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For Versha, my eternal summer’s day.




Foreword

James Anthony has done something I would have confidently stated to be impossible. He has “translated” Shakespeare’s sonnets and he has done so with an insolent, loveable charm. You would imagine that anyone with the hubris or chutzpah to embark on such a project, daring to fly so close to the English language’s poetic sun, would plummet Icarus-like into the sea. Actually, he has ascended the brightest heaven of invention.

This reinterpretation of the cycle is a dazzling success. Reading the originals and Anthony’s versions side by side enriches both to a remarkable degree. I thought I knew Shakespeare’s 154 sonnets too well to need anyone to gloss or simplify them, but I was quite wrong. The complex, beautiful, disturbing, ambiguous and beguiling thoughts that Shakespeare compresses into his sonnets are worked by Anthony into the same exacting and rewarding fourteen-line form but with an ease and fluency that makes you count the syllables to check he hasn’t been cheating.

Aside from the pleasure any reader can derive from this achievement, schools and colleges will stamp and cheer with unrestrained gratitude and delight.

Stephen Fry
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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 lights flame with self-substantial fuel,

Making a famine where abundance lies,

Thy self 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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We strive to procreate with gorgeous folk

So that our beauty won’t capitulate;

We reach a ripe old age, but then we croak;

Our memories live through offspring we create.

But you’re in love with you, and you alone,

So self-consumed, your face is all you see,

Depriving us of children of your own,

And hence you are your own worst enemy.

Now you are young and walking in your prime,

Well set to raise a daughter or a son,

But you’re content to piss away your time,

And – silly fool! – your days will soon be done.

Take pity on your world, or go awry;

Have children now, for one day you will die.
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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:

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,

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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When forty years have weather-worn your face

And wrinkled skin forms crows-feet ’round your eyes,

Your youthful look we presently embrace

Will be a tatty rag, no more a prize.

When old, when asked, ‘Where is your beauty now?

What’s left of lusty days from yesteryear?’

To say, ‘I drank, and screwed it up somehow,’

Brings shame on you; that’s nothing to revere.

But all would praise your beauty ever more

If you could answer, ‘This sweet child of mine

Is what I made, and what I came here for;’

My heir, my love, my beauty all combine.

Before you’re old, you can yourself re-form,

So, when you’re dead, your children’s blood runs warm.
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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 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

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 remembered not to be,

Die single and thine image dies with thee.
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Look in the mirror, tell this to your face:

It’s time you had a child all of your own;

For if not now, then when? Your warm embrace

Will gift your world, and wife, a self-made clone.

For where’s the virgin girl so sexy she’d

Decline to be the mother of your child?

And who’s the selfish fool preferring he’d

Self-masturbate and not be recompiled?

You look just like your mum; in you she sees

Her joyful passage through her younger time;

And when you’re old, recounting memories

Through wrinkled eyes, right now you’ll call your prime.

But if you have no kids, know this is true:

Die single and your image dies with you.
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Unthrifty loveliness, why dost thou spend

Upon thy self 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 thy self alone,

Thou of thy self 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 used, lives th’executor to be.
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You squand’ring handsome man, please answer this:

Why spend and waste your beauty on yourself?

This beauty is not yours, so don’t dismiss

That nature’s loan does not erode your wealth.

Then – gorgeous clown! – why do you still abuse

The qualities that you’re supposed to share?

You wasteful bum! You’re blessed so why d’you choose

To think of what you have, not who you are?

Just wanking over pornographic grot

Deprives you of another one of you;

Then when your days are done, you’ve served your lot,

What legacy is left at your adieu?

You’ll take your unshared beauty to your grave,

But used would be the gift of life you gave.
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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 checked with frost and lusty leaves quite gone,

Beauty o’er-snowed 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 distilled, though they with winter meet,

Leese but their show; their substance still lives sweet.
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The hours that pass have worked to make you you;

They’ve made your beauty that we now admire;

But these same hours will make old-age ensue,

And, though unfair, they make all things expire.

The passing time means summer won’t last long;

It’s overrun by winter’s bitter grip,

With tree-sap frozen, leaves – once green – long-gone,

The snowy land hides nature’s workmanship.

But if the life of summer was not left

Inside a vial, preserving life for all,

The beauty summer made would be bereft

As neither it nor us could it recall.

But flowers have seeds; though winters come and go,

Each spring they bloom, then seeds repeat the show.
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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:

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 thy self 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-willed, for thou art much too fair

To be death’s conquest and make worms thine heir.
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Don’t wait until the winter of your years

To reproduce; do that when days are warm.

Go impregnate a girl; your love endears,

So fill her with your love, before you’re gone.

For making love that way is not a crime,

(Unlike screwing a hooker or a whore!)

It’s love to make a child whilst in your prime;

Why stop at one, when you could make nine more?

You’ll have ten happy children to enjoy,

And they’ll each have ten children of their own;

One hundred self-descendants, girl and boy,

Will live for you when your life is outgrown.

Don’t be so stubborn: you’re too fine and brave

To leave your legacy your rotting grave.
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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;

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,

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 out-going in thy noon:

Unlooked on diest, unless thou get a son.
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Look to the east and watch the morning sun

Rise up from the horizon like a jewel,

And marvel as our new day has begun;

There’s majesty in each day’s self-renewal.

Then by mid-morning, rising in the sky,

Resembling a youth nearing his prime,

We look upon the sun with fawning eye;

Its golden journey splendid and sublime.

But when it’s at its high point of the day

And starts its journey, fading to the west,

Our eyes, that once looked fondly, turn away

And seek a fresher sight on which to rest.

When past your prime, you live on time you borrow;

Without a child, your sun won’t shine tomorrow.
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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?

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,

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.
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Why does your music make you sad and frumpy?

Your happiness should not itself annoy:

Why do you love the songs that make you grumpy,

But hate the tunes you really should enjoy?

If lovely music played in harmony

By multiple musicians makes you groan,

Perhaps you know that surreptitiously

Their sound is sweeter than you make alone.

Try listening to how two single strings

Sound lovely plucked in tune with one another,

Quite like a choral family who sings:

A crooning father, son, and warbling mother.

The songs they sing sound like they’re sung as one;

They’ll sing to you: ‘Alone, your worth is none.’
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Is it for fear to wet a widow’s eye,

That thou consum’st thy self in single life?

Ah; if thou issueless shalt hap to die,

The world will wail thee like a makeless wife;

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

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 murderous shame commits.
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Are you afraid your widowed wife would cry,

And thus you choose to lead a single life?

You know that if you’re childless when you die,

Then everyone will sob, just like your wife.

The world will cry forever when you’re dead

Because you left no children of your own;

Each humble widow keeps within her head

Her children’s eyes her husband once had shown.

Now, when a wasteful person spends his cash,

The money moves but it will still exist,

Unlike the DNA you freely splash;

So, use it now, else be a narcissist.

You have no love: you love your independence,

And spank away, destroying your descendants.
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For shame deny that thou bear’st love to any,

Who for thy self art so unprovident;

Grant if thou wilt, thou art beloved of many,

But that thou none lov’st is most evident:

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:

Oh change thy thought, that I may change my mind,

Shall hate be fairer logged 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.
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It’s shameful you deny loving another

And choose myopic focus on yourself.

Admit it! Many want you as their lover,

But clearly you can’t love somebody else.

You’re far too selfish to become a dad,

Just caring for yourself whilst you’re alive,

Destroying legacy you might have had,

But for that legacy you ought to strive.

Don’t think like that! Then I can change my mind;

Who chooses hate from love that’s warm and true?

You’re such a lovely man, gentle and kind:

Reciprocate that kindness back to you.

Go have yourself a child; do it for me!

Your beauty then lives on for all to see.
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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,

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,

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.
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Your child grows up as fast as you grow old

And morphs into the person you once were;

And that small child, created from your mould,

Will take your name and all that you confer.

Your lovely child absorbs the best of you;

Without one, you’ll grow old and live bereft;

If everyone on earth thought as you do,

In sixty years there’d be nobody left.

Survival-of-the-fittest is the way

That nature kills the ugly and the rude,

But you’ve been blessed with beauty to convey;

This beauty must in others be imbued.

You’re perfect: Mother Nature’s printing press!

Start printing now; don’t wait to evanesce.
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When I do count the clock that tells the time,

And see the brave day sunk in hideous night;

When I behold the violet past prime,

And sable curls, all silvered o’er with white:

When lofty trees I see barren of leaves,

Which erst from heat did canopy the herd,

And summer’s green all girded up in sheaves

Borne on the bier with white and bristly beard:

Then of thy beauty do I question make

That thou among the wastes of time must go,

Since sweets and beauties do themselves forsake,

And die as fast as they see others grow,

And nothing ’gainst Time’s scythe can make defence

Save breed to brave him, when he takes thee hence.
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Now when I watch the clock in contemplation,

Observing twilight slip to gloomy night,

Or see a flowering violet’s degradation,

Its purple petals crumbling to white;

When leaves of towering trees fall to the ground,

Which formerly kept sheep and cattle cool,

And summer’s crop is harvested and bound,

With bearded barley pulled by cart and mule;

Then I begin to ponder on your beauty,

For you are going to die, and won’t return,

For all fine things will die, as is their duty,

Observing others grow as they adjourn.

There’s nothing you can do to make time stop …

Unless you breed, before you face the chop.
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Oh that you were yourself, but love you are

No longer yours, than you yourself here live,

Against this coming end you should prepare,

And your sweet semblance to some other give.

So should that beauty which you hold in lease

Find no determination, then you were

Yourself again after yourself’s decease,

When your sweet issue your sweet form should bear.

Who lets so fair a house fall to decay,

Which husbandry in honour might uphold,

Against the stormy gusts of winter’s day

And barren rage of death’s eternal cold?

Oh none but unthrifts, dear my love you know,

You had a father, let your son say so.
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Imagine living care-free! But you can’t,

For you no longer live for you alone;

It’s time you started planning to replant

Your beauteous genes in offspring of your own.

For if the beauty nature loaned to you

Is not annulled, then you will persevere

And be yourself again, when your life’s through,

As, through your child, your features reappear.

Who lets a house fall into disrepair

When basic DIY should keep it tight,

Thus fending off the stormy winter air

And freezing of an endless winter night?

Who’d do that? Just a waster! Love, you know

You had a father; let your son say so.
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Not from the stars do I my judgement pluck,

And yet methinks I have astronomy,

But not to tell of good, or evil luck,

Of plagues, of dearths, or seasons’ quality,

Nor can I fortune to brief minutes tell;

Pointing to each his thunder, rain and wind,

Or say with Princes if it shall go well

By oft predict that I in heaven find.

But from thine eyes my knowledge I derive,

And constant stars in them I read such art

As truth and beauty shall together thrive

If from thyself, to store thou wouldst convert:

Or else of thee this I prognosticate,

Thy end is Truth’s and Beauty’s doom and date.
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Now, horoscopes don’t influence my mind

But somehow I have got a crystal ball!

I don’t mean spotting luck of any kind,

Nor feast and famine, or when rain will fall;

I cannot state what fortune will occur,

Nor indicate which days are good or bad;

I never know which side will win a war,

For insight so divine I’ve never had.

But looking in your eyes I get to know

The future that their beauty does construe:

Your truth and beauty will combine to grow

In children born, encapsulating you.

I may be wrong, but here’s what I foretell:

You die, and truth and beauty die as well.
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When I consider every thing that grows

Holds in perfection but a little moment,

That this huge stage presenteth nought but shows

Whereon the stars in secret influence comment;

When I perceive that men as plants increase,

Cheered and checked even by the self-same sky,

Vaunt in their youthful sap, at height decrease,

And wear their brave state out of memory;

Then the conceit of this inconstant stay

Sets you most rich in youth before my sight,

Where wasteful time debateth with decay

To change your day of youth to sullied night,

And all in war with Time for love of you,

As he takes from you, I engraft you new.
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All plants and creatures grow, but here’s a fact:

They’re perfect only once, and then decay;

The world is just a stage on which we act,

But stars dictate the role that we shall play.

Now men, like plants, grow old upon this stage,

Extracting life that sun and air contain;

When young they flourish, then begin to age

And both decline until no parts remain.

This makes me think of our truncated lives

And how today you’re such a handsome dude;

But this won’t last, as time that passes strives

To turn your youth to old decrepitude.

For love, we strive to halt God’s passing time:

When old, my verse will keep you in your prime.
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