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	SONNET 116

	Summary: William Shakespeare crafts a paeon to the power of love which may also be an ironic meditation on his own participation in a love triangle. Despite this, it has become one of the most popular poems read at weddings today.
	Biographical: Shakespeare’s 154-poem sonnet sequence is believed to have been written largely in the early part of his career in the 1590s with patronage from a mysterious benefactor (possibly the Earl of Southampton) who became the ‘Fair Youth’ of the early sonnets. 
	

	Part 1: The poet stresses the psychological component of love. (l. 1-2)
	“the marriage of true minds”
“impediment”
“alter” [altar]
	This metaphor introduces the context of the ceremony continued in the next lines.
	
	

	Part 2: The poet defines explicitly what love is not. 
(l. 3-4)
	“alters / alteration”
“remover / remove”
	[bookmark: _GoBack]The mirroring of these terms suggests the way the couple’s feelings influence each other.
	Interpretation: On the surface, this is quite a straightforward Shakespearean sonnet written in iambic pentameter with the typical rhyme scheme. Shakespeare outlines the many tests which true love can withstand and ends the poem with his own personal guarantee that this must be believed. 
However, his inclusion from the first line (“Let me not”) together with the allusion to the wedding ceremony (in which the congregation are requested to speak if they are aware of any transgression by the couple) suggest that he may have a more personal interest in proceedings. Is it the couple’s love he celebrates or his own undying devotion to one of them despite their forthcoming marriage?
Shakespeare uses some wonderful extended metaphors in the poem, including that of navigation (“the star to every wandering bark”) and agriculture (“his bending sickle’s compass”). The personification of Time as an antagonist is a staple in Shakespeare’s sonnets but rarely more dramatically handled than in this third quatrain.
The final couplet may have rhymed more euphonically in Shakespeare’s own dialect!
	

	Part 3. The poet shifts to a more imaginative metaphor of navigation.  (l. 5-8)
	“O no!” (exclamation)
“star to every wandering bark”
	This choice rejects the imitation of the last lines for a more transcendent faith.
	
	

	Part 4: The poet acknowledges that physical beauty must pass. (l. 9-12)
	 “his bending sickle’s compass come”
	The alliteration adds to this personification alluding to the harvest / Grim Reaper.
	
	

	Part 5: The poet adds his own guarantee as an author, lover and friend. (l. 13-14)
	“Love alters not” [altar]
	An echo of the earlier denouncement / possible pun to allude to the wedding. 
	
	

	Partner poems? 

	“to the edge of doom”
	A hyperbole which alludes to both death as well as the final Judgement Day.
	
	

	
	“never… nor no…”
	The preponderance of negatives strikes a curiously downbeat tone here. 
	
	



