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GEORGE HERBERT’S PATTERN POEMS AND THE
MATERIALITY OF LANGUAGE: A NEW APPROACH
TO RENAISSANCE HIEROGLYPHICS*

BY MARTIN ELSKY

Herbert’s hieroglyphic poems, like Renaissance hieroglyphs in
general, have been studied mostly in relation to Renaissance con-
cepts of metaphor and allegory, as well as in relation to Renaissance
traditions of pattern poems and emblem literature.! However, they
can also be understood in the context of Renaissance linguistic
theory, especially the Renaissance interest in the material under-
pinnings of language in written letters and spoken sounds. Murray
Cohen has shown the importance of this interest in what he calls
“sensible words” in the period between 1640 and 1700,2 but dis-
cussion of the material basis of language begins much earlier, with
the Humanists in the sixteenth century, and continues into the
early seventeenth century as well. Herbert’s hieroglyphic use of
language can be further illuminated within this earlier context. I do
not wish to exclude metaphor as a significant dimension of Her-
bert’s hieroglyphs, but the approach I propose emphasizes the re-
lationship of metaphor to other forms of linguistic thought. This
approach tries to relate Herbert to a strain of Renaissance thought
not often associated with his work: whereas most historically
oriented discussions of Herbert have as their context the theologi-
cal and spiritual tenor of his church, his relationship to the Chris-
tian Renaissance has often been neglected.

The importance of Renaissance ideas for Herbert’s poetry is evi-
dent in an aspect of the period’s linguistic thought where
Humanist, Neoplatonist, and cabalistic interests converge, namely
in the Renaissance view of words as material things that belong to
the same network of resemblances that endows natural objects with
allegorical meaning—a view that underlies the Renaissance inter-
est in hieroglyphs and emblem literature. The letters and words
that form the typographical pictograms of Herbert’s hieroglyphic
pattern poems, “The Altar” and “Easter Wings,” for example, are
also the written marks of the poet’s utterance—his prayer, his plea,
his spoken word. In this regard, Herbert’s hieroglyphs depend on
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the confluence of two strands of Renaissance linguistic thought: the
Humanist interest in language as uttered speech transcribed in
written letters, and the cabalist, Neoplatonic interest in words and
letters as physical things with symbolic significance. Both these
interests lead to an increased awareness during the Renaissance of
the material basis of language in its visibility as written marks and
its audibility as spoken sounds.

The principal Renaissance discussions of the material basis of
language appear in Humanist orthographic treatises, the most
important of which are Thomas Smith’s De recta et emendata lin-
guae Anglicae scriptione, dialogus (1568), John Hart’s An Orthog-
raphie (1569), William Bullokar’s Book at large, for the Amend-
ment of Orthographie for English Speech (1580), Richard Mul-
caster’s The First Part of the Elementarie (1582), Alexander Gill’s
Logonomia Anglica (1621), and Charles Butler’s The English
Grammar (1633). All these works propose as their common premise
(though some differ greatly in other respects) that written language
imitates speech, and that letters are manmade signs that represent
the sounds of spoken language. The material basis of language, for
these writers, resides in sound, in spoken utterance, which can then
be recorded in writing: a view consonant with the Humanist under-
standing of language as speech. This interest in the relationship of
orthography to speech pervades English school texts of the period,
which are addressed to both student and schoolmaster, and ac-
counts for the generous attention English grammar books such as
Ben Jonson’s English Grammar (1640) devoted to the proper pro-
nunciation of the letters of the alphabet.

Thomas Smith, Vice Chancellor of Cambridge, Provost of Eton,
Secretary of State, first Regius Professor of Civil Law, and friend of
John Cheke, initiated the English orthographic debate as a result of
his study of the spelling and pronunciation of classical Greek, an
interest in which he followed Erasmus. In laying out the basic
principle of the English orthographers, that writing imitates speech
and that letters represent sounds, he used a metaphor that was to
reappear in many orthographic treatises: letters are the pictures of
spoken expression (pictura vocum) (Blv), and in this sense, writing
is related to both speaking and painting (ars loquendi et pingen-
di) (B2v).3

For many in the Renaissance who were concerned with the na-
ture of writing and of letters, Smith’s comparison had more than
metaphorical force. Letters also came to receive much attention as
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physical objects in themselves, as shaped, drawn, carved, or
painted artifacts. In this sense, written letters were by no means
completely subordinated to sounded speech. Many treatises on
calligraphy and alphabet design were written under the influence
of Humanism, including the chapter on letters in Diirer’s Unter-
weysung der Messung (1525, 1538).4

In fact, the Italian painter and theorist Giovanni Lomazzo, known
in England through translation, observed that in at least one respect
painting had its origin in writing:

If this I say be true, that Characters and the vse of writing were
first invented to preserue the memory of the Sciences, it follows
inevitably that Painting is an instrument vnder which the trea-
sury of memory is contained, insomuch as writing is nothing else,
but a picture of white and black.5

The apprehension of letters as physically constructed objects,
moreover, would have been plain even to the many schoolboys
preparing for entrance to grammar schools as a result of the new
importance given to literacy by the Humanists; alphabet charts de-
scribing how to form letters with pen and ink were a common fea-
ture of school texts, as in Francis Clement’s Petie Schole (1587).
Similarly, on a different level of interest, Thomas Godwyn, in his
civil and ecclesiastical history of the ancient Hebrews, displays the
period’s awareness of writing as a physical process in his discussion
of the history of writing, including the various surfaces and instru-
ments different nations have used, as well as the influence of a
particular writing process on the layout of a text in a book, a scroll,
or on stone.® Doubtless all this interest in the mechanics of writing
has to do with the spread of literacy, which brought unprecedented
numbers of people in contact with both pens and printed books,
which in turn must have increased awareness of words and letters
as physical objects to be laid out on a page. In this respect, it is
noteworthy that in his Life of Herbert, Walton emphasizes Her-
bert’s collection of handwritten poems as an object, a book trans-
ported by Duncon from Herbert himself on his deathbed to Ferrar
at Little Gidding and thence to the Cambridge printer. Walton
reinforces this image of Herbert’s poems as a material object han-
dled, set, and arranged by the printer when he reports that despite
the printer’s objection to two lines in “The Church Militant,” the
book was, at Ferrar’s insistence, nevertheless “printed, without dimi-
nution or addition of a syllable, since it was deliver’d into the hands
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of Mr. Duncon.” Walton also reminds us of The Temple’s status as a
printer’s artifact when he mentions Ferrar’s preface printed at the
front of the book.”

As letters acquired the status of things in the Renaissance, they
also took on a property commonly attributed to natural objects: they
were understood to possess symbolic significance. Letters came to
signify much more than just sounds, as they became the foundation
of a system of alphabetical symbolism that made an impact in En-
gland and on the continent. For instance, Renaissance Neo-
platonists saw ideal mathematical proportions in the physical con-
figurations of letters, particularly Roman letters, and believed these
proportions to have symbolic, almost Pythagorean meaning, much
as Humanist architects regarded the mathematical proportions they
used in their structures. Again, Smith’s reference to constructing
words from physical, visible letters as an “exaedificare,” a building
up (C1v), had more than metaphorical significance. Similarly, both
Lomazzo and, later in the century, Theophilus Gale, thought they
had demonstrated a connection between letters, hieroglyphs, and
in Lomazzo’s case, emblems.® As Casamassima has observed, the
Renaissance interest in alphabet design was not isolated from
other, broader concerns of the period.?

The symbolic meaning of alphabets and the connection between
letters and hieroglyphs are related to the Renaissance interest in
the origin of writing, which usually centered in the mysterious
nature of Hebrew as the “original” language.l® The issue had a
natural connection with orthography, and like many of his fellow
Humanists, Smith discussed the beginning of writing in Egyptian
hieroglyphs. He believed that because hieroglyphs were so cum-
bersome they were replaced by more efficient letters that arbi-
trarily and conventionally represented sounds (Blv—B2v, Clv). Al-
though Smith’s position was characteristic of some Humanist or-
thographers, he was nevertheless challenged on some of these
views. Other Renaissance thinkers, influenced to various degrees
by Humanism, Neoplatonism, and Christian cabalism, attributed
mystic powers and deep symbolic meaning to the Hebrew al-
phabet, thinking of its letters as secret hieroglyphs, a characteristic
that was in some sense passed on to its descendants in the modern
languages. For instance, in his De Verbo Mirifico (1494), Reuchlin
saw in Hebrew letters the same mystical hieroglyphic meaning as
the Renaissance attributed to Egyptian writing, a view current in
England as well.1* The Spanish Renaissance theologian Fray Luis
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de Leon similarly interpreted the allegorical significance of the
letters in the Hebrew word for “word,” dabar, as the name of
Christ, a symbolic significance complemented by the sounded syl-
lables of the word.12 In De Occulta Philosophia (1, 1xxiv), Cornelius
Agrippa argued that Hebrew was the first language and called the
Hebrew alphabet the foundation of the world, explaining that ves-
tiges of Hebrew letters still survived in the modern languages, a
commonplace of Renaissance linguistic speculation.13

Perhaps the most popular work that promulgated such views, one
surely known to Herbert, was Du Bartas’ Deuine Weekes and
Workes, known in England through translations by Joshua Sylves-
ter (1605) and William L’isle (1637) as well as in the commentary on
Du Bartas by Simon Goulart (translated by both L’isle and Thomas
Lodge [1621]) and based on the authority of Pico, Grotius,
Reuchlin, Gesner, and Postel.’* Goulart, moreover, also believes
that the mystic and symbolic properties of Hebrew are recoverable
in the modern languages. In his section on the tower of Babel, Du
Bartas explains that Hebrew was the first language, and that, far
from being arbitrary and conventional, its letters and points (the
marks under the letters signifying vowels) have symbolic dimen-
sions. He observes that the very physical configurations of the
“holy tongue of God” are ““so full of sense and grace,/ As not a letter
it hath, no not a point so Small, / Without some ornament exceeding
mysticall” (L’isle, 53); he later remarks that its “Elements [i.e.,
letters] / Flow with hid sense, [its] points with Sacraments” (Syl-
vester, 425). Moreover, Du Bartas compares Hebrew letters to
“spirituall pictures” (Sylvester, 425): the symbolic meaning of
Hebrew names is revealed in the physical rearrangement of their
letters in anagrams as well as in the elaboration of the meaning of
their letters in acrostics, making the Hebrew characters an
“embleme” superior to Egyptian hieroglyphs (L’isle, 61; Sylvester,
424; Lodge, 178—79). (Egyptian hieroglyphs were commonly held in
the Rennaisance to have been derived from Hebrew writing.)

All this emphasis on the thingness of the elements of Hebrew is
relevant to the context of Herbert’s hieroglyphic poems, particu-
larly Du Bartas’ view that the mystic qualities of Hebrew letters are
made apparent to the senses, as he implicitly suggests when he
connects Hebrew letters as pictures and anagrams to Egyptian
hieroglyphs. Moreover, Du Bartas explicitly observes that Hebrew
makes its mysteries apparent when it is heard by the ear in spoken
sounds. Hebrew “with few words expresseth happily / Deepest
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conceites, and leades the hearing part/ Through all the closets of
the mazie hart” (Sylvester, 423). Similarly, the etymological mean-
ing of the Hebrew names of creatures, people, and cities inheres in
their audible as well as their visible form: “eu’ry ancient name, / By
writ, by sound, by sense, from Hebrew language came” (L’isle, 61).
In a variation of this view, Godwyn suggests that there is lost mystic
significance in the discrepancy between the written and spoken
form of some Hebrew words in the Masoretic text of the Bible.15
Finally, Du Bartas suggests that the symbolic qualities possessed
by written Hebrew letters are vocalized in Hebrew as speech, as a
language spoken by God, Adam, and the prophets (Sylvester,
424, 425).

This last point is further developed by Goulart in his commen-
tary. On the authority of Jerome and Eusebius, Goulart maintains
that each letter of the Hebrew alphabet has an allegorical signifi-
cance that makes up an articulated sentence; each Hebrew letter
symbolically stands for a word, the entire alphabet syntactically
forming the utterance: “The doctrine of the Church, which is the
House of God, is found in the fulnesse of the Tables; that is, of the
diuine bookes” (Lodge, 181). Inscribed in the divine Hebrew al-
phabet expanded into discourse is a primal allegory that asserts that
the language of God’s book has allegorical meaning; Hebrew letters
allegorize their own allegorical nature. Moreover, the idea that let-
ters are physical things with allegorical meaning like other created
physical things leads Du Bartas to a variation on the concept of the
Book of Nature that is relevant to Herbert’s symbolic use of lan-
guage in its sensible form. Because the Hebrew names of the crea-
tures contain in themselves “Their natures storie,” those names are
themselves “open Bookes” wherein the spiritual meaning of God’s
handiwork is explained (Sylvester, 425). The names of the crea-
tures, not the creatures themselves, constitute the Book of Nature.
This tradition of alphabetical symbolism offered Herbert an alter-
native to the scientific language based on things as proposed by
Bacon, with whose linguistic ideas Herbert must have been
thoroughly familiar, as is suggested by his participation in the Latin
translation of De Augmentis, as well as by his Latin poems praising
the Novum Organon and the Magna Instauratio.

Du Bartas tends to emphasize the loss of these symbolic powers
in the languages that followed the confusion of tongues after Babel,
though he does see vestiges of the Hebrew alphabet in the letters of
all languages, since they are derived from Hebrew, ‘“how-so[ever

250 Herbert’s Pattern Poems



they may be] disguiz’d” (Sylvester, 424). Goulart, however, stresses
the continuity between Hebrew and its modern descendants (see,
for instance, Lodge, 178—79), and insists that the secret signifi-
cance of Hebrew words and letters is still recoverable, though tar-
nished after Babel (Lodge, 181). Moreover, he argues that the basic,
“primitiue” words of all languages are derived from the elemental
components of Hebrew—not only from Hebrew words, but also
from Hebrew letters and syllables themselves (Lodge, 178). In this
way, the God-given capacity of language to signify persists through
time in the history of languages from Hebrew to the modern vernac-
ulars, and allows a poet like Herbert to use English words and Ro-
man letters almost as if they possessed the powers of Hebrew words
and letters.

A treatise that clearly illustrates the integration of Humanist,
Neoplatonic, and cabalist interest in orthography and alphabeti-
cal symbolism in early seventeenth-century England is Alexander
Top’s The Oliue Leafe, written just a few years after Sylvester’s
translation of Du Bartas, and particularly concerned with the re-
lationship of English to Hebrew sounds.’® According to Top, the
twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alphabet were created by God at
the time of the Creation to signify each of the twenty-two things He
created. In this sense, Top explains, Hebrew letters are hieroglyphs
intrinsically connected to the things they represent. After Creation,
the species multiplied further, and Adam combined letters to form
words, which are names that, like the individual hieroglyphic let-
ters themselves, represent and reveal the spiritual essence of
things. For Top, the Neoplatonic, allegorical view of nature is built
into language itself in its material being as written letters, which
are themselves sensible objects existing alongside other objects in
the world, rather than just the signs of sounds with no status of their
own as things.1” As the sensible world is a shadow of the spiritual
world, so too the material condition of written language is a shadow
of the spiritual meaning of its words. As in Du Bartas’ book of
nature, words are a receptacle in which the created world and its
spiritual significance are held together as one; in the letters and
words of the abecedarium naturae, the alphabet of nature, the na-
ture of things can be read, written, and spoken. This is especially so
in the original, divinely instituted language, Hebrew, whose letters
are the marks of creation, but since all languages and all alphabets
are derived from Hebrew, the original tongue is therefore a stan-
dard for all languages and all alphabets, including the alphabet in
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which English is written. In an attempt to make English continuous
with its ancient source, Top tries to bring English closer to the
condition of the original language before the Flood and Babel
through an orthographic scheme that will place the sounds of En-
glish in line with Hebrew letters. It is at this point that Top’s inter-
ests coincide with those of the Humanist orthographers, especially
since he tries to match hieroglyphically conceived letters with
sounds as the basis of speech: to speak well is therefore to utter the
nature of things by sounding letters that have hieroglyphic signifi-
cance in their Hebrew origins.

The Renaissance exposition of the material nature of language—
and its allegorical significance—as both written mark and uttered
sound provides a context for understanding Herbert’s hieroglyphic
poems in their use of words as physical things, as plastic forms to be
shaped through rhyme, line length, and the symbolic, hieroglyphic
significance of letters themselves. The importance of hieroglyphic
form in Herbert’s poetry has long been recognized, and I do not
wish to repeat what Summers has already said so well. I do wish,
however, to point to another dimension of Herbert’s hieroglyphs:
not only “The Altar” and “Easter Wings,” but also lesser poems
like “Iesu,” “Love-joy,” and “The Sonne” illustrate the way Her-
bert sees meaning as divinely ordained in the sensible elements of
language. The hieroglyphic approach to language evident in these
poems is connected with their use of typological symbols that pro-
ject the prophecy of Christ across time.

In “The Flower,” Herbert uses a metaphor from orthography to
describe man’s ability to discern the spiritual significance of the
natural world: “Thy word is all, if we could spell.”18 In “Iesu,” he
uses the concept of spelling in a more literal way. The speaker’s
heart, inscribed with the name Iesu, breaks in pieces, each con-
taining a portion of the name. Broken into I, ES, U, Christ’s name is
divided into components of sound in the same way that sixteenth-
and early seventeenth-century spelling handbooks incessantly
break up words to teach reading and writing. (In Herbert’s English,
to spell could mean to read, in addition to its more common mean-
ing.) However, in those units of sound, the speaker deciphers lexi-
cal units, words, which in turn make up a syntactical unit, “I ease
you” (9), in much the same way that Goulart deciphers a sentence
in the letters of the Hebrew alphabet. The physical components of
Christ's name—the letters as significative sounds—take on the
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status of Du Bartas’ and Top’s Hebrew hieroglyphs when those
same letters “spell” the very essence of the name.

Similarly, the speaker of “Love-joy” (Stanley Fish refers to the
poem as a hieroglyphic riddle??), explains the meaning of the letters
J and C “Anneal’d” on the picture of grapes in a stained glass
window (3). The letters, of course, stand for Jesus Christ, but they
also stand for the meaning of Christ: Joy and Charity. Moreover, the
letters signify that meaning by naming the allegorical and typologi-
cal significance of the grapes of the vine; the letters contain the
spiritual meaning of the name embodied in language, which is in-
extricably intertwined with nature and history, insofar as the grapes
are a Hebrew type of Christ the vine. The prophecy of Christ
transmitted through time by the typological symbol of a natural
object is represented here by the hieroglyphic capabilities of He-
brew letters transmitted through time into the English alphabet.
Representing letters hieroglyphically in this way is particularly rel-
evant to Herbert’s poetry, since both the grapes and the letters
appear here not in nature, but in the sacred art of a stained glass
church window; both the letters and the grapes are physical ar-
tifacts. The letters are literally what Lomazzo calls “picture[s] of
white and black.” Like the letters in the window, Herbert’s lan-
guage too is manmade, and its basic units, letters, also contain in
their material being the basis of its spiritual meaning. The poet is a
maker in much the same way the glazier constructs material images
in glass to embody spiritual meanings, except that the poet’s
medium is his physical, material letters. Herbert’s language is a
poetic artifact constructed from divinely ordained sensible ele-
ments.

In “The Sonne,” Herbert praises the English language for em-
bedding a profound spiritual truth in the structure of its sound,
namely in the homonym that is the basis of the popular pun on sun
and son. (The Bodleian MS does not distinguish the spelling of the
two words as the 1633 edition does, but even so in the poem Her-
bert refers to both as “one Word” [11].) The confluence of the two
meanings in one linguistic unit—in this case one sound—is the
basis of a pun that explains the meaning of a son as both “light” to,
and the “fruit” of, his father. On a grander scale, the son/sun is a
“fruitfull flame” whose course from east to west records the procre-
ative history of mankind from Adam in Eden to the present genera-
tions in Europe (7). As the pun takes on even broader significance,
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the coincidence of the same sound in the two words reveals the
spiritual nature of Christ:

So in one word our Lords humilitie

We turn upon him in a sense most true:
For what Christ once in humblenesse began
We him in glorie call, The Sonne of Man.

(11-14)

The Word as spoken sound thus becomes for Herbert the sounded
encoding of a series of natural, historical, and spiritual truths. In
effect, by praising the coincidence of the English word’s sense and
its sensible, material substance, Herbert praises English for its
ability to name in the manner of Adam. Although a rather slight
poem, “The Sonne” echoes the The Temple’s various plays on
words and their sounds, which are not merely the accidents of lan-
guage, but instead emerge out of the hieratic, sacral, and (in Top’s
terms) hieroglyphic properties derived from Hebrew and built into
the very physical components of English as a system of both written
and spoken letters—properties actualized as the sacred pun is vo-
calized when “We him in glory call [emphasis added], The Sonne
of Man.”

These properties are also evident in Herbert's anagram on the
name of Mary:

Ana- {kdﬁ\ﬁ%} gram.

How well her name an Army doth present,
In whom the Lord of Hosts did pitch his tent!

Herbert here attributes to English words and names the same ana-
grammatic power that Du Bartas finds in Hebrew. The letters of
Mary’s name are here subject to the same search for occult, spiritual
significance, as the flower is in Herbert's poem of that title. The let-
ters of her name contain the signature of her importance in the
history of redemption as the bearer of Christ who, as the incarnation
of God, was to be victorious over sin and Satan on the cross. The
military metaphor through which the spiritual and historical sig-
nificance of Mary is expressed is thus embedded in the letters that
make up her name. In this sense, the word—here the name—
becomes an object, the rearrangement of whose letters on the page
makes manifest its meaning. The anagram is a linguistic hiero-
glyph, an impresa, whose picture is replaced by a word followed by a
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two-line motto. And whereas an impresa contains a picture that
represents something possessing symbolic significance, here the
very word printed on the page is the thing that possesses such
significance, bearing out Lomazzo’s connection between letters,
emblem, and picture. Moreover, the word “anagram” too calls at-
tention to itself as a physical object, split in half and holding within
itself the particular anagram that the ensuing couplet explicates.

The hieroglyphic significance of the physical properties of lan-
guage as visible signs and audible sounds is brought into play in
the most conspicuously hieroglyphic of Herbert’s poems, “The
Altar” and “Easter Wings,” which use more elaborate extensions of
the linguistic principles underlying the Mary anagram. The typo-
graphic arrangements of both these poems form pictographically
hieroglyphic units (these poems are in this sense different from
those discussed above) that also translate into lexical units: altar
and wings, the things signified by both the typographic arrange-
ment of written language and by the sense or meaning of the words
in the poem. Herbert’s pattern poems are like emblems in which
poem and picture are combined in the very shape of the poem in
the inverse of the doctrine of signatures: instead of letters being
imprinted on a thing, here a thing is imprinted in an arrangement of
letters; the printed letters are the physical stuff of the pictogram, as
letters take on the qualities of Lomazzo’s “picture[s] of white and
black.”

However, the hieroglyphic shapes of these poems are not in-
herent in just their typography. The typographical shapes themselves
are formed by the decreases or increases in the number of metrical
feet in each line: the typographical patterns are the result of ma-
nipulating the shapes of the units of spoken poetic language, so that
the poems’ shapes are both seen and heard.2® The letters out of
which the poem’s words are built (“exaedificare,” as Smith de-
scribes spelling) become a literal “pictura vocum.” Puttenham too
thought that the metrical line derived from the audible qualities of
ordinary speech, and that shaped poems in turn derived from varia-
tions of the metrical line; shaped poems, in other words, are made
by variations in the length of units of pronounced sounds.2! The
spoken nature of the poems, moreover, is reinforced by their plain
style syntax and diction as well as by their use of meter to imitate
the rhythms of speech. “The Altar” and “Easter Wings,” then, come
close to Top’s view of a true spoken language as one that vocalizes
the hieroglyphic significance of the components of written
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language—written letters. Through the manipulation of meter and
thereby of typographical shapes, the speaker of “The Altar” and
“Easter Wings” literally speaks hieroglyphs. The word is both a
unit of speech and an arrangement of ink on the page. Both Mul-
caster and Bullokar explain that writing involves the translation of
audible sounds into visible signs that merely keep the sounds
stored, as it were, till they are translated back to sounds in reading;
as Bullokar puts it, “in true Orthography, both the eye, the voyce,
and the eare consent most perfectly.”22 Herbert draws on this view
of writing in “The Altar” and “Easter Wings,” but unlike Mulcaster
and Bullokar, he places the visible marks of writing in a sacred
order endowing them with significance of their own, rather than
treating them solely as signs of sound alone. Herbert’s language
thus achieves the status of the symbolic Hebrew letters uttered and
pronounced by Adam and the prophets, as described by Du Bartas.

In both “The Altar” and “Easter Wings” the speaking lines
within the poems’ shapes explain the spiritual significance of the
material form constituted by those lines, and in both poems the
relationship between material form and spiritual significance is
neither simple nor straightforward. For instance, as Summers long
ago pointed out, the stone altars of the kind typographically shaped
by “The Altar” were outlawed in England by the Protestant reform-
ers along with such ideas as transubstantiation, the real presence,
and the idea of sacrifice in the Mass, thereafter called the Lord’s
Supper and celebrated at a communion table rather than an altar.
That is, the kind of altar represented by the shape of the poem, with
few exceptions, no longer existed in English churches.23

In addition, because the poem itself identifies the true altar as the
heart, the hieroglyphic pictogram shaped by the poem is therefore
highly enigmatic. The thing signified by the hieroglyphic shape of
the poem (the altar) seems to have little relationship, least of all a
pictorial relationship, to the thing signified by the sense of the
poem’s words (the heart). In this regard, the spoken lines of the
poem explain the enigmatic significance into which the written
lines of the poem are shaped: they allude to Hebrew (rather than
Catholic) stone altars, as well as to the Psalmic concept of the heart
as the true altar. The Psalms were the liturgy of the Hebrew Tem-
ple’s stone altar, as well as the typological prefiguration of both the
sacrifice of Christ the Head on the cross and the spiritual sacrifice
of the heart, and the inward worship of the Body of Christ in the
Church. The coincidence of the poem’s material shape (altar) and
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its uttered speech (heart) becomes a hieroglyph of the typological
organization of historical time, whose fulfillment is reached in the
Christian worship of the heart solemnized by the outward ceremo-
nial of the Anglican Church. The hieroglyphic signification of the
heart by the altar is thus part of a series of resemblances inherent in
Eucharistic theology, all of which depend on similarities between
things whose differences are essential in keeping similarity from
becoming identity,24 if the heresies of the Mass are to be avoided:
Hebrew and Christian Scriptures; Christ the Head and Christ the
Body; body and blood of Christ, and bread and wine; outward
ceremony and inward spiritual sacrifice. This polysemous network
of things and their resemblances (as well as their differences) is
held together in the poem by the coincidence of altar and heart, by
the physical shape of the printed letters arranged in the form of a
stone altar, which is simultaneously the uttered speech of the poet
in the act of understanding those resemblances.2’ The word as
thing and the word as speech intersect in the poem, so that the poet,
as Top says of the person who speaks truly, “signifie[s] by voyce,
and . .. conceive[s] by hart” (C3v).

Like the Mary anagram, “Love-joy,” and “The Altar,” “Easter
Wings” too plays on the hieroglyphic representation of typological
time in sacred history, but unlike “The Altar,” which is a hiero-
glyph of a sacred artifact, “Easter Wings” is a hieroglyph of a natural
object. It uses an image drawn from nature to symbolize the rising
of the resurrected Christ as well as the rising of those who partici-
pate in the liturgical reenactment of the Resurrection on Easter, a
conflation of time emblematically represented in the “imping” of
one pair of wings (that is, one stanza) onto the other (19). However,
like the Mary anagram and “The Altar,” the hieroglyphic nature of
“Easter Wings” draws on a view of language as much as it does on
an allegorical understanding of creation. The central image of the
poem is man’s falling and rising in the historical scheme of re-
demption, an image which the poet connects with the act of com-
posing the poem:

O let me rise
As larks, harmoniously,
And sing this day thy victories.

(7-9)

The spatial metaphor of rising and falling is translated into the
physical space taken up by the words printed on the page, which,
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again, corresponds to the amplification and dimunition of the met-
rical units of spoken language; rising is translated into the filling
out of the meter. To rise harmoniously, then, is to modulate the size
of the units of poetic speech. At the same time, the lengths of the
lines also signify temporal units. Long lines represent the begin-
ning of either the race (as in the first stanza) or the individual (as in
the second); they also represent the end of the redemptive process
for the individual, specifically the speaker. Similarly, the short
middle lines in both stanzas represent the fallen spiritual state. To
“sing . . . thy victories,” then, is to reify units of speech in a visual
lexicon that graphically represents both the spatial and temporal
schemes of redemption. Like “The Altar,” the poem rests on a
polysemous network of analogous things in nature and history—
bird, man, human race, Christ—all encompassed in the physical
pattern of blocks of letters that corresponds to a pattern of uttered
speech.

The design of “Easter Wings,” like that of the other hieroglyphic
poems discussed above, draws on the spiritual significance of the
material basis of language. Herbert’s pattern poems spell God’s
Word by building up letters into pictures in which language, na-
ture, and history merge with the poet’s spoken utterances, recorded
in his written words. Such a view sees language as a divinely insti-
tuted conduit between the things of creation and their spiritual
significance, which is in turn the very basis of the Renaissance
understanding of pictorial hieroglyphs. Such a view holds that lan-
guage is a thing in the world like other things; its physical
properties—visibility and audibility—are tied to the spiritual sig-
nificance of its referents and even possess an ontological status
similar to that of other material things; thus Herbert can “prune”
the rhyme words of “Paradise” to imitate the discursive sense of the
poem. All these characteristics of Herbert’s hieroglyphic use of lan-
guage are of a piece with the merging of Humanist views of lan-
guage with the linguistic tradition represented by Reuchlin, Cor-
nelius Agrippa, and Top, and popularized by Du Bartas.
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