
Example of a Close Reading Essay 
GRADE: A 

 

Insignificance and Growth in John Donne's “The Flea” 

 In John Donne’s poem “The Flea”, Donne informs his lover that she is withholding from 

him the greater intimacy he desires for their relationship. By referring to the tiny body of the 

flea, Donne argues that he asks very little of his lover. The flea bit them both and now has within 

it their blood, a symbol of how intimate their relationship has become. Yet, he still wishes to go 

to the next step, despite the woman’s parents and even her own protestations. Throughout the 

poem, Donne continues to refer to the supposed insignificance of the situation. For instance, 

Donne begins by urging the woman to look at “how little that which [she] deny’st [him]” (line 

2). In addition, he describes the flea as taking only one “drop which it suckt from [her]” (line 

22). In other words, her investment in the relationship has been small and this next step will not 

cost her anything more. He does not see a problem with his request because they have already 

participated in a marital act: their blood has mixed within the flea. However, his lover argues that 

his request is bigger than he thinks. Despite his references to the small and insignificant, much of 

the language, structure, and symbolism within “The Flea” show the opposite as the poem 

unfolds. Whereas Donne seeks to make light of the matter of intimacy, his descriptions instead 

depict an enlarged flea and a growing problem. 

 The issue of intimacy grows into something bigger than the poet expects. The flea itself 

represents this growth. At the beginning, the flea presents itself as small and unassuming when it 

sucks a little blood from each lover. However, the language changes when Donne reveals the flea 

growing into something bigger. In fact, the “pamper’d [flea] swells with one blood made of two” 

(line 8). The insignificance of the flea grows into something bigger when the lovers’ blood 



combines. Additionally, with the blood of two other people, the flea assumes their two entities as 

part of itself. For example, Donne insists that “This flea is you and I” (line 12). Not only is the 

flea large in size, but its personality swells to include both lovers. In all, the flea holds three 

individuals, including itself. This trinity is mirrored in the structure of the poem as well. While 

the first stanza promotes the idea of one small flea, the three stanzas that make up the poem 

confirm the growth within the flea.  

 In addition to the enlarged flea, growth also takes place within the religious metaphorical 

language of the poem. With special attention to diction, Donne emphasizes the innocence of their 

love-making with religious language. He argues that the flea’s small bite “cannot be said a sinne” 

(lines 5 and 6). In doing so, he implies that their intimacy is not bad. He also warns his lover not 

to kill the flea; this act would count as murder, suicide, and sacrilege (lines 16-18).  In contrast 

with the one sin mentioned in the first stanza, Donne presents three sins in the second stanza. 

Whereas Donne seeks to undermine the idea of their intimacy as a sin, his overemphasis of her 

potential sins actually causes the issue to grow in size. Similarly, Donne uses religious language 

when describing the alleged marriage that takes place within the flea. The flea first functions as 

the couple’s “mariage bed”, then as their “mariage temple” (lines 13). Not only does Donne use 

these sacred images to make his argument more convincing, but he also expands the image from 

a relatively small bed to a large building. The comparison between images implies a rapid 

growth rate within the flea. Once again, the pattern of growth presents an issue for Donne’s main 

argument of triviality. 

 Within the poem “The Flea”, Donne sets out to convince his lover to abandon her 

hesitation and enter into a more intimate relationship with him. Yet, Donne’s diction, symbols, 

and images argue to the contrary. Instead of remaining small and unassuming, the flea actually 



grows throughout the poem at an alarming rate. Despite Donne’s seemingly clever rebuttal in the 

last three lines of the poem, his contradictory use of language serves to undermine his main 

argument. Perhaps his lover displays hesitance for a good reason. She should in fact be 

concerned about the flea because of its rapid growth. To Donne’s chagrin, the problem proves 

larger than he anticipated. 
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Comments from Instructor: 

Thank you for your essay on insignificance and growth in Donne’s “The Flea.” There is much to 
admire here in the essay, but I especially admired your ability to detect a site of conflict in the 
poem that occurs both thematically and formally (thematically in the sense that Donne is trying 
to convince a woman that sexual intercourse would be an insignificant thing to do but that his 
argument hinges on exaggerated terms; formally in the sense that this is illustrated by the 
imagery of the growing flea and other images that “grow” in the poem). This was a unique 
interpretation of the poem, and one that you were able to convince your reader was a valid 
interpretation. 
 
You begin by summarizing with a purpose, emphasizing Donne’s diminutive diction and 
integrating relevant passages from the poem into your own sentences. You then move into your 
thesis statement, using tag words like “however,” “despite,” and “whereas” that help your reader 
see that you’ve located a contradiction in the poem.  
 
The paragraphs that follow are organized logically around two key pieces of evidence that are 
based on imagery (the first example: the growing flea) and language and symbolism (the 
growing sins and the marriage bed turned into temple). Both of these were convincing because 
you summarized the passages you were discussing with an eye towards your interpretation, you 
provided quotes so that your reader could see what you meant, and you took the time to follow 
up these quotes with sentences that explained the logic behind how you arrived at your 
interpretations.  
 
Moving forward, I recommend that you consider developing these paragraphs more insofar as 
you should work towards writing several sentences after you use your quote to explain your logic 
more slowly and consider the larger implications of your observations. I also recommend that 
you zero in to be even more precise and specific; the paragraph about language/symbolism feels 
crowded, as if it could have been two separate paragraphs. I think your thesis could have been 
more precise in this regard, too, using a term like imagery and another more precise technical 
term instead of the vague, “language” and “structure.” What you might try is following up that 
sentence with an “In other words…” sentence to help your reader understand more specifically 
what you mean by “language,” “structure,” and “symbolism.”  
 
On the whole, however, yours is a strong essay: the quality of its argument is strong, its use of 
evidence consistent and compelling, and your sentences work well stylistically. Going forward, 
continue to develop a toolkit of precise terminology and work on adding a few more explanatory 
sentences to help your reader follow your argument. 
 
GRADE: A 
 


