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A Comparative Study on Two Poets’ Poems about Death
Student: Xiao Guanhua                Supervisor: He Junhong 
【Abstract】No individual can really know what death is alike until death is experienced for oneself. The mist of death obscures from us the wonder of what it should be; meanwhile, it prompts the living ones to make continuous inquiries and explorations. Many English poems concern death and immortality. John Donne, the father of metaphysical poetry, wrote his most famous and most anthologized Holy Sonnet 10 in the early days of 17th century. 200 years later, Emily Dickinson also wrote many everlasting poems about death. Certainly, they possess respective writing styles, aesthetics tastes and historical ideas. In this article, the above-mentioned aspects, blended with the poets’ life experiences, will be comparatively discussed. Then, several poems and the analysis will lead you to the inner-world of the two poets.
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两诗人死亡诗歌之比较研究
学生：肖冠华                指导老师：何均洪
【摘要】死亡,对每一个生者来说,是神秘而不可知的存在,但又是无法逾越的必然归宿，它困扰着人们，同时又促使人们不断对生命做出更深层次的思考，因此，死亡成为了文学中一个挥之不去的主题。以英美两国为界，将死亡作为主题的诗歌作品甚多，早在17世纪初叶，英国玄学派诗人约翰·邓恩就写下了不朽的圣十四行诗第10，表达了他对死亡的理解和对人生价值的诉求，而时隔200年后，在19世纪的美国，女诗人艾米莉·狄金森也以相同的主题写下了大量的隽永的作品。当然，二人在艺术风格和审美理想方面都具有鲜明的时代特点和独特个性。本文试拮取两位诗人几首代表作品，力求在历史的坐标上对他们死亡诗歌的风格、主题以及透过诗歌所折射的诗人的内心世界等方面进行比较探究,并由此去窥见两位伟大诗人的审美理想和人生哲学。
【关键词】死亡 宗教  约翰·邓恩 艾米莉·狄金森  自由 
1．Introduction
After being seduced by the serpent and then banished by God from Eden, Adam and Eve lost their privilege of immortality. Actually, death is a part of everyone’s life. It's our last action, but can take us on at any time like an implosive possibility waiting for a motivation. Compared with death, human lives are so fundamentally fragile, uncertain and inexplicable. Because of that, in the vicissitudes of our lives and on our journey to the ultimate place, the question of death is brought forward again and again. “To be, or not to be, that is the question.” In a starry night, wandering on the Castle in Elsinore, Hamlet asked himself. “Have you built your ship of death, O have you? O build your ship of death, for you will need it.” D.H. Lawrence admonished us. “Life levels all men. Death reveals the eminent.” George Bernard Shaw proclaimed. This made death become an immortal theme in literature. Reading the words of death that floats, trickles and shines among those rational or sentimental words, we can always have a profound and stirring consciousness, and the feeling will become more poignant when you come into contact with these kinds of poems of John Donne and Emily Dickinson. Though the two poets lived in different times and nations, both of them expressed fiery passion, some morbid and placid thoughts of death in their poems. In the following passages, I will analyze a few poems of them and try to unroll the inner-world of the two poets through the sentimental lines of them. 
2. One Subject and Two Poets
2.1 Background Information

Throughout the history of literature, it has often been said “the poet is the poetry”, that a poet’s life and experiences greatly influence the style and the content of their writing, maybe some more than others. So scanning the lives of the two poets is necessary. 

John Donne (1572-1631), son of a prosperous ironmonger in London, was brought up as a Catholic and went first to Oxford (1584) and then to Cambridge (1587) and then studied law in London at Loncoln’s Inn (1592). After that, he took part in the Earl of Essex’s expeditions to Cadiz in 1596 and to the Azores in 1597. Many of his poems were written before 1600, including most of his “Satires” and “Elegies” as well as a great number of his “Songs and Sonnets”. He became private secretary to Lord Keeper Sir Thomas Egerton in 1598 but was dismissed in 1601 from the post after his secret marriage to Anne More, Lady Egerton’s niece. For this offence Donne was cast into prison for some short time and after his release he spent quite a few years in great poverty, having no occupation but continuing to write poetry. In the meantime he gave up his Catholic faith ad became an Anglican, and following King James’s wish he took holy orders. In 1615 he became chaplain to the king and in 1616 was Divinity Reader at Lincons’s Inn, and then from 1621 to his death he was Dean of St. Paul’s Church for ten years, during which time he wrote only religious poems and sermons and other religious writings and was quite a prominent figure both at the court and in the religious circles.             

Emily Dickinson (1830–86), was born in Amherst, Massachusetts. Her father was a prominent lawyer of the town and a renowned politician. As a girl Emily was shy, sensitive, and sometimes rebellious. She attended primary school and finished her education at Mount Holyoke Female Seminary. After graduation she lived quietly at her father’s home. She read the Bible, Shakespeare and Keats, and was greatly influenced. Dickinson was encouraged to write verse by Benjamin F. Newton, to whom she refereed as “a friend, who taught me immortality”. Dickinson’s life was outwardly eventless, she seldom saw visitors, but kept in touch with her friends through letters, short poems and small gifts. After her father’s death, she dressed in white and avoiding visitors as much as possible. On May 15, 1886, Emily Dickinson, “the mother of American poetry”, passed away.
2.2 Similarities of the Two Poets    

An interesting thing is that though about 200 years lying between the two poets, there are some similarities in their life experiences and creative skills.

Firstly, both of them had some important turning points in their lives. The marriage to Anne More destroyed Donne’s public career and he had to enter the church to accomplish his hope of making achievements in life. That misfortune also exerted great influence on Donne’s creation, which was forced to transform from love poetry to chiefly divine poems and a great many sermons which he actually preached. After the early death of his wife to whom he sacrificed almost everything, dejected Donne began to think more about the question of mortality and wrote more on death. 
Dickinson was never married. However, she cultivated intense intellectual companionships with several men in succession, whom she quaintly called her “tutors”, but never one with whom she could form a lasting relationship and all these loves ended in deceit and sorrow. When Charles Wadsworth, a teacher Emily felt an affection for him but the married man could not return, moved to San Francisco in 1862, the heartbroken young woman removed herself from society even more than she had before. “The test of love is death,” the poet once wrote. During the last 25 years of her life, Emily rarely left the grounds of the Dickinson household in the Amherst, Massachusetts. In the exclusive life, she expressed her love for nature, but it seems that she was also more than a little fascinated by death. 

Secondly, just as an old Chinese saying, “too high to be popular.” It seems that both of the poets were a little isolated by the society and forgotten by the literary world in their respective periods.
Donne is important chiefly because he started more or less a new school of poetry, the “metaphysical” school. This specific type of poetry features elaborate conceits and surprising symbols, wrapped up in original, challenging language structures, with learned themes that draw heavily on eccentric chains of reasoning. In the 18th and 19th centuries his poetry was treated either with contempt and censure or neglect for being “wholly employed on something unexpected and surprising”, for “only on the watch for novelty”, for their “far-fetched” “conceits”, and for the “ruggedness” of their verse. (Chen Jia, 1988:226) In a word, Donne’s poetry is sharper and more concentrated and hardly seems to belong to that period at all.
Emily Dickinson is such a unique poet that it is very difficult to place her in any single tradition－she seems to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. At a time when fellow poet Walt Whitman was ministering to the Civil War wounded and traveling across America, Dickinson was utterly unknown as a writer. She once sent some of her poems to Thomas Higginson, a prominent critic and author. He was impressed by her poems, but suggested that she use more conventional grammar. Emily, however, refused to revise her poems to fit the standards of others and took no interests in having her poems published. Therefore, of the nearly 1800 poems she wrote, only seven published during her lifetime. 

In the light of the above-mentioned materials, we can infer that the isolation and relatively tranquil life may help the two cast off the vulgar troubles, explore their own creation way with less pressure, and survey the meaning of life more deeply, including the question of death.

Thirdly, Donne and Dickinson are both famous for their marvelous imaginations. As a metaphysical poet, Donne did not only challenge the conventions of rhythm, but also challenged the conventional imagery with the tool of metaphysical conceit. Thus most of Donne’s poems contain an extended metaphor so contrived and intellectually convoluted that, while the reader must in the end acknowledge the comparison between two unlike things. Dickinson’s imagination took her on long flights of fancy. She wrote of God, man, and nature with knowledge that seemed impossible for a person so limitedly experienced. Her verses are filled with the names of faraway, exotic places that she visited only in imagination. Readers can always find some meaningful images in her diamond-hard languages. Because of this ability, the two poets can occasionally talk directly to the Death and express some astonishing, compelling, moving, and thought-provoking images. 

The last but not the least, both of them was more or less affected by religions. From the foregoing text, we know that Donne was born in a Catholic family. After entering the church, his sermons made him famous and attracted large crowds, and King James made him Dean of St. Paul's, thus, after Donne’s official career was blinded, with the help of religion, he made an achievement which he could not accomplish in his former life. Emily was born in a prominent protestant family, social and historical ideas and values contributed in shaping her character. But compared to Donne, Emily Dickinson was less fettered by religions. When she was in the Mount Holyoke Female Seminary, Emily was not used to the strong atmosphere of the college, refused to observe its religious customs openly and then soon quitted school. This can explain why we can always feel a free, natural and romantic atmosphere permeates among the lines of Dickinson’s poem. 
3. Donne’s Holy Sonnet 10

Donne’s “Divine Poems”, consisting chiefly of 26 “Holy Sonnets” and some longer pieces, started the tradition of divine poems that were written in 17th century England by the religious poets of the “metaphysical” school. Among all the sonnets, the most outstanding and at the same time probably Donne's most famous and most anthologized one is Holy Sonnets 10: “Death be not proud”.
In the poem, Donne charts a line of reasoning that explores a different idea in each quatrain. 
First, Death is not powerful or mighty because he does not kill those he thinks he kills. The speaker tells Death that it should not feel proud, for though some have called it “mighty and dreadful,” it is not. Those whom Death thinks it kills do not truly die, nor, the speaker says, “can'st thou kill me.”

In the second quatrain, the speaker says the experience of being dead must be more pleasurable than rest and sleep, for rest and sleep are like little copies of Death, and they are pleasurable; thus, the speaker reasons, Death itself must be even more so. Indeed, it is the best men who go soonest to Death, to rest their bones and to hurry to their “soul's delivery” (“delivery,” a childbearing pun, introduces the idea that the death of the body is a birth for the soul).
Death not only takes the appearance of a lowly man, but it also takes the humble situation of a slave in the third quatrain. Death, the speaker claims, is a slave to “fate, chance, kings, and desperate men,” and is forced to dwell with war, poison, and sickness. The speaker says that poppies and magic charms can make men sleep as well as, or better than Death's stroke, so why should Death swell with pride?

In the couplet, the speaker rounds out the idea of the poem, by saying that, if the afterlife is eternal, then upon the moment a person dies, it is really Death that dies to that person and not vice-versa, for that person will never again be subject to Death. This final idea represents the classic metaphysical moment, in which an established idea is turned completely on its head by a seemingly innocuous line of reasoning－the idea that Death could die is startling and counterintuitive but completely sensible in light of Donne's reasoning.
“Death be not proud” seems to be, for some reason, the most famous phrase in Donne. One of the most ironic characteristics of life is death, thus, all men have succumbed to death. While death is the inevitable and natural course of life, few look forward to this formidable and fearsome certainty. But in the sonnet, “Death, Be Not Proud,” Donne used the literary technique of personification and thus limited the powerful force of Death to a feeble mortal. But what is worth noting here is that this poem is not a humanist’s proclaim. Christians think death is but momentary while happiness after death is eternal, and the poem is believed written before Donne’s ordination. This suggests that like his other Holy Sonnets, and indeed, like almost every sonnet ever written, “Death be not proud” is about love－in this case, Donne's love for his God. The jubilant final lines, which changed from Jesus’ words “he that findeth his life shall lose it; and he that loseth his life for my sake shall find it” ( ), are a clear reference to Heaven and to the blessed eternal life. In Donne the clergyman’s minds, compared to the power of God, death is only a furtive clown. Thus, with the support of religion, Donne dared yell “Death be not proud”.
4. Dickinson’s Poem
Dickinson wrote about death in more than five hundred different poems. The theme lies at the center of Dickinson’s world. She created images of death in her writings and posed many questions: Does the soul survive after death? What is death’s purpose? Generally speaking, her poems about death fall into three categories: physical, personified, and social.

Dickinson’s better known poem that involves the theme of death would be the one titled, “Because I Could Not Stop for Death,” and can be counted as the second category.

Figuratively speaking, this poem is about one woman's "date with death." Dickinson uses the personification of Death as a metaphor throughout the poem. Here, Death is a gentleman, perhaps handsome and well-educated, who makes a call at the home of a naive young woman. 
The poem begins with a comment upon Death's politeness, although he surprises the woman with his visit. Knowing that the woman has been keeping herself too busy in her daily life to remember Death, he "kindly" comes by to get her. While most people would try to bar the door once they recognized his identity, this woman gives the impression that she is quite flattered to find herself in even this gentleman's favor. During in a carriage in the country, they pass the school, pass the fields of gazing grain and pass the setting sun. Here the three elements summarize the progress and passage of a lifetime. Then, the poet wrote:
         “We paused before a House that seemed
A Swelling of the Ground－

The Roof was scarcely visible－

The Cornice－in the ground－”

This “House” is a grave, even though the speaker uses a euphemism to describe it. This is where her body will be housed while her soul journeys onward. She describes the house as a “Swelling of the Ground,” clearly an image of a fresh burial plot, but she can hardly see the roof, means that her soul will float forever. And in order to underscore this theme, in the last lines, the poet looks at the heads of the horses and sees that they are pointed “toward Eternity,” and suddenly she remembers that Immortality has been sitting beside her all along.

One might undoubtedly agree to an eerie, haunting tone in Dickinson’s poems. In this poem, Dickinson uses controlling adjectives and verbs to create a tone that seems rather placid. For example:

        “We slowly drove—He knew no haste”

“We passed the School－”

                      “We passed the Setting Sun—”
“The Dews drew quivering and chill—”

These words not only set a slow, quiet, calm, and dreamy atmosphere, but also strengthen the gentleman image of the Death and the calm mindset of the lady.

After reading this poem, we can say the whole poem is the last memories the narrator has of her human life and Dickinson seems to hold on to these memories as the journey goes on. Even though she has put away this hectic life, she still cannot help but be distracted by the things in her past life. But agreeably, one can say that Emily Dickinson’s sole purpose in this poem is to show no fear of death. Seemingly be seduced by the good manners of death, the poet is led into another dimension fearlessly. To Emily, death is only a vehicle between life and life eternal. 
5. Different Outlooks

A very interesting thing is that while a considerable portion of Donne's work deals with death either directly or indirectly, some poems depict death as insignificant while others present it as something he has a great fear of. For example, obsessed with the idea of death in the year 1631, Donne wrote one of his last poems on his deathbed, the last lines goes lake this:
  “Divorce me, untie or break that knot again;

Take me to you, imprison me, for I,

 Except you enthrall me, never shall be free,

Nor ever chaste, except you ravish me.” (Donne，2003：96)
When faced with death, Donne didn’t challenge it like a warrior singing “death you should die”, but resort to the God and hoped the Almighty to free him from the pain of illness. Actually, “in ‘A Hymn to God the Father’ and possibly also his ‘Hymn to God My God, in My Sickness’” (Chen Jia, 1988:226) and other poems, the poet’s doubts and fears over the “life after death” became dominant, though he was already the Dean of St. Paul’s.

Quite contrary, Dickinson showed a somewhat coherent and natural altitude to the death which can be concluded in one of her poems “So give me back to death.”
“So give me back to death,
The Death I never feared,
     Except that it deprived of thee.
  And now, by Life deprived,
  In my own Grave I breathe.
And estimate its size,
      Its size is all that Hell can guess,
  And all that Heaven was…”
The lines of the poem ran tranquilly, and the weird, if not frightening tone, can give us a strong impression.   
Thus, why Donne’s altitude to death is disruptive and Dickinson’s is consistent? Some possible factors will be given bellow.

Donne had many different careers throughout his lifetime and each seemed to have affected his poetry, however, none seemed to have as much effect as his career as a pastor. Fate made a fun with Donne－his passion for love ruined his promising career and finally made him a churchman famous for his spellbinding sermons. Donne hated death for death deprived his beloved’s life. At the same time, he showed his reverence to the God, for the church gave him another chance to get fame. In order to show his gratitude, Donne felt he needed to propagandize the almighty power of God to the masses. Or in other words, Jesus wanted to spread the word of his own faith to his many followers trough pastor Donne. Thus, as Donne’s personal and also the church’s “enemy”, death became the target to scoff at. Then how to explain Donne’s fears over the “life after death”? One thing we should pay attention to is that as an ambitious man, Donne entered the religious circle involuntarily. As a young man he was known in London as “a great visitor of ladies, a great frequenter of plays, a great of conceited verses” (Chen Jia, 1988:222). If his official career went well he would not choose this way to fulfill his long-cherished wish. Even in Donne’s religious poems, the poet’s strange mixture of rational analyses and emotional outbursts similar to his love lyrics of earlier days can still be found, in a word, the past always hovered on the edge of Donne’s memory. Furthermore, the Renaissance movement got its summit in England at the beginning of the 17th century and the spirit of humanism affected Donne a lot. However, as a churchman, he could not cast off the shackles of medieval mindset completely. Consequently, while Donne bewailed the crumbling of the feudal world to which he was deeply attached, he found his consolation only in a religion in which he could not fully believe. When he was truly confronted the death, as an individual, he showed cowardice and hoped the God could lead him to the carefree paradise, and only with the help of God could he never be interfered by death. “To die, to sleep. To sleep, perchance to dream: ay, there’s the rub! For in that sleep of death what dreams may come.” (William Shakespeare) Perhaps Hamlet’s soliloquy is the best description of Donne’s incompatible mind.          

Dickinson is a woman and a person inclined to escaping into her imagination as an alternative to reality. Though she was a reclusive individual and a poet of extraordinary inward depth, poetry, like letter-writing (she described her poems as “My letter to the World / That never wrote to me”), was never a solitary endeavor for Dickinson; she always had a reader in mind, even though she did not publish during her lifetime. Some people always think that whether Emily was in love with death. This is a complex question because indeed the poet somewhat indulged in the images of death. Emily may have been “in love” with the idea of death, in that the fantasy of leaving her earthly situation created an escape from the objects and materials of the world and led Emily into the world which constructed in her poetry. Besides that, Dickinson’s best works were often written after the death of a close friend or family number. It seems like that the idea of death can always enlighten her emotion and expand her imagination. Maybe the reader in her mind was just those passed ones. Few sorrowful words will be found in her poems, floating with the unvarnished and unconstrained imagination of her, we can only say that Emily Dickinson had a deep belief that human beings can get immortality through death. In addition, the same question can be answered in another way. Emily once said, “I have no monarch in my life”. She pursued free all her life, and stayed reclusively maybe her last way to have an unfettered, simple and completely independent life. As a poet who regularly indulged in imagination, Emily always lived in temporary phase between material life and spiritual existence, you can call it a dying moment or dreaming moment, thus, I'm sure, death was appealing to Emily because she’s mind could fly beyond material life totally if death “untie” her body. Death would be as attractive as enjoying the beautiful scene－like her little garden－for Emily, for she may have found that being alive has limitations, whereas being dead leaves you with nothing but ideas, which seemed to be Emily's favorite mode of entertainment. What’s more, romantic thought is the heart of Emily’s works, so the death is not an inwardly weak devil described by Donne, but always a merciful and benevolent figure under Emily’s pen.
Taking all these factors into consideration, I want to say that Donne is a poet who was always terrified by the “unfair” world and his own impotence, or continuously embittered by the volatile society. While Dickinson is chiefly distinguished she from other poets by a greater promptness to think and greater power in expressing thoughts and feelings in her own will. 
6. Conclusion 
Most people may once think of death, but the depths were seldom probed. Life is fragile, and sooner or later death will visit us. However, like a soft mountain breeze bushes by and sends its shivering leaves dancing to the ground, you do not know whether the song of the falling leaves is the song of laughter or of parting tears. 

The thought of death is a reverse exploration to life itself. Generally speaking, the immortal poems of Donne and Dickinson enable us to see life steadily and see life whole, teach us some simple wisdom which we once rudely ignored and impel us to rethink the essence of life.

If human’s life reads like a poem, then Donne’s last rime ended roughly 350 years ago, and Dickinson also stepped into the death’s cart when she was 56 years old. I don’t know whether they fulfilled the quests and thoughts posed in their poems, but we—the living ones and protagonists of the world nowadays— should really reflect our own lives and consider how to live more meaningfully. As E.M. Forster said, that “Death destroys a man, but the idea of death saves him.” 
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