SAMPLE POETRY EXPLICATION



BINDER: HANDOUTS

Most people are afraid of death, but in his poem “Death Be Not Proud,” John Donne argues that, thanks to the promise of eternal life in heaven, we have nothing to fear. Donne uses personification, word choice, alliteration, and paradox to help communicate the theme of this poem.

Donne’s attitude towards death – his tone – is apparent from the first lines of the poem when he states, “Death, be not proud.” Here the speaker, presumably Donne, is personifying death; in other words, he is imagining death as if it were a person he can talk to, and in this case, even talk down to. We can say “talk down to” because Donne uses the imperative command form of the verb “to be” in this first line. Clearly, if the speaker is giving Death a command, that must mean he sees Death as an inferior, someone he can boss around like a child. This opening line establishes Donne’s attitude towards Death as condescending and even a bit hostile. 

Donne continues to belittle Death throughout the rest of the poem, using personification as well as word choice and alliteration to make his point. For example, the speaker tells Death that it is not “mighty and dreadful” and that it cannot kill anyone, including the speaker: “For those whom thou think’st thou dost overthrow, / Die not, poor Death, nor yet canst thou kill me.” It is important to notice that Donne calls Death “poor” here and that by using this adjective he furthers his characterization of Death as an inferior, weak, and helpless creature. The alliteration in those lines also reinforces the speaker’s aggressively condescending attitude. It is easy to imagine the speaker spitting out the words “those,” “thou,” “think’st,” “thou,” and “throw” as well as “Die” and “Death” and “canst” and “kill” with a tone of seething hostility. 

In the next few lines, Donne goes on to argue that Death is a “slave to Fate, chance, kings, and desperate men,” and his choice of the word “slave” again reinforces the idea that Death is weak and pathetic. The speaker then insults Death but saying that it “dwells” with “poison, war, and sickness,” and this creates an image of a sad and wretched dwelling place or home. Twisting the knife a little more, Donne tells Death that “poppy, or charms can make us sleep as well, / And better than thy stroke.” This basically means that drugs do a better job of making people sleep than Death; in other words, Death is inept. 

Now that Donne has done everything he can to mortify and belittle Death, he takes one more step and tells death that thanks to the promise of eternal life, death itself will die: “One short sleep past, we wake eternally, / And Death shall be no more; Death thou shalt die.” This last line – “Death thou shalt die” – is a paradox, but it makes sense because of Donne’s logic; after all, if people live forever in heaven, they do not really die. The use of paradox is particularly effective here because the contradiction reinforces Donne’s characterization of death as inept and weak. If Death can die, it really is a pathetic  creature, and we need not fear it.

