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Death, be not proud (Holy Sonnet 10)

Death, be not proud, though some have called thee

Mighty and dreadful, for thou art not so;

Analysis: The poem opens as an apostrophe: the entire sonnet is addressed directly to Death as though it 
were a person capable of listening. By doing this, the speaker gains complete control of the exchange, since 
Death, not being an actual person, cannot respond or defend itself. The personification of Death is also a 
deliberate strategy of disempowerment: what people fear most about death is its alien, unknowable quality, 
but as soon as it is treated as a person it becomes familiar, finite, even flawed. The speaker immediately 
names that flaw: Death is proud, and pride is one of the seven deadly sins. From the opening line, Death is 
already condemned by its own character.

The two adjectives some people assign to Death, mighty and dreadful, cover the full range of 
human fear: might refers to Death's supposed power to defeat even the strongest men, while 
dreadful speaks to the suffering it is imagined to bring. The speaker acknowledges that this 
view exists, but the clause "for thou art not so" shuts it down with a tone that is not fearful or 
tentative but authoritative and final.

For those whom thou think'st thou dost overthrow

Die not, poor Death, nor yet canst thou kill me.

Analysis: The word overthrow belongs to the language of conquest, and the speaker uses it deliberately to 
expose the delusion at the heart of Death's pride: Death imagines itself as a conqueror. The alliteration of 
the soft th sound across "those whom thou thinkst thou dost overthrow" runs like a whisper through the 
line, subtly reducing Death to something gentle and insubstantial rather than monstrous.

"Poor Death" marks a turning point in tone. The speaker is no longer simply disagreeing with 
Death but pitying it, mocking it as a deluded figure that has convinced itself of a greatness it 
does not possess. The word yet does not mean "not yet but eventually": it means even now, 
still, emphasising that Death is currently and continuously powerless. The central paradox of 
the poem is introduced here: those whom Death believes it kills do not in fact die. The argument 
that will fill the remaining lines exists to explain and justify this claim.

From rest and sleep, which but thy pictures be,

Much pleasure; then from thee much more must flow,

Analysis: The metaphor of rest and sleep as "pictures" of Death recasts death as something familiar and 
even pleasant. A picture is a copy, a representation: rest and sleep are not death itself but resemblances of 
it, and since humans find deep pleasure and restoration in sleep, the logical conclusion is that death, the 
real thing, must bring even more. The speaker builds his argument on a straightforward if-then structure: 
if the copy gives pleasure, the original must give greater pleasure still.
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This is also a biblical allusion: Christ himself describes Lazarus as "asleep" rather than dead, and 
the comparison of death to sleep runs throughout Christian theology as a way of understanding 
death not as annihilation but as rest before resurrection. The alliteration of the m sound 
in "much...much more must flow" has the quality of a murmur of satisfaction, acoustically 
imitating the pleasure being described. The assonance of the long vowels at the line's end, 
"from thee much more must flow," carries the same effect: it is slow, restful, and unhurried.

And soonest our best men with thee do go,

Rest of their bones, and soul's delivery.

Analysis: The best people die young, the speaker argues, because death is a reward rather than a 
punishment: God grants it soonest to those most deserving. Notice that these men go with Death rather 
than being overthrown by it. They are not victims but willing travellers using Death as transit. Death does 
not conquer them; they accompany it.

"Rest of their bones" uses bones as a synecdoche for the whole body. Death gives the physical 
self the rest it has earned. But Death cannot touch the soul: instead of resting the soul, Death 
delivers it. The word delivery carries a pun: it means both the act of handing over a package 
(reducing Death to a glorified courier) and the act of giving birth. At the moment of death, the 
soul is delivered into eternal life. Death, which believes itself to be the end of everything, is in 
fact performing a birth.

Thou art slave to fate, chance, kings, and desperate men,

Analysis: The metaphor of Death as a slave strips away any remaining pretence of independence or 
authority. Death has no free will, no autonomy: it acts only when ordered to by others. The four masters 
are listed in descending order of grandeur: fate is the greatest force, mysterious and inevitable, often 
understood as the will of God; chance is randomness and accident, unpredictable but equally powerful; 
kings had the legal authority to command executions; and desperate men, the lowliest of the four, can 
provoke death through murder or suicide. The ordering is deliberate: by the time the list reaches desperate 
men, Death has been shown to be the slave of even the most ordinary and despicable human. The assonance 
binding "slave," "fate," and "chance" draws these three words into a single unit before the human masters 
follow.

And dost with poison, war, and sickness dwell,

Analysis: Anaphora begins here: the next several lines open with And, building a cumulative list of evidence 
against Death. Each addition weighs Death down further. The companions Death keeps, poison, war, and 
sickness, are among the most despised and feared things in the world. Death does not stand apart as 
something noble or dignified; it lives among filth. Furthermore, these companions are themselves Death's 
enablers: they are what allow Death to act at all, which makes them, in their own way, Death's masters as 
well.

And poppy or charms can make us sleep as well

And better than thy stroke; why swell'st thou then?

Analysis: The argument reaches a point of near-contempt. Poppy, from which opium is derived, and magic 
charms are both more effective at inducing deep sleep than Death itself. Death cannot even claim to be the 
best at its only function. The word stroke is telling: it does not describe a crushing blow but a light, gentle 
touch, a caress. This is the weight of Death's power. The rhetorical question "why swell'st thou then?" closes 
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the long first section with a challenge that expects no answer. Death has been given every reason to abandon 
its pride and still the question hangs in the air. Note too that lines 9 and 11 deliberately exceed the iambic 
pentameter by adding extra syllables: the lists of Death's masters and Death's rivals are so numerous that 
they overflow the line, reinforcing how abundant the evidence against Death truly is.

One short sleep past, we wake eternally

Analysis: The metaphor of death as "one short sleep" arrives with stark simplicity. Almost every word in the 
line is a single syllable, making it read quickly and lightly, just as death is light and brief. The one long word 
is eternally, placed at the end: it stretches out where the sleep is compressed, enacting in the sound of the 
line the very contrast the speaker is describing. Death is a pause; what follows is endless.

And death shall be no more; Death, thou shalt die.

Analysis: The final line addresses two audiences separated by the caesura. Before the pause, death is written 
without a capital: the speaker turns to address us, his readers, assuring us that death shall be no more. The 
lowercase signals that Death is no longer being spoken to here, but spoken about. After the caesura, the 
capital returns and the direct address resumes: Death is told to its face that it will die.

The closing paradox is the poem's most powerful device: Death, the force that ends all things, 
will itself be ended. The alliteration of the d sound, drawn across dreadful, dost, Death, and die 
throughout the poem, reaches its resolution here in a final concentrated beat. The only thing 
Death will ever successfully kill is itself, and unlike the human souls it merely delivers to eternal 
life, Death will have no afterlife to look forward to.

Literary Device: Apostrophe
This poem is an example of apostrophe: a figure of speech in which the speaker directly 
addresses an absent, dead, or non-human subject as if it were present and able to listen. 
Donne speaks to Death itself throughout, treating it as a sentient being that can be challenged, 
mocked, and ultimately defeated. The direct address is what gives the poem its controlled, 
argumentative tone: it is a debate in which only one side gets to speak.

About the poem

Author: John Donne (1572--1631)

Context: Written in early seventeenth-century England, a period of profound religious 
and social instability. Donne lived through the resurgence of the bubonic plague, fierce 
anti-Catholicism (Donne himself was born Catholic), and widespread uncertainty about God 
and salvation. Death was not an abstraction but a daily reality, and a poem that dismantled 
fear of it would have had urgent practical value for its readers. Donne was ordained as a priest 
in the Church of England in 1615 and appointed royal chaplain by King James I. Death, be not 
proud belongs to his Holy Sonnets, a sequence of religious poems wrestling with mortality, sin, 
and faith.
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Form: A modified Italian (Petrarchan) sonnet. Instead of the standard eight-line octave followed 
by a six-line sestet, Donne structures the poem as twelve lines of argument followed by a 
two-line conclusion. The first twelve lines use a rhyme scheme of ABBA ABBA CDDC, three 
enclosed quatrains building an extended case against Death. The volta, the poem's turning 
point, comes with the rhetorical question at the end of line 12, after which the final couplet 
delivers the verdict. Lines 9 and 11 deliberately break the iambic pentameter by listing more 
items than the metre can contain: the evidence against Death overflows the form.

Core idea: Death is not the all-powerful destroyer it imagines itself to be. It is a slave to forces 
beyond its control, brings pleasure rather than pain, and will ultimately be destroyed. The fear 
of death is built on a misunderstanding: death is a short sleep, not an ending.

Mood: Confident and assured, with an undercurrent of controlled contempt.

Tone: Defiant, mocking, and deliberately logical throughout: the speaker argues rather than 
laments.

Main themes:

•  The powerlessness of death
•  Defiance and the refusal to fear
•  Religion, resurrection, and eternal life
•  Appearance versus reality (Death appears mighty; it is not)
•  Logic as a weapon against fear

  Remember
•  The poem is an apostrophe: Death is addressed directly but cannot respond, giving the 
speaker total control of the argument
•  Pride is the charge against Death from line one, and pride is one of the seven deadly sins: 
Death is already condemned
•  "Delivery" is a pun: handing over a package (Death as courier) AND giving birth (death as 
the beginning of eternal life)
•  The four masters of death are ordered greatest to least (fate ’ chance ’ kings ’ desperate 
men): even the most ordinary human has power over Death
•  Lines 9 and 11 break the iambic pentameter deliberately: the lists of evidence overflow 
the metre
•  The final caesura separates two audiences: "death shall be no more" (to us, lowercase d) 
and "Death, thou shalt die" (to Death directly, capital D)
•  The paradox of the last line is the poem's entire argument compressed: Death will die; only 
the soul lives on


