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"A man pays dearly for being immortal: to this end he must die many times over during his life." 

-Friedrich Nietzsche (5) 

In 1946, T.S. Eliot wrote in an essay entitled "What is Minor Poetry?" in the Sewanee 

Review that there is no "continuous conscious purpose" to the poetry of Robert Herrick (1 0). 

Eliot argues that a major poet is one who creates an oeuvre worthy (and necessary) to be studied 

as a whole, as opposed to a minor poet, whose work is more suitable to be excerpted for 

compilation in anthologies. Eliot declares Herrick's 1648 poetry collection, the Hesperides, as 

devoid of any dominant theme or impetus and therefore indicative of the work of a minor poet, a 

"purely natural and un-selfconscious man . .. writing his poems as the fancy seizes him" (10). 

Even a cursory glance through the Hesperides reveals that this is hardly the case. Herrick 

announces his purpose as early as the title page by placing a quotation from Ovid' s Amores, 

"ejfi1gient avidos Carmina nostra Rogos," as the volume's epigraph. Translating in English as 

"our song will escape the funeral pyre," the Ovidian line variously flickers in Herrick's work and 

is the defining symbol of his persistent theme. Throughout the course of the Hesperides, the 

flame of this greedy rogos is a specter that haunts Herrick to no end. Herrick's defining poetic 

impetus is to escape these greedy flames and secure immortalization against death's cancelling 

effects, surpassing in urgency even his more famous theme of securing the archetypal pleasures 

of "wine, women, and song." This impetus characterizes the Hesperides as not just a simple 

collection of poetry, but rather a complex sequence of over 1129 poems which flow into one 

another with a determinate purpose and sense of exposition. To see this is impossible without 

understanding Herrick as a fundamentally time-haunted poet. 
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Herrick consciously endeavors to construct a narrative that is readily apparent from the 

beginning of the text. The collection's first poem, "The Argument of His Book" (H-1 ), 

establishes the complex structure of Henick's quantum poetics: here, the speaker (who avows, "I 

sing of!I write of') evinces a perspective neither strictly retrospective or prospective. "The 

Argument of His Book" is an eminently self-conscious poem, already aware of the contents of 

the collection as a whole (in it, Herrick proceeds to preview such later highlights as "How Roses 

Came Red"). It is also significant that Herrick places himself in the simple present tense within 

this poem, avoiding the future ("I will sing") or the past ("I sang"). Such a choice in tense does 

not necessarily distinguish this poem in particular, as the present tense is certainly the general 

mode of a Renaissance argument; however, Herrick's choice to speak directly from the first 

person in the present tense lends the poem an already "eternal" voice. Herrick thus begins his 

immortalizing task from the very first line, in which he appears to any reader opening his book as 

a present, active voice animating a song in this very spot of time. 

A. Leigh Deneef writes on the significance of the speaker of "The Argument" as, 

specifically, a singer: 

'Singing' is, of course, the traditional function of a number of generic voices: the epic 
narrator, the Old English scop, the romance minstrel, the Renaissance sonneteer, the 
seventeenth-century Cavalier lyricist. Of more importance is the fact that for the lyric 
voice to 'sing' a subject is to celebrate and praise that subject, to raise or elevate it to a 
level of significance greater than it would normally have. As George T. Wright suggests, 
the act of 'singing' brooks, blossoms, birds, and bowers is itself an assertion of their 
ultimate value. (5) 

By identifying himself first and foremost as a singer, Herrick initiates the first of many 

references arcing backwards to the immortal song of the Hesperides' epigraph. It is no random 

choice of medium: song is the most ethereal of art forms, gone as soon as it is uttered. Perhaps 
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partially for this reason, song is also the form of expression most directly linked with the 

spiritual; consider for example the Jewish hazzan, the Muslim muezzin, and, of course, the 

Christian priest chanting in sacred space and time. It is salient to note that for a large majority of 

Christianity's history before Herrick's cavalier moment the high mass would have been sung and 

chanted by the priest. Herrick would have been aware of this Catholic precedent as he conducted 

services in his own parish at Dean Prior in Devonshire. Although the Catholic fonns of chant 

were extinguished after the Reformation in England, many fom1s of song remained deeply 

intertwined with the Anglican faith tradition. By emphasizing his poetic art as "song," Herrick 

not only aligns himself with the the "epic narrator, the Old English scop, the romance minstrel" 

(5), and other figures whom Deneef identifies, but also positions himself as a time-transcending 

Christian form of these singers, in Herrick's case the Ovidian bard transformed through Christian 

liturgy into the fonn of a new modern poet. 

Even Herrick's puritan-leaning contemporary John Milton praised the power of song in 

such poems as "On the Morning of Christ's Nativity." In this ode, Milton writes of the prophetic 

power of song, asserting "holy sages once did sing," and commands the cosmos to join a 

ceremony of celebration for Christ's birth: 

Ring out ye crystal spheres! 
Once bless our human ears 

(If ye have power to touch our senses so) 
And let your silver chime 
Move in melodious time, 

And let the bass of Heav'n's deep organ blow; 
And with your ninefold harmony 
Make up full consort to th'angelic symphony. (24) 

This multitudinous celebration will have a curious effect, however: 

For if such holy song 
Enwrap our fancy long, 
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Time will run back and fetch the age of gold, 
And speckl'd Vanity 
Will sicken soon and die, 

And leprous Sin will melt from earthly mould; 
And Hell itself will pass away, 
And leave her dolorous mansions ·to the peering Day. (25) 

From Henick and Milton on both sides of the political and religious divide, a similar conviction 

arises as to the power of song to create a temporal shift, in Milton's case to cause "Time [to] run 

back and fetch the age of Gold" if "such holy song I Enwrap our fancy long." 

Herrick makes clear from the onset of the Hesperides that one of the collection's 

dominant ambitions is overcoming "times transshifting" and its deathly effects, as he writes at 

the work's opening (H-1.9). As we turn the initial pages of his volume, Henick's thoughts tum 

from the amorous to the existential with a rapid pace as early as "To Perilla" (H-14); this lyric is 

one of the first of many poems to ruminate on the poet's eventual end and interment. Henick 

expresses a visceral anxiety towards the approach of death in his verse. Time's movement is 

ever-present throughout, as shown when he dedicates a poem to "The Hour-Glass" (H-127) and 

considers in "The Watch" (H-560) how "Man is a watch, wound up at first, but never I Wound 

up again: once down, he's down for ever" (1-2). Henick even goes so far as to harness this 

anxiety as artillery for his amorous propositions to his mistresses in carpe diem poems such as 

"To the Virgins, to Make Much of Time" (H-208) and "Corinna's Going A-Maying" (H-178), in 

which he counsels that "our life is short; and our days run I As fast away as does the sun" 

(61-62). 

Henick thus in some instances uses love and erotic fulfillment to distract from the 

anxiety of death. These endeavours, however, finally offer only a temporary balm against death's 

cancelling effects, a fact of which the poet is fully aware. As Henick himself admits, eventually 
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"all love, all liking, all delight I Lies drowned with us in endless night" (H-178.67-68). To 

achieve a truly lasting immortality, Herrick recognizes one solitary means towards poetic and 

bodily transcendence: poetry. As he writes in "Poetry Perpetuates the Poet" (H-794), 

Here I myself might likewise die, 
And utterly forgotten lie, 
But that eternal poetry 
Repullulation gives me here 
Unto the thirtieth thousand year, 
When all now dead shall reappear. (1-6) 

To achieve this "repullulation," Herrick strives throughout the course of the Hesperides to create 

a work that is as close to perfection as possible. In "His Request to Julia" (H-59), Herrick voices 

his fear that he will not live long enough to bring his work to a level of completion and quality 

worthy of immortalization, even going so far as to say that it would be better "my book were 

dead I Than to live not perfected" (5-6). Herrick intimates in "His Request" that the task of 

achieving poetic immortality is in actuality lengthy and laborious, and will require the poet to 

endeavour with all his ability even up to the moment of his death. Indeed, much of Herrick' s 

anxious poetry reveals that he is locked in a veritable race with time, to outrun it with his art. 

In regards to the nature of such "supernatural" ceremonies as seen in Milton and 

Herrick's poetry, Deneef identifies "The Argument of his Book" as key to establishing "some 

general hypotheses concerning the ceremonial mode" in Herrick's collection (4). "Since the 

'Argument' introduces the Hesperides, it can be assumed that the poem presents the major 

speaking voice, or persona, the poet will adopt in the volume as a whole" (4). Here Deneef 

employs a definitive tactic in analyzing Herrick: identifying the chief speaker of a poem and this 

speaker's relationship to the collection as a whole. Deneef clarifies, 

the qualification here of 'major' voice is essential because too frequently discussions of 
Herrick have emphasized individual dramatic speakers rather than the conscious variety 
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of voices adopted. The problem is that despite the invaluable information such 
discussions provide about Herrick' s pastoral, courtly, realistic (epigrammatic), or artistic 
person, they do not show that all the speakers, regardless of their individual subjects and 
concerns, are united by a common attitude. That all four personae engage in essentially 
the same act of ritualistic celebration clarifies Herrick's commitment to a ceremonial 
mode of poetry. ( 4-5) 

Deneef chooses to focus on four iterations of Herrick's poetic persona. However, it 

should be established that Herrick proves himself to be a diversely meta textual writer over the 

course of the Hesperides. To perceive the figure of author and text is to perceive a multiplicity of 

Herricks within each poem: Herrick, the subject of the poem; Herrick, the poet planning out his 

task and hoping for itmnortalization; and, rarest but most significant of all, Herrick the immortal 

time-traveler, the future Herrick ruminating on the completed task. The last is the target towards 

which Herrick the poet aims with an air of telescopic futurism, pondering on dates as far off as 

even the "the thirtieth thousand year, I When all now dead shall reappear" (H-794.1-6). Such is 

the extent to which his poetic vision expands. 

In order to understand the broader span of this poetic vision, it is necessary to establish 

that, first and foremost, Herrick's Hesperides is a book. That is to say that it is not simply a 

poetry collection or self-authored jlorilegium, that is, an arrangement of thoughts gathered 

together purely by viitue of their shared kinship as "Herrick poems." Such collections are often 

entities unconscious of themselves. Herrick's Hesperides is a work intensely self-conscious, 

conscious especially that it is a book of poems; each individual poem within it stands aware of 

the part it adds to the whole. 

This theory is not without its detractors. To return to Eliot's argument against Herrick's 

"continuous conscious purpose": "he is more the purely natural and un-selfconscious man, 

writing his poems as the fancy seizes him .. . the personality expressed in [his poems] is less 
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unusual [than other poets]-in fact, it is its honest ordinariness which gives the charm. 

Relatively, we get much more of him from one poem than we do of Herbert from one poem: still 

there is something more in the whole than in the parts" (Eliot 10). Although Eliot feigns a strong 

objection to the thematic unity of Herrick's verse from poem to poem, his admission that "still 

there is something more" belies a hesitancy to commit to this viewpoint fully, and evinces the 

shortsightedness of his quick assessment of Herrick. Eliot continues: 

Whatever a minor poet may be, a major poet is one the whole of whose work one ought 
to read, in order fully to appreciate any part of it: but we have somewhat qualified this 
extreme assertion already by admitting any poet who has written even one long poem 
which combines enough variety in unity. But there are certainly very few poets in English 
of whose work one can say that the whole ought to be read. (11) 

Until recent decades, the dominant strain of criticism on Herrick generally agreed with 

Eliot (although certainly not with such a detractory tone), claiming that Herrick did indeed find 

"Delight in Disorder" (H-83), as he chose to entitle one of the poems of the collection. F.W. 

Moorman, one of the founders of Herrick criticism, holds fast to the most extreme view that the 

Hesperides "ignores chronological order, and brings the loftiest strains oflyric song into close 

proximity with the coarsest epigrams" (160) . Subsequent Herrick scholars of the old guard such 

as L.C. Martin and Floris Delattre advance slightly more moderate appraisals, willing to grant 

that a kind of loosely chronological structure exists to Herrick's arrangement of his poems. 1 They 

stop short of acknowledging conscious arrangement in tenns of theme or narrative, however; 

although he investigates the alternative, Martin ultimately believes that the poems "are put 

1 John Kimmey summarizes the two critics' views: "They contend that most of the poems dated before 1630 fall in 
the first half of the volume and those datable after that time appear in the second half. From this fact they reach two 
conclusions about the work. The first is that the poems are arranged autobiographically to reflect Herrick's wanton 
life in London as a son of Ben, his rural experience in Devon as a country priest, and his unhappy time during the 
Civil War as a victim of Puritan rule. The second is that the preponderance of shorter and less florid poems in the 
later part reveals a maturing poetic skill" (Kimmey 255). See Martin 's 1956 edition of The Poetical Works of Robert 
Herrick (xxxvi-xi) and De1attre' s Robert Herrick ( 490-91 ). 
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together with no obvious regard for the order in which they were written" (xxxvi-xi). Subsequent 

criticism has sought to erode this stance; John Kimmey, writing in 1971, claims that the volume 

is unified by Renick's multiple personas as each grows towards a gradual understanding of the 

meaning of death (Hageman 463). 

Given Renick's persistent and growing reckoning with death, the Hesperides reveals 

itself as a book on a mission. Renick's poems are not messages in a bottle cast to the seas of 

eternity; they do not strive individually towards the hope of eternization. They work in tandem 

and by turns, communicating with each other as part of a larger whole. To shamelessly vandalize 

T.S. Eliot's appraisal of George Herbert's The Temple and apply it to Herrick the "minor poet," 

one might argue that the Hesperides is "a book constructed according to a plan; and as we get to 

know [the] poems better, we come to find that there is something we get to [know] from the 

whole book, which is more that a sum of its parts" (Eliot 9). 

In this way there is an almost proto-novelistic structure to Renick's collection. It lives 

and breathes as the best novels (to come, in earnest, over a hundred years later) do, progressing 

towards a logical goal and conclusion. In this way Herrick reveals himself as not only a skilled 

poet but also as a consummate constructor of story and narrative, albeit through a sublimated, 

metatextual medium. Herrick sublimates his narrative in the sense that there is no strict plot from 

one poem to the other; there is, instead, a broader arc of the character of Herrick himself: the first 

Herrick, his development, and consequently, nebulously, the development of the author writing 

himself, can all be tracked logically throughout the course of the Hesperides . 

But we cannot only speak from the perspective of the universal and the eternal. Thomas 

Mann writes that "if a work of the intellect is to have an immediate, broad, and deep effect, there 
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must be a mysterious affinity, a correspondence between the personal fate of its originator and 

the more general fate of his contemporaries" (9). Such a correspondence certainly exists in 

Hetrick, and must be understood in order to grasp some of the larger aspects of medium and 

form that shape and stylize the structure of his work. 

The Hesperides arrived in a time of immense change and evolution in the history of the 

printed text. The Protestant breakaway from the Catholic church and the widespread translation 

of the Bible in languages other than Latin signalled a fundamental shift away from the heretofore 

prevailing status of the Latin Vulgate Bible as the defining book and source of wisdom in the 

eyes of the average, well-educated European. Now, with the religious hegemony of the Vulgate 

Bible swept away by translation and interpretation, the stage was set for an explosion of print 

culture in the secular world into a thousand different directions. No longer did one book profess 

singular authority, wisdom, or cultural worth; such monolithic dominance was now a thing of the 

past. Herrick's Hesperides entered this new free market of the printed word in 1648 to stake out 

its own territory as a work worthy of respect and dissemination, a work that would inspire the 

"young men, and maidens" of England to "set I Upon my curies the Mirtle Coronet" 

(H-1128.1-2) . 

As shown by his many poems dedicated in tribute to his literary heroes and forefathers, 

Herrick was highly conscious of the Hesperides' predecessors and contemporaries in the rapidly 

developing textual world of the Renaissance. Several publications are key points of comparison 

for the volume. Preeminent among all recent secular publications is the First Folio of William 

Shakespeare's work in 1623. Shakespeare's friends and fellow actors Henry Condell and John 
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Heminge' s preface to the edition speaks to the growing desire for and expectation of an artist's 

control over his own work: 

and so to haue publish'd [these plays], as where (before) you were abus'd with diuerse 
stolne, and surreptitious copies, maimed, and defonned by the frauds and stealthes of 
iniurious imposters, that expos'd them: euen those, are now offer'd to your view cur'd, 
and perfect of their limbes; and all the rest, absolute in their numbers, as he conceiued 
them. (Condell and Heminge 7) 

Lynn S. Meskill writes of Condell and Heminge's preface: 

The author's 'right' to set forth and oversee his own writings is here assumed to be 
natural and 'worthie to have bene wished'. The editors imply that only 'death' prevented 
the author from doing so himself. They also imply, obliquely, that the author has thus 
legally given up this natural right ('by death departed from that right'). The author's death 
leaves a space for others, 'his Friends', rather than legal inheritors, to engage themselves 
on his behalf, but also, conversely, to anoint themselves ad hoc executors of his literary 
estate. (3) 

By using revenant language, Condell and Heminge grant the body of Shakespeare's collected 

works an air of the sacred; his canon of work being a body in the most literal sense, susceptible 

to being "maimed and deformed," now presented in its proper form, "perfect of [its] limbes." 

Such respect grants a lifelike quality to a book; in Condell and Heminge's conceit, this book 

even has a certain ability to manifest limbs and move on its own. As Meskill notes, in addition to 

simple respect and animacy, Condell and Heminge grant the Folio a level of humanistic dignity: 

The language used in the preface is strong. It conjures up an image of justice rendered to 
an innocent victim of imposters and thieves. It conjures up as well images of disease, 
deformity and handicap in relation to textual problems and the power of an editor to cure 
these maladies. (2) 

Condell and Heminge differ from Renick in terms of sheer capitalistic shrewdness; they write, 

"the fate of all Bookes depends vpon your capacities: and not of your heads alone, but of your 

purses .... But, what euer you do, Buy" (Condell and Heminge 7). Nonetheless, Herrick will 
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later voice a strikingly similar anxiety to the one Condell and Heminge express, in his case about 

the posthumous treatment of his own Hesperides. 

Ben Jonson, Herrick's foremost mentor, dedicated the First Folio with an encomium 

poem entitled "To the Memory of my Beloved, the Author Mr. William Shakespeare, and What 

he Hath Left us." Together with Condell and Heminge, Jonson establishes the idea of the 

primary importance of a collected work for the posthumous reputation of an author. Jonson 

mentions "thy Booke, and Fame" in the same breath (9), inextricably yoking the two together. It 

is in his prediction of Shakespeare's immortality through song, however, that Jonson's influence 

in this regard on Herrick may be most clearly seen: 

Soule of the Age! 
The applause! delight! the wonder of our Stage! 
My Shakespeare, rise; I will not lodge thee by 
Chaucer, or Spenser, or bid Beaumont lye 
A little further, to make thee a roome: 
Thou art a Moniment, without a tombe, 
And art alive still, while thy Booke doth live, 
And we have wits to read, and praise to give. (9) 

These lines perform the very mechanism of poetic eternization within which Herrick strives to 

work in the Hesperides. Jonson's words here can be read not only as a memorial to Shakespeare, 

but also as instructions to his young disciples of the time, the "Sons of Ben." Herrick, one of 

these disciples, was himself only 32 years old at the time of the encomium's writing and still25 

years away from publishing his own "folio."2 Jonson was highly specific as to the discipline of 

creating a "living line" to stand the test of time: 

Who casts to write a living line, must sweat, 
(Such as thine are) and strike the second heat 
Upon the Muses anvile: turne the same, 
(And himselfe with it) that he thinkes to frame; 

2 Herrick, remarkably, is thought to have survived until the ripe age of 83, dying in 1674. 
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Or for the lawrell, he may gaine a scome, 
For a good Poet's made, as well as borne. (10) 

Jonson's instructions serve as a perfect blueprint for the aim of the Hesperides. In his final "On 

Himself' (H-1128) poem, Herrick lays forth a vision of success along these lines: 

The work is done: young men and maidens, set 
Upon my curls the myrtle coronet 
Washed with sweet ointments: thus at last I come 
To suffer in the Muses' martyrdom; 
But with this comfort, if my blood be shed, 
The Muses will wear blacks when I am dead. (1-6) 

For Herrick to achieve this apotheosis, to become a "Soule of the Age" as Jonson writes (then 

clarifying by expansion, "not of an age, but for all time" [10]), he must follow Jonson's 

instructions precisely. Herrick's improvement upon Shakespeare will be to achieve the task of 

anthologization while he is still alive. As great a monument as the First Folio is, it is nevertheless 

a posthumous collection assembled by friends and disciples, and therefore in Herrick's 

schematics it is not fully able to evince the poetic genius of its author. Poems such as "His 

Request to Julia" (H-59) and "To His Book" (H-960) present imagined scenarios in which 

Herrick fails to complete his work before his life's end; his honor at such a possibility shows 

that nothing short of perfection will bring about his desired outcome, preventing a situation such 

as the one seen in the case of Shakespeare. 

Although the First Folio of Shakespeare stands foremost in the public imagination of 

seventeenth-century print culture, Ben Jonson himself may have been the first to make an impact 

with a printed compendium of his works. Meskill writes, 

Ben Jonson's 1616 Folio is the precedent for Shakespeare's 1623 Folio and the ancestor 
of Beaumont and Fletcher's magisterial1647 Folio. Heminge and Condell implicitly refer 
to Jonson's 1616 Folio in imagining that, had their 'Author' lived, he would have 'set 
forth and overseen his owne writings,' like a second Jonson. (3) 
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Jonson also published multiple collections of his poems, including the landmark The Forest in 

1616, which contained "To Penshurst," among many other mainstays of the canon. It is in Jonson 

that we can discern the clearest precedent for Herrick's ambitions as a poet-curator. 

Arriving in 1647, a year before the Hesperides, Beaumont and Fletcher's folio is an 

additional and obvious influence on Herrick's collection. Herrick himself wrote a commendatory 

poem to the playwrights that was included in the prefatory section of the volume: 

Apollo sings, his harp resounds: give room, 
For now behold the golden pomp is come, 
Thy pomp of plays which thousands come to see 
With admiration both of them and thee. 
0 volume! wotihy, leafby leaf and cover, 
To be with juice of cedar wash'd all over; 
Here words with lines and lines with scenes consent 
To raise an act to full astonishment; 
Here melting numbers, words of power to move 
Young men to swoon and maids to die for love. (xlvii) 

Herrick certainly wishes for a similar reception of his own work, for it to be hailed as a "volume 

... worthy, leaf by leaf and cover, I To be with juice of cedar wash'd all over." Moreover, in 

submitting his own commendatory poem to a definitive folio edition, Herrick aligns himself with 

Jonson, finally able to elevate himself not just as a disciple but also as a peer, authorized to 

cmmnent upon and commend the works of his fellow poets. He also enacts a rehearsal for the 

rapidly approaching publication of his own book by participating, just like Condell, Heminge, 

and Jonson with Shakespeare, in the publication of a landmark volume. 

It should be noted that Herrick's greatest and most sublimated ceremony of 

immmialization takes place by virtue of the act of publication itself. As Meskill writes of Ben 

Jonson's earlier folio, to bind one's works in a format such as a folio was an act "very much 

reserved for certain genres and dead authors, who had been acknowledged by posterity, not by 
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themselves, as 'great"' (5). Before Jonson's innovations, the act of compiling, curating, and 

publishing a comprehensive collection of an author's work was in itself a typically posthumous 

endeavour; Herrick's construction of the print edition of the Hesperides is therefore perhaps the 

single greatest rehearsal of funeral which he enacts in his lifetime. 

Another significant book with which Herrick would have had even greater contact and 

experience as a priest was the Book of Common Prayer. First published in 1549 and most 

recently revised by James I during Herrick's lifetime in 1604, the prayer book was the defining 

printed text with which any Englander could expect to engage on a regular basis. 3 Despite its 

immense popularity, the Book of Common Prayer was under grave threat in Herrick's time; it 

was suppressed by the Puritan-controlled Parliament from 1644 until the restoration of Charles II 

in 1660 (Benton lxiii). As a cavalier, Herrick would have taken steps to guarantee that his copy 

stayed close by him, its symbolic import being tantamount to support for the King. 

One of the Book of Common Prayer's main intentions was to eliminate old discrepancies 

and "diversitie" in Anglican liturgy, as well as making worship and "ceremonie" eminently more 

available to the common person. As J.H. Benton writes, the Book of Common Prayer was "a 

liturgy established by the consent and authority of the people, for the use of the people, in the 

common language of the people" (iii). Herrick's collection has a spirit similar to this rather 

democratic fervor; it is not a private work of reflection or intended for a small few, but rather a 

book that reveals its didactic purpose broadly, its offering of ceremony given to all. Additionally, 

the methodical mentality behind such structured ordering of prayer and ceremony on a daily, 

3 And, in the case of commoners, likely one of the only printed texts they could encounter readily. 
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weekly, seasonal, and annual basis marks a precedent to Herrick's own concern for "When He 

Would Have His Verses Read. "4 

However, it is not only with the structural intention of the Book of Common Prayer that 

the Hesperides shares a special kinship. Many of the sentiments expressed in the Book of 

Common Prayer's prayers and liturgies of the word and table, written in the flowing Elizabethan 

language of Thomas Cramner and his associates, would not be too far out of place in the 

Hesperides. A word seen often in the prayer book of Herrick's time, largely removed thereafter, 

is "exhortation"; a celebrant could offer such an exhortation to repent and live well in place of a 

standard sermon or homily. Additionally, the Elizabethan prayer book includes an optional 

exhortation to be offered, at the priest's discretion, to those parishioners negligent of the Holy 

Communion. This exhortation, which evinces a personal, declarative voice hardly seen in 

subsequent prayer books, reads in part: 

I for my pa11 am here present and according to myne office, I bid you in the name of god, 
I cal you in Christes behalf, I exhort you, as you love your owne Salvation, that ye wil be 
partakers of this holy Communion. And as the so nne of God, did vouchesafe to yelde up 
his soule by death upon the crosse for your healthe, even so it is youre duety to receyve 
the Communion together in the remembraunce of his death as he hymselfe commaunded. 
(130) 

As another, similar exhmtation explains, 

My duty is to exhorte you to considre the dignitie of the holy mistery, and the great peril 
of the unworthy receiving therof, and so to searche and examine youre owne conscieces, 
as you shold come holy and cleane to a moste godly and hevenly feast, so that in no wise 
you come but in the mariage gannent, required of God in holy scripture, and so come and 
be receyved as worthye partakers of suche a heavenly Table. (131-132) 

4 See, for example, the 1558 Book of Common Prayer's section on "THE ORDER HOW THE PSALTER IS 
APPOYNTED TO BE READ DE": "THE Psalter shalbe readde through, ones euery moneth, and because that some 
Monethes bee longer then some other be; It is thought good, to make them even by this meanes," etc. (217) . 
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These passages show that a curate of Herrick's time was called by the prayer book to engage in 

an intensely exhortational mission of striving for the salvation and holy living of his 

parishioners. This is not to say that priests under subsequent iterations of the Book of Common 

Prayer cared less or were expected to care less for the spiritual wellbeing of their parishioners, 

but rather that the pastoral tone of the time was one of increased urgency. It should be restated 

here that Herrick himself was one of these curates and, therefore, subject to administering 

prayers and exhortations with this same sense of spiritual urgency on a regular basis. 

Herrick's "When He Would Have His Verses Read" (H-8) echoes the Anglican prayer 

book in its concern for the specificities of time and place in enacting ceremony, in this case the 

ceremony of reading Herrick's poetry: 

In sober mornings, do not thou rehearse 
The holy incantation of a verse; 
But when that men have both well drunk and fed, 
Let my enchantments then be sung or read. 
When laurel spirts i'th' fire, and when the hearth 
Smiles to itself, and gilds the roof with mirth; 
When up the thyrse is rais'd, and when the sound 
Of sacred orgies flies, a round, a round. 
When the rose reigns, and locks with ointments shine, 
Let rigid Cato read these lines of mine. (1-10) 

Herrick asks of his readers and devotees a ce1iain preparedness before approaching his verse: 

they must be "both well drunk and fed" and inhabit the spirit of revelry. He uses similar 

imperative language in "To Julia" (H-957), in which he requests that Julia purify herself before 

giving an offering at the altar of his poetly: "Offer thy gift; but first the law commands I Thee, 

Julia, first, to sanctify thy hands: I Do that, my Julia, which the rites require, I Then boldly give 

thine incense to the fire" (1-4). Herrick thus presents a secular, possibly pagan inversion of the 
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prayer book's exhortation to cleanliness and repentance before approaching the altar for 

cornmumon: 

Y e that mynde to come to the holye Communion of the bodye and bloude of oure 
savioure Christe, must consyder what saincte Paule writeth unto the Corinthiens, howe he 
exhorteth all persones diligentlye to trye and examyne them selves, before they presume 
to eate of that breade, and drincke of that cuppe .... Therfore if any of you be a 
blasphemer of god, an hinderer or slaunderer of his worde, an adulterer, or be in malyce 
or envye, or in anye other grevous crime, bewaile your Sinnes, and come not to this holy 
table, lest after the taking of that holy sacrament, the devil enter into you, as he entred 
into Judas, and fil you full of al iniquities, and bring you to destruction both of bodye and 
soul e. Judge therefore your selves (brethren) that ye be not judged of the Lord. (132) 

Just as a certain state of mind is needed to partake of the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ 

granting everlasting life, so must the readers of Herrick prepare themselves for a communion 

with the transforming and eternizing gifts of Herrick's poems. 

The Book of Common Prayer is, as J.H. Benton puts it, "an adaptation of rites, of 

ceremonies and of forms of devotion which had their origin in the earliest times, and [it] came 

down gradually modified by use in different parts of the Christian world for more than fifteen 

centuries" (vi). Herrick's volume is similarly an "adaptation" and distillation of past fonns of 

ceremony and poetry descending from Herrick's classical (and especially Ovidian) influences. 

Herrick indeed views the Hesperides as a "collection" of his past influences brought together. In 

"His Prayer to Ben Jonson" (H-604), Herrick uses mock religious language to praise his idol, 

once more secularly inverting aspects of the prayer book as well as Catholic devotional practice: 

"Candles I'll give to thee, I And a new altar, I And thou, Saint Ben, shall be I Writ in my Psalter" 

(9-12). As Herrick refers to his book as his "psalter," he implicitly ties his work to the greatest 

biblical precedent in song: the Psalms of King David (collected and assigned reading schedules, 

it should be noted, in the early modern Book of Common Prayer). 
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It is, finally, in their shared dealing with the ultimate problem of death and the 

preparation for it that the Book of Common Prayer and the Hesperides possess a crucial 

relationship consciously cultivated by Herrick. Herrick's talk of "times transshifting" bears a 

striking resemblance to the prayer book's language of "thys transitory lyfe" (130). As a parish 

priest, Herrick would have been reminded by the prayer book of"thys transitory lyfe" on a 

regular basis as he officiated at baptisms, marriages, and, especially, funerals. His role in the 

community was, at its simplest, as an overseer of these liminal rites of passage from birth, 

through life, and towards death, with hope for the life everlasting. The Book of Common Prayer 

is therefore the key rubric for understanding how Herrick's extraliterary rehearsals for death and 

interment would have taken place. 

Just as a priest serves a spiritual ministry to the public, so did Herrick endeavor to 

provide an additional, secular ministry to the public through writing. Syrithe Pugh quotes Nigel 

Smith's characterization of Herrick's period: "Never before in English history ... had written 

and printed literature played such a predominant role in public affairs, and never before had it 

been felt by contemporaries to be of such importance" (Pugh 1). Indeed, the historical context of 

the Hesperides' publication is key to an understanding ofHenick's political (and therefore 

personal) motives. 1648 saw England perched upon the crux of intense political upheaval: 

Charles I awaited his fate in prison at the hands of the Parliamentarians, while the second phase 

of the English Civil War dragged on across the countryside. Dedicated to Charles' son the Prince 

of Wales and drawing partial inspiration in its title from Hesperus, the auspicious star that 

supposedly heralded the boy's birth (Summers 165), Herrick's collection stands as a work of 

defiance in the face of a political milieu rapidly swinging in the Parliamentarian's favor. Such 
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grave political turmoil and violence in England change the flame of Herrick's funeral pyre from 

a rather pastoral image, the funeral at the end of a life well-lived, to one colored by the specter of 

war and destruction. The task of immortalization that Herrick attempts in the Hesperides is not a 

passing mystery or a project to be perfected slowly over a lifetime; it is a matter of intense 

existential expedience. Thus Herrick writes in "To Perilla" (H-14), "Age calls me hence, and my 

grey hairs bid come, I And haste away to mine eternal home I 'Twill not be long . . . " (3-5). 

Herrick's funeral pyre follows closely behind him, dogging him just as Time personified dogged 

Andrew Marvell when he wrote (in the same year, incidentally) how "at my back I always hear I 

Time's winged chariot hurrying near" ("To His Coy Mistress" 21-22). A clear cognate can be 

seen in Marvell's verse to Herrick's use of"run" in "Corinna's Going A-Maying" (H-178) ("our 

life is short; and our days run I As fast away as does the sun" [61-62]). Both poets, similarly cast 

about by the political turmoil of the day, recognize the contemporary effects of "times 

transshifting" and respond in kind. 

Despite the desperate tenor of the times, Pugh warns of the all too common tendency to 

pigeonhole the cavalier poets such as Herrick as stoically withdrawn from society, dreaming of 

the old days of wine, women, and song: "Even when the apparent topic of poems is the virtue of 

Stoic withdrawal, publication itself can often be seen as a rhetorical act and an intervention in 

public affairs" (1). For Herrick, publishing is not only existential striving but also an act of 

rebellion, as well as yet another example of the poet "expanding" himself outward into more and 

more numerous personalities, to take a word which Herrick uses to great effect several times 

throughout the Hesperides. 5 This expansion was aided by the technological and cultural change 

5 See Herrick's dedicatory poem of the Hesper ides for Charles, quoted here, and the entry for "expansion" in Malcolm MacLeod, 
A Concordance to the Poems of Robert of Robert Herrick (1971). An analysis of"expansion" in the context of the meter in 
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of the time. Just as much as contemporary circumstances of revolution and suppression 

threatened to limit Herrick in his artistic endeavours, the turmoil, change, and cultural 

development of the time also served simultaneously to enable him. 

Herrick's pressing political concerns are encapsulated in his many poems to Charles I 

informing the Hesperides. In the work's dedication, Herrick proclaims that the inspiration of 

Charles will allow his book to "come forth like public day," evincing his anticipation of the 

Hesperides as a public endeavor, to be widely read. As he writes, 

Well may my book come forth like public day 
When such a light as you are leads the way, 
Who are my work's creator, and alone 
The flame of it, and the expansion. (H-0.1-4) 

However, Herrick is not always so confident about the prospect of the Hesperides entering the 

public sphere. As Herrick shows a heightened sensitivity and awareness of the fact that the book 

will possil5ly endure for future generations to enjoy, he both delights in this likelihood and 

agonizes over the public scrutiny that will come if his project succeeds. This anxiety manifests 

itself countless times throughout the Hesperides, particularly in a long series of poems-11 in 

total--entitled "To His Book," spread throughout the collection and growing more numerous 

towards the end. In "To His Book" (H-899), Herrick writes that "since thou'rt printed, thou dost 

call I To show thy nakedness to all" (3-4); the couplet is an example of Herrick's recurrent use of 

bodily language to describe and to personalize his book as a both a physical object and a totem of 

selfhood. Just as Herrick knows the importance of securing a poetic interment through his verse, 

he also realizes the risk that every artist faces in exposing their work to the naked and open 

daylight of publication. 

Hen·ick's lines reveals that the word itself would have been "expanded" into four syllables (ex-pan-si-own) in the pronunciation 
of the time. 
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Herrick's understanding of the mechanism of print's ability to eternize is nuanced and 

enacts a conceit worthy of the metaphysical poets. A fascination with the body and funereal rites 

pervades Herrick's work in the Hesperides. The poet has a double concern in this respect: not 

only for the preservation of his body, but also an additional, metaphorical preservation and 

interment of his body of work for posterity in print. It is through enacting a kind of burial or 

intennent of his "body" of work in verse that Herrick finds the primary means of actualizing his 

task of poetic immortalization. In "His Poetry His Pillar" (H -211 ), Herrick makes it clear that he 

views his book in the same manner as a living object; as he puts it, he intends to build "this 

living stone ... Ne'er to be thrown I Down, envious Time, by thee" (17-20). In "Lyric for 

Legacies" (H-218), he states that though he will have no gold or silver at the time of his death, 

the true currency of the poet lies in his att, for "each lyric here shall be I Of my love a legacy, I 

Left to all posterity" ( 4-6). Herrick erects the pillar of his poetry not only to lift up his identity 

and display his poetic worth, but also as a bulwark against the ravages of "times transshifting." 

The Hesperides is therefore Herrick's literal "body" or corpus of work, a body capable of 

outlasting the grave and even achieving a lasting immortality. 

This double concern for body and book can best be seen in poems such as "To Cedars" 

(H-165): 

If 'mongst my many poems I can see 
One only worthy to be wash'd by thee, 
I live for ever, let the rest all lie 
In dens of darkness or condernn'd to die. (1-4) 

In this poem, Herrick identifies that he needs only one selection of his verse to be worthy to 

secure immortality. Herrick writes that it will then be "worthy to be wash'd" by cedar oil, in 

ancient times one of the primary means of preserving manuscripts for posterity. Furthering 
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Herrick's conceit of the body of the poet with the body of work, cedar oil was also an integral 

pmi of the embalming process, used to purify and preserve the physical body. Accordingly, 

Herrick uses cedar oil for both physical and literary bodies throughout his work. In "A Dirge 

upon the Death of the Right Valiant Lord, Bernard Stuart" (H-219), he writes, "Sleep in thy 

peace, while we with spice perfume thee, I And cedar wash thee, that no times consmne thee" 

(13-14). Herrick also affirms in such poems that he himself is playing the role of embalmer and 

immortalizer, both for himself and for others such as Lord Stuart. 

This is not to say that Herrick remains always confident in himself as the conductor of 

such ritual. Several of Herrick's poems "On Himself' reveal the poet at his darkest and most 

pessimistic in regards to the ultimate fate of his eternizing task. To show this, Herrick presents 

vignettes from an imagined future in which he has failed. In one such vignette, "On Himself' 

(H-952), he implores the reader to "weep for me, lost in an endless night" (2), mirroring the fate 

of oblivion in "endless night" that faces the lovers in "Corinna's Going A-Maying." Herrick 

writes in another poem entitled "On Himself' (H-954): "Lost to the world; lost to myself; alone I 

Here now I rest under this marble stone: I In depth of silence, heard and seen of none" (1-3). 

Here Herrick continues his theme of rehearsing his own afterlife and fantasizing about eternity, 

although immortal, poetic eternity is here replaced by a cold eternity spent in the anonymity of 

the physical grave and in the harsh obscurity assigned to failed poets. 

"To His Mistresses" (H-19) shows Herrick at his most paranoid, asking his mistresses, 

referred to as "my pretty witchcrafts," to help him eternize himself. Once again Herrick 

assembles a mosaic that combines imagery of the body, the individual, poetry, and the printed 

word: 

23 



lEson had, as poets feign, 
Baths that made him young again: 
Find that medicine, if you can, 
For your dry decrepit man 
Who would fain his strength renew, 
Were it but to pleasure you. (1-6) 

This poem is significant, as it not only finds Herrick exhausted and paranoid, but also 

demoralized as to the ability of song to confer immortalization. Renick here can no longer "do I 

That I was accustomed to," and instead of finding solace in poetry, desires "Baths that [make] 

him young again," such as Aeson had and poets only "feign" to possess through their poetry. In 

"To His Book" (H-960), he unfolds a scenario in which he comes across his book torn to pieces: 

If hap it must, that I must see thee lie 
Absyrtus-like, all torn confusedly: 
With solemn tears, and with much grief of heart, 
I' 11 recollect thee, weeping, part by part; 
And having wash'd thee, close thee in a chest 
With spice; that done, I'll leave thee to thy rest. (1-6) 

This vignette of failure is one of Renick's darkest. The destruction of his book hints at its 

rejection by the reading public, leading HetTick to consign it to to a quiet grave hidden away 

from the world in a chest. 

Renick nonetheless pushes forward. In his darker moments, his most regular response to 

the anxiety of death and life's brevity is simply to keep writing and perfecting his literary corpus, 

so that it can eventually "stand for ever by [its] own I Finn and well-fixed foundation" 

(H-1129.13-14). Through this process Herrick's volume stands as a unique act of ritual interment 

in verse, a liturgical act in which the poet serves as both the conductor of the immortalizing ritual 

as well as its primary subject. Herrick therefore enacts "rehearsals" of poetic interment upon 

others to restore his confidence. "Upon Prew, his Maid" (H-782) exemplifies Herrick in the 
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conducting role of this ritual act of interment. Indeed, the fact that his maid Prudence had not 

actually died yet at the time of the Hesperides' publication lends credence to the idea that 

Herrick often attempts to conducts a "dress rehearsal" of death and interment throughout the 

work (Cain and Connolly xv). This repeated endeavor is indicative of the Hesperides' inherently 

ritualistic and intentional structure; Herrick even goes so far as to title a number of his poems as 

"ceremonies." 

Herrick's vision beyond the grave is limited. However, his poems and ruminations on his 

mentor Ben Jonson allow him an opportunity to experiment and observe the actual effects of 

post-mortem poetic interment and immortalization. In "Upon Ben Jonson" (H-910), Herrick 

eschews dead, silent stone memorials in favor of the living word of the poet; as he puts it, "Ask 

his story, not this stone. I That will speak what this can't tell I Of his glory. So farewell" (4-6). In 

"His Prayer to Ben Jonson" (H-604), Herrick promises to construct a "new altar" to his hero 

(12), directly taking part in the ritual of poetic intennent. In his own admiration and love for his 

poetic hero, Herrick can witness the very immortalizing processes he sets in place for himself 

already reaching fruition for another. Herrick is therefore able to live out his own death and 

"immortalization" vicariously through Jonson's. 

Roger Rollin additionally theorizes that Herrick may have had an unconscious Freudian 

impulse that led him to embrace Jonson as a father figure: the death of his own father, Nicholas 

Herrick, by possible suicide when Robert was one year old. Rollin writes that the deprivation of 

a strong father figure from such a young age encouraged Herrick's stance as a "Son of Ben" and 

his excessive devotion throughout the Hesperides, which reveals, as Rollin puts it, "latent 

patterns of order and meaning in Herrick's collection; in addition, it suggests new insights into 
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the poet's 'unifying personality' and creative imagination" ( 41 ). Henick makes mention of his 

father only once over the course of his volume, in the poem "To the Reverend Shade of His 

Religious Father" (H-604). Rollin chooses to take a psychoanalytic approach to this poem, 

characterizing it as indicative of He1rick's Freudian longing for the figure of a father. However, a 

close reading of this poem powerfully reveals the intense pathos with which Herrick imbues it; it 

defines one of the most solemn moments in the entire volume and one of Herrick's most 

important "ceremonies." In it, Herrick describes his first visit to his father's grave at the age of 

35: 

That for seven lusters I did never come 
To do the rites to thy religious tomb; 
That neither hair was cut, or true tears shed 
By me, o'er thee, as jushnents to the dead, 
Forgive, forgive me; since I did not know 
Whether thy bones had here their rest or no 
But now 'tis known, behold! behold, I bring 
Unto thy ghost th' effused offering: 
And look what smallage, night-shade, cypress, yew, 
Unto the shades have been, or now are due, 
Here I devote; and something more than so; 
I come to pay a debt of birth I owe. (1-12) 

Henick' s fear for his own disappearance from public memory and "drowning in endlesse night" 

manifests itself in his thoughts on the fate of this site, his own father's neglected and forgotten 

resting place. However, although Herrick is powerless to repay the "debt of birth [he] owe[s]" 

(12) to his progenitor by in turn giving his own father life, he can restore life to him in another 

sense, giving "full satisfaction": 

Thou gav'st me life, but mortal; for that one 
Favour I'll make full satisfaction; 
For my life mortal rise from out thy hearse. 
And take a life immortal from my verse. (13-16) 
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Herrick's tribute to his dead father bears striking echoes of literature's most famous 

fatherless child, Shakespeare's Prince Hamlet: 

Remember thee! 
Ay, thou poor ghost, while memory holds a seat 
In this distracted globe. Remember thee! 
Yea, from the table of my memory 
I'll wipe away all trivial fond records, 
All saws of books, all forms, all pressures past, 
That youth and observation copied there; 
And thy commandment all alone shall live 
Within the book and volume of my brain, 
Unmix'd with baser matter: yes, by heaven! (Hamlet 1.5.96-105) 

Although Renick's approach to honoring his father's memory is less extreme than Hamlet's (his 

father certainly did not take up sole residence "within the book and volume of [his] brain"), both 

examples of father-deprived sons reveal how, as Sir Thomas Browne writes in Urne-Burial, "our 

fathers find their graves in our short memories, and sadly tell us how we may be buried in our 

survivors" (83). 

Renick does not stop at interment and poetic memorialization, however. For Herrick, 

poetry not only immmializes but also has the power to resurrect; as he writes in "Poetry 

Perpetuates the Poet" (H-794), poetry will give him "repullulation" "unto the thirtieth thousand 

year, I When all now dead shall reappear" (1-6). Herrick echoes this idea in "Upon Master Ben 

Jonson: Epigram" (H-382), in which he unfolds a vision of poetic resunection, writing that "all 

wit I In utter darkness did, and still will sit I Sleeping the luckless age out, till that she I Her 

resunection has again with thee" (203.17-20). In this way, HetTick harnesses a ritualistic, even 

necromantic power by means of lyrical expression. As he sees it, a body of poetry has an almost 

alchemical ability to transcend the banier of the grave, outlasting death and even allowing for a 

resunection at the end of days. 
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It is clear additionally that, just as the Book of Common Prayer intends to serve, in part, a 

didactic purpose for the Christian, so does the Hesperides intend to educate the reader in a kind 

of ars moriendi. Many of the poems' titles consider the situations in which Herrick's readers will 

encounter them ("When He would have his Verses Read") and explicitly aim to impart wisdom 

("To the Virgins, to Make Much of Time"). Deneefwrites, 

Herrick's special sensibility feels the need to accentuate ce1iain activities as a means of 
making us more human or better humans. Certainly there is a sense in which this feeling 
must have been present. Or perhaps it could be claimed that in the rapidly altering and, in 
some ways, deteriorating world of the seventeenth century the poet tries to grasp those 
things to which he can cling with some surety. (17) 

This sensibility has implications for the defining theme of carpe diem itself. As Deneef writes of 

Herrick, 

He seeks always to "seize the day," not in the wanton spirit often associated with the 
Horatian phrase, but in a true Epicurean grasping of the present for its own sake and for 
the joys which it brings. Like the Epicureans, this persona proposes a serious 
pleasure-pain ethic of squeezing the best that remains out of life .... The carpe diem 
injunction, therefore, is not simply a call to seduction, but a philosophical motive for all 
human endeavours. (20-21) 

This "philosophical motive" presents Herrick's "imperative" poems such as "To The Virgins" in 

an entirely different light. Herrick's various lovers and virgins whom he lectures are hardly 

singular "characters" within the space of each poem, as in the case of a standard love poem, in 

which the object of amorous affection truly is a fixed individual in space and time. Renick's 

mistresses and addressees are ciphers for the broader category to which each recipient belongs: 

virgins, or young people, for example. This can be extrapolated to Renick's readership at large. 

Once more Herrick employs his method of "expansion," not only in the case of expanding 

himself, the author, into multiple personalities at once, but his imagined reader as well. 
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In addition to expanding the scope of carpe diem to encompass a positive didacticism, 

Herrick breaks with the conventions of the mode in several other interesting ways. Herrick seeks 

not only to seduce maidens or to advocate for hedonism; many of his poems evince a remarkable 

melancholic mood and end, not with the time-defying rallying cry of Marvell's "To His Coy 

Mistress," but with a note of resignation. Such an ending, for example, can be seen in "A 

Paranaetical or Advisive Verse, to his Friend, M. John Weekes" (H-670): 

Is this a life, to break thy sleep, 
To rise as soon as day doth peep? 
To tire thy patient ox or ass 
By noon, and let thy good days pass, 
Not knowing this, that Jove decrees 
Some mirth t' adulce man's miseries? 
No; 'tis a life to have thine oil 
Without extortion from thy soil; 
Thy faithful fields to yield thee grain, 
Although with some, yet little, pain; 
To have thy mind, and nuptial bed, 
With fears and cares uncumbered; 
A pleasing wife, that by thy side 
Lies softly panting like a bride. (1-14) 

This carpe diem vision hardly paints a picture of sensual excess; it is not, for example, of the 

school of Catullus, whose grappling with time often calls on great sensual striving, emphasized 

by the use of numerical language: "Give me a thousand kisses, then a hundred, I then another 

thousand, then a second hundred, I then yet another thousand, then a hundred" (Catullus 7). 

Rather, Herrick's vision (in this poem and those of its ilk in the Hesperides) holds simple images 

of domestic bliss dear ("A pleasing wife") and values agricultural harmony higher than pastoral 

harmony ("Thy faithful fields to yield thee grain, I Although with some, yet little, pain"). As he 

continues: 

This is to live, and to endear 
Those minutes Time has lent us here. 
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Then, while fates suffer, live thou free 
As is that air that circles thee, 
And crown thy temples too, and let 
Thy servant, not thy own self, sweat, 
To strut thy barns with sheafs of wheat. 
Time steals away like to a stream, 
And we glide hence away with them. 
No sound recalls the hours once fled, 
Or roses, being withered; 
Nor us, my friend, when we are lost, 
Like to a dew or melted frost. 
Then live we mirthful while we should, 
And turn the iron age to gold. 
Let's feast, and frolic, sing, and play, 
And thus less last than live our day. 
Whose life with care is overcast, 
That man's not said to live, but last; 
Nor is 't a life, seven years to tell, 
But for to live that half seven well; 
And that we'll do, as men who know, 
Some few sands spent, we hence must go, 
Both to be blended in the urn 
From whence there's never a return. (15-39) 

It is at moments such as these that Herrick is perhaps at his most realistic, and certainly the 

closest to an accurate reading of his Lucretian and Horatian influences. "We are suddenly face to 

face with the problem only cursorily raised in the Thomas Herrick poem [preceding in the 

collection]," Deneefwrites (41). "The commitment to the pastoral life, with its emphasis upon 

contentment and moderation on the one hand, and acting in accordance with the laws of nature 

on the other, also commits one to a view of death as the inevitable, natural, and life-concluding 

act" (Deneef 41). 

As Joanna Martindale writes, "Herrick understood the Epicurean pleasure doctrine 

behind the Horatian carpe diem as advocating not total immersion in sensual pleasure but a 
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proper use of time, involving an attitude of mind" (80). Herrick summarizes this goal aptly in his 

advice in "The Changes to Corinna" (H-232): 

Be not proud, but now inclin<:; 
Your soft ear to discipline. 
You have changes in your life -
Sometimes peace and sometimes strife; 
You have ebbs of face and flows, 
As your health or comes or goes; 
You have hopes, and doubts, and fears 
Numberless, as are your hairs. 
You have pulses that do beat 
High, and passions less of heat. 
You are young, but must be old, 
And, to these, ye must be told 
Time ere long will come and plough 
Loathed furrows in your brow: 
And the dimness of your eye 
Will no other thing imply 
But you must die 
As well as I. (1-18) 

Herrick's contemporary Sir Thomas Browne, writing ten years after the Hesperides' 

publication, presents a rational counterargument to Herrick's hope for immortality. His main 

point is that "to be nameless in worthy deeds, exceeds an infamous history" (83). As he argues, 

"the Canaanitish woman lives more happily without a name, than Herodias with one. And who 

had not rather have been the good thief, than Pilate?" (84). He continues: 

And therefore, restless inquietude for the diuturnity of our memories unto the present 
considerations seems a vanity almost out of date, and superannuated piece of folly. We 
cannot hope to live so long in our names, as some have done in their persons. One face of 
Janus holds no proportion unto the other. 'Tis too late to be ambitious. The great 
mutations of the world are acted, or time may be too short for our designs. To extend our 
memories by monuments, whose death we daily pray for, and whose duration we cannot 
hope, without injury to our expectations in the advent of the last day, were a contradiction 
to our beliefs .... The greater part must be content to be as though they had not been, to 
be found in the register of God, not in the record of man. (82-84) 
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At his darkest, Herrick often aligns with Browne's point of view that nothing survives beyond 

the grave, or that at the very least it is foolish for humans to attempt to create a false immortality 

beyond it. This is a sentiment that both he and Browne inherit from their classical predecessors; 

even Virgil bewails in the Georgics "death's relentless doom," all human striving being subject 

to "the loud roar of greedy Acheron" (2.490-92). 

Why, then would a Christian poet (and, moreover, a priest) focus so much on an earthly 

immortality in song if, as Browne says, "the sufficiency of Christian immortality frustrates all 

earthly glory, and ... makes a folly of posthumous memory" (87)? The answer, in part, lies in 

the fact that Herrick, split into the double personality of a poet-priest, inherits a complicated 

amalgamation of pagan mysteries and Christian beliefs to which he owes equal loyalties. The 

structure of Herrick's particular beliefs derives from an attempt to reconcile the classical 

influences of philosophies such as Epicureanism, which espouse the "material basis of our life in 

this fragile world of continual atomic dissolution and renewal" (Segal 6), and the Christian 

doctrine of the life eternal after death. In his fusion of the two, HetTick himself is an embodiment 

of Thomas Browne's famous "noble animal," "splendid in ashes, and pompous in the grave, 

solemnizing nativities and deaths with equal lustre, nor omitting ceremonies of bravery in the 

infamy of his nature" (Browne 87). 

As the Hesperides approaches its concluding pages, Herrick's concern for the completion 

and successful intennent of his work becomes even more pressing. Kimmey identifies this shift 

as part of the broader "shifting moods and ideas of the poet in his development from singing 'of 

Brooks, of Blossomes, Birds, and Bowers' to meditating on 'Twilights' and the hope of heaven" 
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(257). In "On His Book" (H-1 0 19), Henick sees the end of his project in sight, finally advancing 

a much more optimistic outlook on immortality: 

The bound, almost, now of my book I see, 
But yet no end of these therein, or me: 
Here we begin new life, while thousands quite 
Are lost, and theirs, in everlasting night. (1-4) 

Simultaneously, Herrick's last poems begin to address themes of ageing much more 

frequently. Herrick even goes so far as to retract much of his earlier arguments for carpe diem; 

Herrick prefers meditating on "living to virtue" over casting one's "ends for pleasure" 

(H-1088.9-10). In "On Himself' (H-1088), Herrick reflects on his fifty years oflife and 

concludes that for the majority of them he has simply "lasted," the reward for hedonism: "He 

lives, who lives to virtue; men who cast I Their ends for pleasure, do not live, but last" (9-1 0). In 

another "On Himself' (H-1091) three poems later, Herrick explicitly links hanging up his old 

ways of youthful frolicking with preparing himself for the final ceremony of his poetic 

interment: "Since longer I can't live, I My frolic youths, adieu; I My lamp to you I'll give, I And 

all my troubles too" (1-4). 

In the same sequence, "To His Girls, Who Would Have Him Sportful" (H-1093) reveals a 

reversed perspective from his earlier poems of "exhortation" such as "To the Virgins, to Make 

Much of Time": 

Alas! I can't, for tell me, how 
Can I be gamesome, aged now? 
Besides, ye see me daily grow 
Here, winter-like, to frost and snow; 
And I, ere long, my girls, shall see 
Ye quake for cold to look on me. (1-6) 
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Wearied by age, Herrick no longer has the energy to seek out his Julias, Antheas, and Corinnas 

to urge them to seize the day. Their combination into the plural category of "his girls" combines 

and homogenizes their identities together, and their request to him to be "sportful" implies that, 

their lessons learned from Herrick's earlier exhortations, they have now come back to encourage 

him in turn. Their requests fall on deaf ears, however: Herrick sees his end quickly approaching, 

and, as he confesses earlier, his intention from henceforth is to "live to virtue." 

"His Last Request to Julia" (H-1095) acts as yet another reversal of carpe diem 

sentiment: 

I have been wanton and too bold, I fear, 
To chafe o'ermuch the virgin' s cheek or ear. 
Beg for my pardon, Julia: he doth win 
Grace with the gods who 's sorry for his sin. 
That done, my Julia, dearest Julia, come 
And go with me to choose my burial room: 
My fates are ended; when thy Herrick dies, 
Clasp thou his book, then close thou up his eyes. (1-8) 

Herrick's utterance of "come I And go with me" melancholically echoes the stereotypical 

injunction to "come live with me and be my love." The remainder of the poem similarly 

transfonns typical carpe diem images to hallmarks of death: the bedchamber to the "burial room" 

and the "death" of orgasmic union to the literal act of dying. Herrick's second to last "On 

Himself' poem (H-1124) serves as a similar inversion of earlier sentiment and language as well 

as a poetic confession of sin: 

I'll write no more of love; but now repent 
Of all those times that I in it have spent. 
I'll write no more of life; but wish 'twas ended, 
And that my dust was to the earth commended. ( 1-4) 
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Thus Herrick brings "The Argument of His Book" full circle, finally accepting the completion of 

his poetic task, so that now he will "write no more." 

These poems mark the final step of interment: the funeral rites and the sealing of 

Herrick's tomb. In the final "On Himself' (H-1128), Herrick finally feels that his "work is 

done," as he repeats the christological imagery of resurrection (including here an additional 

theme of sacrifice) in the lines "thus at last I come I To suffer in the Muses' martyrdom; I But 

with this comfort, if my blood be shed, I The Muses will wear blacks when I am dead" (1-6). The 

last poem of the Hesperides, "The Pillar of Fame" (H-1129), offers an apt summation of 

Herrick's immortalizing poetic method. As he puts it, fame will outlast the comparatively 

ephemeral materials of "marble, brass, or jet"; accordingly, "this pillar never shall I Decline or 

waste at all" (2-14). Herrick effects a subtle but key shift in this final poem. Whereas previously 

the agency for poetic interment was limited to the narrator's "I," as evinced in the swaggering 

cettitude of "When I a verse shall make" (H-604.1 ), now, in the "The Pillar of Fame," Herrick 

chooses to address his audience and himself with the pronoun "we." "Fame's pillar here, at last, 

we set," writes Herrick, making clear that no matter of natural calamity and "overthrow" shall 

"o'erbear I What we uprear" (5-9). By introducing a first person plural pronoun, Herrick chooses 

to emphasize the inclusive and collaborative nature of poetic interment; it is as much the reader's 

job to immortalize the poet as it is for the poet to strive towards this immortalization. 

Herrick's poetic "necromancy" distinguishes the Hesperides from the typical carpe diem 

verse of his contemporaries and represents a singular approach to a universal anxiety. The idea of 

the poem immortalizing the poet by no means originates with Herrick-the poet himself 

acknowledges this by quoting from Ovid's Amores within the epigraph to the entire collection. 
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However, it is a subtle alteration that Herrick makes to this very quotation which reveals the 

precise nature of the poet's innovation upon his predecessors' work. Ovid's original line reads as 

"defugiunt avidos carmina sola ragas" (song alone escapes the greedy pyre) (Ovid 482). Herrick 

alters this to read "ejfi1gient avidos carmina nostra ragas" (our song will escape the greedy pyre) 

(3 ), making the statement at once strongly affirmative and also more inclusive of the reader by 

once again invoking a plural pronoun. It is this very act of inclusivity and ambition in regards to 

his quest to achieve poetic immortality and rebirth that distinguishes Herrick as an immortalizing 

poet. In one grand sweep from the initial mention of "our song" in the epigraph to the 

collection's close, Herrick diffuses himself and his readers into a multiplicity of personalities, 

finally uniting them again in the the closing "we" of "The Pillar of Fame." In "our song" and 

Herrick's "we" lie the immortalized souls of Herrick, his many mistresses, the "young men and 

maidens all" of England, Dean Prior's country bumpkins, Herrick's maid, father, friends, and 

family. All are combined in the eternizing act of"this poetic liturgy" (H-510.4) 

Transfmming carpe diem's typical response to the anxiety of death "to eat, drink, and be 

merry," Henick opens a path towards immortality beyond the simple eternization of memory. 

Herrick proposes an immortality of poetry, body, and soul, a powerful offer with even the 

possibility of "repullulation" and rebirth "unto the thirtieth thousand year, I When all now dead 

shall reappear" (H-794.4-6). In this way, Herrick positions himself as a master ritualist, guiding 

his readers in an elaborate collaborative act of poetic funeral, interment, and resunection, 

unifying the Hesperides thematically and spiritually. 
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