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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

A deconstructive reading of Shakespeare's sonnets uncovers 

the frustration that inheres in the indeterminacy of language and m 

the inadequacy of written words to concretize the beloved (or, in 

the case of the dark lady. the not so beloved) subject. The problem 

rests within the failure of writing--arbitrary marks that form a 

symbolic code--to represent the presence that the poems 

obsessively desire. Gary Waller notes this "fundamental lack at the 

heart of language," and observes that "what can never be 'said' in 

Shakespeare· s sonnets is the presence the poems yearn for. "1 This 

thesis wilL I hope, elucidate the rhetorical dilemma that 

Shakespeare faces when he attempts to represent that which 1s 

warm and fair through the unverisimilar medium of cold, black ink. 

Unlike Sidney, who confidently distinguishes the non-performative 

prose of philosophy from the immediate and highly representative. 

or "painterly" power of "the speaking picture of poesy. "2 

Shakespeare grapples with the limitations of writing in general, and 

of poetic representation in particular, throughout his sonnet 

sequence. He writes, as early as Sonnet 17, "Who will believe my 

verse in time to come I If it were filled with your most high 

deserts?" This thesis is not, however. primarily concerned with the 

problematical nature of poetic representation; instead, it addresses 



the much more fundamental problem of the destructive power of 

language, the fatally bombastic poetics of praise that wilL in 

Shakespeare's words, "bring a tomb."3 It is clear that Shakespeare 

recognizes that panegyric language has the figurative power to kill, 

and, in the rival poet sonnets, he feigns a reverential, tongue-tied 

silence that will '"impair not beauty." This thesis demonstrates, 

however, that Shakespeare quickly resumes his old level of 

hyperbolic praise once the other poet falls out of favor. In so doing, 

he shows himself to be perhaps more deliberately murderous than 

the less perceptive rival poet. 

Although this thesis begins with an examination of Plato's 

logocentric criticism of writing in the Phaedrus, the primary focus Is 

Jacques Derrida' s analysis of that dialogue and his detailed 

examination of the word that Plato uses when he refers to writing: 

pharmakon. In the Phaedrus, Plato discusses the value and function 

of writing. The dialogue begins as Socrates strolls outside Athens 

with the beautiful youth, Phaedrus, who is hiding, beneath his cloak, 

the text of a speech by the sophist Lysias. Phaedrus needs the text 

because he has not learned the speech by heart--a crucial point in 

what Is to follow. Socrates invites Phaedrus to read the speech and, 

after answering Lysias' speech on love with two speeches of his 

own, he initiates a discussion on writing, seed sowing, and the myth 

of Theuth, the inventor of writing. Theuth, we learn, presents 

writing to Thamus, King of all Egypt, and announces that it will 

make the Egyptians wiser and Improve their memory. Theuth says. 

''What I have discovered is an elixir of memory and wisdom."-+ 
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Faced with the pharmakon, Thamus' reply is immediate and 

incisive; he denounces Theuth 's "gift" and states: "Your invention 

will produce forgetfulness in the souls of those who have learned it. 

through lack of practice at using their memory, as through reliance 

on writing they are reminded from outside by alien marks, not from 

inside, themselves by themselves."5 The connection that Phaedrus 

is to make is clear; the alien marks of the pharmakon, which he has 

hidden beneath his cloak, have already produced forgetfulness in 

his soul; he has not internalized the knowledge, has not learned it 

"by heart." 

Derrida' s discussion of the P lza edrus hinges on the translation 

of the word pharmakon. He writes, in Dissemination, that 

pharmakon means both "remedy'" and "poison," and notes that 

translators, by sometimes electing to render the word one way. 

sometimes the other, have, in effect. ''consistently decided what m 

Plato remains undecidable. "6 He argues that Plato, in referring to 

writing as a pharmakon, is "not making a simple value judgment.''7 

In a moment of brief and unexpected clarity, Derrida illustrates the 

dual nature of the pharmakon as it appears in the Phaedrus and the 

Phaedo: 

Writing, touted by Theuth as a remedy, a beneficial drug, 
is later overturned and denounced by the King and then. 
in the King· s place, by Socrates, as a harmful substance, a 
philter of forgetfulness. Inversely. and although in a less 
immediately readable manner, the hemlock. that potion 
which in the Phaedo is never called anything but a 
pharmakon, is presented to Socrates as a poison; yet it is 
transformed. through the effects of the Socratic logos and 
of the philosophical demonstration in the Phaedo, into a 



means of deliverance, a way toward salvation, a cathartic 
power.8 
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This thesis examines Shakespeare's sonnets in terms of the 

dual definitions of pharmakon and concludes that even those 

sonnets which purport to immortalize the fair young man--to serve, 

in effect. as "a means of deliverance, a way toward salvation," a 

''remedy'' that will "cure" the friend of death--may, indeed, simply 

entomb him in fourteen-line blocks of ink. Sonnet 81 is an example 

of that ''entombment": 

Your monument shall be my gentle verse, 
Which eyes not yet created shall o'er-read, 
And tongues to be your being shall rehearse, 
When all the breathers of this world are dead, 

You still shall live--such virtue hath my pen-
Where breath most breathes, ev'n in the mouths of 
men. 

What this poem actually celebrates is not the young man, but the 

immortal words of the poet and the virtue of his pen. In effect, 

Shakespeare destroys the flesh and blood reality of the young man 

by reducing him to black marks upon a page and prematurely 

entombing him in a monument of ink. Furthermore, as noted 

earlier, the poet resumes his own program of bombastic praise after 

the departure of the rival poet, even though he has indicated that 

such tainted rhetoric will "bring a tomb." By Sonnet 126, the final 

sonnet to the young man, it is clear that the poet no longer offers 

his verse as a remedy to save the youth from time and death: 

instead, seemingly untroubled by his defection, he aligns himse If 

with Nature and issues a chilling warnmg: "Her audit, though 

delayed, answered must be, I And her quietus is to render thee." 



The final chapter of this thesis analyzes the sonnets to the 

dark lady and the bitterly pejorative discourse, the pharmakon of 

poison, that they display. It concludes that the sonnets become 

steadily more poisonous, more savagely destructive toward all 

"characters'' involved, until, at last, they transmogrify into a 

discourse of murderous invective that slays with a letter and 

collapses, ultimately, beneath a weight of venom and lies. 

Ironically, the sonnet sequence that begins as a pharmakon of 

remedy that will immortalize the youth and save him from the 

oblivion of death, cannot, in the end, save itself. Sonnet 152, the 

final sonnet in the dark lady sub-sequence, reveals the poet 

5 

trapped in a perjured discourse from which he cannot escape. He 

ends, finally, on a note of poignant despair and indicts not only his 

mistress and his discourse, but himself, as well: "For I have sworn 

thee fair: more perjured eye, I To swear against the truth so foul a 

lie." 
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Notes 
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5Piato, 275E-B. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE PHAEDRUS, THE PHARMAKON, AND 
THE FAIR YOUNG MAN 

At the heart of the Elizabethan sonneteers' poetics Is the idea 

that poetry is a vocal (or written) picture, what Simon ides called u t 

pictora poesis. 1 Fundamental to this analogy is the belief that 

poetry, like painting, is basically imitative or mimetic. Plato, in the 

Phaedrus, links writing with painting and activates the logocentric 

criticism, still extant, that neither art can represent the truth 

because both are mute: 

I think writing has this strange feature. which makes it 
like painting. The offspring of painting stand there as if 
alive, but if you ask them something, they preserve a 
quite solemn silence. Similarly with written words: you 
might think that they spoke as if they had some 
thoughts in their heads. but if you ask them about any 
of the things they say out of a desire to learn, they point 
to just one thing, the same each time.2 

Earlier in the dialogue. Plato attacks writing for its power to 

subvert memory and "produce forgetfulness in the souls of those 

who have learned it . . . as through reliance on writing they are 

reminded from outside by external marks. not from inside."3 Thus 

Plato doubly traduces writing as both a destroyer of memory and as 

a silent inscription that purports to teach or instruct ("as if alive"), 

but is ultimately unable to do so because it cannot respond beyond 

its textual boundaries when questioned. Ironically, two of the 

7 
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sonnet writer's pnmary aims are to create a "speaking picture of 

poesy" that will immortalize the beloved and allow her (or him) to 

live forever in the memory of men and, in addition, to create a 

picture of the beloved that will instruct the ages to follow in the 

ways of beauty and excellence. Sidney tries to escape the charge of 

"exteriority" (the "external marks" that Plato discredits) by inviting 

his readers to receive instruction as they read "those fair lines" of 

Stella: 

Who will in fairest book of Nature know 
How virtue may be best lodg 'd in beauty be, 
Let him but learn of Love to read in thee, 
Stella, those fair lines which true goodness show. 

(Astrophel and Stella, LXXI 1-4) 

Through a curious literary twist. Stella becomes the text that 

Sidney, dutiful scribe, simply transcribes. His function, then, 

becomes much like that of the portrait painter who copies what he 

sees. In Sonnet 3, he concludes: 

... in Stella's face I read 
What love and beauty be, then all my deed 
But copying is what in her Nature writes. 

(12-14) 

Sidney, like Plato and the painter, seeks presence. For Plato, 

however, both painting (which is silence) and writing (which IS 

silence that endlessly repeats itself) are mere "phantoms" that 

cannot possibly produce (or reproduce) the presence that they 

desperately desire and fruitlessly attempt to mimic. 

Although it is obvious that Plato mistrusts mimesis, he himself 

uses a mimetic model (the simile) to describe the relationship 
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between the two arts that he discredits: "Writing has this strange 

feature that makes it like painting."4 Later, he speaks of memory as 

that which is "genuinely ~vritten in the soul."5 The choice of this 

particular metaphor seems strange for one who espouses the truth 

and immediacy of the spoken word; indeed, Plato's figurative 

phrase anticipates the opemng sonnet of Astrophel and Stella 

wherein Sidney theatrically overcomes his writerly hesitation when 

he follows his muse's directive to copy that which is already written 

in his heart: "Fool ... look in thy heart and write." In both 

instances, the type of "writing'' referred to is divine or natural as 

opposed to that which is merely representative. This type of 

writing participates in the Western myth that privileges the 

"intelligible face of the sign (which) remains turned toward the 

word and face of God."6 Later, it becomes the Christian myth of the 

Word made flesh. That both Plato and Sidney use writing as a 

metaphor to describe the divine script contained within all of us 

illustrates the dilemma faced by Western writers who try, in vain, 

to escape the taint of "common" writing's exteriority by claiming to 

copy onto the page the inspirational breath of the divine. Jacques 

Derrida, seeking to expose the absurdly fictional immediacy of the 

logos, first must make note of the Platonic distinction: 

Writing in the common sense is the dead letter, it is the 
carrier of death. It exhausts life. On the other hand, on 
the other face of the same proposition, writing in the 
metaphoric sense, natural, divine, and living writing, is 
venerated; it is equal in dignity to the origin of value, to 
the voice of conscience as divine law, to the heart, to 
sentiment, and so forth.? 
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Just as Plato, in the Republic, distinguishes between the "good" 

mimesis that occurs when man imitates the Ideal of goodness and 

justice that appears in the ideal state, and the "bad" mimesis that 

seemingly renders man powerless because everything on earth IS 

but a pale shadow of the Idea, so, too, does Derrida stress that there 

remains in Western philosophy the notion of two kinds of writing. 

He delineates the differences: 

There is therefore a good wntmg and a bad writing: the 
good and natural is the divine inscription in the heart 
and the soul; the perverse and artful is technique, exiled 
in the exteriority of the body. A modification well 
within the Platonic diagram: writing of the soul and of 
the body, writing of the interior and of the exterior, 
writing of conscience and of the passions. as there is a 
voice of the soul and a voice of the body. 8 

The Petrarchan sonneteers. heirs to the Western philosophical 

tradition that debases the exteriority of writing while privileging 

the supposed superiority, interiority, of the voice or the spoken 

word, were faced with the same problem that has plagued every 

artist involved with the business of representation or mimesis since 

Plato: how to escape the taint of artifice and the lowly status that 

inheres in the merely representative. Sidney. as we have seen. 

"solves" the problem by claiming to transcribe directly onto the 

page that which is written in his heart and in the "fair lines" of 

Stella. Such transcription. if taken at face value, might almost be 

compared to automatic writing in which the hand of the scribe is 

seized by a supenor power. What is ludicrous about this image is 

the fact that the sonnet form, with its heavily encrusted conceits 
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and stylistic exigencies, Is the least "automatic" style of discourse 

imaginable. It strains credulity to believe that even a literary 

genius like Sidney could find fourteen lines of iambic pentameter 

consisting of an octet and a sestet lurking within his heart. What IS 

important, of course, is the idea that the poet "figures forth," 

through poetic language, an iconic image of his beloved that is 

engraved within his heart or soul. 

Shakespeare, like Sidney before him, panegynzes the eidelon, 

the ideal image of the young man that resides within his heart: 

0 let my books be then the eloquence 
And dumb presagers of my speaking breast, 
Who plead for love and look for recompense 
More than that tongue that more hath more expressed. 

0 learn to read what silent love hath writ. 
To hear with eyes belongs to love's fine wit. 

(XXIII 9-14) 

Again, in Sonnet 24, Shakespeare writes of the love that dwells m 

his heart, but this time the young man's image appears as a 

painting, not as a book, and the poet's body becomes, 

metaphorically, the frame that surrounds the heart that surrounds 

the image. The image is thus doubly framed: within the heart, 

within the body. The immediate effect of such double framing 

serves to make the image seem all the more precious, like a jewel 

that needs twofold protection ("Shall Time's best jewel from Time's 

chest lie hid?''). The delayed. but no less important effect, calls the 

reader's attention to yet a third frame: the textual boundary of the 

poem itself. Such literary self-consciousness is typical of 

Shakespeare. Indeed, the Sonnet's first line recalls Sonnet 1 from 



Astrophel and Stella, and Shakespeare obviously takes delight m 

the pun on Stella's name: 

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 your true image pictured lies, 
Which in my bosom· s shop is hanging still, 
That hath his windows glazed with thine eyes. 

(XXIV 1-8) 
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Although this sonnet uses portraiture (or painting) as its metaphor, 

it is interesting to note that the closing couplet asserts the 

supremacy of poetry over those visual arts that depend on the puny 

vessel of optic nerve. Eyes, ironically lacking "vision." draw only 

what they see; they do not (cannot) know the heart: 

Yet eyes this cunning want to grace their art; 
They draw but what they see. know not the heart. 

Shakespeare summarizes, in Sonnet 84. his argument that the 

young man is, categorically, that exemplar whose excellence need 

only be transcribed as it appears. without enhancement or the 

unnatural grandiloquence of rhetorical magnification which would 

only diminish his nat ural radiance: 

Who is it that says most. which can say more 
Than this rich praise, that you alone are you-

( 1-2) 

Fina11y, Shakespeare punctures the self-importance of the rival poet 

by stating that the most eloquent praise is as simple as unadorned 

transcription: 



Let him but copy what in you is writ, 
Not making worse what nature made so clear 

(9-10) 
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In reality, of course. poetic mimesis IS never as simple as the 

fictive process of transcribing directly onto the page the beauty or 

goodness of the beloved that is stelled on the heart or the soul of 

the poet. Such a seemingly automatic and "natural" gesture is, m 

fact. just another Petrarchan convention--albeit one that accords 

with the Platonic diagram of "good writing" that Derrida describes. 

Although the sonnets to the young man (especially those concerned 

with the rival poet and the rhetoric of praise) exhibit a diminishing 

confidence in the poetry of mimesis and an increasing awareness of 

the negative aspects of hyperbolic encomia, it is obvious that 

Shakespeare does not completely share Plato· s disdain for writing m 

general, and for poetic mimesis in particular. Howard Felperin asks 

how it could be otherwise "when Renaissance poetics is invariably 

mimetic in nature, and seems to know no other way in which to 

think of itself, to theorize its practice."9 He continues: 

This is not to suggest that Shakespeare cannot imagine 
the mimetic failure of his art, the defectiveness or 
breakdown of his poetry as representation. He does so 
often in the sequence. But when he does so, the 
inadequacy of writing is always measured against a 
presupposed mimetic norm or ideal. I 0 

Apropos of the "mimetic failure .. of Shakespeare's art, Gary 

Waller asserts that "it is relatively easy to construct a 

deconstructive reading of the Sonnets. "11 He continues with a 

confidence that is hard to share: 



The desire for signification leads only to a lack, as trope 
piles on trope. ending inevitably in the repressive 
silence or frustration of closure. On the level of 
language, the inevitable lack found in the desire for the 
other is caught forever in a network of signs. . . . In 
Lacanian terms, to speak is inevitably to lack, and to 
speak repeatedly in the restrictions of 14-line units is to 
lack obsessively, as the poet-lover moves from one sign 
to the next, never able to put into words some presence 
which he wants to identify with the Fair Youth, but 
which never achieves satisfaction. . What can never 
be "said" in Shakespeare's sonnets is the presence the 
poems yearn for. 1 2 
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Although I readily acknowledge that Shakespeare ultimately doubts 

the ability of his verse to concretize the beloved, and, more 

specifically, doubts the wisdom of hyperbolic praise that goes awry. 

I posit that the earlier sonnets to the young man are full of a 

vaunting confidence in the power of the written word to represent 

the youth that the later sonnets either lack, or question, or both. 

This is a problem that will be addressed later in the chapter, 

however. 

The earlier sonnet sequences of poets such as Sidney and 

Spenser and, predating those, the sonnets of Petrarch, constitute 

what Felperin terms Shakespeare's "mimetic norm." Even though 

Shakespeare labors in an admittedly outmoded poetic genre whose 

''mimetic norm'' had been long established by the time he begins to 

write ("So all my best is dressing old words new, I Spending again 

what is already spent"), he nevertheless manages to figure forth a 

portrait of the friend, his "mimetic ideal," that is without precedent 

in the realm of Elizabethan sonnets. The only sonnets to approach 

the celebration of male beauty that we find in Shakespeare's 
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sonnets to the young man are the sonnets that Michelangelo wrote 

for Tommaso Cavalieri. One, in particular, recalls Sonnet 144 ("Two 

loves I have of comfort and despair"): 

The love of which I speak aspires on high; 
Woman is too unlike and little does it agree 
With a wise and manly heart to burn for her. 
The one draws up to heaven. the other down to earth, 
The one inhabits the soul, the other the senses. 

Michelangelo· s fastidious preference for male love is clear enough. 

What is also clear is the Platonic influence at work within his 

conception of the celestial love between men that "draws up to 

heaven" and "inhabits the soul," versus the terrestrial passion 

between men and women that draws ''down to earth" and inhabits 

the senses. Michelangelo's sonnet, then. is squarely within the 

Platonic tradition that devalues the earthly and the sensory while 

privileging the heavenly and the spiritual. Shakespeare makes no 

such distinction. Although Sonnet 144 speaks, metaphorically. of a 

"better angel" who is male, and a "worser spirit" who is female, the 

scene described is of the most earthly passion imaginable: the 

possible (indeed probable) sexual congress between friend and 

mistress. J. B. Leishman notes that whereas other Petrarchan poets 

write poetry that is ''transcendental in that the distinction between 

human and divine, terrestrial and celestial. remains intact," 

·Shakespeare departs from this convention.13 Leishman states: 

Now what distinguishes Shakespeare· s sonnets ... is 
this: that although they are in a sense ''transcendentaL" 
just as they are also. in a sense "spiritual" and 
"idealistic," or even ''metaphysical,'' they are also within 



the limits of the terrestrial. In all Shakespeare's 
expressions of the meaningfulness to him of his friend 
and of his love for his friend, the distinction between 
human and divine, terrestrial and celestiaL nowhere 
appears.14 
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In addition to the absence of any distinction between the 

earthly and the spiritual in the sonnets to the young man, Leishman 

notes that Shakespeare is ''essentially un-Platonic" m that he 

represents the friend not just "as a type of beauty and excellence, 

but as the archetype of all other beauty and excellence."15 He 

points to Sonnet 14 as the beginning of what he terms 

Shakespeare's "un-Platonic hyperbole": 

But from thine eyes my knowledge I derive, 
And, constant stars, in them I read such art, 
As truth and beauty shall together thrive, 
If from thyself to store thou wouldst convert; 

Or else of thee this I prognosticate: 
Thy end is truth's and beauty's doom and date. 

(9-14) 

Comparing the eyes of the beloved to the stars in the firmament ts a 

standard Petrarchan convention. Prognosticating that the death of 

the beloved will mark the death of truth and beauty is not. 

What might have begun simply as an attempt to exceed or 

"out-do" the traditional hyperbolic encomia of preceding poets 

becomes, as the sonnet sequence progresses and Shakespeare comes 

into the full power of his poetic voice. a unique celebration of the 

friend as the Ideal or eternal Form that Plato believed the soul 

could only dimly remember from a pre-natal state.16 Leishman 

points to the opening lines of Sonnet 53 as "the most striking single 

expression of Shakespeare's inverted Platonism." I 7 



What is your substance, whereof are you made, 
That millions of strange shadows on you tend? 

With this sonnet m mind, he compares Shakespeare's umque 

encomia to those of earlier poets such as Petrarch, Ariosto, and 

Ronsard, and concludes: 

But although these poets declare that the beauty of the 
person celebrated is a unique and never-to-be repeated 
manifestation of what God and nature can achieve, none 
of them, and, so far as I know, none of their imitators, 
ever went so far as to declare, like Shakespeare, that the 
beauty of the person celebrated was the substance of 
which all other beauties were but shadows.l 8 

1 7 

Naturally, Shakespeare's privileging of an earthly form runs 

counter to the hierarchy of forms accepted in Western culture since 

Plato. It is a spectacular inversion of the cave simile. In the tenth 

book of the Republic, Plato discusses representation and, using a 

bed as his example, directs our attention to a hierarchical order of 

beds. At the top of the hierarchy is that "single essential nature or 

Form" of bed that is created by God.19 Beneath that is the particular 

bed made by the carpenter and, lower still, the bed represented by 

the painter or the poet. Shakespeare, by asserting that the young 

man IS, m himself, that eternal Form which Plato says exists only in 

the divine or celestial realm, effectively moves his poetic 

representation from the third degree of distance from the divine up 

to the second degree of distance. Although he is still only at that 

level of particularization achieved by the carpenter, he has 

nevertheless been successful in moving his rhyme away from the 

frigid hinterlands of standard mimesis. It is a remarkable feat of 

literary legerdemain that Plato would, undoubtedly, have deemed 
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sophistic. What is important, however, ts to see how Shakespeare's 

hyperbolic praise elevates not only the young man, but writing, as 

well. 

Seeing how Shakespeare subverts the notion of Platonic forms 

by making the young man the nonpareil who, in himself, both 

exhibits and defines the ideality that Plato believed man could only 

glimpse through philosophical remembrance, it is not surprising to 

see that he also subverts (by privileging ecriture) Plato's analogy of 

simulacrum writing and true writing in the P haedrus. 

Socrates: ... then tell me this: the sensible farmer who 
had some seeds he cared about and wanted to grow 
fruit--would he sow them with serious purpose during 
the summer in some garden of Adonis, and delight in 
watching it becoming beautiful in eight days, or would 
he do that for the sake of amusement on a feast-day, 
when he did it at all; whereas for the purposes about 
which he was in earnest, he would make use of the 
science of farming and sow them in appropriate soil, 
being content if what he sowed reached maturity in the 
eighth month? ... And are we to say that the man who 
has pieces of knowledge about what is just, fine and 
good has a less sensible attitude towards his seeds than 
the farmer? ... In that case he will not be in earnest 
about writing them in water--black water, sowing them 
through a pen with words which are incapable of 
speaking in their own support, and incapable of 
adequately teaching what is true.2 0 

Shakespeare often uses an agricultural metaphor, particularly 

m his early, "procreation" sonnets. In these sonnets, he urges the 

young man to be like Plato's sensible farmer and plant his "seed" 

within the womb of his wife in order to assure his immortality: 



Look in thy glass and tell the face thou viewest, 
Now is the time that face should form another, 
Whose fresh repair if now that not renewest, 
Thou dost beguile the world, unbless the mother. 
For where is she so fair whose uneared womb 
Disdains the tillage of thy husbandry? 

(1-6) 
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Again, in Sonnet 16, Shakespeare returns to the agricultural 

metaphor. It is worth noting that the eight months that it takes for 

the sensible farmer's crop to mature is analogous to the nine month 

gestation period of a baby. In this sonnet, as in Sonnet 3. 

Shakespeare insists that the young man perpetuate himself through 

progeny and states, quite clearly, that his own "barren rhyme" 

cannot do the work of biological issue. 

But wherefore do not you a mightier way 
Make war upon this bloody tyrant time? 
And fortify yourself in your decay 
With means more blessed than my barren rhyme? 
Now stand you on the top of happy hours. 
And many maiden gardens yet unset, 
With virtuous wish would bear your living flowers, 
Much liker than your painted counterfeit. 
So should the lines of life that life repair 
Which this time· s pencil or my pupil pen 
Neither in inward worth or outward fair 
Can make you live yourself in eyes of men. 

To give away yourself keeps yourself still, 
And you must live. drawn by your own sweet skill. 

In Sonnet 17, Shakespeare claims that the young man will achieve 

immortality through progeny and rhyme. The poet is still modest. 

however, and relegates his rhyme to the secondary position. He 

doubts the power of poetic mimesis to represent the friend's beauty 

and, in short, he fears that even if he had the ability to "write the 
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beauty" of the young man's eyes and ''in fresh numbers number" all 

his graces, the young man's magnificence is such that no one would 

believe his lines in times to come: 

The age to come would say, "This poet lies--
Such heav'nly touches ne'er touched earthly faces." 
So should my papers. yellowed with their age, 
Be scorned, like old men of less truth than tongue, 
And your true rights be termed a poet's rage 
And stretched meter of an antique song" 

But were some child of yours alive that time, 
You should live twice in it and in my rhyme. 

(7-14) 

By the time Shakespeare writes Sonnets 18 and 19, however, he has 

stopped urging the young man to seek immortality through his 

children. It is clear that the poet means to confer immortality upon 

the young man through his pen: 

So long as men can breathe or eyes can see, 
So long lives this, and this gives life to thee. 

(XVIII 13-14) 

Additionally, m Sonnet 19. we notice that Shakespeare begins to 

write of the young man as the archetype of excellence that sets 

"beauty's pattern to succeeding men." It is also in this sonnet that 

Shakespeare goes to war with Time in order to preserve the young 

man· s beauty. It is crucial to note that, in this war, the ·'weapon" of 

both Time and the poet is the pen. Time uses an "antique pen" that 

will scar the youth with lines of age. whereas the poet uses a 

fructifying pen that will allow the youth "ever [to] live young" m the 

lines of poem. Furthermore, it is evident that Shakespeare not only 

begins to privilege writing and poetic reproduction over biological 
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reproduction, but also that he has great confidence m the efficacy of 

this verse: 

Yet do thy worst, old time; despite thy wrong, 
My love shall m my verse live ever young. 

(13-14) 

Lest there be any doubt about the medium through which 

Shakespeare opts to sow his "pieces of knowledge about what is 

just, fine and good," he comes straight out and tells us in Sonnets 63 

and 75. It is ink, the "black water" that Plato discredits: 

His beauty shall in these black lines be seen, 
And they shall live, and he in them still green. 

(LXIII 13-14) 

In Sonnet 65, Shakespeare is even more direct in stating the means 

by which he will battle time: 

Or what strong hand can hold his swift foot back? 
Or who his spoil or beauty can forbid? 

0 none, unless this miracle have might 
That in black ink my love may still shine bright. 

The paradox is clear. Black, the color associated with death and 

decay (and the corrupting ink that Plato warns against), will assure 

that the young man stays "green'' (or young) and "bright." By opting 

to sow his seeds through "black water," Shakespeare has chosen the 

rapidly fecundating "garden of Adonis" that is the garden of art (or 

artificiality). Ironically, in Sonnet 53, Shakespeare goes so far as to 

compare the young man with Adonis and, what is more, to make the 

Attic prototype of beauty the "counterfeit" of the young man's 

superior beauty. Such hyperbole is particularly typical of thest' 

earlier sonnets. The poems from this period represent that almost 
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prelapsarian time before Shakespeare begins to express his dismay 

over the pejorative effects of panegyric writing. 

In Dissemination, Derrida discusses the Phaedrus and notes 

that Plato refers to writing as a pharmakon, a word which in Greek 

means both "remedy" and "poison. ··21 It is obvious, in the early 

sonnets, that Shakespeare regards writing as the ''remedy" which 

will "cure'' the friend of mortality and the ravages of time. He will 

be represented (ever beautiful, young. and bright) in immortal lines 

of black: 

Not marble nor the gilded monuments 
Of princes shall outlive this pow'rful rhyme. 
But you shall shine more bright in these contents 
Than unswept stone, besmeared with sluttish time. 

(LV 1-4) 

As the poems addressed to the young man continue. we detect 

a troubling change in the poet's affection for the friend. When 

Shakespeare begins to doubt the unalloyed goodness of the friend, 

he simultaneously begins to question the validity of his verse. By 

Sonnet 76, the poet's overweening confidence in the power of 

rhyme, the jubilant delight he once brought to his encomia, now 

seems constricted. claustrophobic. What was once an exuberant 

pleasure now seems a dying exercise in a dead tradition, a 

whirlwind of praise that continues to spin. like a centrifuge, around 

the central axis of the youth's fictive ideality: 

Why is my verse so barren of new pride, 
So far from variation or quick change? 
Why with the time do I not glance aside 
To new-found methods, and to compounds strange? 



Why write I still all one, ever the same, 
And keep invention in a noted weed. 
That every word doth almost tell my name, 
Showing their birth, and where they did proceed? 
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: 

For as the sun is daily new and old, 
So is my love still telling what is told. 
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The words that Shakespeare uses to describe his writing--"ever the 

same,'' "still telling what is told"--are reminiscent of Plato's criticism 

of writing m the Phaedrus: "written words ... point to just one 

thing, the same each time."22 Similarly, his reference to "methods" 

and "compounds" in line 4 recalls Plato's description of writing as a 

pharmakon, or drug. Stephen Booth helps to establish the 

connection: 

The juxtaposition of methods and compounds, in the 
context of a possible need for a cure for barrenness, 
activates the specifically medical meanings of both 
words: a "method" was the specific systematic 
treatment proper to a specific disease~ 0 ED gives this 
from 1541: ''Every kynde of disease hath his owne 
Methode." A "compound" was a compound drug, a 
remedy made by mixing two or more "simples,'' two or 
more herbs or elements.2 3 

It seems that the "remedy" of writing (specifically, the writing of 

traditional panegyric praise) was really no remedy at all. A new 

compound is in order, but first the old centrifuge of praise must be 

reversed in order that Shakespeare's writing can become a 

centrifuge which filters out the sediments of a dying tradition. The 

reversal occurs, naturally enough. when Shakespeare scrutinizes the 
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sycophantic bombast, the "strained touches" of rhetoric, that cling to 

the encomia of the rival poet. 

Sonnets 78 through 86, commonly dubbed the rival poet 

sonnets, chiefly concern the radical failure of language. In many 

ways, these sonnets seem to foreshadow what is arguably 

Shakespeare's greatest tragedy, King Lear. Shakespeare, like 

Cordelia, has been challenged to deliver rhetorical praise that would 

demean the love he feels for the friend. His response, in Sonnet 85, 

can be seen as a wordy parallel to Cordelia's eloquent "nothing": 

Hearing you praised, I say, "'tis so," "'tis true," 
And to the most of praise add something more; 
But that is in my thought, whose love to you, 
Though words come hindmost, holds his rank before. 

Then others for the breath of words respect, 
Me for my dumb thoughts, speaking m effect. 

(9-14) 

Fe lperin notes that '"speaking in effect' can mean either 'speaking 

effectively' or 'speaking by default, or defectively,' i.e., 'not 

speaking at all. "'24 With this phrase, Shakespeare exchanges what 

has heretofore been a rhetoric of fulgent praise for a rhetoric that 

proclaims that less is more. On the surface, this appears to be an 

ingenious solution to the problem posed by the rival poet, but 

ultimately it is a sham. It is both curious and disorienting that 

Shakespeare seems to deny that he is speaking; however, it does 

not alter reality. Although his rhetorical program has become one 

of understatement and self-deprecation, he cannot hide the fact 

that he continues to speak, continues to use rhetoric. In Sonnet 82, 



Shakespeare asserts the superiority of his admittedly inadequate 

verse. It is a triumph of minimalism: 

I grant thou wert not married to my muse, 
And therefore mayst without attaint o'erlook 
The dedicated words which writers use 
Of their fair subject, blessing every book. 
Thou art as fair in knowledge as in hue. 
Finding thy worth a limit past my praise, 
And therefore art enforced to seek anew 
Some fresher stamp of the time-betfring days. 
And do so, love; yet when they have devised 
What strain' ed touches rhetoric can lend, 
Thou truly fair wert truly sympathized 
In true plain words by thy true-telling friend; 

And their gross painting might be better used, 
Where cheeks need blood; in thee it is abused. 
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The distrust that Shakespeare now has for language is obvious. The 

rival poet's "strained touches of rhetoric'' are at odds with 

Shakespeare's "true plain words,'' yet it seems that the young man, 

like Lear, has become avid for the kind of magnification that the 

rival poet (like Goneril and Regan) ts more than willing to deliver. 

Sonnet 83 both underscores the connection between these 

poems and the central tragedy of Lear, and activates the meaning of 

pharmakon as poison, or death: 

This silence for my sin you did impute, 
Which shall be most my glory. being dumb; 
For I impair not beauty. being mute. 
When others would give life, and bring a tomb. 

(9-12) 

This, then, is the "repressive silence or frustration of closure" that 

Gary Waller sees as the mimetic failure at the heart of 

Shakespeare's sonnets. Language, especially the bombastic, 
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hyperbolic language of praise, Is shown to be inherently duplicitous 

and incapable of effecting enactive adequation. Not only is language 

composed of signs that have no resemblance to the thing they 

designate, but the signs themselves can be easily manipulated by an 

unscrupulous writer. 

Even though Shakespeare tries, m the rival poet sonnets, to 

unravel the duplicity of hyperbolic praise by feigning to be mute 

and asserting the superiority of silence, the irony is that he 

continues to write. It is impossible. ultimately, to filter out the 

"poison" that inheres in language. The pharmakon is both remedy 

and poison, yin and yang, parasite and host. The binary oppositions 

are inseparable and the attempt to privilege one inevitably draws 

us back to the other. Compare, for instance, the noble sentiments of 

the previously cited Sonnet 83 (lines 9-12) with the no less noble, 

though inverted, sentiments of Sonnet 101. 

Because he needs no praise, wilt thou be dumb? 
Excuse not silence so, for't lies in thee, 
To make him much outlive a gilded tomb, 
And to be praised of ages yet to be. 

(C1 9-12) 

In the earlier poem, writing would "'bring a tomb"; in the later 

poem, writing would "make him much outlive a gilded tomb." 

Shakespeare's intentions are clear: he will continue to write; in fact, 

he has never stopped. 

The self-conscious minimalism and elective mutism that 

Shakespeare claims in Sonnet 83 are rhetorical devices just as 

surely as the effusive praise of the rival poet is a rhetorical device. 
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Indeed, it seems ludicrous in the extreme for a poet whose verse 

has elevated the beloved to the divine position of eternal Form, who 

has written that life and beauty as we know them will end with the 

beloved's death, to quibble with the hyperbolic praise of a rival. 

The transparency of this literary ruse is glaringly apparent; the 

simple fact that Shakespeare continues to write (though claiming a 

tongue-tied silence) is proof enough that in matters of rhetorical 

duplicity he is second to none. In short, the language of these 

poems speaks louder than the speaker. Whatever ''he" says Is 

simultaneously unsaid by the language that he uses, by the 

language that he writes. The "silence" that he claims in Sonnet 83 

(and hints at elsewhere) is, of course, a sham. He is, however. so 

skillfully ingenuous, so fantastically believable in his role of Erato's 

martyred minion, that we, in our enchantment. almost lose sight of 

the fact that he never ceases to do precisely that which he pretends 

to forswear. That is, he continues to write. 

The rival poet sonnets delineate at least two additional 

problems. The first concerns the limitations of Shakespeare· s own 

rhetoric: how can he adequately represent the almost ineffable 

beauty of the young man? The second problem hinges on the first: 

rhetoric that is admittedly limited is now seen to have been 

imitated and surpassed by another poet. There is a third problem, 

however, and it relates back to the double definition of pharmakon. 

Shakespeare sets up the model for us when he asserts that language 

has the figurative power to kill ("For I impair not beauty, being 

mute I when others would give life. and bring a tomb"). In this 



model, the "silent," reverential Shakespeare represents the life

giving pharmakon of remedy, while the bombastic, falsely 
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deferential rival poet represents the death-dealing pharmakon of 

pmson. What is obvious to the reader (who sees how easily 

Shakespeare resumes his own brand of hyperbolic praise once the 

rival poet has faded from the scene) IS the fact that remedy and 

poison are inextricably linked m an uneasy symbiosis. The rival 

poet is Shakespeare's doppelganger. He is Clare Quilty to 

Shakespeare's Humbert Humbert, a Fortunato who refuses to be 

entombed. His voice, like the "voice" of the unconscious, is what 

Shakespeare wants to repress. 1 acques Lac an's famous maxim 

comes to mind: "The unconscious is the discourse of the other." In 

Lacanian terms, the rival poet and the pharmakon of poison 

represent both the unconscious and the chain of signifiers which, 

though they leave traces behind, always elude us. But, in fact, is the 

tainted language of the rival poet really so different from 

Shakespeare's own language and the elusive chain of signifiers 

which he himself leaves behind? The fact that Shakespeare knows 

the danger that inheres in the sort of bombastic praise which would 

"bring a tomb," yet continues to indulge in a similarly bombastic 

effusiveness when cataloguing the young man's merits, suggests 

that his verse is perhaps more deliberately murderous (its 

consequences being known) than that of the other, less perceptive 

poet. Like the potentially fatal drug that Friar Laurence gives 1 uliet, 

Shakespeare is aware that the slightest alteration in the ph arm a k on 

can cause writing to go from blessing to curse, remedy to poison. 
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Friar Laurence· s description of that drug reads like a com pam on 

ptece to Sonnet 94 (For sweetest things turn sourest by their deeds; 

I Lilies that fester smell far worse than weeds) and, as Rene Girard 

points out, "sounds like Derrida' s Pharmacie in a nutsheli."2 5 

Oh, mickle is the powerful grace that lies 
In herbs, plants, stones, and their true qualities. 
For naught so vile that on the earth doth live, 
But to the earth some special good doth give; 
Nor aught so good but, strained from that fair use, 
Revolts from true birth, stumbling on abuse. 
Virtue itself turns vice, being misapplied, 
And vice sometimes's by action dignified. 
Within the infant rind of this small flower 
Poison had residence, and medicine power. 
For this, being smelt, with that part cheers each part, 
Being tasted, slays all senses with heart. 
Two such opposed kings encamp them still 
In man as well as herbs, grace and rude will; 
And where the worser is predominant, 
Full soon the canker death eats up the plant. 

(Romeo and Juliet, Act II, scene 3) 

Ultimately, the petty problems of representation fade into 

insignificance once one grasps the destructive power of language. 

And, in truth. the youth that the sonnets claim to represent is 

singularly ill-defined. Beyond "fair, kind, and true," what is really 

known about this heralded young man? We are told that he 

possesses great beauty and nobility. but what of it? Just what ts it. 

exactly, that will ''still shine bright" once he is dead? Northrop Frye 

cuts to the heart of Shakespeare· s nonchalent inexactitude when he 

notes that "although the poet promises the youth immortality and 

clearly has the power to confer it. he does not lift a metrical foot to 

make the youth a credible or interesting person.''2 6 That the 
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sonnets the mse lve s are both interesting and credible is never in 

dispute. As rhetorical, self-referential units of surpassing linguistic 

beauty, what the sonnets do represent is the abiding nature of art. 

In order for the poet's promise of immortality to be proven 

efficacious, however, the young man must die. As Maurice Blanchot 

observes in "'Literature and the Right to Death,'' language itself is 

negation, an allusion to destruction, a warning that "death is loose m 

the world. "2 7 The very idea that a monument of verse is necessary 

to stell the beauty of the fair young man on the minds of future 

generations is a poignant reminder that the eyes which no poet's 

pen could adequately describe will some day dim and. too soon. 

bear the weight of mortal coins. 

It seems that Plato was right. Writing does "point to just one 

thing, the same each time." In the deconstructionist methodology of 

Derrida and Blanchot, however, the "'thing" toward which writing 

invariably points is not the mute and maddening stasis of Plato· s 

unresponsive letter; instead, like the needle of a compass that 

always pivots back to magnetic north, writing, "more inexorable far 

I than empty tigers or the roaring sea," points, each time, to the end 

of breath, to death. 
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CHAPTER III 

ABSENCE, SACRIFICE, AND DEATH 

Life remains a war against death--civilized man, no less 
than archaic man, is not strong enough to die--and death 
is overcome by accumulating time-defying monuments. 

Norman 0. Brown, Life Against Death 

Your monument shall be my gentle verse 
Which eyes not yet created shall o'er-read, 
And tongues to be your being shall rehearse, 
When all the breathers of this world are dead. 

(Sonnet LXXXI 9-12) 

To read Shakespeare's sonnets to the young man is to be 

struck not only by the magnitude of poetic deification which they 

reveal, but also by the sacrifices which the poet is willing to make 

in order that his verse might satisfy both the fair youth and, most 

important, the stringent demands of epic monumentalization. It ts 

not enough that the poet should go to war with time in order to 

save the youth from the anonymity of death; there must, it seems 

be a concomitant sacrifice of self. an obeisance which borders on 

masochism. It is difficult for readers who postdate Freud, Sade, and 

Stekel to resist the urge to psychoanalyze when they read such self

splintering lines as "For thee, against myself I'll vow debate, I For I 

must ne'er love him whom thou dost hate." These sentiments, 

however, are well within the Petrarchan tradition that focuses on 

the self-torture of the lover who is inevitably frustrated by a 

mistress whose standard catalogue of physical parts form an 
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unlikely composite: pearl-like teeth, starlike eyes, violet breath, 

etc. Although such predictable, hyperbolic descriptions are trotted 

out with distressing regularity (until Shakespeare subverts them 

with his anti-Petrarchan mutation, the dark lady), what is most 

crucial about the mistress, what ultimately generates her praise, IS 

her absence. It is absence that sets in motion a poetics of 

idealization and frustration. Gary Waller notes: 

Absence is a seeming necessity; presence is not 
conducive to poetry. There would be no need to write at 
all if presence were attained .... Words arise only in 
absence and if the hoped for correspondence between 
word and desire occurs, usually the sequence closes.l 

Perhaps Thomas Hardy put it best: "Love lives on propinquity, but 

dies of contact. "2 

A natural corollary of absence IS control. If the coy mistress 1s 

physically absent from the scene of discourse, then the poet is free 

to create a stage of frustrated love from which he can direct and 

dominate each scene without the interference that the presence of 

the beloved would obviously entail. The discourse, then, is totally 

male-centered. The poet takes the active role and we read of his 

anguish, his love, his frustration, while the woman remains silent, 

unmoved, iconic. When, on occasion, we are allowed to read "her" 

words, the words we read are assigned to her by a male poet: 

"Astrophil" sayd she, "my love 
Cease in these effects to prove: 
Now be still, yet still beleeve me, 
Thy griefe more than death would gneve me." 
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The mistress of the Petrarchan love lyric is wholly male-created 

and, as such, she provides the perfect silent center for the orgiastic 

dance of the male ego. Because she is silent, seemingly unmoved, 

the poet can pretend to attend upon her wishes (which are, of 

course, his own) and celebrate his faithfulness and self-sacrifice m 

poems which purport to be about her. What is central to my thesis, 

however, is how this male-centered discourse changes, of necessity, 

when the object of desire is a beautiful young man, not a beautiful 

woman. 

The most obvious (and fantastic) "solution'' to this gender 

Issue Is the poet's figurative transformation of the young man into a 

kind of superior woman, the "master mistress" of Sonnet 20. In this 

peculiarly misogynistic poem, the youth is everything that "false'' 

women claim to be, yet are not. Nature, personified as a woman-

and therefore, by extension, scheming--deprives the poet of the 

young man's love by equipping him with a penis, an addition which 

cannot be willed or rhymed away. The inalterable fact that the fair 

mistress is, in these sonnets, a fair master, radically reorders the 

nature of Shakespeare's discourse. The young man of these sonnets, 

unlike the Delias or Stellas of earlier sequences, has the same access 

to the masculine realm of action and society as the poet. Indeed, if 

the vast majority of literary critics are correct in concluding that the 

young man was of noble birth and, quite possibly, Shakespeare's 

patron, then his access to the world of action and ideas was 

potentially greater than his poet's. How, then, can absence--that 

most necessary component of the Petrarchan discourse--be 



achieved? After all, the young man cannot claim to protect a 

cloistered virtue, or thwart the poet, as Stella did Sidney, with an 
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unloved but proprietary husband. Conversely, Shakespeare cannot 

court the youth with the whining "Ah me's" and standard 

blandishments of the courtly lover. To do so, under these 

circumstances, would be more than a little unseemly. A temporary 

solution is effected when the poet voluntarily absents himself from 

the young man's company. Sonnet 97 ("How like a winter hath my 

absence been") and Sonnet 98 ("From you I have been absent in the 

spring") record these leavetakings. Sonnets 87 and 88, directly 

following the rival poet sonnets, predict the young man's 

abandonment and establish both a motive (''Farewell, thou art too 

dear for my possessing") and a self-sacrificing acceptance of that 

abandonment ("Upon thy side against myself I'll fight I And prove 

thee virtuous, though thou art forsworn''). In all instances, it ts the 

poet who leaves, or pretends to leave. Inevitably, however, he 

returns, and, just as inevitably, meets again the young man whose 

access to the city, the Inns of Court, and the houses of nobility is far 

greater than his own. Unlike the mistress of Petrarchan lyric, the 

young man's absence is not a given. The only real solution to his 

problematical presence is his death. And. just so, the poems 

obsessively return to the inescapable fact of the young man's death 

with an avidity and a doleful zeal that can only be logically 

explained by the fact that his death will establish the efficacy of his 

poet's discourse and provide an inalterable absence which will, 
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ironically, ensure the continuation of praise and of a poetic presence 

that has nothing whatsoever to do with actual existence. 

The deconstructionist response to the young man's 

troublesome presence is that writing itself presupposes absence. In 

fact, when Derrida examines the binary oppositions of presence and 

absence, he notes that presence. in western philosophy, is 

invariably identified with speech, whereas absence (along with 

deferment, death, and difference) is associated with writing. He 

states: 

What wnting itself, in its nonphonetic moment, betrays, 
is life. It menaces at once the breath, the spirit, and 
history as the spirit's relationship with itself. It is their 
end, their finitude. their paralysis. Cutting breath short, 
sterilizing or immortalizing spiritual creation in the 
repetltwn of the letter, in the commentary or the 
exegisis ... it is the principle of death and of difference 
in the becoming of Being.3 

The epitaphic praise of Sonnet 81 takes on new meaning when 

read in light of Derridean analysis: 

Your monument shall be my gentle verse, 
Which eyes not yet created shall o'er-read, 
And tongues to be your being shall rehearse, 
When all the breathers of this world are dead, 

You still shall live--such virtue hath my pen-
Where breath most breathes, ev'n in the mouths of 
men. 

What this poem actually celebrates Is not the young man, but the 

written words of the poet himself. The sonnet not only "menaces 

the breath," it predicts the death of "all the breathers of this world," 

and, simultaneously, foretells the immortality, the ascendancy. of 



the written word which will live on m the mortal vmces ("where 

breath most breathes") of future generations. In effect, 
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Shakespeare destroys the flesh and blood reality of the young man 

by reducing him to black marks upon a page, prematurely 

entombing him in a monument of ink, and making him a 

monodimensional figure of an art which he, the poet, controls. 

Notice, too, that Shakespeare proclaims the virtue of his pen, not of 

the young man. Finally, although the poem figuratively alludes to 

the vocalizing of its sentiments through time ("Where breath most 

breathes, ev'n in the mouths of men"), sonnets, unlike plays, are 

fundamentally silent inscriptions not meant to be performed. They 

do not require a voice, the intervention of 

A poor player 
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage 
And then is heard no more. 

That these sonnets--silent, self-referential, rhetorical units-

have proved immortal is without dispute. The grandiose claim of 

Sonnet 55 ("Not marble nor the gilded monuments I Of princes shall 

outlive this pow 'rful rhyme") seems astonishingly prescient to 

readers who scan those lines approximately four hundred years 

after they were written. The "pow'rful rhyme" lives on. 

paradoxically given life by the ''dead letter" of writing. The 

nebulous and ill-defined young man. however, is merely the eidelon 

that haunts the margins, his only function to provide an anonymous 

backdrop for praise, an excuse for writing. Efforts to construct his 

biography have not only produced wildly conjectural identities and 

bizarre menages, they have also missed the point of his essential 
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definition, that give the sonnets their universal appeal and 
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guarantee their immortality. J. Hillis Miller's insightful commentary 

on the poems of Thomas Hardy can also be applied to the sonnets of 

Shakespeare: 

The reader is told precious little of the stories at which 
Hardy's poems hint ... the poem is cut off from what 
came before and what came after. It is the bare sketch 
of an episode. . . . Far from reducing the poems' power 
to haunt their readers, to stick in the mind and live 
there permanently, as an ache or a throb the reader can 
never outgrow, the absence of these specifications 
multiplies the poems' powers over the reader a 
hundredfold. The poems produce something like that 
tantalizing sense that there is a proper name one cannot 
quite remember. This incompletion gives the poems 
their power to dwell within the reader, like a ghost, or 
like an unrealized self, or like a parasite within its host. 
Each of Hardy's poems is an unsolved and unsolvable 
mystery. It is a track the reader cannot take or reach 
the end of, and so he remains fascinated by it. One part 
of the reader, too, becomes, by the law of multiple 
simultaneous selves, permanently the self the poem 
performatively creates.4 

Lawrence Durrell has called Shakespeare's sonnets the greatest 

literary mystery of all time, while Howard Felperin, with typical 

wit, has dubbed the "rival poet" and the dark lady the red herring 

and the Loch Ness monster of biographical research.5 Whether the 

mysterious characters addressed in the sonnets are diversions or 

monsters, what is important is their watery mutability, the way 

they slip beneath the surface and leave us. unrequited. on the 

shore. Beyond the fact that the sentiments expressed in the sonnets 
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were far too personal to permit the nammg of their recipient(s). it 

also seems clear that Shakespeare knew the dramatic effect that the 

mystery of namelessness would produce. Fixing the identity of the 

young man (or of the rival poet, the dark lady) would not only 

confine the reader to a particular frame of reference, it would also 

upstage the star player and immortal hero of Shakespeare's silent 

stage: writing. 

Written words, In addition to being immortal "figures of 

delight," are also the putative coins of Shakespeare's literary realm. 

His profligate literary output, the sheer number of poems he 

addresses to the young man, can be likened to the agonistic 

expenditure of potlatch. Georges Bataille notes that potlatch 

"excludes all bargaining and, in generaL it is constituted by a 

considerable gift of riches, offered openly and with the goal of 

humiliating, defying, and obligating a rival.''6 The young man 

becomes Shakespeare's "rival" when he competes for (and wins) the 

affection of the poet's mistress. Surely no lovers' triangle has ever 

been spun out with more delicacy, pathos, and wit than this one. 

Although we cannot be absolutely certain of the affair between the 

youth and the mistress until Sonnet 40 ("Take all my loves, my love. 

yea take them all"), it is obvious, between Sonnets 33 and 35, that 

the poet has somehow been betrayed by the friend. Sonnet 33 

marks the first cloud on the friendship, but the poet, typically, both 

forgives and rationalizes the young man's bad behavior: 



Yet him for this my love no whit disdaineth; 
Suns of the world may stain when heav 'n' s sun staineth. 

(13-14) 

4 I 

The conceit that runs through Sonnet 35 is that of a case at 

law. As usual, the poet's sweetness and charity predominate, but 

the transgressions of the friend and the social disparity inherent in 

the relationship give the poem a special tension. Ultimately, there 

is nothing more unsettling and unforgivable than to behave 

monstrously and then be granted wholesale forgiveness, amateur 

absolution, by the party one has offended. This is precisely what 

Shakespeare grants the friend, time and time again, throughout the 

sonnet sequence. The poet chides himself, in Sonnet 35, for 

condoning the friend's bad behavior, but he does so in terms that 

leave no doubt in the reader's mind that he, not the youth, is the 

superior adversary in this courteous civil war. Stephen Booth states 

that "the poem leaves the beloved diminished and under a new 

guilt--the guilt of being beneficiary of the speaker's ostentatious 

sacrifice. All in all, the manner of the poem is that of a long

suffering and relentlessly selfless wife. "7 

In Sonnet 40, the poet's forgiveness of the transgressor IS 

couched In words perfectly designed to wound the courtly 

sensibilities of a young nobleman who has been schooled in the 

ways of honor, but who has, perhaps, proven a backward student: 

I do forgive thy robb 'ry, gentle thief 
Although thou steal all my property. 

Rodney Poisson comments that the phrasing of these lines is 

"designed to make the youth wince. "8 He continues: "He is, indeed, 
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gentle--a wellborn man; hence, 'gentle thief' is an oxymoron which 

says in effect that his theft is contrary to generosity, that is, outside 

the laws of courtesy. Robbing the poor is, of course, the basest of 

conduct. "9 The poet may be poor in terms of property, but he is 

certainly rich in words, the only coin of the literary realm he has 

created and, as such, "the considerable gift of riches" that he openly 

offers the young man. Marcel Mauss notes that ''the ideal would be 

to give a potlatch and not have it returned.''10 Since Shakespeare 

buries the young man beneath an onslaught of self-sacrificing, 

relentlessly forgiving words from which he can never arise, it seems 

that the poet has realized this ideal. Even if we assume that the 

young man was Shakespeare's patron, mere riches are not 

commensurate with the immortalizing com that the poet offers. The 

one hundred and twenty-six sonnets that Shakespeare addresses to 

his "precious boy'' constitute the sort of joyful, orgiastic waste that 

Bataille, in "The Notion of Expenditure," describes as powering both 

revolution and art. Shakespeare obsessively returns to a few pre

eminent themes in these sonnets--jealousy, immortality, love, and 

sacrifice. Presumably, a poet of Shakespeare's genius possessed the 

skill to write one definitive sonnet on each of these themes; 

however, plenitude seems to be a necessary component of his 

immortalizing monument. Like a Kwaikiutl Chief, Shakespeare ts 

more than willing to squander his riches in order to effect a 

"positive property of loss. "11 For page after page, in a seemingly 

endless sacrifice, he bleeds black words onto paper. As Bataille 

reminds us: 



The term poetry, applied to the least degraded and least 
intellectualized forms of the expression of a state of loss, 
can be considered synonymous with expenditure; it in 
fact signifies, in the most precise way, creation by means 
of loss. Its meaning is therefore close to that of 
sacrifice.I2 
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In this literary forum, the poet can forgive every wrong, and the 

greater his forgiveness, as word piles on word, the greater the debt 

that the young man incurs: 

Nor dare I question with my jealous thought 
Where you may be, or your affairs suppose, 
But like a sad slave stay and think of nought 
Save where you are how happy you make those. 

And agatn: 

So true a fool is love, that in your will, 
Though you do anything, he thinks no ill. 

(LVII 9-14) 

For bending all my loving thoughts on thee, 
The injuries that to myself I do, 
Doing thee vantage, doubly vantage me. 

And agam: 

Such is my love--to thee I so belong--
That for thy right myself will bear all wrong. 

(LXXXVIII 10-14) 

Thou canst not, love, disgrace me half so ill, 
To set a form upon desired change, 
As I'll myself disgrace, knowing thy will, 
I will acquaintance strangle and look strange, 
Be absent from thy walks, and in my tongue 
Thy sweet beloved name no more shall dwell, 
Lest I, too much profane, should do it wrong 
And haply of our old acquaintance tell. 

For thee, against myself I'll vow debate, 
For I must ne'er love him whom thou dost hate 

(LXXXIX 5-12) 
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Admittedly, the long and obsessive sonnet sequences of 

Sidney and Spenser are also full of abundant and abundantly 

detailed sacrifices which they purportedly make for their cruel 

mistresses. The difference between those rhetorical sacrifices and 

Shakespeare's, however, is that Shakespeare is writing for a beloved 

young man who is his rival in love and who is also, perhaps, his 

patron. This introduces an element of agonism into the discourse 

that is missing from the caviling complaints of orthodox, 

heterosexual love. Of course, the greatest sacrifice Shakespeare can 

make is to leave the young man and never write of him again-

something he threatens to do quite often throughout the sequence. 

Such threats, though made to seem a personal sacrifice, can also be 

construed as the classic act of supremacy: the destruction of wealth. 

Bataille writes: "The gift IS not the only form of potlatch; it is 

equally possible to defy rivals through the spectacular destruction 

of wealth."13 Words are Shakespeare's wealth, and when he 

threatens to "destroy" that wealth by ceasing to write, as he does m 

the rival poet sonnets, he is, in effect, not only sacrificing his own 

riches (and commiting a sort of artistic suicide), he is also sacrificing 

the life of the youth whom he has promised to immortalize. 

Although the anti-rhetorical stance that Shakespeare adopts m 

these sonnets is ostensibly life preserving ("For I impair not beauty, 

being mute, I When others would give life, and bring a tomb"), the 

overriding thrust of the sequence--the poet's promise to eternalize 

the youth in a monument of verse--is not so easily subverted. In 

this sophisticated Elizabethan variety of potlatch, "The spectacular 
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destruction of wealth" that Shakespeare figuratively proposes when 

he threatens to stop writing also implies a concomitant destruction 

of the young man's memory through time. 

The reader senses many subtle attempts to shift the balance 

of power throughout the sonnets to the young man. Shakespeare's 

strictures, when they occur, are so reasonable, mild, and self

effacing that at times the sonnets read a bit like hagiography--with 

Shakespeare as principle saint. Naturally, since Shakespeare 

controls the discourse, he claims for himself the high road of 

forgiveness and moral ascendency. If power inheres m goodness 

and a near Christlike acceptance of transgressions, then the poet 

reeks of power. The sad dignity and gentle reproach of Sonnet 57 Is 

a perfect case in point: 

Being your slave, what should I do but tend 
Upon the hours and times of your desire? 
I have no precious time at all to spend, 
Nor services to do, till you require. 
Nor do I chide the world-without-end hour 
Whilst I, my sovereign, watch the clock for you, 
Nor think the bitterness of absence sour 
When you have bid your servant once adieu. 
Nor dare I question with my jealous thought 
Where you may be, or your affairs suppose, 
But like a sad slave stay and think of nought 
Save, where you are, how happy you make those. 

So true a fool is love that in your will, 
Though you do anything, he thinks no ill. 

The language of this poem indicates that the relationship between 

the poet and the young man might well be based on patronage. 

Indeed, throughout the sequence, Shakespeare addresses the young 

man m language that is consistently aristocratic: "herald to the 
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gaudy spring" (1: 1 0), "youth's proud livery" (2:3 ), "bounteous 

largesse" (4:6), and "Lord of my love" (26:1). Here, of course, the 

poet is the "slave" who tends upon "the hours and times" of his 

sovereign's desire. Although the use of the term "sovereign" could 

simply indicate the power of any beloved in an unequal love 

relationship, the term accords with the social superiority of the 

young man noted elsewhere within the sequence. Additionally, the 

''sovereign" is a British gold coin, and it is possible, if the young man 

is, in fact, Shakespeare's patron, that Shakespeare plays on this 

meaning in line 6. That is, the "slave" not only watches his master 

depart, he also indicates, metonymically, that he watches his 

fortune depart as well. Ultimately, however, Shakespeare's promise 

to confer immortality transcends the puny pecuniary strength of 

the patron. Just as the master/slave relationship in Hegel's 

Phenomenology is subtly reversed by the slave's production of 

goods, so, too, does the poet upset the patron/friend's social and 

economic dominance. The master becomes useless in Hegel's 

dialectic because he must depend upon the slave for his physical 

existence. The power of the patron/friend is superceded by the 

artistic production of the poet and he is rendered symbolically 

useless (in everything but his ability to inspire) because he must 

depend upon the poet for his existence through time. 

Although the poet repeatedly writes of his own sacrifices, m 

the final analysis it is the young man who is sacrificed to the 

aporias of language. Sonnet 112, which Booth says is "atypical of 

Shakspeare' s sonnets onlv in being incomprehensible,''14 brings to 
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mind Quince's prologue in A Midsummer Night's Dream. There, 

what Is meant to be a compliment to Theseus and his guests, turns 

out, because of mistaken punctuation, to be an insult. In Sonnet 

112, the y' of y' are in line 14 indicates that the young man is dead 

to everyone but the poet. In both play and sonnet, the reader ts 

struck by how little it takes to reverse the meaning of a text: the 

movement of a comma an inch or two either way, the addition of a 

single letter before a verb. According to Rene Girard, such 

mutability "is the destiny of all language. "15 Here is the sonnet in 

its entirety: 

Your love and pity doth 'th impression fill, 
Which vulgar scandal stamped upon my brow; 
For what care I who calls me well or ill, 
So you o'er-green my bad, my good allow? 
You are my all the world, and I must strive 
To know my shames and praises from your tongue; 
None else to me, nor I to none_ alive, 
That my steeled sense or changes right or wrong. 
In so profound abysm I throw all care 
Of others' voices, that my adder's sense 
To critic and to flatt'rer stopped are. 
Mark how with my neglect I do dispense: 

You are so strongly in my purpose bred, 
That all the world besides me thinks y'are dead. 

Even though it is clear that the poet is describing his own situation 

in lines 5-7, the final line twists the sense of these earlier lines and 

makes it seem only logical that the young man must also, by rights, 

"strive to know" his praises from the only person to whom he is still 

alive: the poet. Like a mobius strip that has two sides but only one 

side, the poet and the youth are linked by a linguistic twist that 

renders them dead to all but each other. The poet, however, has 
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chosen to stop his "adder's sense''--to become deaf to the flattery 

and criticism of the world and live only for his beloved. There does 

not seem to be any such choice for the young man; he is cavalierly 

sacrificed to the poet's desire to die from the world and form a tiny 

cosmos of two. In a bizarre moment of literary wish-fulfillment, the 

poet simply proclaims the young man's figurative death with the 

addition of a y' (the same addition that nature used to defeat the 

poet of his treasure in Sonnet 20, chromosomally speaking!). 

Beyond the obvious danger of entrusting one's life to a 

medium that can slay with a letter, there is the troubling matter of 

the poet's persona in this sonnet. As he reviles the world and 

cajoles the young man to join him (hints, in fact, that they are 

already so conjoined), he sounds more than a bit like that old 

master rhetorician, Satan. The connection is suggested in the first 

two lines: the impression stamped upon the poet's brow recalls the 

bruise which Christ delivers to the head of the serpent. In line 10, 

the poet makes the connection clearer still when he states that 

" ... my adder's sense I To critic and flatfrer stopped are." The 

possibility that Shakespeare is obliquely alluding to the Biblical 

serpent 1s strengthened when we read that "Shakespeare and his 

readers appear to make no phonetic distinction between ... sense 

and sins."l6 The reader can also make a connection between the 

serpent's shameless flattery of Eve in the Garden and the flattery 

that Shakespeare heaps on the young man. Clearly, the plagues of 

flatterers and critics surrounding the poet are parasites. But, just as 

clearly, the poet is no less a parasite when he shamelessly flatters 
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the young man by asserting that his opmton ts all that matters--that 

it can, in fact, "o'er-green'' the poet's "bad." It is a claustrophobic 

Eden of limited discourse that the poet proposes as an alternative to 

the "profound abysm" that is the world. As such, it suggests nothing 

so much as a false paradise where the young man must don the 

guise of a supplicant Eve and feed, with words, the swollen ego of 

the voracious adder-poet. 

Finally, line 13 leaves little doubt about who controls the 

action. Booth states that "Shakespeare might mean to play on my 

purpose meaning 'my discourse. "'17 If so, the sense of this line and 

the one that follows would seem to rob the young man of all 

autonomy and, indeed, all life apart from the poet's pen. He is a 

creature created ("bred") by discourse and, because of this, he is 

dead to everyone except the poet who creates him: ''All the world 

besides me thinks y' are dead." The use of "bred" in line 13 also 

recalls the early procreation sonnets and their many allusions to 

husbandry. The suggestion that the young man is "bred" or created 

by discourse seems to be the ominous end result of the poet's 

promise to give life. Ultimately, the young man has no being 

beyond that which is created by the poet and read (notice the 

rhyme with "bred") by future generations. His very existence, m 

effect, has been commandeered by the poet and ec rit ure. 

Ultimately, this long detour through absence, sacrifice, and 

death leads us back to the pharmakon of poison. Although the poet 

dangles his poetics before the young man like the splendid fruits 

that were forever beyond the reach of Tantalus, and asserts, time 
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and again, that his monument of verse shall the pharmakon of 

remedy that will "cure" the young man of death, the poems actually 

do just the opposite. The verses feed upon the young man; they are 

as rapacious as vampire death. The young man is entombed by 

words, and, as Felperin points out, even "the foursquare block of 

print the sonnet presents on the page would make it easily 

assimilable to the form of a box." 18 Consider the first quatrain of 

Sonnet 55: 

Not marble nor the gilded monuments 
Of princes shall outlive this pow'rful rhyme, 
But you shall shine more bright in these contents 
Than unswept stone, besmeared with sluttish time. 

Booth glosses the phrase "in these contents" in a way that suggests 

that: 

The word in and the idea of the poem as a receptacle 
make the phrase ominously reminiscent of monuments: 
the phrase carries a suggestion of "in this coffin,'' a 
suggestion given scope by the vagueness and 
imprecision of these contents as a means of expressing 
"this poem" or "these lines. "19 

At most, the young man is simply the catalyst. He is the 

inspiration (and, perhaps, the monetary backing) that fuels the 

machinery of verse. We remember ''him" no more than we 

remember the particular dinosaur whose death provides our car 

with fuel. Interestingly, the substances of ink and oil are somewhat 

similar: both are black, wet, and, if one accepts Derrida's conclusion 

that "writing ... is the carrier of death, "19 the idea that ink and oil 

are each distillates of death is not too far-fetched. 
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In the sonnets to the dark lady, Shakespeare does not pretend 

to immortalize his subject. The poems, the medium, and the 

mistress are all as black as an executioner's hood. In these sonnets, 

writing is unmistakably the pharmakon of poison, impure and 

certainly not simple. 
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CHAPTER IV 

PERJURED PEN 

If the sonnets to the fair young man suggest an unwitting (or 

unconscious) move toward death, the sonnets to the dark lady 

reveal the poet locked in mortal combat with a succubus as 

physically and figuratively dark as the marks made by his pen. In 

the young man sonnets, the irony of attempting to describe one who 

is "fair, kind, and true" through the unverisimilar medium of black 

ink has not been lost on the poet: 

So should the lines of life that life repair 
Which this time's pencil or my pupil pen 
Neither in inward worth nor outward fair 
Can make you live yourself in eyes of men. 

(XVI, 9 - 12) 

In the dark lady sonnets, however, the poet's ink finds a 

perfect correspondence with the physical pitch of his subject. It IS 

as if one of the black wires that Shakespeare describes as growing 

on his mistress's head had fallen to the page and been twisted into 

words as darkly duplicitous as her promiscuous heart. No longer 

enjoined by fealty from using his pen as a stiletto, the poet stabs 

away at his impure subject and, not coincidentally, at himself as 

well. Additionally, the pharmakon of poison which these sonnets 

display bears as little resemblance to the sweetly disguised (but no 

less fatal) literary potion set forth m the sonnets to the young man 
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as a drug overdose bears to the deadly brews served up by the 

Borgias. 
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It would, however, be a gross misstatement of 

deconstructionist principles to begin this chapter by establishing a 

sort of Hellenistic dichotomy between the fair young man and the 

dark lady. Indeed, it is the Hellenistic belief in reason, logic, and 

order, in distinct identities and absolute differences, that 

poststructuralist critics most want to subvert. Even Shakespeare 

seems reluctant to make a complete separation between his two 

"characters": 

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. 

(CXLIV 1-4) 

The first line of this sonnet suggests that "comfort and despair" 

follow, in equal measure, from each of the two loves. Lines 3 and 4 

begin the division of personalities, but the phrasing of the two lines 

is oddly parallel and suggestive. The man, we read, is the "better 

angel," and the "ill-coloured" woman is the "worser spirit." The use 

of the comparative adjective ''better" suggests that the woman is 

also an angel--and a good (if not "better") angel, at that. Similarly, 

the fact that the poet describes the woman as a "worser spirit'' 

indicates that the young man, too. is a spirit; indeed, we have 

learned that he is such in line two. Here. the comparative adjective 

"worser" tells us that he is simply not quite as bad a spirit as the 

woman IS. It is not until we reach the middle of the poem and the 
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reference to the dark lady's "foul pride'' that the poet becomes 

unequivocal in his favors. As pride is the sin primarily associated 

with Satan, it is clear that we are meant to see the woman as a 

diabolical figure who tempts and corrupts the young man. The 

implicit suggestion of a war between good and evil also reminds us 

of the war in heaven between Satan and his troop of mutinous 

angels, and God and his army of "'good" angels. The poet is the 

demigod who records the struggle, and here, unlike the Old 

Testament battle, the outcome is unknown. It is an unpredictable, 

secular battlefield where signifiers that point to the divine ("angel," 

"spirit.'' "saint") are metamorphosed into signifiers of corruption 

("foul pride," "fiend," "hell") just as surely as Lucifer, the light

bearer, becomes Satan, the adversary. Not until line 14 does 

Shakespeare call the woman his "bad angel." Has she, like Satan. 

once been good? Was she still comparatively good as recently as 

line 3? In truth, the idea that the poet, reeling from betrayal, 

would now choose to describe either the friend or the mistress as 

"good" is questionable, to say the least. It is possible. indeed 

probable, that Shakespeare· s "divine" signifiers reverberate with 

pejorative connotations and double. even triple meanings that a 

word-conscious Elizabethan would be quick to perceive. Frankie 

Rubinstein notes that "angel,'' in Shakespeare· s day, could also mean 

catamite, male paramour, or homosexual. I Additionally, an angel 

was a coin of the realm, a meaning that lends credence to the idea 

that the young man might have been Shakespeare's patron. ''Spirit" 



could also mean penis, horn, or semen (as in Sonnet 129: "Th' 

expense of spirit in a waste of shame I Is lust in action").2 
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Unable, or unwilling, to implicate the young man in the deadly 

sins of pride and lust, Shakespeare breaks the parallel structure of 

the poem midway through and, thenceforth, moves along 

misogynistic lines that clearly transform the woman into a figure of 

evil who would wickedly subvert the almost neurasthenic goodness 

of the youth. Accordingly, the poem's theological language gives 

way to sexual word-play as the eschatological notion of "hell" yields 

to the scatological "hell" of Shakespeare's bawdy: 

And, whether that my angel be turn' d fiend, 
Suspect I may, yet not directly telL 
But being both from me both to each friend, 
I guess one angel in another's hell. 

(IX - XII) 

The ''hell" to which the poet refers in line 12 is the female sexual 

organ.3 The dark lady's corrupting sexuality is underscored still 

further in the rhyming couplet: 

Yet this shall I ne'er know, but live in doubt, 
Till my bad angel fire my good one out. 

Edward Hyder Rollins observes that ''fire out" ''has its well-known 

meaning of 'communicate a venereal disease. '"4 Stephen Booth adds 

that ''fire sustains the metaphor of hell and also embodies the idea 

of punishment for sin. "5 Moreover, the notion of the mistress's 

infernal sexuality prefigures Lear's bitter description of Goneril and 

Regan: 



Down from the waist they are Centaurs, 
Though women all above. 
But to the girdle do the gods inherit, 
Beneath is all the fiends'. 
There's Hell, there's darkness. there's the sulphurous 

pit, 
Burning, scalding, stench, consumption, fie, fie, fie! 

(Act IV, SC. vi, 124 - 131) 
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Significantly, it is the young man (or Shakespeare's poetic 

vision of him) who manifests the moral and physical virtues of the 

traditional courtly-love ideal. His blonde beauty suggests the fair 

loveliness of Petrarch' s Laura, and Shakespeare's descriptions of 

him mimic that older, "sacred" text which Geoffrey Hartman calls 

"the pater pattern."6 With Sonnet 127 ("In the old age black was 

not counted fair"), Shakespeare enters the Derridean field of 

"dissemination." From this sonnet onward, his text becomes both 

anti-Petrarchic and anti-patriarchic in that it "does not return to the 

father. "7 Booth notes that ''the self -consciously heretical practice of 

praising dark hair and dark eyes was an established part of the 

tradition it violated,"8 and he quotes Sidney to underscore his point: 

"Whereas black seems Beautie's contrary. I ... [Nature] even tn 

blacke doth make all beauties flow.'' While admitting that 

Shakespeare participates in what had become an anti-Petrarchan 

tradition, I posit that his blatant vilification of the dark lady is far 

removed from the relatively simple physical darkening of 

sonneteering's earlier ladies. The fair young man seems far more tn 

keeping with the traditional poetic picture of the "cruel fair." 

Conversely, the dark lady is so far outside the realm of tradition, 

even the long established anti -Petrarchan tradition. that 
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Shakespeare's creation of her can be said to be "self-fathering"; that 

is, it does not rely upon the germinating ideas of earlier poet

patriachs. The dark lady seems to emerge full-blown, like Athena 

from the head of Zeus or, more fittingly perhaps, like Sin from the 

head of Satan. She is, arguably. the precursor of some of 

Shakespeare's most fiendish and tainted women: Cress ida, Goneril, 

Regan, Lady Macbeth. Like them, she possesses an unnatural 

measure of "maleness" which is manifested in her lust and m her 

careless manipulation of the men who fall within her orbit. In the 

topsy-turvy world of Shakespeare's sonnets, it is the fair young 

man who assumes--at least on the surface--all the virtues that are, 

by Petrarchan convention, credited to woman: fairness, kindness, 

goodness, and, of crucial importance, a cool, blonde aloofness, an 

essential insouciance. By extension, if we are to read the dark 

lady's unbridled sexuality as a sign of her unnatural "maleness,'' IS it 

not also correct to read the young man· s "femaleness" ("a woman's 

face, with nature's own hand painted") as a sign of something 

equally unnatural? Ironically, Shakespeare seems to be attracted to 

each "character" for the very qualities that make him or her 

"unnatural": he loves the young man for his feminine sweetness 

and gentle nature; he desires the dark lady for her masculine libido 

and unapologetic sexuality. Although he privileges the male 

"character," he does so because he epitomizes feminine virtues, just 

as he scorns the female "character" because she epitomizes 

masculine flaws. In truth, the fair young man and the dark lady of 

the sonnets are figures of breathtaking androgeny who exhibit a 
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remarkable fluidity of gender. In Writing and Difference and 0 f 

G rammato logy, Derrida writes of the "binary oppositions" of 

Western metaphysics and states that the first element of the 

binarchy is invariably privileged over the second (e.g., good vs. evil, 

presence vs. absence, male vs. female).9 In the Sonnets, 

Shakespeare effects a peculiarly idiosyncratic inversion of those 

binary oppositions. That is, he privileges the young man because he 

manifests those imminently "feminine" qualities that women only 

dimly approximate: 

A woman's face, with nature's own hand painted, 
Hast thou, the master mistress of my passion--
A woman's gentle heart, but not acquainted 
With shifting change, as is false women's fashion. 

(XX, 1 - 4) 

Shakespeare attempts another inversion of binary oppositions 

when he begins the dark lady sonnets: 

In the old age black was not counted fair, 
Or if it were it bore not beauty's name. 
But now is black beauty's successive heir, 
And beauty slandered with a bastard shame. 

(CXXVII, 1 - 4) 

Here, the inversion follows the well-established tradition of anti-

Petrarchan sentiments which I have previously noted. Unlike the 

ironic inversion and concomitant privileging of male/female 

dualities that we see in the fair young man sonnets, the inversion 

that the poet effects in this sonnet seems fairly pedestrian. Here, he 

merely lauds the beauty of black, a twist that had already become 

hackneyed by the time Shakespeare began his sonnets. 



Sonnet 131 offers a far more interesting treatment of the 

fair/black dichotomy. 

Thou art as tyrannous, so as thou art, 
As those whose beauties proudly make them cruel; 
For well thou know'st to my dear doting heart 
Thou art the fairest and most precious jewel. 

(1 - 4) 

6 I 

In this sonnet, the poet uses "fairest" to mean "most beautiful," 

"light-complexioned," and "purest, most spotless."10 Taking issue 

with those critics who would diminish the mistress's beauty by 

holding it to a "fair" (light-complexioned) ideal which she cannot 

attain, he ends by saying . that her physical blackness is still "fair" 

(beautiful) in his estimation. What is repellent and loathsome to 

Shakespeare is the figurative blackness of the mistress's "deeds." 

Just as the young man's "fairness" connotes more than his external 

coloration, we see that the poet now begins to manipulate the dark 

lady's "blackness'' to suggest certain negative qualities of soul and 

temperament: 

In nothing art thou black save in thy deeds, 
And thence this slander as I think proceeds. 

(13 - 14) 

Sonnet 147, emblematic of the poet's noche oscura, ts arguably 

the most obsessive and hate-filled poem of the entire sequence: 

My love is as a fever, longing still 
For that which longer nurseth the disease, 
Feeding on that which doth preserve the ill, 
Th' uncertain sickly appetite to please. 
My reason, the physician to my love, 
Angry that his prescriptions are not kept, 
Hath left me, and I desp 'rate 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 expressed; 

For I have sworn thee fair, and thought thee 
bright, 

Who art as black as helL as dark as night. 
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The theme of Sonnet 147 is sexual love, and Shakespeare writes of 

this love metaphorically, likening it to a disease or a fever. The 

dark mistress, by extension, becomes the fatal bacillus that the poet, 

against all reason, refuses to expunge or "cure." It is interesting to 

compare this sonnet with Michael Drayton's Sonnet 61 ("Since 

there's no help ... "). Both poems treat love as a sickness, but m 

Drayton's poem love is personified as a dying youth whose 

resuscitation the poet profoundly desires. At the end of that sonnet. 

Drayton proposes that love can rise again, phoenix-like, if the 

mistress (or "cruel fair") would only restore her affection: 

Now if thou would'st, when all have given him over, 
From death to life thou might· st him yet recover. 

Shakespeare's sonnet, unlike Drayton's, is not concerned with the 

resuscitation of a languishing love; instead, it exammes the vamptre 

nature of a parasitic, sexual love that feeds on the body (or host) 

and generates within that body an attendant hunger that must be 

satisfied even if the "food" is fatal: 

My love is as a fever, longing still 
For that which longer nurseth the disease, 
Feeding on that which doth preserve the ill, 
Th' uncertain sickly appetite to please. 

(1 - 4) 



Lest there be any doubt about the consequences of this obsessive 

desire, Shakespeare tells us straight out in line 8 that "desire is 

death." 
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The medical or pharmaceutical imagery of Sonnet 14 7 also 

suggests Derrida's Pharmacie. Not only is the poet's sexual desire 

obsessive, but his seemingly endless writing on this subject IS 

obsessive as well. Interestingly enough, the discourse of this sonnet 

exemplifies the dual nature of the pharmakon: writing as both 

remedy and poison. When Shakespeare writes of "the disease" and 

"the ill," it is clear that he is referring to sexual desire generally, and 

to desire for the dark lady specifically. When he writes of "reason'' 

as the "physician to [his] love" who is angry that "his prescriptions 

are not kept," the reader understands that the poet is personifying 

the rational, Apollonian side of his nature that he has failed to heed. 

Although the Dionysian element holds him captive, he seeks to 

break those bonds through writing. Writing thus becomes the 

reasonable physician and, because it, too, is obsessive, it also 

becomes the "disease" which feeds "on that which doth preserve the 

ill." This blurring or reversal of opposites suggests Friedrich 

Nietzsche's discussion of the. interchangeability of the Apollonian 

and the Dionysian in tragic art: "Dionysus speaks the language of 

Apollo; and Apollo, finally, the language of Dionysus."ll The poet 

seeks to expel the mistress through poisoned words that will 

diminish (and ultimately destroy) her power, but, ironically, at this 

stage in the "cure,'' his words mirror the frantic nature of his desire, 

his disease. Trope piles on trope until, ultimately, the sonnet builds 
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to a crescendo of crazed invective that crashes against the barrier of 

lies which the poet has foolishly promulgated: 

For I have sworn thee fair, and thought thee bright, 
Who art as black as hell, as dark as night. 

(13 - 14) 

Now, like a homeopathic practitioner who ingests small amounts of 

poison in order to build resistance to a stronger poison, Shakespeare 

attempts to cure himself of his fatal passion by poisoning the 

potentially murderous female with carefully administered, fourteen 

line draughts of ink. There is danger, of course, in this literary 

titration. Shakespeare states: "My thoughts and my discourse as 

madmen's are." It is possible, at this stage, that the poet will write 

himself into still more narrowly constrictive and obsessive lines of 

madness, rather than toward the hoped for restoration of reason. 

As the avatar of sexuality and lust, the dark lady becomes the 

pharmakos (or scapegoat) of the sonnet sequence. Northrop Frye 

writes: 

The pharmakos is innocent in the sense that what 
happens to him is far greater than anything he has done 
provokes, like the mountaineer whose shout brings 
down an avalanche. He is guilty in the sense that he Is a 
member of a guilty society. [ ... ] or living in a world 
where such injustices are an inescapable part of 
existence.12 

In Shakespeare's Sonnets, the dark lady is ''guilty" of displaying an 

aggressively masculine sexuality. Although it is obvious to the 

reader that both the poet and the fair young man have been active 

and willing participants in her hedonistic romps, it is ultimately the 
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woman whose sexuality must be exposed as pOisonous and 

somehow aberrant. Although the poet seems more than willing to 

indict the mistress for crimes of carnality that have, in fact, 

involved the participation of all three "'characters," there is a maJor 

impediment to this indictment: Motifs and metaphors have been 

hinted at throughout the sonnet sequence that suggest an elusive-

though not inconsiderable--link between the fair young man and 

the dark lady, and the traces of those links now undercut the dark 

lady's role as the pharmakos. In fact, the dark lady sub-sequence 

often reads like a palimpsest in which echoes of the fair young man 

sonnets reverberate and cannot be ignored. 

As I indicated earlier, Shakespeare belatedly (and perhaps 

unconvincingly) tries to disentangle his '"good angel" from his "bad 

angel" in Sonnet 144. In Sonnets 127, 131, 147, and 152, however, 

he establishes a far more pivotal connection between the young 

man and the mistress: the theme of ""fairness." In nineteen of the 

first one hundred and twenty-six sonnets, Shakespeare uses the 

word "fair" to describe the young man and, on occasion, to suggest 

the sympathetic weather that surrounds him. Indeed, this adjective 

is so much a part of the young man's identity that it has become 

part of the sobriquet by which we now refer to him: the fair young 

man. Although Shakespeare uses ""fair" ironically when he applies it 

to the mistress, it seems curious that he would purloin the very 

term that he has led us to associate, absolutely, with the friend. It 

is possible, then, that the final curse of Sonnet 14 7 is directed 

toward both the dark lady and the young man: 



For I have sworn thee fair, and thought thee bright, 
Who art as black as hell, as dark as night. 
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It seems important to note, in addition, that although Shakespeare 

indicates here that he has "thought" the mistress "bright," he has 

never actually described her as "bright" in any of his poems. He 

has, however, often used this term when writing about the fair 

young man--most notably m Sonnets 43 and 65. In Sonnet 43, 

Shakespeare writes that the young man's "shadow shadows doth 

make bright," and, in Sonnet 65, he asserts that the young man ("my 

love") "may still shine bright" through the "miracle" of verse. It 

seems curious, to say the least, that Shakespeare now admits that 

he has been hoodwinked by a false belief in those very qualities 

which were instrumental in generating a poetics of praise in the 

sonnets to the young man: fairness and brightness. Although the 

youth, unlike the dark mistress, is physically "fair" and "bright," it 

seems safe to say that he, perhaps even more than she, has been 

guilty of moral laxity. It was the youth, after all, whose vanity 

opened the door to the rival poet. Similarly, the young man's affair 

with the mistress (whom the poet, in Sonnet 42, admits that he has 

dearly loved) has violated the sanctity of the neoplatonic friendship 

he shares with the poet. 

Even though the youth's violations are clear, the poet assumes 

at least partial responsibility for those violations when he loftily 

admits that he has been an accessory to the youth's bad conduct. In 

Sonnet 35, he asserts, with the martyred fanfare and skewed logic 



of the wronged, self-sacrificing lover, that he has corrupted the 

youth by condoning his misdeeds: 

All men make faults, and even I in this, 
Authorizing thy trespass with compare, 
Myself corrupting salving thy amiss, 
Excusing thy sins more than thy sins are; 
For to thy sensual fault I bring in sense-
Thy adverse party is thy advocate--
And 'gainst myself a lawful plea commence. 
Such civil war is in my love and hate, 

That I an accessory needs must be 
To that sweet thief which sourly robs from me. 

(5 - 14) 

67 

The movement of this sonnet toward the idea of shared culpability 

is ultimately, as I noted in Chapter Two, a ruse. Booth states that 

"this sonnet is a variation of Shakespeare's habits of damning with 

fulsome praise . . . and of making flattering accusations. It evokes 

responses contrary to those its rhetorical gestures seem designed to 

elicit."l3 The poet's moral superiority is evident throughout the 

poem; in fact, his only "sin'' seems to be an excess of love which has 

caused him to authorize the friend's faults and to salve his "amiss." 

The term "salving" in line 7 also suggests the medical or 

pharmaceutical aspect of language (specifically the language of 

praise) that allows it to function as a soothing ointment or balm to 

ameliorate the friend's offense. Here, of course, this function goes 

awry; the friend's faults have been palliated by the balm of his 

poet's idealizing ink when, in fact, they should have been lanced, 

like wounds that fester, with the pointed rib of a truthful pen. 

Curiously, Shakespeare hints that it is he, not the young man, who 
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suffers the ill effects of this misplaced balm: "Myself corrupting 

salving this amiss. . . " This line can be read in at least two ways: 

either the poet admits that he has corrupted the friend by ''salving 

this [his friend's] amiss," or, the more likely reading (given the self

serving sentiments of this sonnet), that he, the poet, has corrupted 

himself by persisting in an idealizing poetics at odds with the truth. 

It is the latter reading--the notion that the poet/narrator creates 

and is corrupted by a dissembling discourse--that I will pursue. 

It is quite possible that Shakespeare is reluctant to indict the 

fair young man for his sensual transgressions because he has 

established such obvious neoplatonic bonds between the young 

man's character and his own. In other words. to indict the young 

man for carnal sins is to indict himself. as well. The bonds have 

been established early on in the sonnet sequence: 

Let me confess that we two must be twain. 
Although our undivided loves are one. 

(XXXVI. 1 - 2) 

0 how thy worth with manners nay I sing, 
When thou art all the better part of me? 
What can mine own praise to mine own self bring. 
And what is 't but mine own when I praise thee? 

(XXXIX, 1 - 4) 

And, finally, the most ironic use of the Platonic meeting of two souls 

ever written--what Joel Fineman calls "the tonally troubled 

mutuality of [an] otherwise cheery cuckoldry"14 : 

But here's the joy, my friend and I are one; 
Sweet flatt'ry, then she loves but me alone. 

(XLII. 13 - 14) 
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Ultimately, of course, the poet's high road of self-sacrifice and self

abnegation, the imagined confluence of soul and identity that he 

envisions between himself and the young man. must make way for 

the internecine foot-path of accusation and recrimination. Not only 

has the fair young man cuckolded the poet with the mistress, he has 

taunted him with his affection for the rival poet. So it is, then, that 

the final poems of the fair young man sub-sequence reveal the poet 

struggling with the poisoned reality of his tainted discourse and 

admitting that his prevaricating pen undercuts what he knows (or 

sees) to be true: 

Of his quick objects hath the mind no part, 
Nor his own vision holds what it doth catch; 
For if it see the rud' st or gentlest sight, 
The most sweet favor or deformed' st creature, 
The mountain, or the sea. the day. or night, 
The crow, or dove, it shapes them to your feature. 

Incapable of more, replete with you, 
My most true mind thus maketh m 'eyne untrue. 

(CXIII. 7 - 14) 

If it be poisoned, 'tis the lesser sin 
That mine eye loves it and doth first begin. 

(CXIV, 13 - 14) 

But thence I learn and find the lesson true. 
Drugs pmson him that fell so sick of you. 

(CVIII, 13 - 14) 

These sonnets display a fevered. almost hallucinogenic discourse 

wherein the truest part of the poet's mind variously makes him see 

things untruly (Sonnet 113 ), poisons his vision (Sonnet 114 ). and 

prompts an alternate acquaintance that becomes, finally. more 

poisonous than the weary sickness he feels when in the presence of 
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the friend (Sonnet 118). The fact that these later sonnets to the 

young man allude to poisons and potions suggest the peculiar 

pathos of a panegyric vision that sours and becomes distorted 

within the narrow confines of obsession. We "see," finally, what the 

poet insists (falsely) that he cannot see; that is, we observe the 

inevitable distortion, the faulty vision, within the centrifuge of 

epideictic poetry that must ultimately unwind and become self

mocking. Sonnet 126, the final poem in the young man sub

sequence, is only twelve lines long. Its brevity and ominous 

sentiments suggest that the poet has finally run out of praise, if not, 

as we shall see, out of lies: 

0 thou, my lovely boy, who in thy pow'r 
Dost hold times' fickle glass, his sickle hour, 
Who hast by waning grown, and therein show'st 
Thy lovers withering, as thy sweet self grow'st-
If nature, sovereign mistress over wrack, 
As thou goest onwards still will pluck thee back. 
She keeps thee to this purpose. that her skill 
May time disgrace, and wretched minute kill. 
Yet fear her, 0 thou minion of her pleasure; 
She may detain but not sti II keep her treasure. 
Her audit, though delayed, answered must be, 
And her quietus is to render thee. 

The poet thus consigns the young man to Time's ineluctable 

destruction of beauty--a strange and troubling end to sonnets that 

have been overwhelmingly concerned with the preservation of the 

young man's pulchritude. This sonnet clearly lacks the martial 

bravado of those early poems that featured the poet going to war 

with time in order to prevent that "one most heinous crime": the 

defilement of the young man. "'beauty's pattern to succeeding men" 
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(Sonnet 19). No longer willing to posit a remedy for the passmg of 

life and beauty, the poet, like Nature herself (the poet's erstwhile 

nemesis who first defeated him of the young man's love in Sonnet 

20), now surrenders the youth to the ruination of Time. The poet's 

seemingly untroubled relegation of his "lovely boy" to Time's sickle 

is the inevitable result of a discourse that becomes increasingly 

tormented as the poet's disgust with the distortions of rhetoric and 

duplicitous praise increases. Ultimately, such discourse becomes 

insuperable, and the poet, unable (or unwilling) to sustain his 

travesty of praise, turns to "beauty's successive heir": the dark 

lady. 

Although the final sonnets to the fair young man clearly 

suggest the poet's disenchantment with the friend and his 

concomitant estrangement from the poetics of praise, Fineman notes 

that "the dark lady sonnets put directly into words a set of 

suspicions that are only suggested by the tonal and formal 

reservations of the young man sonnets."15 Similarly. if the poet 

hints, in the young man sonnets, that he has corrupted himself with 

his creation of a dissembling discourse that palliates the friend's 

offense at his own expense ("Myself corrupting salving this amis\"), 

the dark lady sonnets articulate directly the full horror of a 

discourse that cosmeticizes or whitewashes the mistress's flaws: "To 

put fair truth upon so foul a face" (Sonnet I 3 7). Curiously. the 

sentiments of Sonnet 137 almost exactly parallel the sentiments 

expressed in Sonnet 93: "So shall I live, supposing thou art true, I 

Like a deceived husband.'' In the latter case. of course. the poet 



overlooks the friend's scarcely hidden flaws. Such forbearance is 

typical of panegyric verse which holds up a flattering mirror to 

tarnished nature and reflects an ideal image. Fineman states: 

The young man sonnets evoke or repeat what ... is a 
typically reflective and reflexive movement of 
Petrarchan poetry, especially as it develops in England 
from Wyatt through Surrey, whereby the poet, ruefully 
disappointed in his object, turns his poetry round upon 
itself, so that the poetry, by taking itself as its own 
subject, turns out to make itself its own ideal. In this 
circular way poetry presents itself as truth despite the 
fact that what it represents is false: "So are those errors 
that in thee are seen I To truths translated, and to true 
things deem'd" (96).16 
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That the poet should choose the woman to be the pharmakos 

who is excoriated for her sins when we know that the 

transgressions of the young man have been just as great, if not 

greater, seems, on the face of it, both arbitrary and misogynistic. If 

this were all we were left with, it would seem a crazed, lunatic 

universe wherein "a mote will turn the balance, which Pyramus, 

which This be is the better" (M N D, Act V, scene I). I believe, 

however, that the mistress IS fated (perhaps even created) to 

become the pharmakos (note that plzarmakon is a cognate of 

pharmakos) because her moral and physical darkness, her essential 

duplicity, mirror the darkness and rhetorical duplicity of the 

pharmakon of poison which the sonnets of the later sub-sequence 

obviously, and the young man sonnets not so obviously. reveal. 

Howard Felperin notes that "the lady's character [is] as shady as her 

complexion, indeed as dark and ambiguous as the characters that 
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inscribe it.'' 17 This crucial correspondence makes her ultimate 

vilification seem inevitable, for it is clear, especially in the final 

sonnets, that Shakespeare is grappling with the lies and deceptions 

that inhere in written discourse. In other words, the dark lady 

becomes a symbol for the darkness and duplicity of ecriture and, 

consequently. the poet addresses poetry to her that bespeaks its 

very failure and, in Fineman's words, "becomes its own regret."l8 

Unlike the stagily poetic panegyrics of the young sonnets which 

function, ultimately, as a praise of poetry (and not of the decidedly 

unpraiseworthy young man), the dark lady sonnets exhibit a kind of 

paradoxical praise m which poetry is presented as simultaneously 

true and false: 

When my love swears that she is made of truth, 
I do believe her though I know she lies, 
That she might think me some untutored youth. 
Unlearned in the world's false subtleties. 
Thus vainly thinking that she thinks me young. 
Although she knows my days are past the best. 
Simply I credit her false-speaking tongue: 
On both sides thus is simple truth suppressed. 
But wherefore say I not that I am old? 
0 love's best habit is in seeming trust. 
And age in love loves not to have years told. 

Therefore I lie with her. and she with me, 
And in our faults by lies we flattered be. 

(Sonnet 138) 

In this sonnet, the poet immediately announces why he accepts the 

mistress's lies and why he answers her with lies of his own: his 

rhetorical lies will allow him to "lie" with the mistress in erotic fact. 

The licentious nature that the poet admits to in this poem is in 

direct opposition to the various personae he adopts in the sonnets to 



the young man: immortalizing bard, neoplatonic soul-mate, sad 

slave, mute champion (the rival poet sonnets), self-sacrificing 
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friend, wayward friend repenting, and, finally, Nature's alter-ego 

(Sonnet 126). Although this incomplete list certainly suggests the 

poet/narrator's protean nature, it is crucial to note that all of these 

various guises carry an odor of sanctity that accord with an 

idealizing poetics of praise. What seems particularly ironic, 

however, is that although the poet blatantly, brazenly admits, m 

Sonnet 138, that he both lies and accepts the lies of the mistress. 

this sonnet actually seems "truer" than many of the sonnets to the 

fair young man which persist in presenting a panegyric vision of the 

friend when the poet's disillusionment about his character is 

obvious and profound. 

Undeniably, the poet displays an erotic. lust-charged vmce tn 

the dark lady sonnets. Whether that voice is sophisticated and 

bantering, as in Sonnet 138, or "mur' drous, bloody. full of blame:' as 

in Sonnets 129, 14 7, and elsewhere, what is evident is that the poet 

seems to associate poetic lying with the erotic ''lying" (or coupling) 

that he performs with the mistress. Although the sonnets to the 

young man reveal a strong undercurrent of homoeroticism, the 

poet's language of desire is there sublated by the elevated diction of 

"true'' poetry and "true" love: "0, let me, true in love, but truly 

write" (Sonnet 21). The poet of the dark lady sonnets is no longer 

the demigod who loftily directs the action from a rarefied position 

of elevated praise and posturing truth. Instead, he variously 

pictures himself as a "neglected child" chasing after the 
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mistress/mother whose kiss will silence his "loud crying" (Sonnet 

143 ), as a harpsichord tickled by his lady's fingers (Sonnet 128 ), or, 

the ultimate reductio ad adsurdum, as the "will" that will fill the 

"large and spacious" will of the dark lady (Sonnet 135). The double

entendres of the last sonnet have been long perceived: "will," to the 

Elizabethans, could mean either the male or the female sex organ. 

Shakespeare delights in the obvious pun on his first name and 

brashly maximizes every additional pun on "will" that the sonnet 

will allow. What seems particularly striking about Sonnet 135 (and 

Sonnet 136, the other "will" sonnet) is Shakespeare's willingness to 

engraft his name upon the page and announce his authorial 

presence, albeit through punning word-play: 

Make but my name thy love, and love that still, 
And then thou lov'st me for my name is Will. 

(Sonnet CXXXVI, 13 - 14) 

Of the many guises that the poet/narrator assumes in the sonnets, 

are we to read the lusty voice of Wi II as the voice which most 

closely corresponds to Shakespeare's own? Or should we, instead, 

recall that later conundrum (an anticipation of Michael Foucault's 

''this is not a pipe"): "This is not she .... This is, and is not Cressid.'' 

The poetry that Shakespeare addresses to the dark lady 

abounds with sexual puns and bawdy innuendoes. It is poetry that 

is "exiled in the exteriority of the body,''19 and, as such. it accords 

with the "bad" writing that Plato describes in the Phaedrus. 

Although we have seen how Shakespeare subtly conflates the fair 

young man and the dark lady, he clearly does not conflate the 
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poetry of praise that he writes for the young man and the poetry of 

paradox that he writes for the dark lady. The panegyric poetry of 

the young man sub-sequence attempts to celebrate the soul, the 

conscience, whereas the poetry of the dark lady sub-sequence both 

revels in, and reviles, the body, the passions. 

In the sonnets to the dark lady, Shakespeare describes a 

world in which traditional mimetic representation has failed, m 

which the idea of poetry as a vocal or written picture (Simon ides' u t 

pictora poesis) has been rendered meaningless because the poet has 

voluntarily blinded himself: 

In loving thee thou know'st I am forsworn, 
But thou are twice forsworn to me love swearing, 
In act thy bed-vow broke and new faith torn 
In vowing new hate after new love bearing. 
But why of two oaths' breach do I accuse thee, 
When I break twenty? I am perjured most, 
For all my vows are oaths but to misuse thee, 
And all my honest faith in thee is lost. 
For I have sworn deep oaths of thy deep kindness, 
Oaths of thy love, thy truth, thy constancy, 
And to enlighten thee gave eyes to blindness, 
Or made them swear against the thing they see, 

For I have sworn thee fair: more perjured eye, 
To swear against the truth so foul a lie. 

(Sonnet CLII) 

Twice (in Sonnets 147 and 152) Shakespeare utters the same 

plaint: "For I have sworn thee fair." It is painfully obvious that the 

mistress is neither fair in aspect nor in affect, and not even the 

poet's forsworn verse can make her so. In this final poem of the 

sequence (barring the two "Cupid poems" at the end), Shakespeare 

admits the absurdity of his dark and dissembling discourse: 



For I have sworn thee fair: more perjured eye 
To swear against the truth so foul a lie. 
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The tone of the poem is doleful, though perhaps ironically so, and it 

is clear that the poet accepts the major share of the blame for the 

adulterous relationship he and the mistress have shared: "But why 

of two oaths breach do I accuse thee I when I break twenty?" 

What is less obvious is the abundance of sexual references which 

the poem contains. A clear perception of those references is crucial 

to my position that the poet of the dark lady sonnets conflates his 

lying discourse and the erotic "lying" (or copulation) that he 

performs with the mistress. 

The poet straightway admits his own duplicity when he states 

that "all my vows are oaths but to misuse thee." Booth glosses 

"misuse thee" to mean "debauch, illicitly use you sexually. "2 0 

Similarly, the ''honest faith" that the poet loses "in thee" suggesh a 

bawdy play on ''honest'' (meaning "chaste"), with "in thee" indicating 

the sexual site of that loss.21 The ribald implications of these lines 

scarcely prepare the reader for the blatantly untrue pronouncement 

of line 9: "For I have sworn deep oaths of thy deep kindness." The 

poet's bitter irony springs from the page; nowhere in the sonnets to 

the dark lady has he ever mentioned her ''kindness." In fact. he has 

pointedly indicated that she is anything but kind: "For thou art 

covetous, and he is kind" (Sonnet 134 ). "Kind," we may recall, is one 

of the triad of adjectives that Shakespeare uses to describe the 

young man: "Fair, kind, and true" (Sonnet 105 ). In Sonnet 143 he 

asks the mistress to ''play the mother's part, kiss me, be kind." but 

the peevish and puerile tone of that poem suggests that he holds 
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out little hope that his prayers will be answered. The repetition of 

"deep" in line 9 indicates the presence of sexual word play to a 

reader grown hypersensitive to Shakespeare's bawdy, and, indeed, 

Rubinstein notes that "kindness" is frequently used by Shakespeare 

to mean sex or the sexual favor.22 That the dark lady's "kindness" 

should be modified by "deep'' comes as no surprise, for in Sonnet 

135 he has compared her sexual appetite and organ to the sea: 

The sea, all water, yet receives rain still, 
And in abundance addeth to his store; 
So thou being rich in will add to thy will 
One will of mine, to make thy large will more. 

(9 - 12) 

When the poet writes that he "gave eyes to blindness," he 

admits that he has voluntarily blinded himself in order to make the 

lady seem fair ("to enlighten thee''). He has perjured his eyes by 

making them "swear against the thing they see": the mistress in all 

her darkness and foulness. The poet's use of the term ''perjured" 

recalls Sonnet 129: 

Th' expense of sptnt in a waste of shame 
Is lust in action, and till action lust 
Is perjured, mur'drous, bloody. full of blame. 

(1 - 3) 

Although Sonnet 129 makes no mention of blindness. Booth· s gloss 

on "spirit" (semen) includes a reference to Sylva Sylvarum: "'It hath 

been observed by the ancients, that much use of Venus doth dim 

the sight. .. The cause of dimness of sight ... is the expence of 

spirits. "'23 This gives an entirely different slant to the old saw. 

"Love is blind'' (which Shakespeare quotes in The Taming of the 



79 

Shrew), and suggests that the poet's blindness has, perhaps, not 

been entirely voluntary--or at least not in the way first perceived. 

The word play of the rhyming couplet reveals multiple layers 

of meanmg. Booth quotes Ingram and Redpath's comments on the 

"perjured eye" of line 13: 

The poet is a more perjured kind of "eye" than his 
falsely swearing eyes were. They swore the opposite of 
what they saw. He has sworn the opposite of what he 
knows to be the truth. The poet is, however, also 
asserting that he is a ''more perjured /''--more perjured 
in this particularly foul lie than in any he has admitted 
to in the rest of the sonnet.2 4 

The pun resulting from the homonymity of "eye" and "I" ("more 

perjured I") also recalls the poet's sad realization of self-corruption 

in Sonnet 35: "Myself corrupting salving this amiss.'' In addition, a 

third possible reading of "eye'' returns us to Shakespeare's bawdy 

and Rubinstein's gloss of "eyes" as genitals.25 Although the notion 

of a perjured penis is a bit ludicrous, the poet admits that the 

urgent demands of his lust have caused him to break "twenty" oaths 

in order to "misuse" (have intercourse with) the mistress. This 

reading also helps to prepare us for the dual meanings of ''lie" in 

line 14: "lie" as falsehood and ''lie" as copulation. Rubinstein notes 

the latter meaning and writes that ''lie" was the equivalent of 

today's lay."26 The poet's vulgarization of language illustrates his 

disgust with sexuality and his own sordid entrapment in it. Thomas 

M. Greene observes, ''It is as though the pitiless obscenity, love

denying and love-blaspheming, had to expose the pudenda of 

language to register the meanness of the seamy loyalties and 
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tawdry bargains."27 Finally, the poet's admission that he has 

voluntarily blinded himself (" . . . gave eyes to blindness") suggests 

Sigmund Freud's psychoanalytic reading of Oedipus. According to 

Freud, whose clinical work established a relationship between the 

eyes and the male genitalia, the self-inflicted punishment that 

Oedipus endured when he gouged out his own eyes was really a 

substitute for the "proper" punishment: castration.28 This 

psychoanalytic reading does much to explain the poet's obsession 

with the vulnerability of the "I" (and the unreliable "eye'') in his 

discourse of erotic love. It is, we see. not simply the poet's 

judgment, discretion, and veracity--his authorial self--that his 

relationship with the dark lady threatens to destroy. It is his very 

manhood. Indeed, the entire dark lady sub-sequence reflects the 

poet's emasculation. or, more accurately perhaps. his self

effeminization. Sonnet 133 hints at this figurative castration: 

"Beshrew that heart that makes my heart to groan I For that deep 

wound it gives my friend and me.'' Rubinstein notes that "groan" 

can mean "erotic moan,"29 and Booth observes that the poem 

contains "a play on wound to describe the female sexual 

organ. "39 One can read these lines as evidence that the dark lady 

shares her sexual favors with the poet and the friend, but one can 

also read them as an indication that she emasculates both men and 

metaphorically transforms them into women when she "gives" (or 

confers upon) them "that deep wound" (a vagina). Finally. although 

the dark lady sub-sequence abounds with references to eyes, it ts 

significant that the poet refers to his own eyes only in order to note 



their blindness. Puzzled and querulous, he rages, impotently, 

against the blindness that results from erotic love: "0 me! what 

eyes hath love put in my head, I Which have no correspondence 

with true sight!" (Sonnet 148). 

8 I 

The connection between the erotic lie and the poetic lie seems 

clear. The poet's lying discourse, written with the black, seminal 

ink of his penile pen, has corrupted every aspect of his being, and 

his vilification, his repudiation of the mistress, that dark and 

devious embodiment of his art. suggests a concomitant attempt to 

repudiate that art and subvert his poetic authority. It seems 

particularly fitting, then, that the sonnets to the mistress end with 

the poet's admission of a self-inflicted blindness that symbolizes his 

unconscious castration. Irredeemably perjured. symbolically 

unsexed, the poet can no longer steel his pen to lie at the expense of 

truth. He must stop the flow of dissembling words, and so he does. 

How appropriate that the final sonnet to the dark lady should 

reverberate with echoes of rhetorical duplicity and erotic corruption 

that cut to the heart of the pharmakon of poison: 

In loving thee thou know'st I am forsworn. 
But thou art twice forsworn to me love swearing, 
In act thy bed-vow broke and new faith torn 
In vowing new hate after new love bearing. 
But why of two oaths' breach do I accuse thee. 
When I break twenty? I am perjured most, 
For all my vows are oaths but to misuse thee, 
And all my honest faith in thee is lost. 
For I have sworn deep oaths of thy deep kindness. 
Oaths of thy love, thy truth. thy constancy, 
And to enlighten thee gave eyes to blindness, 
Or made them swear against the thing they see, 



For I have sworn thee fair: more perjured eye, 
To swear against the truth so foul a lie. 
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The poet, in order to maintain the illusion that the mistress IS fair, 

kind, and true, has blinded himself to her "foul faults" and written 

rhetorical lies in an attempt to justify (or rationalize) the erotic ''lie'" 

that he craves. Forsworn, perjured. and exhausted by the literary 

legerdemain that has allowed him to swear against the truth and 

make fair what is foul, the poet concludes his sonnets to the dark 

lady with a bitter admission of what he has done: "For I have 

sworn thee fair: more perjured eye, I To swear against the truth so 

foul a lie." 
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