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Selected Poems: Shakespeare: Sonnet 29 ("When in disgrace..."), Sonnet 138 

("When my love swears...") 

Introduction: A Journey Through Shakespeare's Sonnets 

William Shakespeare's sonnets stand as a canonical body of work, a deeply personal and psychologically complex 

exploration of love, time, beauty, and mortality.  Written during a period when the London theaters were closed, 

these 154 poems offer an intimate glimpse into the mind of one of the greatest writers in the English language.  The 

sonnets are generally divided into two main sequences based on their subject matter: the "Fair Youth" sonnets, 

which span from Sonnet 1 to 126, and the "Dark Lady" sonnets, which comprise Sonnets 127 to 152.  The tone and 

themes shift dramatically between these two groups. The poems addressed to the Fair Youth often praise an ideal, 

platonic form of beauty and friendship, while those to the Dark Lady delve into a more realistic, lusty, and often 

contradictory relationship. Sonnet 29 is widely considered one of the most celebrated poems in the canon and is a 

quintessential example of the Fair Youth sequence, depicting a state of profound melancholy that is spectacularly 

uplifted by the memory of love.  Conversely, Sonnet 138 is one of the most famous poems from the Dark Lady 

sequence, presenting a candid and witty perspective on a relationship built on mutual deceit and compromise.  This 

report provides a detailed, comparative study of these two pivotal poems, fulfilling the user's request for a complete 

and insightful guide that not only explains the poems individually but also contextualizes their differences to reveal 

Shakespeare's broader vision of love. 

Part I: Sonnet 29 — The Triumph of Ideal Love 

1.1 Full Text and Overview 

Sonnet 29: When, in disgrace with fortune and men's eyes 

When, in disgrace with fortune and men's eyes, 

I all alone beweep my outcast state, 

And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries, 

And look upon myself and curse my fate, 

Wishing me like to one more rich in hope, 

Featured like him, like him with friends possessed, 

Desiring this man's art and that man's scope, 

With what I most enjoy contented least; 

Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising, 

Haply I think on thee, and then my state, 

(Like to the lark at break of day arising 

From sullen earth) sings hymns at heaven's gate; 

For thy sweet love remembered such wealth brings 

That then I scorn to change my state with kings. 

This sonnet is a poignant depiction of a speaker in the depths of despair. The poem begins with a powerful 

expression of loneliness and failure, as the speaker feels cursed by bad luck and a lack of social standing.  However, 

the mood undergoes a sudden and profound transformation at the poem’s turning point, a shift that elevates the 

speaker from a state of self-pity and dejection to one of boundless joy and gratitude, all due to the memory of a 

cherished lover. 
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1.2 Thematic Analysis: The Ascent from Despair to Redemption 

The opening of Sonnet 29 is consumed by themes of isolation and despair.  The speaker begins by describing a 

state of being "in disgrace with fortune and men's eyes," a condition that denotes both ill luck and social disfavor.  

He sits "all alone" and laments his "outcast state," feeling so utterly rejected that his "bootless cries" are unable 

to penetrate a "deaf heaven".  This sense of hopelessness and loneliness is rooted in his poor social standing 

and a feeling of being neglected by luck itself. This external failure directly gives rise to a debilitating internal 

state of self-loathing and inadequacy.  The speaker "look[s] upon [him]self and curse[s][his] fate," reflecting a 

deep-seated self-pity and personal dissatisfaction.  This feeling is exacerbated by a sense of inadequacy as he 

unfavorably compares himself to others.  He wishes he were "like to one more rich in hope," or "with friends 

possessed," and he openly covets the skills and power—the "art" and "scope"—of other men.  This state is so 

miserable that even the things he usually enjoys bring him no pleasure, leaving him "contented least".  This 

causal link between external misfortune and internal self-loathing is a key element of the poem, as it makes the 

subsequent emotional shift all the more dramatic. The poem’s power lies in tracing this psychological 

progression from public disgrace to a private state of envy and self-deprecation, a journey that makes the final 

resolution so much more impactful. 

The central turning point, or volta, which begins in the third quatrain, offers redemption through love.  Just when 

the speaker is at the peak of his self-despising thoughts ("myself almost despising"), he happens to think of his 

beloved: "Haply I think on thee, and then my state...".  The memory of this person instantly transforms his mood 

and perspective, acting as a source of comfort and atonement that lifts him from his melancholy.  This 

transformation is immediate and profound, highlighting the idealized, almost spiritual, power that love holds in 

this particular sonnet sequence. The poem’s emotional core is its emphasis on the power of perspective. The 

memory of "thy sweet love" brings "such wealth" that the speaker would "scorn to change [his] state with kings".  

This statement is particularly resonant because the state of a king was the highest possible position in 

Elizabethan society, considered divinely ordained.  This illustrates a core message of the poem: true internal 

wealth and happiness, gained from love and remembrance, are far superior to external fortune and power. 

1.3 Line-by-Line Explication 

✓ Lines 1-4: The speaker introduces his initial state of dejection. The opening line, "When, in disgrace with 

fortune and men's eyes," establishes his feeling of being unlucky and out of favor with society.  He is alone, 

crying over his status as an outcast, and his pleas to a seemingly indifferent deity are "bootless"—useless 

and ineffectual.  He feels a profound sense of self-pity, looking upon himself and "curs[ing] his fate".  

✓ Lines 5-8: These lines detail the speaker’s profound envy and dissatisfaction. He wishes to be "rich in hope," 

to be "like him with friends possessed," and to have the talent ("art") and influence ("scope") of other men.   

This discontent reaches its nadir in line 8, where he confesses that he is "contented least" with the very 

things he used to enjoy most, signifying the complete dominance of his despair. 

✓ Lines 9-12: The volta, or turn in the poem's argument, begins abruptly in line 9. From a state of "myself 

almost despising," a single thought—"Haply I think on thee"—causes a dramatic shift.  The poem then 

employs a powerful simile to describe this change: the speaker's spirit, which was previously rooted in 

"sullen earth," rises "Like to the lark at break of day arising," singing "hymns at heaven's gate".  The 

transformation is a direct, almost spiritual ascent from gloom to euphoria. 

✓ Lines 13-14: The final couplet provides the resolution. The speaker explains that the memory of his "sweet 

love" brings "such wealth" that he would "scorn to change" his current joyful state with that of a king.   This 

final declaration solidifies the poem's central message: the spiritual and emotional richness of love is the 

ultimate fortune, surpassing all worldly possessions and power. 
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1.4 Literary Devices and Structure 

Sonnet 29 follows the traditional structure of a Shakespearean sonnet, consisting of fourteen lines, divided into 

three quatrains and a concluding rhyming couplet.  The poem is written in iambic pentameter, a rhythmic pattern 

of ten syllables per line, and adheres to the classic abab cdcd efef gg rhyme scheme.  The central literary device 

is the simile of the lark, which masterfully conveys the speaker's emotional transformation.  The poem's power 

is amplified by this device, as the image of a bird's joyous flight from the ground to the heavens perfectly mirrors 

the speaker's shift from his "sullen earth" of despair to a state of spiritual uplift. Critics have noted that while the 

"lark" metaphor is simple, its transparency allows readers to easily identify with the universal experience of self-

pity and the hope that pulls one out of that state.  The anaphora in lines 6 and 7, "like him, like him," and 

"Desiring this man's art and that man's scope," emphasizes the speaker's obsessive envy of others. 

Part II: Sonnet 138 — The Paradox of Realistic Love 

2.1 Full Text and Overview 

Sonnet 138: When my love swears that she is made of truth 

When my love swears that she is made of truth, 

I do believe her, though I know she lies, 

That she might think me some untutored youth, 

Unlearnèd in the world's false subtleties. 

Thus vainly thinking that she thinks me young, 

Although she knows my days are past the best, 

Simply I credit her false-speaking tongue: 

On both sides thus is simple truth suppressed. 

But wherefore says she not she is unjust? 

And wherefore say not I that I am old? 

O, love's best habit is in seeming trust, 

And age in love loves not to have years told. 

Therefore I lie with her and she with me, 

And in our faults by lies we flattered be. 

In stark contrast to Sonnet 29, this poem offers a candid, cynical, and realistic exploration of a relationship 

founded on mutual lies and self-deception.  It is one of the most famous poems in the "Dark Lady" sequence, 

which delves into a passionate yet unromantic and complicated affair.  

2.2 Thematic Analysis: A Foundation of Lies 

The central theme of Sonnet 138 is a complex paradox surrounding truth and deceit in relationships.  The 

speaker reveals that he chooses to believe his lover’s lies even though he is fully aware of their falsehood.  This 

is not an act of naiveté but a deliberate choice to maintain the relationship’s health and stability.  The speaker 

rationalizes this mutual deception by concluding that "love's best habit is in seeming trust"—the appearance of 

trust is more beneficial than the harsh reality of honesty.  The poem’s irony is that its survival depends on the 

lies the lovers have constructed for each other, highlighting a pragmatic approach to love that stands in direct 

opposition to the idealism of Sonnet 29. A significant undercurrent of the poem is the theme of age and 

insecurity. The speaker is self-conscious, knowing that his "days are past the best," a truth his lover is also aware 

of but chooses to ignore.  He, in turn, pretends to believe her lies so that she might see him as a naive "untutored 

youth".  The lies they tell are a form of mutual flattery, allowing both parties to ignore their own and their 

partner's insecurities and flaws.  This pragmatic, "utterly unromantic" relationship is characteristic of the Dark 

Lady sequence.  The speaker’s attraction is not based on his lover’s "physical, intellectual, or moral excellence" 

but on a more grounded, self-generated basis.  The poem’s conclusion on mutual flattery is a candid admission 

of the compromise that sustains their union. 
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2.3 Line-by-Line Explication 

✓ Lines 1-4: The sonnet immediately establishes its central paradox: "When my love swears that she is made 

of truth, / I do believe her, though I know she lies". The speaker’s chosen delusion is motivated by his desire 

for his lover to see him as an "untutored youth" who is "Unlearned in the world's false subtleties". 

✓ Lines 5-8: The speaker's awareness of his self-deception becomes clear. He admits that he is "vainly thinking 

that she thinks me young" because he knows she is aware his "days are past the best". This highlights the 

confusing contradictions that create a "schizophrenia" within the text. The speaker then states that he 

"simply credit[s] her false-speaking tongue" and notes that "On both sides thus is simple truth suppressed," 

reinforcing the mutual nature of their lies. 

✓ Lines 9-12: The rhetorical questions "But wherefore says she not she is unjust? / And wherefore say not I 

that I am old?" highlight the truths they actively suppress. The answers to these questions are provided in 

the subsequent lines: "O, love's best habit is in seeming trust," and "age in love loves not to have years told". 

The couple avoids the painful reality of age and the unpleasant truth of her unfaithfulness, choosing the 

comfort of "seeming trust" instead. 

✓ Lines 13-14: The famous final couplet contains a central pun that unifies the poem's themes: "Therefore I 

lie with her and she with me, / And in our faults by lies we flattered be". The word "lie" carries a double 

meaning, referring both to telling a falsehood and to having a physical relationship. This dual meaning 

suggests that deceit and physical intimacy are intrinsically linked and serve as the foundation of their 

relationship. The lies they tell each other serve to "flatter" and help them forget their respective faults.  

2.4 Literary Devices and Structure 

Like Sonnet 29, Sonnet 138 is a Shakespearean sonnet, composed of three quatrains and a final couplet, with a 

rhyme scheme of abab cdcd efef gg and written in iambic pentameter.  However, the key literary device in 

Sonnet 138 is the central pun on the word "lie" in the final couplet, which merges the ideas of verbal deceit and 

physical relationship into a single, cohesive concept.  The entire poem is built on a central paradox ("I do believe 

her, though I know she lies"), and the irony is that a seemingly "healthy" relationship is sustained not by honesty 

but by the lies the lovers have constructed for one another.  This focus on duplicity and wordplay showcases 

Shakespeare's examination of the forms and ideas of poetry themselves, as the puns seem to negate the 

traditional ideas of love and even the words that are being presented.  

Part III: Vocabulary and Linguistic Study 

Shakespearean English, though foundational to the modern language, contains many words and phrases that have 

since fallen out of common use or have shifted in meaning. This section provides a glossary of key words from 

Sonnets 29 and 138, along with their English definitions and a single, direct Hindi equivalent. 

Word (from Sonnet 29) English Meaning Hindi Equivalent 

disgrace Out of favor, shame, or dishonor अपमान (apmaan) 

beweep To cry over or weep for something रोना (rona) 

outcast state A condition of being rejected by others बहिष्कार की स्थिहि (bahishkaar ki sthiti) 

bootless Useless, ineffectual, or unavailing व्यिथ (vyarth)   

curse my fate To wish for misfortune or bad luck upon 

oneself 

अपने भाग्य को कोसना (apne bhaagya ko 

kosna) 

featured Having a specific appearance or form हिशेषिा (visheshta) 

possessed To be in the ownership of, or to have 

something 

कब्जा िोना (kabza hona) 

art Skill, talent, or ability कला (kala) 

scope Reach, power, or influence दायरा (daayra) 
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contented least To be the least satisfied or pleased with 

something 

सबसे कम संिुष्ट (sabse kam santusht) 

Haply By chance; perhaps or perchance कदाहिि् (kadachit)   

sullen Gloomy, dreary, or ill-humored उदास (udaas) 

sings hymns Sings songs of praise, often to a deity भजन गाना (bhajan gaana) 

wealth Abundance, prosperity, or riches धन (dhan) 

scorn To disdain, refuse, or reject with contempt हिरस्कार करना (tiraskaar karna) 

state A person's status, disposition, or condition स्थिहि (sthiti) 
 

Word (from 

Sonnet 138) 

English Meaning Hindi Equivalent 

swears To declare on oath, or to make a solemn promise शपि लेना (shapath lena) 

untutored Lacking in formal education or training; naive अप्रहशहिि (apra-shikshit) / भोलाभाला 

(bholabhaala)   

unlearned Not educated or knowledgeable in a specific area अहशहिि (a-shikshit) 

subtleties Intricate or complex nuances of something बारीहकयां (baarikiyan) 

vainly In a manner that is fruitless or without success; foolishly व्यिथ में (vyarth mein)   

credit To believe or give credence to something हिश्वास करना (vishwas karna) 

suppressed To prevent the development or expression of something; 

held back 

दबाया हुआ (dabaaya hua) 

wherefore For what reason or purpose; why हकस कारण से (kis karan se)   

unjust Lacking in fairness or justice; unfaithful or dishonest बेईमान (beimaan)   

habit Garb, guise, or outward appearance रूप (roop) 

seeming Appearing as such, but not necessarily so; ostensible हदखािटी (dikhavaTi)   

told Counted or mentioned; in this context, "told" means to 

have one's age counted 

बिाया गया (bataaya gaya) 

lie To tell a falsehood OR to sleep with someone झठू बोलना (jhooth bolna) / साि सोना 

(saath sona) 

flattered Pleased or honored by attention or compliments खुश करना (khush karna)   

Part IV: Comparative Insights and Broader Significance 

A comparative analysis of Sonnets 29 and 138 is essential to gaining a more comprehensive understanding of 

Shakespeare's perspective on love. When placed side-by-side, these two poems reveal a fundamental duality in the 

nature of human relationships, moving from an ideal vision to a candid, pragmatic one. 

Category Sonnet 29 Sonnet 138 

Primary Theme The triumph of ideal love over despair   The paradox of truth and deceit in love   

Subject of Love The Fair Youth: a chaste, almost spiritual 

love   

The Dark Lady: a physical, unromantic 

love   

Nature of Relationship Idealistic, transformative, redemptive   Realistic, cynical, mutually deceptive   

Tone Shifts from melancholy and self-pity to joy 

and gratitude   

Witty, candid, and self-aware   

Key Poetic Device Simile (lark): an uplifting comparison that 

elevates the speaker's state   

Pun (lie): a unifying device that merges 

falsehood and physical intimacy   

The Volta A dramatic, instantaneous shift in mood in 

the third quatrain   

A final, cynical reveal in the concluding 

couplet   

Vision of the Self From self-despising to a feeling of being 

superior to kings   

From self-conscious and insecure to 

accepting of mutual faults   
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The stark contrast between these two sonnets suggests that Shakespeare did not subscribe to a single, monolithic 

view of love. Rather, he was a keen observer of human psychology, capable of depicting both the idealized, 

transcendent power of love (as seen in Sonnet 29) and its grittier, more complicated, and mutually deceptive reality 

(as seen in Sonnet 138). While Sonnet 29 follows a more traditional, almost Petrarchan form by exalting the beloved 

and the love they inspire to an almost divine level, Sonnet 138 explicitly rejects such idealism. Its focus on aging, 

lust, and deliberate falsehoods demonstrates a profound move away from abstraction toward a "flesh and blood" 

realism that was unique to Shakespeare's time.  This duality is not a contradiction in his work; it is a more complete 

and honest representation of the full spectrum of love, acknowledging it as both a spiritual force and a pragmatic 

human arrangement. 

The dramatic shift in the speaker's persona is also a critical point of comparison. In Sonnet 29, the speaker is a 

vulnerable, emotionally-driven individual who finds his salvation in the idealized memory of his beloved.  His 

happiness is dependent on an external force that pulls him out of a state of despair. In Sonnet 138, the speaker is a 

wily, self-aware pragmatist who actively participates in a "game" of lies for the sake of the relationship.  He is not 

passively receiving love's bounty but actively engaging in a complex compromise. The speaker’s "profound concern" 

for the young man, a key theme in the Fair Youth sequence, is in "startling" contrast to the "glib indifference" he 

shows toward the mistress.  This suggests that the nature of the relationship itself shapes the speaker's emotional 

state and moral stance. The speaker’s persona is not a singular entity but a complex, multifaceted individual who 

reveals different aspects of his being depending on the subject of his affection. This dramatic shift highlights the 

psychological realism present throughout Shakespeare's sonnets. 

Despite their centuries-old context and archaic language, both sonnets remain profoundly relevant because they 

tap into the core of the universal human condition. Sonnet 29 resonates with anyone who has experienced deep 

despair and found solace in a cherished connection. It captures the timeless sentiment that hope and love can arise 

even from the most "sullen earth" of a person's existence.  Sonnet 138, in its honesty about deceit and insecurity, 

speaks to the compromises and uncomfortable truths that exist in many adult relationships, a theme that is still 

applicable to any time period.  By examining these two poems together, one gains a powerful appreciation of 

Shakespeare’s literary genius and his ability to transcend specific historical details to explore the full, messy, and 

beautiful complexity of the human heart. 

Conclusion: Shakespeare's Comprehensive Vision of Love 

In summary, Sonnet 29 and Sonnet 138 serve as two bookends to Shakespeare's broader vision of love. Sonnet 29 

is a study of emotional and spiritual transformation, where love is an idealized force of redemption. It captures the 

fleeting nature of fortune and the enduring power of perspective, illustrating how internal well-being can triumph 

over external adversity. In contrast, Sonnet 138 is a study of pragmatic, self-serving compromise, where love is a 

cynical, realistic arrangement based on mutual falsehoods and flattery. The sonnet's survival is not due to honesty 

but to a shared, conscious decision to suppress the "simple truth." 

When analyzed together, these two poems reveal Shakespeare not as a purveyor of simplistic platitudes but as a 

master of psychological observation. He does not offer a single, simple definition of love but rather a comprehensive, 

multi-layered portrait that acknowledges both its ideal, transcendent qualities and its messy, grounded, and often 

cynical reality. This duality, presented with such clarity and intellectual honesty, is a testament to the enduring power 

and timeless relevance of his work. 

Milton: "On His Blindness", Paradise Lost (Book 1, lines 1–26) 

I. Introduction: The Man and the Moment 

John Milton (1608–1674) stands as a towering and complex figure of the English Renaissance, a poet whose life 

and work are inextricably linked to the seismic political and theological shifts of 17th-century England. Born in 

London, Milton received an exceptional education grounded in classical languages, becoming fluent in Greek, 

Latin, Hebrew, French, and Italian.  This rigorous intellectual training laid the foundation for a literary career of 

immense ambition, one that would seek to rival the great epic poets of antiquity, yet through a distinctly 
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Christian lens. The middle of Milton's life was marked by a profound physical and personal trial: the gradual 

onset of blindness. The deterioration of his eyesight began around 1644 and became complete by 1652, when 

he was just 44 years old.  This affliction was likely hastened by the strenuous, late-night reading and writing he 

undertook as a public servant for the government of the short-lived English Republic.  The loss of his sight was 

not a sudden event but a slow and harrowing descent into a "dark world and wide".  Milton chronicled his early 

symptoms, describing his vision being obscured by a "sort of rainbow" and a gradually blinding mist. This 

physical limitation fundamentally transformed Milton's life and creative process. Now completely blind, he could 

no longer read, a central pillar of his intellectual and poetic identity.  To continue his work, he learned to compose 

poetry entirely in his head, often dictating passages in the mornings that he had composed during the night.  

He relied on a series of amanuenses—secretaries, his nephews, and his daughter Deborah—to take down his 

words, correct his copy, and read to him from his extensive library.  This adaptation was not without its own set 

of frustrations and challenges, and the struggle to reconcile his vast poetic talent with his newfound physical 

constraints became a central, and deeply personal, theme of his work. 

The English Civil War, the execution of King Charles I, and the subsequent establishment of the Commonwealth 

were not just historical backdrops but were events in which Milton was a passionate and active participant.  His 

retirement from public life came with the restoration of the monarchy in 1660, a period of profound political 

disillusionment.  This era was also defined by intense theological debates, particularly around the nature of free 

will, predestination, and divine justice.  In 17th-century England, personal suffering was not merely a physical 

hardship but was viewed through a theological lens, as part of a divine plan. It is against this backdrop of political 

change, personal tragedy, and spiritual questioning that Milton's most profound works were conceived and 

composed. 

II. Study Guide: "On His Blindness" (Sonnet 19) 

A. Full Text of the Poem 

The poem, formally known as "Sonnet 19," is one of Milton's most famous and emotionally resonant works. It is 

sometimes also referred to as "Sonnet 16" in some publications. 

When I consider how my light is spent, 

Ere half my days in this dark world and wide, 

And that one talent which is death to hide 

Lodg'd with me useless, though my soul more bent 

To serve therewith my Maker, and present 

My true account, lest he returning chide, 

“Doth God exact day-labour, light denied?” 

I fondly ask. But Patience, to prevent 

That murmur, soon replies: “God doth not need 

Either man’s work or his own gifts; who best 

Bear his mild yoke, they serve him best. His state 

Is kingly; thousands at his bidding speed, 

And post o’er land and ocean without rest: 

They also serve who only stand and wait.” 

B. Thematic and Biographical Context 

"On His Blindness" is an autobiographical sonnet in which Milton gives voice to his innermost frustrations and 

anxieties following the complete loss of his sight. The poem is a candid exploration of a deeply personal 

dilemma: Milton’s overwhelming desire to use his immense poetic talent to serve God, juxtaposed with the 

apparent futility of this gift in the face of his physical handicap. He equates his lost vision with a "light spent" 

and laments not the blindness itself, but the limitations it imposes on his work. This internal conflict—a soul 

"more bent / To serve therewith my Maker," yet an ability "Lodg’d with me useless"—is the central tension of 

the poem, reflecting the poet's grappling with the theological implications of his suffering. 
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C. Line-by-Line Explication and Analysis 

✓ Lines 1-2: "When I consider how my light is spent, / Ere half my days in this dark world and wide," 

The poem opens with the speaker reflecting on his vision, which he metaphorically calls his "light". The word 

"spent" carries a double meaning, suggesting both the depletion of a resource like oil in a lamp and the 

expenditure of money. The phrase "Ere half my days" emphasizes the tragic prematurity of his blindness, 

which became complete when he was only in his mid-forties. The phrase "dark world and wide" is a powerful 

image of a world that has become a scary, gloomy place due to his lack of vision. It is also an elegant piece 

of diction, as it seems to suggest that the world itself, rather than his eyes, has lost its light. 

The use of "spent" is a particularly poignant choice. It implies that the poet's vision was not simply taken 

from him, but rather that he somehow used it up or expended it. This subtle choice of language transforms 

the line from a mere statement of fact into a question laced with self-doubt. The reader is invited to consider 

whether Milton is asking himself if he used his God-given sight wisely or if he "frittered it away". This self-

recrimination is a crucial element of the poet's internal struggle, hinting at a fear of divine judgment for 

how he handled the gift, and it is this very fear that the rest of the poem seeks to address and resolve. 

✓ Lines 3-6: "And that one talent which is death to hide / Lodg’d with me useless, though my soul more bent 

/ To serve therewith my Maker, and present / My true account, lest he returning chide," 

The word "talent" here is a direct biblical allusion to the Parable of the Talents found in the book of Matthew 

(25:14–30).9 In the parable, a master gives his servants "talents," which were units of money, and punishes 

the servant who buries his talent rather than investing it. For Milton, this "one talent" is his poetic ability, 

the most important gift he possesses. He laments that this talent is now "useless" because of his blindness, 

yet his soul is "bent," or more determined than ever, to use it to "serve" his "Maker".9 He worries that when 

he is called upon to give his "true account" of his life's work, God will "chide" (scold or rebuke) him for his 

perceived inaction. 

✓ Lines 7-8: "“Doth God exact day-labour, light denied?” / I fondly ask. But Patience, to prevent" 

This is the core question of the poem, a frustrated and direct appeal to the divine: does God expect a blind 

man to perform the work ("day-labour") that requires vision?9 The speaker immediately recognizes the folly 

of his question, admitting, "I fondly ask." In 17th-century usage, "fondly" meant "foolishly," showing the 

speaker's immediate self-correction and submissive spirit.5 This line marks the 

volta, or the thematic turn of the sonnet, where the speaker's despairing attitude begins to change, signaled 

by the arrival of a personified "Patience".  

✓ Lines 9-11: "That murmur, soon replies: “God doth not need / Either man’s work or his own gifts; who best 

/ Bear his mild yoke, they serve him best." The allegorical figure of Patience, personified to embody the 

capacity for calm endurance, immediately refutes the speaker's foolish complaint. Patience asserts that an 

omnipotent and perfect God does not need anything from humanity—neither our labor nor our gifts.5 The 

truly faithful servant is one who patiently accepts and bears the burdens God places upon them, symbolized 

by a "mild yoke". This is a biblical allusion to Matthew 11:30, where Jesus says, "My yoke is easy, and my 

burden is light," suggesting that true service lies not in a list of accomplishments but in humble submission 

to God's will. 

✓ Lines 12-14: "His state / Is kingly; thousands at his bidding speed, / And post o’er land and ocean without 

rest: / They also serve who only stand and wait.” The sestet concludes by painting a magnificent picture of 

God's power and greatness.12 Patience reminds the speaker that God's "state is kingly," and he has a vast 

and tireless army of angels ("thousands") who work ceaselessly to carry out his commands "o’er land and 

ocean without rest". Against this backdrop of divine omnipotence and cosmic scale, the poet's individual 

contribution seems insignificant. The famous final line provides the poem's profound resolution: those who 

are not able to perform active work can still serve God by patiently and faithfully "stand[ing] and wait[ing]". 

The word "stand" is particularly important, as it suggests a posture of readiness and proactive patience, not 

passive apathy. 
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D. Poetic Form and Literary Devices 

Milton's sonnet adheres to the Petrarchan (or Italian) sonnet form, which is characterized by a 14-line structure 

with a specific rhyme scheme (ABBA ABBA CDE CDE). This form is perfectly suited to the poem's content, as it is 

traditionally divided into two parts: an eight-line octave that presents a problem or question, followed by a six-

line sestet that offers a resolution or answer. The transition between the octave and sestet, the volta, occurs at 

line 8 with the word "Patience," marking a significant shift from the speaker's despair to the peaceful, divinely-

inspired response. The poem is rich with literary devices that enhance its emotional and thematic depth. Allusion 

is central to its meaning, with direct references to the Parable of the Talents and the "mild yoke" from the New 

Testament. These allusions anchor the poem in a specific theological framework and provide the foundational 

morality for the speaker's anxiety. 

Personification is employed to give human qualities to the abstract concept of Patience. Milton uses this device 

to externalize his inner conflict, allowing Patience to act as a wise, benevolent figure who provides the divine 

wisdom the speaker lacks on his own. Finally, the poem relies on several powerful metaphors and images, most 

notably "light" as a symbol for vision, intellect, and divine inspiration, and the "dark world and wide" as a 

representation of his blindness and spiritual state. 

E. Essential Vocabulary and Hindi Equivalents 

The following table provides a guide to key words from the poem, along with their contextual meaning and a 

single Hindi equivalent, to aid in a comprehensive understanding of the text. 

English Word Contextual Meaning Hindi Equivalent 

Ere Before  पिले 

Chide To scold or rebuke  डांटना 

Fondly Foolishly  भोलेपन से 

Yoke A wooden bar for animals; a burden. Here, a metaphor for God's will  जुआ 

III. Study Guide: Paradise Lost, Book 1 (Lines 1-26) 

A. Full Text of the Invocation 

The epic poem Paradise Lost begins in medias res, with the invocation of a divine muse. The opening lines, 

which formally declare the poem's subject and purpose, are foundational to understanding Milton's entire 

project. 

1. Of Man's first disobedience, and the fruit 

2. Of that forbidden tree whose mortal taste 

3. Brought death into the world and all our woe, 

4. With loss of Eden, till one greater Man 

5. Restore us and regain the blissful seat, 

6. Sing, Heav'nly Muse, that on the secret top 

7. Of Oreb, or of Sinai, didst inspire 

8. That shepherd who first taught the chosen seed 

9. In the beginning how the heav'ns and earth 

10. Rose out of Chaos; or if Sion hill 

11. Delight thee more, and Siloa's brook that flow'd 

12. Fast by the oracle of God, I thence 

13. Invoke thy aid to my advent'rous song, 

14. That with no middle flight intends to soar. 

15. Above th' Aonian mount, while it pursues 
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16. Things unattempted yet in prose or rhyme. 

17. And chiefly thou, O Spirit, that dost prefer 

18. Before all temples th' upright heart and pure, 

19. Instruct me, for thou know'st; thou from the first 

20. Wast present, and, with mighty wings outspread, 

21. Dove-like sat'st brooding on the vast Abyss 

22. And mad'st it pregnant: what in me is dark 

23. Illumine, what is low raise and support, 

24. That to the highth of this great argument 

25. I may assert Eternal Providence, 

26. And justify the ways of God to men.  

B. The Purpose and Context of the Invocation 

In the tradition of classical epics like Homer's Iliad and Virgil's Aeneid, a poet would begin their work by invoking 

a muse, a mystical source of poetic inspiration, to help them tell their story. Milton meticulously follows this 

convention, but with a revolutionary adaptation. He does not invoke a pagan muse, but rather the Christian 

Holy Spirit, whom he calls "Heav'nly Muse" and "O Spirit". This deliberate choice signals to the reader that his 

epic will be a new kind of epic—one that transcends the pagan, polytheistic world of classical literature and 

draws upon a more fundamental, sacred source of truth. This invocation serves a dual purpose. It is, on one 

hand, a declaration of Milton's towering poetic ambition. He states that his "advent'rous song" intends "no 

middle flight" and will pursue "Things unattempted yet in prose or rhyme".  This is Milton’s claim to literary 

supremacy; he is not simply joining the tradition of Homer and Virgil, but aspiring to surpass it.  At the same 

time, the invocation is an act of profound humility, for Milton acknowledges his utter dependence on divine 

grace.  He is asking the Holy Spirit, who was present at creation and "Dove-like sat'st brooding on the vast 

Abyss," to "Instruct" him and "Illumine" what is dark within him. 

C. A Close Reading of the Invocation 

✓ Lines 1-5: "Of Man's first disobedience, and the fruit / Of that forbidden tree whose mortal taste / Brought 

death into the world and all our woe, / With loss of Eden, till one greater Man / Restore us and regain the 

blissful seat," The poem opens by stating its subject matter directly: the story of the Fall of Man. Milton 

employs a subtle pun on the word "fruit," which refers both to the literal forbidden fruit and to the ultimate 

consequences, or "fruits," of that act of disobedience. The opening lines establish the tragic trajectory of the 

narrative, from the loss of innocence and Eden to the eventual hope of redemption through "one greater 

Man," Jesus Christ. 

✓ Lines 6-16: Milton's address to the muse. Milton invokes the divine muse, identifying her as the same spirit 

who inspired Moses on Mount Sinai to write the first books of the Bible. By linking his inspiration to this 

biblical source, Milton distinguishes his work from the classical epics. The phrase "with no middle flight 

intends to soar" serves as Milton's audacious promise to achieve an unprecedented level of poetic and 

theological insight. 

✓ Lines 17-26: The invocation of the Holy Spirit and the statement of purpose. The invocation reaches its 

climax as Milton addresses the Holy Spirit, the divine creative force present at the moment of creation. He 

humbly asks the Spirit to "Illumine, what in me is dark" and "what is low raise and support". This plea for 

spiritual and intellectual guidance is a prerequisite for his ultimate task: to "assert Eternal Providence / And 

justify the ways of God to men". This final line is the definitive statement of the poem's purpose. It is a work 

of theodicy, a theological attempt to vindicate God's justice and goodness in the face of human suffering 

and the existence of evil. 
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IV. Comparative Analysis: The Personal and the Cosmic Theodicy 

A. From Private Lament to Public Epic 

At first glance, "On His Blindness" and the opening of Paradise Lost appear to be disparate works. One is a 

concise, introspective sonnet born of private anguish, while the other is the grand, sprawling prologue to a 

cosmic epic. However, a closer examination reveals that the two works are deeply interconnected, forming two 

parts of a singular, lifelong project for Milton. The sonnet is, in many ways, a thematic blueprint for the epic, a 

personal-scale exercise in the theological and spiritual questions that Paradise Lost would address on a universal 

scale. 

The sonnet's central question, "Doth God exact day-labour, light denied?", is a personal theodicy. It is a man's 

heartbroken plea for an explanation of his suffering and a justification for a seemingly unjust act of God.  The 

answer, provided by the personified figure of Patience, is a personal resolution: God does not need human work, 

and true service can be found in patient submission to His will.  This internal struggle and its faithful resolution 

are not merely an isolated moment of poetic catharsis; they serve as a crucial preparatory step for the 

monumental task of writing Paradise Lost. By first justifying God's ways to himself and his own suffering, Milton 

acquires the spiritual and intellectual authority necessary to then "justify the ways of God to men" on a global, 

cosmic scale.  The quiet, faithful voice of the sonnet's speaker becomes the foundation for the toweringly 

ambitious voice of the epic poet, transforming a private lament into a public mission to assert divine providence. 

B. Contrasting Personae and Scales 

The contrast in form between the two works is a direct reflection of the difference in their scale and persona. 

The Petrarchan sonnet, with its strict 14-line structure, is the ideal vessel for a concise, emotional reflection on 

a personal crisis.  The speaker is vulnerable, grieving, and even "foolish" in his initial, frustrated questioning.  He 

is a man struggling to reconcile his talent with his limitations, and the poem captures the intimacy of this private 

lament. 

In stark contrast, the epic is written in grand, unrhymed blank verse, a form chosen by Milton for its flexibility 

and seriousness, making it suitable for a narrative of such cosmic complexity.  The persona of the poet in Paradise 

Lost is no longer a grieving man but an ambitious, divinely-inspired prophet. He has moved beyond asking 

"Doth God exact day-labour, light denied?" and is now prepared to "assert Eternal Providence" and "justify the 

ways of God to men".  The scale has shifted from a single man's body to the entire universe, from a personal 

hardship to the cosmic battle between good and evil. Milton's choice of form perfectly suits the scale, a 

testament to his mastery of his craft. 

C. Stylistic Echoes and Thematic Parallels 

Despite their differences in form and scale, the two works share profound thematic and stylistic parallels that 

demonstrate their deep connection. The symbolism of darkness is a recurring motif. In the sonnet, the poet's 

world becomes a "dark world and wide" due to his blindness.  This personal darkness echoes the cosmic "vast 

Abyss" and the "dark opprobrious Den" of Hell described in the epic.  For Milton, physical blindness becomes a 

metaphor for spiritual ignorance and despair, and the light he seeks is not merely vision but divine illumination. 

The central theme of service also links the two poems. In "On His Blindness," the speaker is advised to "Bear his 

mild yoke".  This concept of patient endurance and passive submission to God's will is presented as the highest 

form of service. This quiet virtue stands in stark contrast to the prideful rebellion of Satan in Paradise Lost, who, 

suffering from a "sense of injur'd merit," defiantly declares that it is "Better to reign in Hell than serve in Heaven".  

The sonnet's resolution, that "They also serve who only stand and wait," is not just a personal comfort; it is a 

theological argument that directly opposes the defiant, prideful stance of Satan and his followers.  Milton's 

resolution in the sonnet provides the counter-argument to the very rebellion that forms the central conflict of 

the epic. 

The following table synthesizes these connections, highlighting the continuity between the two works. 
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Metric "On His Blindness" Paradise Lost (Book 1) 

Form Petrarchan Sonnet   Epic Blank Verse   

Scale Personal and Introspective   Cosmic and Universal   

Persona Vulnerable, grieving, "foolish"   Ambitious, divinely-inspired, prophetic   

Central Question "Doth God exact day-labour, light 

denied?"   

"How to justify the ways of God to men?"   

Resolution Submission and faithful waiting   Asserting divine providence and justice   

Key Metaphor "Light" as vision and talent   "Illumine" as divine inspiration   

Stance on Service Patient endurance of a "mild yoke"   Active mission to assert God's plan; a stark 

contrast to Satan's rebellion   

John Donne's "The Canonization" and Alexander Pope's The Rape of the Lock 

(CantoI) 

I. Introduction: A Tale of Two Ages 

1.1 The Poetic Context: From Passion to Wit 

The landscape of English poetry underwent a profound transformation between the early 17th century and the 

early 18th century, moving from the intensely personal and intellectually complex work of John Donne to the 

urbane and satirical verse of Alexander Pope. This evolution reflects a broader shift in cultural and philosophical 

values, transitioning from the introspective and often turbulent world of the late Renaissance to the orderly and 

rational milieu of the Enlightenment. The Metaphysical poets, with John Donne as their preeminent figure, were 

active primarily during the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.Their work is characterized by 

"metaphysical wit," a concept that involves intricate and intellectually challenging comparisons, known as 

conceits, that juxtapose seemingly disparate ideas. Donne's poetry, for example, is noted for its metaphorical 

and sensual style, which explores themes of love, spirituality, and death with abrupt openings, paradoxes, and 

a tense syntax that adapts everyday speech rhythms. This style was a deliberate reaction against the more 

conventional Elizabethan poetry that preceded it. A century later, the Augustan era, named for the "Golden Age" 

in Roman poetry, saw a return to classical forms and values, with a strong emphasis on wit, decorum, and social 

critique.  This period, which spanned roughly the first half of the 18th century, was marked by an explosion in 

satire and the adoption of highly regulated and stylized literary forms.  Alexander Pope, a central figure of this 

age, was a master of the heroic couplet, a verse form that, while ancient in its origins, became the hallmark of 

Augustan poetry.  His poetry, exemplified by 

The Rape of the Lock, used classical models not for imitation but for parody, applying epic conventions to trivial 

subjects to generate humor and social commentary.  The shift from Donne to Pope, therefore, is not merely a 

chronological progression but a fundamental change in poetic purpose and method. Donne's poetry, born from 

a life of personal struggle and religious contemplation, seeks to explore the inner self and elevate passionate 

experience to a divine level. In contrast, Pope's work, emerging from a society with increased literacy and a 

growing emphasis on reason, uses intellectual precision and wit to observe and critique the external world, 

restoring a sense of rational order and decorum. This transition marks a move from a focus on spiritual 

introspection to a preoccupation with social observation and reform. 
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II. John Donne and the Metaphysical Vision: "The Canonization" 

2.1 The Architect of Metaphysical Poetry 

John Donne (1571/72–1631) is widely regarded as the preeminent representative of the Metaphysical poets, a 

group known for their intellectual, emotional, and often paradoxical verse. His life was one of significant personal 

and religious turmoil, factors that profoundly shaped his poetic output. Born into a devoutly Catholic family in 

London at a time when the practice of Catholicism was illegal, Donne was forced to navigate a world of political 

and religious persecution. His conversion to Anglicanism later in life, and his eventual rise to become the Dean 

of St Paul's Cathedral, was a complex journey that instilled in his work a deep and often anxious contemplation 

of faith and spirituality. In 1601, Donne's life took a dramatic turn when he secretly married Anne More, the 

niece of his employer, without her father's consent. This clandestine union led to his imprisonment and 

effectively ended his career for years, plunging him and his family into poverty. The poem "The Canonization" 

is believed by some critics to be a direct defense of this very marriage.  The poem opens with a dramatic 

monologue addressed to an unnamed "skeptical outsider" who questions the speaker's romantic devotion.  This 

figure can be seen as a representation of Anne More's disapproving father or the broader society that 

condemned their love. The speaker's aggressive opening, “For God's sake hold your tongue, and let me love”  , 

immediately establishes a confrontational tone, as he embarks on a passionate defense of his love. The poem's 

meticulous structure, which parallels the legalistic process of canonization, transforms it into a public justification 

of their sacred union.  By using the highest form of religious honor (sainthood) to validate a secular relationship, 

Donne turns the poem into a personal statement and a legal brief, arguing that their love is worthy of formal, 

public recognition. 

 2.2 A Love Worthy of Sainthood: Major Themes 

The central theme of "The Canonization" is the elevation of profane, human love to a sacred, almost divine 

status. The speaker, in his defiance of the outside world, insists that he and his beloved have become "love's 

martyrs" and are, therefore, "saints".  Their love, according to the speaker, is a transcendent force that defies 

worldly concerns and physical mortality.  The poem establishes a stark antithesis between the quiet, peaceful 

"hermitage" of the lovers' private world and the "busy world" of courtly ambitions, business, and political 

advancement.  The speaker's command to the outsider to "pursue his own ambitions" or "do whatever he likes" 

so long as he is left alone to love, underscores the speaker's total rejection of worldly values in favor of a love-

centered existence. A key argument within the poem is that even if their love should lead to their demise, it will 

achieve immortality not in "chronicles" of worldly history but in the "sonnets" that celebrate their union.  Donne 

presents poetry as a vehicle for eternal truth, a means of securing a spiritual legacy that far surpasses the fleeting 

glory of political power or wealth. The poem subtly redefines what constitutes heroic virtue. The speaker 

presents his own "flawed" qualities, such as "palsy" and "gout," as ironic proof of his saint-like sanctity.  He 

playfully lists all the destructive things his love has not done, such as sinking merchant ships or delaying an early 

spring.  In doing so, he suggests that true heroism is not found in grand, public acts of power and destruction 

but in the quiet, private, and transcendent act of loving fully. This antithesis between the loud, destructive acts 

of the world and the quiet, sacred power of love is a core component of the poem's argument and a defining 

feature of the Metaphysical style.  

2.3 Structure and Form 

"The Canonization" is celebrated for its masterful use of a complex stanza form that is inextricably linked to the 

poem's central conceit. The poem is composed of five nine-line stanzas, a structure that not only suggests a 

"five-act play" but, more importantly, meticulously replicates the "five individual stages in the Canonization 

process".  The first stanza serves as the formal investigation into the subject's sanctity; the second, an inquiry 

into their heroic virtues; the third, the proof of two saintly miracles; the fourth, the scrutiny of their writings and 

remains; and the fifth, the final declaration of sainthood.  This rigorous, almost legalistic, progression from one 

stanza to the next gives the speaker's emotional claims intellectual weight and formal validity. 

ToppersNotes / 9828-286-909 13



   

   

 
        

The poem is a triumph in the "complex stanza" form, which employs a fresh rhyme scheme of abbaccca and a 

variable line length.  This formal complexity stands in stark contrast to the colloquial and dramatic language of 

the speaker's address, creating a productive tension between intellectual control and passionate expression that 

is characteristic of Donne's genius. The structural integrity of the poem is further reinforced by the strategic 

placement of the word "love," which closes the first and ninth lines of each stanza, creating a persistent echo 

that resonates throughout the work.  The brilliance of the poem's design lies in its ability to make the very form 

a part of the argument. By adopting the precise juridical procedure of sainthood, Donne imbues his secular 

subject with a formal authority that transcends the poem's initial, impassioned tone. 

2.4 The Art of the Metaphysical Conceit 

Donne's reputation as a master of the metaphysical conceit is brilliantly showcased in "The Canonization." The 

poem's central and most expansive conceit compares the lovers to saints and martyrs. The speaker's argument 

that they have opposed the claims of the world and have, in a spiritual sense, "died" to their former lives, makes 

them worthy of this sacred title. This conceit is a paradoxical one, as it uses religious language and ceremony to 

consecrate a profane, sexual love. 

The most famous and enduring conceit in the poem is the comparison of the lovers to the mythical phoenix. 

The speaker claims that the lovers "die and rise the same" just as the phoenix "erupts into flame and then be 

resurrected from its own ashes".  This image serves as a powerful symbol of their unity, their ability to find 

spiritual and physical renewal in their mutual love, and the mysterious nature of their bond. A more playful, yet 

equally profound, conceit is the comparison of the lovers to the fly and the taper. The speaker suggests that 

they are like flies who "at our own cost die"  , a reference to the way insects are drawn to a candle flame and 

perish. This paradoxically links death to their passionate union, a common theme in Donne's poetry. Finally, the 

conceit of the "well-wrought urn" is used to contrast the lovers' humble but beautiful container for their ashes 

with the "half-acre tombs" of the wealthy and powerful. This reinforces the poem's core argument that the 

private, beautiful nature of their love is far superior to the vain and public display of worldly glory. 

III. Alexander Pope and the Augustan Ideal: A Study Guide to The Rape of the Lock (Canto I) 

3.1 The Age of Reason and the Rise of Satire 

The Augustan age, which flourished in the first half of the 18th century, was a period marked by its adherence 

to classical forms and an emphasis on wit, reason, and decorum.  A key literary innovation of this era was the 

mock-heroic poem, which applied the grand conventions of classical epics to trivial subjects in order to satirize 

and expose the absurdity of the contemporary social scene.  Alexander Pope's The Rape of the Lock is arguably 

the most brilliant example of this genre.  The poem, a mock-epic, uses highly exaggerated language and an 

elevated tone to describe the seemingly insignificant act of a gentleman cutting a lock of hair from a young 

lady. Pope's satirical intent goes beyond mere humor; it is a tool for social commentary and moral reform. By 

making a "huge deal out of such a trivial thing," Pope reveals the misguided values of his society, which takes 

small matters for serious ones while failing to attend to issues of genuine importance.  The poem's humorous 

juxtaposition of the petty and the grand—as in the line "little men who in tasks so bold engage"  —serves to 

ridicule the subject rather than dignify it.  This gentle shaming, delivered through an "arch, ironic pose"  , was 

intended to prompt his readers to correct their behaviors and focus on more meaningful aspects of life.  

3.2 The Real-Life Incident 

The poem is rooted in a true incident that occurred within Pope's own social circle.  The protagonist, Belinda, is 

based on the historical Arabella Fermor, a prominent young woman known for her beauty. The "Baron" of the 

poem is a pseudonym for Robert, Lord Petre, a young nobleman who, in a flirtatious but audacious act, cut off 

one of Arabella's cherished curls at a social gathering. This trivial act led to a serious rift between the two 

aristocratic families. Pope's friend, John Caryll, who is also mentioned in the poem, suggested that Pope write a 

humorous poem about the event in an attempt to reconcile the two families through laughter and shared irony. 

Thus, the poem's purpose is both a private act of social mediation and a public, masterful work of satire. 
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3.3 The Mock-Epic: Genre and Conventions (Canto I) 

Canto I of The Rape of the Lock meticulously parodies a number of epic conventions to establish its mock-heroic 

tone. 

✓ Invocation of the Muse: Like classical epics, the poem begins with a formal invocation to the muse, a 

goddess who inspires the poet to tell his tale. Pope asks the muse to reveal the "strange motive" that led to 

the central conflict, immediately elevating a minor social dispute to a level of epic consequence. 

✓ The Hero's Dream and Divine Warning: Belinda's dream, sent by her guardian sylph, Ariel, is a parody of 

the divine warnings and omens that often precede major events in classical epics. Ariel warns her of a "dread 

event" that will befall her that day, though he can only advise her to "beware of Man!". This scene 

humorously treats a social interaction as a grave, predestined calamity. 

✓ The "Machinery": The poem introduces a "machinery" of supernatural beings—Sylphs, Gnomes, Nymphs, 

and Salamanders—which serve as a parody of the gods and goddesses of Greek and Roman mythology. 

Unlike the classical gods who meddled in great wars, these sprites are concerned with the protection of 

trivialities. They are personifications of the "mannered conventions that govern female social behavior". The 

Sylphs, for instance, are explained as the spirits of "light Coquettes" from their former lives. This system 

suggests that women of Belinda's class are not inherently frivolous, but are "educated and trained to act in 

this way".  The supernatural machinery becomes a deep-seated allegory for the invisible social forces and 

expectations that guide every action and value of Augustan high society. 

✓ The Arming of the Hero: The most famous mock-heroic scene in Canto I is Belinda's morning toilette. 

Pope parodies the ritualized arming of a hero before battle, transforming mundane objects into symbolic 

weapons.  The scene is first rendered as a religious sacrament, with Belinda as the "priestess" and her own 

image in the mirror as the "goddess she serves".  She then prepares for the social "battle" of the day by 

gathering her combs, pins, and cosmetics as if they were "awful Beauty's" full suit of "arms". 

The Rape of the Lock: Canto 1 

By Alexander Pope 

Nolueram, Belinda, tuos violare capillos; 

Sedjuvat, hoc precibus me tribuisse tuis. 

(Martial, Epigrams 12.84) 

What dire offence from am'rous causes springs, 

What mighty contests rise from trivial things, 

I sing—This verse to Caryl, Muse! is due: 

This, ev'n Belinda may vouchsafe to view: 

Slight is the subject, but not so the praise, 

If she inspire, and he approve my lays. 

Say what strange motive, Goddess! could compel 

A well-bred lord t' assault a gentle belle? 

O say what stranger cause, yet unexplor'd, 

Could make a gentle belle reject a lord? 

In tasks so bold, can little men engage, 

And in soft bosoms dwells such mighty rage? 

Sol thro' white curtains shot a tim'rous ray, 

And op'd those eyes that must eclipse the day; 

Now lap-dogs give themselves the rousing shake, 

And sleepless lovers, just at twelve, awake: 

Thrice rung the bell, the slipper knock'd the ground, 

And the press'd watch return'd a silver sound. 
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Belinda still her downy pillow press'd, 

Her guardian sylph prolong'd the balmy rest: 

'Twas he had summon'd to her silent bed 

The morning dream that hover'd o'er her head; 

A youth more glitt'ring than a birthnight beau, 

(That ev'n in slumber caus'd her cheek to glow) 

Seem'd to her ear his winning lips to lay, 

And thus in whispers said, or seem'd to say. 

"Fairest of mortals, thou distinguish'd care 

Of thousand bright inhabitants of air! 

If e'er one vision touch'd thy infant thought, 

Of all the nurse and all the priest have taught, 

Of airy elves by moonlight shadows seen, 

The silver token, and the circled green, 

Or virgins visited by angel pow'rs, 

With golden crowns and wreaths of heav'nly flow'rs, 

Hear and believe! thy own importance know, 

Nor bound thy narrow views to things below. 

Some secret truths from learned pride conceal'd, 

To maids alone and children are reveal'd: 

What tho' no credit doubting wits may give? 

The fair and innocent shall still believe. 

Know then, unnumber'd spirits round thee fly, 

The light militia of the lower sky; 

These, though unseen, are ever on the wing, 

Hang o'er the box, and hover round the Ring. 

Think what an equipage thou hast in air, 

And view with scorn two pages and a chair. 

As now your own, our beings were of old, 

And once inclos'd in woman's beauteous mould; 

Thence, by a soft transition, we repair 

From earthly vehicles to these of air. 

Think not, when woman's transient breath is fled, 

That all her vanities at once are dead; 

Succeeding vanities she still regards, 

And tho' she plays no more, o'erlooks the cards. 

Her joy in gilded chariots, when alive, 

And love of ombre, after death survive. 

For when the fair in all their pride expire, 

To their first elements their souls retire: 

The sprites of fiery termagants in flame 

Mount up, and take a Salamander's name. 

Soft yielding minds to water glide away, 

And sip with Nymphs, their elemental tea. 

The graver prude sinks downward to a Gnome, 

In search of mischief still on earth to roam. 

The light coquettes in Sylphs aloft repair, 

And sport and flutter in the fields of air. 
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Know further yet; whoever fair and chaste 

Rejects mankind, is by some sylph embrac'd: 

For spirits, freed from mortal laws, with ease 

Assume what sexes and what shapes they please. 

What guards the purity of melting maids, 

In courtly balls, and midnight masquerades, 

Safe from the treach'rous friend, the daring spark, 

The glance by day, the whisper in the dark, 

When kind occasion prompts their warm desires, 

When music softens, and when dancing fires? 

'Tis but their sylph, the wise celestials know, 

Though honour is the word with men below. 

Some nymphs there are, too conscious of their face, 

For life predestin'd to the gnomes' embrace. 

These swell their prospects and exalt their pride, 

When offers are disdain'd, and love denied: 

Then gay ideas crowd the vacant brain, 

While peers, and dukes, and all their sweeping train, 

And garters, stars, and coronets appear, 

And in soft sounds 'Your Grace' salutes their ear. 

'Tis these that early taint the female soul, 

Instruct the eyes of young coquettes to roll, 

Teach infant cheeks a bidden blush to know, 

And little hearts to flutter at a beau. 

Oft, when the world imagine women stray, 

The Sylphs through mystic mazes guide their way, 

Thro' all the giddy circle they pursue, 

And old impertinence expel by new. 

What tender maid but must a victim fall 

To one man's treat, but for another's ball? 

When Florio speaks, what virgin could withstand, 

If gentle Damon did not squeeze her hand? 

With varying vanities, from ev'ry part, 

They shift the moving toyshop of their heart; 

Where wigs with wigs, with sword-knots sword-knots strive, 

Beaux banish beaux, and coaches coaches drive. 

This erring mortals levity may call, 

Oh blind to truth! the Sylphs contrive it all. 

Of these am I, who thy protection claim, 

A watchful sprite, and Ariel is my name. 

Late, as I rang'd the crystal wilds of air, 

In the clear mirror of thy ruling star 

I saw, alas! some dread event impend, 

Ere to the main this morning sun descend, 

But Heav'n reveals not what, or how, or where: 

Warn'd by the Sylph, oh pious maid, beware! 

This to disclose is all thy guardian can. 

Beware of all, but most beware of man!" 
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