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To Know Well

Th’expense of spirit in a waste of shame

Is lust in action; and till action, lust

Is perjured, murderous, bloody, full of blame,

Savage, extreme, rude, cruel, not to trust;

Enjoyed no sooner but despised straight:

Past reason hunted; and no sooner had,

Past reason hated, as a swallowed bait

On purpose laid to make the taker mad:

Mad in pursuit, and in possession so;

Had, having, and in quest to have; extreme;

A bliss in proof, and proved, a very woe;

Before, a joy proposed; behind a dream.

All this the world well knows; yet none knows well

To shun the heaven that leads men to this hell.

Shakespeare’s sonnet 129 portrays the eternal conflict between lust and reason.  It relives this real life conflict by making the reader feel the emotion described and carrying him through each emotional change within the fourteen lines of narrative space.  In the sonnet as well as in real life, the clash is between one power: obvious, enticing and easy to fall for, and the other: hidden, unattractive and hard to follow.

Naturally, Shakespeare begins his poem by addressing the obvious power, lust, first.  Repeating and playing with the word “action” in the second line of the very first quatrain, he not only describes lust, but also stresses a main point concerning the emotion—the act.  First using “action” to mean lust at work which is a shameful waste of a person’s mind; and later to mean the deed done by that desire, Shakespeare at once engulfs the reader in the forceful feeling and its felonies.

The last two lines of the first quatrain similarly contribute in immersing the reader in lust.  Containing no repetitions and only alliteration in the words “bloody” and “blame,” they achieve the purpose in a very different way from “action.”  Although the adjectives given in these lines have assonance—sameness in vowel sounds—in the words “perjured,” “murderous” and “rude,” “cruel,” they lack similarity of form.  Each word is different in shape, pronunciation and number of syllables, but all have similar connotation—similarity in meaning—which subtly suggest that “lust in action” can come in various shapes and forms but the result will be the passionate turmoil created in our minds all the same.  In the third line, “perjured,” murderous,” “bloody,” and “blame” connote crime, law, and guilt, implying that blind lust can lead a person to danger and unlawful difficulties.  The last line of the quatrain contains the words “savage,” “extreme,” “rude,” “cruel,” and “not to trust” which connote brutality, fierceness, and unpredictability, implying the primitive, barbaric, uncontrollable, and unreliable side of blind lust that leads a person into the miseries and difficulties suggested by the previous line.

The second quatrain improves on what the first has introduced.  With the characteristics of lust in action described, this next quatrain goes on to explain action also, but in the second meaning—the deed to which ardent desire naturally leads.  Opposite words, “enjoyed” and “despised” in the first line immediately clarify why lust is so murderous and untrustworthy: after it is enjoyed and has given satisfaction, it is despised.  Repetition and alliteration is continued, even increased, from the previous quatrain as one becomes more and more submerged in desire.  “Past reason” is repeated, giving emphasis to the fact that one is obsessed to a point beyond reason; rational thought is no more.  “No sooner” is repeated, giving emphasis to the fleeting nature of lust which always changes as soon as it is fulfilled.

Two groups of words further depict the picture of passion.  The first is consonantal, consisting of “hunted,” had,” and “hated.”  The recurring h sound in all three words and the ed sound in two of them hammer the reader as he reads the poem, stressing lust’s deplorable ways: “Past reason hunted; and no sooner had,/ Past reason hated”; the meaning sinks in that lust is desperately sought after, yet once found and fulfilled, despised.  The other paralleling group of words is assonantal: “bait,” “laid,” “make,” and “taker.”  The recurring long a sound makes the words stand out as they are read, and thus, makes significant and clear the metaphor being described—lust is like a lure, deliberately laid to make the taker mad.

The reiterated word “mad,” neatly connects the third quatrain to the second, leaving no room for a break, and thus keeps the intense emotion in a continuous flow.  “Mad” being the first word of the line, not only relays the pattern of repetition from previous lines, but, as part of a trochaic foot, puts the stress on itself rather than on the second syllable of the foot as is usual in the iamb pattern.  Therefore, the meaning and impact of the word is twice as pronounced, reflecting the state of mind of the engulfed; he lacks restraint and rational judgment and is so absorbed in overwhelming desire that all he can do is repeat words over and over.

The second line of the third quatrain is a play on the verb “to have,” summing up the content of the sonnet thus far.  The verb is repeated three times in three forms, that is, in three tenses, emphasizing each stage of the desirer’s quest to have.  Working backwards, “in quest to have” which is mentioned last in the line is what the sonnet begins describing first.  “In quest to have,” lust is “murderous” and “cruel.”  Later comes the enjoyment while “having” in the second quatrain, and lastly, disgust and hatred after having “had it.”

The last two lines of the third quatrain parallel each other in telling the result of satisfying lust.  Two sets of opposites are introduced to show the reader comparison between the enjoyment of lust and its not so enjoyable consequences.  While the third line of the quatrain emphasizes the enduring opposite sensations—“bliss” and “woe”—over time, the fourth line emphasizes time—“before” and “behind” (after)—over the sensation which it describes as “a joy proposed” (a prospect for happiness) and “a dream.”

As the third quatrain draws to a close, the emotion created in the reader from the beginning of the sonnet lingers on the meaning of the last line and the message it puts across: although the prospect of satisfying lust and the memory of having done so reminds one of pleasure, that pleasure is never lasting.  “A joy proposed” gives the feeling of anticipated, expected happiness which is not yet real; there is still a small corner for doubt.  Similarly, “a dream” which is fanciful, intangible, and, although related to happiness, is usually temporary, the meaning suggesting a sense of unreality, transience, and deception.  Thus, these two sensations, each coupled with a word designating time neither of which refers to the present or actuality, cause this last quatrain to end on a fleeting, unreal, and an uncertain note.

The following couplet cuts short any remaining desire that has so much engulfed the previous quatrains by putting forth a fact, an underlying rational thought that silently accompanies each section from the beginning: “All this the world well knows.”  Passion has given way to reason.  Throughout the sonnet, despite the obsession with lust, one can always feel reason tugging at the back of one’s mind, asking why?  Why fall for it?

Looking back at the first quatrain which describes lust as a violent and debasing influence, one wonders why a person, knowing the potential misery that lust holds would allow it to overpower him.  The second quatrain, speaking of lust’s deceitful nature as a bait that attracts and awaits a blind person to fall into, also leaves cue for one to reconsider before walking into the deadly trap.  Similarly, the third forewarns a person about to be consumed in desire that lust may seem inviting before he surrenders to it but will give grief and sorrow afterwards.

All the reason just shown is always present in the sonnet, always evident if one is not blinded by lust.  It is a fact that everyone very well knows; “yet none knows well/ To shun the heaven that leads men to this hell” (14).  Reason finally emerges fully and strongly in the last two lines.  The play with “well knows” and “knows well” stresses that people do know and are aware of lust’s irresistible, luring, destructive power, and, at the same time, shows irony: do people actually know well, and well enough?  The use of “well” in the couplet is almost in mockery of people’s conscience and human nature.

The words “heaven” and “hell” in the last line sum up the idea of the sonnet.  Shakespeare uses the two words to embody two different characteristics and definitions of the same word: lust.  They are opposite words, each representing a side of lust that is contrary to the other: heaven stands for the great joy one experiences in succumbing to lust, while hell stands for the tormenting misery one goes through in pursuit of it and the grief one feels after succeeding.  Apart from returning to the technique of opposites in the couplet, Shakespeare again resorts to alliteration.  Heaven and hell, despite their opposite meanings, both begin with the same consonant.  The letter h that they have in common stands for the common identity that they share: both represent lust.  The couplet ends the sonnet by ending the inextinguishable, that is, overcoming the intense and excessive desire.  Although it takes twelve lines of verse to defeat lust, it is nevertheless conquered—and by only two lines of reason.

