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The Progresse of the Soule

First Song

I sing the progresse of a deathlesse Soule,

Whom Fate, which God made, but doth not controule,
Plac’d in most shapes; all times before the law
Yoak'd us, and when, and since, in this I sing.

And the great world to his aged evening;

From infant morne, through manly noone I draw.
What the gold Chaldee or silver Persian saw,

Greeke brasse, or Roman iron, is in this one;



A worke t'outweare Seths pillars, bricke and stone,

And (holy writt excepted) made to yeeld to none.
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In August 1601 Donne hit upon what seems to have been an exciting idea for-a
satiric poem of quite a new type... In it he proposed to trace the history of the soul of the
apple from the Tree of Knowledge which Adam and Eve ate. He adopted for the purpose
of the poem a form of the theory of metempsychosis: that a soul is able to move
indifferently into the bodies of plants, birds, fish, animals, women and men, as each of its

previous bodies die.
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For though through many streights, and lands I roame,

I launch at paradise, and I saile towards home; (11.56-7)
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Into a small blew shell, the which a poore
Warme bird orespread, an'd sat still evermore,

Till her inclos’d child kickt, and pick’d it selfe a dore.

Outcrept a sparrow, this soules moving Inne,

On whose raw armes stiffe feathers now begin,

As childrens teeth through gummes, to breake with paine,
His flesh is jelly yet, and his bones threds,

All a new downy mantle overspreads,

A mouth he opes, which would as much containe

As his late house, and the first houre speaks plaine,

And chirps alowd for meat. Meat fit for men

His father steales for him, and so feeds then

One, that within a moneth, will beate him from his hen. (11.178-190)
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The free inhabitants of the Plyant aire. (1.215)

I launch at paradise, and I saile towards home; (1.57)
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Into an embrion fish, our Soule is throwne,

And in due time throwne out againe, and growne

To such vastnesse as, if unmanacled

From Greece, Morea were, and that by some
Earthquake unrooted, loose Morea swome,

Or seas from Africks body had severed

And torne the hopefull Promontories head,

This fish would seeme these, and, when all hopes faile,
A great ship overset, or without saile

Hulling, might (when this was a whelp) be like this whale.

At every stroake his brazen finnes do take,

More circles in the broken sea they make

Than cannons voices, when the aire they teare:
His ribs are pillars, and his high arch’d roofe

Of barke that blunts best steele, is thunder-proofe:
Swimme in him swallow’d Dolphins, without feare,
And feele no sides, as if his vast wombe were
Some inland sea, and ever as hee went

Hee spouted rivers up, as if he ment

To joyne our seas, with seas above the firmament. (11.301-320)
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He hunts not fish, but as an officer,

Stayes in his court, at his owne net, and there
All suitors of all sorts thémselves enthrall;

So on his backe lyes this whale wantoning,
And in his gulfe-like throat, sucks every thing
That passeth neare. Fish chaseth fish, and all,
Flyer and follower, in this whirlepoole fall;

O might not states of more equality

Consist? and is it of necessity

That thousand guiltlesse smals, to make one great, must die? (11.321-330)
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Natures great master-peece, an Elephant,

The onely harmlesse great thing; the giant -

Of beasts; who thought, no more had gone, to make one wise
But to be just, and thankfull, loth to offend,

(Yet nature hath given him-no knees to bend)



‘ Himsélfe he up-props, on himselfe relies,
And foe to none, suspects no enemies,
Still sleeping stood; vex’d not his fantasie
Blacke dreames; like an unbent bow, carelessly

His sinewy Proboscis did remisly lie. (1.381-390)
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The Progresse of the Soule 1is best read, I believe, as an ambivalent comic poem, by an
undecided man. It was a largely unsuccessful (because ultimately so unwieldly) effort to
resolve tension between intellectual curiosity and temperamental conservatism. The
prevailing tone — but it is not wholly convincing, and was not in fact sustained — is one

of cynical, baroque scepticism® .
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SINCE Christ embraced the cross itself, dare I

His image, th’ image of His cross, deny ? (11.1-2)
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For though through many streights, and lands I roame,

I launch at paradise, and I saile towards home;

The course I there began, shall here be staid,

Sailes hoised there, stroke here, and anchors laid

In Thames, which were at Tigrys, and Euphrates waide. (11.56-60)
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Critical surveys of Donne’s poetry tend to ignore, or at best treat very scantily indeed, The Progress of

the Soule. This is undestandable: ... it is an enigmatic poem — and a fragment. But it deserves more
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attention than it has had.
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