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Abstract 

 

The aim of this research article is to explore the erotic themes 

and metaphysical elements of John Donne’s love poem ‘‘The 

Flea’’, and how it deviates from the societal confined standard 

(themes) of love poem of 17th century, reflecting upon the 

poet’s (Donne) intellect and argumentative wisdom in 

pursuing a logical argument in favor of premarital romance to 

her beloved. The research further explores a short study on 

John Donne, as a father of Metaphysical poetry. 

   

Keywords: 
Erotic themes and metaphysical elements of John Donne’s love poem ‘‘The Flea’’, 

Confined themes of love poem of 17th century, Logical and argumentative nature of 

John Donne in perusing his point and Premarital Romance. 

mailto:rafeykonain965@gmail.com
https://kjmr.com.pk/kjmr


KJMR VOL.02 NO. 03 (2025) JOHN DONNE’S – THE FLEA …… 

   

pg. 55 
 

Introduction 

John Donne, a prominent 17th-century English poet and cleric, led a life marked by dramatic shifts. Born 

in 1572 into a Roman Catholic family during a period of religious tension in England, he faced early 

challenges. His education included studies at Oxford and Lincoln's Inn, though he did not graduate due to 

his religious convictions.    

Donne's early life was characterized by a blend of worldly pursuits and intellectual exploration. He 

secretly married Anne More, a decision that resulted in his brief imprisonment and significant hardship. 

Despite these struggles, their marriage produced numerous children.    

A pivotal transformation occurred when Donne converted to Anglicanism, leading to his ordination as a 

priest in the Church of England. He rose to become Dean of St. Paul's Cathedral.    

Donne's literary legacy is significant. He is renowned for his "metaphysical poetry," which is distinguished 

by its intellectual depth, complex metaphors, and exploration of themes like love, religion, and mortality. 

His works reflect a profound engagement with the spiritual and philosophical questions of his time. He 

died in 1631.    

John Donne's "The Flea" is a metaphysical poem that explores the themes of love, sex, and the nature of 

human desire. The poem is written in the form of a dramatic monologue, in which the speaker uses a flea 

as a metaphor for the physical union between himself and his lover.  

Smith, A. J. (1971), explores-  One of the key features of metaphysical poetry is the use of elaborate 

conceits or extended metaphors to explore complex ideas and themes. In "The Flea" Donne uses the flea 

as a metaphor for the physical union between himself and his lover. He argues that since the flea has 

already bitten both him and his lover, their blood is now mingled together in the flea's body, making them 

already "closer" than they would be through physical intimacy. The flea, therefore, becomes a symbol of 

their union, and the speaker uses it to argue that his lover should not be afraid of physical intimacy with 

him. 

Another key feature of metaphysical poetry is the use of wit and wordplay to explore complex ideas. In 

"The Flea" Donne uses a variety of rhetorical devices to make his argument. For example, he uses puns 

and wordplay to suggest that his lover's refusal to be intimate with him is foolish. He writes: 

"And sacrilege, three sins in killing three." 

Finally, "The Flea" is a metaphysical poem because it engages with complex philosophical and theological 

concepts. Throughout the poem, Donne is exploring the nature of human desire and the ways in which 

physical intimacy can be both intimate and trivial at the same time. He is also engaging with the 

theological concept of the soul and the ways in which it is connected to the body. By using the flea as a 

metaphor for physical intimacy, Donne is suggesting that the soul and the body are intimately connected, 

and that physical intimacy can be a way of expressing the union of two souls. 

The poem's core is the "conceit" of the flea. This tiny insect, having bitten both the speaker and his desired 

woman, becomes a symbol of their mingled blood, and therefore, a symbol of physical intimacy. Donne 

uses this to argue that if their blood can mingle innocently within the flea, then so can their bodies. He 

essentially uses the flea as a pretense for the act of physical union, Carey, J. (1981). 

Gross, K., (2004), The speaker elevates the flea to represent their "marriage bed" and "marriage temple." 

This sacrilegious comparison highlights the speaker's desire to bypass traditional courtship and move 
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directly to physical intimacy. The "mingling of blood" within the flea acts as a metaphor for the act of 

sexual intercourse. At the time it was thought that during sex blood was mingled. 

The speaker attempts to minimize the importance of the woman's virginity. By focusing on the flea, he 

implies that the boundary has already been crossed, and that further physical intimacy would be a small 

step. By the end of the poem, after the woman kills the flea, the speaker uses that action to show her that 

losing her virginity would be as small of a loss of honor, as killing the flea was. 

Donne cleverly mixes religious imagery with his erotic arguments. He refers to the flea as a "marriage 

temple," and even alludes to the Holy Trinity. This blending of the sacred and the profane intensifies the 

poem's erotic charge. 

In essence, "The Flea" is a witty and persuasive attempt to seduce a woman by using a common insect as 

a vehicle for highly charged sexual symbolism. 

Literature Review: 

Donne fundamentally probes the dominant, “male” sexuality that the text appears to be pushing the woman 

toward. In fact, the male speaker in the 7 poem assumes the position of the woman seduced rather than 

that of the invading flea, whose conduct provides a medium for his contention. The male speaker declares 

that he is “sucked [. . .] first” (3), and the ambiguity of “this” in line 5 implies that what “cannot be said / 

A sin, or shame” refers to some extant to the speaker’s experiencing pleasure by that sucking. Furthermore, 

the “mingled” blood that signifies loss of virginity through heterosexual copulation equates the male 

seducer with the female seduced as he shares in her vaginal bleeding and loss Mansour, W. (2006). 

Prihatini, A. R., & Sahri, A. D. (2024), “The  Flea”,  describes  the physical intimacy between two people 

as well as the spiritual love that unites them. Fleas are also used as a metaphor. “Mark but this flea, and 

mark in this, How little that which thou deniest me is;It sucked me first, and now sucks thee, And in this 

flea our two bloods mingled be;Thou know'st that this cannot be saidA sin, nor shame, nor loss of 

maidenhead, Yet this enjoys before it woo,And pampered swells with one blood made of two,And this, 

alas, is more than we would do." (lines: 1-9). 

The main aim of the poet that is being showcased here is to satisfy his lust and sexual need through his 

beloved. As it is rightly said about Donne as a luminary in the field of Metaphysical school of poetry, he 

shows true attributes of it through the fair use of Metaphors and Conceits. This poem is made up of three 

nine-line stanzas in alternating tetrameter (four metrical feet) and pentameter (five metrical feet). The 

ninth line in each stanza is in pentameter. The rhyme scheme of each stanza is AABBCCDDD, with 

predominantly full rhymes.  Most  of  the  beats  are  loosely  iambic  and  tend  to  invite  reading  with  

a  song-like rhythm.  This slightly  sing-song  rhythm  and  rhyme  suggests  a  lighthearted  tone.  In this 

poem  the  tone  is appropriate for a man's humorous and melodramatic appeal to a woman to have sex 

with him, Sarkar, R. (2022). 

“The Flea” is a case in point to describe the ingenuity of his approach towards a couple’s feeling in a 

relationship, and their geographical proximities. A lover points out a flea that has been feeding on his 

lover’s blood and now takes turn to suck his blood too. It is heart-wrenching to read an instance where the 

mistress tries to crush it and is stopped by the lover from doing so as a result of an impassioned love, and 

rather wittingly convinces ladylove in favour of immediate sexual pleasure, BASUMATARY, B. 

B.(2018). 

RUMA, M. B. (2014), If the spiritual union of the souls of the lovers is the raison d’être of “The Ecstasy”, 

the physical union of the lovers’ body is that of another of Donne’s amorous poems “The Flea”. In this 
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poem the poet-persona delivers a fiery, sermonizing speech with the aim of cajoling his lover to have 

sexual intercourse with him. Using quasi- theological language to advance his argument, he uses the 

metaphor of the flea to a great effect. Consequently, the flea in this poem becomes an iconic and fetishized 

image of sensual love. For example, the opening lines of the poem are poignant and persuasive in their 

appeal to the undefined lover, presumably a female. 

Research Methodology:  

Researching John Donne's "The Flea" necessitates a close reading approach, focusing on the poem's 

intricate use of metaphysical conceit and rhetorical devices. This involves analyzing the poem's structure, 

diction, and imagery to understand how Donne constructs his unconventional argument. 

Scholarly interpretations of the poem, particularly those addressing its erotic undertones and the interplay 

between logic and passion, are crucial for contextualizing the analysis. Furthermore, examining Donne's 

broader body of work and the socio-cultural context of the 17th century, particularly regarding courtship 

and religious thought, provides a deeper understanding of the poem's significance. This methodology 

emphasizes textual analysis combined with contextual scholarship to illuminate the poem's intellectual 

wit and persuasive strategy. 

Discussion and Analysis: 

"The Flea" boldly deviates from 17th-century poetic standards by its sheer audacity and unconventional 

subject matter. Instead of lofty themes like religion or classical heroism, Donne focuses on a tiny insect 

to explore raw, physical desire. This was a stark contrast to the era's preference for idealized and refined 

poetry. Furthermore, Donne's use of a "conceit," an extended, elaborate metaphor, was pushed to an 

extreme, employing religious and legal language to justify a sexual encounter. This blend of the sacred 

and the profane, along with the poem's direct and persuasive tone, broke the mold of the more restrained 

and formally structured poetry of the time. Donne's wit and intellectual playfulness, centered on a 

shockingly mundane object, defied the expectations of his contemporaries. 

Donne's "The Flea" showcases his sharp intellect and argumentative prowess as he constructs a seemingly 

logical case for premarital intimacy. He uses the flea, which has bitten both himself and his beloved, as 

the foundation of his argument. 

By claiming their blood is already mingled within the insect, he cleverly suggests that physical union is a 

natural and almost inconsequential next step. He systematically dismantles her potential objections, using 

religious and legal metaphors to frame his desires as both sacred and permissible. He anticipates her 

resistance and counters it with witty, persuasive logic, turning a tiny insect into a powerful symbol of their 

intertwined destinies and a justification for their physical connection. 

Arab, S. (2022), John Donne used conceits that mixed up different ideas from the ordinary life with some 

complex philosophical spheres. This is more apparent in his poem “The Flea” where he provides us with 

a divergent image as he argues that the flea which sucks his bold and that of his beloved to become their 

bridal bed and temple their wedding: “This flea our marriage bed, our marriage temple is”. 

John Donne is considered a key figure, often called a "father" of metaphysical poetry, because he 

fundamentally shifted the way poets used language and explored ideas. 

He moved away from the smooth, conventional poetry of his time, favoring instead a style that was 

intellectually challenging and emotionally complex. Donne's poetry is known for its "conceits," which are 

elaborate and often surprising metaphors that link seemingly unrelated things.  He also used a 
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conversational, almost argumentative tone, and explored big questions about love, religion, and death with 

a raw honesty. Unlike the more polished, traditional poets, Donne embraced complexity and contradiction, 

pushing the boundaries of what poetry could do and how it could express the human experience. 

Khan, M. I., & Saxena, S (2021-2022), explores the finest sensual metaphysical poem. In this poem, John 

Donne employs the metaphysical conceit of a “Flea”, and the speaker entices his beloved into sexual 

activity with him in their “marriage bed”. His argumentation hooks on the belief that meanwhile the blood 

of both is mingled in the ‘Flea’, and it is as worthy as ‘glorification of marriage’. Donne can hint at the 

erotic without explicitly referring to sex such as: “And pampered, swells with one blood made of two, and 

this, alas, is more than we would do...” (Line-8). This expression clearly evokes the idea of an erection. 

Further, in these lines: “Though use make you opt to kill me, /Let not to that self-murder added be, and 

sacrilege, three sins in killing three”. He contends that by killing “The Flee” would be killing of three 

lives: herself, himself, and ‘The Flea’ itself. The lady kills the flea, presumably rejecting the lover’s 

advances. His interest mainly looks to be in sensual union with his beloved, not in anything else. In the 

13th line of Elegy XIX “To His Mistress Going to Bed”, he says: “your gown, going off, such beauties 

state reveals...”, clearly indicates the romantic feelings taking rounds in the psyche of the poet, further, he 

poetically undressed his mistress: “Unlace yourself, for that harmonious chime,/ Tells me from you that 

now it is bedtime”. There is always a continuous flow of amorous feelings for his lady. In the last Para, 

he has become impatient and very emphatic in his attitude: “Full nakedness! All joys are due to thee,/As 

souls embodied, bodies unclothed must be/To taste whole joys ...” Words like “your gown, going down”, 

“unlace yourself”, “Full nakedness” clearly implies the rhythm of his thoughts which are hovering over 

the flesh and blood of his lady preoccupied with the intentions for physical indulgence. 

John Donne's "The Flea" intricately weaves together intellectual wit and erotic persuasion through its 

central metaphysical conceit. The poem's analysis hinges on dissecting how Donne elevates the humble 

flea to a symbol of desired union, transforming a common insect into a vessel containing the mingled 

blood of himself and his beloved. This conceit allows him to construct a seemingly logical argument, 

progressively escalating from the mere sharing of blood to the flea representing a "marriage bed" and 

"temple," aiming to dismantle her resistance with carefully crafted justifications. The poem's erotic 

undertones, set against the backdrop of 17th-century social norms, reveal a tension between desire and 

societal taboo, as Donne employs religious imagery to sanctify his pursuit. The dynamic between the 

speaker's persuasive logic and the woman's eventual act of killing the flea underscores the power struggle 

inherent in courtship and the assertion of control. Donne's masterful use of poetic devices, including vivid 

imagery, rhetorical questions, and intricate wordplay, enhances the poem's impact, creating a complex 

exploration of desire, logic, and social convention. Ultimately, "The Flea" stands as a testament to Donne's 

poetic genius, blending intellectual ingenuity with sensual persuasion to challenge the boundaries of 

conventional love poetry, Hyman, W.B., (2019). 

In much of Donne’s poetry, he utilizes erotic imagery and sexual language as a means to convey a deeper 

religious experience. One of Donne’s most renowned works, “The Flea,” exemplifies his tactic of using 

sacramental language to add to the complexity of an otherwise purely carnal and secular poem. In the first 

stanza, the speaker says, “Marke but this flea, and marke in this, / How little that which thou deny’st me 

is” (l. 1-2). Already in the first two lines, the reader can see the speaker’s attempt to persuade his lover to 

give into him. With the repetition of ‘marke’ the speaker seemingly takes a position of authority, as if he 

is a professor giving a lesson, telling his students to pay attention to something. The speaker continues, 

“It suck’d me first, and now sucks thee, / And in this flea, our two bloods mingled bee” (l. 3-4). In these 

lines, the flea bites the speaker and proceeds to bite his beloved. The speaker makes the argument that 

since this petty insect has combined their blood within itself, why cannot the speaker and his lover do the 

same? This sort of image, this intermingling and connection of the physical (blood) as depicted in “The 
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Flea,” was crucial to Donne’s understanding of love as he presents it in so much of his poetry, Fuller, K. 

(2021). 

“The Flea,” which also limits or frustrates the reader’s visual imagination but through the poetic device 

of cataloguing, exemplifes the second technique of visual paradox: imaginative over-saturation, Cooper, 

A. (2024). 

Donne's The Flea presents the central theme of love and seduction via evidence of interaction involving 

the mistress and the author. On the one hand, Donne's advances are rejected. On the other hand, he 

succeeds in personifying the mistress' decision to kill the flea by saying, “Purpled thy nail, in blood of 

innocence?” (20). The eventuality is that the relationship between the mistress and Donne changes. 

Particularly, there is a shift from lust to sorrow; depicted further by Donne's emotions. The author says, 

“Just so much honor, when thou yield'st to me…Will waste, as this flea's death took life from thee” (26, 

27). By saying so, Donne's sorrowful reaction to the mistress' killing of the flea suggests that her decision 

to reject his advances (just like the dead flea that has the blood of the two) might translate into a greater 

loss for both parties rather than be a loss only on Donne's side, Habib, M (2019). 

Conclusion: 

In final analysis, John Donne's "The Flea" stands as a remarkable demonstration of metaphysical poetry's 

capacity to merge intellectual prowess with fervent desire. The poem's lasting appeal arises from its bold 

central metaphor, wherein a common flea is transformed into a potent symbol of unity, enabling Donne 

to construct a compelling, almost legalistic, case for premarital intimacy. This daring act, elevating the 

ordinary to the profound, is a key characteristic of Donne's style, illustrating his ability to examine 

complex emotional and philosophical themes through ingeniously crafted metaphors. 

A thorough examination of "The Flea" reveals the intricate dance between reason and passion. Donne's 

speaker, far from a simple seducer, functions as a skilled orator, employing a series of logical propositions 

to dismantle his beloved's resistance. He systematically advances his argument, progressing from the 

shared blood within the flea to the insect's symbolic representation of a "marriage bed" and "temple," thus 

attempting to sanctify his desires within a religious framework. This strategic progression underscores 

Donne's mastery of persuasion, as he expertly balances intellectual justification with emotional appeal. 

Furthermore, "The Flea" provides valuable insight into the social and cultural context of the 17th century. 

The poem's erotic undercurrents, set against the backdrop of societal norms that disapproved of premarital 

intimacy, reveal the tension between personal desire and social constraint. Donne's use of religious 

imagery, while seemingly paradoxical, serves to elevate his pursuit, adding complexity to the poem's 

exploration of love and sexuality. The woman's eventual act of killing the flea, a symbolic rejection of the 

speaker's arguments, emphasizes the power dynamics inherent in courtship and the assertion of female 

agency. 

Donne's skillful use of poetic devices further enhances the poem's impact. His vivid imagery, rhetorical 

questions, and intricate wordplay create a captivating and thought-provoking reading experience. The 

poem's structure, with its tightly woven rhyme scheme and logical progression, mirrors the speaker's 

persuasive strategy, drawing the reader into the heart of his argument. Each stanza builds upon the 

previous one, creating a sense of escalating urgency and desire. 

The enduring significance of "The Flea" lies in its ability to transcend the limitations of conventional love 

poetry. It is not merely a seductive plea but a complex exploration of desire, reason, and social convention. 

Donne's ability to blend these elements with such intellectual ingenuity and poetic skill is a testament to 
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his unique genius. The poem invites readers to contemplate the nature of love, the power of persuasion, 

and the complexities of human relationships. 

In essence, "The Flea" remains a timeless masterpiece, a testament to John Donne's enduring legacy as a 

master of metaphysical poetry. Its intricate conceit, persuasive logic, and erotic undercurrents continue to 

captivate and challenge readers, offering a profound exploration of the human condition. The poem's 

ability to blend intellectual sophistication with raw emotional intensity ensures its place as a cornerstone 

of English literature, inviting generations of readers to grapple with its enduring questions about love, 

desire, and the enduring power of language. Through the microcosm of a flea, Donne unveils the 

macrocosm of human passion, leaving an indelible mark on the landscape of poetic expression. 

Sometimes, John Donne can be seen praising women in his poetry and sometimes could be perceived as 

sarcastic and scorning them. He persistently practices women as a body for the subject of his poetry. John 

Donne appears to be infatuated in women whose desire for them is purely for the theme of his poetry. He 

ironically comments, that, it is entirely difficult to discover a persistent and faithful woman anywhere in 

this word. This paper explores how John Donne portrays women in his poetry. He incredulously trusts 

that womenfolk are neither divine being nor totally truthful; they are born with all the moral and human 

imperfections. Therefore, Donne’s approach towards women folk is infrequently misogynistic and 

distrustful, Khan, M. I., & Saxena, S. (2021).  
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