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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

During the last century and a half, analysis of 

Shakespeare's Sonnets (like literary criticism in general) 

falls roughly into three periods: the philological/ 

historical, the new critical, and the postmodern. 

Representative of the first period, Richard Simpson's book, 

An Introduction to the Philosophy of Shakespeare's Sonnets, 

written in 1868, is a precursor of my own approach. In two 

tantalizing brief references, he notes that Shakespeare is 

writing about the two daemons of love, the good daemon or 

genius incorporating the love of the mind and the evil 

daemon or genius incorporating the love of the body. 

Simpson touches on the Nee-Platonic roots of this and 

certain other conventions found in the Sonnets. Typical of 

his period, however, he does not develop his thesis through 

a close reading of the text as does my own approach. 

Close reading characterizes the new critical approach, 

but in a dogmatically synchronic manner with only vestigial 

awareness of the Nee-Platonic context. Typical of the new 

critical period is William Empson's reading of the Sonnets 

in his book, Seven Types of Ambiguity (1947), in which he 

analyzes the poems in terms of rhythmical unity, fluidity 

of grammar, and rhetorical balance as he probes both 
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intelligible ambiguity as well as ambiguity which works 

best if it is discerned only subliminally. 
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Interest in the diachronic became more pronounced 

again in the postmodern period, but with a new approach 

characterized by antagonism to tradition, especially among 

deconstructionist critics. A particularly learned example 

of this approach is Joel Fineman's Shakespeare's Perjured 

Eye: The Invention of Poetic Subjectivity in the Sonnets 

(1986). It extensively relates the poems to Nee-Platonism, 

but concludes that the majority of them (those addressed to 

the young man) are hopelessly tainted by convention: the 

Nee-Platonic desire for sameness. Following deconstruc

tionist dogma, Fineman presumes that language can never 

deliver sameness but only difference: thus desire for the 

former leads to frustration and homoeroticism. If this 

presumption is not strange enough in and of itself, it 

leads to still stranger results when applied to the 

Sonnets. Fineman judges that the first 127 sonnets 

addressed to the fair young man are little more than a 

retreading of past sonneteering while it is left primarily 

to the 25 dark-lady sonnets to invent the "Poetic 

Subjectivity" of Fineman's subtitle. 

As I shall attempt to demonstrate (in Chapter IV), 

this charge of mere conventionality against the majority of 

the sonnets is erroneous and runs counter to the high 

regard they have so long held in British literature. 
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Shakespeare's striking innovations in many of the sonnets, 

such as his reversal of the carpe diem theme (in 1-17), 

slip Fineman's attention, perhaps because they are built on 

a Nee-Platonic Christianity for which he lacks sympathy, 

particularly when he mistakes Christian love for homo

eroticism. Why does the poet spend seventeen sonnets 

exhorting the fair young man to marry another person if the 

poet desired the fair young man for himself? The truth of 

the matter is that the Sonnets addressed to the fair young 

man begin by deliberately precluding eroticism in order to 

ascend to a spiritual level in a typical Nee-Platonic 

fashion. 

I shall present my evidence in the following fashion. 

First, as preliminary background, I shall briefly survey 

Augustinian Nee-Platonism in Petrarch's sonnets, where the 

conventions of that genre were established. Second, I 

shall synopsize Renaissance Nee-Platonism, which contains a 

far more detailed version of that philosophy than did 

Petrarch. Third and finally, I shall argue that Simpson's 

nineteenth century treatise and a more recent work by James 

Winny are essentially right in seeing the relationship of 

the fair young man and the dark lady as a dichotomy, but 

the dualities that they choose (masculine/feminine and 

good/evil) interpret these characters superficially. 

Furthermore, while Winny's book, The Master-Mistress, sees 

the poet in the Sonnets and the friend as positive and 
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negative sides of Shakespeare himself, I interpret the fair 

young man and dark lady as complementary sides of the poet. 

Other works tangentially relevant to my thesis include J. 

M. 's brief introduction to the Sonnets, entitled 

Shakespeare Self-Revealed, which states that the poet in 

the Sonnets is praising an Ideal Beauty. While I agree 

with this initial insight by J. M., I do not agree that the 

dark lady is a mere symbol of the poet's quest for fame. 

Furthermore, the heart of my thesis is based in part on 

Krieger's explanation of the mirror image employed in the 

Sonnets which flows from a Petrarchan conceit in which the 

beloved looks into the lover's eyes and sees through a 

window to the poet's heart in which his/her form is lodged. 

My own thesis goes beyond Murray Krieger's explanation in 

that I believe that the "semblant true" is the reflection 

not merely of a Platonic ideal of beauty but a Divine 

Beauty ultimately embodied by Christ Himself. 

In the last part of Chapter IV, I shall focus on 

Shakespeare's imagery, particularly of spiritual beings 

(muses, angels, and Christ) to show that Shakespeare 

presents the dichotomy of the fair young man and the dark 

lady in spiritual terms. Furthermore, I shall argue that 

in the context of Nee-Platonic Christianity, this dichotomy 

reflects a division of the poet's spirit, which 

Shakespeare's imagery relates to the poet's "Genius," in 

more than one sense of the word. 



CHAPTER II 

PETRARCHAN LOVE CONVENTIONS 

Petrarch's sonnets embody patterns that subtly 

transform the traditions of Neo-Platonic love. Therefore, 

a discussion of early Petrarchan love conventions will 

provide a preface for a later discussion of these 

conventions in Shakespeare's Sonnets. 

The primary work from which the love conventions will 

be derived is the collection of poems which Petrarch called 

the Rerum vulgarium fragmenta, though it is also known as 

the Canzoniere or the Rime sparse (scattered rhymes). The 

work is apropos for the ensuing discussion, for "all over 

Europe the very emergence of the Renaissance style was 

inseparable from the influence of the Rime sparse .... " 1 

Petrarch began the collection of poems in 1327 and 

continued to revise, rearrange, and reconsider these poems 

until his death at the age of seventy in 1374. Basically 

the series contains love poems in praise of a beautiful 

lady named Laura with whom the poet becomes infatuated. 

Whether or not she truly existed is the subject of many 

debates. The poems proceed to relate the death of Laura 

and end in a hymn to the Blessed Virgin. According to 

Robert w. Durling, "Petrarch's lover completes three times 

a cycle that takes him through falling in love, hoping and 

wooing, being rejected and rebuked, and finally lamenting 
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and writing poetry."" Durling reminds us that Petrarch's 

themes are traditional, yet his treatment of them 

profoundly original. He states, 

From Propertius, Ovid, the troubadours, the Roman 
de la Rose, the Sicilians, the dolce stil novo, 
Dante, Cino da Pistoia there comes to him a 
repertory of situations, technical vocabulary, 
images, and structures. 3 

Among the love conventions that Durling mentions, our 

discussion will initially be concerned with the lady as 
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ideally beautiful, ideally virtuous, and beloved in Heaven. 

Our discussion will also involve the obsessive yearning and 

love sickness of the lover, his frustration, his love 

service as parallel to feudal service and many other 

conventions which reflect Petrarch's "rich, profoundly 

personal synthesis of divergent poetic traditions."· 

The primary characteristic of Petrarch's beloved Laura 

is that she is a paragon of perfection, a quality which is 

later ascribed to the fair young man in Shakespeare's 

Sonnets. Inseparable from the notion of Laura's perfection 

is her beauty. Kenelm Foster says that the Rime celebrates 

Laura's beauty in that "she is the epitome of all created 

beauty and of natural perfection in general with the last 

sonnet recapitulating the entire theme."~ Furthermore, 

"She is a trace of the Divine Beauty, so that the sight of 

her can be compared to the vision of God."" For Petrarch, 

Laura, as this feminine model of perfection, embodies 
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ideals described by Solomon, Augustine, and Dante. Durling 

says that Laura represents 

The idea of a supreme source of beauty which 
though transcendent fills all things with its 
omnipresence, which cannot be escaped by any 
flight, mirrors the relation of God to the 
universe and to the human soul, as described in 
the Wisdom of Solomon 7:26-27 and Psalm 138:2-13, 
passages repeatedly echoed by Augustine in the 
Confessions (see especially 1.2-4, 7.16-19, 
10.33-38), not to speak of Dante in the opening 
lines of the Paradiso.? 

Intimately bound up with the notion that Laura 

represents Divine perfection is, of course, the idea that 

she is a paragon of virtue. According to Kenelm Foster, 

She surpasses in virtue or beauty or both, all 
the heroes and heroines sung of by the greatest 
poets (186-7; recapitulated in 260); indeed human 
speech is quite inadequate to her beauty (198.12-
14) and other perfections (215.1-8; 247). 8 

Because Laura is so highly virtuous, she is both a 

reflection of Divine virtue, a notion concomitant with Neo-

Platonic theories of love discussed in a later chapter, and 

she is the means by which the enamored poet is led to 

heaven. Foster continues by saying that Laura "is a trace 

and token of other divine perfections: luminosity (163.9-

11; 204); joy (173.4); sublime goodness (215; 228.9-14; 

247 .12-13) ." 

Peter Hainsworth notes that like the Renaissance Neo-

Platonists, Petrarch associates virtue and beauty with the 

image of light: 

In general terms Laura's beauty takes on positive 
associations through being evoked in images which 



suggest light or brightness. Characteristically 
she enlightens, clarifies, illumines. She is a 
star, though the second of the two sestine ... 
is exceptional in that it associates her with the 
moon. Much more frequently she is like the sun, 
or is the sun, or is brighter than the sun. 10 
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The constant allusions to the stars in Laura's eyes as 

well as the poet's comparison of her to the sun will be 

reexamined when we consider Shakespeare's characterization 

of the fair young man. It is fitting that the Petrarch 

renders Laura's beauty and virtue by praising her eyes 

which are like stars for she will lead the poet to the 

stars and to heaven itself. Aldo s. Bernardo states that 

The irreproachable conduct of Laura inspired him 
to superimpose a Christian view of the woman on 
his beloved. He thus began to endow his image of 
Laura with the characteristics necessary to 
convert her into a lady-guide to the Christian 
heaven. 11 

Laura becomes a guide to the celestial realm after her 

death. As the poet recalls her image, he contemplates her 

beauty and virtue in a new way. At this point in the 

sequence of poems, Kenelm Foster states that 

comparison of Laura to the unfallen Eve will be 
made, but applied differently. There the same 
sense will be: in Laura alive I saw all womanly 
perfection, as Adam saw it in Eve; she being now 
dead, there is nothing left on earth to hinder me 
from turning wholly to God. 12 

The interrelationship between Laura's perfect beauty, 

her perfect virtue, and her role as guide to the poet's 

contemplation of Divine beauty is evident in a statement 

which leads us to consider the love conventions which deal 



9 

with the beloved's unattainableness as well as the lover's 

duty to lead a virtuous life which will demand faithfulness 

and virtue on his part. Nicholas Kilmer states that 

Petrarch had adopted the Courtly Love tradition 
literally and sincerely. That tradition required 
his amorous attachment to a woman who, because 
she was already married and was irrevocably 
chaste, was unattainable; but who at the same 
time, since she was above all virtuous and 
beautiful, should lead the poet to the 
contemplation of still higher beauty--the Perfect 
Beauty. This, being divine, was incorporeal; and 
being incorporeal was both absolutely beautiful 
and invisible. Perfect Beauty was none other 
than God Himself, and the virtuous life His love 
and care demanded. 13 

The fact that the beloved is unattainable is a 

constant theme. Laura was thought to be a married woman 

and was therefore unattainable. Shakespeare plays 

creatively with this convention. The youth at first 

chooses to be unattainable to women, and according to 

Sonnet 20, he is physically unsuited to attainment by men. 

In both Petrarch and Shakespeare, the desire to possess the 

beloved is the key to the tension involved in the love the 

speaker feels for the beloved. 

The nature of the enduring faithful love on the part 

of the lover then necessarily entails a great deal of 

suffering and sacrifice as the lover strives to remain true 

to a love which is perceived to be virtuous. This struggle 

will then, in turn, result in the ennobling of the lover 

who will become more and more virtuous as he dwells upon 

his beloved and praises the beloved through poetry. Hence, 
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Jennifer Petrie states that for Petrarch, "love is seen as 

a way of life, requiring complete dedication, with all the 

limitations and sacrifices this involves."u As was 

previously mentioned, Petrarch wrote and rewrote his love 

poetry to Laura until he was seventy years old. Petrarch's 

poet-lover is ever faithful. His fidelity is evident in 

Poem 30.16-18 in which the poet says that he will love 

Laura as long as he lives. And as long as he lives he will 

offer love service to his beloved, another love convention 

that will come into play when we look at Shakespeare. 

Petrarch himself mentions this idea of service when he 

quotes Laura who has come to the poet-lover in a vision. 

In Poem 119, "she says, 'You have seen now that I am 

beautiful. What price do you ask me for your years of 

service?'"'-" 

As he endures these years of love service, the lover 

suffers as he pines for a love he cannot possess. Poem 

140.14 leads Foster to say that 

the love-induced 'strangeness' most 
characteristic of this part of the Canzoniere is 
the lover's being content to suffer in his love, 
even to die of it: 'Che bel fin fa chi ben 
amanda more', 'for his end is fine who dies 
loving well' ( 140. 14). '-" 

Concerning the relationship between the suffering and 

purification which go hand in hand as the lover tries to 

love faithfully, Aldo Bernardo says, 

The obvious reference to the contemplative nature 
of his love and to his willingness to undergo the 



fires of purification in order to remain with his 
beloved even after death is reminiscent of 
Dante's experience with Beatrice. 17 
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The fire imagery to which Bernardo alludes leads us to 

consider the imagery which so often is associated with 

Petrarch's poetry, namely the images of fire and snow which 

are in juxtaposition. Thus the lover alternately freezes 

and burns as a result of his arduous task. In Poem 30 

Petrarch reveals a passion for Laura that is both sensual 

and yet chaste when, upon seeing her, the poet-lover says, 

"And frozen fire 1 i ves in burning snow." 18 According to 

Jennifer Petrie, the imagery is built on the contradictions 

of love and "play on the image of Amor who at once wounds 

and heals, kindles and extinguishes the fire, and gives 

life and death." 1
" One love convention associated with 

fire and anticipating Renaissance Nee-Platonic love 

conventions is the imagery of "sparks" emanating from the 

beloved. In Poem 109 Petrarch says, "When love brings 

pain/Frequently enough,/! turn to the place where the 

spark/Struck fire into my soul forever." 20 

Paradoxically, the lover burns in a lovely desire for 

the beloved. J. H. Whitfield states that, "It is that love 

of melancholy which alone gives sincerity to these 

antitheses . . ·~ 1 Whitfield, when describing Petrarch's 

temperament as it underlies his poetry says, 

There is a sadness at times without apparent 
cause, either of sickness, loss or injury, of 
ignominy or error; without even a thought or 



sudden rumour of such things; but as it were a 
pleasure in pain which makes the mind sad.z2 

The beloved's painful cruelty in remaining aloof is, 

on another level, a kindness. While she is living, 

Bernardo says that 

In Laura's very haughtiness, scorn and refusal to 
return his love the poet sees not only a path to 
heaven, but a justification for a "bellisimo amo" 
that will be the envy of readers to come. 23 

It is this scorn which humbles the lover as well. 

Though his struggle is, paradoxically, morally elevating, 

he is nevertheless humbled in the same moment in which he 

experiences the rebukes of the lady. At times the 
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humiliation is so great that, according to the poem, Laura 

even "shows some scorn for his being humbled. " 2 
.. 

After she is dead and reappears to the poet in a 

series of visions, Laura exhibits her dual nature when she 

says in Poem 359.60-6, 

And yet I shall once more be that woman who once, 
for your good and my own, was so cruel and so 
kind to you; only I shall then be lovelier than 
ever, and more than ever dear to you.""' 

It is important to note that the self-abasement of the 

lover is a constant theme through the Rime, an important 

love convention that reappears in Shakespeare's Sonnets. 

For Petrarch, hand in hand with the idea of self-abasement 

is the lover's sublimation of his passion and his 

subsequent chastity. 
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It is necessary to include still another convention as 

we look forward to the main thesis. Throughout the Rime 

sparse, the poet is both enchanted by and haunted by 

Laura's eyes. Bernardo says that "Looking into Laura's 

eyes, Petrarch is drawn, as in ecstasy, into his earthly 

paradise; only to find it no less bitter than 

sweet . 

As he looks into the eyes of the beloved, he pines for 

one look only, a look of pity. In Poem 22 Petrarch says, 

Before I turn to you, bright stars, 
or plunge again into desire's forest 
And leave my body to the crumbling earth, 
Let me see pity in her. Pity for just one day 
Could restore these lost years; before the dawn, 
Could enrich me against the setting sun .27 

In sum, by utilizing all of these love conventions the 

whole effort of the poet has sought to render praise to his 

beloved. In regard to Petrarch's Laura, "The word itself 

teaches LAU-d and RE-verence." 29 Petrarch says that she is 

a lady worthy of all reverence and honor. Considering all 

of her many attributes, it is no wonder that, as Bernardo 

says, 

Laura emerge[s] as that inspiration that is at 
the heart of all true poetry. She is, in short, 
the inspiration that moves poets and men of 
letters to literary expression, an image of 
beauty and truth. It was for this reason that 
Petrarch was able to retain Laura as a beautiful, 
vibrant woman whose spirit remained with him on 
this earth even after death. She is as a 
Christian Daphne to a Christian Apollo. 29 
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Yet, there is an inherent error in this attempt to 

honor Laura. Though Petrarch's readings in medieval 

literature were much more extensive than he cared to admit, 

when he turns to Christian philosophy, it is above all to 

St. Augustine. Petrarch's attempt to transform a mortal 

woman who has been made of unworthy flesh into a monument 

that will be as permanent as possible is an error that is 

brought out in Petrarch's imaginary dialogue with Augustine 

in the Secretum, which debates some of the dangers of love. 

Specifically, the danger of loving Laura consists in the 

fact that she is an object of desire bound to perish in 

time, who must in the end be renounced. Petrarch himself 

confesses a sense of shame after having written the Rime. 

Petrarch says, "And the fruit of my vain words and 

behaviour is shame,/and repentance, and knowing clearly/all 

that pleases in the world is a brief dream." 30 Indeed 

Petrarch's obsession with the desire for fame is a motif 

which makes his love poems truly unique, for there is much 

evidence to support the idea that Petrarch's love praise to 

Laura was an effort to bring glory to himself. Bernardo 

says, 

Apollo, Daphne, the laurel, Caesar's poets, 
history, art, the true, the good, the beautiful, 
all of these seem somehow to be bound in what 
Petrarch's Laura had inspired him to pursue: the 
ultimate symbol of reward, the laurel crown." 1 

Despite this expectation of an immortal crown (like 

Shakespeare's predicting immortality for his Sonnets), a 
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characteristic restlessness pervades all of the love poetry 

we have mentioned, Shakespeare's poems included. In fact 

the lover is so plagued by restlessness that often he 

cannot sleep, another traditional love convention. In Poem 

71 the Petrarch's poet-lover says, "If you could see the 

fact of your beauty/As love carves into my brain, you would 

realize/The agony that keeps me wakeful." 32 As for the 

restlessness that pervades Petrarch's poetry, J. H. 

Whitfield concludes that restlessness is the theme of the 

Canzoniere, 

but more especially of Part 1, where the poet is 
more at grips with his 'fierce desire,' now 
acquiescing, now wavering between surrender and 
resistance. Indeed, the variation of mood from 
poem to poem is so marked as strongly to suggest 
that Petrarch intended it as his way of 
witnessing to the truth of the great affirmation 
at the beginning of his master Augustine's 
Confessions, 'Thou hast made us for Thyself, 
Lord, and our heart is restless until it rests in 
Thee. ' 33 

Quite simply, the poet-lover's restlessness is due to the 

fact that his obsession with Laura, who is in fact 

transitory, will not be satisfied until he rests in the 

true end toward which Laura leads him--God himself. In the 

following chapter, Castiglioni defines the nature of this 

restlessness of the lover precisely and shares with us the 

means by which the lover can finally achieve true rest. 



CHAPTER III 

RENAISSANCE NED-PLATONIC LOVE 

CONVENTIONS 

Having laid the groundwork for the ensuing discussion 

on Renaissance Nee-Platonic love in Chapter II on 

Petrarchan love conventions, we will now discuss love 

conventions in a more intense fashion as we climb, as it 

were, the ladder of love. Al Walters in his article, 

"Ficino and Plotinus' 'Treatise on Eros,'" tells us that 

It was Ficino who first coined the phrase 
'Platonic love,' and gave it the meaning which 
became so widely influential in early modern 
European literature and thought, and which 
continues to define the expression to the present 
day. 34 

In Ficino's Commentary On Plato's Symposium On Love, Ficino 

writes discursively about the various notions of the 

relationship between love, beauty, goodness, and the 

Divine, as well as the characteristics of the melancholic 

lover who holds his beloved in high esteem. Ficino's basic 

ideas were modified by such authors as Baldesar 

Castiglioni, Pico della Mirandola, and Girolamo Benivieni, 

all of whom interrelate the notions of goodness, beauty, 

love, and Divinity. How the nature of love, as well as how 

the characteristics of the lover are treated, will be the 

subject of this chapter which will prepare us to grasp the 

debt that Shakespeare has to both the Renaissance and the 

Nee-Platonic tradition. 

16 



First of all, we must establish the major notions of 

love written about by Ficino if we are to understand how 

these ideas were, in turn, given their personal flavor by 

the authors and poets who became steeped in the tradition 
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of Ficino. A good place to begin is to address the "error" 

of which Augustine warned Petrarch in the Secretum. We 

recall that there Augustine warned Petrarch about the 

difficulty of putting too much emphasis on profane love as 

opposed to Divine love. Ficino calms our fears on this 

issue by stating that love is not profane, but good, in and 

of itself. Sears Jayne states that 

What Ficino is trying to do in the De amore is to 
defend the propriety of personal love by showing 
that it is merely a natural part of a perfectly 
respectable cosmic process; he is simply trying 
to persuade the reader, by celebrating the 
universality of love in the world, that love is a 
good thing: "So my friends, I urge and beg you 
to give yourselves to love without reservation, 
for it is not base but divine" (II. 8).'"' 

This basic belief about love pervades the whole of my 

thesis. Having thus established the notion that love is 

divine, we must now determine the relationship between love 

and beauty. According to Jayne, "both of the Greek authors 

whom Ficino had been reading more recently, Plato and 

Plotinus, define love as the desire for beauty." 3 
.. 

Furthermore, Ficino believed very simply, like Plato, that 

"God is the cause of all beautiful things, that is, the 

beginning and origin of all Beauty. 1137 This notion is in 

keeping with Augustine's at least partly neo-Platonic 



notion of God and the reason why lovers of the beautiful 

are frustrated, for they seek the very cause of their 

restlessness. This idea, that there should properly be a 

circular relationship between the beautiful, as it is 

perceived in the universe by the lover, and the very 
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Creator of that beauty, is manifestly proclaimed by Ficino. 

He begins by stating, "This divine beauty has generated 

love, that is, a desire for itself in all things." 38 Next 

Ficino says, 

Since if God attracts the World to Himself, and 
the World is attracted, there exists a certain 
continuous attraction (beginning from God, 
emanating to the World, and returning at last to 
God) which returns again, as if in a kind of 
circle, to the same place whence it issued. :>Q 

Just as the lady drew Petrarch (or his persona) to 

perfection, so too does the fair young man draw Shakespeare 

(or his persona) to perfection. 

When examining the exact nature of this circular 

relationship, Ficino further postulates the relationship 

between the good, the beautiful and the just, as well as 

the notion previously discussed in the Petrarchan love 

quest, namely, the invariable perfection of the lover. 

Ficino describes the nature of this God who perfects the 

lover when he states, 

Orpheus called Jupiter the beginning, middle, and 
end of the universe. The beginning inasmuch as 
He produces things, the middle inasmuch as He 
attracts His products back to Himself, and the 
end inasmuch as He perfects them when they return 
to Him. Hence we call that ruler of the universe 



good, beautiful, and just, as He is often called 
in Plato. He is good, I say, when He creates; 
when He attracts, beautiful; and when He perfects 
each thing according to its merit, just. Beauty, 
therefore, whose property is to attract, stands 
between goodness and justice. From goodness it 
certainly flows; it flows toward justice. 40 

19 

That the lover undergoes a journey of perfection as he 

contemplates his beloved will be most evident when we 

consider Shakespeare's Sonnet 116, a sonnet which reveals a 

very mature notion of love. So too will we see that 

Shakespeare achieves spiritual perfection as he journeys to 

the Source of all of his poetry of praise. 

We recall that the basic Petrarchan images of Laura 

involve the figurative assertion that her eyes are like 

stars and that she is, as it were, a reflection of Divine 

beauty. Ficino echoes this idea in his commentary. He 

says, "If the goodness of all things is the one God 

Himself, through whom all things are good, then beauty is a 

ray of God."n Ficino continues, 

But just as a single ray of the sun lights up 
four bodies, fire, air, water, and earth, so a 
single ray of God illuminates the Mind, the Soul, 
Nature, and Matter. And just as anyone who sees 
the light in those four elements is looking at a 
ray of the sun itself and, through that ray is 
turned to looking at the supreme light of the 
sun, so anyone who looks at and loves the beauty 
in those four, Mind, Soul, Nature, and Body is 
looking at and loving the splendor of God in 
them, and through this splendor, God Himself. 42 

In just such a fashion did Laura become the means for 

Petrarch to climb to heaven. In Nicholas Kilmer's 

translation of the Rime, Petrarch quotes Laura (who appears 



in a vision) as saying, 

As the sun with its powerful Light makes every 
other star suddenly go blank 

So now the lesser beauty of my face 
Is vanquished by a greater beauty. . .. 
And I am my own shadow only, that is all.·3 
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There is, in Ficino, necessarily a hierarchical world 

view which is articulated in the following passage. Sears 

Jayne translates Ficino as saying, 

. . . the ray of beauty which is both Plenty and 
the father of love, has the power to be reflected 
back to what it came from, and it draws the love 
with it. But it descends first from God, and 
passes through Angel and the Soul, as if they 
were made of glass; and from the Soul it easily 
emanates into the body prepared to receive it. 
Then from that body of a younger man it shines 
out, especially through the eyes, the transparent 
windows of the soul. It flies onward through the 
air, and penetrating the eyes of an older man, 
pierces his soul, kindles his appetite, then 
leads the wounded soul and the kindled appetite 
to their healing and cooling, respectively, while 
it carries them with it to the same place from 
which it had itself descended, step-by-step, 
indeed, first to the body of the beloved, second 
to the Soul, third to the Angel, and finally to 
God, the first origin of this splendor. (VI.l0) 44 

Within this passage, it is noteworthy that the eyes, as in 

Petrarch, become once again the chief vessel through which 

the lover perceives the ray of beauty. 

Still another Nee-Platonic poet, Girolamo Benivieni, 

reaffirms the standard hierarchical world view and alludes 

to the light imagery already familiar to us through an 

examination of Petrarch. According to Pugliese, Benivieni, 

in his "Canzona," forgoes 



the metaphor of concentric circles, he adopts the 
traditional imagery of light in the delineation 
of the downward and ever diminishing diffusion of 
beauty from the divine Sun, through the angelic 
Mind, to the soul, the body and eventually 
matter, although the lowest rung is never named 
specifically.·" 

Benivieni's remark anticipates the ladder of love 

spoken of by Castiglioni in The Book of the Courtier in 
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which light imagery is paramount. Another writer, Olga 

Zorzi Pugliese, speaks of this light imagery with reference 

to Benivieni's poet. Pugliese says, 

Indeed the 'canzano d' amore' already bears 
evidence of a more Christianized tendency; God is 
described as the uncreated good and uncreated Sun 
( 'inc rea to ben' ; st. 2; 1 increato sol, 1 st. 4, 7), 
phrases which echo the qualifier commonly found 
in patristic writings (including Bonaventure, 
It in . I I , 9 ; IV, 3 ) .... 

When we consider the relationship between the fact 

that Petrarch describes the lady's eyes as stars and 

deliberately associates her with light, it seems to follow 

that these images of stars and light will serve to guide 

the lover to the Divine. Indeed, Laura Westra states that 

in Ficino, 

It is important to understand that the imagery of 
light and fire conveys more than just love or 
warmth; there is within it an undeniable 
component of intellectual illumination. As 
Collins, for one, states, 1 Ficino himself, not 
Aquinas, attributes to this desire a guiding 
function •47 

One more clarification should be made at this point to 

allow us to see how the beauty of the beloved can permit 

the lover to ascend to the divine as he contemplates a 
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universal concept of beauty. Shakespeare praises the 

beauty of the fair young man and goes on to perceive an 

archetype of Divine Beauty. Whereas Petrarch's poet-lover 

thought he saw his beloved, Pugliese says that Benivieni's 

"Canzona" relates that the lover was allowed to behold the 

divine light present in the beloved. Commenting on 

Benivieni, Pugliese says that 

By reforming the 'spoglie,' or external wrappings 
(a term Petrarch used for Laura's body and 
Poliziano repeats in Stanze. I, 90), one can then 
proceed to abstract a universal concept from 
specific instances of beauty. In earthly 
'vestiges' (st. 8) one can detect the divine, and 
eventually fly upward to the Sun where, filled 
with its unique living light, man, by loving, 
experiences the beauty of the mind, the soul, the 
world, and everything in it ('amando si fa bello/ 
Lamente, 1' alma, e 1 mondo and cio chie in 
guello' [st. 8]) . 48 

From this statement it is evident that one of the 

factors involved in the contemplation of the Divine often 

entails a detachment from the body in the sense that the 

lover sublimates earthly passions in order to contemplate 

higher beauty. In her introduction to Ficino's commentary, 

Jayne says that Ficino describes the freedom of the will 

involved in such a choice. He states, 

In [some] places, ... Ficino appears to endorse 
a view more like that of Plato and Plotinus: the 
soul begins in heaven, falls into the body, and 
then reascends to heaven, but the individual soul 
is free to eschew the desire for the body which 
causes it to fall and free also to decide when, 
or if, it will turn to the desire for ideal 
beauty, which causes it to rise. That is, once 
born into the flesh, man is free to choose 
between earthly love and heavenly love: 



He who uses love properly certainly 
praises the beauty of the body, but 
through that contemplates the higher 
beauty of the soul, the Mind, and God, 
and admires and loves that more 
strongly. (II.7)•" 
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Often, it appears, lovers do not understand why there 

is a tension involved in the love of created beauty and the 

Source of that beauty. Ficino again explains the 

restlessness of the lover who does not always rightly 

perceive the cause of the tension of his suffering: 

Hence it happens that the passion of a lover is 
not extinguished by the sight or touch of any 
body. For he does not desire this or that body, 
but he admires, desires, and is amazed by the 
splendor of the celestial majesty shining through 
bodies. For this reason lovers do not know what 
they desire or seek, for they do not know God 
Himself, whose sweet flavor infuses a certain 
very sweet perfume of Himself into His works. By 
which perfume we are certainly excited every day. 
The odor we certainly smell; the flavor we 
undoubtedly do not know. Since, therefore, 
attracted by the manifest perfume, we desire the 
hidden flavor, we rightly do not know what we are 
desiring or suffering. "0 

In the Fourth Book of The Courtier, Castiglioni's 

chief character, Bembo, defines love as "simply a certain 

longing to possess beauty.""1 Bembo goes on to speak about 

that beauty which is "that seen in the human body and 

especially the face and which prompts the ardent desire we 

call love. ""2 Here we think of the face of Petrarch' s 

Laura and the face of Shakespeare's fair young man. Like 

Ficino, Bembo describes the relationship between beauty and 

Divine goodness. Bembo says that 



this beauty is an influx of the divine goodness 
which, like the light of the sun, is shed over 
all created things but especially displays itself 
in all its beauty when it discovers and informs a 
countenance which is well proportioned and 
composed of a certain joyous harmony of various 
colors enhanced by light and shadow and by 
symmetry and clear definition. 5

" 
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Like Ficino, Castiglioni argues that the chief vessels 

through which we contemplate the beloved are the eyes. 

Bembo says that the beloved 

attracts to itself the gaze of others, and 
entering through their eyes it impresses itself 
upon the human soul, which it stirs and delights 
with its charm, inflaming it with passion and 
desire .... 

The fact that the lover wishes to become one with his 

beloved is the next consideration in Castiglioni. 

Recalling the notion that Ficino establishes in regard to 

the true desire of the lover to contemplate higher beauty, 

Bembo argues that when the lover contemplates earthly 

beauty, 

the mind is seized by desire for the beauty which 
it recognizes as good, and if it allows itself to 
be guided by what its senses tell it, it falls 
into the gravest errors and judges that the body 
is the chief cause of the beauty which it 
enshrines, and so to enjoy that beauty it must 
necessarily achieve with it as intimate a union 
as possible. But this is untrue; and anyone who 
thinks to enjoy that beauty by possessing the 
body is deceiving himself, and is moved not by 
true knowledge, arrived at by rational choice, 
but by a false opinion derived from the desire of 
the senses. "" 

Bembo argues, like Ficino, that earthly beauty is only 

a reflection of Divine beauty. Bembo makes us aware again 



of the nature of the love's painful quest. He states, 

Deceived by the resemblance they see, they soon 
experience unbridled desire once more and in the 
same agitation as herefore they again find 
themselves with a raging and unquenchable thirst 
for what they hope to possess utterly. 56 
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This desire to possess what he cannot possess accounts 

for the lover's insomnia and restlessness, and again 

affirms the spiritual dilemma involved in loving. The 

imagery which Bembo uses to describe the lover recalls 

familiar Petrarchan images of the pale and wan lover. Of 

the bodily dejection caused by spiritual stress, Bembo 

says, 

For both at the beginning and during the course 
of this love of theirs they never know other than 
anguish, torment, sorrow, exertion, and distress; 
and so lovers, it is supposed, must always be 
characterized by paleness and dejection, 
continuous sighings, and weepings, mournfulness 
and lamentations, silences and the desire for 
death. "7 

Yet, paradoxically, just as Ficino established that 

love itself is good, so Bembo adds that the quest to 

possess beauty may also be good (if freed from sensuality): 

[The] possession [of beauty] brings [lovers] 
nothing but good, since beauty is goodness and so 
the true love of beauty is good and holy and 
always benefits those in whose souls the bridle 
of reason restrains the iniquity of the senses; 
and this is something the old can do far more 
easily than the young. se 

Like Ficino, Bembo reassures us that the art of loving 

is not a profane quest, but a worthy endeavor. Lest the 

court of men and women be deceived when he is speaking 



about beauty, Bembo says, 

Gentlemen, beauty is a sacred thing, and I should 
not wish any of us to act like profane and 
sacrilegious men in speaking ill of it and 
thereby incurring the wrath of God. So as a 
warning for Signor Morello and Federico, lest 
they are punished in the way most suitable for 
those who despise beauty, and lose their sight 
like Stesichorus, I say that beauty springs from 
God and is like a circle, the centre of which is 
goodness. And so just as one cannot have a 
circle without a centre, so one cannot have 
beauty without goodness. 5

" 

The location of goodness and the praise of that 

goodness in the beloved is central to our thesis whether 

the beloved is a lady as in Petrarch, or a man, as in 

Shakespeare's Sonnets. Thus we return to a common motif 
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within the thesis: namely, the theme of praise. Petrarch 

and Shakespeare both delight in noting the goodness and 

beauty of the beloved. Bembo gives us a common thread 

which binds together all of these poets for, "to call 

anything beautiful, even the world itself, constitutes the 

highest praise." "0 

Since the poets delight in praising the beloved, they 

in turn desire to offer love service to the beloved. 

Echoing sentiments expressed in Petrarch's poetry, Bembo 

says, 

Next with the greatest reverence the lover should 
honor, please and obey his lady, cherish her even 
more than himself, and put her convenience and 
pleasure before his own . .,,_ 

Yet, the nature of the beloved is such that he or she 

is often inaccessible. Bembo says that in the case of the 



lady's conduct toward the lover, she "should concede him 

only what is seemly and deny him what is not. "":z 

Throughout his experience of love, the lover 

experiences a duality of emotions which call to mind the 

familiar oxymorons used by Petrarch such as the lover's 

experience of both fire and ice. That the experience is 

divine is made clear in Bembo's statement that in the 

experience of love, 

the soul is filled with wonder and delight, it is 
frightened and yet it rejoices; as if dazed, it 
experiences along with its pleasure the fear and 
reverence invariably by sacred things, and it 
believes it has entered into Paradise. 63 

Like Benivieni, Castiglioni describes how the lover 

makes an ascent, by climbing a ladder of love to a 

universal realization of beauty. In his statement we 
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become aware that, as the lover contemplates the beauty of 

the beloved, he does so in terms of its eternal form. Of 

the blessings of love, he says, 

among all these blessings the lover will find one 
that is far greater still, if he will determine 
to make use of this love as a step by which to 
climb to another that is far more sublime; and 
this will be possible if he continually reflects 
how narrowly he is confined by always limiting 
himself to the contemplation of a single body. 
And so in order to escape from this confinement, 
he will gradually add so many adornments to his 
idea of beauty that, by uniting all possible 
forms of beauty in his mind, he will form a 
universal concept and so reduce all the many 
varieties to the unity of that single beauty 
which sheds itself over human nature as a 
whole. 64 
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So we come to the real happiness that the lover may 

experience. Like Ficino, Castiglioni postulates, through 

Bembo, that the end of love ultimately is the contemplation 

of Divine Beauty. Even though love takes its point of 

departure from the beauty in the natural world, Bembo says 

that 

when it has become blind to earthly things, the 
soul opens its eyes wide to those of heaven; and 
sometimes when the faculties of the body are 
totally absorbed by assiduous contemplation, or 
bound to sleep, no longer hindered by their 
influence the soul tastes a certain hidden savour 
at the true angelic beauty, and ravished by the 
loveliness of that light begins to burn and to 
pursue the beauty it sees so avidly that it seems 
almost drunk and beside itself in its desire to 
unite with it. For the soul then believes that 
it has discovered the traces of God, in the 
explanation of which it seeks its final repose 
and bliss. And so, consumed in this most joyous 
flame, it ascends to its noblest part, which is 
the intellect; and there, no more over shadowed 
by the dark night of earthly things, it glimpses 
the divine beauty itself.~s 

Pica della Mirandola echoes the notion of the end of 

love in his Oration on the Dignity Of Man which "lives as 

the most succinct expression of the mind of the 

Renaissance."" Mirandola states that "If we burn with love 

for the Creator only, this consuming fire will quickly 

transform us into the flaming likeness of the Seraphim. "•n 

Therefore we have come to the answer to the tension 

and restlessness of which Augustine speaks in his dialogue 

with Petrarch in the Secretum, namely that the true end of 

love does not reside in desiring the profane, but in 
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desiring true beauty which may only be found only in God. 

Bembo sums up the way to deal with the restlessness of our 

souls. He says, 

Let us ascend by the ladder whose lowest rung 
bears the image of sensual beauty to the sublime 
mansion where dwells the celestial, adorable and 
true beauty which lies hidden in the secret 
recesses of the Almighty where profane eyes may 
not see it. And here we shall find a most happy 
end to our desires, true rest from our labours, a 
sure remedy for our miseries, a wholesome 
medicine for our infirmities, a most safe harbour 
from the raging storms of the tempestuous sea of 
life.'"' 



CHAPTER IV 

THE TWO SIDES OF SHAKESPEARE'S GENIUS 

IN THE SONNETS 

Antagonistic to idealization, particularly of the 

Christian Nee-Platonic variety, many postmodern critics 

overemphasize the carnal imagery of the Sonnets. In terms 

of Renaissance religious tradition, however, the reader 

must ascend to a more symbolic or spiritual level of these 

poems. The presently fashionable homoerotic readings of 

the Sonnets utterly dismiss the tradition which informed 

Shakespeare's poetry, namely, the Petrarchan tradition in 

which a poet sought to idealize a lady (e.g., Petrarch's 

Laura) in order to talk about his own poetry. The 

postmodern critics ignore the fact that Shakespeare 

deliberately incorporates both Petrarchan and Nee-Platonic 

imagery in order to speak of his Genius for Poetry in terms 

of an ideal sometimes associated with the fair young man. 

Unfortunately, a dark lady, representing a tarnished 

reality, immeshes both him and the fair young man. The 

literal level of the poem involves a love triangle. 

However, the anagogical level reveals the spiritual meaning 

of this triangle. Surpassing Petrarch, Shakespeare lauds 

his own poetic ideal (associated with the friend) and 

repents of his attraction towards its complementary 

opposite (the dark lady). She exemplifies the lust that in 
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physical existence serves as the inversion of love. In 

terms of the imagery of the Sonnets, as I shall later 

demonstrate, his "Genius" (creativity) embodies both his 

"good angel" and his "bad angel." Hence, it can be said 

that, on one level, Shakespeare is speaking to us in a 

deeply allegorical mode as does the poet in the great 

Medieval poem The Romance of the Rose. Indeed, in one of 

the most beautiful descriptions of the fair young man in 

Sonnet 109, he is referred to as a "rose." 

Most critics, however, have concluded that the fair 

young man is a real person. A. L. Rowse regards the 

collection of the Sonnets as largely autobiographical and 

says that they were written to and for the Earl of 

Southampton to whom Shakespeare had dedicated Venus and 

Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece.~g Rowse goes on to claim 

that Shakespeare is writing to honor Southampton as his 

patron. 70 In a very brief fashion, Rowse claims to have 

solved the "puzzle" of the Sonnets. 
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Another critic, Barbara A. Mackenzie goes to great 

lengths to record a biographical account of meetings of 

Shakespeare and Southampton which correlate with the order 

of the Sonnets. She declares to have unveiled the 

mysterious identities of three rival poets in the Sonnets, 

namely Barnabe Barnes, Thomas Nash, and Gervase Markham. 71 

Other critics believe that the Earl of Southampton is 

the most likely candidate for the fair young man because 
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his name, Henry Wriothesly, yields initials that are the 

reverse of W. H., who is mentioned in Thorpe's dedication 

of the Sonnets. The trouble with this identification of 

the young man with Southampton is that it is based on pure 

speculation. Hardin Craig and David Bevington remark that 

"The plain ascription 'Mr. W. H.' seems an oddly uncivil 

way for Thorpe to have addressed an earl."72 Furthermore, 

Craig and Bevington state that 

The Sonnets give no hint of Southampton's later 
career: his courtship of Elizabeth Vernon, her 
pregnancy and their secret marriage in 1598, his 
later involvement in Essex' Irish campaign and 
abortive uprising against Queen Elizabeth. Those 
literary sleuths who stress similarities to the 
Southampton relationship are too willing to 
overlook [these inconsistencies].73 

Craig and Bevington mention a second chief candidate 

for Mr. W. H., namely William Herbert, third Earl of 

Pembroke, to whom, along with his brother, Shakespeare's 

colleagues dedicated the First Folio of 1623. The problem 

as stated by Craig and Bevington is that 

this hypothesis requires, however, an 
uncomfortably late date for the sonnets, and 
postulates a gap in age between Shakespeare and 
Pembroke that would have afforded little 
opportunity for genuine friendship. 74 

The writer of this thesis is in full agreement with Craig 

and Bevington, who conclude that speculations as to a 

historical personage who finally may be said to be the fair 

young man "is a dismal tribute to idolatry, to a fervid but 

empty religiosity that too often takes the place of a 
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genuine critical interest in Shakespeare as a poet.,,., 

Furthermore, even if the Sonnets were occasioned by actual 

persons, their imagery is expressed in superlatives 

unsuitable for any ordinary person. 

In 1974, Purvis E. Boyette summarized those theories 

which would interpret the exalted imagery of the Sonnets as 

euphemisms for homosexual behavior. Since Boyette, 

homoerotic readings continue as in Joseph Pequiney's Such 

is My Love (1985) which makes a convincing case for imagery 

of the fair young man's narcissism or even auto-eroticism, 

but in over two hundred pages of trying, fails to uncover 

the kind of graphic pederastic imagery one would expect if 

Shakespeare primarily wrote the poems for homosexual 

titillation. 

The situation has not changed very much from 1954 when 

c. s. Lewis stated, 

If Shakespeare had intended in these sonnets to 
be the poet of pederasty, I think he would have 
left us in no doubt: the lovely paidika, 
attended by a whole train of mythological 
perversities, would have blazed across the 
pages. 76 

Admittedly, various biographical studies have exposed 

numerous references to homosexuality in the sixteenth 

century, including growing evidence concerning the sexual 

orientation of southampton, but the decisive matter is the 

exact wording of the Sonnets. 
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Robert Giroux further reminds us that in the Sonnets: 

Th~ evidence against overtness is the stronger 
ev1dence due to the repeated identification of 
beauty and virtue. Infidelity in these poems is 
to turn from virtue to stain. To have written 
Sonnet 144, 'Two loves I have, of comfort and 
despair,' with its religious notes opposing the 
holy love for his friend to the profane love of 
the dark lady, in order to mask an overt 
homosexual relationship, is a little hard to 
imagine. One could argue against this that one 
may be idealistic about a physical affair or 
point to Shakespeare's capacity for 
rationalization. Again, perhaps so, but again 
not probably so. While Elizabethans could be 
sophisticated about overt homosexuality, as in 
the coy passages in Marlowe's Hero and Leander 
. . . it is a long way from that to making overt 
homosexuality a standard of purity. 77 

Indeed, as Giroux also states, 

The Book Known as Q contains a beautifully 
wrought thesis which really probes all of the 
claims that the sonnets indicate that the poet 
was speaking of homosexual love. The final 
answer rebukes this idea and clearly supports the 
transcendent nature of the relationship .79 

That Shakespeare is indeed speaking about a more complex 

relationship becomes clear when (as we shall later do) one 

examines the poet's "angel" or "genius." James Winny's 

conclusion about Shakespeare's dualism is most relevant to 

a discussion which begins with the poet's description of 

the inner stimulus which prompted the poet to write the 

Sonnets. Winny states, 

This condition of the poet's relationship with 
the friend of the Sonnets finally rebuts any 
simple assumption that these two figures can be 
identified with actual historical persons. If 
Shakespeare is represented in the Sonnets, he is 
not the poet alone but both figures, who are seen 
as positive and negative forms of the same self. 



The attempts to resolve the duplicity of the 
self's relationships with this counterpart are 
defeated; but in wrestling with his imaginative 
~bsession Shakespeare gives body to the shifting 
1mpulses of his creative consciousness, and 
fulfills himself as a poet."'" 

Yet, upon examination, the relationship becomes far 

more complex and transcendent as we begin to ascend the 
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Nee-Platonic ladder of love. In inspiring that ascent, the 

fair young man is comparable to Laura. Describing his love 

for the fair young man, the poet says in Sonnet 101, "Both 

truth and beauty on my love depends,"sa....-as if the youth 

were not merely an exemplar of these conditions but the 

Divine archetype. That the young man is worthy of 

reverence as is Petrarch's Laura is evident, for 

Shakespeare initially describes him as being "fair," "kind" 

and "true" (like the virtuous and beautiful Laura). In 

Sonnet 80, the poet praises the young man most reverently 

when he says, "Your worth, wide as the ocean is. 1191 Later, 

Shakespeare describes him as the "master mistress of his 

passion--," an androgyny that in esoteric religious 

tradition has often signified wholeness (as with medieval 

and Renaissance imagery of an androgynous Christ)• 92 Just 

as Petrarch, the poet, pines for the presence of Laura, who 

is both the ideal who inspires him and the end of his 

desire, Fineman attests to the same self-conscious love-

longing on the part of the poet of the Sonnets. Fineman 

states, 



Again, therefore, we encounter a logic of desire 
that leads inexorably to what are familiar 
Christian and Neo-Platonizing idealizing themes: 
the end of desire conceived as the joining of 
erotic subject to the erotic object; the end of 
self-deriving from a perfect identification of 
ego with ego ideal. With regard to desire or 
with regard to the self, this describes a 
consummation that necessarily, is devoutly to be 
wished; for this perfect, ideal, selfless, 
satisfying identity of the self to itself depends 
for its identity in the attractive, 
identificatory power of a deified ideal that is 
at once the origin, the energy, and the object of 
the very desire it provokes. 93 
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Yet, what are we to make of the fact that Shakespeare 

speaks of a fair young man who has "a woman's face, with 

nature's own hand painted as well as a woman's gentle 

heart? 1194 If, as Fineman tells us, these features are part 

and parcel of Shakespeare's ideal self, then there must be 

an explanation for these feminine attributes. There is. 

Traditionally according to the OED, the muses were 

feminine. The OED describes a muse as: 

1) One of nine sister-goddesses, the offspring of 
Zeus and Mnemosyne (Memory), regarded as the 
inspirers of learning and the arts, esp. of 
poetry and music. 95 

We know without a doubt that the fair young man inspires 

the poet to write immortalizing verse; for example, in 

Sonnet 78, the poet "so oft ... invoked [the young man] 

for his muse." That his Muse and love is at first 

perceived as true and constant is evident in the lines, 

which proclaim that the "woman's gentle heart "B" is "not 

acquainted/With shifting change, as is false women's 
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fashion." .. 7 Unlike the dark-lady or Shakespeare's "bad 

angel," the image of a "good angel" (ascribed to the young 

man in Sonnet 144) implies moral perfection, heightening 

the pathos when the young man falls from grace. 

Not only is the fair young man initially perceived as 

virtuous; like Laura, he is above all beautiful. It may be 

said that he embodies ideal beauty. He is indeed "more 

lovely and more temperate" than a "summer's day." The 

young man is described in terms of light; he is like a 

sparkling "jewel hung in ghastly night" which the poet, in 

the true Petrarchan fashion, contemplates restlessly and 

which "makes black night beauteous, and her old face new." 

Specifically, the poet wishes to write about the 

beauty of the fair young man's eyes. Just as Petrarch is 

attracted to Laura's eyes which he describes as stars, 

Shakespeare says in Sonnet 116 that the star which guides 

the ideal love which he bears for the fair young man ''is an 

ever-fixed mark/That looks on tempests and is never 

shaken"ea despite human failings. Furthermore, the eyes of 

the beloved also reveal an ideal brightness. Shakespeare 

says in Sonnet 20 that his master/mistress has "an eye more 

bright than (women's]."e"' When we reflect on all of the 

Nee-Platonic imagery that speaks of the contemplation of 

Divine Beauty in terms of light, it is most fitting that 

the young man has an eye surpassingly bright. Furthermore, 

the eye of the master/mistress "gild(s] the object 
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whereupon it gazeth, "" 0 sharing a golden brilliance, as if 

lover and beloved join in a heavenly vision. we may recall 

Laura's eyes which allow Petrarch to see Divine Beauty. 

Just as Laura is described in erotic terms as she 

leads the poet to the contemplation of the Divine, so too 

is the fair young man described sensuously as he leads the 

poet to contemplate heavenly beauty. In response to those 

who claim that the sonnet is amorously erotic, the answer 

is, yes. The sonnet is passionate. Shakespeare's 

dominating passion is for poetry--more specifically his 

passion is to render praise to the poetic muse who inspires 

him. And, in keeping with the courtly love tradition, lo 

and behold, the love is paradoxically chaste. 

Let us now turn to the numerous definitions of the 

notion of genius as defined in the OED and relate these 

definitions to evidence in the text to the notion that the 

master/mistress of which the poet speaks embodies the two 

aspects of his "Genius." 

The origin of the word "Genius" involves the notion of 

begetting. Specifically, the citation reads "[a. L. 

genius, f. * gen - root of gi-gn-ere to beget, Gr. . •. 

to be born, come into being.]" 91 Comparable metaphors 

relating sexual to literary production were common, such as 

in the dedication (presumably by Thorpe) "TO THE ONLIE 

BEGETTER OF THESE INSVING SONNETS.""'" Unicio J. Violi says 

that "most scholars believe that the phrase 'onlie 
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begotten' means ... the person who was the subject of the 

sonnets and their inspirer. "" 3 This would of course be the 

master/mistress whom the poet wishes would marry and beget 

progeny. 

The whole notion of Ficino's insistence that beauty be 

procreated is inherent in Sonnets 1-17. Indeed the very 

first line of the Sonnets reads, "From fairest creatures we 

desire increase, that thereby beauty's rose might never 

die." "4 It is essential that the beauty of the beloved be 

made use of for, "Thy unused beauty must be tombed with 

thee."'"' A copy, a form of this beauty must be begotten 

lest the beauty die "single." On the literal level, the 

poet exhorts the fair young man to marry so that he may 

have a child. On the anagogical level, however, the poet's 

Muse must be mirrored in the verse itself. The last line 

of Sonnet 11 images the youth as type set to produce text. 

The poet says, "thou should print more, not let that copy 

die.''- Analogously, the poet's duty is to render verse 

which praises the very begetter of the verse--the "Genius" 

which inspires him. Stephen Booth reminds us that Sonnets 

1-17 suggest that hoarding the beauty of the fair young man 

would be selfish and unnatural."? On another level of the 

Sonnets, not to share the poet's inspiration with the world 

would be "niggardly." The whole section may be seen in the 

light of a series of analogical mirrors. The poet sees 

mirrored in the Muse-friend, an idealized version of his 



own reflection, his "semblant true," which he in turn 

desires to mirror in a child while this image of beauty 

begotten inspires the poet to engender verse. 

Much has been said about the narcissistic quality of 

the Sonnets 1-16. Northrop Frye titles the prelude, 

Sonnets 1-16, as "The Awakening of Narcissus. ""8 Indeed, 

Shakespeare begins the Sonnet sequence in a very self-
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conscious contemplation of this inner "Genius." Later, in 

Sonnet 62, the poet says, "Sin of self-love possesseth all 

mine eye.""" At the end of the Sonnet 62, the poet states, 

"tis thee (myself) that for myself I praise,/Painting my 

eye with beauty of thy days. 11100 However, though the 

Sonnets begin narcissistically, the profane love of which 

the poet speaks will eventually become transcendent. 

Continuing our investigation of the word "genius" in 

the OED, we find that the first definition interprets the 

word, 

1) With reference to classical pagan belief: The 
tutelary god or attendant spirit allotted to 
every person at his birth, to govern his fortunes 
and determine his character. 101 

One needs only to recall the passage in the Sonnets when 

the beloved young man is referred to as an ideal god-like 

personage. In Sonnet 53, the poet says, "Describe Adonis, 

and the counterfeit/Is poorly imitated after you. 11102 

Furthermore, in Sonnet 110, the young man is referred to as 

"a god in love" 103 to whom the poet is "confined. 11104 



Next, we come to the Christian notion of genius as 

defined in the OED. Definition 1c describes, 

"(a person's) good, [and] evil genius: the two 
mutually opposed spirits (in Christian language 
angels) by whom every person was supposed to be 
attended throughout his life. Hence applied, 
transf. to a person who powerfully influences for 
good or evil the character, conduct, or fortunes 
of another character." 105 

Shakespeare describes the fair young man as his "better 

angel" and the dark lady as his "worser spirit" in Sonnet 

144. That this concept is not foreign to Shakespeare is 

born out in the first reference beneath the preceding 

definition of genius in the OED. The reference reads: 

"1610 Shaks. Temp. IV, I, 27 The strongst suggestion, Our 

worser Genius can. " 10
" 

With respect to the dualism of Shakespeare's 

consciousness, one must examine Sonnet 144 which reads: 

Two loves I have of comfort and despair, 
Which like two spirits do suggest me still; 
The better angel is a man right fair, 
The worser spirit a woman coloured ill. 
To win me soon to hell, my female evil 
Tempteth my better angel from my side, 
And would corrupt my saint to be a devil, 
Wooing his purity with her foul pride. 1~ 

The lines indicate a basic theology inherently taught in 

41 

the Christian tradition for many ages. Most Christian 

children are instructed that they have a guardian angel who 

is good, but they can be tempted by a darker spirit as 

well. Sonnet 129 speaks with regard to the relationship of 

the poet with the fleshly erotic nature of the dark lady 
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when the poet reveals that his lust for her involves, "the 

expense of spirit in a waste of shame. 11108 In contrast to 

the transcendent purity of the fair young man, the lady is 

black, both inside and out. In what way then does the dark 

lady interfere with the purity of the fair young man? To 

the extent that the youth is imaged as part of the poet, 

the poet's own attraction to her causes his fair Muse to be 

corrupted. (Analogously, on the literal level, inter-

preters often assume that the youth would not have met the 

lady except that the poet has brought her into their circle 

because of his attraction to her.) 

That the "woman coloured ill" is in fact Shakespeare's 

truant muse or evil genius is also borne out by the fact 

that he speaks of her as a "siren" in Sonnet 119. The poet 

explains, "What potions have I drunk of siren tears,/Dis-

tilled from limbecks foul as hell. 1110" Shakespeare knows 

the erotic attraction of the siren would dash his 

imagination upon the rocks like the siren, Ligeia, who is 

the truant Muse of Edgar Allan Poe. Because her potions 

are powerful, the dark Muse in the Sonnets tempts the fair 

Muse who becomes ill. Joseph Pequigney illuminates this 

area of concern. He states, 

Sometimes Shakespeare will depict himself, with 
mock humility, [as] one incapacitated by 
frustration: his "Muse" is "sick" in Sonnet 79 
and his "gracious numbers are decay'd"; he is 
ignorant and inarticulate in Sonnets 78 and 85, 
and at 80.14 is "tongue-tied," as his Muse is at 
85.I.11D 



When the poet is engaged with his evil genius, he 

"lies with her, and she with me,/And in our fault by lies 

we flattered be. 11111 Fineman makes an interesting point 

when he says that 

. . • by the conventions of the sonneteering 
mode, the dark lady is as much the poet's Muse as 
she is his love, . . . . 11

" 

Fineman equates the dark lady with the poet's Muse with 

whom, at times, he is deeply in love. My own interpre-
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tation of this relationship involves the fact that the poet 

is deceived when inspired by the dark lady who merely 

flatters him. 

Fineman also recognizes that 

. . . this intimate and thematized relationship 
in the dark lady sonnets between false language 
and erotic desire . . . takes over and 
substitutes for the equally intimate and thematic 
relationship of true vision and ideal desire in 
the young man sonnets. 113 

Fineman realizes, though his conclusions are far different 

from my own thesis, that the poet's best genius is deceived 

by his worst genius at times. Fineman reminds us, "For 

Renaissance Nee-Platonism the love of man for woman is more 

vulgarly appetitive than that of man for man." 11
" Thus 

within the context of the love triangle, the poet is caught 

by his own attraction to the darker muse who would make the 

"one angel in another's hell." 11!' 

No wonder Sonnet 130 describes the dark lady as an 

inversion of all the Petrarchan conceits. With how much 



44 

more relevance now do we appreciate the line, "My mistress' 

eyes are nothing like the sun--." 11
" Unlike the true Muse 

who will lead the poet to Divine Truth and Light as does 

Petrarch's Laura and Dante's Beatrice, the dark lady will 

bring the poet to darkness. Her eyes are black. She has 

no roses in her cheeks, no true love or purity. She is 

false. Under the definition for genius in 1c in the OED, 

we read, "Men had their evil genii, who disturbed them with 

flaws, and distressed their virtue." 117 

All of the intricate word-play involving the name Will 

may be understood on a sexual level, but the higher 

anagogical level is more interesting. In Sonnet 134, the 

poet shows the integral connection of the three characters: 

"So now I have confessed that he is thine,/And I myself am 

mortgaged to thy will." 11
" The three will to love each 

other. Yet, the poet distinguishes the nature of the 

relationships. While the dark lady is covetous, the fair 

young man is (at least initially) kind. Nonetheless, in 

Sonnet 135 the poet states that when he is engaged with the 

dark lady, his whole will, his whole identity is engaged. 

He says, "Whoever hath her wish, thou hast thy will,/And 

will to boot and will in overplus."11
'" The speaker 

identifies himself as the one who is loved by this mistress 

when he says in Sonnet 136, "And then thou lov'st me for my 

name is Will. "120 That the fair young man also engages the 

poet's will is evident in Sonnet 143 when the poet says, 
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"So will I pray that thou mayst have thy will,/If thou turn 

back and my loud crying still."121 Thus the poet is imaged 

as being their "will"; in a sense, the three identities are 

aspects of the same creative will. 

In A Window to Criticism, Murray Krieger states that 

the "mirror-window image [that Krieger] finds so central is 

itself drawn from Petrarchan convention and from the 

Courtly Love convention on which it rests. 11122 He adds that 

because the beloved has access to the poet's heart, the 

image of the beloved is "more than what Plato would term 

mere appearance; it is (the] 'semblant true,' the 'fair 

Idea' because it is what love has unerringly made of 

him/her." 1
"'

3 The poet of the Sonnets himself states in 

Sonnet 24 that 

Mine eye hath played the painter and hath stelled 
Thy beauty's form in table of my heart. 
My body is the frame wherein 'tis held, 
And perspective it is best painter's art, 
For through the painter must you see his skill 
To find where her true image pictured lies, 
Which in my bosom's shop is hanging still, 
That hath his windows glazed with thine eyes. 1 

... 

According to c. s. Lewis, the fair young man 

exemplifies "the quintessence of all loves whether erotic, 

parental, filial, amicable or feudal. 111
"'" Even Pequigney, 

despite his fascination with homoeroticism, admits, 

At 37.1-3, the poet imagines himself "as a 
decrepit father who takes delight/To see his 
active child do deeds of youth." A comparable 
figure occurs at 22.11-12, when the speaker, 
"Bearing thy heart," pledges to "keep [it] so 
chary/As tender nurse, her babe from faring ill." 



The "child" represents the friend, the "babe" his 
"heart," but the figurative language that 
characterizes the lover's attitude as paternal 
delight and nurse-like tenderness does not imply 
a return of f ilia! affection. 1 ~" 

My own explanation of the curious relationship between 

father and child is that Shakespeare as the father-figure 

is representative of his own growing age. He regards the 

beloved as a child because the latter is the spirit or 
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genius of youth, his own included. In Sonnet 98, "a spirit 

of youth in everything" that at first seems to come merely 

from spring is shown, by the end of the poem, to be "Drawn 

after" the young man. I emphasize that "youth in 

everything" includes the poet, for he often identifies with 

the youth, as in Sonnet 76. There the verse is so 

representative of the poet, "That every word doth almost 

tell my name" yet "I always write of you." The theme of 

that sonnet is that the poet is "dressing old words" new, 

the genius of the poems coming from this union of "old and 

new," youth and maturity. Pequigney goes on to say that 

the love between the poet and the fair young man is 

amicable. As was previously discussed, the notion of a 

very great Renaissance friendship would, for some, serve as 

a comfortable explanation of the Sonnets. Yet this aspect 

of friendship between the lover and the beloved is only one 

more great Renaissance metaphor the poet is using to 

describe the complexity of the psychological situation. 



Pequigney quotes Sonnet 26 in order to speak of the 

feudal or courtly nature of the love between the poet and 

the fair young man. The beginning of the sonnet reads: 

Lord of my love, to whom in vassalage 
Thy merit hath my duty strongly knit, 
To thee I send this written ambassage, 
To witness duty, not to show my wit. 
Duty so great, which wit so poor as mine 
May make seem bare in wanting words to show it. 
But that I hope some good conceit of thine 
In thy soul's thought, all naked, will bestow it, 1 " 7 

This sonnet reveals that, as C. S. Lewis says the courtly 

tradition is at heart androgynous: 

There is a service of love closely modelled on 
the service which a feudal vassal owes to his 
lord. The lover is the lady's man. He addresses 
her as 'midons,' which etymologically represents 
not 'my lady' but 'my lord. ' 128 
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As for the lines of Sonnet 26, the poet emphasizes the 

notion of duty as a priority. Here the poet admits that 

his unaided wit is not sufficient to record the full range 

of his vision. Here we do well to recall the words of 

C. S. Lewis as he describes the humility of the poet. He 

states that the Sonnets: 

. . . open a new world of love-poetry as new as 
Dante and Petrarch's had been in their day. 
These had of course expressed humility of Eros, 
hungry to receive; kneeling, but kneeling to ask. 
They and their great successor Patmore sing a 
dutiful and submissive, but hardly a giving, 
love. They could have written, almost too 
easily, 'Being your slave, what should I do but 
tend?; they could have hardly have written 'I may 
not evermore acknowledge thee', or 'No longer 
mourn', or 'Although thou steal thee all my 
poverty'. The self-abnegation, the 'naughting', 
in the Sonnets never rings false. This patience, 
this anxiety (more like a parent's than a 



lover's) to find excuse for the beloved, this 
clear-sighted and wholly unembittered 
resignation, this transference of the whole self 
into another self without the demand for a 
return, have hardly a precedent in profane 
literature. In certain senses of the word 
'love', Shakespeare is not so much our best as 
our only love poet. 12

'" 

Likewise, T. G. Tucker describes the poet's humility 

in the following way: 

Shakespeare was the poet in 'service' or 
'vassalage' to his 'lord', and in the recognised 
manner of the sonneteers, supposed himself bound 
to write piece after piece to the beloved with a 
certain continuity of production and with as much 
variety of 'invention' as possible upon his 
adopted theme. Any intermission of greater 
length than usual, any omission to keep up the 
regular supply of offerings at the altar, would 
call for self-reproach and apology; it would even 
supply the poet with matter for the next 
effort. " 0 

As Tucker's imagery suggests, this feudal duty was 
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modeled on religious worship. It involved devotion to the 

human image, sometimes narcissistically, with the danger of 

idolatry (substitution of the mundane for the divine). The 

narcissistic quality which Northrop Frye says character-

izes Sonnets 1-17, however, is not the poet's final state 

of mind, for in Sonnet 105, the poet says, "let not my love 

be called idolatry." 131 

The relationship of the poet and the fair young man is 

not only feudal but marital. The chief sonnet which uses 

this metaphor is Sonnet 116, in which the poet states, "Let 

me not to the marriage of true minds/Admit impediments."13
" 

One must back-track to appreciate the full meaning of these 
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lines. In the Sonnets, the actual fair young man, as 

opposed to the ideal he sometimes represents to the poet, 

becomes stained in some way. In Sonnet 96 the poet says of 

the friend, "Some say thy fault is youth, some 

wantonness." 133 In Sonnet 33 the "sun," which refers to the 

fair young man, and which recalls the Petrarchan 

association of Laura with the sun, is masked by a "region 

cloud." In Sonnet 35 the poet speaks of a "sensual fault" 

on the part of the beloved, which he excuses by bringing in 

"sense." The fault involves the traditional Christian 

notion of sins of the appetite which depart from reason. 

The end of the Sonnet 35 again refers to a "sweet thief 

that sourly robs from me," 134 which prefigures the dark 

lady. In Sonnet 33, because the poet still loves the fair 

friend, he is willing to excuse him. The poet says, "Sons 

of the world may stain when heav'n's sun staineth." 135 Just 

as the sun can be temporarily masked by a cloud, so too can 

the virtue of the fair young man. It is in this same 

spirit that we must regard Sonnet 116. After having 

confessed that he himself had been untrue to his Muse in 

Sonnet 110 when he speaks of "a god in love, to whom I am 

confined,"13
" the poet is now ready to forgive himself as 

well as his Muse for the "impediment" of having fallen for 

the "dark lady." 

Hence, the marriage of true minds of which the poet 

speaks is the marriage of the poet's own mind with the 
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inspirer of his verse. When the poet comes to this 

realization, he has come through the purifying fires of 

having struggled with the unrequited love of his Muse. 

Hence the poet has achieved what may be called spiritual 

perfection after having suffered immensely. Much of this 

achievement occurs as a result of the poet's awareness that 

the fair young man is fallen, but the ideal that he 

represents "pourest ... [a] sweet argument, too 

excellent/For every vulgar paper to rehearse. " 1
"

7 The poet 

calls this great Muse "the tenth muse, ten times more in 

worth/Than those old nine which rhymers invocate."us In 

other words the worth and inspiration of this tenth muse 

far exceeds the worth of the traditional nine muses, 

associated with learning, who were invoked by poets 

throughout the ages. Comparably, Milton later added a 

Heavenly Muse to the Pagan nine. 

Our next reflections deal with the puzzle of the 

poet's jealousy of the rival poets. First of all 

Shakespeare, who is the poet of the Sonnets, has felt the 

pain of not being acknowledged. He expresses this painful 

humiliation and self-abasement in Sonnet 29 when he says, 

"When in disgrace with fortune and men's eyes I all alone 

beweep my outcast state ... Desiring this man's art and 

that man's scope." 13
'" It is quite natural, then, that rival 

poets would seem to eclipse the poet's surpassing genius. 

The rival poet(s) desire(s) to possess the fair young man, 
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who, in Shakespeare's hyperboles, seems to have become at 

least momentarily the source of poetry itself. In sonnet 

29, the poet states that he "desire(s) this man's art, and 

that man's scope."uo In Sonnet 78 the poet complains that 

"every alien pen hath got my use, and under thee their 

poesy disperse." 1
'"' Later in the Sonnets, the poet begs the 

fair young man to "be most proud of that which [the poet] 

compile(s]."u:z Yet, ultimately when he thinks on his own 

fair Muse, he realizes how blessed he is. Sonnet 29 

concludes: 

Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising, 
Haply I think on thee, and then my state, 
Like to the lark at the break of day arising 
From sullen earth, sings hymns at heaven's gate; 
For thy sweet love rememb'red such wealth brings, 
That then I scorn to change my state with kings . 143 

When the Muse departs from the poet, he expresses this loss 

most poignantly. In Sonnet 73, which is considered the 

perfect poem by many critics, one notes the unmistakable 

debt that Shakespeare has to both the Petrarchan and Neo-

Platonic love conventions regarding the notion of 

unrequited love as well as intense melancholy. The poet 

longs for his friend, his Muse, to lavish him with 

affection before it is too late. In an implicit plea for 

affection, the poet, who is now old, begs for the fair 

young man "to love that well which thou must leave ere 

long." 144 The last line of the couplet indicates that, like 

poets throughout the ages who experience the grievous 



absence of the Muse, Shakespeare experiences deep 

melancholy and longs for his Muse to love him once more. 
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Often, the poet, as lover, speaks of making a 

pilgrimage to the beloved in a kind of mental journey to 

the shrine of the Lord he worships. Furthermore, in Sonnet 

29, when the beloved contemplates his beloved after having 

felt disgraces in men's eyes, he states that the very 

thought of the beloved causes him to compare himself to a 

lark who is able to sing "hymns at heaven's gate."'-"" 

Repeatedly, the reader is reminded that the beloved does 

indeed give the poet access to the Divine realm. 

The poet is aware of his own wondrous scope. At times 

in the Sonnets, the characterization of the Beauty of the 

fair young man truly partakes of the Divine. Sonnet 53 

expresses the fullness of the idealization incorporated in 

the highest Classical and Nee-Platonic descriptions of 

Divine Beauty and Grace. Sonnet 53 reads: 

What is your substance, whereof are you made, 
That millions of strange shadows on you tend? 
Since everyone hath, every one, one shade, 
And you, but one, can every shadow lend. 
Describe Adonis, and the counterfeit 
Is poorly imitated after you; 
On Helen's cheek all art of beauty set, 
All you in Grecian tires are painted new. 
Speak of the spring and faison of the year; 
The one doth shadow of your beauty show, 
The other as your bounty doth appear, 
And you in every blessed shape we know. 

In all external grace you have some part, 
But you like none, none you, for constant heart.'-"" 
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Here the fair young man is equated with Divine Beauty 

Itself. The reader recalls Plato's myth of the cave in 

which all of the many shadows of Reality mirrored that one 

Reality. What human personage could merit such high 

praise? Who else but Christ Himself could embody Beauty 

that makes of Adonis a counterfeit, and freshly paints the 

most beautiful of all women, Helen, anew? In the couplet, 

we are reminded of Dante's mystical rose in which God is 

the still point around which all of creation turns. 

Mysteriously the constant heart of the Beloved extends 

Himself into all external manifestations of the Divine 

Beauty which He possesses pre-eminently. 

The constancy of the Beloved that is mirrored by the 

Muse when he shines most brightly is mentioned in Sonnet 

105. The true beauty which the poet exalts is "still 

constant in a wondrous excellence."147 Even though the 

poet's Muse is truant at times as is mentioned in Sonnet 

101, the Divine Source of the Muse is said to be "fair, 

kind, and true" 148 in Sonnet 105 (11. 9-10). 

This constant nature of the beloved is also revealed 

in Sonnet 76 when the poet says, 

0 know, sweet love, I always write of you, 
And you and love are still my argument. 
So all my best is dressing old words new, 
Spending again what is already spent.,_ .. ,. 

The poet, here, (as I have already noted) reveals the fact 

that he never grows tired of praising his Beloved. All of 



the metaphors, the conceits, and the rhyme ultimately 

glorify his Beloved. That the Beloved is at once the one 

54 

who is praised as well as the inspiration for the verse is 

evident in Sonnet 78. The poet admits that he has "so oft 

. invoked [the Beloved] for his muse. 111
"

0 He goes on to 

address the Beloved saying, "Thou art all my art." 1 "
1 

Proof that the poet is writing about a Beauty beyond 

the realm of his own Muse is evident in Sonnet 106, in 

which the poet says that all the descriptions of beauty by 

poets who wrote with an "antique pen" simply prefigure the 

Beauty he seeks to praise. The poet boldly states that all 

of the chronicles which praised beauty all prefigured the 

Beauty which he writes about when he states, "I see their 

antique pen would have expressed/Ev'n such a beauty as you 

master now. " 152 Paul Ramsey states, 

The young man is Shakespeare's "all-the-world" 
(112.5); he "never can be old" (104.1); he will 
remain in Shakespeare's "brain" (itself then 
everlasting?) "beyond all date, ev'n to eternity" 
(122.1,4). He is the summum bonum, "all thy sum 
of good" (109.12), "sum" as height and sum, and 
then, as though Shakespeare wished to remove any 
doubt of the theological and metaphysical nature 
of the reference: "For nothing this wide 
universe I call,/Save thou, my rose; in it thou 
art my all" (109.13-14). The universe is nothing 
compared to the young man as god (really as God), 
transcendent of the universe. 1

"
3 

Finally one of the most potent lines of the Sonnets is 

an exclamation with which we must come to grips. The poet 

boldly proclaims, "I am that I am. "1
"" Stephen Booth, in 

his book entitled, Shakespeare's Sonnets, states that the 
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Biblical "echo is unmistakenly present." 155 The Biblical 

allusion to which Booth refers is, of course, the statement 

of Yahweh who says, "I am that I am" 1
"" as He reveals 

Himself in the burning bush. One cannot help pondering why 

the poet would make such an assertion unless he was 

deliberately calling attention to the Biblical reference. 

Similarly, the fair young man, in keeping with the mirror 

imagery which appeared frequently in texts that influenced 

both the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, is a reflection 

of the ideal form of the Beloved. The fair young man is 

praised as the mirror and, because he is mutable, the poet 

goes beyond this mere reflection and subsequently learns to 

contemplate a Being that is invisible and immutable. In 

keeping with the Augustinian tradition, "we are told that 

the pure soul is a mirror of God."'-""' Thus, the poet, in 

the true Renaissance fashion, has seen himself as a 

microcosm and as a reflection of Divine Beauty and Truth. 

Shakespeare's assertion looks ahead to the lines of Gerard 

Manley Hopkins, the Victorian genius, who realized that as 

"nature's clearest selved spark ... he was all at once 

what Christ was since He was what I am" and thus becomes an 

"Immortal Diamond." Thus, it appears that the poet of the 

Sonnets has truly ascended the Nee-Platonic ladder, in 

that, having contemplated his beloved, he has arrived at 

the true end of loving, arriving just as Petrarch and the 

Neo-Platonists do, at the contemplation of Divine Beauty 
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itself. The poet of the Sonnets exalts, as does Bembo, who 

says, in The Courtier, "What happy wonder, what blessed awe 

must we think is that which possesses the soul when it 

attains the vision of divine beauty!" 1
"

8 
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