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Inviting a Friend to Supper
• Form: epistle (letters—the speaker is the owner of the house, and the 

addressee is the one whom the speaker invites to come to the party); 
meter: heroic couplet 

• Occasion: Dinner invitation to William Camden, a classicist who was 
Jonson’s former teacher. 

• Celebrating the classical ideal of hospitality 

• enumeration of foods (appetizers, main dishes, desserts, and alcoholic 
beverage) - epicurean details (about pleasure, good food, or good 
drink) [Note: the word ‘epicurean’ and ‘hedonistic’ have similar meaning, 
but ‘epicurean’ has positive connotation while ‘hedonistic’ is negative.) 

• Recitation of classical poetry during the party - food for thoughts



• Jonson’s use of humor - ‘grave sir’ (noting the seriousness and the old age 
of the addressee), ‘I’ll tell you of more, and lie’ (so the addressee cannot 
say no to his invitation), ‘I’ll profess no verses to repeat’ (having pride of his 
own poetry but will hide those pages of his own poem under the pastry) 

• Canary Wine - the word has the structural function (i.e. sums up or ties 
the main idea of the poem together): 

•  hospitality (offering the guests the best food and drink) 

• moderation (drinking moderately and not getting too drunk) 

• honesty, innocence and companionship (having fun from drinking 
wine instead of getting too drunk and arguing) 

• rejuvenation (wine is believed to lengthen the human life when taken 
moderately, if Horace or Anacreon had tasted this wine, they would 
still be alive [hyperbole]), etc.



On My First Son
• Form: epigram (short, witty poem); meter: heroic couplet 

• Occasion: the death of his seven years old son, Benjamin Jonson, 
who died of a plague 

• Benjamin’s name has several meanings 

• right hand

• fortunate (ironic, since his untimely death is unfortunate; it is 
also a situational irony that the father has to bury his own son 
instead of the other way around) 

• Line 2 presents the argument, and line 11-12 presents the 
conclusion to the argument.



• Line 3 & 4 - metaphor of payment’s due: 

• speaker ~ borrower 

• God ~ lender 

• the son ~ the sum of money borrowed from God 

• “just” (line 4) meaning both “justified” (it is right that the speaker has to pay 
back the life of his own son to God) and “precise” (the boy died exactly on 
his seventh birthday) 

• At seven years of age, the boy is still in the state of innocence. Hence his 
death, in a sense, is fortunate. 

• father & poet are makers; children and poetry are their pieces of work 

• The speaker promises himself not to love or adore his other pieces of poetry 
too much, so they shall never die and remain forever.



Epitaph on S. P.
• Form: Epitaph; Occasion: the death of child actor

• Reconciliation between pagan and Christian beliefs 

• Parcae - the Three Fates: 

• Clotho - the spinner of the thread 

• Lachesis - the disposer of lots 

• Atropos - the one who cuts the thread



Song: To Celia
• Form: woo song 

• From his play Volpone; the speaker is an old man who is trying to seduce 
Celia, a young girl. 

• Parody of Petrarchan convention: 

• Drinking (pledging or toasting) only with eyes (Eyes are thought to 
be the windows of the soul; therefore, their love is purely spiritual.) 

• Leaving her kiss in a cup for him (as a love token, so he can have a 
part of her to cherish even though he will not have her body.) 

• Sending and receiving roses as a sign of the exchange of their love 
and her reciprocation of his spiritual love



• Although it seems that this is a poem about a pure, 
spiritual love of the speaker for the chaste lady, it is not 
so. Volpone doesn’t regard Celia to be a chaste or a good 
lady. (“Not so much honoring thee.” l. 10) For him, Celia 
is only a sex object, an aphrodisiac (a love potion or 
sexual stimuli) that can awaken the lust in the old man like 
himself. The word “grows” in line 15 implies an erection. 

• “rosy wreath” (l. 9) Roses are a carpe diem motif 
(recurring symbol implying the motto “seize the day.”) 
Roses are associated with the idea of physical love. And 
the fact these flowers are fast-withering is also a reminder 
for people, especially the youth, to indulge in sexual, 
physical pleasure before their time runs out.


