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A Source of Michael Wigglesworth's 
Short Discourse on Eternity 

David Renaker 

~•HE VERY occAs10NAL MODERN READER who diverts himself 
with the Nicetas: Or, the Triumph over Incontinence of 
Jeremiah Drexel, S. J. ( 1581-1638) n1ay be struck by a 
sense of deja· vu w h ii e reading certain stanz2 s of the L rr cri1na e 

Aeternitati Sacrae included in Book 11, Chapter xi: 
AETERNITAS 1 AETERNITAS 1 

Me Jane inat i ncca tq ue. 
AETERNITAS, AETERNITAS, 
Me torq uct a tq ue m actat. 

I I I 

Tonnenta nuUa territant 
Quac .finiuntur annis; 
AETER~ITASi AETERNITAS 
V ers-at, co qui tq uc pee rus: 

Ha ec inf eros, haec tc1 rtara 
F aci t, crucesq ue tendit. 
Au getq ue poen as in dies~ 
Cen tup ]jca tq o e fl ammas. 1 

(Eternity~ eternit)'t mangles me and kills me; eternity, eternity, tortures and 
afflicts me. 4 • • No torments that are finished in the course of years frighten 
one; eternity i eternity overthrows the heart, burns it. Th is it is that makes he] t 
th1s makes Gehenna; this brings punishment. It i ncre ~ses the pains day by day 
and i nteosifics the ff -a mes a hundredfold .. ) 

,vhere before have we encountered ~enti ments like these in a jog-
trot meter of alternating four- -and three-footed Jines in rising rhy·thm? 
\Vhy, of course; in A Short Discourse on Eternit~l by l\1ich~cl \\'ig-
glesworth, the Harvard graduate of 165 1 ,vhose poemt Tbe Day of 

1 H icremiae Drcxelii e Societate. J esu Op era ( J\1 unich-: Melchior S eg en and 
Nie holas H ei nrj ~h, J 62 9), p. 4 2 6. Al 1 ci tat ions of Drexel ~· ill ref ec to this book. 
The letters i, j, u, and -v are brought into conformity ·with modern usage and 
diphthongs rend cred ae a.n d oe, 
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Do 01n, achieved p heno1ncnal pop u1adty in seventeenth-cc ntury A mer-
jca.2 ''V\'jggles\vorch\· Sbort Discourse reads= 

ETERNITY'! ETERNITY! 
thou m11"k2st hard hearts to b]ccd: 

The thoughts of thee in ·misery~ 
do make 111en ,vail indeed. 

This, Oh~ this mnkes· HelJs fiery flakes 
much more intolerable; 

This 1n a kes f rni l \Vig hts and cl amn cd spri gh ts, 
to bear their pligues unable. 

1~his nmkes men hit~ for fc1l despite, 
their very tongues in twain: 

Thi., makes them rorc for great horror, 
and treh]eth all their pain. 3 

Drexel" s La crin J n e is aln1 ost a 11 u nrh v med r hut cert a tn stanzas an-.. 
ticipate 1\'igglcs,vorth 's rhyme-scheme~ 

Trcn1cnda vox horrenda vox 
I ngens n1al un1 1n i na.tu r, 
Quod nulla lux, quod nulla nox 
Quod nu11a astra clandent. 

{ A tremendous vtord, a horrendous word threatens a huge evil1 to be ended 
by no d::iy, no night, nor the rjsing of nny star.~ p. 42.6) 

Herc the internal rhyme of "'Trcn1cnda" and Hhorrenda'' anticipates 
the internal rhyn1es of 1::\'iggles,vorth"s verses, and the rhy·ming line-
endings, uvox,,,. and ''nox;n are jn the sam~ .structural position as ,,.rig-
gies,vorth's alternate rhymes. Some of '~'igglc-s\vorth!s -altcrn-Bte end 
rhymes are double rhy·1ncs (e.g., intolerah]e . + • unable) -and Drexel 
nn tici pa res these as ,ve1]: 

'LA ca py of 1~/J e Day of Doo '111 ¼' as soid [ ,:d thin :t year of its pu bli c::i tion] for 
one out of every nventy persons jn Nc-w England, or one out of every forty-five in 
the colonies as a whole. A book which djd <as well to-d-ay in rdation to the popuh-
tion would break records: :is a 'best seller/ for it ~vauld h-a'ite a sale of fol1r hundred 
thousand in Ne\\T England alone and of more than two and a half rnilUon in the 
nation. n - Introductcon (p. iij) to Tbe Day of Dao1;1 or a Poet;cal Description of 
the Grt;'af and Last ]udgn1ent witb Otber I'oenu by A1ichacl ,vigglcsv..-orth, Edited 
~Tith an introductjon by Kenneth B. l\1.utdock ( New York: Tho Spiral Press, 1919; 
reprinted, New '\Tork: Russ:ell and Russell~ 1966 ). 

s ]bid+, p. 72. Al] cit-atians of \Vigglesworth will refer to this edition. A Short 
Dir course on Eternity ( pp. 6 7-7 2 j n this edition} '\\-'as a 1 so subjoined to The l]ay of 
Do cnn in the ear 1 i est: extant cditj on ( J 66: ) .. 
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Noc finis ul1as gaudjat 
Pahnasque tcrnlinabitt 
Nee finis ullus lacrilnas 
Abstergct, aut ievabit. 

(No end shall tennjnatc the joys and triun1p-hing of the bJcsscd; no end shall 
\vipc away or relieve the tears of the d~n1ned. - p. 42 7) 

Tl 1erc is a] so an in tern al f alsc r h y n1c in D rcxc l I in th c stanzn ju st 
quoted: 

Quod nulla Jux, quod nulla 11ox •.• 

and tl1is device too js repeated by ,viggles,vorth~ 
Cheer up, ye S,1i11tst amidst your wn111 s . • (p. jO) 

The only metrical diff erencc ber,vecn \Vigg1e~nvorth's verses and 
Drexers is that Drexel habituaUy both begins and ends each evcn-
nu1nbered, three-stressed line ,vith an unstressed syllable. \' 1igglcs-
,vorth al\vay~ begins, but sc]don1 ends such lines ,vith an unstressed 
.syllable. Thus DrcxcJ usua11y has seven sylhlbles ,vherc '''iggles,vorth 
has six, and the nun1ber of syllables in the nvo poems is different. But 
the nurnher of lines is jdcntical: 1 76. These coincidences of thought., 
expression~ and structure sce1n so un]ikcly· if ascribed to 1ncrc chance 
that I believe Drexel's verses 111ust be regarded as a source of \\ 1iggles-
,vorth,s.4 

1-lo\vcvcr, there is -a contrast bct,vccn the ,va.ys in ,vhich these t°'vo .. 
,vriters hnndic their thc1nc~ Drcxcfs 1'7icetas, like his other books, is n 
di da cri c d evori ona l ,v or k co nsi sting of J engt h y expositions j n prose 
of such familiar ideas as the transitoriness of human life~ the terror of 
God"s v.,.rnth1 -and the dangers of bad co1npany., backed ,vith rhetorical 
amplifications, citations of uuthorities, and cxen,pltr. On the one oc-
casion ,vhen Drexel breaks into verse, he does so ,vith apolog~es; he 
hints that it js a medium unfit for sustained intellectual exertion. 1 ' .. fhe 
consideration of eternity/' he ,vritcs 1 '~js so serious a ,vork 1 that it 
,vould .sce1n hard for it to make the transition into the rules of vcrscB 

,j At ]east one :se,Tenteenth-ce ntury H an~ard student's library cont-a inEd a hook 
by D rexe1 ( ti t1 e unspec i6-e d; the ~ntrr reads only u Drexe 11 ius ' 1 ) - !lee S::im ud F.liot 
i\1orison, '~The Libniry of George Alcock, .L\1.edical Srodern, 1676t Public.:rtio11> of 
tbc Colonial Sor-iety of AfaJsachuretts, XX\ 7111 ( I 91 s )t 3 50--357. The fir~t printed 
c'1.talogue of the Harvard College Library ( 1713) - Catalogus Libroru1n UibliotfJecao 
Co!legii Harvardini, p. 43 - lists Drexel's Opcrun1 Splrituali11n1, the tn·o-,to\ume 
edition published in Douai 1 1636, but there h no evidence regarding the date ,vhen 
this ·was a c.q ui red. 
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(p~ 425) .. But, quoting Seneca., he adds that the same idea ,vhich js 
heard but negligently when expressed in prose is1 as it ,vere, ~ctorn out 
by 1nain forcctt (velut lacerto cxcussa corquetur} ,vhen subjected to 
the constraint of rhy1ne ·(p. 425) 4 The metaphor is extremely un-
fortunate. It is ·the very opposite of saying that the form is 8daptcd 
to the content. Drexel j5 insisting that the very unaptness of the forn1 
for the content ,vill sorncho,v produce beneficial results. No one ,vho 
reads the Lacrhnrre Aeten1itati Sacrae is ]ikeiy to agree. The poem 
consists of little more than 2 series of exclamations of fear -and horror., 
The series, though Iong1 progresses to no conclusion; it conveys the 
same e1notional response over and over in various forms, and becomes, 
nt timesl insipid: 

0 ten1pus absque ternpore~ 
0 finis absque fine! 
Perennis heu AETERNITAS, 
AETERNITAS perennis! 

( 0 h time w jthou t t iin c1 oh c nd w j r hou t end ! E ver1 a stj n g eternjty. eternity 
everlasting! p, 42-6) 

Structurally~ this resembles the manner in ,vhich Crasha,vts Tbe 
TV eeper states t_he same idea over and over ,vfrhout ad vancjng beyond 
it in any direction. There, ho,vcvcr, the rcsc1nb1ancc ends, for Drexells 
poetic gifts did not include a flair for striking metaphor or rich 
imagery·, and ,vhen he attempted these, he succeeded onl Y' in becoming 
monstrous: 

Araneas, & vjperas 
P] en o ore d evo ra ho, 
Et Seo rp ios, & exc err as, 
Et noxjas rubetas. 

( I ~hall e-a t who] e n10 u thf u ls of spiders and v j p ers and scorpions and sna1: es and 
poisonous brnmbics~ -p. 42.6) 

In vic,v of the shortcornings of the l--'acri1nae, it is no wonder that 
Drexclt returning to prose, refers the reader to n previous prose work 
of his, Considerations of Eteniity, for a more adequate treatment of 
his theme (p .. 42 8). 

,viggleSW'orth~ m contrast to Drexe], finds verse an apt medium for 
exposition. Exclamations of horror, some clearly imitated from the 
Lacrbnae, havel as we have .seen; a place in the Short Discourse~ but 
they· fire not allowed to become the entire poem; "\1/igglesworth avoids 
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both the interminable repetition of the Lacri1nae and its monstrous 
hnagery. He devotes himself instead to n1aking the concept of eternity 
c: lear to the in teUigen ce of the reader, through explanation., j 11 ustratio n, 
and analogy~ as Drexel does in the prose Considerations of Eternity. 
In fact, just as Wjgglesworth takes the form of his poem and part of 
the content fron1 the Lacrimae, .so he takes n1uch of the rest of the 
content fron1 the Consid erationr, ris the follo\ving quotations sho,v: 

Drexel! 

It is possible for no 1nan to utter in '\\-'ords or even grasp in thought the infinite 
length of eternity. There is a great difference between a real man and a statue, 
between real fire and a paintjng of a fire; yet even these are s-aid to be, jn a ,vay1 

quite like each other. But berween our fire and that in hel1, between our pains 
and those jn hell, no con1parison ex:jsts, nnthing even comes near one 1 for the 
measure of the first is rjme; thi:lt of the second, eternity. (p. 7 5) 

\1/ j gg 1 CS\VO rth ! 

Drexel: 

\ Vh at i\.1 orta 1 tn n can with his Sp an 
mete out Eternity? 

0 r fathom it uy depth of V•li t 1 

or strength of J\1-emory? 
The lofty Sky h: not so high, 

Ii ells d cpt h to this is s ma] l: 
The World so ,vide is but a stride, 

con1par-cd thcrcwithalL ( p. 67) 

Augustjnc seys truly: Survey the years fron1 Adam to today; .se~u:·ch the Scrip-
tu res; it ,v as a ln1ost yesterd-a y that Ad am f cl1 f ron1 para disc. ,vherc are those 
bygone times? Had you Jived through the ,vho]e time fron1 Adarn"'s expuls•on 
from paradise till tod-ay, you would surc]y sec that your life, ,vhich hud flown 
so swift]y away, had not been long .. (p, 53) 

\Viggles\vorth: 

But what1s the tin1e fron1 the \:Vorlds prin1e 1 

unto this present du y, 
If we thereby Eternity 

to measure should assay? 
The ,vho le duration since th c Creation, 

though long~ yet is mo re Ii ttle. 
If pl aced by Eternity 1 

then is the sn1:all est tittle. ( p. 6 8) 
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Drexel: 

H ar·var d Librnry 1111/leti-;1 

Oh Chri~tfans, keep the ycurs of eternity in mind; thus:1 vthatever i11s you n1ust 
hear, you wjU endure far 1norc easily; '\Yhateyer is co1nparcd \Vith eternity ~vHl 
seem short. The n:1on1 cntaty and Hg ht tr i bu 1 ration~ of the present wo r 1 d crc:1 tc, 
beyond n1easure1 an eternal mrrss of glory for us on h.igh. (p. 45) 

,~li gg 1 CS\VOI th: 
Ch~ er up, ye Sa i ntst anlid st your ,van ts, 

and sorrows many a one, 
Lift up the head 1 shnke off ~ll dread, 

and moderate your 1nonc. 
Your suff erj n gs and cvi] r hin gs 

,viJl sadden] y be past; 
Your s,veet Fruitions, and blessed ,r isions1 

for c vcnnore shall last. ( p. 7 o) 

An a.dvan~gc of positing the Considerations of Eternity us the 
major source of the reasoning and n1oralizing in the Sbort Disco11rse 
is that it solves a snlaH puz~.Je: ,vhat n1adc \~1igg1cS\vorth call his verses 
short? In con1parison ,vith ,vhat are they short? The ans\vcr is, in 
cornparison ,vjtJ1 Drexel's Considerations, ,vhosc content they epit-
omize. The hypothesis that the Sbort Disco11rse takes its form from 
that of the Lacri111ae also solves a puzzle: ,vhat ever possessed ,¥igglcs-
,vorth, both in this poem and ju the bcttcr-kno,vn Day of Doo111i to 
set forth the grin1 doctrjnc of eternal punislnncnt 1n the meter of 
The Nut-Brottvn Ainid? .J The ans,ver is sin1ple: he had a forerunner, 
not in English verse bnt in La.tin. I~Jc also had companions in his error~ 
for the notion that ,vhatever sounds ,vcl1 in Latin should also sound 
,vell in English led to a 1111n1ber of 1netrical aberrations, notably· the 
futi]e search for a quantitative English verse." 

A paradox retrntrked on by J{cnnrth R. l\ifurdocl:, op. cit. (note 2 above)i p. vii. 
9 D ~scribed by George Saints bary, Hi sto r I caJ A:1 anua I of Englis b Pro sod)' ( J\l cw 

York: Sho ckcn Boo ks, 1966} ! pp. :116--13 8. 
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