

[image: cover]














Reading


SHAKESPEARE’S SONNETS




[image: ]





A NEW COMMENTARY BY


Don Paterson









[image: ]






















[image: ]






















 







for Nora




[image: ]
























Contents




[image: ]










Title Page


Dedication


Introduction




 





1


2


3


4


5


6


7


8


9


10


11


12


13


14


15


16


17


18


19


20


21


22


23


24


25


26


27


28


29


30


31


32


33


34


35


36


37


38


39


40


41


42


43


44


45


46


47


48


49


50


51


52


53


54


55


56


57


58


59


60


61


62


63


64


65


66


67


68


69


70


71


72


73


74


75


76


77


78


79


80


81


82


83


84


85


86


87


88


89


90


91


92


93


94


95


96


97


98


99


100


101


102


103


104


105


106


107


108


109


110


111


112


113


114


115


116


117


118


119


120


121


122


123


124


125


126


127


128


129


130


131


132


133


134


135


136


137


138


139


140


141


142


143


144


145


146


147


148


149


150


151


152


153


154




 





Appendix


    A Note on the Sonnet Form


    A Note on Metre


About the Author


By the Same Author


Copyright























Introduction




[image: ]








Since their first publication in 1609, Shakespeare’s Sonnets have appeared in countless editions, and have been translated into every major living language, as well as many minor, dead, synthetic and intergalactic ones, too. Basque, Latin, Esperanto and Klingon have all have played host to these verses, written 400 years ago by a bald Englishman who didn’t even consider poetry his main literary medium. The Sonnets have been awarded the ultimate accolade human culture can bestow: proverbialism. ‘A Shakespeare sonnet’ is almost as much a synonym for ‘love-poem’ as ‘Mona Lisa’ is ‘beautiful woman’. As soon as something becomes proverbial, however, everyone feels like they already know it. In recent times, this has relieved us of the trouble of reading the Sonnets properly.


About a year ago, I decided that I’d stop pretending to myself and to my students that I knew these poems better than I did. I’d made a couple of fairly thorough passes in my twenties, and knew a respectable number of the Sonnets well, and had a few by heart. However, a hideously exposed bluff at a party, much too painful to recall here, prompted me to re-examine my avowed familiarity. I have the charmless habit of imputing my own larger ignorances to everyone else – otherwise they’d be too much for any one man to bear – but this time, I had the strong suspicion that I might not be completely alone. A straw-poll of my non-academic acquaintances quickly confirmed as much. Shakespeare’s Sonnets are not quite poetry’s A Brief History of Time – i.e. a book everyone owns, and no one has finished – but they’re close. We all know Mark Twain’s definition of the classic, ‘something that everybody wants to have read and nobody wants to read’. We might add, less memorably, that a classic is a book you can safely avoid reading, because no one else will admit they haven’t read it either. Don’t get me wrong: everyone said they loved the Sonnets. They just tended to love the same ten poems. (My control, incidentally, was Tennyson’s In Memoriam. Everyone who said they loved that knew it backwards and inside out.) Was this because there are only ten good poems? Were those ten really the best ten? What about the other hundred and forty-four? Even more worryingly, more than one apparently well-read individual remarked ‘They’re addressed to a man, I believe’, as if the information had only recently come to light through ingenious advances in 21st-century cryptography. So I started to make a list of questions: do the Sonnets really contain what we believe them to contain? Do we still talk about love in the same way, and are these poems still useful to us? Do they still move us, speak to us, enlighten us? Is their reputation deserved, or have they simply hitched a ride on the plays? What are these poems to us now?


I formed a vague plan to read one or two sonnets a day, keep a record of my thoughts, feelings, gut reactions and reflections as I reread them, and make notes on their arguments and form, on their poetic technique and compositional method. I revised these notes as little as possible, and hope that this book has retained the feel of the ‘reading diary’ that it was. Essentially, I tried to read the poems in a way which was sympathetic to them, and suited the questions I’d posed. Compared with every other available commentary this book was written, quite intentionally, in a tearing hurry, and no doubt it shows. A book with different aims would have been compiled in a far more cautious and considered fashion, and there are plenty of excellent commentaries which are, written by people for whom caution and consideration come far more naturally. I’ll talk about why I went about it in this way in a moment, but first, a word about the Sonnets themselves.
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I’ll give no more than the very briefest introduction to the Sonnets here. All the business of their authorship, composition, dramatis personae, publishing history and controversies will be touched on in the course of the commentary itself. I’ve also included two short essays as appendices; one on the form of the sonnet, and one on the Sonnets’ metre. (If you’re after an informative, scholarly and reliable single essay on the Sonnets, I can heartily recommend those with which Colin Burrows, Katherine Duncan Jones and John Kerrigan introduce their own editions.)


The Sonnets are a collection of one hundred and fifty four poems, first published in 1609 as ‘SHAKE-SPEARES SONNETS. Never before imprinted.’ A bit of a fib, that, as early versions of Sonnets 138 and 144 had previously appeared in a something called The Passionate Pilgrim, a dog’s dinner of an unauthorised miscellany, published by William Jaggard in 1599, claiming to be by Shakespeare but containing the work of several other authors too. In the 1609 volume we also find A Lover’s Complaint, a long poem written in rhyme royal, a seven-line stanza introduced by Chaucer into English: a rather lovely, weird poem it is too. This first printing of the Sonnets is generally referred to as the Quarto edition (the Q, hereafter), and was published by Thomas Thorpe, which we know from his having entered it in the Stationer’s Register, the nearest thing the Elizabethans had to copyright law.


Controversy still rages over whether the Q was authorised by WS or printed without his permission, and nothing can be definitively proven either way. However, I fall very strongly into the ‘there’s absolutely no damn way Shakespeare didn’t authorise it’ camp, as the Q has been ordered in a meticulously careful, sensitive and playful way that can only indicate the author’s hand. (Reasoning: publishers care, editors care – but none of them care that much.) The Sonnets seem to have been composed between 1582 and their date of publication, 1609, i.e. between Shakespeare’s eighteenth and forty-fifth birthdays. This, I admit, is a staggeringly useless piece of information. However the 1582 date refers to an isolated piece of juvenilia, Sonnet 145, while the so-called ‘dating sonnets’ seem to imply that the larger part of the project was likely over some time before 1609. Most commentators still argue that the poems were written in a six or seven-year span in the mid-1590s. True, Frances Meres refers to them in 1598 – The witty soul of Ovid lives in mellifluous & honey-tongued Shakespeare, witness his Venus and Adonis, his Lucrece, his sugar’d sonnets among his private friends, &c. – but I’m wholly suspicious of the claim that they were all composed in this period.


What we do know is that the Sonnets were part of an extraordinary fashion for sonnet-cycles in the 1590s. These were wildly competitive affairs. The bar had been set high by Philip Sidney with the 108 sonnets of Astrophil and Stella, which had been in private circulation from the early 1580s. A poet would be judged on more than the length of his sequence, of course, but size counted for something, and padding was epidemic. Shakespeare’s own sequence falls into three principal sections. It begins with the so-called ‘procreation sonnets’, a rather dull run of seventeen poems where WS urges an unnamed young man to marry and reproduce, so his loveliness will survive; these sound somewhere between a warm-up exercise, a commission, an apprentice-piece and an elaborate exercise in seduction, and I’ll explore all four possibilities. (I apologise in advance for my lack of enthusiasm for these poems; it seems a bit much to begin a book in such a negative way, and still expect you to keep reading on – but the alternative would have been lying about their quality.)


Things look up dramatically at Sonnet 18, however. WS seems to have fallen in love with the young man, and the next 108 sonnets are given over to an account of their love-affair’s progress – although the jury’s out as to whether it’s always the same guy being addressed. I have no settled opinion on the matter, but the poems do seem to have a clear dramatic narrative. (The question ‘was Shakespeare gay?’ is so stupid as to be barely worth answering, but for the record: of course he was. Arguably he was a bisexual, of sorts; though for all the wives, mistresses and children I’m not entirely convinced by his heterosexual side. Mostly, his heart just wasn’t in it; when it was, his expressions of heterosexual love are full of self-disgust. The young man is often referred to by commentators as ‘the Fair Youth’ – one of those sly euphemisms that aestheticises WS’s relationship, and keeps everything just the right side of sodomy. I prefer ‘the Young Man’. Even more sinister is the convention of reducing WS to the status of cast-member, referring to the author of the Sonnets not as Shakespeare but ‘the poet’ – in the desperate hope that these screamingly autobiographical poems might be construed as a fiction or a dramatic monologue.) Sonnets 126–52 have as their subject an unnamed mistress, traditionally known as the Dark Lady, and are for the most part a bitter essay in misogyny, lust, post-coital suicide and self-hatred. The last two sonnets improvise on a Greek epigram.


The Sonnets are next-to-impossible to read in one sitting. If you tried to, you wouldn’t be reading them well: they’re too various, and no normal human could make the crazy, poem-to-poem gear-changes in mood that WS demands without losing their mind. They are alternately beautiful, maddening, brutally repetitive, enigmatic, sweet, prophetic, pathetic, bathetic, triumphant, trite, wildly original, contorted, screamed, mumbled, plain-speaking, bewildering, offensive, disarming and utterly heartbreaking.
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This is a book which makes a distinction between two kinds of reading, and then attempts to steer a path between them. Literary criticism, in either its academic or journalistic flavours, is ideally geared up for ‘secondary reading’ – by which I mean all the kinds of reading that require us to generate some kind of secondary text: the paraphrasing and unpacking of a poem’s multiple senses, the careful analysis of its deep structure, the thick description of the poem as a historical, social and cultural symptom, the poem’s relationship to and development of the literary tradition, and so on.


By contrast, a primary reading isn’t necessarily required to articulate its findings. Sometimes it does, sometimes it doesn’t. It engages with the poem directly, as a piece of trustworthy human discourse. That doesn’t sound too revolutionary, does it? But the truth, alas, is that many readers don’t feel like that about poetry any more, and readers often start in with a secondary reading on the assumption that ‘that’s how you read poetry’ – before they have made any attempt to read the poem for the simple pleasure of doing so. How this situation has arisen is complex, but let’s just say there have been faults on both sides, and many readers now simply assume that the poem is something that has to be translated before it can be meaningful, and that ‘meaning’ is something the poet has deliberately withheld. It doesn’t, and they didn’t. (It’s all summed up alarmingly well in Billy Collins’s Introduction to Poetry: ‘all they want to do / is tie the poem to a chair with rope / and torture a confession out of it. / They begin beating it with a hose / to find out what it really means.’) But that isn’t the kind of the first reading most poems hoped they were going to get. They had much more direct designs on you.


So what does our direct reading of the poem give us? Three things, I think: what the poem is saying; what the poem is saying about us; and what the poem is saying about the author. We can usually get all this through the simple act of rereading – rereading being what is most distinct about the act of reading poetry, and the reason poetry books are so thin. However, Shakespeare’s Sonnets have increased in difficulty in proportion to our distance from them, and their concerns, conceits, language and idiom have become more and more unfamiliar with every passing decade. Nonetheless, if we’re to claim them as great poems now, we have to show them as poems still capable of inviting and rewarding the kind of primary reading I’ve described, and this is what this book sets out to do.


An honest answer to ‘What are these poems to us now’ required me to have a good long think about that ‘now’ and that ‘us’. The first thing I did was to rephrase the question as ‘What are these poems to me now’, since I can’t speak for you. My ‘now’ had to be an honest one. So rather than lock myself in the library, I wrote this book while I was teaching, editing, writing, marking or giving lectures, writing other books, poems, and bits of journalism. I wrote it when I was wide awake, bored, half-asleep, full of the cold, drunk, or hungover; I wrote it feeling happy, frustrated, serene, elated, smart, befuddled and stupid. I wrote in on the train, in bed, in the bath and in my lunch-break, at 7 a.m., midday, and 2 a.m.; I wrote it while reading another book, stuck on a level in Call of Duty, while I watched the kids, old episodes of Larry Sanders or the view out the window. I wrote it pretty much the way folk usually read poems – fitting them round their work-routine and domestic obligations, into their leisure and dead time.


Poetry is an interactive pursuit. It’s a cultural sign in a form of words, and it says ‘it’ll be worth your while to read in to this’. You can tell you have to read in to it, because the poem often doesn’t make complete sense on a first reading. The reason for that is quite simple: the poet was trying to put into words something that hadn’t been before, and the result will be something partly unfamiliar. (Difficulty is built into the system, which is why I think poets should strive to make their poetry as clear as they can: because it’s just never going to be that clear.) You have to read a poem in the way you read an interesting stranger. Some features, expressions and traits are familiar enough to be universally understood, but others will require far more careful interpretation; this is where the fun starts, because this is where you enter into the picture. Poetry demands of us a personal response. The problem with a poem like the Sonnets is that most of the available criticism is necessarily impersonal in nature – otherwise it wouldn’t count as scholarship. But in a non-scholarly context, to try or pretend that you’ve made a wholly disinterested and impersonal response is to betray the poem, and articulate the opinions of a non-existent, consensual they. They don’t exist. There’s just you.


Reading a Shakespeare sonnet is an act of authorship. Some of the time this will involve you violently disagreeing with the reading of this reader. It should: Shakespeare is great because we all see ourselves in him. While half of this book takes the form of textual analysis, a lot of it is just an ‘articulated primary reading’ where thoughts I’d normally keep to myself got written down. I’d usually keep them to myself, because I know folk will just disagree, and I hate being wrong as much as you do. But poems are unstable signs, and deliberately ambiguous, because the poet has left space for the reader to place themselves in the heart of the poem. (As Antonio Porchia once said, ‘I know what I have given you; I do not know what you have received’.) I won’t apologise for reading Shakespeare in my own way. I will apologise, of course, for the stupidity, prejudice, ignorance, bias, bad temper, bad taste, crudeness, excess, childishness, impatience and error that my reading has brought to the poems, but (a) you’ll bring your own, and (b) this isn’t physics. It’s love, for better or worse.
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While it will be immediately apparent that this is not a scholarly work, I’ve made use of most of the available scholarship. Anyone is of course welcome to read the Sonnets without a commentary – I mean, be my guest – but the reality is that unless you’re a Renaissance scholar, have the OED by heart or are channelling Ben Jonson, you’re likely to miss about 30–40 per cent of the poem. Reading-conventions have changed at lot in the last 400 years, at least half of Shakespeare’s allusions are unfamiliar, and many senses, puns and proverbial usages have been completely lost. As a result, WS’s word-game – complex enough at the best of times – can be simply bewildering. Far simpler to go in with a native guide. While the Sonnets’ interpretations are largely my own, much of the scholarship is gratefully borrowed. The only expertise I have to contribute is some knowledge of the practical and theoretical side of poetic composition, which I’ll bring in where it’s appropriate. (This is the only area where academic critics tend to be wide of the mark – as you would be, when you write about something of which you’ve had little first-hand experience. It’s one thing to say that the ball missed the fairway, but quite another to say what went awry with the swing.)


When making this reading, I bought, borrowed and downloaded just about every damn commentary available (thank you, St Andrews research allowance and the Internet Archive) and used most of them here and there, but ended up drawing most heavily on half a dozen or so, especially those edited by Stephen Booth, John Kerrigan, Katherine Duncan Jones, Helen Vendler and Colin Burrow. (I also consulted several websites, though my favourite has to be G. R. Ledger’s gloriously ramshackle resource – a treasure-trove of scholarly criticism, unusual secondary material, and wild surmise.) I’ve also made heavy use of Blackwell’s recent and excellent Companion to Shakespeare’s Sonnets (ed. Michael Schoenfeldt).


After their first appearance, these critics will go by their initials. As the humans who have provided the smartest recent interpretations of WS’s poetry, they inevitably form a part of the dramatis personae of this reading, and I was in conversation with them throughout. I would recommend them all, though for different reasons. As a handy, well-designed, navigable, scholarly, passionate and readable commentary, Katherine Duncan Jones’s Arden edition is still unsurpassed. Kerrigan’s book is full of laser-sharp and unexpected insights you won’t find anywhere else, and Burrow’s is a wonderfully even-tempered and unexcitable account, which compliments KDJ’s nicely. Booth’s is an exhaustive and exhausting exegesis, a sublimely intelligent and discriminating digest of all earlier criticism, and for the last thirty-odd years has been the standard work to which any book on the Sonnets is obliged to refer. It is a book of immense scholarly sensitivity, but also one of horrible vivisection, and an attention to the text that sometimes borders on clinical paranoia. Either way, I will never be parted from it. If you want one critic to have annotated the complete works of man, it would be Stephen Booth.


Vendler’s book The Art of Shakespeare’s Sonnets is a special case, and needs some separate consideration. It is not a work of scholarly criticism in the usual sense, or perhaps in any sense. Her book is a supreme example of the kind of book there should be more of: you want to rise to your feet and applaud such intelligent, freewheeling and shamelessly experimental engagement with the text. Vendler reminds us of the point of criticism – to keep the work alive, to ignite or reignite our enthusiasm for the book, and to engage it in lively, violent debate. The Art of Shakespeare’s Sonnets served as the primary inspiration to come up with something that was at least as annoying, even if it’s only a tenth as smart.


To those annoyances: while I’ve been the grateful beneficiary of Vendler’s guidance for many years now, my misgivings over her critical method have steadily grown, and this is where I finally lost patience. There is a hidden threshold in the poem, a point past which you go on insightfully identifying things that are not there, and The Art of Shakespeare’s Sonnets saw Vendler cross it. She is too quick to impute her own formidable intelligence to the poet, and quicker to read the poem as the kind of word-puzzle she herself enjoys solving. But there are no ‘key words’ or ‘couplet ties’ in WS’s sonnets, ‘defective’ or otherwise (these are, respectively, the deliberately repeated words, one per quatrain, which unlock the theme of each poem, and the word in the couplet which echoes some other key term in the other twelve lines of the sonnet), and some of the subterfuges whereby Vendler has uncovered these – such as ‘orthographic hiding’ – strike me as plain kabbalistic. WS’s frequently demonic concentration of theme and his attraction to rhetorical parallelism will naturally produce repeated words. His intense patterning of sound will also throw up many connections which look like carefully contrived correspondences, but they’re really no more than echoic effects. Once in a while, yes, I think he indulges the Elizabethan passion for code and cipher. But the kind of structural complexity Vendler claims for his poetry would simply have acted directly against its pleasurable composition.


Despite their final inevitable, symmetrical, and even crystalline appearance, poems are generally far more chaotic affairs than Vendler’s analysis could possibly admit, and that chaos is necessary to provide the wild connections whereby a brilliancy or serendipity might be pursued. Vendler has a remarkable gift for uncovering the structural and argumentative shape of Shakespeare’s poetry, but misrepresents the extent to which these structures were developed in the dynamic process of composition itself. Structure (and by this I mean the structure of argument and rhetorical shape – not, say, the simple rules of the sonnet) is most often an emergent phenomenon. Structures are negotiated. Poems are written by poets who don’t quite know what they mean yet, and the poem is their way of discovering it. My contention is simply that Vendler’s hypostatising of those vestigial, ghostly, unconsciously-developed and half-articulated structures overstates their importance at the expense of far more important things the poem is doing and saying.


Nonetheless, nonetheless … one happily pays the price of Vendler’s near-occultism as one tolerates Yeats’s theosophical fantasies, as the necessary line along which she has developed her insight. I’m having my copy of The Art of Shakespeare’s Sonnets rubberised so I can catch it again after I’ve thrown it at the wall.
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I’d like to offer my thanks to the folk at Literature & Latte for Scrivener, the best drafting software in this galaxy, at least; my colleagues at St Andrews for their encouragement and advice, especially Neil Rhodes; and Matthew Hollis at Faber, who sowed the seed, cracked the whip and turned the screws. Finally I would like to thank my partner Nora Chassler, who did her best to excise the larger stupidities; those that remain are her fault alone.
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OVR.EVER-LIVING.POET.


WISHETH.


THE.WELL-WISHING.


ADVENTVRER.IN.


SETTING.


FORTH.


T. T.                            




 





The strange, lapidary dedication to the Sonnets has inspired a thousand crackpot theories. It is now, in Colin Burrows’s words, a ‘dank pit in which speculation wallows and founders’. In other words, a fun place to start.


Diving headlong into the pit, it strikes me that this must surely allude to John 3: 16: For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have everlasting life. ‘Son’, in all the bibles WS would have been familiar with, would have been spelled ‘Sonne’. So here we have Mr WH as the only begetter, i.e. God of the ‘Christ’ of the sonne-ts; though he’s also promised everlasting life (eternitie) by an immortal (ever-living). But the trinity doesn’t map neatly to the WS, the YM and sonnets or anything like it, and it suggests just free play, rather than anything more neatly cryptographic. Eternity for the beloved through the immortality of his verses is just what WS will promise, over and over again. ‘Everliving poet’, though, could just be an elaborate epithet for God, the eternal maker (poet: maker, from its etymology; ‘maker’ as in the one you go to meet).


I think the first part of this dedication is mighty clever for ‘TT’ – Thomas Thorpe, the publisher, who’s naturally credited as the author of this little enigma; I think we’re within our rights to see WS’s hand here. For what little it’s worth, my own hunch is that WS might have contributed the first half, and TT the second. The two are typographically separated, and the second part is a very awkward grammatical continuation of the first. Had WS written the whole thing, I’ll bet he would have extended the trinity conceit into the second half. (On the other hand, if we count Ws as two Vs, the letters add up to an alarmingly deliberate-looking 144: a numerological figure of great significance – 12 x 12, 12th Fibonacci number, all sorts of stuff. Might it also direct us to the sonnet of that number? Sonnet 144 explicitly discusses the whole sorry love-triangle that lies behind the entire sequence. Improbable, isn’t it.)


Most of the crazy speculation naturally revolves round the identity of the dedicatee, Mr WH; the prime candidates by some distance being William Herbert or Henry Wriothesley (via the minimum encryption of inverting his initials for discretion’s sake). I think it’s entirely possible that it’s both men, and that WS probably had a thing for them both. There’s actually no need to read the YM sonnets as having a consistent addressee: the fact that we’d prefer them to have one is neither here nor there. As to the identity of the well-wishing adventurer – it could be anyone. It could be the poet, the book itself, or the publisher who took the risk of printing the Sonnets – or Mr WH, who might have sponsored the enterprise. (I suppose I should mention that one tireless sleuth, by forming an 18 x 8 grid from the letters of the dedication, has found ‘Henry Wriothesley’ buried word-search style; but his surname is spilt into three bits, which downgrades the discovery from ‘cool’ to ‘meh’.)


The paranoid reader – i.e. me; it’s 2 a.m. – might also hear ‘fourth’ in ‘forth’, and ‘planting’ in ‘setting’, and read it as another injunction to the dedicatee to breed, and produce a 4th Earl: both Herbert and Wriothesley were 3rds. Let me be the first to say that I consider this theory to be garbage, although I’ve just found some precedent for this use of ‘set’ in Sonnet 16. ‘Set forth’ commonly just meant ‘publish’.
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From fairest creatures we desire increase,


That thereby beauty’s rose might never die,


But as the riper should by time decease


His tender heir might bear his memory:


5 But thou, contracted to thine own bright eyes,


Feed’st thy light’s flame with self-substantial fuel,


Making a famine where abundance lies,


Thyself thy foe, to thy sweet self too cruel:


Thou that art now the world’s fresh ornament


10 And only herald to the gaudy spring,


Within thine own bud buriest thy content,


And, tender churl, mak’st waste in niggarding:


    Pity the world, or else this glutton be,


    To eat the world’s due, by the grave and thee.








Multiplication. That’s the name of the game. The alternative is to diminish the world’s store of beauty by subtraction, and this gorgeous creature is about to do just that, through his refusal to breed. Now tense up, or set your alarm clock, or something – because we now have 17 poems which say exactly the same thing. It all looks up dramatically at sonnet 18, but for now, we’ll have to be patient.


The argument here runs something like: ‘We want the lovely things to breed and perpetuate themselves, so that they don’t disappear from the earth. You’re a lovely thing yourself – but alas, you’re also a preening narcissist, and instead of spreading the love, you hoard yourself. Oh – you’re jack-the-lad right now, you’re the one-and-only, you’re gilded youth incarnate, you are; but you’ve sunk your happiness into your own youth [Within thine own bud buriest thy content]. If you don’t have some sympathy for the world, you’ll be remembered as the guy who consumed himself in self-love, and whom the grave ate, without the world seeing any return on its investment in you.’


If you know what’s coming, you might well detect an unconsciously expressed hope that maybe this fair creature just doesn’t want to breed with a woman; maybe he’s just not a woman’s guy. Otherwise why is WS so concerned? We get seventeen poems of this stuff: the laddie doth protest too much, methinks. Poems never, ever, engage with their subjects disinterestedly; and these are love poems – which are almost always written out of self-interest, even if their author imagines otherwise. However, there’s an alternative theory, and it’s probably the better one. Remember that the Young Man hasn’t been declared as the beloved yet. WS may not even have met him, and as we’ll see, these early poems may well have been produced to commission.


I feel I may be alone in thinking that this opening sonnet was composed later in the sequence of procreation sonnets, though. Why? Firstly, it’s markedly superior to most of the others placed near the start of the sequence, and I sense he wrote it after hitting his stride; secondly, there’s no doubt in my mind that WS oversaw the ordering of the poems, and you just don’t start with a bad one. He’d have wanted to appear, at least, to hit the ground running.


Here is not the place to expound on my theories of sound and sense (I’ll do all that later) but suffice to say that they’re much the same thing for poets, inseparable aspects of the same sign. The most immediate corollary of that statement is that if you unify the music of a line, you’ll also unify its sense. Look at Feed’st thy light’s flame with self-substantial fuel, and the way WS consolidated his meaning by making the line complicit in its own song, here composed of lots of ls and fs and nasals. The line itself feeds its own flame: say it aloud, and listen to how it’s almost licking itself in self-admiration.


l.3 But as the riper should by time decease is tricky. I think the intention is something like ‘But while the older (roses, things generally) are obliged to die in time’.


l.4 appears to contain a very convoluted but clever pun: mulier (Latin for woman, wife) was erroneously supposed by the Elizabethans to have been derived from mollis aer (‘tender or soft air’; though the ‘soft’ part was probably correct). So tender heir can mean both the son that bears his father’s memory, and the wife that carries the child. WS riffs on this in Cymbeline, V. v:






SOOTHSAYER (to Cymbeline):


The piece of tender air, thy virtuous daughter,


Which we call mollis aer; and mollis aer


We term it mulier: which mulier I divine


Is this most constant wife, who, even now,


Answering the letter of the oracle,


Unknown to you, unsought, were clipp’d about


With this most tender air.








l.5 contracted is a lovely pun. Both ‘reduced to’ and ‘legally bound to’.
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When forty winters shall besiege thy brow


And dig deep trenches in thy beauty’s field,


Thy youth’s proud livery, so gazed on now,


Will be a totter’d weed of small worth held:


5 Then being asked, where all thy beauty lies,


Where all the treasure of thy lusty days,


To say, within thine own deep sunken eyes,


Were an all-eating shame, and thriftless praise.


How much more praise deserv’d thy beauty’s use


10 If thou couldst answer ‘This fair child of mine


Shall sum my count, and make my old excuse’,


Proving his beauty by succession thine:


    This were to be new made when thou art old,


    And see thy blood warm when thou feel’st it cold.








‘When you’re old and look like a train-wreck, and you’re asked where your beauty went, and you answer – within mine own deep sunken eyes – well: that’s an all-consuming shame. But how much better to say look – look at this lovely kid of mine; here’s where it went. That’ll warm you up.’ A great poem resists such easy summary. This isn’t a great poem. While there are little flourishes, puns and double senses to be appreciated here, I don’t think that paraphrase does the poem such a terrible disservice; it proves these little effects so much window-dressing. It is, however, a stonkingly heterosexual poem, for all appearances – and gained a great deal of popularity shortly after Shakespeare’s death, for that reason alone. Which is pretty funny.


Although ‘forty’ just means ‘a lot’ (as in ‘forty days in the wilderness’) it also tells us how forty-somethings were expected to look in Elizabethan times, i.e. like me, not Johnny Depp. At this point in the sequence the conceit is still going strong, but watch how WS becomes steadily exhausted with it, and how his exhaustion exposes its insincerity.


(By the way: whenever I say anything like ‘this is boring’, or ‘this sucks the chrome off a trailer-hitch’, please be assured that I’m always adding, under my breath, ‘for Shakespeare’. But you’d get tired of me saying that. I’ll say it once, though: I’d still take the least of WS’s poems over just about anyone else’s best. It’s something to do with his preternaturally acute ear, and the effortless arrogation of authority to his own voice, an authority that lends even his misfires a weird rhetorical force. You can’t not pay attention to this guy, even when he makes no sense. Does he ever stop to ask himself, for example, ‘who the hell am I to be offering this kid advice?’ Not for a second. This is way beyond normal human arrogance; it’s the kind of unalloyed, unthinking self-conviction we often find in religious mania and psychosis, and occasionally – as here – poetic genius.)


l.4 totter’d weed: tattered garment, though we can also just about read it within the metaphor of beauty’s field as a plain old weed.


l.11 naturally, make my old excuse doesn’t refer to ‘I’m washing my codpiece tonight’, but something like ‘excuse or pardon my age’, I think, with old being wrestled into a noun here.


ll.13–14 A long run of monosyllables was as ugly a thing 400 years ago as it is now. It renders the lines as nastily staccato as a sewing machine, and with little shape they can draw from the interior rhythm of the words themselves.
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Look in thy glass and tell the face thou viewest


Now is the time that face should form another,


Whose fresh repair if now thou not renewest,


Thou dost beguile the world, unbless some mother.


5 For where is she so fair whose uneared womb


Disdains the tillage of thy husbandry?


Or who is he so fond will be the tomb


Of his self-love, to stop posterity?


Thou art thy mother’s glass and she in thee


10 Calls back the lovely April of her prime;


So thou through windows of thine age shalt see,


Despite of wrinkles, this thy golden time.


    But if thou live remember’d not to be,


    Die single, and thine image dies with thee.








A better poem, this one, and an elegant and straightforward affair. ‘Look at yourself (in the mirror, where you probably are right now, you vain twerp): if you don’t breed now, you’ll deny the world your beauty.’ For where is she so fair whose uneared womb / Disdains the tillage of thy husbandry? is a lovely example of a decorous Shakespearian periphrasis. Let’s just say there are cruder ways of putting it. The poem goes on: ‘You’re your mother’s double, and you recall the lovely April of her prime.’ WS compares the YM to a woman a lot, and rejoices in his feminine features. ‘So like her, you’ll also see, through your hazy, aged eyesight, your own youth again in your children.’ Windows were rubbish in 1590, and not the handy off-the-peg metaphors for ‘clear vision’ they are now.


What I don’t quite get is WS’s easy assumption that self-love and reproduction are mutually exclusive. George Foreman, for example, has eight sons, all of whom are called George Foreman. I think the false logic might point to some other and possibly-as-yet-unconscious preoccupation on WS’s part. Oh, I can understand the ‘you’re too beautiful to deny the world replicas of yourself, and that makes you really selfish’ as a one-off conceit, thrown out in the passing; but seventeen poems? Nah. It’s too weak an idea, i.e. it’s too revealing of another agenda. What concerns WS, as will become slowly apparent, is neither the YM’s selfishness nor the world’s loss, but his beauty – which is all WS really wants to write about, because he’s falling in love with him. It’s all very affecting. The Sonnets have to be read as a narrative of the progress of love. And sometimes love – especially the forbidden varieties – begins in denial. We’re in for a lot of that. (None of this need contradict the ‘commission’ theory, of course; we just need to assume that they’ve already met.)


Still, I suppose there’s some literal truth to it: the fact that beauty is mortal and evanescent is often a poignant aspect of our intense experience of it, but the wonderful thing about the human face is that – unlike sunsets and rainbows – you can sometimes copy it. And indeed vastly improve upon it. (I once showed a woman in a plane some pictures of my kids. She gave me a straight look and said ‘Their mother must be very beautiful.’)


I’ll nail my colours to the mast now, and declare myself a tepid Southamptonite: I think that the YM in the Sonnets was, at least some of the time, Henry Wriothesley, 3rd Earl of Southampton. There’s a bit of dodgy evidence in this poem: compare portraits of him with those of his mother, Mary, and note the same long, sleek face. HW’s beard, even as a 30-year-old (from a portrait made in 1603), was still clearly pathetic. Whereas the other main contender for the YM’s identity, William Herbert, 3rd Earl of Pembroke – is portrayed as having a very full beard from a youthful age – plus he looks less like his mother, another Mary. OK: it’s not exactly scientific. The portraits are hardly reliable; but would you really compare a heavily bearded man to his mum? I think not. (And I’m already thinking ahead to the wispy-chinned young man in A Lover’s Complaint.) It all depends from when you date the poems, though, and one perfectly respectable theory is that the procreation sonnets were indeed written for the young, beardless, bookish Pembroke, commissioned from his favourite poet by a mother dismayed by his lack of interest in the opposite sex. This doesn’t necessarily mean that the later sonnets were for the same YM, however, and WS may have been more than happy to add to the confusion, and keep their dedicatee vague.


l.4 beguile: trick, betray. The line is an error of rhetoric, if you ask me. Thou dost unbless some mother, beguile the world is the more natural and effective auxesis. But of course poets have to worry about other things, like rhyme. You try rhyming ‘another’. However I sense he used the opportunity to then improvise on the idea of the YM’s imaginary wife for the next two lines, which papers over the crack.


l.7 fond: (a) foolish or silly; (b) loving.


ll.13–14 If I was brave, I’d have it But if thou’dst live remembered not to be. It seems I’m alone in hearing the ellipsis in these lines as: But if thou (would) live remember’d not to be, (by all means go ahead and) / Die single(:) and thine image dies with thee. Otherwise it makes no grammatical sense. I’ll settle for reading it with an expressive stress on not.
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Unthrifty loveliness, why dost thou spend


Upon thyself thy beauty’s legacy?


Nature’s bequest gives nothing, but doth lend,


And being frank, she lends to those are free:


5 Then, beauteous niggard, why dost thou abuse


The bounteous largess given thee to give?


Profitless usurer, why dost thou use


So great a sum of sums, yet canst not live?


For having traffic with thyself alone,


10 Thou of thyself thy sweet self dost deceive;


Then how, when nature calls thee to be gone,


What acceptable audit canst thou leave?


    Thy unused beauty must be tombed with thee,


    Which usèd, lives th’ executor to be.








This sonnet pursues the same idea through an extended metaphor about money-lending and inheritance. It’s cleverly worked, but it’s still a rather desiccated little poem. Some commentators mention that spend in l.1 also indicates ‘masturbation’, since it’s a frequent synonym for ‘discharge semen’ (whose unfortunate survival or revival in contemporary English we can see in the phrase ‘to spend one’s wad’). Since an innuendo is to Stephen Booth what a banana is to a monkey (I mean this in the most respectful way), and he doesn’t mention it at all – I’m inclined to think that secondary sense isn’t all that strong, and that we should pass over it discreetly. Not least because the YM has spent, rather cack-handedly, upon himself, leaving a dry-cleaning bill to subtract from the sum of sums. In ll.13–14, if his beauty is used, it won’t be entombed with him, but live on – to be, as it were, its own executor. From which we can jump to the sense: if you use your seed properly, your children can be your executors, in the literal sense of your estate and the metaphorical sense of your beauty; that way the future can enjoy your legacy.


Anorak alert: can I point out that if you accept that ‘beauty’ in l.13 can be read, in part, as meaning ‘seed’, it’s an example of a specific-domain metonymy. Metonymy is a ‘trope of relation’, and usually draws on the attributes of a thing – or the secondary connotations of a thing that we all more-or-less agree upon – to stand for the thing itself, within the generic domain of our everyday language and culture. This might be anything from ‘Downing St’ for ‘Prime Minister’ (on the ‘residence for resident’ rule) to ‘he drank the bottle’ for ‘he drank the bottle of beer’ (on the ‘container for contained’ rule) and ‘rhyme’ for ‘poetry’ (on the ‘part for whole’ rule). Specific domains are a bit different, and have very limited and arbitrary concerns, and narrow rather than broad rules of substitution. So in the specific domain of ‘the dog show’, a spaniel’s owner might be referred to merely as ‘the spaniel’, as in ‘the judges are talking to the spaniel’ (on the ‘dog for owner’ rule), or in a café, a diner might be referred to as a ‘ham sandwich’, in the classic textbook metonymy ‘the ham sandwich wants his cheque’ (on the ‘order for patron’ rule). Poems are one-off specific domains, and work in just the same way. Here ‘beauty’ works as a metonym for ‘seed’ only because it’s already been forged within a very specific rule-based context, i.e. the tightly framed poetic theme of beauty and procreation; any mention of ‘seed’ or ‘beauty’ will connote, through a ghostly rule, ‘beauty’ or ‘seed’. This is a good example of the way in which new metonymies can arise in poems that wouldn’t and couldn’t occur in the language otherwise.


(Just so I don’t have to bring this up later: in conceptual terms, the deep distinction between metonymy and metaphor is that between intra-domain and inter-domain operations. Basically, a ‘domain’ is anything you can think of as more-or-less one thing, and is conceptually made up of lots of attributes, aspects, connotations and relations. So a domain could be anything from ‘zebra’, ‘train-travel’, ‘French cuisine’, ‘epistemology’ or ‘irregular verbs’. The metonymy family of ‘tropes of relation’ operate within one conceptual domain, while the metaphor family of ‘tropes of correspondence’ operate across two conceptual domains. Calling a bullet ‘lead’ is intra-domain: you’ve swapped an attribute of the thing for the thing. Calling a train ‘a bullet’, on the other hand, is inter-domain, because you’ve linked two domains, trains and bullets, through the ground of a common attribute, ‘speed’.)


l.4 frank: generous; free: (a) generous; (b) promiscuous.


l.5 niggard: miser. G. R. Ledger hazards a slang meaning of ‘wanker’; a happy idea, but one for which I can find no support.


l.6 bounteous has two syllables: bown-tyus.


l.7 Don’t try and shoehorn this line into the metre. Profitless usurer is a bold deviation.


l.12 Stress it ACCeptable, and it almost works. Failure to deliver ‘acceptable audits’ of assets was an imprisonable offence.


l.14 th’ executor; an awkward elision. Say theggsecutor.
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Those hours that with gentle work did frame


The lovely gaze where every eye doth dwell


Will play the tyrants to the very same,


And that unfair which fairly doth excel.


5 For never-resting time leads summer on


To hideous winter, and confounds him there,


Sap checked with frost, and lusty leaves quite gone,


Beauty o’er-snowed and bareness every where.


Then were not summer’s distillation left,


10 A liquid prisoner pent in walls of glass,


Beauty’s effect with beauty were bereft,


Nor it, nor no remembrance what it was.


    But flowers distilled, though they with winter meet,


    Leese but their show; their substance still lives sweet.








Hannah Arendt wrote, ‘Poets are the only people for whom love is not only a crucial but an indispensable experience, which entitles them to mistake it for a universal one.’ If this is true, and it might be, it’s an alarming statement. ‘Poet’ is less a calling than a diagnosis, and the condition of ‘poet’ is, I’m convinced, just one aspect a complex of symptoms – only one of which is a special attunement to the weight and texture of language. It often comes with the inability to drive a car properly, a talent for all kinds of mental illness, and an excessive interest in movies and alcohol – in much the same way that dyslexia often comes with travel-sickness and first-rate business skills. I fear another facet of the poet’s abnormal brain-wiring is their ability – if that’s the word – to fall in love at the drop of a hat, or a glove. Many poets are love-junkies of the worst sort; by the worst, I mean the most selfish, often blind to the consequences their fleeting adoration has for the beloved. The condition of being-in-love often moves them to write, however, and poets who aren’t writing are even more insufferable than those who are. So for all its torments, crazy love also brings an assuagement, at least on one arc of its vicious circle.


This rather tedious poem is at least easily enough understood … until we get to the turn. The metaphor is deeply confusing. However, it can be resolved if we know that this is a two-part poem and runs on into Sonnet 6. I think the solution lies in the metaphor being second-hand. Look at this passage from Sidney’s Arcadia, with which WS and his readers will have been thoroughly familiar:




Haue you euer seene a pure Rosewater kept in a christal glas; how fine it lokes, how sweet it smels, while that beautifull glasse imprisons it? Breake the prison, and let the water take his owne course, doth it not imbrace dust, and loose all his former sweetenesse, and fairenesse? Truly so are we, if we haue not the stay, rather then the restraint of Cristalline mariage.





I think the image may have been stolen from Sidney, but not the metaphor. Sidney uses the crystal vial to represent the constraints of marriage that preserve the distilled sweetness of personal virtue. In this sonnet the vial, we assume, contains the distillation of the YM’s beauty; so the vial can’t be ‘marriage’. Might it be the child, which preserves the essential beauty of the YM? This makes even less sense. It’s outward appearance of the YM that WS has been obsessed with, not some essence.


There are two ways to resolve this. The first is probably wrong, but fun: the unspoken tenor is WS’s own poetry. If we’d read this poem in the middle of the sequence, we’d unthinkingly jump to that conclusion. But perhaps this poem anticipates those later verses, where he credits his own verse with immortalising powers. The second was probably WS’s intention, and it’s to read these two sonnets as a 28-line poem. Even though the image of the glass vial and the perfume occur within the metaphor of ‘time’s winter’ – try not to read the image metaphorically just yet, and merely as an anecdote or a riddle. We’re not supposed to quite know where WS is going with this, until we get to …
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Then let not winter’s ragged hand deface,


In thee thy summer, ere thou be distilled:


Make sweet some vial treasure thou some place


With beauty’s treasure ere it be self-killed.


5 That use is not forbidden usury,


Which happies those that pay the willing loan;


That’s for thy self to breed another thee,


Or ten times happier, be it ten for one:


Ten times thyself were happier than thou art,


10 If ten of thine ten times refigured thee;


Then what could death do if thou shouldst depart,


Leaving thee living in posterity?


    Be not self-willed, for thou art much too fair


    To be death’s conquest and make worms thine heir.








… this. Which proves the sestet of Sonnet 5 was indeed a riddle, the meaning of which WS then unpacks for us (a riddle is a metaphor which consist of a vehicle and a text-absent and often concrete tenor; see Sonnet 7 for a crash course in this stuff ). He does this by laboriously repeating the image, but this time with an explanation of its meaning: the glass vial is a womb, which the YM might fill with his child, his distilled essence. Leaving aside the fact it now sounds like a sperm bank, this is a lousy metaphor so full of holes I don’t know where to begin. (We’d already rejected this possible interpretation in the previous sonnet.) 


 Note how WS abandons the conceit – in embarrassment, I think – almost immediately, knowing the comparison can’t be sustained for another half-line without even larger cracks developing. WS reaches quickly and all-too-easily for another off-the-peg moneylending riff, as he often does. But this, too, makes little sense. Its lack of logic is disguised in wretchedly neat parallel rhetorical effects and echoes. You can tell he’s struggling. The ‘commission’ theory is gaining ground. This certainly feels like one; indeed the dosh-trope may have been suggested by his too-intense meditation on the cheque. (Although WS was a canny investor, as we’ll see, and financial metaphors came naturally and readily to him.) Pad, pad, pad … ‘Oh why not make ten of yourself? That would be, uh, ten times better. Because then you’d have ten children who could make ten images of you, and that would be, like, ten of you. Or maybe a hundred. I dunno.’ The last line is a contender for the worst in all the sonnets, and certainly the most musically incoherent. I can almost hear WS say ‘Oh christ – that’ll have to do’, and open the bottle.


So in Sonnets 5 and 6, we have two slack, windy poems where there should have been only one. Or less. Here I see more evidence for the argument that WS hadn’t even met the YM when he turned in this effort: this is poetic hackwork.


l.6 Which happies those that pay the willing loan: given the fact that pay can mean ‘pay out’ or ‘pay back’ – i.e. both ‘lend’ and ‘borrow’ – he could be referring to the father’s generous sperm-donation, or the mother’s gratitude.


l.11 echoes the traditional marriage vows. 
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Lo, in the orient when the gracious light


Lifts up his burning head, each under eye


Doth homage to his new-appearing sight,


Serving with looks his sacred majesty;


5 And having climbed the steep-up heavenly hill,


Resembling strong youth in his middle age,


Yet mortal looks adore his beauty still,


Attending on his golden pilgrimage:


But when from high-most pitch, with weary car


10 Like feeble age, he reeleth from the day,


The eyes, fore-duteous, now converted are


From his low tract, and look another way:


    So thou, thyself outgoing in thy noon,


    Unlooked on diest, unless thou get a son.








Well, at least this straightforward and rather unconvincing poem allows us to look at the way an extended metaphor works. This will come up a lot, so let’s nail it now. I mentioned that metonymy is a ‘trope of relation’; by contrast, metaphor is the ‘trope of correspondence’, and in most of its forms has two parts that we generally refer to as the tenor and the vehicle. The tenor is the ‘real’ subject, and the vehicle is the imaginary thing to which the tenor is compared or claimed to be, with which it’s conflated, or which it’s symbolised by. The way the metaphor is presented in the text gives rise to all its different species – ‘metaphor’, simile, symbol, allegory, riddle, and so on. What you don’t get told in school is that number of ways you can present a metaphor is infinite. (WS, for example, will often locate it in the verb – where it does all the usual interesting stuff, only with much more dynamic force and forward momentum.) What’s really important in metaphor are not trivial distinctions between simile and allegory, and all that – but what’s going on conceptually. All things that we distinguish as ‘things’ are made up of a bunch of attributes that we consider central to their definition. What a metaphor does is find overlaps between the sets of those attributes. (We often call this overlap the ground.)


Here, the two things that are compared are the life of the beautiful boy (the tenor), and the passage of the sun across the sky (the vehicle). It’s a reasonable metaphor, because both things have within them the idea of the passing of time, and of something that is admired; this forms their ground. Where the ground of the metaphor is strong, or contains more than one attribute, the comparison can often be elaborated at length, and we get an extended metaphor or ‘conceit’.


Usually it’s totally unimportant for the reader to know any of this stuff. If the poem is a good one, the metaphor will be understood just by reading it, not analysis. But reading conventions change, and elaborate comparison was an Elizabethan specialty, so it’s a small help, sometimes, to understand the mechanism. In this case, it also allows us to say why the metaphor isn’t very good. It isn’t good because the ground is overextended; the metaphor, in outstaying its welcome, has begun to creak. To say that ‘human eyes, who once looked dutifully on the YM/sun, look away in the afternoon and evening of the YM’s/sun’s life’ is actually true only of the YM, who will in all probability lose his beauty. Like me, you will have often admired the sun at four o’clock, or sat blissed-out and mind-blown before a gorgeous sunset. The claim that the ground of the metaphor contains the term ‘something whose beauty fades after its halfway point’ simply isn’t true. ‘Something whose light dies’ might have proved more fruitful, but it’s no more than suggested here. (WS may have simply taken over the idea from such contemporary proverbs as ‘The rising, not the setting, sun is worshipped by most men’, and a similar comparison elaborated in Book XV of Ovid’s Metamorphoses – but we’re entitled to expect a more penetrating interrogation in a poem.) The sun/son pun attempts to distract us but is actually – when you think about it – meaningless; although JK makes a good stab at a defence, with the son essentially becoming the new morning sun, and the YM’s beauty being reincarnated. I think this is a bit sophistical, however, and the logical objection remains.


There’s some evidence that WS had consulted Thomas Wilson’s The Art of Rhetoric, which reprinted the long ‘Epistle to persuade a young gentleman into marriage’, by Erasmus; it’s full of stuff like Neither can he seeme to dye, that when God calleth him, leaueth a yong childe behind him. One alternative to the ‘commission’ theory is that WS was using these early sonnets as a means of practising his craft, turning Erasmus into verse – rather like an apprentice piece he would make over and over again until he got it right. This would certainly account for the impression that these poems are less felt. I think he was doing both; cribbing from the Erasmus would’ve saved both time and imaginative expenditure.


(The poem also has an oddly elemental feel, and seems more directly concerned with the subject of Time than other poems in the ‘procreation’ sequence. This may well be down to its numerical position – 7 being a climacteric number, of which much more soon.)


l.6 middle age was definitely a bit earlier then than it is now, but it’s unlikely that WS meant the same thing by the phrase as we do. Here it seems to refer to what we’d call the ‘prime of life’.


l.9 car:WS has in mind Phoebius’ chariot.


l.14 some commentators – not this one, I hasten to add – hear a rude pun on diest, and suggestions of spilt seed and solo masturbation, i.e. ‘you will end your days wanking alone’. Let’s at least hope his aim has improved since Sonnet 4.
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Music to hear, why hear’st thou music sadly?


Sweets with sweets war not, joy delights in joy;


Why lov’st thou that which thou receiv’st not gladly,


Or else receiv’st with pleasure thine annoy?


5 If the true concord of well-tuned sounds,


By unions married, do offend thine ear,


They do but sweetly chide thee, who confounds


In singleness the parts that thou shouldst bear:


Mark how one string, sweet husband to another,


10 Strikes each in each by mutual ordering,


Resembling sire and child and happy mother,


Who all in one, one pleasing note do sing:


    Whose speechless song being many, seeming one,


    Sings this to thee: ‘Thou single wilt prove none.’








WS often hears sweet music as melancholic or sad, and here the YM is shown enjoying the misery (receiv’st with pleasure thine annoy, where annoy means something like ‘pain’). A cursory reading might leave you with the impression that the YM doesn’t like music, and that his lovely shell-like is offended by the true concord of well-tuned sounds – but that isn’t what’s being said here at all. WS is talking about the strange fact that we’re often addicted to the sadness that music produces in us. But what’s really going on here, he suggests, is that the harmony is actively chiding the YM for his bachelorhood; his unhappiness doesn’t proceed directly from the melancholy music, but from the music reminding him of his singleness. (He’s close to suggesting that the YM is suppressing this knowledge; a very modern idea.) In the end it warns him very explicitly, saying ‘single, boy – you’re nothing’. (Remember, if we hear WS falling in love, he’ll want the YM to be as miserable as he is, since love insists on its symmetries.)


Sonnet 8 is where the early sonnets start to hit their stride, and this is the most effective and convincing conceit we’ve seen so far. It’s a bit of a shop-bought trope, to be sure: a single line of music = a single life; whereas the harmony of several strings = the harmony of a family. However no one had pushed it anything like as far before. Mark how one string sweet husband to another, I read here, refers to the coursed pairs of strings on the lute, but I strongly doubt it. It’d muddle the conceit, which is about ‘parts’, i.e. harmony, not the strings themselves. (As a conceit, it has a basic flaw, though: it’s rather easily refuted. Is there really no future in the lovely unadorned melody?)


I can’t resist quoting SB here: ‘Sometimes Shakespeare’s own sentences can be demonstrated to mean nothing at all – even where readers actually understand them perfectly.’ We’re going to see a lot of that. The lines They do but sweetly chide thee, who confounds / In singleness the parts that thou shouldst bear being a case in point. Perfectly clear and almost totally unparaphrasable, WS must mean something like ‘who suppresses, in his singleness, the roles that he should take on’, but that loses all the magic of the full-masted galley of WS’s language steering a perfect course through the confluent themes of human and musical relationships.


Not to mention the brilliance of that word confound. The rhyme will have suggested it, the bravery of his talent will have sanctioned it – but WS’s transcendental skill with syntax and lyric weave allowed him to actually get away with it. Skipping the neuroscience, line-length in poetry universally defaults to something around three seconds long – the length of the human auditory ‘present’, which corresponds to what we can retain in our minds as a living instant: three seconds is the frequency of the carrier-wave of poetic sense. By the same rule, there are about three seconds or so on either side of a word in which it can be prepared for, or retrospectively sanctioned (unless it has a salient position, like a rhyme-word; these are noisier, and can be committed to memory then recalled several lines later). In the case of confound, offend in l.6 gets the ear ready for it, and soon the g in singleness weaves in what could have been the rogue hard c. This is all poet’s lore, and is supposed to be registered unconsciously by the reader. Confound is employed in a very unusual way here – but so seamlessly has WS woven it into his soundscape, he’s practically fashioned it a new definition.


l.1 Music to hear: ‘given that you are music to hear’.


l.14 Katherine Duncan Jones hears in this line an allusion to Aristotle’s ‘one is no number’ from the Metaphysics.
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Is it for fear to wet a widow’s eye


That thou consum’st thyself in single life?


Ah, if thou issueless shalt hap to die,


The world will wail thee like a makeless wife;


5 The world will be thy widow, and still weep


That thou no form of thee hast left behind,


When every private widow well may keep,


By children’s eyes, her husband’s shape in mind:


Look what an unthrift in the world doth spend,


10 Shifts but his place, for still the world enjoys it;


But beauty’s waste hath in the world an end,


And kept unused the user so destroys it:


    No love toward others in that bosom sits


    That on himself such murd’rous shame commits.








‘It is the thought of your future widow lamenting your death that keeps you single?’ … I doubt it. But from that wholly dodgy premise, we move seamlessly to ‘Aha! But if you die without issue, the whole world will weep like a bereaved wife. The whole world like a bereaved wife will weep, if you die without issue. But if you had a wife, I mean like a real wife, she’d have your kids to look at. Wouldn’t she. And that’d be better, obviously. And while I’m thinking about money – a person who spends all his money at least keeps his money in the world. But beauty, that’s another thing. If you don’t use it, you destroy it. O – anyone who could commit such a murderous shame on himself has no love for anyone else.’ Or, as heard once on a Dundee bus, ‘See Tam: he’s nae self-respect for other people.’


Oh, man: this is rubbish. More to the point, there’s no way WS doesn’t know it. Why might he reprint this stuff? Is it because their still-flattered recipient, nearly fifteen years later, is now coughing up the money for the Quarto? Not the wildest theory, especially if we decide it was William Herbert, assuming (a) he was the target of the procreation sonnets and (b) was Mr WH, and financed Thomas Thorpe’s publication of the ms. Either way, this awful poem is the best evidence yet that the procreation sonnets were work undertaken for hard cash. Helen Vendler has a theory that WS has obsessed over the (modest, frankly) symmetries of widow here, and scattered ws and us and vs throughout the poem. Yes: there’s certainly a lot of them.
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For shame deny that thou bear’st love to any,


Who for thyself art so unprovident;


Grant, if thou wilt, thou art beloved of many,


But that thou none lov’st is most evident:


5 For thou art so possessed with murderous hate


That ’gainst thy self thou stick’st not to conspire,


Seeking that beauteous roof to ruinate


Which to repair should be thy chief desire.


O! change thy thought, that I may change my mind:


10 Shall hate be fairer lodged than gentle love?


Be as thy presence is, gracious and kind,


Or to thyself at least kind-hearted prove:


     Make thee another self for love of me,


     That beauty still may live in thine or thee.








Another dull one, and you don’t need a gloss. It’s all clear enough. ‘Everyone loves you – but you, on the other hand, love no one, because …’ etc., etc. Note that the poem isn’t entirely free-standing, and assumes our knowledge of the nature of WS’s accusation. Yes, we’re up to speed on this. He doesn’t explicitly mention ‘breeding’ until the couplet.


The main point of interest here is that it’s the first time WS declares his own investment in the outcome – Make thee another self for love of me – and uses this as emotional leverage. While this might, as most commentators insist, indicate WS’s true feelings beginning to surface, the request is still plausible even if we assume that the two men are yet to meet. Remember, WS already had a reputation in the early to mid-nineties. William Boyd, in an interesting BBC play on the Sonnets’ composition called A Waste of Shame, convincingly pursues the idea that William Herbert’s despairing mum commissioned the first seventeen sonnets, one for each year of his life. Herbert was a bookish lad, and here’s the point – already a huge fan of WS’s work; his mother’s ploy was that he’d be flattered into taking WS’s advice seriously. This, according to Boyd, was undertaken before the two had met; but after they’d met – Herbert’s tastes being at least as versatile as WS’s – the poems continued, but in a very different vein. Certainly if Herbert looked anything like the young actor who played him on the box, I can see WS’s problem. (Although he almost certainly didn’t, if we’re to trust the portraitists of the time. Wriothesley, on the other hand, is clearly gorgeous. Though I admit that playing a game of ‘who’d you rather’ at 400 years’ distance does not, perhaps, represent the leading edge of scholarly research.)


Though here’s a raunchier interpretation: I wonder if the whole performance had been conceived as a seduction, with WS gradually softening up the YM with a barrage of flattery, delivered courtesy of an apparently legitimate concern – before very slowly allowing his true feelings to become known? If we read them first as an act of deliberate self-restraint, it certainly makes them sexier, if not better poems.


Lest we get too carried away as we venture forth … this first sign of self-interest on WS’s part is a good time to take on board CB’s wise caution: ‘In a period when sodomy was a capital offense, even if homoerotic affection was a deep element in literary and personal life, one needs to be very careful in arguing that Shakespeare authorised the publication of homoerotic poems dedicated to a member of the English nobility.’ Well, one needs to be careful, but one might still go on to argue it; and the vast majority of the sonnets, for all their innuendo, are never that explicit. This leaves room for plausible deniability, and all sorts of alternative interpretations that could have been used by their author to prove that they were perfectly innocent affairs, if he’d had to. (Heaven knows all these readings were later deployed, for centuries, by his homophobic critics.) It’s unlikely, though, that WS would ever have written like Rochester, even if the times had allowed it; suggestion is far more sensual, apart from anything else. And Rochester is great, but he’s not sexy, just rude.


May I don my anorak again, and be the first commentator to point out that beauteous roof is a rare example of a metaleptic double metonymy? Thanks. Roof is a synecdoche for house (synecdoche is ‘part-for-whole’ substitution, and a subset of metonymy; this is a controversial remark in certain circles of anoraks, but trust me for now), and house is a metonym for the aristocratic family of which the YM is a member.


What else. Unprovident and evident are horrible rhymes, and too close. Unless they’re functioning as feminine or triple rhymes – i.e. adding extra syllables to the length of the line – polysyllabic words tend to only rhyme well when the other rhyme word is monosyllabic, as we find the symmetry too strong when more than one stressed syllable is matched, or (as here) near-matched. This is why we tend to find rime riche inadmissible in English verse, e.g. rhyming scene and seen or dye and die; our unspoken and instinctive ‘rule of rhyme’ demands that we balance similarity with difference, and the coincidence of both stress and sound is too much for the Anglo-Saxon earhole. (In French, the symmetry is less noticeable because their stresses are relatively even, meaning that while there’s just as much similarity, there’s less perceived coincidence.)
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As fast as thou shalt wane, so fast thou grow’st


In one of thine, from that which thou departest;


And that fresh blood which youngly thou bestow’st,


Thou mayst call thine when thou from youth convertest.


5 Herein lives wisdom, beauty, and increase;


Without this folly, age, and cold decay.


If all were minded so, the times should cease,


And threescore year would make the world away.


Let those whom nature hath not made for store,


10 Harsh, featureless and rude, barrenly perish


Look whom she best endowed, she gave the more;


Which bounteous gift thou shouldst in bounty cherish:


    She carved thee for her seal, and meant thereby


    Thou shouldst print more, not let that copy die.








As an occasional and graceless undertaker of commissioned work myself, my heart goes out to the author here. The prevalent emotion in this poem is, for me, nothing to do with the poem at all, but the unspoken frustration gathering behind it. He wants this wretched commission over. Where WS and I differ – one of many divergences, I should add – is that his resentful labour is nonetheless completed with real virtuosity. But even so … There are only two things worth pointing out here. The first is the extent to which this poem is not free-standing – you need to have read Sonnet 1, at least, to make any sense of If all were minded  so … i.e. ‘if everyone thought like you, humanity would die out by teatime’. The second thing is that the poem confounds our usual expectations: while the first twelve lines are a predictable yawn, the couplet shows a flash of genius, which is the last place we usually expect it in the English sonnet. ‘Nature has carved her very seal upon you; and what a criminal waste, if you don’t use it to stamp out more versions of yourself.’ Lurking behind this metaphor is the rather interesting idea of the future child as unformed molten wax, a tabula rasa upon which the looks and character of the parents are stamped. But that’s the only naked-eye star in this otherwise dull constellation.
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