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INTRODUCTION
John Donne, born in London, probably early in 1572, was the son of a prosper​ous tradesman.  His mother, ho came from a more distinguished family, was a Roman Catholic.  He was educated at Oxford, but was unable to take a degree because of his Catholic religion.  He may have then gone to Cambridge and possibly travelled in Europe before going first to Thavies Inn and then, in 1592, to Lincoln's Inn where he studied law.  Donne read widely while he was there, especially in the field of theology.  During this time he face a conflict as to which religion, Catholicism or Anglicanism, was the right one for him.  The date of his decision in favour of the Church of England is uncertain but it was taken many years later.

Donne's life was not only centred around the Inns of Court.  He also took his place in the world of wit and fashion, made friends with the gifted youth of his time and became "a great visitor of ladies" (Wilmott, 1985: 85).  Despite his reputation for hard study in many languages and many subjects, he also began at this time a series of highly original love poems.

When he lift the Inn of Court, Donne travelled in Italy and Spain, and took part in two naval expeditions (1596 and 1597).  In 1598 he became secretary to the powerful Sir Thomas Egerton, but ruined his chances by secretly marrying Lady Egerton's niece, Ann More, in December 1610.  He went to prison an lost his job.  Forgiven but not reinstated, he lived for some years in relatively poverty and discomfort at Mitcham, then a village outside London, with his rapidly growing family.  Being poor, he sought patronage and produced some excellent work for the great Countess of Bedford, Sir Robert Drury, and others.

In 1605, at the age of forty three, he was ordained.  Thenceforth, he wrote little verse, and that of relatively minor importance.  Instead, he wrote and preached sermons which established him as one of the greatest of preachers in an age of great pulpit oratory.  His religious poetry belongs mostly to the period between 1607 and 1615.

His wife died in 1617 and he celebrated her memory in a magnificent sermon and a fine sonnet.  In 1621 he became Dean of St. Paul's, a position he held until his death.  In 1623, seriously ill, he wrote Devotions upon Emergent Occasionis, a set of religious meditations on his disease which, for all their solemnity, show that he remained in his strange way the wittiest of writers.

Donne' reputation as a poet faded rapidly, and was not fully revived until the present century.  His influence on modern poetry has been considerable, because poets admire the intellectual vigour of his work, his range of learned references and his wit.  He died in 1631 (Gardner, 1962: 67)


Death Be Not Proud
In this Petrarchan sonnet, the poet directly addresses a personified death, telling it: "be not proud".  The sonnet continues by denying any fear of, or respect for, death, describing its weaknesses and meaninglessness.  the poem is a holy sonnet, reaffirming a strong belief in an immortal afterlife.  The poet rest on this assumption in telling Death:


For those, whom thou think'st, thou doest overthrow,


Die not, poor death, nor yet cans't thou kill me.

Death is belittled.  It is not "mighty and dreadful", but rather ineffective and full of false pride - "thou think'st".  The enjambment of the first line lays stress on the word "mighty" (second line), the very thing he says Death is not.  His ridicule of Death is thus clearly displayed.  It is referred to as "poor death", poor in power, and treated with condescending pity.

In the next rhyming section, the poet compares Death to "rest and sleep, which but thy picture be".  He states that if "much pleasure" is to be gained from these lesser reflections, "much more must flow" from Death itself.  This is a very unusual way of regarding the generally accepted idea of Death being as a sleep, and it is clearly mocking in tone.  The "dreadfulness" of Death is further undermined by the idea that "our best men" find rest and "soul's delivery" in Death, and thus the sooner it happens the better for them.

In the sestet the poet outlines what death is really like:  "Thou art slave to fate, chance, kings, and desperate men".  The word "slave" humiliates Death, and places it in a position of captivity and total lack of power.  It is ruled by fate and chance, like a mortal being, against which it is impossible to struggle.  It is also ruled, not only by kings, who at least have worldly power, but even by "desperate men", no doubt murderers and such.  Furthermore, Death is depicted as being an accomplice of base and unpleasant things: "poison, war and sickness".  It can easily be replaced in its sleep-inducing function by more pleasant things: "poppy, or charms", which:


"... make us sleep as well


and better than thy stroke."

There is therefore no reason for Death to be proud: "why swell'st thou then?"  The final blow against the power of Death come in the last lines.  Death will pass like a "short sleep".  It has no lasting hold on human beings, but they 
"... wake eternally


And death shall be no more"

Eternal life is seen by the poet to be his destiny, and eternal life does away with Death altogether: "Death thou shalt die" (see 1 Cor 15: 26, 54).  It is a final irony, that Death's only hold is on itself.  It will destroy itself and be no more.


Batter My Heart
"Batter my heart":  This forceful opening is appropriate both for the images of the blacksmith hammering on the anvil and for the siege images which follow.  In this poem the poet wants his heart to be forcefully and repeatedly struck with hard blows in order to effect some change, and he wants  the Trinitarian Godhead, "three personed God", to initiate this action.

"As yet but" in the next line shows a contrast to what he wants. God does not "batter" but rather knocks, breathes and shines. These words are gentle and indicative of the character of God. God never forces His will on man but stands at his heart's door, continually knocking instead of battering his way through. These words also decrease in intensity.

In the third line a paradox is evident. In order to "rise", he begs God to make him a new man by force and violence. He can only stand after he has been 'o'erthrown' and conquered by God.

In the third line a paradox is evident. In order to "rise", he begs God to make him a new man by force and violence. He can only stand after he has been 'o'erthrown' and conquered by God.

In line four the words "break, blow and burn" are used. This alliteration is strong and powerful. These three words evoke force and are a direct contrast to the former "knock, breathe, shine". The poet, like an object, is past repair and must be completely re-made.

In line five, the poet gives the imagery of a town wrongfully and forcefully ceased by another power, which is usually done against the will of the people living in it. This is what he feels has happened to his heart and his life. Another power has come and forcefully claimed and taken full control of his life and this is why he calls to God for release from this state of captivity. He wants God to take the leading role and exercise authority over him. He desires to be submissive and obedient, not to other powers (satan and sin), but to God.  Even "reason" which should defend him against sin has been taken captive and is itself weak.

The past knows that he also has a role to play in this whole thing and is aware that as a Christian it is his duty to stand up for what he knows is right.  He wants to defend himself, but he is weak  and always fails.  This is the lot of mankind who in wanting to sever God, find themselves doing the things contrary to the will of God.

In the sestet there is a shift from the octet image of the siege to a love image.  the word "yet" in lime nine introduces this new imagery.  Despite his weaknesses and his failings, the piety expresses a sincere love for God, "yet dearly I love you", and he goes on admitting that God loves him unconditional​ly ("and would be loved fain").  God means a great deal to him and what really hurts him is that he does not always honour this love.

He finds himself in a predicament; he wants to obey God yet is married to the enemy.  god's enemy, sin, has a hold on him, "but am betrothed unto you enemy" and he cannot escape from its grasp.  He has been united to the enemy as in a marriage; they have become one.  He therefore pleads with God to "untie or break that knot" that binds him.  He wants to be divorced from sin and this he wants accomplished through imprisonment from God.  If he is under the full control of God he would never fail again and he would be able to please the God he loves so much.  There is thus a return to the paradox of the octet.

The final paradox is in the last line of the sonnet.  The poet states that he will never be virtuous ("chaste") unless God "ravishes", that is, rapes or defiles him.  He does not care what God does just as long as he is under God's authority.  The language he uses is violent but the resolution he eventually come to is quiet.

Batter = ramp to conquere a city

usurped town = a town tat is conquered, break the walls down.

breath = inspiration

Viceroy = someone in the kings place

chaste = pure virgin

ravish = rape, use power

J Donne (metaphysical poet)

poppy = opiate, opuim

Apostraphy = speak to death as to a person
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