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George Herbert was born into a wealthy and titled family at Montgomery Castle,
in Wales, on April 3, 1593, as one of nine children. His father, Sir Richard
Herbert, died in 1596, when George was three years old. His mother, Lady
Magdalen Newport Herbert, was a patron of the poet and clergyman John
Donne, who presided at her funeral when she died in 1627.
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Herbert's first poems were Latin sonnets that he wrote for his mother. In them,
he argued that a more fitting subject for poetry than love for a woman was love
for God. His first published verses appeared in 1612. They were two poems, also
in Latin, written in memory of King James's son Prince Henry, who had died
that year.
On March 1, 1633, Herbert died of tuberculosis.
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By all accounts, Herbert was a gentle and pious person with a sweet and
generous nature. He helped rebuild the decaying church at Bemerton with his
own money and was loved and esteemed by his parishioners, whom he cared for
spiritually and, when necessary, by sharing in their labor or giving them money.
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Introduction
"Virtue™ is one of the poems in a collection of verse called The Temple (1633),
which George Herbert wrote during the last three years of his life.
He appreciates the beauty of creation not only for its own sake but also because
he sees it as a mirror of the goodness of the Creator.
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Yet, despite Herbert's sense of the world's loveliness, his poems often reflect the
transience of that beauty and the folly of investing it with any real value. In
"Virtue," he presents a vision of an eternal world beyond the one available to

sense

Herbert's poetry displays a conjunction of intellect and emotion
In "Virtue,” an example of this combination of the intellectual and the sensuous
can be seen in the second line of the third quatrain, when the spring is compared

to a box of compressed sweets.

In "Virtue," which comprises four quatrains altogether, Herbert reflects on the
loveliness of the living world but also on the reality of death.
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George Herbert (1593-1632)

SWEET day, so cool, so calm, so bright!
The bridal of the earth and sky--

The dew shall weep thy fall to-night;
For thou must die.

Sweet rose, whose hue angry and brave
Bids the rash gazer wipe his eye,

Thy root is ever in its grave,

And thou must die.

Sweet spring, full of sweet days and roses,
A box where sweets compacted lie,

My music shows ye have your closes,

And all must die.
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Herbert begins ""Virtue' with an apostrophe, or invocation. That is, here, he
starts with a direct rhetorical address to a personified thing: as if speaking to the
day, the narrator says, "*Sweet day"* and then characterizes the day as **cool,"
"calm," and ""bright.”

Thus, for one noun, *'day,” he provides four adjectives. The rest of the line is
made up of the adverbial "'so," signifying intensity, repeated three times. The
""sweet day" is the bridal — the marriage, conjunction, or union — of the earth
and the sky.

Day, however, gives way to night, just as life gives way to death: ""The dew shall
weep thy fall tonight,"* the narrator asserts, turning a daily natural event,
nightfall, into a metaphor. Beyond death, the line also suggests grief at the loss of
paradise on Earth, the Fall, which is the original cause of death in the Judeo-
Christian story of the Creation.

The evening dew, invested with emotion and made to represent grief, is equated
with tears, which are shed at nightfall over the Fall, the sin that brought death
into the world

£ ) Sl e

JU Laiia (gl ) (A uaaty 3418 03 )ma sl Lo Ll futiy) U 5 ¢ Jlgi¥lo odsaal &y o iy
"cool,” "'calm," "bright."" 48 da g4isa o3 L 4L dday 5 ( Sweet day Jrea 1)

Ll o i oLl L aaly Ua oSl g Jua) & Lilina day : Aaadla

d“..ﬁ;so)us eéﬁui)&?\%gﬁj(géu ‘deuc.\Jlec‘,h) QM@JQJL@.U\M?AS‘J
&e Ga N E o) as 52 "sweet day"” dsandl assll | Lgale adill ¢ ja 43306 a8 5 4silad) (
i ) s Laaaladi g slacd)

351 5 ¢ (Ol B LguddE (o) b S0 5 ) 5 pally BLeal) s LaS (L gy Ay
bl o i pal Gl 5 ¢ plasall st Acand gl o b (B ClaY] skl Ay o 5 90 ey S L
g."d\ g.uu\ bl@i ‘;A-HLA-HY‘ M\J& O\ él\ﬂj(f-b&\g@.ﬂ hjgh) ua N D:\Agéu.n\géﬂ\ O\ﬁé
 docuallo g sl ATl B AR ALl b g o gl Lgnisns

In beginning the second quatrain with the word "'sweet," Herbert continues to
connect the beauty of nature with impermanence, as any *‘sweet™ thing must,
over time, lose its sweetness. Like the day, the rose is an emblem of earthly
splendor. It is ""sweet™ like the day, saturated with color, and graced with
magnificence. (Angry and brave are complex words in Herbert's usage, as
aspects of their meanings have all but passed from English.
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As with the day, so with the rose: despite its living splendor, death awaits. ""Thy
root,"” buried in the earth, as it must be if the rose is to flourish, "'is ever in its
grave." Thus, life and death are entwined, and death is an ever-present aspect of
life. Indeed, by emphasizing the common ground shared by the root, the source
of life, and the grave, the receptacle for death, Herbert evokes two Christian
lessons:

first, that life contains elements of death and must inevitably give way to death
and, second, that death is not finality but part of the continuum of existence. In
awareness of death, one realizes the true meaning and purpose of life and will
thus prepare his or her soul, through the exercise of virtue, for eternity.
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The word "'sweet' begins the third quatrain as well, now describing the spring,
which is subsequently characterized as ""full of sweet days and roses.
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" As such, the delights presented in the first two quatrains are contained in the
third, and the narrator solidifies his suggestion of the earth’s rich bounty. In the
second line of the quatrain, spring is likened to **a box where sweets compacted
lie."

Then, as in the previous quatrains, the third line iterates the transience of
earthly delights: "My music shows ye have your closes." Through this line, the
narrator offers the poem itself as proof of his argument regarding the
impermanence of things.
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By ""my music," the narrator refers to the very verse being read, this poem.
"Close™ is a technical term in music indicating the resolution of a musical
phrase. Thus, the poetic verse, like everything else the narrator has so far
depicted, must come to an end, as it temporarily does with the four stressed and
conclusive beats of the twelfth line: ""And all must die."
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Lines 13-16

Breaking the pattern established in the previous three quatrains, the final
quatrain begins not with the word *"sweet" but with a limiting expression: ""Only
a."" The reader has been told that the ""sweet day," the "sweet rose,” and the
"sweet spring”* all ""must die."" In contrast to them is the soul: "*Only a sweet and
virtuous soul / never gives

J sweet 4alSy (2 Y day) ) dpe by 28 ¢ ARLal) SN cile by )l (e 38 B ardiall el B A
Gl 5 ¢ Adiaall 38 31 g ¢ Alsaad) ol (il ) dlld U g g A ¢ (ONly) 4gagiaall o Jay sy
Only a 1l < gai ol Alaldl) g dlsanl) 7 g I8 Uik JiBall 8 (Sl g (155 oy i g e ¢ Jpand)
sweet and virtuous soul never gives

The soul that is sweet and virtuous, unlike the spring, the rose, and the day,
"never gives," that is, it never gives way to death, instead ever enduring. Such a
sweet soul, disciplined by virtue like wood that has been seasoned, is fully
strengthened. Lumber that has been seasoned, aged, and dried is more suitable
for use in construction than is fresh lumber; *seasoned timber** is sturdy and
enduring.
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Thus, the first three quatrains present images of earthly beauty, but each ends
with the word "'die.” The last quatrain presents images of an eternal soul and of
a conflagration that turns the whole world, except that virtuous soul, to
blackened coal, and its last line ends with the word *'live."
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As such, the entire poem, which all along warned of death, shows the way in
which Herbert believes that he and his readers may achieve eternal life: by
shunning transient glory and humbly embracing virtue
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Themes

The Transience of Earthly Beauty

Repeatedly, throughout the sixteen lines of *"Virtue," Herbert asserts beauty's
transitory nature. His warning is not that people themselves must die but that
the things that delight people while they are alive must pass away.

s Al cle g gall
s o) Jaall Jlg3

Sdadall Jlaa JIg) 9 sl o &g pa syﬂﬁwwnwwipﬁ;muhdﬁ@
B Al Adsaal) sl Ciga (e pb pdag d (Sl Ciga ) bl Sigall (o Jual) B g pdau Y g8
Sgﬂ\géﬁﬁw\ﬁ\i@gg@\@\‘ﬂjgm

The Interconnection of Life and Death
Besides expressing the impermanence of natural phenomena in *"Virtue,"
Herbert also reveals the interconnection of the realms of life and death. The
earth, which represents impermanence, and the sky, which represents eternity,
are joined (by the day) in union in the second line of the poem.
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Nature

Despite his poem's focus on the transience of earthly beauty and of the
experience of earthly rapture, Herbert delights in the depiction of nature and
natural phenomena.
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Faith

An implicit theme of "Virtue™ is faith. Although what is visible to humankind in
the poem is the transience of earthly delight and the decay of nature, the poem
ultimately conveys what cannot be seen and must instead be felt: the existence of
a quality, the soul, which exists in eternal delight in a dimension other than the
one in which our bodies live.
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Anaphora

. Anaphora is the repetition of words and patterns for poetic effect. This device is
immediately apparent in the first line, with the triple repetition of the word *'so."
Moreover, the same poetic structure governs each of the first three stanzas, while
the fourth stanza is shaped by a slight variation of this structure. Each of the
first three stanzas begins with the word **sweet'" and ends with the word "'die."
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Apostrophe
In poetry, apostrophe is the technique of calling upon or addressing a particular
person or thing. In the first three stanzas of ""Virtue,” Herbert indirectly
addresses the reader of the poem by directly addressing the day, a rose, and the
spring. In the fourth stanza, he does not address the soul but instead talks about
it.
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Samples of the Questions
1- George Herbert was born in Wales in
A- 1590

B- 1591

C- 1592

2- An implicit theme of virtue is ..............
A- education

C- psychology

D- hostility

Samples of the Questions

2- An implicit theme of virtue is ..............
A- education

C- psychology

D- hostility

3- By ‘my music” Herbert refers to his........
A- name

B- life

C- wife
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