
SHORT SHELDRAKE ON SHAKESPEARE 

Venus and Adonis 
 

It’s 1593. Welcome to London. Will Shakespeare is having some success. 

They liked those Henry VI plays and The Taming of the Shrew was amusing enough. 

But there has just been an outbreak of plague and the City authorities, with their usual 

impeccable timing, have shut the theatres. Does Shakespeare lie down and die, either 

literally or metaphorically? No. 

What for most young writers would mean the end of their career, Shakespeare 

turned into the beginning. He wrote two long poems during the eighteen-month 

hiatus; Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece. He rushed them both into print 

and then watched the money roll in because demand for them spread like, well, plague 

I suppose. But aside from giving him some financial security, they were also works of 

poetic genius that led on to even greater things. 

What was all the fuss about? What was new? Venus and Adonis is boiling with 

verbal and dramatic detail and it is part of Shakespeare’s experiments with the 

relationship between drama and poetry. He spends the rest of the 1590s trying to get 

poetry into drama. Here he is putting drama into poetry. We get a sense of the wild 

stallion of a poem we’re in for from the first stanza: 

 

Even as the sun with purple-coloured face 

Had ta’en his last leave of the weeping morn, 

Rose-cheeked Adonis hied him to the chase; 

Hunting he loved, but love he laughed to scorn; 

Sick-thoughted Venus makes amain unto him, 

And like a bold-faced suitor 'gins to woo him. 

 

The rest of the poem will recount in glorious Technicolor the mythological tale of 

Venus, the Roman goddess of love, trying to woo Adonis, an archetype for handsome 

youths, the male equivalent of Helen of Troy, if you will. Adonis is having none of it. 

The tragedy comes when he is gored to death by a boar whilst out hunting. Venus 



laments his death and prophesies at length that from that time forth the course of true 

love never will run smooth. 

Early in the poem, Shakespeare uses the verse form as a dramatic tool. One 

stanza of Venus’ effulgently erotic wooing finishes with her saying: 

 

Give me one kiss, I'll give it thee again, 

And one for interest, if thou wilt have twain. 

 

The next begins: 

 

Fie, lifeless picture, cold and senseless stone, 

Well-painted idol, image dun and dead. 

 

There has clearly been a moment in the middle where Venus has waited and Adonis 

has made no advance. Shakespeare has made meaning out of a white space, a void, a 

nothing. Now that’s dramatic poetry. 

Whilst Adonis is refusing Venus’ every advance, his horse spies a female and 

falls in love. Shakespeare’s words dance on the page: 

 

Imperiously he leaps, he neighs, he bounds, 

And now his woven girths he breaks asunder; 

The bearing earth with his hard hoof he wounds, 

Whose hollow womb resounds like heaven's thunder; 

The iron bit he crusheth ‘tween his teeth, 

Controlling what he was controlled with. 

 

Aside from the wild physical drama of this episode, the ‘wound’ and ‘womb’ internal 

rhyme there alerts us that this is a mirror for what Venus thinks should be happening 

with Adonis. 

But as I said, he wants nothing to do with her and storms off. When the deadly 

boar arrives Shakespeare gives us an irrepressibly visceral image of terror: 

 

And with that word she spied the hunted boar, 

 



Whose frothy mouth, bepainted all with red, 

Like milk and blood being mingled both together, 

A second fear through all her sinews spread. 

 

‘Like milk and blood’. There’s something primordially appalling about that mixture 

of nourishing and killing fluids. Dramatic, though, isn’t it? Vivid. 

The final piece of dramatic genius in this poem is when she sees the dead 

Adonis. Shakespeare holds off telling us what the horrible sight is until the last 

possible moment, giving us a full five stanzas of Venus’ reaction to the horror before 

telling us it is the sight of Adonis’ gashed body. Time forbids me to quote it at 

necessary length, but the suspense is intolerable. 

And so, with dramatic poetry confidently under his belt, Shakespeare could 

return to play-writing with a reinvigorated sense of how language and drama could be 

combined to make something truly remarkable. I’ve zipped through the poem here, 

filleting the narrative. Do give it a read if you can. It’s only a thousand lines, after all. 

There are characters in the plays with more lines than that. 

Join me in a week’s time for Richard II. Until then, farewell. 


