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DEATH BE NOT PROUD, JOHN DONNE
John Donne was a metaphysical poet, and the uniqueness in this poem is its unique subject which aims to personify death. It is a sonnet that aims to provoke the popular perception of death. In the poem, death is used as a metaphor in various ways, and from the first two lines of the poem, the poet personifies death to present it as a powerless figure yet people fear it and imagine it to be mighty and dreadful. The poem brings out an argument that death is a powerless figure and defends this with logical reasoning hence denies the authority of death. It is the central theme in the poem: the powerlessness of death. The logical reasoning is that death is a “slave to fate, chance, kings and desperate men” and cannot do otherwise by virtue of its nature, in this sense Donne makes fun at death’s inflated sense of itself. Death can bring rest, but it still is not the best because charms or poppies make us sleep as well. Moreover, death is a slave to many masters and is extremely bound and controlled by forces out of its control. The lack of freedom in choosing its victims is what makes death unworthy of fear.
Death in this poem is not the conqueror but simply an entity without freewill and only functions to prepare men for a journey, and this gives a new interpretation of death as being a transition rather than the widely accepted conventional approach which approaches death as an end to something great, more like a conqueror. The influence of death is not final or even long-lasting because once we die, we awake eternally as Donne writes “one short sleep past, we wake eternally.” It is for this reason that death as an entity should not be proud because the power it has over men is a fleeting illusion that serves the purpose of transitioning its victims into the afterlife from the earthly life, after which it is no more. After death fulfils its purpose on an individual, it is “no more” because it becomes overcome by a life which lasts eternally.
The poet demonstrates a number of Christian doctrines such as resurrection and immortality of the soul and in the process refers to death as inferior, a slave. The word slave suggests that death in itself is not mysterious; it is no more powerful than any mortal is. According to Donne, death gives birth to our souls and should not be considered as mighty or superior because it is not invincible as people may believe. (Marno, 2016) The poem encompasses very strong emotions by the poet, and these emotions mock the position death occupies in the lives of men by bringing the argument that death is unworthy of awe or even fear, “though some have called thee mighty and dreadful, thou art not so”. It can be noted that Donne views death as an immense pleasure such as sleep or even rest that can allow men to relax and take a break from all the hurdles of life but the funny thing is that several other things such as drugs can bring similar immense pleasure hence making death not a great and mysterious entity. The poem also works to foreshadow a logical presentation of death as well as the belief in eternal life and the afterlife.
The only reason death is feared by mortals is because no one has an idea of what happens in the afterworld. From reading the poem one gets the feeling that death is known, for example when death is associated with sickness, war and poison it is seen as subject to these horrible circumstances that the less fortunate mortals deal with, and so death is governed by low standards which dictate that it is just as low as what it works for. Death is less mysterious and something that mortals are not afraid of because it has to play by the rules just as mortals do. (Patel, 2015) A king can order another person to death and dictate how the person dies, and in this case, death becomes subordinate to man, this example illustrates that death is less powerful than a man because it is “a slave to kings”.
The poem consists of three metaphors which compare death to a proud man, a slave and an unrealistic object respectively throughout the whole poem. All of these bring out the powerlessness of death. Man should not fear death because mortals can control death, and the poem ends in irony when the poet in the last line states that “death, thou shalt die” this compares death to mere mortal who after serving their purpose becomes no more, but it is strange becomes mortals have the afterlife, but death seems to end absolutely. (Tippens, 2018)The poet concludes in a very strange way by saying that for mortals we sleep for a while and wake up eternally in the afterlife, but death’s fate is different for it shall be no more in that it dies and has no afterlife. It is easy to feel pity for death as an entity because it has nothing and even in its existence, it is a slave to many masters, yet people imagine it is the master. What a pathetic circumstance death has, instead of fear and mystery, all one can feel is pity for death as an entity; hence, it should not be proud in any way because it is unworthy of pride.
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