Homework Questions for Bernard Shaw’s “Dark Lady of the Sonnets”
Note: This week I want you to choose TWO of the questions below to answer in writing, as homework. This will be collected at the beginning of class, so please be prompt: late homework is not accepted.
1. Describe the Bard as he appears in Shaw’s little play. Compare this to the portrait of young Will that we saw in Tom Stoppard’s play/movie Shakespeare in Love. Which one of them seems the most plausible? Most appealing?

2. How do the 4 Shakespeare sonnets printed below relate to the little play? That is, what is Shaw drawing from them to dramatize here?

3. One appeal of this play for avid Shakespeare fans is the “name-that-line” game that you can play, as Shaw has sprinkled his little play with lines from Shakespeare’s plays, some famous, some less so. There are also echoes of Shakespearean scenes, characters, and relationships among characters in Shaw’s play. Can you spot some? Aim for at least a few, but the more the merrier.

Four Shakespearean Sonnets: To understand these four sonnets in relation to Shaw’s little play, it is useful to know a bit about their context. Although little is known for certain about Shakespeare’s early life, the poems seem to suggest that Shakespeare wrote some of his sonnets about, and apparently for, a woman known as “the dark lady,” since Shakespeare makes much of her dark coloring (which was considered by more conventional tastes in his day to be less desirable than paler, fair-haired beauties). A rival for the lady’s affections and a rival poet also appear in some of the sonnets. Scholars love to speculate about these people and try to identify them, although, of course, they could just be characters from Shakespeare’s imagination.

Library Reserves: This is where to find Shaw’s little play: http://library.sjsu.edu/course-reserves/course-reserves  Directions are on my course Web sites.

         Sonnet 18

Shall I compare thee to a Summer's day?

Thou art more lovely and more temperate:

Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,

And Summer's lease hath all too short a date:

Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines,

And oft' is his gold complexion dimm'd;

And every fair from fair sometime declines,

By chance or nature's changing course untrimm'd:

But thy eternal Summer shall not fade

Nor lose possession of that fair thou owest;

Nor shall Death brag thou wanderest in his shade,

When in eternal lines to time thou growest:


So long as men can breathe, or eyes can see,


So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.

                          Sonnet 130

My mistress' eyes are nothing like the sun;

Coral is far more red than her lips' red;

If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun;

If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head.

I have seen roses damasked, red and white,

But no such roses see I in her cheeks;

And in some perfumes is there more delight

Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks.

I love to hear her speak, yet well I know

That music hath a far more pleasing sound;

I grant I never saw a goddess go;

My mistress when she walks treads on the ground.

     And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare

     As any she belied with false compare.

Sonnet 129

The 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,
Enjoy'd no sooner but despised straight,
Past reason hunted, and no sooner had
Past reason hated, as a swallow'd 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.

      Sonnet 144

Two loves I have of comfort and despair,
Which like two spirits do suggest me still:
The better angel is a man right fair,
The worser spirit a woman colour'd ill.
To win me soon to hell, my female evil
Tempteth my better angel from my side,
And would corrupt my saint to be a devil,
Wooing his purity with her foul pride.
And whether that my angel be turn'd fiend
Suspect I may, but not directly tell;
But being both from me, both to each friend,
I guess one angel in another's hell:
Yet this shall I ne'er know, but live in doubt,
Till my bad angel fire my good one out.

