Bodily Distempers and Passions of the Mind: Shakespeare and Donne

Shakespeare’s Sonnets
Murmurs of Passion, Sexual Appetite and Erotic Melancholy
☼
Distempers of the elemental microcosm and psychophysiological inwardness
The genre of literature that we shall be studying in this and the next seminar is the sonnet. We shall be studying Shakespeare’s sonnets in this seminar and Donne’s in the next. The principal topics around which this seminar’s discussion of Shakespeare’s sonnets will circulate are: (i) the composition of the microcosm from elements and humors; (ii) the relationship of body and soul; (iii) appetite and the virtue of temperance; (iv) erotic melancholy. Before we commence our discussion of these topics, however, perhaps we could refresh our knowledge of the sonnet as a lyric form.
The sonnet is distinctive on account of it formal qualities; most basically it consists of fourteen lines. It is now generally thought that the earliest sonnets were written by Giacomo da Lentino, in the early thirteenth century. Giacomo borrowed from the 8-line strambotto, ‘familiar as a song form from among thirteenth-century Sicilian peasants’.
 One view is that ‘Giacomo spontaneously added six rhyming lines to a previously existing eight-line form to produce the new form of the sonnet’.
 In other words, he didn’t borrow the sestet from another poetic or song form. 
There was until quite recently an almost universal assumption, that ‘sonnet’ means ‘little song’, or more properly ‘little sound’, deriving from suono (sound) with the –etto suffix acting as diminutive. This was indeed assumed by Renaissance literary critics like George Gascoigne.
 Sir Philip Sidney, speaking of kinds of poetry, says, ‘Other sorts of Poetry almost haue we none, but that Lyricall kind of Songs and Sonnets’.
 There has been an assumption of the musicality of the sonnet, or even its design for actual music, based partly on the fact that the strambotto is a musical form, and partly on the idea in the late medieval and Renaissance of an audience accustomed to hearing its poetry sung.

But ‘sonnet’ may not be derived directly from suono; it may instead be derived from the Latin sonitus (Classical, ‘murmur’, or ‘noise’; medieval, ‘murmur’, or ‘soft sound’), which gave rise to sonetto in Italian. And there is little or no evidence that Giacomo thought of his sonnets as poems intended in any way for music. According to Paul Oppenheimer: ‘The most obvious fact about the sonnet as a form is that it moves not toward but away from an already existing song form, the strambotto, through the addition of the sestet, and thus becomes something new, attractive, and mysterious.’

Sidney referring to sonnets in saying, ‘that Lyricall kind of Songs and Sonnets’, immediately introduces the question not only of the relationship between sonnets and songs but also between sonnets and lyric poetry. By contrast with much lyric poetry, which varies considerably in metre and rhyme, the sonnet is classifiable rigidly by form, though there are what are called ‘loose sonnet forms’ (short Petrarchan love poems). Lyric poetry is usually short and stanzaic, and the sonnet, ‘from one point of view at least, [is] a stanza, an independent stanza’.
 Moreover, sonnets accumulate in sequences like stanzas in a longer lyric poem. The class or mode “lyric” is often applied to sonnets, and in the Renaissance the sonnet was regarded as a kind of lyric poem.

Moreover, the lyric has a traditional relation to song, although its emergence from song forms is obscured and uncertain. When Latin poets followed and adapted Greek models, the actual association of meters with musical forms and styles began to disappear. But the Renaissance sought to emulate the association with a deliberate re-unification of music and poetry.
 In the Renaissance ‘some of the poems [we call lyrics] are lyrics in the sense that they may have been intended for singing’.
 ‘By the 1580’s, a variety of poetic conventions had become assimilated to the notion of “lyric poem,” including “sonnets” in both the strict and loose senses […], epigrams, pastoral lyrics, and so forth.’

The sonnet enters into English poetry in the early Tudor period, most notably through the poetry of Sir Thomas Wyatt. Wyatt’s poems, which circulated in manuscript during his lifetime, were first printed in Tottel’s Miscellany on the eve of the reign of Elizabeth I. The ninety-six poems of Wyatt’s in this anthology consist of sonnets, epigrams, satires, and occasional miscellaneous forms such as ballads and songs. It has been thought by critics for a long time that the inspiration behind most of them is Italian, and of the Italians Wyatt’s chief masters included Francesco Petrarca (Petrarch).
Petrarch was trained in law and for an ecclesiastical career, but his inclination drew him from an early age to the classical poets and his reputation in his own life time was based on his classical scholarship and poetry. He was one of the earliest Italian Renaissance humanists who revived interest in the ancient Greek and Roman worlds, particularly (in Petrarch’s case) the literature, law, and philosophy.

Petrarch wrote a collection of lyric poems – sonnets, sestinas, and canzoni – entitled the Canzoniere. Collectively the poetry describes the almost life-long unrequited love of the poet for his beloved Laura, his attraction to the world of the flesh as well as that of the spirit, the difficulty of renouncing the latter and choosing the steeper path which leads to good.
In the early Tudor court of Henry VIII, Wyatt studied these poems, translating them into English, and in an act of literary recreation worked on them until something new and distinctive emerged. Wyatt did not adopt an Italianate language.

Sonnet form may be analyzed thus: Sonnet = (quatrain + quatrain =) octave + sestet


Octave (8 lines)
_ Quatrain (4)




_ Quatrain (4)


Sestet (6 lines)


_______


Sonnet (14 lines)

Or thus: Sonnet = (quatrain + quatrain =) octave + quatrain + rhyming couplet


Octave (8 lines)
_ Quatrain (4)




_ Quatrain (4)


Quatrain (4)


Rhyming Couplet / Couplet Closure (2)

_______


Sonnet (14 lines)

The rhyming schemes vary, but Wyatt’s are typically a,b,b,a (1st quatrain); a,b,b,a (2nd quatrain); c,d,d,c,e,e (sestet), effectively turning the sestet into a third quatrain, plus a rhyming couplet (= couplet closure). The strict sonnet metre would become iambic pentameter for the Elizabethan sonneteers, but Wyatt’s metres are more varied and, some would say, rougher, uneven or irregular. 
Typically the sonnet form relates to aesthetic and psychological concerns. Typically the sonnet has ‘a twist, a sudden turn of thought, an abrupt transformation of theme, in the middle, at line nine’, or at line thirteen; that is, either after the octave at the beginning of the sestet, or after Quatrain 3, at the beginning of the couplet closure. So the form of the sonnet dictates something of the way in which it is to treat its subject. The sestet summarizes and resolves the thematic tensions of the octave, or of the situation evoked in the octave.

Shakespeare’s sonnets, which he began writing in the late 1590s, were, to begin with, not a book. At least some of them circulated initially in manuscript, and as such it seems likely that they were initially conceived as coterie literature: the poet was writing for an audience or readership he knew, his ‘private friends’. The experimentalism and daring, both linguistic and erotic, and the obscurity, mystification, ambiguity and playfulness that have so frustrated later readers, would have been entirely appropriate within this context. Alternative versions of Sonnets 2 and 106 exist in still-surviving seventeenth-century manuscripts. Alternative versions of Sonnets 138 and 144 were published in The Passionate Pilgrim (1599), a collection ascribed to Shakespeare but including some poems certainly written by other authors. These versions are all provided in Wells and Taylor’s Complete Works. The sonnets were first published as a sequence in the 1609 quarto, whether with Shakespeare’s approval or not is not known.
The following discussion of Sonnets 44 and 45 is somewhat indebted to Michael Schoenfeldt, in so far as he aims to render visible the physiological underpinnings of the parameters of psychological depth in the sonnets.
 Two poems that do make explicit reference to the humoral vocabulary of Renaissance medicine are Sonnets 44 and 45. This vocabulary arises in turn from Neoplatonic theories of the microcosm. Although they were to be elaborated enormously, theories of analogy between the human body and the macrocosm extend historically from Empedocles’s (fl. mid-5th century BC) notion of the ‘discordia concors’ of the four elements, ruled alternately by love or sympathy, which unites them, and strife or antipathy, which fragments them into separate concentric spheres.
 In the diluted form in which the elements are encountered in the world, they are to their pure and essential form as the human body is to the macrocosm. In successive periods there occurred an accretion of correspondences to the elements in Empedocles’s theory. These include, most notably, Hippocrates’s theory of the four forces or qualities of the human body, to which Galen adhered as one of a number of what he regarded as self-evident maxims;
 and the development of the theory of humours, which were originally associated with the elements, but which subsequently lost their immediately cosmic significance and developed an exclusively corporeal significance. The theory that emerged as a result of these accretions into Arabic philosophy and Medieval scholasticism has become known as the chemical or elemental microcosm, in which from the elements are derived the humours which explain an individual’s temperament or disposition, physical and psychological by which a particular humour is dominant in her/his constitution. Read the table, below, horizontally as well as vertically; so, for example, the element of air is wet and hot, and is associated with blood, which is one of the humours. An abundance of blood gives rise to a sanguine psychology. Moreover disease resulted when the dominance of one humour became absolute.
	Element
	Force / Quality
	Humour
	Psychological Type

	Air
	Wet & Hot
	Blood
	Sanguine

	Fire
	Dry & Hot
	Yellow bile / Choler
	Choleric

	Water
	Wet & Cold
	Phlegm
	Phlegmatic

	Earth
	Dry & Cold
	Black bile / Melancholy
	Melancholic


Helkiah Crooke’s Microcosmographia asserts, Man’s ‘body is, as it were, a Magazine or Store-house of all the vertues and efficacies of all bodies’.
 Moreover, ‘the whole body’ is perfectly mixed, for there is ‘concord and agreement of the foure disagreeing qualities, and so just & equal a mixture of the elements, as that it is the very middle and meane amongst all living and animated things’.

Sonnet 44 rests not only on this convention of microcosm theory, but corresponds also to the Neoplatonic theory developed by Pico della Mirandola, that humans, unlike all other creatures, do not have a rigidly determined nature, a limited sphere of willing and acting, but may encompass all other things particularly in the mind, by means of thought. In order to understand this theory, it is necessary to explore how Renaissance Platonism continued a tradition of thinking about the human as corresponding to the All – i.e. God, or Nature, as Creator of (as well as containing) all created things in the Cosmos (the macrocosm), which in the Platonic view, is a living being. The Renaissance expanded and developed microcosmic theories and analogical reasoning in the Platonic tradition.
 The most influential exponent of Platonism in Italy during the fifteenth century was Marsilio Ficino. He focused on the human being as occupying a central position in the chain of being, for the human shares with lower forms of life the powers of generation, nutrition, and sensation, and with the angels and God, contemplation, but the distinctive and peculiar human attribute is the rational or intellectual part of the soul. Ficino thought of the operation and fulfilment of the rational soul in and through the world or universe, raising the world to itself and finding its unity in its reflection of the ‘otherness’ of the world, as the appetitus naturalis (natural movement or desire) of human being. 

There is perhaps nothing more important among Pico’s contributions to the thought of the Renaissance than his conception of the dignity of human beings and his ideal of a universal harmony among philosophers. Both of these find expression in the treatise or speech known as the Oration on the Dignity of Man. But contrary to Ficino, Pico in his Oration rejects as unsatisfactory the view that the human being owes its distinction to its central position as a static microcosm, holding rather that ‘humans, unlike all other creatures, do not have a rigidly determined nature, a limited sphere of willing and acting [. . . but that] God formed them according to a general image’, an ‘amalgam of those qualities which are assigned to the other orders’, qualities in which humans have a power to share at will.
 The incorporeal, immortal, rational soul receives and reasons about the general and universal notions of things, free from all contagion or touch of matter. Pico is not disagreeing with microcosmic theory, for it is in the sense that the human being contains all things that it is by implication differentiable from any particular thing, distinguishable from the world it reflects as a kind of separate world.
 Consciousness of self as a microcosm distinguishes and distances the human from all of creation, granting free will.
 According to Paul Oskar Kristeller, Pico argues that, ‘since man has this power of choosing what form and value his life shall acquire, it is his lot and duty to make the best possible choice and to elevate himself to the life of the angels’.

The speaker of Shakespeare’s Sonnet 44 wishes that ‘the dull substance of my flesh were thought’ so that when he thought of his beloved he would be with him. But he is separated physically from his beloved by the elements of ‘earth and water’; consequently the speaker is left in despair. Although ‘nimble thought can jumpe both sea and land,’ thought is not flesh. The poem resorts to self-splitting in the usual Platonic/Christian dualism, contrasting ‘my flesh’ with ‘thought’ – significantly not ‘my thought’, but ‘nimble thought’, referred to as ‘he’ (a third-person self-distancing). Why does the speaker do this? It is an act of self-dissociation that is either at the root of or symptomatic of the speaker’s melancholy. The dualism becomes most acute in the paradoxical line embodying the two senses of ‘thought’: ‘thought [reflection] kills me (the body who wishes to be thought) that I am not thought [spirit]’. As soon as this self-reminding takes place, the surmounting of space by thought is made ridiculous. And this deflation causes the subsidence into the heavily inorganic (‘earth’, ‘water’). The dropping of slow tears, as in a water clock, mark’s time’s leisure, as injurious distance mutates into injurious time.
The table below is the same as that above but for the addition of the parts of the self as divided in Sonnet 45. These correspond to the elements, qualities, humours and psychological types in the same way, horizontally.
	Element
	Force / Quality
	Humour
	Psychological Trait
	Sonnet 45

	Air
	Wet & Hot
	Blood
	Sanguine
	Thought

	Fire
	Dry & Hot
	Yellow bile / Choler
	Choleric
	Desire

	Water
	Wet & Cold
	Phlegm
	Phlegmatic
	Body or Flesh

	Earth
	Dry & Cold
	Black bile / Melancholy
	Melancholic
	Body or Flesh


The speaker of Sonnet 45 sends his thought and his desire, which he likens to the elements of ‘slight ayre, and purging fire’, to be with the beloved, only to discover that ‘My life, being made of foure [elements], with two alone / Sinkes downe to earth, oppresst with melancholie’. Thought is affected by, or afflicted by, the material claims of the flesh. Purging fire and slight air then return, dispersing melancholy by their arrival; the friend’s fair health restores life’s composition. In the final picture of the circuit between the speaker and his friend or beloved, personal agency is avowed: ‘I send them back again’. Thought and desire, no longer seemingly independent agents, are ambassadors of the active self, who fantasizes that they are also messengers from the friend, messengers who ‘come back again’ with news of the friend’s fair health, in reciprocity for the speaker’s earlier ‘tender embassy of love’.
The table below provides comparative information about contemporary dualistic conceptualizations of the relationship between body and soul. This has more relevance to Sonnets 146 and 147, but it is a general overview and not relevant in its entirety to any particular sonnet. The first five rows of the table detail the divisions of the soul in Platonic, Aristotelian, Thomistic (Thomas Aquinas), and Cartesian (René Descartes) philosophy. Plato, for instance, divides the soul into the immortal and mortal parts, the latter being sub-divided into lower mortal and higher mortal parts. The lower mortal part is also called the natural soul, or appetitive soul, etc. Parts of the soul as described by each philosopher are broadly comparable with those on the same row under the other philosophers. So Plato’s lower mortal soul is roughly equivalent to the vegetative soul in Aristotle. There are problems with making such comparisons, and they can mislead, but they can also be helpful, especially as the Renaissance tended to amalgamate Plato and Aristotle, rather than keeping their philosophies distinct.

	
	Platonic
	Aristotelian
	Christian (Thomist)
	Cartesian

	Divisions of the Soul
	Lower Mortal:

Natural / Appetitive / Concupiscent / Desirous
	Vegetative (Nutrition, Generation, Growth)
	Vegetative (Nutrition, Generation, Growth)
	

	
	Higher Mortal:

Vital / Affective / Agitative / Irascible / Passionate / Spiritual
	
	
	

	
	
	Motile (Movement)
	Motile (Movement)
	

	
	
	Sensitive (Sensation)
	Sensitive (Sensation)
	

	
	Immortal
	Rational (Thought)
	Immortal, Rational (Thought)
	Immortal, Rational (Thought)

	Metaphysical Relationship of Body to Soul
	Vehicle and habitation
	Instrument and form
	Instrument and temporary habitation
	Temporary habitation and instrumental automaton

	Ethical Character of Relationship
	ascetic or idealistic (beautiful body = good soul)
	Functional; body inherently temperate and appetitive
	ascetic, but Imago dei (body made in God’s image); hence distinction between ‘body’ and ‘flesh’
	functional

	Personal Identity and Immortality
	Person as the Immortal soul; body is mortal
	Active Reason is eternal. Personal identity lies in the individuated soul as form of the body, which is mortal. 
	Rational Soul is immortal, but personal identity lies also in body & lower faculties of soul, which are resurrected in incorporeal, glorified form.
	Rational soul is locus of personal identity.


The reason that we are exploring in more detail than formerly, and have tabulated, contemporary dualistic conceptualizations of the relationship between body and soul, and between the divisions of the soul, is because Sonnet 146, on which we shall focus our discussion now, is perhaps the only sonnet in the whole collection or sequence by Shakespeare where the distinction between body and soul finds clear and arguably conventional expression. Part of the brilliance of Shakespeare’s sonnet sequence is characterized by the way in which the succeeding sonnet, 147, which is its twin, ignores the conventional moral advice of 146.

Perhaps the first observation to make about Sonnet 146, however, is a printing error. The second line is corrupt in the Quarto (repeating ‘my sinfull earth’). Variously satisfactory substitutes have been proposed, but since no independent evidence of the original choice of diction survives, the poem remains tantalizingly incomplete.

The sonnet pronounces itself to be a kind of homily to the immortal, rational soul, leading the reader to expect moral or religious content. ‘Poor soul, the centre of my sinful earth’: here centre can be understood figuratively as an indication of relative value.
 All around, ‘these rebel pow’rs’ ‘array’ the soul; that is, they are marshaled for battle against it and they afflict it, ill-treat it and bring it to a lowly condition.
 The rebel powers are the body and the passions. Thomas Wright tells us that the passions are ‘actes of the sensitive power, or facultie of our soule […]: a sensuall motion of our appetitiue faculty, through thimagination [sic] of some good or ill thing’.
 You may wish to consult the table of contemporary conceptualizations of the relationship between body and soul, and between the divisions of the soul, in relation to what Wright says about the passions. Wright explains that the reason of ‘amitie betwixt the passions and sense’ is ‘the greater conformitie and likenesse betwixt them, than there is betwixt passions and reason: for passions are drowned in corporall organs and instruments, aswell as sense: reason dependeth on no corporall subject’.
 They afflict the body because when they are ‘stirring in our mindes, they alter the humours of our bodies, causing some passion or alteration in them’.

Lines 3 and 4 make clear that the rebel powers, in so far as they are the body and those parts or faculties of the soul that are deeply involved in the body’s existence and functions, are both the besiegers and the besieged; they imprison and they protect. There is a deeply problematic relationship between body and soul: ‘the body, which protects, houses, shelters, the soul, also holds the soul prisoner within it’.

A series of increasingly hectoring questions in the octave – ‘Poor soule […] / […] / Why dost thou pine within […]’? Shall worms eat up thy charge? etc. – is followed in the third quatrain by adjurations (solemn appeals) to the soul – ‘Then soul, live thou upon thy servant’s loss’; ‘let that pine’; ‘Buy terms divine’; ‘be fed’. According to Helen Vendler: ‘Only the last epigrammatic line – And death once dead, there’s no more dying then – departs from the homiletic model, which would inevitably mention redemption, resurrection, or heaven. Yet Vendler argues that the poem is not as conventional as many critics have considered it to be in its opposition between the passions and the body, on the one hand, and the immortal, rational soul, on the other:

We might ask […] when the reader begins to be surprised, since it is the mark of any good poem to be surprising. One is not surprised by the rebel (sensual) powers of the body, nor by the reversal of the proper relation of subordination of body to soul: these are conventional notions. The appetites demand to be fed, and the soul’s own nurture has been diverted to them (to be rediverted to its proper destination in within be fed, without be rich no more). The speaker assumes in line 12 that external riches bestowed on the sensual body are inversely proportionate to the proper feeding of the soul – an argument for inserting feeding in Q1 to match costly gay. The religious paradoxes (large cost / short lease; buy terms divine / selling hours of dross; rebel powers / servants; etc.) animate the homiletic solemnity of the poem, and are expectable in this context – even the “buying” of terms divine is not unexpected, given the medieval practice of buying indulgences.


It is in the eating-chain that the poem becomes disturbing. The soul has been feeding its rebel powers instead of itself, and consequently it pines within. The rebel powers eat up its store. And when the body those powers inhabit falls victim to mortality, worms will eat up the soul’s charge, and profit from its excess. The proposed reversal is: let thy servant’s excess pine to aggravate thy store, so that then thou mayst live and be fed. Though we are coming close to materializing the soul here, the verbs live and be fed (passive voice) can remain – just barely – on a metaphysical level (in this poem of repeated materialization of spiritual relations into dearth, paint, walls, cost, inheritors, rebel powers (servants), store, buying and selling, poor and rich).


But the active-voice verb shalt feed on, used of the soul, is hopelessly material, especially when it is repredicated of Death that feeds on men, recalling the worms who eat up the body and the rebel powers that (as I believe) feed on the soul’s store. The eating-chain – first death (the worm) feeds on men, then the soul will feed on death – puts the soul in the position of ingesting the death-worm and his ingested men. In this little proposed counternarrative, death pines along with the starved and digested body, and the soul is correspondingly advantaged. “Who will deliver me from the body of this death?” says Saint Paul, linking body and death as a double prison.

The soul, the immaterial soul, is being understood in terms of the material, physical processes of ingestion and digestion. If we glance back at line 1 – ‘Poor soul, the centre of my sinful earth’ – ‘centre’ now suggests the location of the soul as imagined in concrete, almost physical terms; the soul is loosely but traditionally imagined as the inmost element in the body. One way of understanding this is in terms of the difficulty of imagining, of encompassing in language, the spiritual, the incorporeal and eternal. In this sense, it bears some affinity with Donne’s Holy Sonnet, ‘Batter my heart’, except that (as we shall see in the next seminar) Donne’s poem unfolds the dangerous entailments of a traditional anthropomorphic metaphor for divine love, thereby suggesting through a paradox that God’s love is beyond such human comparison. But in similar vein to Donne in Death’s Duell, the sonnet suggests that ‘whatever will happen then (in the future), the present is nothing but dying. […] There’s no more dying then – but there is only dying now.’
 Partly perhaps as a result of the fallen human condition in which life is a dying life, a death-in-life, ‘There is no passing through, even in the imagination, to the other side of death, to the eternal life of the immortal soul. The terms divine are given no imaginative realization; the corporeal and incorporeal ingestion by worms and by death and by the soul show the imagination stopped at a dark consuming. However, for this very reason, the poem becomes [not merely less conventional, but] more humane as it progresses, leaving behind its tone of superiority as it concludes in a mediation on the universality of death and the incorrigible materiality of the body.’
 It is in this sense that the sonnet is less conventional and more melancholic that its readers have often supposed.
As indicated above, the succeeding sonnet, 147, which is the twin of Sonnet 146, ignores the conventional moral advice of 146. Rather than exercising temperance by tempering the passions or the body’s appetite, starving the body to feed the soul, the speaker of Sonnet 147 (in Schoenfeldt’s words) ‘articulates a desire which is evinced in its yearning for what at once precipitates and prolongs the illness’:
 There is a conceptual link between desire or passion (here named ‘love’) and the extenuation of illness that succumbing to desire breeds. The common root of “longing” and “longer” underscores this linkage which is stated with chilling simplicity in line 8: “Desire is death”.
 The psychological principal subject of this metaphor – love – is underpinned and shaped by the medical subsidiary subject – fever – which was thought to be caused by distemperature of the heart. Fever could cause and be caused by passion. Since any regimen based on the theory of the four humours would forbid a feverish patient food, the metaphors of feeding by which the speaker presents his unwholesome mental state are especially pertinent.

‘The medical terminology that underpins so many of Shakespeare’s portraits of psychological inwardness in Sonnet 147 restructures the dualism that comprised the subject of the previous sonnet, but now the opposition is not between body and soul but rather between reason and desire.’
 But since the faculty of the immortal soul is the rational faculty, and since desire arises from the appetitive, concupiscent and passionate faculties of the mortal soul and their immersion in the corporeal body, the opposition is not wholly changed from that in 146. Here though, ‘The desiring self is allegorized as a patient who refuses to follow the prescriptions of his frustrated physician, reason.’

You may be reminded of Caius Martius barking at the citizens of Rome, in Act 1, Scene 1 of Coriolanus, ‘your affections are / A sick man’s appetite, who desires most that / Which would increase his evil’ (1.1.176-78). To return momentarily for the sake of comparison to Coriolanus, and in order to shed some light on the psychological and political analogy of the body, we may wish to consider that the patricians were not only the stomach of the Roman body politic, as Menenius claims, but also the head, which should temper and direct the appetites of the other members. But typically versions of the body politic that draw an analogy between the ruler and the physician, in distancing the ruler from the sick or decaying body to which he administers, evince absolutist and authoritarian political sympathies.168 It is so with Coriolanus who, in addressing the gentry and senators of Rome, proposes drastic therapeutic measures, saying: ‘You’,


                                                   that prefer


A noble life before a long, and wish


To jump a body with a dangerous physic


That’s sure of death without it - at once pluck out


The multitudinous tongue; let them not lick


The sweet which is their poison (3.1.149-55) 

Coriolanus’s proposed remedy is the removal of the tribunes, ‘The tongues o’ th’ common mouth’ (3.1.22). Shakespeare’s speaker in Sonnet 147 has no such recourse to remedy, however invasive, for reason, the physician, is ‘past care’ and has abandoned his disobedient patient, who has refused the prescribed medicine. There is perhaps a suggestion that reason itself is so far deteriorated that medicine or philosophy, the medicine of the soul, is powerless to help. And the poem’s alignment of desire with illness draws steadily towards desperation or despair and madness.

As in Hamlet, the madness of Sonnet 147 does not strike us as entirely genuine. Vendler observes: ‘The direct second-person accusation of the last line departs from the self-diagnostic pose of the rest’. This couplet ‘turns away from the anguished self in extremis and casts a bitter glance both on past self-deception and on the present corrupt mistress [the dark lady, who is ‘dark’ both in terms of complexion and morality]. The late introduction of direct address now “explains” the illness to the woman rather than to the self.’ ‘The paradox of the sonnet is that this “madman” is perfectly clear about what the truth is: he knows that his thoughts and his discourse are “at random from the truth.” He knows that his appetite is uncertain and sickly (rather than thinking it healthy or good). Though he tells us Reason has left him, we cannot believe him. He comes closer to the truth in line 9, where he says Reason is past care; he knows what Reason says, but he no longer cares to observe its mandates. As soon as he says he is “frantic mad” he corrects himself, saying that his words are “as madmen’s are.” Such instant self-corrections […] refuse the flattering unction of madness, and judge the self culpable rather than excusing it.’
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