
Death 
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“Not Waving but Drowning”
Stevie Smith, 1902 - 1971

Nobody heard him, the dead man, 

But still he lay moaning: 

I was much further out than you thought 

And not waving but drowning. 

Poor chap, he always loved larking 

And now he’s dead 

It must have been too cold for him, his heart gave 
way, 

They said. 

Oh, no no no, it was too cold always 

(Still the dead one lay moaning) 

I was much too far out all my life 

And not waving but drowning.
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Discussion:

1. Identify each within the poem: stanzas, rhyme, 
alliteration, irony, metaphor, speaker.

2. What do you think the dead man died of? Did he literally 
drown, or is drowning a metaphor for some other fate? 
Was it an accident, or did he take his own life?

3. Do you think the dead man’s friends are to blame? Why 
didn’t they recognize that he was in trouble?

4. How sympathetic are the voices in the poem to the dead 
man? Do you feel swayed by any of them to feel a certain 
way about him? Which voice do you trust most?

5. If you could speak to the dead man, what would you tell 
him? What would you say to the other voices?



“Do not go gentle into that good night”
Dylan Thomas, 1914 - 1953 

Do not go gentle into that good night,
Old age should burn and rave at close of day;
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

Though wise men at their end know dark is right,
Because their words had forked no lightning they
Do not go gentle into that good night.

Good men, the last wave by, crying how bright
Their frail deeds might have danced in a green bay,
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

Wild men who caught and sang the sun in flight,
And learn, too late, they grieved it on its way,
Do not go gentle into that good night.

Grave men, near death, who see with blinding sight
Blind eyes could blaze like meteors and be gay,
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

And you, my father, there on the sad height,
Curse, bless, me now with your fierce tears, I pray.

Do not go gentle into that good night.
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.
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Discussion:

1. Identify each within the poem: stanzas, couplet, rhyme, 
assonance, imagery, speaker

2. Do you agree with the speaker that people should fiercely resist 
death, clinging passionately to their lives? Or should people die 
calmly?

3. How does the repetition of the villanelle’s two refrains, “Do not go 
gentle into that good night” and “Rage, rage against the dying of 
the light” make you feel as a reader? How does your reaction to 
these repeated lines change as the poem progresses?

4. How would the poem sound different if Thomas had written 
“gently” instead of “gentle” in the refrain?

5. Another famous peom about death is John Donne’s “A Valediction 
Forbidding Mourning,” which begins with the words “As virtuous 
men pass mildly away.” What would the speaker of “Do not go 
gentle” have thought of this?



“Death, be not proud” (Holy Sonnet 10)
John Donne, 1572 - 1631

Death, be not proud, though some have called thee 

Mighty and dreadful, for thou are not so; 

For those whom thou think’st thou dost overthrow 

Die not, poor Death, nor yet canst thou kill me. 

From rest and sleep, which but thy pictures be, 

Much pleasure; then from thee much more must flow, 

And soonest our best men with thee do go, 

Rest of their bones, and soul’s delivery. 

Thou’art slave to fate, chance, kings, and desperate men, 

And dost with poison, war, and sickness dwell, 

And poppy’or charms can make us sleep as well 

And better than thy stroke; why swell’st thou then? 

One short sleep past, we wake eternally, 

And death shall be no more; Death, thou shalt die.
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For those whom thou think’st thou dost overthrow 
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And dost with poison, war, and sickness dwell, 

And poppy’or charms can make us sleep as well 

And better than thy stroke; why swell’st thou then? 

One short sleep past, we wake eternally, 

And death shall be no more; Death, thou shalt die.

Discussion:

1. Identify each within the poem: stanzas, couplet, rhyme, 
alliteration, assonance, personification, speaker.

2. Does the speaker sound like a cocky trash-talker? Like 
someone trying to talk himself out of being afraid? Both? 
What is the effect of addressing the poem to something 
that can’t talk back?

3. If you have to pick out the one most effect argument in 
the poem, which would it be? Why?

4. Do you think it’s truly possible to welcome the experience 
of death in the way that the poem seems to suggest? Or 
is everyone afraid of death, and some just pretend not to 
be? 

5. Why are soldiers and martyrs more willing to put their 
lives on the line?


