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Dr. Aliaa Badr
First Semester


Poetry (5a)

The Altar
by George Herbert

A broken ALTAR, Lord thy servant rears,
Made of a heart, and cemented with teares:
Whose parts are as thy hand did frame;
No workmans tool hath touch'd the same
A HEART alone
Is such a stone,
As nothing but
Thy pow'r doth cut.
Wherefore each part
Of my hard heart
Meets in this frame,
To praise thy Name:
That if I chance to hold my peace,
These stones to praise thee may not cease.
O let thy blessed SACRIFICE be mine,
And sanctifie this ALTAR to be thine.
· This poem falls in the category called "shape poems". 
· The most elementary Biblical definition of an altar (المذبح) is as follows: A structure for offering a sacrifice to worship and serve God.
· “A broken ALTAR” how it is a broken one and it has to be a sacrifice for God. 
· “Lord thy servant rears,” like servant and the servant stands behind. 
· “Made of a heart,” so it is not a real alter, but it is all in heart. His heart now is the alter (المذبح). 
· “and cemented with teares:” so there was great pain and suffering. So, it is a broken heart and it is cemented with tears, it means that it took him a lot of effort and suffering in order to put the pieces of that heart together and shape it in a shape of alter. To put it in a shape of an alter means to make it a good sacrifice for God.  
Whose parts are as thy hand did frame;
· Your hands did frame those parts of the broken heart in the shape of alter. 
No workmans tool hath touch'd the same
· This is taken from the Bible. It refers to the alter. The alter which spoken about in the Bible is made of one piece of wood and engraved (منحوت). 
· The alter in the poem is his heart. His heart is broken into pieces and cemented with tears in order to form that alter and he compared it to the alter that is made by God. Heart here is not only referring to the physical part of the body but of the soul as well. He has worked a lot on himself in order to shape it, to worship God and to deserve to be a sacrifice for God. 
A HEART alone
Is such a stone,
As nothing but
Thy pow'r doth cut.

· “a stone” it is a stone like diamond. 
· “As nothing but Thy pow'r doth cut” your power can cut as God has cut that alter and it is made of one piece.
· My heart is like a stone so sold and so hard. My heart alone is like a stone and no power can shape it but you God. He is asking God to shape his heart. 
انك لا تهدي من احببت ولكن الله يهدي من يشاء – ان الله وحده من يستطيع ان يضع المشاعر بالقلب.
· He does not want his heart to be cut into pieces. He wants God to shape his heart, to be cut and shaped to be beautiful. 
· When the diamond extracted from the mine, it is not beautiful but when it is cut and shape in a certain way, it became shinny and beautiful. This is what he means by to be cut and shaped. His heart is a piece of stone and it needs God’s power only to be cut and shaped. 
Wherefore each part
Of my hard heart
دعاء سيدنا يونس "لا اله الا انت سبحانك اني كنت من الظالمين"
· My heart needs you God. 
Meets in this frame,
To praise thy Name:
· My heart parts meet in the frame you shaped to praise you God. 

· The column (:) means that he is elaborating in the same idea. “To praise thy Name” = تمجد الخالق.
That if I chance to hold my peace,
These stones to praise thee may not cease.
· “hold my peace” here means to die. If it happens that I am died. 
· “These stones to praise thee may not cease” Even after my death, I want these parts of my broken heart (which you had cemented together, which you had cut and shaped) to continue praising God. “cease” means not to stop – not to stop praising God. 
O let thy blessed SACRIFICE be mine,
· Now we understand that he was addressing God but here he is addressing Jesus Christ. He says to Christ “let your blessed sacrifice” he means when the Christ was on the cross. “be mine” be for me, sacrifice for me. 
And sanctifie this ALTAR to be thine.
· Accept this alter to be yours. “ALTAR” here means my heart who loves you forever even after my death. 
Shape poem:

· Shape means that the poet shows the words and shaped it. He does not reflect the theme of the poem but it is also support the theme to shape it as an alter. 

Rhyme scheme:
· Even the rhyme scheme is really shaped. The rhyme scheme is AA BB CC DD, so it is a couplet form. So, the poem is shaped from the very beginning. So, the frame or the form supports the theme. 
The capitalized words:

· He used the capitalized words “ALTER”, “HEART” and “SACRIFICE” but he did not capitalize the word “GOD”. 

· “ALTER” is capitalized twice, one in the first line and the other in the last line. Alter here does not mean real alter but it means broken heart. In the first line, he says that his heart is broken and he shaped it as much as he can but it still needs God’s help to shape it. At the end, he gives it away as a sacrifice. 

· So, these words [“ALTER”, “HEART” and “SACRIFICE”] summaries the theme. “ALTER” is his “HEART” and alter is a symbol of “SACRIFICE”, so he says I sacrifice my alter for you – I sacrifice my heart for you God even after my death. I wanted to be an alter to praise your name God even after my death. 
The theme:

· He is giving his heart as a sacrifice for God to continue praising God even after death. So, it is a very simple theme. 
The complication in the poem:

· The complication is in the form of the poem and this does not reflect the theme forming and making shapes. 

· This poem is a song to praise God. So, it is like a hymn. 

Characteristics of the metaphysical poetry (Difference between Donne and Herbert):
· We studied Herbert and John Donne, and both are metaphysical poets. 
· The metaphysical poetry deals with what is beyond the physical. So, it deals with abstract themes but with concrete images. 
· It deals with life, death, faith, God, religion and true love but using concrete images. 

· The style of the metaphysical poets is being wit. When we see John Donne, we will notice that he really addressing the reason. When he speaks about religion, death and life after death, these all are great issues and they are abstract. He described these issues with very strange concrete images. Images which related to science, visual imagery and things which you can see, touch and realize. 
· It is characterized by wit (reason) and metaphysical conceits (extended metaphor).  It is metaphysical because they are very strange images. 
· Metaphysical is not something extra-ordinary but it is unusual and weird similes or metaphors. 
· The secular topics such as scientific or geographical discoveries interested the metaphysical poets like John Donne who referred to scientific discoveries, scientific equations, chemistry, biology and geography but there were also religious elements in his works. The metaphysical poets refer to religious elements in their works by which they attempt to define their relationship with God. 
· Even when John Donne spoke about love, he wanted to teach his beloved how to continue loving him and living even after his death. It is so strange. It is the relationship with God, I accept my destiny as a mortal being as one who has to die one day. الإيمان بالقضاء والقدر . All beings are immortal except God (كل من عليها فان). So, this is their relation with God but all through the physical kind of images related to science, medicine, chemistry and geography … etc. These are very clear in John Donne but they are not clear in Herbert. 
· Metaphysical poetry is generally lyrical. They are all short. They are meditative poems which means you need to think deeply in order to understand it. Even the poems of Herbert like “Hymn to God” are simple but you need to meditate (تتأمل) it in order to understand these simple images because it is wit. Even “The Alter”, it is a matter of dealing with the sacrifice for God but the images are engraved and shaped and when you meditate it you discover that it is not so simple. In order to has a heart which can praise God forever is not easy as after all we are human beings and we are sinful. To praise God all the time means you are going to ignore a lot of things in yourself and this is not easy.  
· So, the metaphysical poetry is witty, meditative and ironical (John Donne poetry is more ironical than Herbert’s) and argumentative. Even when John Donne was speaking about love his poems were argumentative as it speaks to mind and reason. 
· There is conceit depending on unusual imagery. 
Comparison between the imagery of John Donne and the imagery of Herbert:
· John Donne imagery draws on the new learning of the image like science, chemistry and geography. There are references to Alchemy, to cosmology, to mythology and to religion. 
· On the contrary, Herbert imagery draws on the everyday and familiar, they are not weird or strange imagery. Many of which are found in Christ teaches. So, they are not unusual but they are metaphysical. They are metaphysical because they are dealing with the abstract (الغير ملموس) like emotions, feelings and relation with God. But he deal with abstract with concrete images and this is why it is metaphysical. 
· The metaphysical is debatable; it is abstract not concrete images like those of William Wordsworth. 
· So, both Herbert and Donne are metaphysical poets but each has his own identity in poetry. They approaches metaphysics in a different way. 
· Do not forget that Herbert was a priest from the very beginning and not at the end like John Donne. 

· Homework: write few lines or few points about the characteristics of Cavalier poetry. 
End of Lecture …
Notice that this lecture is very important as there are many question may be asked on the exam about like:-

· Compare between the metaphysical characteristics in John Donne poetry and Herbert poetry through the poems you have studied. 
· Comment on John Donne’s religious poetry showing the metaphysical characteristics on them. 
· Why Herbert used simple images in “The Alter” but it is so meditative at the same time. 

· Why Donne and Herbert are metaphysical?

· Compare and contrast between Herbert and John Donne.

· Speak about the theme of death in George Herbert and in John Donne.
Kindly study this lecture hard .. Good Luck ( 
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