
 

 

MOD A: Intertextual Connections – John Donne/Wit  

An exploration of intertextual connections reveals the relationship between context and key values.  

An exploration of the intertextual connections between two texts reveals the relationships between 
different contexts and their differing values. This is presented through John Donne’s 17th Century 
poetry, in close comparison to Margaret Edson’s 20th Century metatheatrical adaption of his poetry, 
‘Wit’. Edson’s play draws significantly upon Donne’s works, and adapts similar concepts such as the 
ideas of death and mortality, as well as the importance of human compassion and humanity to a 
new and modern era, where these ideas now hold changed value, and are disregarded due to 
scientific advancement and nihilism. Through an exploration of both texts, reveals to readers the 
likelihood and extremity of changing ideals, due to timeframe and context.  

Death, Mortality, God, Redemption 

Donne’s holy sonnets, ‘Death Not Be Proud’ and ‘This is my plays last scene’, reveal a 17th Century 

England perspective of mortality, where death was closely linked to faith, and was seen to be the 

next stage of life, rather than a finality. Contextually, Christianity was the norm, thus, Jacobean’s had 

high confidence in Heaven, Hell, judgment day and the afterlife, often seeking redemption nearing 

their death. This religious awareness is revealed through Donne’s shift of poetry, from sonnets of 

love and satire to ‘Hymnes to God’. Within ‘Death Not Be Proud’, Donne presents death as a 

passage, transition, or movement into the afterlife, rather than a finality. He degrades and 

disempowers death within the poem, with the illusion of it being just a ‘comma’, or pause that will 

not last in, “Death, thou shalt die.” diminishing its strength. He further compares dying to sleep, in, 

“One short sleepe, wee wake eternally,” emphasising his belief that death is only a movement into 

the afterlife, and does not result in true mortality. Within his poem, ‘This is my plays last scene’, 

Donne further suggests that life on earth is full of evil and sins in, “for thus I leave the world, the 

flesh, the evil”, as he longs to return to the purity of Heaven and God. Donne’s poetry is thus a witty 

reaction to his mortality, as he did not fear death itself, but God, due to the religiously influenced 

values people had within the 17th Century.  

These ethics, however, can be contrasted to the values within Margaret Edson’s play, ‘Wit’, which 

reveals that 400 years later, death has become the ‘unknown’, due to the major developments in 

science which have caused a decline in religious and moral belief. Edson’s characterisation of ‘Vivian 

Bearing’ is used to expose how this often results in fear and a struggle to delay death, as people are 

uncertain of it. Bearing’s nihilist perspective of death is empathised within the deliberate 

intertextual allusions as she analyses the grammar in Donne’s line, “and Death, Capital D, shall be no 

more – semi colon!” Bearing purposely replaces the ‘comma’ for a ‘semi colon’, illustrating her initial 

belief that death is a mere finality. However, Bearing begins to transition within the play as she 

makes the realisation that she is not immortal and will die. Having gathered this new insight of life 

and death, her attitudes shift, and staging is used to admit that she was wrong and has 

misunderstood Donne’s poetry in ‘Bearing sees that that line doesn’t work. She shakes her head and 

exhales with resignation.’ A strong backlight is further used in, ‘Vivian walks away, naked and 

beautiful, reaching for light’ to symbolise the cleansing of her soul, and continuation in the afterlife. 

Thus, through the analysis of Donne’s poetry, readers are made aware of the holy perspectives of 

the mortality and death, which can be compared to ‘Wit’, where attitudes have shifted throughout 

the times due to religious decline, however, can evidently still shift.  

 

Human Compassion, Love, Relationships, Power   



 

 

Donne’s poems, ‘The Sun Rising’, and ‘A Valediction: Forbidden Mourning’ present the importance 

and power of human compassion and mere love, as they were written in a time where individualism 

was not adored. Donne did not value his poetry and literature over his family, and uses love lyrics 

within his poetry to demonstrate how people should live a ‘full life’ and be happier when in the 

company of somebody else. This is presented within ‘The Sun Rising’, where he emphasises the 

power of human relationships, and how they are stronger than riches when he uses metaphors to 

glorify himself and his wife in, "She's all states, and all princes, I, Nothing else is”. The reoccurring 

motif of clocks within the poem also presents that a condition of mutual attachment cannot be 

diminished by time and distance, as it is the uppermost force. Additionally, his poem ‘A Valediction: 

Forbidden Mourning’ uses an analogy of gold in “a breach, but an expansion like gold” to suggest 

that even when hurt, love is malleable will remain intact and strong in its forces. This presents how 

the Jacobean community valued each other over objects, as human compassion was the true healer 

of solitude. Readers are thus made aware of how human bonds in the 17th Century allowed pure 

contentment, with no need for knowledge or power.  

In contrast, Edson’s play ‘Wit’ demonstrates a shift in thinking, as while the new era is obsessed 

with individualism, it leads to a lack of humanity. Edson presents a link between the rejection of 

human compassion and the values of power and knowledge. This is showcased through the 

characterisation of Vivian Bearing, who initially contains a superior outlook of herself due to her 

stance in literature. However, it is evident that this can change though suffering when Bearing is 

nearing death, and becomes ironically discontent. Feeling helpless and alone, she changes to no 

longer value literature over humanity, demonstrated in, “Now is not the time for verbal swordplay, 

now is the time for simplicity.” She thus metamorphoses, and begins to crave human care instead, 

evident in “Susie, you still are going to take care of me, aren’t you?”. Props are further used to 

symbolise her growth and acceptance of human compassion when she is given a double popsicle, 

rather than a single. This thus presents how Bearing has morphed to accept love and care, as she 

realises it is more comforting than the intellect she originally strived for. Thus, as Donne’s poetry 

presents the former powers of human compassion, it is evident through Edson’s play that it is now 

rejected due to status and the crave for individuality within the new era.  

Through the exploration of John Donne’s poetry, in close connection to Margaret Edson’s play ‘Wit’, 

readers are offered comparisons and are revealed to the shifts of values within two different 

contexts. By exploring the intertextual connections within each text, it is clear that the concepts of 

mortality, death, and human compassion are valued more within a 17th Century England, in 

comparison to their degrading values due to advancements and a new lack of community within 

Edson’s 20th Century America.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


