Sonnets and the English (or Shakespearean Sonnet)

Along with his plays, William Shakespeare wrote 154 sonnets.  While he did not invent the sonnet, it was his poetry in sonnet form that helped to revive the popularity of the sonnet.

THE SONNET 

The sonnet is a fourteen-line lyric poem in predominantly iambic pentameter, with a formal rhyme scheme. Although there can be considerable variation in rhyme scheme, most English sonnets are written in either the Italian (Petrarchan) style or the English (Shakespearean) style. A third sonnet form, the Spenserian sonnet, is also well-known, but far less commonly used than either the Petrarchan or the Shakespearean sonnet. 

THE SHAKESPEAREAN SONNET 

Shakespeare did not invent the English sonnet form, but he is recognized as its greatest practitioner; therefore, the English sonnet is commonly called the Shakespearean sonnet. 

The Shakespearean sonnet consists of three quatrains (four-line stanzas), rhyming abab cdcd efef, and a couplet (a two-line stanza), rhyming gg. Because each new stanza introduces a new set of rhyming sounds, the Shakespearean sonnet is well-suited to English, which is less richly endowed than Italian with rhyming words. 

As with the structure of the Petrarchan sonnet, that of the Shakespearean sonnet influences the kinds of ideas that will be developed in it. For example, the three quatrains may be used to present three parallel images, with the couplet used to tie them together or to interpret their significance. Or the quatrains can offer three points in an argument, with the couplet serving to drive home the conclusion. 

Shakespeare’s sonnets are written predominantly in a meter called iambic pentameter, a rhyme scheme in which each sonnet line consists of ten syllables. The syllables are divided into five pairs called iambs or iambic feet. An iamb is a metrical unit made up of one unstressed syllable followed by one stressed syllable. An example of an iamb would be good BYE. A line of iambic pentameter flows like this: 

baBOOM / baBOOM / baBOOM / baBOOM / baBOOM.
Example from Sonnet 18

Shall I / com PARE/ thee TO / a SUM / mer’s DAY?

 
Thou ART / more LOVE / ly AND / more TEM / per ATE
	SONNET 18

	Shall I compare thee to a summer's day? (a)

	Thou art more lovely and more temperate:  (b)

	Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May, (a)

	And summer's lease hath all too short a date: (b)

	

	Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines,  (c)

	And often is his gold complexion dimm'd;  (d)

	And every fair from fair sometime declines,  (c)

	By chance or nature's changing course untrimm'd; (d)

	

	But thy eternal summer shall not fade  (e)

	Nor lose possession of that fair thou owest;  (f)

	Nor shall Death brag thou wander'st in his shade, (e)

	When in eternal lines to time thou growest:  (f)

	

	So long as men can breathe or eyes can see, (g)

	So long lives this and this gives life to thee. (g)


	SONNET 18 - PARAPHRASE
Shall I compare you to a summer's day?
You are more lovely and more constant:
Rough winds shake the beloved buds of May
And summer is far too short:
At times the sun is too hot,
Or often goes behind the clouds;
And everything beautiful sometime will lose its beauty,
By misfortune or by nature's planned out course.
But your youth shall not fade,
Nor will you lose the beauty that you possess;
Nor will death claim you for his own,
Because in my eternal verse you will live forever.
So long as there are people on this earth,
So long will this poem live on, making you immortal.
	Sonnet 18 is perhaps the best known and most well-loved of all 154 sonnets. It is also one of the most straightforward in language and intent. The stability of love and its power to immortalize the poetry and the subject of that poetry is the theme. 
The poet starts the praise of his dear friend without ostentation, but he slowly builds the image of his friend into that of a perfect being. His friend is first compared to summer in the octave, but, at the start of the third quatrain (9), he is summer, and thus, he has metamorphosed into the standard by which true beauty can and should be judged. 

The poet's only answer to such profound joy and beauty is to ensure that his friend be forever in human memory, saved from the oblivion that accompanies death. He achieves this through his verse, believing that, as history writes itself, his friend will become one with time. 

The final couplet reaffirms the poet's hope that as long as there is breath in mankind, his poetry too will live on, and ensure the immortality of his muse.




	SONNET 130

	My mistress' eyes are nothing like the sun; (a)

	Coral is far more red than her lips' red;  (b)

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

	If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head. (b)

	

	I have seen roses damask'd, red and white, (c)

	But no such roses see I in her cheeks; (d)

	And in some perfumes is there more delight (c)

	Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks. (d)

	

	I love to hear her speak, yet well I know (e)

	That music hath a far more pleasing sound; (f)

	I grant I never saw a goddess go;  (e)

	My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground: (f)

	

	And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare  (g)

	As any she belied with false compare.  (g)


	SONNET 130 - PARAPHRASE
My mistress's eyes are nothing like the sun;
Coral is far more red than her lips;
If snow is white, then her breasts are a brownish gray;
If hairs are like wires, hers are black and not golden.
I have seen damask roses, red and white [streaked],
But I do not see such colors in her cheeks;
And some perfumes give more delight
Than the breath that comes from my mistress.
I love to hear her speak, but I know
That music has a more pleasing sound.
I've never seen a goddess walk;
But I know that my mistress walks only on the ground.
And yet I think my love as rare
As any woman who has been misrepresented by ridiculous comparisons. 

	Sonnet 130 is the poet's pragmatic tribute to his uncomely mistress, commonly referred to as the dark lady because of her dun complexion. Sonnet 130 is clearly a parody of the conventional love sonnet.

In Sonnet 130, there is no use of grandiose metaphor or allusion; he does not compare his love to Venus, there is no evocation to Morpheus, etc. The ordinary beauty and humanity of his lover are important to Shakespeare in this sonnet, and he deliberately uses typical love poetry metaphors against themselves. In Sidney's work, for example, the features of the poet's lover are as beautiful and, at times, more beautiful than the finest pearls, diamonds, rubies, and silk. In Sonnet 130, the references to such objects of perfection are indeed present, but they are there to illustrate that his lover is not as beautiful . Shakespeare utilizes a new structure, through which the straightforward theme of his lover’s simplicity can be developed in the three quatrains and neatly concluded in the final couplet. 




	SONNET 73



	That time of year thou mayst in me behold

	When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang

	Upon those boughs which shake against the cold,

	Bare ruin'd choirs, where late the sweet birds sang.

	In me thou seest the twilight of such day

	As after sunset fadeth in the west,

	Which by and by black night doth take away,

	Death's second self, that seals up all in rest.

	In me thou see'st the glowing of such fire

	That on the ashes of his youth doth lie,

	As the death-bed whereon it must expire

	Consumed with that which it was nourish'd by.

	This thou perceivest, which makes thy love more strong,

	To love that well which thou must leave ere long.


	PARAPHRASE OF SONNET 73
In me you can see that time of year
When a few yellow leaves or none at all hang
On the branches, shaking against the cold,
Bare ruins of church choirs where lately the sweet birds sang.
In me you can see only the dim light that remains
After the sun sets in the west,
Which is soon extinguished by black night
The image of death that envelops all in rest.
In me you can see the glowing embers
That lie upon the ashes remaining from the flame of my youth,
As on a death bed where it (youth) must finally die
Consumed by that which once fed it.
This you sense, and it makes your love more determined
To love more deeply that which you must give up before long.
	Sonnets 71-74 are typically analyzed as a group, linked by the poet's thoughts of his own mortality. However, Sonnet 73 contains many of the themes common throughout the entire body of sonnets, including the ravages of time on one's physical well-being and the mental anguish associated with moving further from youth and closer to death. Time's destruction of great monuments juxtaposed with the effects of age on human beings is a convention seen before, most notably in Sonnet 55. 
The poet is preparing his young friend, not for the approaching literal death of his body, but for the metaphorical death of his youth and passion. The poet's deep insecurities swell irrepressibly as he concludes that the young man is now focused only on the signs of his aging, as the poet surely is himself. This is illustrated by the linear development of the three quatrains. The first two quatrains establish what the poet perceives the young man now sees as he looks at the poet: those yellow leaves and bare boughs, and the faint afterglow of the fading sun. The third quatrain reveals that the poet is speaking not of his impending physical death, but the death of his youth and subsequently his youthful desires -- those very things which sustained his relationship with the young man. 



	SONNET 29



	When, in disgrace with fortune and men's eyes,

	I all alone beweep my outcast state

	And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries

	And look upon myself and curse my fate,

	Wishing me like to one more rich in hope,

	Featured like him, like him with friends possess'd,

	Desiring this man's art and that man's scope,

	With what I most enjoy contented least;

	Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising,

	Haply I think on thee, and then my state,

	Like to the lark at break of day arising

	From sullen earth, sings hymns at heaven's gate;

	For thy sweet love remember'd such wealth brings

	That then I scorn to change my state with kings.


	SONNET 29 - PARAPHRASE
When I’ve fallen out of favor with fortune and men,
All alone I weep over my position as a social outcast,
And pray to heaven, but my cries go unheard,
And I look at myself, cursing my fate,
Wishing I were like one who had more hope,
Wishing I looked like him; wishing I were surrounded by friends,
Wishing I had this man's skill and that man's freedom.
I am least contented with what I used to enjoy most.
But, with these thoughts – almost despising myself,
I, by chance, think of you and then my melancholy,
Like the lark at the break of day, rises
From the dark earth and (I) sing hymns to heaven;
For thinking of your love brings such happiness
That then I would not change my position in life with kings.
	Sonnet 29 shows the poet at his most insecure and troubled. He feels unlucky, shamed, and fiercely jealous of those around him. What causes the poet's anguish will remain a mystery; as will the answer to whether the sonnets are autobiographical. However, an examination of Shakespeare’s life around the time he wrote Sonnet 29 reveals two traumatic events that may have shaped the theme of the sonnet. 
In 1592 the London theatres closed due to a severe outbreak of plague. Although it is possible that Shakespeare toured the outlying areas of London, it is almost certain that he left the theatre entirely during this time to work on his sonnets and narrative poems. The closing of the playhouses made it hard for Shakespeare and other actors of the day to earn a living. With plague and poverty looming it is expected that he would feel "in disgrace with fortune" (1). 

Moreover, in 1592 there came a scathing attack on Shakespeare by dramatist Robert Greene, who, in a deathbed diary, warned three of his fellow university-educated playwrights: "There is an upstart Crow, beautified with our feathers, that with his Tygers heart wrapt in a Players hide, supposes he is as well able to bombast out a blanke verse as the best of you; and, beeing an absolute Johannes fac totum, is in his owne conceit the onely Shake-scene in a countrey."




	SONNET 55



	Not marble, nor the gilded monuments

	Of princes, shall outlive this powerful rhyme;

	But you shall shine more bright in these contents

	Than unswept stone besmear'd with sluttish time.

	When wasteful war shall statues overturn,

	And broils root out the work of masonry,

	Nor Mars his sword nor war's quick fire shall burn

	The living record of your memory.

	'Gainst death and all-oblivious enmity

	Shall you pace forth; your praise shall still find room

	Even in the eyes of all posterity

	That wear this world out to the ending doom.

	So, till the judgment that yourself arise,

	You live in this, and dwell in lover's eyes.


	SONNET 55 - PARAPHRASE
Not marble, nor the gold-plated shrines
Of princes shall outlive the power of poetry;
You shall shine more bright in these verses
Than on dust-covered gravestones, ravaged by time.
When devastating war shall overturn statues,
And conflicts destroy the mason's handiwork,
the cause of war (Mars) nor the effects of war (fire) shall destroy
The living record of your memory (this poem).
Against death and destruction, which render people forgotten,
Shall you push onward; praise of you will always find a place,
Even in the eyes of future generations
That survive until the end of humanity.
So, until judgement day, when you yourself will rise again
You live in this poetry, and people will continue to love you.
	Sonnet 55 is one of Shakespeare's most famous works and a noticeable deviation from other sonnets in which he appears insecure about his relationships and his own self-worth. Here we find an impassioned burst of confidence as the poet claims to have the power to keep his friend's memory alive evermore. 
Some critics argue that Shakespeare's sudden swell of pride in his poetry was strictly artificial - a blatant attempt to mimic the style of the classical poets.  

However, many believe that such an analysis ignores Shakespeare's paramount desire to immortalize his friend in verse, and not himself (as was the motive of most classical poets). "The Romans say: Because of my poem I will never die. Shakespeare says: Because of my poem you will never die....What distinguishes Shakespeare is that he values the identity of the beloved; he recognizes that the beloved has his own personal immortality, in no way dependent on poetry" (Martin, 158). By focusing on the word "live", Shakespeare uses the language itself to emphasize his authorial intentions. Notice the word choices of "outlive" (2), "living" (8), "oblivious" (9), and "live" (14). 




	SONNET 57



	Being your slave, what should I do but tend

	Upon the hours and times of your desire?

	I have no precious time* at all to spend,

	Nor services to do, till you require.

	Nor dare I chide the world-without-end hour

	Whilst I, my sovereign, watch the clock for you,

	Nor think the bitterness of absence sour

	When you have bid your servant once adieu;

	Nor dare I question with my jealous thought

	Where you may be, or your affairs suppose,

	But, like a sad slave, stay and think of nought

	Save, where you are how happy you make those.

	So true a fool is love that in your will,

	Though you do any thing, he thinks no ill.


	Paraphrase

___________________________________

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​___________________________________

___________________________________


	Comment (What is the meaning?)

___________________________________

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​___________________________________

___________________________________




Quatrain 1





Quatrain 2





Quatrain 3





Couplet





Quatrain 1





Quatrain 2





Quatrain 3





Couplet











