
		
			[image: Cover for The Sonnets]
		

	
		
			THE PELICAN SHAKESPEARE

			GENERAL EDITORS

			STEPHEN ORGEL

			A. R. BRAUNMULLER

			[image: ]

			The Sonnets

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			The playfully autobiographical (and wittily obscene) Sonnet 135 in its original form in the 1609 quarto, a good example of the ambiguities of early modern typography.
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			Publisher’s Note

			THE PELICAN SHAKESPEARE has served generations of readers as an authoritative series of texts and scholarship since the first volume appeared under the general editorship of Alfred Harbage over half a century ago. In the past decades, new editions followed to reflect the profound changes textual and critical studies of Shakespeare have undergone. The texts of the plays and poems were thoroughly revised in accordance with leading scholarship, and in some cases were entirely reedited. New introductions and notes were provided in all the volumes. The Pelican Shakespeare was designed as a successor to the original series; the previous editions had been taken into account, and the advice of the previous editors was solicited where it was feasible to do so. The current editions include updated bibliographic references to recent scholarship.

			Certain textual features of the new Pelican Shakespeare should be particularly noted. All lines are numbered that contain a word, phrase, or allusion explained in the glossarial hyperlinked notes; click on the line number to reveal the note. In addition, for convenience, every tenth line is also numbered, in italics when no annotation is indicated.

		

	
		
			Shakespeare: The Life and the Texts

			WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE OF STRATFORD-UPON-AVON, GENTLEMAN

			Many people have said that we know very little about William Shakespeare’s life – pinheads and postcards are often mentioned as appropriately tiny surfaces on which to record the available information. More imaginatively and perhaps more correctly, Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote, “Shakespeare is the only biographer of Shakespeare. . . . So far from Shakespeare’s being the least known, he is the one person in all modern history fully known to us.”

			In fact, we know more about Shakespeare’s life than we do about almost any other English writer’s of his era. His last will and testament (dated March 25, 1616) survives, as do numerous legal contracts and court documents involving Shakespeare as principal or witness, and parish records in Stratford and London. Shakespeare appears quite often in official records of King James’s royal court, and of course Shakespeare’s name appears on numerous title pages and in the written and recorded words of his literary contemporaries Robert Greene, Henry Chettle, Francis Meres, John Davies of Hereford, Ben Jonson, and many others. Indeed, if we make due allowance for the bloating of modern, run-of-the-mill bureaucratic records, more information has survived over the past four hundred years about William Shakespeare of Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwickshire, than is likely to survive in the next four hundred years about any reader of these words.

			What we do not have are entire categories of information – Shakespeare’s private letters or diaries, drafts and revisions of poems and plays, critical prefaces or essays, commendatory verse for other writers’ works, or instructions guiding his fellow actors in their performances, for instance – that we imagine would help us understand and appreciate his surviving writings. For all we know, many such data never existed as written records. Many literary and theatrical critics, not knowing what might once have existed, more or less cheerfully accept the situation; some even make a theoretical virtue of it by claiming that such data are irrelevant to understanding and interpreting the plays and poems.

			So, what do we know about William Shakespeare, the man responsible for thirty-seven or perhaps more plays, more than 150 sonnets, two lengthy narrative poems, and some shorter poems?

			While many families by the name of Shakespeare (or some variant spelling) can be identified in the English Midlands as far back as the twelfth century, it seems likely that the dramatist’s grandfather, Richard, moved to Snitterfield, a town not far from Stratford-upon-Avon, sometime before 1529. In Snitterfield, Richard Shakespeare leased farmland from the very wealthy Robert Arden. By 1552, Richard’s son John had moved to a large house on Henley Street in Stratford-upon-Avon, the house that stands today as “The Birthplace.” In Stratford, John Shakespeare traded as a glover, dealt in wool, and lent money at interest; he also served in a variety of civic posts, including “High Bailiff,” the municipality’s equivalent of mayor. In 1557, he married Robert Arden’s youngest daughter, Mary. Mary and John had four sons – William was the oldest – and four daughters, of whom only Joan outlived her most celebrated sibling. William was baptized (an event entered in the Stratford parish church records) on April 26, 1564, and it has become customary, without any good factual support, to suppose he was born on April 23, which happens to be the feast day of Saint George, patron saint of England, and is also the date on which Shakespeare died, in 1616. Shakespeare married Anne Hathaway in 1582, when he was eighteen and she was twenty-six; their first child was born five months later. It has been generally assumed that the marriage was enforced and subsequently unhappy, but these are only assumptions; it has been estimated, for instance, that up to one-third of Elizabethan brides were pregnant when they married. Anne and William Shakespeare had three children: Susanna, who married a prominent local physician, John Hall; and the twins Hamnet, who died young in 1596, and Judith, who married Thomas Quiney – apparently a rather shady individual. The name Hamnet was unusual but not unique: he and his twin sister were named for their godparents, Shakespeare’s neighbors Hamnet and Judith Sadler. Shakespeare’s father died in 1601 (the year of Hamlet), and Mary Arden Shakespeare died in 1608 (the year of Coriolanus). William Shakespeare’s last surviving direct descendant was his granddaughter Elizabeth Hall, who died in 1670.

			Between the birth of the twins in 1585 and a clear reference to Shakespeare as a practicing London dramatist in Robert Greene’s sensationalizing, satiric pamphlet, Greene’s Groatsworth of Wit (1592), there is no record of where William Shakespeare was or what he was doing. These seven so-called lost years have been imaginatively filled by scholars and other students of Shakespeare: some think he traveled to Italy, or fought in the Low Countries, or studied law or medicine, or worked as an apprentice actor/writer, and so on to even more fanciful possibilities. Whatever the biographical facts for those “lost” years, Greene’s nasty remarks in 1592 testify to professional envy and to the fact that Shakespeare already had a successful career in London. Speaking to his fellow playwrights, Greene warns both generally and specifically:

			. . . trust them [actors] not: for there is an upstart crow, beautified with our feathers, that with his tiger’s heart wrapped in a player’s hide supposes he is as well able to bombast out a blank verse as the best of you; and being an absolute Johannes Factotum, is in his own conceit the only Shake-scene in a country.

			The passage mimics a line from 3 Henry VI (hence the play must have been performed before Greene wrote) and seems to say that “Shake-scene” is both actor and playwright, a jack-of-all-trades. That same year, Henry Chettle protested Greene’s remarks in Kind-Heart’s Dream, and each of the next two years saw the publication of poems – Venus and Adonis and Lucrece, respectively – publicly ascribed to (and dedicated by) Shakespeare. Early in 1595 he was named as one of the senior members of a prominent acting company, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, when they received payment for court performances during the 1594 Christmas season.

			Clearly, Shakespeare had achieved both success and reputation in London. In 1596, upon Shakespeare’s application, the College of Arms granted his father the now-familiar coat of arms he had taken the first steps to obtain almost twenty years before, and in 1598, John’s son – now permitted to call himself “gentleman” – took a 10 percent share in the new Globe playhouse. In 1597, he bought a substantial bourgeois house, called New Place, in Stratford – the garden remains, but Shakespeare’s house, several times rebuilt, was torn down in 1759 – and over the next few years Shakespeare spent large sums buying land and making other investments in the town and its environs. Though he worked in London, his family remained in Stratford, and he seems always to have considered Stratford the home he would eventually return to. Something approaching a disinterested appreciation of Shakespeare’s popular and professional status appears in Francis Meres’s Palladis Tamia (1598), a not especially imaginative and perhaps therefore persuasive record of literary reputations. Reviewing contemporary English writers, Meres lists the titles of many of Shakespeare’s plays, including one not now known, Love’s Labor’s Won, and praises his “mellifluous & hony-tongued” “sugred Sonnets,” which were then circulating in manuscript (they were first collected in 1609). Meres describes Shakespeare as “one of the best” English playwrights of both comedy and tragedy. In Remains . . . Concerning Britain (1605), William Camden – a more authoritative source than the imitative Meres – calls Shakespeare one of the “most pregnant witts of these our times” and joins him with such writers as Chapman, Daniel, Jonson, Marston, and Spenser. During the first decades of the seventeenth century, publishers began to attribute numerous play quartos, including some non-Shakespearean ones, to Shakespeare, either by name or initials, and we may assume that they deemed Shakespeare’s name and supposed authorship, true or false, commercially attractive.

			For the next ten years or so, various records show Shakespeare’s dual career as playwright and man of the theater in London, and as an important local figure in Stratford. In 1608–9 his acting company – designated the “King’s Men” soon after King James had succeeded Queen Elizabeth in 1603 – rented, refurbished, and opened a small interior playing space, the Blackfriars theater, in London, and Shakespeare was once again listed as a substantial sharer in the group of proprietors of the playhouse. By May 11, 1612, however, he describes himself as a Stratford resident in a London lawsuit – an indication that he had withdrawn from day-to-day professional activity and returned to the town where he had always had his main financial interests. When Shakespeare bought a substantial residential building in London, the Blackfriars Gatehouse, close to the theater of the same name, on March 10, 1613, he is recorded as William Shakespeare “of Stratford upon Avon in the county of Warwick, gentleman,” and he named several London residents as the building’s trustees. Still, he continued to participate in theatrical activity: when the new Earl of Rutland needed an allegorical design to bear as a shield, or impresa, at the celebration of King James’s Accession Day, March 24, 1613, the earl’s accountant recorded a payment of 44 shillings to Shakespeare for the device with its motto.

			For the last few years of his life, Shakespeare evidently concentrated his activities in the town of his birth. Most of the final records concern business transactions in Stratford, ending with the notation of his death on April 23, 1616, and burial in Holy Trinity Church, Stratford-upon-Avon.

			THE QUESTION OF AUTHORSHIP

			The history of ascribing Shakespeare’s plays (the poems do not come up so often) to someone else began, as it continues, peculiarly. The earliest published claim that someone else wrote Shakespeare’s plays appeared in an 1856 article by Delia Bacon in the American journal Putnam’s Monthly – although an Englishman, Thomas Wilmot, had shared his doubts in private (even secretive) conversations with friends near the end of the eighteenth century. Bacon’s was a sad personal history that ended in madness and poverty, but the year after her article, she published, with great difficulty and the bemused assistance of Nathaniel Hawthorne (then United States Consul in Liverpool, England), her Philosophy of the Plays of Shakspere Unfolded. This huge, ornately written, confusing farrago is almost unreadable; sometimes its intents, to say nothing of its arguments, disappear entirely beneath near-raving, ecstatic writing. Tumbled in with much supposed “philosophy” appear the claims that Francis Bacon (from whom Delia Bacon eventually claimed descent), Walter Ralegh, and several other contemporaries of Shakespeare’s had written the plays. The book had little impact except as a ridiculed curiosity.

			Once proposed, however, the issue gained momentum among people whose conviction was the greater in proportion to their ignorance of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century English literature, history, and society. Another American amateur, Catharine F. Ashmead Windle, made the next influential contribution to the cause when she published Report to the British Museum (1882), wherein she promised to open “the Cipher of Francis Bacon,” though what she mostly offers, in the words of S. Schoenbaum, is “demented allegorizing.” An entire new cottage industry grew from Windle’s suggestion that the texts contain hidden, cryptographically discoverable ciphers – “clues” – to their authorship; and today there are not only books devoted to the putative ciphers, but also pamphlets, journals, and newsletters.

			Although Baconians have led the pack of those seeking a substitute Shakespeare, in “Shakespeare” Identified (1920), J. Thomas Looney became the first published “Oxfordian” when he proposed Edward de Vere, seventeenth earl of Oxford, as the secret author of Shakespeare’s plays. Also for Oxford and his “authorship” there are today dedicated societies, articles, journals, and books. Less popular candidates – Queen Elizabeth and Christopher Marlowe among them – have had adherents, but the movement seems to have divided into two main contending factions, Baconian and Oxfordian. (For further details on all the candidates for “Shakespeare,” see S. Schoenbaum, Shakespeare’s Lives, 2nd ed., 1991.)

			The Baconians, the Oxfordians, and supporters of other candidates have one trait in common – they are snobs. Every pro-Bacon or pro-Oxford tract sooner or later claims that the historical William Shakespeare of Stratford-upon-Avon could not have written the plays because he could not have had the training, the university education, the experience, and indeed the imagination or background their author supposedly possessed. Only a learned genius like Bacon or an aristocrat like Oxford could have written such fine plays. (As it happens, lucky male children of the middle class had access to better education than most aristocrats in Elizabethan England – and Oxford was not particularly well educated.) Shakespeare received in the Stratford grammar school a formal education that would daunt many college graduates today; and popular rival playwrights such as the very learned Ben Jonson and George Chapman, both of whom also lacked university training, achieved great artistic success without being taken as Bacon or Oxford.

			Besides snobbery, one other quality characterizes the authorship controversy: lack of evidence. A great deal of testimony from Shakespeare’s time shows that Shakespeare wrote Shakespeare’s plays and that his contemporaries recognized them as distinctive and distinctly superior. (Some of that contemporary evidence is collected in E. K. Chambers, William Shakespeare: A Study of Facts and Problems, 2 vols., 1930.) Since that testimony comes from Shakespeare’s enemies and theatrical competitors as well as from his coworkers and from the Elizabethan equivalent of literary journalists, it seems unlikely that, if any of these sources had known he was a fraud, they would have failed to record that fact.

			Books About Shakespeare’s Life

			The following books provide scholarly, documented ac-counts of Shakespeare’s life: G. E. Bentley, Shakespeare: A Biographical Handbook (1961); E. K. Chambers, William Shakespeare: A Study of Facts and Problems, 2 vols. (1930); S. Schoenbaum, William Shakespeare: A Compact Documentary Life (1977), and the same author’s Shakespeare’s Lives, 2nd ed. (1991); James Shapiro, Contested Will: Who Wrote Shakespeare? (2010). Many scholarly editions of Shakespeare’s complete works print brief compilations of essential dates and events. References to Shakespeare’s works up to 1700 are collected in C. M. Ingleby et al., Shakespeare Allusion-Book, rev. ed., 2 vols. (1932).

			THE TEXTS OF SHAKESPEARE

			As far as we know, only one manuscript conceivably in Shakespeare’s own hand may (and even this is much disputed) exist: a few pages of a play called Sir Thomas More, which apparently was never performed. What we do have, as later readers, performers, scholars, and students, are printed texts. The earliest of these survive in two forms: quartos and folios. Quartos (from the Latin for “four”) are small books, printed on sheets of paper that were then folded twice, to make four leaves or eight pages. When these were bound together, the result was a squarish, eminently portable volume that sold for the relatively small sum of sixpence (translating in modern terms to about $5). In folios, on the other hand, the sheets are folded only once, in half, producing large, impressive volumes taller than they are wide. This was the format for important works of philosophy, science, theology, and literature (the major precedent for a folio Shakespeare was Ben Jonson’s Works, 1616). The decision to print the works of a popular playwright in folio is an indication of how far up on the social scale the theatrical profession had come during Shakespeare’s lifetime. The Shakespeare folio was an expensive book, selling for between fifteen and eighteen shillings, depending on the binding (in modern terms, from about $150 to $180). Twenty Shakespeare plays of the thirty-seven that survive first appeared in quarto, seventeen of which appeared during Shakespeare’s lifetime; the rest of the plays are found only in folio.

			The First Folio was published in 1623, seven years after Shakespeare’s death, and was authorized by his fellow actors, the co-owners of the King’s Men. This publication was certainly a mark of the company’s enormous respect for Shakespeare; but it was also a way of turning the old plays, most of which were no longer current in the playhouse, into ready money (the folio includes only Shakespeare’s plays, not his sonnets or other nondramatic verse). Whatever the motives behind the publication of the folio, the texts it preserves constitute the basis for almost all later editions of the playwright’s works. The texts, however, differ from those of the earlier quartos, sometimes in minor respects but often significantly – most strikingly in the two texts of King Lear, but also in important ways in Hamlet, Othello, and Troilus and Cressida. The differences in these texts represent, in a sense, the essence of theater: the texts of the plays were initially not intended for publication. They were scripts, designed for the actors to perform – the principal life of the play at this period was in performance. And it follows that in Shake-speare’s theater the playwright typically had no say either in how his play was performed or in the disposition of his text – he was an employee of the company. The authoritative figures in the theatrical enterprise were the shareholders in the company, who were for the most part the major actors. They decided what plays were to be done; they hired the playwright and often gave him an outline of the play they wanted him to write. Often, too, the play was a collaboration: the company would retain a group of writers and parcel out the scenes among them. The resulting script was then the property of the company, and the actors would revise it as they saw fit during the course of putting it onstage. The resulting text belonged to the company. The playwright had no rights in it once he had been paid. (This system survives largely intact in the movie industry, and most of the playwrights of Shakespeare’s time were as anonymous as most screenwriters are today.) The script could also, of course, continue to change as the tastes of audiences and the requirements of the actors changed. Many – perhaps most – plays were revised when they were reintroduced after any substantial absence from the repertory, or when they were performed by a company different from the one that originally commissioned the play.

			Shakespeare was an exceptional figure in this world because he was not only a shareholder and actor in his company, but also its leading playwright – he was literally his own boss. He had, moreover, little interest in the publication of his plays, and even those that appeared during his lifetime with the authorization of the company show no signs of any editorial concern on the part of the author. Theater was, for Shakespeare, a fluid and supremely responsive medium – the very opposite of the great classic canonical text that has embodied his works since 1623.

			The very fluidity of the original texts, however, has meant that Shakespeare has always had to be edited. Here is an example of how problematic the editorial project inevitably is, a passage from the most famous speech in Romeo and Juliet, Juliet’s balcony soliloquy beginning “O Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo?” Since the eighteenth century, the standard modern text has read:

			What’s Montague? It is nor hand, nor foot,

			Nor arm, nor face, nor any other part

			Belonging to a man. O be some other name!

			What’s in a name? That which we call a rose

			By any other name would smell as sweet.

			(II.2.40–44)

			Editors have three early texts of this play to work from, two quarto texts and the folio. Here is how the First Quarto (1597) reads:
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			Here is the Second Quarto (1599):
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			And here is the First Folio (1623):
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			There is in fact no early text that reads as our modern text does – and this is the most famous speech in the play. Instead, we have three quite different texts, all of which are clearly some version of the same speech, but none of which seems to us a final or satisfactory version. The transcendently beautiful passage in modern editions is an editorial invention: editors have succeeded in conflating and revising the three versions into something we recognize as great poetry. Is this what Shakespeare “really” wrote? Who can say? What we can say is that Shakespeare always had performance, not a book, in mind.

			Books About the Shakespeare Texts

			The standard studies of the printing history of the First Folio are W. W. Greg, The Shakespeare First Folio (1955), and Charlton Hinman, The Printing and Proof-Reading of the First Folio of Shakespeare (1963). J. K. Walton, The Quarto Copy for the First Folio of Shakespeare (1971), is a useful survey of the relation of the quartos to the folio. The second edition of Charlton Hinman’s Norton Facsimile of the First Folio (1996), with a new introduction by Peter Blayney, is indispensable. Stanley Wells, Gary Taylor, John Jowett, and William Montgomery, William Shakespeare: A Textual Companion, keyed to the Oxford text, gives a comprehensive survey of the editorial situation for all the plays and poems.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			IN THE WINTER of 1609 a seventeen-year-old Cambridge undergraduate sent two sonnets to his mother as a New Year’s gift. They were addressed to God. The first one asked “doth poetry / Wear Venus’ livery, only serve her turn? / Why are not sonnets made of thee? and lays / Upon thine altar burnt?” The second one, answering it, expressed the resolve of the young poet (it was George Herbert) to retune his poetic instrument to a sacred mode. That year was not a particularly fashionable one for sonnets. The vogue of sonnet sequences written in the wake of Sir Philip Sidney’s remarkable Astrophil and Stella, written in the earlier 1580s but first published posthumously in 1591, was already a thing of the past. But 1609 also saw the publication of the sonnets of William Shakespeare, a most problematic book containing some of the greatest short lyric poems in our language. Herbert might have been sympathetic to the concerns of only one of the whole collection, “Poor soul, the center of my sinful earth,” Sonnet 146, with its closing paradox (“And Death once dead, there’s no more dying then”), similar to that at the end of John Donne’s Holy Sonnet “Death be not proud” (“Death, thou shalt die”). But even in Shakespeare’s poem the speaker never appeals to God for assistance or counsel, and addresses the appeal to his own soul – the poem is charged with autonomy, in the way in which it speaks for a mind with cognitive power over both the soul and the body of the person it shares with them.

			“With this key,” says a sonnet of Wordsworth’s, “Shakespeare unlocked his heart.” “Key” here means sonnet as form and mode. It is true that the “I” of these poems is unique in not being identified with a dramatic character in a play – in short, that these are Shakespeare’s lyric poems. But if what is meant is that he recorded events in his life and his feelings about them as in a diary – even an enciphered one – then that is a different matter. We would have to conclude that what in fact he unlocked was a cabinet containing a coffer with its own lock whose combination no one has been able to discover. (And thus leaving us, too, with the possibility that it isn’t really a combination lock at all, but a dummy set into a door that had been welded shut by circumstance.)

			It cannot be denied that in and by many of these poems Shakespeare is telling a story about love and friendship, and the relation of time and poetry to these. (This story is also true in the “slant” way that Emily Dickinson urged poetry to talk.) But Shakespeare is also exploring the rhetorical and logical spaces of the interior of the sonnet form he favors – the three-quatrain-and-couplet pattern previously used exclusively by Samuel Daniel in his Delia (1592). The collection also varies certain of the relations that may develop among individual sonnets. These may exhibit a close sequential connection, as with numbers 64–65, or, even more, of 67–68, which read like two stanzas of a longer poem (they both speak, as well, of a “he” with no “you” or “thou” addressed), or yet again with Sonnets 50 and 51. And there it is additionally instructive to contrast their conceit of riding horseback with analogous ones in Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella, numbers 41, 49, and 84, with their underlying pun on the poet’s Christian name, Philip (phil-hippos, or horse lover), and perhaps even with John Donne’s later “Good Friday, 1613: Riding Westward.” Or they may be completely independent poems, almost solitary on their page and in no way companioned by anything on a facing or following one. And yet the sonnets as a whole are a great puzzle, and it is equally true that with the key of the sonnet Shakespeare unlocked a chest – in a pun (on body part and inanimate coffer) that he himself uses in Sonnets 48 and 52 – full of enigmas of various sorts.

			These enigmas seem to be nested one inside another. First, there are the troublesome matters of just what sort of book we are addressing. The quarto volume entitled Shake-speares Sonnets. Never before Imprinted that appeared in 1609 is itself something of an enigma. At least two of these sonnets had indeed been “before Imprinted” ten years earlier. It is famously and enigmatically dedicated by “T. T.” (presumably the book’s publisher, Thomas Thorpe) to “The Only Begetter of these ensuing Sonnets, Mr. W. H.” And the dedication is itself puzzling – does “Only Begetter” mean sole, or incomparable, inspirer (or less probably, procurer for publication of the manuscript)? Mr. W. H. has been variously and inconclusively identified as, among others, the Earls of Southampton or Pembroke, someone or other named William Hughes, or even (most implausibly, and with a sense of “begetter” meaning creator) “William Himself.” The syntax of the dedication is ambiguous (is “W. H.” or “T. T.” the subject of “wisheth” in the dedication’s “wisheth the well-wishing adventurer in setting forth”?). But this is merely an overture to all the other enigmas: how “begotten” in any meaning of the term? How collected and/or selected, then how constructed and arranged? And by whom? What was Shakespeare’s role in the publication of the book? Was it done with his approval? At his encouragement? Against his will? To his distress?

			Then again, what sort of book is this: what is its genre? It is by no means purely a traditional sonnet sequence. Prior sonnet sequences are addressed to a central passive agent, a female figure both Muse and contingent erotic object. The convention runs through Beatrice, in Dante’s La Vita Nuova, to Petrarch’s Laura in the long sequence that replaces Dante’s prose narrative and commentaries with more sonnets, and thereafter to Sir Philip Sidney’s Stella, Samuel Daniel’s Delia, and Michael Drayton’s Idea, among others. The full sonnet sequence would work through an array of situations and stances involving Sonneteer and Lady; they would work and play, within particular sonnets, with an ever wider array of poetic tropes in their discourse, very often with the sort of series of detailed and concrete metaphors or similes called “conceits.” But this book seems to contain parts of at least two sequences, both problematic, addressed to a Young Man and the so-called Dark Lady – the “woman colored ill” (Sonnet 144) – as well as some vagrant sonnets, one (145) anomalous in being in tetrameters, and vastly inferior to the others, another (126) with only twelve lines, another (99) with fifteen, and two, included at the end of the book, in a totally different poetic mode. In a number of respects they seemingly fly in the face of the tradition of sonneteering: (1) the central personages are unnamed, as if to launder them of allegorical fictiveness, and seemingly to suggest thereby that they are unnamed actual persons; (2) the longest sequence is to a young man, not a woman; (3) the man and the woman both betray the poet by sleeping together; (4) a rival poet appears in Sonnet 78 and thereafter, surfacing most prominently in 86. An additional complication is that various poems, even some about love for the Young Man or the Lady, may actually be addressed to: Time (123); love itself, whether as Cupid or more abstractly personified (56, 126, 137, 148); the speaker’s own soul (146); nobody, as soliloquies or asides or meditations (63, 64, 66, 67, 68, 94, 116, 119, 121, 124, 127, 129, 130, 138, 144, 153, 154); or nobody until the couplet (60, 62, 107, 118).

			Finally, (5) the matter of moral and even metaphysical realms separating the somewhat heavenly Lady and the devoted but imperfect Sonneteer of the whole prior tradition (Spenser’s sonnets being an exception, as they are all to a fiancée whom he will marry by the end of the sequence) is supplanted by what seems to be a relation of aristocrat/bourgeois – indeed, as C. L. Barber and William Empson have both put it, there is something of Prince Hal/Falstaff here. But the Young Man, like the Ladies of the sequences, is mute. Moreover, only rarely, as in Sonnets 2 or 32, does the Poet make up actual words the Young Man might have uttered. We may wonder if all these anomalies make the Young Man more or less of a functioning agent than the more usual sonnet ladies: more, perhaps, because of gender and status, but perhaps less within the dialectic of any single poem. Then, too, the replacement of the ideal ladies of the standard sequences with an unnamed young man who is urged in sixteen of the first seventeen sonnets to marry and produce heirs resonates even more interestingly in an Elizabethan atmosphere. Italian Renaissance poets living in city-states ruled by powerful princes can indeed be thought of as seeking another kind of power in and from an imaginary realm ruled by a muselike mistress. But in 1590s England, the ruler was an extremely powerful woman, and there had indeed been concern, in the earlier part of her reign, that she produce an heir to the throne for stabilization as well as for continuity of a Protestant monarchy. And yet, save for the queen and an occasional figure like the Countess of Pembroke, a poet herself, most of the dedicatory poems to larger works of the 1590s and after were addressed to male patrons. Framed in sonnet form, with an agenda of deference to power and wealth rather than with ones of eros and intellect, these poems often braided together strands of supplication and instruction. The sonnets addressing the Young Man seem to partake of this mode as well.

			Aside from these and many other enigmas turning on what exactly the book called Shake-speares Sonnets is, there is a problematic when? as well. The quarto volume was published well after the vogue of the major sonnet sequences in the 1590s. Sonnets 138 (“When my love swears that she is made of truth”) and 144 (“Two loves I have, of comfort and despair”) had been published in a collection called The Passionate Pilgrim in 1599, presumably with Shakespeare’s permission; it is easiest to guess that most of them were written during the 1590s. There are tantalizing possibilities of associating particular sonnets with particular Shakespearean plays: 121, “’Tis better to be vile than vile esteemed,” sounds more like something written by the author of Measure for Measure (c. 1604) than by the writer of most of the poems coming earlier in the book. But even this is dicey, because there is no reason to assume that if any of them were written during the composition of – or period of composition of – a particular play, they would sound like it. There are sonnets embedded in some of the speeches in Love’s Labor’s Lost and Romeo and Juliet, but they do not particularly sound like those of The Sonnets that might well have been written concurrently. Certain of the poems have been used to try to fix dates for themselves and, by inference, the others. Sonnet 107, “Not mine own fears . . . ,” is full of bait for historical decoders, with line 5, “The mortal moon hath her eclipse endured,” being identified as everything from the Spanish armada (1588) through the queen’s grand climacteric or illness and/or a lunar eclipse (1595) to the death of Elizabeth in 1603. In another instance, 123 insists “No, Time, thou shalt not boast that I do change: / Thy pyramids built up with newer might / To me are nothing novel, nothing strange,” and some scholars have used these lines to try to date this poem with respect to some celebrated “obelisks” – taken literally – newly built or installed in London, whether in the late 1580s or in 1603. Without question, “newly built structures we can experience firsthand and that might look like or allude to ancient ones” are clearly meant: they are crucial to the point of the poem – namely, that time will ruin the very difference between past and present. But assuming that “obelisks” are not metonymic, and that specifically topical ones must be meant, by no means provides a terminus a quo for all the sonnets. In any event, the dates of composition of these poems remain as problematic as the other circumstances of their being written.

			The most haunting problem has been, at least from the eighteenth century on, the matter of fact and fiction in these sonnets. The relation of these two terms is, for literature, itself problematic. In poetry, can a fiction be “true to” fact without literally reporting it? Of how much fact and how much fiction are complex fictions composed? And how much might Shakespeare have wanted to do with all levels and sorts of lyric conventions in these poems what he does with dramatic conventions in the plays (as perhaps Chaucer does with late medieval narrative conventions in the Tales)? From Petrarch’s Laura on, sonnet Ladies had been enigmatically compounded, and writers can easily set up what Dante called in La Vita Nuova “schermo della veritade” – a screen for the truth – by doing just the opposite of what a literal-minded person might think: protecting a private muse dwelling in the spaces of one’s imagination by putting it out that she is merely a coded version of one’s Mistress.

			But if literalists are to be accorded their wish that the sonnets’ elusive “story” be factual, then one is faced with the who-what-when-where-how-why of reportage. Candidates for the Young Man (Pembroke, Southampton) require fictional filling in of gaps in Shakespeare’s biography. But then what of the historical substance of the immensely complex relationship invented in the poems? What of the components of eros and philia – are the Poet and the Young Man friends or lovers or both in some sequence? And when this has been decided, what about Shakespeare and (let’s call him) “X”? The Shakespeare-X relationship can be truly, but not necessarily literally, represented by the Poet–Young Man one. Shakespeare must have been closely familiar with situations arising from a relationship of the Poet–Young Man sort; but to what degree can anything about these be deciphered from messages that, if in some sort of code, are probably enciphering all sorts of other things, as poetry is always doing? And the so-called Dark Lady has been claimed to be any number of actual women, from one of the queen’s maids of honor, named Mary Fitton, to, more recently, Emilia Lanier, a poet herself. Oscar Wilde’s fictional exposition in “The Portrait of Master W. H.” propounded a notional but historical “master mistress” (20) of the poet’s passion, a true Mr. W. H., in the person of one Willie Hughes, a boy actor (who, of course, would have played women’s roles on the stage). Anthony Burgess’s splendid novel Nothing Like the Sun develops an equally compelling historical personage whose representation is the Dark Lady. Each of these fictions has a very different “sonnet theory” ad hoc to its own, imaginative concerns, but of greater worth, we tend to feel, than some of the more glumly literal speculations of scholars. And as for the Rival Poet: must we identify him as, for example, George Chapman? Or can we think of an exemplary rival poetry, creeping up out of references to other people’s writing and inferior conventional contemporary poetry, and personified in the whole story’s strangely oblique quadrilateral of Poet–Young Man–Dark Lady–Rival Poet?

			Serious readers of poetry today, whether professional scholars or not, would certainly stop short of the kind of near-paranoid cryptanalysis that used to be pursued by those who felt that they had been given the key to Shakespeare’s “heart” rather than his art. (Robert Browning scorned this view, responding to “Shakespeare unlocked his heart” in the last line of his poem “House”: “Did Shakespeare? If so, the less Shakespeare he!”) Such readers seem to believe that lyric poetry can allude to nothing but autobiographical minutiae. For example, Sonnet 37 begins with a simile associated with the matter of progeny and the punning deployment of words like “husbandry” that arose in the first group of seventeen:

			As a decrepit father takes delight

			To see his active child do deeds of youth,

			So I, made lame by fortune’s dearest spite,

			Take all my comfort of thy worth and truth.

			(“Dearest” could mean both “most dire” and “most costly” here.) It may be no surprise that pious literalists in the past devoted pages to conjecture about whether Shakespeare had been crippled by a birth defect, had suffered permanent injury by accident, say, or in battle, instead of realizing that the comparison in the second part of the simile propounded what was itself a metaphoric attribute. Speculations about other moments in The Sonnets may, indeed, seem more promising – e.g., whether Sonnet 153’s line 11, about how the speaker, “sick withal, the help of bath desired,” refers to any spa or to the city of Bath in particular. And speculations about the Rival Poet are more interesting in that they engage some critical interpretation of the Poet’s sense of the particular character of his own work. Chapman, mentioned previously, is the usual candidate: in Sonnet 86 “the proud full sail of his great verse, / Bound for the prize of all-too-precious you” could be the long fourteener of that poet’s translation of the Iliad, and it is easy to imagine the line about “his compeers by night” alluding to Chapman’s literary circle (as some lines in Love’s Labor’s Lost seem to do as well). Shakespeare did indeed unlock some of his art with the poetic turning of The Sonnets – we need only compare the best of them with the occasional sonnets embedded in the dialogue in Love’s Labor’s Lost or Romeo and Juliet – but only thereby did he perhaps open up some of his heart. For it is in a poet’s art that his or her heart is to be found. Or to put it another way, any poet writing in the first person has more than one heart and two I’s.

			Yet even if the sonnets are all made of the whole cloth of fiction, other questions jostle for attention. What genre of sonnet fiction is it that puts a situation rather than a single passive female figure at its center? What kinds of “story” are unfolded or hinted at? What – and this is crucial – about the ordering of these poems? We certainly start out with the sense of a sequential run: Sonnets 1–126 all speak to the Young Man, 1–17 urging him to beget “breed, to brave him [Time] when he takes thee hence” (12). But before the end of this run comes Sonnet 15, with no mention of marriage and children, save for a possible associative substitution of poetic grafting for a natural line of descent. Unlike the others that precede it, opening with what could be the start of a speech of Richard II’s, it is anomalous also in that it has “you” for “thou.” Sonnets 127–152 concern the dark-haired woman, but no narrative emerges from their sequential ordering. Indeed, we cannot even be sure that, purely in fictional terms, the woman who betrays him with the friend in, say, 40 and 42 is the same dark-haired “woman colored ill” (144) of the later group. We do indeed find other sorts of short sequential runs, but there are many seemingly random interjections. Certainly interrupting a related run is the trivial and possibly even non-Shakespearean 145, followed by the very great 146 (almost as if in subsequent poetic self-rebuke, but only almost . . .). Thematic matters can suggest vague groupings, most often not acknowledged sequentially. Time and Love are part of the whole set’s deepest structures, rather than “topics” of individual poems. The theme of the power of poetic representation to outlast its object runs throughout the sequence. Sonnets 71–74 concern the Poet’s own death, and the autumnal 73 (“That time of year thou mayst in me behold”) is perhaps no irrelevant intervention.

			Mentioned earlier was the resolution manifested in Sonnet 146 (one of those seemingly out of the sequence in every way – it occurs toward the end of the Dark Lady series, following immediately upon the possibly spurious 145). An even stronger resolution of another sort pervades the magnificent 121:

			’Tis better to be vile than vile esteemed

			When not to be receives reproach of being,

			And the just pleasure lost, which is so deemed

			Not by our feeling but by others’ seeing.

			For why should others’ false adulterate eyes

			Give salutation to my sportive blood?

			Or on my frailties why are frailer spies,

			Which in their wills count bad what I think good?

			No, I am that I am; and they that level

			At my abuses reckon up their own:

			I may be straight though they themselves be bevel;

			By their rank thoughts my deeds must not be shown,

			Unless this general evil they maintain:

			All men are bad and in their badness reign.

			– “I am what I am, not what your reproaches make me seem”: this is also literally, with something close to blasphemy, God speaking out of the burning bush in Exodus 3:14, refusing to give Moses his name or otherwise account for himself.

			There seems to be almost no sequential connection between this poem and those surrounding it. Sonnet 122, the following one, is related to the commonplace book conceit in 77, the reciprocal gifts of blank books clearly associating them. It seems more fruitful to consider the preceding group: 117, full of self-rebuke; then 118, a tough-minded assessment bringing images of illness, satiation, purges, and drugs to matters of “policy in love.” This is again followed by more self-rebuke of a different sort that opens 119: “What potions have I drunk of siren tears / Distilled from limbecks foul as hell within. . . .” The sonnet eventually turns that rebuke around by perceiving “That better is by evil still made better”; but this still leaves some readers with the puzzle of whether the “siren tears” – expressions luring men to moral shipwreck – are those of the Dark Lady who appears eight sonnets later, or of some other woman, or more general and unspecified traps. Similarly, in Sonnet 120, which broods over reciprocal unkindnesses, “our night of woe” could be taken both as a single night in which unkindnesses or even unnaturalnesses might have occurred and, more metaphorically, a period of time in the lives of both. But in any case, the mode and the tone and the argument do not suggest that the intended addressee is the Young Man, who is never exposed to such a strongly direct and unabashed self-defense of the Poet.

			Even without direct sequentiality, our own critical consciousness may want to group sonnets thematically, but the poems themselves too often resist this. “Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?” (18) and the very great “That time of year thou mayst in me behold” (73) are not really a summer/autumn diptych, and their central tropes are framed quite differently (let’s see how you’re nicer even than summer vs. “in” me are autumn, sundown twilight, dying embers), which is more to the point.

			Similarly in the case of two of the minor sonnets spinning out musical conceits: Sonnet 8, addressed to the Young Man, is about love as harmony – it starts out in the tone of Lorenzo replying to Jessica in Act V, scene 1 of The Merchant of Venice, when she says “I am never merry when I hear sweet [i.e., well-tuned] music” (l. 69), but with a totally different response. The different “parts” of polyphonic musical composition rebuke the “singleness” of the Young Man’s refusal to marry. The sonnet pivots at the end of the eighth line – “. . . the parts that thou shouldst bear” – and moves toward actualities as well as tropes of bearing children. The figure is of sympathetic vibration observed in two strings tuned in exact unison, one of which when struck will cause the other to sound, but here more precisely suggesting paired lute strings.

			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.”

			Fruitful musical unison born of union rebukes bachelorhood as a single note sings against the single state. But in the more trivial musical Sonnet 128, to the Lady, “How oft, when thou, my music, music play’st” – which might be part of a speech from an early comedy – the Lady is seen playing the virginal. The keys (miscalled “jacks,” which are in fact the small blocks that pluck the strings) are envied because they “kiss the tender inward” of her hand as she plays, “Making dead wood more blessed than living lips”; this is followed by the injunction to let the Poet do the literal kissing. Both these poems might be thought of as occasional, but the occasions are of two different sorts. In the second, a narrative vignette proposes itself, and the writer asks himself, what can I do with a lady-at-the-spinet bit? In the case of the first, the occasion is conceptual: given the “beget children” agenda I’m working with, what can be done with “bear musical part” and “bear offspring,” and with “single vs. unified”? In The Sonnets there are many different sorts of occasions for particular poems. These range from variations of posture, praise, blame, and their interrelations, to representations of various sorts, themes and topics, previous turns on particular words or conceits, and many others.

			But there are some turns Shakespeare does not take. For example: Sidney, in Astrophil and Stella 71, uses a celebrated device of giving pure pattern a figurative significance. In a poem praising Stella’s power in helping the poet sublimate his libido, he concludes:

			So while thy beauty draws the heart to love,

			As fast thy virtue bends that love to good:

			But ah, Desire still cries, give me some food.

			This is a sonnet whose scheme, like Shakespeare’s, is 4 + 4 + 4 + 2, but notice how the couplet is broken: “love” and “good” don’t rhyme, but the lines ending in them seem to form a couplet, while there is a strong gap between those actually rhyming “good” and “food.” A contemporary poem might drop the last line down three spaces to jab home the point (that love will find out the way, even here). One feels that, for Sidney, trying out this pattern seems itself to be an occasion. For Shakespeare, it is words that present multiple meanings to play on, and patterns of thought inviting dialectical formulations, that provide analogous occasions for particular sonnets.

			If the nineteenth century cared to dwell most on biographical mysteries in The Sonnets, our own time would be most concerned with the thematically general question of representation itself – it has been in the last half century that we characteristically translate the central Greek word “mimesis” as “representation” rather than, as previously, “imitation,” and for lyric poetry, the term covers both an “imitation” and “expression,” so insistently differentiated by earlier critics. Tropes of representation abound in the sonnets, and they interanimate each other as most of the other occasional conceits (the wonderful one of the law court with the strong benign judge in Sonnet 30, for example) do not. They include: shadows (e.g., in 43 and 53); portraiture (24, 68); painting as facial makeup (20, 21, 83); acting and theater (23); mirrors (3, 22, 77); dreams (43, 61); writing (38, 76, 78–82, 84–86, 100–101, 106).

			These images point up deep enigmas of the poems’ own fictiveness, and focus a reader’s attention on a modern rather than on a more romantic agenda. The art of The Sonnets is liberatingly – rather than cripplingly – self-conscious. The poems make shifting and often playfully contradictory claims for the authenticity of mortal persons and relations and feelings over mere but enduring writing about them. Often, when they say one thing about writing, they seem to mean another. For example, in Sonnet 32 the Young Man says of notional better poets’ work (in the event that the Poet dies young), “Theirs for their style I’ll read, his [the Poet’s] for his love.” But for a true poet, do not style and love themselves embrace? And isn’t the distinction between them – a cloven fiction, William Blake would have called it – only there in bad poetry? “The truest poetry,” we are reminded by Touchstone in As You Like It, may be “the most feigning” (III.3.17–18).

			Again in the later-twentieth-century fashion, though, we may think also of repeatedly explored images as themes. “Eye” – whether punning, as it frequently does, on “I” or not – emerges potently in Sonnet 1. “But thou, contracted to thine own bright eyes” – whether or not implying that they are barren idols for the young man’s attachment and engagement – plays so perilously close to the celestial territory of Sidney’s cynosure Stella that it is hard to resist feeling there is some conscious adaptation of the original Petrarchan eyes here. From the key trope of the eye that opens the sequence to the “perjured eye/I” of Sonnet 152, the eyes have it for so much of this poetry. In 46–47, eye and heart become involved, and this relation gets worked through later on, even to the conventional matter of Cupid’s blindness. “Husbandry” and the notion of possession are similarly both explored through their multiple meanings in many of the sonnets. But the Poet’s “my” as well as his “I” are as fictive and as variously constructed in different poems as his “eye.”

			The very powerful and often difficult language of The Sonnets thus becomes another problematic matter. If the Young Man possesses wealth, status, and beauty that the Poet does not, the poetic language denied both the Young Man and the Lady has a power beyond theirs. The Poet is himself a “master mistress” of what is syntactically very dense, often in collaboration with words that have complex senses. Ambiguities of punctuation, such as those confronted by the celebrated editorial re-pointings of Sonnet 129 (“Th’ expense of spirit in a waste of shame”), abound. Fluidities of syntactic structures in poetic lines are basic to much late Elizabethan poetry: subject-verb-object order alternates with inversions of these, adjectives are used adverbially, etc. In The Sonnets Shakespeare uses most ambiguities functionally: for example, the line in Sonnet 64 about church monuments being defaced – “And brass eternal slave to mortal rage” – has eternal brass slave to mortal rage and brass being that slave eternally. Again, in “Love’s not time’s fool, though rosy lips and cheeks / Within his bending sickle’s compass come” (116), “bending” means both “bent” and “causing to bend” – both true of sickles – and, along with the strong alliterative sequence (sickle > compass > come), makes the clause ever more vivid. The poems abound with plainly effective kinds of syntactic play, such as the ubiquitous Elizabethan chiasm (or pattern within a line or two of abba, whether of sounds or parts of speech or concrete vs. abstract terms, etc.). This can be seen in the noun-adjective/adjective-noun line quoted above: brass-eternal/mortal-rage, and where mortal and eternal are opposed, while coexisting with another sense of mortal meaning “deadly.” This kind of density gives the language of the sonnets its power, as do all the modes of wordplay, from the subtle, quiet, double senses of mortal just mentioned, to more flagrantly deployed erotic double meanings. There are even such patterns of assonance, as in the final line of Sonnet 38, “The pain be mine, but thine shall be the praise,” where the arduous work of writing, when worked through the sequence of the chiasm pain mine thine praise (noun pronoun pronoun noun, /ey/ /ay/ /ay/ /ey/), emerges in and as “praise.” And notice how for the next sonnet, 39, this last “praise” is like a bell to toll the speaker back to some of the questions that lie at the root of a poet’s praise of someone else – by making the praise real poetry, isn’t the maker thereof eliciting what he bestows? And with “What can mine own praise to mine own self bring” this issue is acknowledged. Effects like these – the chiasm, the picking up of words and images from previous sonnets and revising or expanding their functions – are frequent, and they are so beautifully worked that they seem to hide in the sense of the line they are invisibly deepening.

			Linguistic puzzles in The Sonnets reach down even to the smallest level of a thou/you alternation. There are traces of sequence in these: Sonnet 13 is the first poem to address the Young Man as you, with its plays on you/yourself, etc.; then 15, 16, and Sonnets 52–55, 57–59, 71–72, 83–86, 106, 115, 118, and so forth. In the you Sonnets 83–86 a tone may be discerned that shifts sharply in 87 (“Farewell, thou art too dear for my possessing”).

			But here, again, there are moves in the game of words that are not played. In Sonnet 15, if Shakespeare were Milton, we might remark on one resonance of the verb in the opening line—“When I consider everything that grows” (sider = Latin “constellation”)—in view of the image of the stars and their “influence” in lines 4–7. But Shakespeare’s concern is not ordinarily to make the reader conscious of etymology – as if he cared himself, which he seems not to do most of the time. The history of words is not present for him, but the way they behave when thrust onstage with each other is central. Even in something as simple as “And beauty making beautiful old rhyme” (106), the question arises whether beauty is beautifying old rhyme, or whether what it makes is “beautiful old rhyme” to begin with. Such double turns are everywhere, and very often the force of the phrase, its compact and pointed power, depends on our consciousness of both such meanings without fear of having to promote one over another. The process of revelation that comes so often in Paradise Lost, the sense that one had misread first and has now to replace the older reading (usually this is done by an enjambment), is alien to this poetry, which is so much a collection – sometimes looking like a series, sometimes not – of moments of address, and of stocktaking, and brokering.

			Generally, then, the unusual tightness and condensation of the language force ambiguous constructions of the sense of its sentences, which function themselves as signal rather than noise, as representations of an ambivalence in some ways more profound than any erotic or social or moral one. In his Ovidian narrative poem, Venus and Adonis (published in 1593, and dedicated to Southampton), Shakespeare seems to feel more like the young, erotically passive hunter Adonis, devoted less to the attentions of Venus than to his pursuit of venison; on the other hand, Venus’s speeches, which occupy so much of the poem, have clearly been written with unrestrained gusto by – and in some ways, for – the poet himself as well. In The Sonnets, there is a sense of ambivalence in speaking as a sonnet writer at all, at having to speak in a first person as various and complex as, say, Walt Whitman’s. After his earliest apprenticeship, one mark of Shakespeare’s genius is shown in play after play as he takes a conventional or even fashionable theatrical subgenre or mode or plot and changes it reflexively, in a way that raises implicit questions about the nature and substance of the convention to begin with. There is no reason to suppose that in The Sonnets this deep inventiveness has been shelved, whether or not the enigmatic book we have consists of residues of abandoned attempts to write a Shakespearean sonnet sequence.

			Finally, textual questions complicate linguistic ones. Even though, given all the other enigmas, the text here is less of a problem than in the case of many of the plays, many emendations are obviously necessary, as in the case of Sonnet 146, in which the opening of the second line, “My sinful earth,” impossibly repeats the last three words of the first. Problems of punctuation mentioned earlier abound. The 1609 quarto gives Sonnet 135, line 13 as “Let no unkind, no fair beseechers kill.” This can simply urge both unkind and fair people not to kill those who implore them, or it can enjoin the unkind not to kill fair beseechers. But the word “no” might be the agent: following an emendation by Edmond Malone in the eighteenth century, we might parse the line as “Let no unkind ‘No’ fair beseechers kill,” or “Let ‘No,’ unkind, no fair beseechers kill,” or even “Let ‘No,’ unkind ‘No,’ fair beseechers kill,” which totally reverses the sense and may be all but impossible. (It would be amusing to discover exactly which edition of The Sonnets Wallace Stevens had remembered this line from, given that it seems to return in “There is not nothing, no, no, never nothing, / Like the clashed edges of two words that kill” from “Le Monocle de Mon Oncle.”)

			But in the end it is not that we are put off by all these enigmas, made impatient by how much about these poems will seem ever to be left up for grabs. It is rather that there is so very much poetic stuff there. The question that opens the great Sonnet 53 – “What is your substance, whereof are you made, / That millions of strange shadows on you tend?” – is asked of the Young Man: what is it in him that attracts so many representations, images, fictions of and about him? But we may ask it as well, with respect to the myriads of kinds and instances of interpretation that hang about it, keep crowding toward it, of the book called Shake-speares Sonnets. Answering for ourselves that we can never know the substance is only an easy and vulgar pseudo-pragmatic escape if it causes us to abandon rereading and rethinking the vast question as well as the minute particulars of this remarkable poetry. A genuinely Keatsian negative capability does not stultify, but rather prevents intellectual paralysis.

			In 1630 the young John Milton, having bought a copy of the Italian poet Giovanni della Casa’s sonnets the year before, and having perhaps experimented with writing sonnets in Italian, in that revisionary mode composed his first sonnet to the nightingale in an appropriately Italian convention. It asked whether the song of the bird was a call to love or to poetry for the young virginal poet hearing it, as if heralding one or another of two modes of life that the Petrarchan sonnet tradition had brought metaphorically together. Perhaps he lacked sufficient experience, as well as temperament, to have learned that between Love and Poetry there is no either/or relation, but rather one, which Shakespeare’s sonnets explore, of mutual and living begetting.

			JOHN HOLLANDER

			Yale University

		

	
		
			Note on the Text

			THE ONLY AUTHORITY for the text of the sonnets other than 138 and 144, versions of which had appeared in a volume of miscellaneous poetry called The Passionate Pilgrim (1599), is the quarto issued by the publisher Thomas Thorpe in 1609 (referred to hereafter as Q). Q also includes, in addition to the sonnets, the narrative poem A Lover’s Complaint, long considered spurious but now generally accepted as Shakespeare’s. How Thorpe came by his text remains a mystery, not at all enlightened by the dedication he provided to “the only begetter of these ensuing sonnets”; but it is unlikely to have been a manuscript in Shakespeare’s hand, and there is no reason to believe that Shakespeare was actively involved in its publication. There is also, however, no justification for regarding the book as in any way surreptitious: Thorpe was not a piratical publisher. In 1640 John Benson issued a pirated edition of the sonnets, much rearranged and revised; this volume, however, has no independent authority and is textually of no value.

			The present edition follows the text of Q. The following list of emendations is complete except for corrections of obvious misprints; the adopted reading is given in italics followed by the quarto reading in roman.

			2: 4 tattered totter’d  12: 4 o’ersilvered or siluer’d; are ore  13: 7 Your self You selfe  25: 9 fight worth  26: 11 tattered tottered  26: 12 thy their  27: 10 thy their  31: 8 thee there  34: 12 cross losse  35: 8 thy . . . thy their . . . their  37: 7 thy their  39: 12 doth dost  43: 11 thy their  45: 12 thy their  46: 3, 8, 13, 14 thy their  47: 11 not nor  50: 6 dully duly  55: 1 monuments monument  65: 12 of or  69: 3 due end  69: 5 Thy Their  69: 14 soil solye  70: 1 art are  70: 6 Thy Their  76: 7 tell fel  77: 10 blanks blacks   99: 9 One Our  102: 8 her his  112: 14 they’re y’are  113: 6 latch lack  113: 14 mine eye mine  126: 8 minutes mynuit  127: 10 brows eyes  128: 11 thy their  128: 14 thy fingers their fingers  129: 11 proved, a proud and  132: 6 of the of th’  132: 9 mourning morning  144: 6 side sight  146: 2 Pressed by My sinfull earth  153: 14 eyes eye

		

	
		
			The Sonnets

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			TO THE ONLY BEGETTER OF

			THESE ENSUING SONNETS

			MR. W. H. ALL HAPPINESS

			AND THAT ETERNITY

			PROMISED 

			BY 

			OUR EVER-LIVING POET

			WISHETH

			THE WELL-WISHING

			ADVENTURER IN 

			SETTING

			FORTH

			T.T.

			*

		

	
		
			1

		

		1

		
			From fairest creatures we desire increase,

			That thereby beauty’s rose might never die,

		

		3

		
			But as the riper should by time decease,

		

		4

		
			His tender heir might bear his memory;

		

		5

		
			But thou, contracted to thine own bright eyes,

		

		6

		
			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,

		

		11

		
			Within thine own bud buriest thy content

		

		12

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

			Pity the world, or else this glutton be,

		

		14

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

		

	
		
			2

			When forty winters shall besiege thy brow

			And dig deep trenches in thy beauty’s field,

		

		3

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

		

		4

		
			Will be a tattered weed of small worth held:

			Then being asked where all thy beauty lies,

		

		6

		
			Where all the treasure of thy lusty days,

			To say within thine own deep-sunken eyes

		

		8

		
			Were an all-eating shame and thriftless praise.

		

		9

		
			How much more praise deserved thy beauty’s use

		

		10

		
			If thou couldst answer, “This fair child of mine

		

		11

		
			Shall sum my count and make my old excuse,”

		

		12

		
			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.

		

	
		
			3

			Look in thy glass, and tell the face thou viewest

			Now is the time that face should form another,

		

		3

		
			Whose fresh repair if now thou not renewest,

		

		4

		
			Thou dost beguile the world, unbless some mother.

		

		5

		
			For where is she so fair whose uneared womb

			Disdains the tillage of thy husbandry?

		

		7

		
			Or who is he so fond will be the tomb

		

		8

		
			Of his self-love, to stop posterity?

		

		9

		
			Thou art thy mother’s glass, and she in thee

		

		10

		
			Calls back the lovely April of her prime;

		

		11

		
			So thou through windows of thine age shalt see,

			Despite of wrinkles, this thy golden time.

		

		13

		
			But if thou live remembered not to be,

			Die single, and thine image dies with thee.
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