
 1 

John Donne (1572-1631) 
Excerpts from Elegies 
 

XVIII – LOVES PROGRESS 
WHO ever loves, if he do not propose       1 
The right true end of love, he's one that goes 
To sea for nothing but to make him sick: 
Love is a bear-whelp born, if we o’re lick 
Our love, and force it new strange shapes to take,     5 
We erre, and of a lump a monster make. 
Were not a Calf a monster that were grown 
Face’d like a man, though better than his own? 
Perfection is in unitie: preferr 
One woman first, and then one thing in her.      10 
I, when I value gold, may think upon 
The ductilness, the application, 
The wholesomness, the ingenuitie, 
From rust, from soil, from fire ever free: 
But if I love it, ‘tis because ‘tis made       15 
By our new nature (Use) the soul of trade. 
    All these in women we might think upon 
(If women had them) and yet love but one. 
Can men more injure women than to say 
They love them for that, by which they’re not they?     20 
Makes virtue woman? must I cool my bloud 
Till I both be, and find one wise and good? 
May barren Angels love so. But if we 
Make love to woman; virtue is not she: 
As beauty’is not nor wealth: He that strayes thus     25 
From her to hers, is more adulterous, 
Than if he took her maid. Search every sphear 
And firmament, our Cupid is not there: 
He's an infernal god and under ground, 
With Pluto dwells, where gold and fire abound:      30 
Men to such Gods, their sacrificing Coles 
Did not in Altars lay, but pits and holes. 
Although we see Celestial bodies move 
Above the earth, the earth we Till and love: 
So we her ayres contemplate, words and heart,      35 
And virtues; but we love the Centrique part. 
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    Nor is the soul more worthy, or more fit 
For love, than this, as infinite as it. 
But in attaining this desired place 
How much they erre; that set out at the face?      40 
The hair a Forest is of Ambushes, 
Of springes, snares, fetters and manacles: 
The brow becalms us when ‘tis smooth and plain, 
And when ‘tis wrinkled, shipwracks us again. 
Smooth, ‘tis a Paradice, where we would have      45 
Immortal stay, and wrinkled ‘tis our grave. 
The Nose (like to the first Meridian) runs 
Not ‘twixt an East and West, but ‘twixt two suns; 
It leaves a Cheek, a rosie Hemisphere 
On either side, and then directs us where      50 
Upon the Islands fortunate we fall, 
(Not faynte Canaries, but Ambrosiall) 
Her swelling lips; To which when wee are come, 
We anchor there, and think our selves at home, 
For they seem all: there Syrens songs, and there      55 
Wise Delphick Oracles do fill the ear; 
There in a Creek where chosen pearls do swell, 
The Remora, her cleaving tongue doth dwell. 
These, and the glorious Promontory, her Chin 
Ore past; and the streight Hellespont betweene      60 
The Sestos and Abydos of her breasts, 
(Not of two Lovers, but two Loves the neasts) 
Succeeds a boundless sea, but yet thine eye 
Some Island moles may scattered there descry; 
And Sailing towards her India, in that way      65 
Shall at her fair Atlantick Navell stay; 
Though thence the Current be the Pilot made, 
Yet ere thou be where thou wouldst be embay’d, 
Thou shalt upon another Forest set, 
Where many Shipwrack, and no further get.      70 
When thou art there, consider what this chace 
Misspent by thy beginning at the face. 
    Rather set out below; practice my Art, 
Some Symetry the foot hath with that part 
Which thou dost seek, and is thy Map for that      75 
Lovely enough to stop, but not stay at: 
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Least subject to disguise and change it is;  
Men say the Devil never can change his. 
It is the Emblem that hath figured 
Firmness; ‘tis the first part that comes to bed.      80 
Civilitie we see refin’d: the kiss 
Which at the face began, transplanted is, 
Since to the hand, since to the Imperial knee, 
Now at the Papal foot delights to be: 
If Kings think that the nearer way, and do      85 
Rise from the foot, Lovers may do so too; 
For as free Spheres move faster far than can 
Birds, whom the air resists, so may that man 
Which goes this empty and Æthereal way, 
Than if at beauties elements he stay.       90 
Rich Nature in women wisely made 
Two purses, and their mouths aversely laid: 
They then, which to the lower tribute owe, 
That way which that Exchequer looks, must go: 
He which doth not, his error is as great,       95 
As who by Clyster gave the Stomack meat.      96 
 

XIX – TO HIS MISTRIS GOING TO BED 
COME, Madam, come, all rest my powers defie;      1 
Until I labour, I in labour lie.  
The foe oft-times having the foe in sight,  
Is tir’d with standing though he never fight.  
Off with that girdle, like heavens Zone glistering,      5 
But a far fairer world incompassing.  
Unpin that spangled breastplate which you wear,  
That th’eyes of busie fooles may be stopt there.  
Unlace your self, for that harmonious chyme, 
Tells me from you, that now it is bed time.       10 
Off with that happy busk, which I envie,  
That still can be, and still can stand so nigh.  
Your gown going off, such beautious state reveals,  
As when from flowry meads th’hill's shadow steales.  
Off with your wyerie Coronet and shew        15 
The haiery Diademe which on you doth grow: 
Now off with those and shooes, and then safely tread  
In this loves hallow’d temple, this soft bed.  
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In such white robes, heaven’s Angels us’d to be  
Receavd by men; Thou Angel bringst with thee      20 
A heaven like Mahomets Paradice; and though  
Ill spirits walk in white, we easly know, 
By this these Angels from an evil sprite, 
Those set our hairs, but these our flesh upright.  
    Licence my roaving hands, and let them go,       25 
Before, behind, between, above, below.  
O my America! my new-found-land,  
My kingdome, safeliest when with one man man’d,  
My Myne of precious stones, My Emperie, 
How blest am I in this discovering thee!        30 
To enter in these bonds, is to be free;  
Then where my hand is set, my seal shall be.  
    Full nakedness! All joyes are due to thee,  
As souls unbodied, bodies uncloth’d must be, 
To taste whole joyes. Gems which you women use      35 
Are like Atlanta’s balls, cast in mens views, 
That when a fools eye lighteth on a Gem,  
His earthly soul may covert theirs, not them.  
Like pictures, or like books gay coverings made  
For lay-men, are all women thus array’d;      40 
Themselves are mystick books, which only wee  
(Whom their imputed grace will dignifie) 
Must see reveal’d. Then since that I may know; 
As liberally, as to a Midwife, shew  
Thy self: cast all, yea, this white lynnen hence,       45 
There is no pennance due to innocence.  
    To teach thee, I am naked first; why then  
What needst thou have more covering than a man.     48 
 


