Working Out Problem “To Be” Sentences (Andrew Albin)
1. Obviously these are all beautiful things from the earth, natural and real.  Human beings are also very natural figures.

These all have the real and natural beauty of things made from the earth, which humans also possess.

2. It is comprehensible, then, that this last line is said with a sense of resignation and fatigue.

The speaker states this line with a comprehensible sense of resignation and fatigue.

3. We can say that the mistress was a woman, that Shakespeare created the basis on which to view her as an ideal woman, and that she was nowhere near ideal.

We can say that the mistress was a woman, that Shakespeare created the basis on which to view her as an ideal woman, even though she differed strongly from this ideal state. [The first “was” is permissible here because it is a stylistic choice emphasizing pastness; the next sentence would explain what the mistress presently is, now that she’s no longer a woman.]
4. Moreover, even the comparison to summer is not considered proper enough: the beloved is more lovely and temperate than summer.

Moreover, the speaker does not even consider the comparison to summer sufficient: the beloved, “more lovely and more temperate” than summer, …

5. He informs that her “breasts are dun” (3) instead of white, and lastly her hairs are like black wires, when it should be soft and tender.

He informs her that her “breasts are dun” (3) instead of white; black wires best describe her hairs, which lose their softness and tenderness.

6. The speaker characterizes his beloved as gorgeous, commenting again on this person’s beauty, noting that summer’s “gold complexion dimmed,” whereas he or she is constantly “bright” (6).  These notes on beauty may bring up ideas femininity, which is a gender and not a sex.

… whereas he or she seems constantly “bright” (6).  These notes on beauty may bring up ideas of femininity, which belong to gender and not sex.

7. The confusion built up by this sonnet can be explained when the sonnet is thoroughly evaluated and interpreted.

After thoroughly evaluating the sonnet, the confusion it seemed to have built up no longer exists.

8. This line is basically saying that beauty can often mask what is beneath the surface.

This line implies that beauty can often mask what lies beneath the surface.

9. The persona could have easily written a poem of how unattractive she is but the audience would not have understood the extent of what seems to be disgust for her.

The persona could have easily written a poem about her unattractiveness, but then the audience would not have understood the extent of his disgust for her.

10. This has a double meaning as Shakespeare is saying that the man in the union is the more powerful of the two and is almost all-seeing, like a higher being such as God.

With this phrase, Shakespeare implies that the man, all-seeing and almost God-like, presides over his female counterpart and their union.

11. The individual that Shakespeare describes in this poem is beautiful because unlike nature her beauty doesn’t change.

Unlike the beauty of nature, the beauty of the individual that Shakespeare describes in this poem does not change.

12. When read in context those words describe how the “mistress” is in fact, opposite those words.

When read in context, the words Shakespeare uses to describe the “mistress” reveal how the character actually contradicts such a description.

13. The thought of trust in a relationship is significant, but the act of believing is essential to a relationship’s livelihood.

Trust makes a relationship significant, but believing in that relationship becomes essential to its livelihood.

14. As in the first half of the phrase, the reader would automatically assume that the subject is a woman--after all, the term “mistress” directly implies femininity.

As in the first half of the phrase, the reader would automatically assume the subject female—after all, the term “mistress” directly implies femininity.

15. Nature's heart, no doubt, is “acquainted/ With shifting change” (3).

Nature’s heart, no doubt, is “acquainted / With shifting change” (3). [“is” is acceptable here because the syntax of the quotation from the poem requires it.  Alternatively, the sentence could have been written, “Nature’s heart, no doubt “acquainted / With shifting change,” …]
16. Rather, they are held together in such a way that allows them to be both warmly close to each other.

Rather, the poem holds them together in such a way that they enjoy a warm closeness with each other.

Some general guidelines on how to fix “to be”:

1) Check for passive voice—if you can insert a “by clause” into the sentence, or if one is already there, you’re looking at passive voice.  You know that the sentence “This line is said with a sense of resignation” is in the passive voice because it could be written, “This line is said by the speaker with a sense of resignation.”  To fix passive voice, take the “by clause” and make it the subject of the sentence.  “The speaker says this line with a sense of resignation.”

2) Boil the sentence down to its most basic statement, then find a stronger verb to express the verbal idea, and rewrite the sentence using the new verb.  “The man in the union is the more powerful of the two” boils down to “The man is powerful”; stronger verbs that expresses the idea “to be powerful” might include dominate, preside, lord, etc.  We might rewrite, “The man in the union lords his power over his partner,” or as above, “The man presides over his partner and their union.”

3) Sometimes “to be” is needed to fit the syntax of a quotation, and in rare cases it can be used for stylistic emphasis.  See numbers 3 and 15 above.

