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Jonson’s ambivalent attitudes towards parenthood surface in these
portraits of malignant fathers. The value he placed on the son
entrusted or loaned to him was so high, and his standards for discharg-
ing that obligation so rigid that the failure to measure up was well nigh
inevitable. His own punishment surpassed those he meted out to the
miserly fathers of the Epigrammes and Volpone. Their harsh judg-
ments—the confiscation of Volpone’s “substance,” the vengeance with
which he is sentenced to lie “cramped with irons” in prison (5.12.119-
23)—can be understood, I think, as the reflex action of Jonson’s guilt,
the process by which the satirist exposes private sin, including his own,
to public revulsion and contempt. His own torment is greater because
internalized. “I know my state,” he writes in “To Heaven.” “I feele my
griefes t0o.” The sinner’s self-reproaches, the double burden of know-
ing and feeling his losses, separate Jonson from the nightmare images
of his displaced guilt. If he is confident that Benjamin is assured of
resurrection, Jonson nonetheless blames himself for his son’s just fate,
vows that henceforth “what he loves may never like too much.” Jonson
would carry this burden with him all his life.

The elegies on John Roe’s death, as Jonathan Z. Kamholtz
observes, “work steadily to find a language with which Jonson can
transcend . . . [their] devastating occasion.”!s He cites as an example
Epigram xxxii, “On Sir John Roe,” an elegy which follows a satiric
epigram on usury and precedes poems entitled “To The Same” and “Of
Death.” Of this group of inter-related poems, only “Of Death” seems
to me free of grief and doubt.

HE that feares death, or mournes it, in the just,
Shewes of the resurrection little trust ( Epigrammes, xxxiiii).

This gnomic credo is the culmination of a cluster of poems searching to
locate the meaning of Roe’s sudden death. In “Of Death,” Jonson lets
Roe go, turns from the dead to address the living. His assurance here
reveals that as a moralist he has always known what man can and
should “say/In a little” ( Epigrammes, cxxiii). Reaching that point of
ethical certainty and epigrammatic closure has, however, involved
Jonson in an intense struggle with his self-regarding grief, a grief the
Stoic in him feels compelled to repudiate.

The transcendence Kamholtz speaks of is unavailable to Jonson
until he has confronted the psychological impediments to consolation
raised in “Of Death.” The epigram defines retrospectively what has
shaken his trust in providential justice: his own fear of death, made
more acute by having witnessed Roe’s, and his very human reluctance
to part with the just man who was his friend. The preceding poems test
Jonson’s willingness to consign Roe to his “blest fate,” to see beyond
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the bitter ironies of earthly injustice which allows vicious usurers and
their kin to prosper while the good spend all for others only to die as
Roe did, prematurely, without natural issue, so utterly impoverished
that the charges of his funeral fell to his friend.

The grammatical inversions of “On Sir John Roe” and the complex-
ity of its syntax signal not resolution but psychic conflict as Jonon
recalls the circumstances of this heroic soldier’s death.

WHat two brave perills of the private sword
Could not effect, not all the furies doe,
That selfe-divided Belgia did afford;
What not the envie of the seas reach’d too,
The cold of Mosco, and fat Irish ayre,
His often change of clime (though not of mind)
What could not worke; at home in his repaire
Was his blest fate, but our hard lot to find.
Which shewes, where ever death doth please t’appeare,
Seas, serenes, swords, shot, sicknesse, all are there
(Epigrammes, xxxii).

Herford and Simpson’s commentary on this epigram includes the
information that William Gifford, whose edition of Jonson’s works
appeared in 1816, was so puzzled by the obscurity of the insistent
inversions (“What could not worke” and so forth) that he suggested
corrections. The three inversions, a striking contrast to the syntactical
clarity of “Of Death,” serve deliberately to obfuscate, postpone, and
even to deny the epigram’s subject. Death is cruelly arbitrary in the
form its “sicknesse” takes. Because the cause of Roe’s death is both
hidden and unexpected, it is only in the closing couplet that the relative
pronoun “What” is revealed to signify death. We are prepared for the
revelation to some extent by the litany of negatives that precede, the
five “nots” which sound, inevitably, a final naught. Gifford is neverthe-
less right to feel disturbed by Jonson’s grammatical inversions. We
would expect Roe’s hazards to be presented as alternatives, neither-
nor constructions. Instead Jonson anticipates the list of the final line,
where all forms of morbidity are identified as the same, by the cumula-
tive negatives of the quatrains. What Jonson achieves through his
knotty grammatical structures is a felt sense of tension, of energy
frustrated and threatened with negation. The key verbs might appear
to associate Roe with the activity of striving, but their emphatic
placement at the end of lines (“doe,” “reach’d too”) becomes ironic
when we link them back to the beginning of the noun clauses: “What
not.” Furthermore, while the agent of the activity remains grammati-
cally unspecified in the quatrains, it is death and not the soldier whom




224 DALHOUSIE REVIEW

we “find”—with Jonson—to be the force controlling the fate of this
virtuous yet oddly passive man.

Jonson is concerned in “On Sir John Roe” to convey the sudden
turns of his friend’s earthly fortunes. The elegy is weighted by means of
syntactical units of unpredictable length to emphasize the element of
surprise, to jolt us, as Jonson was shocked, with the unexpected: Roe
meets his death “at home in his repaire.” Roe must have returned to
England to repair his fortunes; like his friend Sir Henry Cary, Roe
dared “fight, and not for pay” (Epigrammes, 1xvi). In a darker irony
not lost on Jonson, or on contemporaries who knew of Roe’s and
Cary’s reckless courage in the Netherlands debacle where Cary was
captured and Roe badly injured, Roe came home to restore (“repaire”)
his health after miraculously eluding his captors. From this perspec-
tive, it is hard indeed to see Roe’s fate as “blest.” The bleak closure of
this poem, where death is experienced as an annihilating force that
eclipses Roe’s most valiant efforts acknowledges this truth, as does
Jonson’s admission in Epigram xxvii, also addressed to Roe, that “if
any friends teares could restore, his would.” Although Jonson is
sincere in claiming that Roe had been blessed, Epigram xxxii over-
whelms its readers with the miseries of man’s brief life span and swifter
dissolution. We are meant to be disturbed by a resolution that offers
nothing by way of consolation, that affirms only that death has many
noxious guises: “Seas, serenes, swords, shot, sicknesse.”

Jonson frames his elegy for Roe with a satiric epigram “On Banck
The Usurer.” As though to disconcert readers who yet remain sanguine
about their society, Jonson offers an alternative to Roe’s “brave
perills” and selfless generosity. In a twist so characteristic of the
satirist’s blade, he presents us with the diabolical usurer.

BANCK feeles no lamenesse of his knottie gout,
His monyes travaile for him, in and out,
And though the soundest legs goe every day,
He toyles to be at hell, as soone as they (Epigrammes, XxxXxi).

Roe treated his property like his life as a gift, to be shared, consumed,
even flung away. Banck is, by contrast, capitalism incarnate. The
usurer profits from another man’s needs, “converts generosity into a
market exchange” (Hyde, p. 114) which replaces the feeling-bonds
between men. His activities are as unnatural—his instinct is to hoard
or accumulate metal dross in his greed—as his spitefully protracted
existence.

The embodiment of disease, Banck’s “sicknesse” is of a different
order than Roe’s. His spiritual paralysis is imaged in his knotty gout, a
conventional enough association but one that is felt more deeply in this
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sequence of epigrams because Jonson has juxtaposed Banck’s immo-
bility against Roe’s “often change of clime,” Roe’s private ventures
against a sedentary life where money, not the man, travels/travails and
toils, circulating to increase its owner’s riches. There is an echo of
Persius’ Satire V in Jonson’s portrait of the goutty Banck, and in that
echo an oblique and entirely personal allusion to the passion Jonson
shared with Roe for the works of that minor poet. The “knottie gout”
recalls Persius on the subject of old age: “set cum lapidosa cheragra
fecerit articulos veteris ramalia fagi, tunc crassos transisse dies,” which
the Loeb edition translates as “but when once the knotty gout has
broken up their joints till they are like the boughs of an old beech tree,
they lament that their days have been passed in grossness.”!¢ Banck is,
of course, too obdurately wedded to his sin to feel his lameness. “He
toyles to be at hell” where his debts to society (“hell” is a pun on
debtor’s prison) will be exacted. Dying too poor to afford the scut-
cheons that should have decked his hearse ( Epigrammes, xxvii), Roe
had nevertheless discharged all debt. His reward, Jonson both comes
to know and to believe, could only lie elsewhere.

The inequity of earthly rewards is, however, starkly dramatized for
us in these polarized portraits of Roe and Banck. The juxtaposition of
satiricand eulogistic epigrams in Jonson’s book is not accidental. The
same organizational principle governed his decision to pair his elegy
on his son with a satire denouncing “Chuffe, Bancks The Usurer’s
Kinsman.” This epigram explicitly links the vicious (Chuff and Banck)
through kinship ties and implicitly, by its place in the collection, asks
us to entertain the thought that Benjamin Jonson and John Roe are
likewise kin—kin in their shared virtue and in their close bond to the
maker of the book. One further speculation seems warranted. The
satiric epigrams give us access to the speaker’s asocial or ‘inapprop-
riate’ emotions: hostility, rage, guilt, the ambivalent tangle of responses
that challenge the moral mandate of Jonson’s rhetorical art. The
elegies seek to cherish the memories of his dead. They cannot properly
address the poet’s unhealing wounds; to do so would be an affront to
Roe and Benjamin Jonson, an act of “ungracious self-dramatization.”!”
Jonson remains reticent in the elegies, committed to consoling truths.
The pain and the angry reflections that cannot be contained by the
eulogistic poems are objectified, externalized, given a voice by the
satires, epigrams that reveal the bitterness of the unreconstructed
mourner.

The ordering of the Epigrammes insists on a single unsettling truth:
good and vicious men co-exist in a world whose temporal rewards are
anything but just. Banck the parasite prospers; Roe’s generosity costs
him his life. Death claims an apparently frivolous victory over the
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unfortunate soldier whose service to his country has been so excep-
tional. As if spitefully to deny him a hero’s death, with its public
accolades, death “pleases” to take Roe “at home in his repaire.”
Jonson means us to be conscious of the chilling contrast between these
lives, to feel his righteous anger at vice like Banck’s, which can neither
be reformed nor eradicated. Roe’s self-sacrifice, its seeming futility,
tests Jonson’s capacity for resignation. The injustice of that death is
made all the more intolerable by Jonson’s reminder that Banck and his
kin live on, actively pursuing their own self-aggrandizement, unmoved
by the singular sacrifices of less worldly men.

Jonson knows that justice will be meted out by a higher court and
fortune’s arbitrary verdict reversed, but a part of him—the satirist and
the bereaved friend —protests the earthly sentence, protests the cost to
society of losing “more vertue, then doth live” (Epigrammes, cxxiiii).
While “the soundest legs goe every day,” the vicious bleed the com-
monwealth dry with their avarice. Jonson’s anger over the unfairness
of Roe’s death has another source. By conquering so many perils,
combat, shipwreck, and the multiple hazards associated with a mil-
itary life, Roe had in Jonson’s mind earned immunity from disease.
The special cruelty of his sudden death so shortly after he had returned
to England was the way in which it invalidated all of the unspoken
codes voluntary soldiers and other gamblers live by, made unbearable
the thought of his sacrifices. The Stoic might accept this hard lot for
himself. In his love, Jonson could not bear to accept it for his friend.

Roe’s vulnerability, then, not his triumph, is the true subject of
Epigram xxxii. Jonson praises Roe for enduring misfortune, just as he
will urge Henry Cary, captured in battle, to “Love thy great losse.” “No
foe,” he continues in the epigram to Cary, could “conquer thee, but
chance, who did betray” (Epigrammes, 1xvi). The words are as relevant
to Roe as they are to the other true soldier who exhibited great
courage in the Netherlands; but if Jonson’s praise of Cary’s fortitude in
defeat is both heartfelt and awkward, his elegy for Roe seems even
more strained. Neither he nor his readers can experience Roe’s fate as
blessed when the poet himself focusses on the injustice of his suffereing
to the exclusion of all else.

Jonson resolves this impasse by beginning again. The blank space
between “On Sir John Roe” and “To The Same” serves as a period of
reflection and introspection that occasion a shift in the speaker’s
attitude. Reading the next epigram in the sequence, we discover that
the subject both is and is not the same.

ILe not offend thee with a vaine teare more,
Glad-mention’d ROE: thou art but gone before,
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Whither the world must follow. And I, now,
Breathe to expect my when, and make my how.
Which if most gracious heaven grant like thine,
Who wets my grave, can be no friend of mine (Epigrammes, xxxiii).

Beyond the brief allusion to “our hard lot,” there has been until now no
talk of tears, or private sorrow. The emotional investment of the poet
in his friendship, held in check throughout Epigram xxxii, is here
suddently, painfully acknowledged. Jonson shifts to direct address, to
the intimacy of “I” and “thou.” Previously, he had attempted to ward
off the immediacy of his anguish by distancing Roe to the third person
and by prematurely incorporating others less close to Roe in “our hard
lot.” In“To The Same” Jonson can no longer evade the personal stake
he has in Roe’s friendship. Reluctantly, he admits to a terrible private
loss, a loss conveyed in his despair over man’s powerlessness before
misfortune in the preceding epigram but never allowed to surface in
the personal form it now takes.

In a line whose brevity and yes, formal feeling move more surely
than a narrative of their friendship ever could, Jonson writes, “ILe not
offend thee with a vaine teare more.” It is a pledge of honor made with
deep gravity by one true soldier to another, made by a friend who
recognizes—with the force of instantaneous conviction—the selfish-
ness of his own grief. Jonson does not regard his tears as unmanly
(“Take better ornaments, my teares, and verse”) but the very moment
when his grief is most present to him, when he acknowledges how
unabated his grief is, brings him a resolve to do Roe better justice in the
future. Jonson’s tears offend against the faith he ought to have in Roe’s
salvation; they show “of the resurrection little trust.” Remembering
Roe alive, reflecting on his friend’s life-affirming optimism rather than
the circumstances of his death, Jonson accepts Roe’s death, accepts in
that the thought of his own: “Which if most gracious heaven grant like
thine,/ Who wets my grave, can be no friend of mine.”

Rare friends deserve rare poems.

iv.

“For whose sake, hence-forth, all his vows be such,/ As what he loves
may never like too much.”
“ILe not offend thee with a vaine teare more.”

Jonson’s pledges, his resolve to cherish what he had been given or
better, loaned, reverberate in the mind. These are the vows that cannot
be kept. Suffering of the kind Jonson experienced fades only to
resurface with equal acuteness at some later date of self-reckoning,
often when success and public acclaim bring with them their own
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burden of solitude. The conversations of Hawthornden confirm that
no Stoic precept could assuage Jonson’s grief. He went in and out of
mourning for his son and for John Roe, continued to feel his griefs
intensely. His capacity to respond to the promptings of his own
emotional needs made him vulnerable to rejection, led him to misread
Drummond’s curiosity for affection and to confuse tact with warmth.

To have confided as much of one’s troubles to a stranger as Jonson
did to Drummond is to experience a peculiar form of humiliation.
Jonson must have sensed later, after his return to London, that these
confidences had been shared with a man incapable of valuing them. In
Scotland, however, Jonson was too lonely to appraise Drummond’s
response. It would have demanded more distance and a greater control
than Jonson could then muster to take a hardnosed look at the
dynamic betwen them, would indeed have added self-contempt to his
other woes.

Furthermore, Drummond encouraged Jonson to think of him as a
friend. Copies exist of four letters, one a draft version later altered,
that Drummond wrote Jonson between January 17 and July 1, 1619.
The correspondence between the two poets shows that Drummond
dissembled, out of politeness or a more politic instinct, his dislike of
the man. Whatever his private reservations, Drummond took care not
to alienate Jonson. Like many others who feared Jonson’s “raling in
verse, or prose, or boeth”!8—the words are Isaac Walton’s—Drum-
mond noted that his voluble friend’s quarrels tended to erupt into
print.

The first letter was composed just two days before he completed his
account of Jonson’s table-talk with a stinging denunciation of the
Englishman’s shortcomings. Drummond writes with all of the enthu-
siasm of an apparent convert: “If there by any other Thing in this
Country (unto which my Power can reach) command it; there is
nothing I wish more, than to be in the Calendar of them who love you.”
It is signed “Your loving friend” (H&S, 1, 204-5). In April of that year
Drummond is pleased, or relieved, to hear of Jonson’s fond memories
of Scotland “and particularlie (such is your kyndnesse) mee,” to which
Jonson replied in a letter sent from London ten days later that he was
Drummond’s “most true Friend and Lover” (H&S, 1, 206-7; Jonson’s
stress). The formality of Drummond’s letter of July 1 conveys his
actual reservations. Here protestations of friendship, carefully drafted
in the earlier letters, are replaced by the inflated currency of the
marketplace. For the language of the heart, Drummond substituted
flattery.
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SIR,

The uncertainty of your abode was a cause of my silence this time
past. I have adventured this packet upon hopes that a man so famous
cannot be in any place either of the City or Court where he shall not be
found out (H&S, 1, 208).

Drummond may well have tired of the deceit an enforced intimacy
with Jonson had propelled him into. In the last extant letter between
the two men he tactfully severed the bond, announced his independ-
ence from Jonson’s orbit of friendships. The de-escalation in felt
emotional connectedness these letters trace tells a familiar story.
Drummond bribes Jonson with a sop to his fame; he withdraws
affection and warmth, omits references to the shared intimacies of
Hawthornden. Wishing to free himself from Jonson’s need for a “true
Friend and Lover,” wishing also to avoid an open breach, Drummond
signalled to his correspondent that the Jonson he was willing to accept,
to know, was the illustrious Londoner prized by James I's court. The
other Jonson, the belligerent, petulant and curiously needy man who
emerges from the Conversations Drummond preferred not to acknow-
ledge. That Jonson, over time, can inspire a tender regard. He deserves
to be acknowledged for he is a man worth knowing,.
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