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This dissertation argues that early modern writers such as William Shakespeare, Thomas 

Middleton, George Herbert, John Milton, and Andrew Marvell played a critical role in the 

transition from the Neoplatonic philosophy of beauty to Enlightenment aesthetics. I 

demonstrate how the Protestant Reformation, with its special emphasis on the depravity of 

human nature, prompted writers to critique models of aesthetic judgment and experience that 

depended on high faith in human goodness and rationality. These writers in turn used their 

literary works to popularize skepticism about the human mind's ability to perceive and 

appreciate beauty accurately. In doing so, early modern writers helped create an intellectual 

culture in which aesthetics would emerge as a distinct branch of philosophy. 



ii 

Copyright 2017 

by 

Anthony Cole Jeffrey



iii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

Graduate school was the most challenging experience of my life, but this dissertation is 

a testament that the words of the Preacher in Ecclesiastes are true: God has indeed “made 

everything beautiful in its season.” I would never have been able to complete this dissertation 

without God’s love and the support of family, friends, and faculty members. I owe many people 

more than I can ever say, but I will try to thank some of them here. I am grateful to my beloved 

parents Tony and Kathy and my siblings Clark and Cate. No matter how far I go in life, I will 

always look back to them because all my success is rooted in their love and support. To Dr. 

Grant Horner, who inspired me in college to become a professor by being a great professor 

himself. To Lindsay Moore for being such a good friend and peer mentor; I would not have 

made it without her. To Timothy Ponce, Heather Robinson, Tana Juko, and Heidi Cephus for 

being faithful friends and inspiring colleagues. To Michael Douglass, William Guess, Irene Claire 

Beeson, Katherine Schneider, Christa Reaves, Katrina Barnett, and Clint Peters for distracting 

me from my work at all the right moments with stress-relieving video game parties, movie 

nights, and gym workouts. To the Toulouse Graduate School for enabling me to attend graduate 

school while only paying $33.78. To Dr. Robert Upchurch for being a mentor and a friend in high 

places. To Dr. Jacqueline Foertsch for interceding on my behalf when she was DGS. To Dr. 

Dahlia Porter for being an inspirational professor. To Dr. Nicole Smith and Dr. Jeff Doty for 

agreeing to be on my committee and for inspiring me with their teaching and scholarship. And 

finally, to Dr. Jacqueline Vanhoutte for directing my dissertation. She has been a faithful mentor 

with an unwavering commitment to excellence. Any good work that I have produced is entirely 

a reflection of her guidance and direction.  



iv 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ................................................................................................................... iii 
 
CHAPTER 1. CALVINISM, AESTHETIC SKEPTICISM, AND ENGLISH LITERATURE .............................. 1 

1.1 Introduction ............................................................................................................ 1 

1.2 Calvinism and Dominant Culture ............................................................................ 6 

1.3 Beauty, Calvinism, and Neoplatonism .................................................................. 14 

1.4 Chapter Summaries............................................................................................... 24 
 
CHAPTER 2. HERE’S BEAUTY CHANGED TO UGLY WHOREDOM: TRANSGRESSIVE FEMININITY 
AND  AESTHETIC SKEPTICISM IN SHAKESPEARE AND MIDDLETON .............................................. 29 

2.1 Introduction .......................................................................................................... 29 

2.2 Desdemona’s Eyes and the Virgin Mary in Othello .............................................. 38 

2.3 Beatrice-Joanna’s Labyrinth in The Changeling .................................................... 63 

2.4 Conclusion ............................................................................................................. 80 
 
CHAPTER 3. A BROKEN ALTAR, LORD, THY SERVANT REARES: THE CALVINIST LABORS  OF DONNE 
AND HERBERT ............................................................................................................................... 83 

3.1 Introduction .......................................................................................................... 83 

3.2 Sidney, Jonson, and Humanist Self-Fashioning .................................................... 90 

3.3 Donne, Herbert, and Calvinist Aesthetics ........................................................... 104 

3.4 Conclusion ........................................................................................................... 123 
 
CHAPTER 4. “BEAUTY NOT APPROACHED BY STRONGER HATE”: BEAUTY, SIN, AND  THE FALLEN 
READER IN PARADISE LOST ......................................................................................................... 125 

4.1 Introduction ........................................................................................................ 125 

4.2 Milton and Calvinism .......................................................................................... 132 

4.3 Beauty and Satan ................................................................................................ 150 

4.4 Beauty and the Fallen Reader ............................................................................. 158 

4.5 Conclusion ........................................................................................................... 169 
 
CHAPTER 5. ALL THINGS ARE COMPOSED HERE LIKE NATURE: ART, NATURE, AND PROVIDENTIAL 
DESIGNS IN ANDREW MARVELL’S “UPON APPLETON HOUSE” .................................................. 175 



v 

5.1 Introduction ........................................................................................................ 175 

5.2 Green Calvinism .................................................................................................. 182 

5.3 Marvell and Calvinism ......................................................................................... 188 

5.4 Nature and Appleton House ............................................................................... 194 

5.5 Conclusion ........................................................................................................... 211 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY ............................................................................................................................ 215 
 

 



1 

CHAPTER 1 

CALVINISM, AESTHETIC SKEPTICISM, AND ENGLISH LITERATURE 

1.1 Introduction 

During the early modern era, discourse on beauty frequently questioned the aesthetic 

assumptions that the classical and Christian traditions had maintained for over a millennia. 

Specifically, early modern writers questioned the notion that beauty had the power to 

transform or redeem fallen humanity. In Paradise Lost (1667), for example, John Milton depicts 

beauty as an incredibly powerful force that is nevertheless subsumed by sin. In Book 9, Satan’s 

desire to corrupt God’s creation is tested when he encounters Eve, the most beautiful of all 

God’s creatures. As Satan observes her in the garden, his demonic nature undergoes a radical 

transformation: 

Such pleasure took the serpent to behold 
This flowery plat, the sweet recess of Eve 
Thus early, thus alone; her heavenly form 
Angelic, but more soft, her every air, 
Of gesture or least action overawed 
His malice, and with rapine sweet bereaved 
His fierce intent it brought: 
That space the evil one abstracted stood 
From his own evil, and for the time remained 
Stupidly good, of enmity, disarmed, 
Of guile, of hate, of envy, of revenge.1 

 
This highly voyeuristic scene is one of the most remarkable passages in Milton’s epic: it marks 

the only time after his fall that Satan is described as standing—a key term in Miltonic theology. 

The sight of Eve’s beauty accomplishes what no other force in Milton’s cosmos can; it reverses 

the effects of the fall, “abstracting” the evil from Satan’s evil nature. But Satan’s goodness is 
                                                      
1. John Milton, Paradise Lost, ed. Alastair Fowler (New York: Longman Pearson, 2007), ll. 9.455-466 (all future 
references to this text will be cited parenthetically).  
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temporary. He becomes good only because Eve’s beauty stupefies him, suspending his capacity 

for rational thought. Once the stupefying effects of Eve’s beauty begin to fade and Satan 

contemplates his aesthetic experience, the “hot hell that always in him burns” (l. 9.467) 

perverts his response. He finds himself incapable of enjoying Eve’s beauty, perceiving it only as 

a “pleasure not for him ordained” (l. 9.470). This torturous thought rekindles his desire to 

destroy “all pleasure” except the pleasure of “destroying” (ll. 9.477-78). While aesthetic 

experience thus initially promises to reform Satan, in the end it only reaffirms his fallen nature 

and compels him to destroy beauty as an act of revenge against its creator. 

Though Paradise Lost is a product of the English Renaissance, Milton’s representation of 

how sin subverts aesthetic experience is emblematic of the theological concerns that shaped 

discourses on beauty throughout the early modern era. In this dissertation, I demonstrate that 

literary depictions of failed or subverted aesthetic experiences in the works of William 

Shakespeare, Thomas Middleton, John Donne, George Herbert, John Milton, and Andrew 

Marvell reveal a cultural preoccupation with the epistemological and ethical fallout of Original 

Sin. Through my analysis of these works, I identify a prevalent skepticism in English literature 

regarding the possibility of redemptive aesthetic experience in a fallen world, a skepticism I 

attribute to the influence of the French reformer John Calvin (1509-1564). 

During his lifetime, Calvin produced a vast body of theological and exegetical writings 

that played an instrumental role in the formation of Protestantism in France, Switzerland, 

England, Scotland, the Netherlands, and America. Calvin’s theology, however, is not unique to 

him; most of his key teachings are part of the Reformed tradition, which can be traced back to 

Augustine. When I refer to Calvin’s doctrines, therefore, it should be understood that I am 
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referring to a shared theological tradition he played a special role in defining and disseminating. 

Calvin’s teachings on the Reformed tradition were first codified at the Synod of Dort (1618-19), 

an international gathering of Protestant reformers. The Synod summarized his views with five 

doctrinal points, often referred to as “TULIP”: (1) Total Depravity, (2) Unconditional Election, (3) 

Limited Atonement, (4) Irresistible Grace, and (5) Perseverance of the Saints.2 Most studies of 

Calvinism and English literature have focused on his doctrine of election or predestination, 

which helped unify the Church of England during the sixteenth century but then proved divisive 

in the seventeenth century. I focus instead on Calvin’s doctrine of total depravity, which 

enjoyed a privileged position throughout the period. 

I argue that Calvin’s belief in the extensive corruption of human nature helped establish 

anthropological and epistemological assumptions that conflicted with Neoplatonism, which had 

provided the dominant model of beauty and aesthetic experience during the Renaissance. 

Calvin effectively undermined the high view of human nature and rational judgment that 

supported Neoplatonic philosophy. By doing so, he encouraged what I call aesthetic 

skepticism—the examination of all claims about beauty and aesthetic experience to determine 

to what degree those claims were compromised or corrupted by sin. I show how the conflict 

between Calvinism and Neoplatonism over beauty inspired seventeenth-century writers to 

practice aesthetic skepticism, and how these writers in turn popularized assumptions about 

subjectivity and taste that were instrumental to the development of aesthetics as a distinct 

branch of philosophy in the early eighteenth century. 

                                                      
2. For a critical edition of the Canons of Dort, the Synod’s summary of the Reformed position, see Donald Sinnema, 
Christian Moser, and Herman J. Selderhuis, eds., Acta et Documenta Synodi Nationalis Dordrechtanae (1618-1619), 
vol 1. ( Bristol: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2015). 
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As an interdisciplinary study of how literature and religion shaped early modern 

intellectual culture, this dissertation takes part in what Ken Jackson and Arthur Marotti have 

described as the “religious turn” in early modern literary scholarship.3 During the 1990s and 

early 2000s, some scholars found that the New Historicist movement of the 1980s had 

marginalized the study of religious culture in early modern England. According to its critics, New 

Historicism emphasized the importance of heterodox thinkers and marginalized groups while 

ignoring the forces of orthodoxy and dominant culture. In her book Habits of Thought in 

Renaissance England (1990), Debora Shuger argues that current approaches have resulted in 

anemic scholarship that fails to account for the complexities of “official belief” and its role in 

shaping English culture. Too often, she laments, scholars dismiss religion as a tool for 

maintaining the established socio-political order, and thereby reduce religious discourse to little 

more than the ideological role it performs. But religion is not only an ideological apparatus in 

early modern England, Shuger argues. It is also the culture’s “primary language of analysis. It is 

the cultural matrix for the exploration of virtually every topic: kingship, selfhood, rationality, 

language, marriage, ethics, and so forth. Such subjects…are not masked by religious discourse 

but articulated in it; they are considered in relation to God and the human soul.”4 A balanced 

scholarly approach, she suggests, would seek to understand the complexities and 

contradictions bound up in the religious cultures that dominated early modern society and how 

those cultures shaped—and were shaped by—literature.  

                                                      
3. Ken Jackson and Arthur Marotti, “The Turn to Religion in Early Modern English Studies,” Criticism 46, no. 1 
(2004): 167-190.  

4. Debora Shuger, Habits of Thought in the English Renaissance: Religion, Politics, and the Dominant Culture 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), 6. 
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 Since Shuger made the case for the centrality of religious experience in early modern 

culture, she and other scholars have attempted to expand conceptions of religion-as-ideology 

and consider how religious discourse actively produced English culture instead of merely 

containing or regulating it.5 In Remapping Early Modern England (2000), Kevin Sharpe argues 

for a productive relationship between the “aesthetic revolutions” and “religious sensibilities” of 

the period since both literature and religion served as sources of aesthetic experience. Religion, 

Sharpe reminds us, was not just a “theological system or polemical sermon” to early moderns 

but a “visual, sensual, and emotional experience.”6 I build from the work of scholars like Shuger, 

Sharpe, Donna Hamilton, Paul White, Gary Taylor, Huston Diehl, Michael O’Connell, Peter Lake, 

Jeffrey Knapp, Richard Strier, and others who have all argued for a productive—albeit 

turbulent—relationship between literature and religion in English society at this time.7 I am the 

first to argue, though, that Calvinist theology and English literature helped popularize aesthetic 

skepticism in early modern England and how this skepticism played a central role in the 

emergence of aesthetics as a distinct branch of philosophy during the Enlightenment. Calvin’s 

                                                      
5. Recent works such as Stephen Greenblatt’s Hamlet in Purgatory (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013) 
make it evident that New Historicists have also been inspired by the religious turn. In Chapter 3, I discuss 
Greenblatt’s New Historicist approach and how it informs my own concept of aesthetic skepticism. 

6. Kevin Sharpe, Remapping Early Modern England: The Culture of Seventeenth-Century Politics (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000), 389-90. 

7. See Donna Hamilton, Shakespeare and the Politics of Protestant England (Lexington: University of Kentucky 
Press, 1992); Paul White, Theatre and Reformation: Protestantism, Patronage, and Playing in Tudor England 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993); Gary Taylor “Forms of Opposition,” English Literary Renaissance 
24, no. 2 (1994); Huston Diehl, Staging Reform, Reforming the Stage: Protestantism and Popular Theater in Early 
Modern England (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997); Michael O’Connell, The Idolatrous Eye: Iconoclasm and 
Theater in Early-Modern England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000); Lawrence Clopper, English Festive 
Culture in the Medieval and Early Modern Period (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001); Jeffrey Knapp, 
Shakespeare’s Tribe: Church, Nation, and Theater in Renaissance England (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2002); Peter Lake, with Michael Questier, The Antichrist’s Lewd Hat: Protestants, Papists, and Players in Post-
Reformation England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002); and Richard Strier, The Unrepentant Renaissance: 
From Petrarch to Shakespeare to Milton (Chicago: University of Chicago 2011). 
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influence in the Church of England had long faded by the Enlightenment, but early modern 

writers so firmly established the cultural practice of aesthetic skepticism that a secularized 

version of Calvin’s ideas about beauty still held currency well into the eighteenth century. 

 

1.2 Calvinism and Dominant Culture 

Though no theologian besides Martin Luther (1483-1546) played a greater role in the 

Protestant Reformation than Calvin, scholars have fiercely debated the extent of his influence 

on English Protestantism. Until the 1980s, most historians believed that Calvinism was a radical 

and divisive force in England because of its associations with militant Puritanism.8 However, in 

his groundbreaking Anti-Calvinists: The Rise of English Arminianism, c. 1590-1640 (1987), 

Nicholas Tyacke argues that Calvinism was not just the theological system of a radical 

minority—it was widely embraced by most English Protestants. According to Tyacke, there was 

actually “Calvinist consensus” that united moderate Protestants with the Protestants “of the 

hotter sort” on key doctrinal issues, and this consensus created a high degree of ecclesiastical 

unity. Calvinism remained the orthodoxy of the Church until the 1630s, at which point Charles I 

and the Archbishop William Laud (1576-1645) created a political and ecclesiastical rift by 

supporting the Arminians, a radical faction in the Church that rejected the fundamentals of 

                                                      
8. According to the traditional narrative, the Elizabethan Religious Settlement (1559) divided the Church of England 
into two Protestant factions—the radical Puritan minority and the moderate Anglican majority—and the tension 
between these factions is what ultimately led to the Civil War. Anglicans sought to create a via media between the 
Catholic and Protestant positions, but their attempts to maintain balance and moderation were ultimately 
thwarted by Puritan revolutionaries during the 1640s. This narrative, which undoubtedly reflects the historical 
revisionism that occurred during the Restoration, can be traced back to seventeenth-century historians such 
Edward Hyde, the first earl of Clarendon (1604-1674). S.R. Gardiner (1823-1904), the highly influential Victorian 
historian, endorsed this view during the nineteenth century, and it held currency until the late twentieth century. 
See Hyde’s History of the Rebellion and Civil Wars in England, ed. W.D. Macray, 6 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1992) and Gardiner’s History of the Great Civil War, 3 vols. (London: Phoenix Press, 2002).  
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Calvinism. This rift, Tyacke argued, would ultimately act as a catalyst for the Civil War (1642-

1651). His thesis proved both highly influential and controversial: other revisionists such as 

Patrick Collinson, D.D. Wallace, and Peter Lake affirmed Tyacke’s claim that Calvinism was the 

orthodoxy of the Elizabethan and Jacobean Church, while counter-revisionists such as Peter 

White, Julian Davies, and Kevin Sharpe challenged the notion that an Arminian revolution and a 

Calvinist counter-revolution were responsible for the Civil War.9 Today, the relationship 

between Calvinism and the Civil War is still a matter of debate, but most scholars, including 

myself, have accepted the revisionists’ basic premise that Calvinism was a prevalent, powerful, 

and generally unifying force until the mid-seventeenth century. In this dissertation, I build from 

the revisionist thesis while also recognizing the counter-revisionist warning about the dangers 

of oversimplifying the complex theological identities and nuanced religious debates that existed 

in the Church of England under Calvinism.10 Calvinism, in my estimation, represented orthodox 

                                                      
9. For revisionist studies, see Collinson’s The Religion of Protestants: The Church in English Society, 1559-1625 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982) and The Elizabethan Puritan Movement (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990); Wallace’s 
Puritans and Predestination: Grace in English Protestant Theology, 1525-1695 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1982); Tyacke’s Anti-Calvinists: The Rise of English Arminianism c. 1590-1640 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990); and 
Lake’s Moderate Puritans and the Elizabethan Church (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004). For counter-
revisionist responses, see White’s Predestination, Policy, and Polemic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1992); Davies’ The Caroline Captivity of the Church (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992); and Sharpe’s The 
Personal Rule of Charles I (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992). 

10. With the exception of Peter White, all the contributing authors to Kenneth Fincham’s The Early Stuart Church 
(New York: Macmillan, 1993) accept a modified version of Tyacke’s thesis. Margo Todd’s Reformation to 
Revolution: Politics and Religion in Early Modern England (New York: Routledge, 1995) contains both revisionist 
and counter-revisionist essays on the origins of the Civil War, and these essays collectively highlight the ways in 
which English Calvinism created both consensus and division prior to the Civil War. In Catholic and Reformed: The 
Roman and Protestant Churches in English Thought, 1600-1640 (Cambridge: Cambridge, University Press, 1995), 
Anthony Milton recognizes the dominance of Calvinist thought in the Church of England, but also rejects the notion 
that English Calvinism was a monolithic institution. Instead, he emphasizes its complexity, fluidity, and internal 
contradictions. Andrew Pettegree asserts in The Cambridge Companion to John Calvin (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004) that “by whatever measure one adopts, Calvin emerges as the dominant force in the 
theology of the Elizabethan church” (210). Stephen Hampton argues in Anti-Arminians: The Anglican Reformed 
Tradition from Charles II to George I (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008) that while the Restoration ended 
Calvinist dominancy, Anglicans failed to purge the Church of Calvin’s influence: a strain of Calvinist and Reformed 
theology persisted in the Church long after the Restoration. 
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Protestantism during this era, but what it meant to be a Calvinist—and who exactly identified 

as a Calvinist—in England is still far from settled. 

The growing recognition that English Calvinism was not a monolithic institution but a 

complex and fluid movement has created new ways to read early modern literature from a 

Calvinist perspective. Though many authors such as Milton and Marvell do not conform to 

traditional definitions of Calvinism, these definitions are typically unreliable because they 

assume rigid predestinarianism is the distinguishing mark of an English Calvinist. The doctrine of 

election is not an exclusively Calvinist doctrine, however. As Richard Muller observes, it a 

serious error to “speak of ‘Calvin’s doctrine of predestination’ as if it were his own peculiar 

formulation, and something new grafted on to an earlier predestinarian movement.” Protestant 

theologians formulated the doctrine of election in different ways, but these formulations are all 

part of a Reformed tradition that can be traced back to the Augustinian belief that “some 

members of the human race are eternally known by God as those who will be saved by grace 

through faith, and others are justly damned for their sins.”11 Calvin’s own formulation identifies 

him as an “infralapsarian” or moderate predestinarian. The majority of English Calvinists 

embraced the infralapsarian position, Muller explains, while a minority adopted the more 

extreme “supralapsarian” position developed by Calvin’s disciple Theodore Beza. Similarly, both 

R.T. Kendall and Peter Lake have demonstrated that English Calvinists were divided between 

“credal” and “experimental” predestinarians. Credal predestinarians were moderates who 

affirmed the doctrine of predestination, but they believed it was impossible to discern the 

difference between the “elect,” those individuals whom God had predestined to be saved, and 
                                                      
11. Richard Muller, “John Calvin and Later Calvinism,” in The Cambridge Companion to Reformation Theology, ed. 
David Bagchi and David C. Steinmetz (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 144.  
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“reprobates,” those who would be damned. Therefore, the doctrine exerted little influence on 

their daily lives or religious writings. In contrast, experimental predestinarians believed the 

integrity of the Church depended on identifying and separating the elect from the reprobates, 

and they sought evidence of both their salvation and the reprobation of others.12 As Alexandra 

Walsham has shown, predestinarian theology played a critical role in unifying the Church of 

England during the Elizabethan and Jacobean eras, but the complexities and nuances of 

predestinarian theology make it difficult to define belief in predestination itself as the essence 

or exclusive concern of English Calvinism.13 

 Calvin himself dedicates very little space to the doctrine of predestination in the 

different editions of his Institutes of the Christian Religion (1536-59). In the 1536 edition, he 

mentions it only twice. He boldly affirms the doctrine because he believed it was clearly taught 

in the Bible, but he discourages believers from making their faith dependent on evidence of 

their election: “let us be willing to abstain from the search after [this] knowledge [of 

predestination], to which it is both foolish as well as perilous, and even fatal to aspire,” he 

writes (3.21.2). Election receives little attention in the Institutes, but Calvin does devote 

multiple sections to another doctrine—total depravity. The corruption of human nature is a 

constant theme in all Calvin’s writings, and I find that when this theme appears in early modern 

literature, it is often a far more accurate indication of Calvinist sentiments than 

                                                      
12. See R.T. Kendall, Calvin and English Calvinism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970) and Peter Lake, 
“Calvinism and the English Church 1570-1635,” in Reformation and Revolution:1979-208. 

13. Alexandra Walsham, Providence in Early Modern England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001). The doctrine 
of predestination often strikes modern readers as morally repugnant, but the Elizabethan Articles of Religion state 
that it is “full of sweet, pleasant, and unspeakable comfort to godly persons.” Walsham demonstrates both the 
theological and political comforts derived from this belief. She argues that it was a unifying belief during the 
Elizabethan and Jacobean eras partly because it fostered a sense of nationalism—it supported the conviction that 
England was an “elect” nation predestined by God to defend Christian truth against Catholic reprobates. 
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predestinarianism. Though I do not speculate about the theological identities of early modern 

writers, which are often elusive, I do show that many early modern texts depict the corruption 

of human nature in ways that are highly consistent with a Calvinist anthropology. 

 Calvin’s view of human nature is based on the Christian commonplace that while God 

created humanity in a state of perfection and goodness, this state no longer exists because of 

Adam’s sin. Like most people at the time, Calvin believed that God created human beings with 

both a body and a soul and that the soul consists of two parts—the intellect, which 

distinguishes good from evil, and the will, which must choose between the two. In Adam’s 

prelapsarian condition, both these faculties functioned perfectly. “His intellect was clear, his 

affections were subordinated to reason, all his senses were duly regulated, and…he ascribed all 

excellence to the admirable gifts of his maker,” Calvin explains.14 Prelapsarian Adam could do 

what Milton’s Satan cannot in Paradise Lost: he could enjoy the beauty of creation while also 

glorifying its creator. But when Adam fell, he lost the ability to perceive and respond rightly to 

both God and creation. Furthermore, he caused all his descendants to lose this ability as well. 

While many medieval theologians believed the effects of Original Sin were partial, corrupting 

only the body and its desires, Calvin followed Luther and Augustine in asserting that Original Sin 

corrupts “all parts of the soul” (2.1.8).15 Because the intellect and the will are fallen, human 

nature now bears little resemblance to its prelapsarian glory: 

                                                      
14. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, transl. Henry Beveridge (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 
2008), 1.15.3 (all future references to this text will be cited parenthetically). 

15. During the fourth century, Augustine refuted the teachings of Pelagius, a British monk who argued that sin 
corrupts only minor aspects of human nature. The Council of Carthage (411) sided with Augustine and condemned 
Pelagius’s teachings, at which point the doctrine of total depravity supposedly became the official position of the 
Catholic Church. The Church never managed to completely purge Pelagian thoughts from its ranks, though. During 
the Reformation, Erasmus and Martin Luther revived the Pelagian conflict when Erasmus argued that human 
depravity is only partial. For Luther’s rebuttal, see The Bondage of the Will (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 
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The mind of man is so entirely alienated from the righteousness of God that he cannot 
conceive, desire, or design anything but what is wicked, distorted, foul, impure, and 
iniquitous; that his heart is so thoroughly envenomed by sin that it can breathe out 
nothing but corruption and rottenness; that if some men occasionally make a show of 
goodness, their mind is interwoven with hypocrisy and deceit; their soul inwardly bound 
with fetters of wickedness. (2.5.19) 

 
In Calvin’s estimation, sin ruined human nature and left humanity incapable of fulfilling its 

intended purpose—the glorification of God. People glorify God when they conform their 

thoughts and actions to his will, but fallen people cannot think or act righteously because the 

very faculties that allow them to think and act have been overthrown by sin. Depraved people 

are traitors and rebels to God, even if their resistance is carefully concealed, and they will 

remain fundamentally opposed to truth, goodness, and beauty until they are saved by divine 

grace.  

 Calvin attempted to temper this bleak vision of the human condition by emphasizing 

how divine grace restores fallen humanity to moral and intellectual rectitude. He insists that 

while “anything which remains [of human nature] is fearful deformity,” there is still hope for a 

“deliverance that begins with that renovation which we obtain from Christ, who…restores us to 

true and substantial integrity” (1.15.4). The philosopher of human nature is tasked, therefore, 

with not just diagnosing the depravity of the human condition, but also persuading fallen 

people to embrace the divine cure. Only once this cure is accepted can the individual begin to 

perceive, judge, and respond rightly to the world.  

For many in early modern England, this belief was the foundation of all sound theology 

or philosophy. Calvinist doctrine became increasingly controversial after the Civil War, but his 

                                                                                                                                                                           
2008). Augustine developed his thoughts on total depravity in multiple texts, so for a succinct introduction to his 
theology of sin see William E. Mann’s “Augustine on Evil and Original Sin,” in The Cambridge Companion to 
Augustine, ed. Eleonore Stump and Norman Kretzmn, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001): 40-48. 
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diagnosis of the human condition retained its popularity. It had ardent supporters like John 

Owen (1616-1683), the Puritan theologian and chaplain to Oliver Cromwell, who described the 

doctrine of total depravity as “the hinge that turns the whole course of our lives.”16 It also had 

supporters like Richard Baxter (1615-1691), who served as chaplain to Charles II and frequently 

debated Owen on issues such as predestination, ecclesiastical polity, and the legitimacy of the 

Civil War. In The Saints Everlasting Rest (1650), Baxter urges his readers to be “thoroughly 

convinced of a prevailing depravation through [their] whole soul” and a “prevailing wickedness 

through [their] whole life.” He espouses the Calvinist belief that human beings are so depraved 

they have no desire to know or enjoy God apart from divine intervention. When Adam fell, he 

explains, humanity did not just “lose interest in God, and actual enjoyment of him…but all 

spiritual knowledge of him, and true disposition towards such a felicity. When the Son of God 

comes…he finds not faith in man to believe [him].”17 So, while Baxter rejected Owen’s 

supralapsarianism, which he believed had no basis in scripture and was antithetical to church 

unity, he joined Owen in endorsing Calvin’s vision of human nature as an orthodox and 

essential teaching.18 The Calvinist view of sin was still capable of unifying, even after the 

religious turmoil of the Civil War.  

Calvin’s doctrine of total depravity succeeded in disseminating assumptions about the 

extensive effects of sin on human nature that endured the rise and fall of Calvinism in the 

Church of England. His teachings on predestination became increasingly divisive after the Civil 

                                                      
16. John Owen, The Works of John Owen, vol. 6 (Carlisle: Banner of Truth, 2000), 168-69. 

17. Richard Baxter, The Saints Everlasting Rest (Grand Rapids: Christian Classics Ethereal Library, 2005), 43; 13.  

18. For a detailed study of Owen and Baxter’s points of agreement and disagreement, see Tim Cooper’s John 
Owen, Richard Baxter, and the Formation of Nonconformity (New York: Routledge, 2013). 
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War, but his doctrine of total depravity was something that men as theologically divergent as 

Owen and Baxter could still agree on in the wake of that conflict. Calvinism created a culture 

that took the problem of depravity seriously, and while not everyone accepted Calvin’s 

extensive view of human corruption, many felt the weight of the problem and wrestled with its 

implications. Concerns about human depravity can be found in early modern sermons, 

systematic theologies, university lectures, and religious polemics. They can also be found in 

drama, poetry, political manifestos, medical treatises, and scientific tracts. Calvin’s view of sin 

crossed high and low culture, shaping not just people’s religious beliefs but also their basic 

understanding of how the psyche functions. Robert Burton’s analysis of mental disorder in The 

Anatomy of Melancholy (1621), for example, reveals Calvinism’s pervasive influence: 

…in spiritual things we will no good, prone to evil (except we be regenerate and led by 
the Spirit), we are egged on by our natural concupiscence, and there is…a confusion in 
our powers…we cannot resist, our concupiscence is originally bad, our heart evil, the 
seat of our affections captivates and enforceth our will. So that in voluntary things we 
are averse from God and goodness, bad by nature, by ignorance worse, by art, 
discipline, custom, we get many bad habits: suffering them to domineer and tyrannize 
over us, and the devil is still ready at hand with his evil suggestions, to tempt our 
depraved will to some dill-disposed action, to precipitate us to destruction, except our 
will be swayed and counterpoised again with some divine precepts, and good motions 
of the spirit, which many times restrain, hinder, and check us, when we are in the full 
career of our dissolute courses19  

 
While humoral theory suggests that early moderns identified bodily functions as the source of 

sin, Burton considers a depraved spirit to be the source of humanity’s problems.20  He envisions 

                                                      
19. Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy, ed. Holbrook Jackson (New York Review, 2001). 1.11. 

20. In Humoring the Body: Emotions and the Shakespearean Stage (2004), for example, Gail Kerns Paster argues 
that, for early moderns, sin was the “working of immoderate [bodily] passions” and that “it was in human entrails 
that virtue and sin were located” (66). Though I agree with Paster that early moderns saw the soul as embodied 
and believed in an intimate relationship between the physical and the spiritual, I disagree with her claim that the 
body, not the soul, is the locus of sin and corruption. Some early moderns may have believed this, but this claim is 
not true for those who adhered to the Calvinist or Reformed view of human nature. 
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human nature in much the same way that Calvin does: held hostage by sin, incapable of 

performing its intended functions until God delivers it. Calvinism’s influence, therefore, was not 

just limited to radical Puritans, as scholars used to believe. It permeated every aspect of English 

discourse, from sermons to sonnets to medical treatises to political tracts. It also, as I 

demonstrate in this dissertation, had radical effect on discourse about beauty and aesthetic 

experience. 

 

1.3 Beauty, Calvinism, and Neoplatonism  

When David Hume (1711-1776) claims that beauty is subjective in his essay “Of the 

Standard of Taste” (1757), he did not believe he was making a radical claim. It is merely 

“common sense” to believe that “Beauty is no quality in things themselves; it exists merely in 

the mind which contemplates them; and each mind perceives a different beauty,” Hume 

observes. One person will “perceive deformity” while another person will be “sensible to 

beauty” because beauty and ugliness are a matter of taste, not objective qualities.21 Like other 

British philosophers such as Joseph Addison (1672-1719) and Edmund Burke (1729-1797), 

Hume was not interested in finding an objective standard for beauty, but in preventing 

aesthetic anarchy: was it possible, he wondered, to discourage or reject any judgment if beauty 

and ugliness are just reflections of personal taste? This concern helped give rise to British taste 

theory, a branch of Enlightenment philosophy that sought to create standards for aesthetic 

judgment that did not rely on appeals to objective experience or knowledge. The taste theorists 

realized that if beauty was indeed subjective, then any criteria for aesthetic judgments would 

                                                      
21. David Hume, “Of the Standard of Taste,” in Selected Essays (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 136. 
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be provisional in nature: “To seek the real beauty, or the real deformity, is…[a] fruitless 

inquiry,” Hume concludes.22 Having rejected the belief that beauty is an empirical quality, he 

and others also rejected the search for universal standards for aesthetic judgment. 

 The Enlightenment belief that beauty was a subjective experience was a radical 

departure from the aesthetic commonplaces that had shaped Western philosophies of beauty 

for almost two thousand years. What seemed “common sense” to Hume would have been 

absurd, even abhorrent, to previous philosophers who were committed to the search for that 

universal standard of judgment. This radical departure was the result of a historical process: I 

argue that belief in the subjective nature of aesthetic experience, a fixture of English 

intellectual culture by Hume’s time, emerged gradually from the conflict between Calvinist 

theology and Neoplatonic philosophy during the early modern era. 

 Both Calvinism and Neoplatonism began to flourish in England during the sixteenth 

century, but it proved difficult to synthesize these two intellectual systems due to their 

conflicting views of human nature. In the Neoplatonic view, the human soul is morally sound 

and therefore, capable of identifying and embracing what is ultimately good, a belief that was 

untenable to those who ascribed to Calvin’s doctrine of total depravity. As a result, Calvinists 

challenged Neoplatonic assumptions about beauty and aesthetic experience that had guided 

Western philosophies of beauty since Ancient Greece.  

 The ancient Greeks firmly believed in the reality of both physical and spiritual beauty 

that could be apprehended through reason. In his Poetics (c. 350 BCE), Aristotle emphasizes 

that beauty is about proper relationships. Physical beauty, in this case, comes from a proper 
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relationship between an object’s integral parts: “Any beautiful object, whether a living 

organism or any other thing made up of parts, must have those parts not only in the proper 

order but also on the proper scale. Beauty consists in scale as well as in the order,” he argues.23 

In Aristotle’s estimation, things like paintings, temples, or the human body are beautiful if and 

when their parts are assembled together in a harmonious, symmetrical, or proportionate 

manner. This emphasis on design and order is the guiding principle behind classical art and 

architecture.  

 For many Greek philosophers, the sensory world was only the starting point of aesthetic 

experience—through sensory perception, the mind could move beyond the material world and 

experience spiritual beauty. According to Plato, the ultimate aesthetic concern was not 

symmetry and scale in nature or art, but the relationship between the physical and spiritual. In 

The Symposium (c. 380 BCE), the central text in classical aesthetics, Plato argues—via 

Socrates—that aesthetic experience provides us with a way to comprehend a spiritual reality 

that transcends our immediate physical perception. Socrates attends an Athenian dinner party 

where he engages the city’s cultural elite in a debate on the true nature of beauty. After the 

other dinner guests give eloquent speeches on beauty, Socrates defends his own belief that 

beauty involves more than just symmetrical relationships. For him, beauty is a spiritual quality 

that, when properly perceived, can help us understand the Realm of Ideal Forms. Using the 

Greek practice of pederasty to illustrate this process, he tells the dinner guests that 

the right kind of love for a boy can help you ascend from things of this world until you 
begin to catch sight of that beauty [eternal beauty]…You should use the things of this 
world as rungs in a ladder. You start by loving one attractive body and step up to two; 
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from there you move on to physical beauty in general, and from there to the beauty of 
people’s activities, and from there to the beauty of intellectual endeavors, and from 
there you ascend to the final intellectual endeavor, which is no more and no less than 
the study of that beauty, so that you finally recognize true beauty.24  

 
For Socrates, human beings are meant to progress through stages of aesthetic experience, with 

each stage helping to free us from commitments to the material world and to cultivate our 

devotion to ideal Beauty. Physical beauty initiates the quest for ultimate beauty; it is valuable, 

but only if it motivates the pursuit of the spiritual beauty that emanates through it. To become 

preoccupied with one beautiful boy or even beautiful boys in general, Socrates argues, would 

mean becoming obsessed with the physical and rejecting the spiritual. This belief forms the 

basis of the Platonic devaluation of the physical. For Plato, all physical experiences—including 

encounters with beauty—are only valuable as a means to an end: the recognition and adoration 

of the Ideal. 

Next to Plato, the most influential figure in classical aesthetics is Plotinus (204-270 CE), 

who expanded Plato’s philosophy of beauty and helped spread it across the Latin-speaking 

world. As the father of Neoplatonism, Plotinus served as a bridge in the early Christian church 

between Christian theology and pagan philosophy.25 He argues in The Enneads (270 CE), as 

Plato does, that “all the loveliness of this world comes by communion” with the Realm of Ideal 

Forms.26 Plotinus placed greater emphasis than Plato, though, on the dangers of sensory 

                                                      
24. Plato, The Symposium, transl. Robin Waterfield (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 55.  

25. In The History of Western Philosophy (New York: Routledge, 2004), Bertrand Russell argues that Plotinus is a 
historically important figure because he helped fuse Christian theology and Platonic philosophy. Both systems 
contained similar views of the “Other World,” Russell explains. “To the Christian, the Other World was the 
Kingdom of Heaven, to be enjoyed after death, to the Platonist, it was the eternal world of ideas, the real world as 
opposed to that of illusory appearance. Christian theologians [influenced by Plotinus] combined these points of 
views, and embodied as much of the philosophy of Plotinus” (270).  

26. Plotinus, The Enneads, transl. Stephen Mackenna and John M. Dillon (New York: Penguin, 1991), 47.  



18 

perception, which threaten to ensnare the soul and keep it focused on worldly beauty. Sensory 

perception must therefore always be subordinated to rational judgment, he argues. When you 

look at beauty, “you must close your eyes and call upon another vision which is to be wakened 

within you, a [rational] vision…which few turn to use,” he warns.27 In Plotinus’s estimation, the 

majority of human beings are trapped by worldly concerns; they fail to reason beyond what 

they can experience with their senses, and as a result they never appreciate how ideal Beauty 

manifests itself through physical objects. The conflict that Plotinus envisions between the 

physical and the spiritual, the sensory and the rational, resonated with early Christians, who 

integrated Neoplatonic aesthetics into the Christian vision of the soul’s pursuit of absolute truth 

and beauty, which can be found only in God. 

This integration helped classical aesthetics survive during the medieval era. Medieval 

scholars had limited access to key classical texts on beauty, but they remained familiar with the 

basic principles. The church venerated Aristotle, and thus medieval aesthetics affirms the 

Aristotelian emphasis on proper symmetry and scale. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), for 

example, echoes Aristotle when he states that “perfection,” “proportion,” and “clarity” are the 

three criteria for physical beauty. But Aquinas also emphasizes the importance of spiritual 

beauty, which is manifested through the physical world.28  He and other medieval philosophers 

had virtually no access to Plato, but they revered Christian writers such as Origen (185-254 CE), 

Augustine, Pseudo-Dionysius (5th century), and Boethius (480-524), who were all influenced by 
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28. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiæ, 2nd, rev. ed., transl. Fathers of the English Dominican Province (1920; 
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the Neoplatonic tradition.29 Medieval aesthetics are rich and complex, but at a basic level, 

medieval philosophers received and promulgated the classical tradition despite their limited 

access to classical texts. The principles of Neoplatonism, after being absorbed into the Christian 

tradition, survived in the medieval era and became an important part of the Christian 

conception of beauty. 

 During the Renaissance, increased access to classical texts allowed Neoplatonism to 

develop a level of cultural valence it had not possessed since the ancient era. More and more 

versions of Plato and Plotinus’s texts became available to readers, and this rediscovery of 

Neoplatonic thought inspired a fervent devotion to them. As Ernst Cassirer notes, many during 

the Renaissance assigned an “almost canonical validity to the works of these two philosophers 

and often “placed them on par with the books of the Bible.”30 This devotion helped reorient 

aesthetics back towards the pursuit of an ideal Beauty that reveals itself through physical 

things.  

 As Renaissance thinkers pursued this ideal Beauty, they established two aesthetic 

commonplaces in the philosophy of the period. The first is the belief that the tension between 

the body and the soul can be resolved through rational judgment. While Plato suggested that 

our aesthetic journey towards ideal Beauty begins with attraction to beautiful bodies, Plotinus 

and other Neoplatonists were far more uncomfortable with the allure of the body and unsure 

how to integrate it into their philosophy. Like Plotinus, many Renaissance Neoplatonists saw 

the body as a locus of powerful desires that could potentially distract from the pursuit of 
                                                      
29. In The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988), Umberto Eco argues that 
even though medieval philosophers only had access to Plato’s Timmaeus, the “strongest impulse underlying the 
medieval aesthetic conception of the world came from neo-Platonism” (23). 

30. Ernst Cassirer, The Platonic Renaissance in England (Austin: University of Texas, 1953), 25.  
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spiritual virtue. But they were also more generous towards bodily impulses, provided those 

impulses were kept in check by rational judgment. All physical beauty reflected ideal Beauty to 

some degree, and therefore it was not wrong to enjoy physical beauty so long as one enjoyed it 

as a symbol of something greater than itself. While Plotinus treats erotic love as a juvenile stage 

in a person’s aesthetic development, Renaissance Neoplatonists found that erotic love could 

reveal ideal Beauty itself, provided reason, not sexual passion, controlled the experience. 

 In his Commentary on Plato’s Symposium (1469), Marsilio Ficino, the Renaissance’s most 

influential Neoplatonist, attempts to establish a harmony between the erotic and the spiritual 

through the concept of the “Two Venuses,” two different but related responses to beauty:  

When the beauty of a human body first meets our eyes, our intellect, which is the first 
Venus in us, worships and esteems it as an image of divine beauty…But the power of 
procreation, the second Venus, desires to procreate a form like this. On both sides, 
therefore, there is a love; there is a desire to contemplate beauty, here a desire to 
propagate it. Each love is virtuous and praiseworthy, for each follows a divine image.31 

 
In Ficino’s adaptation of Neoplatonism, sexual attraction—devalued by Plotinus—is a legitimate 

form of aesthetic appreciation, provided the bodies we are sexually attracted to reflect spiritual 

beauty. If they do, Ficino argues, our sexual attraction is not based on a mere desire for sexual 

gratification, but on a desire to produce other bodies that will continue to reflect this spiritual 

beauty.32 In his attempt to mediate between the physical and the spiritual, Ficino thus theorizes 

two methods for experiencing beauty—through the senses and through the intellect. Both are 
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legitimate, he believes, provided that sensory responses to beauty are subordinated to rational 

evaluation in order to make sure we truly appreciate the “divine image” that shines through the 

body. 

 The desire to resolve the conflict between the physical and the spiritual by 

subordinating one to the other is pervasive in Renaissance literature. The speaker in 

Shakespeare’s sonnets, for example, strives to maintain a harmony between intellectual 

appreciation and bodily desire by both contemplating his beloved’s beauty and propagating it. 

In Sonnet 53, the speaker emphasizes the intellectual appreciation of beauty when he asks his 

beloved “What is your substance, whereof are you made” (l. 1) and wonders if the classical 

beauties Adonis and Helen possessed this same substance. Here, the speaker’s intellect looks 

beyond the form of the beloved to discover the true nature of the beloved’s beauty. The 

concerns of the procreation cycle (Sonnets 1-17), however, emphasize the form of the beloved 

and how that form can be replicated or preserved. When the speaker asserts that “From fairest 

creatures we desire increase, / That beauty’s rose might never die” (l. 1-2), he testifies to the 

power of Ficino’s “second Venus” and its role in aesthetic experience.33 Here, as in Ficino, 

sexual attraction finds legitimacy by inspiring procreative concerns. 

 The second aesthetic commonplace that Neoplatonism established in Renaissance 

culture is the belief that physical beauty is derived from and dependent on moral goodness. In 

Baldesar Castiglione’s The Book of the Courtier (1528), Cardinal Bembo argues that a person’s 

body reflects the state of her soul. “There can be no beauty without goodness,” Bembo 

dogmatically states. “A wicked soul rarely inhabits a beautiful body, and for this reason outward 
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beauty is a true sign of goodness [in people].” Ugliness, on the other hand, is assuredly the 

“dark, disagreeable, unpleasant, and sorry face of evil.”34 In much the same way that Plotinus 

believed all beauty comes from communion with the Realm of Ideal Forms, Bembo believes 

that the condition of the soul determines the composition of the body, thus allowing us to 

judge someone’s character by her face. Goodness and beauty are inseparable, in his estimation, 

as are ugliness and evil, so it is truly impossible for a beautiful face to hide an evil mind or for a 

good soul to be trapped in an ugly body. We find this commonplace throughout Renaissance 

literature. In Sir Philip Sidney’s Defense of Poesy (1595), he claims that while “we are ravished 

with delight to see a fair woman…we laugh at deformed creatures, wherein we certainly cannot 

delight.”35 The reason physical ugliness repels us is because it reflects moral depravity, and 

Sidney assumes that while we can laugh at ugliness and the spiritual condition it signifies, no 

rational person could possibly delight in either.  

 Though the Neoplatonic model of beauty guided aesthetic philosophy for centuries, 

many writers found it difficult to reconcile Neoplatonism’s quest for aesthetic truth and 

spiritual transformation with Calvin’s critique of human depravity. From a Calvinist perspective, 

there is no connection between physical appearance and spiritual condition, and human beings 

can and do delight in what is ugly—from a theological perspective, moral ugliness is the only 

thing that fallen human beings do delight in until they are saved by grace. As intellectual 

systems, therefore, Neoplatonism and Calvinism offered antithetical models of aesthetic 

experience because of their radically different assumptions about sin and its effects on human 
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nature. For Neoplatonists, sin was a force that corrupted the body and its desires, but the soul 

remained free to mitigate this corruption by subordinating carnal desires to reason. Calvinism, 

on the other hand, emphasized the complete and utter damage that sin does to the entirety of 

human nature. Calvin believed that depravity traps human beings inside a kind of moral and 

epistemological labyrinth—one of his favorite metaphors for the human condition. In his 

Institutes, he describes the “blindness of the human mind” as a “kind of labyrinth” until it is 

liberated by divine grace (1.5.12).36 As H.J. Selderhuis observes, Calvin—who was not trained as 

a theologian but as a classical humanist—borrows the labyrinth metaphor from Greek 

mythology to “[represent] a way of thinking that entangled a person and caused him or her to 

lose the way to God and self.”37 For Calvin, the believer is like Theseus, trapped in a maze of sin 

that he cannot navigate without Ariadne’s thread—in this case, the Holy Spirit, which spiritually 

restores and guides fallen humanity. Without this assistance, people cannot reason their way 

through the labyrinth. If they resist divine guidance or choose their own path, they will only be 

mislead by their depraved minds. 

 In English literature from the Elizabethan era to the Restoration, encounters with beauty 

frequently lead protagonists into Calvin’s labyrinth. While Neoplatonism described beauty as a 

ladder or staircase to be ascended in pursuit of spiritual enlightenment, many English writers 

were more interested in representing minds entrapped or entangled by their aesthetic 

experiences in their works. Through these works, writers helped popularize the belief that 

aesthetic judgment reveals a person’s subjectivity and the influences that potentially skew or 
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distort that subjectivity. The growing cultural acceptance of this belief was instrumental in the 

formation of Enlightenment aesthetics. Though Neoplatonism remained an influential force in 

the late English Renaissance, I argue that Calvinism ultimately played a greater role in shaping 

beliefs about beauty and aesthetic experience in early modern England.38 Though I do not claim 

that Shakespeare, Middleton, Donne, Herbert, Milton, and Marvell were all Calvinists, I will 

demonstrate that these writers were all part of a culture dominated by Calvin’s doctrine of total 

depravity and that they wrestled with the aesthetic and ethical problems raised by this 

doctrine. By doing so, they established the practice of aesthetic skepticism and enabled 

perspectives on subjectivity and taste that would ultimately lead to the development of 

aesthetics as a distinct branch of philosophy during the Enlightenment. 

 

1.4 Chapter Summaries 

 A study of the relationship between Calvinism and early modern literature could begin 

at any point during the English Renaissance: John Bale (1495-1563), who wrote King Johan (c. 

1538), the oldest historical verse drama in English literature, was a controversialist churchman 

who sought refuge from Marian persecution in Calvin’s Geneva; Thomas Norton (1532-1584) 

co-authored the tragedy Gorboduc (1561) and translated a highly popular edition of Calvin’s 
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Institutes (1561); the prolific Latin translator Arthur Golding (c. 1536-1606), most famous for 

the edition of Ovid’s Metamorphoses (1565) beloved by Shakespeare, also translated many of 

Calvin’s sermons and commentaries, including his work on the Psalms; Christopher Marlowe’s 

Doctor Faustus (1592), perhaps the most controversial work of the English Renaissance, lays 

bare the anxieties of predestinarian belief. In a larger project, these and other literary works 

from the Tudor era would all deserve full examination. But as Lori Anne Ferrell observes, 

England’s transition from a “late-medieval society…saturated in dramatic and pictorial religious 

representation” to a society that was “observably Protestant in literature and the arts” occurs 

between the years 1580 and 1620. She attributes this cultural shift in part to the rise of 

“evangelical Calvinism,” which solidified its position in English society with the “entrance of 

newly trained Calvinist clergy into the English Church, the English court, and the English parish.” 

The ascension of James I in 1603 marks an important date in English Calvinism since the 

“unabashedly Calvinist James” ensured that four decades of “confessional stability” under 

Elizabeth would not perish with the new transition.39  I have chosen, therefore, to begin my 

study with Shakespeare’s Othello (1604), which was performed one year after James took the 

throne. These two events occurred at the midpoint in the formation of England’s Protestant 

identity, and they mark a time when English Calvinists were at their most optimistic about the 

religious destiny of their nation.   

 In Chapter 2, I argue that Jacobean tragedies such as Shakespeare’s Othello and 

Middleton’s The Changeling (1622) help popularize aesthetic skepticism by staging Calvinist 

critiques of Neoplatonic aesthetics. Both these plays are concerned with the problem of judging 
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female beauty, which is a central concern in Neoplatonism. According to Neoplatonism, female 

beauty is always a reflection of spiritual virtue, and Neoplatonic philosophers argued that men 

could intensify their devotion to God by contemplating beautiful women. In Shakespeare and 

Middleton’s tragedies, however, male characters discover that female beauty conceals rather 

than reveals a woman’s true nature. These men misjudge the women in the play because they 

rely on Neoplatonic assumptions about beauty and virtue that do not acknowledge human 

depravity. While some scholars have argued these tragedies reaffirmed cultural misogyny by 

focusing only on transgressive femininity, I argue that Shakespeare’s Desdemona and 

Middleton’s Beatrice-Joanna expose the misogynist principles that underlie Neoplatonic 

aesthetics. In doing so, these characters invite male playgoers to examine their own spiritual 

condition and how it affects their aesthetic and moral judgments about women. 

 In Chapter 3, I contrast the humanist writings of Sir Philip Sidney and Ben Jonson with 

the Calvinist writings of John Donne and George Herbert in order to highlight a conflict between 

two different conceptions of early modern authorship. Sidney and Jonson both celebrate the 

poet’s power to fashion himself through writing, but Donne and Herbert call attention to the 

religious poet’s inability to save or transform his soul through his works. Calvinist theology 

insists, on one hand, that no human work has any spiritual merit apart from divine grace, while 

also encouraging people, on the other hand, to glorify God through their works. This paradox is 

embodied in Donne and Herbert, who argue that the religious poet can glorify God only by 

recognizing and admitting the failures and limitations of authorship. Unlike humanist writers, 

who believed writing was an act of self-mastery and self-creation, Donne and Herbert create an 
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aesthetics of brokenness and humility that presents the self as hopelessly wrecked by sin until 

divine grace restores it.  

 In Chapter 4, I argue that Milton’s view of Original Sin in Paradise Lost is not Arminian, 

as most scholars have argued, but Calvinist. Building from the work of Stanley Fish, I support 

this controversial argument by demonstrating that Milton envisions his intended readers as 

fallen beings whose depravity prevents them from responding properly to the beauty of the 

poem. When these fallen readers attempt to imagine the world of the poem, they cannot 

prevent postlapsarian thoughts from corrupting their imaginative visions of a prelapsarian 

world. Much like Satan, they cannot experience Paradise without feeling a desire to corrupt it.  

Milton rejects the Neoplatonic belief that aesthetic experience, when controlled by reason, is 

transformative or redemptive. He argues instead that only those who have been spiritually 

regenerated by divine grace can truly appreciate beauty. His poem works, therefore, to expose 

readers to their aesthetic corruption in hopes they will receive divine grace, repent from their 

depravity, and become the “fit readers” a Christian society needs. 

In Chapter 5, I place Andrew Marvell’s poem “Upon Appleton House” into conversation 

with John Calvin’s writings on nature. Though some scholars have argued that Calvin despised 

nature, I demonstrate his passion for the natural world, which stemmed from his belief that 

nature reveals God’s providential care for his creation and his sovereign control over all events 

in spite of the violence and corruption at work in human society. Calvin also believed, though, 

that while nature is a great comfort to the godly, fallen people cannot perceive nature rightly 

because their sin corrupts their perspective. Nature, in Calvin’s estimation, is objectively 

beautiful, but the experience of nature is mediated by fallen subjectivity. Like Calvin, Marvell 
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encourages his readers to seek comfort from the violence and turmoil of the Civil War by 

looking at nature, and he emphasizes how the world of Appleton House demonstrates God’s 

providential plan for humanity. Marvell also explores the relationship between human 

subjectivity and nature, though, and he implies that the qualities we believe we find in nature 

are not actually discovered there but rather imposed by the mind. As a result, what begins as a 

Calvinist meditation on nature becomes an exploration of human subjectivity and taste that 

creates a bridge between the literature of the English Renaissance and Enlightenment 

aesthetics. 
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CHAPTER 2 

HERE’S BEAUTY CHANGED TO UGLY WHOREDOM: TRANSGRESSIVE FEMININITY AND  

AESTHETIC SKEPTICISM IN SHAKESPEARE AND MIDDLETON 

2.1 Introduction 

 During the early modern era, discourse on female beauty was dominated by the 

Neoplatonic belief that beauty emanates from moral goodness. Writers such as Baldesar 

Castiglione (1478-1529), Jean Luis Vives (1493-1540), and Agnolo Firenzuola (1493-1543) 

believed that the beautiful is always contingent on the good, and they taught that physical 

beauty in women is, therefore, a sure sign of their virtuous nature. Though early modern drama 

drew from Neoplatonic discourse, representations of transgressive femininity in Jacobean 

tragedy often challenge the Neoplatonic belief that female beauty originates from and reflects 

moral virtue. In this chapter, I demonstrate how representations of transgressive femininity in 

William Shakespeare’s Othello (1604) and Thomas Middleton’s The Changeling (1622) 

destabilize Neoplatonic aesthetics.1 Though Shakespeare and Middleton most likely belonged to 

opposing theological camps, I argue that Othello and The Changeling both reflect the influence 

of Calvin’s doctrine of total depravity, which helped create a culture increasingly skeptical of 

the Neoplatonic belief that outward forms reveal inward conditions. In Othello and The 

Changeling, men treat women as aesthetic objects to be contemplated and enjoyed. Though 

Neoplatonism teaches that the contemplation of female beauty edifies men’s souls, male 

                                                      
1. The Changeling is the result of a collaboration between Middleton and William Rowley (1585-1626). The 
majority of scholars have agreed with P.G. Wiggin’s assertion in 1897 that Middleton wrote the play’s “castle” 
scenes that depict the main characters and action while Rowley handled the “asylum” subplot. Since this chapter 
focuses on the scenes attributed to Middleton, I will refer to Middleton alone when discussing authorial issues in 
The Changeling. 
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characters in these tragedies find themselves in a moral and epistemological crisis when they 

discover that physical beauty can mask spiritual depravity. At the end of The Changeling, for 

example, Alsemero accuses his wife Beatrice-Joanna of letting her “beauty [be] changed / To 

ugly whoredom” after learning that she hired her ugly servant De Flores to commit murder and 

then paid for his service with sex.2 Alsemero wants to believe that Beatrice-Joanna is physically 

and morally “all deformed” (5.3.76), but he laments that he cannot tell the difference between 

“devils” like her and “fair-faced saints” (5.3.108-9). In his confusion, he resembles Othello, who 

also struggles to reconcile his wife’s beauty with her suspected infidelity. Firmly convinced that 

Desdemona has betrayed him, Othello sees her soul as a “black weed.” Nevertheless, her body 

remains “so lovely and so fair” and “smell’st so sweet” that it makes his “senses ache.”3 Othello 

is confounded by Desdemona’s beauty; he does not how it can coexist with such moral 

corruption. If Hamlet is disturbed by the observation that villains can go on smiling despite their 

villainy, Othello and Alsemero are afflicted by the realization that beautiful women still look 

beautiful, even when men perceive their moral deformities—real or imagined. 

Desdemona and Beatrice-Joanna confound men by resisting men who attempt to 

objectify female beauty. They also confound men by asserting the existence and legitimacy of 

women’s aesthetic subjectivity. In a patriarchal society, judging beauty is a male privilege, but 

Desdemona and Beatrice-Joanna believe in their right to choose sexual partners that patriarchal 

society considers ugly, undesirable, or even monstrous. In doing so, they reveal an aesthetic 

                                                      
2. Thomas Middleton and William Rowley, The Changeling in Thomas Middleton: Collected Works, ed. Gary Taylor 
and John Lavagnino (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 5.3.76 (all future references to this text will be cited 
parenthetically). 

3. William Shakespeare, Othello, in The Riverside Shakespeare, ed. G. Blakemore Evans and J.J.M. Tobin (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1997), 4.2.67-9 (all future references to this text will be cited parenthetically). 



31 

subjectivity that undermines men’s assumptions about female nature. According to Stephen 

Orgel, the recognition that “women might not be objects but subjects, not the other but the 

self” was perhaps the “greatest anxiety” of the Renaissance.4 Though some scholars think 

Othello and The Changeling merely reaffirm misogynist fears about women, I argue that 

Shakespeare and Middleton use transgressive female characters to explore a larger cultural 

concern: the depravity of human nature. These dramatists most likely belonged to different 

religious factions, but both their plays reflect the influence of Calvin’s doctrine of total 

depravity—a doctrine that, unlike Neoplatonism, undermined men’s assumptions about their 

superior intellectual and moral nature.  

In Othello and The Changeling, Shakespeare and Middleton employ a Calvinist rhetoric 

of sin and corruption to level a gendered playing field. Both male and female characters err in 

these tragedies when they embrace the Neoplatonic philosophy of beauty, which blinds them 

to their own moral ugliness. These plays may seem fixated on transgressive female characters, 

but I show that when male character attempt to condemn women they consider transgressive, 

they reveal their own moral and aesthetic failures. Both male and female judgments in Othello 

and The Changeling thus serve as a warning to playgoers about the need to practice aesthetic 

skepticism—to look inward to determine the ways in which one’s spiritual condition shapes—or 

misshapes—one’s judgment about the beauty and (im)morality of others.  

Though aesthetic and religious discourse informs my reading of Othello and The 

Changeling, it is not my intention to reduce these plays to an arcane commentary or a 

polemical sermon. Shakespeare and Middleton wrote for commercial theater, and they were 
                                                      
4. Stephen Orgel’s remarks at a conference, as quoted in Debora Shuger’s The Renaissance Bible: Scholarship, 
Sacrifice, and Subjectivity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), 191. 
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obligated to satisfy popular audiences with diverse beliefs, values, and tastes. Scholars are still 

divided by the complexities of early modern audiences, and as Anthony Dawson and Paul 

Yachnin remind us, there is no single theory that can explain what going to the theater meant 

for all playgoers or how all playgoers are likely to have responded to a certain theme or issue.5 

What I consider, therefore, is how the aesthetic and moral dilemmas depicted in Othello and 

The Changeling might have resonated with playgoers who held Calvinist sentiments. Both 

Huston Diehl and Michael O’Connell have argued that early modern dramatists sought to 

legitimize secular theater’s role in English society by creating plays that acknowledged 

Reformed concerns, a thesis that guides my own interpretation of Othello and The Changeling.6 

I find that Shakespeare and Middleton depict bad judgments about beauty and goodness in 

ways that are consistent with Calvinist theology. Though their plays never preach at playgoers, 

they do—to borrow a phrase from Stanley Fish—entangle them in issues that were pressing to 

English Calvinists. The Neoplatonic philosophy of beauty emphasizes how the contemplation of 

female beauty can aid men’s spiritual growth, a notion that would have reminded many 

                                                      
5. Anthony Dawson and Paul Yachnin, The Culture of Playgoing in Shakespeare’s England (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001), 1. Dawson and Yachin offer competing accounts of early modern audiences; Dawson 
emphasizes how playgoers responded collectively to plays while Yachnin highlights the divergent responses of 
individuals. They both agree, however, that there can be no totalizing theory of early modern playgoing. See also 
Jeremy Lopez, Theatrical Convention and Audience Response in Early Modern Drama (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003). Lopez argues that early modern drama is defined by its generic violations and 
experimentations, which created a “surfeit of stimulus” for audiences (67). Plays caused audiences to experience a 
gamut of emotions, immersing them one moment only to detach them from the spectacle in another moment. 
This process makes it difficult, if not impossible, to single out any particular response as the definitive response to 
a particular play.  

6. See Diehl’s Staging Reform, Reforming the State: Protestantism and Popular Theater in Early Modern England 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997) and O’Connell’s The Idolatrous Eye: Iconoclasm and Theater in Early 
Modern England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). Both Diehl and O’Connell argue that the sixteenth-
century iconoclastic movement in Protestant England produced a wave of anti-theatrical polemics. These polemics 
had a positive effect on English drama, though, in the sense that they “necessitated an intense self-consciousness 
about what theater is” (O’Connell, 12). Anti-theatricalism motivated dramatists to reflect upon the nature of their 
art and respond to the broader religious crises that gave rise to both the iconoclasm and anti-theatrical 
movements. 
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Protestants of Roman Catholicism, with its veneration of the Virgin Mary and female saints. By 

exposing the failures of Neoplatonic aesthetics, Othello and The Changeling allow Calvinist 

playgoers to view them as reforming (and Reformed) works: these tragedies undermine both 

Neoplatonic and Catholic conceptions of women that treat women as quasi-religious icons or 

aesthetic objects for men to condemn or adore.  

Whether Shakespeare and his contemporaries affirm or deny women’s subjectivity and 

selfhood is perhaps the most divisive issue in feminist criticism of Renaissance drama. Since the 

1970s, critics have produced a staggering volume of scholarly literature on feminist themes in 

Shakespeare, but there is still no consensus on whether Shakespeare promotes a proto-feminist 

or patriarchal view of women in his dramatic works.7 It is safe to say, though, that debates 

about feminism themes in Shakespearean and Renaissance drama have expanded our 

understanding of how women were represented in early modern England—while the dominant 

culture was undoubtedly patriarchal, patriarchy did not have a monopoly on how women were 

represented. Stephen Orgel has encouraged scholars to recognize that the dominant culture’s 

view of women was not the only view of women in early modern England, and that women did 

indeed find complex ways to challenge and negotiate their position within a patriarchal system: 

                                                      
7. A comprehensive bibliography is impossible, but these are some of the key feminist texts that have helped 
shape this debate: see Juliet Dusinberre, Shakespeare and the Nature of Women (London: Macmillan, 1975); 
Carolyn Ruth, Swift Lenz, Gayle Green, and Carol Thomas Neely, eds., The Woman’s Part: Feminist Criticism of 
Shakespeare (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1980); Lisa Jardine, Still Harping on My Daughter (New York: 
Columbia University press, 1983); Elaine Showalter, “Representing Ophelia: Women, Madness, and the 
Responsibilities of Feminist Criticism,” in Shakespeare and the Question of Theory, ed. Patricia Parker and Geoffrey 
Hartman (New York: Methuen, 1985): 77-94; Karen Newman, Fashioning Femininity and English Renaissance 
Drama (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991); Jean Howard, The Stage and Social Struggle in Early Modern 
England (New York: Routledge, 1993); Dympna Callaghan, ed., A Feminist Companion to Shakespeare (London: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2000); and Phyllis Rackin, Shakespeare and Women (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005). For a 
helpful overview of the contributions that these and other texts have made to feminist studies, see Valerie Traub’s 
“Introduction: 30+ Years of Feminist Shakespeare,” in The Oxford Handbook of Shakespeare and Embodiment: 
Gender, Sexuality, and Race (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016): 8-14. 
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“A large number of women operated outside the family system, and the explicit social and legal 

structures…enabled them, in this patriarchy, to do so,” he writes.8 Similarly, Phyllis Rackin 

argues in her essay “Misogyny Is Everywhere” (2000) that women are also everywhere in early 

modern England. The diversity of female playgoers and the diversity of female characters in 

early modern drama are both evidence that there is no “totalizing narrative” that can account 

for early modern women’s “varied experiences, tastes, and interests,” she argues.9 Over the 

last twenty years, Orgel, Rackin, and other scholars have helped identify and celebrate more 

progressive representations of women in virtually every area of early modern culture. Yet one 

area of scholarship does not reflect this trend—studies of female beauty. Scholarship on 

representations of female beauty in early modern England continues to emphasize the 

dominant culture’s role in perpetuating misogynist conceptions of women.  

In the popular imagination, the Renaissance was an age defined by its passion for 

beauty. Studies of the female body, however, have focused overwhelmingly on representations 

of ugly and grotesque women in early modern culture. In Rabelais and His World (1965), 

Mikhail Bakhtin suggests that early modern society feared devolving into a state of excess and 

chaos, a condition that early moderns compared to the grotesque body. The grotesque body, 

Bakhtin explains, is an incontinent or disease ridden body that is subject to constant 

degradation because it cannot regulate its own biological functions and drives.10 Drawing from 

                                                      
8. Stephen Orgel, Impersonations: The Performance of Gender in Shakespeare’s England (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996), 125. 

9. Phyllis Rackin, “Misogyny Is Everywhere,” in A Feminist Companion to Shakespeare, ed. Dympna Callaghan 
(Malden: Blackwell, 2000), 54. For a more detailed and more recent version of this argument, see Shakespeare and 
Women (2005).  

10. See Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Helene Iskolsky (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1984), 303-436, especially 320-22. 
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Bakhtin, many scholars have argued that early moderns considered the female body to be the 

epitome of the grotesque and, therefore, the ultimate symbol of social transgression or 

disorder. Peter Stallybrass concluded in “Patriarchal Territories: The Body Enclosed” (1986) that 

early moderns considered the female body to be “naturally grotesque” and, therefore, in need 

of “constant surveillance” in order to protect society from women’s biologically-rooted 

propensity for immorality and violence.11 Similarly, Thomas Laqueur argues in Making Sex 

(1990) that early modern misogyny was rooted in the “one-sex” model, which posits that 

women are actually deformed or inverted versions of men and therefore lacking or deficient in 

the physiological traits necessary for self-government.12 Gail Kern Paster, building from the 

work of Bakhtin, argues in The Body Embarrassed (1993) that humoral discourse reinforced the 

notion that the female body was inherently grotesque or repulsive. Repeated emphasis on 

female menstruation, for example, helped establish the belief that women were imperfect 

containers—they were incapable of regulating their own desire in much the same way they 

were unable to regulate their bodily fluids. Such discourse, she explains, promoted the 

patriarchal conception of the “female body as a leaking vessel…beyond the control of the 

female subject” and represented unruly women as a threat to “the acquisitive goals of the 

family and its maintenance of status and power.”13  Over the last three decades, scholarship on 

                                                      
11. Peter Stallybrass, “Patriarchal Territories: The Body Enclosed,” in Rewriting the Renaissance: The Discourses of 
Sexual Difference in Early Modern Europe, ed. Margaret W. Ferguson, Maureen Quilligan, and Nancy J. Vickers 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), 126.  

12. Thomas Laqueur, Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1990). 

13. Gail Kern Paster, The Body Embarrassed: Drama and the Disciplines of Shame in Early Modern England (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1993), 25.  
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the female body has consistently focused on the narratives of female grotesqueness that the 

dominant culture perpetuated.  

Though my work is predicated on the research of these and other scholars, my focus 

here is not the dominant culture and its investment in representing women as inherently 

grotesque; instead, I explore the ways in which aesthetic judgments about transgressive female 

characters—who men perceive as both ugly and beautiful—might have encouraged playgoers 

with Calvinist beliefs to critique the misogyny engrained in their culture.14 In her pioneering 

work Shakespeare and the Nature of Women (1975), Juliet Dusinberre argues that humanist 

and Protestant reformers inspired a cultural movement to change the position of women within 

Renaissance society. Reformers rejected the Catholic position that celibacy was the spiritual 

ideal, advocating instead chaste marriage and domestic partnership as God’s intended plan for 

men and women. In order to change people’s minds about marriage, reformers had to 

challenge any conceptions of female nature that might deter men from marriage. The 

widespread critique of inherited definitions of women and their true nature, Dusinberre argues, 

is what inspired Shakespeare and other dramatists to transcend the conception of women as 

madonnas or whores established by the clerical anti-feminism of the late medieval era. 
                                                      
14. Three key studies of female beauty and ugliness in literature are Frances Dolan’s “Taking the Pencil Out of 
God’s Hand: Art, Nature, and the Face-Painting Debate in Early Modern England,” PLMA 108, no. 2 (1994): 
224=239; Farah Karim-Cooper’s Cosmetics in Shakespearean and Renaissance Drama (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Press, 
2002), and Naomi Baker’s Plain Ugly: The Unattractive Body in Early Modern Culture (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2010). Dolan compares early modern apologies for poetry with anti-cosmetic polemics and finds 
that the writers share similar misogynist beliefs about art, nature, and gender. Male writers celebrated the poet’s 
power to transform nature, but they lambasted women for attempting to change their own nature through 
cosmetics, she demonstrates. Karim-Cooper argues that early modern dramatists found value in women’s 
cosmetics and appropriated them for theatrical art. In doing so, they redeemed cosmetics by subordinating them 
to male power and art. Baker examines a temporary vogue in Renaissance art and literature for ugly women. She 
argues that this vogue exposes the cultural belief that male art is powerful enough to transform female matter, 
making ugly women into fit subjects for art. Even though my concerns are different than these three scholars, I am 
indebted to their extensive research and insightful arguments about the dominant culture’s conceptions of female 
ugliness, which I argue Shakespeare and Middleton’s plays subvert. 
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“Shakespeare’s feminism,” she writes, “lies in his skepticism about the nature of women.”15 My 

own argument extends this skepticism to Middleton, who, like Shakespeare, both represents 

and critiques a culture that was deeply anxious about the grotesque nature of women. Though 

many scholars have concluded that Shakespeare and Middleton ultimately reaffirmed 

patriarchy’s fear of the female grotesque, even Stallybrass notes that it was possible for 

representations of the female grotesque, so repeatedly used to suppress women and the lower 

classes in early modern England, to be subverted and used instead to “interrogate class and 

gender hierarchies alike.”16 My own analysis demonstrates that while Desdemona is wrongfully 

condemned as a “whore” in Othello and Beatrice-Joanna is wrongfully praised as a “saint” in 

The Changeling, both characters undermine the Neoplatonic model of beauty and ugliness that 

the dominant culture used to identify and judge transgressive women. In doing so, these 

characters challenge playgoers to critique a misogynist culture and their complicity in its 

oppression of women. 

 

                                                      
15. Juliet Dusinberre, Shakespeare and the Nature of Women, 305. Margot Todd also argues in Christian Humanism 
and the Puritan Social Order (1987) that Puritan social ideology, rooted in classical humanism, greatly improved the 
social situation of women in early modern England by insisting that marriage, not celibacy, was most conducive to 
the nation’s spiritual and social wellbeing. Drawing from both Greek and biblical sources, Puritans redefined 
marriage as “a state of intellectual and spiritual companionship” (98). In her book Women and Gender in Early 
Modern Europe (2000), Mary Weisner asserts that women during the Reformation challenged institutionalized 
misogyny within Christian tradition by using the “language of religious texts” and “examples of pious women” to 
“subvert or directly oppose male directives” (34). Christine Peters explains in Patterns of Piety that there was a 
growing appreciation for female spirituality during the Reformation as reformers reemphasized the biblical 
teaching that Christ is the bridegroom and the Church is his spiritual bride. “Insofar as the Christian soul was 
envisaged in terms of feminine behavior,” she explains, “the model of spiritual ascent was one in which ‘womanish 
tears’ and female example showed the way.” Furthermore, she concludes that that the Reformation, while still 
privileging men over women, nevertheless “did not create a masculine landscape in which it was hard for 
women…to find a comfortable place” (244-45). 

16. Stallybrass, 142.  
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2.2 Desdemona’s Eyes and the Virgin Mary in Othello 

 Unlike Beatrice-Joanna, Desdemona is not guilty of the charges of sexual corruption that 

are leveled against her by male characters in Othello. Nevertheless, the earliest critics still 

regarded her as a sexually transgressive woman. As a Venetian lady who elopes with a black 

man recently converted from Islam, Desdemona commits two offenses against Venetian 

patriarchy: she marries outside her race and culture and she marries without her father’s 

consent. The action of the play may demonstrate that she is faithful to Othello, but for early 

critics such as Thomas Rymer (1641-1713), Samuel Johnson (1709-1784), Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge (1772-1834), and Charles Lamb (1775-1834), the very fact that she chooses him for 

her husband makes her guilty of a far greater sin against patriarchy. Ironically, it is this distorted 

view of Desdemona that Iago attempts to persuade Othello and other male characters to 

embrace. Even though the play demonstrates the tragic consequences of accepting this view, 

many early Othello critics nevertheless considered the play to be a warning against defying 

patriarchy.  

 The notion that Desdemona deserves to be punished because she has violated male 

authority is supported by Shakespeare’s source material, the Italian novella Gli Hecatommithi 

(1565) by Giraldi Cinthio (1504-1573). Cinthio’s Disdemona brashly elopes with the Moor, but 

shortly after their wedding, she expresses the prophetic fear that one day she “will be held up 

as an example to young girls so that they learn not to choose a man who nature, God, and 

manner of life make so different from us.”17 Thomas Rymer, one of the first Othello critics, 

considered Shakespeare’s Desdemona to be such a warning. Rymer scoffs at Desdemona’s 

                                                      
17. Giraldi Cinthio, “Gli Hecatommithi,” in Othello, ed. Michael Neill (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 440. 
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supposed nobility, arguing that her disrespect for her father and her desire for a black man 

make her comparable to the lowest “Countrey Chamber-maid among us.” Ultimately, he 

concludes, Desdemona’s interracial romance with Othello is a “caution to all Maidens of Quality 

how, without their parents consent, they run away with Blackamoors.”18 Samuel Johnson 

likewise concludes that playgoers “learn from Othello the very useful moral, not to make an 

unequal match.”19 Charles Lamb is still more judgmental in his criticism, arguing that 

Desdemona’s sexual desire for Othello is so repulsive it ruins the aesthetic experience of seeing 

the play: “I appeal to everyone who has seen Othello played, whether he did not…find 

something extremely revolting in the courtship and wedded caresses of Othello and 

Desdemona, and whether the actual sight of the thing did not over-weigh all the beautiful 

compromise which we make in reading,” he declares.20 Samuel Taylor Coleridge echoes Lamb, 

arguing that it is “monstrous to conceive this beautiful Venetian girl falling in love with a 

veritable negro.”21 Like Lamb, Coleridge regards the thought of a white woman sexually desiring 

a black man as repulsive. Unlike Lamb, however, he goes to great lengths to salvage 

Desdemona’s reputation by arguing that Shakespeare must therefore have intended Othello to 

be a light-skinned Moor instead of a “veritable negro” since he would have wished to avoid the 

implication that there is anything sexually transgressive about Desdemona. 

                                                      
18. Thomas Rymer, The Critical Works of Thomas Rymer, ed. Curt Zimansky (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1956), 133, 132.  

19. Samuel Johnson, as quoted by W.K. Wimsatt, Samuel Johnson on Shakespeare (New York: Hill and Wang, 1960), 
114. 

20. Charles Lamb, The Works of Charles and Mary Lamb, ed. E.V. Lucas, vol. 1 (London: Methuen, 1903), 102; 108. 

21. Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Coleridge’s Shakespeare Criticism, ed. T.M. Raysor, vol. 2 (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1930), 47. 
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 Today, much of the scholarship on gender and race in Othello suggests that early 

modern audiences would have shared the prejudices that are evident in eighteenth and 

nineteenth-century criticism. According to this scholarship, Iago not only succeeds in turning 

Desdemona’s virtue into pitch within the world of the play; he does so in the minds of the 

audience as well by appealing to the well-established misogyny22 and nascent racialism23 in 

early modern society. Though I do not deny the influence these forces exerted on 

Shakespeare’s society, this section considers how religious interpretations of Othello might 

have motivated playgoers to resist misogynist conclusions about Desdemona’s interracial 

                                                      
22. G.K. Hunter argues in Dramatic Identities and Cultural Traditions (1978) that while Othello’s otherness initially 
excites Desdemona, their relationship ultimately reveals her foolishness in pursing an interracial marriage (55). In 
Fashioning Femininity and English Renaissance Drama (1991), Karen Newman argues that Othello is modeled on 
English domestic tragedies, which are “always implicitly or explicitly pejorative [in their view of women]” (92). 
Jonathan Dollimore likewise argues in Sexual Dissidence (1991) that Othello confronts the perversity of 
Desdemona’s sexual desire, which causes her to resemble the biblical Eve, another woman who rebelled against a 
paternal authority (God) and corrupted her husband (150). Sara Deats offers a more sympathetic reading of 
Othello and Desdemona, but she concludes that while these characters initially “explode early modern concepts of 
blacks and women…traditional categories overwhelm them both, and these magnificent lovers have been reduced 
to the erring barbarian and the submissive wife of conventional ideology” (94). 

23. Conceptions of race and ethnicity underwent a significant shift during the early modern period, and scholars 
still debate where to position Othello’s depiction of racial prejudice within the cultural discourse. Initially, early 
moderns conceived racial differences through geohumoral theory or religious narratives of cursed lineages. The 
exploration of the Americas, increased commerce with Asia, and the solidification of the transatlantic slave trade, 
however, led to the rise of a racial ideology needed to justify slavery, colonization, and imperialism. In her book 
Things of Darkness (1995), Kim F. Hall attributes Shakespeare’s representation of race to that developing ideology. 
Mary Floyd-Wilson agrees with her to some extent in English Ethnicity and Race in Early Modern England (2003), 
though she observes that while Iago denounces Othello with racist tropes, Desdemona defends him using a 
geohumoral theory that was still operative at the time. In his article “Turning Turk” (1997), Daniel J. Vitkus analyzes 
cultural anxieties about conversion during an age of reformation and counterreformation and connects those 
anxieties to the growing threat of the Ottoman Empire as it expanded Islam’s political and religious reach. For 
Vitkus, the prejudice against Othello is rooted in his status as a convert from Islam and the fear that he will turn 
against the religion and nation he has sworn to defend. Nabil Matar’s work in Turks, Moors, and Englishmen in the 
Age of Discovery (1999) suggests a similar conclusion. Though Matar does not discuss Othello in detail, his research 
demonstrates that commerce made Turkish and Moorish Muslims a pervasive cultural force in early modern 
society and that pejorative views of the Muslim Other did not always originate from a sense of cultural or racial 
superiority but from a deep fear of invasion and conquest by a more powerful foreign nation. Michael Neill 
devotes three chapters to Othello’s use of racial and religious stereotypes in his book Putting History to the 
Question: Power, Politics, and In English Renaissance Drama (New York: Columbia, 2001). He argues that both the 
characters in the play and the original playgoers see Othello’s blackness as a sign of his “reprobate condition” 
(282).  
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marriage. In the play, Iago makes it clear that his ultimate goal in blackening Desdemona’s 

reputation is damning Othello’s soul. He hopes to trick the Moor into “[renouncing] his 

baptism” and “All the seals and symbols of redeemed sin” (2.3.343), and he knows that the best 

way to accomplish this task is by making Othello doubt his wife. Iago perceives that Othello’s 

Christian faith is fragile and that this spiritual devotion hinges on earthly love: “His soul is 

enfett’red to her love, / That she may make, unmake, do what she list, / Even as her appetite 

shall play the God / With his weak function” (345-48), Iago muses. If Iago can damn Desdemona 

in Othello’s eyes, Othello will damn himself. The ways in which Iago manipulates Othello’s 

perception and evaluation of Desdemona by appealing to Neoplatonic ideas about female 

beauty, however, would have reminded many Protestant playgoers of Catholic idolatry and 

dangerously unreformed habits of thought. As Iago persuades Othello to misjudge Desdemona, 

Protestant playgoers who perceived the relationship in the play between religious and romantic 

devotion would have had good reason to resist the “pestilence” that Iago pours in Othello’s 

“ear” (356) and make their own judgments about Desdemona. 

 In Othello, misjudgments of Desdemona are consistently based on beliefs about sight, 

especially the belief that women are visual creatures primarily motivated by a desire for 

pleasure. According to this belief, women must be scrutinized because it is not always apparent 

to men what—or who—they look to for pleasure. When Brabantio accuses Othello in front of 

the Venetian senate, he initially insists that Othello must have seduced his daughter with 

“spells bought of mountebanks” and “mixtures pow’rful o’er the blood” (1.3.61, 101) because 

he cannot imagine that a Venetian lady might enjoy looking at (let alone loving) a Moor. 

Brabantio believes, much like Sir Philip Sidney, that it is impossible to enjoy looking at 
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ugliness.24 He considers Othello’s blackness repulsive, and therefore he wonders how a woman 

who is “not deficient, blind, or lame in sense” (63) might “fall in love with what she feared to 

look on” (98). When both Othello and Desdemona insist that their relationship is not the result 

of witchcraft, he can only conclude that Desdemona somehow concealed the true nature of her 

desire and what looked like fear to Brabantio was really arousal. “Look to her Moor, if thou hast 

eyes,” he warns Othello. “She has deceiv’d her father, and may thee” (1.3.29-3). Chaste 

women, Brabantio suggests, do not desire to look at black men. Brabantio’s belief that sexual 

desire for a black man is transgressive was supported by a variety of discourses in the early 

modern era including Neoplatonism. According to Neoplatonic writings on complexion and 

color, a white woman’s attraction to black skin is unnatural. In Problems of Beautie and 

Humane Affection (1606), for example, Thomas Buoni argues that while no single complexion 

can be said to be universally superior to others, people will be naturally drawn to those who 

share their same pigmentation. He surmises that “to the eye of the Moore, the black, or tawny 

countenance of his Moorish damosell pleaseth best…[while] to the eye of another, a colour as 

white as the Lilly, or driven snowe.”25 Since Desdemona is capable of not only desiring 

blackness but also concealing that desire, her chastity is suspect. Like the grotesque woman 

that Stallybrass describes, Desdemona must now be subjected to constant surveillance because 

she is—according to Neoplatonic standards—motivated by unnatural desires and attractions. 

 Once Desdemona’s chastity is subject to doubt, Iago exploits the idea that men must 

vigilantly watch women because women are always looking to transgress. Iago repeatedly 

                                                      
24. In his Defense, Sidney writes: “we are ravished with delight to see a fair woman, and yet…we laugh at 
deformed creatures, wherein we certainly cannot delight” (245). 

25. Thomas Buoni, Problems of Beautie and Humane Affection (London, 1606), 26-27. 
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suggests a relationship between Desdemona’s sexual corruption and her eyes. “Her eye must 

fed. / And what delight shall we have to look upon the devil?” (2.1.219-20), he tells Roderigo, 

assuring him that Desdemona is motivated by a desire for visual pleasure, a desire that Othello 

cannot gratify since he is aesthetically “defective” (215). Later, he draws Cassio’s attention to 

Desdemona’s eye as well, exclaiming “What an eye she has!” (2.3.23), and while Cassio wants 

to believe the gleam in Desdemona’s eye is “right modest” (24), Iago insists that it is really a 

“parley to provocation” (23).  

This emphasis on Desdemona’s eye is in keeping with the Neoplatonic view of female 

beauty, which suggests that a woman’s eye signifies her true nature. In Haec Homo (1636), for 

example, William Austin argues that “the Eyes sparkle forth the greatest beauty, and declare 

the effects of our mind…indeed, [they are] not only the light whereby we see what is in others, 

but the light whereby others see what is in us. For Austin, “chastity or whoredome appeare not 

from us, in any part so apparantly as in the eye.” This is especially true of women, he argues, 

since their eyes “are the fairest and most powerful.” Women do not just reveal themselves 

through their eyes, however. The female eye, Austin explains, can actively shape others. The 

“beams” that proceed from a woman’s eye are capable of giving “health or sickness, love or 

hate, life or death, to the object they view, according as they earnestly behold it.”26 Similarly, 

Jean Luis Vives argues that some women are “so skillful that they can often take…[a man] 

captive with their eyes with no words spoken” or “defile a girl upon whom…[they have] 

                                                      
26. William Austin, Haec Homo: Wherein the Excellency of Creation of Woman is Described, Way of an Essay 
(London, 1638), 111-12. 
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gazed.”27 According to this logic, men—and women—must protect themselves from being 

looked at by corrupt women since their very gaze can corrupt the objects of their gaze. 

Iago invokes such discourse because he knows that Othello’s confidence in Desdemona 

rests on the fact that “she has eyes” that chose him (3.3.189). The surest path to making 

Othello doubt that love is to undermine his confidence in those eyes.  Exploiting Brabantio’s 

warning to Othello, Iago reminds him that “when she seem’d to shake and fear your looks / She 

loved them most” (206-8). Desdemona disguised her desire for Othello, pretending to fear what 

she secretly desired in order to conform to role as the dutiful daughter. As a result, Iago 

insinuates, Desdemona performance as a chaste wife is no more trustworthy than her 

performance as a dutiful daughter. Her eyes, which are supposed to be the window to a 

woman’s soul according to Neoplatonic philosophy, can no longer be relied upon to reveal her 

true nature. 

These claims and insinuations about Desdemona’s eyes stand in stark contrast to what 

she says about her own vision. When Desdemona defends Othello from the charge of 

witchcraft, she insists that she fell in love with him because she saw his “visage in his mind.” 

Brabantio cannot fathom how his daughter could love Othello’s face, but Desdemona explains 

that it was her perception of his “honor and valiant parts” (1.3.52-54) that attracted her. 

Desdemona was able to perceive these virtues not by looking at Othello, but by listening to 

him. Othello himself recounts to the Venetians how her father routinely invited him to their 

home and how he would tell tales about his many travels and adventures to them. Desdemona 

loved these stories, he explains, and would, “with a greedy ear, / Devour up my discourse” 
                                                      
27. Juan Luis Vives, On the Education of a Christian Woman: A Sixteenth-Century Manual, ed. and transl. by Charles 
Fantazzi (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 112. 
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(149-50). Othello’s arduous narrative elicited sympathy from Desdemona, and sympathy in turn 

inspired romance: “She loved me for the dangers I had passed, / and I loved her that she did 

pity them. / This is the only witchcraft I used” (167-70), he declares. The implication here is that 

Desdemona and Othello’s relationship is wholesome and natural because their desire for one 

another was produced through language. Othello spoke, and Desdemona listened. He revealed 

his nobility, and she fell in love with him. No magic or manipulation necessary. 

But of course, speech is a kind of witchcraft in Shakespeare, as Stephen Greenblatt 

famously demonstrated in Renaissance Self-Fashioning (1980). In his chapter on Othello, 

Greenblatt shows that Iago persuades Othello to adopt a racist view of himself because Othello 

forgets that language can be a weapon for shaping—or misshaping—subjectivity.28 The fact 

that Othello himself once masterfully used language to overcome racist and xenophobic 

stereotypes makes his susceptibility to Iago’s rhetoric all the more tragic. In “Re-‘turning’ 

Othello” (2011), Dennis Britton demonstrates that even though Othello’s claims to be “rude…in 

speech” (1.3.81), the Moor describes his life using the conventions of popular romance 

narratives, many of which were dedicated to the adventures of exotic Moors such as himself 

who successfully integrated into Christian society. Britton argues that Othello skillfully 

appropriates literary genre in his biographical narrative in order to “alter his identity and how 

others identify with him,” and Britton insightfully points out that it is not Desdemona, but her 

father, who is the first person to be won over by his tale.29 The Brabantio who denounces 

Othello for seduction and witchcraft in front of the Venetian senate seems radically different 
                                                      
28. See Chapter 6 in Greenblatt’s Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2005). 

29. Dennis Austin Britton, “Re-‘turning’ Othello: Transformative and Restorative Romancem” ELH 78, no.1 (Spring 
2011), 32. 
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than the man who “lov’d” Othello, who “often invited” him into his home, and who “still 

questioned” him about his life (128-29). Brabantio, if Othello is to be believed, came to love the 

Moor in the same way as Desdemona: he listened to him. Why then, does Brabantio struggle to 

understand the appeal of Othello, which he assumes must, in some way, be associated with 

sight? The answer, of course, is Iago.  

Over the course of the play, Iago consistently shifts the focus of the other male 

characters from the auditory to the visual, from words to images, even while using speech to do 

so. He exploits what O’Connell calls the “pervasive anxiety about visual experience” in 

Reformation England.30 Like the Catholic priests targeted in Protestant polemics and the actors 

lambasted in anti-theatrical tracts, he manipulates language to fixate spectators on the visual.31 

In the first scene, he calls out to Brabantio’s window to warn him that Othello has eloped with 

his daughter during the night, and as an unidentified speaker hidden by night, Iago succeeds in 

erasing the bond between Othello and Brabantio by planting the pernicious image of Othello’s 

“old black ram” copulating with Desdemona’s “white ewe” in her father’s mind (1.1.88-89). 

When Brabantio confronts Othello in front of the Duke, he has already forgotten his love for 

Othello and fixates instead on what he perceives to be the Moor’s repulsive physicality, which 

has now contaminated his virginal daughter. Ironically, Othello, under Iago’s influence, begins 

to imitate Brabantio as he becomes increasingly obsessed with the visual and its signification. 

                                                      
30. O’Connell, The Idolatrous Eye, 12. 

31. As several scholars have argued, Iago’s very name would have associated him with the threat of Catholicism 
since Santiago Matamoros (“Saint James the Moor-Slayer”) was the patron saint of Spain, England’s primary 
political rival at the time. For arguments on the topicality of Othello and English anxieties about Spanish 
Catholicism, see Robert Watson’s chapter “Othello as Protestant Propaganda” in Religion and Culture in 
Renaissance England (1997) and Erin Griffin’s article “Un-Sainting James: Or, Othello and the Spanish Spirits of 
Shakespeare’s Globe” in Representations (1998).  
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Once Iago persuades him to associate Desdemona’s desire with her eye, not her ear, Othello 

begins to forget the bond they formed through talking and listening to one another. 

Desdemona’s vows of fidelity sound hollow to Othello, and he becomes obsessed with seeing 

the “ocular proof” of her true nature. 

The numerous invocations in the play to “look” to look at Desdemona as either a saintly 

or adulterous wife highlight the importance of the male gaze in a patriarchal culture and how 

men associate looking at women with pleasure, security, and control. In her landmark essay 

“Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (1973), Laura Mulvey argues that patriarchal culture 

caters to men’s desire for power and pleasure by representing men-as-subjects and women-as-

objects. The role of men within this system is to look at women while the role of women is to 

be looked at by men. Women under patriarchy become part of a symbolic order in which their 

only function is to represent men’s fantasies and obsessions: they are not the “makers, but the 

bearers of meaning.” Classical Hollywood cinema, in Mulvey’s analysis, supports this symbolic 

order by aligning the perspective of viewers (always presumed to be male) with the perspective 

of male characters. Both viewers and male characters share the same gaze while female 

characters are “simultaneously looked at and displayed with their appearance coded for strong 

visual and erotic impact.”32 Ultimately, she concludes, cinema supports the objectification of 

women by flattening female characters and transforming them into “icons” for men to look at 

and enjoy. 

Though Mulvey’s essay focuses on cinema, her analysis of the male gaze helps resolve 

the dilemma of whether playgoers and male characters in Othello view Desdemona in the same 
                                                      
32. Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” in The Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism, ed. 
Vincent B. Leitch (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2010), 2090. 
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way. Mulvey argues that the male gaze works by aligning the perspective of the viewer with the 

perspective of the male characters as they both contemplate the visual pleasure of the female 

icon. But in Othello, the treatment of Desdemona as an icon would have been a disturbing 

reminder to many Protestants of unreformed religion. The contemplation of images and statues 

of female saints played a vital role in Catholic devotion during the late medieval era, and no 

female figure was more important to this practice than the Virgin Mary. In Othello, Desdemona 

is often described in ways that echo Catholic liturgy about Mary. “Hail to thee, lady!” Cassio 

exclaims when she lands in Cyprus, remarking how the “grace of heaven…enwheel[s]” her 

(2.1.85-87). Later, Roderigo defends her from Iago’s pejorative claims by insisting that she is 

“full of most bless’d condition” (249). Their praise brings to mind the line from the standard 

Catholic prayer “Hail Mary, full of grace,” and as Lisa Hopkins and Greg Maillet have both 

argued, the play presents Desdemona as a kind of Mary by depicting her as an intercessory 

figure who mediates first between Othello and the Venetians and then Othello and Cassio.33  

The construction of the male gaze, according to Mulvey, depends on a perspective of the 

female icon that both the viewer and the male characters share. Both the viewer and the male 

characters, in other words, must want to look at the female character the same way. But for 

Calvinist playgoers, these Marian allusions would have made it difficult to align themselves with 

the male characters, who are decidedly unreformed. All the men in Othello want to look at 

Desdemona in a way that is inconsistent with Calvinist theology. 

                                                      
33. See Lisa Hopkins’ “‘Black But Beautiful’: Othello and the Cult of the Black Madonna” and Greg Maillet’s  
“Desdemona and the Mariological Theology of the Will in Othello,” both chapters in Marian Moments In Early 
Modern British Drama (2007). While I agree with Hopkins and Maillet that Desdemona is depicted as a kind of 
Mary, they focus on how Catholic playgoers would have interpreted this representation. My focus here is on 
Protestant reactions.  
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During the sixteenth century, Calvinist reformers sought to systematically eliminate all 

devotional practices centered on the Virgin Mary because they believed the Catholic 

conception of Mary as a mediator between God and humanity to be antithetical to Protestant 

theology and its position of sola Christus. Such practices were considered tantamount to 

idolatry because they denied the sufficiency of Christ’s sacrifice for believers and directed the 

worship of believers towards another human being instead of God. The reformers initiated an 

iconoclastic movement across Europe that purged churches of altars, screens, statutes, 

paintings, and images dedicated to Mary and the saints. Several key studies have demonstrated 

that iconoclasm was particularly extensive and intense in England during the sixteenth century, 

but even though the reformers succeeded in virtually erasing Mary’s visual presence in English 

society, they did not eliminate her cultural influence.34 After iconoclasts burned the shrine to 

Our Lady of Walsingham in 1538, Robert Townshend wrote to Thomas Cromwell that he feared 

the idol was burnt but the “seyd Image is not yet out of sum of their hedes.”35 Mary, as Arthur 

Marotti explains, was represented in Catholic theology as an “idealized woman, a mother who 

was…an endless source of love and compassion, an image of perfect piety,” and this image 

could not be easily erased from the minds of many Christians. So, after the iconoclasts 

destroyed physical images of Mary, her influence remained through a “displacement of some of 

her qualities onto figures, male and female, actual or fictional.”36 In Othello, Marian virtues are 

                                                      
34. See Margaret Aston, England’s Iconoclasts: The Law Against Images, vol. 1 (Oxford: Clarendon press, 1988); 
Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England 1400-1580 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press 2005); and Carlos Eire, The War Against Idols: The Reformation of Worship from Erasmus to Calvin 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986). 

35. Robert Townshend, quoted by Gary Waller, The Virgin Mary in Late Medieval and Early Modern English 
Literature and Popular Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 3. 

36. Arthur Marotti, “Foreword,” in Marian Moments, xvi. See also Christine Peters, Patterns of Piety, 228-29. 
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frequently ascribed to Desdemona, and for Calvinist playgoers committed to reforming the 

remnants of Catholicism in English culture, it would have been vital to recognize and resist the 

“Image” in the “hedes” of the male characters and how it affects their judgments of 

Desdemona. 

In his writings on Mary, Calvin condemns the veneration of the Virgin as a form of 

idolatry rooted in spiritual blindness. He writes in A Treatise on Relics (1543) that gazing at 

pictures and statues of Mary and collecting relics associated with her are practices that are 

“never without superstition” and “usually the parent of idolatry.”37 For Calvin, Marian devotion 

is particularly problematic because it threatens to elevate Christ’s mother to the level of Christ 

himself. Though Calvin admired Mary and considered her to be a model of Christian piety, he 

makes it clear that those who worship the Virgin are spiritually impaired—they are “blind” and 

“deaf” to divine truth. In his commentary on the Gospel of Luke, he highlights a moment when 

a nameless woman praises Jesus’s mother. The woman yells out, “Blessed is the womb that 

bare thee, and the paps which thou hast sucked,” to which Jesus responds, “Yea, rather, 

blessed are they that hear the word of God and keep it.”38 In his exegesis of this passage, Calvin 

distinguishes between two kinds of blessings—the personal blessing Mary was given as the 

mother of Christ and the universal blessing that Christ offers to all by allowing them to become 

the sons and daughters of God. Even though Mary was blessed in a unique way, the woman 

who praised Mary missed a fundamental truth, as evidenced by Christ’s “indirect reproof.”39 

She celebrated the special relationship between Mary and God, but she ignored the far more 

                                                      
37. John Calvin, A Treatise on Relics, trans. Johnstone and Hunter (Edinburg, 1854), 218. 

38. Luke 11:27-28 (1599 Geneva Bible). 

39. Calvin, Calvin’s Commentaries, vol. 17 (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2009), 73. 
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important relationship with Christ that is available to all who believe the gospel. In Calvin’s 

interpretation of this story, Christ makes it clear that Mariolatry undermines faith in him. In 

Othello, the protagonist’s own devotion to a Mary-like Desdemona certainly threatens his 

religious faith. Othello’s soul, as Iago realizes, is “enfett’red” to Desdemona’s love. Othello has 

been baptized into the Catholic church and claims all the “seals and symbols of redeemed sin.” 

His religious convictions erode, however, when he begins to doubt Desdemona’s fidelity. 

Othello, like the woman in Luke’s story, signals his spiritual blindness; his religious hopes are 

not based on the promise of the gospel, but on the virtue of an idealized woman. 

With the exception of Iago, all the male characters in Othello have (at least initially) an 

idealized view of Desdemona that is reminiscent of Marian devotion. But like Marian devotion, 

the idealization of Desdemona is closely tied with patriarchal fantasies of desire and control. In 

his detailed study of the Virgin Mary in medieval and early modern English culture, Gary Waller 

demonstrates that while Mary was considered to be a unique woman outside ordinary 

sexuality, she was nevertheless “insistently sexualized in medieval devotion, art, and popular 

culture, and, not least, within theology.”40 Invoking Mulvey’s concept of the male gaze, he 

attributes the simultaneous idealization and eroticization of Mary to patriarchal culture and its 

need to gratify men’s desire to look at women while also mediating the threat of female 

sexuality. Scopophilia, he argues, is a major fantasy in medieval Catholicism: medieval believers 

were repeatedly commanded to “look” at Mary and to “visualize the Virgin’s fears as functions 

as well as evidence of her spiritual virtues.” While medieval Catholics believed that gazing at 

Mary would not only reveal her spiritual qualities but also impart them to the viewer, Waller 

                                                      
40. Waller, 33.  
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argues that the ultimate function of gazing at Mary was to provide patriarchal culture with a 

“way of detoxifying the viewed object” and a “way of relieving the voyeur of fear”—in this case 

“fear of the beloved’s overwhelming power.”41 The male desires and anxieties associated with 

Mary are evident in a piece of advice that Vives gives to young women on “[following] the 

example of the Glorious Virgin.” For Vives, Mary is the ideal woman and it is vital that young 

noblewomen emulate her, but they must do so “not with feigned and simulated spirit, but with 

true and certain intention.” Vives fears that a young woman might appear like Mary without 

actually being like her, and he insists that she “be in very fact what she appears to be 

externally.” This is the only way, he declares, that a woman will ultimately “be acceptable to 

the Blessed Virgin, of whom she will be an exact reproduction, and to Christ, who will 

acknowledge her as a spouse worthy of him.”42 Vives is anxious about the difficulty of 

distinguishing between exact reproductions and counterfeits of female virtue, so he makes a 

woman’s ability to find grace in the sight of Mary and Christ conditional on being exactly like 

Mary: a perfect symbol incapable of being misinterpreted or misjudged by men.43  

What Iago exploits in Othello is the protagonist’s fear that his wife is a counterfeit Mary. 

Stephen Greenblatt suggests in Shakespearean Negotiations that “men love women precisely as 

representations,” and in Othello’s case this is true: he feels betrayed not only by Desdemona’s 

                                                      
41. Ibid., 43; 44-45.  

42. Vives, 114-115. 

43. The demand that female exteriority and interiority correspond perfectly is common in many early modern 
polemics against cosmetics. In Thomas Tuke’s A discourse against painting and tincturing of women (1618), for 
example, Tuke insists that “She that is chast must seeme chast” and “she that is modest, must seeme to be so, and 
not plaister her face, that she cannot blush upon any occasion” (10). For Tuke, cosmetics are a challenge to men’s 
ability to read women since they obscure the facial countenance, supposedly a symbol of psychological interiority.  
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supposed infidelity but also by her inscrutability.44 It is no longer clear to him what she 

represents. “I think my wife is honest, and I think she is not” (3.3.86), he declares, unable to 

discern whether Desdemona is playing the part of the chaste wife with “feigned and simulated 

spirit,” to use Vives’ phrase, “or true and certain intention.” As he loses confidence in 

Desdemona, Othello begins to fixate on Desdemona’s physical appearance. He does not display 

the disgust for her physicality that Brabantio displays for Othello’s in Act 1, but instead 

experiences anxiety over the conflict between his divergent aesthetic and moral evaluations of 

Desdemona. She is now the “black weed” whose body is still “so lovely and so fair” she makes 

his senses ache; the woman worthy enough to “lie by an emperor’s side and give him tasks” 

(4.1.178-79) who nevertheless stains her marriage bed by sleeping with Othello’s subordinate. 

So, while Othello feels on one hand that the “world hath not a sweeter creature” than 

Desdemona (184), on the other hand he experiences her beauty as destabilizing force. Echoing 

the Neoplatonic belief that female beauty is not just something that men gaze at but something 

that threatens to act on them, Othello vows to kill her quickly “lest her body and her beauty / 

unprovide my mind again” (205-206). His plan to kill Desdemona is motivated not so much by a 

desire for revenge, but by a longing to be free from the power he imagines her perverse beauty 

exerts over his will. 

If Calvinist playgoers avoided sharing Othello’s gaze, however, they would have seen 

that Iago’s words, not Desdemona’s beauty, is the true cause of Othello’s anxieties about 

female nature. By persuading Othello to fixate on “ocular proof” and providing him with that 

proof in the form of the stolen handkerchief, Iago changes Othello’s perspective of Desdemona 
                                                      
44. Stephen Greenblatt, Shakespearean Negotiations: The Circulation of Social Energy in Renaissance England 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), 93.   
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from madonna to whore. The handkerchief now provides the visual certainty of Desdemona’s 

true nature that Othello once associated with her eye, and it is telling that he commands her, 

“Make it a darling like your precious eye: / To los’t or giv’t away were such perdition / As 

nothing else could match” (3.4.65-67). Desdemona is already subject to this perdition, of 

course, because Othello concludes she has given away both her eye and her handkerchief to 

Cassio.  

The significance of the handkerchief famously vexed Thomas Rymer, who felt it was 

“preposterous” to think that any sensible man would interpret an innocuous item like a 

handkerchief as proof of his wife’s infidelity: “So much ado, so much stress, so much passion 

about a Handkerchief!”.45 According to Rymer, it is irrational to believe the handkerchief could 

be concrete evidence of any wrongdoing, and Othello becomes an absurd play as a result. But, 

as Huston Diehl points out, Rymer (like many contemporary critics) ignores Othello’s claims 

about the magical properties of the handkerchief due to his Enlightenment prejudice against 

magic and superstition—a prejudice that was only developing in Shakespeare’s day.46 While the 

reformers challenged the magical practices and superstitions they associated with Catholicism, 

those practices did not simply disappear from English society.  

According to Calvin, relics are an “abominable idolatry” that thrive and persist in 

Christian society because of humanity’s spiritual blindness. He defines any practice that departs 

from the biblical norms of worship as idolatrous, and he attributes all such deviations to the 

fallen human mind, which is a “perpetual forge of idols” (1.11.8).  Fallen people feel a deep 

                                                      
45. Rymer, 251. 

46. Diehl, 128. 
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need to worship because God created them for this purpose; their sin prevents them, though, 

from fully knowing and worshipping God. Unable and unwilling to worship properly, fallen 

people create idols that serve as substitutes for God. As David Steinmetz explains, Calvin 

teaches that “whenever human beings attempt to find God…with uncorrected vision, they are 

unable to do so, and instead construct idols in place of God.”47 For Calvin, the fact that fallen 

people deceive themselves and others into believing that human inventions are divine is a 

testament to humanity’s depravity. No human creation or modification of nature can actually 

reveal the divine. He rejects the notion that relics are imbued with magical properties that 

reveal or control the supernatural dimensions of reality.  

Such dimensions certainly exist, Calvin explains, but they are revealed through the word 

of God, not pieces of bone or articles of clothing that supposedly belonged to dead saints. He 

scoffs at the idea that what are most likely the “possessions of some abandoned person” might 

actually be the “ring, the comb, the girdle of the Virgin Mary.”48 Nevertheless, Calvin treats 

relics as a serious issue because he believes a person’s beliefs about material objects 

demonstrates the state of their soul. Those who attribute spiritual powers to innocuous items 

such as handkerchiefs demonstrate their spiritual blindness. They “close their eyes from 

superstition so that in regarding these [objects] they see nothing: that is to say, they dare not 

properly gaze at and consider what they properly be,” he asserts.49 The Catholic idolater, in 

Calvin’s estimation, cannot see the relic for what it really is—a material object—because they 

                                                      
47. David Steinmetz, “The Theology of John Calvin,” in The Cambridge Companion to Reformation Theology, ed. 
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are both self-deceived and manipulated by others. Catholics wish to believe that relics and 

other sacred objects let them “set up signs” that make God “visibly depicted to their eyes,” but 

in doing so, they fail to realize they are only depicting their own fallen nature, which can 

produce only a “figment like itself” (1.11.8). Calvin exhorts his readers to confront their own 

idolatrous impulses and recognize how those impulses are exploited by corrupt ecclesiastical 

figures. He pleads with them to “listen to the truth now clearly displayed before them” and 

reject the machinations of Catholic priests and purveyors of relics, who are “so blind and 

careless as to neglect a proper concealment of their deceptions.”50 The Catholic idolater, much 

like Othello, wants to see “ocular proof” of what is invisible and hidden. What they must 

discover, according to Calvin, is what Othello fails to discover until it is too late: such proofs 

reveal only the depravity of the human soul and its vulnerability to manipulation and 

deception. 

Othello’s depiction of the handkerchief raises Calvinist concerns about relics and the 

ways in which they reflect humanity’s spiritual blindness. Though Rymer calls the handkerchief 

“so remote a trifle,” Jacobean playgoers are likely to have held conflicting beliefs about relics. 

They would not have been so quick to rule out the possibility that handkerchief is magic. As 

Diehl explains, magical properties were often ascribed to handkerchiefs due to legends such as  

St. Veronica capturing the image of Christ with her handkerchief when she wiped his bloody 

face during the crucifixion or the report in the Book of Acts that the Apostle Paul’s 

handkerchiefs healed sick people who touched them (Acts 19:11-12). Protestant reformers 

went to great lengths to deny the veracity of these legends or demonstrate why biblical 

                                                      
50. Ibid., 277. 
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examples did not support the worship of relics, and Diehl argues that their polemics would have 

been on the minds of playgoers who saw Othello. Though Diehl concludes that Shakespeare is 

ambiguous about whether or not the handkerchief in Othello is actually magical, she argues 

that the play supports the agenda of reformers by motivating playgoers to consider for 

themselves whether or not the handkerchief is magical and to weigh the dangerous 

consequences of believing that it is.51 I would add to that Othello does not just invite the 

audience to reflect on the relationship between magic and material objects; it invites the 

audiences to reflect specifically on the belief that material objects, imbued with magical 

properties, can provide the “ocular proof” of women’s true nature. In Othello, Shakespeare 

reverses the Marian dynamic in which the believer contemplates an image or object associated 

with the Virgin in order to apprehend her spiritual beauty. As Waller explains, the “devotee of 

the Virgin will seek out and use the familiar and inanimate objects associated with her—not just 

relics such as hair, milk, or garments, but statues, badges, even seemingly neutral objects such 

as a picture in the Book of Hours—and, like every normal fetishist, believe that they will have or 

can be used to generate some of her power.”52 Like the Marian devotee, Othello fetishizes the 

handkerchief in the sense that he believes it has the power to alleviate his doubt and suffering 

by revealing Desdemona’s true nature to him. But instead of revealing the madonna-like virtues 

of his beloved, he imagines that it will allow him to see her depraved nature.  

                                                      
51. Diehl states: “[I]n placing ‘so much stress’ on a handkerchief, Shakespeare thus features an object that is 
repeatedly used in the theological discourse of his day to explore many of the same troubling epistemological 
questions raised in Othello. Although he locates such questions in the domestic world of marriage and in the 
secular realm of the theater, his play, like the theological writings of the reformers, examines the truth claims of 
magic and empiricism, the limits of visual evidence, the basis of faith, and the function of memory and imagination 
in acts of knowledge” (133-34). 

52. Waller, 33. 
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Though some scholars have argued that Shakespeare’s audience would have collectively 

fallen prey to the sexist rhetoric that Iago uses “prove” Desdemona’s whoredom to Othello, I 

think there is good reason to believe that some playgoers, recognizing both Iago’s machinations 

and Othello’s deception, would have resisted misogynist conclusions about Desdemona. In his 

moral and aesthetic confusion about Desdemona’s beauty, Othello demonstrates that even 

though he has converted to Catholicism, he remains dangerously unreformed in his religious 

perspective: he bases his religious hopes on the devotion of an idealized female intermediary; 

he attributes magical properties to material objects; he associates seeing with certainty and 

appearances with reality; he fails to guard himself against a rhetoric that induces soul-crushing 

fear and doubt—he is, in many respects, the picture of Catholic error that Calvin paints in his 

writings against idolatry. Calvinist playgoers who interpreted Othello as a symbol of Catholic 

error would have had good reason to avoid reproducing his bad judgments about women since 

those judgments rest on Neoplatonic and Catholic assumptions about human (and male) nature 

that Calvinists rejected. I concur with Diehl, who argues that Othello “forces…[playgoers] to 

confront their vulnerability to Iago’s fraudulent and Othello’s enchanting theatricality.”53 

Though anti-theatrical polemics often compared the theater to Catholicism and argued that 

actors, like priests, enchant spectators with ultimately meaningless performances, Othello 

disenchants playgoers by exposing how theatricality and spectacle can manipulate belief. While 

Diehl finds that the play works to reform spectators who were vulnerable to such religious 

manipulation, I find that it also offers a lesson on how misogynist discourse manipulates and 

deceives men. Othello conflates Neoplatonic and Catholic conceptions of female beauty and 

                                                      
53. Diehl, 154. 
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virtue, and it demonstrates that such conceptions are based on male fears that distort rather 

than enable right judgment. Iago, who employs Neoplatonic and Catholic rhetoric about 

women to capitalize on Othello’s fears, certainly could have elicited misogynist responses from 

Jacobean playgoers who shared similar fears. But playgoers who had theological objections to 

the quasi-religious idealization of Desdemona would have had good reason to resist aligning 

their perspective with the unreformed gazes of Othello, Roderigo, and Cassio. They would have 

also had good reason to resist Iago’s rhetoric, which would have reminded them not only of 

Protestant critiques of Catholicism, but also anti-theatrical polemics against actors. 

As a manipulator of language, Iago resembles both the Catholic clergy and English actors 

that concerned sixteenth and seventeenth-century polemicists. In A mirrour of monsters (1587), 

for example, William Rankin presents a view of actors that is highly reminiscent of Iago. Rankin 

argues that actors are a serious threat to England’s social and spiritual wellbeing because they 

practice “flattery.” Flattery, for Rankin, is not just calculated or scheming praise; it is any 

attempt to manipulate the perspective of others in order to improve one’s social situation or 

ruin the status of others. In his invective against flattery, Rankin envisions it as a “weed” that 

threatens to pollute the garden of England: 

Of all the stinking weeds that choke sweet flowers growing in the garden of a flourishing 
commonwealth, I find none sooner rooted nor more pestilent then the sensual seed of 
flatterie, whose branches spred, and are nourished with the moist sappe of traitorous 
deuises, whose leaues are fresh and greene, and whose blossoms are gaye and 
gorgeous to dazzle their eyes, which peraduenture might decerne the secret poison & 
hidden harmes that lurketh vnder the deadlie shadowe of so beautiful a tree. The fruits 
whereof in outward shew  pretend loue, and by sweet melodie of sugred words, banish 
all fear of mistrust, but inwardlie they are filled with hatred, contempt, and vnnaturall 
revenge. 
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The weed of flattery, for Rankin, will inevitably “entrappeth the simple, betraieth the innocent, 

corrupteth justice, and peruerteth the wise and good disposition to vnciuill brutisheness.” The 

greatest evil of flattery, though, is that it “makes men suppose themselves in surest safetie 

(when they are in greatest danger)” and “urgeth to securitie a soule drowned in sinne.”54 With 

his promise to make Othello renounce his salvation by pouring “pestilence” in his ear, Iago 

would have reminded some playgoers of the soul-destroying flatterers that Rankin and others 

warned them they would find on the stage. Indeed, Iago himself uses botanical metaphors 

when envisions the will as a gardener that can plant any seed in the body of the garden 

(1.3.319-32). He celebrates his own willpower and the influence he exerts over the gardens of 

others. As other characters search for certainty about human nature, Iago celebrates his 

capacity to dissemble: ““I am not what I am” (1.1.65), he declares. But if Diehl and O’Connell 

are right when they claim that dramatists such as Shakespeare responded to anti-theatrical 

polemics by encouraging their playgoers to critique theatricality and spectacle, then Jacobean 

playgoers who were attuned to cultural discourse on deception and dissimulation would have 

known exactly what Iago is—the master manipulator that reformers and anti-theatricalists 

feared. Playgoers who were sensitive to Reformed concerns (but not too sensitive to avoid the 

theater) would have had good reason, therefore, to resist Iago’s sexist rhetoric lest they 

develop the blind eye or deaf ear that both Shakespeare and reformers warn them about. 

The religious expressions in Othello lend themselves to both Catholic and Protestant 

interpretations, and scholars have argued that playgoers could have found divergent religious 

                                                      
54. William Rankin, A mirrour for monsters (London: 1587), 10-11. 
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lessons in the play.55 We can only speculate about the nature of Shakespeare’s religious beliefs 

and the beliefs of his audience, but as I have argued, there is reason to doubt the claim that 

Jacobean playgoers would have collectively viewed Desdemona as a perverse or unnatural 

woman. Protestant playgoers, sensitive to Calvinist concerns about the effects of human 

depravity on judgment, would have viewed Othello as dangerously unreformed. Despite his 

brooding, he displays a lack of inwardness and a failure to reflect on his spiritual state. Though 

he has moments in which he recognizes that there “might be some monster in [his] thoughts / 

Too hideous to be shown” (3.3.107-8), Othello ultimately fails to see the deformed nature of his 

mind. Instead, he fixates on seeing the “ocular proof” of Desdemona’s imagined perversion. 

The fact that Othello misjudges Desdemona and the fact that the play exposes how this process 

of misjudgment occurs gives reason to believe that some playgoers would have resisted rather 

than embraced his or Iago’s misogyny. Much work has been done on Shakespeare’s view of 

judgment, and I join scholars in arguing that Shakespeare encourages his playgoers to suspend 

their judgment, to reflect and contemplate rather than react and condemn.56 Ian Smith has 

asserted that Shakespeare treats Othello’s blackness as an unstable symbol, open to 

interpretation, and that he encourages playgoers to reflect upon the consequences of racist 

                                                      
55. In “Part Three” of The Culture of Playgoing in Shakespeare’s England, Yachnin and Dawson offer divergent 
interpretations of how playgoers would have responded to Othello. Yachin emphasizes private and individual 
responses and argues that playgoers would have drawn connections between the handkerchief and early 
capitalistic systems of exchange. Dawson, on the other hand, argues that playgoers would have interpreted the 
handkerchief as a symbol of current religious debates and responded collectively to the play’s theological 
concerns. 

56. See Lorna Hutton, The Invention of Suspicion: Law and Mimesis in Shakespeare and Renaissance Drama 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007); Joel Altman, The Improbability of Othello: Rhetorical Anthropology and 
Shakespearean Selfhood (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010); Richard Strier, The Unrepentant Renaissance 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011); Julia Reinhard Lupton, Thinking with Shakespeare: Essays on Politics 
and Life (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011); Sarah Beckwith, Shakespeare and the Grammar of 
Forgiveness (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2011); and Kevin Curran, ed., Shakespeare and Judgment (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2017). 



62 

interpretations of this symbol.57 My own view is that Shakespeare does something similar with 

gender; he treats Desdemona’s femininity as a symbol, and he challenges playgoers to reflect 

on sexist interpretations by demonstrating the tragic effects those interpretations have on the 

male characters. 

Othello disrupts the male gaze, encouraging playgoers not to contemplate Desdemona, 

but to judge the way men judge her. She is repeatedly viewed by male characters as whore and 

saint, but rarely appreciated in Othello as the chaste and virtuous wife who represents the ideal 

of Protestant domesticity. Carol Thomas Neely has suggested that critics also misjudge 

Desdemona because they view her through the eyes of the male characters. She suggests 

instead that we try to see the play from the perspective of Emilia.58 It is telling, I think, that the 

only person Iago kills with his own hands is his wife when she threatens to expose his 

machinations. Emilia represents a voice of authority in Othello, exposing what men have been 

too blind to see. Throughout the play, men scrutinize Desdemona’s appearance and behavior 

hoping to discern female interiority through visible signs, and Emilia offers a corrective lesson 

about how men can truly understand women: 

Let husbands know 
Their wives have sense like them; they see and smell, 
And have their palates both for sweet and sour, 
As husbands have. What is it that they do 
When they change us for others? Is it sport? 
I think it is. And doth affection breed it? 
I think it doth. Is’t frailty that thus errs?  
It is so too? And have not we affections, 
Desires for sport, and frailty, as men have? 

                                                      
57. Ian Smith, “Seeing Blackness: Reading Race in Othello,” in The Oxford Handbook of Shakespearean Tragedy, ed. 
Michael Neill and David Schalkwyk (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016): 405-420. 

58. Carol Thomas Neely, Broken Nuptials in Shakespeare’s Plays (New Have: Yale University Press, 1985), 81.  
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Then let them use us well; else let them know, 
The ills we do, their ills instruct us so. (4.3.93-102) 

 
Women are not objects, Emilia suggests, but subjects; they think and feel in much the same 

way that men do, and are therefore capable of the same vices and the same virtues. The 

silencing of her voice in the final act of the play raises doubts about whether the male 

characters will ever be able to comprehend the faulty aesthetic and moral principles that 

resulted in Othello’s tragic misjudgment of his wife. Confronted with the horrific sight of their 

dead bodies, Lodovico remarks, “The object poisons sight / Let it be hid” (5.2.364). But while 

Lodovico does not wish to see this tragedy, Calvinist playgoers eager to engage in acts of self-

examination and reflection would have felt the need to become “Emilia critics,” to consider the 

workings of Othello’s bad judgment and Iago’s subversive rhetoric, and draw their own 

conclusions about the nature of women. 

 

2.3 Beatrice-Joanna’s Labyrinth in The Changeling 

Critical evaluations of Beatrice-Joanna tend to illustrate not only the differences within 

historicist approaches to early modern literature but tensions between historicist and 

theoretical approaches as well. When considered through a historicist lens, Beatrice-Joanna 

represents the kind of woman that early moderns often associated with violence and sexual 

promiscuity. She is clearly a topical allusion to Frances Howard (1590-163), who outraged 

Jacobean society by supposedly lying and murdering her way out of an arranged marriage. 

Frances divorced her first husband Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex (1591-1646) on the grounds 

that he had never consummated the marriage their parents arranged when they were 

teenagers. During their divorce trial in 1613, rumors spread that Frances was actually divorcing 
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Essex so that she would be free to marry her lover Robert Carr, Earl of Somerset (1587-1645), 

and that the only way she was able to pass the virginity test required for an annulment was by 

employing another woman to impersonate her. Thomas Overbury, a friend and advisor to 

Somerset, had a hand in spreading these rumors since he wished to prevent Somerset from 

marrying Frances after the divorce. The couple retaliated by having him locked in the Tower of 

London. When he died in 1613 from poison, Frances and Somerset were arrested for his 

murder. Somerset protested his innocence during the trial, but Frances admitted to killing 

Overbury with the help of her waiting-woman Anne Turner. While Turner was hanged for her 

role in the conspiracy, Frances and Somerset were imprisoned in the Tower, where they 

remained until King James pardoned them in 1622—an act that many Jacobeans considered to 

be a grievous example of class privilege and royal favoritism triumphing over justice. 

When The Changeling is interpreted in the context of this Jacobean scandal, Beatrice-

Joanna becomes an emblem of cultural anxieties about violent, sexually transgressive women 

like Frances Howard.59 Much like Frances Howard, Beatrice-Joanna schemes to avoid an 

arranged marriage, hires a servant to murder an unwanted suitor, and fakes her virginity to 

preserve her reputation. Her father intends for her to marry Piracquo in the opening of the 

play, but she is determined to marry Alsemero, a nobleman she has only just met. To rid herself 

of Piracquo, Beatrice-Joanna hires the ugly De Flores to murder him. De Flores does the deed, 

but he refuses to accept money for his service. Instead, he coerces Beatrice-Joanna into a 

sexual relationship. Beatrice-Joanna and De Flores commit more murder and mayhem to 

                                                      
59. For a detailed study of the Frances Howard scandal and its relationship to The Changeling, see A.A. Bromham 
and Zara Bruzzi’s The Changeling and the Years of Crisis, 1619-1624: A Hieroglyph of Britain (London: Pinters 
Publisher, 1990). 
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conceal their original crime over the course of the play, though this does not prevent Alsemero 

from discovering their crimes after he and Beatrice-Joanna wed. What shocks Alsemero the 

most, however, is not his wife’s role in plotting a murder but her sexual relationship with De 

Flores. When he confronts the couple in the final act, Alsemero ignores his wife’s agency. De 

Flores is the one who is guilty of the “master-sin” of “imperious murder” (5.3.199), he 

concludes. Beatrice-Joanna’s greatest crime, he suggests, is simply letting her “beauty [be] 

changed to ugly whoredom.” She insists that love for Alsemero, not lust for De Flores, has made 

her a “cruel murd’ress” (63), but Alsemero refuses to recognize his wife as the author of the 

crime, assigning her instead the passive role of De Flores’ whore. After De Flores stabs Beatrice-

Joanna and then himself, Alsemero and his father-in-law stand over their bodies and reaffirm 

the patriarchal bond that will help them cope with this trauma.  

This ending has long perplexed critics. Historicists, who situate the play in the context of 

cultural phobias about transgressive women, are divided on whether the play acknowledges or 

denies female agency. Some critics have argued that Beatrice-Joanna serves as a warning to 

young women about the dangers of violating male authority, while others have argued that she 

demonstrates considerable agency as she attempts to determine her own destiny in a 

patriarchal society.60 To explicate the complex sexual and socio-political dynamics at work in 

                                                      
60. In her article “‘I’ll Want My Will Else’: The Changeling and Women’s Complicity with their Rapists” (1995), 
Deborah Burks analyzes Beatrice-Joanna’s rape in The Changeling in the context of English common law. She 
argues that the play reflects the prevalent cultural notion (often upheld by the courts) that women are complicit in 
their own rapes because they “lack the moral sense to conduct themselves properly.” When we examine Beatrice-
Joanna, she argues, we “can see what the law feared. She is willful and sexual; she is deceitful and unrepentant; 
she doesn’t even recognize her own error as she begins her course of immorality” (774). Similarly, Sara Eaton 
asserts in her chapter “Beatrice-Joanna and the Rhetoric of Love” (1991) that The Changeling depicts female 
agency as an illusion—Beatrice-Joanna “[dreams] of acquiring the male prerogative of [autonomy],” but in her 
attempt to define herself apart from patriarchy, she inevitably conforms to “male perceptions of women” (283, 
276). In contrast, Frances Dolan argues in her article “Re-Reading Rape in The Changeling (2011) that play “depicts 
coercion and consent in socially and morally complex ways that describing it as a ‘rape play’ flattens” (5). She 
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the play, other scholars have turned from historicism to more theoretical approaches like 

psychoanalysis, Marxism, and feminism. Indeed, it is difficult not to think of Freud when 

Beatrice-Joanna expresses her “inveterate loathing” (3.2.147) for De Flores, which seems to be 

an indication of her repressed sexual desire, especially when she exclaims later—after the point 

in the play where he rapes her—“Look upon his care, who would not love him? / The east is not 

more beauteous than his service” (5.1.69-71).61 But the use of critical theory to explain The 

Changeling raises concerns about anachronism for historicists. As Annabel Patterson observes 

in her introduction to the play, readers are drawn to The Changeling because of Beatrice-

Joanna’s ambiguous relationship with De Flores, which produces an “electric charge [that] 

disables or at least disrupts our evaluative reflexes.” This relationship has a curious capacity for 

eliciting both horror and sympathy.62 Patterson suggests the sympathy is the product of critical 

theory, which has taught modern readers to “reverse traditionally negative evaluations of 

characters” who challenge sexual repression, class inequality, or gender hierarchies—all of 

which Beatrice-Joanna and De Flores do. But critical theory stands in contrast to a “more 

narrowly historical approach” that suggests The Changeling would have ultimately reaffirmed 

male anxieties about transgressive women. “Ideally,” Patterson suggests, “one would want to 
                                                                                                                                                                           
suggests that the relationship between Beatrice-Joanna and De Flores is proto-feminist because it is a series of 
negotiations, in which they alternate between positions of dominance and submission, sometimes willingly, 
sometimes unwillingly.  

61. For interpretations of sexual desire in The Changeling that blend historicism and psychoanalysis, see Joost 
Daalder and Anthony Telford Moore, “‘There’s Scarce a Thing But is Both Loved and Loathed’: The Changeling 
1.1.91-129” in English Studies 80, no. 6 (1999): 499-508 and Judith Haber, “‘I(t) Could Not Choose But Follow,” in 
Desire and Dramatic Form in Early Modern England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009: 87-102. 

62. Polarized responses to David Fincher’s film Gone Girl (2014) indicate that transgressive femininity continues to 
disrupt or disable the evaluative reflexes of critics. Based on Jillian Flynn’s best-selling novel, Gone Girl depicts the 
conflict between Nick Dunne and his psychopathic wife Amy, who has a disturbing habit of framing her male lovers 
for crimes they did not commit in order to punish them for failing or disappointing her. While some critics saw the 
film as misogynist propaganda, others argued that it was one of the greatest feminist films in years. Violent and 
subversive women, both in Jacobean drama and contemporary culture, continue to vex our interpretations.  
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acknowledge all these possibilities, while remaining sensitive to the play’s capacity to make us 

believe in its characters and their predicament.”63 What I consider here is how—by exploring 

the relationship between Middleton’s Calvinist theology and The Changeling’s aesthetics—we 

might move towards this ideal approach. 

If we find Beatrice-Joanna difficult to evaluate, as Patterson suggests, this could be 

because The Changeling is directly concerned with the problem of making sound judgments 

about beauty, goodness, and truth. Aesthetic concerns are prominent in the play: there are 17 

references to beauty, 10 references to judgment, 9 references to ugliness and deformity, and 

over 35 references to sensory perception, especially sight. This vocabulary indicates the play’s 

aesthetic concerns. Much like Othello, The Changeling invites playgoers to judge its characters 

as they make bad judgments about beauty and goodness, and recognizing how the play 

burdens its audience with the same interpretive dilemmas as its characters helps us bridge the 

gap between historicism and critical theory. Like Othello, Alsemero begins the play with the 

belief that Beatrice-Joanna is beautiful and virtuous. But while Othello spends most of the play 

fearing that Desdemona’s virtue is a lie, Alsemero is utterly deceived by Beatrice-Joanna’s 

performance until the very end. When he finally discovers the truth about her relationship to 

De Flores, he wants to believe that she is both physical and morally “deformed.” Alsemero 

struggles, though, to reconcile his negative judgment of her character with his positive 

evaluation of her beauty. In order to see Beatrice-Joanna as an “ugly whore,” he must look past 

the “fair-faced saint” he sees before him. While scholars have examined how Beatrice-Joanna 

functions as an unreliable sign that confounds male interpreters, they have focused primarily 

                                                      
63. Annabel Patterson, “Introduction: The Changeling,” in Thomas Middleton: The Collected Works, 1632.  
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on her sexual inscrutability.64 I focus instead on the sign of Beatrice-Joanna’s beauty—a feature 

related to yet distinct from her sexuality—and how her aesthetic inscrutability confounds men’s 

ability to judge women.  

Because The Changeling is often read as a play about rape, there has been a good deal 

of interest in Beatrice-Joanna’s expressions of “loathing” for De Flores’ ugliness, whether she 

unconsciously desires him, and whether the rape is actual rape or some other disturbing yet 

consensual act. In many ways, though, what is most startling about Beatrice-Joanna is her 

aesthetic judgment that De Flores, the man who coerces her into sex, is beautiful. When 

Beatrice-Joanna exclaims, “who could not love him?” and “the east is not more beauteous than 

his service,” she is asking the audience to agree with her that De Flores is both beautiful and 

lovable. In this scene, she presents a radical aesthetic that deviates from the Neoplatonic 

principles that dominated Renaissance aesthetics. Her judgment is not based on sensory 

perception or ethical evaluation, but on pragmatic concerns: she views De Flores as beautiful 

because she believes he will do anything to gratify her desire, especially her desire to 

determine her own place in a patriarchal society. Because Beatrice-Joanna makes the ultimately 

tragic mistake of putting her trust in De Flores, some critics have concluded the play represents 

women as morally and intellectually inferior to men. They suggest that Jacobean playgoers 

would have concluded that judging beauty is and should remain a male privilege since women 

                                                      
64. In Sara D. Luttfring’s Bodies, Speech, and Reproductive Knowledge in Early Modern England (2016), she argues 
that the patriarchal view of women was, in part, dependent on stories that women themselves told about their 
bodies. She highlights The Changeling’s depiction of counterfeited virginity to support her argument that men 
were ultimately incapable of finding objective methods to determine virginity and therefore dependent on 
women’s testimonies. In “Relics and Unreliable Bodies in The Changeling” (2015), William Zysk argues that The 
Changeling establishes connections between Beatrice-Joanna’s sexually corrupt body and relics, which, due to the 
iconoclastic movement, were sources of epistemological uncertainty and doubt.  
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are unfit for the task. I argue, however, that The Changeling draws from Calvin’s doctrine of 

total depravity to suggest that both women and men are morally and intellectually flawed by 

sin and that the aesthetic judgments of both sexes are not rational evaluations but self-serving 

delusions. By considering the play in terms of aesthetics and Calvinist psychology, we can 

account for Beatrice-Joanna’s bad judgment without equating it to gender. This allows us to 

read The Changeling as a product of Jacobean society while still sympathizing with its 

opposition to the dominant culture. 

The idea that Middleton was a Calvinist is not new or startling discovery to be sure. We 

know that he wrote the Calvinist commentary The Two Gates of Salvation in 1609 and that he 

reissued it twice in the 1620s during the Arminian controversy. His play A Game of Chess (1624) 

showcases his Puritan political sympathies. Numerous writers including Margot Heinemann, 

Gary Taylor, John Stachniewski, Lori Ann Ferrell, and Douglas Bruster, have argued that Calvinist 

theology shaped not only Middleton’s religious and political beliefs but his dramatic art as 

well.65 My argument builds from these scholars’ work by demonstrating that Middleton’s 

Calvinism shapes his representation of aesthetic experience and judgment in The Changeling. 

As a Calvinist, Middleton held beliefs about human nature that were antithetical to 

Neoplatonism, and much like Shakespeare in Othello, he depicts the aesthetic and ethical 

failures of characters who try to judge beauty by Neoplatonic standards. 

                                                      
65. See Margot Heinemann, Puritanism and Theatre (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982); Gary Taylor, 
“Forms of Opposition”; John Stachniewski, “Calvinist Psychology in Middleton’s Tragedies,” in Three Jacobean 
Revenge Tragedies (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1990): 226-246; Lori Ann Ferrell, “Introduction: The Two Gates of 
Salvation, or The Marriage of the Old and New Testament, or God’s Parliament House,” in Thomas Middleton: The 
Collected Works: 679-682; and Douglas Bruster, “Middleton’s Imagination” in The Oxford Handbook to Middleton, 
ed. Gary Taylor and Trish Thomas Henley (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012): 518-534. 
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The Changeling subverts Neoplatonic aesthetics by demonstrating that Beatrice-Joanna 

is not just an aesthetic object—like Desdemona, she is also an aesthetic subject, capable of 

making her own judgments about male beauty and desirability. Men judge her beauty, and she 

judges theirs, and in the process she manages to subvert two misogynist principles that 

underlie Neoplatonic aesthetics. The first is the practice of trying to discern female interiority 

through outward behavior and actions, a practice that rested on the Neoplatonic belief that 

when sensory experiences are properly evaluated by the rational mind, they lead to the 

apprehension of spiritual truth.66 In the opening of the play, Beatrice-Joanna’s father 

Vermandero, the governor of Alicante, has determined that she will marry the wealthy 

nobleman Piracquo, a decision that Beatrice-Joanna accepts until she meets Alsemero while 

praying in a chapel.67 Alsemero refers to this building as a “temple” (1.1.40), which suggests the 

religious (i.e. Catholic and pagan) connotations of the conversation about love and romance 

that he will soon have with Beatrice-Joanna. When Alsemero sees her, he falls in love with her 

and immediately professes his devotion. She cautions him, however, not to be too quick to fall 

in love. Beatrice-Joanna suspects that Alsemero is letting himself be guided by his senses, when 

he should be guided by reason. “Be better advised, sir,” she tells him. “Our eyes are sentinels to 

our judgments, / And should give certain judgment what they see; / But they are rash 

sometimes, and tell us wonders, / Of common things, which when our judgment finds, / They 

                                                      
66. Janet Coleman writes that “the passions [which are aroused by sensual experience] can be integrated by 
subjection to reason’s control…Ultimately, carnal desire must and can be tamed rather than eliminated and the 
consequent achievement of peace through a right subjection to God’s order is the achievement of perfect wisdom 
in this life” (32). See her chapter “The Christian Platonism of St. Augustine,” in Platonism and the English 
Imagination, ed. Anna Baldwin and Sarah Hutton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press): 27-37.  

67. Alsemero refers to it as a “temple” (1.1.40), which suggests the religious (i.e. Catholic) connotations of his 
conversation with Beatrice-Joanna about the Neoplatonic theory of love and attraction. 
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can check the eyes, and call them blind” (1.172-76). Alsemero insists, however, that both his 

senses and his reason are right about Beatrice-Joanna or, as he puts it, “Both houses then 

consenting, ‘tis agreed” (80). In this scene, which Robert Ornstein has called a “Petrarchan love 

duel,” both Alsemero and Beatrice-Joanna talk about love using literary tropes borrowed from 

Italian poetry.68 She fashions herself as the aloof female lover who will only permit herself to be 

wooed when she is convinced of the male lover’s sincere devotion. But while their dialogue 

echoes erotic poetry, it also highlights the Neoplatonic theory of beauty that is implicit in that 

poetry.69 

It may seem absurd that Alsemero can have such confidence in Beatrice-Joanna upon 

first meeting her, but the belief that physical beauty signified spiritual goodness is prevalent in 

Neoplatonic aesthetics. In Baldesar Castiglione’s The Book of the Courtier (1528), Cardinal 

Bembo expresses this belief when he argues that “there can be no [female] beauty without 

goodness,” which is why a “wicked soul rarely inhabits a beautiful body” and “outward beauty 

is a true sign of goodness [in a woman].” On the other hand, Bembo explains, female ugliness is 

“most certainly the “dark, disagreeable, unpleasant, and sorry face of evil.”70 In Agnolo 

Firenzuola’s On the Beauty of Women (1584), he imitates Castiglione’s dialogue by depicting a 

conversation between a young nobleman named Celso and four ladies who are discussing the 

                                                      
68. Robert Ornstein, The Moral Vision of Jacobean Tragedy (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1965), 18. 

69. See Sarah Hutton, “Introduction,” in Platonism and the English Imagination, ed. Anna Baldwin and Sarah 
Hutton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press): 67-76. Hutton surveys the Neoplatonic movement in Renaissance 
England argues that poetry played a key role in popularizing Neoplatonic conceptions of love and sexuality. “The 
doctrine of Platonic love was assimilated into secular love poetry, especially into the Petrarchan poetry so 
fashionable in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries where it became an essential element in the language of 
courtly love,” she writes (72). 

70. Baldesar Castiglione, The Book of the Courtier, ed. Daniel Javitch (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc., 
2002), 248. 



72 

nature of female beauty. Celso quickly proceeds to lecture them on the topic, and besides 

emphasizing the idea that women require male authorities to enlighten them on their own 

nature, Celso’s lecture establishes the primacy of female beauty. He argues that a “beautiful 

woman is the most beautiful object one can admire” and that “beauty is the greatest gift God 

has bestowed on His creatures.” When we experience female beauty, he explains, “we direct 

our souls to contemplation, and through contemplation to heavenly things.”71 This quasi-

religious treatment of female beauty abounds in Neoplatonic philosophy.72 As Karim-Cooper 

explains, Neoplatonic philosophers during the Renaissance attempted to “[fuse] classical 

paradigms with Christian spiritualism,” and the result was the belief that beauty “stems from 

the light and purity of the soul, which ultimately should reflect God’s unadulterated image.”73 

But while high praise for female beauty might seem to indicate a positive view of women in 

Neoplatonism, there is a catch: for Neoplatonists, the primary value of beautiful women lies in 

their capacity to reflect divine glory. Women are meaningful, therefore, not as individuals, but 

as symbols. 

In Neoplatonic aesthetics, the beautiful woman is a symbol that is incapable of being 

misinterpreted, provided men apply the proper hermeneutic. If men initially perceive that a 

woman is beautiful but then discover she is wicked, the woman must never have been beautiful 

                                                      
71. Agnolo Firenzuola, On the Beauty of Women, transl. and ed. by Konrad Eisenbichler and Jacqueline Murray 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1992), 11. 

72. Thomas Buoni argues that “Amonst those cleare lights, which in the middest of darkness of ignorance, can 
direct the minde of man to the knowledge and magnificence of our great God, the clearest and most resplendent 
seemth to be that of Beauty” (9) and he goes on to say that female beauty is the “first Spheare of all corporall 
Beauty, wherein are described the greatest perfections of all other Beauties” (61). Similarly, William Austin echoes 
this sentiment, arguing that the female body is like “some cleare glasse (or mirror), being turned upwards towards 
Heavne, presents itself wholly fully of heavenly figures.” (105-6).  

73. Karim-Cooper, 8. 
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in the first place—men merely misjudged her. The source of their confusion is not the woman’s 

body, which will always signify the true condition of her soul, but the perceptions of the 

observer. For Neoplatonists, aesthetic experience is a process in which the senses record a 

physical experience that is then related to the intellect for evaluation. If properly exercised, the 

intellect will always be able to tell whether the experience is good or bad, beautiful or ugly. 

Once the intellect has offered its verdict, it is simply up to the will to choose whether to enjoy 

or reject the experience. Within this formula, aesthetic judgments go wrong when the intellect 

fails to analyze properly the impressions of the senses. As Vives explains, human beings are 

supposed to direct their focus towards heaven, but we live in a world where we are constantly 

exposed to satanic temptation. As a result, Vives declares, “no one can venture into public 

without his soul being assailed immediately through all his senses by things pernicious to virtue 

and piety.”74 For Vives, spiritual corruption is an external force, waiting to enter the mind 

through the senses instead of, as Calvin imagined it, a preexisting feature of the mind. Buoni, 

like Vives, also presents a view of aesthetic experience that stands in contrast to Calvin. For 

Calvin, the natural world is a “glorious theater” that constantly reveals God, but fallen human 

beings are too depraved to realize this. “The greater part of mankind, enslaved by error, walk 

blindfold in this glorious theater” (1.5.8) he declares. Buoni, however, suggests that human 

beings fail to perceive divine glory precisely because they focus on the physical world. A man 

strays when he “[fastens] the eye of his sense upon some earthly beauty” and “it pleaseth him 

so much with the present delight thereof,” which Buoni suggests is an offense against both “the 
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law of reason, and of God.”75 For Neoplatonists, bad judgments of beauty are the result of 

failing to subordinate what we see or hear to reason; they stem from a desire to enjoy the 

physical world for its own sake instead of waiting to determine if it reflects a higher truth—the 

very action Beatrice-Joanna warns Alsemero against in The Changeling.  

Though Alsemero claims that both his senses and his intellect are functioning properly, 

he fails to see Beatrice-Joanna for what she really is. When the play ends, he attempts to 

function as the voice of patriarchal authority, denouncing Beatrice-Joanna and De Flores for 

their crimes while also offering solace to Vermandero, Tomazo, and the other men present. But 

Alsemero’s moral authority is highly questionable in light of his aesthetic confusion. When he 

tells Beatrice-Joanna, “‘Twas in my fears at first; ‘twill have it now, / O, thou art all deformed!” 

(5.3.75-76), he imagines a moment that, as far as we know, did not exist which he somehow 

sensed her moral ugliness. If this is the case, Alsemero is guilty according to Neoplatonism of 

failing to subordinate his senses to his intellect, of failing to reason properly. The fact that 

Alsemero shifts from claiming that Beatrice-Joanna has always been “deformed” to claiming 

that she let her beauty “[be] changed” is evidence he recognizes his own claims to rational self-

governance are at stake. If Beatrice-Joanna has always been deformed, why did he proceed in 

loving her? According to Neoplatonism, the only answer is that he failed to think rationally and 

thereby recognize her corruption.  

But Alsemero has adhered to Neoplatonic principles of judgment, and they have failed 

him—at the end of the play, he struggles to comprehend the strange and inverted relationship 

between physical beauty and moral ugliness embodied by Beatrice-Joanna. When he rebukes 
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her and De Flores, he exclaims, “O cunning devils / How should blind men know you from fair-

faced saints?”. What I presume Alsemero means to say is that Beatrice-Joanna and De Flores do 

not look like the villains they are, but this remark puzzles because of its logical inconsistencies. 

If he expects the outward to signify the inward, why is Alsemero vexed that blind men cannot 

tell the difference between saints and devils? Blind men, by definition, do not have physical 

sight, and therefore they could not see signs of the spiritual in the physical even if those signs 

were there to be seen. If Alsemero, however, is talking about spiritual blindness, why would he 

assume that the spiritually blind would be able to tell the difference between a devil and a 

saint? This puzzling remark points to his own condition, which, as Bromham and Bruzzi have 

argued, is defined by a “[Calvinist] lack of inwardness, of inner knowledge.”76 Alsemero begins 

the play in a chapel looking for Beatrice-Joanna, whom he “[loves] because of her beauty” 

(1.1.4), and he ends the play declaring her ugliness. For Calvinist playgoers, his first remarks 

about women and beauty, expressed in a building he praises as a “temple,” would have been a 

sign that Alsemero is decidedly unreformed in his thoughts and therefore incapable of 

perceiving the true nature of beauty or ugliness. 

As an aesthetic object that Alsemero judges, Beatrice-Joanna’s body refutes the 

Neoplatonic belief that the outward reflects the inward and that men can grow closer to God by 

looking at beautiful women. As an aesthetic subject, she continues to undermine Neoplatonism 

by challenging the assumption that ugliness is impossible to enjoy. According to Bembo, 

physical ugliness is proof of moral deformity, a belief Sir Philip Sidney endorses in his Defense of 

Poesy (1595). Francis Bacon expresses this belief as well in his essay “Of Deformity” (1612). 

                                                      
76. Bromham and Bruzzi, 127. 



76 

Bacon argues that while ugliness may not be a sign of evil, it is often the cause “since 

“deformed persons are commonly even with nature; for as nature hath done ill by them, so do 

they by nature; being for the most part…void of natural affection; and so they have their 

revenge of nature.”77 For men like Castiglione, Sidney, and Bacon, physical ugliness repels 

because it gestures towards spiritual depravity, something they assume no sensible person 

could enjoy. But Beatrice-Joanna manages to delight in physical—and moral—ugliness and to 

justify her delight with a persuasive logic. 

Like a perverse imitation of Desdemona, who looks past Othello’s blackness to see his 

noble “visage,” Beatrice-Joanna looks past De Flores’ loathsome face (which is afflicted by an 

unidentified skin condition) to see his “service.” She encourages the audience to look at this 

service as well, confident that if they contemplate it, they will conclude as she does that it 

makes De Flores both lovable and beautiful. The service that De Flores offers, of course, is 

twofold. He has just had sex with Beatrice-Joanna, and she has now dispatched him to murder 

her maid Diaphanta, whom she hired to impersonate her on her wedding night with Alsemero. 

Diaphanta slept with Alsemero to ensure he would not discover Beatrice-Joanna is not a virgin, 

and now Beatrice-Joanna plots to kill Diaphanta to ensure the secret remains safe. De Flores’ 

“service” signals, therefore, both the sexual gratification Beatrice-Joanna seems to derive from 

their perverse relationship and the role he plays in maintaining her status as a chaste woman. 

Neoplatonic writers like Castiglione and Sidney would have been repulsed by Beatrice-Joanna’s 

attraction to De Flores, a violent and ugly man. But male Neoplatonists take for granted what 

Beatrice-Joanna does not: the beauty of possessing agency. She longs for the power to govern 
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her own life, and she finds De Flores beautiful because she believes (mistakenly, but sincerely) 

that De Flores gives her agency. She perceives, quite rightfully, that a woman’s position in a 

patriarchal culture depends on her chastity, or at least the perception of her chastity, and since 

De Flores works to preserve that perception, he becomes her version of beauty.  

Neoplatonic writings on female sexuality make stringent demands for sexual purity. An 

unchaste woman, according to Neoplatonists, is both physical and morally repulsive. Vives 

declares that virgins are in danger of losing their sexual purity if they even contemplate 

marriage. The true virgin, he argues, does not think about marriage or men; she “belongs 

entirely to Christ, for whom she bedecks herself.” She has no interest in marriage until her 

father tells her to who and when to marry. According to this logic, Beatrice-Joanna is twice 

damned since she not only desires to marry Alsemero but also actively schemes to thwart the 

marriage to Piracquo that her father arranges. Once she enters into a sexual relationship with 

De Flores, however, she becomes positively monstrous according to Vives’ philosophy: “the 

woman in the pay of a lover, who encourages with words and instigates evil doing, is not 

worthy to be called human, for she is something diabolical,” he writes.78 Beatrice-Joanna might 

defend herself against such criticism by arguing she was coerced, but this would not have 

protected her.  

According to Neoplatonism, a woman whose body is sexually violated will inevitably 

develop a corrupt mind as well, and she threatens to pass her spiritual corruption not only to 

her husband and children but also her parents as well. Thomas Bunoi insists that a sexually 

corrupted woman is a threat to all of society: “The woman, being totally dishonored in body, 
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and minde, she disperseth this her infamy, even to those that have begotten her, as if they first 

gave her being, gave therwith her corruptions, and the first occasion of this infamy,” he 

writes.79 It is evident that Beatrice-Joanna has internalized these oppressive attitudes about 

women and sexuality when she tells her father in the final act “O come not near me sir. I shall 

defile you” (5.3.149). Beatrice-Joanna believes, like Alsemero, that sex with De Flores has 

deformed her, and she fears the deadly shame that comes from having her condition exposed 

to her father. As Frances Dolan points out, Beatrice-Joanna exercises her agency after the rape 

not to subvert patriarchy, but to protect her position within it. She “[strategizes] to preserve 

the appearance of honor on which her life depended.”80 Beatrice-Joanna’s strategy for 

preserving her honor fails, of course, because it relies upon De Flores. He is the one who 

endangers her status as a chaste woman by raping her, but he also becomes the means for 

preserving at the least the illusion of her sexual purity. Beatrice-Joanna’s confidence in De 

Flores is misplaced, but those Jacobean playgoers who questioned cultural imperatives to 

preserve one’s virginity at all cost would have likely sympathized with the emotional distress 

she experiences and her understood why, in her situation, she finds De Flores beautiful.  

Like Alsemero, Beatrice-Joanna believes that her senses are subordinated to her 

intellect. She believes she is guided by reason, and as a result she fails to see her own spiritual 

blindness. She presents herself in the opening of the play as the champion of Neoplatonic 

rationalism, warning Alsemero not to be guided by rash judgments. But she fails to take her 

own advice, ignoring her “loathing” for De Flores when she puts her trust in him to murder 
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Piracquo and then disappear. At the end of the play, she can only observe that this loathing was 

“prophet to the rest, but n’er believed” (5.3.156). By trusting De Flores, she traps herself, by her 

own admission, in a “labyrinth” (3.4.74)—a telling phrase since this was one of Calvin’s favorite 

terms to describe the spiritual state of humanity prior to salvation. In his Institutes, Calvin 

argues that sin had a catastrophic effect on human reason. After the Fall, “sound reason in man 

was seriously injured by sin, and the will greatly entangled by vicious desires” (2.2.4), he writes. 

Though human beings were originally made in the image of God, in their postlapsarian state 

that image and everything associated with it—the intellect, the will—is “fearful deformity” 

(1.15.3). Physical beauty, therefore, cannot reflect innate goodness as the Neoplatonists argue 

because there is no innate goodness to reflect. Likewise, reliable judgments are not based on 

subordinating the senses to reason, since reason is itself contaminated by sin. Now, every fallen 

person must confront the “blindness of the human mind,” which he described as a “kind of 

labyrinth” until it is liberated by divine grace (1.5.12). In both Calvin’s estimation and in 

Middleton’s, people may recognize their condition—as Beatrice-Joanna does for a moment—

but they cannot reason their way through the labyrinth while they are still in it. The more they 

reason, the more they find themselves entangled in their sin. 

Though The Changeling demonstrates the consequences of Beatrice-Joanna’s bad 

judgments about De Flores, I do not think that Jacobean playgoers would have necessarily 

concluded, as Deborah Burks suggests, that women are too irrational or immoral to self-govern.  

The play demonstrates that differences in sex and gender do not elevate men above women 

when it comes to judging beauty, goodness, and truth; both are entangled in moral and 

aesthetic dilemmas by their shared depravity. Beatrice-Joanna and Alsemero ascribe to the 
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same Neoplatonic philosophy of beauty and, as a result, they both make bad judgments. As 

Neoplatonists, they assume that human beings are rational and good, while Calvinists like 

Middleton would have believed that humanity left both traits behind in the Garden of Eden. In 

his representation of Beatrice-Joanna, Middleton depicts the Calvinist psychology of a fallen 

human being who, because of her spiritual blindness, not her gender, is destined to be a bad 

judge of beauty. She may be the focal point in the play’s picture of depravity, but every 

character in The Changeling—regardless of gender—is clearly trapped inside Calvin’s labyrinth. 

When De Flores says that he and Beatrice-Joanna are “left in hell,” Vermandero responds “We 

are all there. It circumscribes us here” (5.3.163-64). The “here” that circumscribes Vermandero, 

of course, is Catholic Spain, a nation English Protestants would have seen as the epitome of 

spiritual blindness. But the reference to “here” also calls attention to the physical space of the 

theater itself, just as the “we” calls attention to the playgoers in attendance. With this line, 

Middleton gestures towards the spiritual condition of his audience, asking them to reflect on 

the possibility that they might be circumscribed with the characters in the play, that they might 

be trapped inside Calvin’s labyrinth by the same kind of spiritual depravity that afflicts Beatrice-

Joanna and all the rest.  

 

2.4 Conclusion 

In Shakespeare and Impure Aesthetics (2009), Hugh Grady attempts to redeem aesthetic 

studies in the eyes of literary critics. According to Grady, scholars have spent the last four 

decades marginalizing aesthetic concerns (formal features, beauty, unity, etc.) due to a 

mistaken belief that they produce an empty formalism devoid of political or historicized 
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content. Indeed, many critics, especially Marxists, have argued that the concept of the aesthetic 

is inherently ideological and that dominant cultures use aesthetic standards to suppress radical 

works they deem politically “ugly.” Grady argues, though, that the aesthetic, like all concepts, is 

a “social construct, a signifier whose signified derives from a series of intricate networks.” 

There is no such thing as “pure” aesthetics, if purity means freedom from socio-political 

concerns. Conceptions of the aesthetic always originate from and reflect socio-political 

experience. Therefore, aesthetics are not separated from, but rather immersed in “the market 

economy, the social-status system, the political world, the religious communities, and private 

life.”81 Early modern drama is no exception. Renaissance theater was an “aesthetic space” that 

created works that were both “licensed” and “dangerous,” and Grady insists the formal study of 

these works will reveal how early modern dramatists both affirmed and challenged the status 

quo with their aesthetics.82 

Following Grady, I have argued that representations of aesthetic experience in Othello 

and The Changeling reflect the debates on human and female nature that shaped early modern 

intellectual culture. The debate between Calvinism and Neoplatonism over human depravity 

worked its way onto the Renaissance stage, where it manifested itself in the bad judgments 

that both male and female characters make about beauty and goodness. Though Othello and 

The Changeling represent transgressive femininity in different ways, they both challenge 

playgoers to reflect on their judgments about women by demonstrating the spiritual depravity 
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that corrupts male and female judgments alike. As a result, these plays do more than just 

reflect cultural discourse on beauty, women, or sin. They also contributed to this discourse by 

transforming philosophical and theological debates into vivid emotional and aesthetic 

experiences for audiences. Diehl and O’Connell have argued early modern dramatists promoted 

inwardness and self-reflection through their art in order to justify secular theater’s social role 

after the iconoclastic movement. More recently, Stephen Mullaney has argued that theater was 

an “affective technology” that helped people navigate the moral and aesthetic crises of the 

Reformation.83 I join them in asserting that early modern theater was not just shaped by 

Reformation culture—it also helped shape Reformation culture by creating a space where 

people could see religious conceptions of human nature enacted on the stage. In the case of 

Othello and The Changeling, Jacobean playgoers observed the moral and aesthetic crises that 

confront characters that fail to recognize their own moral ugliness. Both plays employ a 

Calvinist rhetoric of sin and corruption to equalize male and female nature, and while not all 

playgoers would have been persuaded to adopt a more positive view of women, these plays 

and others like them helped create a culture that was growing increasingly skeptical of men’s 

superior intellectual and moral abilities. Playgoers with Calvinist sentiments would have had 

good reason to conclude that men who judge women without evaluating their own spiritual 

condition judge neither too wisely nor too well.  
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CHAPTER 3 

A BROKEN ALTAR, LORD, THY SERVANT REARES: THE CALVINIST LABORS  

OF DONNE AND HERBERT 

3.1 Introduction 

The year 1633 marks a seminal moment in both the history of English Calvinism and 

English religious literature. Since the Religious Settlement of 1559, the Church of England had 

been divided into two basic factions—conformists, who were satisfied with the extent of the 

Church’s reformation, and Puritans, who believed more work was necessary to purge the 

Church from the remnants of Catholic error. Conformists and Puritans disagreed on matters of 

ecclesiastical polity and ceremony, but as Patrick Collinson, Peter Lake, and Nicholas Tyacke 

have demonstrated, they were relatively unified on doctrinal issues due to the prevalence of 

Calvinist theology on both sides.1 During the 1620s, however, the Calvinist consensus that 

united conformists and Puritans began to dissolve as more and more clergy embraced the 

teachings of Jacob Arminius (1560-1609), a Dutch theologian who rejected the fundamentals of 

Calvinism.2 When the Dutch Reformed Church condemned Arminius’s teachings at the Synod of 

Dort (1618-19), James I sent delegates to demonstrate the Church of England’s official support 

                                                      
1. Collinson asserts in The Religion of Protestants: The Church  in English Society, 1559-1625 (Oxford: Oxford 
University press, 1984) that for the majority of church leaders, Calvinism represented the “true orthodoxy” (81). In 
Anti-Calvinism: The Rise of English Arminianism c. 1590-1640 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), Tyacke states that 
Calvinism was the “de facto religion of the Church of England” under Elizabeth and James (7). Lake argues in  
Moderate Puritans and the Elizabethan Church (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004 that while the 
Church of England contained many heterogeneous factions, they were united on key issues by an “evangelical 
protestant worldview” that “was uncompromisingly Calvinist” (271). 

2. English Arminianism contains as much diversity as English Calvinism, but its key principles are based on 
Arminius’s Five Articles of Remonstrance (1610). These articles or points are (1) Universal Prevenient Grace, (2) 
Conditional Election, (3) Universal Atonement, (4) Resistance of Grace, and (5) Uncertainty of Perseverance. Taken 
as a whole, these articles directly challenge the theological vision of Calvinism.   
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for Calvinism.3 His son Charles, however, did not share his father’s theological persuasions. 

Charles supported the growing Arminian faction, which was led by the controversial cleric 

William Laud (1573-1645), who became Bishop of London in 1628 and then Archbishop of 

Canterbury in 1633. Laud’s ascension under Charles I’s reign made it clear that the Arminian 

faction had succeeded in overthrowing the Calvinist consensus: Arminianism was now the 

official position of both Church and State. 

The same year that Laud became Archbishop of Canterbury, both John Donne and 

George Herbert’s religious poems were published posthumously in England. For literary critics 

who seek to contextualize this monumental event in English poetry, the relationship between 

Donne, Herbert, and Laudianism creates an interpretive dilemma. Though early biographers 

such as Izaak Walton (c. 1593-1683) claimed Donne and Herbert were ideal representatives of 

English Protestantism, the nature of Protestant orthodoxy was being radically redefined during 

the seventeenth century. After the Restoration (1660), many Anglicans sought to create the 

impression of greater unity between the Carolinian and Jacobean Churches by depicting 

prominent Jacobean clergy as Arminian or Laudian sympathizers.4 Laud himself insisted that he 

was a reformer who was merely returning the Church to the “first rules of its reformation.”5 But 

                                                      
3. See Anthony Milton, ed., The British Delegation and the Synod of Dort (1618-1619) (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 
2005). 

4. In The Cambridge Companion to John Donne (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), Alison Shell and 
Arnold Hunter explain: “Later generations of Anglicans liked to portray the Church of England as a haven of 
moderation and compromise, mediating between the extremes of Catholicism and Protestantism. But few 
observers in the early seventeenth century would have regarded the Church of England as anything other than a 
Protestant church, closely allied with the Calvinist or ‘Reformed’ churches of France, Holland, and Switzerland. Not 
only were its leading divines ferociously anti-Catholic, but they also upheld a strict Calvinist doctrine of total 
predestination—in which every human being was divinely predestined to heaven or hell, regardless of their 
actions—and saw this as one of the central tenets of Christian orthodoxy” (68-69). 

5. William Laud, The Works of the Most Reverend Father in God, ed. J. Bliss and W. Scott, vol. 6 (Oxford, 1860), 42. 
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in reality, Laudianism marks a radical departure from the Calvinist soteriology of the Jacobean 

Church.6 In Calvinist theology, salvation is monergistic—God alone performs the work necessary 

to save fallen humanity. In Arminian theology, however, salvation is synergistic—God saves 

believers, but they must work with him in order to experience spiritual transformation. If they 

fail to cooperate with divine grace, they risk losing their salvation. This Arminian view of works 

is reflected in Laud’s policies on ceremony and ritual. According to him, believers who wished 

to maintain their salvation must follow the program of sanctification laid out by the Church, 

which administers transforming grace via priestly mediators and sacraments.7 Though Laud 

deviated from the Reformed position of the early Protestant Church, the success of his policies 

ensured that Arminianism and not Calvinism would direct the development of English 

Protestantism after the Restoration. 

For critics who analyze the relationship between Donne and Herbert’s theology and 

their poetry, a critical dilemma is determining whether Donne and Herbert resisted or opposed 

the Arminian theology that eventually triumphed in the Church of England under Laud. At the 

moment, there is still no critical consensus on the confessional identities of these two poets. 

Scholars such as Helen Gardner, Evelyn Simpson, Louis Martz, R.C. Bald, Lori Anne Ferrell, and 

                                                      
6. Collinson argues that Laud (not his Calvinist opponents) was the “primary provocateur of religious revolution” 
(141). Julian Davies, however, asserts in The Caroline Captivity of the Church: Charles I and the Remoulding of 
Anglicanism, 1625-1641 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992) that Laud was an administrator, not an innovator 
of policies. Davies argues he is often unfairly criticized for implementing policies that originated with Charles I’s 
vision of sacral kingship. But whether Charles I or Laud was responsible for “Laudianism,” these changes 
nevertheless redefined the Church of England in the late seventeenth century.  

7. David Loewestein writes in The Cambridge Companion to English Poetry, Donne to Marvell (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993): “For Arminians, salvation was especially made possible through the rituals and 
sacraments of the church, and through the mediation of the clergy. Given the new emphasis Laud placed on 
ceremonies and ritualized worship, as well as on the authoritarian hierarchy of the church, his counter-reforming 
policies generated fear and horror among many Protestant Englishmen, who believed he was subverting religious 
liberties and assuming ‘an absolute and unlimited power’” (15). 
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Richard Strier have argued that they were members of the Arminian-Laudian faction that came 

to power under Charles I,8 while Barbara Lewalski, John Stachniewski, Deborah Shuger, and 

Daniel Doerksen have aligned them with the Calvinist consensus of the early Jacobean Church.9 

In this chapter, I agree with the latter group of critics. Building from their scholarship, I highlight 

Calvinist themes in Donne and Herbert’s poetry—specifically poems dealing with the nature of 

works and salvation. While most Calvinist interpretations of Donne and Herbert’s poetry focus 

on the issue of predestination, my own reading considers the role that Calvin’s doctrine of total 
                                                      
8. Though these scholars identify nuances, complexities, and contradictions in Donne and Herbert’s theology, they 
all conclude that Donne and Herbert were Arminians/Laudians (or Anglo-Catholics). For readings of Donne’s 
Arminianism, see Helen Gardner, ed., The Divine Poems of John Donne (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1952); Evelyn 
Simpson and George Potter, eds., The Sermons of John Donne, vols. 1-10 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1953-62); Louis Martz, The Poetry of Meditation: A Study in English Religious Literature of the Seventeenth Century  
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1954); R.C. Bald, John Donne: A Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970); 
Horton Davies, Worship and Theology in England: From Andrewes to Baxter and Fox, 1603-1690 (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1970); Lori Anne Ferrell, “Donne and His Master’s Voice,” John Donne Journal 11 
(1992): 59-70; Dennis Flynn, John Donne and Ancient Catholic Nobility (Bloomington: Indiana University press,  
1995); Richard Strier, “Donne and the Politics of Devotion,” in Religion, Literature, and Politics in Post-Reformation 
England, 1540-1688, ed. Donna B. Hamilton and Richard Strier (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996); 
Jeffrey Johnson, The Theology of John Donne (Rochester: D.S. Brewer, 2001); and John Carey, John Donne: Life, 
Mind, and Art (London: Faber & Faber, 2011). For Arminian readings of Herbert, see Martz; Rosemond Tuve, A 
Reading of George Herbert (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1952); Stanley Stewart, “Investigating Herbert 
Criticism,” Renascence 45, no. 3 (1993): 131-158; and R.V. Young, Doctrine and Devotion in Seventeenth-Century 
Poetry (Rochester: D.S. Brewer, 2000). 

9. See Barbara Lewalski’s Protestant Poetics and the Seventeenth-Century Religious Lyrics (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1979); John Stachniewski’s “The Despair of the Holy Sonnets,” ELH 48, no. 4 (1981): 677-705; Paul 
Sellin’s John Donne and the “Calvinist” Views of Grace (Amsterdam: VU Boekhandle/Uitgeverij, 1983); Terry 
Sherwood’s Fulfilling the Circle: A Study of John Donne’s Thought (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1985); 
Deborah Shuger’s Habits of Thought in the English Renaissance; Religion, Politics, and the Dominant Culture (Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 1990);  David Norbrook’s “The Monarchy of Wit and the Republic of Letters: 
Donne’s Politics,” in Soliciting Interpretation: Literary Theory and  Seventeenth-Century English Poetry, ed.  
Elizabeth D. Harvey and Katharine Eisaman Maus, (1990): 3-36; Jeanne Shami’s “Anti-Catholicism in the Sermons of 
John Donne,” in The English Sermon Revised: Religion, Literature, and History 1600-1750, ed. Lori Anne Ferrell and 
Peter McCullough (New York: Maanchester University Press, 2000); 136-66; and Daniel Doerksen’s “Polemicist or 
Pastor: Donne and Moderate Calvinist Conformity,” in John Donne and the Protestant Reformation: New 
Perspectives, ed. Mary Arshagouni Papazian (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2003): 12-39 and “Discerning 
God’s Voice, God’s Hand: Scripturalist Moderation in Donne’s Devotions,” in Centered on the Word: Literature, 
Scripture, and the Tudor-Stuart Middle Way, ed. Daniel Doerksen and Christopher Hodgkins, (Newark: University of 
Delaware Press, 2004): 148-172 for Calvinist readings of Donne’s sermons and religious poetry. For Calvinist 
readings of Herbert, see Lewalski, Richard Strier, Love Known: Theology and Experience in George Hebert’s Poetry 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983); Gene Edward Veith, Reformation Spirituality: The Religion of George 
Herbert (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 1985); and Doerksen, “George Herbert, Calvinism, and Reading 
‘Mattens’,” Christianity and Literature 59, no. 3 (2010): 437-451. 
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depravity plays in shaping what I call Donne and Herbert’s theological aesthetics—their 

conception of what the religious poet can (and cannot do) through his works to mediate his 

soul’s relationship with God. I argue that Donne and Herbert stage a internal conflict between 

two distinctly Calvinist concerns: the desire to glorify God by fulfilling one’s vocation and the 

fear that no human work is capable of meriting divine favor since all works are tainted by sin. 

On one hand, the poet is tasked with writing poems that glorify God while also recognizing, on 

the other, that it is divine grace, not his own efforts, which gives these works any spiritual 

merit. Donne and Herbert attempt to resolve this conflict by creating an aesthetics of 

brokenness and humility—their poems emphasize the speaker’s spiritual brokenness, not his 

holiness, and they call attention to the perpetual failure of his works, not his successes. In doing 

so, Donne and Herbert present the self as a ruined creation; it cannot transform itself because 

it is wrecked by sin, and therefore depends entirely on divine grace in order to experience holy 

restoration. Their theological aesthetics is founded on the poet’s inability to self-fashion, and as 

a result it challenges the emerging belief in early modern culture that writing is an effective 

means through which authors can transform and shape the self. 

In my reading, I demonstrate that Donne and Herbert’s theological aesthetics challenges 

not only the Arminian-Laudian view of religious works but also the kind of humanist rhetoric 

that Stephen Greenblatt critiques in Renaissance Self-Fashioning (1980). Greenblatt laid the 

foundation for new historicism when he deconstructed the humanist ideals of autonomy and 

self-determination, which he argues were cultural fictions concealing the extent to which 

identity is shaped by social institutions and ideologies. Though new historicists have often been 

criticized for marginalizing religious studies, Greenblatt’s model of selfhood—which posits the 
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self as a cultural artifact—enables my own reading of Donne and Herbert. In Resistant 

Structures (1995), which is part of Greenblatt’s New Historicism series for Berkeley, Richard 

Strier faults new historicists for initially reducing the Reformation to a process of 

“desacramentalization” and assuming that Protestantism negated Catholic belief without 

supplying any “positive content” of its own.10 Similarly, Ken Jackson and Arthur Marotti argue 

that new historicism marginalized the study of religion during the 1980s-90s by translating 

religious topics into “social, economic, and political language.”11 They observe, though, that 

much has changed since then, and indeed much has changed since Jackson and Marotti wrote 

about the “religious turn” in 2004. I find it useful, therefore, to revisit Greenblatt—even at a 

point when he was not directly concerned with the positive content of Protestantism—to make 

use of his critique of Renaissance selfhood and its construction.  

 For Greenblatt, the self is always produced by its relationship to the dominant culture: 

the individual may resist or submit to its authority, but in the end all strategies for self-

fashioning, including authorship, are ultimately circumscribed by the power of the dominant 

culture. “Any achieved identity,” he declares,” always contains within itself signs of its own 

subversion and loss.” As a result, what seem to be moments of “autonomous self-fashioning” 

reveal “not identity freely chosen but a cultural artifact,” he observes.12 In his estimation, the 

self resembles cultural artifacts in the sense that both seem to possess a measure of autonomy, 

a capacity to transcend the historical situation from which they emerged. Yet upon closer 
                                                      
10. Richard Strier, Resistant Structures: Particularity, Radicalism, and Renaissance Texts (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1995), 73-74. 

11. Ken Jackson, Arthur Marotti, “The Turn to Religion in Early Modern Literary Studies,” Criticism 46, no. 1 (2004), 
167.  

12. Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning from More to Shakespeare (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2005), 9; 256. 
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inspection, the self, like the artifact, reveals its status as a creation, an aesthetic object that 

reflects the power and influence of the social forces that fashioned it. 

Building from Greenblatt’s thesis, I demonstrate that Donne and Herbert depict the 

limits of religious self-fashioning in their poetry. Both poets envision God as the dominant 

authority that shapes the self, and they not only acknowledge but also affirm what other 

humanist writers sought to ignore or deny—the constraints that external forces place on our 

ability to self-fashion through writing. Since Will Durant’s influential account of the Reformation 

in The Story of Civilization (1957), many scholars have argued or assumed that Calvin’s grim 

vision of the human condition made his followers hostile to art and culture.13 I demonstrate, 

though, that in the case of Donne and Herbert, Calvinist beliefs about sin and selfhood actually 

produced rather than suppressed literary culture. In the following sections, I contrast these 

poets’ Calvinist aesthetics with the humanist aesthetics of Sir Philip Sidney and Ben Jonson, two 

proponents of authorial self-fashioning. These four poets have much in common, but I identify 

critical differences in their conceptions of selfhood, authorship, and literary work—differences I 

attribute to opposing theological convictions about the depravity of human nature. Sidney and 

Jonson, in my estimation, believed that the effects of Original Sin were partial or limited. As a 
                                                      
13. See Will Durant, The Story of Civilization, vol. 6 (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1957). Literary criticism often 
maintains the assumption that early modern writers opposed Calvinism on aesthetic, if not theological, grounds. 
Noam Reisner, for example, argues in “The Paradox of Mimesis in Sidney’s Defense of Poesie and Marlowe’s Doctor 
Faustus” (2010) that Sidney rejects Calvinism because it created a “religious climate which condemned all vain 
literary and artistic production to the dung heap of hell” (332). Though I also argue that Sidney struggles with 
Calvinism in his Defense, I find it difficult to reconcile Reisner’s hyperbolic claims about Calvinism and art with 
Calvin’s own statements on the subject. In his Institutes, he writes: “I am not, however, so superstitious as to think 
that all visible representations of every kind are unlawful. But as sculpture and painting are gifts of God, what I 
insist for is, that both shall be used purely and lawfully,—that gifts which the Lord has bestowed upon us, for his 
glory and our good, shall not be preposterously abused, nay, shall not be perverted to our destruction” (1.11.12). 
Calvin does not oppose art because fallen human beings make it. Instead, he opposes attempts to give God a 
visible form (i.e. pagan idolatry) and the use of iconography in religious worship (i.e. Catholic iconography). 
Calvinism undoubtedly fueled the iconoclastic movement during the English Reformation, but Calvin’s views on the 
spiritual dangers of religious iconography should not be conflated with his stance on mimetic art in general. 
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result, they celebrated the poet’s power to transform fallen humanity through inspirational 

verse. Donne and Herbert, however, believed in total depravity and this belief shapes their 

conviction that poetry can diagnose but not cure the problem of sin. I argue that Donne and 

Herbert’s Calvinist convictions motivate them to practice aesthetic skepticism regarding their 

own works—their beliefs about sin and corruption made them skeptical about the merits of 

human works, and this temperament is reflected in poems that continually expose and 

undermine the speaker’s desire to fashion a righteous self through his works. Much like 

Shakespeare and Middleton’s tragedies, Donne and Herbert’s poems encourage acts of 

inwardness and self-reflection. While Shakespeare and Middleton call attention to the ways in 

which fallen human beings misjudge beauty and goodness in others, Donne and Herbert 

consider how the self misjudges the quality and integrity of its own works. 

 

3.2 Sidney, Jonson, and Humanist Self-Fashioning  

 Though I argue that opposing beliefs about human depravity separate Donne and 

Herbert’s view of authorship from Sidney and Jonson’s view, their theological aesthetics share a 

common belief that the self is a divinely constructed artifact. Early modern culture’s most basic 

anthropological principle was the biblical belief that God created humanity in his own “image” 

or “likeness.”14 Belief in the imago dei pervades early modern discourse on human nature, and 

it is invoked in everything from devotional guides to scientific treatises.15 Believing in the imago 

                                                      
14. Genesis 1:26 states: “Furthermore God said, Let us make man in our own image according to our likeness, and 
let them rule over the fish of the sea and over the fowl of the heaven, and over the beasts, and over all the earth, 
and over everything that creepeth and moveth on the earth” (1559 Geneva Bible). 

15. In “The Advancement of Learning” (1605), for example, Francis Bacon contrasts the study of nature with the 
study of humanity. The works of nature “do shew the omnipotency and wisdom of the maker,” Bacon observes, 
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dei meant more than just viewing oneself as a divine creation, though. It also meant viewing 

oneself as a creative agent, endowed with powers and privileges not given to the rest of 

creation. As Wayne Grudem explains, the Hebrew words “image” (tselem) and “likeness” 

(demût) used in the Genesis narrative refer to something that is similar to—yet not identical 

to—the thing or person it represents. By making Adam in his own image, God created a being 

that resembled Him in his qualities and also represented Him in His office or role.16 Augustine, 

the first Christian theologian to examine systematically the nature of the imago dei, argued that 

people are like God in the sense that they have an immortal soul and it is this supernatural 

dimension of their being that gives them dominion over the rest of the world.17 During the early 

modern era, all branches of the Christian faith accepted the Augustinian view of the imago dei. 

What divided them were different understandings of how Adam’s fall affected the imago dei 

and the extent to which Original Sin limited or negated humanity’s original power over nature.  

One major view of the imago dei originated in the medieval church with the Scholastics. 

According to the Scholastics, the imago dei is found primarily in the human intellect. Because 

they considered the intellect to be an intrinsic feature of human nature, the Scholastics 

believed the imago dei could not be negated or destroyed by Adam’s fall. In Summa Theologiæ 
                                                                                                                                                                           
but only the study of man reveals God’s nature since “Scriptures never…speak of any other image of God but man” 
(Major Works, 191). In The Crucifying of the World (1658), Richard Baxter argues that the human soul was made to 
give God “everlasting praise,” and those who refuse to fulfill the purpose for which they were created “will answer 
this dishonor done to the workmanship of God” (108). Likewise, Robert Boyle argues in Some Considerations 
(1663) that greater knowledge of the human body is essential otherwise people will be “ignorant and curious of 
the Workmanship our Souls live in.” Boyle exhorts physicians to devote themselves to extensive anatomical study 
so that people can appreciate the “Divine art display’d by God in the moulding, and fashioning of the [human] 
body” (97). 

16. Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 
442.  

17. Augustine’s anthropocentricism is based on the imago dei. He states: “[God] gave [Adam] a soul endowed with 
reason and intelligence, so that he might excel all the creatures of the earth, air, and sea, which were not so 
gifted.” See City of God (New York: The Modern Library, 1950), 407. 
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(1485), Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) contends that while “traces” of divinity may be found in 

the human body, the full expression of the divine image can only be located “in the mind.”18 

Aquinas admits that Original Sin had a disastrous effect on human nature, but he describes the 

result as a “wounding of…[human] nature” (1-2.85.3) and insists that the “principles by which 

[that] nature is constituted…[are] neither destroyed nor diminished by sin” (1-2.85.1). In his 

estimation, the human intellect retains its structural integrity even in its postlapsarian state, 

and thus human beings continue to express the imago dei through their use of reason, 

judgment, and creativity. This view informs not only the Catholic understanding of human 

nature during the Renaissance, but Arminian and Neoplatonic conceptions as well.  

During the Protestant Reformation, however, many theologians rejected the Scholastic 

belief that the imago dei is an inherent component of human nature. They shifted instead to 

the belief that the imago dei is the result of a special relationship between God and humanity—

a relationship lost as a result of Original Sin.19 Calvin, the reformer who devoted the most 

attention to the nature of the imago dei, disagrees with Aquinas on the impact of Original Sin: 

what Aquinas envisions as the “wounding” of the imago dei Calvin sees as its ruination. In his 

Institutes of the Christian Religion, Calvin insists that because of Adam’s transgression the 

“image of God was vitiated and almost destroyed, nothing remaining but a ruin, confused, 

                                                      
18. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiæ, 2nd, rev. ed., transl. Fathers of the English Dominican Province (1920; 
New Advent, 2008): 1-2.93.6. http://www.newadvent.org/summa/1093.htm (all future citations from this text will 
be indicated parenthetically). 

19. For a detailed study of the theological shift in conceptions of the imago dei during the Reformation, see Stanley 
J. Grentz, The Social God and the Relational Self: A Trinitarian Theology of the Imago Dei (London: Westminster 
John Knox, 2007). 

http://www.newadvent.org/summa/1093.htm
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mutilated, and tainted with impurity.”20 For Calvin, the ruination of the divine image did not 

mean that human beings lost their capacity for rational judgment, intellectual inquiry, or 

creativity. Instead, Calvin taught that the intellect, along with every other human faculty, was 

ruined in the sense that it is now completely incapable of fulfilling the purpose for which it was 

created—maintaining a right relationship with God through which people reflect or “image” 

divine glory. In a biblical commentary, Calvin writes: “Adam was first created in the image of 

God, so that he might reflect, as in a mirror, the righteousness of God. But that image, having 

been wiped out by sin, must now be restored in Christ. The regeneration of the godly 

is…nothing else than the reformation of the image of God in them.”21 In much the same way 

that a mirror can only reflect an image when it is placed in front of an object, fallen humanity 

has lost its capacity to reflect or “image” God because it is no longer enjoys a prelapsarian 

relationship with him. Only when God saves the believer and begins reforming them through 

the Holy Spirit can fallen human nature regain its power to reflect the image of the Creator 

once again. 

The Calvinist view of the ruined imago dei had profound implications for theological 

aesthetics in early modern culture. On one hand, Calvin affirmed the basic Christian belief that 

human beings are creative agents whose works reflect their status as divine image-bearers. But 

on the other hand, he also asserted that Original Sin ruined the divine image in humanity. 

Human nature was now deformed, and as a result, everything that flowed from it was 

corrupted by sin. According to Calvin, no human work is sufficient to merit salvation or achieve 

                                                      
20. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, transl. Henry Beveridge (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 
2008), 1.15.4 (all future references to this text will be cited parenthetically).  

21. Calvin, Calvin’s Commentaries, transl. William Pringle, vol. 21 (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2005), 191. 
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sanctification—spiritual transformation is entirely a divine work, accomplished by the Holy 

Spirit when he mystically “indwells” believers and conforms their thoughts and actions to God’s 

will.22 No work, therefore—including the work of writing religious poetry—could be considered 

good, in and of itself. A work is good only if it reveals that the Holy Spirit is at work in believers, 

bringing their souls into harmony with God. In her analysis of Herbert’s Calvinist theology, 

Elizabeth Clarke explains that, for Calvinists, the Holy Spirit is the “exclusive causation of all the 

believer’s ‘good work,’ from justification to sanctification, initial salvation to mature 

holiness…No value is allowed to efforts of the human being unaided by the Holy Spirit.”23 In 

light of this teaching, English Calvinists frequently emphasized the virtue of passivity and the 

limits of all human actions.24  William Ames (1576-1633), for example, writes that the true 

measure of a believer is whether they have been “framed and fashoned after the image of 

Christ.”25 Unlike Catholic and Arminian writers, who encouraged believers to actively imitate 

Christ, Ames envisions the role of believers as passive: they do not make themselves into 

Christ’s image, but are instead framed and fashioned by God until they resemble him.26 The 

power to fashion a righteous soul, according to English Calvinists, does not reside in human 

hands but exclusively in God’s.  
                                                      
22. See Institutes 3.12.4 and 3.14.20 for Calvin’s views on the Holy Spirit and sanctification. 

23. Elizabeth Clarke, Theory and Theology in George Herbert’s Poetry: ‘Divinitie, and Posie, Met’ (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1997, 186-87. 

24. For example, see William Prynne’s The Perpetuitie of a Regenerate Man’s Estate (1626), Henry Burton’s The 
Christian Bulwarke Against Satan’s Battery (1632), The Grounds of the Christian Religion (1633), and The Arminian 
Nunnery (1641), which all argue that a Calvinist view of works is essential to the Christian faith. When Richard 
Montagu attempted to refute Calvinism in his A New Gagg for an Old Goose (1624), he notably devoted five 
chapters to the Calvinist view of words and only one chapter to predestination. Though modern scholars often 
identify Calvinists based on their predestinarian theology, Clarke observes that the topic of sin and works produced 
far more Calvinist writings (and Arminian responses) in early modern England than divine election (186-88). 

25. William Ames, Conscience with the power and cases thereof Devided into V. Bookes (Leyden and London, 1639).  

26. For Catholic examples, see Thomas á Kempis, The Imitation of Christ (c. 1418-27). 
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The Calvinist belief in the ruined imago dei and the corruption of human works 

challenges a fundamental tenet in the humanist aesthetics of Sidney and Jonson—the power of 

poetry to transform fallen humanity. In Sidney’s Defense of Poesy (1595), he attempts to refute 

prevalent anti-mimetic sentiments in early modern culture by demonstrating the moral virtue 

of poets and their contributions to a Protestant society. As part of his rhetorical strategy, Sidney 

appeals to Calvin’s belief in humanity’s fallen condition and its need for redemption—a 

redemption Sidney suggests can come through poetry. His Defense ultimately struggles, 

though, to integrate Calvin’s doctrine of total depravity with Sidney’s other influences 

(Aristotle, Plato, Erasmus, etc.). The Defense is not a systematic theology, but as Brian 

Cummings observes, it does make theological appeals to justify poetry. Cummings argues 

though that Sidney takes “extraordinary risks” by invoking Calvinist theology since Calvin’s 

beliefs about human depravity are ultimately incompatible with his vision of redemptive 

poetry. Hence Sidney’s evasions—he takes “pains to cover his track” and conceal the tensions 

between the various discourses and authorities he invoke.27 Such evasions make it difficult to 

determine the exact nature of Sidney’s private theological commitments, but they do reveal a 

cultural tension between Calvinism and the humanist rhetoric of self-fashioning.28 

 In his Defense, Sidney argues that poetry is superior to all other disciplines because it is 

                                                      
27. Brian Cummings, The Literary Culture of the Reformation: Grammar and Grace (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2002), 207. 

28. The nature of Sidney’s religious beliefs divides critics and biographers. Andrew D. Weiner is an early and 
influential critic of Sidney’s theological aesthetics. He argues in Sir Philip Sidney and the Poetics of Protestantism 
(1978) that Sidney’s Defense is essentially Calvinist. Though Weiner makes a compelling case for placing Sidney’s 
works into conversation with Protestant theology, he fails in my estimation to reconcile Sidney’s Calvinist elements 
with other influences such as Neoplatonism. My own reading of Sidney is closer to the one offered by Robert 
Stillman in Philip Sidney and the Poetics of Renaissance Cosmopolitanism (2000). Stillman argues that Sidney’s 
theology is a hybrid, blending sources that are diverse and not necessary compatible (he identifies the German 
reformer Philip Melanchthon and the Dutch humanist Erasmus as Sidney’s primary influences).  
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the only discipline not limited by nature:  “There is no art delivered to mankind that hath not 

the works of nature for his principal object.” Disciplines do not precede nature; they follow it, 

and as a result they can only work with the raw materials that nature supplies. Sidney refers to 

different disciplines as “actors and plays” of “what nature will set forth.” The astronomer, for 

example, follows a script that nature writes. He plays his part, which is observing and describing 

the workings of the universe. The poet, on the other hand, does not observe or describe—he is 

a genuine creator, capable of transforming reality or even creating new realities through his art. 

Only the work of the poet, therefore, contributes to self-fashioning: 

disdaining to be tied to any such subjection, lifted up with the vigour of his own 
invention, [the poet] doth grow in effect another nature, in making things either better 
than nature bringeth forth, or quite anew, forms such as never were in nature…he goeth 
hand in hand with nature, not enclosed, within the narrow warrant of her gifts, but 
freely ranging within the zodiac of his own wit. Nature never set forth the earth in so 
rich tapestry as divers poets have done; neither with so pleasant rivers, fruitful trees, 
sweet-smelling flowers, nor whatsoever else may make the too much loved earth more 
lovely. Her world is brazen, the poets only deliver a golden.29 

 
Sidney emphasizes the incredible power and autonomy of the poet to defend poetry from its 

critics, but in doing so he invites potential religious criticisms. While the psalmist declares that 

the “heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament sheweth his handiwork,” Sidney 

insists that the poet’s re-creation of nature is superior to the original.30 By praising the “zodiac” 

of the poet’s wit and the “golden” world it creates, he risks the accusation that he elevates 

human works above divine creations and presents the poet as a rival to God. 

 Anticipating such criticism, Sidney makes it clear that his admiration for the golden 

world of poetry does not dishonor God or denigrate his handiwork. Human art should never be 

                                                      
29. Philip Sidney, The Major Works, ed. Katherine Duncan-Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 216-17. 

30. Psalm 19:1 (1559 Geneva Bible). 
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elevated above divine creation, and praise for the poet should be directed towards God, who 

made human creativity possible by making humanity in his own image. Indeed, Sidney argues 

that poetry is the fullest expression of the imago dei, since it allows humanity to fulfill its divine 

command to take dominion over nature. He exhorts his readers, therefore, to  

give right honour to the heavenly Maker of that maker, who having made man in his 
own likeness, set him beyond and over all the works of that second nature: which in 
nothing he showeth so much as in poetry, when with the force of a divine breath he 
bringeth things forth surpassing her doings.31 
 

In Sidney’s estimation, nature is essentially incomplete—it is a work God intends for human 

beings to improve upon with their own works, and when they do, they glorify him. The poet’s 

golden creation, therefore, does not challenge or rival the original creation; instead, it affirms 

that human beings are made in the image of a maker and therefore have the special privilege of 

taking charge of the world He made.  

 Though Sidney’s invocation of the imago dei resolves the potential charge of idolatry, 

his conception of the imago dei conflicts with the Calvinist view of human nature. Sidney insists 

the poet’s wit is what gives him power over nature, but as I explained in Chapter 2, Calvinists 

believed that Original Sin ruined all human faculties—including wit. How can a fallen poet, living 

in a fallen world, be capable of making the world golden through his art? How can the poet’s 

works transform reality if his own transformation is a divine work? On this matter, Sidney is 

ambiguous. Some scholars have argued that Sidney restricts the power to transform human 

nature to Christian poets, but this view is difficult to reconcile with his admiration for pagan 

                                                      
31. Sidney, 217.  
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poets like Homer and Virgil.32 Even if Sidney did attribute the power to make “another nature” 

only to Christians, such a claim would be unlikely to persuade devout Calvinists, who believed 

that human depravity makes people entirely dependent on the Holy Spirit for spiritual 

transformation. Sidney does acknowledge Calvinist sentiments about fallen nature when he 

admits that the “first accursed fall of Adam” corrupted humanity, but he does not describe the 

corruption of the imago dei in Calvinist terms. Much like the Scholastics, Sidney envisions a 

division in human faculties that occurred as a result of Original Sin. Because of the fall, people 

now experience a conflict between two specific faculties, the “erected wit” that enables us to 

“know what perfection is” and the “infected will” that “keepeth us from reaching unto it.”33 

Humanity may have lost the state of beauty and goodness it formerly enjoyed, but it still retains 

the ability to imagine this state, even if it lacks the power to actualize it.34 Sidney, as Noam 

Reisner puts it, “concedes Original Sin but then effectively releases man’s ‘erected wit’ from its 

share of sinfulness” – a move that would not have placated Sidney’s more orthodox readers.35 

 From a Calvinist perspective, to suggest that some dimensions of the poet’s nature 

remain uncorrupted by Original Sin is to suggest that the poet’s works might contribute 

towards salvation or sanctification, an unreformed belief that Sidney is anxious to refute in his 

Defense. Poetry cannot save the soul, in Sidney’s estimation, but what it can do is “lead us and 

                                                      
32. See Weiner, as well as Michael Raiger’s “Sidney’s Defense of Plato,” Religion and Literature, 30, no. 2 (1998): 
21-57 and Michael Mack’s Sidney’s Poetics: Imitating Creation (Washington: Catholic University of America Press, 
2005). 
33. Sidney, 217.  

34. In Chapter 4, I argue that John Milton critiques this belief in Paradise Lost. Milton’s epic repeatedly calls 
attention to the reader’s inability to imagine a perfect world and explores how this inability affects readers’ 
aesthetic experience of the poem. 

35. Reisner, “The Paradox of Mimesis in Sidney’s Defense of Poesie and Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus,” Cambridge 
Quarterly, 39, no. 4 (2010), 336. 
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draw us to as high a perfection as our degenerate souls, made worse by their clayey lodging, 

can be capable of.”36 Here again Sidney appeals to Calvinist sentiments in order to appease 

more orthodox readers without fully committing to a Reformed anthropology.37 As a 

Protestant, Sidney does not suggest that poetry can save fallen humanity. What it can do, 

however, is inspire people to reach the highest state possible prior to spiritual regeneration. 

There are certainly points of agreement here with Calvinism. In Book 2 of his Institutes, Calvin 

discusses humanist disciplines and praises their contributions to society. He admits respect for 

pagan lawmakers and philosophers who created effective political systems, as well as scientists 

and mathematicians who furthered understanding of the natural world.38 Calvin, however, is 

silent on one human discipline: moral philosophy. For Calvin, humans are incapable of 

performing moral actions that can save or sanctify them, and therefore pagan philosophy can 

generate few meaningful answers to the most pertinent moral questions facing humanity. 

Sidney, in contrast, considers poetry vital precisely because it is the highest form of moral 

philosophy. Unlike other forms of moral philosophy, which are merely prescriptive, poetry 

offers a “speaking picture” that can both “teach and delight”; it does not merely prescribe 

moral change—it inspires it.39 Sidney’s case for poetry rests on this assertion, but as Robert 

Stillman points out, there is “precious little room in Calvin’s theology for moral empowerment 

of that kind without the agency of ‘special grace.’”40 Sidney’s Defense thus creates a place for 

                                                      
36. Sidney, 219.  

37. Sidney’s emphasis on bodily corruption is more characteristic of Neoplatonism than Calvinism. See Chapter 2 
for my analysis of Calvinist and Neoplatonic conceptions of the body. 

38. Calvin, Institutes, 2.2.15. 

39. Sidney, 217; see also 221-23. 

40. Stillman, 144.  
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poetry that is essentially secular—it can contribute to matters of earthly politics and civic 

virtue, but it remains ineffectual in matters of salvation and sanctification, the primary concern 

of a Calvinist aesthetic. 

 While Sidney struggles to integrate Calvinist depravity with humanist self-fashioning in 

his Defense, Ben Jonson presents a decidedly unreformed view of self-fashioning in his 

Discoveries (1641). Much like Sidney, Jonson celebrates the poet’s enlightened genius and his 

superior moral vision in his literary manifesto. But he places greater emphasis than Sidney on 

the poet’s work—in the sense of both the labor that produces literary texts and the texts 

themselves. While Sidney assumes the poet’s established virtue and skill, Jonson considers how 

the poet develops these qualities and how they are reflected in his works. According to Jonson, 

the act of writing poetry is a means for self-fashioning, through which the poet develops his 

moral virtue and artistic genius. This conception of authorship, as Bruce Thomas Boehrer 

observes, is one of the “single most revolutionary contributions in western literary history, 

leading as it does…to the myth of the isolated, elevated, and autonomous authorial genius.”41 

While Sidney emphasizes the power of poetry to transform others, Jonson focuses on the 

power of poetry to transform poet’s own nature. 

 In his Discoveries, Jonson rejects the aesthetic principle of sprezzatura, which is 

prominent in Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier (1528) and other Renaissance manuals on self-

fashioning. According to this principle, people should appear to possess grazia—they should 

seem “graced” with natural virtue and innate talent. If a person’s traits are actually developed 

                                                      
41. Bruce Thomas Boehrer, “The Poet of Labor: Authorship and Property in the Work of Ben Jonson,” Philological 
Quarterly 72, no. 3 (1993), 299. See also Joseph Loewenstein’s Ben Jonson and Possessive Authorship (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003), which demonstrates how Jonson’s “bibliographic ego” shaped early modern 
conceptions of authorship and the print industry.  
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rather than inherent, though, that person must ensure any signs of the work that produced 

those traits is hidden or removed.42 Jonson, however, abandons the quest for the illusion of 

grazia. His aesthetic demands what Laurie Ellinghausen calls the “infusion of process into the 

text.”43 He takes pride in what embarrassed his contemporaries—how hard he works to fashion 

himself. Poetry, in his estimation, should not appear to be an autonomous or self-contained 

artifact. Instead, it should be a testament to both the work that produced it and the poet who 

performed that work. Jonson’s emphasis on process and work has strong theological 

implications since, as Harry Berger points out, the rhetoric of sprezzatura often conflates grazia 

with the Christian doctrine of grace.44 The poet should demonstrate that his virtue was 

achieved through works, not given to him, Jonson insists. He has no need, therefore, for 

sprezzatura. He takes pride in his labors since the act of writing great poetry is what transforms 

him into a great man. 

 In Jonsonian aesthetics, language is fundamental to the creation and revelation of the 

self. Jonson envisions books as image-bearers of their authors, reflecting the authors in much 

the same way that humanity reflects God’s image: “Language most shows a man: speak, that I 

may see thee. It springs out of the most retired and inmost parts of us, and is the image of the 

parent of it, the mind,” Jonson declares.45 As Ellinghausen explains in her analysis, Jonson’s 

                                                      
42. For analyses of Castiglione’s views on sprezzatura and self-fashioning in The Book of the Courtier, see Wayne A. 
Rebhorn’s Courtly Performance: Masking and Festivity in Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier (Detroit: Wayne State 
University, 1978) and Harry Berger, “Spretzzatura and the Absence of Grace,” in The Book of the Courtier, ed. 
Daniel Javitch (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2002). 

43. Laurie Ellinghausen, Labor and Writing in Early Modern England (Burlington: Ashgate, 2008), 92. 
44. Berger, 303. 

45. Ben Jonson, The Works of Ben Jonson, ed. David Bevington, Martin Butler, and Ian Richardson, vol. 7 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012). 567-68. 
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emphasis on process “introduces matters of character—or the ‘good man’ formulation—into 

writing, making the author’s individual disposition, which is ideally oriented towards honest 

diligence, into a means by which to evaluate the worth of literary texts.”46 From a theological 

perspective, Jonson’s belief that literary works both shape and reveal the self is important 

because it invites readers to see the poem as the extension of the poet’s soul. Literary works, 

therefore, offer a means for judging the spiritual conditions of authors. The Jonsonian poet is 

confident, though, about offering both his soul and his works up for examination since he 

believes that he refines his own nature through the act of creating literature. 

 There are critical points of agreement and disagreement between Jonson and Calvin’s 

view of works. Like Jonson, Calvin emphasized the nobility of work, to which he assigned great 

spiritual importance. Also, like Jonson, he believed that works reveal the spiritual state of the 

worker. As Alistair McGrath explains, Calvin saw “work…as an activity by which Christians could 

deepen their faith, leading it on to new qualities of commitment to God…[T]o do anything well 

was a fundamental hallmark of the Christian faith.”47 McGrath alludes here to the Protestant 

work ethic, a concept popularized by Max Weber (1864-1920) in his hugely influential and 

highly controversial The Protestant Work Ethic and the “Spirit” of Capitalism (1904-5). Though 

some scholars have argued that Weber’s thesis about the origins of early modern capitalism are 

anachronistic, both Laurie Ellinghausen and Cristina Malcolmson have demonstrated that 

Calvin’s beliefs about vocation and labor played an important role in shaping early modern 

                                                      
46. Ellinghausen, 91.  

47. Alistair McGrath, “Calvin and the Christian Calling,” First Things 94 (1999), 34. 
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conceptions of subjectivity, if not early modern models of commerce.48  

According to Weber, Calvin influenced early modern subjectivity through a new 

understanding and valuation of daily labor. While medieval clerics distinguished between 

sacred and secular works, Calvin believed there could be no hierarchy of spiritual labor since all 

believers serve the kingdom of heaven. He taught that God gives every believer a specific task 

or vocation, and this calling presents one with unique opportunities to glorify God through 

one’s works. For Calvin, Weber writes, “the world was destined to serve the self-glorification of 

God, and the Christian existed to do his part to increase praise to God in the world by obeying 

his commands.”49 This is the crucial difference between the Jonsonian and Calvinist view of 

works. Though both emphasize the nobility of labor, the Jonsonian poet strives to glorify 

himself through his works. Calvinists, on the other hand, work to glorify God, all the while 

recognizing that because of their fallen nature, their works have no merits in and of 

themselves. “The great point,” Calvin declares, “is that we are consecrated and dedicated to 

God, and therefore should not henceforth think, speak, design, or act, without a view of his 

glory” (3.7.1). Unlike the Jonsonian poet, who embraces his graceless condition, Calvinists 

recognized that any gifts they possessed were entirely the result of divine grace, not their own 

efforts. They believed, therefore, that those who work for God are never meant to identify with 

their works, but to instead find identity and value in the God who works through them. 

 

                                                      
48. See Ellinghausen’s book and Christina Malcolmson, Heart-Work: George Herbert and the Protestant Ethic 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999), 1-15. 

49. Max Weber, The Protestant Work Ethic and the “Spirit” of Capitalism (New York: Penguin, 2002), 75. 
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3.3 Donne, Herbert, and Calvinist Aesthetics 

 Though Donne and Herbert did not write literary manifestos like Sidney and Jonson, 

they often discussed the nature of sin and its effects on human works in their devotional 

writings. From Donne’s sermons and Herbert’s The Country Parson (1652), we can develop a 

basic theory of authorship and selfhood that helps us explicate the theology of their religious 

poems. I do not wish to imply, though, that Donne and Herbert’s theologies are always in 

harmony with one another or that the religious expressions in their poems are always unified, 

coherent, or systematic. The speaker in Donne’s religious poems is perpetually anxious; he 

attempts to coax, manipulate, and negotiate with God in order to derive religious comfort, but 

he is always driven back to the conclusion that his spiritual transformation is entirely 

dependent on the will of God. The speaker in Herbert’s poems also wrestles with his spiritual 

state and comes to similar a conclusion about his dependence on divine grace. While this 

conclusion comforts Herbert’s speaker, it often induces more anxiety in Donne. Despite these 

differences, though, I find that both Donne and Herbert’s poems reflect the Calvinist belief that 

sin destroys the spiritual efficacy of all works—including poetry. As a result, Donne and 

Herbert’s theological aesthetics challenges two distinctive tenets of the humanist aesthetics 

exemplified by Sidney and Jonson—the Sidneian poet’s confidence in his “erected wit” and the 

Jonsonian poet’s self-investment in his works.  

While Sidney suggests in his Defense that the “erected” wit can raise the other fallen 

dimensions of human nature, both Donne and Herbert emphasize the total depravation of 

human nature and the limitations it places on self-fashioning. As Theresa DiPasquale observes 

in her reading of Donne, the poet desires to “write sacramentally efficacious poetry,” but he 
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can only produce a series of “failed devotions” that are “filled with spurious arguments, false 

starts, unresolved questions, and sudden reversals.”50 These devotions fail in the sense that 

they develop no program for the poet’s spiritual transformation, but they succeed in the sense 

that they remind readers no such program exists apart from divine grace. Poetry, in Donne and 

Herbert’s estimation, finds merit precisely because it reveals the failure of the self.  

 Donne’s “Holy Sonnets,” for example, display no confidence in the poet’s “erected” 

wit—instead, they consistently depict the self as a ruined creation entirely dependent on divine 

grace for spiritual restoration. In Sonnet 1, the poet acknowledges that God “hast made me,” 

but the imago dei is so corrupted in the speaker he fears God’s “work” will “decay” unless He 

intervenes.51 Unable to restore himself, the speaker implores God, “Repair me now” (l. 2). In 

Sonnet 2, the speaker also begins by acknowledging his status as a divine creation: “first I was 

made / By thee, and for Thee,” (l. 2) he declares before admitting that his “self,” which should 

be a “temple of Thy Spirit divine” (l. 8) is ruined by sin. Human depravity is so extensive and so 

extreme in the “Holy Sonnets” that the speaker often suggests spiritual reformation requires 

acts of violence against the fallen soul. In Sonnet 14, the speaker implores God to “batter” his 

“heart” (l. 1), comparing his soul to a “usurpt town” (l. 5) in need of divine conquest. Unlike the 

Scholastics, who claimed that the intellect could guide the soul, the speaker insists he cannot 

submit to “Reason” (l. 7) because reason is also held “captiv’d” (l. 8) by sin. The speaker cannot 

be persuaded by gentler forces, and therefore he must be “br[oken],” “blow[n],” and “burn[t]” 

in order to be made “new” (l.4). Sin distorts his nature to such an extent that he imagines he 
                                                      
50. Theresa M. DiPasquale, Literature and Sacrament: The Sacred and the Secular in John Donne (Pittsburgh: 
Dusquesne University Press, 1999, 104. 

51. John Donne, The Complete English Poems, ed. A.J. Smith (New York: Penguin, 1996), 309 (all future references 
to Donne’s poetry will be cited parenthetically).  
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will only be made “free” through divine “enthrall[ment]” and “chaste” through divine 

“ravish[ment]” (ll. 13-14). Unlike Sidney, who associates moral transformation with inspiration, 

the speaker in Sonnet 14 believes only subjugation and violence will free his soul from sin’s 

influence. 

 In Sonnet 5, Donne presents his most violent vision of the soul’s restoration. In this 

sonnet, the speaker declares, “I am a little world made cunningly, / Of elements and an angelic 

sprite” (ll. 1-2). He imagines himself as a microcosm, a planet consisting of both physical matter 

and spirit. However, “black sin hath betrayed to endless night / My world’s both parts, and oh, 

both parts must die” (ll. 3-4), he laments. The speaker emphasizes the corruption of both his 

body and his soul, and he places his trust in a divine transformation that is so radical it will 

result in the complete destruction of his old nature and the creation of a new nature. The 

speaker imagines his salvation as the creation of a new world, with “new spheres,” “new 

lands,” and “new seas” (ll. 5-7). He echoes the Apostle Paul, who describes the believer as  

a “new creation” where “old things have passed away” and “all things are become new.”52 This 

new world, though, is not Sidney’s golden world. Sidney’s golden world builds from and 

improves upon original nature, but Donne’s new world is created through the apocalyptic 

destruction of the old.  

When the speaker envisions this destruction, he imagines two ways it might occur. The 

first is inundation—the speaker imagines that if God “Pour[s] new seas in mine eyes” and 

“Drown[s] my world with weeping earnestly” (ll. 7-8), this will wash away the old nature and 

make room for the new. The speaker’s connection between the spiritual flood and “weeping 

                                                      
52. 2 Corinthians 5:17 (1559 Geneva Bible). 
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earnestly” suggests this transformation is rooted in the emotions: if God overwhelms him with 

grief and sorrow over his sin, these penitent feelings might provide him with the motivation to 

overcome his “black sin.” But this conceit still creates too much room for self-fashioning, and 

the speaker quickly abandons it. His new self will not be created through floods of grief, but 

“fire” (l. 10)—holy desire for God that not only removes his “lust” and “envy” (l. 11) but also 

replaces them with godly passions. When the speaker refers to his “fiery zeal” for “thee and thy 

house, which doth in eating heal” (ll. 13-14) he recalls both David, whose greatest passion was 

worshipping God in the Jewish Temple, and Jesus, who drove moneylenders from the Temple 

to restore proper worship to a sacred place that had been corrupted by worldly vices.53 Much 

like David and Jesus, Donne’s speaker desires such passion for right worship, but he recognizes 

this passion originates from God, not himself. Like Calvin, he is given to paradoxical descriptions 

of the human condition: he actively desires a transformation he is powerless to achieve, and he 

realizes that when this transformation occurs, it will be both self-consuming and self-creating—

“fiery zeal” burn away his old “world,” but also create a new one in its place. 

Though the speaker in the “Holy Sonnets” recognizes his inability to self-fashion, some 

scholars have argued that he ultimately surrenders to despair because he finds no guarantees 

that God desires to save or sanctify him. These scholars suggest that the speaker’s anxieties are 

a reflection of Donne’s own religious doubts, which they attribute to being a Calvinist, a semi-

                                                      
53. David’s passion for the Temple of God is evident throughout the Psalms. In 27:4, he writes: “One thing have I 
desired of the Lord, that I will require, event that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, to 
behold the beauty of the Lord, and to visit his Temple.” In Psalm 69:9, he declares: “For the zeal of thine [God’s] 
house hath eaten me, and the rebukes of them that rebuked thee, are fallen upon me.” In John 2: 13-25, Jesus 
drives the moneylenders from the Temple, an act that causes his disciples to recall David’s words in Psalm 69:9 
(1599 Geneva Bible). 
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Calvinist, or even an anti-Calvinist.54 Critics who conflate Donne with the speaker routinely 

ignore Donne’s own teachings on the nature of fear and doubt, though. In a 1621 sermon, for 

example, Donne distinguishes between two kinds of “security” a believer can possess—rightful 

trust in God and a misplaced confidence in the self. Fear and doubt are desirable emotions, 

Donne argues, because they challenge confidence in the self while also encouraging greater 

trust in God: 

there is a security of the faithfull, a constant perwasion, grounded upon those marks, 
which God in his Word hath seth upon that state, That neither height, nor depth, nor any 
creature shall separate us from God: But yet this security is never discharged of that 
feare…As then there is a vitious and evill security; and that holy security which is good, 
is not without feare: so that there is no feare of God, though it have some servility…but 
it is good…The love of God begins in feare, and then…The fear of God ends in love.55 

 
According to Donne the preacher, even believers who are completely persuaded and fully 

convinced of their salvation will experience fear—and this is a good thing, in his estimation, 

provided the fear is reverential fear. The fear of God is generated by an awareness of sin, and 

this awareness encourages greater submission to the Holy Spirit, who works to conform the 

fallen imago dei into a Christ-like image.  

Donne’s sermon echoes Calvin, who also acknowledged the intense fears and doubts 

that torment believers. Like Donne, he teaches that spiritual anxiety will produce greater 

security since genuine faith “in the long run surmounts the difficulties by which it was best and 
                                                      
54. See John Stachniewski argues in  “John Donne: The Despair of the ‘Holy Sonnets’” (1981) that Donne’s sense of 
despair originates form his Calvinist belief that salvation is ultimately based on God’s arbitrary election. Richard 
Strier, however, argues in “John Donne Awry and Squint: The ‘Holy Sonnets,’ 1608-1610” (1989) that Donne is 
anxious because he is not a committed Calvinist; he vacillates between the Calvinist belief that salvation is a divine 
work and the Arminian belief that people must secure their salvation through good works. Richard Strier presents 
a third alternative in the Chapter 5 of Reformation Spirituality (1985), in which he asserts that Donne is not a 
Calvinist at all but an Arminian whose doubts are the logical result of the Arminian belief that believers can lose 
their salvation if they fall into sin.  

55. John Donne, The Sermons of John Donne, ed. Evelyn Simpson and George Potter, vol. 3 (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1953), 6.  
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seemed endangered” (3.2.18). For Calvin, the greatest cause of spiritual anxiety is self-

confidence because it deceives fallen people into believing they must work to save or sanctify 

themselves, when in reality God alone can accomplish those tasks: “If you look to yourself, your 

damnation is certain,” he declares (3.2.24). According to Calvin, freedom from spiritual anxiety 

comes from trusting in God’s redemptive work. The reason believers struggle to do this is 

because they doubt God’s special love for them. Calvin observes that believers are generally 

convinced that God loves humanity, but they often doubt he loves them as individuals. They 

know that “mercy is great and abundant, is shed upon many, is offered and ready to be 

bestowed upon all,” but they are “uncertain whether it will reach them individually,” he 

surmises (3.2.15). This uncertainty characterizes the speaker in Donne’s Sonnet 2, who admits 

that he “shall sooner despair” when he sees God “lov’st all mankind well, yet wilt not choose 

me” (ll. 12-13). Stachniewski, Strier, and other critics have suggested the speaker doubts God’s 

love because of his predestinarian anxieties. He is uncertain God loves him because he cannot 

tell whether God chose him to be saved or damned, a dilemma these critics associate with 

Calvinism. Calvin does claim that faith rests on the “knowledge of divine favor towards us, and a 

full persuasion of its truth” (3.2.12). But Calvin never encourages believers to base their faith on 

evidence of election.56 Instead, Calvin argues that divine love is evidenced by Christ’s atoning 

death for all humanity and the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit in believers. If believers 

struggle to trust God, it is because they have trusted in their own power to save or sanctify 

themselves. Their doubt, Calvin argues, is intended to drive them back to exclusive trust in God. 

                                                      
56. Calvin, as R.T. Kendall and Peter Lake argue, was not an “experimental predestinarian.” He never encouraged 
believers to seek evidence of their election. In fact, he discouraged it. See Chapter 1, Note 11. 
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Like Calvin, Donne depicts self-confidence as the cause of spiritual misery in both his 

sermons and his “Holy Sonnets.” What destroys self-confidence, therefore, becomes the 

foundation for real joy and security: “There is no love of God without feare, no Lawe of God, no 

God himself, without feare….[T]he feare of God is our whole religion, the whole service of 

God,” he preached in a sermon.57 In Holy Sonnet 19, the speaker echoes this sermon when he 

laments the changeable nature and inconstant devotion that hinders his spiritual formation. 

The speaker distinguishes between two religious states, the “devout fits” that only prompt 

ineffectual “prayers, and flattering speeches” (ll. 10-11) and reverential fear for God, which is 

produced by an awareness of his sin. Reverential fear is preferred: “Those are my best days, 

when I shake and fear” (l. 14). In his analysis of this sonnet, Paul Cefalu asserts that for both 

Donne and Calvin, “godly fear is the necessary component, specifically of sanctification” and 

that belief that “fear is a necessary condition and efficient cause of regeneration follows from 

[their] sense of the difficulty of managing habitual sin and mortifying the flesh.”58 I add that 

Donne, following the lead of Calvin’s theology, makes godly fear a central component of his 

theological aesthetics: since fallen people are always tempted to believe there is some “erect” 

dimension of their nature that allows them to perform God’s work, the Calvinist poet seeks to 

demonstrate that the human soul is ruined by sin and powerless to transform itself. The soul 

can only watch, therefore, with fear and reverence, as it is transformed by divine art. 

 Though the speaker in Herbert’s The Temple (1633) rarely displays the spiritual angst 

that characterizes Donne’s “Holy Sonnets,” Herbert’s poems also challenge the Sidneian poet’s 

                                                      
57. Donne, Sermons, 7-8. 

58. Paul Cefalu, “Godly Fear, Sanctification, and Calvinist Theology in the Sermons and ‘Holy Sonnets’ of John 
Donne,” Studies in Philology 100, no. 1 (2003), 74. 



111 

confidence in his erected wit. Like Donne, Herbert demonstrates that all human works flow 

from a fallen nature and are therefore tainted by sin. Religious poets are no exception; 

their poems cannot contribute to the salvation or transformation of fallen humanity. All they 

can do is acknowledge their powerlessness. But it is this admission of powerlessness upon 

which Herbert, like Donne, builds his theological aesthetics. In the opening of The Temple, he 

offers this dedication to God: 

Lord, my first fruits present themselves to thee; 
Yet not mine neither, for from thee they came, 
And must return. Accept of them, and me, 
And make us strive, who shall sing best thy name.59  

 
Throughout The Temple, Herbert imagines that his works, his “first fruits,” are God’s property 

since it is divine grace that enables him to write and gives his writing any spiritual merit. 

“[Herbert] doesn’t present his first fruits—they present themselves,” Barbara Harman writes. 

“He even errs when he calls them his; they are not his—they come from God. In fact, they don’t 

really present themselves at all—they return to their proper owner, from whom it seems, they 

have shown a tendency to stray.”60 This renunciation of ownership is critical in Herbert’s 

poetry. Throughout The Temple, the speaker is tempted to see his works as reflections of his 

own skill and virtue. He knows that God should be the subject of his poems, but as he puts it in 

“Jordan (III),” he struggles with “weav[ing] myself into the sense” (ll. 13-14). What the speaker 

inevitably discovers, though, is that his works only find aesthetic and spiritual merit when he 

recognizes that God is not just the proper subject of his poetry but also its co-author. Despite 

                                                      
59. George Herbert, The Temple: The Bodleian Manuscript (Birmingham: Center for Medieval and Early 
Renaissance Studies, 1995), 10 (all future references to this edition will be cited parenthetically).  

60. Barbara Leah Harman, Representations of the Self in George Herbert’s Poetry (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1982), 63. 
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the speaker’s best efforts, only divine grace can give his works their ultimate meaning and 

value. The speaker’s works find merit, therefore, only when he recognizes that they are not his 

works.  

 Herbert’s renunciation of works is rooted in his belief that fallen human beings are 

incapable of spiritually meritorious actions. The denial of merit, as Rosemond Tuve observes, is 

a constant theme in The Temple.61 While Tuve associates this denial with basic Christian 

sentiments about human weakness (contrasted with divine strength), Richard Strier argues, 

more compellingly, that Herbert’s Reformed view of sin motivates his renunciation of his own 

works.62 In “The Church Porch,” the opening section of The Temple, Herbert envisions believers 

standing at the door of the Church, burdened with sins that he exhorts them to renounce—lust, 

drunkenness, vanity, dishonesty, idleness, wastefulness, anger, pride, prejudice, etc. These sins 

characterize the spiritual state of the believer, yet they do not prevent the believer from 

moving from the Church Porch into the Church itself. In “Superliminare,” the threshold that 

separates the outside world from the Church, Herbert declares that two kinds of people can 

rightfully enter the Church. The first are those who are “Nothing, but holy, & pure, & cleare” (l. 

6),” which describes none of the people addressed in The Church Porch. The second are those 

who are not holy, pure, or clean, yet “groaneth to be so” (l. 7). The desire for holiness is what 

admits one into the Church, not the freedom from sin itself. That, as Herbert will make clear in 

the body of poems that compose “The Church,” is a divine work. 

                                                      
61. Rosemond Tuve, Essays By Rosemond Tuve: On Spenser, Herbert, and Milton (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1970), 182. 

62. See the chapter “Dust and Sin: The Denial of Merit” in Strier’s Love Known: Theology and Experience in George 
Herbert’s Poetry (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983): 1-28.   
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In “The Altar,” the first poem in the Church sequence, the speaker rejects righteous self-

fashioning and places his trust in God for spiritual transformation: 

A broken ALTAR, Lord, thy servant rears,  
Made of a heart and cemented with tears;  
Whose parts are as thy hand did frame;  
No workman's tool hath touch'd the same.  

A HEART alone  
Is such a stone,  
As nothing but  
Thy pow'r doth cut.  
Wherefore each part  
Of my hard heart  
Meets in this frame  
To praise thy name.  
That if I chance to hold my peace,  
These stones to praise thee may not cease.  

Oh, let thy blessed SACRIFICE be mine,  
And sanctify this ALTAR to be thine. 

 
The primacy of the altar in Herbert’s Church indicates his ecclesiastical politics. While the focal 

point in Puritan meeting-houses was the pulpit, from which pastors preached the scriptures, 

the focal point in Anglican churches was the altar, from which priests administered 

sacraments.63 Like Donne, Herbert was most likely a conformist who supported a strong 

episcopal government and liturgical rituals.64 But Herbert does not embrace Laud’s 

ceremonialism or the soteriological assumptions that supported it. As Acsah Guibbory observes, 

Herbert’s altar is unique: it substitutes the “spiritual altar of Herbert’s heart for material altars, 

                                                      
63. Horton Davies, Worship and Theology in England from Andrews to Baxter and Fox, 1603-1690 (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1975), 11.  

64. In “The Monarchy of Wit and the Republic of Letters” (1990), David Norbrook argues that Puritans and 
conformists like Donne often agreed on theology, though they were divided over issues of church governance and 
ritual. I agree with Norbrook that Donne and Herbert’s loyalty to the Church of England should not be understood 
as Laudianism, since Laud redefined loyalty to the Church as adherence to a wide range of political, theological, 
and ceremonial matters that proved highly divisive in the late 1620s and early 1630s.   
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and calls into question human invention in ways that echo puritan iconoclasm.”65 Much like 

Jonson, Herbert is invested in metaphors of craftsmanship and building. But unlike Jonson, who 

celebrates the poet’s power to erect textual monuments to himself (what Joseph Loewenstein 

calls the “bibliographic ego”), Herbert calls attention to the self’s brokenness and insufficiency. 

The opening line suggests the speaker is an artisan, referencing the altar he “reares” in the 

church (l 1). But then, the poem shows that “No workman’s hand hath touch’d” this “altar” (l. 

4)—God is the one who “frame[d]” it (l. 3). The speaker is not the creator of the altar; he is the 

altar itself. His “parts” were “cut” by (ll.8-9) by God and fashioned into the altar, an allusion to 

the spiritual regeneration that comes from salvation. But salvation is not enough to make the 

altar into a fit channel for divine grace. It is still a “broken” altar because it is made from the 

“stone” of the speaker “hard heart” (l. 10). The altar is raised; it is ready to be used in in the 

administration of the sacraments, but to be made truly worthy of its office, God must continue 

to “sanctify” (l.16).  

For Herbert, the self, like the altar, is broken and fragmented: its only hope for 

restoration lies in God’s sanctifying work. What Herbert seeks to undermine, as Greg Miller 

points out, is the notion of the “autonomous, self-fashioning individual.” The true self for 

Herbert emerges only from a process of “unending reformation and change.”66 Unlike Sidney, 

who imagines a poet capable of self-fashioning himself and others through his erected wit, 

Herbert considers the wit, like all other human faculties, to be impaired by sin. In “Love (I),” for 

example, he laments the effects of Original Sin on human creativity. The “Immortal Love” of 
                                                      
65. Acsah Guibbory, Ceremony and Community from Herbert to Milton: Literature, Religion, and Cultural Conflict in 
the Seventeenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 47.  

66. Greg Miller, George Herbert’s “Holy Patterns”: Reforming Individuals in Community (New York: Continuum, 
2007), ix-x.  
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God (l. 1), which delivers humanity from the “infernal pit” (l. 13), should be the theme of all the 

arts. Yet poets are preoccupied with “mortal love,” which I interpret as material or worldly 

concerns. These concerns are so shallow, Herbert suggests, that poets are more likely to praise 

gloves or scarves for warming the body than the God who delivers the soul from damnation. 

The “brain” and “heart,” which are both divine handiworks, should reflect the divine image by 

creating works that glorify God. Instead, human wit tends to produce superficial works of 

beauty. Even with such a noble theme for inspiration, the fallen wit—contra Sidney—remains 

aesthetically empty.  

In “Love (II),” Herbert continues to emphasize this theme of aesthetic emptiness. The 

poet exhorts the “Immortal Heat” (l. 1) of divinity to draw human souls to it and transform 

them. He envisions a fire, much like the world and self-consuming flames in Donne’s Sonnet 5, 

that will restore order: God’s sanctifying works will burn away the “consuming lusts” and 

“kindle in our hearts such true desires” (l. 4); likewise, all the “invention[s]” of the “brain” will 

find true purpose. Herbert alludes here, I think, to the description of Adam’s creation in 

Genesis, in which God infuses the supernatural with nature by “breathing” divine spirit into the 

“dust” of Adam’s body.67 For biblical writers, dust is a constant symbol of human mortality and 

the limitations of human ambition.68 For Herbert, the fallen wit does not breathe life into its 

creations; it is spiritually impaired, and therefore it cannot imitate the God that created it. Thus, 

the poet hopes that through the “Immortal Heat” of God, the wit, along with all other 

dimensions of human nature, will be “mend[ed]” (l. 15). 

                                                      
67. Genesis 2:7 states: “The Lord God also made the man of the dust of the ground, and breathed in his face 
breath of life, and the man was a living soul” (1599 Geneva Bible). 

68. See Genesis 3:19;  Ecclesiastes 12:17; and Psalm 103:13-14. 
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Even when the soul is regenerated or “mended,” however, Herbert does not believe 

that autonomy or freedom from divine grace is possible or even desirable. In “Submission,” the 

speaker admits that sometimes he wishes God would give him agency so that he could operate 

independently of divine grace. But he recognizes that “thou art my wisdom, Lord” and “both 

mine eyes are thine” (ll. 1-2). If he tried to guide himself, he admits that his “mind would be 

extremely stirred / For missing my design” (ll. 3-4). Sometimes, he wonders if it “Were not 

better to bestow / Some place and power on me?” (ll. 5-6). But when he begins to “dispute and 

grieve” (l. 9) with God about his lack of autonomy, the speaker reminds himself not to “Disseize 

thee of thy right” (l. 12): if God set the speaker free, the speaker would have no guarantee that 

he would use his freedom to glorify God. “How know I,” he writes, “if thou shouldst me raise, / 

That I should then raise thee?” (ll. 16-15). His resolution, then, is to accept the “gift” (l.24) that 

God has given him and enjoy his submission. All he asks is that God “lend…a hand / Since thou 

hast both mine eyes” (l. 27). Here we find, as in Donne, a starkly different vision of the poet 

than the one promoted by Sidney. While Sidney’s poet promises to transform fallen nature 

through his works, Herbert and Donne place all their confidence for the transformation of the 

self in God’s hands.  

Because Donne and Herbert reject the Sidneian belief in the poet’s erected wit, they 

adopt a strikingly different attitude towards their religious works than the one promoted by 

Jonson. While the Jonsonian poet celebrates his achievements and views them as a reflection of 

his self-fashioning, Donne and Herbert seek, like Calvin, to disentangle the self from its works. 

In his sermons at St. Paul, Donne preached a Calvinist view of works and calling from the pulpit. 

In a 1619 sermon, later revised and delivered again in 1626, Donne exegetes the passages in 
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the gospels where Jesus finds Andrew and Peter fishing by the sea of Galilee and calls them to 

be his disciples.69 As Gale Carrithers and James Hardy point out, this sermon demonstrates 

Donne’s conception of “calling,” which he gives a double meaning. Calling, for Donne, refers to 

both the “personally fitting profession or craft or trade or station” and the “call to be a fit 

ambassador of truth, love, and repentance.”70 In the sermon, Donne observes that Jesus finds 

Andrew and Peter practicing their calling, the earthly vocation which they must perform: 

“They…[fished] because they were fishers; It became them, it behoved them, it concerned 

them, to follow their trade.”71 Donne wonders why Christ called these uneducated fishermen 

and entrusted them with the mysteries of heaven. He notes that Christ interacted with the 

wealthy, the skilled, the powerful, and the educated, but he did not call such people to follow 

him. Instead,  

he chose such men, that when the world had considered their beginning, their 
insufficiency, and how unproper they were for such an employment, and yet seene that 
great work so farre, and so advanced, by so weak instruments, they might ascribe all 
power to him, and ever after, come to him cheerfully upon any invitation, how weake 
men soever he should find them, because he had done so much by so weak instruments 
before: to make his work in all ages after prospect better, he proceed thus at first.72, 73 

 
In order to bring himself glory, Donne argues, God chooses to work with flawed materials that 
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heaven the light of faith, when we know that it cannot be acquired by our own exertions (Calvin’s Commentaries, 
vol. 16, 215). 
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seem unworthy of the task. “His purpose,” Donne declares, “was that the worke should be 

ascribed to the Workman, not to the Instrument; to himself, not to them.”74 For Donne, as for 

Calvin, God is always preoccupied with his won glory, and it is only when human beings submit 

to and participate in his glorification that they find their true identity.  

What threatens this process is the temptation to become ensnared in one’s vocation. 

When Christ called them to give up being fishermen and instead become “fishers of men,” 

Andrew and Peter dropped their nets immediately, but not all believers respond so quickly to 

the divine call in their lives. In his sermon, Donne declares that dropping the nets was a 

“Symbolic, propheticall action of their future life.”75 By choosing to leave their fishing nets to 

become “fishers of men,” Peter and Andrew demonstrate three truths about the nature of 

calling and work. The first truth, Donne explains, is labor, no matter how menial, is acceptable if 

one is called to do it. Christ approached these men when they were only mere fishermen; he 

showed no disdain for their profession; in fact, he seems to have admired their dedication to 

their vocation. The second truth is that a calling or vocation should not be abandoned due to 

personal preferences for another form of employment. “Intrusion into other mens calling is an 

unjust usurpation; and if it take away their profit, it is theft,” Donne declares.76 Peter and 

Andrew did not give up their vocation as fishermen until Christ called them personally, which 

reveals the third truth: any occupation or concern, no matter how fulfilling, must be abandoned 

if one is called to something greater.  
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In an act of interpretation more reflective of the poet than the preacher, Donne reads 

Andrew and Peter’s nets as symbols of both their profession, which is humble yet honorable, 

and a dangerous investment in one’s own works that threatens to ensnare believers and 

prevent them from answering God’s call. If Andrew and Peter had been too attached to their 

vocation, if they had identified too strongly with the labor in which they were engaged, they 

would not have been able to put down their nets and follow Christ. The lesson to be learned, 

Donne insists, is that believers must “radically love God for himself, and other things for his 

own sake, so far, as he may receive glory in our having, and using them.”77 God calls human 

beings to work, and work is noble, Donne argues. But because of sin, there is always the 

temptation to turn a calling into a snare, and so believers walk a thin line between honoring 

God with their works and turning those works into an idol. As a result, believers must inspect 

their works to discern the difference between acceptable labor and snares. “Whatsoever 

hinders my present following, that I cannot follow today, whatsoever may hinder my constant 

following, that I cannot follow to morrow, and all my life, is a net, and I am bound to leave 

that.”78 For Donne, the self always finds its true identity by embracing its calling from God. 

Works are a part of that calling, but the works themselves are not the source or basis of 

identity. To identify the self with one’s works, to invest the self in the work, as Jonson does, is a 

dangerous error from Donne’s perspective.  

Unlike Jonson, Donne does not see the poet as someone who begins with a unique or 

special nature, upon which he can self-fashion through good works. For Donne, every human 
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work is constrained by the soul’s depravity, and both the soul and its works find freedom only 

through divine grace: “No man can renew himself; regenerate himself; no man can prepare that 

worke, no man can begin it, no man proceed in it of himself,” he declares in his sermon on 

discipleship and calling.79 In a later sermon to King Charles, Donne makes it clear that righteous 

self-fashioning through works is impossible. He condemns different heretical beliefs about 

works, such as “Whole-pelagianisme,” which teaches that human beings can earn salvation 

through good works, apart from any divine assistance, and “Half-Pelagianisme,” which teaches 

that once believers are saved by grace, they continue to maintain their salvation through good 

works. Pelagianism was condemned as a heresy at the Council of Carthage in 418, and Calvinist 

polemicists often sought to undermine Laudianism and Arminianism by equating these 

positions with Pelagian error. Though both the Laudian-Arminian and Pelagian view of salvation 

are synergistic, there are fundamental differences between their conceptions of human nature 

and extent to which human beings contribute to their salvation. Nevertheless, it is likely that 

Donne—witnessing the growing faction in the Church of England—had the Arminian-Laudian 

view in mind when he denounces the Pelagian view of works. For Donne, the belief that human 

beings can make their souls pure through good works are “white spots, and have the colour of 

goodnesse.” In reality, though, these ideas are “indications of leprosie.”80  The only good 

whiteness is “but a reflection from Christ Jesus, in humble acknowledgment that wee have 

none of our own, and in a confident assurance, that in our worst estate we may be made 
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partakers of his.”81 Donne’s claim brings to mind the speaker in Holy Sonnet 4, who laments the 

color of his “black soul” (l. 1), which is “red…with sin” (l. 12). The speaker desires to repent, but 

he discovers that even the act of repentance requires “grace to begin” (l. 10). His soul can make 

itself “with holy mourning black” (l. 11) or “red with blushing” (l. 12), but these emotive states 

do not change the soul’s hue unless God first offers grace.  Only being “wash[ed] in Christ’s 

blood…/ dyes red souls to whyte” (ll. 13-14), the speaker concludes. Much like Donne from the 

pulpit, the speaker affirms the inefficacy of works—the restoration of human nature is an 

exclusively divine work. 

In The Country Parson, George Herbert echoes Donne’s view of calling and work as he 

describes the labors a country priest must perform to minister to himself, his church, and his 

community. Herbert also presents a Calvinist vision of work as something that honors God, but 

only if the workers acknowledge that their fallen nature prevents their works from having any 

spiritual merits apart from divine grace. If the community “labours” to “thank” the parson for 

his service, for example, Herbert urges that he should not allow himself to receive that praise. 

Instead, the parson must encourage others “to let him alone, and say rather, God be praised, 

God be glorified.”82 He envisions much of the parson’s work as teaching his congregation to 

understand the true nature and significance of work itself. Herbert counsels that the parson 

must always challenge his congregation’s natural tendency to believe they succeed or fail based 

on the strength of their own efforts. The congregation must be discouraged from “thinking that 

their own labour is the cause of their thriving, as if it were in their own hands to thrive, or not 
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thrive.” Vain labor, in Herbert’s definition, is any work in which people “never [raise] their 

thoughts to God, nor [sanctify] their labour with daily prayer.”83 Profitable labor, on the other 

hand, comes from being able “to see Gods hand in all things, and to believe, that things are not 

set in such an inevitable order, but that God often changeth it according as he sees fit, either as 

a reward or punishment.”84 For Herbert, what is at stake is always a proper view of the soul and 

its relationship to God, which is often skewed by a wrong view of works. If the individual sees 

works as a sign of their own strength or abilities, they fail to recognize the depravity of their 

condition and the divine work necessary to overcome sin. The self must learn therefore, to 

resist any temptation to identify with its works. 

The spiritually dangerous relationship between the self and literary work is evident in  

Herbert’s poem “Jordan (II),” in which the speaker regrets how artificial and empty his verse 

became the more he began to identify himself with his work. While the Jonsonian author is 

thoroughly identified with his works and celebrates their capacity to reveal his nature, Herbert 

strives for an undoing of the self in this poem. In the opening lines, the speaker remarks how 

his verse used to be filled with “lustre” and “did so excel” (ll. 2) when he wrote about “heav’nly 

joys” (l. 1). But then, the speaker became preoccupied with the pleasures of form over 

substances, and his poetic art devolved. “I sought out quaint words, and trim invention; / My 

thoughts began to burnish, sprout, and swell, / Curling metaphors a plain intention, / Decking 

the sense, as it were to sell” (ll. 3-6), he declares. The result? His artistic “death” (l. 10) and 

complete loss of “joy” (l. 12). “As flames do worke and winde, and when they ascende, / So did I 
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weave myself into the sense” (ll. 13-14), he laments as he describes how he was consumed by 

the desire to write poetry about himself instead of God. The speaker began with a desire to 

glorify God, but he eventually “[made] himself the objection of devotion, the cardinal sin…of 

Protestant theology,” David Reid observes. “It is as if, like a weaver, he had intended to damask 

a figure of Christ but somehow turned it into an image of himself.”85 Yet in keeping with his 

Calvinist aesthetic, Herbert does not offer his readers the actual failed attempts at poetic self-

fashioning that he laments in the poem. The poem reports the speaker’s despair over an art 

that lost sight of its ultimate purpose, and in doing so grounds the focus on an aesthetics of 

brokenness and humility, in which all works bring glory to God by revealing that no work of any 

merit is possible without his grace.  

 

3.4 Conclusion 

In The Cambridge Companion to John Donne (2006), Alison Shell and Arnold Hunt 

observe the paradoxical nature of early modern religious studies: on one hand, confessional 

labels like “Protestant,” “Catholic,” “Calvinist,” and “Arminian” are essential for understanding 

seventeenth-century religious culture. But on the other hand, such labels can “also be deeply 

misleading insofar as they confer an illusion of stability on a religious landscape that was, in 

fact, constantly shifting.”86 Donne and Herbert experienced this shifting landscape first hand, 

and the complexities, nuances, and tensions of English religious culture are reflected in their 

works. Nevertheless, I argue that Calvinism is essential to an understanding of Donne and 
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Herbert’s theological aesthetics. Both men were conformists in their views on ecclesiastical 

polity and ceremony, but they were not Laudians—they rejected the Arminian view of works 

associated with Laud, embracing instead the Calvinist belief that the ruined imago dei makes 

human beings totally dependent on divine grace for both salvation and sanctification. 

A Calvinist reading of Donne and Herbert’s works highlights not only the poets’ efforts 

to cultivate a spiritual mindset of brokenness and humility but also their conception of 

authorship and selfhood, which stands in opposition to the humanist rhetoric of poets such as 

Sidney and Jonson. Donne and Herbert wrote during an era in which the orthodox conception 

of religious works was being radically redefined to make greater room for human agency, and 

this movement parallels the rise of the “bibliographic ego”—the notion that authors fashion 

and reveal themselves through their works, to which they alone possessive exclusive rights. As 

Greenblatt has demonstrated, this pervasive rhetoric of self-fashioning conceals the extent to 

which social institutions and ideologies shaped identity and constrained individual agency 

during the early modern era. Though Donne and Herbert present God, not society, as the force 

that constrains the self, their religious poetry stands in opposition to early modern authors who 

celebrate the ability to self-fashion, to create stable and coherent selves. Donne and Herbert 

emphasize instead the ways in which sin fragments and divides the self. The speakers in their 

poem struggle to disentangle themselves from their fallen works, and they admit their inability 

to perform redemptive labors. Their poems reveal the failure to self-fashion and the limits 

placed on selfhood. In doing so, they encourage skepticism about emerging humanist 

conceptions of authorship, selfhood, and literary works in early modern culture. 
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CHAPTER 4  

“BEAUTY NOT APPROACHED BY STRONGER HATE”: BEAUTY, SIN, AND  

THE FALLEN READER IN PARADISE LOST 

4.1 Introduction 

At the end of the neoclassical era, criticism of John Milton’s Paradise Lost shifted in 

focus from the formal analysis of Milton’s blank verse to his representation of Satan.1 In The 

Marriage of Heaven and Hell (1790), William Blake famously argues that Milton was “of the 

Devil’s Party without knowing it” because even though Milton intended to justify God, he elicits 

sympathy for Satan by making him the most complex and compelling character in the poem.2 

From the Romantics to the New Critics, this thesis became one of the most divisive issues in 

Milton criticism. During the so-called “Milton Controversy” of the mid-twentieth century, the 

Romantic interpretation of Paradise Lost found its most vehement opponents and dedicated 

supporters as critics reevaluated Paradise Lost’s canonical status in English literature. Critics 

such as C.S. Lewis argued that decades of secular criticism had distorted the poem’s religious 

meaning. In A Preface to Paradise Lost (1942), Lewis insists that the poem’s meaning is 

“dazzlingly simple”: God is the hero, and Satan is the villain—a fact he believes many critics 

miss because they fail to keep their personal prejudices in check while judging the poem.3 

Critics such as William Empson disagreed, however, contending that the conflict between 

authorial intent and reader response arises from the text itself, not readerly prejudices. In 
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2. William Blake, “The Marriage of Heaven and Hell,” The Poetical Works of William Blake, vol. 1, ed. Edwin J. Ellis 
(London: Chatto and Windus, 1906): 241.  
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Milton’s God (1961), Empson defends the Romantic reading of Paradise Lost and argues—like 

William Blake and Percy Shelley—that “the reason why the poem is so good is because it makes 

God so bad.”4  For Empson, the very concept of the Judeo-Christian God is absurd, and any 

attempt to defend this concept will result in self-defeating arguments. Paradise Lost is no 

exception: though Milton attempts to preach God’s goodness, the poem buckles under the 

weight of an impossible goal and inevitably subverts his message. As a result, Satan looms 

heroically while God strikes the reader as a petty tyrant attempting to deny humanity the 

opportunity for freedom and self-knowledge. 

During the late 1960s, Stanley Fish attempted to resolve the stalemate between 

orthodox interpretations and Devil’s Party readings of Paradise Lost by synthesizing the 

arguments represented by Lewis and Empson. In Surprised by Sin (1967), Fish argues that 

Milton was a fervent Christian poet who intended to justify God, not Satan, in his religious 

poem. But Fish also argues that sympathetic responses to Satan are not irrelevant to criticism 

of Paradise Lost—in fact, they are central to its meaning. According to Fish, Paradise Lost is 

chiefly concerned with the experience of its readers and the interpretive challenges they face 

while trying to read Paradise Lost.  The intended readers of the poem, he explains, are fallen 

readers who will begin with the assumption that God is the hero of the poem, only to lose this 

conviction due to their struggle with personal sin, which makes them inclined to sympathize 

with Satan’s rebellion against heaven. Milton wishes to challenge and correct these fallen 

readers, Fish explains, and he attempts to do so by showing them that they respond to Satan in 

much the same way that Adam and Eve do, falling prey to the same specious arguments and 
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vain rhetoric as their ancestral parents. Paradise Lost, therefore, does not just tell the story of 

the Fall; it also tells its readers how they came to be fallen, and it seeks to demonstrate to them 

the ways in which their fallen condition distorts every aspect of their being—including their 

ability to read Paradise Lost.  

Though Fish’s controversial thesis did not persuade all critics, Surprised by Sin 

nevertheless played a critical role in reshaping assumptions about Milton and Paradise Lost.5 

Today, few critics would argue that Milton was a member of the Devil’s Party—his commitment 

to defending the Christian faith has become a critical commonplace.6 What concerns Miltonists 

now is whether his religious vision should be classified as orthodox or heterodox and how that 

vision informs his poetry.7 Most biographers suggest that Milton initially held theological beliefs 

that were more or less consistent with the Calvinist theology of the Puritans with whom he was 

politically allied during the English Civil War (1642-1651).8 At some point, however, Milton’s 
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period, see Georgia Christopher’s Milton and the Science of the Saints (1982), William Kerrigan’s The Sacred 
Complex: Psychogenesis in Paradise Lost (1983), Christopher Kendrick’s Milton: Ideology and Form (1986), Marshall 
Grossman’s Authors to Themselves: Milton and the Revelation of History (1987), James Grantham Turner’s One 
Flesh: Paradisal Marriage and Sexual Relations in the Age of Milton (1988), and John Rumrich’s Milton Unbound 
(1996). Though Rumrich disagrees with Fish on many points, he admits that no critic “has successfully refuted 
Fish’s main argument, not on its own terms” and that Fish’s “seminal study…is still basic to our contemporary 
understanding of Milton’s works” (3-4). In William Poole’s review of Fish’s How Milton Works (2001), Poole 
evaluates the impact of Surprised by Sin and finds that “Most Miltonists—most early modern scholars—wittingly or 
unwittingly assent to his [Fish’s] assumption: the best reader [of Paradise Lost] is an early modern reader” (258). 

6. Neil Forsyth is a notable exception to this consensus. He argues in The Satanic Epic that “Paradise Lost is not an 
orthodox poem and it needs to be rescued from its orthodox critics” (1).  

7. In recent years, Peter C. Herman, Joseph Wittreich, Elizabeth Sauer, and other proponents of “New Milton 
Criticism” have made the debate about Milton’s orthodoxy a primary concern in Milton studies. I address my 
relationship later in this chapter. For an introduction to New Milton Criticism, see Herman Destabilizing Milton: 
Paradise Lost and the Poetics of Incertitude (New York: Macmillan, 2005); Wittreich, Why Milton Matters (New 
York: Macmillan, 2006); and The New Milton Criticism, ed. Peter C. Herman and Elizabeth Sauer (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012). 

8. Gordon Campbell and Thomas N. Corns argue, for example, that Milton was raised as a Calvinist but later 
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thinking shifted and he rejected Calvinism in favor of a number of heterodox theological 

positions. Nigel Smith speaks for many critics, I think, when he describes Paradise Lost as a 

“heresy machine” that embodies Milton’s “heterodox views.”9 The belief that Paradise Lost is 

unorthodox in its theology is based on the conclusion that Milton wrote De Doctrina Christiana, 

a theological treatise written in Latin and not discovered until 1823. Because the theology 

expounded in this treatise contains many heterodox elements and because it is considered 

representative of Milton’s mature thought, De Doctrina Christiana is often used to gloss the 

theology of Paradise Lost. When viewed through the lens of De Doctrina Christiana (or, at least, 

certain portions of it), Paradise Lost seems to be a heterodox work, one that conflicts with the 

Calvinist orthodoxy Milton embraced in his younger years.10 In this chapter, however, I 

demonstrate that there is good reason to interpret Paradise Lost within the context of Calvinist 

orthodoxy, even while using De Doctrina Christiana as an interpretive guide. Paradise Lost may 

not be exclusively Calvinist, but it does contains strong Calvinist elements that are central to its 

meaning. While most examinations of Miltonic theology in Paradise Lost focus on 

predestination, I consider instead Milton’s representation of fallen human nature and its 

influence on aesthetic experience and judgment. Milton—like the other writers discussed in 
                                                                                                                                                                           
Humanism and the Puritan Social Order (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987); Nicholas Tyacke, Anti-
Calvinists: The Rise of English Arminianism, c. 1590-1640 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987);  Patrick Collinson, 
The Elizabethan Puritan Movement (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990); Peter Lake, Moderate Puritans and the 
Elizabethan Church (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); John Coffey and Paul C.H. Lim, eds., The 
Cambridge Companion to Puritanism, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008); and Dewey D. Wallace, 
Shapers of English Calvinism, 1660-1714: Variety, Persistence, and Transformation (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2011). 

9. Throughout this chapter, I will use the term “heterodoxy” to refer to anti-Calvinist theology. This does not mean 
that I consider Calvinism to represent orthodox Christianity. There are, of course, as many “orthodoxies” and 
“heterodoxies” as there are branches of Christianity, and I use the term “heterodoxy” here simply to refer to 
Milton’s mature theology, which most scholars consider to be antithetical to Calvinism. 

10. Nigel Smith “Paradise Lost and Heresy,” in Oxford Handbook of Milton (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 
524. 
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this dissertation—was an aesthetic skeptic who doubted the ability of the human mind to 

rightly perceive and evaluate beauty. This skepticism, I argue, is rooted in theological beliefs 

about the depravity of human nature that do not stand in opposition to Calvinism, but are 

instead guided by it. 

To support this argument, I return to and build from Fish’s thesis that Paradise Lost is 

chiefly concerned with the spiritual transformation of seventeenth-century Christian readers 

who—as Milton envisions them—struggle to read the poem properly because of their spiritual 

depravity. This depravity distorts and corrupts their ability to judge all things rightly, including 

beauty. In the introduction to the second edition of Surprised by Sin, Fish explains that every 

aspect of Milton’s thought is theocentric, including his aesthetics. For Milton, Fish writes, 

“words and images are truly beautiful only when they either praise God’s goodness or signify 

submission to his will.”11 Though Fish is not directly concerned with aesthetic issues in Paradise 

Lost, his observation raises an intriguing dilemma: if the creation of beauty in literature is 

dependent on the writer’s dedication to glorifying God, then surely the appreciation of beauty 

in literature depends on the similar dedication of the reader. Milton’s aesthetics suggests that 

one cannot read properly if one does not strive to bring oneself into harmony with God’s will 

through the act of reading. 

This God-centered perspective, however, is exactly what Milton believes his fallen 

readers will struggle to maintain as they experience his poem. What I explore here is the ways 

in which the readers’ failure to maintain this perspective affects their aesthetic experience of 

the poem. When Milton’s readers fail to remain God-centered, I argue, they risk imitating 

                                                      
11. Stanley Fish, Surprised by Sin: The Reader in Paradise Lost (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998), xx. 
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Satan, who seeks to enjoy beauty apart from God or to pervert beauty because it comes from 

God. Throughout the poem, Satan is repeatedly exposed to the beauty of creation, and he 

inevitably experiences a desire to corrupt the creation because it reflects the goodness of its 

Creator. Satan literally cannot think about beauty without desiring to destroy it. In much the 

same way, Milton’s fallen readers are tasked with imagining the beauty of a prelapsarian 

world—a task Milton believes they cannot accomplish because they are fallen. Fallen readers 

cannot mentally conceive the beauty demanded by the poem without introducing some 

element of imperfection or contamination into their imagination. Much like Satan, they cannot 

experience the world of the poem in their minds without corrupting their imaginative visions. 

By doing so, these fallen readers reveal their aesthetic depravity and call attention to their need 

for further spiritual reformation.  

In order to explain Milton’s strategy for exposing the aesthetic failures of his fallen 

readers, this chapter places Paradise Lost into conversation with Calvinist theology. Most 

scholars believe that Milton wrote the theological treatise De Doctrina Christiana sometime 

between the 1640s-1660s, and since this treatise rejects the Calvinist doctrine of 

predestination, they assume Milton had abandoned all his Calvinist beliefs by the time he 

began composing Paradise Lost. I demonstrate, though, that Milton—much like his fellow 

Puritans—was greatly influenced by Calvin’s doctrine of depravity and that this doctrine is key 

to interpreting his poem.12 For Calvin, fallen human beings lack the ability to respond purely to 

                                                      
12. Arthur Barker is one of the few literary critics to recognize Calvinist elements in Paradise Lost. In Milton and the 
Puritan Dilemma (1942), Barker depicts Miltonic theology as a hybrid that blends Calvinist and Arminian elements. 
Milton “did accept, without any substantial variations, the Calvinist view of man’s original corruption,” he argues. 
“His opinion of the powers of fallen and unregenerate man was no whit higher than Calvin’s” (305). Barker’s 
interpretation of the poem gives privilege to its Arminian elements, though he does admit Milton’s Arminian view 
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what is true, good, or beautiful until they experience God’s saving grace. As I explained in my 

previous chapter on Donne and Herbert, though, Calvinism maintains that salvation does not 

immediately free believers from what the Puritans called “indwelling sin,” and thus believers 

find themselves in constant need of a transforming grace that straightens the spiritual faculties 

sin has long made crooked. During the seventeenth century, Puritan devotional writers 

emphasized the need for believers to spiritually examine themselves constantly so that they 

might identify and overcome, with God’s grace, the indwelling sin that threatens to corrupt 

their mind, will, and emotions. As William Dyrness observes, this continual focus on “inward 

reflection…is central to Puritan thought.”13 It is also central to John Milton’s thought: like Calvin 

and the Puritans, Milton works to expose readers to their sin and to engage them in acts of 

divinely aided self-transformation. He originally intended Paradise Lost to be a tragedy, and 

four drafts of his unfinished play survive in a manuscript at Trinity College, Cambridge. These 

manuscripts contain multiple uses of the phrases “cited to examination,” which indicates his 

interest—even at this conceptual stage—in promoting self-examination and reflection. Such 

acts only become feasible, however, when the fallen readers of the poem recognize their own 

spiritual ugliness and acknowledge their dependence on divine grace. It is this recognition and 

repentance that Paradise Lost encourages its fallen readers to move towards. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                           
of free will had “no real effect on his view of unregenerate men” (307). Like Barker, I regard Miltonic theology as a 
hybrid, but I assign far greater significance to its Calvinist elements. 

13. William Dyrness, Reformed Theology and Visual Culture: The Protestant Imagination from Calvin to Edwards 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 146.  
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4.2 Milton and Calvinism 

According to the scholarly consensus, John Milton was a heterodox thinker who drifted 

further and further away from the Puritan mainstream over the course of his life.14 By the time 

Milton reached maturity, he had become an Arminian. Scholars disagree on the exact date at 

which Milton rejected Calvinism in favor of Arminianism, but this change most likely occurred 

between the late 1640s and the Restoration since this is the point at which he probably began 

drafting De Doctrina Christiana.15 The unfinished manuscript contains a number of diverse 

views that cannot be confined to one particular school of theology, but literary critics have 

proved most interested in Chapters 3 and 4, which defend the freedom of the will and 

condemn the Calvinist doctrine of predestination—positions associated in seventeenth-century 

English theology with Arminianism. “No aspect of De Doctrina Christiana is more central to 

Milton’s mature thought than the arguments he develops [in these chapters]…opposing 

Calvinist determinism and predestination,” Barbara Lewalski states in her critical biography. The 

Arminian theology expounded in these chapters, she argues, “[provides] the theological 

underpinning for the commitment to liberty and human responsibility, founded upon reason 

and free will, which had been a constant of Milton’s political thought from the outset.”16 Most 

                                                      
14. Early accounts of Milton’s life show little interest in Milton’s theological identity. Since the nineteenth century, 
however, most of his biographers have observed a movement towards heterodoxy in his life. See David Masson, 
The Life of John Milton: Narrated in Connexion with the Political, Ecclesiastical and Literary History of His Own 
Time, 7 volumes (London, 1859-94); James Hanford, John Milton, Englishman (New York: Crown Publishers, 1949); 
Barbara Lewalski, The Life of John Milton: A Critical Biography (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000); and Gordon Campbell and 
Thomas Corns, John Milton: Life, Work, and Thought (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). 
15. At the end of the 1990s, there was a surge of scholarly interest in the authorship, composition, and dating of 
DDC. The most influential case for Miltonic authorship is found in Campbell, Corns, Hale, and Tweedie’s Milton and 
the Manuscript of De Doctrina Christiana (2007). For notable studies that cast doubts on Miltonic authorship, see 
William B. Hunter’s Visitation Unimplor’d: Milton and the Authorship of De Doctrina Christiana (1998) and Michael 
Lieb’s “De Doctrina Christiana and the Question of Authorship” (2002). 

16. Lewalski, Life, 420-21. 



133 

scholars have joined Lewalski in viewing the Arminian theology contained in De Doctrina 

Christiana as the essence of Milton’s mature thought, and the treatise is thus consistently used 

to illuminate Paradise Lost, the greatest of Milton’s mature literary works. 

A brief survey of Paradise Lost criticism indicates the dominance of Arminian readings 

over the last five decades. Christopher Hill, who links Milton’s revolutionary politics with his 

Arminian theology, claims that Milton defends God in Paradise Lost by “[substituting] the 

Calvinist God of arbitrary power” for the “Arminian God of goodness, justice, and 

reasonableness.”17 Dennis Danielson, one of the first critics to offer an extended argument for 

Milton’s Arminianism, reads Paradise Lost as an expression of his Arminian dissent from Puritan 

orthodoxy.18 John Stachniewski, an astute observer of Calvinist influences on early modern 

literature, finds that Milton “firmly ejects Calvinism…from Paradise Lost.”19 John Rumrich, 

building from Danielson, also finds Milton thoroughly committed to an Arminian view of free 

will.20 Harold Bloom exhorts readers to never “forget that Milton was a Christian heretic, rather 

than a Calvinist.”21 Likewise, Neil Forsyth observes that Milton, contra Calvin, “takes a position 

closer to the Arminian” on the issue of predestination and “stresses the freedom of the will.”22 

                                                      
17. Christopher Hill, Milton and the English Revolution (New York: Viking, 1978), 275.  

18. Dennis Danielson, Milton’s Good God (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982): 66-69, 75-82. See also 
“Milton’s Arminianism in Paradise Lost,” Milton Studies XII (1978): 47-73. 

19. John Stachniewski, The Persecutory Imagination: English Puritanism and the Literature of Religious Despair 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), 265. Stachniewski does admit, however, that the poem contains “figments” of 
Calvinism that Milton was apparently unable to exorcise from his theological thought.  

20. John Rumrich, “Uninventing Milton,” Modern Philology 87.3 (1990): 249-265. See also “Milton’s Arianism” 
(1998), in which he argues for De Doctrina Christiana’s full theological compatibility with Paradise Lost. 

21. Harold Bloom, Bloom’s Reviews: John Milton’s Paradise Lost (Broomall: Chelsea House, 1996), 1-2.  

22. Forsyth, 293.  



134 

Milton’s Arminianism in Paradise Lost, it is safe to say, is a critical commonplace and has been 

for many years. 

A thorough survey of Arminian readings of Paradise Lost demonstrates, though, that this 

critical commonplace is more often assumed than argued. This is the conclusion, at least, that 

Grant Horner reaches in his dissertation “The Heresy of John Milton, Calvinist: Reforming the 

Puritan Poet with Historical Theology” (2017)—perhaps the most extensive overview of 

Arminian readings of Paradise Lost. Horner finds that Paradise Lost has been consistently 

misread as an Arminian poem due to three factors:  

first, an uncritical acceptance of scholarly consensus; second, a misunderstanding of the 
complex problem of the similarities and dissimilarities, the continuities and 
discontinuities, of Reformed theological polemic in its two major camps between the 
1590s and 1660s; and third, a misreading of subtle rhetorical strategies for proving his 
explicit theological argument in Paradise Lost.23 

 
Having surveyed the critical tradition and its assumptions, Horner proposes a highly revisionist 

interpretation of Miltonic theology in Paradise Lost: 

Milton’s epic, long considered an Arminian work, is in fact Calvinist in its purpose, 
theopoetic narrative argumentation, and goals…Milton exemplifies the typical 
theological paradigm held by virtually every single English Puritan of the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, from William Fulke at Cambridge in the 1560s to those divines 
subjected to the Great Ejection of 1662.24 

 
Horner’s argument for Milton’s Calvinism begins with an astute observation about the genre of 

theodicy, to which Paradise Lost belongs. In Book I, Milton states his purpose in the poem: “to 

                                                      
23. Grant Horner, “The Heresy of John Milton: Calvinist: Reforming the Puritan Poet with Historical Theology” (PhD 
diss, Claremont Graduate University 2017), 45. I am indebted to Dr. Horner for sharing his dissertation with me 
prior to its publication. 

24. Ibid., 45.  
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assert eternal providence, / And justify the ways of God to man.”25 Horner points out that such 

a goal is characteristic of seventeenth-century Calvinism, not Arminianism. Arminianism does 

not need to “justify” God because its vision of God does not suggest that God is responsible in 

any way for evil or injustice. Arminianism maintains that God created human beings with a free 

will, and he does not coerce or compel our choices in any way. God cannot be blamed for evil, 

Arminians argue, because human beings freely chose to do evil. Humanity, not God, is the 

source of evil. 

Calvinism, on the other hand, insists that God is sovereign over all actions and events, 

and therefore nothing can happen unless he decrees it. Such a position implies that God is the 

author of evil, since the origin of evil is an event and Calvinists maintain that God decrees all 

events. “It is the Calvinist,” Horner explains, “who needs to ‘justify the ways of God to Man’—

because the Calvinist is the one whose theological superstructure will absolutely ‘assert Eternal 

Providence,’ leaving his God open to the charge of being the unjust author of evil.”26 And 

indeed, Calvinists did feel compelled to defend God; the theodical writings produced in 

seventeenth-century England are consistently the work of Calvinists, not Arminians, since 

Calvinists felt pressure to defend God from the implications of their own theology. If Milton felt 

called to write Paradise Lost to justify God, therefore, it seems unlikely that he was an 

Arminian. Devoting over 10,000 lines of poetry to the defense of a theological position that 

needs no defense would be highly unusual for an Arminian. But if Milton was a Calvinist, as 

Horner argues, then his motivation becomes clear: he must defend the Calvinist God from his 

                                                      
25. John Milton, Paradise Lost, ed. Alistair Fowler (New York: Pearson Longman, 2007), 1.25-26 (all future 
references to this text will be cited parenthetically). 

26. Horner, 63. 
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critics, but he must also reconcile divine goodness with assertions of divine sovereignty 

(“eternal providence”). This is a thesis that Horner goes on to defend with a detailed reading of 

Paradise Lost that situates Miltonic theology in the context of both seventeenth-century 

theology and Milton’s own political and religious writings. Horner’s reading guides my own, but 

I do not argue here that Milton was a Calvinist or that Paradise Lost is exclusively Calvinist in its 

theology. Instead, I demonstrate that the presence of strong Calvinist elements in Paradise Lost 

indicates that Arminian theology, used for so many decades to explicate the poem, is not 

sufficient to encompass all of Paradise Lost’s nuances and complexities. Milton’s Calvinist 

commitments must also be considered in order to understand the aesthetics of Paradise Lost 

and how they affect the reader.  

The nature of Miltonic theology is an issue that is directly relevant to a growing debate 

in Milton studies: the aesthetic unity of Paradise Lost. Generally speaking, Milton critics can be 

divided into two camps—those who believe Paradise Lost is a unified and coherent poem with 

a singular purpose (e.g. spiritually transforming the reader) and those who believe the poem’s 

ambivalence and open-endedness sustain a variety of agendas. Fish is the leading proponent of 

the former view. In How Milton Works (2001), he asserts that “conflict, ambivalence, [and] 

open-endedness” are not “constitutive features” of Paradise Lost but instead “products of 

systematic misreading of it”27 In recent years, Peter C. Herman, Joseph Wittreich, Elizabeth 

Sauer, Richard Strier, and others have all challenged this assertion. The “New Milton Critics” 

argue that nothing we know about Milton’s theological vision or religious agenda is sufficient to 

resolve the conflicts in Paradise Lost or unify its disparate elements. My own argument 

                                                      
27. Fish, How Milton Works (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001), 14. 
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positions me somewhere between Fish and the New Milton Critics. Like Fish, I argue that Milton 

intended Paradise Lost to challenge and correct his intended readers, and I demonstrate how 

sections of the poem dealing with beauty and aesthetic experience might have affected those 

readers. Unlike Fish, however, I explicate these sections using Calvinist, not Arminian, theology. 

If Paradise Lost does contain strong Calvinist elements, as I argue, then this challenges 

numerous readings that have attributed the aesthetic unity of the poem to Milton’s attempt to 

write an Arminian theodicy. The conflicts and contradictions that New Milton Critics observe in 

Paradise Lost are likely the result of Milton’s struggle to synthesize Calvinism and Arminianism, 

two opposing theological systems. Regardless, my goal here is not explain how Miltonic 

theology creates unity or disunity of Paradise Lost, but to demonstrate that the poem does 

contain strongly Calvinist elements and how those elements contributed to aesthetic skepticism 

in early modern England.  

 During the early 1640s, Milton’s full commitment to Calvinism is evident in his political 

and religious writings. Milton consistently aligns himself at this point in his life with the 

Puritans, both politically and theologically, and even when he defends radical views on issues 

such as divorce and censorship, he attempts to persuade Puritan readers with arguments that 

appeal to rather than criticize their Calvinist commonplaces. In his tract Of Prelatical 

Episcopacie (1641), Milton defends the presbyterian model of church government favored by 

Puritans and rejects the episcopal model used in the Church of England. To support his case 

against episcopacy, Milton cites Calvin and his disciple Theodore Beza (1519-1605), two 
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“dissolvers of Episcopacie” whom he praises as men of “worth” and “learning.”28 In his 

Animadversions upon the Remonstrants Defense Against Smectymnuus (1641), Milton lambasts 

the Bishop Joseph Hall for misusing Calvin’s writings to suggest that Calvin favored episcopacy. 

Milton rebukes Hall, whom he refers to as the “untheological remonstrant,” for trying to exploit 

the authority of “Calvin’s name” while disregarding the actual content of “Calvin’s reason.”29 If 

one is going to cite Calvin, one must know Calvin.  

In The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce (1643), Milton appeals to “Calvin’s reason” 

himself in order to defend his radical belief that divorce is permissible on the grounds of 

incompatibility. He faults the contemporary church for failing to give believers living in the era 

of the New Testament a freedom that was granted to Jews living under the strictures of the 

Mosaic Law. Milton defends his view of the relationship between the old and new covenants by 

citing Calvin and his superior exegesis of Old Testament scripture (“as Calvin and the best 

translations read…”). Milton undoubtedly realized that his view of divorce would alienate many 

of his Puritan readers, and he thus attempts to emphasize their common identity as Calvinists. 

This bond unites them, he suggests, against theological adversaries like the “Jesuits and that 

sect among us which is nam’d of Arminius, [which] are wont to charge us with making God the 

author of sinne.” Milton denies the validity of this charge, but he expresses hope that if 

Arminians gain a better understanding of divine sovereignty, they will “be perswaded to 

                                                      
28. John Milton, Complete Prose Works, ed. Don Wolfe et al, vol. 1 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1953-82), 
640. 

29. Ibid., 680; 707. 
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absolve God and us.”30 Though Milton supposedly rejects this Calvinist belief in Paradise Lost, at 

this point he firmly believes that divine sovereignty can be reconciled with divine goodness.  

 In Areopagitica (1644), Milton references Calvin once again to defend a controversial 

position. This time, Milton defends the freedom of the press and attempts to dissuade 

Parliament from requiring all publications to be licensed by the government prior to printing. 

Milton reminds his readers that if such restrictions had been regularly enforced in the previous 

century, the Protestant cause would have greatly suffered since English reformers would not 

have had access to the writings of European theologians like Jan Huss, Martin Luther, and 

Calvin. For Milton, the solution to dangerous books is not government censorship but readerly 

discernment: he reminds his readers how the “acute and distinct Arminius [a former Calvinist] 

was perverted by merely perusing a nameless discourse written at Delf, which at first he tooke 

in hande to confute.”31Arminius’s perversion, Milton suggests, is not a testament to the power 

of dangerous books, but to the defects in readers, which are only corrected, ironically, by first 

being exposed to truth and falsity and then by learning to tell the difference between the two. 

Arminius was perverted, Milton suggests, not by what he read, but by how he read. The lesson 

for Calvinists is clear: censorship is not the way to prevent the rise of another Arminius.   

Even though Milton’s commitment to Calvinism and his opposition to Arminianism are 

evident in his early writings, his political and religious tracts are rarely used to explicate the 

theology of Paradise Lost due to the preeminent status of De Doctrina Christiana in Milton 

studies. Though I find, much like Michael Lieb, that there is good reason to doubt that we “shall 

                                                      
30. Milton, Complete Prose Works, vol. 2, 257; 293. 

31. Ibid., 519-20.  
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ever know conclusively whether or not Milton authored all of De Doctrina Christiana, part of it, 

or none of it,” this chapter is not directly concerned with the authorship of the treatise.32 Even 

if we concede Milton’s authorship, it would not prevent us from reading Paradise Lost from a 

Calvinist perspective since De Doctrina Christiana itself contains decidedly Calvinist elements. 

Though Lewalski maintains that Chapters 3 and 4 are central to Milton’s theology because they 

refute the Calvinist view of predestination and free will, those issues do not represent the 

entirety of Calvinist theology or its sole concerns.33 As I have argued throughout this 

dissertation, Calvinism is also defined by its doctrine of total depravity, which stipulates that 

every aspect of human nature was thoroughly corrupted by Original Sin. As a result, human 

beings cannot respond positively to God unless God chooses first to save and then transform 

their fallen natures through divine grace. In De Doctrina Christiana, we find a rejection of 

Calvinist predestination, but we also find a view of sin and its effects on human nature that is 

highly compatible with the Calvinist anthropology of the Puritans—and the younger Milton.34 

 Milton’s writings in the 1640s give every indication that he believed in Calvin’s doctrine 

of total depravity. In “Of Reformation” (1641), he refers to the “original spot of sin in human 

                                                      
32. Lieb, 172. 

33. In his Institutes of the Christian Religion, Calvin writes: “let us willingly abstain from the search after knowledge 
[about predestination], to which it is both foolish as well as perilous, and even fatal to aspire. If an unrestrained 
imagination urges us, our proper course is to oppose it…There is good reason to dread a presumption which can 
only pluge us headlong into ruin” (3.21.2). For Calvin, the church must teach predestination since it is a doctrine 
clearly found in Scripture, but it must also avoid an excessive focus on predestination since it is also a mystery 
unexplained by Scripture. Calvin’s theology, therefore, is never fixated on predestination.  

34. Milton’s writings in the 1640s give every indication that he believed in Calvin’s doctrine of total depravity. In 
“Of Reformation” (1641), he refers to the “original spot” of sin in human beings (CPW, vol. 1, 523). He echoes 
Calvin’s description of the human condition in his tract “The Reason of Church Government” (1642), in which he 
refers to the “grosse distorted apprehensions of decay’d mankind” (CPW, vol. 1, 750). In his “Apology for 
Smectymnuus” (1642), he twice lambasts Arminians for denying or ignoring Original Sin (CPW, vol. 1, 917). The 
early Milton, as Will Poole observes in Milton and the Idea of the Fall (2005), clearly “has nothing unexpected to 
say about the Fall [from a Calvinist perspective], and his polemical slur that Arminians were sure to deny Original 
Sin…shows well where his tastes lay” (133). 
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beings.”35 He echoes Calvin’s description of the human condition in his tract “The Reason of 

Church Government” 91642), in which he refers to the “grosse distorted apprehensions of 

decay’d mankind.”36 In his “Apology for “Smectymnuus” (1642), he twice lambasts Arminians 

for denying or ignoring the doctrine of Original Sin.37 The younger Milton, as Will Poole 

observes, clearly has nothing unexpected to say about the Fall [from a Calvinist perspective], 

and his polemical slur that Arminians were sure to deny Original Sin…shows well where his 

tastes lay.”38 Critics rarely consider these Calvinist statements about Original Sin when 

interpreting Paradise Lost, however, since the prevailing assumption in Milton studies is that 

the poet had rejected Calvinism by the time he began writing De Doctrina Christiana.  

Though De Doctrina Christiana does reject the Calvinist view of predestination, its 

description of sin and human nature is clearly indebted to the Calvinist and Puritan writers that 

Milton read and with whom he was associated. This fact is evident from the very beginning of 

the treatise: on the title page of the manuscript, there is a list of theologians, written in Latin at 

the bottom of the page, that presumably inspired and guided the author—Bucerum, Calvinum, 

Martyrem, Musculum, Ursinum, and Gomarum.39 As Horner observes, these theologians are all 

staunchly Calvinist, a remarkable fact given that De Doctrina Christiana is generally considered 

the work of an Arminian.40 In the preface to the treatise, the author describes how he prepared 

                                                      
35. Milton, Complete Prose Works, vol. 1, 523. 

36. Ibid., 750.  

37. Ibid., 1917. 

38. Will Poole, Milton and the Idea of the Fall (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 133. 

39. Martin Bucer (1491-1551), John Calvin, Peter Martyr Vermigli (1499-1562), Wolfgang Musculus (1497-1563), 
Zacharias Ursinus (1534-1583), and Franciscus Gomarus (1563-1641). 

40. Horner, 283-84. 
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to write his own systematic theology by “going diligently through a few of the shorter systems 

of divines.” Campbell, Corns, Hale, and Tweedie follow Edward Phillips in concluding that the 

two systematic theologians that exerted the greatest influence on De Doctrina Christiana’s style 

and structure as a systematic theology were William Ames (1576-1633), perhaps the most 

widely read Puritan theologian of the early modern era, and the Swiss Calvinist Johannes 

Wolleb (1589-1629). Campbell et al. also consider Thomas Cartwright (1535-1603), Dudley 

Fenner (1558-1587), William Perkins (1558-1602), Amandus Polanus (1561-1610), Lucas 

Trelcatius (1542-1602), Johann Gerhard (1582-1637), Johan-Heinrich Alsted (1588-1638), 

Theodore Beza, Johannes Piscator (1546-1625), and Petrus Ramus (1515-172) to be notable 

influences.41 While the predestinarian theology expounded in Chapters 3 and 4 of De Doctrina 

Christiana is highly incongruous with the views of these writers, who are all Calvinists (and, in 

the case of the English divines, all affiliated with Puritanism), the theology of human nature 

found in the treatise reflects their influence. 

In De Doctrina Christiana, the author describes Adam and Eve’s fall from grace and its 

resulting effects on human nature in a way that is remarkably consistent with Calvinism. 

Consider these passages from De Doctrina Christiana, placed side by side with comparable 

passages from Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion (1536): 

De Doctrina Christiana Institutes of the Christian Religion 
 

On Hereditary Corruption: 
Thus as soon as the fall occurred, our first 
parents became guilty, though there could 
have been no Original Sin in them. Moreover 
all of Adam’s descendants were included in 

After the heavenly image in man was effaced, 
he [Adam] not only was himself 
punished…but he involved his posterity also, 
and plunged them in the same 

                                                      
41. Campbell, Corns, Hale, and Tweedie, 92-98.  
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the guilt, though original sin had not yet been 
implanted in them. Finally, guilt is taken away 
from the regenerate, but they still have 
original sin. 
 

wretchedness….The sin of the first man 
passed to all his posterity…All of us, 
therefore, descending from an impure seed, 
come into the world tainted with the 
contagion of sin.42 
 

On Human Reason: 
[Man suffers] the loss or at least the extensive 
darkening of that right reason, whose 
function it was to discern the chief good, and 
which was, it were, the life of understanding. 

Therefore, since reason, by which man 
discerns between good and evil, and by which 
he understands and judges, is a natural gift, it 
could not be entirely destroyed; but being 
partly weakened and partly corrupted, a 
shapeless ruin is all that remains. (2.2.12) 
 

On the Image of God: 
[Original Sin resulted] in the lessening of the 
majesty of the human countenance, and the 
degradation of the mind…however it cannot 
be denied that some traces of divine image 
still remain in us, which are not wholly 
extinguished by spiritual death.43 

It cannot be doubted that when Adam lost his 
first estate he became alienated from God. 
Wherefore, although we grant that the image 
of God was not utterly effaced and destroyed 
in him, it was, however, so corrupted, that 
anything which remains is fearful deformity; 
and therefore, our deliverance begins with 
that renovation which we obtain from Christ, 
who…restores us to true and substantial 
integrity (1.15.4). 

 
Both Calvin and Milton present a strikingly similar view of the human condition: God created 

humanity in a state of moral and spiritual perfection, but humanity lost that perfection due to a 

sinful rebellion against God. As a result, the first human beings caused themselves and all their 

descendants to become depraved. Much like Donne and Herbert, Milton embraces Calvin’s 

vision of the ruined imago dei—human nature still retains remnants of its former glory, but 

because sinners are born in a state of rebellion against God, they no longer possess or reflect 

                                                      
42. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, transl. Henry Beveridge (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 
2008), 2.1.5 (all future references to this text will be cited parenthetically). 

43. Milton, The Complete Prose Works, ed. Don Wolfe et al., vol. 6 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1958-82), 
390; 394; 396. 
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divine glory the way they once did. Like Calvin, Milton emphasizes the “extensive darkening” of 

“right reason,” which was intended to help humanity maintain its perfect relationship with God.  

Few scholars have commented on the striking similarities between Milton’s view of 

fallen human nature in De Doctrina Christiana and Calvin’s view. A notable exception is Will 

Poole, who finds in Milton and the Idea of the Fall (2005) that Milton’s anthropology has more 

in common with Calvinism than Arminianism. He concludes, however, that Milton softens 

Calvin’s grim view of the human condition, presumably due to the author’s suggestion that 

fallen human beings have not completely lost their capacity for “right reason” and the assertion 

that human nature still contains elements of the divine image in which it was created.44 But in 

the passages that I selected from Calvin’s Institutes, it is evident that Calvin does not 

substantially differ from the author of De Doctrina Christiana on these matters. As I 

demonstrate in my third chapter, Calvin never claims that the Fall completely destroyed human 

reason or the imago dei.45 Instead, Calvin emphasizes the radical failure of all human faculties—

reason, will, emotions, imagination—to fulfill the purpose for which they were created: helping 

the subject know and worship the Creator.46 Calvin’s anthropology is teleological, and he 

emphasizes the purpose for which humanity was created, a purpose it can longer fulfill in its 
                                                      
44. Poole states: “Milton revises the Calvinist extremities…Although the consequences of the Fall are dire and 
universal, man is not entirely debased as a result” (144). Observing the incongruous theological elements that 
characterize the treatise, he advises that it is “unwise to put too much pressure on the De Doctrina, as its current 
state is neither that of a first nor final draft, but Milton’s understanding of the Fall and of original sin clearly follows 
broadly Calvinist lines, with Arminian qualifications” (145). 

45. In my study of Calvin’s view on the remnants of prelapsarian nature, I have found Stanley J. Grentz’s The Social 
God and the Relational Self: A Trinitarian Theology of the Imago Dei (London: Westminster John Knox, 2007) and 
Mary Potter Engle’s John Calvin’s Perspectival Theology (Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2008) quite useful for 
balancing Calvin’s complex and nuanced statements about sin’s effects on human nature. 

46. Calvin’s comments on truth are a good indication of his position. Observing the universal desire for knowledge, 
he states: “We see that there has been implanted in the human mind a certain desire for investigating truth, to 
which it never would aspire unless some relish for truth antecedently existed…Still, it is true that this love of truth 
fails before it reaches the goal, forthwith falling away into vanity” (2.2.12). 
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fallen state. Fallen humanity is a “ruin” and a “fearful deformity” in Calvin’s estimation, not 

because the components of prelapsarian nature are completely removed, but because all the 

functions of prelapsarian nature have been perverted. Every aspect of human nature is 

completely broken, and nothing works as intended—until human beings are saved and 

transformed by divine grace. This is Calvin’s view in his Institutes, it is Milton’s view in De 

Doctrina Christiana (if he is, indeed, its sole author), and I argue that it is Milton’s view in 

Paradise Lost as well.  

 Though most literary critics have argued—or assumed—that Paradise Lost is exclusively 

Arminian in terms of its theology, Milton’s representation of Original Sin’s effects on the human 

soul is a clear indication of his Calvinist anthropology. In his Institutes, Calvin explains that God 

created the soul with two faculties to guide it—the reason and the will. The function of reason 

is to “judge between objects”; it allows the soul to discern truth from falsity, good from evil, 

and beauty from ugliness. Once these judgments have been made, it is up to the will to “choose 

and to follow what [reason] declares to be good, and to reject what it declares to be bad” 

(1.15.7). The dilemma for Calvin, however, is that both parts of the soul became thoroughly 

depraved as a result of Original Sin, that “hereditary corruption and depravity of our nature, 

extending to all parts of the soul” (2.1.18, emphasis added). Due to this extensive corruption, 

the depraved soul cannot reason properly or choose correctly. Reason, for Calvin, is now a 

“light…so smothered by clouds and darkness that it cannot shine forth to any good effect” 

(2.2.12). He does not mean that human beings do not possess the capacity for rational thought, 

as I explained earlier, but that reason no longer allows human beings to discern the ultimate 

nature of truth, beauty, and goodness. Even if humanity could know these things, they would 



146 

still lack the ability to “choose” and “follow” them since their wills are also subsumed by sin. As 

a result, Calvin explains, the soul’s fallen faculties turn “every individual mind…[into] a kind of 

labyrinth” (1.15.12). The image of the labyrinth, along with the image of the “abyss,” is Calvin’s 

favorite metaphor for the human condition: it perfectly expresses his belief that every person is 

trapped in the maze of their own depravity until they are first saved and then transformed by 

divine grace.47  Milton himself expresses a strikingly similar view in Paradise Lost when he 

describes Adam and Eve’s new fallen nature: their minds, once a “calm region.../full of peace,” 

are now “tossed and turbulent” (9.1125-26). Their wills, once guided by “sovereign reason,” are 

“in subjection now / To sensual appetite” (ll. 1128-29). Much like Calvin, Milton envisions the 

Fall as an extensive disordering of every aspect of human nature.   

Throughout his poetry, Milton reaffirms the Calvinist belief that the fallen mind is a 

labyrinth. Much like Shakespeare’s Othello and Middleton’s The Changeling, Paradise Lost 

depicts the mental and emotional turmoil of depraved characters who cannot recognize or 

transcend their fallen perspective. When Satan and the fallen angels contemplate their failed 

rebellion against heaven in Book II, they find themselves both epistemologically challenged and 

politically divided—they cannot agree what actions caused their downfall or what actions—if 

any—are capable of rectifying their condition now. As the fallen angels debate their situation, 

Milton’s epic voice informs the reader that 

In thoughts more elevate…[they] reasoned high 
 Of Providence, Foreknowledge, Will, and Fate, 
 Fixed Fate, Free Will, Foreknowledge absolute, 
 And found no end, in wand’ring mazes lost. (2.558-561) 

                                                      
47. Francis Higman observes that the terms “labyrinth” and “abyss” are commonly used in Calvin’s writing to 
describe the human condition. In the 1559 edition of Institutes, “labyrinth” is used twelve times while “abyss” 
appears twenty-six time (Higman, as quoted by Muller in The Unaccomodated Calvin, 80). 
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It is worth noting here that being cast into hell forces the demons to become theologians. But 

theology does not deliver them from hell. They are certainly discussing edifying and intellectual 

topics here, as Richard Arnold points out in The Logic of the Fall (2006); they are discussing the 

very topics that preoccupied many seventeenth-century divines. But as Arnold explains, the 

subject of a discourse is far less important to Milton than the “end or purpose to which…the 

discourse is directed.”48 In this case, the end goal of this theological inquiry is not repentance—

it is revenge. The fallen angels turn to theology in order to discover what means are still 

available to them to escape or resist divine punishment for their sin. But since they refuse to 

recognize and repent from that sin, they fail to realize how their “high” reason has been 

corrupted. Reason, as Fish explains, does not provide fallen beings with the means to 

understand and overcome their situation since reason in fallen beings is “itself an instrument of 

perversion and the child of corruption.”49 Even when used to examine theological issues, fallen 

reason only leads the demons deeper into Calvin’s labyrinth. 

Like Satan, Adam also finds himself trapped in Calvin’s labyrinth after he disobeys God. 

In Book III of Paradise Lost, God foresees the Fall and the calamitous effect that it will have on 

human nature. He insists, though, that Adam’s inevitable failure is not due to any deficiency in 

his nature for which God might be blamed as his creator. When God made Adam, he made him 

“just and right, / Sufficient to have stood, though free to fall” (3.98-99). Adam’s sufficiency lies 

in his soul, which was created perfect and endowed with sound reason and an empowered will. 

God knows, however, that Adam will lose both these qualities when he sins—his “will and 
                                                      
48. Richard Arnold, The Logic of the Fall: Right Reason and [Im]pure Reason in Milton's Paradise Lost (New York: 
Peter Lang, 2006), 39.  

49. Fish, 143. 
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reason” will become “useless and vain, / Of freedom both despoiled, / Made passive both” 

(3.108-110). Later in the poem, Adam himself admits that his sin has resulted in not only the 

depravation of his own nature but the nature of all his progeny. In his lament, Adam describes 

his fallen condition using highly Calvinist language: 

But from me what can proceed, 
But all corrupt, both mind and will depraved, 
Not to do only, but to will the same, 
With me? How can they [his descendants] then acquitted stand 
In sight of God? Him after all disputes 
Forced I absolve: all my evasions vain, 
And reasonings, though mazes, lead me still 
But to my own conviction: first and last 
On me, me only, as the source and spring  
Of all corruption, all the blame lights due; 
So might the wrath. Fond wish! Couldst thou support 
That burden heavier than the earth to bear 
Than all the world much heavier, though divided 
With that bad woman? Thus what thou desir’st 
And what thou fearst, alike destroys all hope 
Of refuge, and concludes thee miserable 
Beyond all past example and future, 
To Satan only like both crime and doom, 
Oh conscience, into what abyss of fears 
And horrors hast thou driven me: out of which 
I find no way, from deep to deeper plunged! (10.824-844, emphasis added) 

 
Much like Beatrice-Joanna in The Changeling, Adam experiences moments of clarity in which he 

realizes that he is trapped inside a labyrinth of his own making. He perceives that he has not 

been trying to reason his way out of the “maze”; instead, he has tried to blame God for his 

disobedience and its consequences. Adam knows that sin has corrupted his nature and that it 

will corrupt the nature of all his progeny, and he is grieved that they will suffer for his crime. 

The prospect of taking sole responsibility for sin, however, plunges him into a state of despair; 

he finds himself in an “abyss” of fear that destroys any desire he has to admit his guilt, and by 
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doing so possibly spare his descendants. Adam is thus capable of recognizing his depravity, but 

without divine grace to deliver him from his “evasions” and “reasonings,” the “conviction” of 

sin only drives him back into the labyrinth. 

Both Adam and the fallen angels in Paradise Lost are reminiscent of the philosophers 

that Christ condemns in Paradise Regained (1671), another work that provides strong evidence 

of Milton’s Calvinist anthropology. In Book IV of Paradise Regained, Satan tempts Christ to 

believe that pagan philosophy, guided by reason, is as authoritative and instructive as the Bible, 

written under the direction of the Holy Spirit. “Gentiles also know, and write, and teach / To 

admiration, led by Nature’s light,” Satan suggests to Christ.50 He counters Satan’s claim, 

however, when he remarks 

Alas! what can they teach, and not mislead, 
Ignorant of themselves, of God much more,   
And how the World began, and how Man fell, 
Degraded by himself, on grace depending? 
Much of the Soul they talk, but all awry; 
And in themselves seek virtue; and to themselves 
All glory arrogate, to God give none. (4.309-15). 

 
Milton is clearly echoing Calvin here, who argued that all genuine knowledge depends on both 

a true understanding of the self, which should inspire humility and repentance, and a true 

understanding of God, which should inspire worship and holiness.51 Following Calvin, Milton 

                                                      
50. Milton, Paradise Regained, ed. Alistair Fowler  (New York: Pearson Longman, 1998), 4.226-27 (all future 
references to this text will be cited parenthetically).  

51. Calvin’s Institutes begins with this line: “Our wisdom insofar as it ought to be deemed true and solid wisdom, 
consists almost entirely of two parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves.” Studying the self, Calvin argues, 
overwhelms one with fear and anxiety because it leads to the conviction of sin. Studying God, however, leads to 
hope and joy if one understands his offer of salvation to fallen humanity. “[Our] feelings of…depravity and 
corruption reminds us….that in the Lord, and none but he, dwell the true light of wisdom, solid virtue, exuberant 
goodness. We are accordingly urged by our own evil things to consider the good things of God; and indeed, we 
cannot aspire to him in earnest until we have begun to be displeased with ourselves” (1.1.1). 
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declares through the character of Christ that pagan philosophers failed because they did not 

know the truth and because, in their blindness, they preferred to glorify themselves rather than 

God. For Milton’s Christ, the collective wisdom of pagan philosophy is little more than “vain 

boasting” and “subtle shifts, convictions to evade” (4.307-308). Christ regards pagan 

philosophers as either empty and confused, much like the fallen angels in Book II of Paradise 

Lost whose high reasoning only traps them in a maze of their own making, or as guilty men 

afraid to confront their own sin, much like Adam when he attempts to evade his own 

conviction. In Milton’s poetic cosmos, all fallen beings are depraved, and as a result, they lack 

the cognitive instruments necessary to navigate their way through Calvin’s labyrinth. Such a 

belief has profound implications for Milton’s representation of aesthetic experience and 

judgment in Paradise Lost. 

 

4.3 Beauty and Satan 

 Paradise Lost places an incredible burden on the minds of its intended readers. It asks 

fallen beings, living in a fallen world, to imagine a time before the Fall—to imagine 

inconceivable beauty and perfection. Then, it asks readers to contemplate the utter ruination of 

that beauty and perfection. The poem moves constantly from descriptions of sublime beauty to 

infernal horror, and it is not surprising that early aesthetic philosophers like John Dennis (1658-

1734) and Edmund Burke (1729-1797) turned to Milton to illustrate their views on the sublime 

and the beautiful. Milton describes many kinds of aesthetic experiences in the poem—the 

celestial glory of heaven, Satan’s encounter with the hideous figures of Sin and Death, his 

journey across the cosmos, Eve seeing her reflection for the first time in a pool of water, the 
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sensuous beauty of the forbidden fruit, etc. All of these would deserve full examination in a 

larger project on the relationship between aesthetics and theology in Paradise Lost. What I 

consider here, however, is Milton’s representation of Eve, the most beautiful of all God’s 

creations.52 Eve’s beauty is a radical force in Paradise Lost. It so powerful that it even manages 

to transform Satan in Book IX, reversing the effects of his fallen nature—but only for a moment. 

Ultimately, depravity proves to be a stronger force than beauty in Milton’s cosmos. The failure 

of beauty to reform fallen nature, I argue, demonstrates Milton’s aesthetic skepticism, which is 

rooted in his Calvinist beliefs about human depravity.  

 During the seventeenth century, aesthetic skeptics questioned the Neoplatonic beliefs 

that had dominated aesthetic inquiries since the classical era. As I demonstrate in my second 

chapter, a focal point in the debate between aesthetic skeptics and Neoplatonists is the nature 

of female beauty and its effects on male observers. In Neoplatonism, all aesthetic experiences 

promise to edify and inspire the fallen soul since divine glory is manifested, to some degree, in 

all beautiful objects. Neoplatonic philosophers, however, elevated the contemplation of female 

beauty above all other aesthetic experiences since they considered female beauty to be the 

ultimate reflection of divine glory.53 Seventeenth-century aesthetic skeptics never denied the 

sublimity of female beauty, but they did question whether it could transform fallen men. 

                                                      
52. Adam recounts seeing Eve for the first time: “[She was] so lovely fair, / That what seemed fair in all the world, 
seemed now / Mean, or in her summed up, in her contained / And in her looks, which from that time infused / 
Sweetness into my heart, unfelt before, / And into all things from her hair inspired / The spirit of love and amorous 
desire” (8.472-77).  

53. Thomas Buoni, for example, claims that contemplating beauty is one of the best things a man can do in a fallen 
world to improve the state of his soul, and he therefore advises men to direct their attention towards female 
beauty: “the Beauty of a woman is the touchstone whereby al other Beautyes are tried,” he writes (61). Likewise, 
Agnolo Firenzuola argues that since “a beautiful woman is the most beautiful object one can admire” and “beauty 
is the greatest gift God bestowed on His human creatures,” it follows that “through her virtue we direct our souls 
to contemplation, and through contemplation to the desire for heavenly things” (11).  



152 

Neoplatonic aesthetics depends on the assumption that human nature may be fallen, but it is 

not totally depraved.  As a result, Neoplatonic aesthetics are incompatible with Calvinist 

theology.54 Neoplatonists insist the fallen mind is still capable of fully recognizing 

manifestations of divine glory in earthly beauty, just as the fallen will is still capable of 

submitting to and worshipping that glory. This view of aesthetic experience, and theology that 

underlies it, is exactly what Milton rejects in Paradise Lost. 

Within the world of the poem, Satan serves as the ultimate example of how fallen 

beings—operating without divine grace—respond to beauty and the divine glory that it reflects. 

In Book I, Satan and his “horrid crew” of fallen angels (1.51) find themselves in hell after being 

violently expelled from heaven. As the demons survey the infernal “waste and wild” of this 

“dungeon horrible” (1.60-61), they are overwhelmed by the realization that they have 

exchanged heavenly ambrosia for “stench and smoke” and “celestial light” for “mournful 

gloom” (1.244-45). Satan tries to console the fallen angels by insisting that even though their 

fall has deprived them of physical beauty, their mental landscape remains unchanged. Hell 

seems horrific, but its new residents have the power to change that since they possess a “mind 

not to be changed by place or time.” The mind, Satan declares, “is its own place, and in itself / 

Can make a heaven of hell, or a hell of heaven” (1.253-55). As angels, they are not constrained 

by their environment. Instead, they have the power to determine their own reality—provided 

                                                      
54. England experienced a revival in Neoplatonism during the mid-seventeenth century. For studies of the conflict 
between English Calvinism and Neoplatonism, see G.R Cragg, From Puritanism to the Age of Reason: A Study of 
Changes in Religious Thought Within the Church of England, 1660-1700 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1950), Ernst Cassirer, The Platonic Renaissance in England, transl. James Pettegrove (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1953); C.A. Patrides’ The Cambridge Platonists (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980); and 

Anna Baldwin and Sarah Hutton, eds., Platonism and the English Imagination, ed. Anna Baldwin and Sarah Hutton 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994). 
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their angelic nature remains unchanged and unaffected. “What matters where [I am], if I be still 

the same,” (256), Satan declares. What he fails to consider, of course, is that the hellish space 

around him is a glaring testament to the internal change within him: Satan’s fall involves not 

only a spatial relocation, but also a spiritual transformation. He wants to believe in the power of 

the mind to transform aesthetic realties, but Satan’s fallen mind is circumscribed by his 

depravity. His fallenness determines what he can think about beauty and how he can respond 

to it. 

Satan’s aesthetic experiences in Book IV and IX demonstrate the aesthetic depravity of 

the fallen mind. Encounters with beauty do not draw Satan’s soul closer to God, but instead 

drive him further into Calvin’s labyrinth. In Book IV, Satan enters earth on a reconnaissance 

mission, and as he spies on God’s new creation he encounters incredible beauty that sharply 

contrasts with the ugliness he left behind in hell. The sight of Adam and Eve engaged in 

passionate lovemaking that ultimately overwhelms him. As Satan observes the beauty of 

paradisal romance, the epic voice tells us the “the Devil turned, 

For envy, yet with jealous leer malign 
Eyed them askance, and to himself thus plained 
Sight hateful, sight tormenting! Thus these two 
Imparadised in one another’s arms 
The happier Eden, shall enjoy their fill 
Of bliss on bliss, while I to Hell am thrust 
Where neither joy nor love, but fierce desire 
Among our other torments not the least 
Still unfulfilled with pain of longing pines…(4.502-511) 

 
The sexual voyeurism in this passage is evident, but critics have debated what to make of it 

since the Milton Controversy of the mid-twentieth century. For Lewis, Satan’s voyeurism 

demonstrates his continual moral degradation. In Books I-II, Satan fashions himself as a “hero,” 
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a “general,” and a “politician” while in hell, but in Paradise he is reduced by sexual jealousy to a 

“thing that peers in at bedroom or bathroom windows.”55 Empson notably disagreed with 

Lewis, insisting that he is too harsh on Satan. Empson finds that Satan’s voyeurism is 

understandable, even sympathetic, since God has “recently cut him off from his own 

corresponding pleasures.”56 In Empson’s estimation, Satan is a miserable being who is capable 

of experiencing pleasure only by observing the happiness of others. But what Empson fails to 

consider, I think, is that Satan is aesthetically deprived not only by God, but also by his own 

fallen nature, which renders him incapable of experiencing pleasure—even vicariously.57 

Voyeurism is traditionally defined as the act of obtaining sexual pleasure by observing other 

people’s naked bodies or sexual acts. But Satan derives no pleasure while watching Adam and 

Eve “Imparadised in one another’s arms.” Hey may be aroused, but the sight of Adam and Eve’s 

lovemaking does not give him erotic gratification—it only intensifies his emotional anguish as a 

fallen being. There is no indication in the text that Satan tries to compensate for his joyless 

condition by watching Adam and Eve. Indeed, the epic voice informs us that even in Paradise, 

the “Fiend” remains “undelighted by all delights” (4.84-85). Satan is not just aesthetically 

deprived; he is aesthetically depraved—his response to beauty is characterized by hatred, and it 

is this hatred that motivates him to reduce Adam and Eve to his joyless condition.  

Because of his aesthetic depravity, Satan is incapable of positively responding to beauty 

                                                      
55. Lewis, 101. 

56. Empson, 68. 

57. In Milton and the Christian Tradition (1966), C.A. Patrides explains that the notion that demons are 
aesthetically deficient is a commonplace in Christian literature. Demons were thought to be “tone-deaf and given 
to the production of horrid noises,” which is why Milton contrasts the deafening noises the demons make in hell 
after Satan declares his intention to invade Paradise with the celestial music the angels make in response to the 
Son’s decision to save humanity (44-45). I argue here that Milton represents demons as not just aurally deficient 
but visually deficient as well.  
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so long as his rational faculties remain engaged. In Book IX, he does experiences pleasure while 

he watches Eve alone in the garden, but this pleasure is possible only because, in a moment of 

ekstasis, Eve’s beauty radically disrupts Satan’s cognitive powers: 

Such pleasure took the serpent to behold 
This flow’ry plat, the sweet recess of Eve 
Thus early, thus alone; her Heav’nly form 
Angelic, but more soft, and feminine, 
Her graceful innocence, her every air 
Of gesture or least action overawed 
His malice, and with rapine sweet bereaved 
His fierce intent it brought: 
That space the Evil One abstracted stood 
From his own evil, and for the time remained  
Stupidly good, of enmity, disarmed, 
Of Guile, of hate, of envy, of revenge; 
But the hot Hell that always in him burns, 
Though in mid-Heav’n, soon ended his delight, 
And tortures him now more, the more he sees of  
Pleasure not for him ordained. (9.455-470) 

 
This highly voyeuristic scene is perhaps one of the most remarkable passages in Paradise Lost: it 

is the only time after his fall that Satan is described as standing—always a key term in Miltonic 

theology. The sight of Eve’s beauty accomplishes what no other force in Milton’s cosmos can 

do; it reverses the effects of the fall, “abstracting” the evil from Satan’s evil nature. The fact 

that beauty has such a positive effect on Satan has led many critics to conclude that Satan must 

still possess some degree of goodness. John Carey, for example, states: “Satan’s natural 

tendency, when caught unawares, is to love. Beauty and delight are his natural element. Hatred 

is an effort of his will.” Satan, in Carey’s estimation, is not “really a destructive automaton, but 

a creature who chooses to destroy the human race against the promptings of his better 



156 

nature.”58 James Turner finds that Satan here is “driven not only by vain glory and enmity 

towards God, but thwarted by love of Eve, and this gives him much of his energy and 

complexity.”59 Forsyth makes a similar claim, arguing that Satan’s response to Eve indicates that 

his “nature is still drawn to love, but his will is what drives him to revenge.”60  These critics all 

associate Satan’s enmity towards humanity with his depraved will, but they assume that the 

other part of his soul—his reason—is unaffected by sin, and therefore drawn to Eve’s beauty.  

Though I agree with Carey and Forsyth that Satan’s will is depraved, I am not persuaded 

by their claim that Satan retains a “better” nature. Nothing in the passage indicates that Eve’s 

beauty motivates Satan to reform himself or to reconsider his purpose. Self-transformation is 

an active process, yet Satan remains completely passive in this scene. In order to transform 

himself, he would need the capacity for introspection and self-examination, but those are 

cognitive actions, and Eve’s beauty suspends all cognitive actions. Her “heavenly form” and 

“graceful innocence” nullify his demonic traits by “overaw[ing]” him. He is “abstracted” from 

his “own evil,” not by any active mental effort on his part, but because of the stupefying effects 

of Eve’s beauty. Satan is good here, quite simply, because he is “stupidly good.” It would 

certainly be wrong to deny the radical power that Milton attributes to beauty, since beauty is 

the only force that manages to reverse the effects of Satan’s fallen nature in Paradise Lost. But 

it would also be wrong not to recognize that the momentary nature of this victory is due to the 

superior power of depravity. Eve is “fair, divinely fair, fit food for gods,” as Satan admits once 

                                                      
58. John Carey, "Milton's Satan," in The Cambridge Companion to Milton, ed. Dennis Richard Danielson 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 139.  

59. Turner, 262. 

60. Forsyth, 261.  
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he regains his reason, but his “hate [is] stronger” (4.489; 492). Here again his aesthetic 

depravity is evident. He is able to enjoy Eve’s beauty at a raw, sensory level, but his aesthetic 

pleasure depends on the suspension of rational evaluation. When Satan begins to think about 

Eve, he sees what he saw when he looked at Adam and Eve—a “pleasure not for him ordained.” 

No matter whether Satan is in heaven or hell, the “hot hell that always in burns” distorts his 

reason and will, and in doing so makes him incapable of responding positively to the beauty of 

creation or the glory of its Creator. 

Both spiritually and aesthetically depraved, Milton’s Satan poses a challenge to 

Neoplatonic aesthetics, which maintains that the contemplation of female beauty draws the 

soul closer to God. Satan’s anger against God only intensifies when he contemplates Eve, the 

first and most beautiful of all women. According to Neoplatonism, the failure to be edified or 

inspired by female beauty is always the result of lust, but lust, as Neoplatonists define it, is not 

the cause of Satan’s aesthetic failure. In The Book of the Courtier (1528), Cardinal Bembo 

suggests that men will respond perversely to female beauty if they fail to guard themselves 

against lust, which he defines as the mistaken belief that the body is more desirable than the 

soul it reflects. “Sensual appetite” for the body itself, Bembo cautions, leads to “very grave 

errors.”61 He suggests that when men recognize the body is merely a reflection of the soul, and 

that the soul in turn reflects divinity, they will feel the desire to protect and edify women rather 

than abuse or exploit them. The ideal courtier who recognizes this truth will not let a woman 

“fall into any error.” Instead, he will   

through admonishment and good precepts…always seek to lead her in modesty, 
                                                      
61. Baldesar Castiglione, The Book of the Courtier, ed. Daniel Javitch (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc., 
2002), 244. 
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temperance, and true chastity, and to see to it that no thoughts arise in her except those 
that are pure and free of all blemish of vice; and thus, by sowing a virtue in the garden 
of her fair mind, he will gather fruits of the most beautiful behavior, and will taste them 
with wondrous delight.62 

 
Much like the ideal courtier that Bembo describes, Satan sees heavenly glory reflected in Eve’s 

earthly beauty. But instead of inspiring devotion, this realization only motivates Satan to a 

“show of love well-feigned” so that he can achieve Eve’s “ruin” (4.493-94). His hatred for Eve is 

not the result of “lust,” as Bembo defines it. Satan is not preoccupied with earthly beauty; he 

repeatedly sees the heavenly in the earthly, and this is precisely why he hates it. Rather than try 

to sow virtue in the garden of Eve’s fair mind, Satan works to ruin not only her but the entire 

Garden of Eden as well since all creation is a testament to the Creator whom Satan despises. In 

the devil’s aesthetics, there is no pleasure “save what is in destroying” (4.478). 

 

4.4 Beauty and the Fallen Reader 

Satan’s sexual voyeurism in Paradise Lost creates a dilemma for Milton’s intended 

readers since it invites them to imagine the events of the narrative from his point of view—and, 

in doing so, share his perverse response to paradisal beauty. As I explain in my analysis of 

Othello, Laura Mulvey argues that works of art create a gaze by aligning the viewer’s 

perspective with the perspective of male characters as they look at or contemplate female 

beauty for the purpose of sexual gratification. Othello disrupts the male gaze by giving the 

audience reason to reject the ways that male characters look at and contemplate Desdemona’s 

beauty. Paradise Lost, however, aligns the reader with Satan and invites them to contemplate 

                                                      
62. Castiglione, 252 (emphasis added).  
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Eve’s heavenly beauty from Satan’s perspective. In doing so, readers risk imitating his perverse 

response. Indeed, the perverted nature of Satan’s aesthetic experiences in the Garden of Eden 

were not lost on the artists who created the first illustrated edition of Paradise Lost (1688): 

Satan is depicted in Book IV as a horned and cloven-hoof devil who masturbates while watching 

Adam and Eve in the Garden (see figure 1). This illustration is clearly an exaggeration, but as 

James Turner observes, “there is something pornographic in [Satan’s] erotic response.”63 The 

question is, however, is whether there is something pornographic in the reader’s response to 

Eve as well.  

Eve’s beauty generates desires both holy and perverse. Her “pomp of winning graces” 

shoot “Darts of desire” into those who gaze at her, and all who have seen her “wish her still in 

sight” (8.48-62). Her aura, Adam declares, “[inspires] / The spirit of love and amorous delight” 

(8.476-77). For seventeenth-century Christian readers, however, imagining Eve’s erotic beauty 

would have been a risky business. Unlike the Genesis narrative, which simply states that Adam 

and Eve were naked before the Fall, Milton’s poem repeatedly draws attention to the couple’s 

naked bodies, especially in the case of Eve.64 The poem prompts the reader to imagine Eve’s 

naked beauty, and in doing so, it risks eliciting a sexualized response—an act on the reader’s 

part that would violate Jesus’s teaching that any illicit sexual thought is tantamount to 

adultery.65  

                                                      
63. Turner, 258.  

64. Genesis 2:25 states: “And they were both naked, the man and his wife, and they were not ashamed” (1599 
Geneva Bible). 

65. Matthew 5:27-28 states: “Ye have heard that it was said to them of old time, Thou shalt not commit 
adultery. But I say unto you, that whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her, hath committed adultery with 
her already in his heart. Wherefore if thy right eye cause thee to offend, pluck it out and cast it from thee: for 
better it is for thee, that one of thy members perish, than that thy whole body should be cast into hell. Also if thy 
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Renaissance artists were acutely aware of the dangers associated with representing 

Adam and Eve to fallen viewers, and they generally took precautions so they could avoid the 

charge of prurience. Images, especially those used in religious settings like the chapel window 

at University College, Oxford, or the window of St. James’ Church virtually always cover Adam 

and Eve’s genitals—usually with a conveniently placed tree branch or Eve’s flowing hair (see 

figure 2). But as Roland Frye demonstrates in Milton’s Imagery and Visual Art (1978), Milton’s 

verbal images of Adam and Eve are unique because they deviate from the conventions used by 

Masolino (1401-1428), Antonio Rizzo (1430-1499), Albrecht Durer (1471-1528), Lucas Cranach 

(1472-1553), Hans Baldung Grien (1480-1545), Raphael (1483-1520), Frans Floriz (1517-1570), 

Jacopo Tintoretto (1519-1594), Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640), and numerous other artists. 

Milton’s emphasis on his characters’ nakedness is, as Frye puts it, “unmitigated.”66  The poem 

repeatedly reminds the reader that Adam and Eve had no need for clothing or concealment in 

Paradise. Their “mysterious parts [were not] then concealed” (4.312), the epic voice informs us, 

since the first couple was unashamed of their nakedness prior to the Fall. Clothing and 

concealment are accommodations for the postlapsarian body—and the fallen mind. 

Throughout the poem, Milton troubles the reader’s fallen imagination by emphasizing 

Eve’s nakedness, which he describes with a host of sensual images. When she first appears in 

Book IV, the epic voice declares that 

She as a veil down to the slender waist 
Her unadorned tresses wore 
Dishevelled, but in wanton ringlets waved 

                                                                                                                                                                           
right hand make thee to offend, cut it off, and cast it from thee: for better it is for thee, that one of thy members 
perish, than that thy whole body should be cast into hell” (1599 Geneva Bible). 

66. Roland Frye, Milton’s Imagery and the Visual Art: Iconographic Tradition in the Epic Poems (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1978), 265-66. 
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As vines curl her tendrils, which implied 
Subjection, but required with gentle sway, 
And by her yielded, by him best received, 
Yielded with coy submission, modest pride, 
And sweet reluctant amorous delay. (4.305-11) 

 
Departing from the conventions of Renaissance art, Milton’s verbal image of Eve presents a 

goddess-like woman with long hair that is not quite long enough to cover her “mysterious 

parts.” The reference to Eve’s hair as a “veil” also brings to mind images of Venus, another 

intimidating beauty who was consistently and discretely covered in Renaissance art. As 

Catherine Belsey observes, early modern culture regularly “veils Venus or her desire,” thus 

presenting her as a “paradoxical source…of incitement and prohibition.”67 Milton’s insistence 

that the “veil” of Eve’s hair does not cover her mysterious parts places greater emphasis on 

incitement than prohibition. Indeed, he praises her “unadorned tresses” as “disheveled” and 

“wanton,” adjectives that imply the existence of two conditions that are impossible in a 

prelapsarian world: disorder and immorality. These attributes seem to conflict with her 

“Subjection” and “coy submission,” creating a tension between prelapsarian virtue and fallen 

sexuality that continues when Milton compares Eve to violent, transgressive female figures in 

classical mythology. As she approaches her “nuptial bed,” the epic voice declares that Eve’s 

“naked beauty” surpasses Pandora, who unleashed all manner of miseries upon humanity with 

her unrestrained curiosity (4.710-19). Later, Milton describes Eve as Flora (5.15-16), the Greek 

goddess of flowers, who was common represented as a harlot in Renaissance art.68 The 

reader’s imagination, therefore, is guided by images of wanton and transgressive women—but 

                                                      
67. Catherine Belsey, “The Myth of Venus in Early Modern Culture,” ELR 42, no. 2 (2012), 192. 

68. Frye, 278-79.  
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if the reader assumes that Eve possesses fallen attributes before the Fall, they commit a grave 

error.  

 Milton’s readers depend on fallen language to imagine a postlapsarian world, and as a 

result they are constantly susceptible to errors. They cannot construct the world of the poem 

properly, which is to say perfectly, and so they must constantly parse Milton’s sentences in 

order to realize the ways in which the imperfections they imagine reflect their own sin. In the 

case of Eve, unfit fallen readers are tempted to imagine her as a “scarlet woman,” as Fish 

explains, but the fit fallen reader will “declare Eve innocent from a sensuality whose only 

existence is in his mind.”69 Though I agree with Fish here, I think the reader is responsible for 

doing more than just acquitting Eve of sensuality—unfit readers are also responsible for judging 

the pleasure they derive from Milton’s sensual descriptions. If readers pervert descriptions of 

Eve’s paradisal beauty into a pornographic image for their own illicit pleasure, then they are 

enjoying a pleasure not for them ordained. Lustful responses to Eve would violate Christ’s 

teaching on adultery, which places a heavy stricture on the imagination. Even an illicit gaze, 

Jesus says, is a sexual sin. In his commentary on the Gospel of Matthew, Calvin explains that in 

God’s eyes “not only those who form a deliberate purpose of fornication, but those who admit 

any polluted thoughts, are reckoned as adulterers.”70 Milton’s fallen readers, therefore, risk 

committing adultery if they admit any lustful thoughts about Eve’s sensual beauty to form 

inside their minds. Like Satan, they are tempted to respond perversely to beauty and goodness, 

to corrupt and ruin the creation rather than worship its Creator. 

                                                      
69. Fish, 102.  

70. Calvin, Calvin’s Commentaries, vol. 16 (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2009), 290 (emphasis added). 
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 But unlike Satan, Milton’s readers have access to divine grace to guide them through 

Calvin’s labyrinth. Original Sin may render the soul spiritually and aesthetically depraved, but 

God can save the soul and transform its fallen faculties, gradually restoring the ability to rightly 

worship the Creator and enjoy his creation. Paradise Lost attempts to contribute to this 

process, I think, by implicating its fallen readers in the spiritual and aesthetic dilemmas of the 

poem, which exist because there are already dilemmas inside the readers. In Milton and the 

Science of the Saints (1982), Georgia Christopher asserts that Paradise Lost is a poem with 

“evangelical purposes.” Drawing from Fish, she argues that Milton’s poem “works to elicit a 

pattern of identification and rejection of the characters, in order to convict the reader of sin.”71 

In the same what that Othello invites playgoers to critique Othello’s spiritual condition and how 

it renders him vulnerable to Iago’s machinations, Paradise Lost prompts readers to critique 

their own spiritual condition, which is revealed by how they respond to Satan’s rhetoric. When 

Milton’s readers identify with Satan, they reveal the sin that prevents them from becoming the 

“fit” readers of that Milton desires them to be. Like Satan, fallen readers will corrupt Paradise—

or, more accurately the Paradise they imagine in their minds while reading the poem. The 

reader’s imagination is directed by Milton’s epic voice, which lays claim to divine inspiration, 

but the epic voice aligns the reader’s perspective with Satan at critical moments.  If the reader 

does not recognize and reject this alignment, they risk allowing Satan to guide their fallen 

imagination as they construct the world of the poem.   

Milton’s desire to reform the imaginations of his fallen readers is characteristic of a 

seventeenth-century Puritan with a Calvinist understanding of fallen human nature and its 

                                                      
71. Christopher, 144. 
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dependence on divine grace. Puritan divines wrote extensively on the subject of the 

imagination, which they considered to be the most dangerous ability the fallen mind possessed. 

When Satan preaches the autonomy of the mind and its power to be “its own place” in Paradise 

Lost, he embodies the Puritan fear that the imagination deludes the subject into believing it can 

create the terms of its own existence, that it can define its identity apart from God’s created 

purpose. In Calvinist theology, the imagination is the root of rebellion against God. In one of his 

commentaries, Calvin writes that the fallen imagination is a “dreadful dungeon” that imprisons 

humanity since all fallen men are inclined to “follow the imagination of [their] heart rather than 

divine truth.”72 In another commentary, he declares that the fallen imagination undermines 

righteous living: “our life cannot be properly formed except we renounce our imagination.”73 

William Perkins considered the imagination to be the engine of idolatry, and he argues that any 

“thing feigned in the mind by imagination, is an idol.”74 In an entire treatise dedicated to the 

dangers of the fallen imagination, Perkins concludes that the imagination is “only evil 

continually.”75 Even John Bunyan, a firm believer in the use of sanctified imagination, 

nevertheless cautions that sin enters the mind through the “Imagination, by which it is so 

presented to the Soul, as to inflame it with the desire to bring it into act.”76 For Puritans, there 

is no greater obstacle to true devotion than the fallen imagination, and it was only through its 

reformation that believers can begin to rightly worship the Creator and enjoy his creation. 

                                                      
72. Calvin, Sermons on Deuteronomy (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1987), 1035. 
73. Ibid., Calvin’s Commentaries, vol. 6 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2009), 483. 

74. William Perkins, A Warning against the Idolatrie of the Last Times: And an Instruction touching Religion and 
Divine Worship (Cambridge, 1603), 841. 

75. William Perkins, A Treatise Against Man’s Imaginations: Shewing his natural evill thoughts; his want of good 
thoughts; the way to reform them (Cambridge, 1607). 
76. John Bunyan, The Greatness of the Soul, ed. Richard L. Greaves (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981), 196. 
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Though the Puritan view of the fallen imagination has caused some to believe that 

Puritanism was hostile to art, literature, music, and other fruits of the imagination, this is not 

the case. For Puritans, the critical concern was sanctifying the imagination so that it could be 

transformed into a vehicle for spiritual devotion rather than corruption and depravation. They 

may write often about the dangers of the fallen imagination, but the sanctified imagination 

played a central role in their understanding of spirituality.77 As Charles Hambrick-Stowe 

explains, Puritan devotion is characterized by a strong emphasis on the imagination, especially 

in meditation and reading. In the case of the Bible, Puritans actually encouraged readers to 

“imaginatively [enter] the text and [allow] the text to stand in judgment over one’s personal 

life.” A constant emphasis on self-examination might lead to self-absorption, but Puritans 

believed one could maintain a proper view of oneself and God by allowing the “biblical 

framework” to direct the imagination and “root out sin.”78 Ultimately, as Hambrick-Stowe 

observes, this process of self-examination was not meant to promote reclusion from the world, 

but rather to equip the believer to boldly engage a fallen world.  

What Paradise Lost does as a poem, I argue, is determine whether Milton’s  fallen 

readers are fit for this task. The fit readers of the poem are the spiritual believers described by 

the Apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 2:6-16; they have been saved by divine grace, and are actively 
                                                      
77. In Reformed Catholike (1587), Perkins describes how the written and spoken word create images in the mind: 
“When a word is vttered, the sound comes to the eare; and at the same instant, the thing signified comes to the 
minde; and thus by relation to the word and the thing spoken of, are both present together” (185). Discussing the 
differences between Catholic and Protestant meditation, he finds that Catholics places an undue focus on visual 
spectacle and ignores the importance of the imagination: “for it is not meete that a Christian should be occupied 
by the eyes, but by the meditation of the minde” (177). Compare this with Lewalski’s observation in Protestant 
Poetics that while Catholic meditation during the Renaissance focuses on vividly imagining a subject as if were 
happening right before the meditator, Protestant meditation focuses on “the application of the subject to the 
self—indeed, for the subject’s location in the self” (149). 

78. Charles E. Hambrick-Stowe, “Practical Divinity and Spirituality,” in The Cambridge Companion to Puritanism, ed. 
John Coffey and Paul C.H. Lim (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 203. 
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being transformed by the Holy Spirit. Such readers require no external framework to guide their 

faculties because they possess their own internalized framework. This “fit audience,” though, is 

“few” in number (7.30).79 They stand in contrast to the many carnal believers, who have been 

saved by divine grace yet resist their sanctification, or the unbeliever who is completely devoid 

of grace and therefore trapped inside Calvin’s labyrinth. In Paradise Lost, Milton demonstrates 

that the ability to navigate Calvin’s labyrinth, to move from death to life, from carnality to 

spirituality, is entirely the result of divine grace. In Book III, God observes Adam’s total 

depravity and declares his intention to “renew / His lapsed powers, though forfeit and 

enthralled / By sin to foul exorbitant desires” (3.175-78). God then promises to renew “Some 

[of Adam’s descendants] chosen of peculiar grace, / Elect above the rest” (3.184-85). He makes 

it clear that all humanity will receive the offer of salvation, but only those who enjoy this 

“peculiar grace” will be able to accept this offer.80 The elect will respond positively to God 

because they are capable of listening to his “umpire conscience” (3.195), which he has 

implanted inside every fallen mind. Those who were not chosen, however, will reject the 

dictates of conscience and “hard be hardened, blind be blinded more, / That they may stumble 

                                                      
79. In Eikonoclastes (1649), Milton observes that it is an “irksom labour to write…that which neither waigh’d, nor 
well read, shall be judg’d without industry or the paines of well judging, by Faction and the easy literature of 
custom and opinion.” Nevertheless, he declares, one must write because truth will always “finde out her own 
readers; few perhaps, but those few, of such value and substantial worth” (CPW, vol. 3, 339). 

80. Both Calvinists and Arminians believed that God, in his mercy, extends the offer of salvation to all human 
beings. Arminians believed that God also provides a “prevenient” or “preceding” grace that nullifies the effects of 
Original Sin, thus empowering all fallen people to accept this offer. Calvinists, however, believed that God must 
first spiritually regenerate the fallen soul before it can respond positively to divine grace, which he chooses to do 
only for the elect.  Scholars debate whether the spiritual restoration Milton describes in Book III is an example of 
Arminian prevenient grace or Calvinist election. Due to the emphasis on divine decree and the use of the Calvinist 
phrase “peculiar grace,” I agree with Horner that this is “Reformed monergism—not Remonstrant prevenient grace 
and synergistic cooperation with divine grace” (318). It is worth noting that even Danielson, one of the most 
dedicated proponents of Milton’s Arminianism, rejects the idea that God is offering prevenient grace in this 
passage (Milton’s Good God, 82). 
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on, and deeper fall” (3.200-2).81 The grace that God offers here is monergistic; it intervenes in 

the lives of some fallen human beings and not others, creating two kinds of people—those who 

can be guided through Calvin’s labyrinth and those who will not be guided. If the readers of 

Paradise Lost are the former, they will “to the end persisting, safe arrive” (3.197). But if the 

readers are devoid of divine grace or resistant to it, they will find themselves entangled in their 

own imaginations as they read. 

The experience of reading Paradise Lost potentially entangles the reader with Satan, 

since the reader sees events from Satan’s point of view and risks sharing his perverse response 

to paradisal beauty. Milton’s readers, however, cannot accuse the author of being prurient, of 

tempting them to lust with the framework of the poem. Milton asks them to imagine Eve as a 

perfect, sinless being in a perfect, sinless environment, and if readers fail to develop this image 

in their minds, then the fault is in their own imagination—not the text itself. To blame Milton’s 

sensual imagery for the reader’s sexualized response would mean committing the same error 

that Adam does in Book X when he blames Eve’s sensuality for his fall. Such a charge deserves 

the same rebuke that God delivers to Adam: “Wast she thy God, that thou her didst obey[?]” 

(10.145). Eve may be “adorned” and “lovely to attract,” but her beauty is meant to inspire “Thy 

love, not thy subjection” (10.151-53), God reminds Adam—and the reader. For Milton, what 

subjugates the mind is not the object it contemplates (especially when the object is sinless), but 

the mind’s failure to judge and choose rightly. 

                                                      
81. Milton echoes Calvin’s view: “But though we are deficient in natural powers which might enable us to rise to a 
pure and clear knowledge of God, still, as the dullness which prevents us is within, there is no room for 
excuse…when we wander and go astray, we are justly shut out from every species of excuse, because all things 
point to the right path…man must bear the guilt of corrupting the seed of divine knowledge so wondrously 
deposited in his mind, and preventing it from bearing good and genuine fruit” (1.5.15).  
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Throughout his writings, Milton remains committed to the same basic theory of 

judgment: fallen beings experience a world where truth and falsity, good and evil, beauty and 

ugliness, are inexorably linked. One cannot become holy by avoiding sin, since sin is a part of all 

things—including the self. Much like Calvin, Milton emphasizes the fact in Areopagitica that 

“we bring not innocence into the world, we bring rather impurity.”82 But if the believer has 

indeed been saved by divine grace and if the believer is indeed being sanctified by that grace, 

then God is purifying the believer’s soul. The believer cannot be contaminated by what they 

read or hear or imagine; they can only be corrupted by how they respond.  

For this reason, believer must test their responses. They must expose themselves to sin 

in order to determine if they are truly capable of righteous judgment. Without risk, without 

danger, without the threat of temptation, there is no virtue in Milton’s estimation: “He that can 

apprehend and consider vice with all her baits and seeming pleasure, and yet abstain, and yet 

distinguish, and yet prefer that which is truly better, he is the true warfaring Christian.”83 The 

imagination is certainly a dangerous force, one that enables human beings to create ideas that 

have no correspondence in reality and are often in conflict with God’s law. But the imagination, 

like all mental actions, can and should be submitted to reason, as Adam tells Eve in Paradise 

Lost. “Evil into the mind of god or man / May come and go, so unapproved and leave / No spot 

or blame behind” (5.117-18) declares. Like Milton in Areopagitica, Adam believes that the soul 

is not tainted by what it imagines, but by what it chooses to desire and pursue. If anchored by 

right reason, one has no cause to fear the imagination. What matters is the nature of the 

                                                      
82. Milton, Complete Prose Works, vol. 2, 515. 

83. Milton, Complete Prose Works, vol. 2, 515. 
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reader and whether their imagination is depraved or sanctified—not the nature of the book 

they read. As Christ warns in Paradise Regained, a man who “to his readings brings not / A Spirit 

and judgment equal or superior” will find himself “Uncertain and unsettl’d…/Deep verst in 

books and shallow in himself” (4.323-26). When Paradise Lost invites the reader to 

imaginatively enter the world of the poem, it stands ready to judge the spirit and judgment of 

the reader, who may be well versed in theological matters but prove shallow if they fail to let 

their response to paradisal beauty be guided by a sanctified imagination and right reason. 

 

4.5 Conclusion 

In the Calvinist theology that influenced both Milton and the Puritans, spiritual 

transformation depends on a constant awareness that humanity was created in a state of 

perfection it no longer possesses. Both the soul’s former glory and its current misery must be 

recognized in order for the believer to be spiritually transformed. It is only by reflecting on the 

“sad spectacle of our ignominy and corruption, ever since we fell from our original in the 

person of our first parent…[that we can] feel dissatisfied with ourselves, and become truly 

humble,” Calvin explains. This humility will, in turn, “[inflame] new desires to seek after God, in 

whom we regain those good qualities of which we were found to be utterly destitute” (2.1.1). 

In Paradise Lost, Milton prompts his readers to consider their utter destitution, their 

dependence on divine grace, and the ways in which accepting or rejecting that grace affects 

their response to beauty. Milton frequently entangles his reader with Satan, who responds 

perversely to beauty because he is aesthetically depraved, and in doing so, Milton motivates his 
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readers to evaluate their own ability to judge beauty rightly—which means judging it from a 

sanctified perspective. 

 For Milton, this sanctified view of beauty allows one to recognize both the objective 

nature of beauty and the subjective nature of aesthetic experience. Satan hates beauty because 

it reveals the emptiness of his rhetoric of selfhood; despite his claims, his mind is not 

empowered to determine its own aesthetic realities. Beauty is a force that acts on him, 

overwhelming him with despair. Therefore, he must act against beauty. The reader’s implied 

struggle to differentiate their aesthetic response from Satan’s, however, raises doubts about 

the degree to which human beings can truly know the nature of beauty. Sin is always ready to 

corrupt aesthetic experience, and while Milton believes the righteous mind can resist such 

corruption, his poem nevertheless raises questions about the problem of subjectivity that 

eighteenth-century philosophers would inherit and seek to answer. Enlightenment aesthetics, 

as I explain in my introduction, begins as an attempt to determine how authoritative judgments 

about beauty are possible if all aesthetic experiences are subjective, a notion that was already 

engrained in European culture by the time Enlightenment philosophers appeared on the scene. 

For many Enlightenment philosophers, the search for objective criteria for judging beauty was 

futile, and they thus turned their attention to the sublime—aesthetic experiences that seemed 

powerful enough to allow the self to transcend its own subjectivity. 

During the Enlightenment, philosophers like John Dennis (1658-1734) and Edmund 

Burke (1729-1797) turned to Milton’s Paradise Lost in order to understand the nature of the 

sublime. Dennis argues, for example, that the sublime is the result of both “Religious Ideas,” or 

grand conceptions, and “Enthustiastik Passions,” or powerful emotions. In his estimation, “the 
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strongest Enthustiastik Passions…must be raised by Religious Ideas” in order for a sublime 

experience to occur.84 For Dennis, Paradise Lost is the ultimate example of how the 

imagination—guided by Milton’s religious vision—elicits powerful emotions in the reader. 

Similarly, Edmund Burke finds that Paradise Lost is a quintessential example of sublimity in 

literature because it asks the reader to conceive the grandeur of God and contrast it with their 

own flawed and finite being. Even if the reader is convinced that God is good, imagining divine 

power still instills fear: “[If] we contemplate so vast an object…of almighty power, we shrink 

into the minuteness of our own nature, and are, in a manner, annihilated before him…If we 

rejoice, we rejoice in trembling,” Burke declares. 85 In The Theory of the Sublime from Longinus 

to Kant (2015), Robert Doran demonstrates that both Dennis and Burke base their ideas of 

sublimity on Milton, and therefore their views of aesthetic experience are intertwined with 

Milton’s ideas about religion experience.86 In his own study of Renaissance sublimity, David 

Sedley argues that the seeds of Enlightenment aesthetics were planted in the Renaissance and 

cultivated by the era’s skepticism and dissatisfaction with the traditional aesthetic categories of 

classical philosophy.87 Sedley demonstrates the religious nature of Milton’s skepticism, but 

neither he, nor Doran, nor any other scholar have yet addressed the relationship between 

Milton’s Calvinist theology, his aesthetic skepticism, and their impact on the emerging interest 

                                                      
84. John Dennis, The Critical Works of John Dennis, ed. Edward Niles Hooker (Baltimore: John Hopkins University 
Press, 1943), as quoted by Doran, 129. 

85. Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, ed. J.T. 
Boulton, (New York: Routledge, 2008), as quoted by Doran, 167. 

86. See chapters 5 and 6 in Richard Doran’s The Theory of the Sublime from Longinus to Kant (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2015).  

87. See David Sedley’s Sublimity and Skepticism in Montaigne and Milton (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
2008). 
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in sublimity during the Enlightenment. What I hope I have demonstrated here is that there is 

good reason to interpret Paradise Lost within the context of Calvinist and Puritan orthodoxy 

since Milton’s aesthetic vision was shaped by those influences. What I hope to encourage, then, 

is a more detailed examination of not only Miltonic theology, but also the role Miltonic 

theology played in creating the culture of aesthetic skepticism in which the Enlightenment 

theories of beauty and sublimity developed.  

 

 
 
  

 
 

 



173 

 
Figure 188 

 

                                                      
88. Michael Burgesse, after Jean Baptist Medina, Paradise Lost (London: Jacob Tonson, 1688), illustration. 
http://darknessvisible.christs.cam.ac.uk/illlustration/index.html# (accessed April 10, 2017).  

http://darknessvisible.christs.cam.ac.uk/illlustration/index.html
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Figure 289 

 
 
                                                      
89. Abraham van Linge, stained-glass window found in the Chapel at University College, Oxford. 
http://www.danlj.org/~danlj/photos/Europe/UK/Oxford/UniversityCollege/UniversityColl-2003DecK-012_25a.jpg 

http://www.danlj.org/%7Edanlj/photos/Europe/UK/Oxford/UniversityCollege/UniversityColl-2003DecK-012_25a.jpg
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CHAPTER 5 

ALL THINGS ARE COMPOSED HERE LIKE NATURE: ART, NATURE, AND PROVIDENTIAL DESIGNS IN 

ANDREW MARVELL’S “UPON APPLETON HOUSE” 

5.1 Introduction 

According to the aesthetic philosopher Ronald Hepburn, human beings do not 

experience works of art in the same way that they experience objects in nature. Nature, he 

argues, places no constraints on the imagination; the subject can freely respond to objects in 

nature, and in the process, become fully immersed in the aesthetic experience. But when 

people experience works of art, the imagination is always constrained to some degree by the 

recognition that these works are, in fact works—they were created or designed to elicit certain 

responses, and this recognition promotes a level of critical detachment and imaginative 

constraint that never occurs when experiencing objects in nature. Nature has no creator or 

designer and therefore it does not inspire questions about creative intent or artistic design, 

Hepburn asserts.1 Though this argument might accurately describe some people’s aesthetic 

experience in the twenty-first century, it does not capture the complexities of aesthetic 

experience in early modern England. Early modern people believed that God created nature 

and designed the earth for their benefit. Nature was a work of divine art, one that “[declared] 

the glory of God” and “[showed] the works of his hands,” as the psalmist writes.2 When early 

moderns experienced art and nature, they did not divide these experiences into separate 

categories based on the assumption that one was designed and the other was not. They 

                                                      
1. Ronald W. Hepburn, “Aesthetic Appreciation of Nature,” Aesthetics in the Modern World, ed. Harold Osborne 
(New York: Weybright and Talley), 51-2. 

2. Psalm 19:1 (1599 Geneva Bible).  
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perceived both as works, and as a result, questions of design and purpose were an inexorable 

part of all early modern aesthetic experiences.  

An issue that did divide early moderns, however, was whether works of nature or works 

of art offered the superior aesthetic experience. As I explain in Chapter 3, early moderns 

believed that human beings were not just part of God’s creation—they were also creative 

agents, made in His image and thereby endowed with the unique ability to change reality or 

even create new realities from the raw materials supplied by nature. Thus, a pressing question 

in early modern aesthetics is whether people should delight most in God’s handiwork, as 

displayed by nature, or in their own creations, which were made possible by their special status 

as divine-image bearers. In The Defense of Poesy (1595), Sir Philip Sidney defends the position 

that aesthetic experiences involving works of art are vastly superior to those involving works of 

nature. Sidney elevates art above nature when he praises the poet for “making things better 

than nature bringeth forth or quite anew, forms such as never were in nature.” He depicts the 

natural world as an unfinished work that God intends for human beings to take dominion over 

and bring to completion. Other disciplines such as astronomy and anatomy are inferior in his 

estimation since they merely describe the works of nature in its current “brazen” state. Poetry, 

however, strives to transform nature with its visions of a “golden” world.3  

In order to explain shifting cultural views on art and nature, many early modern scholars 

have turned to religion. Religious conceptions of nature and art are complex and varied during 

the sixteenth century. Protestant iconoclasts, anti-theatrical polemicists, and Puritans of the 

“hotter sort” often criticized the arts and denied their contribution to society. Pastoral poets on 

                                                      
3. Philip Sidney, The Major Works, ed. Katherine Duncan-Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 216-17. 
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the other hand, emphasized the allure of nature and depicted country living as a return to 

Eden. Though many examples of hostility to the arts and receptivity to nature exist in sixteenth-

century England, many scholars have nevertheless argued that the dominant aesthetic 

discourses devalue the natural world.4 By the mid-seventeenth century, however, a veritable 

passion for nature began to emerge in aesthetic discourse, and many writers and artists 

challenged assumptions about nature’s brazenness. Andrew Marvell’s “The Garden,” for 

example, reflects the desire for unmediated contact with nature, even if the poem’s potentially 

ironic tone suggests such contact is never possible. Reimagining the myth of Daphne and 

Apollo, the speaker asserts that “Apollo hunted Daphne so, / Only that she might a laurel 

grow.”5 Later in the poem, he turns his attention to Adam’s condition in Paradise prior to the 

creation and Eve, and finds no reason to think the first man was lonely or discontent without a 

mate: “Two Paradises ‘twere in one / To live in Paradise alone,” the speaker declares (ll. 8.63-

64). The longing for nature unspoiled by human contact is so powerful that it transcends even 

erotic desire in the speaker’s imagination. An unmediated relationship with nature might not be 

possible for the speaker, but his passion for it is real. 

In order to explain the cultural shift in views on nature that occurred during the English 

Renaissance, many intellectual historians have turned to religion. The devaluation of nature in 

sixteenth-century England followed the Protestant Reformation, and some scholars have 

                                                      
4. See Clarence Glacken, Traces on the Rhodesian Shore: Nature and Culture in Western Thought from Ancient 
Times to the End of the Eighteenth Century (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967); Keith Thomas, Man and 
the Natural World: Changing Attitudes in England, 1500-1800 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983); Peter 
Coates, Nature: Western Attitudes Since Ancient Times (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998); and Robert 
Watson, Back to Nature: The Green and the Real in the Late Renaissance (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2006). 

5. Andrew Marvell, The Poems of Andrew Marvell, ed. Nigel Smith (New York: Pearson Longman, 2003), 4.29-30 (all 
future references to Marvell’s poems will be taken from this edition and cited parenthetically).  
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suggested that Calvinism, with its distinctive emphasis on Original Sin and the corruption of the 

fallen world, played a critical role in the development of what is often referred to as the 

“senescence” view of nature.6 This view posits that God cursed the earth after Adam and Eve 

fell from grace, thus subjecting nature to decay and disorder that constantly threatened human 

wellbeing. Proponents of this view presented the natural world as a ruin that was becoming 

increasingly unstable and uninhabitable.7 Grim representations of nature as a ruin or 

wasteland, however, become less and less common after the mid-seventeenth century. In Man 

and the Natural World (1983), Keith Thomas argues that beliefs about nature’s senescence 

were the product of sixteenth-century reformers whose “tendency…was to lay greater stress on 

the Fall” and “[emphasize] the wretched, decaying state of the natural world and the obstacles 

God had put in man’s way.” The ideas and attitudes of these reformers stands in contrast to the 

religious writers of the mid-seventeenth century, who displayed an “increasing disposition to 

play down the Fall and to stress, not the decay of nature, but its benevolent design.”8 Though 

Newman and other scholars do not discuss Calvin in detail, their studies suggest that Calvinist 

theology fueled hostile responses in sixteenth-century aesthetic discourse since Calvin’s 

doctrine of total depravity stressed Original Sin and its corruptive effects on human nature. 

                                                      
6. In Traces on the Rhodesian Shore, Glacken argues that Protestant Reformation, combined with a renewed 
interest in classical writings on nature, produced the senescence view. Thomas, Coates, and Watson support this 
argument in their works. 

7. The Elizabethan minister Francis Shakelton, for example, argues in A Blazying Starre (1580) that the natural 
world is rapidly losing the resources necessary to sustain human life—a sure sign of the impending apocalypse. “It 
remaineth therefore that shortly there shall be an ende and consummation of the Worlde, because it is…subject to 
old age, and therefore feeble in every party,” he explains. Art emerged in this context as a means for coping with 
the trauma of living on a dying planet. Godfrey Goodman (1583-1656), bishop of Gloucester, declares that “Art 
serves like a cobbler, or tinker, to peece up the walles and repaire the ruines of nature” (as quoted by Glacken, 
328; 28). 

8. Thomas, 20. 
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Theological views on the Fall presumably shaped people’s attitudes towards nature, indicating 

that one’s stance on human depravity was likely to determine one’s attitude towards the decay 

and disorder of nature. 

In this chapter, I argue that Andrew Marvell’s poem “Upon Appleton House” 

demonstrates that Calvinist beliefs about human depravity did not necessitate hostility towards 

nature. As Andrew McRae observes, Marvell’s nature poems offer some of the “most sensitive 

reflections on the relation between humanity and the natural world” in seventeenth-century 

literature.9 Though Marvell’s own religious identity is ambiguous, I demonstrate that in “Upon 

Appleton House,” his green reflections are shaded by Calvinist concerns. Marvell wrote “Upon 

Appleton House” for his patron Lord Thomas Fairfax (1612-1671), the former commander-in-

chief of Parliament’s New Model Army and a devout Calvinist. In the poem, he attempts to 

address his patron’s concerns about the socio-political turmoil of post-Civil War England by 

demonstrating how nature reveals God’s providential care for His creation and His sovereign 

control over a violent world.10 This search for providence in nature is characteristic of Calvinism. 

Contrary to what some scholars have suggested, the contemplation of nature plays a vital role 

in Calvin’s theology since he believed that beauty and order in nature reveal divine providence. 

Like Calvin, Marvell expresses a passion for nature and a desire to see providence at work in the 
                                                      
9. Andrew McRae, “The Green Marvell,” The Cambridge Companion to Andrew Marvell, ed. Derek Hirst and Steven 
Zwicker (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 122. 
10. In Providence in Early Modern England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), Alexandra Walsham defines 
providence as the belief that “God is no idle, inactive spectator upon the mechanical workings of the created 
world, but an assiduous, energetic deity who constantly intervened in human affairs” (2). Walsham demonstrates 
that providentialist discourse in early modern England was not confined to Calvinist groups; it was practiced by 
many branches and denominations of Protestantism, and she credits the pervasiveness of providentialist rhetoric 
with the creation of a uniquely English version of the Protestant faith. She observes in Chapter 1, however, that the 
Calvinist-influenced Puritans placed the strongest emphasis on divine providence in their theological discourse. As I 
will demonstrate later in this chapter, providentialism—far more than the doctrine of predestination—is the 
hallmark of Calvinist theology. 
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green world. Like Calvin, he also recognizes that the experience of nature is mediated by the 

mind: unfiltered and objective interactions with nature are impossible, and as a result what one 

finds in nature is often not the green world itself but a reflection of one’s own mind. Nature 

thus promises a transcendent aesthetic experience that is potentially contaminated at every 

stage by human subjectivity. In his poetry, Marvell emphasizes—as Calvin did in his theology—

the epistemological challenges that arise from aesthetic experiences of nature. As a result, 

Marvell exemplifies the tradition of aesthetic skepticism that defined early modern discourse 

on art and beauty and eventually enabled the development of aesthetics as a distinct branch of 

philosophy during the Enlightenment. 

A Calvinist reading of Marvell’s skepticism about the aesthetic experience of nature 

helps resolve a tension in studies of “Upon Appleton House.” For several decades, critical 

approaches to the poem have been positioned between two extremes. Annabel Patterson, on 

one hand, suggests that Marvell’s preoccupation with humanity’s “capacity for both harmony 

with and alienation from Nature” is a rooted in his belief in the “scriptural fact of the fall from 

Eden and the consequences that may be supposed to have proceeded from it.”11 His green 

poetry, Patterson argues, works to recover the relationship with Nature that Adam lost when 

he sinned in the Garden of Eden. “Unlike most of his modern readers,” she writes, “[Marvell] 

thought it was possible to recover lost harmony with Nature, which before the Fall man had 

possessed in the Garden. There is more than a hint of the possibility…[in] “Upon Appleton 

House, where the recovery is linked to contemplative retirement.”12 Patterson’s argument 

                                                      
11. Annabel Patterson, Pastoral and Ideology: Virgil to Valery (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), 161-
62. 

12. Patterson, 167. 



181 

stands in contrast to Robert Watson, who argues that Marvell reflects an epistemological crisis 

in seventeenth-century England. “Marvell’s landscape of the Fall shows the lovely other [e.g. 

nature] as perpetually lost, and the self found in all its temporal and conceptual limitations,” he 

argues. Watson suggests that Marvell  

seems already to be recognizing what the philosopher Richard Rorty would argue at 
length a quarter millennium later: that there is no way out of the epistemological maze, 
that the mind-body duality is neither a truth nor a falsehood, but a dilemma faced by 
human beings irresolvably, to be toyed with, and enjoyed in its multiplicity perhaps, but 
not to be treated as a scientific project, only as an aesthetic field of absorption.”13  

 
Patterson and Watson thus present us with two Andrew Marvells, an authentic Marvell who 

sought to redeem the relationship between humanity and nature and an ironic Marvell who 

believed the paradise of objective experience was perpetually lost to fallen minds.  

 In the following sections, I demonstrate that a Calvinist reading of “Upon Appleton 

House” offers ways to reconcile these two Marvells. Calvin, much like Rorty and the Marvell 

that Watson envisions, saw the human condition as an epistemological maze, a labyrinth. But 

Calvin also believed that the maze could be navigated if one was guided by divine grace. 

Marvell’s nature poetry, which moves so rapidly from vantage point to vantage point, 

constantly creating and deconstructing its own metaphors, seems to embody both Calvin’s 

passion for nature and his world-weariness. Like Marvell, Calvin was enraptured with the 

natural world. But he was also, like Marvell, afraid that the beauty and majesty of nature were 

imperceptible to fallen minds. Calvin ultimately doubts the value that aesthetic experiences of 

nature have for the human race, but he believed nature could have powerful effects on godly 

individuals who were capable of recognizing divine providence at work in nature. Marvell may 

                                                      
13. Watson, 134. 
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never have embraced Calvin’s theology to the degree that his patron Fairfax did, but he reflects 

Calvin’s view of nature in “Upon Appleton House” and this view is central to the poem’s 

concerns about the ways in which art and nature mediate our experience of reality.  

 

5.2 Green Calvinism 

Though there are no extensive ecological studies of Calvinism’s impact on early modern 

literature, the assumption that Calvinist theology produced distaste or even hatred for nature is 

common amongst Renaissance scholars.14 Michael Walzer finds in The Revolution of the Saints 

(1982), for example, that the transformative social vision of Puritanism was rooted in the 

Calvinist belief that the natural world is fallen and cursed. Puritans found little inspiration in 

nature, Walzer explains, and the only conceptions of the green world that appealed to them  

involved disease and contamination, since such conceptions supported their movement for 

drastic socio-political reform.15 In Radical Tragedy (1993), Jonathan Dollimore quotes Calvin’s 

teachings on the depravity of human nature, and then implies those teachings extend to the 

natural world as well: “Nor does nature escape [Calvin’s rebuke]. Calvin talks of its ‘overthrow 

and destruction’ and tells us decisively that ‘its ruin is complete,’” Dollimore writes. Calvin’s 

emphasis on “people and nature’s inherent corruption,” he suggests, contributed to a climate 

                                                      
14. Some scholars have noted a positive relationship between Calvinism and at least one ecological issue: animal 
rights. Keith Thomas argues in Man and the Natural World that Calvinist theology inspired Puritans to oppose 
animal cruelty and advocate the protection of animals during the early modern era. See also Bruce Thomas 
Boehrer’s Shakespeare Among the Animals: Nature and Society in the Drama of Early Modern England (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2002) and Robert Watson’s “Protestant Animals: Puritan Sects and English Animal-Protection 
Sentiment, 1550-1650,” ELH, v. 81.4 (2014), 1114-1148. 
15. Michael Walzer, The Revolution of the Saints: A Study in the Origin of Radical Politics (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1982), 176. 
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of “despair” and “nihilism” in early modern England.16 In Back to Nature (2006), the most 

detailed ecological study of seventeenth-century English literature, Robert Watson observes 

the developing passion for nature during the 1600s and attributes it to the belief that a return 

to the green world was crucial to save society from the political, cultural, and philosophical 

crises of the era. Though Watson has argued that Calvinists were important advocates for the 

rights of animals, he excludes them from the return-to-nature movement due to their supposed 

“revulsion from nature.”17 Such claims are common in early modern literary criticism, but I find 

them difficult to reconcile with Calvin’s own teachings on nature. 

In his writings on nature, Calvin emphasizes, as he does when discussing any topic, the 

complete sovereignty of God. He emphasizes God’s direct and personal involvement in every 

aspect of creation, a belief that stands in contrast to the mechanistic view of the universe 

propounded by later writers such as Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), Rene Descartes (1596-1650), 

and Isaac Newton (1643-1727). Calvin’s God directs every event in the universe—from the 

revolution of the planets to the blooming of a single flower—through personal decrees, not 

remote laws. “Every single year, month, and day is regulated by a new and special providence 

                                                      
16. Jonathan Dollimore, Radical Tragedy: Radical Tragedy: Religion, Ideology, and the Power of Drama in 
Shakespeare and His Contemporaries (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993), 104. Dollimore quotes Calvin out of 
context here. In the original passage from Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion, he is discussing the Apostle 
Paul’s teachings about the “overthrow” of human nature, not the corruption of the natural world. Since this is a 
significant distortion of Calvin’s argument, it is worth quoting the entire passage: “[Paul] thunders not against 
certain individuals, but against the whole posterity of Adam—not against the depraved manners of any single age, 
but the perpetual corruption of nature. His object in the passage is not merely to upbraid men in order that they 
may repent, but to teach them that all are overwhelmed with inevitable calamity, and can be delivered from it only 
by the mercy of God. As this could not be proved without previously proving the overthrow and destruction of 
nature, he produced those passages to show that its ruin is complete. Let it be a fixed point, then, that men are 
such as is here described, not by vicious custom, but by the depravity of nature (2.2.3, emphasis added). 
17. Watson, 119. 



184 

of God,” Calvin asserts.18 This emphasis on God as the primary cause of all events does not 

mean, though, that Calvin denied the existence or importance of secondary causes. “The 

Christian…will always direct his eye to him [God] as the principal cause of all events, [while] at 

the same time paying due regard to the inferior causes in their own place” (1.17.6), he asserts. 

According to Calvin, believers understand how God works by examining the workings of nature, 

which are directed by His will.19 Such a claim, however, raised problems: the study of nature 

revealed, on one hand, a complex and beautiful system, which seemed designed to meet basic 

human needs. But the study of nature was also a constant testament to catastrophes—storms, 

famines, diseases, animal attacks, etc.—that threatened humanity’s wellbeing. If a sovereign 

and benevolent God created and directed the universe, why then did nature seem so hostile to 

human interests? For Calvin, the answer is human depravity. 

In Calvin’s thought, a proper understanding of the natural world depends on the 

doctrine of Original Sin. Calvin taught that when Adam fell from grace, he corrupted both 

human nature and the natural world in the process. Calvin distinguishes, though, between the 

corruption of humanity and the corruption of nature. Adam’s sin was a volitional act; he abused 

his freedom, and in doing so, he caused both his own nature and the nature of all his 

descendants to become spiritually depraved. Nature’s corruption, however, was involuntary. 

God created nature in a state of perfection, and though it committed no sin, he allowed it to 

experience death and decay in order to punish Adam’s sin. Nature’s condition, therefore, 

                                                      
18. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, transl. Henry Beveridge (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 
2008), 1.16.2 (all future references to this text will be cited parenthetically). 

19. For a study of Calvin’s views on natural philosophy, see Christopher Kaiser’s “Calvin’s Understanding of 
Aristotelian Natural Philosophy: Its Extent and Possible Origins,” Calviniana: Ideas and Influences of John Calvin, ed. 
Robert V. Schnucker (Kirksville: Sixteenth Century Journal Publishers, 1988): 77-92. 
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should inspire pity, not resentment, since nature is a victim of humanity’s transgression. In his 

commentary on the Book of Romans, Calvin explains how the Apostle Paul personifies nature, 

treating it as a “creature” or being that longs for its physical restoration in much the same way 

that believers desire the spiritual salvation of humanity.20 Like Paul, Calvin invites sympathy for 

nature, which is humanity’s companion in misery. He encourages his readers to  

consider what a dreadful curse we have deserved, since all created things, in themselves 
blameless, both on earth and in the visible heaven, undergo punishment for our sins; for 
it has not happened through their own fault, that they are liable to corruption. Thus the 
condemnation of mankind is imprinted on the heavens, and on the earth, and on all 
creatures.21  

 
Nature is a reminder of humanity’s sin and its consequences, but Calvin does not intend for the 

contemplation of nature to provoke despair. The study of nature reveals humanity and nature’s 

mutual misery, but it also gives reason to hope for the redemption of both. God is sovereign, 

and he still retains control over his creation, even in its postlapsarian state. Calvin asserts that 

natural phenomena such as “the alacrity of the sun, and the moon, and of all the stars in their 

constant courses,” the “earth’s obedience in bringing forth fruit,” and the “unwearied motions 

of the air” are all signs of order and constancy in a fallen world. The existence of such order 

points to God’s benevolent design, which he altered after Adam’s fall but did not suspend. God 

could have allowed the “whole machinery of the world…[to become] instantly deranged” after 

Adam fell, but the fact that beauty and order persist in the fallen world is a sure sign that “some 

                                                      
20. Paul writes: “For the fervent desire of the creature waiteth when the sons of God shall be revealed, because 
the creature is subject to vanity, not of its own will, but by reason of him, which hath subdued it under hope, 
because the creature also shall be delivered from the bondage of corruption unto the glorious liberty of the sons of 
God. For we know that every creature groaneth with us also, and travaileth in pain together unto this present” 
(Romans 8:19-22, 1599 Geneva Bible). 

21. Calvin, Calvin’s Commentaries, transl. Henry Beveridge, vol. 29 (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2009), 305. 
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hidden strength supported them.”22 In Calvin’s estimation, God allowed nature to experience a 

degree of corruption so that it would remind humanity of its own fallen condition. However, 

God still maintains the earth due to His compassion for sinful human beings, whom He allows to 

create prosperous societies as a testament to His mercy. 

 Calvin acknowledged the corruption of nature because he believed it was a vital 

reminder of humanity’s fallen condition. But the collective weight of his writings places a far 

greater emphasis on nature’s beauty and design. As Belden Lane argues, Calvin believed in a 

“God of ravishing beauty” whose attributes were “mirrored so generously (and flagrantly) in 

the world of nature.”23 Calvin was not repulsed by nature; he was enraptured by it. In his 

Institutes, he praises nature as a “mirror” (1.5.1), a “painting” (1.5.11), and most commonly, a 

“glorious” or “beautiful theater” (1.6. 1.14.20) in which human beings become spectators to 

acts of divine glory.24 He also describes nature as being “most richly adorned, and copiously 

supplied with all things, like a large and splendid mansion gorgeously constructed and 

exquisitely furnished.” Since this beautiful “mansion” is a divine work, he encourages Christians 

to “meditate with pious care to the end which God had in view in creating it” (1.14.20). Indeed, 

the contemplation of nature plays a vital role in Calvin’s theology. Calvin’s vision of God is 

essentially aesthetic: he envisions God as a divine artist who created the world and is 

continually involved with his creation. The aesthetic experience of God’s work, therefore, is 

                                                      
22. Calvin, Commentaries, 304-5. 

23. Belden C. Lane, Ravished by Beauty: The Surprising Legacy of Reformed Theology (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2011), 18. 

24. The theatrum mundi metaphor is prominent in Calvin’s writings: he uses it seven times in his Institutes and 
dozens of times in his commentaries. For a study of the metaphor and its centrality in Calvin’s conception of 
nature, see Susan Schreiner, The Theatre of His Glory: Nature and the Natural Order in the Thought of John 
Calvin (Durham, NC: Labyrinth Press, 1991). 
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vital to those who wish to know and worship God. Nature deserves more than just a 

“hasty…evanescent glance,” he writes. Instead, we should “dwell long upon them, seriously and 

faithfully turning them in our minds” (1.14.21). Though Calvin admits that the works of nature 

are beautiful in their own right (3.10.2), his primary reason for contemplating nature is 

theocentric: nature’s principle value, in Calvin’s estimation, lies in its ability to reveal the 

character of its divine artist.  

 The divine traits that Calvin most desired to see in nature were God’s omnipotence and 

goodness, which he felt were often obscured by the workings of human culture. According to 

him, the greatest comfort a believer can possess is knowing that a benevolent deity is sovereign 

over all things, directing every event towards an ultimate good: “Ignorance of providence is the 

ultimate misery; the highest blessedness is the knowledge of it,” he asserts (1.17.11).25 In their 

study of Calvin’s writings on nature, Paul Santmire and John Cobb, Jr. explain that his theology 

“had its existential genesis…in the distress about the social, political, and ecclesiastical chaos all 

around him. For this reason, he accented the theme of providence.”26 Calvin’s primary desire, 

Santmire and Cobb argue, was to see God’s providential plan for humanity at work in the world. 

He believed that the “invisible God makes himself visible…in many ways in the created world,” 

and he came to think of God’s “providential ordering of things throughout the whole creation 

                                                      
25. Calvin’s emphasis on providence stands in contrast to Martin Luther, who considered the assurance of 
justification to be humanity’s greatest comfort. Luther believed that history and culture, with their violent ebb and 
flow, suggest the world is not under divine control. “God so governs the world in external things [i.e. politics] that, 
according to human reason and judgment, you must be compelled to say, either there is no God, or God is unjust” 
(The Bondage of the Will, 275). For this reason Luther places greater emphasis on internal matters, namely the 
soul’s assurance of its salvation, which comes from reading the Bible. 

26. H. Paul Santmire and John B. Cobb, Jr. “The World of Nature According to the Protestant Tradition,” The Oxford 
Handbook of Religion and Ecology, ed. Roger S. Gottlieb (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 120. 
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as a manifestation of God.”27 This desire to see physical manifestations of divine providence 

characterizes Andrew Marvell’s “Upon Appleton House.” Donald Friedman, in his analysis of 

Marvell’s “An Horatian Ode,” finds Marvell’s poems often express a desire to see God’s will at 

work in the world. His poetry reflects a  

drive to understand the shape of providential history, and the equally importunate need 
to bring the individual will into conformity with the divine will. To try to understand 
God’s design became not only an all-embracing moral duty but a crucical task of 
introspection, analysis, and discipline by which to determine the choices of life.28 

 
Though Friedman concludes that the speaker in “An Horatian Ode” struggles to see a 

providential design in the political events of the Interregnum, I demonstrate that the speaker in 

“Upon Appleton House” finds this design in the relationship between the country house and 

the fields and forests that surround it. The poem presents its providential findings to Fairfax, 

who was eager to know that God’s sovereign control over England’s political destiny had not 

been overthrown by the turmoil of the Civil War. Because Marvell’s art reveals what Fairfax 

cannot see in nature, though, the poem edges back towards the epistemological confusion it 

seeks to transcend. Marvell, like Calvin, desires to see God at work in nature, but his search 

raises the question of whether the human mind discovers providential designs or imposes them 

on the world. 

 

5.3 Marvell and Calvinism 

Marvell’s political and religious identity seems to have shifted constantly over the 

                                                      
27. Santmire and Cobb, 121. 

28. “Andrew Marvell.” Cambridge Companion to English Poetry, Donne to Marvell, ed. Thomas N. Corns 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 278. 
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course of his career, making it difficult to discuss his beliefs using any political or confessional 

labels. Indeed, one of his own contemporaries derisively referred to the poet as a “notable 

English Italo-Machiavellian,” suggesting that Marvell adapted his beliefs to circumstances in 

order to further his career.29 Nevertheless, scholars have long argued that Marvell had genuine 

political and religious principles, even if these principles were subject to change. The French 

scholar Pierre Legouis famously described Marvell in his 1928 biography as a poète, puritain, 

and patriote, and he argued that Marvell’s works reflect the influence of Calvinism, or, as he 

puts it, the “Genevan impress.”30 Subsequent scholars, however, have found it problematic to 

label Marvell as a Puritan since he defended the controversial minister John Howe (1630-1705) 

from Puritans in his pamphlet Remarks upon a Late Disengenous Discourse (1978), in which 

Marvell refutes the “horrible decree” of double predestination and maintains the 

“reasonableness of Arminian doctrine.”31 This has prompted some scholars, including Sharon 

Achinstein, J.G.A. Pocock, Raymond Waddington, and Warner Chernaik, to conclude that 

Marvell was an Arminian or at least an Arminian sympathizer.32  

                                                      
29. Robert R. Hay, An Andrew Marvell Companion (New York: Routledge, 1998), 101. 

30. Pierre Legouis, Andrew Marvell: Poet, Puritan, Patriot (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963), 35; 96.  

31. Andrew Marvell, “Remarks Upon a Late Disengenous Discourse,” The Prose Works of Andrew Marvell, ed. 
Annabell Patterson, Martin Dzelzainis, N.H. Keeble, and Nicholas von Maltzahn, vol. 2 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2003), 107. 

32. Marvell’s beliefs are often discussed in relationship to his friend Milton, another complex, heterodox thinker. 
The critical consensus suggests that Milton was politically aligned with Puritanism, but he nevertheless rejected 
the Calvinist theology held by most of his political allies. Scholars often perceive similarities between Milton and 
Marvell and ascribe a similar political/religious identity to Marvell. In “Christian Liberty in Marvell and Milton” 
(1986), for example, Werner Chernaik argues that even though the two men never identified themselves as 
Arminians, their theology corresponds to the distinctive doctrines of the Remonstrants, the followers of Jacob 
Arminius. J.G.A. Pocock asserts in “A Discourse on Sovereignty” (1993) that Marvell’s political beliefs, like Milton’s, 
were informed by Arminian theology, which emphasizes freedom and agency (392). Similarly, Sharon Achinstein 
maintains in Literature and Dissent in Milton’s England that as the English Church shifted from Calvinism to 
Arminianism, both Milton and Marvell allied themselves with Arminianism (172). 
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Other scholars prefer to emphasize Marvell’s ambiguity in matters of religion, positing 

this ambiguity not as hypocrisy or Machiavellianism, but as a reflection of a tolerant and 

inquisitive mind. In his biography, Nigel Smith refers to Marvell as the “chameleon,” a fitting 

description given the poet’s “indecipherability” and “irresolvable ambiguities.”33 John Spur also 

notes Marvell’s ambiguity in his summary of the poet’s religious beliefs. Marvell’s faith, he 

explains, seems to simultaneously “look back to the sixteenth-century Reformation and forward 

to the Enlightenment.” Marvell emphasizes the authority of the individual to interpret and 

practice the Bible freely from ecclesiastical constraints or censures, a position that could “easily 

be equated with some definitions of Puritanism as an introspective and individualistic faith,” 

Spur observes. But this position also accommodates a “stripped down minimalist religion, 

devoid of content and answerable to no community, the very last station on the road to 

deism.” In Spur’s estimation, it is difficult, if not impossible, to judge the exact nature of 

Marvell’s faith since his forays into theology are found only in his polemical works. Nothing 

Marvell says in these can be taken at face value since he is “always at work, fencing with an 

opponent, making the most effective sallies, and taking care to give nothing of himself away.”34 

Keeping Spur’s warning in mind, I find that Marvell’s polemics indicate that while he was 

opposed to the harsh predestinarian theology that characterized English Puritanism, he was not 

hostile to Calvin as an individual theologian.  

                                                      
33. Nigel Smith, Andrew Marvell: The Chameleon (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), 3. 

34. John Spur, “The Poet’s Religion,” The Cambridge Companion to Andrew Marvell, ed. Derek Hirst and Steven 
Zwicker (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 172. 
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Marvell disliked the dogmatism of hardcore Calvinists, but he admired the 

“unaccomodated Calvin” and his views on a number of issues.35 In The Rehearsal Transpros’d 

(1672), for example, Marvell lambasts Samuel Parker (1640-1688), the bishop of Oxford, for 

suggesting that the state should have dominion over all religious affairs. Marvell criticizes 

Parker for trying to turn “Geneva and Calvin into a Common-Place of Railing.” He states that he 

“had alwayes heard that Calvin was a good Scholar, and an honest Divine,” whose worst 

offense was criticizing the Church of England’s liturgy, a sin Marvell is sure he repented by his 

death.36 In the second part of The Rehearsal Transpros’d (1673), Marvell instructs Parker to 

cease viewing Calvin as a “declared Enemy” and adopt instead the opinion of Richard Hooker 

(1554-1600), who considered Calvin to be “incomparably the wisest man that ever the French 

Church did enjoy.” Hooker praised Calvin as a singular theologian who derived all his knowledge 

directly from God and imparted it to thousands, and Marvell finds that this opinion was also 

shared other prominent English clergy, including Thomas Morton (1564-1659), John Davenant 

(1572-1641), and Joseph Hall (1574-1656). A high view of Calvin, Marvell implies, is 

characteristic of those with “singular Wisdom and Piety” who seek the “reconciliation of 

Protestants among themselves,” an endeavor he considered Parker to be working against 

rather than promoting.37 Whatever Marvell’s theological convictions might have been, he 

                                                      
35. The “unaccomodated Calvin” is Richard Muller’s phrase to describe the differences between Calvin’s theology, 
as taught in his own writings, and Calvin’s theology as it was later interpreted and systematized in Holland by the 
Dutch clergy and in England by the Puritans. See The Unaccomodated Calvin: Studies in the Formation of a 
Theological Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). See also R.T.’s Kendall, Calvin and English Calvinism 
to 1649 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980) for a study of critical differences between Calvin’s theology and 
English Calvinism.  
36. Marvell, “The Rehearsal Transpros’d,” The Prose Work of Andrew Marvell, vol. 1, 73. 

37. Marvell, “The Rehearsal Transpros’d: The Second Part,” The Prose Works of Andrew Marvell, vol. 1, 406-7. 
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seems to have felt the need for constant vigilance against dogmatism and division. These were 

faults he found on both sides of the religious debate in seventeenth-century England.   

Given these positive references to Calvin as a theologian, his Calvinist upbringing, and 

his associations with prominent Calvinist figures in English society, there is reason to think that 

Marvell would have been receptive Calvin’s view of nature.38 He shared Calvin’s passion for the 

green world, and he too was drawn to the promise of a providential plan revealed in nature. 

Scholars have long noted providentialist themes in Marvell’s poetry but offered conflicting 

interpretations. Lucy Gent argues, against Annabel Patterson, that Marvell satirizes the search 

for providential knowledge. Donald Friedman, however, identifies an earnest desire in Marvell’s 

poetry to “understand the shape of providential history” and an “importunate need to bring the 

individual will into conformity with the divine will.” While Friedman emphasizes Marvell’s 

curiosity about providence, Raymond Waddington contrasts Marvell with Milton, suggesting 

that Marvell stoically accepts providence while Milton contends with and questions it.39 None 

of these scholars, however, have considered Marvell’s Calvinist elements even though 

providentialism is an essential theme in Calvin’s theology.  
                                                      
38. As Nigel Smith explains in his biography, Marvell’s father, also named Andrew, was a “moderate Puritan” who 
graduated from Emmanuel College which was, at that point, the “home of the Puritan churchmanship at 
Cambridge” (17). Marvell’s father joined the clergy and preached at the Holy Trinity Church at Hull, where we 
know he taught against Arminianism (31). He sent his son to Trinity College, which had become the “engine house 
of English Puritanism” (31). Though Marvell supposedly converted to Catholicism for a brief period, his father 
restored him to the Protestant faith. During his early career, Marvell would served as a tutor to the daughter of 
Lord Thomas Fairfax, the former commander-in-chief of the Parliamentarian Armies, and then William Dutton, the 
ward of Oliver Cromwell. During his time as tutor to Dutton, Marvell lived with the scholar and pastor John 
Oxenbridge (1608-1674), whose experiences with Puritan pilgrims to the Caribbean likely inspired Marvell’s poem 
“Bermudas” (114). All of this makes it unlikely, in my estimation, that Marvell was a devout Arminian. He moved 
too easily in Puritan circles and was too receptive to those with Calvinist beliefs to have firmly adhered to Arminian 
theology. 
39. See Lucy Gent, “Marvell’s Games with Teleology,” Renaissance Quarterly 32, no. 4 (1979: 514-528; Donald 
Friedman, “Andrew Marvell,” in The Cambridge Companion to English Poetry, Donne to Marvell, ed. Thomas N. 
Corns (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 278; and Raymond Waddington, Looking into Providences: 
Designs and Trials in Paradise Lost (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012).  
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My own view of Marvell’s providentialism is closest to Takashi Yoshinaka’s view, which 

recognizes Calvinist elements in Marvell’s poetry. Yoshinaka argues that Marvell’s poems reflect 

a Calvinist desire to see divine providence at work, but the poet is strategically ambiguous 

when discussing the subject because he wants to offer religious consolation without taking a 

doctrinal stance that might enflame either side of the religious debate. 40 Most scholars have 

argued (or assumed), though, that Marvell’s religious beliefs—whatever those might be—were 

antithetical to Calvinism. I attribute this to a tendency to focus solely on the doctrine of 

predestination, to which Marvell was most certainly opposed. As I have argued throughout this 

dissertation, the doctrine of predestination does not represent the entirety of Calvin’s thought 

or even his primary concern. Marvell’s theological beliefs are ambiguous enough to allow us to 

entertain the thought that he might have been receptive to other aspects of Calvin’s theology, 

especially Calvin’s passion for nature and his search for providential knowledge. The need for 

such knowledge felt pressing in the mid-seventeenth century, as England transitioned in less 

than two decades from a bloody civil war to a failed attempt at republican government to the 

restoration of monarchical power. Marvell, situated in a turbulent historical moment, turned 

like many writers to nature in search of hope and meaning. In “Upon Appleton House,” we see 

the beginning of this search and, I argue, the Calvinist concerns that initiated and guided it.  

 

                                                      
40. See Takashi Yoshinaka, Marvell’s Ambivalence: Religion and the Politics of the Imagination in Mid-Seventeenth 
Century England (Rochester: D.S. Brewer, 2011). Yoshinaka argues that Marvell never rejected Calvinism, but 
instead modified it (Nigel Smith and N.K. Keeble have made similar arguments but never emphasized the Calvinist 
elements in Marvell’s thought or their relevance to his poetry). He aligns Marvell with Amyraldism, a theological 
position developed by the French theologian Moses Amyraut (1596-1666). Amyraut’s “Middle Way” between 
Calvinism and Arminianism appealed to many English divines after the Civil War, including Richard Baxter and John 
Howe. For a detailed study of Amyraldism, see Alan C. Clifford, Amyraut Confirmed: Or, Owenism, a Caricature of 
Calvinism (New York: Charenton Reformed Publishing, 2004).  
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5.4 Nature and Appleton House  

Most scholars believe that Marvell wrote “Upon Appleton House, To My Lord Fairfax” 

sometime between 1650 and 1653 while he was serving as a tutor to the daughter of Lord 

Thomas Fairfax, the former commander-in-chief of the New Model Army. When Fairfax 

resigned his commission in 1650 and retired to Nunappleton, his secluded estate in Yorkshire, 

he was one of the most famous military figures in Europe. Panegyrics celebrating Fairfax’s 

martial achievements appeared throughout the Civil War (1642-1651), and they continued to 

be printed long after his retirement. But of all the praises dedicated to Fairfax, Marvell’s “Upon 

Appleton House” is unique. Instead of praising Fairfax for his military exploits, Marvell considers 

the merits of Fairfax’s decision to retire from public life after the war’s end. The general claimed 

his retirement was due to poor health; however, it was common knowledge that he resigned 

because he was unwilling to support Oliver Cromwell’s plan to invade Scotland in order to quell 

growing support for Charles II. A devout Presbyterian, Fairfax was ready to defend England from 

invaders, but he refused to preemptively attack his “brethren in Scotland,” to whom he 

considered the English people “bound in solemn league and covenant.”41 Unwilling to violate 

his conscience, he resigned his commission and moved to his secluded estate, where he 

dedicated the rest of his life primarily to theological and antiquarian studies. 

Though “Upon Appleton House” celebrates the virtues of pastoral living like other estate 

poems such as Ben Jonson’s “To Penshurst” (1616) and Thomas Carew’s “To Saxham” (1640), 

Marvell’s poem deviates from generic conventions by emphasizing violence and conflict. The 

                                                      
41. Ian J. Gentles, “Fairfax, Thomas, Third Lord Fairfax of Cameron 1612-1671),” Oxford Dictonary of National 
Biography, ed. H.C.G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press): accessed 19 Oct. 2015, 
<http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/9092?docPos=2> 

http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/9092?docPos=2
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pastoral life usually offers a retreat from such forces, but Marvell demonstrates that even 

Fairfax’s beautiful estate is not free from turmoil. Edward Tayler observes that in doing so, 

Marvell violates the central tenet of pastoral poetry, the idyllic representation of the 

relationship between humanity and nature.42 Donald Friedman also finds that Marvell does not 

conform to the pastoral vision, which is essentially “prelapsarian” since it depicts an ideal 

community free from conflict.43 Scholars such as Muriel Bradbrook, Jane Partner, and Thomas 

Healy have argued that the mixture of beauty and violence Marvell finds at Nunappleton is a 

metaphor for the socio-political turmoil of post-Civil War England, but there is still no critical 

consensus on what political message the poem offers. Some scholars argue that Marvell 

defends Fairfax’s decision to retire from politics, but they disagree on whether the poem treats 

Fairfax as a Parliamentarian hero or as a political dissident who was becoming increasingly 

sympathetic to the Royalist cause.44 Other scholars such as Patsy Griffin, Kari Boyd McBride, 

Derek Hirst, and Steven Zwicker have argued that Marvell censures Fairfax for abandoning the 

Parliamentarian cause and urges him to reenter the political fray.45 Though scholars have 

                                                      
42. Edward William Tayler, Nature and Art in Renaissance Literature (New York: Columbia University Press, 1964), 
154. 

43. Friedman states that in the pastoral vision, “human beings…[are] the centre and beneficiaries of a bounteous 
and benevolent nature, unperturbed by changes of season or extremes of temperature, fed and clothed by plants 
and animals who existed to provide for their necessities” (Cambridge Companion, 282). 

44. Muriel C. Bradbrook, for example, argues in “Marvell and the Masque” (1977) that “Upon Appleton House” 
imitates the rhetoric of seventeenth-century masque writers when they celebrated Charles I and his court. She 
considers this to be a sign of Fairfax’s emerging sympathy for the Royalist cause since it is unlikely that the former 
general would have been receptive to such rhetoric if he remained a zealous Parliamentarian in his retirement. 
Jane Partner also asserts in her article “The Swelling House” (2008) that Marvell recognized his patron’s emerging 
sympathy for the Royalist cause, as evidenced by Fairfax’s decision to employ a former Royalist architect to 
remodel Appleton House. Partner agrees with Thomas Healy (1990), however, who contends that Marvell 
compares Fairfax to his former opponents in order to convict Fairfax of his lapse in judgment and encourage him to 
renew his allegiance to the Parliamentary cause. 

45. Patsy Griffin argues in The Modest Ambition of Andrew Marvell (1995) that the poem is essentially propaganda 
written to defend Fairfax’s status, even in retirement, as a Parliamentary hero. In Country House Discourses in Early 
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offered divergent interpretations of the poem’s political message, their interpretations all 

suggest that Marvell departs from pastoral conventions and emphasizes violence in nature to 

serve a political agenda. 

While Marvell’s deviations from the pastoral reveal a political agenda, they also reveal a 

religious agenda—offering spiritual consolation during a time of worldly trouble. In the same 

way that Marvell’s political vision of Nunappleton makes it clear the Fairfax estate is not free 

from the effects of the Civil War, his religious vision shows that Nunappleton is not free from 

the effects of Original Sin. Nunappleton is not “Paradise,” but “Paradise’s only map” (l. 768). It 

offers a guide through the violence and chaos of the fallen world, not a refuge from those 

forces. To follow this guide, though, one must be able to resolve the contrary elements that 

obscure spiritual vision. Like Calvin, Marvell emphasizes the dualities—beauty and ugliness, 

order and disorder, peace and violent—that afflict both the green world and human society. He 

follows Calvin in suggesting that right perspective will allow one to see the providential plan 

that resolves these conflicting elements, but he questions how right perspective is created and 

maintained. Marvell works to console his Calvinist patron with a providential vision of nature, 

but at the same time his poem raises troubling questions about the legitimacy of that vision. If 

both human nature and the natural world are fallen, what assurances do people have that they 

                                                                                                                                                                           
Modern England (2001), Kari Boyd McBride also argues that Marvell defends the virtues of retirement, though she 
asserts that his justification is the need to establish a refuge from a Parliamentary government unable to manage 
the chaos that ensued after the execution of Charles I. In Marvell’s Pastoral Art (1970), Donald Friedman reads the 
poem as a contemplation of the respective merits of the vita contemplativa and the vita activa during the 
Interregnum, though he concludes that the poem’s findings are ambiguous about which existence is better. Derek 
Hirst and Steven Zwicker maintain in Andrew Marvell, Orphan of the Hurricane (2012), however, that Marvell is a 
staunch defender of active engagement and takes it upon himself to persuade Fairfax to abandon retirement and 
return to political life. 
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can see themselves or the green world rightly? Marvell’s poem, in my estimation, works to 

relieve doubt while also creating new anxieties about the subjective experience of nature. 

Nature in “Upon Appleton House” is a complex and unstable concept that challenges 

definition. As Andrew McRae observes, “nature is rarely—if ever—just nature for Marvell.”46 

The poet frequently conflates the human and the non-human, and in “Upon Appleton House” 

he is in rare form: he personifies landscapes and inanimate objects, anthropomorphizes animals 

(sometimes to the point of absurdity), and envisions human constructs as organic beings.47 

While this reveals the poet’s penchant for irony and playfulness, I also find that it reveals an 

ecological vision that rejects simple divisions and conflict. Marvell’s vision seeks to equalize and 

unify, not divide or oppose. When he praises Fairfax’s residence, his praise is based on the 

observation that “all things are composed / Here like nature” (ll. 25-26). This line calls the 

reader’s attention to not only the house the speaker describes but also the poem in which he 

describes it. References to the “sober frame” (l. 1) and “admirable lines” (l. 42) are self-

reflexive, inviting comparisons between not only the house and the poem but between cultural 

artifacts and natural objects.  

The speaker’s logic suggests that both his poem and the house resemble nature. But 

what does it mean to be “like nature” in this context? Marvell’s poetic vision suggests that 

“nature” is not a discrete ontological category that separates the human from the non-human. 

For him, “nature” is a category that is broad enough to include both manmade and natural 

                                                      
46. McRae, 122. 

47. The “rational Amphibii” (ll. 774) that end the poem have long puzzled critics, and the reference to the “swelling 
hall” that “grows spherical” like a pregnant woman (ll. 51-52) famously drew the ire of T.S. Eliot in his essay 
“Andrew Marvell” (21). Eliot believed that Marvell’s imagery was guided by fancy, not wit, and that the images 
distract from rather than enhance the poem’s meaning.  
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objects, provided they share a certain trait—they must create and maintain a moral order. The 

speaker believes that works that bring the soul into harmony with divine will are the works of 

“nature,” while anything that challenges or undermines this harmony is unnatural. Over the 

course of the poem, the speaker praises compositions—which include people, poems, 

buildings, and trees—that encourage greater unity between God, nature, and humanity while 

at the same rejecting any work that seeks to ruin this relationship. 

The poem’s emphasis on moral order begins in the first stanza, which praises Appleton 

House’s humble architectural design. What the “sober frame” lacks in grandeur or elegance, 

however, it makes up for in virtue.48 It may not inspire awe in guests who visit, but it cultivates 

moral perspective in those who live within. Marvell contrasts Appleton House with the work of 

a “foreign architect” (l. 2) who would have, presumably, needed vast amounts of natural 

resources in order to “vault his brain” (l. 6) and fulfill his self-aggrandizing designs. Such designs 

would have destroyed the local environment, but Appleton House was constructed in ways that 

kept it in harmony with the natural world. The house was built without quarrying local caves or 

cutting down local forests (ll. 3-4), a feat that is not explained until stanza 11 where we learn 

that Appleton House is built from the remnants of a Cistercian convent. By recycling building 

materials, Appleton House maintains a harmonious relationship with the green world. “Nature 

                                                      
48. The Nunappleton estate was a Cistercian convent that the Fairfax family acquired in 1542 after the Dissolution. 
The original Appleton House was built from the remnants of the nunnery. At some point, however, the first 
Appleton House was torn down and replaced by a stately manor designed by John Webb (1611-1672), a disciple of 
Inigo Jones (1573-1652). The house was long believed to have been completed by the time Fairfax retired in 1650, 
and critics thus found it difficult to reconcile Marvell’s praise for Appleton House’s humble designs with Webb’s 
actual work (see Powell 1996 and Partner 2008). Scholars now argue though that previous histories of the estate 
were wrong or misleading and that the second Appleton House was not finished until 1658. This account, as Smith 
notes, is most consistent with Marvell’s poem (94). For a historical overview of the house’s design and 
construction, see Vitaliy Eber, Andrew Marvell’s “Upon Appleton House”: An Analytic Commentary (Cranbury: 
Associated University Presses, 2010), 21-29. 
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here hath been so free,” the speaker declares (l. 74). Its “fragrant gardens, shady woods /Deep 

meadows, and transparent floods” (ll. 80-81) have not been “defaced” by “Art (l. 77), which so 

often serves humanity vanity.  

The environmental ethic of Appleton House does not just maintain harmony between 

humanity and the green world, though—it also maintains harmony between humanity and 

heaven. The dimensions of the house require small, straight door frames, the speaker notes. 

Entering through such a door is a reminder of a “more sober age and mind” when men entered 

through “doors so straight / To strain themselves through heaven’s gate” (ll. 30-32). Several 

critics have observed that this line recalls Jesus’s warning about the “narrow gate” of salvation 

in the Gospel of Matthew.49 But it also makes a more contemporary allusion, I think, to the 

scene in Edmund Spenser’s Protestant allegory The Fairie Queene (19590) in which the Red 

Cross Knight and Una must “stoop low” to enter the “straight and narrow…way” that leads to 

the House of Holiness.50 Marvell casts Fairfax and his family as Spenserian heroes whose home 

is not only a reminder to all who enter of their fallen condition but also a testament to the 

remedy for that condition. Indeed, Marvell envisions that future generations will make a 

“pilgrimage, / These sacred places to adore” (ll. 35-36). However, he makes it clear that the 

spiritual value of Appleton House is not found in the physical structure of the house, but in the 

virtue of its inhabitants. The house was merely “built upon the place / Only for a mark of grace; 

                                                      
49. In Matthew 7:13-14, Jesus warns, “Enter in at the strait gate: for it is the wide gate, and broad way that leadeth 
to destruction: and many there be which go in thereat. Because the gate is strait, and the way narrow that leadeth 
unto life, and few there be that find it” (1599 Geneva Bible). 

50. Edmund Spenser, The Fairie Queene, ed. Thomas Roche (New York: Penguin, 1987), 1.10.5. 
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/ An inn to entertain / Its Lord, a while but not remain” (ll. 69-72).51 Here, as throughout the 

poem, Marvell’s speaker celebrates not the external structure of things, but the inward 

qualities concealed or revealed by those structures.  

People, like houses and poems, are structures or compositions that create or destroy 

moral order in Marvell’s poem. For ten stanzas, he celebrates the physical architecture and 

moral design of Appleton House, but then in stanza 11, he makes an unusual transition—he 

shifts from encomium to a historical narrative of Appleton House’s founders. This historical 

section is twenty-five stanzas long, and some critics have considered it an artistic misstep since 

it deviates from the pastoral focus of country house poems. Patsy Griffin, however, has made a 

strong case for the centrality of the historical section in the poem. Griffin demonstrates that 

since many English Protestants considered it sacrilegious to live in a former monastery or build 

from the ruins of one, Marvell’s poem can be read as defense of Fairfax’s choice of residence.52 

Though she suggests that the other sections of the poem, especially the nature sections, are 

just camouflage intended to conceal the propagandistic function of the historical section, there 

is greater continuity between the sections than Griffin allows. While Griffin argues the 

rhetorical function of the historical narrative is to justify the Fairfax family’s place of residence, I 

think that Marvell creates this narrative because it demonstrates the role that human beings 

play in God’s providential plan. In stanza 11, Marvell asserts that if readers contemplate 

“Appleton House” with “slow eyes” (l. 81), they will be able to perceive the “progress of this 

                                                      
51. Eber notes that Marvell echoes Fairfax’s own poem “Upon the New-Built House at Appleton,” in which Fairfax 
counsels human beings to view their earthly domain as a temporary dwelling place and remain focused on 
eternity. It is likely that Fairfax shared the poem with Marvell and he pays tribute to it here. (80). 

52. Patsy Griffin, The Modest Ambition of Andrew Marvell: A Study of Marvell and His Relation to Lovelace, Fairfax, 
Cromwell, and Milton (Dover: University of Delaware Press, 1995), 57-58. 
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house’s fate” (l. 84). “Progress,” in this context, implies both historical movement and socio-

political improvement, and “fate” calls to mind divine providence. The speaker urges his 

readers to look at the foundation of Appleton House with “slow eyes” so they will see how God 

preserved and transformed the Fairfax family into a model of Protestant virtue.53 Unlike the 

Cavalier poets, who often emphasized nostalgia for the past and detachment from the present, 

Marvell demonstrates the continuity between past and present. If Fairfax contemplates his 

family history, the poem encourages him that he will see God’s providence at work then, and 

this assurance of providence will help guide his understanding of the contemporary world 

around him.  

Marvell’s historical narrative invents a Gothic romance between Fairfax’s ancestor 

William and Isabel Thwaites, who illustrate the importance of conforming oneself to divine will. 

William loves Isabel in the year 1518, which Marvell depicts as a time of “gloomy cloisters” (l. 

89) and “subtle nuns” (l. 94).The Reformation has not yet begun in England, and Nunappleton is 

still a Cistercian convent. William wishes to marry Isabel, but her father has dispatched her to 

the convent, where the abbess works to keep her permanently interned. Isabel finds herself 

caught in an ideological tug-of-war between William, who represents Christian truth, and the 

abbess, who represents the Catholic corruption of that truth. Unable to persuade Isabel to 

leave the convent, William breaks into Nunappleton and rescues her by force. After the 

Dissolution of the Monasteries (1536-1541), the couple would return to Nunappleton, purchase 

the estate, and begin their family there. Thus, Isabel’s violent rescue (some might say rape) is 

depicted as a climactic event that serves as not only the foundation of the Fairfax family but 
                                                      
53. Compare with Calvin’s statement in his Institutes that “Christ declares that, provided we had eyes clear enough, 
we should perceive that in this spectacle the glory of his Father is brightly displayed” (1.17.1, emphasis added) 
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also the catalyst for the estate’s eventual redemption from religious corruption. Conflating the 

rescue in 1518 with the foundation of the house decades later, Marvell’s speaker declares, 

“Though many a nun there made her vow, / ‘Twas no religious house till now” (ll. 278-80). 

Given the lack of real physical danger that the couple faces, Marvell’s description of William 

brandishing his sword against frightened nuns might strike some readers as a satire of the 

heroic tradition, but the poet does emphasize the religious errors and moral dangers from 

which William rescues Isabel. His rescue is all the more daring when one considers that it 

commits an act of violence against a sacred space long before the wheels of the Reformation 

had set iconoclastic movements in motion.54 

 William takes action because he possesses clear vision in matters of religion, which, 

according to Calvin, is only possible because of divine grace. It is this same vision that same 

vision that Marvell invites Fairfax to develop when he contemplates William’s actions with 

“slow eyes.”55 While Isabel is, as Marvell not so subtly puts it, “sucked…in” by the “nun’s 

smooth tongue” (l. 200), William is able to see, without an established Protestant culture to 

sanction his actions, that the nunnery represents an institution “Founded by folly, kept by 

wrong” (l. 219). He is enlightened, Marvell suggests, because knows “first Religion”—primal 

Christian truth unblemished by Catholic heresy. Though he wishes to “respect / Religion,” the 

                                                      
54. A common misconception is that the Protestant Reformation succeeded quickly and easily in overthrowing 
Catholicism in England because it enjoyed popular support. In reality, the Reformation was an act of violence 
against the deeply held beliefs and values of many communities, and the psychic wounds were felt for centuries to 
come. For studies of English iconoclasm and its effects, see Margaret Aston’s England’s Iconoclasts: Laws Against 
Images (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988) and Eamon Duffy’s The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in 
England, 1400-1580 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005). 

55. In his Institutes, Calvin twice compares fallen human beings to “old or bleary-eyed men and those with weak 
vision” who cannot see without the aid of eyeglasses. Calvin suggests that, in the same way, fallen human beings 
cannot perceive or understand the Bible unless they are guided by divine grace. See 1.6.1 and 1.14.1. 
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institution of the Catholic church represented by the convent, William cannot respect “right 

neglect” (ll. 225-26). He is able to overcome his fear of committing a sacrilegious act against a 

nunnery because “first Religion taught him right / And dazzled not but cleared his sight” (ll. 227-

28). William’s actions cannot be attributed to the fervor of a Reformation that has not yet 

begun in England; he finds the courage to violate the convent and desecrate holy ground 

because he is able to see past his current cultural moment, which is clouded by Catholic error. 

This is not a testament to William’s unique virtue but to divine providence—God, in his 

sovereignty, guided William towards a true understanding of the Christian faith even when false 

religion threatened to corrupt him and Isabel.  

William’s rescue of Isabel establishes a theme in “Upon Appleton House”: right vision 

inspires right action, and right action in turn creates right relationships. To compose like nature, 

one must first see the difference between what is natural and unnatural. William is able to 

clearly perceive Catholicism’s “right neglect” and this inspires him to take action. He rescues 

and marries Isabel, and from their “blest bed” comes the “hero” Fairfax, the model of 

Protestant piety (l. 281). But William’s clear sight and right action also accomplish another task 

that no critic to my knowledge has commented on: it brings the world of Nunappleton back into 

right relationship with nature. Marvell depicts the abbess as someone who defiles nature, first 

by using it as an aid to false devotion and second by encouraging homoerotic relationships. The 

abbess emphasizes a militant and domineering relationship between humans and nature. She 

attempts to frighten Isabel from reentering society by describing the convent as a fortress that 

protects women from men, whom she associates with nature: “These walls restrain the world 

without…and its bars enclose that wider den / Of those wild creatures called men” (ll. 99-102). 
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The wilder aspects of nature, associated with men and procreative sex, are kept at bay by the 

convent’s walls. But within the convent, nature’s “finer parts” are manipulated by the nuns’ 

“arts,” which Marvell has already established “deface” nature: 

Flowers dress the altars; for the clothes 
The sea-borne amber we compose. 
Balms for the grieved we draw, and pastes 
We mould, as baits for curious tastes. 
What need is here of man? Unless 
These as sweet sins we should confess. (ll. 177-184) 

 
From a Protestant perspective, this is a tableau of disorder: the nuns have perverted not only 

religion and sexual relationships but also nature at Nunappleton.  They raid the “fragrant 

gardens” the speaker praises Appleton House for leaving untouched, and they use its flowers to 

decorate the popish altar. The abbess’s description of this altar creates the impression of a 

seductive woman—it is “dress[ed]” in flowers, bejeweled in amber, and associated with 

“pastes,” another word for cosmetics in seventeenth-century England. The altar’s sensuous 

beauty, which is ultimately based on decoration and ornament, brings to mind the grotesque 

woman targeted by anti-cosmetic writers, who seduces men by creating the illusion of natural 

beauty.56 But unlike that woman, the nuns’ altar is not meant to be “bait” for men’s “tastes.” 

Instead, it is meant to attract women. The convent is supposedly a place where sexuality is 

renounced, but the abbess suggests to Isabel that there is room there for both religious and 

erotic ecstasy. She promises that if Isabel rejects the “wild creatures called men,” she can “Each 

night among us to your side appoint a fresh and virgin bride” (ll. 185-86). From Marvell’s 

Protestant perspective, this is a misdirection of erotic energy away from the natural function of 

                                                      
56. See Frances Dolan and Farah Karim-Cooper’s works on anti-cosmetic polemics in Renaissance England and their 
relationship to discourse on art and nature. I discuss their scholarship and the concept of the grotesque woman in 
Chapter 2.  
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marriage and procreation. William’s rescue of Isabel, therefore, is a reformative act that 

restores religion, procreation, and nature to their proper function at Nunappleton. 

 Marvell’s historical narrative is intended to restore Fairfax’s confidence in God’s 

providential plan for his family and his estate, but when the narrative finishes, the speaker 

suddenly finds himself doubting whether Appleton House might have lost some of the order 

that William and Isabel restored. As the speaker surveys the gardens that surround Appleton 

House, he emphasizes the militant design of these cultivated spaces: they are “laid…/In the just 

figure of a fort” with “five bastions” (ll. 285-287). The flora and the fauna have also been 

militarized as well; the bees flitting through the garden beat a drumroll the speaker imagines 

call sleepy flowers to battle. Once again, we find Marvell being playful, depicting the garden as 

the new army of a retired general who “His warlike studies could not cease” (l. 284). But this 

militarized garden, erected defensively against the outside world, is still troubling because it 

insinuates a parallel between Fairfax, the Protestant warrior, and the abbess, the defender of 

Catholic error. The speaker begins the poem by praising his patron, but he ponders here 

whether Fairfax, having fled from the turmoil of English society, has fallen prey to the abbess’s 

errors. Fairfax seeks to create a refuge from the outside world, but every aspect of 

Nunappleton becomes a reminder of England’s own political downfall: “Oh, thou, that dear and 

happy isle, / The garden of the world” (ll. 321-22), the speaker exclaims. “What luckless apple 

did we taste? To make us mortal, and thee waste?” (ll. 327-28). Overwhelmed by the 

recognition that even Appleton House is contaminated, the speaker surveys the estate, hoping 

to locate some aspect of Nunappleton that is free from violence and corruption. 
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Though the speaker moves from the house to the garden to the fields to the woods, he 

is ultimately unable to find any space at Nunappleton uncontaminated by violence. As he 

traverses the estate, everything appears to be at war. He catches sight of a mower walking on a 

“green sea” of freshly cut grass, a sight that reminds him of the Israelites that God miraculously 

delivered from the Egyptian army by enabling them to walk across the Red Sea.57 This 

reassuring image of divine providence is quickly corrupted by the speaker’s awareness that it 

comes at the cost of the grass, which the mower “massacre[d]” (l. 394). The female laborers 

who follow behind the mower to collect his grass for hay “Do represent the pillaging” (l. 424) to 

the speaker’s mind. Here, as Robert Markley points out, the poem constantly emphasizes “the 

natural world as a battleground.”58 The cultivated fields, like the gardens surrounding the 

house, offer no abiding comfort in divine providence, and so the speaker moves onward into 

the woods in his continued search for relief from violence. 

The speaker’s search for some dimension of nature that is not contaminated by human 

violence calls attention to an epistemological crisis that greatly concerned Calvin—the 

possibility of objectively experiencing nature. Calvin believed that the greatest comfort people 

can possess is the knowledge that God providentially cares for His creation. Unfortunately, the 

violence of human affairs causes people to doubt divine providence. Calvin advocated turning 

to nature for encouragement since the “workmanship of the universe…show[s] forth the glory 

of its Author.” Nature is an objective testament to God’s power and benevolence, but not all 

people will be encouraged by nature. Even though the works of nature are like “so many 
                                                      
57. See Exodus 14. 

58. Robert Markley, “‘Gulfes, Deserts, Precipes, Stone’: Marvell’s ‘Upon Appleton House’ and the Contradictions of 
‘Nature,’” The Country and City Revisited: England and the Politics of Culture, 1550-1850, ed. Gerald Maclean, 
Donna Landry, and Joseph P. Ward (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 95.  
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burning lamps,” the “sparks” of illumination they strike in fallen minds are ultimately 

“smothered” by sin. Sinful minds can form only vague and distorted impressions of God from 

nature since, without “faith,” they lack the ability to “penetrate deeper” (1.15.14). Only the 

spiritually regenerated believer can learn the spiritual lessons that nature teaches. In Calvin’s 

estimation, the aesthetic experience of nature is either profound or empty depending on the 

spiritual condition of the subject. When sinful human beings experience violence in nature, 

“carnal sense” attributes animal attacks, storms, shipwrecks, and other cataclysmic events to 

“fortune.” Believers, on the other hand, know to “look farther for the cause and hold that all 

events are governed by the secret counsel of God” (1.16.2). The quest for providential 

knowledge is the search for a true understanding of reality, since only those who see God’s 

providence can rest assured that they objectively experience nature. As Susan Schreiner 

explains, Calvin believed that God imposed order on nature and that any signs of design or 

purpose were reflections of his providence.59 But since Calvin also recognized that even the 

perceptions of believers are distorted by doubt and fear (3.2.15-18), this assertion creates an 

epistemological dilemma: how do people know whether the providential design they see in 

nature is imposed by God or their own subjectivity? For Calvin, to see providence in nature is to 

see nature objectively, but as Marvell’s speaker “[retires] from the flood” and drifts into the 

“sanctuary of the wood” (ll. 481-82), the poem gives believers reason to question whether the 

the providential truth he discovers is not, in fact, discovered, but created by his mind. 

 Though the speaker wishes to believe the uncultivated woods of Nunappleton are a 

refuge from the rest of the estate, his mind cannot prevent itself from conceiving this space in 

                                                      
59. Schreiner, 132. 
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metaphors that introduce the conflict and tensions he sought to escape. The wood is “yet 

green,” meaning it is untouched by human industry. This inspires the speaker to envision it as a 

“growing ark”—another providentialist image that also reaffirms the existence of violence and 

the need for salvation (l. 483). Much like the abbess and Fairfax, the speaker struggles now to 

conceive physical space in terms that do not involve oppositions between “nature” and 

“human” or “violence” and “refuge.” As a result, he projects conflict into the very spaces he 

hoped to escape conflict. When he imagines that the trees around him are “Corinthean 

porticoes” (l. 508) that transform nature into a “temple green” in which he can worship with 

“winged choirs” of birds (l. 510), he reverses his commitment to being composed “like nature.”  

He praises nature now for its resemblance to human constructs. 

 Because Marvell’s speaker conceives nature through human metaphors, he struggles to 

reconcile his expectations about idyllic nature with the reality of his experience. The birds he 

hoped to worship with in the “green temple” begin to trouble him. A nightingale “sings the 

trials of her voice” (l. 514) and “stock-doves” (l. 5217) inexplicably mourn despite their romantic 

union. Then, he sees a hewel (l. 537) demolishing the mighty columns of the “green temple” as 

“if he marked them with an axe” (l. 546). This tiny woodpecker eventually destroys the “tallest 

oak”  (l. 551) in the woods, but only because a “traitor-worm” (l. 554) has already eaten away 

the tree from the inside. Many scholars have argued that the oak’s downfall is an allusion to the 

execution of Charles I (1649) and some have speculated that the speaker’s sympathy for the 

oak reflects Marvell’s emerging Royalist tendencies.60 But I agree with McRae that while “a tree 

may carry [political] associations within a poem…there is some value derived from considering 
                                                      
60. See Smith, Literature and Revolution in England, 1640-1660 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994) for a 
summary of interpretations of the hewel-oak-worm passage, 8.  
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it as a tree.”61 As a literal tree, the felled oak challenges the speaker’s attempt to idealize 

nature: the uncultivated woods of Nunappleton are not a “green temple” or “growing ark” 

where animals and plants collectively celebrate their freedom from humanity, but a place 

where organisms consume each other to survive. Contemplating this bellum omnium contra 

omnes, though, helps the speaker perceive the workings of an ecosystem: the oak fed the 

worm, which in turn fed the hewel, which will nest in the branches of the felled tree. This 

process reveals an order and purpose in nature that comforts the speaker, offering a Calvinist 

corrective to his unreformed assumption it is possible to find some space that is free from the 

effects of Original Sin.  

The speaker’s aesthetic experience of nature teaches him that violence and corruption 

are permanent features of all worldly experience. Even when the mind is not exposed directly 

to physical violence, it cannot help but conceive nature in ways that introduce conflict and 

corruption. What matters, therefore, is not the elusive search for some refuge, but the pursuit 

of right perspective, of “faith” that “penetrates deeper,” as Calvin puts it. The speaker’s own 

faith allows him to extract a theological lesson from nature: his discovery that physical violence 

is part of the ecological order teaches him that spiritual corruption are also part of a 

providential plan for humanity. He envisions the “traitor-worm” that destroys the oak as a 

symbol of human depravity, which consumes the soul. The worm is “our flesh corrupt within,” 

which “Tempts ignorant and bashful sin” (l. 555-56). When the speaker envisions himself as an 

“inverted tree” (l. 568) after contemplating the oak tree’s fall, he suggests that he, too, is 

threatened by the “traitor-worm” of sin. He finds reason to hope, though: “Thrice happy he 

                                                      
61. McRae, 122. 
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who, not mistook, / Hath read in Nature’s mystic book” (ll. 583-84), he declares. Though Calvin 

imagined the “lamps” of nature will never illuminate the minds of most people, the speaker is 

able to “read” nature because his not “mistook.” Despite his initial confusion, right perspective 

enables him to see divine providence at work in both nature and his soul. His concerns about 

violence begin to fade, and he finds himself suddenly able to appreciate “Beauty, aiming at the 

heart” (l. 603). The speaker wants to permanently reside with nature, for the “woodbines” to 

“bind him” (l. 609) and the “brambles” to “chain” him (l. 615), but he realizes he must return to 

Appleton House and share this lesson with others. 

Over the course of the poem, Marvell’s speaker presents and then loses his providential 

perspective. He praises Appleton House for encouraging its residents to bring themselves into 

harmony with God’s will, and he exhorts Fairfax to contemplate the history of his family to see 

evidence of divine providence at work. The speaker eventually loses this focus when he 

becomes fixated on finding a space at Nunappleton that is free from violence and corruption, 

but he regains “cleared” sight and “slow eyes” when he contemplates how those forces are 

nevertheless part of a providential design. Having surveyed Nunappleton, the speaker identifies 

the presence of  violence and beauty, disorder and purpose, chaos and control. Like Calvin, he 

presents a vision of nature at the end of the poem that acknowledges these paradoxical states. 

He tells Fairfax and his family that  

 ‘Tis not what once it was, the world; 
But a rude heap together hurled; 
All negligently overthrown, 
Gulfs, deserts, precipices, stone. 
Your lesser world contains the same, 
But in more decent order tame… (ll. 761-66). 
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The outside world is fallen and corrupt, and the “lesser world” of Nunappleton, despite its 

defenses, is still affected. But even though Nunappleton shares in the corruption of the outside 

world, the speaker can still genuinely praise Appleton House and its residents as “heaven’s 

centre, Nature’s lap, and Paradise’s only map” (ll. 761-68). To say that the world of 

Nunappleton is, “Paradise’s only map” is, Dianne McColley writes, “to say that this actual 

garden is the best guide for the restoration of post-war England to the nearest resemblance to 

Eden that can be achieved.”62 Edenic beauty cannot be restored to England through force or 

violence alone. No matter how seemingly perfect the environment or how rigid the defenses 

against external threats, one will always find the “traitor-worm” of sin, working to corrupt 

inwardly and weaken outwardly. The best hope for the restoration of Paradise, Marvell 

suggests, is the restoration of right perspective, which is frequently challenged by violence and 

disorder. The speaker himself loses this perspective, but he regains it by studying nature, and 

he urges Fairfax and his family to do the same so that they might be reassured they are 

positioned exactly where God intends—a position they will see if they will only look at the 

world around them with “slow eyes” and “cleared” sight.  

 

5.5 Conclusion 

Though the speaker in “Upon Appleton House” consoles himself with the knowledge 

that divine providence guides both human society and nature, his Calvinist message of 

consolation raises troubling questions about the mediated nature of all knowledge and 

experience. Calvin believed that fallen humanity could not ultimately benefit from the aesthetic 

                                                      
62. Dianne Kelsey McColley, Poetry and Ecology in the Age of Milton and Marvell (Burlington: Ashgate, 2007), 40. 
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experience of nature due to its depravity, but he did trust that the Holy Spirit enabled believers 

to see the world correctly. The speaker in Marvell’s poem is confident that he sees nature 

rightly and can therefore read from its “mystic book.” But given the speaker’s struggle to 

maintain providential perspective and his propensity for projecting human constructs onto 

nature, “Upon Appleton House” gives readers reason to wonder if the poem ultimately slides 

back into the epistemological confusion the speaker seeks to transcend.  

Like Calvin, Marvell emphasizes the moral and epistemological fallout of Original Sin and 

humanity’s struggle to see divine providence in nature. Unlike Calvin, though, Marvell questions 

whether it is ever possible to experience the green world objectively. For Calvin, providential 

vision is evidence of right perspective. Providence is so hard to see that seeing it guarantees 

one has transcended the spiritual and moral obstacles that distort or corrupt human 

perspective. If believers find providential designs in nature, they can be comforted by the 

knowledge they see the world correctly. Marvell considers the possibility, though, that the 

mind’s need for comfort is what causes it to see providence. The desire to see providence and 

the comforts of seeing it are certainly real, but the relationship between the subject and reality 

remains open to doubt in Marvell’s poem.  

Like Shakespeare, Middleton, Donne, Herbert, and Milton, Marvell’s works reflect a 

growing aesthetic skepticism in early modern England. For centuries, Neoplatonism had 

dominated discourse on beauty and maintained the assumption that beauty was a real quality 

that the mind could objectively perceive. Neoplatonists recognized that aesthetic judgments 

could be skewed or corrupted, but they taught that the use of reason would ultimately guide 

the mind towards a true perception and appreciation of beauty. Aesthetic experience, they 
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argued, was redemptive—it provided the means for transforming fallen humanity and restoring 

it to right relationship with God. After the Protestant Reformation, though, belief in redemptive 

aesthetic experience became untenable for Christians who embraced Calvin’s doctrine of total 

depravity.  

Calvinism was an especially powerful and prevalent force in early modern England, and 

it helped creature a culture that was skeptical about both human judgment and aesthetic 

experience. Writers like Shakespeare, Middleton, Donne, Herbert, Milton, and Marvell thrived 

in this culture. Though I do not argue that all these writers were Calvinists, I have demonstrated 

that their works are far more influenced by Calvin’s thought than many critics have recognized. 

Studies of English Calvinism often limit Calvinism to predestinarian theology, but I have argued 

that concerns about human depravity and its effects on human judgment are a far better 

indicator of Calvinist commitments. Regardless of their confessional identities these writers 

demonstrate a productive relationship between literature and a religious culture that was 

deeply skeptical of fallen humanity’s ability to rightly perceive, judge, and enjoy beauty. Rather 

than resist Calvinist skepticism about aesthetics, these writers helped popularize it. 

Shakespeare and Middleton wrote plays that highlight characters’ bad judgments about beauty 

and the tragic consequences of those judgments. In doing so, they invited playgoers to reflect 

on their on aesthetic and moral judgments. Donne, Herbert, and Milton’s theological aesthetics 

are all fundamentally concerned with the spiritual depravity of human nature. Donne and 

Herbert emphasize the poet’s spiritual impairment and how it confounds his attempts to 

sanctify himself through his works. Milton, on the other hand, seeks to expose his readers to 

their own spiritual impairment and how it hinders their ability to be fit readers. Marvell joins 
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these writers by depicting, on one hand, the soul’s passionate search for truth in a fallen world 

and, on the other, the difficulty of ever finding that truth given one’s own fallen condition.  

These writers all disseminated basic assumptions about human subjectivity, judgment, and 

taste that paved the way for the Enlightenment philosophers that established aesthetics as a 

distinct branch of philosophy during the eighteenth century. 
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