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George Herbert, “Love Unknown” Elizabeth Bishop, “The Weed” 

 
George Herbert, “Love Unknown” Elizabeth Bishop, “The Weed” 

 
 

 
   After many deaths I live and write.  

                                      George Herbert, “The Flower” 

                                                        “I grow”, it said, 
                                  “but to divide your heart again.” 

                                        Elizabeth Bishop, “The Weed” 
 

1 
 

1

2

(Elizabeth Bishop: 1911-79) 
(“The Unbeliever”) 

 

                                                                    
Robert Giroux and Lloyd 

Schwartz. eds., Elizabeth Bishop: Poems, Prose, and Letters (New York: Library of America, 2008: 
PPL ) John Tobin ed., George Herbert: The 

Complete English Poems (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1991)  
Jeredith Merrin, An Enabling Humility: Marianne 

Moore, Elizabeth Bishop, and the Uses of Tradition (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1990) 
”Worlds of Strife: The Poetry of Elizabeth Bishop and George Herbert” (pp.39-65) Joseph 

Summers, “George Herbert and Elizabeth Bishop” (Jonathan F. S. Post and Sidney Gottlieb, eds., George 
Herbert in the Nineties: Reflections and Reassessments George Herbert in the Nineties: Reflections and 
Reassessments [Fairfield, CT: Sacred Heart University, 1995] pp.48-59)  
 1 A Letter to Anne Stevenson (January 8, 1964), in PPL, p.861 
 2 Ashley Brown, “An Interview with Elizabeth Bishop" in Elizabeth Bishop and Her Art , eds. Lloyd 

Schwartz and Sybil P. Estess (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1983), p.295. 



 

(George Herbert, 
1593-1633)

3

(John Donne, 1572-1631)
(1887-1972)

4

(George Herbert: His Religion and Art) 
(Joseph Summers: 1920-2003) 5

6  

“The Weed”
 “Love Unknown” 7

(heart-break, heart-rending) 

The Weed”  “Love Unknown” 
 

                                                                    
 3 Elizabeth Bishop, “The Influences,”  The American Poetry Review, (January / February), 1985: p.11 
 4 PPL One Art: Elizabeth Bishop: Letters, selected and edited by Robert 

Giroux (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1994 OA ) Summers 
1948 11 1967 10 8  

 5 Merrin, Summers Merrin, p.39. Summers, p.48.Bishop 
Vassar College  

 6 Summers, “George Herbert and Elizabeth Bishop”, p.48. 
 7 Brown, “An Interview,” p.294 
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2 
 

“Love Unknown”
8

(Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 1722-1834)
Biographia Literaria 

9

10 The Weed” 

 
“Love Unknown”  

 
    Dear Friend, sit down, the tale is long and sad: 
    And in my fainting I presume your love 
    Will more comply than help. A Lord I had, 

And have, of whom some grounds which may improve, 
I hold for two lives and both lives in me.        [ll.1-5] 

 

(“A Lord”) 

                                                                    
 8 Rosemary Freeman, English Emblem Books (1948.  
Reprinted, New York: Octagon Books, 1966), pp.148-172 Freeman ”Love 
Unknown” Christopher Harvey, Schola Cordis (1647)  Emblem 20, “Cordis Ponderatio” 

Harvey 1647
Freeman, p.166 

 9 J. T. Shawcross, ed., Biographia Literaria by Samuel Taylor Coleridge, vol. 2 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1954), p.73. 

10 Bishop, “The Influences”, p.11 



 

 
(“fainting”[1.2]) 

 
 

The servant instantly  
    Quitting the fruit, seized on my heart alone. 
    And threw it in a font[…] there it was dipped and dyed, 
    And washed and wrung: the very wringing yet 
    Enforceth tears.                               [ll.11b-13a, 16b-18a]- 
 

 (“dipped and dyed” 
[1.16b]) “washed and wrung”[1.17]) and 

and 

 
 

Your heart was foul, I fear.     [l.18b] 
 

(“Indeed ‘tis true”[l.19]) 
[cf. ll.19-21]  

(love unknown)
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   a font, wherein did fall 
    A stream of blood, which issued from the side 
    Of a great rock.                                         [ll.13b-15a] 
 

 ( 10:4)

 

[cf. ll.28-31]
 

 
 [T]he man 

     Who was to take it from me, slipped his hand, 
     And threw my heart into the scalding pan[.]              [ll.32b-34] 
 

(“Your heart was hard, I fear”[l.36b]) 
(“Indeed, ‘tis true”[l.37]) 

(“a richer drug, than scalding water”[l.38]) 
[cf. ll.37-44]

 
 

 I found that some had stuffed the bed with thoughts,  
     I would say thorns.  Dear, could my heart not break, 
     When with my pleasures ev’n my rest was gone?  [ll.51-53] 
 

(“Your heart was dull, I fear”[l.56])
(“Indeed a slack and sleepy state of mind / Did often possess 

me”[ll.57-58a] 



 

(“a richer drug, than scalding water”[l.38]) 
[“holy blood, / Which at a 

board…/ A friend did steal in to my cup for good”[ll.40-42]

[ll.60-61]
 

 
 

Truly, Friend,  
    For ought I hear, your Master shows to you  

      More favour than you wot of.  Mark the end.. 
  The Font did only, what was old, renew: 
      The Caldron suppled, what was grown too hard: 
      The Thorns did quicken, what was grown too dull: 
      All did but strive to mend, what you had marred. 
      Wherefore be cheered, and praise him to the full 
      Each day, each hour, each moment of the week, 
      Who fain would have you be, new, tender, quick.   [ll.61b-70] 

 

(“new, tender, quick”[l.70])
(“more favor 

than you wot of”[l.63]) 
(“love unknown”)

 

 (“almost surrealistic”)
“Love Unknown” 11 “Love 

Unknown” 

                                                                    
11 Brown, “An Interview,” pp.294-5 
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 “Love Unknown” 

“Love Unknown” (“I 
sigh to say””I sigh to tell””I sigh to speak”) 

(“do you understand”)
thoughts 

thorns Vendler 
tenor “lapsus linguae”

vehicle 
12

9 11  
 

                         [A] servant, [who] did know his eye 
     Better than you know me, or (which is one) 
     Than I myself.                              [ll.9b-11 ] 
 

you I

13  “Love Unknown” 
 

                                                                    
12 Helen Vendler, The Poetry of George Herbert (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1975), p.88 
13 “portray, not a thought, but a mind thinking”: M. W. Croll, “The Baroque Style in Prose” 

[Studies in English Philology (Minneapolis:University of Minnesota, 1929)]  
Donald E. Stanford Croll 

cf. OA, p.12. 



 

(“But I think we should be gay in spite of it, 
sometimes even giddy to make life endurable and keep ourselves ‘new, tender, quick’”)
“Love Unknown” 

14

 
“Love Unknown” “The 

Weed”  
 

3 
 

“The Weed” 
“Love Unknown” 

“Love Unknown” 
 

 
     I dreamed that dead, and meditating, 
     I lay upon a grave, or bed, 
     (at least some cold and close-built bower). 
     In the cold heart, its final thought 
     stood frozen, drawn immense and clear, 
     stiff and idle as I was there;  
     and we remained unchanged together 
     for a year, a minute, an hour.      [ll.1-8] 
 

(“some cold and close-built bower” [1-3])

                                                                    
14 A Letter to Anne Stevenson (Jan 8, 1964) in PPL, p.864. 



George Herbert, “Love Unknown” Elizabeth Bishop, “The Weed” 

(the heart)
(“drawn immense”[l.5])

(“frozen”[l.5]) (“stiff”[l.6]) (“idle”[l.6]) 
(“clear”[l.5])

 

“Love 
Unknown”  
 
     Suddenly there was a motion  
     as startling, there, to every sense 
     as an explosion.  Then it dropped  
     to insistent, cautious creeping  
     in the region of the heart, 
     prodding me from desperate sleep. 
     I raised my head.  A slight young weed 
     had pushed up through the heart and its  
     green head was nodding on the breast. 

 (all this was in the dark.)      [ll.9-18] 
 

(“to every sense /as an explosion”[ll.10-11]) 

(“desperate”[l.14]) 
(“I lay”[l.2]) (“I raised my 

head”[l.15])  (“prodding me from desperate sleep”[l.14, 
]) (“had pushed up 

through the heart”[l.16, ]) 

end-stopped 
 

[ll.20-22] [ll.22-23] [ll.23-25]



 

(“nodding”[l.17])
(“semaphore”) (“mysteriously”) 

 
 
   The rooted heart began to change 
   (not beat) and then it split apart 
   and from it broke a flood of water. 
   Two rivers glanced off from the sides, 
   one to the right, one to the left, 
   two rushing, half-clear streams, 
   (the ribs made of them two cascades) 
   which assuredly, smooth as glass,  
   went off through the fine black grains of the earth. 
   The weed was almost swept away; 
   it struggled with its leaves, 
   lifting them fringed with heavy drops.                       [ll.28-39] 
 

(“split apart”[l.29]) 
(“a flood of water”)

(“new, tender, 
quick”) “Love Unknown” “The Weed” 

“Love Unknown” 
 (“A stream of blood…issued from the 

side / Of a great rock”[“Love Unknown”, ll.14-15]) 

15

heart-rending 

                                                                    
15 Merrin, p.44. Robert Dale Parker, The Unbeliever: the Poetry of Elizabeth Bishop (Urbana: 

University of Illinois Press, 1988), p.8.  Bonnie Costello, Elizabeth Bishop: Questions of Mastery 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991), p.25  
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(“rushing”[l.33])
(“smooth”[l.35]) (“assuredly” [l.35])

(cf. 
“half-clear”[l.33])  

(the breast, the rooted heart) my 
(“my face”[l.40], “my eyes”[l.41])  
 
     A few drops fell upon my face, 
     and in my eyes, so I could see 
     (or in that dark place, thought I saw) 
     that each contained a light, 
     a small, illuminated scene: 
     the weed-deflected stream was made 
     itself of racing images. 
     (As if a river should carry all 
     the scenes that it had once reflected 
     shut in its waters, and not floating 
     on momentary surfaces.)      [ll.40-50]  
 

("As if a river should 
carry all / the scenes that it had once reflected / shut in its waters, and not floating /on 

momentary surfaces” [ll.46-50])  



 

(“Poetry is the 
spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings”)

( ) 16 “The Weed”

 
(“It takes its origin in emotions recollected in tranquility”) ( ) 17

(tranquility)

“Love Unknown” 
heart-split 

18

 
“Love Unknown” 

“The Weed” 
 

 
The weed stood in the severed heart. 
“What are you doing there?”  I asked. 

    It lifted its head all dripping wet 
    (with my own thoughts?) 
                                                                    
16 H. Littledale ed., Wordsworth and Coleridge: Lyrical Ballads (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1959), 

p.246 
17 Littledale ed. , p.246. 
18 Parker, p.10.  Bishop Parker 
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    and answered then:  “I grow”, it said, 
    “but to divide your heart again.”   [ll.51-56] 
 

heart-split “Love 
Unknown”  
“The Weed” “Love Unknown” “The 
Weed” 

Walker 19  

heart-split

“Love Unknown” 

“The 
Weed” 

Corelle 20  
“The Weed" 

“Love 
Unknown” 

“The Weed” 

                                                                    
19 Cheryl Walker, God and Elizabeth Bishop: Meditations on Religion and Poetry (New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2005) , p.130. 
20 Laurel Snow Corelle, A Poet’s High Argument: Elizabeth Bishop and Christianity (Columbia, SC: The 

University of South Carolina Press, 2008), p.50. 



 

“One 
Art” (master)

(disaster)

(art)
( ) art

one art
21 (master) 

(disaster) 
master disaster

rhyme words 
“The Weed”  

“Love Unknown” 
“The Weed” 

 
 

4 
 

“Love Unknown” “The Weed”

 heart-break

“Love Unknown” “The Weed
 

                                                                    
21  Blazing ”One Art” Multu Konuk Blazing, American 

Poetry: The Rhetoric of Its Forms (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987), p.112. 
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“Love Unknown” 
 “The Weed” 

(Aldous Huxley, 1894-1963)
(“the inner weather”)22 

“The Flower” 

 (cf. “Killing and quickening, bringing down to hell / And up to heaven in an hour” 
[ll.16-17])
(“After many deaths I live and write”[l.30]) 

(“Lord of power”[l.15])
(“Lord of love”[l.36]) 

 
“All the untidy 

activity continues, / awful but cheerful”
 “The Bight”(

)

”Bitter-Sweet” 
 

 
        Ah, my dear angry Lord,  
        Since thou dost love, yet strike,  
        Cast down, yet help afford;  
        Sure I will do the like. 
 
 
                                                                    
22 Aldous Huxley, Texts and Pretexts: An Anthology with Commentaries (London: Chatto & Windus, 
1959), p.12. 



 

        I will complain, yet praise;  
        I will bewail, approve;  
        And all my sour-sweet days 
        I will lament, and love. 23 
 

                                                                    
23  


