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JOHN DONNE 
(1572-1631) 

 
This handout was prepared by Dr. William Tarvin, a retired professor of literature. 
Please visit my free website www.tarvinlit.com. Over 500 works of American and British 
literature are analyzed there for free. 

 
An answer key is provided at the end of this handout. 
 
I.    LIFE  
 
 1.   Donne himself distinguished two radically different parts of his life:   
 
 2.  First, Donne in his 20s was a roustabout who wrote bawdy and cynical verse, 
praising _____________. 
 
 3.  Second, Donne from his 30s on (after his marriage) was serious and religious.  
He became a minister, rising to the high position of Dean of St. _____________ 
Cathedral in London and personal pastor to the King of England.  His poetry during this 
period is very _________________. 
 
 
II.   DONNE AND METAPHYSICAL POETRY 
 
 1.    The term “metaphysical” means “above the _______________ world” of 
the senses; it therefore indicates something highly “intellectual.”   
 
 2.  “Metaphysical” is often applied to Donne and his subsequent school of poets 
because of the school's use of eccentric and esoteric ______________.   
 
 3.   One characteristic of Metaphysical poetry is the use of _______________ 
speech, as when the poet addresses Death, not solemnly, but insultingly, in “Holy 
Sonnet 10:  Death, Be Not ______________.” 
 
 4.  Another aspect is the use of metaphors and similes with far-reaching allusions 
to physiology, ________________, alchemy, __________________, geography, 
and biology, as in the botany image of Donne’s “Song: Go and Catch a 
_____________ Star.”  
 
 5.  A third aspect of Metaphysical poetry is the use of startling imagery that 
associates incongruous  objects,  as in comparing two lovers to the two legs of  a  
drawing _____________  in Donne’s “A Valediction:  Forbidding 
_________________.”     
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 6.   A final characteristic is thematic:  In Metaphysical poetry there is typically a 
__________________ atmosphere of a disrupted and confused world instead of the 
ordered sane universe of the Elizabethan World Picture.  “All coherence gone,” Donne 
wrote in one of his poems. 
 
 
III.  "SONG: GO AND CATCH A FALLING STAR"  
 
  1. Theme:  This poem insists merrily, not bitterly, on the impossibility of 
finding a faithful ______________. 
 
  2.  Summary:   In stanza one, the speaker demands the listener to attempt 
a number of impossible things, such as _______________ a falling star.   
 
  3.  In the second stanza, he tells the listener to travel all over the earth, 
examining everyone, and insists that he will never find a beautiful woman who is 
_______________ to her lover or husband.   
 
  4.  The final stanza concludes that if you do find one, she will be 
______________ with several men before the speaker can visit her. 
 
   
IV.  "A VALEDICTION:  FORBIDDING MOURNING"  
 
  1.   Theme:  The poem affirms the faithfulness of a husband and 
______________, even though they are separated.  The speaker says that the couple 
shares a single, indivisible soul, and _______________ will not impair this unity.   
 
  2.  The poem was apparently written by Donne in 1611 as a valediction 
(goodbye speech) to his ____________, who had objected to a continental tour 
Donne was about to take. 
 
  3.   Summary:   In the first two stanzas, the husband tells his wife not to 
___________ because he is going on a trip, because their love is special, not like that 
of most people.   
 
  4.  In the next four stanzas, he defines the difference between the common 
love of most people, which is based on ________________ nearness, and their own 
spiritual love; he uses images based on the cosmos and metal-making to exalt the special 
nature of their love.   
 
  5.  The  final three stanzas develop  the  famous metaphor  in  which the 
souls of the lovers are compared  to  the legs  of  a drawing _______________, which 
may be moved  far  apart,  but which are forever joined where the legs of the 
_________________ intersect. 
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V.  "HOLY SONNET 10:  DEATH, BE NOT PROUD"  
 
  1.   Theme:  For a Christian, death is not a powerful experience to be 
________________, but it is an entry into ______________ life. 
 
  2.   Type of poem:  A ___________ (a poem of 14 lines) 
 
  3.   Summary:   The poet begins by chiding Death as neither 
“_____________” nor "______________" (2) nor even competent at its job since 
death cannot "___________ me" (4).     
 
  4.  Next, Death is characterized as a slave to human will and fate; it is of 
such a poor standing that it dwells near "poison, _____________, and sickness" (10).   
The implications are clear--Death is not mighty since it is a _____________, and 
Death is ignoble since it keeps ___________ company.   
 
  5.  The speaker adds that sedatives are just as effective, even more 
effective, in producing _____________.   
 
  6.  Given these limitations, why then, Death, the speaker asks, do you swell 
with __________ and take yourself so ________________?    
 
  7.  The concluding two lines transcend death by passing through it to 
eternal life, thus killing Death by robbing it of its dominion:  "Death, thou shalt 
___________" (14). 
  
VI.    "MEDITATION 17"  
 
  1.  Theme:  The union of all Christians through ___________ and the 
Christian _______________.   
 
  2.   Summary:  This reflection, presumably made from a sickbed, has a 
specific religious purpose:  To make the reader see that humankind is connected and 
that the death of one human being affects all ________________.   
 
  3.  As  Donne states, "No [Christian] man  is  an _____________,  entire 
of itself; every man is a piece of the  continent [that  is,  an  integral  part  of  humanity  
and  the  Christian church].  . . .  [Therefore] any man's ________________ 
__________________ me, because I am involved in ________________; and 
therefore never send to know for whom the [death] __________ tolls; it 
_____________ for thee."    
 
  4.  Donne  thus  asserts  that  each  ____________________ Christian  
is  important,  and that when the  church  bell  ___________ indicating  that  a  
Christian has died, a part  of  every  other _______________ also dies. 
 
  5.  Ernest ______________ took the title of his great novel For Whom 
the Bell Tolls from this ________________ by Donne. 
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Answer Key 
 
I. 

  2.   hedonism. 

  3.   Paul’s; religious. 

 

II. 

  1.   physical. 

  2.   learning. 

  3.   colloquial; Proud. 

  4.   astronomy; chemistry; Falling. 

  5.   compass; Mourning. 

  6.   pessimistic. 

 

III. 

  1.   woman. 

  2.   catching. 

  3.   faithful. 

  4.   false. 

 

IV.  

  1.   wife; absence. 

  2.   wife. 

  3.   cry. 

  4.   physical. 

  5.   compass; compass. 

 

V.  

  1.   feared; eternal. 

  2.   sonnet. 

  3.   mighty; dreadful; kill. 

  4.   war; slave; bad. 
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  5.   sleep. 

  6.   pride; seriously. 

  7.   die. 

 

VI. 

  1.   Christ; church. 

  2.   humanity. 

  3.   Island; death; diminishes; mankind; bell; tolls. 

  4.   individual; tolls; Christian. 

  5.   Hemingway; meditation. 


