Songs, sonnets and seduction

More song lyrics and poems have been written in order to say “I love you,” or some variation on the idea, than anything else. Rhetoric is relevant here in two different ways: in allowing us to analyse the “figures” of imagery and word-pattern that lyrics use, and in allowing us to see the persuasive arguments/devices that are being used, both to make the declaration of love convincing (and often to have it reciprocated).

The two song lyrics here share the same variant on the “I love you” theme, using “I’m saving all my love for you” as title and chorus. Both also involve an unusual rhetorical challenge – in the Whitney Houston song because the man in question is married, and in the Tom Waits song because the woman in question has thrown the man out.

The Shakespeare sonnet (one of the 126 in the sequence addressed to a young man – the other 28 to a “dark lady”) involves intricate rhetorical word-play, partly based on the same idea of love as being like a monetary quantity that is implied in “saving all my love,” and partly based on the paradoxes that arise from the fact that the young man who has the poet’s love has also seduced the poet’s mistress, and so has “his love” in the other sense.

(1) Whitney Houston, Saving All My Love For You [1978, Michael Masser and Gerry Goffin] http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ewxmv2tyeRs&ob=av2e
A few stolen moments is all that we share 
You've got your family, and they need you there 
Though I've tried to resist, being last on your list 
But no other man's gonna do
So I'm saving all my love for you

It's not very easy, living alone 
My friends try and tell me, find a man of my own 
But each time I try, I just break down and cry 
Cause I'd rather be home feeling blue 
So I'm saving all my love for you 

You used to tell me we'd run away together 
Love gives you the right to be free 
You said be patient, just wait a little longer 
But that's just an old fantasy

I've got to get ready, just a few minutes more 
Gonna get that old feeling when you walk through that door 
Cause tonight is the night, for a feeling alright 
We'll be making love the whole night through 
So I'm saving all my love 
Yes I'm saving all my love 
Yes I'm saving all my love for you 

No other woman, is gonna love you more 
Cause tonight is the night, that I'm feeling alright
We'll be making love the whole night through 
So I'm saving all my love for you
(2) Tom Waits, Saving All My Love For You [1980, Tom Waits] http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GGPoNTCBm2Y
It's too early for the circus, it's too late for the bars, 

No one's sleepin' but the paperboys, 

And no one in this town is makin' any noise, 

But the dogs and the milkmen and me.

The girls around here all look like Cadillacs,

No one likes a stranger here,
I'd come home but I'm afraid that you won't take me back, 

But I'd trade off everything just to have you near.

I know I'm irresponsible and I don't behave, 

And I ruin everything that I do, 

And I'll probably get arrested when I'm in my grave, 

But I'll be savin' all my love for you.

I paid fifteen dollars for a prostitute, 

With too much makeup and a broken shoe, 

But her eyes were just a counterfeit, she tried to gyp me out of it, 

But you know that I'm still in love you.

Don't listen to the rumours that you hear about me, 

Cause I ain't as bad as they make me out to be, 

Well I may lose my mind but baby can't you see, 

That I'll be savin' all my love for you.
(3) William Shakespeare, Sonnet 40 [1633]
Take all my loves, my love, yea, take them all: 

What hast thou then more than thou hadst before? 

No love, my love, that thou mayst true love call --

All mine was thine before thou hadst this more. 

Then if for my love thou my love receivest, 

I cannot blame thee for my love thou usest; 

But yet be blamed if thou this self deceivest 

By wilful taste of what thyself refusest. 

I do forgive thy robb’ry, gentle thief, 

Although thou steal thee all my poverty; 

And yet love knows it is a greater grief 

To bear love’s wrong than hate’s known injury. 

Lascivious grace, in whom all ill well shows, 

Kill me with spites, yet we must not be foes.

The fact that short poems and words set to music are both called “lyrics” – which itself derives from the lyre, a stringed instrument used to accompany poetic recitations in the ancient world – reminds us of the shared roots of song and poetry, as does the fact that the most intricately patterned form of traditional poetry, the “sonnet,” derives from an Italian word meaning “little song.”

The intricate 14-line structure of the sonnet is used to lay out an intricate argument – the first 8 lines (or “octave”) setting out the terms of the discussion, with the ninth line creating a turn (in Italian a “volta”) in the argument, which the final 6 lines (or “sestet”) draw to a conclusion, given an added finality by Shakespeare’s habit of concluding with a rhyming couplet.

In Sonnet 40 the basis of the argument appears to be that the young man has seduced the “dark lady” (or another of the poet’s mistresses) – so that he possesses “my love” in both senses. In the sestet, the poet forgives him for his “robbery” and even if he’s being “killed” by the infidelity doesn’t want to be the young man’s enemy.

Many of Shakespeare’s sonnets show this potential for argument: starting from a question to be answered (“Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?” Sonnet 18), an analogy to be worked out (“As an unperfect actor on the stage…” Sonnet 23), a debate between two opposing attributes (“Mine eye and heart are at a mortal war…” Sonnet 46), an apparent contradiction to be resolved (“In faith I do not love thee with mine eyes…” Sonnet 141).  In Sonnet 15 the whole shape of the sonnet echoes the form of a logical argument (or “syllogism”), with two premises in the first octave (“When I consider everything that grows… When I perceive that men as plants increase…”) leading to a conclusion in the sestet (“Then the conceit of this inconstant stay…”), and even to a disputation with “Time” in the final couplet.

