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Why does Ben Jonson’s “To Penshurst” continue
to interest us profoundly--and with more than
antiquarian interest--since it is about a way of life that is
gone forever? It concerns patronage and power;! and
such texts always fascinate self-consciously postmodern
readers. But I want to come at the poem more obliquely,
by relating it with a particular postmodern text. I have
in mind Heidegger’s essay “Bauen Wohnen Denken,” or,
in Hofstadter’s translation, “Building Dwelling
Thinking” (Heidegger 145-61).

Heidegger’s title echoes Jonson’s resonant last
line: “their lords have built, but thy lord dwells”
(Jonson 285). The antithesis sets inauthentic building,
mere building, against authentic dwelling. Heidegger
says about this inauthentic sense of building,

usually we take production to be an activity
whose performance has a result, the finished
structure, as its consequence. It is possible to
conceive of making in that way; we thereby grasp
something that is correct, and yet never touch its
nature. . . . the nature of the erecting of buildings
cannot be understood adequately in terms either
of architecture or of engineering construction. ...
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