William Shakespeare

Sonnet 94
          Stephen Booth has expressed quite simply what readers have found: "Shakespeare's sonnets are hard to think about. They are hard to think about individually and they are hard to think collectively." (1) I think that he was rather correct in saying that, and for this reason I have had to abandon early hopes of making an extended analysis of the sonnet, so references to other works are occasional only, and brief.

          There is an innumerable amount of questions related to Shakespeare's sonnets in general, which would give background information, like dating of the sonnet, who was the Young Man, the Rival Poet, or the Dark Lady, and so on, but these probably are all of little importance. Never the less we are given a clue in Sonnet 94 for the dating, because in the ending couplet we find 'lilies that fester', which line, as Philip Martin points out, was used in Edward III, and if Shakespeare himself wrote the scene in which it occurs, was he quoting the sonnet or does the sonnet quote the play? (2) Anyway, what seems a reasonable if approximate calculation, is between 1593 and 1603. In any case, it is not of crucial importance.

	
	XCIV.

They that have power to hurt, and will do none  That do not do the thing they do most show,    Who, moving others, are themselves as stone,  Unmoved, cold, and to temptation slow;            They rightly do inherit heaven's graces,            And husband nature's riches from expense;     They are the lords and owners of their faces,    Others but stewards of their excellence.         The summer's flower is to the summer sweet,  Though to itself it only live and die;               But if that flower with base infection meet,      The basest weed outbraves his dignity:                    For sweetest things turn sourest by their deeds  Lilies that fester smell far worse than weeds.         
	


Although that the sonnet is presented here, I will try to summarize it in other words, so that we get closer to the meaning, and can later show the ambiguous nature of certain parts: They who have power to hurt and will not use it, / who do not do what they most seem to do, / who while moving others are themselves like stone, / unmoved, cold, slow to temptation: / they, justly and by right, possess heaven's grace, / and conserve the riches of nature, seeing to it that these are not squandered, / They are true lords and land-lords, but are also the lords of their faces, / others are only stewards of their excellence: / The summer's flower is sweet to the summer, / although the flower itself  is concerned only with living and dying, /  but if the flower meet with base infection, if it should become corrupted, / the merest weed not only survives it but, lowly as it is, seems to fare better. / For sweetest things turn sourest by their deeds, / and the deeds of this flower are now to fester and to stink: better a weed's smell, than of rotting lily. (3)

There are a lot of ambiguities in word and phrase, for example 'owner of their faces', means, perhaps, that they acknowledge their faces as reality, or 'only' might refer to 'one-ly', meaning 'singly', the flower therefore, simply living and dying to itself, apparently giving to the summer no thought at all. However difficult the meaning of certain phrases may be, we can certainly point out some exact features: There is definitely a sudden "break" of thought between line 8-9, where abandoning the theme of powerful men, he turns to a new theme, that of the lily. This certain jump in the thought between octave and sestet, is a more violent one than is usual in the Sonnets, but not a break. Though the imaginary changes, the preoccupation remains the same. Further, the later images take their pattern from the earlier: lords and stewards become flower and summer, flower and weed; the feudal relationship is replaced by a natural relationship, but these are only seen partly in hierarchical terms. So on the level of images the two sections of the poem are strongly connected.

At this point we can introduce a new feature of the poem, probably the most important one; the very strong irony both in tone and meaning, so typical of Shakespeare. To recognize this is to find new freedom and scope, if also more problems. Which parts are ironical and which are not, or is the poem ironical from start to finish? The main freedom gained, of course, is to able to consider the sonnet's tone. "It is agreed", says Empson, " that 'They that have power to hurt and will do none' is a piece of grave irony." (4) While it seems thoroughly praiseworthy that 'they' who have the power to hurt should lack the will to exercise it, one is slightly unsettled by the next line: they appear to be the sort of people who would do something, yet they do not do it. Although one must, in general, admire that they do not use their power to hurt, but are they equally to be admired for not doing what 'they most do show'? Whatever that may be: for while it could be the power to hurt, this seems unlikely. We are never told in precise terms what 'the thing' is, but everything said about 'them' here and further on is in negative terms. ("Who, moving others, are themselves as stone, / unmoved, cold and to temptation slow...") The 'charges' against them are not even as tolerable as those of the Petrarchan mistress, which they call to mind, for she too moved others while remaining herself as stone, but "slow to temptation" would have been felt too strong a charge. It suggests a different kind of character, one with a greater moral dimension.

The thought of the quatrain develops in such way that the end seems almost to reverse the beginning. After such a fourth line the tone of the fifth has to be ironical. The ambiguity of the line remains; on the one hand 'rightly' means 'as of right', and has a suggestion of nobility, even of kingship; on the other hand it appears to express approval, though this approval turns out to be apparent only. In a sense these people do 'rightly' inherit heaven's graces: every blessing and favour they possess by inheritance. Yet perhaps every man receives as much? They were perhaps born rich, in whatever sense: clearly then their riches are theirs by right. Given what already has been said of them, do they act justly? The phrase 'heaven's graces' could be irony of the type which condemns a man's attitude by representing it. 

We can no longer exclude the question of who 'they' might refer to. It is clear that the poem is a detached judgement of a certain type of person. Above the possible personal level - indicated by Martin Seymour-Smith - addressed to one of Shakespeare's friend who's desire to leave him and his unwillingness to say no might reflect in the poem, there is a lot more to it. (5) Shakespeare is more clever and generalizes; the movement is, rather, away from the central experience; it is never forgotten or lost, but the poem broods upon it, enlarges upon it, until it becomes a general experience as well as a particular one. By universalizing it in this way Shakespeare escapes from the limitations of the self, and moves from the plane of I and thou towards more expansive region of the imagination. This complexity is that which makes the analyses difficult to make. As Philip Martin says: " Shakespeare has possibly tried to say too much in one sonnet." (6) But this is exactly which makes it even more interesting. So we might ask again who, or what kind, might this certain type of person be?

 The strong religious reference clearly brings to mind the picture of priesthood. Therefore I would make a brave statement, by saying that we can more easily grasp this particular type of person, identifying 'them' with priesthood or some other group similarly conservative to that.. All that has been said feels as if referring to priesthood with an extra level of meaning of  very strong sexuality. Are they the only one to have received greater gifts, or gifts in greater measure? What kind of gifts are these in comparison to the gifts of carnal pleasure possessed by those who are 'stewards of their excellence' Why then should they think themselves and their blessings exceptional?

 The relation between 'heaven's graces' and 'nature's riches' in this sense is clear. They are clearly in opposition, in the terms of sexuality. "And husband nature's riches from expense" could mean, either, that they cultivate and conserve the riches of nature, and prevent them from being wasted, or it could mean that they hoard these riches and prevent them from being used at all. If we accept the idea of 'them' referring to priesthood, than there's no doubt which meaning we feel stronger. They believe themselves to be, and doubtless are, graced by heaven, and lord it over the natural world and the common people alike, while owning no obligation to spend on anyone the riches of their own natures.

The strongly ironic note may sound more subdued in the next line: "They are the lords and the owners..." of something. The first word gets a capital in order, probably to emphasize the rank and the homage paid to them, while the two words together mark the twin attributes of rank and proprietorship. What to these lords own? Their faces. When read in one way, the line swells and collapses with an almost comic effect, as L.C. Knights has observed. (7) And while the face may be identify a person, one recalls the familiar Shakespearean contrast between appearance and inward state. The strong sexual desire oppressed by the ill-nature of ethics that they try to pretend. There is too, a further whisper of irony: just as the lords are owner of their faces, so the stewards are busy about excellence. The first kind of people (say priests), though not necessarily like the pharisees in hypocrisy, are like them in hollowness; they are 'big' and they know it, and this 'knowledge' loses them the laurels they rest on. They have their reward already: face, pomp, empty show.

        At this point we can summarize, that the poem can be understood as an ironic representation of a certain type of people, who can be identified with priesthood, or some other group similarly conservative to that. There is a strong opposition drawn between lords and stewards, with representation of values on both sides. On an extra level of meaning, the poem also involves a great sexual opposition understood mainly from the last sestet of the sonnet, but also strongly recognizable in lines 4-8. The contrast of values can clearly be seen as the sexual pleasure of stewards and the promised heaven's grace of the lords.

But Shakespeare does not stop here. It has already been suggested that the flower itself is concerned only with living and dying, it is indifferent to its effects on others and to their feelings. 'Only' points to the infertility of the flower: it neither gives nor receives new life - it has a pointless existence. We can clearly draw the parallel with people like priests, who seek values and blessings not in this world putting on false faces of loosing interest in earthly matters, morally being far beyond questions of carnal pleasure. Moreover the flower is the summer's flower, so the summer as well as finding it sweet has produced it. The parallel is simple again; if people are produced by God or Nature, then why would they want to ignore nature's beauty, hoarding them and preventing others from using it.

What is more, the flower may take corruption from the weed, but this need not be so; it is only one of the many possibilities thrown up by the suggestiveness of the language. Beautiful but passive, the 'aristocratic' flower becomes so debased by infection, that even the 'basest weed' has the advantage, can 'outbrave' the flower's 'dignity', which by implication is now almost nothing. Translating this back to the human world: whether priest-like-people are 'corrupted' by other more-human humans, in terms of starting sexual relationships, or they are wasted by the total ignorance of their own character, represented in the poem as 'base infection'. Whatever the case, it is clearly stated that no salvation can be gained for those who are like that: salvation will seem corruption to them and infection will seem heaven's grace.

One further point needs to be made concerning the final couplet. The equivocality of "For sweetest things turn sourest by their deeds" depends on the double-take on the last word. The 'deeds' are not initially those of festering and smelling: that can only be said of the flowers in their last state, but their first, as the whole poem has shown, was one inaction. They have done nothing, their deeds were non-deeds. And yet these too, like vigorous action, have their consequences: "Lilies that fester smell far worse than weeds", which, one may note, is the simplest line in the poem, moreover rather a vulgar and cruel ending. It needs to be, because, coming at the end of such sequence of ironic ambiguities, it has to strike an unequivocal hammer-blow. It contains no irony, - it needs none -, but a very strong message to the reader: the message of human values, not to become like 'them', but to be like him; full of love and desire, which is the most natural thing in life.

Bibliography
1.   Stephen Booth, An Essay on Shakespeare's Sonnets .    [ New Haven and London, 1969 ]., (p. 1.) 

2.   Philip Martin, Shakespeare's Sonnets: Self, Love and Art . [ London, Cambridge University Press,  1972 ].,  (p. 2.)

3.   consult :   M. Philip  op. cit. pp. 31-32.

4.    William Empson, Some Versions of Pastoral . [ Harmondsworth, 1966]. (pp. 75-96)

5.   Martin Seymour-Smith,  Shakespeare's Sonnets . Edited with an introduction and commentary,  [ London, 1964 ].,  (pp. 158-159)

6.   Philip Martin, Shakespeare's Sonnets: Self, Love and Art .  [ London, Cambridge University Press,  1972 ].,  (p. 41.)

7.   L.C. Knights,  ' Shakespeare's Sonnets '  in Explorations .   [ Harmondsworth,   1964 ].,  (p. 64.)

