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ond’io gridai con carta et con incostro:
Non son mio, no. S’io moro, il danno è vostro.

(Petrarch, Rime 23.99–100)1

Of the many concepts that Petrarch inherited from Augustine, whose
Confessions he liked to carry around in his pocket, perhaps the most foun-
dational is the theologian’s claim that the experience of having desire in
time scatters the self, tearing it into pieces until that point that they can be
gathered together again in God: “I have been scattered in times whose
order I do not understand. My thoughts—the very inmost bowels of my
soul—are torn to pieces in tumultuous vicissitudes, until that day when,
purged and made liquid by the fire of Your love, I will flow into You.”2

Augustine’s theory of self-scattering becomes something like a formal
principle in the scattered rhymes typically called Rime sparse or Rerum
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1. “I cried out with paper and ink: ‘





established for early modern verse. My focus on Donne and Wroth—in-
stead of Petrarch’s more obvious translators and imitators, from Wyatt to
Sidney—reveals the productive persistence of this metapoetic problem of
self-unmaking that is as much Petrarch’s signature in the English Renais-





that it is not one about which he feels unambivalent. It is clear that Pe-
trarch also fears such self-dispossession deeply, and he imagines strategies
to return himself to himself, one of which requires using the inflammatory
poetic instrument of self-loss’s narration.

To take one extremely important instance, in Rime





the body itself—a hard, “almost adamantine” (quasi adamantino) struc-
ture. This self-petrification marks the second epoch of the “sweet time
of my first age” (dolche tempo de la prima etade) (23.1), which is divided
into a period before Love’



time” of Petrarch’s “first age” with the “youthful errors” (giovenile errore)
(1.3) announced in the first poem of the Rime sparse.12 The adamantine
hardness that Petrarch praises in Rime 23 needs to be differentiated from
other kinds of stoniness across the Rime. Indeed, one needs a taxonomy of
stoniness to do justice to how petrific metaphors shift throughout the col-
lection, since sometimes they describe Laura’s cold indifference to him,
sometimes represent Petrarch’s paralysis in the face of Laura-as-Medusa,
and here reveal a form of petrification that protects the self from Love’s
incursions.13 But the main point I wish to emphasize is that, within the con-
text of Rime 23, “adamantine hardness” is the only method that seems, at
one point in Petrarch’s history, to have worked to keep Love at bay and
maintain Petrarch safe in his “abode.” Though Love’s “harsh undoing”
is the necessary precondition for Petrarch’s singing, and singing seems
to redouble self-loss, it is also singing here that promises a lessening of
the pain Love causes. The implied and perhaps impossible goal for the poet
who would want to end desire’s suffering in Rime 23 would be to sing himself
back into an adamantine hardness.

The specific emphasis in Rime 23 on hard affect that resists the touch of
Love may register a longing for “()Tj
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[But in that slender form was pride so hard that no youth, no maiden
touched his heart.]

Hard in his autonomy and denial of desire, or a little later in Ovid’s tale,
“like a statue carved from Parian marble” (ut e Pario formatum marmore
signum) (3.419), Narcissus refuses any relation with another being that
might touch his heart, his “dura superbia” functioning much like Pe-
trarch’s “duro affetto.” Echo’s attempt to embrace Narcissus in Ovid’s tell-
ing confirms this disposition. Though intrigued and “amazed” by Echo’s
sonic repetition, Narcissus is repulsed when she nears to touch him, telling
her, “manus conplexibus aufer! / ante . . . emoriar, quam sit tibi copia no-
stri!” (Banish hands from embraces! Let me die before my abundance is for
you) (3.390).14 Narcissus patrols the borders of his body as Petrarch, when
still in liberty, guarded his heart, and the hardness of Narcissus’s pride re-
flects that adamantine hardness that Petrarch wants to build up again
around his heart. Both Narcissus and Petrarch imagine this self-petrifying
refusal of touch as a maintenance of self-abundance, a “copia” that in
Narcissus’s story will become a curse for him (“quod cupio mecum est:
inopem me copia fecit” [What I desire I have: plenty has made me poor]
[3.466]) but that seems less morally suspect in Petrarch. But if, as D. Vance
Smith writes of Narcissus’s “copia,” Ovid’s lesson is that “total possession
leaves the self dispossessed, because the enjoyment of possession can only
be the enjoyment of something other than the thing possessed,”15 Petrarch
recasts such self-possession as a lost liberty (rather than the self-loss that is
the consequence of Narcissus’s self-possession). The policing of borders
that Petrarch revalues from Ovid’s Narcissus, meant to harden the heart,
reveals an assumption that identity, at least as imagined in Rime 23, pre-
exists the desire that undoes identity. When Petrarch describes his life before
desire as one of “liberty” (“io vissi in libertade”), he explicitly posits a self
(“io”) that was free before it was penetrated by desire. Desire is depicted





seems to want to control desire (his own and his beloved’s) rather than be
freed from it. But in the description of two lovers’ parting, Donne obliquely
recasts Petrarch’s early strategy to protect against Love’s “harsh undoing”
by making himself, and his name, as hard as the frozen thoughts that
guarded Petrarch’s heart. Self-hardening, as was implicit in Petrarch, fig-
ures as a technology that tries to forestall the self-unmaking forces of de-
sire and writing:

My name engraved herein
Doth còntribute my firmness to this glass,

Which, ever since that charm, hath been
As hard as that which graved it was.

Thine eye will give it price enough to mock
The diamonds of either rock.

(Lines 1–6)18

If we are meant to picture the poet standing behind his name at the start of
the poem, as Elaine Scarry encourages us to, with his name overlaid across
his body, the future promise is that the name will take the place of the body
in its absence.19 What is most striking about the opening of this particular
valediction poem is that the poem itself is also a proxy for the name that is
already a proxy for the poet’s body; it, too, is meant to overcome distance
and to stabilize desire. The “firmness” of the poet, which the name then
“contributes to this glass,” is akin to the firmness of the “frozen thoughts”
(pensier gelati) (23.24) Petrarch had once used to produce the “adaman-
tine hardness” around his heart, a petrific machinery to keep Love at bay,
under the poet’s control, and thus to keep the poet’s self intact. The poet’s
integrity as a “name” seems mimetically implied by the thick consonance
and smooth iambs in the opening line of the poem. The engraving of the
name in glass refracts the Narcissistic assumption (glimpsed in Petrarch)
that the “I” has an existence that precedes its desire and that writing—
along with self-hardening—might stabilize the relationship between the
self and its desire. Yet this “name” is offered as an uncarnation of the poet’s
presence to the beloved. By “uncarnation” I mean, in a process that inverts
the Christian event of incarnating the Word in the flesh of Jesus, the pres-
ence of flesh is preserved in the word, the name.20 As Gary Stringer has
convincingly shown, Donne structures this valediction poem as a type

18. Donne’s poems are quoted from The Complete Poems of John Donne, ed. Robin Robbins
(Harlow: Longman, 2010), hereafter cited parenthetically.

19. Elaine Scarry, “Donne: ‘But Yet the Body Is His Booke,’” in Literature and the Body:
Essays on Populations and Persons (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986), 82–83.

20. See James Kearney, The Incarnate Text: Imagining the Book in Reformation England (Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania Press, 2009), esp. chap. 1. Renaissance Hermeticism also had a par-
ticular interest in the power that the proper name might be said to hold. See Cornelius
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The conceit here is that the beloved sees a composite image: to the name
in the glass that looks like it is written across—and thus magically merged
with—the poet’s body, this stanza adds the reflection of her own image.
In figuring the medium of the glass as both linguistically textual surface
and visually reflective mirror, the poet emphasizes the beloved’s passive
role, her eye trained on a name that is “through-shine” and thus does
not require her assessment.22 The glass merely “shows” the beloved to her-
self, and “clear reflects thee to thine eye.” The inscription of his name in
the window, therefore, will not only make Donne present as a person to
his beloved, sustaining his hardness; it will also make the beloved present
to herself (“thee to thee”).23 Looking at the name sustains her erotic de-
sire for him even as he withdraws from her side, and she sees herself
through his “I,” as though here the myth of Narcissus that Petrarch also
draws on explicitly has ostensibly been redeemed for heterosexuality: she
loves her reflection, but her reflection is his name, which is in turn,
through “charm,” his physical firmness. The “name” thus preserves the
poet’s “I,” which stands before and controls the vectors of desire during
and after this complex moment of seeing and departing.

Yet the second stanza’s concluding couplet also undercuts the initial
proposition of Donne’s name as an active uncarnation of his self and its
firmness. It implies not only that the beloved but also that the poet is in
some sense passive in this scene of reflection. The name had been presented
as magically making the poet’s firmness present to his beloved in absen-
tia, while the glass narcissistically reflected the beloved back equal to her-
self. “Love’s magic” undertakes its own assault on Donne’s intentions,
though, as in Petrarch. Here it repurposes the magic of language, which
was supposed to make the lovers mutually present, to its own ends: “But
all such rules, love’s magic can undo, / Here you see me, and I am you.”
Rather than confirming the overcoming of absence through magical,
mutual presence, desire’s power to “undo” spins the two into a chiastic
syntax—“Here you see me, and I am you”—in which the beloved still has
her “eye” on Donne’s name, but her eye and her identity are overtaken by
the poet’s “I”: “and I am you.” On the one hand, this imperialistic expan-
sion of the name—the name absorbs the beloved by thoroughly identify-
ing “I” and “you”—merely contributes to its potent presence and firmness:
the poet controls not only his identity and desire but also the beloved’s.

22. For more on transparency in these passages, see Barbara L. Estrin, “Framing and
Imagining the ‘You’: Donne’s ‘A Valediction of My Name in the Window’ and ‘Elegy:
Change,’” Texas Studies in Literature and Language 30, no. 3 (Fall 1988): 345–62.

23. On the confusion that early editors had with the pronomial game Donne plays in this
stanza, leading to a series of questions about who sees whom here, see Brian Cummings,
“Passion in Donne,” in Passions and Subjectivity in Early Modern Culture, ed. Brian Cummings
and Freya Sierhuis (London: Routledge, 2013), 55–56.
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But on the other hand, the chiasmus dizzily disperses and entangles iden-
tities, introducing the possibility that the inscription of the name, and the
lover’s refl







I I I . WROTH ’S ECHO

I then fear myself who knows how to paint the horror, I, creature
of echoing caverns that I am, and I suffocate because I am word
and also its echo.

(Clarice Lispector, Água viva, trans. Stefan Tobler)

In Donne’s “Valediction: Of My Name in the Window,”we witness the long-
ing for the inscription of a name as a magical talisman that would ward off
desire’s self-scattering by controlling it, as though it is something exterior
to the self. I have argued that this longing for a name that could transcend
desire’s self-unmaking enacts, at least circuitously, what I described in the
first part of this essay as the Narcissistic paradigm in Petrarch, which pre-
supposes the possibility that writing might aid one in returning to a free-
dom that preceded desire: Petrarch’s blissful abode and hard affect, aligned
with Narcissus’s stony refusal to be touched. Yet we have seen in Donne, a





articulation. Yet here lies the fundamental provocation of Urania’s poem:
it is in the landscape of tradition that deprives her of her poetic voice that
her poetic voice, the double echo of her voice, resounds.

The emergence of Urania’s voice in this poem is not compensatory or
consolatory; it arises through a “complaint” that makes loss the essential
cause of the poem. Petrarch is full of complaints, of course, but Petrarch’s
complaints, as I have already suggested, alternate between soothing the
pain of desire provoked by an unattainable beloved and “inflaming” the
self—and that term that I mentioned at the start of this essay in reference
to Petrarch’s Rime 71, inflammation (“m’infiammi”), importantly shows
how inwardly directed song is for Petrarch, even if that sense of inward sta-
bility is constantly being stolen from him. For Wroth’s Urania, by contrast,
the “complaint” she airs by addressing the landscape cannot “returne” any
“helpe” to “ease” the pain of frustrated desire and alienation, and there’s
no projection backward of a stable identity, protected by hard affect, that
preexisted loss or sorrow. Instead, as line 4 has it, “Back my sorrowes the sad
Eccho brings.” The composition of poetic song in Petrarch always bears
with it this possibility—that it will only futilely amplify and traumatically re-
peat sorrow. But in Wroth’s poem, Petrarch’s dialectic of self-scattering
and self-recollection is replaced by a poetics of echo, in which presence
and absence, self-reflection and self-loss, become both allusive and sonic
techniques that produce only the “still encreasing” of Urania’s “woes to
me.” For Urania, and unlike for Petrarch, poetry does not seem to offer
any possibility of consolation for the agitating desire of a lost recognition.
Poetry only increases her sorrow, “doubly resounded by that sounde1(los)1e[(a5TD
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qualities allude to the introduction of Echo in Ovid’s text as “resonabilis
Echo” (resounding Echo) (3.358), an introduction that is itself a redun-
dancy, a double doubling, echoing Echo. We first meet Echo in Ovid’s
text immediately after the narrator describes Narcissus’



the end of Echo’s corporal life in Ovid’s poem, the literal wasting away
that happens when her desire goes unrequited and unsatisfied:

sed tamen haeret amor crescitque dolore repulsae;
extenuant vigiles corpus miserabile curae



performing for an audience or readership within the poem, even if an idea
of community is produced in her song. It is not accurate to say that Urania


