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Sonnet 102: The Nature of Lyric Economy

My love is strengthened, though more weak in seeming;

I love not less, though less the show appear;

That love is merchandised, whose rich esteeming,

The owner’s tongue doth publish every where.

Our love was new, and then but in the spring,

When I was wont to greet it with my lays;

As Philomel in summer’s front doth sing,

And stops her pipe in growth of riper days:

Not that the summer is less pleasant now

Than when her mournful hymns did hush the night,

But that wild music burthens every bough,

And sweets grown common lose their dear delight.

Therefore like her, I sometime hold my tongue:

Because I would not dull you with my song.

By William Shakespeare 

  
The earliest sonnets have been traced back to Italy in the early 13th century and were written by Giacomo da Lentino (Oppenheimer 171). This development in poetry truly revolutionized the art; for, since its invention, nearly all major poets have written sonnets (172).  The word sonnet is derived from the word suono meaning “sound,” with the –et ending representing “little” (173).  Therefore, sonnet means “little sound.” Basic sonnet structure includes fourteen lines comprised of ten syllables each. Italian sonnets are comprised of an octave (eight lines) and a sestet (six lines). These sections are noted by a volta (turn) in the subject of the poem. Sonnets were introduced to England in the mid 16th century and had become quite popular by the end (187). However, they underwent a bit of change, and were comprised of three quatrains (four lines) and a couplet: the turn occurring with the couplet. 

William Shakespeare, the most renowned playwright in history, was also author to a series of 154 magnificent sonnets that capture the essence of human experience and emotion.  Although bound by the strict confines of the sonnet form, Shakespeare’s genius can be clearly recognized in the multiple layers of meaning found within each poem.  The true difference between Shakespeare’s sonnets and others written in the same style is that Shakespeare’s are “inward, meditative, and lyrical” (Vendler 5). Born on the feast day of St. George (the patron saint of England), April 23, 1564 in Stratford-upon-Avon, Shakespeare attended public school where he was trained in Latin and Greek, and developed an affinity for the Classics, especially Ovid’s Metamorphoses (Greenblatt 42-44).  The influence of this education “pervasively interfused” most of his works including many of the sonnets (44).  Sonnet 102 exemplifies Shakespeare’s understanding and valuation of Classic literature.


Published originally as part of a Quarto in 1609 (Vendler 1), Sonnet 102 demonstrates Shakespeare’s capacity for incorporating multi-layered meaning within fourteen tightly regulated lines.  On the surface, the poem is about the speaker explaining to his love why he is no longer as verbose in his declarations of affection as he was when the relationship was new.  He loves her as much as ever, yet he explains that sentiments that are overstated and frequent lose their meaning, while those that are more thoughtful and less frequent become much more precious. This is the economy of words.  The second level of this poem deals with financial issues.  Drawing a line between published love and private love, Shakespeare “changes [Sonnet 102] into a rebuke of rival poets” indicating that poetry (like love) for sale is akin to prostitution (435). This is the economy of value. The third level of this poem involves the mythical allusion of Philomel. By employing this metaphysical conceit, Shakespeare trusts that his audience will have a thorough understanding of Ovid’s Metamorphoses.  Therefore, it is imperative that the reader has a fluent understanding of the legend of Philomel to truly understand the depth of Sonnet 102.


Before delving into an analysis of Sonnet 102, it is integral to the overall understanding of the poem to have a thorough, working knowledge of the tragic tale of Philomel.  Betrayed and raped by her brother-in-law, Tereus, Philomel threatens to tell every one of his deeds, but should he keep her locked up her “voice shall fill the woods and move the rocks to pity” (Ovid 138).  Angry at her words, Tereus proceeds to cut out her tongue with a sword and assault her again.  For over a year he keeps Philomel locked in a secret stone cabin, having told her sister, his wife, Procne that she had died.  Unable to communicate with anyone, Philomel weaves her tale into a fabric, and has a peasant woman smuggle the revealing material to Procne. Upon reading the story of her sister’s plight, Procne rescues Philomel and plots to destroy her wicked husband.  Vengeance guiding her thoughts, Procne murders her son, Itys, and the sisters cook him and serve him to Tereus.  In a rage from realizing the fate of his son, Tereus charges after the sisters who turn into birds, escaping his wrath.  Traditionally, Tereus is transformed into a hoopoe, Procne into a swallow, and Philomel becomes a nightingale. 

   
Using the character of Philomel to represent a nightingale is a common poetic device, especially during the Middle Ages.  Therefore, to more adequately understand Sonnet 102, it is important to understand the relation the birds have to the myth, beyond simply the end of the tale.  According to Chris Mead in his article “Nightingales,” the birds primarily sing in the silence of night, long after most other birds have grown quiet.  Their song is particularly poignant for the sound travels a great distance.  It is necessary to note that during the cacophony of daytime bird song it is difficult to distinguish individual birds, yet the nightingale’s song stands out, alone, at night. In addition, the nightingale only sings for about six weeks beginning in mid April and ending before full summer in June when other songbirds become more prevalent.   

Sonnet 102 is written in customary Elizabethan style with three quatrains and one couplet following the standard rhyme scheme (abab cdcd efef gg).  However, the iambic pentameter is not perfect like most of Shakespeare’s other sonnets; the first and third lines are hypercatalectic; containing eleven syllables rather than the standard ten. It is particularly important that Shakespeare has chosen, not only bend convention, but to add excess syllables to the first lines in a poem about the economy of words.  Also, the continual use of anastrophe throughout the sonnet upsets the ordered nature of a very strict form, and, by often inverting the word order, the Shakespeare privileges key words. 

 The first quatrain introduces the struggles of the poet to communicate with his love as well as to express his disdain for prolific publishing poets. It is this quatrain that establishes the double meaning of economy as the primary focus of the poem.  The first two lines are personal with the use of “My” and “I,” and reflect the speaker’s emotional desire to reassure his sweetheart that his love is still powerful and true even though he does not speak about it as often as he once did.  The second two lines reveal the speaker’s disdain for those who sell their words of love for profit.  Within the first quatrain, there are a few structural elements worth noting.  The repetitive usage of the word “love” (“My love,” “I love,” and “That love”) as the second word of the first three lines, while not strictly an anaphora, helps to solidify the importance of love as an emotion rather than a commodity. In addition, the repetitive alliteration of the “l” and “th” sounds help create a unity of sounds that helps provide a cohesion for the first four lines. Also, while the first and third lines rhyme perfectly, the second and fourth are very weak near rhymes, pairing “appear” and “every where.”  

The second quatrain focuses on the speaker’s personal explanation regarding his reticence. Lines five and six reflect upon the beginning of the lover’s relationship when their “love was new.” How, in the beginning, the “spring” of their love, the speaker was willing to shout his love continuously.  The use of “our” and “I” convey the personal nature of this section of the poem.  Lines seven and eight explain that now he has aged a bit and their relationship is more stable, he does not need to express himself so excessively.  Shakespeare achieves this message by comparing his feelings of expression to that of Philomel, the nightingale, who also sings in the spring and ceases her song “in growth of riper days.” Structurally, the second quatrain is much tighter, following standard iambic pentameter and perfect rhymes. So perfect, that the rhymes are parallel in their pairings. In both cases, time is being coupled with music.   This section also introduces nature imagery as a metaphor to help support the theme of steadfast love, and utilizes lyric word choice (“lays,” “sing,” and “pipe”) to reinforce the Philomel allusion.

While quatrain two is an explanation, quatrain three is a defense.  Shakespeare continues the nature imagery and musical terms, and in lines nine and ten clarifies that his love is a strong as ever.  Like the nightingale ceases to sing once the myriad of summer birds start their racket so as to not be lost in the ensuing cacophony, lines eleven and twelve convey that the speaker chooses to refrain so that his words do not become “common” and lost in the swirling noise generated by poets who publicly pander for money.  As in the first quatrain, the speaker once again combines his personal message about his relationship with his statement against other poets who sell their words for money.  The most notable structural aspects of this final quatrain are the prevalence of consonance and alliterative sounds that function as a reflection of the overall musical theme.

The final couplet both creates the turn and the resolution of the sonnet.  Having completed the argument, the speaker concludes that, like the nightingale, he too has chosen to limit his words of love so that they remain precious and his love does not take them for granted.  Though this closed couplet does not contain a perfect rhyme, the final tie of “tongue” and “song” cements the correlation to the myth of Philomel and her representation.  While this couplet completes the sonnet, it is necessary to perform a line by line analysis to further understand both the many layers embedded in the text as well as to appreciate Shakespeare’s poetic genius.

My love is strengthened, though more weak in seeming;

The first line of the sonnet starts off with a powerful declaration of affection.  Given the tense of the phrase, the speaker is declaring that his love is stronger and more resolute than ever.  The second half of the line indicates that the speaker is actually defending the resolution of his love because he has been lessening the show of his affection.  Through the use of the word “seeming,” which means “the action or fact of appearing to be … an illusion, a semblance,” the reader is cued to recognize that appearances are false (OED).   Love is a common theme in Shakespeare’s poetry, yet it is never presented in simple straightforward manner. Therefore, the beginning phrase is in direct contrast to the second phrase, and creates an antithetical chiasmus. Choosing to compare “strengthen”, defined as “to encourage, hearten, inspirit, fix in resolution,” with the directly contrasting term: “weak,” defined as “lacking fortitude or courage, strength of purpose or will,” creates an opposing parallelism that immediately establishes the dynamic tension of the entire sonnet (OED).  These two opposing statements are nonetheless tied together through Shakespeare’s use of consonance with the “th” sound in “strengthened” and ‘though.” Within this first line, we are both presented the topic and introduced to the conflict.  

I love not less, though less the show appear;

The second line serves simply to reaffirm the premise of the first.  Continuing the personal nature of the introduction, the speaker shifts from “My love” to “I Love.”  This repetition (also beginning line three with “That Love”) reinforces in triplicate that the strength of the speaker’s love truly is the primary focus of the sonnet.  Also, as a reflection of the first line, repeating the chiasmus form by contrasting “not less” and “though less” cements the conflict the speaker faces defending the strength of his love.  Choosing to use the words “less” introduces the economic aspects of the sonnet, for less is defined as “a smaller quantity or amount” (OED).  In this way, the speaker is already establishing the value of his words compared to more verbose sentiment. The final two words of this line not only correlate   to the word “seeming” in the first line; they establish a possible deeper resentment within the speaker for those who value public exhibition over substance.  For, not only does “show” mean a “display,” it is also defined as “the fact of being presented to view” (OED). Likewise does appear have the multiple meanings of “appear:” “to come forth into view…to become visible” and “to come before the public in any character or capacity” (OED).

That love is merchandised, whose rich esteeming,

Line three presents a shift in sentiment away from the personal nature of the first two lines toward the antipathy that was only hinted at thus far.  At this point, the speaker is railing at the fact that words of love, and possibly love itself, are put on display and sold for money rather than given freely out of true emotion and devotion. Drawing from the economic insinuation in line two, Shakespeare infuses this line with economic terms.  Interestingly, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, the early 17th century meaning of the word “merchandised” meant: “to make a matter of commerce, to trade in; to use as a bargaining tool, especially inappropriately” (OED).  In addition, the term has a strong association to the prostitution of goods.  The word “rich” also conveys multiple layers of meaning including: “plentiful, abundant, ample,” “of choice or superior quality,” and “highly entertaining or amusing” (OED). The final economic term in the line, “esteeming” can be defined as “estimation, value, worth,” or “to regard as valuable” (OED). Given these definitions, this second phrase in the line can then be understood to mean that those who sell their words of love place economic value upon the show, corrupting the purity of love.  The double meaning of “rich” also conveys a mocking tone toward the poets he disdains. Completing the contemptuous nature of this line is the repetitive “s” sound that hisses like a snake; alluding to the duplicitous nature of the poets for hire.

The owner’s tongue doth publish every where.

The final line of the first quatrain culminates with the revelation of the specific object of the speaker’s ire. It is not simply lovers who shout their feelings broadly that is the target; rather it is poets who sell private words of love.   Again, the economic language continues for “owner” can be defined as “a person who holds something as his or her own” (OED).  While “publish” has the duel meanings of: “to make public or generally known” and “to prepare and issue copies of for distribution or sale to the public” (OED).  The choice of the word “tongue” rather than something like “voice” or “words” foreshadows the Philomel allusion.  The poetic diction choice of “doth” over “does” intensifies the mocking tone directed toward other poets. In addition, the use of assonance with the vowel “o” forces the reader to linger on this line slightly longer than the other lines.

Our love was new, and then but in the spring,

The entrance of the second quatrain establishes a shift as the speaker reflects back upon the beginning of his relationship.  This reflection is initially indicated by a reference to the opening of the poem with the use of “Our love.”  This transition of subject and tone is reinforced but a shift to the metaphor of seasons and natural imagery.  “New,” defined as “now made or brought into existence for the first time,” or “fresh, young, [and] recent,” conveying birth imagery is placed parallel in structure with “spring” which is also defined as “springing into being or existence” (OED).  The choice to invoke nature imagery serves to stand in direct contrast to the man-made construct of economics.

When I was wont to greet it with my lays;

In line six, the speaker is remembering how, at the beginning, he often told his sweetheart of his love through his poetry.  It is extremely necessary to define words in this line, for they are likely unfamiliar to the average reader. “Wont” is a “custom [or] habit” and “lay” has multiple meanings that include “a short lyric or narrative poem intended to be sung” and “applied to the song of birds” (OED).  Again, in one word, nature is being alluded to and Shakespeare is drawing a corollary to Philomel. The alliteration of the “w” sound draws attention to the aspect of time in this line. Focusing on the repetitive “w” helps the reader to understand the past tense of this statement.  The consonance usage of the “t” sound conveys sharp stops to support the idea that this behavior was in the past and not occurring now. 

As Philomel in summer’s front doth sing,

Line seven presents the crux of the sonnet with the introduction of Philomel. In this line, the speaker is associating himself with the nightingale.  Like the nightingale sings at the beginning, “front,” of summer, so, too, did the speaker openly declare his love in the early part of their relationship (OED). Again he uses poetic diction with the word “doth” to indicate a time when he was using more poetic language. While representing a bird, the decision to use the word “Philomel” rather than the word “nightingale,” both containing the same number of syllables, immediately forces the reader to reference the myth.  It is impossible to overlook the connection between a poem about those who use their tongues to speak too much and the myth of a woman who had her tongue cut out for also speaking too much. The combination of the assonance of the letter “o” and the consonance of the letter “s” serves to create a drawn out, yet whistling sound, evocative of a bird’s warble.

And stops her pipe in growth of riper days:

The fourth line of the second quatrain completes the speaker’s reflection back in time. Like the nightingale, who sings in the spring, yet stops her song at the height of summer; so, too, does the speaker cease his words of love in the security of a long and loving relationship.   The nature imagery is quite important in this line. While “growth” is an aspect of all living things, to “ripen” not only refers to fruits and vegetables but also refers to maturing (OED). In this way, Shakespeare is indicating that the speaker’s choice to refrain from refrains stems also from a growing maturity that lessens the need to show off.  The internal rhyme in line eight between “pipe” and “ripe” signifies the containment of both the bird and the poet. 

Not that the summer is less pleasant now

The third quatrain opens with a reassurance that the speaker is just as happy in his relationship now as he was in the beginning.  This is achieved through the continuing seasonal metaphor equating the current state of his relationship with the warmth of summer.  It may even be argued that this line begins with the two accented syllables of the spondee rather than unaccented/accented structure of the iamb.  If read this way, the change in meter serves to draw special attention to the speaker’s insistence that his love is strong.  The use of the double negative (“not” and less”) helps convey the idea that the speaker perceives that his sweetheart is questioning the state of his affection.  In fact, the line seems to end with an ellipsis, conveying the unspoken statement: “it is more pleasant than ever.”  That the line is enjambed, continuing without punctuation into the next, supports the ellipsis and idea that the thought is not complete.

Than when her mournful hymns did hush the night,

Line ten is a continuation of the statement in line nine and completes the clause. Still pursuing the nightingale metaphor, the speaker concludes this sentiment by reflecting back on quatrain two and the “spring” of their relationship.  The word choice enhances the thoughtful and respectful nature of the speaker’s emotions. For “mournful” means “evoking sorrow or grief” which conveys a feeling of somber quiet and “hymns” can be defined as an “ode or song of praise” (OED).  The words indicate both his adoration and a wistful melancholy that remembers those early days. The consonance of the letter “n” and the alliteration of the letter “h” support the soft, quiet, gentle emotions the speaker bears toward his love.

But that wild music burthens every bough,

Shifting back into the present, line eleven denotes the current state of the world.  Now that it is summer, the nightingale has hushed her song because all of the other birds have come out and fill the air with their constant, indiscernible, and competing songs. Beginning the line with “But that,” again it may be read with a spondaic stress instead of iambic, which forces the reader to pay greater attention to the line.  The combination of “wild music” serves to create a dissonance of sounds that reflect the overall discordant message of the line. The use of “burthens” is a brilliant choice, for not only does it evoke a “burden” it also means “an obligatory expense,” and “ the bass, ‘undersong’, or accompaniment” (OED). In one stroke, Shakespeare has managed to intimate that the poets for profit are an encumbrance while simultaneously tying in the economic and lyrical undertones of the poem. The alliteration between “burthens” and “bough” seems to make the statement that these self-serving poets have completely insinuated themselves into the public forum. 

And sweets grown common lose their dear delight.

 The final line of quatrain three finally provides the reason for the speaker’s own reticence and explains his derision of publishing poets.  Basically.  There is almost a pleading tone to this line as if the speaker is beseeching his sweetheart to keep their love extraordinary. As through the previous lines, Shakespeare continues to associate nature and economics with the choice of “grown” and “common.”  “Sweets” is another multi-layered word meaning “that which is sweet to the taste,” “something that affords enjoyment,” and a “beloved person, darling, sweetheart” (OED).  With this one word, Shakespeare basically stating: if one has too much of a good thing, that thing is no longer special. However, beneath the surface, he is also indicating the speaker’s insecurity that if he is verbose in his declarations, his sweetheart will soon find his words, and conversely him, “common”. Or worse than ordinary, she might find him “cheap”, “inferior,” or “vulgar” (OED). This, additionally, ties into his desire to remain above the “common whores” who prostitute themselves for money.  By ending the line and the quatrain with the alliterative combination of  “dear” and “delight,” Shakespeare is forcing us to remember that the overarching focus of the sonnet is the speaker’s love for his sweetheart.

Therefore like her, I sometime hold my tongue:

The final couplet concludes the argument and tension presented in the previous twelve lines.  This line is incredibly tender for it evokes the haunting strains of the nightingale that bring us such pleasure in the spring. Yet we know through the use of “sometime” that, like the nightingale may be ceased by the summer onslaught, we can be confident of her return in the new year.  Neither she nor the speaker is forever silenced; they both are simply particular in choosing when and how often to sing.  By beginning the simile correlating, for the final time, the speaker and the nightingale with the legal/economic term “Therefore,” Shakespeare continues the interweaving contradictions to the end.  In addition, the inclusion of the word “tongue” in the final couplet indicates how truly important the knowledge of the Philomel myth is to understanding Sonnet 102. 

Because I would not dull you with my song.

The final line is special because it is the only one that uses apostrophe, and addresses the sweetheart directly.  This line is the most romantic for it shows the insecurity of the speaker: he neither wants to bore his love or tarnish their relationship as is evoked by the word “dull.” The consonance of the letter “d” reinforces his aversion. His fear of losing her is prevalent with evidence of the internal and first person rhyme of “I” and “my.”  After all, these two words surround “you,” the most important word in the entire poem: his love in actuality. As the last word in the sonnet, “song” is privileged to tie all of the themes together in a simple word: nature, poetry, love, and lyrics.


Sonnet 102 is an example of a master poet.  While fairly simple on the surface, Shakespeare has imbedded many levels of meaning into a mere fourteen lines.  Although written four hundred years ago, this poem is as important and timely as ever.  The emotions and struggles are real. While we may never know the full intent behind this work, it is clear that Shakespeare carefully considered every word choice, sound, and rhythm to created an amazing work of art.
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