
Metaphysical Poetry 

 
Metaphysical poetry is “A group of 17th-century poets whose works are marked by 
philosophical exploration, colloquial diction, ingenious conceits, irony, and metrically 
flexible lines. Topics of interest often included love, religion, and morality, which the 
metaphysical poets considered through unusual comparisons, frequently employing 
unexpected similes and metaphors in displays of wit. The inclusion of contemporary 
scientific advancements were also typical. John Donne is the foremost figure, along with 
George Herbert, Andrew Marvell, Abraham Cowley, Richard Crashaw, and Henry 
Vaughan. For more on metaphysical poetry, see Stephen Burt’s poem guide on John 
Donne's “The Sun Rising.” 
 
Most poetry until the 17th century was aesthetic, romantic, historical or political 
narratives, perhaps most famously seen in Shakespeare’s Sonnet 18: 

 
Sonnet 18  
BY WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 
 
Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? 
Thou art more lovely and more temperate. 
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May, 
And summer’s lease hath all too short a date. 
Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines, 
And often is his gold complexion dimmed; 
And every fair from fair sometime declines, 
By chance, or nature’s changing course, untrimmed; 
But thy eternal summer shall not fade, 
Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st, 
Nor shall death brag thou wand'rest in his shade, 
When in eternal lines to Time thou grow'st. 
    So long as men can breathe, or eyes can see, 
    So long lives this, and this gives life to thee. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Metaphysical Poetry: Examples 

1. The Sun Rising 
 
BY JOHN DONNE 
 
 
Busy old fool, unruly sun, 

Why dost thou thus, 

Through windows, and through curtains call on us? 

Must to thy motions lovers' seasons run? 

Saucy pedantic wretch, go chide 

Late school boys and sour prentices, 

Go tell court huntsmen that the king will ride, 

Call country ants to harvest offices, 

Love, all alike, no season knows nor clime, 

Nor hours, days, months, which are the rags of time.  
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2. The Altar 

BY GEORGE HERBERT 

 

 

  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. 
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3. The Windhover  
BY GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS 
 
 
To Christ our Lord 
 
I caught this morning morning's minion, king- 

    dom of daylight's dauphin, dapple-dawn-drawn Falcon, in his riding 

    Of the rolling level underneath him steady air, and striding 

High there, how he rung upon the rein of a wimpling wing 

In his ecstasy! then off, off forth on swing, 

    As a skate's heel sweeps smooth on a bow-bend: the hurl and gliding 

    Rebuffed the big wind. My heart in hiding 

Stirred for a bird, – the achieve of, the mastery of the thing! 

 

Brute beauty and valour and act, oh, air, pride, plume, here 

    Buckle! AND the fire that breaks from thee then, a billion 

Times told lovelier, more dangerous, O my chevalier! 

  

   No wonder of it: shéer plód makes plough down sillion 

Shine, and blue-bleak embers, ah my dear, 

    Fall, gall themselves, and gash gold-vermilion. 
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4. Discipline 
BY GEORGE HERBERT 

 

Throw away thy rod, 

Throw away thy wrath: 

                  O my God, 

Take the gentle path. 

 

For my heart’s desire 

Unto thine is bent: 

                  I aspire 

To a full consent. 

 

Not a word or look 

I affect to own, 

                  But by book, 

And thy book alone. 

 

Though I fail, I weep: 

Though I halt in pace, 

                  Yet I creep 

 

 

 

 

 

To the throne of grace. 

 

Then let wrath remove; 

Love will do the deed: 

                  For with love 

Stony hearts will bleed. 

 

Love is swift of foot; 

Love’s a man of war, 

                  And can shoot, 

And can hit from far. 

 

Who can ’scape his bow? 

That which wrought on thee, 

                  Brought thee low, 

Needs must work on me. 

 

Throw away thy rod; 

Though man frailties hath, 

         Thou art God: 

Throw away thy wrath. 
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5. Break of Day 
BY JOHN DONNE 

 

‘Tis true, ‘tis day, what though it be? 

O wilt thou therefore rise from me? 

Why should we rise because ‘tis light? 

Did we lie down because ‘twas night? 

Love, which in spite of darkness brought us hither, 

Should in despite of light keep us together. 

 

Light hath no tongue, but is all eye; 

If it could speak as well as spy, 

This were the worst that it could say, 

That being well I fain would stay, 

And that I loved my heart and honour so, 

That I would not from him, that had them, go. 

 

Must business thee from hence remove? 

Oh, that’s the worst disease of love, 

The poor, the foul, the false, love can 

Admit, but not the busied man. 

He which hath business, and makes love, doth do 

Such wrong, as when a married man doth woo. 

 


