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The last level of meaninc we looked at in sonnet 60, 

that of tho soxual,is ono that Shakespeare uses often, not 

to t ease or ont ico his readers, but to enforce a thematic 

statement. Because sex is one of tho basic activities that 

insures tho continuance of lifo, the universal fact of sex, 

the proof of which is the continuinG existence of man on 

earth, can be a metaphor to enforce the idea of the univer­

sality of man on earth. When a poet liko Shakospoaro is 

awaro too of another kind of universality and another 

creative act that involves, fic;urativoly spenkine, cDncep-. • 

tion, birth and offspring, it would be natural for tho two 

creative acts to identify within a sot of imaees as they do 

in sonnet 60. In sonnet 116, tho imagery SUGGosts n level 

of sexual interpretation in a literal roadinc . Throughout 

the poem writinG tends to equate with sexual loving. 

Let me not to tho marriage of true minds 
Admit impediments. Love is not love • 
Which alters when it alteration finds, 
Or bends with tho remover to remove. 
Ono, it is an ever-fixed mark 
That looks on tempests and is never shaken; 
It is tho star to every wand1ring bark, 
Whose worth1s unknown, althoueh his heiGlit be taken. 
Love's not Time's fool, thoue;h rosy lips and cheeks 
Within his bending sickle's CJmpass come. 
Lovo alters not with his brief hours and weeks, 
But bears it out even to the edce of doom. 

If this be error and upon mo proved, 
I never writ, nor no man over loved. 

The sonnet seems at first to boa statement about what wo 

would term "romantic love." It is a "marria[;o of true 

minds" which recognizes no impediments. Love, defined, 

defined on this literal level, does not change when it 

finds something ~hanged or "bend" when somethinr:; is removed. 
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True love is " over-fixod , 11 and unshaken, a "star" or guide­

post to "every wand 'rine; bark." Love is n ot Time's "fool" 

or servant and will not chanee with time, even thou0h 

bodies must come "within his bondinr.:; sickle's compass." 

There s ooms t o be n lovo relationship that moots those 

requirements, but it is not tho "marriac e of true minds." 

It is instead tho s exual love implicit in the imagery. Or 

~3rhaps Shakospoaro's c onception of "true minds" is quite 

contrary t o tho popular traditional view so often imposed 

by readers. Marriage in the Renaissance wo.s n ot a union 

of minds. Tho basic reas on for marrying was to havo children 

and to continue tho line. Tho word "true" also raises the 

idea of "mind" to question. The demand of the first two 

lines seems r a ther unusual f or minds, but perhaps not f or 

bodies. Thore a re any number of impediments when two minds 

c ome t oeether, and n ot admittinc impediments seems a lmost 

impossible on a mental level. On a physical lovol, however, 

the 11mnrriage" would tend to admit (a word with soxuu. l 

connota tions) few impodinIDnts, except perhaps f or tho 

maidenhead , which doe s not l one remain ono • 

• • • Love is not lovo 
Which alters whon it alteration finds, 
Or bonds with the remover to r emove. 

Sexua l dosiro or physica l love docs not change when it finds 

an a lteration (perhaps a lost virc inity, or progtflncy), 

but a mind would tend t o chane;o. Nor would Love b end "with 

the remover t o r emove ." Physica l desire is a const ant and 

doe s not relax or "bend" t o r omovo its elf or the object of 

its desire . This is true a l so of tho constancy of poe try. 
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0 n o, it is nn over-fixed mQrk 
That l ooks on t omposts a nd is never shaken • • • • 

Lovo is a phallic i mase throuch out the poom, as is the 

"ovor-fix od mark," a lic;hthouso imae;o . Paradoxically, the 

" over-fixed mark11 a ls o image s tho mark of a pon on paper, 

tho mark of the poet's pen porhPps. 

It is tho star t o evory wand'rinc bark, 
Whos e worth 1 s unknown, a lthou0h his hoi c;ht bo taken. 

It is the north star, used by navigat ors. Hero, it is 

a phallic imaco. "Star" is also , h owever, a sun imago. 

"Burk" or boat if ;:~r ch cty1:,:1.lly f ominino, and II overy 

wand' rinc bark" i.f f i c;urat ivoly every woman who has lived 

and will live till do omsday. The star's "worth 1 s unknown" 

because it will only be known in terms of the total popula­

tion of the world, past and future. A navigator measures 

tho an5l0 whon ho "takes tho hoi{3ht"of tho north star. In 

tho case of this imac;c, h owever, tho measure of tho angl e is 

in tho total mea surement or "worth" of the phallic or 

sexual power on t his earth till doomsday. 

Love's not Time 's f ool, thouch rosy lirs and ch00ks 
Within his bondinG sickle's compass c om.e. 

Love is n ot Father Time's servant although individual 

physical qualities fall to b.is • ":,.ending sickle." Time 

functions hero both physically and metrically (int erms of 

the time and compass of the poem) as we have alra.ady seen in 

sonnet 60. 

Love alters n ot with his brief h ours and wooks, 
But bears it out ovon t o tho o d130 of d oom. 

Be cause this is univers a l physical love, it is cr oater than 

ono man's durat ion or lifetime and docs not chance with 

his hours or wo oks, but in a phallic sens e "bears it ou\" 
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endures, "evon to the edgo of doom," even to doomsday, 

as long as there are people on tho earth. "Doom" is a 

space as well as time imace. The edges of medieval maps 

designated unknown areas as doom. "B~ars it out" relates 

directly to the truth of tho poem and of poetry as it is 

"borne out" unalterably in the "ti~"'" and "compass" of the 

poem. In terms of this poem, then, physical love, sexual 

desire, is the only universally constant love relationship, 

except for that vhich equates with it, the writing of 

poetry. 

If this be error and upon mo proved, 
I novor writ, nor no mo.n evor loved. 

If this is not true, then Sbakespoa.re novor wrote and no 

man ever made love. The fact of his writing is this poem, 

and the fact of man loving is the population of the world. 

In sonnet 116 love, sexual love, was equated with 

writing poetry. In Love's Labour's~ love again iden­

tifies with poetry, but the kind of love and the results 

are different. In Act I the king and three of his courtiers 
I 

had vowed to remove themselves from the world for three 

years: 

Our court shall be a little academe, 
Still and contemplative in living art. (I, 1, 11.13-14) 

But by Act I.V all four men are in love, not so "still and 

contemplative." They want to act. Berowne's speech is a 

definition and defense of love and poetry in the world. 

o, ~is more than need. 
Have at you then, affection's men-at-a~ms: 
Consider what you •first did swear unto, 
To fast, to study, and to see no woman; 
Flat treason 1gainst the kingly state of youth. 



40 

Say, can you fast? your stomachs are too young, 
A d abstinence engenders maladies. • • • 

And where that you have vow'd to study, lords, 
n that each of you havo forsworn his book, 

Can you still dream and pore and thereon look? 
For when would you, my lord, or you, or you, 
Have found the ground of study's excellence 
Without the beauty of a woman's face, 
From women's eyes this doctrine I derive: 
They are the ground, the books, the academes, 
From whence doth spring the true Promethean firo. 
Why, universal plodding poisons up · 
The nimble spirits in tho arteries, 
As motion and long-during action tires 
The·s1newy vigour of tho traveller. 
Now, for not looking on a woman's face, 
You have in that forsworn tho use of eyes, 
And study too, tho causer of your vow; 
For where is any author in the world 
Teaches such beauty as a woman's oyo? · 
Learning is but an adjunct to ourself, 
And whore we are our learning likewise is: · 
Then when ourselves we soe in ladies' eye~.z.., 
Do we not likewise see our learning thore?_1 
o, we have made a vow to study, lords, 
Ind in that vow we have forsworn our books: • 
For when would you, my liege, or you, or you, 
In leaden contemplation have found out 
Such fiery numbers as the prompting eyes 
Of beauty's tutors have onrich'd you with? 
Other slow arts ontirely keep the brain,· 
And therefore, finding barren practisers, 
Scarce show a harvest of their heavy toil; 
But love, first learned in a lady's eyes, 
Lives not immured in tho brain, 
But, with tho motion of all elements, 
Courses as swift as thought in every power, 
And gives to every power a double power, 
Above their functions and their offices. 
It adds a precious seeing to the eye; 
A lover's eyes will gaze an eagle blind; · 
A lover's ear will hear the lowest sound, 
When the suspicious head of theft is stopp'd: 
Love's fooling is moro soft and sensible 
Than are the tender horns of cockled snails: 
Love's tongue proves dainty Bacchus gross in taste. 
For valour, is not Love a Hercules, 
Still climbing trees in the Hesperides? 
Subtle as Sphinx; as sweet and musical 
As bright Apollo's lite, strung with his hair; 
And when love speaks, tho voice of all the gods 
Mako heaven drowsy with the harmony. 
Never durst poet touch a pen to write 
Until his ink were tempor'd with Love's sighs; 
01 then his lines would ravish savage ears, 
And plant in tyrants mild humility. 
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From women's eyes this doctrine I derive: 
They sparkle still · the right Promethean fire; 
They are the books; the a rts, the academes, 
That show, contain, and nourish all the world; 
Else none at all in aught proves excellent. · 
Then fools you wore theso ·women to forswear, 
Or, keeping what is sworn, you will prove fools. 
For wisdom's sakc, · a word that all men lovo, • 
Or for love's sake, a word that loves all men; 
Or for men's sake, tho authors of these ·womon, 
Or women's sake, by whom we men arc mon, 
Lot us once lose our oaths to find ourselves, 
Or else wo lose ourselves to koep our oaths. 
It is religion to bo thus forsworn; 
For charity itself fulfils the law; 
And who can sever love from charity? (IV, 3, 11.287-

362') 
Berowne asks the other nobles first to consider whether 

they are actually able "to fast, to study, and to see no 

woman," when fasting is dangerous to their "young" stomachs, 

and when seeing "no woman" removes "tho ground of study's 

excellence": 

From women's eyos this doctrine I derive: 
They arc the ground, the books, the academes, 
From whence doth spring the true Promethean fire. 

"Women's eyes;" like "mistress' eyes" are tho physical 

details, as wo havo seen, of women or of poems. "They," 

the eyes, tho details, aro the "ground," tho earth, tho 

images, the body of tho poems, as well as "the books," 

tho books of pooms themselves. They are "the academes," 

tho cantors of learning. Paradoxically "academes" in this 

context are not isolated from the world, but encompass 

tho entire world of human details. Fr om the oyos, from 

tho poem, "doth spring the true Promethean fire." "Pro-

mothean fire" is an image related to tho sun.' 

connects with tho ideas of knowledge and action. 

VVhy, universal plodding poisons up 
The nimble spirits in tho arteries ••.• 

It also 
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Plodding along with abstractions poisons or destroys 

"nimble spirits" like fire and air, which as we have seen 

earlier connote inspiration and creativity. "Nimble" 

also implies movement or activity • 

• • • where is any author in the world 
Teaches such beauty as a woman's eyes? 

"Any author if\ the world," any writer of abstract learning 

cannot compare with "a woman's eye" that teaches beauty 

through details, through poetry. 

Learning is but an adjunct to ourself, 
And where wo arc our learning likewise is: · 
Thon whon ourselves wo seo in ladies' eyes, 
Do we not likewise sea our learning there? 

It was a Ronaissanco concept that lovors' images are ro­

floctod and contained in each others eyes. Love was first 

discovered in and by tho oyos, Tho lover who sees himself, 

and likewise his learning in a woman's eyos, can see the 

truth of himself reflected in the details of the poem • 

• • • when would you, my liege, or you, or you, 
In leaden contemplation havo found out 
Such f iory numbers as the prompting eyes 
Of beauty's tutors have enriched you with? 

"Leaden contemplation," like "universal plodding," the 

opposite of "nimble spirits," is part of tho "still and 

contemplative" academe. "Leaden contemplation," without 

the wonder of love and of details cannot discover "i'iery 

numbers," sun-filled poems. They are be-stowed by "prompt­

ing eyes. 11 

Other slow arts entirely keep tho brain,· 
And therefore, finding barren prnctiscrs, 
Scarce show a harvest of their heavy toil. 

All the "slow arts," abstract arts with their "heavy toil, 11 

like "leaden contemplation," "entirely keep the brain," 
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entirely control the brain and will not allow the freedom 

of emotions, of "nimble spirits." They also "keep in" the 

brain, and th:et"ofor0 aro "barren practisers" that "scarce 

show a harvost." 

But love, first learned in a lady's ayes, 
Lives not alono innnurod in tho brain •••• 

Love and poetry are both learned by looking, by yielding 

to the details of a woman, a poem. Lovo and poetry then, 

o.s opposed to tho "slow arts," are not confined to tho 

brain; they are active, emotional, and thoy "livo not alono. 0 

But with the motion of all elements, CLoveJ 
Courses as swift as thought in every power, 
And gives to every power a double power, 
Above their functions and their offices. 

With the "motion" of all tho clements of tho poem, poetry 

"courses as swift as thought," moves as swiftly as thought 

can grasp it, 11 1n ovory power" of the senses and intellect. 

It II gives to every power a double power, 11 gives every image 

or word a denotation and &).so connotations "above their 

functions c.nd their offices." Love seems to heighten tho 

senses so that you see more keenly; poetry as wall heightons 

sensitivity: tho more poetry you read and know, the more 

you will be able to see in poems. "Lovo 1 s fe nling" o.nd 

"Love's tongue" discriminate the finest shades and nuances, 

as does poetry. AnL what oxoopt for love, can journey 

more easily to "the Hesperides" than poetry? What is more 

subtle, more sweet or musical? 

Never durst poet touch a pen to write 
Until his ink were tomper 1d with Lovo•s sighs ••.• 

"Sighs" suggests fooling and emotion, and is an image 

again, of inspiration. 
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From women's eyes this doctrine I derive: 
They sparkle still tho right Promethean fire; 
They are the books, the arts, the academes, 
That show, contain, and nourish all the world; 
Else none a.tall in aught proves excellent. 

Love shows, contains, and nourishes all the world; poetry 

as well "shows" forth the world in images; "contains" the 

world in its details; "nourishes" thew orld because it 

"lives not alone irmnured in the brain." It connects with 

"tho motion of all elements," to motion, to action, for 

love and poetry are inevitably expressed in action. They 

are both experienced emotionally. The reader is moved 

emotionally in the poem; the movement continues to acts 

of "charity," the manifestation of lovo in life. 

Let us once lose our oaths to find ourselves, 
Or else we lose ourselves to keep our oaths. 
It is religion to be thus forsworn; 

-For charity itself fulfils the law; 
And who can sever love from charity? 

It is "religion" to be "thus forsworn," to have lost their 

abstract oaths. For "charity," the act of making love 

manifest, ".fulfils the law." This is also a New Testament 

phrase that describes Christ's supreme act of love in 

dying on tho cross. (Matthew 5:17-18) "And who can sever 

love from charity," love in action, writing or loving in 

the world of human affairs~ 

In tho pootry of Shakespoare we have seen love defined 

in terms of sexual love and "charity." In both cases 

love was related directly to poetry. In the poems o.f Keats 

there seem to be at first no parallel definitions of love, 

but the implications of "warm Love in" in the "Ode to 

Psyche" seem close to the ideas of poetio·truth we have 
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seen thus far., the "fair young man.," tho sun., charity. 

ODE TO PSYCHE. 

0 Goddessl hear those tuneless numbors, wrung 
By sweet enforcement and remembrance dear, 

And pardon that thu secrets should bo sung 
Evon into thine own soft-conched ear: 

Surely I dreamt to-day, or did I see 
Tho winged Psyche with awaken'd eyes? 

I wander' d in o. forest thoughtlessly·· 
And, on the sudden, fainting with surprise, 

Saw two fair creatures, couched side by side 
In deepest grass, beneath the whisp'ring roof 
Of loaves and trembled blossoms, where thoro ran 

A brooklet, scarce espied: 

'Mid hush'd, cool-rooted flowers, fragrant-eyed, 
Blue, silver-white, and budded Tyrian, 

They lay calm-breathing on the bedded grass; 
Their arms embraced, and their pinions too; 
Their lips touch 1 d not, but had not bade adieu, 

As if disjoined by soft-handed slumber, 
And r eady still past kisses to outnumber 

At tender eye-dawn of aurorean love: 
Tho winged boy I knew; 

But who wast thou, 0 happy, happy dove? 
His Psyche truo1 

O latest born and loveliest vision far 
Of all Olympus' faded hiorarchyl 

Fairer than · Phoobo's sapphiro-rogion'd star, 
Or Vesper, amorous glow-worm of tho sky; 

Fairer than those, though temple thou h ast nano, 
Nor altar heap 1 d with flowers; 

Nor virgin-choir to ma ke delicious moan 
Upon tho midnight hours; 

No voice, no lute, no pipe, no incense sweet 
From chain-swung censor teeming; 

No shrine, no grove, no oracle, no hoat 
Of pale-mouth'd prophet dreaming. 

O brightestl though too late for antique vows, 
Too, too late for the fond believing lyre, 

When holy were the haunt ed forest boughs 
Holy the air, tho water, and the fire; 

Yet even in those days so far retir'd ' 
From happy pieties, thy luc ent fans, 
Fluttering among the faint Olympians, 

I see, and sing , by my · own eye s inspir 1 d. 
So lot mo be thy choir, and make a moan 

Upon the midnight hours; 
Thy voice, thy lute, thy pipe , thy incense sweet 

From swinged censer t eeming; 
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Thy shrine, thy grove, thy oracle, thy heat 
Of pale-mouth'd prophet dreaming. 

Yes, I will bothy priest, and build a fane 
In some untrodden region of my mind, 

Whore branched thoughts, new grown with pleasant pain, 
Instead of pines shall murmur in the wind: 

Far, far around shall those dark-cluster'd trees 
Flodgo the wild-ridged mountains steop · by steep; · 

And thoro by zephyrs, streams, and birds, and bees, 
Tho moss-lain Dryads shall bo lull'd to sleep; 

And in the midst of this wide quietness 
A rosy sanctuary will I dross 
With the wroath 1d trellis of a working brain, 

With buds, and bolls, and stars without a namo, 
With all the gardener Fancy e'er could foign, 

Who breeding flowers, will never breed tho same: 
And there shall be for thee all soft delight 

That shadowy·thought can win, 
A bright torch, and a casement ope at night, 

To lot tho warm Lovo in1 

The poem, as the title indicates, is addressed to Psyche, 

whoso name means soul. She was once a mortal princess, but 

according to the myth recounted by Apuleius, she became 

innnortal through Cupid who fell in love with her. Keats 

addresses her as "goddess" when ho asks hor to "hear these 

tuneless numbers,"·tho measures or metrical lines 01' his 

poem, 
••• wrung 

By sweet enforcement and remembrance dear •••• 

The poem was "wrung with sweet enforcement," brought 

forth with difficulty, but also, "wrung" or verbally 

sounded as a bell is "rung." 

Surely I dreamt to-day, or did I see 
The winged Psyche with awakon'd eyes? 

He questions the reality of his experience, as he does 

later in tho "Odo to a Nightingale," and then dosc:nibes 

seeing ''the win~ocl Psyche. 11 
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I wandor'd in a forest thoughtlessly, 
And, on the sudden fainting with surprise, 

Saw two fair creatures, couched side by side • • • • 
As he wandcrs'1thoughtlcssly," without thoughts of himself, 

of the world, "on the sudden, fninting with surprise," 

faintinc and perhaps ovon falling to the ground, ho dis-

covers "two fair creatures" lyinG .1 

••• side by side 
In deepest grass, beneath tho whispering roof 
Of loavos and trembled blossoms, whoro there ran 

A brooklet, scarco espied: 

1Mid hush'd, cool-rootod flowers, fragrant-eyed, 
Bluo, silvor-whito, and budded Tyrian, 

They lay calm-breathing in the bedded grass ••• • 

Tho setting is s ensuous but not passionate. The flowers 

themselves are "hushed," "cool-rooted." Their colors aro 

cool--"blue, silver-white, and budded Tyrian" (purple). 

The "two fair creatures" arc "calm-breathing," not 

passionate. 

Their arms embraced, and their pinions too; 
Their lips touch'd not, but had not bado adieu, 

As if disjoined by soft-handed slumber, 
And roady still past kisses to outnumber 

At tender eye-dawn of auroroan love •••• 

Tho moment is one of physical closeness because they are 

embracing. But "pinions" reminds us that they are not 

entirely mortal or real. It seems to be a kind of still 

point, time and movement suspended. Thoy have had "past 

kisses" and ar0 "ready still" these "pa.st kisses to out­

number. 11 "Aur oroan love II is the dawning love or new love. 

"Eye-dawn" suggests tho idea that love is born in the eyes, 

rocognizod through the eyes; it also recalls tho "awaken'd 

eyes" of tho poet as he fir st viewed nthe winged Psyche" 

and suggests perhaps a point of identification b etween 

the poet and the "two f a ir creo.tures. 11 


