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  In Memory of My Father 
 Dr. Jan Z. Winkelman, MD, z”l   

(1942–2007) 

 The Trumpitt sounding dolfully . . . 



      Here lies a King, that ruled as he thought fit  
  The universal Monarchy of wit.  

 —Thomas Carew, “Elegy upon Donne” (1633)   

  Wit, understanding in the brain , 
  Are as the several atoms reign . 

 —Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle, 
“All Things Are Governed by Atoms” (1664)  

   Let us record the atoms as they fall upon the mind in the order in which 
they fall . 

 —Virginia Woolf,  The Common Reader  (1925)  

   He who understands baboon would do more toward metaphysics than 
Locke . 

 —Charles Darwin, M Notebook (1838)    
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  Editors’ Preface 

 Noam Chomsky started a revolution in human self-understanding 
and reshaped the intellectual landscape to this day by showing how all 
languages have deep features in common. Gone—or least retreating—
is the idea that the mind is a blank slate. In its wake, fierce debates 
have broken out about what the mind is and how it works. At stake 
are some of the most urgent questions facing researchers today: ques-
tions about the relationship between brain, mind, and culture; about 
how human universals express themselves in individual minds and 
lives; about reason, consciousness, and the emotion; about where cul-
tures get their values from and how those values fit our underlying 
predispositions. 

 It is no secret that most humanists have held fast to the idea that 
the mind is a blank slate. Not only has this metaphor been an article of 
intellectual faith, it has also underwritten a passionate moral agenda. 
If human beings have no inherent qualities, our political and social 
systems are contingent rather than fixed. Intellectuals might be able 
to play an important role in exposing the byways of power and bring-
ing about a fairer world. But evidence is rapidly piling up that humans 
are born with an elaborate cognitive architecture. The number of our 
innate qualities is staggering; human cognition is heavily constrained 
by genes and by our evolutionary past. It is now known that we are 
born with several core concepts and a capacity for developing a much 
larger number of cognitive capabilities under ecological pressure. 

 Beyond that bold headline, however, the story gets murkier. Each 
of the mind sciences is filled with dissonant debates of their own. In 
her magisterial investigation into the origin of concepts, Susan Carey 
writes that her goal “is to demonstrate that the disciplines of cog-
nitive science now have the empirical and theoretical tools to turn 
age-old philosophical dilemmas into relatively straightforward prob-
lems.”  1   Notice her sense of being on the verge rather than on some 
well-marked path. The terrain ahead is still unmapped. But notice, 
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too, her sense that scientific methods will eventually transform fuzzy 
questions into testable ones. 

 How brave, then, are language and performance scholars who, 
driven by their passion to understand how the mind works, seek to 
explore this new terrain? Brave, but increasingly in good company. 
The Modern Language Association discussion group on cognitive 
approaches to literature has grown exponentially in the last decade.  2   
And the working session in cognition and performance at the 
American Society for Theatre Research is flourishing. Many scholars 
are fascinated by what cognitive approaches might have to say about 
the arts. They recognize that this orientation to literature and perfor-
mance promises more than just another “ism.” Unlike the theories 
of the last century, the mind sciences offer no central authority, no 
revered group of texts that disclose a pathway to the authorized truth. 
Indeed, cognitive approaches to the arts barely fit under one broad 
tent. Language-processing, reader- and spectator-response, pragmat-
ics, embodiment, conceptual blending, discourse analysis, empathy, 
performativity, and narrative theory, not to mention the energetic 
field of literary Darwinism, are all fields with lively cognitive debates. 

 Cognitive approaches are unified by two ideas. The first is that to 
understand the arts we need to understand psychology. Humanists 
have uncontroversially embraced this idea for decades, as their ongoing 
fascination with the now largely discredited theory of psychoanalysis 
suggests. Now that psychology has undergone its empiricist revolu-
tion, literary and performance scholars should rejoice in the fact that 
our psychological claims are on firmer footing. Second is the idea that 
scholarship in this field should be generally empirical, falsifiable, and 
open to correction by new evidence and better theories—as are the 
sciences themselves. Of course this epistemological admission means 
that many of the truth claims of the books in our series will eventually 
be destabilized and perhaps proven false. But this is as it should be. As 
we broaden our understanding of cognition and the arts, better sci-
ence should produce more rigorous ideas and insights about literature 
and performance. In this spirit, we celebrate the earlier books in our 
series that have cut a path for our emerging field and look forward to 
new explorations in the future. 

 BLAKEY VERMEULE 
and 

BRUCE MCCONACHIE 
 



  Preface   

 In navigating disciplinary boundaries, I have striven to find a work-
able balance. I have reminded myself that my primary audience of 
graduate students and professors schooled in literary studies is likely 
to be somewhat unaware of the current state of play in the biomedical 
sciences. Given that, there may have been no way to avoid getting too 
technical for some litt é rateurs, too eclectic for others, and too basic 
for advanced sci-guys. I hope my explanations, along with the end-
notes and Appendix, directing interested readers to helpful work in 
the various subjects I have drawn from, prove to be sufficiently clear. 

 This book touches on the history of science, philosophy, literary 
criticism, and other domains of humanistic inquiry, all with their own 
genealogies, controversies, arcana, orthodoxies, and heresies. I make 
no claims for inclusiveness or total command of these fields, but I have 
tried very hard to get things right when I include them to make some 
point about Donne. But just to be explicit, this book is not meant 
to be exhaustive: it is not meant to judge whether Donne’s outlook 
on love was more Scholastic or anti-Petrarchan, or which premodern 
proto-scientists were closest to anticipating contemporary discover-
ies about atoms. Basically, it is meant to illuminate Donne’s amorous 
verse from a New Humanist perspective. It must then also be pointed 
out that since the life sciences are currently experiencing exuberant 
growth and shooting off in many directions, this study should be con-
sidered an interim field report, its hypotheses subject to modification 
as the latest findings are assessed. 

 In referring to Donne’s love poems, I have normalized the spell-
ing  Songs and Sonnets  throughout; examples from the  Elegies  are also 
treated, and there are occasional invocations from his other writings 
as well as illustrations drawn from other poets old and new, good and 
bad.  Songs and Sonets  is nonauthorial; it was first used as a category in 
the 1635 second edition of Donne’s  Poems , four years after his pass-
ing. His editors appropriated the phrase from the  Songes and sonettes  
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of 1557, an influential collection of lyric poetry by Surrey, Wyatt, and 
others (later editions had different spellings), now known as  Tottel’s 
Miscellany  after its compiler. Since it was not authorized by Donne, I 
have elected not to retain the original orthography. His lines, though, 
are quoted in the old spelling, which, however idiosyncratic, brings 
us a bit closer to his pronunciation and sometimes to elements of the 
author’s word play.  
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