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  Introduction




  There is an essential dichotomy – an irony, in fact – about the life of William Shakespeare. He is without doubt the most influential, the most linguistically

  creative and the most well-known single author ever to write in the English language. And apart, perhaps, from the apostles and those other mysterious men who set down the books of the Bible, he is

  the most widely-read author ever to have lived (curiously enough, there is some evidence to suggest that Shakespeare may have worked on the King James translation of the Bible: increasing his

  readership even further). And yet, we know precious little – indeed, almost nothing – about Shakespeare as a man, about his life.




  The established and establishable facts about him are these. He was born on or about St George’s Day, 23 April 1564, and baptised in Holy Trinity Church, Stratford-upon-Avon, on 26 April.

  He was the third child of John Shakespeare, a glover and wool-merchant, and his wife, Mary Arden. John was an important local figure, a one-time mayor of Stratford, as well as a Justice of the

  Peace; and it is likely that, because of his father’s position, William was able to attend the local educational establishment, the King’s New School.




  From this point we lose track of Shakespeare for a few years. John Aubrey, the seventeenth-century wit and author of Brief Lives, records a legend that young William became a country

  schoolmaster, although this is unsubstantiated. The first definite facts we know of his adult life are that he married Anne Hathaway in 1582, and that she was eight years his senior and pregnant at

  the time. Their first child, Susanna, was christened on 26 May 1583, and she was followed by the twins Hamnet and Judith in 1585. Hamnet was to die at the age of eleven, in the year before

  Shakespeare purchased New Place, a house in Stratford.




  Apart from these births, deaths and marriages, we obviously know that Shakespeare wrote a great deal of drama, which was performed in various London theatres (most famously, the Globe); and we

  also know that he had a parallel, though rather less successful, career as an actor. He retired to Stratford, had various dealings in property, and died on St George’s Day, 1616. Several

  other minor details can be found in contemporary documents, such as records of Shakespeare’s corn and malt holdings in his home town, and his evasion of income tax in Bishopsgate, but apart

  from these, little else is known.




  This dearth of biographical information is interesting – and perhaps frustrating – when we come to consider the sonnets which you have before you. It is tempting to want to uncover

  their apparent mysteries, to try and find out the identity of the beautiful youth, the dark lady, and the rival poet who so exercise the sonneteer. Yet, just as tracking down facts about

  Shakespeare is almost impossible, so too is coming to any firm conclusion about these mysterious characters and their identities. There is the dedication to ‘Mr W.H.’, apparently the

  ‘onlie begetter’ of the ensuing poetry: who was he, and why was he so important to Shakespeare? Was he the youth to whom the sonnets are addressed, or merely a patron? Many suggestions

  as to W.H.’s identity have been put forward over the years: the likeliest candidates seem to be Henry Wriothesley (pronounced ‘Rizley’), the Earl of Southampton, and William

  Herbert, the Earl of Pembroke. Unfortunately, however, there is not much biographical evidence linking either of these two men to Shakespeare: not, at least, in the context which the sonnets would

  seem to suggest. Also, it is not clear that Shakespeare wrote the dedication in the first place: it might equally well have been written by the publisher, Thomas Thorpe. So, after 500 years, we are

  no further on in our quest for the young man. Neither do we have much idea about the identity of the ‘dark lady’; and we can only make a vaguely educated guess as to the name of the

  rival.




  For many years, criticism of these beautiful and lyrical verses revolved around these apparent biographical mysteries. This is understandable, since the sonnets are seemingly the most

  ‘personal’ of Shakespeare’s writings, not least because they are the only surviving work in which he writes in the first person. Indeed, in several of them he plays with his own

  name: ‘thou lov’st me for my name is “Will”’, he declares (131), and then, ‘Whoever hath her wish, thou hast thy “Will”, / And “Will” to

  boot, and “Will” in over-plus’ (132). These elements, coupled with the intense emotional honesty and directness of the sonnets, have led many critics to agree with William

  Wordsworth, who believed that Shakespeare ‘unlocked his heart’ in these verses in a way that he did nowhere else. While this may be true, it is reductive to judge any work of art on a

  purely biographical basis; and the fact that we know so little of our greatest writer is no excuse to pounce on any morsel of apparent autobiography and worry it to death.




  Thankfully – partly, it must be said, thanks to Victorian prudery over their seemingly homosexual content – autobiographical criticism of the sonnets has now more or less ceased, and

  criticism tends to focus instead on their technique and thematic structure. Given the strength and durability of the poetry, it is relatively unimportant whether Shakespeare was writing as himself

  or not. What we can say is that these sonnets are perhaps the most complete and complex poetical meditation on love in all its forms that has ever been written. Here we see jealousy, obsession,

  self-loathing, delight, lust, misery, selfishness, selflessness, hope, despair, disgust, resignation, anger, and almost every other mood and emotion that one could possibly associate with the state

  of being in love (gay, straight, platonic, or otherwise). They have the linguistic beauty, inventiveness and persuasiveness of the best of Shakespeare’s drama, and they have enriched our

  language as much. Yet they have a restlessness, an obsessiveness, and a looseness of structure, which are rarely found in the five-act confines of the plays. Many people consider them to be

  Shakespeare’s masterpiece: a mighty accolade given the greatness of plays such as Hamlet, King Lear and Macbeth.




  Peter Harness
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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:




  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,




  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.
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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 gaz’d on now,




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




  Then being ask’d 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,




  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.
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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.




  For where is she so fair whose unear’d 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




  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.
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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.




  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,




  Thou of thyself thy sweet self dost deceive.




  Then how, when nature calls thee to be gone,




  What acceptable audit canst thou leave?




  Thy unus’d beauty must be tomb’d with thee,




  Which, used, lives th’executor to be.
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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:




  For never-resting time leads summer on




  To hideous winter and confounds him there;




  Sap check’d with frost, and lusty leaves quite gone,




  Beauty o’ersnow’d, and bareness every where:




  Then, were not summer’s distillation left,




  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 distill’d, though they with winter meet,




  Leese but their show; their substance still lives sweet.
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  Then let not winter’s ragged hand deface




  In thee thy summer, ere thou be distill’d:




  Make sweet some vial; treasure thou some place




  With beauty’s treasure, ere it be self-kill’d.




  That use is not forbidden usury,




  Which happies those that pay the willing loan;




  That’s for thyself to breed another thee,




  Or ten times happier, be it ten for one;




  Ten times thyself were happier than thou art,




  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-will’d, for thou art much too fair




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




  





  [image: ]




  
[image: ]   7   [image: ]





  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;




  And having climb’d 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 highmost pitch, with weary car,
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