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Herbert is frequently described as a metaphysical poet, but 
Helen argues that on closer study, his devotional poems 
are in fact firmly grounded in the physical environment, 
the material world. By reference to eight poems, Helen 
investigated the ways in which Herbert’s verse works with 
earthly matter in order to explore spiritual experience, 
transforming (as Herbert himself put it) ‘things of ordinary 
use’ into ‘lights even of heavenly truth’.

The poems Helen chose were: ‘Gratefulnesse’, lines 1-4; 
‘Praise (III)’, lines 1-6; ‘The Church-floore’, lines 1-12; 
‘The Agonie’; ‘The Windows’; ‘Mattens’; ‘The Elixir’ and 
‘Vertue’. 

She demonstrated how, through his use of metaphor, 
Herbert draws the reader beyond the physical to the 
spiritual, ‘The Church-floore’ providing a particularly good 
example. Ordinary things, the small scale and the familiar 
such as trees, water, air, weather and flowers, serve to 
illuminate spiritual truth. Herbert’s references to the senses 
of smell, taste, and even to music in the stretched sinews 
of the strings against wood, all suggest that for him, the 
experience of God has to be felt; that out of the physical 
world comes the spiritual.
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Helen recollects: ‘On Friday afternoon I gave a talk on 
Herbert and the Material World, held at Sarum College. 
The room was not easy to speak in – it’s wide rather than 
deep – and the talk took place at the sleepy time of a hot 
afternoon... but I did my best to galvanise the audience 
with thoughts about Herbert’s engagement with the 
physical as well as the spiritual world. I especially valued 
the chance to talk about poems such as ‘The Church-
floore’, ‘Mattens’ and ‘The Elixir’, suggesting that Herbert’s 
sense of our material surroundings invariably leads to a 
glimpse of heaven.’ 

Of the Festival as a whole, Helen commented: ‘The 
programme was a great delight with its mixture of large 
and small events, formal and informal, literary, spiritual 
and artistic, in such a splendid variety of locations. The 
warm sunny weather properly reflected the prevailing 
mood indoors, and… friendships were made and renewed 
through GH during those special days.’ 

‘[The Festival] was a most enjoyable event 
of very high quality… To have so fine an 
experience, plus Helen Wilcox’s talks plus 
the concert in Wilton House felt to be a very 
special treat.’ 
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‘What a wonderful, wonderful Festival! …
Helen Wilcox’s vigorous, engaging talks… 
what a glorious whirlwind!’

‘I enjoyed the Festival 
so much. It seemed to 
me a huge success, with 
such a splendid array 
of talent, some of it 
very distinguished, and 
wonderful audiences, 
mostly full to capacity and 
very enthusiastic.’        




