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Ben Jonson's "On My First Son" is a deeply moving and poignant poem
that expresses the grief and sorrow of a father who has lost his beloved
son. Written in the early 17th century, the poem explores themes of
mortality, the fragility of life, and the enduring power of love.

This comprehensive study guide provides an in-depth analysis of "On My
First Son," examining its structure, literary devices, historical context, and
the various interpretations that have been offered over the centuries.
Whether you are a student, a teacher, or simply a lover of poetry, this guide
will help you to deepen your understanding and appreciation of this
timeless masterpiece.

Analysis

Structure

"On My First Son" is a sonnet, a fourteen-line poem written in iambic
pentameter with a specific rhyme scheme. The poem is divided into three
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quatrains (four-line stanzas) and a final couplet (two-line stanza).

The first quatrain introduces the speaker's grief and sorrow over the loss of
his son. The second quatrain explores the son's brief life and untimely
death. The third quatrain reflects on the speaker's own mortality and the
hope of being reunited with his son in heaven. The final couplet provides a
brief but powerful resolution, expressing the speaker's acceptance of his
son's death.

Literary Devices

Jonson uses a variety of literary devices to create a vivid and emotionally
resonant poem.

Metaphor: The poem is filled with metaphors that compare the son's
life to flowers, stars, and other natural objects. These metaphors
convey the beauty and fragility of the son's life.

Personification: Jonson personifies Death as a "mighty tyrant" and a
"grim thief." This personification gives Death a menacing and powerful
presence.

Contrast: The poem contrasts the son's brief life with the speaker's
own long life. This contrast highlights the speaker's grief and sense of
loss.

Rhetorical questions: Jonson uses rhetorical questions to express
his grief and to emphasize the senselessness of his son's death.

Alliteration: Jonson uses alliteration to create a sense of rhythm and
flow in the poem. For example, the line "And when I saw that living
worth extinct" uses alliteration to emphasize the loss of the son's life.



Historical Context

"On My First Son" was written during a time of great social and political
upheaval in England. The Renaissance was a period of great intellectual
and artistic achievement, but it was also a time of religious persecution and
violence.

Jonson's poem reflects the anxieties and uncertainties of his time. The
speaker's grief over the loss of his son is not only personal but also a
reflection of the larger social and political turmoil of the period.

Interpretations

"On My First Son" has been interpreted in a variety of ways over the
centuries. Some critics have focused on the poem's religious themes, while
others have emphasized its psychological and emotional aspects.

Religious interpretations: Some critics see "On My First Son" as a
meditation on the nature of death and the afterlife. They argue that the
poem expresses the speaker's faith in God and his belief in the
resurrection of the dead.

Psychological interpretations: Other critics have focused on the
poem's psychological aspects. They argue that the poem explores the
speaker's grief, anger, and sense of loss. They also suggest that the
poem may have been influenced by Jonson's own personal
experiences.

"On My First Son" is a powerful and moving poem that continues to
resonate with readers today. Its themes of mortality, grief, and the enduring
power of love are universal and timeless.



This study guide has provided an in-depth analysis of the poem's structure,
literary devices, historical context, and various interpretations. We hope
that this guide has helped you to deepen your understanding and
appreciation of this timeless masterpiece.
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The Gathering Pacific Storm: An Epic Struggle
Between Japan and the United States
The Gathering Pacific Storm is a 1991 book by author Winston Churchill.
The book tells the story of the lead-up to World War II in the Pacific,
and...
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How CIA-Contra Gangs and NGOs
Manufacture, Mislabel, and Market Mass Murder
In the annals of covert operations, the CIA's involvement with the Contra
rebels in Nicaragua stands as one of the most egregious examples of
state-sponsored terrorism. The...
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