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Vilia miretur vulgus: mihijlavus Apollo
Pocula Castalia plena ministret aqua.

TO THE RIGHT HONOURABLE
Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton,

and Baron of Titchfield.

Right honourable, I know not how I shall offend in dedi
cating my unpolished lines to your Lordship, nor how the
world will censure me for choosing so strong a prop to
support so weak a burden; only if your Honour seem but
pleased I account myself highly praised, and vow to take ro

advantage of all idle hours, till I have honoured you with
some graver labour. But if the first heir of my invention

DEDICATION

1-2 Villa ... aqua 'Let the common herd be
amazed by worthless things; but for me
let golden Apollo provide cups full of
the water of the Muses', Ovid, Amores
1.15.35-6. The epigraph presents the
poem as a work which is inspired, set
apart from the common run of writing,
and which invites an elite readership.

4 Henry Wriothesley The Earl of
Southampton (aged 19 at the time of pub
lication) is also the dedicatee of Lucrece.
Venus was only the second literary work
dedicated to him. For details of his life
and Shakespeare's reasons for dedicating
the poem to him, see Introduction, pp.
J(}-IS·

7 unpolished It was conventional to empha
size the lack of finish of a poem dedicated
to a noble patron, as in the envoy to
Thomas Watson's Tears of Fancy (regis
tered in August 1593): 'Go, idle lines,
unpolished, rude and base'. Compare 'my
untutored lines', Lucrece dedication, I. 4
and Sonnet 16.10.

11 idle hours The modesty topos continues,
but with a twist. The poet humbly sug
gests that his hours of work are mere
nothings; at the same time he implies
that he is no common labourer, but a
person who has the leisure in which to
write.

I2 some graver labour is generally thought
to allude to Lucrece, which was dedicated

to Southampton in the followingyear. For
readers in 1593 the graver labour might
have suggested epic (Patrick Cheney, pri
vately). Although it was conventional for
love poets to promise to go on to address
'graver wits', OEDcites this as the first use
of the comparative of graver in sense 2,

'weighty, important', as used of a work of
literature. 'Gravior' is regularly used by
classical poets who were mapping out
their future careers. This underlies
Shakespeare's usage here: the proem to
the pseudo-Vtrgilian Culex(translated by
Spenser as Virgil's Gnatin (591) promises,
11.8-10: 'posterius grauiore sono tibi musa
loquetur I nostra, dabunt cum securos
mihi tempora fructus, I ut tibi digna tuo
poliantur carmina sensu', which Spenser
translated as 'Hereafter, when as season
more secure I Shall bring forth fruit, this
Muse shall speak to thee I In bigger notes,
that may thy sense allure'. The word is
also used by Goldingin this sense when he
describes the 'epic' battle between the
Lapiths and Centaurs: 'I erst in graver
verse I The giants slain in Phlregra fields
with thunder, did rehearse' (10.155-6).
This corresponds to Ovid's 'plectro grav
iore', and comes from the same book as
the tale of Venusand Adonis.

12 first heir of my invention The poem was
the first printed work to which Shake
speare's name was attached.
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Venus andAdonis

prove deformed I shall be sorry it had so noble a godfa
ther, and never after ear so barren a land, for fear it yield
me still so bad a harvest. I leave it to your honourable 15

survey, and your Honour to your heart's content, which
I wish may always answer your own wish, and the
world's hopeful expectation.

YourHonour's in all duty,

William Shakespeare. 20

14 ear plough
16 survey (a) 'literary examination' (OED4);

(b) 'assessment of the scale and value of

the land', picking out the preceding agri
cultural metaphors
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Venus and Adonis

Even as the sun with purple-coloured face
Had ta'en his last leave of the weeping morn,
Rose-cheeked Adonis hied him to the chase.
Hunting he loved, but love he laughed to scorn.

Sick-thoughted Venus makes amain unto him,
And like a bold-faced suitor 'gins to woo him.

'Thrice fairer than my self', thus she began,
'The field's chief flower, sweet above compare,
Stain to all nymphs, more lovely than a man,
More white and red than doves or roses are:

8 field's] Q (fields); fields' OXFORD

5

IO

VENUS AND ADONIS

1-6 The poem begins with a cllrollographia,
'when we do plainly describe any time
for delectation's sake, as the morning,
the evening, midnight ... Examples. The
morning: When the bright beams of the
East hath driven away the dark shadow
of the Night; when the lark doth first
amount on high, and welcome the
morning shine with her cheerful song',
Peacham, sig. 04\'.

I Even as just when; but evenasis more usu
ally used by Shakespeare to mark a simile,
which here connects Adonis with the
heartless sun. Evenis, as usually, mono
syllabic. This opening was widely imitated
almost immediately on publication, and
became a generic indicator of the erotic
epyllion: so Richard Barnfield's Affection
ate Shepherd (1594), II. 1-2: 'Scarce had
the morning star hid from the light I
Heaven's crimson canopy with stars
bespangled' .
purple-coloured establishes the work as
one in which compound adjectives (of
which there are four in the first stanza)
strive to make English compete in richness
with Latin. Purpurells means 'red' and
connotes 'imperial'; it is used in Ovid's
AmarI'S I.3.14 to describe blushing mod
esty, and in AmarI'S I. 13.10 to describe the
flush of dawn.

3 Rose-cheeked A healthy flush contrasts
Adonis's cheek with the sexually sated
purple of the sun. Compare Christopher
Marlowe's Hero andLeander II. 91-3: 'The
men of wealthy Sestos, every year, I (For
his sake whom their goddess held so dear,
I Rose-cheeked Adonis) kept a solemn
feast'. (Quotations modernized from Gill.)
hied him hurried

4 laughed to scorn is a set phrase for con
temptuous mockery. Its hubristic over
tones are apparent from the promise of
the witches in Macbeth 4.1.95-6 ('Laugh
to scorn I The power of man'), which
echoes ironically through ').';.3 and
').7. 1') .

S Sick-thoughted love-sick
makes amain goes swiftly, with full force.
Make as a verb of motion can carry a sug
gestion of aggressive or hostile intent in
Shakespeare, and amaingenerally means
'with full strength': Venus is already pre
sented as potentially a predator.

9 Stain source of shame (because he is more
beautiful than they)

10 white and red Traditionally it is women
whose faces are described as red and
white (as in the description of the cheeks
of the nymph Scylla in Thomas Lodge's
Scylla's Metamorphosis (1589), I. 294:
'ruddy rose bespread on whitest milk'.
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Venus and ildonis

Nature that made thee with herself at strife,
Saith that the world hath ending with thy life.

'Vouchsafe, thou wonder, to alight thy steed,
And rein his proud head to the saddle-bow.
If thou wilt deign this favour, for thy meed
A thousand honey secrets shalt thou know.

Here come and sit, where never serpent hisses,
And being set, I'll smother thee with kisses,

'And yet not cloy thy lips with loathed satiety,
But rather famish them amid their plenty,
Making them red, and pale, with fresh variety:
Ten kisses short as one, one long as twenty.

A summer's day will seem an hour but short,
Being wasted in such time-beguiling sport.'

With this she seizeth on his sweating palm,
The precedent of pith and livelihood,
And trembling in her passion, calls it balm,
Earth's sovereign salve, to do a goddess good.

IS

20

25

II at strife Nature aspires to overgoherself in
making Adonis who will not breed as she
wishes. Compare II.953-4.

I2 world hath ... lifeSince Adonis is nature's
best work the world willdie with him. The
argument anticipates Sonnet 11, and also
Romeo 1.1.213: 'when she dies, with
beauty dies her store.'

13 Vouchsafe graciously condescend (usual
ly used of benefits granted by a superior,
or by a lover)
alight alight from (Shakespeare's only
transitive use)

14 And rein ... saddle-bow Horses were
restrained either by tying the reins to an
object, or, as here, by looping the reins
back onto the saddle-bow (the raised arch
at the front of the saddle).

IS deign graciously grant
meed reward

18 set seated
smother The literal sense, 'suffocate', is
strong here.

19-20 not cloy ... plenty That desire creates
an appetite which it cannot satisfy is
a commonplace. Ovid's Narcissus cries
'inopem me copia fecit' (abundance
makes me want) at Met. 3.466 and

Shakespeare's Cleopatra 'makes hungry t

Where most she satisfies', Antony
2.2.243-4·

23 anhourbutshortnomorethanabrief hour
24 wasted spent. The word has strong

associations with destruction and idle
ness, which Venusseeks carelessly to pass
over.
time-beguiling 'Beguile' can mean simply
to pass time pleasantly (OED5), but OED
I, 'to delude, deceive, cheat', is in the
background here.

25 seizeth She grabs him. 'Seize' in legal con
texts means 'to take possession', so the
verb implies a predatory aim.

26 precedent . . . livelihood A sweaty palm
was taken in the period as a sign of radical
moisture, and hence an indicator (prece
dent) of sexual vitality (pithandlivelihood),
as in Othello's suspicious 'This hand is
moist, my lady' to Desdemona, Othello
3.4.36. Cf. Tilley (H86): 'A moist hand
argues an amorous nature'.

28 sovereign salve is a Spenserianism, mean
ing 'a remedy for all ills'. It often has
heavenly associations (as when the River
of Life is described by Spenser in FO
1.] 1.48 as 'A trickling streame of Balme,
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Venus and Adonis

Being so enraged, desire doth lend her force
Courageously to pluck him from his horse.

Over one arm the lusty courser's rein,
Under her other was the tender boy,
Who blushed and pouted in a dull disdain,
With leaden appetite, unapt to toy;

She red, and hot, as coals of glowing fire,
He red for shame, but frosty in desire.

The studded bridle on a ragged bough,
Nimbly she fastens (0 how quick is love!);
The steed is stalled up, and even now,
To tie the rider she begins to prove.

Backward she pushed him, as she would be thrust,
And governed him in strength though not in lust.

So soon was she along, as he was down,
Each leaning on their elbows and their hips.
Now doth she stroke his cheek, now doth he frown,
And 'gins to chide, but soon she stops his lips,

3°

35

4°

45

most soueraine', or when the medicine
used to cure the wounded Marinell in
3.4.40 is described as 'soueraine balme
and Nectar good I Good for both
earthly med'clne, and heauenly food').
These associations are consciously invert
ed here: Adonis's earthly sweat becomes
a cure-all for a goddess.

29 enraged Venus becomes both a warrior
who tries courageously (I. 30) to
unhorse her adversary with martial
rage, and a lover overwhelmed with
passion.

30 pluck The word grows to matter in the
poem, where it is persistently associated
with premature reaping, until Venus
finally, surprisingly, crops rather than
'plucks' the flower Adonis at I. 1[75. Cf.
also 11.416,528,574,946,115°.

31 lusty full of life and spirits (with a slight
sexual suggestion)

33 disdain is often used of sexually unyield
ing mistresses (as also at I. 112
below).

34 leaden . . . toy Lead was associated
with melancholy and hence with insus
ceptibility to sexual desire. So Adonis is

constitutionally unsuited to amorous play
(unapt to toy).

37 studded bridle To have ornamented har
ness was a sign of supreme lavishness, as
in the Lord's temptation of Christopher
Sly, Shrew, Induction 2.40-1: 'Or wilt
thou ride, thy horses shall be trapped, I
Their harness studded all with gold and
pearl.'
ragged rough

39 stalled up tied up, prevented from
moving. Compare P. Pilgrim18.2.

even is here (unusually) two syllables.
40 prove attempt
41 Backward ... him Ovid's Venus also

abruptly gets Adonis to sit: 'libet hac
requiescere tecum, I Et requievit; pres
sitque et gramen et ipsum', Met. 10-556-7
(' "It is pleasing to sit here with you." And
she sat, and weighed down both the grass
and him').

42 And ... lust 'She was able to overcome
him, but not to compel him to desire
her.'

43 along reclining at her length beside
him

46 stops The physical sense 'plug up' (OED I)
is active here.
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Venus and Adonis

And kissing speaks, with lustful language broken:
'If thou wilt chide, thy lips shall never open.'

He burns with bashful shame, she with her tears
Doth quench the maiden burning of his cheeks;
Then with her windy sighs, and golden hairs,
To fan, and blow them dry again she seeks.

He saith she is immodest, blames her miss;
What follows more, she murders with a kiss.

Even as an empty eagle sharp by fast
Tires with her beak on feathers, flesh, and bone,
Shaking her wings, devouring all in haste,
Till either gorge be stuffed, or prey be gone:

Even so she kissed his brow, his cheek, his chin,
And where she ends, she doth anew begin.

Forced to content, but never to obey,
Panting he lies, and breatheth in her face;
She feedeth on the steam, as on a prey,
And calls it heavenly moisture, air of grace,

Wishing her cheeks were gardens full of flowers,
So they were dewed with such distilling showers.

54 murders] 0 (murthers); smothers 07 56 feathers] 0; feather 02 63 prey] 0 (pray)

50

ss

60

65

47 broken interrupted. The whole line leaves
it masterfully unclear whether speech
interrupts the real language of lovers,
which is kissing, or vice versa. The effect
is to mimic the tangled word-order of
Ovid'sdescriptionof Venus in Met. IO. 559:
'sic ait, ac mediis interserit oscula verbis'
('thus she speaks and intersows kisses In
the midst of words'-in which 'oscula',
kisses, is artfully planted in the middle of
the line).

50 maiden burning virginal glow. Up to
c.15OO maiden could be used of a male
virgin. Here it re-emphasizes Adonis's
androgynous youth.

53 miss misbehaviour. Shakespeare's only
usage in this archaic sense (although
compare Sonnet 35.7).

55 sharp by fast eager through fasting. Sharp
conveys predatory eagerness, and per
haps also thinness (as in 'My falcon
now is sharp and passing empty', Shrew
4·1.176).

56 Tires tugs at (OEDs.v. 'tire' v, 2,2: 'Of a

hawk: To pull or tear with the beak at a
tough morsel given to it that it may exer
cise itself in this way'). Compare 3 Henry
VI (True Tragedy) 1.1.269-70: 'like an
empty eagle ITire on the flesh of me and
of my son.'

61 content forced to give satisfaction (to
her). Content (accented on the second
syllable) functions chiefly as a verb with
Venus as its implied indirect object (com
pare I. l1j), but the verb can also mean
'to be content with what one has (even
if it is unpleasant)'. The word may also
function as a noun meaning 'a state of
imposed acquiescence', as in Othello
j .4. 1 18: 'So I shall clothe me in a forced
content'.

63 prey is spelled 'pray' in Q, which was a
rare but recognized form of 'prayer' in
1593. This anticipates the heavenly mois
tureand airof grace in the next line.

66 So provided that
distilling which condense from minute
drops
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Venus andAdonis

Look how a bird lies tangled in a net,
So fastened in her arms Adonis lies.
Pure shame and awed resistance made him fret,
Which bred more beauty in his angry eyes: 70

Rain, added to a river that is rank,
Perforce will force it overflow the bank.

Still she entreats, and prettily entreats,
For to a pretty ear she tunes her tale.
Still is he sullen, still he lours and frets, 75

'Twixt crimson shame, and anger ashy pale,
Being red she loves him best, and being white,
Her best is bettered with a more delight.

Look how he can, she cannot choose but love;
And by her fair immortal hand she swears, 80

From his soft bosom never to remove,
Till he take truce with her contending tears,

Which long have rained, making her cheeks all wet,
And one sweet kiss shall pay this countless debt.

Upon this promise did he raise his chin, 85

Likea dive-dapper peering through a wave,

75 still he] Q; still she Q4

67 Look how The formula is the equivalent of
'just as', and is found in Marlowe ('Look
how their hands, so were their hearts
united', Hero and Leander I. 511), and
occasionally in narrative poems which
imitated Venus and Adonis. It is usually
used in the dramatic works to urge an
onstage audience to watch a particular
character. This poem's repeated use of
imperative forms of 'look' urges a reader
to see the poem as a piece of pictorialism.
Compare II.79,289,299,529,815,925.

69 awed resistance intimidated efforts to
resist

71 rank swollen. The word can also mean
'lustful' (OED13).

76 'Twixt ... pale He blushes with shame
and turns white with rage. Ashes are
proverbially pale (Dent A139).

78 more greater. Compare Lucrece I. 332.
80 by her . . . swears Oaths or troth

plightings are frequently made 'by this
hand' (as in Benedict's vow to Beatrice

'By this hand, I love thee', Much Ado
4.1.325). Sometimes oaths made 'by this
hand' can both act as a statement of good
faith and present a threat of physical
force, as in Stefano's catchphrase 'by this
hand, I will supplant some of your teeth'
(Tempest).3.50). Venus's oath here
suggests a formal troth-plighting, but the
threat of violence which underlies her
oath emerges in her intention never to
relllove (likea siege)and in truce.

82 take truce make peace
contending tears tears which are doing
battle with him.

84 countless inestimable. Q's 'comptless'
suggests 'for which an account cannot
be given'. This use of the '-less' suffix
makes the word a typical Shakespearian
coinage. OED cites the near
contemporary Titus 5.).] 58 as the first
usage of the word.

86 dive-dapper a dabchick or little grebe,
which appears to duck nervously away
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Venus and Adonis

Who being looked on, ducks as quickly in:
So offers he to give what she did crave,

But when her lips were ready for his pay,
He winks, and turns his lips another way. 90

Never did passenger in summer's heat,
More thirst for drink, than she for this good turn.
Her help she sees, but help she cannot get;
She bathes in water, yet her fire must burn:

'0 pity', gan she cry, 'flint-hearted boy, 95

'Tis but a kiss 1beg; why art thou coy?

'I have been wooed as 1entreat thee now,
Even by the stern and direful god of war,
Whose sinewy neck in battle ne'er did bow,
Who conquers where he comes in every jar, IOO

Yet hath he been my captive, and my slave,
And begged for that which thou unasked shalt have.

'Over my altars hath he hung his lance,
His battered shield, his uncontrolled crest,
And for my sake hath learned to sport, and dance, IOS

94 her fire) 0; in fire 07

from observers. This behaviour (comical
here) is not simply the result of shyness:
grebes engage in elaborate courtship dis
plays, including ritualized preening, head
shaking, and dlving.

87 Who is often used as neuter pronoun. See
Abbott §264.

88 olTers Adonis makes an action which
gives a show of an intention to yield (OED
5b), rather than directly making a propos
al (OED 4). But the momentary uncer
tainty as to how definite his acceptance is
tricks both Venus and the reader.

89 pay payment
90 winks is a variant form of 'wince' (OED

s.v. 'wink' v. 2), but Venus's comment at
I. 121 suggests that Adonis closes his eyes
as he flinches away.

91 passenger traveller on foot
92 for this good turn (a) in order to win the

benefit of a kiss; (b) as a result of Adonis's
virtuous swerving away from her. Good
turn has erotic associations, as in Antony

2.5.58--9: 'Messenger: He's bound unto
Octavia. Cleopatra: For what good turn?
Messenger: For the best turn i' th' bed.'

94 She . . . burn The familiar Petrarchan
paradox that lovers freeze in fire and burn
in ice is given a literal twist: Venus is still
awash with tears, so bathes in water.

95 '0 pity ... flint-hearted' continues the
inverted Petrarchanism: female mis
tresses are proverbially flint-hearted in
this period (Dent H3u).

98 god of war Venus was married to Vulcan,
but became the lover of Mars. The story
of his submission to her is related in
Lucretius, De rerum natura 1.29-40. She
omits one crucial detail: that both she
and Mars were eventually trapped in her
husband Vulcan's net.

99 bow To bow the neck is a formal recogni
tion of defeat.

IOO jar fight, encounter
104 uncontrolled unvanquished

crest feathers on the top of a helmet
105 sport play (With an erotic overtone)
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Venus and Adonis

To toy, to wanton, dally, smile, and jest,
Scorning his churlish drum and ensign red,
Making my arms his field, his tent my bed.

'Thus he that over-ruled, lover-swayed,
Leading him prisoner in a red-rose chain.
Strong-tempered steel his stronger strength obeyed;
Yet was he servile to my coy disdain.

a be not proud, nor brag not of thy might,
For mastering her that foiled the God of fight.

'Touch but my lips with those fair lips of thine
(Though mine be not so fair, yet are they red),
The kiss shall be thine own as well as mine.
What seest thou in the ground? Hold up thy head,

Look in mine eye-balls, there thy beauty lies:
Then why not lips on lips, since eyes in eyes?

'Art thou ashamed to kiss? Then wink again,
And I will wink, so shall the day seem night.
Lovekeeps his revels where there are but twain;
Be bold to play; our sport is not in sight:

These blue-veined violets whereon we lean
Never can blab, nor know not what we mean.

lIO

IIS

120

125

[19 therel o; where os 12~ arel o; be oz

T07 churlish rough, violent (but also 'com
mon' or 'vulgar')

ro8 arms his field Venus's amorous arms
become Mars's battlefield. There is also a
play on arms meaning 'heraldic insignia'
(OED [4a) and fieldmeaning the coloured
background on which insignia are set
(OED1~a).

III obeyed is spelt 'obayed' in Q to preserve
the eye-rhyme.

1 [3 nor brag not The double negative in
Shakespeare is often emphatic.

J 15 Touch but simply touch
J J8 What see'st ... ground 'What is there in

what you are looking at (the ground) that
is worth your attention?' (Kittredge). The
poem often presents these conversational
stage-directions, which establish the
gestures and spatial relationships of the
speakers.

J J9 there thy ... lies Adonis is asked to see

126 know not] Q; know they 07

himself reflected in Venus's eyes. Lovers
'look babies' in each other's eyes, as they
see small images of themselves.

123 keeps his revels stages his entertain
ments

124 in sight in public view. The images here
suggest a private, coterie performance of
love's erotic drama.

125 blue-veined violets A much-imitated
phrase (e.g. by Richard Barnfield in The
Affectionate Shepherd st. 30). Violets are
traditionally associated with evanescence
(Hamlet [.3.7-8: 'A violet in the youth of
primy nature, I Forward not permanent,
sweet not lasting').

126 blab blurt out our secrets
nor know not The double negative is
emphatic. It may have been ambiguous or
awkward to early readers, hence the com
positorial emendation in Q7 (maintained
in later Quartos) to 'know they'.

181
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Venus andAdonis

'The tender spring upon thy tempting lip
Shows thee unripe; yet mayst thou well be tasted.
Make use of time, let not advantage slip:
Beauty within itself should not be wasted, 130

Fair flowers that are not gathered in their prime
Rot, and consume themselves in little time.

'Were I hard-favoured, foul, or wrinkled old,
Ill-nurtured, crooked, churlish, harsh in voice,
O'er-worn, despised, rheumatic, and cold, 135

Thick-sighted, barren, lean, and lacking juice;
Then mightst thou pause, for then I were not for thee,
But having no defects, why dost abhor me?

'Thou canst not see one wrinkle in my brow,
Mine eyes are grey, and bright, and quick in turning. 140

My beauty as the spring doth yearly grow,
My flesh is soft, and plump, my marrow burning.

My smooth moist hand, were it with thy hand felt,
Would in thy palm dissolve, or seem to melt.

'Bid me discourse, I will enchant thine ear, 145

Or like a fairy trip upon the green,
Or like a nymph, with long dishevelled hair,

127 tender spring light down that will
become a beard

121}-32 Make ... time These lines anticipate
some of the arguments of Sonnets 1-17.
Compare esp. I. 130 with Sonnet 9.11.
They draw on a long tradition of poems
which urge lovers to seize the flower of
youth ('carpe florem'), such as Ovid, Ars
Amatoria 3.59-80.

129 advantage favourable opportunity
133 hard-favoured harsh-featured. At I. 931

the word also impliestyrannical rigour; in
Lucrece I. 1632 it suggests coarseness of
feature.

133 foul ugly
134 crooked deformed
135 O'er-worn worn out with age. Compare

Sonnet 63.2.
rheumatic The stress is on the first
syllable. The word means 'dripping with
rheum or catarrh'.Tobe coldand rheumy,
as Venus imagines herself here, was
thought to becharacteristic of the old.

J]6 Thick-sighted poor-sighted. The skin
on the eye was believed to wrinkle and
thicken with age. SeeSonnet 3. 12 n.
juice vigour. See I. 26 n.

138 defects is stressed on the second
syllable.

140 grey probably corresponds to what we
would now call 'blue', and is traditionally
a sign of beauty.

142 marrow burning Marrow is often associ
ated with sexual Vitality (as in All's Well
2.3.278, 'Spending his manly marrow in
her arms'). To have marrowburningwas
a near proverbial sign of sexual desire in
the sixteenth century (OEDs.v. 'marrow'
rb).

143 moist hand See I. 26 n.
J46 trip 'To move lightly and nimbly on the

feet' (OEDI)
147 nymph a semi-divine inhabitant of

woods or waters, with a slightly more
human appeal via the secondary sense of
'a young woman'

182
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Venus andAdonis

Dance on the sands, and yet no footing seen.
Loveis a spirit all compact of fire,
Not gross to sink, but light, and will aspire. 150

'Witness this primrose bank whereon I lie:
These forceless flowers like sturdy trees support me;
Two strengthless doves will draw me through the sky,
From morn till night, even where I list to sport me.

Is love so light, sweet boy, and may it be ISS

That thou should think it heavy unto thee?

'Is thine own heart to thine own face affected?
Can thy right hand seize love upon thy left?
Then woo thyself, be of thyself rejected:
Steal thine own freedom, and complain on theft. r60

Narcissus so himself himself forsook,
And died to kiss his shadow in the brook.

156 should] Q; shouldst Q2 r60 on] o; of Q4

14R footing footprint. Compare the elves
invoked in Tempest 5.1.34-5 'that on the
sands with printless foot I Do chase the
ebbing Neptune'.

149 all compact wholly compounded. CO/11

pactis often used in the period to describe
the combination of various humours
which makes up an individual tempera
ment. In Shakespeare it is generally used
when one quality is dangerously pro
nounced, as in Theseus's 'The lunatic, the
lover, and the poet I Are of imagination
all compact', Dream S. r.7-8. Compare
Lucrece I. 530.

150 gross heavy, earthy
will aspire desires to ascend. Fire was
believed to have a desire to ascend to the
sphere above the earth in which it pro
perly resided.

151 primrose As with the violets in I. 125,the
flora suggests a setting in March to April,
rather than the midsummer day which is
elsewhere implied. The Athenian festival
of Adonia, a fertility ritual which cele
brated the death of Adonis, was held
annually in midsummer.

152 forceless powerless, weak
154 list please
155 light is meant by Venus to mean 'weight

less' and hence 'insignificant'. The fur
ther sense 'wanton, unchaste' (OED14b)
hangs rather heavily over her.

155 sweet boy For the erotic associations of
this phrase, see Sonnet 108.5 n.

156 heavy (a) wearisome; (b) having serious
consequences

157-62 The allusion marks a connection
with John Clapham's Narcissus(on which
see Introduction, pp. II-Il), as well as
anticipating the argument of Sonnet I.

157 affected in love with
158 seize loveThe image isof a man so in love

with himself that he grasps his own hand
as a lover would. It is reinforced by a
strong association between the verb seize
and the moment of betrothal, as in
tear (Folio) 1.1.252, when Prance accepts
Cordelia as his wife with 'Thee and
thy virtues here I seize upon.' Compare
I. 25 n.

I ho complain on complain against. This is a
standard poetic formula (OEDs.v. 'com
plain' 6bl, which was dying out by the
seventeenth century, hence Q4's emen
dation in 1596to 'complain of'. See I. 544.

I h2 And died ... brook In Ovid's story of
Narcissus the hero turns into a flower
(Met. 3.50B-IO), but in a variant version,
common in the sixteenth century, he
drowned after falling into the stream. In
Marlowe's Hero and Leander II. 74-5 he
'leapt into the water for a kiss I Of his own
shadow', and Clapham's Narcissus ends
in this way, II. 240-2. The tradition is
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Venus andAdonis

'Torches are made to light, jewels to wear,
Dainties to taste, fresh beauty for the use,
Herbs for their smell, and sappy plants to bear. 165

Things growing to themselves are growth's abuse;
Seeds spring from seeds, and beauty breedeth beauty:
Thou wast begot: to get it is thy duty.

'Upon the earth's increase why shouldst thou feed,
Unless the earth with thy increase be fed? 170

By law of nature thou art bound to breed,
That thine may live, when thou thyself art dead:

And so in spite of death thou dost survive,
In that thy likeness still is left alive.'

By this the love-sick Queen began to sweat, 175

For where they lay the shadow had forsook them,
And Titan, tired in the midday heat,
With burning eye did hotly overlook them,

Wishing Adonis had his team to guide,
So he were like him, and by Venus' side. 180

And now Adonis, with a lazy sprite,
And with a heavy, dark, disliking eye,
His louring brows o'erwhelming his fair sight,

summarized in Baldwin, 18-21. Compare
Lucrefe II.265-6, and Francis Beaumont's
Salmacis and Hermaphroditus (1602), II.
397-400.

162 shadow reflection

163-74 These conventional arguments for
procreation have close parallels in the
first seventeen Sonnets, and in Hero and
Leander II. 22]-54 and Romeo 1.5.46-8.

164 That 'Beauty is made for use' is prover
bial (Dent BI7o.I).

165 sappy plants to bear It is the purpose of
young wood to bear fruit.

166 to themselves A similar enclosed reflex
ive form is used also to condemn the self
love of the friend in Sonnet 94.10.

168 get beget
169-70 increase ... increase (a) fruits, abun

dant growth; (b) offspring. The word is
stressed on the second syllable. The use
here anticipates Sonnet I. I.

172 thine 'Those who are thine; thy people,
family, or kindred' (OED 5b). Compare
Sonnet 10.14.

I 77 Titan the sun
tired in (a) attired in; (b) tired by. The
poem presents a goddess of love in love,
and the sun god suffering from his own
heat.

178 hotly overlook burn down on them.
There is a suggestion of sexually inflamed
voyeurism here, since hotly can mean
'passionately', as at Lucrece I. 716.

179 his team The chariot of the sun is pulled
by a teamof four horses.

I80 So if only
181 lazy sprite sluggish mind. The suggestion

is that Adonis is constitutionally slow, or
phlegmatic, and so unresponsive to the
fiery energy of Venus's propositions.

182 heavy gloomy, unanimated. Compare
the quickness of Venus's eyes at I.
140.
louring glowering. Q's spelling 'Iowring'
may play on 'lowering': the brow physi
cally sinks over his eye, o'erwhelming
(hanging threateningly over) it.

183 his fair sight eyes (compare Lucrece
I. 104); although the phrase could also
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Venus andAdonis

Likemisty vapours when they blot the sky,
Souring his cheeks, cries, 'Fie, no more of love:
The sun doth burn my face, I must remove.'

'Ay me' , quoth Venus, 'Young, and so unkind,
What bare excuses mak'st thou to be gone?
I'll sigh celestial breath, whose gentle wind,
Shall cool the heat of this descending sun:

I'll make a shadow for thee of my hairs;
If they burn too, I'll quench them with my tears.

'The sun that shines from heaven, shines but warm,
And, 10, I lie between that sun and thee:
The heat I have from thence doth little harm.
Thine eye darts forth the fire that burneth me,

And were I not immortal, lifewere done,
Between this heavenly and earthly sun.

'Art thou obdurate, flinty, hard as steel?
Nay more than flint, for stone at rain relenteth:

185

195

200

185 Souring] Q (So wring) There is a smallspace between the '0' andtile 'w' 193 shines but] Q;
alteredtoshineth but by handin the uniquecopy 198 earthly] Q; alteredto this earthly by handin
the uniquecopy; this earthly Q8

function as either a subjectiveor objective
genitive: 'the fair sight of him', or 'his
own (beautiful) ability to see'

/84 vapours noxious mists drawn up from
the earth by the sun

185 Souring his cheeks pursing his cheeks as
though he had tasted something sour.
The OED cites only this and a passage
spoken by that other great Shakespearian
narcissist Richard II (2. r.I70), 'made me
sour my patient cheek', to support sense
4c: 'To invest with a sour expression'.
The unusual word may explain why a
thin space crept into Q between 'so' and
'wring'.

/87 Young ... unkind That youth should
be tender-hearted is a truism to which
Lear resorts when Cordelia refuses
to respond to his request for love: 'So
young and so untender?' (Lear (Folio)
LI.106).

188 bare shamelessly inadequate;
undisguised

/9° descending sun Since it is now just past

noon (see I. 177) this has literal force: the
sun is at its hottest as it starts to descend
(although Roe argues that descending
is transferred from the rays, which do
descend, to the sun, which does not).

192 quench extinguish
J94 10a favourite word, used also in II. 259,

280, .~20, 853, I [28, IJ35, Il85.
J96 Thine eye ... me That the lover's eye

produces a scorching flame is a standard
Petrarchism. Darts is the first cited usage
in OED for sense 3: 'to send forth, or emit,
suddenly and sharply'. Earlier usages had
referred to the hurling of missiles, so the
usage here conveys a greater physical
force than it would now.

199 obdurate is stressed on the second
syllable.

200 relenteth is worn away. Petrarchan
lovers frequently blamed their mistresses
for being harder than stone, since they
would not yield to their lovers' torrential
tears. It was proverbial that 'constant
dropping will wear the stone' (Dent
0(18).

185
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Venus andAdonis

Art thou a woman's son and canst not feel
What 'tis to love, how want of love tormenteth?

ohad thy mother borne so hard a mind,
She had not brought forth thee, but died unkind.

'What am I that thou shouldst contemn me this?
Or what great danger dwells upon my suit?
What were thy lips the worse for one poor kiss?
Speak, fair, but speak fair words, or else be mute.

Giveme one kiss, I'll give it thee again,
And one for int'rest, if thou wilt have twain.

'Fie, lifelesspicture, cold, and senseless stone,
Well-painted idol, image dull, and dead,
Statue contenting but the eye alone,
Thing like a man, but of no woman bred:

Thou art no man, though of a man's complexion,
For men will kiss even by their own direction.'

This said, impatience chokes her pleading tongue,
And swelling passion doth provoke a pause.
Red cheeks, and fiery eyes blaze forth her wrong:

203 hard] Q; bad Q2 208 Speak,] Q7; - 1\ Q

205

210

21 5

201 woman's son compare Sonnet 41.7-8,
and Lyly's Campaspe 5.4.68: 'In mine
opinion thou wert never born of a
woman, that thou thinkest so hardly of
women'.

202 want lack
203 thy mother In Ovid's Metamorphoses

Adonis is the son of Myrrha, who incestu
ously loves her father. His love of himself
consequently has more in common with
the perverse desire experienced by his
mother than Venus realizes. The irony is
more explicit in 'The Shepherd's song of
Venus and Adonis', attributed to 'H.C'. in
Eng/and's He/icon (1600), fo. Zlb: 'Myrrha
thy fair mother, IMostof any other, IDid
my lovelyhests respect'. Venus draws on
the near-proverbial saying (TilleyM1196)
'If thy mother had been of that mind [not
to marry] when she was a maiden, thou
hadst not now been born to be of this
mind to be a virgin', Lyly, Euphues: The
Anatomyof Wit ((578), 230.

204 unkind unnatural. It is also the normal
epithet used to describe a woman who
resists a wooer's advances.

205 contemn despise and spurn
205 this thus. This is the last example quoted

by the OEDof this archaic adverbial use of
this. Alternatively it is just possible that
the whole phrase means 'that you should
contemptuously deny me this [thing]'.

210 twain two
213 Statue Adonis was descended from

Pygmalion's statue (which begot Paphus,
who begot Cinyras, who begot Myrrha,
who begot Adonis through incestuous
union with her father).

215 complexion appearance. Originally it
meant the individual blend of humours
which constituted a particular type of
person; so also 'constitution, disposition'.

216 by their ... direction of their own
accord, by their own instruction. The
instinctiveness of sexual desire is a recur
rent element in erotic narrative poems in
the 1590s.

217 pleading anticipates the legal imagery of
I. 220 (judge, muse).

219 blaze like lire; also with a secondary
sense (OEDv. 2) from heraldry, 'to blazon
forth', or 'publish'.

186
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Venus andAdonis

Being judge in love, she cannot right her cause. 220

And now she weeps, and now she fain would speak,
And now her sobs do her intendments break.

Sometime she shakes her head, and then his hand;
Now gazeth she on him, now on the ground;
Sometime her arms enfold him like a band: 225

She would, he will not in her arms be bound.
And when from thence he struggles to be gone,
She locks her lily fingers one in one.

'Fondling', she saith, 'Since I have hemmed thee here
Within the circuit of this ivory pale, 230

I'll be a park, and thou shalt be my deer:
Feed where thou wilt, on mountain, or in dale;

Graze on my lips, and if those hills be dry,
Stray lower, where the pleasant fountains lie.

'Within this limit is relief enough, 235

Sweet bottom grass, and high delightful plain,

22] Somettme].o; Sometimes ua 2]1 deerl o tdeare] 235 Within! <.HWitin)

220 Being ... cause 'Although she is the
supreme arbiter in cases of love, she can
not do justice to her own case.' It was
proverbial that 'No man ought to be judge
in his own cause' (Dent M341).

222 intendments intentions
22X one in one she intertwines each of her

lingers between his (or her own)
229 Fondling foolish boy. This is Shake

speare's only usc of the term.
229 hemmed restricted. The usage without

an adverbial extension such as 'in' or
'about' was not unusual in the
period.

230 ivory pale ivory fence. Pale also plays on
the pallor of Venus's arms, which encircle
Adonis. As William Harrison put it in
1577; 'Our parks are generally enclosed
with strong pale made of oak', Harrison,
254. Harrison goes on to deplore those
noblemen who, like Venus, enclose parks
for their exclusive pleasure. The term
palehas a jurisdictional as well as territor
ial force (OEDs.v. 'pale' II. I, 4a); Venus
is enclosing Adonis as a piece of her
territory.

231 park has now lost its regal associations,
but in this period it was used of 'an

enclosed tract of land held by royal grant
or prescription for keeping beasts of the
chase' (01W la). The conceit is not just
whimsy: it places both physical and legal
constraint on Adonis, while implying that
he is a piece of royal property.

231 deer puns on 'dear'. Harrison, 255notes,
'venison in England is neither bought nor
sold as in other countries but maintained
only for the pleasure of the owner and his
friends'.

234 pleasant fountains Venus's geography
becomes anatomical.

235 relief feeding. This is a term of art from
hunting (OED Sa: 'Of the hare or hart:
The act of seeking food; feeding or pastur
ing'), and its associations are potentially
threatening: Turbervile, 171 implies that
hunted animals are especially vulnerable
when they seek relief: 'Hounds will have
better scent of an hare when she goeth
towards the relief, than when she goeth
towards her form'.

236 bottom grass grass growing in a valley
(and so especially succulent). Bottom was
not yet a word for the backside, but the
passage invites a reader to extend word
play into bawdy.
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Venus and Adonis

Round rising hillocks, brakes obscure and rough,
To shelter thee from tempest, and from rain:

Then be my deer, since I am such a park.
No dog shall rouse thee, though a thousand bark.' 240

At this Adonis smiles, as in disdain,
That in each cheek appears a pretty dimple;
Lovemade those hollows, if himself were slain,
He might be buried in a tomb so simple,

Foreknowing well, if there he came to lie, 245

Why there love lived, and there he could not die.

These lovely caves, these round enchanting pits,
Opened their mouths to swallow Venus' liking:
Being mad before, how doth she now for wits?
Struck dead at first, what needs a second striking? 250

Poor Queen of Love, in thine own law forlorn,
To love a cheek that smiles at thee in scorn.

Now which wayshall she turn? What shall she say?
Her words are done, her woes the more increasing;
The time is spent, her object will away, 255

And from her twining arms doth urge releasing.
'Pity', she cries, 'Some favour, some remorse.'
Away he springs, and hasteth to his horse.

237 brakes obscure hidden thickets (pubic
hair)

240 rouse is again a term of art from hunt
ing: 'Tocause (game) to rise or issue from
cover or lair' (OED 2), as in Turbervile,
106: 'The huntsman ... shall then go
before them and rouse the deer' .

241 as in disdain Given that parks were
kept for the express purpose of hunting,
and that Adonis, as a huntsman, would
know this all too well, his disdain is not
surprising. Hunting in parks, as opposed
to forests, was held in disdain in this
period.

242 That so that
243 if he himselfso that if he were
246 Why ... die i.e. Cupid cannot be dead

in the grave which is made from Adonis's
dimple, because love (Venus) lived
there.

247 pits dimples. The word could continue

the hunting allusions, although OED If,
'An excavation, covered or otherwise
hidden to serve as a trap for wild beasts',
is not cited before I6n. The association
between pits and predatory sexuality is,
though, very strong in the roughly con
temporary Titus 2.3.

248 liking affection
250 Struck dead ... striking Venus was so

smitten by love at its first assault that the
additional blow struck by Adonis's dim
ples is unnecessary.

251 in thine ... forlorn abandoned without
aid in a matter that fallswithin your own
jurisdiction

254 her woes ... increasing Silence is often
presented as exacerbating misery: see
I. 331 and n.

255 object (a) Adonis, the object of her love;
(b) her goal

257 remorse compassion

188
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Venus andAdonis

But 10, from forth a copse that neighbours by
A breeding jennet, lusty, young, and proud 260

Adonis' trampling courser doth espy,
And forth she rushes, snorts, and neighs aloud.

The strong-necked steed being tied unto a tree
Breaketh his rein, and to her straight goes he.

Imperiously he leaps, he neighs, he bounds, 265

And now his woven girths he breaks asunder.
The bearing earth with his hard hoof he wounds,
Whose hollow womb resounds like heaven's thunder.

The iron bit he crusheth 'tween his teeth,
Controlling what he was controlled with. 270

His ears up pricked, his braided hanging mane
Upon his compassed crest now stand on end.

260 jennet a small Spanish horse. The word
is generally used when the horse is
sprightly and well turned out. The
description may owe something to Ovid's
ArsAII/atoria 1.280. According to Thomas
Blundeville, Tile Four ChiefOffices Belong
ing to Horsemanship (1593), 13': 'Aristotle
saith, that the mare for her part is
more desirous to be covered about the
mid-day'.
proud can suggest sexual arousal. See
Sonnet 151. 10 and n.

261 trampling courser a stallion which
shows its vigour by pawing the ground

263-70 The description of the horse is a vir
tuoso over-going of a simile from Mar
lowe's Hero andLeander ll. 625-9 ('For as a
hot proud horse highly disdains ITo have
his head controlled, but breaks the reins,
I Spits forth the ringled bit, and with
his hooves I Checks the submissive
ground: so he that loves, I The more he
is restrained, the worse he fares').
Clapham's Narcissus mounts and rides a
horse called 'caeca Libido' (blind passion;
Narcissus, ll. 151-9), which Shakespeare's
horse may seek to overgo. He may also
have had in mind the description of a
stallion in Virgil's Georgics 3.75-94, trans
lated by Barnabe Googe in Four Booksof
Husbandry (IS86), f1Sv-I16': 'High crest
ed is his neck, and eke his head is framed
small. I His belly gaunt, his back is broad,
and breasted big withal I ... I He scrap
ing stands and making a deep hole,
he paws the ground. I Whiles as aloud

his horned hoof all hollowed seems to
sound'. The association between unbri
dled horses and sexual desire is as old as
Plato's PIllledrus 253d, and was a com
monplace of Renaissance iconography.

266 woven girths The straps which hold on
the saddle are woven, rather than being
made of leather.

267 bearing which supports his weight. But
there is a suggestion of violence against a
generative mother, too, which is activated
by wombin the next line.

26g bit Champing on the bit is a traditional
sign of a stallion's vigour, as when
Aeneas's horse, shortly before his master
consummates his relationship with Dido,
'stat sonipes ac frena ferox spumantia
mandit', Aelldd 4.135 (Phaer (1562)
translates, 4. 14S-6: 'The palfrey stands
in gold, attired rich, and fierce he stamps
I For pride, and on the foamy bit of gold
with teeth he champs'}, Crushing a bit is a
potent symbol of uncontrolled passion,
since metaphors of 'reining in', or
'bridling', passion were frequent ill the
period.

271 braided plaited
272 compassed crest is usually glossed as

'arched or curved forelock', above which
the mane appears. This may be supported
by bending crest in I. 39S. It is possible,
however, that the forelock is call/passed in
the sense of 'having been bound round'
(OED s.v. 'compass' v. 8) with ornamen
tal thongs. This would make the parallel
with [n"aided III(/n(' more exact.
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Venus andAdonis

His nostrils drink the air, and forth again,
As from a furnace, vapours doth he send.

His eye which scornfully glisters like fire
Shows his hot courage and his high desire.

Sometime he trots, as if he told the steps,
With gentle majesty, and modest pride;
Anon he rears upright, curvets, and leaps,
As who should say 'Lo, thus my strength is tried.

And this I do to captivate the eye
Of the fair breeder that is standing by.'

What recketh he his rider's angry stir,
His flatt'ring 'Holla', or his 'Stand, I say!'
What cares he now for curb or pricking spur,
For rich caparisons or trappings gay?

He sees his love, and nothing else he sees,
For nothing else with his proud sight agrees.

275

280

272 stand The plural form with the singular
subject mane is not unprecedented in
Shakespeare, but could here result from
an impression that ears (which also are
standing on end) comprise part of the
grammatical subject.

275 scornfully glisters glitters contemptu
ously. 'Glisters scornfully' would be less
metrically awkward, and was a popular
emendation among eighteenth-century
annotators.

276 courage (a) 'spirit, disposition, nature'
(OEDJ); (b)desire. Adonis's horse has the
fiery disposition which his master lacks.
Horses in this period were believed, like
human beings, to have temperaments
which resulted from the mixture of ele
ments in their constitutions. See Sonnet
44.1 r n. They were also believed to
imitate the mood of their master; as
Holofernes says, 'imitari is nothing. So
doth the hound his master, the ape his
keeper, the tired horse his rider' (L.L.L.
4·2.126-7)·

277 told counted
279 curvets'A leap of a horse in which the

fore-legs are raised together and equally
advanced, and the hind-legs raised with
a spring before the fore-legs reach the

ground' (OED). Adonis's horse, like that
of the young man in A Lover's Complaint
II. 107-9, is trained in manege, or the
formal art of equestrianism. He is also
behaving as stallions should in the pres
ence of a mare: 'so soon as he seeth and
smelleth the mare, he will immediately
fetch three or four salts [leapsj, and bound
aloft with all four feetfor joy', Blundeville,
Horsemanship, 13'.

280 As who likeone who
tried proven. Q spells 'tride' to preserve
the eye-rhyme.

28.3 What recketh he what notice does he
take of

284 'Holla' isa cry used to stop a horse in the
manege. So As You Like It 3.2.239-40:
'Cry "holIa" to thy tongue, I prithee:
it curvets unseasonably'. Shakespeare
is precise in reproducing the appro
priate cries for specific activities: see
I. 973n.

286 caparisons 'A cloth or covering spread
over the saddle or harness of a horse,
often gaily ornamented' (OED). Since
the first citation in OED is from 1602
(although the term is also found in Peele's
PolyhYlllnia (IS90)) it may be doubled
here with its near synonym trappings in
order to clarify the sense.
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Venus and Adonis

Look when a painter would surpass the life
In limning out a well-proportioned steed, 290

His art with nature's workmanship at strife,
As if the dead the living should exceed:

So did this horse excel a common one
In shape, in courage, colour, pace, and bone.

Round-hoofed, short-jointed, fetlocks shag and long, 295

Broad breast, full eye, small head, and nostril wide,
High crest, short ears, straight legs and passing strong,
Thin mane, thick tail, broad buttock, tender hide.

Look what a horse should have he did not lack,
Save a proud rider on so proud a back. 300

Sometime he scuds far off, and then he stares;
Anon he starts at stirring of a feather;
To bid the wind a base he now prepares,

301 and] Q (aud)

2X9 Look when just as when. Appeals to the
visual lmaglnation punctuate the poem
(see l. f>7 and n.) but this one has a precise
point, as Shakespeare embarks on a
para{/one, or formal comparison between
the vividness of the sister arts of poetry
and painting.

290 limning out painting (the verb was
modish in the 15YOS)

291 at strife Several writers from the period
explore how art strives to better nature.
Spenser's Bowre of Blisse is the 10c1Is clas
siclIs: 'One would haue thought, (so cun
ningly, the rude I And scorned parts were
mingled with the tine,) IThat nature had
for wantonesse ensude I Art, and that Art
at nature did repine; I So striuing each
th'other to vndermine, I Each did the
othersworke morebeautifie' (FQ2.12.';Y).

2'B one was pronounced as a full rhyme
with bone.

294 courage See I. 276 n.
bone frame

295-300 This description marks Adonis's
horse as not just an eager breeder, but
as the perfect stallion from which to
breed. Blundeville, Horsemallship, 8"-t/,
describes the ideal stallion in very similar
terms (he is translating Federico Grisone,
who was widely taken as an authority):
'let him have short and slender head, a
wide mouth, and wide nostrils, slender

19J

jaws, great eyes and black, , . short ears
and sharp pointed like a mouse, a neck
rather long than short, great towards his
breast, slender towards his head, the crest
whereof would be rising in the midst ... a
broad breast, and fullof apparent muscles
. .. great round buttocks ... strong legs
and great joints ... short pasterns, with
long fetlocks, also round, smooth, black,
hard, hollow, and sounding hooves'.
Shakespeare's description was closely imi
tated by R.S. in Phillis and Flam ( 159X).

2Y5 fetlocks shag The fetlock is the point at
which hair grows out from behind
the pasterns (a horse's ankle joint, effec
tivelyI; shagginess here is a good sign: as
Blundeville says, 'long fewter locks, .. are
a sign of strength'.

299 Look . . . lack Blundeville was more
forthright: a stallion should have 'a yard
[penis] and stones [testicles] of mean
[middle] size', Horsemallship, t/.

joo proud noble; also sexually active. See
Sonnet 151.10 n.

30 I scuds darts
302 starts jumps. Proverbial (Dent W,;.II.

Compare All's Well 5.3.2,6: 'Every
feather starts you.'

303 a base Base is 'A popular game among
boys; it is played by two sides, who occupy
contiguous 'bases' or 'homes'; any player
running out from his 'base' is chased by
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Venus and Adonis

And where he run, or fly, they know not whether:
For through his mane and tail the high wind sings, 305

Fanning the hairs, who wave like feathered wings.

He looks upon his love, and neighs unto her.
She answers him as if she knew his mind.
Being proud, as females are, to see him woo her,
She puts on outward strangeness, seems unkind, 310

Spurns at his love, and scorns the heat he feels,
Beating his kind embracements with her heels.

Then, like a melancholy malcontent,
He vails his tail, that like a falling plume
Cool shadow to his melting buttock lent. 315

He stamps, and bites the poor fliesin his fume.
His love perceiving how he was enraged,
Grew kinder, and his fury was assuaged.

His testy master goeth about to take him
When, 10,the unbacked breeder, full of fear, 320

304 where] Q(where); whe'er MALONE 3]7 was] Q; is Q4

one of the opposite side, and, if caught,
made a prisoner' (OEDs.v. 'base' n. 2). To
'bid base' is to challenge someone to this
game.

304 where may be a contracted form of
'whether'. The effect is markedly bewil
dering and would have been to a contem
porary reader: 'And whether or wherever
he ran or he flew, they had no idea where
it was'.

306 who This uncoordinated relative
('which' would be the norm for the period
here) is a Shakespearian trademark.
Compare II.630, 891, 956.
feathered wings There is just a ghost of
Pegasus here, the winged horse from
whose hoof-print the river of Helicon
sprang. Since Helicon is the home of the
Muses, and since the description of the
horse is a poetic tour de force, the faint
allusion should be registered: this is a
horse of almost mythical poetic power.

308 mind intention
3]) Spurns at plays on 'to reject with con

tempt or disdain' (OED6) and the literal
sense (OED 3), 'Tokickagainst or at some
thing disliked or despised'. The latter is

developed at the end of the stanza, which
describes how filliesand mares often kick
at stallions who are attempting to mount
them.

3J 3 melancholy malcontent A spurned lover
in the ]590S, especially if he had an eye
for fashion, would put on an appearance
of satirical discontent which could even
extend to a display of madness. Ophelia's
description of Hamlet (2.1.78-101) is the
most notable Shakespearian example.

314 vails lowers. The verb is often used of
military submission (reinforced byplume),
in which a sword or an ensign is lowered.

316 fumerage(OED7a)
317 was is commonly emended to 'is' (after

Q4). The easy transfer between historic
present and past tense in this stanza
is not, however, uri-Shakespearian. See
I. 873 and n.

319 testy irritable
320 unbacked breeder unbroken mare.

Compare I. 419 and Tempest 4.1.175-6:
'Then I beat my tabor, I At which like
unbacked colts they pricked their ears'.
There may be a vestigial sense of 'that
had not previously been mated' in
unbacked, since the verb 'back' can by
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Venus and Adonis

Jealous of catching, swiftly doth forsake him;
With her the horse, and left Adonis there.

As they were mad unto the wood they hie them,
Outstripping crows, that strive to overfly them.

All swoll'n with chafing, down Adonis sits,
Banning his boist'rous and unruly beast.
And now the happy season once more fits
That love-sick Loveby pleading may be blest:

For lovers say the heart hath treble wrong
When it is barred the aidance of the tongue.

An oven that is stopped, or river stayed,
Burneth more hotly, swelleth with more rage:
So of concealed sorrow may be said.
Free vent of words love's fire doth assuage;

But when the heart's attorney once is mute
The client breaks, as desp'rate in his suit.

He sees her coming, and begins to glow
Even as a dying coal revives with wind,

325 chafing] Q; chasing Q5

325

335

1658 mean 'to cover (used of animals in
copulation)' (OED I r), and OED is often
tardy in picking up sexual vocabulary.

321 Jealous of catching reluctant to be
caught
forsake has a much weaker force in this
period; more 'leave', than 'abandon a
lover'.

323 As they ... them (a) as though they were
mad they rush to the wood; (b) (with a
pun on 'wood' meaning mad) since they
were mad they went to the wood

324 overtly flyfaster than (OED2). First cited
usage in this sense.

325 swoll'n with chafing bursting with rage
326 Banning cursing (slightly archaic)
327 now ... fits and now the time is propl

tiousagain
328 love-sick LoveVenus is sick of love
330 aidance assistance. Usedby Shakespeare

only here and in 2 HenryVI (Contention)
3.2.165. It had been obsolete for more
than a century.

331 oven that is stopped If the door of an
oven is closed it draws more strongly, and

so burns more fiercely. The thought
was proverbial (Dent 089.1). So Titus
2.4.36-7: 'Sorrow concealed, like an
oven stopped, I Doth burn the heart to
cinders where it is'. That 'grief pent up
will break the heart' was proverbial (Dent
G449), as was the belief that 'griefs dis
closed ... are soon relieved' (Thomas
Lodge, Scylla's Metamorphosis I. 222),
and that 'the stream stopped swells the
higher' (Dent S929).

H4 vent utterance. The word is rare in this
sense, and is used here to continue the
image of a fireor river which has no outlet:
compare John Davies of Hereford, Micro
cosmos (Oxford, 160'»), 197 (I. 4997): 'For
griefsdo break the heart if vent they miss'.

335 heart's attorney The tongue is the
heart's advocate. This sense of attorney
(OED4) is not recorded after Shakespeare.

336 The client breaks (a) the heart bursts
(continuing the images of pressure pent
up from the previous stanza); (b) the
client goes bankrupt (OED s.v. 'break'
lib, as in Romeo 3.2.')7: '0 break, my
heart, poor bankrupt, break at once!').
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Venus and Adonis

And with his bonnet hides his angry brow,
Looks on the dull earth with disturbed mind,

Taking no notice that she is so nigh,
For all askance he holds her in his eye.

Dwhat a sight it was wistly to view
How she came stealing to the wayward boy,
To note the fighting conflict of her hue,
How white and red each other did destroy:

But now her cheek was pale, and by and by
It flashed forth fire, as lightning from the sky.

Now was she just before him as he sat,
And like a lowly lover down she kneels.
With one fair hand she heaveth up his hat;
Her other tender hand his fair cheek feels.

His tend'rer cheek receives her soft hand's print,
As apt as new-faH'n snow takes any dint.

D what a war of looks was then between them:
Her eyes petitioners to his eyes suing;

340

345

350

355

339 bonnet 'A head-dress of men and boys;
usually soft, and distinguished from the
hat by want of a brim. In England, super
seded in common use (app. before J700)

by cap' (OED).There is no suggestion of
effeminacy here.

340 dull earth is a set phrase used to imply
that the earth, as a heavy element, is con
ducive to melancholy and insensible to
suffering. Compare Romeo 2.1. \-2: 'Can I
go forward when my heart is here? ITurn
back, dull earth, and find thy centre out'.
disturbed troubled

342 all askance out of the corner of his eye
(with suspicion or disdain). The phrase is
of deliberately uncertain meaning, and
might hint that Adonis iskeener to look at
Venus than his posture would suggest.

343 wistly intently. See Lucrece I. 1355. The
adverb floats between the reader/specta
tor ('wistly to view') and Venus ('wlstly
stealing').

344 wayward wilful, perverse. The word can
be used in a strongly pejorative sense in
this period, and was a favourite term to
describe human perversity among Puri
tan divines.

346-8 Compare Lucrece II.52-73.

347 But now just now
350 lowly . . . kneels The humble Venus

assumes the traditional position of some
one who is beseeching a favour.

351 heaveth The verb need not imply great
effort (see Lucrece II. IT I and 638), and
can correspond roughly to our 'lift'. The
majority of usages in Shakespeare do
imply effort, however. This, like the rest of
the stanza, teasingly suggests that the
encounter between Venus and Adonis
involves barely concealed physical
pressure.

353 receives 'To admit (an impression, etc.)
by yielding or by adaptation of surface'
(OEDab). Adonis's face does not simply
accept contact with Venus's tender hand,
but takes a physical imprint from it.

3.')4 apt 'easily impressed, impressionable'
(Schmidt, 2). Shakespeare can use the
word of docile women, as in Othello
2.3.312-13: 'so free, so kind, so apt, so
blessed a disposition'. It functions adver
bially here.
dint impression

3.')6 suing pressing of a case (agreeing with
Hereyes, but there is a Wishful flicker of
confusion between the two lovers).
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Venus and Adonis

His eyes saw her eyes as they had not seen them;
Her eyes wooed still; his eyes disdained the wooing:

And all this dumb-play had his acts made plain
With tears which chorus-like her eyes did rain. 360

Full gently now she takes him by the hand,
A lily prisoned in a gaol of snow,
Or ivory in an alabaster band,
So white a friend engirts so white a foe:

This beauteous combat wilful and unwilling, 365

Showed like two silver doves that sit a-billing.

Once more the engine of her thoughts began:
'0 fairest mover on this mortal round,
Would thou wert as I am, and I a man,
My heart all whole as thine, thy heart my wound, 370

For one sweet look thy help I would assure thee,
Though nothing but my body's bane would cure thee.'

302 gaol] Q (galle)

.H9-60 dumb-play ... rain 'The significance
of this dumb-show was shown by her
tears, which commented on the action.'
His is neuter (as often in Shakespeare,
Abbott §228), and agrees with dumb-play.
Earlier Elizabethan plays were regularly
preceded by a dumb-show which might
silently enact the drama to come, or draw
out its didactic and emotional signiti
cance. By the time of Thomas Kyd's Span
ish Tragedy (1592) a choric figure might
comment on the meaning of the preced
ing dumb-show, which is the role taken
here by Venus's tears. Some early dumb
shows contained allegorical personages,
and Venus herself was a favourite charac
ter in shows of this type. See Dieter Mehl,
The Elizabethan Dumb SllOW (1965), 19,
35-6, 63-71. For a Shakespearian exam
ple, see Hamlet3.2.129-30.

36l Full very (used often in Shakespeare as
an intensifier)

362 lily ... snow ... ivory ... alabaster are
all types of whiteness (Dent L296, S591,
1109, A95.2). The layering of white on
white here invites a reader to make infini
tesimal discriminations between varieties
of perfect whiteness.
gaol Q spells 'gaile', possibly marking a
pun on 'gale'.

304 engirts circles, surrounds. The word

enjoyed a vogue in the poetry of the
1590S. I,ucrece I. 221 shows that Shake
speare, unusually, associated the word
with military contexts ifriend . . .Joe).

365 wilful willing (not used in this sense by
Shakespeare after 16(0); more usually
'obstinately self-willed'. It takes an effort
to exclude a potentially pejorative sense of
the term used of Venus.

366 Showed ... a-billing Doves are symbols
of devoted affection: the scene looks likea
perfect courtship. Q reads 'showed', with
a non-syllabic final '-ed'. This sometimes
occurs after 'w' or 'u'; compare Lucrel'e
11.50, I I I.

.~07 engine . . . thoughts her tongue, as
in Titus 3.1.82. Engine is often used of
weapons and machinery of war: Venus
keeps up her assault.

368 mover ... round creature with motion
on this world; with a hyperbolic sec
ondary comparison of Adonis with the
primum lIlobile, or sphere which moves the
other spheres

369 wert subjunctive form; cr. I. 445
370 my wound my heart (which is one big

wound)
371-2 Venus means that if Adonis's heart

did become, like her own, one big wound
she would assure him of a cure, even if it
would cause her body's bane, her death.
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Venus and Adonis

'Give me my hand,' saith he; 'Why dost thou feel it?'
'Give me my heart,' saith she, 'and thou shalt have it.
ogive it me lest thy hard heart do steel it, 375

And being steeled, soft sighs can never grave it.
Then love's deep groans I never shall regard,
Because Adonis' heart hath made mine hard.'

'For shame,' he cries, 'let go, and let me go.
My day's delight is past; my horse is gone, 380

And 'tis your fault I am bereft him so.
I pray you hence, and leave me here alone,

For all my mind, my thought, my busy care,
Is how to get my palfrey from the mare.'

Thus she replies: 'Thy palfrey, as he should, 385

Welcomes the warm approach of sweet desire.
Affection is a coal that must be cooled,
Else, suffered, it will set the heart on fire.

The sea hath bounds, but deep desire hath none;
Therefore no marvel though thy horse be gone. 390

'How like a jade he stood tied to the tree,
Servilely mastered with a leathern rein;
But when he saw his love, his youth's fair fee,
He held such petty bondage in disdain;

Throwing the base thong from his bending crest, 395

Enfranchising his mouth, his back, his breast.

393 But] Q (Bnt)

Help is used in the sense 'Relief,cure, rem
edy' (OED5a), hence she offersAdonis his
cure, rather than her assistance.

375 steel (a) harden it; (b) steal it
376 grave engrave, make an impression in
381 bereft him deprivedof him
382 hence go hence
384 palfrey a saddle horse (rather than a

war-horse). In PQ (1590) palfreys are
exclusively ridden by women, which
would suggest that Adonis's choice of
word has a trace of effeminacy. In
Thomas Phaer's translation of the Aeneid
(1562), however, the word is occasionally
used of strong war-horses (e.g. 9.282-3:
'Thou sawest what palfrey steed, what
armour brave king Turnus bare').

387 Affection (a) loving attachment; (b)
'Feeling as opposed to reason; passion,
lust' (OED3)

388 suffered allowed to burn
389 hath bounds plays on the near-prover

bial boundlessness of the sea (Dent
SI 69· 1).

390 though If
391 jade 'a horse of inferior breed, e.g, a

cart- or draught-horse as opposed to a rid
Ing horse' (OEDI)

393 feedue reward
395 bending crest arched neck (see I. 272 n.)
396 Enfranchising setting free (the usual

sense in Shakespeare)
mouth ... breast Throwing off the reins
would liberate the mouth; Venus presses
her argument to the point where the
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Venus and Adonis

'Who sees his true-love in her naked bed,
Teaching the sheets a whiter hue than white,
But when his glutton eye so full hath fed,
His other agents aim at like delight? 400

Who is so faint that dares not be so bold
To touch the fire, the weather being cold?

'Let me excuse thy courser, gentle boy,
And learn of him, I heartily beseech thee,
To take advantage on presented joy. 405

Though I were dumb, yet his proceedings teach thee.
olearn to love: the lesson is but plain,
And once made perfect, never lost again.'

'I know not love,' quoth he, 'Nor will not know it,
Unless it be a boar, and then I chase it. 410

'Tis much to borrow, and I will not owe it.
My love to love, is love but to disgrace it,

For I have heard it is a life in death,
That laughs and weeps, and all but with a breath.

397 sees] Q; seeks Q2

horse is imagined as having also
thrown off its saddle-girths (his back)
and achieved freedom for its desires (his
breast).

397-400 'Who can see his lover naked in bed
and whiter than white, and not want his
other senses to indulge in a similar delight
once he has feasted his sight?' The sen
tence changes subject midstream from
Who to hisotheragents,as though the sen
suous passions usurp the agent's own
wishes.

397 naked bed The transferred epithet
was common in this period: it is
unlikely to be a direct echo of Kyd's
Hieronymo, 'What outcries pluck me
from my naked bed?' (The Spanish
Tragedy 2.5.1) as earlier editors thought.
There are many parallels (for example,
in John Harington's translation of
Ariosto's Orlando Furioso (1591),
17·7'))·

398 Teaching . . . white Compare I. 362
above, and [achlmo's description of Inno
gen when he steals into her bedchamber:

'Fresh lily, I And whiter than the sheets',
Cymbeline 2.2.1.')-16.

401 faint spiritless
4°3 courser Venusmetamorphoses the horse

from a palfrey (I. 385) to a jade (I. 391) to a
full martial charger in the course of her
argument.

405 advantage on advantage of. Compare
Sonnet 64.6.

406 proceedings actions
407 but plain quite evident
408 perfect learnt by rote (as an actor learns

a script). See Sonnet 23.1 n.
409-]2 Adonis's point is bluntly made and

remade in the repeated feminine rhymes
(on which see Sonnel 20.1 n.): his wom
anly resistance is founded on a male pref
erence for hunting.

409 Nor . . . not The double negative is
emphatic.

41lowe it acknowledge such a debt
4]2 My love ... it 'The sole desire I feel

towards love is a desire to scorn it.'
4J4 all ... breath and all in the same breath.

'He can laugh and cry both with a breath'
was proverbial by 1616(DentB640).
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Venus and Adonis

'Who wears a garment shapeless and unfinished? 415

Who plucks the bud before one leaf put forth?
If springing things be any jot diminished
They wither in their prime, prove nothing worth.

The colt that's backed and burdened being young
Loseth his pride, and never waxeth strong. 420

'You hurt my hand with wringing. Let us part,
And leave this idle theme, this bootless chat.
Remove your siege from my unyielding heart:
To love's alarms it will not ope the gate.

Dismiss your vows, your feigned tears, your flatt'ry, 425

For where a heart is hard they make no batt'ry.'

'What, canst thou talk?' quoth she, 'Hast thou a tongue?
owould thou hadst not, or I had no hearing.
Thy mermaid's voice hath done me double wrong:
I had my load before, now pressed with bearing: 430

Melodious discord, heavenly tune harsh sounding,
Ears' deep sweet music, and heart's deep sore wounding.

432 Ears'] Q (Eares)

417 springing in their first growth
419 backed broken in, saddled. Compare I.

320 n.
420 pride vigour, energy

waxeth grows
421 wringing squeezing. The verb could be

used of a simple handshake, but could
also convey hard pressure (OED za: 'to
force (a limb, etc.) round or about so as to
cause a sprain or pain').

422 theme has a schoolroom ring to it: sub
ject for debate, even 'a school essay' (OED
3), which would throw Venus's didacti
cism at II. 407-8 back at her.
bootless chat profitless talk

423 unyielding obdurate. This is the first
cited usage in OEDby about sixty years;
early readers may have taken it in a nar
rowly literal sense, 'refusing to yield (to
your siege)'.

424 alarms attacks; in stage directions
from the period the word used of sounds
of trumpets which indicated a new
wave of battle. It was believed in the
seventeenth century to derive from a cry
of 'all arm', a cry sent up in cities under

siege, so it continues the imagery of
siege.
ope is a metaplasmic (i.e. contracted) form
of 'open' frequent in poetry of the period.

426 batt'ry originally means an attempt to
enter a military position; here it is extend
ed to mean a successful military assault,
as in Pericles Scene 2I.35-7: 'She ques
tionless, with her sweet harmony I . . .
would alarum I And make a batt'ry
through his deafened ports'.

429 mermaid a Siren, a creature with a
mythically tuneful voicecapable of luring
sailors to their deaths. See Lucrece I. 141 t ,

The word could beslang for a prostitute in
the period.

430 pressed overwhelmed almost to death.
The verb could refer to a form of judicial
killing in which a prisoner who would not
plead was crushed to death by weights
(Sokol, 310), which may be in play here
since Venus has been (unusually) mute in
the previous stanzas.

432 sore functions as both a noun (recalling
Venus's wound in I. 370) and as an adjec
tive (painful, grievous).
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Venus andAdonis

'Had I no eyes but ears, my ears would love
That inward beauty and invisible,
Or were I deaf, thy outward parts would move 435

Each part in me that were but sensible.
Though neither eyes, nor ears, to hear nor see,
Yet should I be in love, by touching thee.

'Say that the sense of feeling were bereft me,
And that I could not see, nor hear, nor touch, 440

And nothing but the very smell were left me,
Yet would my love to thee be still as much;

For from the stillatory of thy face excelling
Comes breath perfumed, that breedeth love by smelling.

'But 0, what banquet wert thou to the taste, 445

Being nurse and feeder of the other four.
Would they not wish the feast might ever last,
And bid suspicion double-lock the door,

Lest jealousy, that sour unwelcome guest,
Should by his stealing in disturb the feast?' 450

Once more the ruby-coloured portal opened
Which to his speech did honey-passage yield,
Likea red morn that ever yet betokened
Wrack to the seaman, tempest to the field,

4.33-50 This passage is founded on the tradi
tion of the 'banquet of sense' in which a
lover feasts each of the senses in turn,
moving from the immaterial (hearing,
smelh to the increasingly carnal (sight,
taste, and finally touch). George Chap
man's The BanCJuet of Sense (1595) is the
most extended treatment of the topos in
the period. Venus promotes touch to an
early point in the feast, and her version
of the banquet repeatedly advances and
then retreats from the more carnal
senses, rather than proceeding in orderly
sequence.

435 outward parts external beauties
436 Each ... sensible every part of me that

could feel. There is a moment here of
super-sensitivity, as Venus goes beyond
the traditional exploration of the five
senses, and imagines that the whole body
could respond to the beauty of Adonis. It
is not until the end of the stanza that tac
tile sensation is located in the sense of

touch, offering a moment when it seems
as though the whole body could intuit
his beauty. Touch is traditionally the
final, most carnal stage in the banquet of
sense.

437 Though neither although having
neither

443 stillatory a still (which produces distilled
scents). Compare Sonnet y.t j-ra.
excelling exceedingly beautiful (with per
haps a vestigial play on 'exhaling')

446 Being . . . four Adonis nourishes the
other four senses, but gives a banquet to
the sense of taste. Being is a hanging
participle which for a moment identifies
Adonis with the sense of taste.

448 double-lock lock the door by two turns
of the key. First cited usage in OED.

451 ruby-coloured portal his red lips. Portal is
an elaborately decorated door.

453-4 That'A red morning foretells a stormy
day' was (and is) proverbial (DentMl [75).
See Matthew 16: 2-.~.
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Venus andAdonis

Sorrow to shepherds, woe unto the birds,
Gusts and foul flaws to herdmen and to herds.

This ill presage advisedly she marketh,
Even as the wind is hushed before it raineth,
Or as the wolf doth grin before he barketh,
Or as the berry breaks before it staineth,

Or like the deadly bullet of a gun,
His meaning struck her ere his words begun.

And at his look she flatly falleth down,
For looks kill love, and love by looks reviveth.
A smile recures the wounding of a frown.
But blessed bankrupt that by loss so thriveth!

The silly boy, believing she is dead,
Claps her pale cheek, tillclapping makes it red.

And all amazed, brake off his late intent,
For sharply he did think to reprehend her,
Which cunning Lovedid wittily prevent.
Fair fall the wit that can so well defend her:

455

460

470

466 loss] HUDSON I88r (coni. Walker); loue Q

mazeoe

456 flaws squalls of wind (OEDn. 2)
457 presage omen. Compare Sonnet 107.6.

advisedly warily, intently. See Lucrece
II.180 and 1527.

458 That 'little rain allays great winds' was
proverbial (Dent RI6), and so it was com
monly remarked that the winds stop just
before it rains: compare 3 Henry VI (True
Tragedy) 1.4.146-7: 'For raging wind
blows up incessant showers, I And when
the rage allays the rain begins', and
Lucrece II.1788-90.

459 grin bare his teeth
461 Or ... gun l.e, someone can be wounded

before they hear the report of the gun;
hence there is a silence before a catastro
phe, as in the earlier elements of the
comparison.

462 struck plays on three main senses: (a)
'To hit with a missile, a shot, etc'. (OED
34); (b) 'To prostrate mentally' (OED47);
(c) 'Of a thought, an idea: To come into
the mind of,occur to (a person)' (OED64:
Shakespeare is attributed with the earliest
usages in this sense).

469 all amazed] Q; all in a maze Q5; in a

462 begun The usual form 'began' (I. 7 etc.)
ismodifiedfor the rhyme.

463 flatly (a) on her back; (b) without more
ado

465 recures heals
466 loss Q reads 'love'. Walker's emen

dation to 'loss' is attractive: the tails of
the long double's' in 'Iosse' might
have been mistaken for the ascenders
of a 'u' in 'laue'. The meaning is that
as Venus faints her loss of conscious
ness brings her the attention of
Adonis.

466 thriveth prospers
467 silly Senses in the period range from

'deserving of compassion' through
'unsophisticated' to 'helpless' and
'simple'.

468 Clapsgivesit a medicinal smack
470 he did think he had intended
471 wittily ingeniously
472 Fair fall good luck to (with a pun: she

has fallen to the ground beautifully).
her functions as a reflexive pronoun:
'herself'.
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Venus andAdonis

For on the grass she lies as she were slain,
Till his breath breatheth life in her again.

He wrings her nose, he strikes her on the cheeks, 475

He bends her fingers, holds her pulses hard.
He chafes her lips; a thousand ways he seeks
To mend the hurt that his unkindness marred.

He kisses her, and she by her good will
Will never rise, so he will kiss her still. 480

The night of sorrow now is turned to day.
Her two blue windows faintly she upheaveth,
Like the fair sun when in his fresh array
He cheers the morn, and all the earth relieveth.

And, as the bright sun glorifies the sky, 485

So is her face illumined with her eye,

Whose beams upon his hairless face are fixed,
As if from thence they borrowed all their shine.
Were never four such lamps together mixed,
Had not his clouded with his brows' repine: 490

But hers, which through the crystal tears gave light,
Shone like the moon in water seen by night.

484 earth] Q; world Q2

473 as she as though she
475 wrings probably implies a vigorous

squeeze. Compare J.421 and n.
478 'he tries to undo the harm caused by his

unkindness'. The conjunction of mend
and maris common in proverbs, but none
seem to be alluded to here (cf. Dent
M875·1).

479 by her good will cheerfully
480 so expresses both a wish and a

result. 'She will never rise, so that he
will continue to kiss her' and 'Since
she will not rise he continues to kiss
her'.

482 windows probably 'eyelids', since
Venus's eyes are grey at I. 140, and the
comparison with the rising sun suggests
that the eye (frequently compared to the
sun) is peeping from under the lids. For
'windows' in this sense, see Cymbeline
2.2.2~3: 'and would underpeep her lids,

ITosee th' enclosed lights, now canopied
I Under these windows, white and azure
laced I With blue of heaven's own tinct',
or Antony 5.2.3lO: 'Downy Windows,
close'.

487 beams continues the conceit of the sun.
In this period the belief that vision
depended on extramission from the eye
of light, fire (as Plato has it in Timaeus
45b-d), or particles coexisted with intro
missive theories, according to which
rays of light were received by the optic
nerve. Pliny (i.334-5) appears to hold
an extramissive theory: 'It cannot be
denied, that with the soul we imagine,
with the mind we see, and the eyes as
vessels and instruments receiving from it
that visual power and faculty, send it soon
after'.

490 repine discontent. The first cited usage of
the noun in OED.
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Venus andAdonis

'0 where am I?' quoth she, 'In earth or heaven,
Or in the ocean drenched, or in the fire?
What hour is this? Or morn or weary even? 495

Do I delight to die or lifedesire?
But now I lived, and lifewas death's annoy,
But now I died, and death was livelyjoy.

'0 thou didst kill me; kill me once again.
Thy eyes' shrewd tutor, that hard heart of thine, 500

Hath taught them scornful tricks, and such disdain,
That they have murdered this poor heart of mine,

And these mine eyes, true leaders to their queen,
But for thy piteous lips no more had seen.

'Long may they kiss each other for this cure. 505

onever let their crimson liveries wear,
And as they last, their verdour still endure,
Todrive infection from the dangerous year,

That the star-gazers, having writ on death,
May say the plague is banished by thy breath. 510

'Pure lips, sweet seals in my soft lips imprinted,
What bargains may I make still to be sealing?
Tosell myself I can be well contented,
So thou wilt buy, and pay, and use good dealing.

500 shrewd] Q (shrowd)

494 drenched immersed; the sense
'drowned' is also still available in this
period.

500 shrewd sharp, bad-tempered
503 leaders commanders, captains (who are

loyal to their mistress). Cf.Lucrece I. 296.
505 kiss each other A lover's lips are also

imagined to kiss each other in Astrophil
andStella 43.11: 'With either lip he doth
the other kiss'.

506 crimson ... wear The lips are imagined
to be loyal retainers whose bright livery
should never be allowed to wear out.

507 verdour fresh vitality. Shakespeare is
especially prone to take shades of green
as metaphors for freshness. See Sonnets
63.14 n. and II2.4 n. There is, though, as
Malone (1821) suggested, a hint that the
lips are compared to herbs which preserve

their power to driveoff infection through
out the year.

509-W That ... breath In [593 the plague
killed approximately ]0,000 Londoners.
Cf. 'Methought she purged the air of
pestilence', Tweljth Night1.1.19.

509 star-gazers astrologers, or composers of
almanacs. Forother thwarted augurs, see
Sonnet I07.6.

5lJ seals Venus imagines the imprint of
Adonis's lips remains in her flesh as a seal
in wax. Kissesare also presented as a seal
of a bond of lovein Two Gentlemen 2.2.7:
'and seal the bargain with a holy kiss'.

513 sell myself Venus's images of a sealed
agreement degenerate rapidly into a mer
cantile exchange which is one step from
prostitution.

514 So provided that
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Venus andAdonis

Which purchase if thou make, for fear of slips,
Set thy seal manual on my wax-red lips.

'A thousand kisses buys my heart from me,
And pay them at thy leisure, one by one.
What is ten hundred touches unto thee?
Are they not quickly told, and quickly gone?

Say for non-payment that the debt should double,
Is twenty hundred kisses such a trouble?'

'Fair Queen,' quoth he, 'If any love you owe me,
Measure my strangeness with my unripe years.
Before I know myself seek not to know me.
No fisher but the ungrown fry forbears;

The mellow plum doth fall, the green sticks fast,
Or being early plucked is sour to taste.

'Look the world's comforter, with weary gait,
His day's hot task hath ended in the west;
The owl (night's herald) shrieks; 'tis very late.

SIS

520

530

515 slips counterfeit coin (OED11.4);voguish
slang in the 1590S, sometimes used in
contexts of duplicitous amours, as in
Nashe's Unfortunate Traveller, Nashe,
ii.25S: 'Ay me, she was but a counterfeit
slip, for she not only gave me the slip, but
had well nigh made me a sllpstring',

516 seal manual signature; possibly 'person
al seal (on a ring)', which would suit
wax-red: Venus's lips are the sealing wax,
his the seal.

517 buys Numbers (here 'a thousand') are
also given a singular verb at II. 5J9, and
522.

5[9 touches kisses (though 'sexual contact',
OED rb, is also present and 'blemish,
stain', OED [7, may be faintly registered).
A secondary sense is 'An official mark or
stamp upon gold or silver indicating that
it has been tested, and is of standard fine
ness' (OED5b); hence genuine currency
rather than slips.

520 told (a) related; (b) counted
521 Say just suppose
521-2 The bond to which Venus persuades

Adonis to set his seal manual is a penal
bond, which carries a forfeit for non
payment. See Sonnet 87.4 n. The appar
ent light-heartedness (Say) with which
she transforms what appears to be a

single bond, to which no forfeit is
attached, into a penal bond is reminiscent
of Shylock in Merchant I.,:P43-9: 'Go
with me to a notary, seal me there I Your
single bond, and, in a merry sport, I If
you repay me not on such a day, I ... let
the forfeit I Be nominated for an equal
pound I Of yourfair flesh'.

523 Queen This is the first time Adonis refers
to Venus in this way. Since it comes after
her offer to sell herself to him it may have
a contemptuous overtone of the slang
sense 'prostitute'.

523 owe bear
524 Measure ... years attribute my coldness

to my immaturity
525 know can have the sense 'to have sexual

experience of' .
526 No fisher ... forbears all fishermen spare

the young fish. This sounds proverbial,
but no analogues have been found.

527 mellow 'Soft, sweet, and juicy with
ripeness' (OED ra). 'Soon ripe soon
rotten' is a proverb which may underlie
Adonis's claim here (Dent RIB), as it
does in Richard II 2.1. '54, 'The ripest fruit
tirst falls'.

529 world's comforter the sun
531 The shriek of the owl was proverbially

ill-omened (Dent R33).

2°3

Oxford Shakespeare : The Complete Sonnets and Poems, edited by William Shakespeare, and Colin
         Burrow, Oxford University Press, 2002. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/tau/detail.action?docID=3055159.
Created from tau on 2021-04-29 06:06:03.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

2.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Venus and Adonis

The sheep are gone to fold, birds to their nest,
And coal-black clouds, that shadow heaven's light,
Do summon us to part and bid good-night.

'Now let me say good night, and so say you. 535

If you will say so, you shall have a kiss.'
'Good night,' quoth she, and ere he says adieu
The honey fee of parting tendered is.

Her arms do lend his neck a sweet embrace:
Incorp'rate then they seem; face grows to face, 540

Till breathless he disjoined, and backward drew
The heavenly moisture, that sweet coral mouth,
Whose precious taste her thirsty lips well knew,
Whereon they surfeit, yet complain on drouth.

He with her plenty pressed, she faint with dearth, 545

Their lips together glued, fall to the earth.

Now quick desire hath caught the yielding prey,
And glutton-like she feeds, yet never filleth.
Her lips are conquerors; his lips obey,
Paying what ransom the insulter willeth: 550

Whose vulture thought doth pitch the price so high
That she will draw his lips' rich treasure dry.

538 tendered is the technical term for pre
senting payment of a debt (with a pun on
'tender' as an adjective meaning 'soft').

540 Incorp'rate united in one body. The legal
sense 'united into one corporation' (OED
2) may continue the imagery of bonds
and contracts exchanged between the
two lovers. The description recalls the
metamorphic union of Salmacis and
Hermaphroditus in Met. 4.371-9 (Gold
ing 4.460-470), in which a resistant
youth is eventually won over by a vora
cious woman. Salmacis cries: '''Ye Gods
of Heaven agree I That this same wilful
boy and I may never parted be." I The
Gods were pliant to her boon. The bodies
of them twain I Were mixed and joined
both in one. To both them did remain I
One count'nance: like as if a man should
in one bark behold I Two twigs both
growing into one and still together hold. I
Even so when through her hugging and
her grasping of the t'other I The mem
bers of them mingled were and fastened

both together, IThey were not any longer
two: but (as it were) a toy I Of double
shape. Ye could not say it was a perfect
boy, I Nor perfect wench: it seemed both
and none of both to been' .

540 grows to grows into (as grafted stock
grows into its host). See Sonnet 18.12.

541 disjoined separated.
542 coral A conventional epithet for a mis

tress's lips in sonnet sequences. See
Sonnet 130.2 and n.

544 complain on See I. 160 n.
drouth drought

545 plenty pressed oppressed by the abun
dance of her love, with also a hint that
Venus's body is overwhelming.

550 insulter attacker. The word derives from
Latin insuitare, to leap at, attack. The verb
'insult' can mean 'attack' (OED3) by the
1630s, and Shakespeare anticipates this
usage. First citation in OED.

551 vulture thought predatory imagination.
The only other adjectival use of vulture in
Shakespeare occurs in Lucrece I. SS6.

2°4
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Venus andAdonis

And, having felt the sweetness of the spoil,
With blindfold fury she begins to forage.
Her face doth reek and smoke, her blood doth boil, 555

And careless lust stirs up a desperate courage,
Planting oblivion, beating reason back,
Forgetting shame's pure blush and honour's wrack.

Hot, faint, and weary with her hard embracing,
Likea wild bird being tamed with too much handling, 560

Or as the fleet-foot roe that's tired with chasing,
Or like the froward infant stilled with dandling,

He now obeys, and now no more resisteth,
While she takes all she can, not all she listeth.

What wax so frozen but dissolves with temp'ring, 565

And yields at last to every light impression?
Things out of hope are compassed oft with vent'ring,
Chiefly in love, whose leave exceeds commission:

Affection faints not like a pale-faced coward,
But then woos best, when most his choice is froward. 570

551 pitch settle (OED 13b).The vultureof the
same line suggests a pun on 'pitch' as a
noun meaning 'The height to which a fal
con or other bird of prey soars before
swooping down on its prey' (OED S.v.
'pitch' n. 2, 18a).

S52 treasure treasury (a sense already
slightly archaic by 1593)

553 spoil both 'prey' and 'plunder' (uniting a
hunt and a military conquest)

S54 forage (a) search for provender like an
army; (b) 'To glut oneself, as a wild beast;
to raven' (OED 4, citing this passage as
the first instance, and the close parallel
in Henry V 1.2.108-10: 'Whiles his most
mighty father on a hill I Stood smiling to
behold his lion's whelp I Forage in blood
of French nobility.')

555 reek drips with blood. Compare Caesar
3.1.159: 'Now, whilst your purpled hands
do reek and smoke'. Cf. Sonnet no.8 n.
and Lucrece I. 799 n.

S56 careless reckless
5S7 Planting oblivion causing forgetfulness

of everything he ought to remember
558 wrack wreck
S60 Like . . . handling Compare Hero and

I.eander II. 771-S: 'Love is not full of pity
(as men say) I But deaf and cruel where

he means to prey. I Even as a bird, which
in our hands we wring, I Forth plungeth
and oft flutters with her wing, I She trem
bling strove'.

562 froward fretful, wilful
S64 not ... listeth although not everything

she desires. That 'Men must do as they
can, not as they would' was proverbial
(Dent MSS4).

S65 dissolves with temp' ring becomes pliant
after squeezing between the fingers. Com
pare 2 HCllry IV 4.2.I2S-7: 'I have him
already tempering between my finger and
my thumb, and shortly will I seal with
him'.

Sf\? out of hope beyond hope
compassed achieved. It was proverbial
that 'Nothing is impossible to a willing
heart' (Tilley N299) and 'Nothing ven
ture nothing have' (Dent N319).

S68 leave exceeds commission who has per
mission to exceed the strict limits of his
orders. Commission is a formal mandate
which delegates specific powers (as in
Measure 1.1.13-14: 'There is our commis
sion, I From which we would not have
you warp'); leave is a discretionary agree
ment to allow someone to do what they
are not normally allowed to do.

569 Affection passion. See I. 387 n. It was
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Venus and Adonis

When he did frown, 0, had she then gave over
Such nectar from his lips she had not sucked;
Foul words and frowns must not repel a lover.
What though the rose have prickles? Yet 'tis plucked;

Were beauty under twenty locks kept fast, 575

Yet love breaks through, and picks them all at last.

For pity now she can no more detain him:
The poor fool prays her that he may depart.
She is resolved no longer to restrain him,
Bidshim farewell, and look well to her heart, 580

The which by Cupid's bow, she doth protest,
He carries thence encaged in his breast.

'Sweet boy,' she says, 'this night I'll waste in sorrow,
For my sick heart commands mine eyes to watch.
Tellme, love's master, shall we meet tomorrow, 585

Say, shall we? Shall we? Wilt thou make the match?'
He tells her no, tomorrow he intends
To hunt the boar with certain of his friends.

'The boar?' quoth she, whereat a sudden pale,
Likelawn being spread upon the blushing rose, 590

Usurps her cheek. She trembles at his tale,

proverbial that 'Faint heart ne'er won fair
lady' (TilleyH3(2).

571 gave over given up. For an analogous
construction, see I. 176.

573 Foul harsh, unpleasant
574 Compare the proverb 'The sweetest rose

hath his prickle' (Dent RJ82).
575 twenty locks That 'Love laughs at the

locksmith' became proverbial (Dent
L517.r). Compare Sonnet 48.

580 look well to take good care of (a valedic
tion usually used between those who are
reluctant to part, as in Antony 3.2.45).
That 'The lover is not where he lives
but where he loves' was proverbial (Dent
L565)·

581 The which The use of the article with the
relative which was archaic by 1593 (Par
tridge, Grammar, 27). Compare I. 683.

,83 Sweet boy See I. 155n.
waste (a) spend; (b) waste away

584 watch stay awake. Cf. Sonnet 57 for a

comparison between a lover and servant
condemned to wake.

588 the boar was traditionally regarded as
'the beast of this world that is strongest
armed, and can sooner slay a man than
any other', Edward, Duke of York, The
Master of Game, ed. W. A. and F. Baillie
Grohman (1909), 46. The word 'boar' is
properly used by huntsmen of an animal
aged 4 years (John Manwood, A Treatise of
theForrest Laws ([598), fo. 25V

) .

589 pale pallor. Compare The Shepherd's Song
of Venus andAdonis, attributed to H.C. in
England's Helicon (1600), II. 105-12: 'At
the name of boar I Venus seemed dying:
I Deadly-coloured pale I Rosesovercast. I
Speak, said she, no more I Of following
the boar, IThou unfitfor such a chase; I
Course the fearful hare .. .'. It is impossi
ble to determine the direction of the influ
ence here.

590 lawn fine white linen. For the contrast of
roses and lawnsee Lucrece II. 258-9.
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Venus andAdonis

And on his neck her yoking arms she throws.
She sinketh down, still hanging by his neck;
He on her belly falls, she on her back.

Now is she in the very lists of love,
Her champion mounted for the hot encounter.
All is imaginary she doth prove;
He will not manage her, although he mount her,

That worse than Tantalus is her annoy,
To clip Elysium, and to lack her joy.

Even so poor birds deceived with painted grapes
Do surfeit by the eye, and pine the maw:
Even so she languisheth in her mishaps,
As those poor birds that helpless berries saw.

The warm effects which she in him finds missing
She seeks to kindle with continual kissing,

But all in vain. Good queen, it will not be.
She hath assayed as much as may be proved;
Her pleading hath deserved a greater fee.

601 so] 0; as 0 to 605 effectsI0; affects Qj 2

595

000

605

594 belly is quite as corporeal in 1590 as
now, but can be used in erotic contexts.

595 lists the pallisades which enclose a tilt
yard, with perhaps a pun on 'pleasure'
(OEDII. 4)

596 mounted OED 10 tentatively cites this
passage to support the definition 'To get
upon, for the purpose of copulation'. The
tentativeness seems unnecessary. Com
pare Winter's Tale 2·5· [7.

597 All ... prove 'All that she experiences is
mere imagination' (Kittredge); also 'she
realises that everything is imaginary'.
This is the central line of the poem, a
point at which poets from the period fre
quently place royal or divine triumphs. It
may well be by design that the failure of a
goddess and the triumph of the merely
imaginary figures at this point.

598 manage put her through her paces; run
through the steps of formal horseman
ship or 'manege'

599 That so that
Tantalus a son of Zeus who revealed the
secrets of the gods, and was condemned
to stand in Tartarus up to his chin in
water which constantly receded as he

stooped to drink. Branches of fruit hung
over him and fled from his fingers as he
grasped at them.

600 clip embrace
Elysiumthe abode of the blessed in Greek
and Roman mythology. The word only
entered English poetry in the 1590S, and
this usage pre-dates the first citation in
OEDby six years. The word also appears
in the Preface to Greene's MenapllOlI
(1589).

601-2 This alludes to the story, widely cited
in the period, of the painter Zeuxis, who
'for proof of his cunning, brought upon
the scaffolda table, wherein were clusters
of grapes so lively painted that the very
birds of the air flewflocking thither for to
be pecking at the grapes', Pliny, iL535.

602 pine the maw starve the stomach
604 helpless which gave no help. Compare

Lucrece II.756 and 1027.
605 effects actions. QJ 2 emends to 'affects',

passions; but see Lucrece I. 251 n.
60S She . . . proved she has tried out

everything
609 fee reward (likea barrister, she expects a

rich reward)

2°7

Oxford Shakespeare : The Complete Sonnets and Poems, edited by William Shakespeare, and Colin
         Burrow, Oxford University Press, 2002. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/tau/detail.action?docID=3055159.
Created from tau on 2021-04-29 06:06:03.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

2.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Venus andAdonis

She's love, she loves, and yet she is not loved. 610

'Fie, fie,' he says, 'you crush me. Let me go;
Youhave no reason to withhold me so.'

'Thou hadst been gone,' quoth she, 'sweet boy, ere this,
But that thou told'st me thou wouldst hunt the boar.
obe advised, thou know'st not what it is 615

With javelin's point a churlish swine to gore,
Whose tushes never sheathed he whetteth still,
Liketo a mortal butcher bent to kill.

'On his bow-back, he hath a battle set
Of bristly pikes that ever threat his foes; 620

His eyes like glow-worms shine when he doth fret,
His snout digs sepulchres where'er he goes;

Being moved, he strikes whate'er is in his way,
And whom he strikes his crooked tushes slay.

'His brawny sides with hairy bristles armed 625

Are better proof than thy spear's point can enter;
His short thick neck cannot be easily harmed;
Being ireful, on the lion he will venture;

The thorny brambles and embracing bushes
As fearful of him part, through whom he rushes. 630

628 venture] Q (venter)

612 withhold restrain, imprison (OED3)
617 tushes tusks

whetteth According to Turbervile, J50,
the boar has four tusks 'whereof the two
highest do not hurt when he striketh, but
serve only to whet the other two lowest' (a
belief also found in Edward, Duke of York,
The Master 0/Game, 50).

618 mortal butcher deadly slaughterman.
Butchers in this period killedthe meat they
sold.
bent functions with both the butcher,
who is 'determined' to kill (OED 3),
and with tushes, which are 'curved'
(DEDI).

619 bow-back arched or crooked back
battle 'a body or line of troops in battle
array' (OHO8a, citing this passage). The
description recalls the Calydonian boar in
Golding 8.376-80: 'Right dreadful was to

see I His brawned neck, right dreadful
was his hair which grew as thick I With
pricking points as one of them could well
by other stick. I And like a front of armed
pikes set close in battle ray I The sturdy
bristles on his back stood staring up
alway'.

620 pikes (a) 'A weapon consisting of a long
wooden shaft with a pointed head of iron
or steel' (OED s.v, 'pike' n. 5); also per
haps (b) 'a hedgehog's prickle or spine'
(OEDs.v. 'pike' n, 1,2 a)

621 fret rage
623 Beingmoved when roused to anger, as in

Romeo 1.1.5: 'I strike quickly, being
moved.'

626 better proof stronger armour. Armour of
proD/has been tested for its efficacy.

630 whom which. On the uncoordinated
relative, see I. 306 n.

208

Oxford Shakespeare : The Complete Sonnets and Poems, edited by William Shakespeare, and Colin
         Burrow, Oxford University Press, 2002. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/tau/detail.action?docID=3055159.
Created from tau on 2021-04-29 06:06:03.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

2.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Venus andAdonis

'Alas, he naught esteems that face of thine,
To which love's eyes pays tributary gazes,
Nor thy soft hands, sweet lips, and crystal eyne,
Whose full perfection all the world amazes,

But having thee at vantage (wondrous dread!) 635

Would root these beauties, as he roots the mead.

'0 let him keep his loathsome cabin still:
Beauty hath naught to do with such foul fiends.
Come not within his danger by thy will.
They that thrive well take counsel of their friends: 640

When thou didst name the boar, not to dissemble,
I feared thy fortune, and my joints did tremble.

'Didst thou not mark my face? Was it not white?
Saw'st thou not signs of fear lurk in mine eye?
Grew I not faint, and fell I not downright? 645

Within my bosom, whereon thou dost lie,
My boding heart pants, beats, and takes no rest,
But like an earthquake shakes thee on my breast.

'For where love reigns, disturbing jealousy
Doth call himself affection's sentinel; 650

Givesfalse alarms, suggesteth mutiny,

645 downright I() (downe right)

631-3 These lines echo Met. IO.'47-9
(Golding ro.634-6): 'Thy tender youth,
thy beauty bright, thy count'nance fair
and brave I Although they had the force
to win the heart of Venus, have I No
power against the lions, nor against the
bristled swine' .

632 eyes pays Here love is thought of as the
subject, hence the singular verb.

633 eyne archaic plural of eyes
63, having ... vantage being in a position of

superiority over you
636 root 'Of swine: To turn up the soil by

grubbing with the snout' (OEDs.v. 'root'
v. 2), an intransitive verb which Shake
speare is the first recorded writer to use
transitively
mead meadow

637 cabin lair of a wild beast (rare in this
sense; it is more usually used of lowly
dwellings, and so is of a piece with

Venus's effort to present the boar as churl
ish or a butcher, the sorts of person the
finical Adonis would not wish to meet)

638 foul fiends In popular usage this phrase
was usually used to describe minor devils,
as in Lear (Folio) 3.6.8: 'Pray, innocent,
and beware the foul fiend'.

639 danger power to do harm
640 Proverbial in tone, but no parallel has

been adduced.
641 not to dissemble to tell the truth
642 feared feared for
645 downright immediately; Q reads 'down

right' which suggests also 'right down'
647 boding foreboding. OEDcites this as the

earliest use of the participle in this sense.
6,0 sentinel sentry (only introduced into

English in the late 1,70S)
65 1 suggesteth incites. The verb is often used

of promptings from Satan to evil actions.
Compare I. £044 and Lucrece 1.37.

209

Oxford Shakespeare : The Complete Sonnets and Poems, edited by William Shakespeare, and Colin
         Burrow, Oxford University Press, 2002. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/tau/detail.action?docID=3055159.
Created from tau on 2021-04-29 06:06:03.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

2.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Venus and Adonis

And in a peaceful hour doth cry "Kill, kill,"
Distemp'ring gentle love in his desire,
As air and water do abate the fire.

'This sour informer, this bate-breeding spy, 655

This canker that eats up love's tender spring,
This carry-tale, dissentious jealousy,
That sometime true news, sometime false, doth bring,

Knocks at my heart, and whispers in mine ear,
That if I love thee, I thy death should fear. 660

'And more than so, presenteth to mine eye
The picture of an angry chafing boar,
Under whose sharp fangs, on his back doth lie
An image like thyself, all stained with gore,

Whose blood upon the fresh flowers being shed 665

Doth make them droop with grief, and hang the head.

'What should I do, seeing thee so indeed
That tremble at th' imagination?
The thought of it doth make my faint heart bleed,
And fear doth teach it divination: 670

I prophesy thy death, my living sorrow,
If thou encounter with the boar tomorrow.

654 air] Q; earth conj. Oxford

652 'Kill, kill' was a command given for a
general assault on the enemy by English
troops, which was then adopted as a
battle cry. Compare Lear (Folio)4.5.183.

653 Distemp'ring disturbing; more precisely,
putting love out of its natural balance
of humours, or 'temper', in the way that
exposure to adverse elements (air and
water) puts out fire.

655 bate-breeding causing strife or discord.
Bate (discord) was slightly archaic by
1593·

656 canker a worm which kills buds. See
Sonnet 35.4 n.
spring tender new growth

657 dissentious quarrelsome
658 This line recalls Virgil's description of

Fama (rumour) as 'tam licti pravique
tenax quam nuntia veri' ('as keen to
bear false and wicked news as truth'),
Aen. 4. 188, a passage which underlies
Rumour's prologue to 2 HenryIV.

662 chafing raging

663 fangs tusks. A boar's tusks were re
garded as teeth byTurbervile, 150.
his back i.e. Adonis's.

665-6 There is a distant recollection of the
death of the youth Euryalus in Virgil's
Aeneid (Phaer 9.451-5: 'Down falls
Euryalus in death, his limbs, his fair line
flesh I All runs on blood, his neck down
fainting nods on shoulders nesh [tender I
I Well like the purple flower that cut
with plough letfalling lops I In languish
with'ring dies, or like weak necks of
poppy's crops I Down peising [weighing]
heavy heads, when rain doth lading
grieve their tops'). The image of the
drooping, bloodstained flowers antici
pates Adonis's death (II. 1055-6) and his
metamorphosis (II. u65-70).

667 seeing thee so indeed if I really were to
see you like this

668 imagination unreal mental image (four
syllables)

672 encounter with do battle against
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Venus andAdonis

'But if thou needs wilt hunt, be ruled by me;
Uncouple at the timorous flying hare,
Or at the fox which lives by subtlety, 675

Or at the roe, which no encounter dare:
Pursue these fearful creatures o'er the downs,
And on thy well-breathed horse keep with thy hounds.

'And when thou hast on foot the purblind hare,
Mark the poor wretch to overshoot his troubles, 680

How he outruns the wind, and with what care
He cranks and crosses with a thousand doubles.

The many musets through the which he goes
Are like a labyrinth to amaze his foes.

680 overshoot] Q (ouer-shut)

674 Uncouple 'To release (dogs) from being
fastened together in couples; to set free for
the chase' (OED)
timorous ... hare The hare is traditionally
regarded as timid: its Latin name is lepidus
timidus.Topsell, 296, records that 'If they
hear the dogs they raise themselves on
their legs and run from them; but if fear
ful imagination oppress them, as they
oftentimes are very sad and melancholy,
supposing to hear the noise of the dogs
when there are none such stirring, then
do they run to and fro, fearing and trem
bling, as if they were fallen mad'. Venus
is not here being merely pusillanimous,
however, since the hare was regarded as
'king ... of all venery' (Juliana Barnes,
attrib., Tile Boke of St Albans (lSW),
sig. A3'1, and as 'not the least in estima
tion because the hunting of that seely
ldefenceless1 beast is mother to all the
terms, blasts, and artificial devices that
hunters do use' (Harrison, 327). Harrison
does go on to say that 'all which ... are
pastimes more meet for ladies and gentle
women to exercise ... than for men of
courage to follow'. It is also an appropri
ate beast for Venus since it is capable
of superfoetation: 'herein Nature hath
showed her bounty and goodness ... The
hare is the only creature ... which after it
be once with young, conceiveth again
upon it', Pliny, i,232.

676 dare the subjunctive form of 'dares',
which is also found in the early histories
(Abbott §361)

677 o'er the downs Downland is free of
undergrowth and is usually grazed: it

represents a domesticated alternative to
the wood, which, in Ovid (and through
Ovid in TitusAndronicus), is a place devot
ed to hunting and to violence.

678 well-breathed sound of wind; fit
679 on foot in motion

purblind Hares were traditionally believed
to have 'bad sight' (Edward, Duke of York,
TheMasterof Game, 17), and the hare is
called purblind in the MiddleEnglish poem
'The Names of the Hare' (OED s.v. 'pur
blind' ze). Topsell, 265: 'The eye-lidscom
ing from the brows are too short to cover
their eyes, and therefore is this sense very
weak in them'. Given the tragic out
come of the poem, it is also significant
that hares were regarded as iII-omened
creatures.

680 poor wretch Sympathy for hunted hares
is not unusual in this period: Turbervile,
176-8 contains a poem called 'The Hare
to the Hunter' which begins'Are minds of
men become so void of sense, I That they
can joy to hurt a harmless thing'.
overshoot his troubles lose his pursuers.
Q's 'ouer-shut' is a variant spelling of
overs/lOot, a term from hunting usually
applied to dogs when they eagerly 'over
shoot a chase through too much heat'
(Turbervile, 173).

682 cranks twists and turns about. First
cited usage in OED.
doubles'A sharp turn in running' (OED
6: first cited usage, although Turbervile,
161, writes of a hare's 'doublings and
crossings').

683 musets a hare's form or lair; also related
to 'meuse', a hole in a hedge through
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Venus andAdonis

'Sometime he runs among a flock of sheep
To make the cunning hounds mistake their smell;
And sometime where earth-delving conies keep,
To stop the loud pursuers in their yell;

And sometime sorteth with a herd of deer:
Danger deviseth shifts; wit waits on fear.

'For there his smell, with others being mingled,
The hot scent-snuffing hounds are driven to doubt,
Ceasing their clamorous cry, till they have singled,
With much ado, the cold fault cleanly out.

Then do they spend their mouths; echo replies,
As if another chase were in the skies.

'By this poor Wat, far off upon a hill,
Stands on his hinder legs with list'ning ear,
To hearken if his foes pursue him still.

685

which game weavesto avoid its pursuers.
First cited usage in OED. Adopted by
Shakespeare's imitator Richard Barnfield
in The Affectionate Shepherd 2. T1.[3: 'Or
with Hare-pipes (set in a muset hole) I
Wilt thou deceive the deep-earth-delving
coney?' Compare earth-delving conies at I.
687 below.

683 the which The use of the definite article
before the relative which was archaic by
1593.See I. 581 n.

684 amaze bewilder. Since the phrase to 'be
in a maze' was an alternative form of 'to
be amazed' (as is apparent from the later
Quarto variants for I. 469) the pun on
labyrinth/maze would be apparent to early
readers.

685 sheep Shakespeare here draws on
Turbervile's account (165) of the hare's
wiles: 'I have seen some hares oftentimes
run into a flockof sheep in the fieldwhen
they were hunted, and would never leave
the flock'.

687 earth-delving conies rabbits which dig
the earth. 'I have seen that [hare which]
would take the ground like the coney',
Turbervile, 165.
keep dwell

688 yell can be used of animals' cries, so
refers to the barking of the dogs rather
than to the cries of the huntsmen.

689 sorteth with keeps company with.
Turbervile, 165, notes that dogs will
always prefer to chase a hart rather than
a hare 'because the venison of the hart is
much more delicate and dainty than the
hare's is'.

690 shifts stratagems
waits on accompanies, attends. Compare
Lucrece I. 275.

693 Ceasing . . . cry Good hounds were
trained to be silent unless they were on
the scent.
singled separated. Often used in hunting
for the action of separating the scent of a
pursued animal from a group: so Titus
2.J .n8-19: 'Single you thither then this
dainty doe, I And strike her home by
force, if not by words'.

694 fault 'Hunting. A break in the line of
scent; loss of scent; a check caused by
failure of scent' (OED 8a: first cited
usage).

695 spend their mouths bay prodigiously (as
a sign to the huntsman: see I. 693 n.). The
metaphor is a common one in descrip
tions of hunting dogs (OED9b).

697 Wat is a familiar name for a hare
between 1500 and 1600, usually found
in Norfolk and Cornwall. No reason is
known for the name. For other names of
the hare, see G.E.Evansand DavidThom
son, TheLeaping Hare (1972),200-12.
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Venus andAdonis

Anon their loud alarums he doth hear,
And now his grief may be compared well
To one sore sick, that hears the passing bell.

'Then shalt thou see the dew-bedabbled wretch
Turn, and return, indenting with the way.
Each envious briar his weary legs do scratch.
Each shadow makes him stop, each murmur stay,

For misery is trodden on by many,
And being low, never relieved by any.

'Lie quietly, and hear a little more;
Nay, do not struggle, for thou shalt not rise.
To make thee hate the hunting of the boar,
Unlike myself thou hear'st me moralize,

Applying this to that, and so to so,
For love can comment upon every woe.

'Where did I leave?' 'No matter where,' quoth he;
'Leave me, and then the story aptly ends:

70S do] Q; doth OS

7°°

705

710

715

700 alarums war-cries. See I. 424 n.
702 passing bell the bell which was tolled for

the soul of the dead. Roe notes that dur
ing the plague of 1S92-4 in which the
poem was almost certainly composed the
passing bellwould have tolled as a cease
less reminder of mortality to the sick.

704 indenting zig-zagging. To 'indent' is
"Io sever the two halves of a document,
drawn up in duplicate, by a toothed,
zigzag, or wavy line, so that the two parts
exactly tally with each other ... This was
done in the case of a deed, covenant,
agreement, etc. in which two or more
parties had an interest, so that one copy
was retained by each party; the genuine
ness of these could be subsequently
proved by the coincidence of their indent
ed margins' (OED 2). Compare Golding
7.1O[~-16, in which a monster hunted by
hounds 'Doth quickly give the grewnd
[greyhound] the slip, and from his biting
shrink: I And like a wily fox he runs not
forth directly out, I Nor makes a windlass
over all the champion fields about, I But
doubling and indenting still avoids his
en'my's lips'.

705 envious spiteful
do Q5 and later editions emend to 'doth';

but the 'error of proximity', in which a
plural noun legsis taken as the subject of
the verb (rather than the singular each
briar) is common (Abbott §412 and
Partridge, Grammar, 27). Compare I. ~4()

n. and I. I 128 n.
707 Compare the proverb 'H a man once fall

all will tread on him' (Dent MI94).
708 relieved is used in OED sense za: 'To

assist (the poor or needy) by gifts of
money or necessary articles; to help in
poverty or necessity'. It was proverbial
that 'The poor have few friends' (Tilley
P468).

712 moralize teach through exemplary tales
714 comment supply a (moral) commentary

on
715 leave break off the subject (OED I I b; a

slightly archaic sense by 1593). Epylliafre
quently contain inset stories, and charac
ters within them sometimes resist the
charms of these narratives as Adonis does
here: so Leander objects to Neptune's
story-telling in Hero andLeander II.685-8:
'Ere half this tale was done, I "Ay me,"
Leander cried, "th'enamoured sun IThat
now should shine on Thetis' glassy bower,
I Descends upon my radiant Hero's
tower.'"
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Venus and Adonis

The night is spent.' 'Why, what of that?' quoth she.
'I am,' quoth he, 'expected of my friends,

And now 'tis dark, and going I shall fall.'
'In night,' quoth she, 'desire sees best of all. 720

'But if thou fall, 0, then imagine this:
The earth, in love with thee, thy footing trips,
And all is but to rob thee of a kiss.
Rich preys make true men thieves: so do thy lips

Make modest Dian cloudy and forlorn, 725

Lest she should steal a kiss and die forsworn.

'Now of this dark night I perceive the reason:
Cynthia for shame obscures her silver shine,
Till forging Nature be condemned of treason,
For stealing moulds from heaven, that were divine, 730

Wherein she framed thee, in high heaven's despite,
Toshame the sun by day, and her by night.

'And therefore hath she bribed the destinies
To cross the curious workmanship of nature,
To mingle beauty with infirmities, 735

And pure perfection with impure defeature,
Making it subject to the tyranny
Of mad mischances, and much misery.

'As burning fevers, agues pale and faint,
Life-poisoning pestilence, and frenzies wood, 740

718 expected of expected by (Abbott §170)
720 Compare Marlowe's Hero and Leander

I. 191: 'dark night is Cupid's day', which
became proverbial (Dent N167).

722 footing step
724 Rich . . . thieves It was proverbial that

'The prey entices the thief' (Dent P570).
See Sonnet 48. r4 n.

724 true honest
725 modest Dian Diana is the goddess of

chastity and of the moon; also, ironically,
of hunting.

726 forsworn having broken her vow of
virginity

728 Cynthia the moon (another name for
Diana, goddess of chastity and the
moon)

729 forging ... treason Nature is presented
as having stolen divinely owned moulds
and as having usurped a divine preroga-

tive to coin money in order to forge
Adonis.

731 framed created
in ... despite against the will of

732 her l.e. the moon
733 destinies the Fates, personilied in Greek

and Latin literature as Clotho, Lachesis,
and Atropos

734 cross thwart
curious artful

736 defeature disfigurement. OED cites
Errors 5.I.29~300 as the first usage:
'Careful hours with time's deformed hand
I Have written strange defeatures in my
face'.

739 agues illnesses in which periods of high
fever alternate with fits of shivering

740 pestilence could mean 'plague', which
raged in London in 1592-4. See I. 509 n.
wood mad
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Venus and Adonis

The marrow-eating sickness, whose attaint
Disorder breeds by heating of the blood,

Surfeits, impostumes, grief, and damned despair
Swear Nature's death, for framing thee so fair.

'And not the least of all these maladies
But in one minute's fight brings beauty under,
Both favour, savour, hue and qualities,
Whereat th' impartial gazer late did wonder,

Are on the sudden wasted, thawed, and done,
As mountain snow melts with the midday sun.

'Therefore, despite of fruitless chastity,
Love-lacking vestals, and self-loving nuns
That on the earth would breed a scarcity,
And barren dearth of daughters and of sons,

Be prodigal. The lamp that burns by night
Dries up his oil to lend the world his light.

'What is thy body but a swallowing grave,
Seeming to bury that posterity
Which by the rights of time thou needs must have,
If thou destroy them not in dark obscurity?

If so the world will hold thee in disdain,
Sith in thy pride so fair a hope is slain.

748 th' impartial IQ2; the th' impartiall Q 7:;4 sons IQ2; suns Q

745

750

755

741 marrow-eating sickness possibly vene
real disease, the name of which of course
derives from that of Venus
attaint infection (a sense peculiar to
Shakespeare, transferred from OED
'attaint' ppl. ll. 2)

743 Surfeits illnesses brought on by excess
impostumes abscesses; also moral
corruptions

745-6 not ... under 'even the smallest of
these diseases can bring beauty into sub
jection after only the briefest of battles'.
For this sense of bring . . . IIndersee OED
s.v. 'bring' 26.

747 favour beauty
hue beauty, complexion. See Sonnet
20·7 n.

748 impartial indifferent, not swayed by
desire

749 thawed dissolved. Sometimes used of
emotions or moral qualities, as in Lucrece
I. S84.

751 despite of in defiance of
752 vestals virgins. Originally one of the

four priestesses, sworn to virginity, who
guarded the sacred fire of the Temple of
Vesta in Rome.

755 Be prodigal spend what you have
756 Dries ... oil metaphorically: expends his

sexual energy. Cf. 'A candle (torch) lights
others and consumes itself' (Dent C~9).

His, as often, means 'its'.
757-62 Compare Sonnets 3-6, and esp.

307-8.
759 by ... time to which time has due

title
760 This is the only twelve-syllable line in the

poem.
762 Sith since

in thy pride (a) through your haughti
ness; (b) in your prime. For the sexual
associations of pride see Sonnet ISl.lO

n.
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Venus and Adonis

'So in thyself, thyself art made away,
A mischief worse than civil home-bred strife,
Or theirs whose desperate hands themselves do slay, 765

Or butcher-sire, that reaves his son of life.
Foul cank'ring rust the hidden treasure frets,
But gold that's put to use more gold begets.'

'Nay then,' quoth Adon, 'you will fall again
Into your idle over-handled theme. 770

The kiss I gave you is bestowed in vain,
And all in vain you strive against the stream:

For by this black-faced night, desire's foul nurse,
Your treatise makes me like you worse and worse.

'If love have lent you twenty thousand tongues, 775

And every tongue more moving than your own,
Bewitching like the wanton mermaid's songs,
Yet from mine ear the tempting tune is blown,

For know my heart stands armed in mine ear,
And will not let a false sound enter there, 780

'Lest the deceiving harmony should run
Into the quiet closure of my breast,
And then my little heart were quite undone,
In his bed-chamber to be barred of rest.

781 run] Q (ronne)

763 made away killed. A common eu
phemism for murder in the sixteenth
century.

766 reaves deprives
767 frets wears away
768 The analogy between breeding and

usury is common: Hero and Leander II.
232-4: 'What differencebetwixt the rich
est mine I And basest mould but use? For
both, not used, I Are of like worth'. The
slight echo of the parable of the talents in
Matthew 25: 14-30 adds to the sermoni
cal tone. It was proverbial that 'Money
begets money' (Dent MI053).

769 you will fall you are determined to
return to

770 over-handled theme tired old subject for
debate (and Venus's hands have been
busy). On theme, see I. 422 n.

771 The kiss I gave you at I. 479
772 Compare the proverb 'It is in vain to

strive against the stream' (DentS927).
773 nurse nourisher. It was proverbial that

'Night (or opportunity) is whoredom's
bawd' (Dent 070). In the classical tradi
tion nurses very often inspire their mis
tresses to sexual licentiousness: in Met.
10.382-445 Myrrha's nurse assists the
incestuous union from which Adonis is
conceived.

774 treatise talk. Short, pious works from
the period are often called 'A treatise
of .. .'.

777 mermaid See I. 429 n.
778 blown blown away (as a song would

be if the wind were in the wrong
direction)

781 run Q spells 'ronne' in order to preserve
the eye-rhyme.

782 quiet closure enclosure. Compare Son
net 48.11 n.

784 barred of deprivedof
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Venus and Adonis

No, lady, no; my heart longs not to groan,
But soundly sleeps, while now it sleeps alone.

'What have you urged that I cannot reprove?
The path is smooth that leadeth on to danger.
I hate not love, but your device in love,
That lends embracements unto every stranger.

You do it for increase? 0 strange excuse,
When reason is the bawd to lust's abuse.

'Call it not love, for love to heaven is fled,
Since sweating lust on earth usurped his name,
Under whose simple semblance he hath fed
Upon fresh beauty, blotting it with blame,

Which the hot tyrant stains, and soon bereaves,
As caterpillars do the tender leaves.

'Love comforteth like sunshine after rain;
But Lust's effect is tempest after sun;
Love's gentle spring doth always fresh remain;
Lust's winter comes ere summer half be done;

Love surfeits not; Lust like a glutton dies:
Love is all truth; Lust full of forged lies.

'More I could tell, but more I dare not say:
The text is old, the orator too green.

790

795

800

805

787 reprove (a) disprove (OED5); (b) rebuke
(OED3)

788 Compare the proverb 'The path is smooth
that leads to danger' (Dent P TO!. J).

789 device (a) manner of thinking (Schmidt,
4); (b) tricky artfulness

791 increase (a) procreation (compare Son
net l. T and n.); (b) financial advantage
(OED 4), hence bawd in the next line.
Stressed on the second syllable.

792 bawd pimp, who takes a cut from a pros
titute's takings. Venuscould be associated
with prostitution in the period: Stephen
Gosson in The Sdioo! of Abuse (1587), fo.
Ei, describes how prostitutes 'live a mile
from the city likeVenus' nuns'.
abuse wicked practice (with perhaps a
sexual taint; compare Lucrece I. 1259 n.).

795 Under ... semblance in whose harmless
appearance

796 blotting can imply a moral stain. See
Sonnet 36.3.

797 Which ... bereaves which (i.e. beauty)
lust contaminates and soon snatches
away

799-804 This section of Adonis's answer to
Venus takes the form of a distinctio, in
which he tries to replace the terms which
her argument has deployed by closely
equivalent but morally pejorative lan
guage. This was a ploy widely advocated
in classical rhetorical manuals for occa
sions when an orator wished to diminish
the value of an action which his adver
sary was attempting to present as good.
See Quintilian 9.3.65.

799 It was proverbial that 'After rain comes
fair weather' (Dent R8).

802-3 Compare Lucrece II.48--9.
806 text subject, theme for disputation,

receivedmaxim; perhaps also 'The theme
or subject on which anyone speaks; the
starting-point of a discussion' (OED 4c).
Adonis is a textbook orator, who sees the
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Venus andAdonis

Therefore in sadness now I will away.
My face is full of shame, my heart of teen;

Mine ears, that to your wanton talk attended,
Do burn themselves for having so offended.' 810

With this he breaketh from the sweet embrace
Of those fair arms which bound him to her breast,
And homeward through the dark laund runs apace,
Leaves love upon her back, deeply distressed.

Look how a bright star shooteth from the sky; 815

So glides he in the night from Venus' eye,

Which after him she darts, as one on shore
Gazing upon a late embarked friend,
Till the wild waves will have him seen no more,
Whose ridges with the meeting clouds contend: 820

So did the merciless and pitchy night
Fold in the object that did feed her sight.

Whereat amazed, as one that unaware
Hath dropped a precious jewel in the flood,
Or 'stonlshed, as night wand'rers often are, 825

Their light blown out in some mistrustful wood;

discussion as a schoolroom debate.
806 green inexperienced

807 in sadness (a) in earnest (compare
Romeo 1.1. J96: 'Tell me in sadness, who is
that you love?'); (b) in low spirits

808 teen vexation, sorrow
810 burn themselves Their hot red flush

becomes self-punitive.
so otTendedperformed such a crime

813 laund glade, clearing in a wood
816 glides can be used of the graceful move

ment of a person (OED rd), or of a
heavenly body through the air (OED IC);
both senses co-operate here. Cf. Golding
14.978: 'There gliding from the sky a star
straight down to ground was sent'.

815, 816 from This magical simile plays on
from: it suggests that Venus is the point of
Adonis's origin as the sky is the origin of
the shooting star, and so presents the
scene fromher point of view; it also sug
gests with a simple objectivity that Adonis
glides away fromVenus's sight.

817-20 may recall the anxiety of Alcyone

at the departure of Ceyx, her husband:
Golding 11.539-45: 'And after that the
land IWas far removed from the ship, and
that the sight began ITo be unable to dis
cern the face of any man, I As long as ere
she could she looked upon the rowing
keel. I And when she could no longer
time for distance ken it well, I She looked
still upon the sails that flasked with the
wind I Upon the mast'. In the storm that
follows waves and clouds join (573-4):
'The surges mounting up aloft did seem to
mate the sky, I And with their sprinkling
for to wet the clouds that hang on high'.
The echo would be appropriate: both men
meet violent ends. Compare Cymbeline
1·3·8-22.

817 darts shoots. The literal sense of 'hurls a
weapon' is still active. See I. 196 n.

820 ridges crests (not an unusual word for
the tops of waves in this period)

825 'stonlshed bewildered
826 mistrustful causing fear (the only exam

ple cited for this sense in OED)
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Venus and Adonis

Even so confounded in the dark she lay,
Having lost the fair discovery of her way.

And now she beats her heart, whereat it groans,
That all the neighbour caves, as seeming troubled, 830

Make verbal repetition of her moans:
Passion on passion deeply is redoubled.

'Ay me,' she cries, and twenty times 'woe, woe',
And twenty echoes, twenty times cry so.

She, marking them, begins a wailing note, 835

And sings extemporally a woeful ditty,
How love makes young men thrall and old men dote,
How love is wise in folly, foolish witty.

Her heavy anthem still concludes in woe,
And still the choir of echoes answer so. 840

Her song was tedious, and out-wore the night,
For lovers' hours are long, though seeming short;
If pleased themselves, others they think delight
In suchlike circumstance, with suchlike sport:

832 deeplyIQ; doubly WHITE (conj. Walker)

827 confounded confused
828 fair discovery the light cast by Adonis,

which reveals her path
82')-41 has its roots in Ovid's story of Echo

and Narcissus (Golding 3.625-8): 'These
are the words that last lOut of his lips
beholding still his wonted image passed: I
"Alas, sweet boy, beloved in vain,
farewell." And by and by I With sighing
sound the self-same words the Echo did
reply'. The story has already been invoked
in II. 1')-20 and 161-2, and is a prominent
subtext both for its representation of
misdirected and unfulfillable desire, and
because it was the subject of the first
poem dedicated to the Earl of Southamp
ton, Clapham's Narcissus. See Introduc
tion, pp. r 1-[2.

829 heart breast (OED3a)
830 neighbour neighbouring. This transfor

mation of a word's grammatical form was
a rhetorical figure known as permutatio or
mallage, and is the product of conscious
artistry. See Quintilian 9.].7.

831 verbal usually carries the sense 'merely

to do with words rather than things' in
this period. This usage may anticipate the
sense 'word for word, verbatim' (OEDsa:
first cited 1612).

832 Passion lamentation. See Sonnet 20.2 n.
deeply (a) solemnly; (b) with deep emo
tion; (c) loudly (Schmidt, 5)

8]6 ditty is not necessarily a contemptuous
term for a trivial song; see Sidney's Psalm
[3.5: 'Still, therefore, of thy graces shall
be my song's ditty'.

839 heavy anthem melancholy song. An
anthem is a song of praise, and can con
note solemnity, as in Two Gentiemerr
].1.238-9: 'breathe it in mine ear, I As
ending anthem of my endless dolour.'

840 answer The singular choir is given a
plural form of verb because of the proxim
ity of echoes. Compare I. 705 n. and I.
1128 n.

841 out-wore outlasted
84]-4 If ... circumstance 'If lovers are

themselves happy they assume that
others are also delighted by similar joyful
experiences.'
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Venus andAdonis

Their copious stories, oftentimes begun, 845

End without audience, and are never done.

For who hath she to spend the night withal,
But idle sounds resembling parasites?
Likeshrill-tongued tapsters answering every call,
Soothing the humour of fantastic wits. 850

She says' 'Tis so'; they answer all ' 'Tis so',
And would say after her, if she said 'no'.

Lohere the gentle lark, weary of rest,
From his moist cabinet mounts up on high,
And wakes the morning, from whose silver breast 855

The sun ariseth in his majesty,
Who doth the world so gloriously behold
That cedar tops and hills seem burnished gold.

Venus salutes him with this fair good morrow:
'0 thou clear god and patron of all light, 860

From whom each lamp and shining star doth borrow
The beauteous influence that makes him bright,

There lives a son that sucked an earthly mother
May lend thee light, as thou dost lend to other.'

845 copious elaborated with verbal orna
ment, in the manner advocated in
Erasmus's DeCopia

847 withal with (the preferred emphatic
form at the end of a sentence; Abbott
§I96 and 274)

848 parasites toadies, scroungers who
servilelyrepeat her words

849 shriU-tongued loud, and perhaps too
with unbroken voices
tapsters people who draw beer for cus
tomers in a tavern. They were famously
servile, as Francis is in I Henry IV2-4, and
were occasionally pimps, like Pompey in
Measure.

850 fantastic wits Smart young men about
town with foppishtastes and a high opin
ion of their own verbal sharpness were
called 'fantastics'.

854 moist cabinet dewy lodging. A cabinet
can be a rustic dwelling or a private
apartment.

856-8 Compare Sonnet 33·] -4.

858 cedar is here in such majestic company
because it is traditionally regarded as the
king of trees.

860 clear (a) brightly shining (as in Song of
Solomon 6: 10: 'Fair as the moon, clear
as the sun'); (b) famous (from the Latin
claris)

861 lamp heavenly body
862 influence Powers and virtues were

believed to flow (Latin inPuere) from the
planets.

863 earthly mother Adonis was in fact
born from Myrrha after she was trans
formed into a tree as a result of her
incestuous union with her father. Her
links with the earth were therefore
stronger than Venus appears to know:
'The ground did overgrow her feet, and
ankles as she spake. I And from her
bursten toes went roots, which writhing
here and there I Did fasten so the trunk
within the ground she could not stir'
(Golding10.562-4).
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Venus andAdonis

This said, she hasteth to a myrtle grove, 865

Musing the morning is so much o'erworn
And yet she hears no tidings of her love:
She hearkens for his hounds and for his horn;

Anon she hears them chant it lustily,
And all in haste she coasteth to the cry. 870

And as she runs the bushes in the way
Some catch her by the neck, some kiss her face,
Some twined about her thigh to make her stay.
She wildly breaketh from their strict embrace,

Likea milch-doe, whose swelling dugs do ache, 875

Hasting to feed her fawn, hid in some brake.

By this she hears the hounds are at a bay,
Whereat she starts like one that spies an adder
Wreathed up in fatal folds just in his way,
The fear whereof doth make him shake and shudder; 880

Even so the timorous yelping of the hounds
Appals her senses, and her spirit confounds.

873 twined] Q(twin'd); twine Q7

865 myrtle an evergreen plant with sweetly
scented flowers, sacred to Venus

866-7 Musing ... love wondering why it is
that so much of the morning has passed
and yet she hears nothing of her lover

869 chant it bay, bark (OED IC). It is an
indefinite object (Abbott §226).

870 coasteth runs in such a way as to out
flank ('Hawking Lind Hunting. Not to fly or
run straight at; to keep at a distance; esp.
to fly or run from the straight course so
as to cut off the chased animal when it
doubles' (OED10)). Some 'do mark which
wayan hare bendeth at the first, and
coast before her to meet her', Turbervile,
174·

873 twined QJ reads 'twin'd'. Q7 emends to
'twine'. On the movement between past
and historic present, see I. 317 and n. This
may simply be a variant spelling for the
sake of rhyme; compare Lucrece I. 1544 n.

874 strict tight
875 milch-doe a female deer who is feeding

young
876 brake a thicket of brushwood or briars

877 Bythis by this time
at a bay (a) the prolonged barking of dogs
when they encounter the hunted animal;
(b) the moment when the hunted animal
turns to face its pursuers. The latter sense
is perhaps less likely to be meant here,
since Turbervile (158) says 'A great boar
... will seldom keep hounds at a bay'.
Venus infers that a boar is being hunted
from the length of time for which the
hounds are stationary at I. 885 below,
which may indicate that she knows little
about hunting boars.

878-80 The simile derives from Virgil's
Aeneid (Phaer 2.374-7): 'foot he back
ward drew, I As one that unbethought
hath happed some snake among the
briars I To tread, and quickly starting
back with trembling fear retires, I When
swoll'n with angry teen he seeth his blue
neck bent upright'.

879 Wreathed coiled
882 Appals makes faint

spirit is monosyllabic, as in Sonnets 56.8,
74. 8,80.2,85.7,86.5,98.3,144.4.
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Venus andAdonis

For now she knows it is no gentle chase,
But the blunt boar, rough bear, or lion proud,
Because the cry remaineth in one place, 885

Where fearfully the dogs exclaim aloud;
Finding their enemy to be so cursed,
They all strain court'sy who shall cope him first.

This dismal cry rings sadly in her ear,
Through which it enters to surprise her heart, 890

Who, overcome by doubt and bloodless fear,
With cold-pale weakness numbs each feeling part,

Likesoldiers, when their captain once doth yield,
They basely fly, and dare not stay the field.

Thus stands she in a trembling ecstasy, 895

Till cheering up her senses all dismayed
She tells them 'tis a causeless fantasy,
And childish error that they are afraid;

Bids them leave quaking, bids them fear no more-
And with that word she spied the hunted boar, 900

Whose frothy mouth bepainted all with red,
Likemilk and blood being mingled both together,
A second fear through all her sinews spread,

883-4 recalls Golding 10.623-7: 'But with
the sturdy boar I And ravening wolf, and
bear-whelps armed with ugly paws, and
eke [also1IThe cruel lions which delight
in blood, and slaughter seek, I She med
dled not. And of these same she warned
also thee, I Adonis, for to shun them, if
thou wouldst have warned be'.

883 chase animal hunted (OED s.v. 'chase'
n. [,4a)

887 cursed savage (OED ab: a sense common
among huntsmen)

888 strain court'sy 'to insist too much on, be
over-punctilious in, the observance of;
to stand upon ceremony' (OED s.v. 'cour
tesy' [b). The dogs politely defer to each
other because they are so reluctant to
attack their prey, as in the proverb'At an
ill passage honour thy companion' (Dent
P89). The phrase strain court'sy is used by
Turbervile (188) of dogs who 'would not
refuse the wild boar, nor the wolf,yet they
would strain courtesy at a fox'.
cope encounter (as in battle; compare
Lucrece I. 99)

889 dismal ill-omened, fateful (from the
Latin dies mali,day of ill)

890 surprise 'assail or attack suddenly
and without warning' (OED za), The
heart is presented as a captain (893)
at the centre of a citadel besieged
by enemies. Compare II. lOB-50
below.

891 Who This is always preferred by
Shakespeare as the relative pronoun for
personifications. See Abbott §264 and
I. 956.

894 stay the fieldstand firm in battle
895 ecstasy a state of passionate paralysis;

literally 'standing outside herself'
897 causeless fantasy Compare I. 597: the

poem increasingly comes to focus on
the relationships between emotions and
the imagination.

901 The last previous mention of red is
at the description of Adonis chafing
Venus's cheek at I. 468: the colour comes
back with a bloody vengeance at this
point.

903 sinews possibly 'nerves'
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Venus and Adonis

Which madly hurries her she knows not whither.
This way she runs, and now she will no further, 905

But back retires to rate the boar for murther.

A thousand spleens bear her a thousand ways;
She treads the path that she untreads again.
Her more than haste is mated with delays,
Likethe proceedings of a drunken brain, 910

Full of respects, yet naught at all respecting,
In hand with all things, naught at all effecting.

Here kennelled in a brake she finds a hound,
And asks the weary caitiff for his master;
And there another licking of his wound, 9T5

'Gainst venomed sores the only sovereign plaster,
And here she meets another, sadly scowling,
To whom she speaks, and he replies with howling.

When he hath ceased his ill-resounding noise
Another flap-mouthed mourner, black and grim, 920

Against the welkin volleysout his voice;
Another and another answer him,

Clapping their proud tails to the ground below,
Shaking their scratched ears, bleeding as they go.

Look how the world's poor people are amazed 925

At apparitions, signs and prodigies,

906 retires returns (OED 4); compare Lucreee
I. 962.
rate berate

907 spleens whimsies, fits of passion. The
spleen was a contrary organ, being
regarded as the seat of both melancholy
and mirth.

908 untreads retraces
909 mated with thwarted by (as when one

player 'checkmates' another in chess). It
was proverbial that 'The more haste the
less speed' (Dent HI98), hence Venus's
morethanhasteis completely arrested.

911 Full ... respecting 'having an air of
circumstantial gravity, but actually not
thinking of anything'. Respects probably
means here 'a consideration; a fact or
motive which assists in, or leads to, the
formation of a decision; an end or aim'
(OED 14a).

912 In hand with preoccupied with
914 caitifTwretch
916 venomed infected

sovereign plaster uniquely effective cure.
Compare I. 28 n. A plastercan be a paste
or potion, or, figuratively, any form of
cure for a wound.

920 flap-mouthed describes the loose, floppy
jowls of a bloodhound.

921 welkin sky (only in poetic and literary
uses by the sixteenth century)
volleys hurls out (like shot from a
cannon)

923 Clapping probably means here 'fixing
firmly' (OED ioa): the hounds lower their
once proud tails to the ground, rather
than wagging them.

926 prodigies an extraordinary event
or thing from which omens are
deduced
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Venus andAdonis

Whereon with fearful eyes they long have gazed,
Infusing them with dreadful prophecies;

So she at these sad signs draws up her breath,
And, sighing it again, exclaims on death: 930

'Hard-favoured tyrant, ugly, meagre, lean;
Hateful divorce of love,' thus chides she Death,
'Grim-grinning ghost, earth's worm, what dost thou mean
To stiflebeauty, and to steal his breath?

Who, when he lived, his breath and beauty set 935

Glosson the rose, smell to the violet.

'If he be dead-e-Ono, it cannot be,
Seeing his beauty thou shouldst strike at it.
oyes, it may: thou hast no eyes to see,
But hatefully at random dost thou hit. 940

Thy mark is feeble age, but thy false dart
Mistakes that aim, and cleaves an infant's heart.

'Hadst thou but bid beware, then he had spoke,
And hearing him, thy power had lost his power.
The destinies will curse thee for this stroke: 945

They bid thee crop a weed; thou pluck'st a flower.
Love's golden arrow at him should have fled,
And not Death's ebon dart to strike him dead.

928 Infusing filling them with. The verb is
often used to describe the moment when
God grants grace; prophecies too is often
used in this period of those who preach
their personally inspired interpretations
of scripture: the populace makes a virtual
religion from the portents.

930 exclaims on cries out against. Compare
I. 16o and n.

931-54 In Giovanni Tarchagnota, L'Adone
(Venice, 1550), Venus makes a similar
complaint against death, st. 43-59,
although Shakespeare is unlikely to have
known this work directly.

931 Hard-favoured harsh-featured (and so
likelyto be harsh in deed). Compare I. 133
andn.

932 divorcethat which causes the dissolution
(OED3; first cited usage in this sense)

933 earth's worm the lowest thing on earth,
no more than a worm

939 no eyesThe Death's head is a skull, with
sockets empty of eyes.

940 at random The sense 'haphazardly'
is emerging, but a technical sense
from gunnery 'at more than point
blank range' (OED Sb) is called out
by mark, dart, and aim: the idea is
that Death is shooting from too great
a distance, and so misses his proper
aim.

941 mark target
dart could be a spear, javelin, or arrow in
this period.

944 had lost would have lost
his its

947-8 Cupid was sometimes presented as
carrying a deadly arrow by sonneteers in
the period: he is urged in FQ J. Prol. .3to
'Lay now thy deadly Heben [ebony] bow
apart'.

948 ebon made of ebony, black
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Venus and Adonis

'Dost thou drink tears that thou provok'st such weeping?
What maya heavy groan advantage thee? 950

Why hast thou cast into eternal sleeping
Those eyes that taught all other eyes to see?

Now nature cares not for thy mortal vigour,
Since her best work is ruined with thy rigour.'

Here overcome as one full of despair 955

She vailed her eyelids, who like sluices stopped
The crystal tide that from her two cheeks fair
In the sweet channel of her bosom dropped;

But through the flood-gates breaks the silver rain,
And with his strong course opens them again. 960

a how her eyes and tears did lend and borrow:
Her eye seen in the tears, tears in her eye,
Both crystals, where they viewed each other's sorrow,
Sorrow, that friendly sighs sought still to dry,

But like a stormy day, now wind, now rain, 965

Sighs dry her cheeks; tears make them wet again.

Variable passions throng her constant woe,
As striving who should best become her grief.
All entertained, each passion labours so
That every present sorrow seemeth chief; 970

But none is best. Then join they all together,
Likemany clouds, consulting for foul weather.

950 advantage profit
953 mortal vigour deadly energy
954 rigour pitilessness
956 vailed lowered. See I. 314 n. Compare

HeroandLeander I. 159: Hero is 'Veiled to
the ground, vailing her eyelids close' .

956 who which (as usually for a personifica
tion; see I. 89l n.).
sluices is usually glossed as 'floodgates',
although the context also supports 'A
channel, drain, or small stream, esp. one
carrying off overflow or surplus water'
(OED 2).

960 his refers to the silver rain of Venus's
tears.

962 Her ... tearsThe conceit is that the crys
tal sphere of the teardrop contains a
miniature image of the eye.

963 crystals clear, glass-like, and reflective
963-4 sorrow, I Sorrow Epizeuxis (emphatic

repetition of a word with none in
between) is often used as a rhetorical
indicator of great passion in Shake
speare.

967 throng press around (like courtiers or
suitors)

968 striving contending
become suit with

969-70 Each woe is given access to Venus's
heart, and each is so powerful that the
one which she is presently entertaining
always seems the strongest.

971 join they they join themselves
972 consulting for contriving. The courtier

like passions form a conspiracy against
their mistress.

225

Oxford Shakespeare : The Complete Sonnets and Poems, edited by William Shakespeare, and Colin
         Burrow, Oxford University Press, 2002. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/tau/detail.action?docID=3055159.
Created from tau on 2021-04-29 06:06:03.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

2.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Venus andAdonis

By this, far off she hears some huntsman hallow.
A nurse's song ne'er pleased her babe so well:
The dire imagination she did follow
This sound of hope doth labour to expel,

For now reviving joy bids her rejoice,
And flatters her it is Adonis' voice.

Whereat her tears began to turn their tide,
Being prisoned in her eye like pearls in glass;
Yet sometimes falls an orient drop beside,
Which her cheek melts, as scorning it should pass

To wash the foul face of the sluttish ground,
Who is but drunken when she seemeth drowned.

a hard-believing love, how strange it seems
Not to believe, and yet too credulous!
Thy weal and woe are both of them extremes:
Despair and hope makes thee ridiculous.

975

973 Bythis by this time
hallow Hunting cries were distinct for
each phase of the action, and a knowl
edgeable listener could tell from them
exactly what was happening in the chase.
It is likely that Q's 'hallow', reproduced
here, accurately reflects the cry to mark
the end of the hunt. The final division of
spoils to the dogs after the kill was often
marked by a cry of 'List hallow, hyke hal
low, hyke' (Turbervile, 175).Many editors
collapse the very precise distinction
between this and the cry of horsemanship
inJ. 284.

974 nurse's song Compare Titus 2.3.27-<):
'Whiles hounds and horns and sweet
melodious birds I Be unto us as is a
nurse's song IOf lullaby to bring her babe
asleep'.

975 The dire ... foUow the sinister train of
thought with which she was preoccupied

977 reviving (a) which comes back to life
(intransitive); (b) which brings her back
to life(transitive)

978 flatters falsely persuades (continuing the
conceit of the passions as courtiers)

979 turn their tide ebb
980 pearls in glass The embedding of pre

cious substances In glass is also described
in Golding 4.438-<): 'As if a man an ivory
image or a lily white I Should overlay
or close with glass'. Tear-shaped pearls
(fantastically valuable in the period) were

worn by the nobility as earrings, but were
not set in glass. The image is a fantasy
fusion of extremely costly materials and
miraculous artifice.

981 orient drop tears like pearls. Jewels of
high quality were often referred to as
orient in the period (OEDs.v. 'orient' adj.
2). The tear is also orient in that it is
arising (OED3) from the eye.
beside The odd tear slips out from its
prison 'by the side so as to miss' (OED6,
citing this passage as the last example).

982 melts works as both 'thaw' (turning the
pearl to liquid) and 'cause to disappear'
(OED 10, as at J. n66 below), which
would explain why the tears never reach
the ground.

984 Who is ... drowned The earth is com
pared to a woman, who seems drowned in
tears, but is actually just drunk.

985-6 Love is sceptical (hard-believing) and
credulous at the same time. The paradox
works in relation to this particular point
in the story if Venus is directly addressed
by the vocative love:Venus is toocredulous
in that she wants not to believe the truth,
that Adonis is dead.

987 It was proverbial that 'A woman
either loves or hates to extremes' (Dent
W65I)·

988 makes Two singular nouns are often fol
lowed by a singular verb in Shakespeare
(Abbott §336).
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Venus andAdonis

The one doth flatter thee in thoughts unlikely,
In likely thoughts the other kills thee quickly. 990

Now she unweaves the web that she hath wrought:
Adonis lives, and Death is not to blame;
It was not she that called him all to naught.
Now she adds honours to his hateful name:

She clepes him king of graves, and grave for kings, 995

Imperious supreme of all mortal things.

'No, no', quoth she, 'Sweet Death I did but jest.
Yetpardon me: I felt a kind of fear
When as I met the boar, that bloody beast
Which knows no pity but is still severe. 1000

Then, gentle shadow, (truth I must confess)
I railed on thee, fearing my love's decease.

"Tis not my fault; the boar provoked my tongue.
Be wreaked on him (invisible commander),
'Tis he, foul creature, that hath done thee wrong. 1005

I did but act; he's author of thy slander.
Grief hath two tongues, and never woman yet
Could rule them both, without ten women's wit.'

Thus, hoping that Adonis is alive,
Her rash suspect she doth extenuate, 1010

989 The one is hope; the other is despair. The
structure is chiastic.
unlikely improbable

990 likely probable. That lovers are victims
of the shortfall between evidence and
belief is a theme which preoccupies the
later Shakespeare, notably in Othello.

991 web weaving
993 called ... naught vehemently abused

him, said that he was a complete nothing.
The phrase was quite common in the
period (OEDs.v. 'naught' I d and 'all' (ldv.
12).

995 c1epes calls. The verb was archaic by
1590, and was often used in formal poetic
invocations.

996 supreme ruler. The accent is on the first
syllable.

999 When as when
1000 still always (OEDja)
1001 shadow phantom, ghost
1002 railed on abused, cried out against

deceaseQ reads 'decess', which may reflect

Shakespeare's uncertainty over the pro
nunciation of long 'e' (Kokeritz,201-2).

I003 provoked carries a stronger force of 'to
urge on', and can sometimes mean 'incite
to evil', as in As¥ou LikeIt 1.3.109: 'Beau
ty provoketh thieves sooner than gold'.

1004 Bewreaked be avenged
1006 I did . . . slander Venus's argument

would have sounded desperate to its
early readers: the court of Star Chamber
tended to penalize those who repeated
slanders as well as those who authored
them, although usually the penalties
were less severe.

1007 hath two tongues Compare the proverb
'Grief hath two tongues' (meaning 'to say
and unsay', Dent G446. I).

1008 wit intelligence
roro suspect suspicion (of death). Accented

on the second syllable. On the trans
formation of one grammatical form into
another, see I. 830 n.

1010 extenuate attempt to excuse
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Venus andAdonis

And, that his beauty may the better thrive,
With Death she humbly doth insinuate.

Tellshim of trophies, statues, tombs, and stories
His victories, his triumphs, and his glories.

'0 Jove,' quoth she, 'How much a fool was I
To be of such a weak and silly mind
To wail his death who lives, and must not die
Till mutual overthrow of mortal kind?

For he being dead, with him is beauty slain,
And beauty dead, black chaos comes again.

'Fie, fie, fond love, thou art as full of fear
As one with treasure laden, hemmed with thieves.
Trifles unwitnessed with eye or ear
Thy coward heart with false bethinking grieves.'

Even at this word she hears a merry horn,
Whereat she leaps, that was but late forlorn.

As falcons to the lure, away she flies.
The grass stoops not, she treads on it so light,

IOJ3 stories] MALONE; -, Q; -. QI6

1015

1020

1025

1012 insinuate flatteringly attempt to win
round

1013 stories relates. The verb is also used in
Lucrece I. 106. Q treats it as a noun and
punctuates 'stories,'. Talesand memorials
are one of the chief consolations against
death in this period: compare Richard II's
intention to speak of 'graves, of worms, of
epitaphs', 3.2.141.

1018 mutual overthrow common death,
universal destruction

1019-20 Since Adonis embodies beauty, and
the world is dependent on beauty, his
death will bring chaos again. Spenser's
Garden of Adonis in FO3.6.36 describes a
world generated by a formless chaos in
which Adonis is the guarantor of the con
tinuity of form. The account of chaos in
Golding 1.5-9 also influences Shake
speare here: 'Beforethe sea and land were
made, and heaven that all doth hide. I In
all the world one only face of nature did
abide, I Which Chaos hight, a huge rude
heap, and nothing else but even I A
heavy lump and clott'red clod of seeds
together driven, I Of things at strife

among themselves, for want of order
due'. And in Golding 1.379-80 Earth
complains to Jove: 'If sea and land do
go to wrack, and heaven itself do burn I
To old confused Chaos then of force
we must return'. Venus's hyperbole
anticipates Othello's 'and when I love
thee not, I Chaos is come again',
3.3.92-3.

1021 Compare the proverb 'Love is full of
fear' (Dent L507).

1022 hemmed surrounded
1023 unwitnessed with unconfirmed by
1024 bethinking imagining
1026 leaps for joy, as in Sonnet 98.4
1027 lure Falcons are attracted back to their

keepers by a cluster of feathers tied to a
string. The metaphorical sense 'an entic
ing trap' is active in this context.

1028 stoops not does not bend. The passage
may recall Virgil's description of Camilla,
the amazon who runs so lightly that she
does not touch the corn in Aen. 7.808-9;
it also makes the grieving Venusenact her
boast of lightness at II. 145-56.
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Venus and Adonis

And in her haste unfortunately spies
The foul boar's conquest on her fair delight. I030

Which seen, her eyes are murdered with the view:
Likestars ashamed of day themselves withdrew,

Or as the snail, whose tender horns being hit,
Shrinks backward in his shelly cave with pain,
And, there all smothered up, in shade doth sit, I035

Long after fearing to creep forth again.
So at his bloody view her eyes are fled
Into the deep-dark cabins of her head,

Where they resign their office, and their light
To the disposing of her troubled brain, I040

Who bids them still consort with ugly night,
And never wound the heart with looks again,

Who, like a king perplexed in his throne,
By their suggestion gives a deadly groan,

Whereat each tributary subject quakes, I045

As when the wind imprisoned in the ground,
Struggling for passage, earth's foundation shakes,
Which with cold terror doth men's minds confound.

This mutiny each part doth so surprise
That from their dark beds once more leap her eyes, I050

And, being opened, threw unwilling light
Upon the wide wound that the boar had trenched

103] are] Q; as Q3

[029 unfortunately ill-fatedly
103/ are murdered Q3 reads 'as murdered',

which would create a parenthetical simile
within a simile. The reading is adopted by
Oxford, but not here, since QI makes good
sense.

1032 ashamed of day ashamed to be seen in
daylight

1033-4 Compare 1.L.L. 4.3.313-4: 'Love's
feeling is more soft and sensible I
Than are the tender horns of cockled
snails'.

1034 shelly cave The phrase was imitated
in Richard Carew's burlesque account of
how the snail got his shell, A Herring's Tale
(1598), I. 228.

1035 smothered up covered up closely (OED
6b)

1038 cabins l.e, her eye-sockets, but recalling
also the lair of I. 637.

1039-41 The eyes are implicitly compared
to insubordinate inferiors, who are com
pelled to resign their function, until they
are goaded back into action by the chaos
which they themselves have caused.

1043 perplexed confused, disturbed
1044 suggestion incitement to evil or rebel

lion. Compare I. 65J and n.
1046-7 Earthquakes were generally believed

to be the product of accumulations of
wind beneath the earth's surface, after
Aristotle, Meteorology 2.8.

105] threw ... light For the belief that eyes
emitted rays of light, see l. 487 n.

1052 trenched cut into. Both treneh (as a
noun) and flankhad their present military
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Venus and Adonis

In his soft flank, whose wonted lily white
With purple tears that his wound wept was drenched.

No flower was nigh, no grass, herb, leaf or weed 1055

But stole his blood, and seemed with him to bleed.

This solemn sympathy poor Venus noteth.
Over one shoulder doth she hang her head.
Dumbly she passions, frantically she doteth;
She thinks he could not die, he is not dead. 1060

Her voice is stopped, her joints forget to bow,
Her eyes are mad that they have wept till now.

Upon his hurt she looks so steadfastly
That her sight, dazzling, makes the wound seem three.
And then she reprehends her mangling eye, 1065

That makes more gashes where no breach should be.
His face seems twain, each several limb is doubled;
For oft the eye mistakes, the brain being troubled.

'My tongue cannot express my grief for one,
And yet,' quoth she, 'behold two Adons dead. 1070

My sighs are blown away, my salt tears gone;
Mine eyes are turned to fire, my heart to lead.

1054 was] Q7; had Q

associations by the I 590S: the war of love
has hit home to its victim.

1054 purple tears crimson blood. On purple,
see I. I n. Compare Thomas Lodge,
Scylla's Metamorphosis II. 121-32: 'He
that hath seen the sweet Arcadian boy I
Wiping the purple from his forced wound
I . . . I And Venus starting at her love
mate's cry, I Forcing her birds to haste
her chariot on; I And full of grief at last
with piteous eye I Seeing where all pale
with death he lay alone ...'.
was drenched Q reads 'had drencht',
which Q7 emends. The error is likely to
have resulted from a memory of had
trenched in I. 1052.

1055-6 Compare Venus's dream at II.665-6.
1056 But which did not
1057 sympathy Objectswere believedto have

occult affinities with each other, which
made them respond to each other: so a
deadly wound on the body of a murder

victim would bleed in the presence of
the murder weapon. This sense is played
off against the human meaning 'compas
sion': the landscape responds both with
arcane sympathy to Adonis's death, and
with human compassion.

1059 Dumbly she passions she silently
grieves. There is a paradox here, since the
verb passion in Shakespeare usually
describes spoken complaint, as in 'Ari
adne, passioning I For Theseus' perjury',
Two Gentlemen, 4.4.164-5.
doteth talks or acts insanely

1061 bow bend
1062 Her eyes ... now Her eyes are furious

that they have ever wept before this, the
only real cause of grief.

L064 dazzling losing the capacity to see
clearly, blurring with tears (OEDI)

1065 mangling eye The eye makes more
wounds than there in fact are, and so
mangles the body.

J067 twain divided in two, double
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Venus and Adonis

Heavy heart's lead, melt at mine eyes' red fire:
So shall I die by drops of hot desire.

'Alas, poor world, what treasure hast thou lost, 1075

What face remains alive that's worth the viewing?
Whose tongue is music now? What canst thou boast
Of things long since, or any thing ensuing?

The flowers are sweet, their colours fresh and trim,
But true sweet beauty lived and died with him. 1080

'Bonnet nor veil henceforth no creature wear,
Nor sun, nor wind will ever strive to kiss you,
Having no fair to lose, you need not fear.
The sun doth scorn you, and the wind doth hiss you;

But when Adonis lived, sun and sharp air T08s

Lurked like two thieves to rob him of his fair.

'And therefore would he put his bonnet on,
Under whose brim the gaudy sun would peep.
The wind would blow it off, and, being gone,
Play with his locks. Then would Adonis weep, T090

And straight in pity of his tender years
They both would strive who first should dry his tears.

'To see his face the lion walked along
Behind some hedge, because he would not fear him.
To recreate himself when he hath sung 1095

The tiger would be tame, and gently hear him.
If he had spoke, the wolf would leave his prey
And never fright the silly lamb that day.

/095 sung] Q (song)

1073 This passage anticipates King Lear's
'mine own tears I do scald like molten
lead', KingLear(Folio),4.n.4(}-I.

J074 drops OED does not record sense 4,
'A medicinal preparation to be taken or
administered in drops', before the eigh
teenth century, but the sense seems active
here. See A Lover'sComplaint I. joo n.

J078 ensuing to come in the future
/079 trim fine. Schmidt notes that the word

is 'mostly used with irony'.

1083 fair beauty
L085 sharp pinching, biting, rough
1088 gaudy garishly showy
1092 strive contend
/094 fear frighten
1095 recreate entertain

sung Q reads 'song', probably in order
to retain at least an eye-rhyme. It was
a recognized variant form of 'sung'
in the period, which is modernized
here.
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Venus and Adonis

'When he beheldhis shadowin the brook
The fishes spreadon it their golden gills. 1100

When he wasby, the birdssuch pleasuretook
That somewouldsing, someother in their bills

Would bring him mulberriesand ripe-red cherries:
Hefed them with his sight; they him with berries.

'But this foul, grim, and urchin-snouted boar, 1105

Whosedownwardeyestilllookethfora grave,
Ne'er saw the beauteous livery that he wore:
Witness the entertainment that he gave.

If he didseehis face,whythen I know
Hethought to kisshim, and hath killed him so. 1110

, 'Tis true, 'tis true, thus was Adonis slain:
Heran upon the boar with his sharp spear,
Whowouldnot whet his teeth at him again,
Butbya kissthought to persuadehim there,

And, nuzzling in his flank, the lovingswine 1115

Sheathedunaware the tusk in his softgroin.

III3 would] Q2; did Q JII6 the] Q; his Q2

1099 shadow reflection. Another echo of the
Narcissus story, recalling both I. 162
above and Golding 3.519-24: 'For as he
drank, he chanced to spy the image of his
face, IThe which he did immediately with
fervent love embrace. I He feeds a hope
without cause why. For like a foolish
noddy I He thinks the shadow that he
sees, to be a lively body: I Astraughted
[distraught] likean image made of marble
stone he lies, I There gazing on his
shadow still with fixedstaring eyes'.

1100 spread displayed, unfurled. The verb is
generally used to describe the unfurling of
flags or rich cloths in Shakespeare, so the
fishes offer their gills as rich adornments
of Adonis's image.

1104 sight appearance
nos urchin-snouted having a long sharp

nose likea hedgehog
n06 downward inclined downward (OED

adj. I, citing this passage)
1107 livery outward appearance, a sense

transferred from OED za, 'A suit of
clothes, formerly sometimes a badge
or cognizance (e.g, a collar or hood),
bestowed by a person upon his retainers
or servants and serving as a token by

which they may be recognized'. This
sense is brought out by entertainment in
the next line.

II08 entertainment reception (with an iron
ical play on 'friendly welcome'). Entertain
ment is also the sustenance given as a
right to household retainers (OED zb).
Livery in the line above activates this
sense: the boar has failed to notice that
Adonis is a member of the household and
so has churlishly failed to offer him the
entertainment which is his due.

IIIG-16 Theocritus's Lament for Adonis
describes how Venus sent for the boar,
who defended himself by saying, 'I mind
ed not to kill, I But as an image still, I 1
him beheld for love, I Which made me
forward shove, I His thigh that naked
was, IThinking to kiss alas', Six Idyllia ...
Chosen out of therightfamous Sicilian Poet
Theocritus (Oxford,1588; repro1883),39.

III3 would 02'S reading makes better sense
of the boar's action than O's blank 'did'.
whet See I. 617 n.

1I 14 persuade him persuade him to stay
IllS nuzzling By 1593 the word still had the

sense 'To burrow or dig with the nose'
(OED I), and was commonly used of
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Venus and Adonis

'Had I been toothed like him I must confess
With kissing him I should have killed him first;
But he is dead, and never did he bless
My youth with his. The more am I accursed.' II20

With this she falleth in the place she stood,
And stains her face with his congealed blood.

She looks upon his lips, and they are pale;
She takes him by the hand, and that is cold;
She whispers in his ears a heavy tale, II25

As if they heard the woeful words she told;
She lifts the coffer-lids that close his eyes,
Where, 10, two lamps burnt out in darkness lies.

Two glasses where herself herself beheld
A thousand times, and now no more reflect, II30

Their virtue lost wherein they late excelled,
And every beauty robbed of his effect.

'Wonder of time,' quoth she, 'this is my spite,
That, thou being dead, the day should yet be light.

'Since thou art dead, 10, here I prophesy, II35

Sorrow on love hereafter shall attend.
It shall be waited on with jealousy,
Find sweet beginning but unsavoury end;

swine. The cosy sense 'To nestle, to lie
snug in bed' (OED 4) had emerged by
1601. The word is therefore just on the
cusp between boarish aggression and
loving warmth.

r119-20 bless ... his He never gave me the
gift of his youth. To 'bless with' in the
sense 'to make happy with some gift'
becomes a fashionable phrase in the
IS90S(OEDs.v. 'bless' v. 7b); it does not
yet appear to be used in the sense 'to bless
with a child', although that sense seems
to be pressing to emerge here.

1127 coffer-lids eyelids. Coffer probably refers
to a box in which treasure is kept (OEDI),
but the slightly archaic sense 'coffin'
(OED3, last cited in 1550) is reanimated
by the context.

r128 lies The plural subject lamps takes a
singular verb because of the proximity of
darkness. Compare I. 705 n. and I. 840 n.

1129 glasses mirrors. See I. £19n.
1130 and and which
I I 3r virtue particular power, efficacy
11.32 his etTect its operation, consequence;

but also 'outward manifestation' (OED
ja)

J 133 spite cause of anguish
1l3S-64 Venus's prophecy turns the poem

into an etiology, or story about the origins
of a phenomenon. Epylliafrom this period
frequently include passages of this kind,
such as the account of how scholars
come to be poor in Hero and Leander II.
386-482.

J 137 waited on with attended by. Compare
the proverb 'Love is never without jeal
ousy' (Dent LSIO).

Il38 unsavoury unpleasant tasting (playing
on sweet: loveis a feast that turns sour). It
was proverbial that 'Love is sweet in the
beginning but sour in the ending' (Dent
LSI3)·
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Venus andAdonis

Ne'er settled equally, but high or low,
That all love's pleasure shall not match his woe. II40

'It shall be fickle, false, and full of fraud,
Bud and be blasted in a breathing-while;
The bottom poison, and the top o'erstrawed
With sweets, that shall the truest sight beguile.

The strongest body shall it make most weak, !I45

Strike the wise dumb, and teach the fool to speak.

'It shall be sparing and too full of riot,
Teaching decrepit age to tread the measures.
The staring ruffian shall it keep in quiet,
Pluck down the rich, enrich the poor with treasures. IISO

It shall be raging mad, and silly mild,
Make the young old, the old become a child.

'It shall suspect where is no cause of fear;
It shall not fear where it should most mistrust;
It shall be merciful, and too severe, !Iss
And most deceiving when it seems most just.

Perverse it shall be, where it shows most toward,
Put fear to valour, courage to the coward.

'It shall be cause of war and dire events,
And set dissension 'twixt the son and sire; II60

Subject and servile to all discontents,
As dry combustious matter is to fire.

1139 Ne'er ... low It will swing between
elation and misery, and never achieve
equipoise.

1140 That so that
1142 beblasted becaused to wither bymalig

nant wind (OED7). The verb is often used
of tender flowers.
in a breathing-while in the time it takes to
breathe

1143 o'erstrawed sprinkled over. That love
was a sweet poison is a commonplace
of Petrarchan poetry, to which Venus
condemns all lovers: William Alexander,
'Then from her eyes so sweet a poison
rained', Aurom(16°4), Song 7.

I144 truest most accurate
1145 strike ... dumb Venus predicts one of

the cliches of the sonnet tradition: com-

pare R. Lynch, Diella (1596), 13.3-4: 'I
know I shall be stricken dumb (mydear) I
With doubt of your unpitiful reply'.

1T47 riot unruly festivity
1148 tread the measures dance
II49 staring bold-faced
U50 Pluck down bring down (usually used

in contexts where the proud are being
humiliated) .

II5I sillyinoffensively
lI53 where is where there is
1157 Perverseobstinate, stubborn

toward co-operative
1158 It was proverbial that 'Love makes

cowards courageous' (DentD216).
U61 Subjectstressedon the second syllable

discontents unhappinesses; also malcon
tents (OEDs,v. 'discontent' n.l B).
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Venus and Adonis

Sith in his prime death doth my love destroy
They that love best their loves shall not enjoy.'

By this the boy that by her side lay killed II65

Was melted like a vapour from her sight,
And in his blood that on the ground lay spilled
A purple flower sprung up, chequered with white,

Resembling well his pale cheeks, and the blood
Which in round drops upon their whiteness stood. II7a

She bows her head the new-sprung flower to smell,
Comparing it to her Adonis' breath,
And says within her bosom it shall dwell,
Since he himself is reft from her by death.

She crops the stalk, and in the breach appears II 75

Green-dropping sap, which she compares to tears.

'Poor flower,' quoth she, 'this was thy father's guise,
Sweet issue of a more sweet-smelling sire,
For every little grief to wet his eyes.
To grow unto himself was his desire, II8a

And so 'tis thine; but know it is as good
To wither in my breast as in his blood.

'Here was thy father's bed, here in my breast.
Thou art the next of blood and 'tis thy right.

J 166 melted evaporated. The insubstan
tiality of this metamorphosis derives from
Golding 10.855-7: 'This said, she sprin
kled nectar on the blood, which through
the power IThereof did swell like bubbles
sheer that rise in weather clear I On
water'. Shakespeare's text, likeGolding's,
would have read 'sicut fulvo perlucida
caelo I surgere bulla solent' (as transpicu
ous bubbles arise in tawny yellow skies);
modern editions tend to replace 'caelo'
(sky) by 'caeno' (mud).

JJ68 A purple ... white Elizabethan flower
metamorphoses usually result in fantasy
flowers, as does the metamorphosis at the
end or Clapham's Narcissus 11.255-9. The
flower may be a kind of anemone, to
which it is compared in Met. 10.734-9.
John Gerard, The Herbal (1597), 309,
describes an anemone that 'hath small
leaves very much snipped or jagged,
almost like unto camomile, or Adonis
flower: among which riseth up a stalk ...

and at the top of the stalk cometh forth a
fair and beautiful flower, compact of
seven leaves, and sometimes eight, or a
violet colour tending to purple'. He also
describes the fritillary (which he terms
Lilio-narcissus variegatus) as 'chequered
... most strangely ... one square is or a
greenish yellow colour, the other purple'
(L22). Clrequered can mean simply 'varie
gated' in this period (OEDza). Q's spelling
'check red' keeps a red flush on the
bloom.

1175 crops plucks (the word is sometimes
used to imply premature destruction, as
in Richard Ill's description of himself as
one 'that cropped the golden prime of this
sweet prince', 1.2.234).
breach broken part of the stalk

1177 guise manner
I [80 To grow ... desire Compare I. 166

andn.
1182 in his blood in his progeny
1184 next of blood next of kin
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Venus andAdonis

Lo,in this hollowcradle take thy rest: n8s
Mythrobbingheart shall rock thee day and night.

Thereshall not be one minute in an hour
WhereinI willnot kissmysweetlove'sflower.'

Thus wearyof the world,awayshe hies,
Andyokes her silver doves, bywhoseswiftaid n90

Their mistress, mounted through the emptyskies
In her light chariot, quickly isconveyed,

Holding their course to Paphos,where their queen
Meansto immure herself and not be seen.

FINIS

1193 Paphos is the city in Cyprus sacred to
Venus.

JI94 Immure to enclose herself as within a

236

fort or prison. Means tomay imply either a
strong intention, or a vow which she does
not intend to keep.
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