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‘My mistress’ eyes . ..
A consideration of Sonnet CXXX
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This paper was given at the AGM held at Birkbeck College, London, May 2003.

It is inevitable that in our investigations into the works
and their authorship we discover material which is
enlightening, but also mystifying, and inconclusive.
Sonnet CXXX is certainly mystifying; it is also
mystifying why some scholarship relating to the
sonnets is overlooked.

The intention behind this brief paper had
been to try to unravel the connection between a poem
published in 1582, and Sonnet CXXX. The first
poem, an eighteen liner in rhyming couplets, was in
Thomas Watson’s Passionate Centurie of Love (or
Hekatompathia). The sonnet was one of
Shakespeare’s, the one with the wonderfully
confident opening line:

My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun;

Coral is far more red than her lips’ red;

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

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

I have seen roses damasked, red and white,

But no such roses see I in her cheeks,

And in some perfumes is there more delight

Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks.

I love to hear her speak yet well I know

That music hath afar more pleasing sound.

I grant I never saw a goddess go;

My Mistress when she walks treads on the
ground.

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

As any as she belied by false compare.

The Arden edition of the Sonnets has a preface by
John Dover Wilson. For him it is clear that Watson’s
poem is parodied by Sonnet CXXX (Helen Vendler
quotes the same poem as the type Shakespeare was
parodying). Watson’s poem idealises love; it is a
fancy, courtier’s worship of his mistress; it is riddled
with what are now clichés. Sixth formers think it quite
complimentary until they consider the pleasure of
women’s breasts being ‘Chrystall rock’, a substance
undoubtedly cold and hard.

Shakespeare’s sonnet is playful in tone, and
much more fluid in form. The less complimentary
descriptions highlight the ridiculous idealism of
Watson’s images;

If snow is white, why then her breasts are dun.

But these are softened by the apparent sincerity of the
poet’s affection in the final rhyming couplet.

If Sonnet CXXX does parody Watson’s
poem published in 1582, it was a pretty remote
chance people would realise it was a parody. Of
course, in 1598 Meres refers to Shakespeare’s
‘sugred’ Sonnets, so perhaps Sonnet CXXX could
have been written by then.

It is as accomplished as Venus and Adonis,
of 1593 publication, so maybe Sonnet CXXX was
composed by then. But that still makes the parody
nine years later. Parody, like satire, is really only fun
if it’s immediate. We know some poetic games were
immediately evident, because of the Oxford and
Sydney pair of poems which seem to have circulated
in about the late 1570s: Oxford’s poem began thus :

Were I a king I might command content
while Sidney’s response began thus:
Wert thou a king, yet not command content

The question of parody is further complicated by
Quennell wondering if the sonnet was parodying
Drayton’s Sonnet LXXI [130], published presumably
in 1594.

But at least there is some connection
between Oxford and Watson, for Watson dedicated
Passionate Centurie of Love to Oxford. But there is
little more. And it is disconcerting that by the time
Shakespeare’s Sonnets were published the sonnet
craze had run its course. This sonnet craze really took
off in 1591 with Sidney’s Astrophel and Stella. Then
there was Samuel Daniel’s Delia in 1592, Thomas
Watson’s Tears of Fancy and Barnabe Barnes’
Parthenophil and Parthenope in 1593, Henry
Constable’s Diana and Michael Drayton’s Idea’s
Mirror in 1594, and in 1595, Edmund Spenser’s
Amoretti [Quennell 121].

If Shakespeare wrote Sonnet CXXX soon
after Watson’s 1582 publication, why weren’t his
sonnets published earlier, to take advantage of the
craze for sonnets? If Shakespeare had Venus and
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Adonis published in 1593, why not his Sonnets in that
last decade of the 16thC? Even if Quennell is right,
and Sonnet CXXX parodies Michael Drayton’s poem
from 1594, there was still time to publish in that
decade, before Meres’ comments in 1598 about
Shakespeare’s ‘sugred’ sonnets.
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