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In what ways does a comparative study accentuate the distinctive contexts of Donne’s poetry and W;t? 

Through the study of John Donne’s metaphysical poetry and Margaret Edson’s postmodern play W;t, 

one is able to accentual the distinctive contexts between the two literary works through its continual 

similarities and differences dramatized with its key ideas and crucially through language. W;t 

contains repetitions of intertextuality with Donne’s Holy Sonnets which is clearly of the Christian 

metaphysical era. By comparing the two texts, the universal values of death and mortality, are 

explored. As the result of Edson’s application of Donne’s classical ideals throughout W;t, an 

alternative interpretation is accentuated into the distinctive contexts between the two literary eras. 

Together Donne’s metaphysics and Edson’s post-modernism divulge into the aspects of the human 

experience that are larger than life such as spirituality for Donne being God and Edson there lack of 

along with ideas surrounding death and life itself. The comparing of Donne’s poetry and W;t sheds 

light upon the distinctive nature contrasts through their vast variations of perspectives. The context 

of Donne’s metaphysical poetry is openly of the Christian rhetoric in the 17
th

 century and the notion 

of external salvation as indicated through the line ‘wake eternally’. For Edson, W;t is in the post-

modern era with the strong belief in human science and knowledge as opposed to religious Christian 

metaphysics is the giver of salvation. In comparing Donne’s poetry and that of Edson’s W;t as 

dramatized through Vivian Bearing’s dependency on the IV pole in dissimilarity to Donne’s 

dependence on God, it is clear that language clearly emphasises the contexts of the past and the 

now. 

In spite of their contrasting contexts, each of their decisiveness and individuality is characterised 

through their similarities in the addressing of death as a principle ideal. Throughout Edson’s single 

act play W;t, the transitioning between the fight against the inevitable which is ultimately death to 

its acceptance is parallelism with the changing language presented through the initial metaphysical 

poems contrasted with his later publications. A common conceptuality being the human context is 

reiterated in his language in particular through his altering tone of voice. Donne being essentially 

what could be described as egotistic issues death with a series of imperatives such as ‘be not proud’ 

and wrestles with the meagre concept through intellectual rhetoric and logic. Through the 

implementation of poetic techniques such as literary conceit which reinforces the beliefs of the poet 

as seeing death as only a person that it ‘thou shalt die’. Donne repeatedly grapples with death as in 

reality it was a clear trauma that plagued him with several close family members passing away as 

young children. Death was a major element of the 17
th

 century Renaissance society which for Donne 

he saw the need for God and for death to be ‘overthrown’ to become ‘slaves’. 

Likewise through the compact events and situations dramatized through the course of W;t, the post-

modern Edson whom personally had death with cancer and survived characterises Vivian Bearing, 

name which resonates dully with negativity and of a depression that she will confront death with 

‘full force’. Bearing eventually understands the literal burden of what it means for her to be ‘tough’ 

and ‘uncompromising’ with little direct mention of death itself. The presence of God and religious 

notions are replaced with the post-modern concepts of survival of the fittest and that of human 

strength being intellectual for Bearing. Through the conveyance of jargon as a language device 

reminiscent of the modern context with medical language such as ‘insidious adenocarcinoma’ thus 

being symbolic of the contemporary denial of death. 
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The intensity of personalities and the characteristics of both contexts are visible as a result of the 

intextuality between Donne’s metaphysical poetry and Edson’s post-modern W;t. Donne’s Holy 

Sonnets commence be proclaiming the intensity of character thus being paralleled with Vivian 

Bearing’s immense personality emphasised through the compactness of the single act play to 

strengthen the concentration of W;t. As the passion and ferocity of W;t is enacted as an extended 

metaphor and conceit for the businesses of modern society which accentuates the structure of the 

play in order to convey an attraction with the responder thus encouraging them to further their 

exploration in the issues represented such as life and death.  In the face of cancer and death Bearing 

describes how one should ‘never… turn from a challenge’ as she see cancer as an opponent able to 

contained through her ‘aggressive intellect’ which through the ‘acquisition of vocabulary’ amounts 

to arsenal of human weaponry being her ‘only defence’ in a world without true religion. In typifying 

contemporary post-modernism, Bearing accentuates the different perspectives that have been 

dramatized and that have been brought to light as a result of the comparative study between 

Donne’s metaphysical realm and the modern society of Edson’s lifetime. 

Both similarly and in contrast, both literary and dramatic works exemplify the diverse perspectives 

into the fundamentals of humanity being life and death. Such ideals surrounding these topics are 

conceptualised through Donne with his continual reference to the afterlife and God reflective of his 

17
th

 century Christian society. However, Edson in the 20
th

 century secular world has reshaped such 

ideas into one of the post-modern context defying the views of Donne and spirituality with the 

sufficiency of the human mind. Therefore as a result of studying both literary works comparatively, 

such unison allows for us as the responder to draw both paralleled insights into how the 

accentuation of context makes distinctive literature such as Donne’s Holy Sonnets and Margaret 

Edson’s W;t transcend the eras of their origin. 


