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“Oh, East is East, and West is West, and never the twain 

shall meet,” asserts the speaker in the oft-quoted frame of Rudyard 
Kipling’s “The Ballad of East and West.”  The same might be said of 
British and American approaches to the life and works of John 
Donne.  British scholars continue to rely upon Helen Gardner’s 
editions of the love lyrics and devotional poems for Oxford 
University Press, which are faulted by American textual editors for 
their reliance upon a small number of the available manuscripts.  
And, as far as biography is concerned, American scholarship 
continues to rely upon R. C. Bald’s carefully researched life, which 
in British circles seems to have been superseded by John Carey’s 
John Donne: Life, Mind and Art (Oxford, 1981), a book whose claims 
regarding Donne’s supposed apostasy American scholarship has 
spent nearly three decades qualifying or, in some instances, 
refuting.  Not surprisingly, the recent life by John Stubbs titled 
John Donne: The Reformed Soul (2007) won a major award in the 
United Kingdom while being traduced in the United States for its 
Edmund Gosse-like reliance upon the Elegies and Songs and 
Sonnets as biographical evidence of Donne’s amorous exploits. 

I suspect that Robin Robbins’s annotated edition of the 
poems is not likely to bridge the divide.  This is unfortunate 
inasmuch as the edition contains superb contextual material. 
Robbins possesses a finely tuned ear for both contemporary 
parallels and for classical sources and allusions, in addition to a 
sharp eye for linguistic and ideational patterns in Donne’s writing.  
For example, Robbins proves particularly strong on Donne’s 
epigrams as part of the literary play of the period, and notes a 
number of similar paradoxes by other writers; in the process he 
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reveals a cultural maverick on the make who read widely and was 
eager to display his intellectual parts in witty, challenging verbal 
games.  Likewise, I was fascinated to follow in a gloss to “The 
Ecstasy” the history of Donne’s wavering understanding of the 
point in conception and gestation at which the soul is infused into 
a child.  (Robbins’s highlighting the number of words in that poem 
which the Oxford English Dictionary cites as the first use in English 
suggests the intensity of Donne’s drive to re-imagine the nature of 
love).  And I found provocative Robbins’s emphasizing Donne’s 
application of traditional Petrarchan motifs to the male recipients 
of his verse epistles, albeit without commenting upon the 
homoerotic possibilities of such an application.  Robbins proves a 
master of provocative understatement when, for example, he 
comments on the words “sucked” and “sucks” in “The Flea” that 
the authorial holograph “does not show Donne, either at the 
beginning or in the middle of words, using long s, so often 
confused by modern readers with f.” 

But Robbins makes numerous decisions with which 
American readers of Donne will have difficulty.  In his Preface 
Robbins says that he has selected for each poem “the manuscript 
version which presents, judging from what is known of Donne’s 
preferences, the cultural influences of the time, and the nature of 
that manuscript, the most likely text of that poem.”  One cannot 
fault such an editorial principle in general, but it is difficult to 
fathom the idiosyncratic reliance on manuscripts that leads to 
Robbins’s decision to print “Loves Alchymie” (I supply the titles of 
poems as they appear in John T. Shawcross’s widely employed 
1967 edition) as “Mummy,” “The undertaking” as “Platonic Love,” 
“Loves growth” as “Spring,” “A Jeat Ring sent” as “To a Jet ring 
Sent to Me,” “The Primrose” as “The Promrose being at 
Montgomery Caste, upon the Hill on which it is Situate,” 
“Goodfriday, 1613. Riding Westward” as “Good Friday: Made as I 
was Riding Westward that Day,” or “A Hymne to Christ, at the 
Authors last going into Germany” as “At the Seaside, going over 
with the Lord Doncaster into Germany, 1619.”  As the last four 
examples might suggest, Robbins relies heavily upon Arthur 
Marotti’s arguments concerning Donne’s coterie operations 
(indeed, Marotti is the American scholar most often cited by 
Robbins), and grounds texts in the immediate circumstances of 
their composition.  Similarly, Robbins spells out the initials of the 
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recipients of Donne’s verse epistles, inscribing proper names 
within the titles.  In so doing, Robbins risks misleading readers 
inasmuch as Donne scholarship is generally not as confident as he 
that the recipients’ identities can be determined. 

Likewise, Robbins’s sense of genre is likely to arouse strong 
debate.  One might defend his decision to separate Donne’s verse 
letters to members of his male coterie from those to his female 
patronesses, inasmuch as the two groups of poems were generally 
written under radically different circumstances in his life.  But to 
assign them to different volumes risks suggesting that they have 
nothing in common generically.  What is more, Robbins curiously 
includes the prefatory poem “Upon Mr Thomas Coryat’s Crudities” 
among the first group when the poem is neither a verse epistle 
(Shawcross includes it among the satires), nor Coryate a friend, 
certainly not on a par with Henry Wotton, Samuel Brooke and the 
Woodward brothers.  Conversely, Robbins includes “To Mr George 
Herbert with my Seal of the Anchor and Christ”—which is clearly a 
verse epistle to a male friend—among what he awkwardly terms 
the “Religion Poems” (and fails to comment on the authorship of 
the English translation that was first published in the 1650 Poems 
alongside the Latin text). 

Finally, I suspect that American readers will have great 
difficulty with a number of Robbins’s textual readings.  For 
example, as it is quoted by Shawcross the concluding couplet of 
that anthology favorite “The good-morrow” movingly promises 
constancy while playfully advertising the male speaker’s phallic 
prowess to the female addressee: “If our two loves be one, or thou 
and I / Love so alike, that none doe slacken, none can die.”  
Robbins, however, provides a radically different text: “If both our 
loves be one, or thou and I / Love just alike in all, none of these 
loves can die.”  Lacking access to the manuscripts on which 
Robbins bases his decision, I cannot argue the greater reliability of 
the previous, more often printed ending.  But as a reader 
interested in Donne’s forms of closure, I cannot emphasize strongly 
enough how hollow and lame I find Robbins’s alternative: an 
artefact that’s long seemed to represent the gold standard in lyric 
poetry has been recast in brass. 
Rather than conclude on this hollow note, I want to emphasize that 
Robbins’ re-editing of every poetic text, like his supplying a 
headnote and ample annotations, makes his edition a Herculean 
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feat, albeit a bittersweet one, inasmuch as in the wake of the 
proposed ten-volume Variorum Edition of the Poetry of John Donne 
sponsored by Indiana University Press, we are not likely to see a 
one-person edition of Donne’s poems again.  Longman is to be 
lauded for supporting such an edition.  However, priced at $208 
per volume, it is unlikely to be widely used as a classroom text, 
which is how it is likely to serve the most good.  (Amazon.com lists 
a paperback edition forthcoming in spring but cannot yet 
anticipate a price.)  I’m disappointed that for the reason of cost 
alone I will not be able to use Robbins’ text in an upper division 
poetry class or graduate seminar inasmuch as I would greatly 
enjoy leading students along the interpretive trail contained in 
Robbins’ annotations and thereby introduce them to the best of 
British scholarship. 
 
 

Raymond-Jean Frontain 


