THE SONNET


Shakespeare was a master of the sonnet.  A sonnet is a literary form like a novel, a ballad, or a play.  Petrarch, an Italian who lived during the Italian Renaissance, invented it.  Petrarch addressed his sonnets (little songs) to a beautiful girl named Laura.  Love is the subject of most sonnets.  Shakespeare changed somewhat Petrarch’s form to suit his taste and wrote 26 of his 154 sonnets to a mysterious “dark lady.”  Scholars guess at who she was, if in fact she was a real person, but we shall probably never know who she was. 126 of his sonnets are to an equally mysterious young man, and 2 sonnets are addressed to the god of love, Cupid.


Shakespeare also made use of sonnets for use in his plays.  They serve as prologues (introductions) as in Romeo and Juliet, and as epilogues (comments on the play when it is over) as in several of his comedies.  Sometimes he introduces each Act with a sonnet.  Once, at least, he slipped a sonnet into the dialogue of a play (Richard III).


A Shakespearean sonnet is made up of  3 quatrains and 1 couplet.  It always has 14 lines, and each line has 10 syllables.  It also has a specific rhyme scheme: abab cdcd efef gg.

Sonnet 143

Lo, as a careful housewife runs to catch


a

One of her feathered creatures broke away,


b

Sets down her babe, and makes all swift dispatch

a

In pursuit of the things she would have stay


b

Whilst her neglected child holds her in chase, 

c

Cries to catch her whose busy care is bent


d

To follow that which flies before her face,


c

Not prizing her poor infant’s discontent –


d

So runn’st thou after that which flies from thee

e

Whilst I thy babe chase thee afar behind.


f

But if thou catch thy hope, turn back to me,


e

And play the mother’s part, kiss me, be kind.

f


So will I pray that thou mayst have thy “Will,”
g


If thou turn back and my loud crying still.

g

Notice that all of the end rhymes are one syllable, and that there is not any inside rhyming.  A sonnet certainly could have inside rhyming, but it is not required.  Now look at the number of syllables in a selected line.

Lo   as  a  care ful  house wife  runs  to  catch

1       2  3    4     5      6        7       8     9     10

We can also find other poetic qualities in this sonnet.  We find the following repetition of sounds, or alliteration, within the lines:   (Check sonnets 71 and 135 also)

Line 1:  careful catch

Line 5:  child chase

Line 6:  cries catch care

Line 7:  follow flies face
Line 8:  prizing poor

Line 9:  thou that thee

Line 12:  play part
kiss kind

Line 13: that thou thy

THE MEANING OF SONNETS


Now that you have got in mind the design of the sonnet, we shall go on to find out the meaning of a few.


To know the meaning of a poem, one must first understand each word and phrase.  Let us consider some of the troublesome words and phrases in Sonnet 143, which so far we have studied only in its form.  This is one of Shakespeare’s plainer sonnets, but it still has parts we must figure out or look up.  For instance, “prizing” in the line, “Not prizing her poor infant’s discontent,” is a word not used this way today.  Shakespeare uses it to mean “to care about.”  Maybe you were able to guess the meaning from its context.  The phrase “holds her in chase” sounds a bit odd.  In modern English we would say, “chased after her,” though we still say things like “he held her in high regard.”  Then there is the ungrammatical sound of “feathered creatures broke away.”  We would say, “feathered creatures that had broken away.”  We also see different pronoun forms (thou, thee, thy) than we are used to and odd verb forms (runn’st, mayst).

Your Assignment

Let’s look at “Sonnet 90” and “Sonnet 94.”  After reading each find the words below in the sonnet and give each its modern English equivalent.

Sonnet 90

1.  thou wilt


2. Is bent my deeds to cross

3.  Afterloss

4.  ‘scaped


5. In the rearward


6. Purposed overthrow

7.  petty griefs


8.  Onset
9.  So shall I taste
10. Strains of woe

Sonnet 94

1.  Heaven’s graces

2. Husband nature’s riches

3. Expense

4.  stewards


5.  Excellence



6. Base infection

7.  outbraves


8.  Dignity
9.  Sourest

10. Lilies that fester

IMAGERY IN THE SONNET


We’re now going to look at the imagery, the pictures we can see, hear, and feel, in the sonnet.  In Sonnet 143 we see the frantic mother, the crying child, and the runaway goose.  Interesting as these images are, we know that Shakespeare does not want to tell us much about mothers, children, and geese; we know instead that that he is saying something more important.  Poetry, we have learned, often says one thing in terms of something else.  In this sonnet, the comparison is rather clear, though not exactly simple.


In studying this kind of comparison, you may recall its similarity to those of Homer in The Iliad and The Odyssey. Homer often described situations and actions in terms of other times and doings.  Here is one example.  Paris, Hector’s brother, runs to tell his brother that he is going to be a really serious soldier in the battle against the Greeks.

Directly he put on his splendid armor with its trappings of bronze, he hurried

off through the town at full speed, like a stallion who breaks his halter at the

manger where they keep and fatten him, and gallops off across the fields in

triumph to his usual bathing place in the delightful river.  (Penguin Classics 130)

Notice how the image of the handsome horse that has escaped to the meadow tells us something about Paris’s feelings and gives us a better sense of those feelings than any specific description can provide.  

Paris = wild and free horse

We can make similar comparisons in Sonnet 143:


Careful housewife
= 
loved one


Crying baby

=
lover (poet)


Feathered creature
=
things that the beloved wants really badly


Shakespeare is not telling us about country life, caring for children, or how to take care of geese, just as Homer is not telling us about horses.  Both writers want us, the readers, to see and feel more vividly and to understand more precisely their own state of mind.  By bringing in this noisy and lively picture, the poets quicken our understanding of what each sees and feels.


The last few words of Sonnet 143, “and my loud crying still”, are quite moving.  Why?  Because Shakespeare makes both sides of his comparison into one thing – by identifying his cry with the cry of the child, the poet tells us something immediate about his own anguish and fright at being abandoned by someone he loves.

Your Assignment

We’re going to examine Sonnets 12, 18, and 33.  Read them and determine what things are being compared by drawing equations like we did for Sonnet 143.  Also, write a sentence or two about what effect the metaphor or comparison has upon your feeling for the understanding of the poem.

A PROSE STATEMENT OF THE SONNET


Now for another important exercise, still using Sonnet 143 as our example.  We will rewrite the poem, tearing away many of its poetic parts – its meter and rhyme, its alliteration and its syntax.  We will come up with a sensible prose statement of the poem.  At some point in the study and understanding of a poem, one must be able to say what the poem means in a  rational, normal, everyday way.  With that said, we can never know what it really means as a poem, just as we cannot tell what music means.  We can describe our feelings and emotions, and gather a sense of a poem or song, but only the poet or songwriter really knows the exact feelings and emotions. So what we’re trying to do with poetry is make some sense of it through each of our own understandings of life and the poem.


Have you noticed that all fourteen lines of Sonnet 143 make up only 2 sentences that is punctuated as one statement?  We must try, in transcribing it into prose, to keep the sentence structure as much as possible.  Though Sonnet 143 is only two sentences, many of Shakespeare’s sonnets are made up of three or more sentences.  Here is one attempt at transcribing the sonnet into modern prose.  Keep in mind that there is no one correct statement that is exactly “it”.

Like a careful mother who, in running to catch an escaped chicken, puts her baby

down quickly, and, although the crying child crawls after her, she thinks only of 

getting the chicken back in its pen, you, my beloved, in trying to catch the things 

you want, leave me completely alone. But it will be all right if, when you get your 

wish, you come back to me and, like a good mother, kiss me and stop my terrible crying.

Your Assignment

We will use Sonnet 29 and Sonnet 55 for this exercise in which you write out the prose meaning  for each.  This is a somewhat difficult exercise, but not impossible now that you have some idea of how to do it.  All you do is peel away all the poetry and what you have left is prose.

DISCOVERING A SONNET IN A PLAY


This is a rather unique exercise – it is a long quotation from Romeo and Juliet in which the two youngsters meet for the first time at a ball in Juliet’s house.  If you remember, the dancers are wearing little masks and are beautifully dressed.  The great palace is filled with candlelight, music, and exotic foods.  When Romeo and Juliet meet they speak in a formal way, and their language dances in the manner that they soon will.


Shakespeare records the first meeting of his famous lovers most fittingly in a sonnet – “sonnet”, remember, means “little song”, and it is about love.  This sonnet is not presented all in one piece, but it is in the dialogue of the play, where it remains hidden from most readers.  But since you are now familiar with the rhyme scheme of Shakespeare’s sonnets, you should find it with no trouble.

Your Assignment

Find the sonnet and copy it out in the regular stanza form. Omit the stage directions that show who is speaking, but use quotations marks to show where one speaker stops and another speaker begins. 

Tybalt:
 I will withdraw.  But this intrusion shall,


Now seeming sweet, convert to bitterest gall.

Romeo: If I profane with my unworthiest hand


This holy shrine, the gentle fine is this,


My lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand


To smooth that rough touch with a tender kiss.

Juliet:
Good pilgrim, you do wrong your hand too much,


Which mannerly devotion shows in this;


For saints have hands that pilgrims’ hands do touch,


And palm to palm is holy palmers’ kiss.

Romeo: Have not saints lips, and holy palmers too?

Juliet:
Aye, pilgrim, lips that hey must use in prayer.

Romeo: Oh then, dear saint, let lips do what hands do.


They pray.  Grant thou, lest faith turn to despair.

Juliet:
Saints do not move, though grant for prayers’ sake.

Romeo: Then move not while my prayer’s effect I take.


Thus from my lips by thine my sin is purged.

Juliet:
then have my lips the sin that they have took.

Romeo: Sin from my lips?  Oh trespass sweetly urged!


Give me my sin again.

Juliet:
You kiss by the book.

Your Next Assignment

Now that you have found the sonnet that introduces Romeo and Juliet to each other and to us, you might like to go hunting for the metaphor.  What is all this business about “shrines” and “saints”?  And what do “palmers” and “pilgrims” have to do with falling in love?  To determine these and other answers, go through the questions you find below.

1. What is the rhyming pattern of the sonnet?

2. What words alliterate?

3. What are the inside rhymes?

4. List the allusions.

5. Give both sides of the comparisons (in equation from).

6. What are the differences in grammar?

7. What is the prose meaning?

WRITING A SONNET

Here is our last exercise in the study of the sonnet.  You are to write a sonnet yourself.  It may not be a great or good, but trying to write a sonnet gives one an enormous respect for the poet who can write successful ones.  True, it is so imposing in structure that you may not be able to produce anything but a very wobbly attempt, still, you will try.  Hopefully, we can get some volunteers to read their creations to the class before we are through.

