Shakespeare’s Sonnets – Synopsis

Dates: Poems seem to have been written before 1598 to 1609.
 Publication: 1609  Publisher; Thomas Thorpe Reprinted: 1640,
Other dates are an issue.

Thematic content: friendship, love, jealousies, rejection, harmonious affection.

Rather than telling a chronological story, the typical Elizabethan sonnet sequence offers a thematically connected series of lyrical meditations, chiefly on love but also on poetic theory the adversities of fortune, death, and so on. 

The exaltation of friendship over love was itself a widespread Neoplatonic commonplace recently popularized in the writings of John Lyly.

Love and perfect friendship are a refuge for the poet faced with hostile fortune and an indifferent world. 
Still, the bond between poet and friend is extraordinarily strong and there is a danger that traditional scholarship has minimized the erotic bond between the poet and his friend out of a disnte for the idea. 
Content features:

Dramatic gift rather than personal involvement.

Rejection of stereotyped attitudes and relationships (unlike Petrarchan Sonnets)  Not biographical but lifelike emotion. 
Juxtaposition is a favorite technique in Shakespeare’s plays.
Four figures: The poet-speaker – his  friend –  his mistress – a rival poet.
Identification Issues 
Mr.W.H. =
Dedication: “to the Only Begetter of These 

Ensuing Sonnets, Mr. W.H.” ??

William Hall (Thorpe’s associate) ??

 Master William Shakespeare (typographical error)
 ??

Henry Wriothesley , the young Earl of Southampton H.W.) ??

Sir William Harvey (3d husband of the Earl’s mother, Mary)

William Herbert, third Earl of Pembroke
 (see age gap)
William Hatcliffe  (Lincolnshire lawyer)

Rival poet =  Christopher Marlowe?=  “the proud full sail of his great verse” (Sonnet 86)?



Chapman?
“Dark Lady” = Mary Fitton, a lady-in-waiting  at court >. child by Pembroke 1601


Emilia Lanier – daughter of cout musician, mistress of Lord Hunsdon ?

	SONNET
	THEME
	COMMENTARY

	1-126
	
	Handsome young aristocrat

Mr. W.H. ?

One person or several?

Sponsor. Hierarchical relationship. Poet subservient.

	1-17
	To conquer devouring time, the enemy of earthly beauty and love.
(Immortality through procreation)
	The poet urges his friend to marry and eternize his beauty through engendering children.

	20
	
	Bawdy reference in 20.12 to the friend’s possession of “one thing to my purpose nothing” would seem to militate against the idea of a consummated homosexual relationship

	29 (cf.66-68)
	Love and perfect friendship are a refuge for the poet faced with hostile fortune and an indifferent world
	The poet is too often “in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes”

	40-42
	Friend usurped the poet’s mistress
	Unhappy love triangle
The poet must not complain when his wellborn friend forms other emotional attachments, even with the poet’s own mistress. 

	43-51 (cf. 117-118)
	Separation – Absence

The concern with absence is closely related to the poet’s obsession with devouring Time. 
	Occasional absences torture the poet with the physical separation, in spite of the fact that pure love should not be hampered by distance. (cf.117-118)

	52-54
	
	The poet abases himself in order to extol his friend’s beauty and virtues

	55, 60, 63-65, etc. 
	To conquer devouring time, the enemy of earthly beauty and love
(Immortality through poetry)
	The poet exalts his own art as the surest defense against time. 


	66-68 (cf.29)
	Love and perfect friendship are a refuge for the poet faced with hostile fortune and an indifferent world
	Oppressed by his own failings, saddened by the facile success of opportunists

	71-73
	Separation –

Fear of separation through Death (cf.117-118
	

	78-86
	
	The poet must not complain when his wellborn friend entertains a rival poet (See also 40-42)

	86
	
	Rival Poet = C. Marlowe, Chapman?

	93-95
	
	Disloyalties (78-86, 40-42) evoke jealousy. The poet vacillates between forgiveness and recrimination. Sometimes is forgiveness is self-loathing, in which the poet confesses he would take back his friend on any terms. 

	104
	
	Refers to three years elapsed since the pet met his friend

	105-106
	
	The poet abases himself in order to extol his friend’s beauty and virtues

	107
	
	“the mortal moon hath her eclipse endured” > linked to death of Queen, or Elizabeth (Diana or Cynthia) in 1603 allusion to the Spanish Armada defeated in 1588

	110-111
	Love and perfect friendship are a refuge for the poet faced with hostile fortune and an indifferent world
	Ashamed of having sold himself cheap in his own profession. (If taken biographically, this could mean that Shakespeare was not happy about his career as actor and playwright. It also raises the question of homosexual attraction.

	116, 123
	Happy but consciousness of devouring Time
	Among the happiest of sonnets, .“the marriage of true minds”

	117-118
	Separation – Absence

The concern with absence is closely related to the poet’s obsession with devouring Time
	The absence is especially painful when he poet must confess his own disloyalty. 

	123
	Happy but consciousness of devouring Time See 116
	Among the happiest of sonnets, .“the marriage of true minds”.

Newly built pyramids > obelisks built by Pope Sixtus V in Rome, 1586-1589; pyramids erected on the streets of London for coronation of James 1, 1603.

	126  (cf.71-73)
	Separation –

Fear of separation through Death (cf.117-118)
	

	127-152
	Addressed to the Dark Lady
	Love Triangle 

Poet –Friend - Mistress

	138 and 144
	
	Pirated by William Jaggard (The Passionate Pilgrim, 1599)

	138
	
	Many sonnets such as 138 point to the poet’s consummation with his mistress.

	153-154
	
	


� Both the Petrarchan and the anti-Petrarchan schools avoid biographical writing.


� As suggested by Donald Foster.


� “ Mr.” Uncivil way to address an Earl. Poems do not reflect his life. Contact with Shakespeare?


� First Folio of Shakespeare’s work (1623) dedicated to him as his brother. See chamberlain’s connection.





