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Introduction

The form of the sonnet

The sonnet is one of the oldest poetic forms and also one of the most
widely travelled. Over several centuries it has come to be associated with
intense imaginative life, and with an intimate exploration of thought and
feeling. Although it has a well-established place in English poetic tradition,
the sonnet is also a resilient and versatile form that continually invites
experimentation and renewal. Some of the best-known poems in English
are sonnets—among them ‘Ozymandias’, “The Windhover’, and ‘Leda and
the Swan’—and the most accomplished sonnets are poems, like these, that
capture some profound and far-reaching vision, a powerful revelation, or a
startling insight, in the space of just fourteen lines.! The challenge of finding
an appropriate voice or capturing an impression within that circumscribed
space continues to give the sonnet a special appeal among writers and
readers alike. Primarily a love poem, the sonnet has extended its remit over
the centuries, to become not only the pre-eminent form for the poetry of
sexual desire and disillusionment, but also a form ideally suited to religious
devotion, elegiac mourning, political protest, philosophical reflection, and
topographical description. What distinguishes the sonnet over the course of
its development, however, is not so much its variety of subject matter as its
powerfully condensed expression of ideas and emotions, and its elaborate
use of rhyme and rhythm for eloquent, persuasive speech.

The sonnet is a lyric poem, and like other kinds of lyric poetry it appeals
to its readers through those special qualities peculiar to the genre: brevity,

1. Percy Bysshe Shelley, The Major Works, ed. Zachary Leader and Michael O’Neill (Oxford:
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musicality, and intimacy. At the same tme, the sonnet acquires its special
distunctiveness by accommodating the rhythms and stresses of the speaking
voice within its prescribed form. The brevity of the sonnet is one of its chief
hallmarks, aptly summed up by the great Scots poet, Robert Burns, in the
fourteenth line of his ‘Sonnet upon Sonnets’: ‘Fourteen good measur'd verses
make a sonnet’.” Even when the sonnet form is playfully curtailed to eleven
or twelve lines (as it is by Gerard Manley Hopkins and W. B. Yeats) or
willfully extended to sixteen lines (as it is by George Meredith and Tony
Harrison), the experiment is measured against that ime-honoured require-
ment of fourteen lines. Most practitioners of the sonnet, however, would
probably claim that a litle more elaboration is needed by way of definition.
What gives the sonnet its structural identity, as we will see, is not just the
number but also the deployment of its lines. The sonnet is a dynamic form,
and 1ts energy and momentum are generated through the articulation of
carefully weighted structural components. The traditional division of the
sonnet’s fourteen lines into units of eight and six (an octave and a sestet)
" opens up considerable intellectual and emodonal possibilides in terms of
playing off one kind of statement or expression against another. The further
division of fourteen lines into units of four and three (quatrains and tercets)
mulaplies these possibilides, encouraging a close correlation between intri-
cate form and complex thought.

Burns speaks of measured lines, suggesuing metre and musicality, and
radidonally the measure associated with the sonnet written in English has
been the staple line of iambic pentameter, a ten-syllable line with alternat-
ing stresses, as with this opening line from Shakespeare’s Sonnet 104:‘To me,
fair friend, you never can be old’.* Some of the most imposing effects in
sonnet writdng, however, have come from poets varying the stress patterns,
either by crossing these with other modulations found in the speaking voice
or by introducing different metrical patterns that disrupt the basic iambic
rhythm. Burns himself ironically evades the good measured verse associated
with the English sonnet, and lets his syllables spill over in a casually relaxed
imitaton of actual speech: ‘Fourteen good measur'd verses make a sonnet'.
Musicality in the sonnet is also produced by rhyme, and once again there is
considerable room for variation and experimentation in the space of just

2. Robert Burns, Poems and Somgs, ed. James Kinsley (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971), P 357
3. Wiliam Shakespeare, The Complete Somnmets and Poems, ed. Colin Burrow (Oxfoxd:OXIOId
Unrversity Press, 2008), p. 589.
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fourteen lines, with the octave-sestet and quatrain-tercet divisions encouraging
patterns that can be adhered to or denied, in keeping with the subject matter
and the function of each individual sonnet.

Just as important to the lyric appeal of the sonnet as its brevity and
musicality is its intimacy. Though usually less obvious than its other qualities,
the intimacy or ‘interiority’ of the sonnet is a vital part of its repertoire
of effects. As Helen Vendler reminds us, lyric poems are principally poems of
self-definition and self-declaration, and they avail themselves of a wide range
of speech acts or utterances, including apology, celebration, command, con-
solation, debate, declaration, description, explanation, invitation, invocation,
lament, meditation, narration, prayer, reproach, surmise, warning, and yearn-
ing. What characterizes the lyric poem above all else is its ‘active process of
thinking’, and the sonnet arguably exemplifies this quality of lyric thinking,
of ‘thought made visible’, more powerfully and persistently than any other
poetic form. What Vendler memorably describes as ‘the performance of
the mind in solitary speech’ in Shakespeare’s sonnets holds good for many
sonnets written earlier and later, encouraging us to appreciate the sonnet
form as an intense kind of verse soliloquy.*

The lyrical qualities of brevity, musicality, and intimacy brought to
fruition in the sonnet form can be readily observed in a poem written by
John Keats in January 1818:

When I have fears that I may cease to be
Before my pen has glean'd my teeming brain,

Before high-piled books in charactery,

Hold like rich garners the full ripen'd grain;
When I behold, upon the night’s starr'd face,

Huge cloudy symbols of a high romance,
And think that I may never live to trace

Their shadows, with the magic hand of chance:
And when I feel, fair creature of an hour,

That I shall never look upon thee more,
Never have relish in the faery power

Of unreflecting love;—then on the Shore
Of the wide world I stand alone, and think
Till love and fame to nothingness do sink.’

4. Helen Vendler, Poets Thinking: Pope, Whitman, Dickinson, Yeats (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2004), p. 6. The Art of Shakespeare’s Sonnets (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1997), p. 2.

5. John Keats, Poetical Works, ed. H. W. Garrod (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970), p. 366.
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The sonnet is movingly candid in declaring its fears of premature death
and its anxious hopes of fulfilment in love and literary fame. What is most
striking, though, is the way in which these fourteen lines vividly convey the
subtle processes of thought and feeling. There is an articulate energy here,
shaping the linguistic contours of the poem in a way that resembles the play
of mind. The opening line is starkly and intimately in keeping with the brief
duration of the sonnet itself, and the idea of imminent demise is carried
through in the emphatic ‘Before’ and the repeated temporal clauses, When
I behold’ and ‘when I feel’. Each ‘when’ marks the beginning of a quatrain,
corresponding to a new phase of thought, and the third ‘when’ (line 9) also
initiates a movement or turning from ‘think’ in the octave to ‘feel’ in the sestet,
and from the speculative ‘never live’ to the more immediate ‘never look’. We
return to ‘think’ at the precarious end of the penultimate line, where the
sonnet dramatically depicts the solitary mind in communion with itself. Keats
shows us how the sonnet form is perfectly suited to an exploration of troub-
ling, painful contraries, and how its tightly compressed shape paradoxically
enables imaginative vistas of sublime intensity.

Keats’s ‘wide world’ recalls the opening lines of Shakespeare’s Sonnet 107
(‘Not mine own fears, nor the prophetic soul | Of the wide world dreaming
on things to come...’), and there is much that looks back to Shakespeare
in this poem, including its temporal phrasing, its quatrain divisions, and
its thyme scheme.® This was, in fact, the first sonnet in which Keats fully
attempted the Shakespearean form, with its alternating rhymes and closing
couplet. Like many sonnets, including those of Shakespeare, it reveals a
strong preoccupation not just with love and death, but with writing and
reading, and with the value of poetry itself in a world overshadowed by
ultimate ‘nothingness’. At the same time, we can find in Keats’s sonnet those
qualities that perhaps belong more obviously to Romantic poetry, including
its emphasis on what it is to ‘feel’ as well as think. We can also note those
stylistic flourishes that are peculiarly Keats’s own, including the strong
caesura in line 12 and the fluent enjambment that follows, both of which
allow for a subtle modulation of rhythm in the closing lines, and so avoid
too neat a concluding statement in the couplet. In reading sonnets, we need
to be alert both to convention (what is clearly tried and tested) and to

innovation (what is generally untried and untested), and so it helps to be
acquainted with the history and development of the form. Even when they

6. The Complete Sonnets and Poems, ed. Burrow, p. §95.
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appear to be radically transgressive and disruptive, sonnets are often shaped
by ideas and techniques that are already part of tradition.

The origins of the sonnet

The sonnet originated in Italy as early as 1230, acquiring its basic form
in the writings of a small group of poets working at the court of Emperor
Frederick II of Sicily. The poetic template of fourteen lines with an intri-
cate rhyme scheme has been attributed to Giacomo da Lentino, the emper-
or’s notary and legal assistant, who composed twenty-five sonnets with
distinctive patterns of rhyme, either abab abab cde cde or abab abab ccd ccd.” The
repetition and variation of rhyme, indicated here by the spacing, suggests
that, from the outset, the sonnet was designed as a form with a dynamic
internal structure: an octave (eight lines) and a sestet (six lines), which can be
further divided into two quatrains (four lines) and two tercets (three lines).
Literary historians refer to the ‘invention’ of the sonnet, rightly crediting
its earliest practitioners with a degree of ingenuity, but in subject matter, at

least, it was very likely inspired by the yearning love lyrics of the eleventh-

century Provencal troubadour poets. Technically, the octave of the sonnet

resembles the eight-line Sicilian peasant song known as the strambotto, and

the sestet might well have been adapted from the existing canzone, another

song-like form with stanzas of seven to twenty lines. In any case, the add-

ition of the sestet to the octave, with a clearly marked turn or volta between

them, creates a form more akin to speech than song, a discursive structure

encouraging the progression of thought in meditation, reflection, and

intellectual debate.

The name ‘sonnet’ comes from the Italian sonetto, a diminutive version of
suono, meaning ‘sound’, and the idea of the sonnet as a small space or echo
chamber for the sounding voice has inspired many of its finest achievements.
The sound of the human voice, with all its various nuances and inflections,
has informed and shaped the sonnet from the beginning. In court circles
throughout Europe, eloquence was equated with power, an opportunity for
the courtier to establish a position of respect and influence through elabor-
ate and persuasive speech. Sonnets came to be associated with pleading and

7. Michael R. G. Spiller, The Development of the Sonnet: An Introduction (London: Routledge,
1992), p. I3.
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bargaining, the eloquent speech of the lover functioning as an intimate
enactment of larger power relations in court society. One of the persistent
features of the sonnet is the assertion of a dramatized self or persona, a
speaking voice that appeals to an imagined listener through a carefully staged
set of arguments and explanations, Among a narrow social elite trained in
law and philosophy, the sonnet functioned as an exercise in rhetorical per-
suasion and as an intellectual game or pastime, Sonnets were exchanged and
circulated in a spirit of dialogue and competition, initially among small
literary coteries in southern Italy, and then throughout Britain, France,
Spain, and other parts of Europe,

The perfection of the Italian sonnet is generally associated with the
work of its two greatest exponents, Dante Alighieri and Francis Petrarch
(Francesco Petrarco), though the form was well established by the time they
came to use it. Dante and Petrarch succeeded in elevating the sonnet as a
form dedicated to the sorrows and sacred mysteries of love, and their influ-
ence on the so-called ‘amatory tradition’ lasted throughout the Renaissance
~and well into the nineteenth century. Shelley, in his inspiring ‘Defence of
Poetry’ (1821), acknowledged Petrarch’s poems as ‘spells, which unseal the
inmost enchanted fountains of the delight which is in the grief of love’,
and claimed that ‘Dante understood the secret things of love even more
than Petrarch’.* What Dante and Petrarch also established in the history of
the form is the idea of the sonnet as part of a series or sequence that allows
for narrative expansion and makes possible what we might now see as psy-
chological exploration or emotional autobiography.

Dante’s Vita Nuova (c.1292) incorporates twenty-five sonnets and a small
number of other poems within an autobiographical and critical prose narrative
recording the poet’s childhood encounter with Beatrice and his flourishing
love for her throughout his adult life. The apotheosis of Beatrice, the donna
angelicata of the later Divine Comedy, instils the sonnets with an unprece-
dented emotional intensity and visionary beauty. The skills of rhetoric and
verbal articulation associated with the early Italian sonnet are given a new
lucidity and brilliance characteristic of the dolce stil nuovo (‘sweet new style’)
of Dante’s generation of poets. By the time Petrarch started writing sonnets in
the 1330s, the sonnet form was already a century old and highly sophisticated
as a poetic instrument of reasoning and argumentation. His Rime Sparse

8. Percy Bysshe Shelley, The Major Works, ed. Zachary Leader and Michael O'Neill (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2003), p. 674.
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(‘Scattered Verses’), also known as the Canzoniere, is a collection of 317
sonnets set alongside other poetic forms, including madrigals and ballads.
Ostensibly addressed to Laura de Sade, who was born in Avignon and died
there of the Black Plague in 1348, the sonnets have an extraordinary power
to convey the pleasures and torments of love, and they do so with an intense
and sensitive understanding of the divided self that would strike many
readers as paradigmatically modern. Without the spiritual resolution of
Dante’s Vita Nuova, Petrarch’s sonnets confront the fierce tensions and con-
traries endured by the self in its quest for beauty and love. In candidly
depicting the painful suffering of love, as well as its glorious pleasures and
desires, and in fashioning a speaker sometimes on the edge of incoherence
and breakdown, Petrarch provided the most powerful inspiration for the
love poetry of Renaissance Europe.

What came to be known as the Petrarchan sonnet consists of an octave
in enclosed or envelope rhymes rather than in open or alternating rhymes
(abbaabba rather than abababab) and a sestet typically rhymed cdecde or cdcdcd
(occasionally with another variation such as cdedce or cdeced). The open octave
(abbaabba) was already being used by Guittone d’Arezzo and other poets of
the stilnovisti well before the end of the thirteenth century, but Petrarch is
generally credited with having consolidated the Italian form, bringing it
to a new standard of technical expertise in his Rime. As John Fuller points
out, “The essence of the sonnet’s form is the unequal relationship between
octave and sestet’, and that structural relationship has enormous semantic
potential in terms of how a sonnet might progress and open up multiple
perspectives and interpretive possibilities.” The bipartite structure of octave
and sestet allows for a number of possible intellectual and emotional devel-
opments, including observation and conclusion, and statement and counter-
statement, with the turn between the eighth line and the ninth line signalling
a shift in mood or opinion, or else an intensification or reaffirmation of an
existing idea or feeling.

Within this larger structural framework, however, the quatrain and tercet
subdivisions encourage a more complex and complicated set of relationships.
The first quatrain, for instance, might ask a question or propose an idea that
the second quatrain then answers or elaborates upon. The first tercet then
proceeds to prove the point or test its veracity, while the second tercet
moves towards resolution and conclusion. The logical procedures of the

9. John Fuller, The Sonnet (London: Methuen, 1972), p. 2.
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sonnet are reinforced by prosody, in that the eight lines of closed rhyme in
the octave have a steady movement induced by repetition, while the sestet
is likely to appear unpredictable, as well as more intense and urgent, with
three rhymes in six lines coming quickly after two rhymes in eight. Within
the compressed space of the sonnet, the distribution of pauses induced
by mid-line punctuation and the pace resulting from the alternation of
run-on lines and end-stopped lines are all the more effective in channelling
and controlling the flow of thought and meaning. What the sonnet demon-
strates very clearly and decisively is the dynamic relationship between form
and subject matter.

It was not until the early sixteenth century that the sonnet became
established in the vernacular languages of Britain, France, and Spain. The
Petrarchan sonnet enjoyed a new lease of life in courtly circles, often intro-
duced by diplomats travelling between Italy and other European countries.
The first sonnets in English were written by Sir Thomas Wyatt and Henry
Howard, Earl of Surrey, both closely associated with the court of Henry VIIL.
Some of these sonnets are rough translations and versions of Petrarch’s Rime,
but in their concern with decorum, conduct, and eloquence they articulate
the values and attitudes of English court life. The courtly discourse of these
early English sonnets, brimming with dedications and compliments, reveals
a strong commitment to ideals of honour and service, but it also brings with
it an underlying anxiety about position and status, and (especially in Wyatt’s
writings) a deep sense of political insecurity. ¢

Wyatt not only imported the Petrarchan sonnet into Britain but also
introduced a major structural change, reorganizing the sestet so that it func-
tioned effectively as a third quatrain with a closing couplet: abba abba cddc ee
(as the spacing here suggests). This innovation subtly alters the dynamics of
the sonnet, giving it force and progression as an instrument of reasoning and
disputation, with the couplet sometimes serving as a witty apophthegm or
proverbial maxim, an opportunity for the display of courtly wisdom and
worldliness. Where the couplet coincides with a sense unit or stands as an
independent syntactical entity, its clinching effect is all the more emphatic
and decisive. Michael Spiller sees Wyatt’s technical handling of the sonnet in

relation to ‘a secular world of practical courtly reality’, with the couplet

helping to shape a preoccupation with ‘the practical wisdoms of secular

humanist court life’.*

10. Michael Spiller, Early Modern Sonneteers: From Wyatt to Milton (Tavistock: Northcote House,
2001), p. 20.
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Surrey further amended the structure of the nascent English sonnet by
adopting alternating rhymes in the octave, and by introducing a greater
variety of rhyme words than the Italian sonnet possessed, so facilitating the
challenge of rhyming in English: abab cdcd efef gg. This is the form that came
to be known as the English or Shakespearean sonnet, even though it would
be another half century or so before Shakespeare widely popularized the
form and employed it with an unprecedented stylistic brilliance in his Sonnets
(1609). Wyatt and Surrey never saw their sonnets in print, but their poems
were collected and published by Richard Tottel in a volume titled Songes and
Sonettes, written by the right honorable Lorde Henry Haward late Earle of Surrey,
and other (1557), later referred to simply as Tottel’s Miscellany.

The history of the sonnet in Britain in the later part of the sixteenth
century, from Wyatt and Surrey to Shakespeare, is dominated by the huge suc-
cess and popularity of the sonnet sequence.The holy sonnets in A Meditation
of a Penitent Sinner (1560) by Anne Lok (also spelled Locke) constitute the
first sequence in English, but the tradition of passionate, erotic sonnets in a
narrative or autobiographical sequence is prompted by Thomas Watson’s
eighteen-line (sonnet-like) love poems in Hekatompathia (1582). The final
decade of the sixteenth century witnessed some of the most prolific and
inventive sonnet writing of the Elizabethan period, with Sir Philip Sidney’s
Astrophil and Stella (1591) and Edmund Spenser’s Amoretti (1595) among
its notable achievements. Samuel Daniel’s Delia (1592) and Michael Drayton’s
Ideas Mirrour (1595), later retitled Idea, went through numerous editions and
reprints in the late 1590s and early 1600s, testifying to the growing reader-
ship and popular interest that the sonnet attracted at the time.

For all the imaginative ambitiousness and dramatic potential invested in
the sonnet sequence, it is invariably the local stylistic effects of individual
sonnets that readers respond to and recall. One of the most frequently
anthologized sonnets from Drayton’s Idea shows how well a single love
sonnet can make an impact, even when abstracted from its sequence:

Since there’s no help, come let us kiss and part.
Nay, I have done: you get no more of me,
And I am glad, yea glad with all my heart
That thus so cleanly I myself can free.

Shake hands for ever, cancel all our vows,

And when we meet at any time again,

Be it not seen in either of our brows

That we one jot of former love retain.

Now at the last gasp of love’s latest breath,




I0 THE SONNET

When, his pulse failing, passion speechless lies,
When faith 1s kneeling by his bed of death

And innocence 1s closing up his eyes,
Now, if thou would’st, when all have given him over,
From death to life thou might'st him yet recover."

What Drayton captures so well here, in a style that we also find in the sop-
nets of Sir Philip Sidney and John Donne, is the impression of a passionate
personal outburst and dramatic confrontation. The lively colloquial tenor js
maintained through repeated imperatives and associated gestures (‘Come let
us kiss...Shake hands for ever...’), as well as through the short, impassioned
exclamations, ‘Nay’ and ‘yea’. The sonnet vividly contrasts the torments of
an enslaving love with its miraculous recovery, just as it shows us both the
speaker’s proud disdain and his desperate hopes. There is obvious wit in
the shape and direction of the sonnet, in the way that it begins with a
strong sense of closure—‘You get no more of me’—and closes with a pos-
sible new beginning. There is a touch of comic farce, as well, in the scuttling
personifications of love, passion, faith, and innocence. All of these stylistic
effects, however, are carefully orchestrated within the overriding formal
structure provided by the octave-sestet division and the quatrain-couplet
sub-division. The first quatrain (abab) issues a strong declaration of parting,
and the second quatrain (cdcd) reiterates and intensifies it. The turn between
octave and sestet is clearly indicated by the temporal marker, Now’, repeated
emphatically at the beginning of the closing couplet. The third:quatrain
(efef ) moves towards the final extinction of love, but dramatically suspends
the process through the repeated conjunction “‘When’, allowing the couplet
(here syntactically connected rather than independent) to effect a further
turn and assert the possibility of recovery.

Before the 15905, the term ‘sonnet’ appears to have been used very loosely
in England to describe any short lyric poem. It was also conveniently
grouped with ‘songs’, as in the title of John Donne’s Songs and Sonnets (1633),
a book which, strictly speaking, contains no sonnets at all. The Elizabethan
poet George Gascoine was clearly alert to the possible confusion regarding
the English sonnet, helpfully offering one of the earliest definitions of the
form in 1575:

Then have you sonnets: some think that all poems (being short) may be called
sonnets, as in deed it is a diminutive word derived of sonare, but yet I can best

11. The Oxford Book of Sonnets, ed. John Fuller (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 35-
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allow to call those sonnets which are of fourteen lines, every line containing
ten syllables. The first twelve do rhyme in staves of four lines by cross metre,
and the last two rhyming together do conclude the whole.™

What Gascoine confirms here, and what is clearly borne out in the work of
Drayton and Shakespeare and others, is that the sonnet gradually becomes
established in England as a form with particular structural characteristics:
not just a short poem of fourteen lines, but one with strong internal dynam-
ics, deriving from strictly observed line length and rhyme scheme, and from
the interplay of its constituent parts. To appreciate the special appeal of the
sonnet most fully, and to measure its ambitions and achievements, we need
to regard it both synchronically (identifying common and persistent struc-
tural features) and diachronically (observing how it evolves under changing
social conditions).The fascination of the sonnet for readers and writers alike

is that it calls for discipline and constraint while simultaneously inviting
endless permutation and innovation.

The politics of the sonnet

The aim of this book is to provide the first comprehensive study of the
sonnet in English from the Renaissance to the present, both attending to
the distinctive structural qualities of the sonnet as demonstrated in specific
examples by notable poets,and exploring the ways in which the sonnet form
registers the clashes and collisions of history, from the English Civil War
and the revolutionary politics of the Romantic period to the First World
War and the violent conflicts of the modern world. It considers the sonnet
in terms of attitude, address, and adaptability. It asks in relation to attitude what
kind of structural identity the sonnet has. What ways of thought and feeling
are characteristic of the form? What can it do that the limerick or the vil-
lanelle, for instance, might not be able to accomplish? The book further
explores, in terms of address, how the sonnet approaches its subject matter.
How does it speak about particular kinds of experience, and how does it
appeal to its listeners? The principal concern of the book is with the adapt-
ability of the sonnet, with its prolonged use and persistence over several
centuries, and with its transmission as a poetic form across geographical, as

12. George Gascoine,‘Certain Notes of Instruction’, Elizabethan Critical Essays, ed. Gregory Smith
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1904), vol. I, p. 55. Spelling has been modernized.
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well as historical, terrain. The methods used are those of historical formalism,
which involves some lengthy and detailed exposition of individual sonnets
at the level of diction, syntax, rhyme, and rhythm, as well as attention to the
specific social and political circumstances in which the poetry was composed.

The development of the sonnet can be explained, to some extent, by
genre theory, which has shown how certain kinds of literature are given to
historical variation and transformation. The idea that genres are mutable lends
credence to the argument that the sonnet is a versatile and flexible instrument
that can be modified in shape according to its function. The poetic form
that comes to be known as the sonnet is already a generic mixture, which
i1s yet another reason for treating with caution any suggestion of a ‘true’ or
‘legitimate’ sonnet form that ought to take priority over transgressive or
illicit types. As Jahan Ramazani has thoughtfully noted in Poetry and its Others
(2014), ‘Genres change as they absorb and resist other genres’.” This inter-
generic dialogue exists between different poetic forms—between the sonnet
and the elegy, for instance, or even the sonnet and the novel—but it extends
to formal relationships between poetry and many other forms of discourse,
including letters, sermons, prayers, songs, political speeches, journalism, and
the news. The sonnets discussed in this book have a surprisingly wide and
ambitious generic reach, sometimes purporting to be ‘epic’ poems (as with
Patrick Kavanagh’s sonnet of that title), and sometimes entering into dialogue
with popular song and recitation, religious liturgy, political debate, and news
reports (even the shipping forecast). A key argument in the kind of dialogic
poetics proposed in Poetry and its Others is that ‘individual works both acti-
vate and press against the genre assumptions brought to bear on them’."

This, too, has been a guiding principle in seeking to show how the sonnet
form has been both adopted and perpetually renewed.

In seeking to show how the sonnet develops over several centuries, the
book is careful not to suggest some manifest evolution of the form or to
imply that there is a gradual refinement of its stylistic repertoire as it becomes
more widely used. It does, however, try to show the diverse ways in which
the sonnet has been brought into play, whether as love poem or elegy, and
it offers a critical evaluation of the rhetorical achievements of the form.
One of the insights to be derived from this kind of genre-based study is that

13. Jahan Ramazani, Poetry and its Others: News, Prayer, Song, and the Dialogue of Genres (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2014), p. s.
14. Ramazani, Poetry and its Others, p. 4.
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sonnets are often inspired by other sonnets, to the extent that individual
poems and groups of poems appear to be in conversaton with each other.
To trace the influence of Milton in the sonnets of Shelley and Wordsworth
and Tony Harrison, or to note the ways in which Edna St Vincent Millay
and Sylvia Plath resist the sonnet strategies of their poetic predecessors, is to
have a better understanding of the sonnet tradition as a whole.

Sonnets respond to other sonnets, but they also respond to social and
historical actualities in ways that are perhaps more difficult to determine. It
1s tempting to suggest, in a grand teleological sweep, that the sonnet begins
life in the realm of love poetry and shifts its allegiance to politics, and that a
prestige form with its origins in European courtly society ends up as a pro-
test poem on the streets of America. To move swiftly from Sir Philip Sidney’s
Astrophil and Stella to Claude McKay’s ‘America’ might give us reason to
think so. What a broad historical study of this kind reveals, however, is that
the sonnet has always been deeply implicated in politics, and always uneasily
preoccupied with power. The brevity and dialectical structure of the sonnet
are well suited to political intervention and debate, and there are many
distinguished examples of sonnets (by Milton, Shelley, Wordsworth, Keats,
Tennyson, Auden, and others) that show how a form often associated with
private introspection can modulate into public outcry and polemic. The
sonnet is well disposed to political debate precisely because of, and not in spite of,
its lyrical qualities. The solitary mind that informs the sonnet is often disen-
chanted with the world, desiring a better place and time. In its brief glimpses
of futurity, the sonnet cannot help but prompt reflection on the meaning and
value of the world around it, and many sonnets measure their own soaring
imaginative aspirations against the vanity and hollowness of worldly power.
Even while questioning their own artistic durability, Shakespeare’s sonnets
repeatedly inveigh against the might of princes and kings, setting their own
lyrical beauty against material wealth.

Studying the history of the sonnet over several centuries prompts a
decisive rethinking of the maps we make of poetry. With this kind of long
perspective, we can better appreciate and explain the achievements of poets
who belong indubitably to that much-contested territory, the literary canon.
At the same time, there is an opportunity to bring into focus some extraor-
dinary poetic accomplishments that have tended to be forgotten or neglected.
It is only when we survey the field in this way that we grasp the full signifi-
cance of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Sonnets from the Portuguese (1847), not
only as a bold intervention in the tradition of sonnet writing by aVictorian
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woman writer, but as the first major sequence of love sonnets published
in English since the Renaissance. In the same way, it is only by challenging
some of the critical orthodoxies about the demise of lyric poetry in the
twentieth century that we can fully appreciate the audacious talent of Edna
St Vincent Millay or the stylistic adventurousness of Robert Frost. In this
study, Frost emerges as one of the most distinguished practitioners of the
sonnet in English, deserving extensive critical attention. More surprising,
perhaps, Rupert Brooke is also given serious consideration as a poet whose
experiments with the sonnet vastly exceed what might be suggested by his
best-known work, ‘“The Soldier’. We can readily acknowledge in a broad
historical study of this kind how the sonnet both accommodated and resisted
the violence of the First World War, and how it maintained its appeal for
poets such as Wilfred Owen and Ivor Gurney. That knowledge, in turn, helps
us to explain why the sonnet had a special attraction for later poets such
as W. H. Auden, Geoffrey Hill, and Tony Harrison, all of whom regard the
sonnet as a form deeply inscribed by the experience of war.

The study of the sonnet is, in the end, a study of poetry at its most intense.
Sonnets, perhaps more than other forms of poetry, reflect on their own
making and their own being. The writing of sonnets engenders new and
different forms. The sonnets of Keats provide the constituent verse elements
for his better-known odes, while the sonnet sequences of Wordsworth
on nature and liberty acquire an epic ambitiousness that generates his great
autobiographical work, The Prelude. In the later nineteenth century, George
Meredith writes a troubled sonnet sequence of unhappy love that comes
to resemble a French realist novel, while Gerard Manley Hopkins subjects
the religious, devotional sonnet to formal pressures exceeding even the
daring innovations of John Donne’s magnificent Holy Sonnets. Auden’s
sonnets written in China are an integral part of an experimental travelogue
co-authored with Christopher Isherwood. The prolific sonnets written by
Sylvia Plath and Philip Larkin as youthful aspiring poets can be seen to
underpin the virtuosic handling of line and metre and rhythm in their
later work. Tony Harrison’s masterwork is purposefully titled from The School
of Eloquence to suggest that this is a sonnet sequence still in the process of
composition and one that might never be completed. The sonnet will never
cease to surprise its readers in its endless inventiveness, so that even if we

never settle on a single, satisfactory definition of the sonnet, we can at least
be sure of its continuing vitality.



