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the altar george herbert analysis offers an insightful exploration into one of the most renowned
metaphysical poems of the 17th century. This poem, written by the Anglican priest and poet George
Herbert, employs a unique form and vivid imagery to express themes of sacrifice, devotion, and spiritual
renewal. The poem’s structure, symbolism, and religious context provide ample material for an in-depth
literary examination. Understanding the poem’s metaphors and the poet’s intention enriches the
appreciation of its spiritual and artistic dimensions. This article aims to provide a comprehensive analysis of
“The Altar” by George Herbert, highlighting its thematic elements, poetic form, and historical background.
Readers will gain a clearer understanding of how Herbert’s work embodies the fusion of poetry and faith.
The following sections will systematically dissect the poem’s content and significance.

Historical and Biographical Context

Structure and Form

Symbolism and Imagery

Thematic Analysis

Religious and Spiritual Significance

Language and Style

Historical and Biographical Context
George Herbert was a Welsh-born poet and Anglican priest who lived during the early 17th century, a
period marked by religious turmoil and the rise of metaphysical poetry. His experiences as a clergyman
deeply influenced his poetic output, which often centers on themes of faith, divine sacrifice, and human
humility. "The Altar," one of his most famous poems, was first published posthumously in 1633 as part of his
collection "The Temple." Understanding Herbert’s religious vocation and the historical context of
Anglicanism during the English Reformation is essential to grasp the poem’s depth. The poem reflects the
Renaissance and metaphysical tradition of blending intellectual rigor with spiritual devotion.



Structure and Form
The poem's distinctive shape is a notable feature of “The Altar,” as it visually resembles an altar on the page.
This form is an example of concrete or pattern poetry, where the physical arrangement of words enhances
the thematic content. The poem is composed of three quatrains with an irregular rhyme scheme that
complements its spiritual message. Herbert’s use of enjambment and caesura creates a rhythm that mimics
the act of building or constructing an altar, symbolizing the poet’s offering to God. The compact and
deliberate structure reflects the poem’s focus on sacrifice and devotion.

Concrete Poetry and Visual Impact
The altar-shaped arrangement of the poem’s lines visually reinforces the central metaphor of the poem.
This technique emphasizes the unity between form and content, a hallmark of Herbert’s craftsmanship.
The shape draws the reader’s attention to the act of worship itself, making the poem not only a verbal but
also a visual representation of spiritual offering.

Rhyme and Meter
The poem employs a simple yet effective rhyme scheme (ABAB) that helps maintain a meditative tone.
The meter varies slightly, which adds to the poem’s natural, heartfelt expression. This variability mirrors
the poet’s personal and spiritual struggles, lending authenticity to the devotional theme.

Symbolism and Imagery
Symbolism is central to “The Altar,” with the altar itself representing the poet’s heart and soul as an
offering to God. Herbert uses metaphors related to construction and sacrifice, linking physical and spiritual
acts. The imagery of stones, fire, and brokenness conveys the idea of transformation through divine grace.
Additionally, the altar symbolizes the intersection of human frailty and divine strength, illustrating the
poet’s quest for spiritual renewal.

The Altar as a Symbol
The altar is a multifaceted symbol in the poem, representing both a literal place of sacrifice and a
metaphorical space within the poet’s heart. This dual symbolism underscores the intimate relationship
between external worship and internal devotion. The altar’s construction from “cemented with tears”
highlights the emotional and spiritual effort involved in true worship.



Imagery of Sacrifice and Offering
Herbert’s references to “a broken heart” and “a heart humbled” evoke the biblical notion of a contrite spirit
being pleasing to God. The imagery suggests that genuine sacrifice requires humility and self-renunciation
rather than material offerings. Fire imagery in the poem alludes to purification and divine acceptance,
reinforcing the theme of spiritual transformation.

Thematic Analysis
The central theme of “The Altar” is the poet’s offering of himself to God as a spiritual sacrifice. Themes of
humility, devotion, and the interplay between human imperfection and divine grace permeate the poem.
Herbert explores the idea that true worship arises from inward sincerity rather than external pomp. The
poem also touches on renewal and redemption, suggesting that brokenness can lead to spiritual wholeness.

Devotion and Spiritual Offering
The poem emphasizes the importance of sincere devotion over ritualistic acts. Herbert’s personal sacrifice is
both a literal and figurative offering, symbolizing complete submission to God’s will. This theme reflects
the broader metaphysical concern with the relationship between the human soul and divine presence.

Humility and Brokenness
Humility emerges as a vital theme, with the poet presenting a “broken heart” as the most acceptable altar to
God. This concept aligns with biblical teachings about contrition and repentance, conveying the message
that spiritual openness and vulnerability are prerequisites for divine grace.

Religious and Spiritual Significance
George Herbert’s “The Altar” is deeply embedded in Christian theology, particularly Anglican sacramental
practices. The poem’s focus on sacrifice resonates with the Eucharistic tradition, where the altar is a sacred
site of communion and offering. Herbert’s spiritual message advocates for an internalized faith grounded in
personal sacrifice and heartfelt worship. The poem serves as a devotional text that bridges poetry and
prayer, illustrating the metaphysical poets’ ability to infuse literary art with religious fervor.

Connection to Anglican Rituals
The poem’s altar imagery directly correlates with the Anglican Church’s use of the altar during
communion. This connection enhances the poem’s meaning, linking the personal spiritual experience of



the poet with communal religious practices. Herbert’s role as a priest informs this perspective, giving the
poem a liturgical resonance.

Metaphysical Religious Expression
Herbert’s work exemplifies metaphysical poetry’s characteristic blend of intellectual exploration and
spiritual depth. The poem’s paradoxes and vivid metaphors reflect the complexity of religious experience,
emphasizing faith as both an emotional and intellectual journey.

Language and Style
The language of “The Altar” is concise yet evocative, combining plain diction with rich metaphorical
meaning. Herbert’s style is marked by clarity, emotional intensity, and symbolic depth. The poem’s tone is
reverent and introspective, capturing the sincerity of the poet’s worship. The use of first-person
perspective personalizes the spiritual offering, inviting readers to contemplate their own faith and
devotion.

Use of Metaphor and Symbol
Herbert’s metaphors are carefully crafted to convey complex theological ideas in accessible terms. The altar
as a metaphor for the heart, and the breaking of the heart as preparation for divine acceptance, are central
stylistic devices that enhance the poem’s spiritual message.

Conciseness and Emotional Impact
Despite its brevity, the poem delivers a powerful emotional impact through its concentrated language and
imagery. Herbert’s economical use of words ensures that every line contributes meaningfully to the overall
theme, making the poem both memorable and profound.

Key Stylistic Features

Concrete or pattern poetry form

Simple rhyme scheme with rhythmic variation

Symbolic and religious imagery



Direct and humble tone

First-person devotional voice

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of George Herbert's poem 'The Altar'?
The central theme of 'The Altar' is the poet's spiritual devotion and sacrifice to God, symbolized by the altar
made of his own heart and tears.

How does George Herbert use shape poetry in 'The Altar'?
Herbert uses concrete or shape poetry by arranging the poem's lines to form the shape of an altar,
reinforcing the poem's theme of sacrifice and worship visually.

What symbolism is present in 'The Altar' by George Herbert?
The altar symbolizes the poet's heart and his willingness to offer himself as a spiritual sacrifice to God,
representing inner devotion and humility.

How does 'The Altar' reflect George Herbert's religious beliefs?
The poem reflects Herbert's deep Anglican faith and his belief in personal sacrifice, repentance, and humble
devotion as means of connecting with God.

What is the significance of the phrase 'A broken ALTAR, Lord, thy
servant rears' in the poem?
This line signifies the poet's acknowledgment of his own imperfection and brokenness, offering himself
humbly to God as a spiritual altar despite his flaws.

How does the structure of 'The Altar' contribute to its overall meaning?
The poem's structure, including its shape and concise, heartfelt language, emphasizes the unity of form and
content, highlighting the sincerity and simplicity of the poet's devotion.



What literary devices are prominent in 'The Altar' by George Herbert?
Prominent literary devices include metaphor (heart as altar), imagery (sacrifice and brokenness), and
alliteration, which enhance the poem's devotional tone.

In what way does 'The Altar' exemplify metaphysical poetry?
The poem exemplifies metaphysical poetry through its use of conceit, combining physical shape with
spiritual meaning, and exploring complex themes of faith and sacrifice with intellectual depth.

How does George Herbert convey humility in 'The Altar'?
Herbert conveys humility by presenting himself as a broken altar, imperfect yet devoted, emphasizing
reliance on God's grace rather than personal merit.

Why is 'The Altar' considered an important work in George Herbert's
collection of poems?
'The Altar' is important because it encapsulates Herbert's characteristic blend of religious devotion,
inventive form, and emotional sincerity, making it a quintessential example of his spiritual poetry.

Additional Resources
1. The Poetry of George Herbert: A Critical Analysis
This book offers an in-depth exploration of George Herbert's poetic works, with particular emphasis on
"The Altar." It examines the religious and metaphysical themes in his poetry, highlighting how Herbert
uses imagery and structure to convey spiritual devotion. The analysis includes contextual background that
enriches the reader’s understanding of his sacred verse.

2. George Herbert’s "The Altar": Form, Symbolism, and Devotion
Focusing specifically on "The Altar," this study unpacks the symbolic meaning behind the poem’s shape
and language. The author discusses how Herbert’s innovative use of concrete poetry reflects the themes of
sacrifice and worship. The book also connects Herbert’s work to the broader tradition of 17th-century
religious poetry.

3. Metaphysical Poets and the Sacred: George Herbert’s "The Altar"
This collection of essays situates "The Altar" within the metaphysical poetry movement, exploring its
theological underpinnings and stylistic features. It highlights Herbert’s unique blend of intellect and faith,
showing how his poetry serves as a form of prayer and meditation. The book is ideal for readers interested
in the intersection of poetry and spirituality.

4. Symbolism and Structure in George Herbert’s Religious Poetry



This book analyzes the intricate symbolism and formal elements in Herbert’s poems, with a dedicated
chapter on "The Altar." It discusses how Herbert’s use of shaped poetry enhances the thematic content,
emphasizing themes of sacrifice and redemption. The author provides a detailed close reading that reveals
the layered meanings of Herbert’s work.

5. George Herbert: The Language of Devotion
Exploring the devotional aspect of Herbert’s poetry, this book pays special attention to "The Altar" as a
representation of personal piety. It examines how Herbert’s language evokes a sense of humility and
earnestness in spiritual reflection. The analysis also considers the historical and religious context that shaped
his writing.

6. The Metaphysical and the Mystical: Analyzing "The Altar" by George Herbert
This study delves into the mystical dimensions of "The Altar," interpreting the poem as a metaphor for the
speaker’s spiritual transformation. It discusses Herbert’s use of paradox and metaphor to express complex
religious ideas. The book offers insightful commentary on how Herbert’s poetry bridges the gap between
intellect and faith.

7. Shaped Poetry and Religious Imagery in George Herbert’s Works
Focusing on the visual and thematic aspects of Herbert’s poetry, this book explores how "The Altar"
employs shaped verse to deepen its religious message. It analyzes the interplay between form and content,
demonstrating Herbert’s mastery of poetic craft. Readers will gain a greater appreciation for the innovative
techniques used in metaphysical poetry.

8. George Herbert and the Art of Sacred Poetry
This comprehensive study covers the major themes and stylistic features of Herbert’s sacred poetry, with a
significant focus on "The Altar." It discusses how Herbert’s work reflects his Anglican faith and his personal
spiritual journey. The book combines literary analysis with theological insights to provide a holistic
understanding of his poetry.

9. Prayer, Sacrifice, and Poetry: Understanding George Herbert’s "The Altar"
This book explores the central themes of prayer and sacrifice in "The Altar," interpreting the poem as a
metaphor for the poet’s offering of himself to God. The author examines the historical context and Herbert’s
religious beliefs to illuminate the poem’s meaning. The analysis highlights the emotional and spiritual
depth of Herbert’s devotional writing.
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