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1 Poetry

CHAPTER

1. On His Blindness : John Milton

l. Introduction

John Milton (1608-1674) stands as a monumental figure in English literature, a poet whose work spans the turbulent
decades of the English Civil War, the Commonwealth, and the Restoration. A contemporary of the Puritans, his deep
religious convictions and classical learning informed his vast literary output, culminating in the epic poems Paradise
Lost and Paradise Regained. While renowned for these large-scale works, Milton also crafted shorter poems of
profound depth and personal resonance. Among the most celebrated of these is the sonnet commonly known as
"On His Blindness” (alternatively titled Sonnet 19 or Sonnet 16, based on different numbering systems).
The poem offers a poignant, autobiographical glimpse into Milton's personal struggle with the loss of his sight, a
condition that threatened to silence his poetic voice. Yet, it transcends the purely personal, engaging with universal
questions about faith, suffering, the nature of talent, and how one serves God amidst profound adversity.

Il. John Milton: Context and Composition

Understanding "On His Blindness" requires appreciating the life, beliefs, and circumstances of its author. Milton's
experiences as a scholar, a political participant, a Puritan, and ultimately, a blind poet, all converge within the
fourteen lines of this sonnet.

A. Milton's Life and Times (1608-1674)

e Early Life & Education: John Milton was born into a prosperous London family on December 9, 1608. His father,
a scrivener and composer, ensured his son received an exceptional education. Milton attended the prestigious
St. Paul's School and later Christ's College, Cambridge, gaining mastery of classical languages (Latin, Greek,
Hebrew), modern languages (French, Italian), and music. This rigorous humanist education laid the foundation
for his later poetic achievements. Initially, he considered a career in the clergy but ultimately dedicated himself
to poetry and scholarship. Following his Master's degree from Cambridge in 1632, he undertook nearly six years
of intensive private study, first in Hammersmith and later in Horton, Buckinghamshire, immersing himself in
classical and contemporary literature. A formative journey through Italy (1638-1639) further broadened his
intellectual horizons, bringing him into contact with leading European thinkers.

e Puritan Beliefs & Political Involvement: The 17th century in England was marked by intense religious and
political turmoil, culminating in the English Civil War. Puritanism emerged as a powerful force advocating for
religious reform, challenging the authority of the Church of England and the monarchy, and emphasizing individual
conscience, biblical authority, and moral seriousness. Milton aligned himself with the Puritan and parliamentary
cause (the Roundheads), becoming a staunch advocate for republican ideals, which he believed offered greater
potential for virtue than monarchy. He actively participated in the era's "pamphlet wars," writing extensively on
religious and political liberty, most famously in Areopagitica (1644), a powerful argument for freedom of the press.
His service to Oliver Cromwell's Commonwealth government, likely as Latin Secretary for Foreign Tongues,
involved drafting official correspondence and defending the republican regime in writing. This intense political
engagement, coupled with his scholarly pursuits, demanded extensive reading and writing, likely contributing to
the eye strain that eventually led to his blindness. Milton's profound religious faith, deeply rooted in his Puritan
worldview, permeates his work. A central aim, famously articulated in Paradise Lost, was to "justify the ways of God
to men," a theme echoed in the questioning and resolution found within "On His Blindness".
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Literary Career Overview: Milton's literary career began with early poems like "On the Morning of Christ's
Nativity" and the pastoral elegy "Lycidas". During the height of the political conflict in the 1640s and 1650s, he
largely set aside poetry for prose, dedicating his energies to political and religious pamphlets. Following the
Restoration of the monarchy in 1660 (which placed him in some danger) and the complete loss of his sight,
Milton returned to poetry, composing his greatest works: the epic poems Paradise Lost (1667) and Paradise
Regained (1671), and the dramatic poem Samson Agonistes (1671). These later masterpieces were composed
entirely through dictation.

The Onset of Blindness and its Impact

Timeline: Milton's eyesight began to fail gradually, but blindness became total around 1652. At this time, he
was approximately 44 years old, though some sources place the age slightly differently (43 or 46). The cause is
believed to have been years of relentless study and close work, possibly exacerbated by glaucoma. He had been
warned that continuing his intensive work, particularly his defenses of the English republic, could cost him his
vision, but he deemed the cause sufficiently important to take the risk.

Personal & Professional Crisis: For a man whose life revolved around reading, writing, and scholarship, the
loss of sight was a catastrophic event. It was a personal tragedy comparable, as some have noted, to the
composer Beethoven becoming deaf. Milton feared that his most cherished gift, his poetic "talent," bestowed
by God for His service, would now be rendered "useless". This anxiety forms the core conflict expressed in the
octave of "On His Blindness." The practical challenges were immense; his later monumental works had to be
composed mentally and dictated to amanuenses, often his daughters or friends.

Composition and Publication History

Dating the Sonnet: Pinpointing the exact date Milton composed "On His Blindness" remains a subject of scholarly

discussion. The sonnet was first published in his Poems collection of 1673, where it was numbered 16. In Milton's

personal notebook (the Trinity Manuscript), it bears the number 19. Most scholars agree it was written significantly
earlier than its publication date, likely sometime in the mid-1650s. Several factors influence the dating debate:

o Some argue for a date shortly after the completion of his blindness (c. 1652), suggesting the poem's tone of
despair reflects the immediate shock and anguish of this loss. By 1654, Milton seemed to have regained some
confidence in his ability to work despite his condition, implying the sonnet might predate this recovery.

O Others propose a date around 1655, based partly on its position relative to other sonnets in the manuscript,
such as Sonnet 18 ("On the Late Massacre in Piedmont"), which commemorates an event of that year.

o A further complication arises from the line "Ere half my days." Milton turned 44 in 1652, arguably past the
midpoint of a typical 17th-century lifespan (often considered threescore years and ten, or 70). This apparent
contradiction has led some to speculate the poem might have been written even earlier, perhaps in the mid-
1640s when Milton first noticed serious problems with his sight, thus reflecting an anticipation of total
blindness rather than its immediate aftermath. Alternatively, "half my days" might not refer strictly to
chronological age but to the midpoint of his expected productive life, or the time he had lived with sight,
now prematurely ended. Another interpretation suggests it refers to the time remaining, meaning he faces
more than half his future life in darkness. This ambiguity surrounding "Ere half my days" is significant. It
moves the line beyond a simple temporal marker to encompass a deeper feeling — the sense that his life's
potential, his prime, has been tragically cut short. The ongoing debate about the precise date underscores
how interpretations of the poem's immediate emotional context (shock, resignation, or even dread) can
shift depending on how one reconciles textual details with biographical facts.

Title: It is important to note that Milton himself did not title the poem "On His Blindness." He simply numbered
it within his sequence of sonnets. The title widely used today was assigned much later, by Bishop Thomas
Newton in his 1761 edition of Milton's poetry. Milton's original numbering integrated the sonnet into a
larger series of personal, political, and religious reflections. Newton's editorial choice, while convenient,
foregrounds the specific biographical affliction. This later titling potentially narrows the reader's initial focus,
emphasizing the physical blindness perhaps more than Milton might have intended, slightly overshadowing the
poem's broader theological exploration of service, justice, and faith which were likely Milton's primary concerns
within the context of his other sonnets. It encourages a reading centered on the disability itself, rather than
solely on the internal spiritual struggle it provoked.




I1l. "On His Blindness": Text and Paraphrase

A. The Full Text of the Sonnet
When | consider how my light is spent,
Ere half my days, in this dark world and wide,
And that one Talent which is death to hide
Lodged with me useless, though my Soul more bent
To serve therewith my Maker, and present
My true account, lest he returning chide;
“Doth God exact day-labour, light denied?”
| fondly ask. But patience, to prevent
That murmur, soon replies, “God doth not need
Either man’s work or his own gifts; who best
Bear his mild yoke, they serve him best. His state
Is Kingly. Thousands at his bidding speed
And post o’er Land and Ocean without rest:
They also serve who only stand and wait.”

B. Detailed Line-by-Line Explanation/Paraphrase

The sonnet follows the classic Petrarchan structure, dividing into an octave (the first eight lines) which presents a
problem or raises a question, and a sestet (the final six lines) which offers a resolution or answer. However, Milton
often employs enjambment (running lines over without punctuation) more freely than earlier sonneteers, creating a
fluid connection between the two parts, particularly across the turn (volta) around line 8.

e Octave (The Problem):

o Line 1: "When | consider how my light is spent," Paraphrase: When | reflect upon how my eyesight ("light,"
which carries broader connotations of life, potential, or spiritual illumination) has been used up, consumed,
or lost ("spent”).

O Line 2: "Ere half my days, in this dark world and wide," Paraphrase: Before ("ere") | have even lived half of
my expected lifespan, leaving me to navigate this world which is now physically dark and feels
overwhelmingly vast and perhaps isolating.

O Line 3: "And that one Talent which is death to hide" Paraphrase: And when | consider my unique, God-given
ability ("Talent" — primarily his poetic gift, but directly alluding to the Parable of the Talents in Matthew 25),
a gift which the parable suggests it is spiritual death to leave unused or hidden.

O Line 4: "Lodged with me useless, though my Soul more bent" Paraphrase: This talent now resides ("Lodged")
within me, unable to be employed, despite the fact that my innermost being, my soul, is strongly inclined
("more bent") towards using it.

o Line 5: "To serve therewith my Maker, and present" Paraphrase: My deepest desire is to use this talent in
the service of God ("my Maker").

O Line 6: "My true account, lest he returning chide," Paraphrase: And to offer up a worthy record ("true
account”) of how | have used His gifts, fearing that on the day of judgment ("he returning"), God might
rebuke or scold ("chide") me for my inactivity, like the master in the parable.

O Line 7: "Doth God exact day-labour, light denied?" Paraphrase: Does God really demand active, productive
work ("day-labour," work requiring daylight/sight) from someone whom He Himself has deprived of sight
("light denied")? This question forms the sharp point of his doubt and frustration.

o Line 8: "l fondly ask. But Patience, to prevent" Paraphrase: | pose this question foolishly (“fondly," meaning
unwisely, not affectionately). But before this complaining thought ("murmur") can take hold, the virtue of
Patience intervenes.

e Sestet (The Resolution):

o Line 9: "That murmur, soon replies: 'God doth not need" Paraphrase: Patience, preventing that complaining
whisper ("murmur"), quickly answers the unspoken distress: God has no need of, nor does He depend
upon....




o Line 10: "Either man's work or his own gifts: who best" Paraphrase:...either human accomplishments ("man's
work") or the return of the talents and abilities He Himself has bestowed ("his own gifts"). Rather, the people
who serve Him most effectively ("who best")...

o Line 11: "Bear his mild yoke, they serve him best. His state" Paraphrase:...are those who patiently endure
His gentle guidance, His will, or the burdens He assigns ("Bear his mild yoke"). These individuals truly serve
Him best. God's nature ("His state")....

o Line 12: "Is kingly; thousands at his bidding speed" Paraphrase:...is sovereign and majestic ("kingly");
countless agents (angels, "thousands”) rush ("speed") immediately to carry out His commands ("at his
bidding").

o Line 13: "And post o'er land and ocean without rest:" Paraphrase: Traveling swiftly ("post," like messengers)
across the entire world ("o'er land and ocean") without pausing ("without rest").

O Line 14: "They also serve who only stand and wait."" Paraphrase: But service is not limited to this active,
swift obedience. Those individuals who patiently endure their circumstances, remaining ready and faithful
while waiting for God's purpose or call ("who only stand and wait"), also fulfill their role in serving Him.

The transition from the octave's personal anguish to the sestet's comforting resolution is notably mediated not

by an external voice, but by the personified internal quality of "Patience”. The octave is dominated by first-
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person pronouns ( my," "me"), reflecting the speaker's intense self-focus and internal turmoil. The pivotal
question in line 7 is directed inward, a "fond" or foolish challenge born of despair. Patience's reply arises from
within, suggesting the resolution comes through Milton's own theological reasoning and the activation of faith-
based virtues. It represents his rational, faithful self-asserting control over his despairing, questioning self. This
internal dialogue makes the poem's conclusion feel psychologically convincing and models a process where

faith overcomes doubt through reasoned reflection and reliance on inner spiritual resources.

IV. Structural Analysis

Milton's choice of form is integral to the poem's meaning and effect. He employs the traditional Petrarchan sonnet

structure but adapts it with characteristic skill.

A. Form: The Petrarchan (Italian) Sonnet

"On His Blindness" is a Petrarchan sonnet, a form named after the 14th-century Italian poet Francesco Petrarca. This

form consists of 14 lines written in iambic pentameter. Its defining structural feature is the division into two parts:

e The Octave: The first eight lines, typically rhyming ABBAABBA) This section traditionally introduces a problem,
poses a question, expresses a doubt, or describes a situation. In Milton's sonnet, the octave clearly lays out his
despair over his blindness and his fear of being unable to serve God.

® The Sestet: The final six lines, with a more varied rhyme scheme (commonly CDECDE or CDCDCD). This section
provides a resolution, offers an answer, or comments on the situation presented in the octave. Here, Patience
delivers the comforting reply that redefines service and affirms faith.

The transition point between the octave and sestet, usually occurring after line 8, is known as the volta or

turn. While Milton adheres to the Petrarchan rhyme scheme, he is known for his skillful use of enjambment, which

often creates a more continuous flow of thought across the volta, slightly blurring the sharp division sometimes

found in earlier examples of the form. This adaptation is characteristic of what is sometimes termed the "Miltonic

Sonnet," showcasing his mastery in bending the form to his expressive needs.

The Petrarchan structure perfectly mirrors the poem's intellectual and emotional trajectory. The enclosed ABBAABBA

rhyme scheme of the octave reflects the speaker's initial inward-looking anxiety, the mind circling around the

problem of blindness and uselessness. The volta marks the shift, and the more open CDECDE rhyme scheme of the

sestet allows the resolution offered by Patience to unfold, moving from the contained problem to a more expansive

understanding of God's nature and the meaning of service. Milton's use of enjambment ensures this transition feels

organic, as if the answer arises naturally from the depth of the questioning itself.




B. Rhyme Scheme

The sonnet follows the classic Petrarchan rhyme scheme precisely: ABBAABBA CDECDE.

® Octave: spent (A), wide (B), hide (B), bent (A), present (A), chide (B), denied (B), prevent (A).

e Sestet: need (C), best (D), state (E), speed (C), rest (D), wait (E).
This rhyme structure clearly delineates the two parts of the sonnet and guides the development of the argument
from problem to resolution.

C. Meter

The poem is written in lambic Pentameter. This is the standard meter for English sonnets and much of English

formal verse.

e lamb: Aniamb is a metrical foot consisting of one unstressed syllable followed by one stressed syllable (da-DUM).

® Pentameter: Pentameter means there are five such iambic feet per line, resulting in a total of ten syllables.
Example (Line 1): When I | con-SID | -er HOW | my LIGHT | is SPENT (da-DUM | da-DUM | da-DUM | da-DUM |
da-DUM)
This regular, stately rhythm lends gravity and seriousness to the poem's subject matter. While predominantly
regular, Milton occasionally introduces variations (like starting a line with a stressed syllable, known as a trochaic
substitution) to avoid monotony and create emphasis on particular words, reflecting the emotional contours of
the speaker's thought. The very structure of the meter contributes to the poem's controlled yet deeply felt
expression of turmoil and faith.

V. Thematic Exploration

"On His Blindness" delves into several profound and interconnected themes that resonate with readers across centuries.
It is a meditation on personal suffering, faith, duty, and the relationship between the human and the divine.

A. Faith, Doubt, and Acceptance of God's Will

The poem's central drama lies in the conflict between doubt and faith. Milton's initial reaction to his blindness is
one of despair and questioning. He feels his life's purpose is thwarted, leading him to implicitly question God's
fairness: "Doth God exact day-labour, light denied?". This "murmur" represents a crisis of faith, a moment where
suffering challenges his understanding of divine justice. However, the poem charts a course away from this doubt
towards acceptance. The intervention of Patience signifies the resurgence of faith and reason. The sestet affirms
God's absolute sovereignty and redefines service in a way that accommodates Milton's limitation. Ultimately, the
poem concludes with a profound acceptance of God's will, even when it involves suffering and apparent uselessness.
This submission aligns with Puritan ideals emphasizing resignation to God's inscrutable providence.

B. The Nature of Service and Talent

A major source of Milton's anxiety is the perceived waste of his "one Talent" — his God-given poetic ability. Grounded
in the Parable of the Talents, he initially believes that service to God requires the active use and multiplication of
one's gifts. Blindness makes this impossible, leading to feelings of uselessness and fear of divine judgment. The
poem's resolution hinges on a radical redefinition of service. Patience argues that God, being self-sufficient, does
not "need" human works or gifts in a transactional sense. True service lies not just in action but also in disposition —
in patiently bearing one's lot ("mild yoke") and maintaining faith. The famous concluding line, "They also serve who
only stand and wait," encapsulates this broader understanding. It validates passive endurance, readiness, and
unwavering faith as legitimate and valued forms of service to God.

This reinterpretation offers a profound theological shift. While the Parable of Talents emphasizes active stewardship
and condemns inaction, Milton, facing enforced inaction, finds a way to reconcile his situation with his faith. He
doesn't reject the parable but deepens its meaning. If God is truly sovereign and self-sufficient, He doesn't require
the 'profit' from human talents in the same way the master in the parable did. The focus shifts from the product of
the talent (poems, works) to the faithfulness of the servant. In this light, the ultimate 'talent’ might be seen not as
the specific skill (poetry) but as the capacity for faith and obedience itself. To 'hide' this talent would mean losing
faith or murmuring against God's will — that would be the true spiritual failure. By reframing service around faithful
endurance, Milton finds profound consolation, suggesting that one's worth in God's eyes is not solely dependent
on active accomplishment but also on the steadfastness of the heart, especially in adversity.
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C. Patience and Resilience in Adversity

Patience emerges as the pivotal virtue in the sonnet. Personified as the voice that counters despair, Patience
embodies the rational, faithful response to suffering. It represents the strength to endure hardship without complaint
and to trust in a divine purpose that may not be immediately apparent. The poem itself is an act of resilience,
transforming personal anguish into a profound meditation on faith. It demonstrates the human capacity to find
meaning and purpose even when faced with devastating limitations, offering a timeless model for navigating
adversity through spiritual fortitude.

D. Human Limitation and Divine Power

The poem starkly contrasts human vulnerability and limitation with the omnipotence and majesty of God. Milton's
blindness serves as a potent symbol of human frailty. Against this backdrop, the sestet paints a picture of God's
"kingly" state, His absolute self-sufficiency ("God doth not need / Either man's work or his own gifts"), and his vast
power, commanding legions of angels who "speed / And post o'er land and ocean without rest". Recognizing God's
immense power and independence helps to diminish the speaker's anxiety about his own perceived inadequacy. If
God does not need his contribution, then the failure to contribute actively due to disability is not a catastrophic
failure in the divine economy. This understanding shifts the focus from human striving to divine grace and
sovereignty.

VL. Literary Devices and Their Effects

Milton employs a range of literary devices to enrich the poem's meaning and emotional impact, weaving together

imagery, allusion, and figurative language.

A. Metaphor and Symbolism

e Light: This is the poem's central and most resonant symbol. Primarily, it represents Milton's physical eyesight.
Its "spending" signifies the loss of vision. However, "light" carries multiple layers of meaning: it can symbolize
life itself ("Ere half my days"), intellectual or spiritual enlightenment, divine grace, knowledge, and the potential
for creative work. The loss of "light" thus represents a multifaceted diminishment of the speaker's world and
capabilities.

e Darkness: As the necessary counterpart to light, "darkness" symbolizes physical blindness but also extends to
represent the resulting despair, ignorance, spiritual doubt, the vastness and potential hostility of the world for
the sightless, and perhaps even a fear of sin or God's absence. The phrase "this dark world and wide" powerfully
conveys the speaker's sense of vulnerability and isolation.

e Yoke: The "mild yoke" in line 11 is a significant metaphor. A yoke is traditionally an instrument of labor and
submission, often implying burden or hardship. By calling it "mild," Milton employs an oxymoron (a figure of
speech combining contradictory terms). This suggests that the burden of submission to God's will, while
requiring obedience and acceptance of difficulty, is ultimately gentle, benevolent, and not oppressive. It evokes
the biblical passage in Matthew 11:30 where Christ says, "For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light,"
reinforcing the theme that faithful acceptance, though challenging, brings spiritual peace rather than harsh
servitude.

B. Biblical Allusion (Parable of Talents)

The most crucial allusion in the sonnet is to the Parable of the Talents from the Gospel of Matthew (25:14-30). In
this parable, a master entrusts different amounts of money ("talents") to his servants before leaving on a journey.
Upon his return, he praises those who invested and increased their talents but severely condemns the servant who,
out of fear, buried his single talent and returned only the original amount. Milton explicitly references this with "that
one Talent which is death to hide". He identifies his poetic gift with the talent and initially fears being judged like
the unproductive servant because his blindness prevents him from using it. The allusion establishes the high stakes
of his perceived failure and fuels the anxiety of the octave. The sestet then works to reinterpret the implications of
the parable in light of God's nature, suggesting that faithfulness itself, even in waiting, fulfills the spirit of
stewardship.




The poem's engagement with the Parable of Talents reveals an interesting interplay between spiritual and financial
language. Several words in the octave carry secondary meanings related to monetary exchange: "spent” (expended),
"talent" (originally a unit of currency), "useless" (potentially implying 'without usury' or interest), "account” (a
financial reckoning), and "exact" (to demand payment). This economic lexicon, drawn directly from the parable's
framework, underscores the speaker's initial view of his relationship with God as almost transactional — God provides
a gift (capital), expects service (labor/investment), and will demand a reckoning ("true account"). Milton's anxiety
stems from his inability to generate spiritual "profit" due to his blindness, fearing a negative outcome on his spiritual
ledger. However, the resolution offered by Patience deliberately moves away from this financial metaphor. By
asserting God's self-sufficiency ("God doth not need..."), the poem transcends the transactional model. Service is
redefined not as producing a return on investment, but as relational faithfulness — bearing the yoke and waiting.
This suggests that God's grace operates outside a simple economy of spiritual profit and loss, emphasizing
obedience and trust over quantifiable results.

C. Personification (Patience)

Milton gives the abstract quality of Patience human characteristics, allowing it to speak and reason: "But Patience,
to prevent / That murmur, soon replies...”. This personification is crucial to the poem's structure and resolution.
It externalizes the internal struggle within the speaker, giving voice to the rational, faithful part of his consciousness
that counters his despairing "murmur.” By presenting the resolution as a reply from Patience, Milton lends authority
and clarity to the comforting message, making the shift from doubt to acceptance more dramatic and convincing.

D. Other Devices

e Enjambment: Milton frequently runs the sense of one line over into the next without terminal punctuation (e.g.,
lines 3-4, 4-5, 8-9, 11-12, 12-13). This technique creates a more fluid, less end-stopped rhythm than is typical of
earlier sonnets, mirroring the natural flow of thought and preventing the poem from feeling rigidly
compartmentalized. It contributes to the poem's conversational yet elevated tone.

e Rhetorical Question: The question "Doth God exact day-labour, light denied?" (line 7) is not posed to elicit an
answer but to forcefully articulate the speaker's central doubt and challenge. Its placement at the end of the
octave crystallizes the problem that the sestet must resolve.

e Alliteration and Consonance: Milton uses sound devices for emphasis and musicality, such as the repetition
of /w/ sounds in "dark world and wide" and the /s/ sounds in "soon replies: 'God doth not need / Either man's
work or his own gifts: who best / Bear his mild yoke, they serve him best. His state / Is kingly; thousands at his

bidding speed / And post o'er land and ocean without rest: / They also serve who only stand and wait.

VII. Key Vocabulary Explained

Understanding the specific meanings of certain words, some archaic or used in particular senses, is vital for a full
appreciation of the poem. The following table provides contextual definitions with Hindi:

Word Contextual Meaning in Poem Hindi Equivalent

spent Used up, exhausted, consumed (referring to eyesight/life/time). did / T / qHT

ere Before. UE@I / 11?1:

chide Scold, rebuke, express disapproval. Sier /%E_Fﬂ

fondly Foolishly, unwisely (not lovingly). W ¥ /A eH ¥

talent God-given ability or skill (esp. poetry); allusion to coin/money. TfauT / Jrgd /300

lodge Reside, dwell, be situated or deposited (often uselessly here). g/ few /tISTEﬁT
yoke Burden, constraint, servitude; symbol of submission/obedience. 3T /EI}I%T /SYT/ SLIRG
post Travel quickly, hasten (like messengers carrying mail/news). STt & ST/ aETIT

VIII. Important Facts and Significance

A. Key Facts Summary

e Author: John Milton (1608-1674), major English poet of the 17th century.

e Title: Commonly known as "On His Blindness,” but originally untitled by Milton (numbered Sonnet 19 in
manuscript, Sonnet 16 in 1673 publication).




Form: Petrarchan (Italian) Sonnet: 14 lines, iambic pentameter, rhyme scheme ABBAABBA CDECDE.

Subject: Milton's personal reflection on the onset of his total blindness and its spiritual implications.

Date of Composition: Uncertain, but likely written in the mid-1650s (between 1652 and 1655) after his
blindness became complete.

Key Themes: The struggle between faith and doubt, the nature of divine justice, redefining service to God, the
value of patience and acceptance, human limitation versus divine power, the use of God-given talents.

Central Metaphor/Symbol: The contrast between "light" (sight, life, grace) and "darkness" (blindness, despair,
ignorance).

Key Literary Devices: Biblical allusion (Parable of the Talents), personification (Patience), metaphor ("mild
yoke"), oxymoron ("mild yoke").

Turning Point (Volta): Occurs around line 8, marked by the introduction of Patience's reply.

Most Famous Line: "They also serve who only stand and wait" (line 14).

Literary and Historical Significance

"On His Blindness" holds a significant place both within Milton's body of work and in the broader landscape of

English literature.

e Autobiographical Insight: It remains one of the most powerful and intimate expressions of personal suffering
and spiritual struggle in English poetry. It offers invaluable insight into how Milton grappled with the devastating
impact of his blindness, transforming personal crisis into profound art.

e Miltonic Sonnet: The poem exemplifies Milton's mastery of the sonnet form. He adapted the Petrarchan
structure, traditionally used for themes of love, to explore complex theological, political, and personal issues
with intellectual rigor and emotional depth, paving the way for later poets to use the form for serious meditation.

o Theological Exploration: The sonnet engages directly with enduring theological questions about God's justice,
the meaning of suffering, and the nature of human service and divine expectation. It contributes to the larger
project seen in works like Paradise Lost of exploring and "justifying the ways of God to men".

e Universal Appeal: While rooted in Milton's specific experience, the poem's themes of confronting adversity,
the struggle with doubt, the virtue of patience, and the search for meaning resonate universally. Its message
offers solace and perspective to anyone facing limitations or questioning their purpose. In contemporary
contexts, it speaks to discussions surrounding disability, challenging societal notions that equate worth solely
with active ability or productivity.

IX. Multiple Choice Questions (MCQs)

1. What is the structure of Milton's "On His Blindness"?

(a) Shakespearean Sonnet (b) Spenserian Sonnet

(c) Petrarchan Sonnet (d) Free Verse (Correct: )
2. Around what age did John Milton become completely blind?

(a) 23 (b) 35

(c) 44 (d) 60 (Correct: ¢)
3. The phrase "that one Talent which is death to hide" primarily alludes to:

(a) The Greek myth of Prometheus (b) Shakespeare's play The Merchant of Venice

(c) The Biblical Parable of the Sower (d) The Biblical Parable of the Talents (Correct: d)
4. In the octave (lines 1-8), the speaker primarily expresses feelings of:

(a) Joy and gratitude (b) Anger and defiance

(c) Frustration and doubt (d) Indifference and boredom (Correct: ¢)
5. Who provides the answer to the speaker’'s doubt in the sestet (lines 9-14)?

(a) God directly (b) An Angel
(c) Patience (personified) (d) The speaker's friend (Correct: )




6. What is the central message conveyed in the line "They also serve who only stand and wait"?

(a) Active service is the only way to please God.

(b) Waiting idly is a form of disobedience.

(c) God prefers those who travel widely for Him.

(d) Patient endurance and readiness are also valid forms of service to God. (Correct: d)
7. The term "light” in the first line ("When | consider how my light is spent”) metaphorically represents:

(a) Only the speaker's physical eyesight

(b) Only the speaker's lifespan

(c) Primarily electric lighting

(d) Eyesight, and potentially life, potential, or spiritual insight (Correct: d)
8. The phrase "mild yoke" (line 11) is an example of which literary device?

(a) Simile (b) Alliteration

(c) Hyperbole (d) Oxymoron (Correct: d)
9. In the line "l fondly ask," the word "fondly" most nearly means:

(a) Affectionately (b) Hopefully

(c) Foolishly (d) Persistently (Correct: )
10. What is the rhyme scheme of the sestet in this sonnet?

(a) CDCDCD (b) CDECDE

(c) CDDCEE (d) CDEEDC (Correct: b)

11. Milton's Puritan beliefs are reflected in the poem's emphasis on:

(a) Elaborate church rituals

(b) The importance of monarchy

(c) Justifying God's ways and submitting to His will

(d) The pursuit of earthly pleasures (Correct: )
12. The poem suggests that God's essential need from humans is:

(a) Constant active work and achievement

(b) Material gifts and sacrifices

(c) Patient acceptance of His will and burdens

(d) Eloquent praise and poetry (Correct: ¢)

X. Conclusion

John Milton's "On His Blindness" remains a powerful and enduring work, a testament to the poet's resilience and
profound faith in the face of immense personal adversity. The sonnet masterfully fuses intimate autobiographical
lament with complex theological reflection, transforming the pain of physical limitation into a universal meditation

on the nature of service, the mystery of divine justice, and the sustaining power of patience.

Through its carefully controlled Petrarchan structure, rich symbolism, and resonant biblical allusion, the poem charts
a journey from despair and doubt to a hard-won acceptance. Milton confronts his fear that his blindness renders his
God-given talent useless, questioning whether God demands active labor from those He has disabled. The
resolution, voiced by the personified Patience, offers a radical and comforting redefinition of service: God, in His
infinite majesty, does not depend on human works, and true service lies in faithfully bearing the burdens assigned,

even if that means simply to "stand and wait."

"On His Blindness" transcends its 17th-century context, offering timeless wisdom on finding meaning amidst
suffering and limitations. It affirms the value of inner faithfulness over outward accomplishment and stands as a
cornerstone of Milton's shorter poetic works and a significant contribution to the English literary heritage. Its
exploration of human frailty, divine sovereignty, and the quiet strength found in acceptance continues to speak to
readers grappling with their own challenges and seeking to understand their place within a larger purpose.
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2. Go and Catch a Falling Star : John Donne

I. Introduction: John Donne and the Metaphysical Context

A. John Donne (1572-1631): Life and Poetic Style

John Donne stands as a towering figure in English literature, a poet whose work bridged the late Renaissance and
the early Jacobean era. Born in London in 1572 into a prominent Roman Catholic family during a time of anti-
Catholic sentiment, Donne's early life was marked by religious persecution and intellectual searching. He eventually
converted to Anglicanism, a transition that profoundly influenced his later life and career, culminating in his
appointment as the Dean of St. Paul's Cathedral in London. This journey is often reflected in the duality of his poetic
output: the witty, passionate, sometimes cynical love poetry attributed to his younger self ("Jack Donne") and the
complex, profound religious verse and sermons of his later years ("Dr. Donne").

Donne is considered the pre-eminent representative of the Metaphysical poets, a group characterized not by a
formal movement but by shared stylistic and intellectual tendencies.! His poetry, particularly works like "Song: Go
and Catch a Falling Star," likely composed around the turn of the 17th century, exemplifies key Metaphysical traits.
These include intellectual complexity, the use of elaborate and often startling comparisons known as conceits, a
penchant for paradox and irony, the integration of colloquial speech patterns and abrupt openings that create a
sense of immediacy, and the exploration of complex psychological states—love, doubt, faith, cynicism. A hallmark
of this style is the "unification of sensibility," a fusion of passionate feeling with intellectual reasoning, where thought
and emotion are intricately intertwined.

The placement of "Song: Go and Catch a Falling Star” within Donne's collection Songs and Sonnets
(published posthumously in 1633) is significant. This collection contains a wide spectrum of poems about love,
ranging from the deeply cynical to the profoundly spiritual, such as "A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning," which
celebrates a love that transcends physical separation. Presenting a poem as intensely skeptical about female fidelity
as "Song" alongside poems of deep devotion creates a deliberate tension. This juxtaposition suggests Donne was
exploring the multifaceted, often contradictory nature of love and human relationships, rather than presenting a
single, fixed misogynistic viewpoint. The persona adopted in "Song" allows for the exploration of a specific, albeit
harsh, perspective on infidelity, potentially influenced by personal experiences or the prevailing social attitudes and
literary conventions of the time.

Furthermore, the poem's characteristic blend of fantastical, almost magical imagery (falling stars, mandrake roots,
mermaids) with a structured, logical argumentative style perfectly illustrates the Metaphysical "unification of
sensibility”. The poem presents a series of impossible tasks drawn from folklore and imagination but frames them
within a clear, almost syllogistic argument: these things are impossible; finding a faithful and beautiful woman is
equally impossible; therefore, such a woman effectively does not exist or cannot remain so. This forces the reader
to engage with the speaker's cynical premise on both an imaginative and an intellectual level, appreciating the wit
while grappling with the challenging assertion.

B. "Song: Go and Catch a Falling Star” - Overview

Originally titled simply "Song" in manuscript and early printings, this lyric poem gained its more descriptive
title from its famous opening line. It was published posthumously by Donne's son in the 1633 collection Songs and
Sonnets. The poem advances a provocative and controversial central argument: the sheer impossibility of finding a
woman who possesses both beauty ("fair") and fidelity ("true").

Structurally, the poem consists of three nine-line stanzas. Each stanza follows a consistent rhyme scheme
(ABABCCDDD) and employs a distinctive pattern of varying line lengths — typically, the first four lines have seven
syllables, the next two have eight, followed by two very short two-syllable lines, and a final seven-syllable line. This
intricate structure contributes significantly to the poem's musicality, as suggested by the title "Song," but also
underscores its argumentative shifts and conclusions.

Commonly interpreted as humorous, witty, cynical, and overtly misogynistic, the poem reflects a theme of female
inconstancy found in some poetry and social commentary of the era. It uses hyperbole and fantastical examples to
construct its argument against the possibility of enduring female faithfulness.
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Il. Complete Poem Text: "Song: Go and Catch a Falling Star"

Go and catch a falling star,

Get with child a mandrake root,
Tell me where all past years are,

Or who cleft the devil's foot,
Teach me to hear mermaids singing,
Or to keep off envy's stinging,

And find

What wind
Serves to advance an honest mind.

If thou be'st born to strange sights,

Things invisible to see,

Ride ten thousand days and nights,

Till age snow white hairs on thee,
Thou, when thou return'st, wilt tell me,
All strange wonders that befell thee,

And swear,

No where

Lives a woman true, and fair.

If thou find'st one, let me know,

Such a pilgrimage were sweet;
Yet do not, | would not go,

Though at next door we might meet;
Though she were true, when you met her,
And last, till you write your letter,

Yet she

Will be

False, ere | come, to two, or three.

lll. Detailed Stanza-by-Stanza Analysis

A. Stanza 1: A Catalogue of Impossibilities

The poem opens with a series of commands, delivered in the imperative mood ("Go," "Get," "Tell," "Teach"),
immediately establishing a challenging and dominant tone. The speaker tasks the listener (and by extension, the
reader) with performing actions that are fundamentally impossible, thereby setting the stage for the poem's central
argument.

e Lines 1-6: The list begins with fantastical and mythical impossibilities:

o "Go and catch a falling star": This image evokes something beautiful, transient, and ultimately
unreachable. In Donne's time, the nature of meteors was not understood, making the idea truly fantastical.
It sets a tone of magic and wonder, juxtaposed with the inherent impossibility.

o "Get with child a mandrake root": This refers to the mandrake plant, whose forked root was thought to
resemble a human form and was steeped in folklore and magic.® The idea of impregnating it is absurd,
highlighting unnatural creation and impossibility, perhaps with sexual undertones. Mandrakes were
paradoxically associated with both fertility (the fruit) and preventing conception (the leaves).

o "Tell me where all past years are": This shifts to an abstract, philosophical impossibility — the inability to
recapture or fully comprehend elapsed time. It introduces a wistful note about the mysteries of existence.
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o "Or who cleft the devil's foot": An allusion to medieval Christian theology and folklore, which depicted
the Devil with cloven (split) hooves, possibly derived from classical images of satyrs or Pan. Determining the
origin of this feature is presented as an unsolvable mystery, perhaps hinting at the origins of evil or
deception itself.

o "Teach me to hear mermaids singing”: Mermaids or sirens were mythical figures, half-woman and half-fish,
whose enchanting songs were believed to lure sailors to their deaths.” Hearing them is impossible because
they are mythical, or perilous if they were real. This task introduces the theme of dangerous female allure.®

o "Or to keep off envy's stinging": This task moves from the mythical to the psychological realm." The
"stinging" suggests the sharp, unavoidable pain of envy or jealousy, possibly stemming from romantic
rivalry." Its inclusion implies that avoiding this emotional pain is as impossible as the fantastical feats,
hinting at the speaker's potential past wounds or disillusionment.”

e Lines 7-9: The stanza concludes with a final impossibility, marked by a dramatic shortening of the lines and a
metrical shift, drawing emphasis.

o "And find / What wind / Serves to advance an honest mind": The speaker challenges the listener to
discover a force (‘'wind') that aids the success of honest individuals. The implication is deeply cynical: honesty
does not lead to worldly advancement; perhaps only dishonesty does. This adds a layer of social
commentary. The brevity of lines 7 and 8 ("What wind") mirrors the perceived insubstantiality and
unreliability of support for honesty.

Throughout this stanza, hyperbole is a key device, exaggerating the difficulty of the tasks to build the argument.”

The imagery is vivid, drawing from diverse sources — cosmology, botany, mythology, theology, psychology, and

social observation.

B. Stanza 2: The Futile Quest

The second stanza develops the argument by proposing a hypothetical, epic journey undertaken to disprove the
speaker's assertion, only to ultimately confirm it.

e Lines 10-13: The setup for the quest:

o "If thou be'st born to strange sights, / Things invisible to see": The speaker addresses a hypothetical
individual endowed with supernatural perception, someone capable of seeing things hidden from ordinary
view.'? Positing such an extraordinary observer makes the subsequent failure to find the desired woman
even more definitive.

o "Ride ten thousand days and nights, / Till age snow white hairs on thee": This describes a journey of
immense duration — approximately 27 years — essentially a lifetime of searching.” The vast timescale and the
image of the traveler aging until their hair turns white ("snow white hairs") powerfully convey the magnitude
of the effort and the ultimate futility of the quest.

e Lines 14-18: The journey's inevitable outcome:

o "Thou, when thou return’st, wilt tell me, / All strange wonders that befell thee": The speaker concedes
that such a long and arduous journey would undoubtedly expose the traveler to numerous marvels and
strange sights.

o "And swear, / No where / Lives a woman true, and fair": This is the stanza's (and arguably the poem's) central
assertion, delivered with stark emphasis by the short, isolated lines. Despite witnessing countless wonders over
a lifetime of searching, the traveler will be forced to conclude ("swear") that nowhere in the world exists a woman
who combines faithfulness ("true") and beauty ("fair"). This line explicitly states the poem's misogynistic premise,
making female constancy seem even more mythical than mermaids or mandrakes."

C. Stanza 3: The Cynical Reversal

The final stanza initially feigns openness to the possibility of finding the ideal woman, only to retract it immediately

with even greater cynicism, solidifying the speaker's disillusionment.

e Lines 19-20: A fleeting glimpse of possibility:

o "If thou find'st one, let me know, / Such a pilgrimage were sweet": The speaker momentarily entertains

the idea that the traveler might actually succeed. He suggests that the journey to meet such a rare woman
would be a worthwhile, almost sacred endeavor — a "sweet pilgrimage". This frames the ideal woman as a
kind of holy relic, justifying immense effort.
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e Lines 21-27: The swift, cynical retraction and final judgment:

o "Yet do not, | would not go, / Though at next door we might meet": This marks a sharp turn or "volta."
The speaker abruptly reverses his position, declaring he wouldn't bother to make the journey, even if the
woman lived right next door.® This underscores the depth of his cynicism; the effort is pointless because he
believes her faithfulness is inherently unstable.

o "Though she were true, when you met her, / And last, till you write your letter": He concedes that she
might have been faithful at the precise moment she was found, and perhaps even remained so for the brief
time it took the discoverer to write a letter informing the speaker. This is a minimal, almost insulting concession.

o "Yet she / Will be / False, ere | come, to two, or three": This is the poem's final, biting assertion, again
emphasized by the short lines. Her fidelity is presented as so ephemeral that before the speaker could even
travel from next door, she would inevitably have become unfaithful ("false") with multiple other partners ("two,
or three").3 The casual specificity ("two, or three") adds a particularly sharp, almost contemptuous edge to the
claim &, reinforcing the theme of female inconstancy as not just possible, but swift and inevitable.’

The progression through the three stanzas effectively mirrors a logical argument taken to a hyperbolic extreme,

a technique characteristic of Donne's intellectual wit." Stanza 1 establishes the premise of impossibility. Stanza

2 applies this premise to the specific case of finding a "true and fair" woman via a thought experiment,

concluding it's equally impossible. Stanza 3 pushes the argument to its ultimate cynical conclusion: even if

found, such a woman's virtue would instantly evaporate due to innate inconstancy. This step-by-step escalation,
using imaginative scenarios to "prove" a cynical point about human nature (specifically female nature, in this
case), showcases the blend of logic, rhetoric, and imagination typical of Metaphysical poetry.

Furthermore, the poem's consistent coupling of "true" (faithful) with "fair" (beautiful) is crucial.® The speaker's
cynicism is directed specifically at the combination of these two qualities. The poem doesn't explicitly address the
possibility of a woman being faithful but not beautiful, or beautiful but unfaithful (though the latter is strongly
implied as the norm). This focus suggests the speaker's ideal is narrowly defined, perhaps revealing a superficial
valuation of women or, conversely, a fear related to the perceived power or unobtainability of conventionally
attractive women. The link to the dangerous allure of mythical figures like mermaids reinforces this connection
between beauty and perceived untrustworthiness. The speaker's cynicism might thus be interpreted as a defense
mechanism against the perceived threat posed by desirable, yet potentially unfaithful, women.

IV. Vocabulary Enrichment: Understanding Donne's Language

A. Explanation of Difficult/Archaic Words

To fully appreciate Donne's poem and analyze it effectively, particularly for competitive exams, understanding its
Early Modern English vocabulary is essential. Many words have shifted in meaning or fallen out of common usage.
The following table clarifies some key terms.

B. Vocabulary Table

Word English Meaning Hindi Equivalent Context in Poem
catch capture, seize Uah gl (pakadna) "Go and catch a falling
star"
Get with child impregnate, make pregnant Tt B (garbhavati | "Get with child a
karna) mandrake root"

mandrake root | A plant root, often forked like human WWﬁG@W@[ﬂT "Get with child a
legs; linked in folklore to magic, | (nar aakaar ki jad wala | mandrake root"

fertility, and danger © paudha) / UAGlal OIS
(putrajeeva jad)
past years Time that has gone by; the past Sid 9T (beete saal) / 37diid | "Tell me where all past
(ateet) years are"
cleft split, divided SN B3l (cheera hua) / | "Or who cleft the devil's
fauTord (vibhaajit) foot"
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devil's foot The cloven (split) hoof attributed to VdE BT WX (shaitaan ka | "Or who cleft the devil's
the devil in folklore 8 khur) foot"
mermaids Mythical sea creatures (half-woman, AR (jalpari) "Teach me to hear
half-fish), famed for dangerous, mermaids singing"
enchanting singing '
envy's stinging | The sharp pain or distress caused by o BT SH (irshya ka dank) | "Or to keep off envy's
jealousy or resentment ' / S (jalan) stinging”
Serves Helps, functions to, is useful for e Bl © (sahaayak | "Serves to advance an
hota hai) / PMH 3HIdl % honest mind"
(kaam aata hai)
advance promote, help succeed, further the &H'Pfa?ﬂ:ﬂ(aage badhaana) | "Serves to advance an
cause of /Wﬁ‘f DT (unnati karna) | honest mind"
thou you (singular subject, archaic/formal) | q (tu) / gH (tum) "If thou be'st born..."
be'st are (second person singular present % (hai) /E»Pf (ho) "If thou be'st born..."
subjunctive or indicative, archaic)
thee you (singular object, archaic/formal) ?\E} (tujhe) /F\l}% (tumhein) | "..hairs on thee"
return'st return (second person singular FﬁEﬁT%(Iautata hai) /Fﬁflﬁ "when thou return'st..."
present indicative, archaic) (lautoge)
wilt will (second person singular future BT (karega) / Eh_@ﬁ "...wilt tell me"
indicative, archaic) (kahoge)
befell happened to (past tense of befall) ‘aﬁﬁ'g'&ﬂ (ghatit hua) ".wonders that befell
thee"
swear affirm solemnly, promise under oath; | ®dH Wl (kasam khaana) | "And swear..."
assert strongly / 0y T (shapath lena)
true faithful, constant, loyal, honest Tt (sachchi) / dWIGR | "Lives a woman true, and
(vafadaar) fair"
fair beautiful, attractive ﬂﬂ? (sundar) / iy (gori) "Lives a woman true, and
fair"
find'st find (second person singular present | UTdl g (paata hai) / €& od | "If thou find'st one..."
indicative, archaic) Epf (dhoondh lete ho)
pilgrimage A journey, often long and arduous, CIDRIEN (teerthyaatra) "Such a pilgrimage were
to a sacred place;  used sweet"
metaphorically here 8
were would be  (subjunctive  mood @?IT (hota) /E?I_cﬁ (hoti) "Such a pilgrimage were
expressing hypothetical situation) sweet"
ere before (in time) EI%?I (pehle) /‘3\71c (poorv) "False, ere | come..."
false unfaithful, deceitful, disloyal E{Cﬁ (jhoothi) / W | "Yet she / Will be /
(bewafa) False..."

V. Core Thematic Exploration

Several interconnected themes dominate "Song: Go and Catch a Falling Star," reflecting both Donne's intellectual

preoccupations and certain attitudes of his time.

A. The Impossibility of Finding a "True and Fair" Woman

This is the poem's explicit and central thesis. The speaker argues forcefully that finding a woman who combines

beauty with unwavering fidelity is an impossibility on par with the fantastical and mythical tasks listed in the first

stanza. Catching a meteor, hearing a mermaid, or knowing the past are presented as analogies for the unlikelihood

of discovering such a woman. The theme is amplified through hyperbole, particularly the "ten thousand days and

nights" journey, which emphasizes the extreme rarity, bordering on non-existence, attributed to this ideal.
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B. Female Inconstancy/Infidelity

Closely tied to the theme of impossibility is the assertion of inherent female inconstancy. The poem argues that even
if the impossible were to occur and a "true and fair" woman were found, her faithfulness would be extraordinarily
fleeting. This reflects a misogynistic trope prevalent in some Renaissance literature and social discourse, famously
echoed in Shakespeare's Hamlet with the line, "Frailty, thy name is woman". The poem's conclusion — that she would
be "False, ere | come, to two, or three" — provides the most extreme expression of this theme, portraying female
infidelity as not merely a possibility but a rapid, inevitable, and perhaps even multiple occurrence.

C. Cynicism and Skepticism

A deep-seated cynicism pervades the poem, directed primarily at women's nature but extending to broader aspects
of human experience. The speaker expresses skepticism not only about finding loyalty in love but also about the
rewards of virtue in the world, questioning "What wind / Serves to advance an honest mind". This suggests a
disillusionment with societal values as well. The speaker's ultimate refusal even to investigate the existence of the
ideal woman ("Yet do not, | would not go") showcases a profound skepticism that prefers the certainty of disbelief
over the potential for disappointment.

D. Hyperbole and Wit

Donne masterfully employs hyperbole, or exaggeration, as a key rhetorical strategy throughout the poem. The
impossible tasks, the epic journey's duration, and the claimed speed of infidelity are all deliberate exaggerations
designed to create a witty, dramatic, and memorable effect. This use of hyperbole is central to the poem's overall
conceit — the extended, elaborate comparison between finding a faithful woman and achieving the impossible. The
wit lies in the intellectual playfulness and the audaciousness of the argument, intended to provoke thought and
perhaps dark amusement, even amidst the cynicism.

While the poem's misogyny is evident on its surface, it's possible to consider it within the context of Metaphysical
poetic strategies. Metaphysical poets often used specific, sometimes extreme scenarios to explore broader
philosophical or psychological issues. The list of impossible tasks extends beyond female fidelity to encompass
challenges related to time, knowledge, psychological pain (envy), and societal justice (the honest mind). Therefore,
the intense focus on female inconstancy might function as a particularly provocative and culturally resonant example
used to explore wider anxieties about trust, deception, the difficulty of finding any stable truth or loyalty in the
world, or perhaps a general lament about human fallibility. The poem uses the specific to probe the universal.
Furthermore, the inclusion of "envy's stinging" among the impossibilities adds a layer of psychological complexity.
This reference feels more grounded in personal human experience than the mythical tasks surrounding it. It hints at
the pain of jealousy, potentially linked to romantic rivalry over a desirable partner, suggesting the speaker's cynicism
might stem from specific experiences or fears of betrayal. This subtly connects the poem's abstract, hyperbolic
argument to relatable human emotions, grounding the cynicism in something potentially more personal than mere
intellectual posturing. The cynicism about the advancement of an honest mind might also reflect Donne's own
societal struggles following his controversial marriage.

VI. Tone and Attitude

The tone of "Song: Go and Catch a Falling Star" is complex and shifts throughout, contributing significantly to its
impact and interpretative possibilities.

A. Dominant Tone: Cynical and Misogynistic

The most apparent tone is one of deep cynicism and misogyny." The speaker expresses profound skepticism and
distrust regarding the possibility of female faithfulness, culminating in the harsh assertions of the final stanza.

B. Witty and Playful

Despite its biting theme, the poem exhibits considerable wit and intellectual playfulness. The imaginative list of
impossible tasks, the use of hyperbole, and the clever construction of the argument lend it a certain lightness,
characteristic of the "song" form. This wit invites the reader to appreciate the poem's cleverness even while
potentially disagreeing with its premise.

C. Challenging and Commanding
The opening stanza's use of the imperative mood ("Go," "Get," "Tell," "Teach") creates a commanding and
challenging tone. The speaker confronts the listener, daring them to disprove his assertions.
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D. Mocking and Bitter

A mocking tone emerges, particularly in the second stanza's description of the futile lifelong quest and the final
stanza's dismissal of the ideal woman. The swift retraction of hope ("Yet do not, | would not go") and the final lines
carry a distinct bitterness, suggesting underlying hurt or disillusionment.

E. Complex and Shifting

Crucially, the tone is not static. It modulates between the fantastical commands, philosophical musings on time and
envy, a moment of feigned hope ("Such a pilgrimage were sweet"), and the ultimate plunge into stark cynicism. This
very complexity, encompassing elements from magical to harsh, bitter to hopeful, commanding to resentful, allows
for multiple layers of interpretation.

This complexity is heightened by the ironic contrast between the poem's form as a "Song" and its deeply cynical
message. Songs are typically associated with harmony, melody, and often positive emotions. Here, Donne utilizes
the musicality inherent in the song structure — its regular rhyme scheme and rhythmic patterns — to deliver a message
of profound distrust and bitterness regarding love and fidelity. This deliberate mismatch between the vehicle (song
form) and the tenor (cynical content) creates a powerful irony. It unsettles the reader, preventing an easy
categorization of the poem as merely light entertainment ("light playful song") or solely a bitter diatribe ("cynical
nature"). This yoking together of disparate elements — lyrical form and harsh sentiment — is a characteristic technique
of Metaphysical poetry, designed to surprise and provoke thought.

VII. Poetic Craft: Form and Literary Devices

Donne's mastery of poetic craft is evident in the intricate structure and skillful deployment of literary devices in

"Song: Go and Catch a Falling Star."

A. Structure

e Stanza Form: The poem is composed of three nine-line stanzas, a consistent structure that provides a
framework for the unfolding argument.

e Rhyme Scheme: Each stanza follows an ABABCCDDD rhyme scheme. The initial alternating rhymes (ABAB)
establish a conventional lyrical feel, while the subsequent rhyming couplet (CC) and triplet (DDD) create points
of emphasis, often driving home the stanza's key assertion or cynical conclusion.

e Meter and Line Length Variation: The poem predominantly uses trochaic tetrameter (a stressed syllable
followed by an unstressed one, four times per line) in the first four lines of each stanza, often catalectic (dropping
the final unstressed syllable) for a forceful effect. Lines 5 and 6 tend to be slightly longer (often eight syllables
and fully trochaic). The most dramatic variation occurs in lines 7, 8, and 9, which are significantly shorter (often
two syllables for lines 7 and 8, returning to seven for line 9). This variation disrupts the rhythm, creates visual
emphasis on the page, and mirrors the poem's argumentative shifts — the short lines often deliver the most
abrupt or cynical pronouncements. The shift to iambic monometer (one unstressed followed by one stressed
syllable) in lines like "What wind" is particularly striking and attention-grabbing.

B. Key Literary Devices

e Metaphysical Conceit: The entire poem functions as an extended conceit, drawing an elaborate and
intellectually ingenious comparison between the series of impossible tasks and the supposed impossibility of
finding a woman who is both "true and fair".

e Hyperbole: Exaggeration is used consistently for rhetorical effect, evident in the nature of the tasks, the duration
of the journey, and the speed of the woman's predicted infidelity.

e Imagery: Donne employs vivid and diverse imagery drawn from mythology (mermaids, devil's foot), folklore
(mandrake root), nature (falling star), abstract concepts (past years, envy), and human experience (white hairs,
pilgrimage).

e Allusion: The poem contains numerous allusions to contemporary beliefs and folklore regarding mandrakes,
the devil, mermaids, and perhaps implicitly, biblical narratives of temptation or fallibility.

e lrony: Situational and tonal irony arises from the contrast between the song form and the cynical content, and
from the speaker's declaration that he wouldn't seek the very ideal ("true and fair" woman) he seems to lament
the lack of.
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e Paradox: The poem touches on paradoxical ideas, such as the notion of achieving impossible feats (like
impregnating a root) or the counter-intuitive logic that even if the ultimate rarity were found, it would instantly
cease to be what it was.

e Symbolism: Certain images function symbolically: the falling star represents the beautiful but unattainable ideal;
the mandrake root suggests unnatural or impossible generation; mermaids symbolize dangerous feminine allure
and deception.

The poem's formal elements are not merely decorative; they actively participate in conveying its meaning and tone.
The regular rhyme scheme (ABAB) sets up expectations of lyrical harmony, which are then complicated by the
emphatic closure of the CC couplet and DDD triplet, often reinforcing the cynical argument. The variations in line
length, particularly the abrupt shortening towards the end of each stanza, create a sense of diminishing possibilities,
deflation, or stark finality, mirroring the trajectory of the speaker's argument from grand impossibilities to blunt
dismissal. Metrical shifts, like the jarring move to monometer for "What wind," break the established rhythm to
highlight key points, such as the perceived lack of substance or support for honesty. In this way, the poem's structure
dynamically enacts its thematic concerns about instability, fleetingness, and the collapse of ideals, demonstrating
how form and content are inextricably linked in Metaphysical poetry.

VIII. The Poem's Conclusion: Significance of the Final Stanza

The third stanza serves as the culmination of the poem's argument, delivering its final and most uncompromising
statement.

A. Reinforcement of Cynicism

The stanza definitively rejects any lingering hope of finding enduring female fidelity. After briefly entertaining the
notion of a "sweet pilgrimage,” the speaker immediately dismisses it, solidifying his deeply cynical worldview and

leaving no room for optimism regarding the faithfulness of beautiful women.

B. The Ultimate Hyperbole
The assertion that the supposedly "true and fair" woman would become "False, ere | come, to two, or three"
represents the poem's most extreme use of hyperbole. This deliberately shocking exaggeration is designed to leave

a lasting impression of the speaker’s profound distrust and the perceived rapidity and inevitability of female betrayal.

C. Rejection of the Ideal

The speaker's emphatic refusal to pursue the ideal woman, even if she were conveniently located "at next door," is
highly significant. It suggests a preference for the perceived certainty of his cynical outlook over the potential
experience of the ideal, which he believes would inevitably lead to disappointment. This rejection can be read as a
defense mechanism, shielding the speaker from potential emotional pain by preemptively denying the possibility of

genuine, lasting fidelity in a beautiful woman.

D. Lingering Questions

While the poem's persona delivers a definitive and unambiguous conclusion within the text, the ending invites broader
interpretation. Does this extreme cynicism reflect Donne's personal conviction, a fleeting mood, a witty performance
tailored for a specific (perhaps male) audience, or a more complex, exaggerated exploration of human weakness and the

difficulties of trust? The poem concludes its internal argument but leaves the reader to ponder its wider implications.

The abruptness and extremity of the conclusion serve a crucial rhetorical purpose. By offering no compromise and
ending on the most cynical note possible, the poem acts as a provocation. It challenges conventional romantic
notions prevalent in love poetry and forces the reader to engage directly with an uncomfortable, perhaps
unwelcome, perspective on human relationships. This shock value ensures the poem's central argument is
memorable and unsettling. In pushing the boundaries of the conventional love lyric through intellectual wit and
stark cynicism, Donne compels his audience to confront the darker, more complex possibilities within human nature
and interaction, a key objective of much Metaphysical poetry.
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IX. Recall MCQs for Understanding the Poem

These multiple-choice questions cover various aspects of "Song: Go and Catch a Falling Star" and are designed to

aid preparation for competitive exams.

1. Who is the author of "Song: Go and Catch a Falling Star"?
(@) William Shakespeare (b) John Milton (c) John Donne (d) Andrew Marvell
2. To which literary group is John Donne most closely associated?
(a) Romantic Poets (b) Cavalier Poets (c) Metaphysical Poets (d) Augustan Poets
3. Which of the following is NOT listed as an impossible task in the first stanza?
(a) Catching a falling star (b) Finding sunken treasure
(c) Hearing mermaids singing (d) Getting a mandrake root with child
4. What does the speaker claim about "envy's stinging” in the first stanza?
(a) It can be cured by magic. (b) It is impossible to keep off (avoid).
() It only affects dishonest people. (d) It is caused by mermaids.
5. What journey duration does the speaker propose in the second stanza?
(a) Forty days and forty nights (b) One thousand and one nights
(c) Seven years (d) Ten thousand days and nights
6. According to the speaker in Stanza 2, what will the traveler swear after completing the long journey?
(a) That true love conquers all. (b) That honesty is always rewarded.
(c) That nowhere lives a woman both true and fair. (d) That mermaids truly exist.
7. What is the meaning of the word "fair" as used in the line "Lives a woman true, and fair"?
(@) Just or equitable (b) Light-skinned or blonde
(c) Beautiful or attractive (d) Average or mediocre
8. What is the meaning of the archaic word "ere"?
(a) Here (b) Before (c) After (d) Always
9. In the third stanza, why does the speaker say he would NOT go to meet a "true and fair" woman, even if
she lived next door?
(a) He is too busy with other tasks. (b) He believes she would become false before he arrived.
(c) He thinks the journey would be too difficult. (d) He no longer believes such a woman could exist.
10. The poem'’s overall tone can best be described as:
(@) Romantic and idealistic (b) Solemn and mournful
(c) Cynical and witty (d) Nostalgic and sentimental
11. What is the rhyme scheme of each stanza in the poem?
(a) AABB CCDDEE (b) ABCA BCBC DD (c) ABAB CDCD EEE (d) ABABCCDDD
12. The elaborate comparison between impossible tasks and finding a faithful woman is an example of:
(a) Simile (b) Metaphor (c) Metaphysical Conceit(d) Personification
13. The line "Till age snow white hairs on thee" primarily functions as:
(a) A literal description of the weather (b) A metaphor for wisdom
(c) Hyperbole emphasizing a long period of time  (d) An allusion to a specific myth
14. Which theme is central to the poem?
(a) The beauty of nature (b) The inevitability of death
(c) The impossibility of female fidelity (d) The importance of religious faith
15. The final lines ("Yet she / Will be / False, ere | come, to two, or three") express:
(a) Hope for reconciliation (b) Extreme skepticism about female constancy
(c) A prediction based on astrology (d) Regret over past actions
Answer Key:
1. (c) John Donne 2. (c) Metaphysical Poets
3. (b) Finding sunken treasure 4. (b) It is impossible to keep off (avoid).
5. (d) Ten thousand days and nights 6. (c) That nowhere lives a woman both true and fair.

18



	1. Poetry.pdf (p.1-80)
	3. Prose.pdf (p.113-140)
	4. Fiction.pdf (p.141-165)
	5.pdf (p.166-173)
	6.pdf (p.174-187)
	7. Phonetic Transcription, Word Stress.pdf (p.188-200)
	LIBRARY SCIENCE - UNIT 1 - Double Side.pdf (p.1-56)
	LIBRARY SCIENCE - UNIT 2.pdf (p.57-112)
	LIBRARY SCIENCE - UNIT 3.pdf (p.113-182)

