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Short Answer Type Questions 
1. Why does the poet ask Death not to be proud?​
 The poet asks Death not to be proud because, in his view, Death is not as powerful, “mighty” or 
“dreadful” as people imagine. Donne believes that Death cannot truly destroy human beings, 
since their souls live on in eternal life, and even the physical death it brings is only like a short 
sleep. By directly addressing Death and denying its greatness, the poet challenges its 
reputation as a fearsome conqueror and reduces it to something weak and temporary. 

 

2. How does the poet prove that Death is not ‘mighty and dreadful’?​
 The poet proves that Death is not “mighty and dreadful” by showing that it has no real power of 
its own and cannot permanently harm human beings. Those whom Death seems to “overthrow” 
do not truly die, because their souls are delivered into eternal life. Death is compared to rest and 
sleep, which are pleasant and refreshing, suggesting that death, too, brings rest. Donne further 
argues that Death is a slave to fate, chance, kings and desperate men, and that ordinary things 
like poppy and charms can give better sleep than Death can; finally, he asserts that after “one 
short sleep,” people wake eternally and Death itself will be destroyed, proving it is not a mighty 
ruler at all. 

 

3. What does Donne mean by “those whom thou think’st thou dost overthrow / Die not”?​
 By saying “those whom thou think’st thou dost overthrow / Die not,” Donne means that the 
people whom Death believes it has destroyed do not truly cease to exist. In Christian belief, 
which Donne follows, physical death is not the end of a person; it is only the end of earthly life. 
The soul is “delivered” into eternal life, so Death’s victory is only apparent, not real. Thus, Death 

https://beautyoflanguage.in/death-be-not-proud-explanation-summary-poetic-devices-main-themes/
https://youtu.be/NXj5SVPb34E


 
 

 
is mistaken in thinking that it has complete power over human beings, because it can touch only 
the body, not the immortal soul. 

 

4. Why does the poet compare Death to “rest and sleep”?​
 The poet compares Death to “rest and sleep” to make it seem familiar, gentle and less 
frightening. Rest and sleep are everyday experiences that bring pleasure and refreshment, and 
Donne calls them “pictures” of Death, meaning they are small images or copies of what death is 
like. If these minor versions of Death are comforting, then the real thing cannot be terrible; it 
must bring even “much more” pleasure and rest. This comparison helps to remove the terror 
usually associated with dying and supports the idea that Death is not an enemy but a temporary, 
peaceful state before eternal life. 

 

5. Who are the “best men” referred to in the poem and how do they go with Death?​
 The “best men” in the poem are those who are brave, virtuous and self-sacrificing, such as 
soldiers, martyrs and morally upright people who live honorable lives. Donne says that these 
“best men” are the ones who go to Death “soonest,” suggesting that they may die earlier than 
others in the course of their noble duties. However, they go with Death in a positive sense: their 
bones find rest and their souls are “delivered” from earthly suffering into eternal peace. Thus, 
Death is shown almost as a helper that brings the best people more quickly to their true reward. 

 

6. In what sense is Death called a “slave to fate, chance, kings and desperate men”?​
 Death is called a “slave to fate, chance, kings and desperate men” because it does not decide 
independently when or how people die; it merely carries out the decisions or actions of other 
forces. Fate is seen as the controlling power that determines the course of human life, chance 
represents accidents and random events, kings can send people to war or execution, and 
desperate men can take their own lives. In all these cases, Death only follows orders or 
consequences; it never acts as a free master. This description reduces Death from a mighty 
ruler to a powerless servant, completely dependent on others. 

 

7. How do “poison, war and sickness” reduce Death’s importance?​
 “Poison, war and sickness” reduce Death’s importance by showing that it depends on these 
agents to operate and is constantly associated with them. Donne says that Death “dwells” with 
poison, war and sickness, as if they are its companions or instruments, and these are all 
unpleasant and often painful ways to die. Instead of being a noble or unique power, Death is 



 
 

 
simply present wherever these destructive forces act, sharing its work with them. This 
association makes Death look less like a grand conqueror and more like a grim follower that 
appears wherever there is misery and violence. 

 

8. What is the significance of “poppy or charms” in the poem?​
 “Poppy or charms” are significant because they represent ordinary means—drugs and magic 
spells—that can induce sleep and rest in a way that, according to the poet, is “better” than 
Death’s own stroke. Poppy refers to the plant used to make opium, a drug that makes people 
drowsy, while charms suggest magical practices that also bring about sleep. By saying that such 
things can make us sleep “as well, and better” than Death, Donne suggests that Death is not 
unique in its ability to give rest and may even be inferior to simple human remedies. This 
comparison humiliates Death and further weakens its claim to greatness. 

 

9. Explain the meaning of “one short sleep past, we wake eternally.”​
 The line “one short sleep past, we wake eternally” expresses Donne’s belief that death is only a 
brief, temporary state, like a short sleep, after which the soul wakes to eternal life. From the 
Christian point of view, death on earth does not end existence; instead, it is the interval before 
resurrection and the life of the soul with God. Calling it a “short sleep” emphasizes that this 
period is not to be feared because it is followed by something far greater and permanent. Thus, 
death loses its terror, as it becomes only the small doorway to a never-ending, awakened 
existence. 

 

10. Why is the line “Death, thou shalt die” considered a paradox?​
 The line “Death, thou shalt die” is considered a paradox because it appears to contradict itself: 
Death, which is the end of life, is itself said to die. Literally, death cannot die, since it is not a 
living being, but Donne uses this statement to convey a deeper truth. In Christian belief, at the 
end of time, when God grants eternal life to believers, death will no longer exist or have any 
power. So the paradox expresses the idea that in the final victory of eternal life, Death will be 
completely defeated and destroyed. This striking contradiction makes the line memorable and 
powerfully sums up the poem’s message. 
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