
Study Guide for Ben Jonson's On My First
Son: A Comprehensive Analysis
Ben Jonson's "On My First Son" is a poignant and deeply moving poem
that explores the themes of grief, loss, and the search for meaning in the
face of tragedy. This study guide provides a comprehensive analysis of the
poem, examining its structure, themes, and literary devices. Whether you're
a student studying Jonson's work, a scholar seeking deeper insights, or a
literature enthusiast eager to appreciate the beauty of this classic poem,
this guide will serve as an invaluable resource.

Structure and Form

The poem consists of 14 lines, written in iambic pentameter and following
the Petrarchan sonnet form. This structure gives the poem a sense of Free
Download and control, reflecting the speaker's attempt to grapple with the
chaos of his grief.
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The poem is divided into two stanzas: the octave (lines 1-8) and the sestet
(lines 9-14). The octave introduces the speaker's sorrow and his attempts
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to find solace in the traditional Christian belief in an afterlife. The sestet,
however, shifts the focus to the speaker's realization that his son's death
has shattered his faith and left him questioning the very foundations of his
beliefs.

Themes

The dominant theme of the poem is grief. The speaker's sorrow is palpable
as he laments the loss of his beloved son. He expresses his pain through
vivid imagery and heart-wrenching metaphors, conveying the depth of his
anguish.

Another prominent theme is the search for meaning in the face of
tragedy. The speaker grapples with the question of why his son was taken
from him and struggles to find any solace in the traditional Christian belief
in an afterlife. His questioning of faith reflects the existential crisis that often
accompanies the experience of profound loss.

Literary Devices

Jonson employs a range of literary devices to craft a poem that is both
emotionally resonant and technically masterful. These devices include:

Imagery: The poem abounds with vivid imagery, creating a rich
sensory experience for the reader. The speaker describes his son's
"bright eyes" and his own "salt tears," evoking a powerful sense of
sight and touch.

Metaphor: Jonson uses metaphors to express the emotional and
psychological impact of his son's death. He compares his grief to a
"serpent's sting" and his son to a "star" that has "out-shone" him.



Simile: The poem also contains several similes, which draw
comparisons between the speaker's grief and other experiences. He
says that his tears "flow as fast as rivers" and that his heart "is torn"
with sorrow.

Symbolism: The poem's imagery and metaphors often carry symbolic
meanings. The star, for example, can be seen as a symbol of the
speaker's son's life and the darkness that has enveloped him after his
death.

Analysis

The poem begins with the speaker's expression of his overwhelming grief.
He describes his son's "bright eyes" and "sweet soul," and the pain of
losing him is likened to a "serpent's sting."

In the octave, the speaker attempts to find solace in the traditional Christian
belief in an afterlife. He says that his son is now "safe in heaven" and that
he will one day be reunited with him. However, in the sestet, the speaker's
faith begins to waver. He questions the existence of heaven and hell and
wonders if his son is truly gone forever.

The poem ends with a powerful and poignant statement: "I have no hope
but one, which is despair." This line encapsulates the speaker's complete
loss of faith and his despair at the thought that his son is truly gone.

Ben Jonson's "On My First Son" is a masterpiece of English poetry.
Through its exquisite use of structure, themes, and literary devices, the
poem captures the raw emotions of grief and loss and explores the
profound questions that arise in the face of tragedy. This study guide has
provided a comprehensive analysis of the poem, offering insights into its



structure, themes, and the literary devices that Jonson employs to create a
work of timeless beauty and emotional resonance.

Additional Resources

Read the full text of "On My First Son" on Poets.org

Access a detailed analysis of "On My First Son" on LitCharts

Watch a video analysis of "On My First Son" on Khan Academy
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