SHAKESPEARE'S SONNETS
In the sonnet sequences of Sidney, Spenser and Shakespeare, we see three different perspectives on the concepts of: 

1. love, 

2. time and

3. poetry  

As with the previous two sequences, I cannot begin to cover the intricacies of all or any of the Sonnets here. What I provide here is a breakdown of the structure and some questions or themes which might guide our reading of them. 

Divisions: 

Published in 1609, ten years after the vogue of sonnets in England which followed the publication of Sidney's Astrophil and Stella (1591).

Two major divisions in terms of subject matter: 1 - 126 are addressed to a "Young Man", while 127 - 152 are addressed to a "Dark Lady" (a mistress of the speaker) -- and the last two 153 - 154 are anomalous myth-filled poems which accord with the structure of sonnet sequences at that time.

Within these large divisions, we can distinguish groups of sonnets which seem to go together as per a common theme:

· 1 - 17/19: Procreation sonnets; the speaker implores the young man to get married and reproduce in order to perpetuate his beauty and virtue. Toward the end of this section, poetry is to take on the role of eternalizing the youth.

· 40 - 42: Triangle sonnets; it appears that the youth has stolen the poet's mistress.

· 71 - 74: the poet considers his own mortality and how, after his death, he wishes to be thought of and remembered by the youth.

· 78 - 86: Rival poet; there is the implication that another poet is writing about the youth; this is a competition in terms of winning the youth's undivided love but also, in terms of the "praise-for-patronage" tradition of the lyric, it is a competition for the youth's economic favours.

· 110 - 111: here the poet worries that the youth resents his public displays (that is, public displays as an actor).

· 133 - 134: the poet complains that the dark mistress has been unfaithful to him, with his friend; it is possible that the friend is the youth and that these sonnets discuss the same subject from a different angle as 40 - 42.

Time and Poetry: 

The virtues of marriage and procreation have long been extolled, for instance, in Plato's Symposium (206-207). Marriage and procreation involve a perpetuation of oneself in the form of offspring. It is this conception which provides the theme and question of the first sonnets. 

Procreation is paradoxical because it involves a giving of oneself, in the literal sense of the procreative seed and in the sense of having to make a commitment to sacrifice a portion of one's life in order to care for the family; however, what is paradoxical about this giving of oneself is that it serves to benefit the giver in the end; it is a selfish gift. 

Thus, starting with the first sonnet, the poet reprimands the youth, so to speak, for being selfish in the wrong way: 

FROM fairest creatures we desire increase, 
That thereby beauty's rose might never die, 
But as the riper should by time decease, 
His tender heir might bear his memory: 
But thou, contracted to thine own bright eyes, 
Feed'st thy light'st flame with self-substantial fuel, 
Making a famine where abundance lies, 
Thyself thy foe, to thy sweet self too cruel. 
Thou that art now the world's fresh ornament 
And only herald to the gaudy spring, 
Within thine own bud buriest thy content 
And, tender churl, makest waste in niggarding. 
Pity the world, or else this glutton be, 
To eat the world's due, by the grave and thee. (Sonnet 1)

In hoarding his beauty and his youth, in being "contracted to [his] own bright eyes," the youth, paradoxically, is wasting this beauty. Nature demands that the loan of beauty be put to "use": 

How much more praise deserved 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! (Sonnet 2)

The procreation sonnets introduce us to some themes which play themselves out through the Sonnets as a whole: 

· Time as a devourer (see Sonnet 19): time is the enemy in these sonnets. We live within a cruel world of unending change and becoming; that which is beautiful is only fleeting. Does that mean, we may ask, all of the higher ideals which beauty represents are merely transitory as well. We must find a way to render beauty permanent.

· Solutions to the problem posed by temporality make up many of the other images within the sequence. Procreation, for instance, is the first solution proposed by the poet to overcome time.

· But procreation itself is conceived in different ways, perhaps it is one's memory which is preserved in a family, or in art (see Sonnet 15).

· Perhaps it is one's physical likeness which is preserved. Here procreation is like a physical copying of oneself:

She carved thee for her seal, and meant thereby

Thou shouldst print more, not let that copy die. (Sonnet 11)

· Perhaps to preserve only our physical likeness reduces the human experience to that of an animal: where to procreate is merely to "breed" (Sonnet 12).

· If we are to preserve the virtue or ideal of the youth, then, the poet argues, we need to preserve it in poetry; poetry will be an ever-lasting monument. Art as an option of preservation is first raised in Sonnet 15 and receives its glorious affirmation in Sonnet 18:

Shall I compare thee to a summer's day?

Thou art more lovely and more temperate: 
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May, 
And summer's lease hath all too short a date: 
Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines, 
And often is his gold complexion dimm'd; 
And every fair from fair sometime declines, 
By chance or nature's changing course untrimm'd; 
But thy eternal summer shall not fade 
Nor lose possession of that fair thou owest; 
Nor shall Death brag thou wander'st in his shade, 
When in eternal lines to time thou growest: 
So long as men can breathe or eyes can see, 
So long lives this and this gives life to thee. (see, too, Sonnet 19).

Art brings forth the ideal of which the beauty of the youth is a physical, fleeting manifestation. It does so not by trying to paint a description of the youth. It does not use conventions of comparison either. Conventional comparisons would limit the virtue of the youth to pre-existing, normal occurences. 

In Sonnet 18, the poet asks, "Shall I compare thee to a summer's day?"  The implied answer is negative; the summer day is limited and thus not a complete display of the ideal. Similarly, Sonnet 55 calls into question the traditional comparisons of poetry to statues or monuments; they exist in the physical, poetry in the realm of memory and the breath-spirit. See, also, Sonnet 130 where traditional comparisons of a woman's eyes to the sun etc. are eschewed.

Art as Immortalizing: keeping in mind the problem posed in the "Procreation Sonnets," that "nothing 'gainst Time's scythe can make defence / Save breed to brave him when he takes thee hence" (12.13-14), we see that two solutions seem to be presented:

· the repetition which the cycles of nature embody (biological procreation), and

· the mimesis which the poem itself embodies (artistic creation).

Art brings forth the youth in a different way than a child would: the child would 

be part of the repetitions which provide a consistency within the becomings of the natural or physical world; the poem is tied to memory, to the spiritual (to the breath and eyes), to lovers across time who will re-experience the possibility of this relationship.

· Art is first presented as a possibility for finding meaning in a world of becoming in Sonnet 15. The poet will "engraft" the youth anew.

· Art is presented as an option of secondary rank, behind procreation, in Sonnet 16.

· Art is given equal footing in Sonnet 17.

· Art is gloriously affirmed in Sonnet 18.

· Other sonnets dealing with the immortalizing power of poetry or art are as follows: 19, 55, 60, 63, 65.

Sonnets 63 and 65 both deal with an image of poetry wherein beauty and truth paradoxically shine forth in its black lines. This connects poetry, perhaps, to the "Dark Lady," as a physically embodied shining forth of truth and beauty -- as opposed to the false beauty of the cosmetically painted woman (see Sonnet 127).

Like the dark but true beauty of the Dark Lady, true poetry, for the speaker of the Sonnets, eschews all false comparisons and unnatural "paintings": see Sonnets 21, 67, and 130.

Ambiguity of Love – the Dark Lady: 

As we saw, in Sonnets such as 127 the "darkness" of the poet's mistress in the later Sonnets can be seen as a virtue inasmuch as it is natural and truthful. However, darkness traditionally symbolized moral perversion instead of virtue, and it is this latter perspective that comes to the fore in some of  the Dark Lady Sonnets. The Dark Lady becomes the scapegoat for Time and the fallen world -- those things from which the poet had hoped to free his love-object in the Young Man Sonnets. The mistress is to blame for the physical nature of love, that it involves lust and desires that are never satisfied, that it makes the lover "fickle" and never consistent with himself.

My love is as a fever, longing still

For that which longer nurseth the disease, 
Feeding on that which doth preserve the ill, 
The uncertain sickly appetite to please. 
My reason, the physician to my love, 
Angry that his prescriptions are not kept, 
Hath left me, and I desperate now approve 
Desire is death, which physic did except. 
Past cure I am, now reason is past care, 
And frantic-mad with evermore unrest; 
My thoughts and my discourse as madmen's are, 
At random from the truth vainly express'd; 
For I have sworn thee fair and thought thee bright, 
Who art as black as hell, as dark as night.  (Sonnet 147)

Sonnet 147 seems to admit that it is the poet's desire, or his inability to control this desire, which is the cause of his unhappiness; however, the blame is transferred to the object of that desire. This is similarly the case with Sonnets 144 and 129.

Thus, in many ways the ambiguity of the Dark Lady is a result of the ambiguous perspectives from which she is viewed by the speaker-poet; her faults, her fallen nature, are actually projections of the faults and fallen nature of the poet – note how Sidney similarly portrays Astrophil’s relation to Stella.
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