contemplate,
ponder, and admire.” The contemplative gaze at creation is where Traherne sees his greatest
kinship with the Hebrew king. After exploring David’s capacity as ‘prophet’, ‘judge’, ‘sage’
stanza 4 again locates his greatest enjoyment when he ‘Did as a poet praise the Deity.” Stanza
5 provides a summation of David’s greatness as a poet and divine. The stanza begins with
one of what Lewalski calls Traherne’s ‘incantatory list[s]”>*:

A shepherd, soldier, and divine,
A judge, a courtier, and a king,
Priest, angel, prophet, oracle, did shine
At once when he did sing.
Philosopher and poet too
Did in his melody appear;
All these in him did please the view
Of those that did his heavenly music hear
And every drop that from his flowing quill
Came down, did all the world with nectar fill>

In the exercising of his poetic vocation David created ‘heavenly music’ that bore the marks of
all his various capacities. This catalogue of Davidic roles can be especially instructive, for in
it Traherne affirms that within the poetic genre David acts as ‘Priest, angel, prophet,” and
‘oracle’, all four roles carrying the general purpose of mediation. The angel is a divine
messenger, the prophet is the mouthpiece of God, the oracle is acquainted with transcendent
realities and the Priest calls God’s people to respond to God’s heavenly communications
through praise and worship. David not only mediates directly from the Divine to human, he
also mediates a proper and divine view of creation to the dull human person. In stanza 6
David is said to have ‘had a deep and perfect sense / Of all the glories and the pleasures /
That in God’s works are hid’ for ‘Sense did his soul with heavenly life inspire,” and in stanza
7 he is said to have a ‘clear soul and open sight / Among the Sons of God’. The clarity of
David’s soul and sight imbue his physical senses with a capacity for pleasure unavailable to

others, and in the Psalms David is seeking to draw others into his heavenly vision. Traherne

54 Lewalski, “Thomas Traherne: Naked Truth, Transparent Words, and the Renunciation of Metaphor,”
356.
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concludes his poem in stanza 8 with a final statement of Davidic capacity and a personal
aspiration of imitation

All arts he then did exercise;
And as his God he did adore
By secret ravishments above the skies
He carried was before
He died. His soul did see and feel
What others know not: and became,
While he before his God did kneel,
A constant, heavenly, pure, seraphic flame.
Oh that I might unto his throne aspire,
And all his joys above the stars admire.%®

The ‘heavenly, pure, seraphic flame’ that David was, inspires Traherne to ‘aspire’ to the
same. This Trahernian longing — as we will see more clearly as we discuss Traherne’s usage
of the pronoun ‘I’ in a later section — carries with it the implied invitation for the reader to
also enter into this same Davidic vision of the world. What this stanza also exemplifies is
Traherne’s understanding of ‘All arts he then did exercise’ as somehow manifestations of the
‘secret ravishments above the skies’. Poetry’s capacity to bring ‘down the highest Mysteries
to sense’ in ‘The Author to the Critical Peruser’ (L. 5), is seemingly expanded to all arts.

In the following meditation Traherne returns to the meditation genre and explores
further his encounter with the person of David. In this passage, we see that Traherne goes
beyond the desire to see and enjoy as David did, for here he ‘perceived that [they] were led
by one Spirit’.

When | saw those objects celebrated in his psalms which God and Nature had proposed
to me, and which | thought chance only presented to my view, you cannot imagine how
unspeakably | was delighted, to see so glorious a person, so great a prince, so divine a
sage, that was a man after God’s own heart, by the testimony of God Himself, rejoicing
in the same things, meditating on the same, and praising God for the same. For by this I
perceived we were led by one Spirit, and that following the clue of Nature into this
labyrinth, | was brought into the midst of celestial joys: and that to be retired from
earthly cares and fears and distractions that we might in sweet and heavenly peace
contemplate all the Works of God, was to live in Heaven, and the only way to become
what David was, a man after God’s own heart.®’

David’s contemplative gaze toward the “Works of God’ sanction the very move of Traherne
to follow the ‘clue of Nature” and contemplate nature as a means to commune with God and
‘live in Heaven’. The notion of being ‘led by one Spirit’ could carry with it both the sense of

being kindred spirits with David, as well as the notion of being led by the same Spirit, namely

% Ibid.
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the Holy Spirit. As was mentioned above David functions as the idealized man for Traherne,
one he longs to imitate further. This Trahernian longing to imitate David is far from an
isolated impulse. It can be understood more clearly when compared to larger English
Renaissance and Early Modern notions of poetic mimesis.

Ben Jonson’s notebook Discoveries (published posthumously in 1641) provides a
helpful starting point in locating mimesis in early modern English poetic thought.

The third requisite in our poet, or maker [after natural wit and exercise] is
imitation, to be able to convert the substance, or riches of another poet, to his own use.
To make choice of one excellent man above the rest, and so to follow him, till he grow
very he: or, so like him, as the copy may be mistaken for the principle. (ll. 3056-3062)%8

Michael Ponsford contends that Traherne’s ‘poetic method fulfils exactly the demand of the
most important literary genre in Restoration period, the formal Imitation.”® Jonson’s words
above were typically applied to the imitation of classical authors, but Traherne ‘uses David as
a model in much the same way.’® Traherne is not alone in his praise of David’s divine
poetry, for in An Apology for Poetry, Sir Philip Sidney also deems the Psalms ‘chief, both in
antiquity and excellency, were they that did imitate the unconceived excellence of God.” 5!
David’s imitation of God’s creation in the Psalms makes him a prime poetic exemplar for it
was understood that ‘a poet whose art truly mirrored nature had an immediacy and relevance
to all ages, rather than a limited application to the poet’s own age.’%? There are two levels of
mimesis here. Traherne looks to David as his literary exemplar, finding in David the perfect
expression of literature’s ability to translate the ineffable within the realm of poetic objects.
In this way, David plays the role of mediator. Additionally, David functions as exemplar of a
true contemplation of God within God’s creation. As a Psalmist, David crafts liturgical
objects of contemplation used to draw Israel into the praise of God; as a lover, David is
ravished by divine contemplations as he discerns God in the objects of creation. What
Traherne lauds in David, and attempts to embody in his own work is the perpetual gesture
toward creation, the divine work.

Ponsford argues that utilizing the Psalms as Traherne’s primary mimetic referent

allowed him a form to express his ‘mystical ascent toward felicity’” without the threat of

%8 Ben Jonson, The Complete Poems, Penguin classics (London: Penguin Books, 1988), 448.
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censure in an age suspicious of religious enthusiasm.’®3 Admitting the Bible’s protective role
in sanctioning Traherne’s thought must not distract from the greater reality that his oeuvre
does reflect his primary debt to the Bible; especially the Psalms and the Pauline corpus. In
general, the exaltation of David and the imitation of his poetry was part of Traherne’s desire
to commune with the ancient author. Ponsford sees his aim as ‘the spiritual fusion of his own
personality with that of David,” for the discovery of David was ‘really the discovery of a
second self, allowing their personalities to merge.’® In David, Traherne discovered a glorious
example that he might imitate in both his impulse to ‘contemplate all the Works of God’ and
express those contemplations in verse, and therefore to become like David ‘a man after God’s
own heart.’

In the meditations following the poem to David, Traherne explores various Davidic
psalms that show David contemplating the ‘Works of God’” and humankind’s place in those
works. Some of Traherne’s primary theological emphases are presented in these psalms:
humankind’s exalted place in God’s creation (Psalm 8), God’s character expressed in his
creation and his laws (Psalm 19), the injunction to praise God in response to his self-
communication in his acts (Psalm 22); amongst others.® In chapter two we look to
Traherne’s metaphysics to articulate how God expresses God-self in creation, but the fact that
God does this is of utmost importance to Traherne.

...there are many Sublime and Celestial Services which the World doth do. It is a
Glorious Mirror wherin you may see the verity of all Religion: Enjoy the Remainders
of Paradice and Talk with the Dietie. Apply yourself Vigorously to the Enjoyment of
it. For in it you shall see the face of God: and by Enjoying it, be wholy Converted to
Him.%¢

The self-revelatory nature of creation — ‘The Heavens declare the glory of God...5” —
theologically and philosophically grounds Traherne’s spiritual impulse to contemplate
creation, and following David, explore the capacity of language to mirror this divine
communication to his reader. Mimesis of the creation makes sense for Traherne, because ‘in

it you shall see the face of God’.

8 Ibid., 6.

5 Ibid., 10.
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As in other places, these twenty-three meditations from century three reveal
Traherne’s ‘additive and dramatic’%8 style, adding psalm upon psalm to express his point. The
sheer volume of evidence from the psalms echoes the rhetoric of Erasmus in De Copia (or De
Utraque Verborum ac Rerum Copia) where we see the Dutch humanist espousing the
rhetorical form of fullness, plenitude and the practice of exploring a variety of ways to say
the same thing. This layering of quotes from the Psalms seems to provide both rhetorical
waves of naked Truth, while also communicating Traherne’s indebtedness to the Bible
(especially the Psalter) for his content and most assuredly his poetic form. Commenting on
the Centuries Stewart states, ‘when at its best, Traherne’s prose conveys a sense of onrush, as
if the speaker is inundated by a tide of thoughts, which overflow the restraints of the English
period.” This fullness and plenitude that overflows in Traherne’s prose both reveals an inner
overflow of Traherne’s own soul, while echoing Erasmus’ rhetorical form of fullness; both
being mimetic of God’s self-expression of divine simplicity in the plenitude of created
objects. As we saw above, the primary restraint Traherne places on his mimetic, ‘additive and
dramatic’ style is that his language would be transparent, functioning as a mirror not an idol.
An idol invites the veneration of the object itself, while Traherne’s mirroring objects invite an
enjoyment of the object, as it were, in God.

The polyphonic nature of the Bible carries forth into written text the idea expressed
above that creation is divine self-expression in a multitude of form. The usage of various
genres and multitude of voices express a dynamic text meant to engage the reader from every
possible angle with divine Truth. Both in David and in the Bible as a whole we find Traherne
encouraged to seek God’s naked Truth in all His works, in its many faces. According to
Traherne the ‘Bible was His book from Heaven’,® the location for God’s direct
communication with the created. One might see an echo of this in Traherne’s belief that his
poetic form seeks to express ‘The naked Truth in many faces shewn.” The Bible reveals a
layered text, and if Traherne is right about its divine origin, it reveals a God eager to utilize a
vast array of genres and human voices to express truth in its ‘many faces’. David Ford, in his
book Christian Wisdom, sees in scripture not merely a location of revelation but a location of
divine allurement, acting on the heart and imagination, as well as the mind. Ford finds this
same quality in Traherne’s prose:

If Christian wisdom is concerned to correspond thoughtfully, in many “moods”, to
God and God’s purposes, the desire for this needs to be aroused; the heart and

8 Stewart, The Expanded Voice, 70.

89 Centuries, 111, 32.



35

imagination must be moved as well as the mind. Here the narrative and the poetry of
scripture come into their own, together with the sort of prose exemplified by Thomas
Traherne. Concepts and metaphors play off each other to evoke the desirability and
riches of wisdom and the God of wisdom...Heart and mind are educated together and
are stretched to engage passionately in their own search for wisdom.”

What Ford suggests is that the biblical text carries within the interworking of form and
content the potentiality for a holistic encounter with its reader; arousing the desire and
shaping the imagination as much as informing the mind. I agree with Ford’s assessment, that
Traherne’s own prose bears this same intended telos, namely to arouse desire, or more
precisely ‘to evoke the desirability and riches of wisdom and the God of wisdom.” Taking his
cue from creation, the Bible, and King David in particular, Traherne’s poetic prose seeks to
evoke the ‘inward Beauties’ of ‘naked Truth’ revealed in its ‘many faces’ (or many objects,
be they literary, biblical or created), that their latent desirability might be seen, enjoyed and
allure the reader to their ‘Highest Bliss’. As will become clear in Chapter 3, Traherne
understood this allurement in the broadest possible terms: including the bodily senses, the
imagination, the mind, the will and the heart.

In classical literature, we see continued engagement with the question of the
interaction of form and content — more specifically the relation of poetry and truth —, and we
can affirm with certainty that Traherne’s humanist education would have informed him of
this history. In the following section, we extend our exploration of form and content beyond
the Bible into the classic disagreement between Plato and Aristotle as to the capacity of

poetry as a form capable of revealing truth.

1.2.2. Poetry and Truth: ‘The naked Truth in many faces shewn’

Traherne tells us in the Centuries that during his education at Oxford he was taught
the subjects of ‘Logic, Ethics, Physics, Metaphysics, Geometry, Astronomy, Poesy,
Medicine, Grammar, Music, Rhetoric all kinds of Arts, Trades, and Mechanisms,’ and was
later taught that all these that ‘adorned the world pertained to felicity.”’* This vast array of
subjects is in no way problematic to Traherne for they all have a place in his vision of

felicity, however, the deficiency arose in the fact that he had no tutor that could relate all of

0 David Ford, Christian Wisdom: Desiring God and Learning in Love, Cambridge studies in Christian
doctrine; 16 (Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 12.

L Centuries, 111, 36. This list is a good example of Traherne’s cataloguing style, a style, as we have
observed, is later used in his glorification of King David, the quintessential ‘Renaissance man’.



36

these to his primary desire for happiness.’ In this list we see subjects that at times were
historically at odds. Plato and Aristotle held divergent views regarding the efficacy of poetry
to reveal truth. Victor Hamm describes this in the following way:

[Plato] denied poetry any claim to truth, in both the logical and the moral senses of
the word: —the logical, because poetry, according to him, imitates an imitation of
reality and is thus thrice removed from the truth of the Ideas; the moral, because
poetry is a lie, a fiction that “feeds and waters the passions instead of drying them
up.” Aristotle was the better philosopher here. He saw that poetry grew out of man’s
mimetic and harmonic instincts, and that, though dealing in fictions, it was akin to
philosophy in its adumbrations of the universal: “Poetry, therefore, is more
philosophical than history, for poetry tends to express the universal, while history
describes the particular.”"®

Though Aristotle does deal with lyric poetry in his Poetics, his primary referent in the section
quoted (Chapter 9) is the poetry of ‘stories or Plots’: namely the fictions of ‘Comedy’ and
‘Tragedy’. With the similar point of reference, Plato wrote in a culture immersed in the epic
poetry of Homer, and was concerned that poetry, unexamined by reason, could move the soul
toward the vicious life. In the Republic Plato states: ‘there is an old quarrel between
philosophy and poetry’.”* What constitutes an ironic twist for Plato, however, was that he
places his critiqgue of mimesis (or imitation) in the mouth of Socrates, the great protagonist in
his favored genre; the dialogue. The ironic move to place a critique of mimesis for its
obscuring nature in the mouth of one other than oneself; a fundamental mimetic act.” One
commentator remarks:

Plato's remarkable philosophical rhetoric incorporates elements of poetry. Most
obviously, his dialogues are dramas with several formal features in common with
much tragedy and comedy (for example, the use of authorial irony, the importance of
plot, setting, the role of individual character and the interplay between dramatis
personae). No character called “Plato” ever says a word in his texts. His works also
narrate a number of myths, and sparkle with imagery, simile, allegory, and snatches of
meter and rhyme.

Plato’s dialogues reveal the literary genius of their creator. Form and content work together
not only to inform but to affect change in his readers, to move them toward the Good as
articulated by Socrates, the lover of wisdom.

2 Centuries, 111, 37.
8 Victor M. Hamm, Language, Truth & Poetry (Marquette University Press, 1960), 53-54.
"4 Plato, Republic, 607b5-6.

"5 For a helpful discussion in locating Plato’s views on poetry both in his historical setting and the ways
by which he utilizes poetic conceits to argue his point see Charles L. Griswold, “Plato on Rhetoric and Poetry,”
in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta, Fall 2014., 2014.
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In response to Plato’s apparent denigration of poetry, Sir Philip Sidney, in An Apology
for Poetry, offers a similar retort,

But now indeed my burden is great; now Plato’s name is laid upon me, whom I must
confess, of all philosophers | have ever esteemed most worthy of reverence, and with
great reason, since of all philosophers he is the most poetical.”’

For Sidney, what Plato banishes from his Republic, is not the poet as such, but the abuses and
false doctrine of the poets,”® and retains the poetic form for its capacity to teach and move to
virtue.

For if it be, as | affirm, that no learning is good as that which teacheth and moveth to
virtue, and that none can both teach and move thereto so much as Poetry, then it is the
conclusion manifest that ink and paper cannot be to a more profitable purpose
employed.”

Sidney’s belief in the efficacy of poetry to move the will toward virtue — identifying Plato’s
primary attack on poetry as an attack on the abuses of some — provides a Renaissance
antecedent to Traherne’s own understanding of the place of poetry in rousing the will toward
virtue. We will pick this thread up below.

Traherne’s own critique of ‘Poetic Strain” and ‘curling Metaphor’ in the midst of a
poem expressing the lofty capacities of poetry does bear some resemblance to Plato’s own
ironic move. If Plato’s remarks about poetry are primarily directed at the cultural hegemony
of the epic poetry of Homer, Traherne’s remarks seem to be directed at poets whose use of
poetic conventions (possibly Petrarchan) have buried truth to the point of inaccessibility
within their baroque form. Traherne’s personal lyric poetry seems distant from Plato’s
critique of epic poetry and Aristotle’s praise of comedy and tragedy for their capacity to
express the universal, but 1 would suggest that it is the interaction of the particular (lyric) and
the universal (epic) that constitutes an important feature in Traherne’s literary theory.

J. Neville Ward, in a book on devotional writing makes the following claim about
lyrical poetry:

Poetry is the kind of language in which a whole situation is presented and its feeling
communicated, so that you know what it means to see a certain segment of reality
with your whole feeling self, to contemplate a person or an object sympathetically
enough for it to exercise its full force upon you. Pages of prose could be written to set
out what Blake’s poem ‘The Sick Rose’ is about, but, however full such treatment
might be, something, indeed the all-important thing, eludes that procedure. You can

7 Philip Sidney, An Apology For Poetry (Or The Defence Of Poesy): Revised and Expanded Second
Edition, ed. R. W. Maslen (Manchester University Press, 2002), 106.
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find the poem real, and presumably share something at any rate of the experience of
the poet, only by living encounter. You have simply to read the poem and you will
come face to face with it.&

For Ward, as for Traherne, poetry is especially suited to portray reality as from a single
vantage point, the experience of a single subject. What the poet produces is something
irreducible, an object only to be known through living encounter. Poetry invites a
sympathetic and contemplative encounter, that the ‘full force’ of this particular segment of
reality might encounter my ‘whole feeling self’. For Rowan Williams, the poet bears a unique
capacity to express truth, in all its harsh realities, while also remaining open to the hope of
grace: ‘The hope of grace cannot absolve us from that fanatical attention to particulars, to
what the world is, to the linguistic past, without which our notions of “experience” and
“reality” will be cheap and trivial.’®* Williams’ emphasis on the harshness of the
‘particulars’ seems distant from Traherne’s general optimism and blissful ignorance of the
‘infant eyes’ — or as Ellrodt has claimed Traheren’s ‘solipsistic illusion’®? — but he does show
a fanatical attention to ‘particulars’. These particulars, however, have been somehow
transfigured in the light of heaven, as they mirror the divine: “Y ou never enjoy the world
aright, till you see how a sand exhibiteth the wisdom and power of God’.# For Traherne, the
true contemplative look at or the look within is inherently a look toward God: ‘For as in
Water, the face of Heaven is represented; so is the Nature of God in the Soul of Man’.84 This
theological notion that all is transfigured and seen aright when seen in the light of heaven,
shapes the type of poetic objects of contemplation Traherne produced, but leaves him open to
the charge that his particular segment of reality may in fact appear ‘cheap and trivial’.

Ben Quash, following Han Ur von Balthasar, seems to strike a similar tone as
Williams, as he argues with von Balthasar that drama bears a superior capacity to lyrical
poetry to express truth and reality.

Von Balthasar says that th[e] “lyricism” [exemplified in J. Neville Ward] results in a
“romanticism remote from reality” and in the Church produces a pious but largely
“affective” theology. Drama’s appropriateness to the expression of Christian

80 J. Neville Ward, The Following Plough (London: Epworth Press, 1978), 111.
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theology, meanwhile, is demonstrated in the interaction of individual (lyric) persons
with one another, and with the collectively-held content of Christian faith.%

Though Traherne has often been described as a proto-romantic, he would understand his
descriptions of childhood apprehensions as the most rooted in reality: ‘So those things would
appear to us only which do to children when they are first born. Ambitions, trades, luxuries,
inordinate affections, casual and accidental riches invented since the fall, would be gone, and
only those things appear, which did in Adam in Paradise...Every man naturally seeing those
things, to the enjoyment of which he is naturally born’.8 As emblems of pure apprehension,
Traherne will continually turn to Adam and the infant as objects of contemplation, with the
expressed purpose of ‘prepar[ing] the senses’ to see truly: ‘Every one provideth objects, but
few prepare senses wherby, and the light wherein, to see them.’®’ Traherne’s poetic instinct to
transform apprehensions, rather than express raw reality, as it were ‘since the fall’ seems to
echo Paul’s admonition to the Philippians: ‘Finally, brethren, whatsoever things are true,
whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure,
whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report; if there be any virtue,
and if there be any praise, think on these things.’8 As for lyric poetry producing ‘largely
affective theology’, Traherne’s poetry bears this out. Being mimetic of divine love, which
‘hath been doing all things to awaken and allure us to Good Works’,® Traherne’s poetry and
poetic prose seeks to ‘allure the affections to love God’. Elizabeth Dodd articulates this
perfectly in a section heading dealing with this subject: ‘Alluring the Soul: An Affective
Theological Poetics’.?° Traherne’s contemplative objects, which at first might seem naive, or
a ‘solipsistic illusion’,%! as Ellrodt describes them, are for Traherne, both more ‘natural’
(more descriptive of reality) and more truly alluring. The contemplation of the true, the good
and the beautiful both cleanses the apprehensions and ‘allure[s] us to Good Works’. For
Sidney, the poet’s goal is to both ‘delight and teach, and delight to move men to take that

goodness in hand, which without delight they would fly as from a stranger, and teach, to
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make them know that goodness whereunto they are moved’.%? Sidney’s goals of delighting,
teaching and moving the soul align closely with Traherne’s own.

If Traherne’s lyric hones in on the particular, inviting the reader to see God and all
things in the mirror of the grain of sand or the human soul, Traherne also shows affinity to
the totalizing picture presented in prose, philosophy and epic poetry. Traherne’s The
Ceremonial Law is an epic poem that traces the history of Israel from Adam to Moses,
especially the sojourn in the wilderness. Reflecting both Aristotle’s understanding of epic in
the Poetics, and the Renaissance epic (especially that of Milton), Dodd sees that epic ‘is
apparent in a totalising tendency that is found in the projects of universal synthesis: The
Kingdom of God, Commentaries of Heaven, Centuries of Meditation and The Ceremonial
Law.’% However, Traherne’s poetic impulse perpetually leans toward the lyric, causing these
works of ‘universal synthesis’ to be shot through with the immediacy of Traherne’s own
intense personal experience. This interplay of epic and lyric elements can be seen in
Traherne’s playful exploration of the language of heirship in the Centuries of Meditation:

You never enjoy the world aright, till the Sea itself floweth in your veins, till you are
clothed with the heavens, and crowned with the stars: and perceive yourself to be the
sole heir of the whole world, and more than so, because men are in it who are every
one sole heirs as well as you.%

What begins as the lyric ‘sole heir’ is expanded to all. The intensity of the particular is
maintained while the universal — all ‘men’ — is included in the vision. For Traherne, the
particular is never swallowed up in the universal. In this, Traherne, seems to show affinity to
Quash’s description of drama as the genre that places the individual lyric voice in a
community of particular voices, ‘sole heirs’. For Traherne, this holds true for individual
voices as it does for the individual grain of sand. The movement of particular to universal
goes in both directions. In the theological register, ‘The naked Truth in many faces shewn’ is
a reference to divine simplicity, the transcendent Trinity, communicating God-self in ‘many
faces’ of creation; as Traherne describes:

God is ‘Infinitely high’ and inaccessible ‘without some Condescention of his, wherin he is

pleased for our Sakes to clothe himself with some Visible Appearance’.®® God reveals God-
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self in this way that we might both know him and desire him. Following Augustine’s notions
of enjoyment, Traherne explains: ‘To Enjoy God...is to rest in him, as the compleat and
Satisfactory Object of all our Desires. Which since our Soul is So insatiably Ambitious and
Covetous, implies a transcendent, and Invincible Perfection in our last Object’.%® The
transcendent is made immanent in creation that the soul’s insatiable desire might finds its
telos in its true ‘Satisfactory Object’. According to Traherne’s Author to the Critical
Persuer’, he perceive his poetry as mimetic of this divine communication and allurement in
creation. Traherne’s lyric invites the reader to contemplate the particular object with her
‘whole feeling self’, while his epic tendencies invite the reader to see the particular within the
context of the whole, within The Kingdom of God, within the ‘naked Truth’.

Within Traherne’s theological poetics, we have defined what he means by ‘the naked
Truth in many faces seen’, but what of his claim that the poet bears a unique capacity to
‘Bring down the highest Mysteries to sense’? This claim is theologically rooted in the
Incarnation, but in the following section we will see a Renaissance referent in Shakespeare’s

A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

1.3. ‘Bring[ing] down the highest Mysteries to sense’

As we seek to discover Traherne’s understanding of the role of the poet as one who
mediates between the transcendent and immanent realms it will be helpful to quote again the
opening stanza from the poem The Author to he Critical Peruser:

The naked Truth in many faces shewn,
Whose inward Beauties very few hav known,
A simple Light, transparent Words, a Strain
That lowly creeps, yet maketh Mountains plain,
Brings down the highest Mysteries to sense
And keeps them there; that is Our Excellence:
At that we aim; to th’ end thy Soul might see
With open Eys thy Great Felicity,
Its Objects view, and trace the glorious Way
Wherby thou may’st thy Highest Bliss enjoy.
(II. 1-10)

Traherne presents himself here as one who has been initiated into a vision of the world that
has enabled him to discern in the ‘many faces’ (or visible manifestations) of the ‘naked
Truth’ ‘inward Beauties very few hav known’. Traherne, the visionary, then assumes the role

of the mediator, seeking to bring ‘down the highest Mysteries to sense’ ‘to th” end thy Soul
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might see/With open Eys they Great Felicity.” As mediator, Traherne the poet is seeking to
expose the visible ‘Objects’ of ‘ Felicity’ so the reader may be given a path to their ‘Highest
Bliss’. The idea of a poet as a kind of mediator between the transcendent and immanent
worlds can also be found in an early work of Shakespeare, 4 Midsummer Night’s Dream.

As Shakespeare’s play has unfolded to this point the four mismatched lovers have left
the Athenian court in the light of day and entered the forest at night, and through their strange
and dreamlike encounters with Puck are transformed with their love now rightly directed to
their true partners. Upon emerging from the forest, the now properly matched lovers tell their
story to soon-to-be-married Theseus and Hippolyta who respond with this famous dialogue,
which puts into the mouth of Theseus the skeptic most likely Shakespeare’s own theory of
the poet-mediator.

Hippolyta: ‘Tis strange my Theseus, that these lovers speak of.
Theseus: More strange than true: | never may believe
These antique fables, nor these fairy toys.

Lovers and madmen have such seething brains,

Such shaping fantasies, that apprehend

More than cool reason ever comprehends.

The lunatic, the lover and the poet

Are of imagination all compact:

One sees more devils than vast hell can hold,

That is, the madman: the lover, all as frantic,

Sees Helen’s beauty in a brow of Egypt:

The poet’s eye, in fine frenzy rolling,

Doth glance from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven;
And as imagination bodies forth

The forms of things unknown, the poet’s pen

Turns them to shapes and gives to airy nothing

A local habitation and a name.

Such tricks hath strong imagination,

That if it would but apprehend some joy,

It comprehends some bringer of that joy;

Or in the night, imagining some fear,

How easy is a bush supposed a bear!

Hippolyta: But all the story of the night told over,
And all their minds transfigured so together,

More witnesseth than fancy’s images

And grows to something of great constancy;

But, whosoever, strange and admirable.®’

In Theseus’ long speech he overtly takes on the role of the sceptic, opposing the ‘shaping

fantasies’ of ‘antique fables’ and ‘fairy toys’ and affirming the true comprehensions of ‘cool

9 A Midsummer Nights Dream, Act V, Scene 1, lines 1-27; as found in Malcolm Guite, Faith, Hope
and Poetry (Farnham, Surrey; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2012), 55.
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reason’. From one perspective Theseus’ words form a direct affront to the witness of the four
lovers, while at the same time, in the midst of his attack, he articulates a beautiful image of
the unique role the poet plays in mediating heaven and earth. After lumping together ‘The
lunatic, the lover and the poet’, showing the hallucinations of the madman and the lover he
speaks of the frenzies of the poet:

The poet’s eye, in fine frenzy rolling,

Doth glance from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven;
And as imagination bodies forth

The forms of things unknown, the poet’s pen

Turns them to shapes and gives to airy nothing

A local habitation and a name.

Theseus’ usage of the word ‘frenzy’ both echoes the classical understanding of the poetic
frenzies being inspired by the muses, while also verbally linking the poet to the raving
madman and the frantic lover. The irony then, of Shakespeare placing such a beautiful picture
of the poetic vocation in this unbelieving mouth mirrors our discussion of Plato’s rather
ambivalent relationship to poetic and literary form above. The link is more overtly made by
Shakespeare when he sets his play in Athens in antiquity, the birth place and time of Plato’s
Dialogues. In the same way Plato, the literary genius, speaks ill of poetic form, Theseus pays
poetry the greatest compliment by affirming that it holds within it the capacity to mediate
heaven and earth. The roving eye of the poet is able to take ‘The forms of things unknown’
and turn ‘them to shapes’, giving them ‘A local habitation and a name’. In a similar way,
Traherne sees the poet as standing in the gap between the transcendent, unknown mysteries
of God and the world of local habitations when he says that the poet ‘Brings down the highest
Mysteries to sense/ And keeps them there; that is Our Excellence:/At that we aim’.%
According to Shakespeare and Traherne one of the primary ‘aim[s]’ of the poetic form is to
use the pen to create bodies for the incorporeal, in a sense objectifying the highest mysteries
so as to give them ‘a local habitation and a name’. The Word has become flesh.

Hippolyta responds to Theseus’ long speech by noticing the miraculous
transformation that has come over all of the four lovers. Instead of being mere ‘fancy’s
images’ the way ‘all their minds [are] transfigured so together’ speaks of ‘something of great
constancy’. Though their stories seem quite strange to both Hippolyta and Theseus their
transformed minds speak of their encountering something in the woods. Commenting on this

dialogue from A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Malcolm Guite sees in Hippolyta and Theseus

% “The Author to the Critical Peruser’, 11. 5-7
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the interrelationship of reason and imagination: ‘Theseus and Hippolyta each make a speech
defending a particular way of knowing: reason on the one hand the imagination on the other.
But the context in which they set out their different viewpoints is a preparation for marriage.
The entire play is a kind of preface to their marriage and it concludes with a blessing of their
marriage bed.” For Guite, the marriage of these two symbolize the need to bring together the
epistemological spheres of the apprehending imagination with the comprehensions of cool
reason.®® According to Guite, ‘The purpose of imagination, in its playfulness and poetry in
particular, is to be a bridge between reason and intuitive apprehension, to find for
apprehension just those shapes, those local habitations and names, that make for
comprehension.’1% We see a similar interrelation of intuitive knowledge and reason in
Traherne’s third century when speaking of his childhood apprehensions he says,

All appeared new, and strange at first, inexpressibly rare and delightful and beautiful. |
was a little stranger, which at my entrance into the world was saluted and surrounded
with innumerable joys. My knowledge was Divine. | knew by intuition those things
which since my Apostasy, | collected again by the highest reason. %

The childhood intuitive knowing, which is coupled with the capacity to see all things as
‘delightful and beautiful’, is ‘collected again by the highest reason.” Traherne goes on to
‘body forth’ his childhood intuitions in the famous and poetically rich following meditation
when he begins ‘The corn was orient and immortal wheat, which never should be reaped, nor
was ever sown.”1%2 The child — the ‘little stranger’ — functions as an emblem of true
apprehensions, where intuition and reason meet, where the bodily senses, imagination, and
reason offer true knowledge of reality to the will where it ‘Produceth Lov’. When the world
is seen by pure eyes into a pure soul it reveals the divine: ‘The Glory, and Beauty of the
Visible World is admitted by the Ey: By which we Come to the Knowledg of God
himself.”1%3

Communicating transcendent mysteries is not the end of the poetic goal, for as Guite
continues ‘the heart of that art is to express heaven in earthly terms and move us through
comprehension of earth to the apprehension of heaven; so we glimpse “heaven in ordinary”,

and are invited through the close, original observation of particular earthly things, to be, in

9 Guite, Faith, Hope and Poetry, 64.
100 |pid., 58.

101 Centuries, 11, 2

102 Centuries, 1, 3

103 Kingdom, 489.
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Heaney’s phrase, “like a rich man entering heaven through the ear of a raindrop”.” Guite’s
belief in the efficacy of the poetic imagination are corroborated by the words of Shakespeare
and the recently deceased poet Seamus Heaney, and are in fact reflected in Traherne’s ‘The
Author to the Critical Peruser’ for after he has just argued for the mediatory role of the poet
he explains:

At that we aim; to th’ end thy Soul might see
With open Eys thy Great Felicity,
Its Objects view, and trace the glorious Way

Wherby thou may’st thy Highest Bliss enjoy.
(. 7-10)

Seeing the ‘Objects’ of ‘Felicity’ with ‘open Eys’ is the epistemological starting point for
tracing ‘the glorious Way’ to one’s ‘Highest Bliss’. Since in Traherne’s view of the world,
heaven is perpetually shinning forth through the ordinary and common things, to find
enjoyment and divine allurement in the creation simply depends on our ability to see. Herein
we find Traherne’s famous, ‘you never enjoy the world aright, till you see how a sand
exhibiteth the wisdom and power of God: And prize in everything the service which they do
you, by manifesting His glory and goodness to your Soul’.1®* And in the next meditation he
professes, ‘Your enjoyment of the world is never right, till every morning you awake in
Heaven; see yourself in your Father’s Palace; and look upon the skies, the earth, and the air
as Celestial Joys: having such a reverend esteem of all, as if you were among the Angels.%%
It is the priestly impulse of the poet — to mediate divine mysteries as objects of sense — that
prompts Traherne to translate his own transfigured childhood visions of the world into words
that then work to transfigure the eyes of the reader. In this method, Traherne turns the
attention of the reader not to rarities of the physical world or even the rare mystical
experience but to an experience of the world where one can see ‘The Glory of God and the
Light of Heaven appearing everywhere’.1% Traherne’s poetry and poetic prose seeks to
mirror this ubiquitous theophany, that is for all the people and is to be perceived right down
to the very atoms of creation. The poet’s vocation of ‘Brings down the highest Mysteries to
sense’, of course, is most powerfully manifested in the Christian understanding of the Word

becoming flesh.

104 Centuries, I, 27.
105 Centuries, I, 28.

106 Centuries, 111. 34.
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In our earlier discussion of the poem ‘The Author to the Critical Peruser’ we traced
the notions of Incarnation in the Prologue to John’s Gospel and Paul’s discussion of
Incarnation, death, humility and glorification in Philippians 2. | argued that Incarnation
theologically grounds Traherne’s usage of a humble form:

A Simple Light, transparent Words, a Strain
That lowly creeps, yet maketh Mountains plain,%’

The poetic irony is that the humble ‘Strain/That lowly creeps’ is the poetic form that most
communicates the transcendent mysteries and ‘maketh Mountains plain’. What Incarnation
also does is reveal God’s willingness to make God-self known in a particular, singular, object
of sense.

Jesus Christ has humbled himself and taken up ‘a local habitation and a name’, and
taken up the vocation of revealing the Father, bodying forth the divine within the corporeal
world. In this act, God has allowed God-self to be objectified. The writer of 1 John speaks to
the concrete nature of Christ’s incarnation when in the introductory remarks he refers to three
of the five senses when articulating the way Jesus’ early followers experienced his earthly
ministry:

That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with
our eyes, which we have looked upon, and our hands have handled, of the Word of life;
(For the life was manifested, and we have seen it, and bear witness, and shew unto you
that eternal life, which was with the Father, and was manifested unto us;) That which
we have seen and heard declare we unto you, that ye also may have fellowship with us:
and truly our fellowship is with the Father, and with his Son Jesus Christ. And these
things write we unto you, that your joy may be full.'%
The ‘Word of life” was manifested bodily to these early followers, and this body they were
able to experience with their senses (sight, touch and hearing). Christ, the eternal povoyevrg
(the unique or only-begotten) Son of God, has been made available to them as a body, a body
that was wrapped in swaddling clothes and burial clothes, anointed with precious perfume
and severely whipped, died on a cross and was raised. This rather earthly body, however,
through the word and deed ministry of Jesus, was perpetually imaging the previously unseen
Father. In the earthy earthly ministry of Christ we see the light of heaven perpetually shining
through. At the Transfiguration the light of heaven bursts through the physical body of Christ

and allows Peter, James and John a glimpse behind the veil, but — as we saw above — it is the

107 “The Author to the Critical Peruser’, 11. 3-4.
106 1 John 1:1-4, (KJV).
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cross whereby we see the best example of divine self-expression. Traherne speaks of the
cross in this way:

The Cross of Christ is the Jacob’s ladder by which we ascend into the highest heavens.
There we see joyful Patriarchs, expecting Saints, Prophets ministering Apostles
publishing, and Doctors teaching, all Nations concentering, and Angels praising. That
Cross is a tree set on fire with invisible flame, that Illuminateth all the world. The flame
is Love: the Love of His bosom who died on it. In th