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A Source of Michael Wigglesworth’s

Short Discourse on Eternity
David Renaker

HE VERY OCCASIONAL MODERN READER who diverts himself

with the Nicetas: Or, the Triumph over Incontinence of

Jeremiah Drexel, S. J. {(1581-1638) may be struck by a

sensc of déja v while reading certain stanzas of the Lacrisnae
Aeternitati Sacrae included in Book II, Chapter xi:

AETERNITAS, AETERNITAS,
Me lancinat, nccatque.
AETERNITAS, AETERNITAS,
Me torquet atque mactat.

Tormenta nulla territant
Quac finiuntur annis;

AETERNITAS, AETERNITAS
Versat, coquitque pectus:

Haec inferos, haec tartara
Facit, erucesque tendit,
Augetque poenas in dies,
Centuplicatque flammas.?

(Eternity, eternity, mangles me and kills me; eternity, eternity, tortures and
afilicts me. . . . No torments that are finished in the course of ycars frighten
one; eteraity, eternity overthrows the heart, burns it. This it is that makes hell,

this makes Gehenna; this brings punishment. It increases the pains day by day
and intensifies the flames a hundredfold.)

Where before have we encountered sentiments like these in a jog-
trot meter of alternating four- and three-footed lines in rising rhythm?
Why, of course; in 4 Skort Discourse on Eternity by Michael Wig-
glesworth, the Harvard graduate of 1651 whose poem, The Day of

I Hicremiae Drexelii ¢ Societate, Jesu Opera (Munich: Melchior Segen and
Nicholas Heinrich, 1629), p. 426. All citations of Drexel will refer to this book.
The letters 4, §, %, and v are brought into conformity with modern usage and
diphthongs rendered ae and oe,
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Doon, achieved phenomenal populatity in seventeenth-century Amer-
1ca.” Wigglesworth’s Short Discourse reads:

ETERNITY! ETERNITY!

thou mak’st bard hearts to bleed:
The thoughts of thee in misery,

do make men wail indced,

This, Oh! this makes Hells fiery flakes
much more intolerable;
This makes frail wights and damned sprights,
to bear their plagues unabie.
This makes men bite, for fell despite,
their very tongues in twain:
This makes them rore for great horror,
and trebleth al! their pain.?

Drexel’s Lacrisnae is almost all unrhymed, but certain stanzas an-
ticipate Wigglesworth’s rhyme-scheme:

Tremenda vox horrenda vox
Ingens malum minatur,

Quod nulla lux, guod nulla nox
Quod nulla astra claudent.

(A tremendous word, a horrendous word threatens a huge evil, to be ended
by no day, ne night, nor the rising of any star, — p. 426)

Here the internal rhyme of “Tremenda” and “horrenda” anticipates
the mternal rhymes of Wigglesworth’s verses, and the rhyming line-
endings, “vox” and “nox,”’ are in the same structural position as Wig-
glesworth’s alternate rhymes, Some of Wigplesworth's alternate end
rhymes are double rhymes (e.g., intolerable . . . unable) and Drexel
anticipates these as well:

““A copy of The Day of Doom was sold [within a year of its publication] for
one out uf every twenty persons in New England, or one out of every forty-five in
the colonies as a whole. A book which did as well to-day in relation to the popula-
tion would break records as a ‘best seller,’ for it wauld have a sale of four hundred
thousand in New Eagland alone and of more than two and a half million in the
nation.” — Inteoduction (p. iii) vo The Day of Doown or a Poetical Description of
the Great and Last Judgueent with Other Poews by Michacl Wigglesworch, Edited
with an introduction by Kenncth B, Murdock (New York: The Spiral Press, 1920;
reprinted, New York: Russell and Russell, 1966). :

$1bid., p. 72. All citations of Wigglesworth will refer to this edition. 4 Skort
Discourse on Eternity (pp. 67-72 in this cdition) was also subjeined to The Day of
Doom in the earliest extant cdition (1662).
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Nec finis ullos gaudia,

Palmasque ternminabit,
Nec finis ullus lacrimas

Absterget, aut levabit.

(No end shall terminate the joys and trivmphing of the blessed; no end shall
wipe away or refieve the tears of the damined. — p. 427)

There is also an internal falsc rhyme in Drexel, in the stanza just
quoted: '

Quod nulla fx, quod nulla zox . . .
and tlus device too 1s repeated by Wigglesworth:
Cheer up, ye Saints, amidst your wants . . . (p. 70)

The only metrical difterence between Wigglesworth’s verses and
Drexel’s 1s that Drexel habitually both begins and ends each even-
numbered, three-stressed line with an unstressed syllable. Wiggles-
worth always begins, but scldom ends such lines with an unstressed
syllable. Thus Drexcl usually has seven syllables swhere Wigglesworth
has six, and the number of syllables in the two poems is different. But
the number of lines is identical: 176. These coincidences of thought,
expression, and structure scem so unlikely if ascribed to merc chance
that I believe Drexel’s verses must be regarded as a source of Wiggles-
worth’s.*

[However, there is a contrast between the ways in which these two
writers handle their theme. Drexel’s Nicefas, like his other books, is a
didacric devotional work consisting of lengthy expositions in prose
of such familiar ideas as the transitoriness of human life, the terror of
God’s wrath, and the dangers of bad company, backed with rhetorical
amplifications, citations of authorities, and exempla. On the onc oc-
casion when Drexel breaks into verse, he does so with apologies; he
hints that it is 2 medium unfit for sustained intellectual exertion. "“The
consideration of eternity,” he writes, “Is so scrious a work, that it
would scem hard for it to make the transition into the rnles of versc”

1 At least one seventeenth-century Harvard student’s library contained a hook
by Drexel (title unspecified; the entry reads only “Drexellius™) — see Samuel Fliot
Morison, “The Library of George Alcock, Medical Swudent, 1676,” Publications of
the Colonial Society of Massachusetts, XXV (1935}, 350-359. The first printed
catalogue of the Harvard College Library (1723) — Cazalogus Librorion Bibliothecae
Collegii Harvardini, p. 43— lists Drexel’s Operumr Spirvitualinm, the two-volume
edition published in Douai, 1636, but there is no evidence regarding the date when
this was acquired.
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(p. 425). But, quoting Seneca, he adds that the same 1dea which is
heard bur negligently when expressed in prose is, as it were, “torn out
by main force” (velut lacerto excussa torquetur) when subjected to
the constrainc of rhyme (p. 425). The metaphor is extremely un-
fortunate. It 1s the very 0pp<}51te of saying that the form is adapted
to the content, Drexel is insisting that the very unaptness of the form
for the content will somechow produce beneficial results. No one who
reads the Lacrimne Aeternitati Sacrae is likely to agree. The poem
consists of little more than 2 scries of exclamations of fear and horror.
The series, though long, progresses to no conclusion; it conveys the
same emotional response over and over in varions forms, and becomes,
at times, insipid:
O tempus absque tempore,

O finis absque fine!

Perennis heu AETERNITAS,
AETERNITAS perennis!

(Oh time withour time, oh end without end! Everlasting eternity, eternity
cverlasting! — p. 426)

Strucrurally, this resembles the manner in which Crashaw’s The
Weeper states the same idea over and over without advancing beyond
it in any direction. There, however, the resemblance ends, for Drexel’s
poetic gifts did not include a flair for striking metaphor or rich
imagery, and when he attempted these, he succeeded only in becoming
MONStrous: ~

Araneas, & viperas
Pleno ore devorzbo,

Et Scorpios, & excetras,
It noxias rubetas.

(I shall eat whole mouthfuls of spiders and vipers and scorpions and snakes and
paisonous brambles. — p, 426)

In view of the shortcomings of the Lacrizae, it is no wonder that
Drexcl, rerurning to prosc, refers the reader to a previous prose work
of his, Considerations of Eternity, for a more adequate treatment of
his theme (p. 428).

Wigglesworth, in contrast to Drexel, finds verse an apt medium for
exposition. Exclamations of horror, some clearly imitated from the
Lacrimae, have, as we have seen; a place in the Short Discourse, bur
they are not allowed to become the entire poem; Wigglesworth avoids
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both the interminable repetition of the Lacrimae and its monstrous
imagery. He devotes himself instead to making the concept of eternity
clear to the intelligence of the reader, through explanation, illustration,
and analogy, as Drexel does in the prose Considerations of Eternity.
In fact, just as Wigglesworth takes the form of his poem and part of
the content from the Lacrizae, so he takes much of the rest of the
content from the Considerations, as the following gquotations show:

Drexel:

It is pessible for no man to utter in words or cven grasp in thought the infinite
length of etermity, There is a great difference between a real man and a statue,
between real fire and a painting of a fire; yct even these are said to be, in 2 way,
quite like each other. But between our fire and that in hell, between our pains
and those in hell, no comparison exists, nothing even comes near one, for the
measure of the first is time; that of the sccond, cternity. (p. 75)

Wigglesworth:

What Mortal man can with his Span
mete out Eternity?

Or fathom it by depth of Wi,
or strength of Memory?

The lofty Sky is not so high,
Heclls depth to this is small:

The World so wide is but a stride,
compared therewithall. (p. 67)

Drexel:

Augustine says truly: Survey the years from Adam te taday; search the Scrip-
tures; it was almost yesterday that Adam fell from paradise. Where are those
bygone times? Had you lived through the whele time from Adam's expulsion
from paradise till today, you would surcly sce that yeur life, which had flown
so swiftly away, had not been long. (p. 53)

Wigglesworth:

But what's the time from the Worlds prime,
unto this present day,

If we thereby Eternity
to measure should assay?

The whole duration sincc the Creation,
though long, yet is more little,

If placed by Eternity,
then is the smallest tittle. (p. 68)
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Drexel:

Oh Christians, keep the ycars of erernity in mind; thus, whatever ilis you must
bear, you will endure far more casily; whatever is compared with cternity will
seem short. The momentary and light cribulations of the present world create,
beyond measure, an erernal mass of glory for us on high. (p. 45)

Wigglesworth:

Cheer up, ye Saints, amidst your wants,
and sprrows many 2 onc,

Lift up the head, shake off all dread,
and mederate your mone.

Your sufferings and evil things
will saddenly be past;

Yaur sweet FFruitions, and blessed Visions,
for evermore shall last. (p. 70)

An advantage of positing the Censiderarions of Eternity as the
major source of the reasoning and moralizing in the Short Discourse
is that it solves 2 small puzzle: what made Wigglesworth call his verses
short? In comparison with what are they short? The apswer is, in
comparison with Drexcl’s Considerations, whose content they epit-
omize, The hypothesis that the Short Disconrse takes its form from
that of the Lacrimae also solves a puzzle: what ever possessed Wiggles-
worth, both in this poem and in the better-known Day of Doom, to
set forth the grim doctrine of eternal punishment in the meter of
The Nut-Brown Maid? ® The answer is simple: he bhad a forerunner,
not in English verse but in Latin. I1c also had companions in his error,
for the notion that whatever sounds well in Latin should also sound
well in English Ied to a number of metrical aberrations, notably the
futile search for a quantitative English verse.”

® A paradox remarked on by Kenneth B. Murdock, ep. ¢it. (note 2 above), p. vii,
“ Described by George Saintsbury, Historical Manual of English Prosody (New
York: Shocken Books, 1066}, pp. 236-238,
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