Shakespeare’s Sonnet Cycle
The Fair Youth
[The poet openly declares his love but also begins to blur the gender identity of his beloved as the master-mistress of my passion, a man with a woman's face.]

[ 20 ]

A woman's face with Nature's own hand painted

Hast thou, the master-mistress of my passion;

A woman's gentle heart, but not acquainted

With shifting change, as is false women's fashion;

An eye more bright than theirs, less false in rolling,

Gilding the object whereupon it gazeth;

A man in hue, all hues in his controlling,

Which steals men's eyes and women's souls amazeth.

And for a woman wert thou first created,

Till Nature as she wrought thee fell a-doting,

And by addition me of thee defeated,

By adding one thing to my purpose nothing.

 But since she pricked thee out for women's pleasure,

 Mine be thy love, and thy love's use their treasure.
[The poet begins to speak of the troubles or griefs he endures for which his love is often (but not always) a consolation.]

[ 29 ]

When in disgrace with Fortune and men's eyes,

I all alone beweep my outcast state,

And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries,

And look upon myself and curse my fate,

Wishing me like to one more rich in hope,

Featured like him, like him with friends possessed,

Desiring this man's art, and that man's scope,

With what I most enjoy contented least;

Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising,

Haply I think on thee, and then my state

(Like to the lark at break of day arising

From sullen earth) sings hymns at heaven's gate,

 For thy sweet love rememb'red such wealth brings

 That then I scorn to change my state with kings.
[ 73 ]

That time of year thou mayst in me behold

When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang

Upon those boughs which shake against the cold,

Bare ruined choirs, where late the sweet birds sang.

In me thou seest the twilight of such day

As after sunset fadeth in the west,

Which by and by black night doth take away,

Death's second self that seals up all in rest.

In me thou seest the glowing of such fire

That on the ashes of his youth doth lie,

As the death-bed whereon it must expire,

Consumed with that which it was nourished by.

This thou perceiv'st, which makes thy love more strong,

To love that well which thou must leave ere long.
[A final majestic summation of the poet's spiritual journey. He proclaims his own unbowed constancy; and contrasts his love to the petty changes of politics and fashion. The poet achieves a quietly triumphant summation of his individual dignity.]

[ 116 ]

Let me not to the marriage of true minds

Admit impediments; love is not love

Which alters when it alteration finds,

Or bends with the remover to remove.

O no, it is an ever-fixed mark

That looks on tempests and is never shaken;

It is the star to every wand'ring bark,

Whose worth's unknown, although his heighth be taken.

Love's not Time's fool, though rosy lips and cheeks

Within his bending sickle's compass come;

Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,

But bears it out even to the edge of doom.

 If this be error and upon me proved,

 I never writ, nor no man ever loved.

The Rival Poet

[As if surmounting his torments, the poet achieves a valedictory insight. He realizes the themes of death and passing time affect him personally. He speaks of his aging and the briefness of life, the limited range of his poetical powers, and his inevitable demise.]

[78]

So oft have I invoked thee for my Muse,

And found such fair assistance in my verse

As every alien pen hath got my use

And under thee their poesy disperse.

Thine eyes, that taught the dumb on high to sing

And heavy ignorance aloft to fly,

Have added feathers to the learned's wing

And given grace a double majesty.

Yet be most proud of that which I compile,

Whose influence is thine, and born of thee:

In others' works thou dost but mend the style,

And arts with thy sweet graces graced be;

   But thou art all my art, and dost advance

   As high as learning, my rude ignorance. 
***
[79]

Whilst I alone did call upon thy aid,

My verse alone had all thy gentle grace;

But now my gracious numbers are decayed,

And my sick Muse doth give an other place.

I grant, sweet love, thy lovely argument

Deserves the travail of a worthier pen;

Yet what of thee thy poet doth invent

He robs thee of, and pays it thee again.

He lends thee virtue, and he stole that word

From thy behaviour; beauty doth he give,

And found it in thy cheek: he can afford

No praise to thee, but what in thee doth live. 

   Then thank him not for that which he doth say,

   Since what he owes thee, thou thyself dost pay.
[The poet describes various consequences of his displacement from the beloved's favor by a rival poet. The cause is perhaps the poet's own barren verse, or lack of merit, or the indescribable virtues of the beloved, or the withdrawal of the beloved's affections.] 

[ 82 ]

I grant thou wert not married to my Muse,

And therefore mayst without attains o'erlook

The dedicated words which writers use

Of their fair subject, blessing every book.

Thou art as fair in knowledge as in hue,

Finding thy worth a limit past my praise,

And therefore art inforced to seek anew

Some fresher stamp of the time-bettering days.

And do so, love; yet when they have devised

What strained touches rhetoric can lend,

Thou, truly fair, wert truly sympathised

In true plain words by thy true-telling friend;

   And their gross painting might be better used

   Where cheeks need blood; in thee it is abused.
***

[83]

I never saw that you did painting need,

And therefore to your fair no painting set;

I found, or thought I found, you did exceed

The barren tender of a poet's debt:

And therefore have I slept in your report,

That you yourself, being extant, well might show

How far a modern quill doth come too short,

Speaking of worth, what worth in you doth grow. 

This silence for my sin you did impute,

Which shall be most my glory being dumb;

For I impair not beauty being mute,

When others would give life, and bring a tomb.

   There lives more life in one of your fair eyes

   Than both your poets can in praise devise.
The Dark Lady
[We enter a new chapter in the sonnet cycle, this time with the poet praising a woman who is voluptuous, delectable, and promiscuous. Her raven black eyes signal that fairness (virtue) is no longer esteemed; and praise of her is praise of the secret allure of vice. Music (rather than painting) is the master art of their affections.]
[ 127 ]

In the old age black was not counted fair,

Or if it were it bore not beauty's name;

But now is black beauty's successive heir,

And beauty slandered with a bastard shame:

For since each hand hath put on Nature's power,

Fairing the foul with art's false borrowed face,

Sweet beauty hath no name, no holy bower,

But is profaned, if not lives in disgrace.

Therefore my mistress' eyes are raven black,

Her eyes so suited, and they mourners seem

At such who not born fair no beauty lack,

Sland'ring creation with a false esteem:

   Yet so they mourn, becoming of their woe,

   That every tongue says beauty should look so.

***

[ 128 ]

How oft, when thou my music music play'st

Upon that blessed wood whose motion sounds

With thy sweet fingers when thou gently sway'st

The wiry concord that mine ear confounds,

Do I envy those jacks that nimble leap

To kiss the tender inward of thy hand,

Whilst my poor lips, which should that harvest reap,

At the wood's boldness by thee blushing stand!

To be so tickled they would change their state

And situation with those dancing chips

O'er whom thy fingers walk with gentle gait,

Making dead wood more blest than living lips.

   Since saucy jacks so happy are in this,

   Give them thy fingers, me thy lips to kiss.
[The poet contemplates the effects of his lust for the dark lady, at times despising the debasing effect it has on him. The lady is attractive because she is sexually eager — she is hardly beautiful enough to justify the hold she exerts on him — and black in her behavior as well as appearance.]

[ 129 ]

Th' expense of spirit in a waste of shame

Is lust in action, and till action, lust

Is perjured, murd'rous, bloody, full of blame,

Savage, extreme, rude, cruel, not to trust;

Enjoyed no sooner but despised straight,

Past reason hunted, and no sooner had,

Past reason hated as a swallowed bait

On purpose laid to make the taker mad:

Mad in pursuit and in possession so,

Had, having, and in quest to have, extreme;

A bliss in proof, and proved, a very woe,

Before, a joy proposed, behind, a dream.

   All this the world well knows yet none knows well

   To shun the heaven that leads men to this hell.

***

[ 130 ]

My mistress' eyes are nothing like the sun;

Coral is far more red than her lips' red;

If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun;

If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head.

I have seen roses damasked, red and white,

But no such roses see I in her cheeks,

And in some perfumes is there more delight

Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks.

I love to hear her speak, yet well I know

That music hath a far more pleasing sound;

I grant I never saw a goddess go:

My mistress when she walks treads on the ground.

   And yet by heaven I think my love as rare

   As any she belied with false compare.

