
	
Morality and Sensuality at Odds : 
Shakespeare’s Sonnet 129 
 
 
William Shakespeare’s Sonnet 129, published in his 1609 quarto, 
“deals with the problem of lust, and the struggle between sensual 
and spiritual love.”1 Serving as a transition between the “Fair 
Youth” and “Dark Lady” sonnet sequences, 129 also bridges the 
gap between Petrarchan and Anti-Petrarchan poetry. These Italian 
philosophies greatly influenced Elizabethan culture and sent 
Shakespeare on a poetic quest of his own. Uniting the intellectual, 
Neo-Platonic love of Petrarchan sonnets with the decadent 
sensuality of Anti-Petrarchan verse, Shakespeare created a new 
love philosophy, based on this hybrid. Sonnet 129 is an 
introduction to the sequence addressed to the Dark Lady, 
Shakespeare’s presumed mistress, and employs both Italian 
philosophical postures in Shakespeare’s unique sonnet form. 
Poetic figures of speech and verse-to-verse construction work 
together to convey the powerful duality of “sexual impulse, and 
the helplessness of reason to control its mad energies.”2 
 Sonnet 129 is constructed in Shakespeare’s traditional 
iambic pentameter. Variations on the tradition, however, enliven 
the sonnet beyond the norm, imbuing it with an easily discerned 
immediacy while formally supporting the Petrarchan/Anti-
Petrarchan conflict. The intellectual and sensual duality is 
rhythmically represented by parallel iambic accents in the first, 
second, fourth, and fifth feet of nearly every verse. The 

enjambment of the first three verses and the couplet, as well as 
masculine rhyme, rapidly move the reader through the poem, 
lending urgency to the thematic struggle. Punctuating the sonnet, 
alliteration and assonance charge each verse with mounting 
energy. The plosive p sounds in “Th’expense of spirit” are carried 
through the long a sounds of waste and shame, and the 
cacophony continues in the second verse with “perjured, 
murd’rous, bloody, full of blame.” These harsh consonant and 
vowel pairings continue through the poem, encouraging the 
reader to move quickly through these antagonistic combinations. 
The insistent repetition of aspirate h sounds in verses six and ten 
leaves the reader somewhat out of breath, and the thirteenth 
verse is almost a tongue twister—“All this the world well knows; 
yet none knows well.” Rushing the reader along, these formal 
characteristics help to stress the underlying conflict of the sonnet. 
 In his 1968 book The Master-Mistress, James Winny 
writes about Sonnet 129: “Shakespeare seems not to be speaking 
with his whole voice, or to be working within a more confined 
compass of thought.” 3 These conditions would ordinarily lead 
toward vapid generalities. In Shakespeare’s case, however, this 
freedom from direct address to a lover, or the rendering of an 
experience, allows the sonneteer to elaborate exclusively on the 
abstract characteristics of lust and its relationship to the intellect. 

Th' expense of spirit in a waste of shame  
Is lust in action; and till action, lust  
Is perjured, murd'rous, bloody, full of blame,  
Savage, extreme, rude, cruel, not to trust,  
Enjoyed no sooner but despisèd 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. 



This relationship is conveyed, in part, through poetic antithesis. 
“The antithetical figures of Sonnet 129 make themselves felt 
chiefly in the ironic contrast between the impatience of lust and 
the revulsion that follows.”4 Verses constructed reflexively, lists, 
and constant repetition aid in the development of this conflict. 
The first seven feet of the first quatrain serve as a bare 
description of the sonnet’s theme. This conceit is a summation of 
the sonnet upon which the poem will elaborate.  
 The pre- and post-lust conditions assume the respective 
identities of “spirit” and “shame,” with the ruling trait being action 
itself. In a Petrarchan sonnet, reason would replace action as the 
mediator between the two lustful states; yet, in Sonnet 129 spirit 
overrides reason and pays the consequence with guilt. 
Shakespeare, true to Petrarchan sentiment, condemns the 
unreasoning actions of spirit by reversing the direction of the 
sonnet with a medial caesura and enumerating the heinous traits 
of lust’s pre-active state: “a waste of shame/ is lust in action; and 
till action, lust/ Is perjured, murd’rous, bloody, full of blame.” 
These first four descriptions connote acts already committed; 
therefore, the sonneteer’s judgment is even more insistent by its 
prematurity. The next five descriptive adjectives are more difficult 
to punish, more ambiguous. “Savage, extreme, rude, cruel, and not 
to trust” are words that describe undesirable traits, but serve here 
as warnings. The personification of lust through this descriptive 
list underscores the complexity of lust’s destructive power. 
 The second quatrain makes extensive use of repetition 
and parallel construction to continue the elaboration on the 
nature of lust. Each of the four verses is an end-stopped line, 
slowing the sonnet for the sake of clarity and emphasis. “Enjoyed 
no sooner but despisèd straight” is missing a subject. The reader 
must carry lust with him into the second quatrain, thus unifying 
the two. The repetition of “Past reason” insists on the hopeless 
state of love with spirit acting beyond logic. “Hunted” acts as a 
predicate modifier of the borrowed subject “lust.” One may 
assume that it is again lust that is doing the hunting, creating a 
verbal mise-en-abyme that keeps lust in perpetual motion. The 
repetition of the phrase “no sooner,” in verses five and six, 
constructs a constant present as the verbs “enjoyed” and “hunted” 

are quickly relegated to past tense, with lust moving on, “past 
reason,” toward hatred and the state of being despised. By this 
point, Shakespeare is taunting the reader with the image of lust 
advancing ever more quickly toward satiation. This image is 
concretized with the simile of the sensual bait. This lure is 
accused of “mak[ing] the taker mad” with lust, the Oxford English 
Dictionary defining madness as a state of wild infatuation without 
the control of reason. Again, Shakespeare is presenting Petrarchan 
aesthetics while elaborating on an Anti-Petrarchan circumstance. 
 “Mad” is used as a transitional element between the 
third and fourth quatrains. Shakespeare is punning on the 
different meanings of madness, each one being “past reason.” Lust 
is once more the unmentioned subject, intensifying its presence 
by its absence. Line ten illustrates the movement of lust through 
time and how its “quest to have” is forever searching to the 
“extreme.” The sonnet returns to parallel construction, mimicking 
the first quatrain, this time mocking lust through the repetition of 
“proof” and “proved.” Lust is presented as delighting in the very 
act that will bring it woe once completed. In this way, lust 
condemns itself, preparing for the final verse of the quatrain: 
“Before, a joy proposed; behind, a dream.” This duality is made 
striking by the strong medial caesura. “Both conditions evoke the 
speaker’s contempt, and give the poem its marked emotional 
commitment.”5 This is where lust stands itself—for, before it is the 
promise of more sensual stimulation and behind it the illogical, 
fantastic reworkings of past experience into dream. Lust’s 
perpetual search for satisfaction seems to be possible only 
through its ability to forget past woes. 
 The run-on couplet begins the poem’s conclusion most 
appropriately. “All this” accurately describes the verbosity of the 
preceding elaboration, heavy-handed repetition, and rapid pace of 
the sonnet. The reflexive quality of words is once again exploited 
here to make Shakespeare’s final point, in the form of a universal 
aphorism. “All this the world well knows; yet none knows well” 
draws the reader to conclude that without reason (intellectual 
love) taking the place of lust, the lover will be always at the mercy 
of his desires regardless of the extent of his knowledge—and as a 
result, never “shun[ning] the heaven that leads men to this hell.” 
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JR – John, this is a great paper. You have argued convincingly for the 
duality in the poem by looking at its specific formal features. But the 
ending of the paper can in no way measure up to the introduction and the 
development, which is a disappointment. A- 
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