Four Excerpts from an Elizabethan Sonnet Sequence

(by Caryl de Trecesson, mka Carol Hanson, carol@dragonbear.com)

Sonnet #3

There was a single tear upon your cheek

When we first met; I would have thought it dew

Or rain upon a face so mild and meek,

Save that your eyes betrayed you with their hue.

They spoke your sorrows to me with no word,

No litany that orison required,

Response I sent and prayed that it be heard,

To be to you whatever you desired.

Eyes to eyes can such communion give,

To souls that have been fasting all their years,

That on that food alone they come to live,

And can forsake the bitter draught of tears.

Take food from me and put aside your pain,

And feasting too, with you I will remain. 

Sonnet #16

You are Medusa, for I turn to stone

Whenever you walk by lest I betray

My passion with unseemly cry or moan

Or fall upon my knees to block your way.

To beg -- what dare I beg from such as you,

Who are as far beyond me as the sun?

Obeisance, mute and silent, is your due,

For any other wish can not be won,

Nor even spoken.  Pity me my fate.

Cut off my head with Perseus’ sword,

I know you have it still.  I see the weight

Dragging at your tongue. Say but the word

And never more my mortal heart shall beat,

The statue falls, lies broken at your feet.

Sonnet #27: ELISABETH AMORE

Earth has never beheld so fair a flow’r,

Lilies are not as white, nor roses red;

Incarnate blossom, perfumed with such pow’r,

Such virtue, as would raise one from the dead

And open eyes that never saw the light

But in thy presence can see nothing else,

Enchanted beauty, who makes darkest night

To shine as day, to think I thought thee false!

Here do I swear, a madness on me lay,

A sickness that thy scented breath hath cured, 

My heart is whole, and wholly thine I say,

Of that forever canst thou be assured.

Rare bloom, within thy garden let me live,

Enraptured by the hope thou deignst to give.

Sonnet #51

Phobos’s rays have never shone as bright

As on this day, and Flora’s bountious blooms

Sweet scent the air and fill it with delight,

Whilst Juno’s blessing comes with peacock plumes.

All deck’d in splendor, furnished for this hour,

The Corycian nymphs, the Muses, sing

Thy praises as they lead thee to thy bower,

Apollo’s lyre, himself, accompanying.

‘Tis Eros offers up the wedding toast,

With wine that Bacchus mak’st to flow so free;

Venus dar’st not show her face -- her boast

Of peerless beauty would be shamed by thee.

I will to Venus hie, and in her arms,

Seek solace, and fore’er forget thy charms.

Documentation

General History and Structure:

Sonnets were first devised in Italy around the 13th century C.E., most often credited to Giacomo da Lentini.  The most famous Italian practitioner of the style, Francesco Petrarch, wrote in the mid 14th century, and the Italian sonnet form is often named for him.  A Petrarchan sonnet consists of eight lines (the octave) in a rhyme scheme of “abba abba” followed by six lines (the sestet) in a rhyme scheme that varies but has no more than three additional rhymes (“cdccdc” or “cdecde” or “cdcdcd” are most common, and ending couplets are very rare).  The sonnets in Italian were usually hendecasyllable, a meter with 11 syllables, only 3 or 4 of which are stressed.

In England, the sonnet was introduced and modified by Thomas Wyatt and Howard, Earl of Surrey, in the first half of the 16th century.  English sonnets were generally written in iambic pentameter, with 10 syllables per line and the stress on every second syllable, and the English sonnet form (occasionally called the Shakespearian sonnet) has three quatrains of four lines each, followed by a couplet of two lines.  The rhyming pattern is usually  “abab cdcd efef gg”.  

There is also the Spenserian sonnet variation, used by Edmund Spenser in the late 16th century, with an interlocking rhyme pattern of “abab bcbc cdcd ee”, and a number of other variations from various times and places (Sicilian sonnet, nonce sonnet, terza rima sonnet, etc.).

A sonnet may have a change of mood or tone (the “volta”) at some point, usually between the octave and sestet in the Italian form, or in the English form between the second and third quatrain or between the third quatrain and the couplet.  Other structures, of logic (thesis, antithesis, and synthesis) or otherwise, may relate the various sections.

About These:

The ones here are written in the English sonnet form rather than the Italian.   The poems are also written as if (meaning, no, I didn’t write 51 sonnets, sorry!) from a sonnet sequence created by some young Elizabethan courtier in regard to a particular lady of the court.  

Such thematic groups, usually about unrequited love, were made popular by the success of Sir Philip Sydney and his 108 “Astrophel and Stella” sonnets, written in the 1580’s.   Shakespeare’s 154 sonnets can also be seen as a sequence, with three subsequences of 17, 109, and 28 sonnets respectively, the first two regarding a “young man” and the last a “dark lady.”

Of the sonnets offered here, Sonnet #3 is from the time of first attraction, but still restrained and rather formal.  Sonnet #16 shows that frustration has grown with the lady’s lack of open favor and the tone is more direct and forceful.  Both of these sonnets use the more distant pronoun “you” instead of the eventually familiar “thee.”

In Sonnet #27, besides the sonnet’s normal restrictions of length, rhyme, and meter, the (pretend) poet has taken upon himself the additional stricture of an acrostic: using the first letters of the lines to spell out “ELISABETH AMORE” (which could have helped us identify his lady-love were the name not so prevalent at that time) thus showing the strength of his desire to impress her.  Note also that this one is the most fulsome, and, frankly, trite, much like this real example by Thomas Watson (from Hekatompathia or Passionate Centurie of Love, 1581, quoted from pg. 558 of Vendler’s The Art of Shakespeare’s Sonnets): 


Each eybrowe hanges like Iris in the skies;


Her Eagles nose is straight of stately frame;


On either cheeke a Rose and Lillie lies;


Her breath is sweete perfume, or hollie flame;



Her lips more red than any Corall stone;



Her necke more white, then aged Swans yt mone;


Her brest transparent is, like Christall rocke;


Her fingers long, fit for Apolloes Lute;


Her slipper such as Momus dare not mocke;


Her vertues all so great as make me mute:



What other partes she hath I neede not say,



Whose face alone is cause of my decaye.

The last of the submitted poems, Sonnet #51, also uses contemporary lyrical conventions in its mythological references but the ending couplet, one hopes, makes it more astringent in final effect.
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