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The History and Form of the Sonnet
Unit created by Heidi Beehler

Heidi Beehler teaches in the English Department at Horace Greeley High School in Chappaqua, New York.

Plays/Scenes Covered
Petrarch's "In Gratitude to Love"
Shakespeare's Sonnet 130
Romeo and Juliet Prologue
Romeo and Juliet 1.5.104-122

What’s On for Today and Why?

This unit is a useful lead-in to Romeo and Juliet, because it introduces the way
Shakespeare plays with the conventions of the Petrarchan sonnet to manipulate the
audience’s expectations and understanding of the idea of love.

In the sonnets covered in this unit, the form evolves, each sonnet using and developing
the conventions exhibited in the previous poem. This evolution helps us understand
Romeo’s character, and his understanding of love and how it originated.

This unit will take three to five class periods.

What To Do:

1. In a lecture, provide information on the history of the sonnet. (The links below will be
helpful as you prepare your lectures for this unit.) Key points to cover:

« Italian form, originating in Italy and reaching its height of popularity with Petrarch

* Petrarch’s sonnets to Laura

* Tradition of writing sonnet sequences (also called sonnet cycles)

2. Hand out side-by-side versions of Petrarch's and Shakespeare’s sonnets. (See handout
attached below.)

3. While reading Petrarch's “In Gratitude to Love,” direct students' attention towards
Petrarchan conventions:

* Love at first sight

* Unattainability of the object of love; unrequited love

* Lady as ideally beautiful

* Love as idolatry

* Use of oxymorons to describe the suffering of the lover

« Self-reflexivity of the form (poet acknowledging that he is writing a poem)



4. Lecture on the evolution of the sonnet, and its adaptation by Elizabethan sonneteers.
Key points to cover:

* Change in rhyme scheme

* Sonnet cycle tradition continues

* Important sonneteers of the time (Sidney, Spenser, Shakespeare)

* Sonnet tradition in England

» Shakepeare’s sonnets (Fair young man, Dark Lady, etc.)

5. Now read Shakespeare's Sonnet 130, “My Mistress’ Eyes are Nothing Like the Sun.”
Direct students' attention to the following points:

* Rhyme and stanza scheme

* Undoing of Petrarchan notions of beauty

* More realistic attitude towards beauty and love

6. Photocopy several of Shakespeare’s sonnets, and cut them up, line by line. Break
students into groups, and give each group a cut-up sonnet. Ask them to reassemble the
sonnet, using what they know about the structure and rhyme scheme of the form.

7. Play When Love Speaks, a CD recording of actors’ and musicians’ interpretations of
Shakespeare’s sonnets (available through http://www.whenlovespeaks.com/ ). Make
copies of liner notes for students to follow along, if you like.

8. Provide handout of 1.5.104-122 (attached below). Romeo's and Juliet's lines are
indicated in different fonts. (Romeo speaks first.)

» Why have Romeo and Juliet’s first lines together formed a sonnet? What does this
evoke for the audience or reader?

» What traditions appear in this sonnet?

» What do we learn about the characters from their lines? Which traditions do they use?
Do they ever stray from these traditions?

9. As you read Romeo and Juliet, draw your students' attention to language that is
influenced Petrarchan conventions (for example, Romeo's use of oxymorons in 1.1.181-
187). How does Romeo's language change after he meets Juliet?

Suggested extended activities:

* Write a sonnet in either the Petrarchan or Shakespearean form, using at least three of the
conventions used by the sonneteer.

* Research another sonneteer and present information to the class.

* Research another Shakespearean sonnet and explain it to the class.

» Memorize and perform a dramatic reading of one of the sonnets.


http://www.whenlovespeaks.com/

What You Need:

The Folger Shakespeare Library edition of Romeo and Juliet (ISBN: 0-7434-7711-1)
CD: When Love Speaks

Handouts (attached )

Links with background information on sonnets (below)

Links:

Shakespeare's Sonnets (http://www.folger.edu/template.cfm?cid=926)

Juliet Trumps Laura (Shakespeare and Petrarch)
(http://www.pbs.org/shakespeare/educators/language/casestudy3.html)

A Guide to the Sonnet (http://www.utm.edu/departments/english/everett/sonnet.htm)
Francesco Petrarch (http://petrarch.petersadlon.com/)

Elizabethan Sonneteers (http://www.sonnets.org/eliz.htm)

Definition of sonnet sequence
(http://web.cn.edu/kwheeler/lit_terms_S.html#sonnet_sequence_anchor)

How Did It Go?

Were students able to apply what they learned about the traditions of the form to their
reading of Romeo and Juliet? Did their understanding inform their interpretation of
Romeo’s character? Did the student work demonstrate mastery of the material?


http://www.folger.edu/template.cfm?cid=926
http://www.folger.edu/library.cfm?libid=729
http://www.folger.edu/library.cfm?libid=714
http://www.folger.edu/library.cfm?libid=716
http://www.folger.edu/library.cfm?libid=728
http://www.folger.edu/library.cfm?libid=719
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Petrarch’s Sonnet XLVII
“In Gratitude to Love”
(Trans. Wrangham)

Blest be the day, and blest the month, the year,

The spring, the hour, the very moment blest,

The lovely scene, the spot, where first oppressed

I sunk, of two bright eyes the prisoner:

And blest the first soft pang, to me most dear,

Which thrilled my heart, when Love became its guest;
And blest the bow, the shafts which pierced my breast.
And even the wounds, which bosomed thence I bear.
Blest too the strains which, poured through glad and grove,
Have made the woodlands echo with her name;

The sighs, the tears, the languishment, the love:

And blest these sonnets, sources of my fame;

And blest the thought—Oh! Never to remove!

Which turns to her alone, from her alone which came.
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Shakespeare’s Sonnet 130
“My Mistress’ Eyes are Nothing Like the Sun”

My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun;

Coral is far more red than her lips’ red;

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

If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head.

| have seen roses damasked, red and white,

But no such roses see | in her cheeks;

And in some perfume is there more delight

Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks.

| love to hear her speak, yet well | know

That music hath a far more pleasing sound.

| grant | never saw a goddess go;

My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground.
And yet, by heaven, | think my love as rare
As any she belied with false compare.
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Romeo and Juliet 1.5.104-122

If I profane with my unworthiest hand
This holy shrine, the gentle sin is this:

My lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand
To smooth that rough touch with tender Kiss.

Good pilgrim, you do wrong your hand too much,
Which mannerly devotion shows in this;

For saints have hand that pilgrims’ hands do touch,
And palm to palm is holy palmers’ kiss.

Have not saints lips, and holy palmers too?
Ay, pilgrim, lips that they must use in prayer.

O then, dear saint, let lips do what hands do.
They pray: grant thou, lest faith turn to despair.

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

Then move not while my prayer’s effect I take. [He Risses her]
Thus from my lips, by thine, my sin is purged.

Then have my lips the sin that they have took.

Sin_from my lips? O trespass sweetly urged!
Give me my sin again. [He Kisses her]

You kiss by th’ book.
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FOLGER SHAKESPEARE LIBRARY COMPLETE TITLE LISTING
(as of January 2005)

ISBN TITLE PRICE FORMAT
0-671-72254-9 All's Well That Ends Well 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8497-5 All's Well That Ends Well (1/06) 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8285-9 Antony and Cleopatra 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8486-X As You Like It 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8488-6 The Comedy of Errors (1/05) 4,99 Mass Market
0-671-72259-X Cymbeline 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-7712-X Hamlet 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8278-6 Hamlet 7.95 Trade Paper
0-7434-8504-1 Henry IV Part 1 4.99 Mass Market
0-671-72264-6 Henry IV, Part 2 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8505-X Henry IV, Part 2 (1/06) 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8487-8 Henry V 4.99 Mass Market
0-671-66919-2 Henry VI, Part 2 3.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8274-3 Julius Caesar 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8493-2 Julius Caesar (8/05) 7.95 Trade Paper
0-671-72273-5 King John 3.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8498-3 King John (1/06) 4,99 Mass Market
0-7434-8276-X King Lear 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8495-9 King Lear (8/05) 7.95 Trade Paper
0-671-72274-3 Love’s Labour's Lost 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8492-4 Love’s Labour's Lost (7/05) 4,99 Mass Market
0-7434-7710-3 Macbeth 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8279-4 Macbeth 7.95 Trade Paper
0-671-72276-X Measure for Measure 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8490-8 Measure for Measure (7/05) 4,99 Mass Market
0-7434-7756-1 The Merchant of Venice 4.99 Mass Market
0-671-72278-6 The Merry Wives of Windsor 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-7754-5 A Midsummer Night’s Dream 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8281-6 A Midsummer Night's Dream 7.95 Trade Paper
0-7434-8275-1 Much Ado About Nothing 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8494-0 Much Ado About Nothing (8/05) 7.95 Trade Paper
0-7434-7755-3 Othello 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8282-4 Othello 7.95 Trade Paper
0-671-66914-1 Pericles 4.99 Mass Market
0-7432-7329-X Pericles (10/05) 6.99 Mass Market
0-7434-7644-1 Queen Elizabeth I: Selected Works $15.00 Trade Paper
0-671-72283-2 Richard Il 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8491-6 Richard Il (7/05) 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8284-0 Richard IIl 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-7711-1 Romeo & Juliet 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8280-8 Romeo & Juliet 7.95 Trade Paper
0-671-66926-5 Shakespeare’s Sonnets & Poems 5.99 Mass Market
0-671-72287-5 Shakespeare’s Sonnets 4.99 Mass Market
0-671-76047-5 Shakespeare Set Free: 18.00 Trade Paper

Twelfth Night / Othello
0-671-76048-3 Shakespeare Set Free: 18.00 Trade Paper

Hamlet / Henry IV, Part |
0-671-76046-7 Shakespeare Set Free: 18.00 Trade Paper

Romeo & Juliet / Macbeth / A Midsummer Night's Dream
0-74347757-X The Taming of the Shrew 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8283-2 The Tempest 4.99 Mass Market
0-671-72260-3 Three Comedies: 5.99 Mass Market

The Tempest / Twelfth Night / Much Ado About Nothing
0-671-72261-1 Three Tragedies: 4.99 Mass Market

Hamlet / Macbeth / Romeo & Juliet
0-671-72295-6 Two Gentlemen of Verona (1/06) 4,99 Mass Market
0-671-72291-3 Timon of Athens 3.99 Mass Market
0-671-72292-1 Titus Andronicus** (2/05) 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8277-8 Twelfth Night 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8496-7 Twelfth Night (8/05) 7.95 Trade Paper
0-671-03954-7 The Two Gentlemen of Verona 4.99 Mass Market
0-7434-8489-4 The Winter's Tale 4.99 Mass Market

Please note: The Top Ten Folger Shakespeare Library titles (based on percentage of
total Folger business) are in bold font above.

For teaching guides, e-newsletters, and more visit www.simon
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