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

Notes =

LINE [l fairest creatures: the most beautiful creatures and the best creatures.
increase: procreation, reproduction.

LINE Fd That: so that; in order that.
thereby: in that way; by that means; by means of fairest creatures desiring multiplication.
beauty’s rose: the bloom of youth; beauty’s primehood; rose-like beauty. Rose symbolizes
all beautiful things that are beautiful. By reproducing itself it could become immortal.

LINE E] as: in so far as, in as much as, because, when, even as.
riper: older, more mature; more ready for harvesting.
by time: in due course, in proper time.
decease: die. “decease” is similar to “decrease” in spelling, which is a reminder of the
increase in Line 1.

LINE B} His...his: the rose’s.
tender: young, reminding one of tender shoot, i.e., immature plant, which contrasts well
with the riper; it might also means “loving”, “gentle”, “kind”.
bear his memory: be a reminder of the father. The word “bear” reminds one of both
“bearing fruit” and “bearing young”, which is in agreement with the former metaphor and
with the general topic of reproduction.

LINE H thou...thine: you...your. Besides, “thee” can only be used as an object in old English, and

“thine” was used before vowels or words beginning with A.

contracted to: betrothed to. It also conveys the sense of being compressed, curtailed,
restricted. It shows that the young man was determined to remain being unmarried. Line
5 suggests that the young man loves himself too much. This reminds one of the example

1
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of Narcissus from classical literature, who died having fallen in love with his own beautiful
reflection in water. The general sense seems to be that of one who is perpetually pre-
occupied with his own concerns, looking upon himself, and being under contract to pursue
his own interests.

LINE [ thy: your. with self-substantial fuel: with fuel from your own body; with your own substance.
The poet seems to say that the fuel should be renewable. This implies the poet’s criticism of
the young man, who is intent on devouring himself and his future hope.

Feed'st: Feed. The verb after the second person singular “thou” ends with “-est”, “st”, or “t”,
for example, art=are (Line 9), buriest=bury (Line 11).

light’s flame: flame in the eyes. People at that time used to think that eyes are like the sun
and can shine.

LINE [} only: principal; it implies single, solitary.
gaudy: joyous; luxurious; bright; showy.

LINE [l content: what is contained in you, that is the possibility of being a father; what would make
you contented, that is, marriage.

LINE [l tender churl: “tender” carries a reminder of “tendering”, “offering”, “giving”; “churl” is
synonymous to “miser”, so “tender churl” is an oxymoron, meaning “a generous miser”.
niggarding: hoarding; being miserly; stingy.

LINE glutton: it suggests both extravagant waste and selfish hoarding.

LINE [f] by the grave and thee: it contains two ideas in great conciseness—it refers both to
Southampton’s dying and to his death leaving no child.

Comment and Interpretation >

The first sonnet of the sequence sets the tone for the following group of all together
seventeen sonnets with the theme of procreation. The poet puts forward the theme at the very
beginning: we desire that the fairest creatures may increase so that beauty may not die out. But
his friend is too self-centered to marry, thus refusing to reproduce his beauty. The poet here is
making his first try to persuade him to abandon his foolish idea. He tells his friend that as the
older in time dies he may leave an heir to carry on his memory. But his friend is concerned only
with his own beauty, and feeds the flame of life with self-regarding fuel, making a famine where
there is plenty: in this he is being too cruel to himself. The friend is just now coming out into the
world, like a fresh ornament forecasting the spring, but in refusing to marry, he is burying what
he has to give within himself. Thus he is wasteful in being so skinflint. The poet urges the friend
to take pity on the world, or else he will be regarded as a glutton—to eat up what is due to the
world by dying childless.

Time is powerful, and it will destroy everything in the end. A lot of poets in the Elizabethan
Age lamented about the power of time and felt helpless before its power. They sought various
ways to defeat time to achieve immortality. But none of them treated the theme in the same way
as Shakespeare did: to achieve immortality through marriage.
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oonngt 9

When forty winters shall besiege thy brow
And dig deep trenches in thy beauty’s field,
Thy youth'’s proud livery, so gazed on now,
Will be a tattered weed of small worth held:
Then being asked where all thy beauty lies,
Where all the treasure of thy lusty days,
To say, within thine own deep sunken eyes,
Were an all-eating shame, and thriftless praise.
How much more praise deserved thy beauty’s use,
If thou couldst answer, ‘This fair child of mine
Shall sum my count and make my old excuse,
Proving his beauty by succession thine.
This were to be new made when thou art old,
And see thy blood warm when thou feel’st it cold.
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Notes >

LINE

LINE FA

LINE

LINE ]
LINER
LINEY

LINE E1

LINEED

LINE [

LINE [
LINE [E

Comment and Interpretation ¢-

forty winters: forty years. This is a rhetorical device called synecdoche.

besiege: encircle in order to attack and take. This is a military term and image.

trenches: wrinkles. This is another military term and image.

field: It refers to the forehead. The besieging army would dig trenches to undermine the
city’s walls. But the reference may also be furrows dug in a field when ploughing.

thy youth’s proud livery: the marks of beauty that makes you proud. “Livery” refers to uni-
form worn by soldiers, and this responds to the military image in Line 1. It also refers to the
uniform worn by servants in a nobleman’s house. It could be quite sumptuous if the person
wished to make a show of wealth.

proud: splendid; gorgeous, suggesting confident, haughty.

tattered weed: tattered garment. In Shakespeare’s works, “weed” often refers to clothing.
“Weed” also coordinates with the former metaphor: beauty’s field.

being asked: if you were to be asked in the future; when you might be asked.

lies: is.

lusty days: the days with youthful yearning and desire; days of lustful behavior.

lusty: lustful; full of carnal desire.

all-eating: corresponds with “glutton” and “eat” in Sonnet 1, Line 13 and Line 14
respectively.

thriftless praise: praise which produces no result or advantage, a praise of yourself which is
clearly misplaced and damaging to you.

thriftless: showing no sense of thrift or economy.

deserved: would deserve. This is a habitual use at Shakespeare’s time, that is, the past
tense can be used in subjunctive mood referring to future. For another example, see Line 8:
were=would be.

use: use for procreative purposes, sexual use. Compare Sonnet 4, Line 7; Sonnet 6, Line 5;
Sonnet 20, Line 14; Sonnet 40, Line 6; Sonnet 48, Line 3; Sonnet 78, Line 3; Sonnet 134,
Line 10. This is also common in Shakespeare’s plays, such as in Timon of Athens, V. iii, “Be
a whore still; they love thee not that use thee.” Here it is relevant to the former metaphor of
usury—investment for profit, as opposed to the thriftlessness of miserly hoarding.

sum my count: complete my account and present the balanced audit.

make my old excuse: justify, when I am old, the consumption of the beauty expended
during my life.

Proving the child’s beauty to be yours by succession.

were: would be.

The poet opens with another image—time as besieging army—to persuade the young man
to marry. The soldiers are digging trenches in the field outside the city to get ready for the
besieging. The trenches correspond to the wrinkles on the forehead of the young man when he
is old. The field corresponds to the forehead of the young man. The splendid ornament of his
youth, now attracting much attention, will become a ragged garment of little worth when he is
old. When asked then “Where is your beauty now? Where is the treasure of your lusty youth?” to
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answer—“only within my own sunken eyes” would be a consuming shame and profitless praise.
To use his beauty would be more worthy of a commendation if he could answer, “This fair child
of mine speaks for me and makes up my account”. He is urged not to throw away all his beauty
by devoting himself to self-pleasure, but to have children, thus satisfying the world, and Nature,
which will keep an account of what he does with his life.

The poet looks ahead to the time when the youth will be aged, and uses this as an argument
to urge him to waste no time, and to have a child who will preserve his beauty. He uses several
future tenses to show the urgency and make haste the young man’s getting married and
begetting children, such as “shall besiege”, “Will be a totter’d weed”.
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Sonngt<?

Look in thy glass and tell the face thou viewest
Now is the time that face should form another,
Whose fresh repair if now thou not renewest

Thou dost beguile the world, unbless some mother.



Notes >

L!NE i

LINE

LINE B3

LINE B

LINE 3

LINE

LINE B

LINE [[§

ut if thou lwe, remembered hot to be, A
Die single and thineimage dies wu;hﬂxe,e.\ e

glass: mirror. The word “glass” appears several times in Shakespeare’s sonnets, such as
in Sonnet 22, Sonnet 62, Sonnet 77, and Sonnet 103. The mirror is the same as the one in
Shakespeare’s plays such as in Hamlet, that is, it is always a reflection of nature.

the face: the reflection of your face.

thou viewest: that you see.

fresh repair: unfaded condition. “repair” also implies “restoration”, which echoes “renew”,
which also means “rejuvenate”. Furthermore, if taken as a compound word, formed from
the Latin prefix “re-” and the French noun “pere”, it means “fathering again”; in this case;
it can well be regarded as a pun.

renewest: make again; duplicate.

The whole line means: If you do not renew the youthful state of that face, i.e., if you do not
marry and make a son renew your youth.

beguile: cheat or disappoint; deprive the due rights of somebody or something.

unbless: do not bless; make unhappy; make someone lose the pleasure.

unbless some mother: cheat some woman of maternity; deny some woman the blessing of
motherhood; deprive some woman the chance of being a mother.

uneared: unfruited; unploughed; untilled. In old English, erian=to plough. See Antony and
Cleopatra Act 11, Scene ii: “He plough’d her and she cropp’d”, which is a description of
Julius Caesar’s liaison with Cleopatra, which resulted in the birth of Caesarion. An uneared
womb is one not yet fruitful or not tilled.

disdain: look on with contempt.

husbandry: agricultural management; the state of being a husband, a pun on “husband”.
fond: foolish, with a play on “fond” meaning “loving”.

will be: as to become; that is willing to be. There is also a play on word here, “will” indicates
the simple future tense and also implies “wish, intention”.

self-love: a reminder of Narcissus in ancient Greek mythology.

to stop posterity: with the result that your family will end with you, “to” also implies
deliberate intent.

April: In English, there is an idiom “in the April of one’s age”, which means “in the prime,
golden time of one’s life”.
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lovely: beautiful.

LINE [l through windows of thine age: through your eyes that are dimmed due to old age.
Because eyes are the windows of one’s soul, “windows” may well mean “eyes”. “Windows”
are a reminder of another kind of glass—the “mirror” in Line 1 and Line 9, which mean
“reflection”. A man can see his own reflection in his children. Thus, “through windows of
thine age” can also mean “by means of your children”.

LINE remembered not to be: in such a way as you will not be remembered; determined not to
be remembered, with the intent of being forgotten.

LINE [l image: memory, fame in the world; mirror image, visible form; potential offspring.

The whole line means: If you die single, there will be no image to carry on your memory,
so you will be forgotten soon. The line also can be read as an imperative: “Die as a single
person, and you, such a stubborn person, there will be no sign of you left!”

Comment and Interpretation >

The image of mirror appears for the first time in Shakespeare’s sonnets here. It is of the
same meaning as “glass” and “windows”. The function of mirror is to reflect nature, as the
famous line in Hamlet. As a director, Hamlet expounds the “purpose of playing”, which, from
the invention of theater, has been to “hold the mirror up to nature”. Here, Hamlet echoes
classical authors, who insisted that drama be a form of truth, not mere entertainment. Hamlet is
also echoing Shakespeare of course, for he is always regarded as a spokesman for Shakespeare.
Playwrights and players should strive to present action in the most verisimilar manner, without
exaggeration or distortion, without bombast or excessive sentimentality. In the theatrical mirror
we see our virtues and vices reflected back to us in their true shape: that’s the theater’s moral
function.

In this sonnet, the poet looks ahead into the future to point out the urgency of getting
married and begetting some children for the young man. Time fleets. He will soon become old.
To preserve the beauty of his youth, there is no choice but to make his children carry on his
memory. But if he is determined to die single, there will be no sign of his beauty left in the world
when he dies.
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i Unthrifty lovelmess, why dost thou spend
- Upon thy self thy beauty s legacy?
, ,Nature s bequest glves nothing but doth lend,
i And bemg frank she lends to those are free.
- Then, beauteous niggard, why dost thou abuse
The bounteous largess given thee to give?

Thy unused beauty must be tombed with thee.
Which, used llves thfexecutor to be.

Unthrifty: unsaving; wasteful; profitless. The word echoes “thriftless” in Sonnet 1.
loveliness: youth, which is beauty itself.

why dost thou spend/Upon thy self: There is a kind of financial implication here meaning
“why are you squandering your wealth and resources without investing your them into some
profitable business?”

beauty’s legacy: The riches, the beauty that you now possess, which is inherited from your
parents and which is for your offspring, that is, when you leave the world, you should leave
your beauty to the world through your offspring.
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LINE Fl Nature’s bequest: the qualities, talents, attributes, which are provided by Nature at birth.
Nature, however, does not give them free, but only makes a loan. She expects interest from
the repayment, in the form of gifts to the world.

LINE ] frank: generous.
free: generous.

LINE @ beauteous: beautiful.
niggard: miser, stingy, selfish person.
abuse: treat badly.

LINE [ largess: gift, the gift given by nature; the inheritance from nature.

LINE |l Profitless usurer: a money lender who makes no profit. This is an oxymoron. The
comparison of the young man to a usurer, although a profitless one, perhaps was meant
to stir him to action. In the context of usurer, “use” should mean “invest for profit, lend at
interest”; but the preceding line suggests that it means “use up, spend”.

LINE ] The paradox is augmented in this line. “Live”, in the financial sense, means “make a living,
support oneself”, but in the context of the poem, it must mean “survive into the future”,
“survive in your children”, “have physical immortality in your children”. A usurer often
lives a comfortable life from the interest he charges. The young man should have been
living a similar life as the usurer does because of his abundance of wealth (beauty), but the
situation is that he cannot survive. The next line tell us the reasons.

LINE Bl traffic: commerce; dealings trade; business. “Having traffic with thy self alone” not only
means “keeping yourself single”, but implies “masturbating”, which means “to get sexual
satisfaction through self-stimulation”.

LINE [[] deceive: cheat. You deprive yourself of children who are in a sense yourself, i.e., you cheat
yourself.

LINE [F] acceptable: satisfactory; agreeable.
audit: final account. Strictly speaking the term “audit” is applied to a check which is made
on accounts after they have been presented, but also, by extension, it appears to mean the
accounts themselves.

LINE be tombed with thee: be buried with you. “Which” refers to “thy beauty”.
lives th’executor to be: lives in the future as your children, as the inheritor and
administrator of your beauty. “Lives” also suggests being remembered after death besides
the meaning mentioned in Line 8.

Comment and Interpretation ¢»>

The young man is urged once again not to throw away the beauty he possesses. The conceit
here used is of financial nature, about use and usury, profit and interest. Beauty is Nature’s gift,
but only given on condition that it is used to profit the world, that is, by handing it on to future
generations. An analogy is drawn from money-lending: the usurer should use his money wisely.
Yet the young man has dealings with himself alone, and cannot give a satisfactory final account.
If he continues to behave in such a way, his beauty will die with him; otherwise, he could leave
inheritors to benefit from his legacy.

The sonnet also plays on the proverbial idea of paying one’s debt to nature. Life and all
those attached to life such as beauty are given by nature. Nature does not give them outright
but lends them to those who are generous. She wishes people to hand down generation after



