POETS

A sonnet in the English style

The poets write of wanton, youthful loves,

Hot blooded frenzy of the verdant Springs,

A fecund frolic danced in Cupid’s groves

Of flowered bowers, and such pretty things.

The poets also write of love’s despair,

Of unrequited yearnings, Winter’s chill.

They write of ladies, haughty, proud and fair,

Their first green loves grown cold, old, stale and still.

‘Tis not the ladies that the poets love,

Nor knightly valor, nor young lover’s sigh,

Nor hawk nor hound nor gentle turtle dove.

Poets love words. That’s where their passions lie.

Trust not the knavish poet. His rough rhymes

And awkward meter hide more heartless crimes.
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This sonnet is written in the pattern frequently used by William Shakespeare (1564-1616) of two related quatrains followed by a change in direction (the volta) for the third quatrain and finished by a couplet. The rhyme scheme is abab cdcd efef gg and the meter is iambic pentameter. This differs from the earlier Italian sonnets (Petrarchan abba abba cdcdcd) in that it is three quatrains followed by a couplet rather than two quatrains followed by a sestet. Shakespeare’s sonnets, excluding those that occur in the body of the plays, were published in 1609.

Alliteration was used frequently as early as the Anglo-Saxon poets, by Langland in Piers Plowman [Deutsch, p.135] and was overly used sometimes for comic effect, as in Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night’s Dream when Bottom emotes "with bloody blameful blade, he bravely broached his boiling bloody breast." (Act V, sc.1) Although the device is used frequently in the sonnet above, it is used with more restraint. Classical allusions abound throughout the Renaissance, so the reference to Cupid here would be well understood. The internal rhymes (here flower/bower, old/cold) were also a feature many of the Elizabethan sonnets. Shakespeare uses both devices in Sonnet 30 for example, with " sessions of sweet silent thought" in the first line and "foregone/o’er/fore-bemoaned/before" in the third quatrain. [Vendler, p. 164]

The subject matter of the poem is in three contrasting sections. The first quatrain deals with hot young love, the second with cold, dying love, both with references to their respective seasons of the year. The third quatrain and the couplet deal with the perfidy of poets who write of love they do not feel. The decaying effects of time are a recurring theme in Shakespeare’s works, as when he wrote "Give my love fame faster than Time wastes life," (Sonnet 100, line 15) in a sonnet that deals with love, Time and the poet’s Muse.

The use of this form of the sonnet was not confined to Shakespeare. A number of Shakespeare’s contemporaries also used the form. Examples include Michael Drayton’s (1563-1631) "Lover’s Farewell, " and Samuel Daniel’s (1562-1619) "Care-charmer Sleep." [Palgrave, pp. 21-22]
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