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On My First Son

by Ben Jonson, (1572-1637) 

Farewell, thou child of my right hand, and joy;
My sin was too much hope of thee, lov'd boy.
Seven years thou wert lent to me, and I thee pay.
Exacted by the fate, on the just day.
Oh, could I lose all father now! For why
Will man lament the state he should envy?
To have so soon 'scaped world's and flesh's rage,
And, if no other misery, yet age?
Rest in soft peace, and asked, say here doth lie
Ben Jonson his best piece of poetry;
For whose sake, henceforth, all his vows be such,
As what he loves may never like too much.



   The pain of one's own child dying before you is felt in this poem. The anguish and the feeling of hopelessness of the subject is seen. What Ben Jonson says is like the pain I felt when I was given the body of my daughter after my wife and I decided that enough was enough for Celine's plight. The sleeping look of her face wrapped in swathing was completely different from the previous 100 days of tubes, monitors, tape, and operations. She looked like my wife and I, a baby that had not known anything else than the hospital's environment. The pain that someone so young would be here for a short time, lent to us, and now was finally released from life. I felt great relief that she would not suffer any more pain and the tremendous pain that I would not be able to know who my daughter was. 

   The poem also shows that his vow never to let anything get as close to him as his son is the anger of someone who is not thinking clearly. How could anyone who was clearly in great pain and torment be seriously taken at his word. This causes the reader conclude that the writer is not thinking clearly and will eventually become more reasonable while feeling the pain of losing someone very dear.

   Ben Jonson has put us into a situation that some may have been in or might in the future. His success in doing this is shown in the beginning of the poem. By stating "Farewell" the reader knows that this must be a parting or good-bye. The situation is filled out more in the succeeding sentences that clearly describe the death of his son. 

   The poem also puts the reader into sympathy with the writer. Sympathetic imagination has the reader feeling the pain of the situation, the lament of the loss. I feel how he feels; I feel the pain. Ben Jonson also takes us along with his pain to reach the same vow he takes in not letting anything get as close to him as his son did. I went with it and felt even greater sympathy for him as I read his vow, but I pulled back for the extremeness of knowing that it would not be final. 



If you have any comments or questions you can contact me by pressing my name and email will come up, addressed to myself.
Bart M. James III
10/13/97 
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