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ALBRECHT, Roberta. The Virgin Mary as Alchemical and Lullian Reference in
Donne. Selinsgrova: Susquehanna University Press, 200s. 259 pp.

For the Catalan reader, the idea that Llull could have had some influence on
one of the greatest of English poets is intriguing. Moreover, since he lived
(1572-1631) at a time when Lullism of all sorts—including pseudo-Lullian
alchemy and kabbalah were having a considerable vogue in Northern Europe,
such an influence is not at all unlikely. My interest was further spurred by a
fascinating fact uncovered by the author. On the first page of her preface we
find out that:

Though many Renaissance readers appropriated Lull’s theory of ars
combinatoria tfrom secondary sources, we know that Donne himself studied
the original. His personal copy of Duodecim Princpia Philosophiae (1516)
bears his pencil markings in the margins, a sign of his careful attention. His
knowledge of cabalistic investigative practices, which had also influenced
Lull, was supplemented by other pseudo-Lullian sources such as De anditn
kabbalistico, familiar to all Renaissance Lullists.

That Donne owned this work and seems to have studied it with care, is
indeed a matter of interest. But this information is accompanied by some
disquieting bits. First of all, what is the ars combinatoria doing here? The
Duodecim Principia Philosophiae, or by its better known title, Liber
lamentationis Philosophiae, is a work purely philosophical and theological in
content, presented in a literary form (in the sense that Philosophy, Form,
Matter, etc., are personified and give their various points of view in extended
speeches). Not a single element of the ars combinatoria is presented or even
implied in this work.

Then the Kabbalah is brought in, through the “De auditu kabbalistico,
familiar to all Renaissance Lullists”. What has this got to do with Donne? Is
there any evidence that he owned or even knew the work? None is presented
by the author. And to talk about “cabalistic investigative practices, which had
al};o influenced Lull” is quite misleading. So in one short introductory
paragraph Donne, Llull, the ars combinatoria, and the Kabbalah have been
connected, all on the basis of surmise or misinformation.

The author’s statement about Donne’s ownership of the 1516 volume comes
from Geoffrey Keynes, A bibliography of Dr. Jobn Donne (Oxford: Claren-
don Press, 1973; 4th ed.), who says, curiously enough (p. 263), that “The great
majority of Donne’s books are concerned with theological controversy,”
which, of course, fits in much better with the real content of the work in
question, and might have been a matter well worth studying. By contrast, the
more esoteric sige of Donne, which is what seems to interest Albrecht, is
almost totally absent from Keynes’s list.

As an example of further wanderings on the author’s part, on p. 27 we read
(the emphases are hers):

In opposition to Dominican concepts of memory (based upon Thomistic

sense-oriented images), Lull’s system of memory was based upon names
(signifying abstract things that cannot be pictured in corporeal form).
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