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WilliamkShakespeare

As the highest peak in the English Renaissance and one of the giant ﬁ$;1;1r3\s in world
literature , William Shakespeare established his position with 38 plays, 154 'sonnets and 2
long nar/r?ﬁnwemb. Born on April 23,1564 to a well-to-do merchant family in Stratfo;ﬁ-
on-Avon , Shakespeare spent his childhood in this beautiful small town and got his educa-
tion in the local grammar school. In 1582, he married Ann Hathaway,a y%_‘:}ma . 6,daugh-
ter and they had three children. There was little record of Shakespeare s childhood and
youth experience until he established himself as a play‘vrl ht | m London. 1t is said that in
the year of 1586 or 1587 Shakespeare went to London to maﬁ‘ a living. He published two
narrative poems, Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece in 1593 and 1594. His sonnets
came out from the year of 1593 to 1609, of which 154 poems were produced and addressed
to a “handsome young man of high birth” or to a “dark lady”. From about 1588 to 1613,
his dramatic works came out one after another. They are generally divided into four periods.
Roughly the years from 1588 to 1600 can be regarded as his period of apprenticeship and
from 1595 to 1600 ,the second period, he wrote most of his history plays and comedies and
some early tragedies. The best of them are Henry IV and Henry the V, the history plays,
comedies such as The Merchant of Venice, Much Ado About Nothing, As You Like It and
Twelfth Night, and two tragedies, Romeo and Juliet and Julius Caesar. The third period
from 1601 to 1608 is the period of Shakespeare’ s great tragedies. There are Hamlet,
Othello ,King Lear, Macbeth ,Antony and Cleopatra, Coriolanus and Timon of Athens. In
the last period from 1609 to 1613, Shakespeare turned to tragic comedy writings which are
mainly Winter’s Tale, The Tempest and Cymbeline. In about 1613, Shakespeare retired to

be back to his hometown and he died in the year of 1616, on April 23. Shakespeare is a
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great humanist of his time and the representative writer of his age. He writes skillfully in
the forms of both poetry and drama to expose the evils and weakness of his time, the socie-
ty, the religious system and human nature while he holds that beauty, kindness and truth
existing in life and nature should be reflected in the works of art. With a wealth of vocabu-
lary of 16,000 different words surpassing all the writers in the language of English, he has
had profound influences on later writers in their ideas, language skills or artistic expres-

sions.

THE PoEM OVERVIEW

Shakespeare’ s poetry, like his drama, also exerted powerful influence on the world
literature. He wrote 154 sonnets all his life. They are marvelously designed and com-
posed, and are known as “Shakespearean sonnets” , which is sometimes called English
sonnets. A Shakespearean sonnet is divided into two parts — three quatrains and a couplet.
The rhyme scheme is abab, cdcd, efef, gg. Each line is in iambic pentameter. Shake-
speare’ s plays are full of poetic charm, while his poetry of dramatic mood. Most of Shake-
spearean sonnets were written between 1593 and 1599.

The greatest dramatist in English Renaissance, Shakespeare is also the most brilliant
star of poetry in the world. As an outstanding representative of Renaissance, Shakespeare
fully displays great revival of poetry and his poems are filled with humanist ideas.

In the 64th sonnet the poet conveys his stirring emotion about the great changes that
time has brought to everything and everybody of the earth. In the 18th sonnet, Shakespeare
employs vivid metaphors and expresses his strong love for “thee”. Shakespean scholars can-
not establish identity of the character “thou” (who is addressed in Sonnets 1 —126),
though some of them think that “thou” refers to a handsome young man, the poet’s close
friend of high social position, or a black young lady. The others say that “thou” stands for
the spirit of humanism.

The two poems are produced with incomparably exquisite expressions and superb
technique. They are both most widely quoted in poetry anthologies and textbooks of litera-

ture.



o William Shakespeare

—— Sonnet (LXIV) —

When I have seen by Time s fell' hand defaced’
The rich-proud cost *of out-worn * buried age;
When sometime lofty towers I see down-razed”,

And brass eternal slave to mortal rage®;

When I have seen the hungry ocean gain
Advantage on’ the kingdom of the shore;
And the firm soil® win of’ the watery main",

Increasing store with loss and loss with store;

When I have seen such interchange of state,
Or state itself confounded to decay;
Ruin hath taught me thus to ruminate —

That Time will come and take my love away."

This thought is as a death, which cannot choose'
But weep to have that which it fears to lose.

TS Notes

. fell (poetic)— fierce ruthless
defaced — worn out; destroyed
cost — anything precious

out-worn ( poetic) — out-of-date

down-razed — destroyed, ruined; The normal order of the line is: When I see some-
times lofty towers dawn-razed.

6. The forth line is an ellipsis: And when I see brass being eternal slave to mortal rage.
7. gain on — invade

8. firm soil — land

9. win of — win over;occupy

10. main ( poetic)— sea,ocean

11. The first 12 lines is a complex sentence. The four when -causes is followed by the

3D
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main cause: Ruin hath(has) taught me thus to ruminate.

12. cannot choose but — can do nothing but
—— Sonnet (XVIII)—

Shall I compare thee' to a summer’s day?
Thou art’ more lovely and more temperate:
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,

And summer’ s lease’ hath® all too short a date:

Sometime’ too hot the eye of heaven® shines,
And often is his gold complexion dimm’ d’;
And every fair® from fair sometime declines,

By chance, or nature’s changing course untrimm’d,’

But thy™ eternal summer shall not fade,
Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow st
Nor shall death brag thou wander’ st in his shade,

When in eternal lines to time thou grow ’st:"

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

T Notes

. thee ( poetical)— you (object)
thou art ( poetical) — you are
lease — lease of life; lifespan
hath ( poetical ) — has
sometime — sometimes

the eye of heaven — the sun
dimm’ d — dimmed

fair (poetical ) — beauty

R

untrimm’ d — untrimmed

10. thy (poetical)— your
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