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Ambiguous Speaker and Storytelling
in Shakespeare's Sonnets

______________________________________________________________________

The  nature of a sonnet sequence as a poetic  art form 
is essentially two-fold: it contains self-suffi cient, pro-
sodically complex poems, each seeking to develop an 
idea to its conclusion; but it also typically functions as 
a sequence, an integrated work in which poems have 
been ordered, and characters fashioned, to make sense 
when the work is read from beginning to end. It seems 
hardly necessary to point this out; yet, while the sonnets 
of the Petrarchan discourse receive what appears to be 
continuous critical attention, acknowledgment of their 
“sequentiality” is rare and at best tacit. There is a need 
to turn critical attention to mechanisms that sonneteers 
employ to foster a  perception of cohesion, as well as to 
acknowledge that such preoccupations betray the pres-
ence of novelistic thinking. 

The sonnet sequence genre constructs a double sense 
of immediacy: drawing on the lyricism of its constituent 
sonnets, it also often generates a  perception of a person-
al narrative when the sequence is read from beginning 
to end. Sonneteers use many speaker fi gures or voices in 
the sonnets that constitute a sequence; one of the more 
striking examples is certainly Petrarch’s  giving of the 
 fi rst-person plural voice to “little animals” in his sonnet 
8.1 Yet varied uses of voice in individual sonnets detract 
little, if at all, from the impression created in the mind 
of the reader that they are reading a love story told in 
the fi rst person. The disjointed  nature of the sonnet se-
quence “voice” is an important part of its effect. Thus, 
talking about the birth of the sonnet sequence vogue, 
Jacques Barzun writes: “[Petrarch] fashioned into a 
shapely quasi narrative work, a kind of allusive autobi-
ography . . . Sonnet sequences like Petrarch’s or Shake-
speare’s make possible a narrative-by-episode; the  poet 
need not versify any connective matter as he must in 
an epic. Rather, he anticipates by fi ve or six hundred 
years the technique of fi lm and television”;2 and Roland 
Greene considers the history of Petrarchism from the 
fourteenth to the twentieth century representative of the 
staged development of the sequence’s “fi ctional” mode.3 
As such, it is a rare literary genre to offer fi rst-person 
fi ctions to the medieval and early modern reader, and 
for a long time the only one to deal with erotic subject 

matter in the fi rst person.4

The link between medieval fi rst-person genres and 
Dante and Petrarch, originators of the genre, is clear: 
St. Augustine’s Soliloquia and Confessions, and Bo-
ethius’s Consolatio Philosophiae are considered to be 
standard sources for Dante’s work as well as Petrarch’s 
Secretum.5 The public letter, another one of Petrarch’s 
favorite genres, also relies on the fi rst-person voice and 
self-fi ctionalization, a unique, creative process of au-
thored selfhood based on literary and cultural subtext, 
as well as the essentially documentary processes such 
as self- betrayal, self-representation, self-fashioning, 
and auto-ethnography.6 Petrarch’s decision to remove 
the fi rst-person prose surrounding the poems in Dante’s 
La Vita Nuova, the resulting complexity of his Il Can-
zoniere, and the subsequent popularity of the Petrarchan 
(proseless) sonnet sequence model may all have had im-
plications for the development of fi rst-person narration.

The context within which individual sonnets in a se-
quence are considered is a question of importance where 
sequences initially circulated in manuscript form (yet 
carefully numbered by their authors), such as Petrarch’s 
Il Canzoniere and Sir Philip Sidney’s Astrophil and Stel-
la, are concerned. It is equally important for linear and 
circular sequences; seemingly disjointed or frequently 
revised sequences, such as Michael Drayton’s Idea; as 
well as those sequences, such as Shakespeare’s Sonnets, 
that have the best of both worlds: printed to be read in 
a linear manner yet, as James Schiffer has suggested, 
potentially brilliantly constructed to make the collection 
seem as if it originally had an exclusive primary audi-
ence.7 Whether read more or less linearly, the voices of 
the sonnet sequence speakers are constructed by their 
authors, and it is methods used to construct them in a 
way that generates reader interest, sympathy, and in-
volvement that deserve closer attention.

Perhaps, however, a caveat is in order. I have struc-
tured my analysis outside the current scholarly debate 
on whether all English sonnet sequences follow a tri-
partite, “Delian” structure that unites a sequence of 
sonnets, Anacraeontics, and a longer narrative poem—
usually a complaint, or in  Edmund Spenser’s case, 
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Epithalamion—into an integral work in which each 
section plays a carefully orchestrated role.8 I have made 
Shakespeare’s sonnet sequence itself my primary con-
cern for two main reasons: fi rst, ambiguous character-
ization and its role in reader involvement can be traced 
back to Petrarch, a  poet who worked two hundred years 
before the “Delian structure”; and second, narrativity of 
the complaints and the Epithalamion is not a category 
that warrants contesting.

Despite occasional mentions in critical literature of 
tension as an important mainstay of a sonnet sequence, 
little attempt has been made to examine the role that 
ambiguous characterization plays in building this ten-
sion. Spenser studies provide a good example. As early 
as 1956, J. W. Lever noted the characterization shifts 
in Amoretti, but dismissed them as “structural inconsis-
tencies.”9 Similarly, Kenneth Larsen acknowledged the 
“unease” present in some of the sonnets, but ascribed 
this to insuffi cient poetic skill.10 Carol Kaske noted the 
ambiguity of Spenser’s speaker’s character, but ex-
plained it in terms of character development, of “emo-
tional progression from sexual confl ict to Christian-
humanist resolution of Epithalamion.”11 While Donna 
Gibbs saw  irony (an invitation to the reader to sub-read) 
as the structural principle of Amoretti, she denied a di-
vision between the historic author and his fi rst-person 
speaker, and thus the primacy of self-fi ctionalization 
over autobiography.12 Roger Kuin acknowledged the 
role of characterization in promoting the narrativity 
of the sequence, but viewed the dynamic between the 
two main characters, “the unstable space (gap) between 
them,” as the main narrative motor. He also suggested 
the presence of two plots in Amoretti, one based on the 
fi delity/cruelty topos, and the other on a “love conform-
able to . . . the bold equation of eros and agape,” yet 
ambiguous characterization, which clearly forms the ba-
sis for both of these “plots,” remains unexplored.13 Lisa 
Klein saw the clash of “irreconcilable  ethics—love as 
domination versus love as freely chosen submission”—
as the “main confl ict in Spenser’s poetic tribute,” but 
sought to examine this confl ict for the insight it might 
provide into the author’s philosophical standpoint rather 
than its potential for reader involvement.14

Perhaps unlike any other aspect of the discussion 
on Shakespeare’s sequence, there appears to be little 
critical disagreement that the character of Shakespeare’s 
speaker is indeed ambiguous. He has been described 
in terms of his “anomaly” and “unpredictability,”15 his 
“claims undercut by slippery language”16 and defi ance 

of “sequential logic,”17 as well as a “poetics of  narcis-
sism” that emerges from “relationships between con-
secutive sonnets that are bewilderingly unstable.”18 Yet 
the link between the speaker’s contradictions and sonnet 
sequence integrity has not, to my knowledge, been ex-
plicitly made. Because I wish to suggest character ambi-
guity as the aspect bridging the space between lyric and 
fi ctional aspects of a sonnet sequence, in this essay I will 
look at how an ambiguous character has been built out 
of remodeled myth, interactions of disparagement and 
praise, and sophisticated voice-gendering. Then, seek-
ing to show how character ambiguity relates to reader 
involvement and a sense of sonnet sequence integrity, I 
will propose that ambiguous characterization in a son-
net sequence triggers an intellectual and emotional re-
sponse I would call splintered identifi cation, whereby 
the reader simultaneously sympathizes with some of 
the speaker’s aspects while resenting others. This pro-
cess generates tension, but what may be called cathar-
sis is never reached, so the reader’s mind is recruited to 
connect individual lyrical units into an integral work. 
Instantiated by Petrarch, the mechanism draws on the 
tendency of a reader’s narrative consciousness to make 
up logical connections where they appear to be missing, 
and is ideally suited to an environment with no conven-
tional narrative, informed by the complexity, polarity, 
and viscosity of the fi rst-person voice.19

As I have argued elsewhere, ambiguous speakers 
appear and perform their integrating functions in Pe-
trarch’s as well as all the major sonnet sequences of the 
Elizabethan period.20 However, the difference between 
Shakespeare’s and other great Elizabethan sonnet se-
quences lies in the degree and complexity of his main 
character’s ambiguity, as well as in the skill with which 
this complexity is managed. Shakespeare’s contradicto-
ry speaker stands as one of the most important elements 
of the artistic impact and lasting vitality of the sequence. 
His never-resolved ambiguities provide thematic links 
between the two parts of the work, inducing the reader 
to question the speaker’s motives. This silent question-
ing acts as a fi ctional motor, fostering the  perception of 
the sequence as an integral work with the (disjointed and 
contradictory) speaker at its center. The constant shift-
ing of Shakespeare’s speaker’s voice could thus be seen 
to betray what Mikhail Bakhtin called “creative disorder 
and the plurality of voices” or “narrative polyphony,” a 
sign of a novelistic principle at work within a genre.21

The question of Shakespeare’s authorization of the 
order of the Sonnets is implicit in any discussion that 
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treats his sequence as a whole. As is well known, Shake-
speare’s authorization of the sequence is questioned by 
many, on various grounds;22 more often than not, ques-
tioning authorization implies questioning the ability of 
the sequence to function as a work of fi ction. Yet many 
of these doubts are presented in contradictory terms, 
probably due to the unease that excessive biography 
making of the Sonnets has inspired. For instance, ac-
cording to Heather Dubrow, “Critics impose a narrative 
and dramatic framework on a sequence that resists those 
modes,” but she subsequently proposes a variant reading 
that offers an alternative fi ction.23 Paul Ramsay denies 
the Sonnets authorization and integrity, to reaffi rm them 
shortly afterward: “Had Shakespeare invented a story to 
build poems on, it would have been more . . . realized 
. . . What else are we to think? . . . That Shakespeare 
wrote some 500 sonnets creating a full story, and that 
only these 154 remain, sonnets 1–126 somehow having 
preserved chronological order?”24 (What he seems to 
be saying is that a story is present but unfi nished, and 
that chronological development can be perceived in 
sonnets 1–126.25) Helen Vendler argues, on one hand, 
that a lyric poem is judged memorable if the reader’s 
“self” can seamlessly inhabit the poem’s “I” (a defi ni-
tion of the lyric that in itself seems dangerously close 
to identifi cation—a fi ctional, rather than lyrical, reader 
response usually linked to characterization), yet she also 
predicates the success of the sequence on Shakespeare’s 
ability to sustain “feelings in form over 154 sonnets,” 
which would imply a sense of integrity as crucial to the 
effect of the sequence.26

On the other hand, recent scholarship demonstrates a 
growing confi dence in the idea of authorization. In the 
2003  Arden edition of Shakespeare’s Sonnets, Katherine 
Duncan-Jones puts forward a seemingly incontrovert-
ible case in favor of authorization,27 and the traditional, 
bipartite structure of the sequence is also, more or less 
apologetically, supported or implied by many Shake-
spearean critics and editors since Edmond Malone.28 Ev-
idence demonstrating that Shakespeare’s sonnets were 
not in fact written in the order in which they appear in 
 Thomas Thorpe’s  1609 edition also supports the idea of 
order-related authorial intent,29 as does the internal evi-
dence of deliberation, notorious for defying attempts at 
reordering.30 Most important, exciting as it is to imagine 
a discovery of Shakespeare’s autograph different from 
Thorpe’s 1609 text, such a discovery would not  change 
the cultural infl uence that Shakespeare’s sequence ex-
erted over the past 450 years or diminish its value as a 

fi eld of study.31 On balance, in this article I will consider 
the order of the poems in Shakespeare’s Sonnets to be 
based on Thorpe’s 1609 text and indicative of authorial 
intent.

Even the briefest and most general of attempts to 
summarize Shakespeare’s Sonnets reveals more charac-
ters than a reader of sonnet sequences is accustomed to, 
deployed with elements of plot and suspense. Despite 
the paucity of gendered pronouns,32 the fi rst part of the 
sequence gives the impression of being concerned pri-
marily with the young man, and the text allows for a 
possibility of a homoerotic reading. The second, shorter 
story maps the speaker’s attempts to comprehend the 
continued and profound emotional impact of a consum-
mated relationship with a female protagonist. The two 
“stories” also have complications: jeopardy to loyalty, 
the rival  poet, the periodic absences and suggested dal-
liances, and, last but not least, the speaker’s devastating 
suspicion of an affair between his two beloveds. Both 
“stories” remain unresolved, and the sequence ends at 
the highest point of the reader’s intellectual and emo-
tional involvement, leaving a lasting impression of the 
speaker’s emotional turmoil. It also leaves a sense that 
an integral work has been read.

Rather than showing neglect for the depth of Shake-
speare’s themes or the volumes of criticism attesting to 
them, this rudely brief synopsis underpins my conviction 
that not unlike his plays, Shakespeare’s sequence works 
to enhance the intellectual impact of its themes by un-
derwriting them with the emotional engagement of the 
audience.33 Granted, a summary of a poem sequence is 
nothing but a snapshot of an individual receptive con-
sciousness at work. However, it is precisely our ability to 
summarize—as well as the points of similarity that inevi-
tably arise between individual retellings of Shakespeare’s 
Sonnets—that suggests that the connective ability of our 
minds has been successfully recruited to piece a story 
out of 154 distinct, self-contained lyrical poems, most of 
which employ classic second-person address or explore 
complex material not directly related to the “plots.” This 
is a remarkable feat—and one, I would like to suggest, 
achieved by the presence in the Sonnets of original de-
cisions that are essentially novelistic. Shakespeare’s 
sequence has two plots, combined into an overarching 
third story: a voice that fosters a sense of intimacy with 
the reader and foils its richly polyvalent subtexts; and 
the  absence in the sequence of a professed erotic rhetori-
cal goal, which results in a focus on the speaker’s emo-
tional outcomes beyond the pursuit of consummation.
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All of these aspects of Shakespeare’s sequence in-
volve ambiguous characterization of the speaker, and 
none of them are to be found at the same level of devel-
opment in other contemporaneous sequences.

Although his fi nal result circuitously reclaims a fun-
damentally Petrarchan purpose (to tell a story of the 
journey of the speaker’s writing self as he is abased and 
ennobled by a multifaceted experience of love), Shake-
speare arrives at this purpose by non-Petrarchan means. 
Reading the Sonnets, the reader recognizes the speaker’s 
frustration, which is crucial to the genre; yet its objective 
of sexual gratifi cation, which the sonnet sequence read-
er has come to expect, is missing. Both of Shakespeare’s 
“stories” contain non-Petrarchan elements, connected 
by formal means (characters recur in both “stories,” the 
second foreshadowed in the fi rst) as well as thematically 
(by themes employed in both stories). Remodeling of 
myth, ambiguous gendering of the speaker’s voice, as 
well as the interaction of disparagement and praise are 
all such elements; they have been used to highlight the 
aimlessness of the sequence and dramatize the speaker’s 
inner fl uctuations between authority and weakness, en-
hancing the appeal of the character.

Shakespeare’s speaker applies to a man what by now 
have become commonplaces of Petrarchan misogynist 
insult. Purporting to praise the addressee’s  beauty, he 
implies in the man an inability to love (10.4), an obses-
sion with deceitful appearances (53.5–8), vacuity, lack 
of constancy (53.13–14), and insuffi cient intelligence or 
vanity (84.9–14). Embedded in a sonnet of praise, dis-
paraging couplets are revealed only once the alternating 
rhymes have been removed:

Look in thy glass, and there appears a face
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Dulling my lines, doing me disgrace.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
And more, much more, than in my verse can sit
Your own glass shows you when you look in it.  

(103.7–14)

Ostensibly expressing idolatrous sentiment akin to 
the Trinitarian rhetorical formulas of the Athanasian 
Creed,34 the speaker could also be accusing the young 
addressee of promiscuity:

Fair, kind and true have often lived alone,
Which three, till now, never kept seat in one 

(105.13–14)

At this point Shakespeare had already used “seat” to 
suggest female  sexuality in the Sonnets (“Ay me, but 
yet thou mightst my seat forbear” [41.9]), and Samuel 
Daniel used it in similar way in Delia (“There my soules 
tyrant ioyes her, in the sack / Of her owne seate, whereof 
I made her guide” [39.5–8]).35 The feminine focus of 
the  metaphor also allows for the possibility that the ac-
cusation to the young man quietly employs an element 
of  misogyny.

The speaker has similar motives in appropriating the 
Ovidian fi gure of Philomela, semantically inseparable 
from the ideas of rape and speaking out by alternative 
means after a violent silencing:36

As Philomel in  summer’s front doth sing,
And stops her pipe in growth of riper days
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Therefore, like her, I sometime hold my tongue,
Because I would not dull you with my song. 

(102.8–14)

Here, “Philomel” has been employed to project tension 
between inspiration and loathing, and by “stoping her 
pipe” the speaker is revealed as his own violator. First, 
the seemingly misaligned pronouns in my previous sen-
tence will already have called attention to the  gender am-
biguity of Shakespeare’s image. The ambiguity does not 
seem to arise solely from the uncertainty that surrounds 
the use of pronouns in the quarto, where the text reads 
“stops his pipe” (120.9) (“her pipe” is an emendation 
favored by Katherine Duncan-Jones, based on the clash 
with Q “Therefore, like her” [120.13] and a proposal 
that the Q “his” is a misreading of the manuscript “hir,”37 
whereas C. Knox Pooler, Stephen Booth, and Gwynne 
Blakemore Evans all retain “stops his pipe”38) but primar-
ily from Shakespeare’s decision to use a female fi gure 
for his speaker. Gwynne Blakemore Evans unwittingly 
acknowledges this even as he proposes a factual error 
on Shakespeare’s part (“The error may well be Shake-
speare’s,” he writes, “who . . . is thinking of himself as 
Philomel”39). And second, the speaker’s self-imposed 
silence is supremely ambiguous. In one possible read-
ing the speaker is submissive and “holds his tongue,” be-
cause he does not wish to “dull,” or bore, the addressee; 
in another, he assumes ironic authority and suggests that 
his tongue could render the addressee dull.40 Lest the 
latter meaning of the verb “dull” escape the reader, it is 
reemployed in the very next sonnet, which purports to 
praise the addressee’s glorifi ed indescribability:
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..........a face
That overgoes my blunt invention quite,
Dulling my lines, and doing me disgrace. 

(103.6–8)

Even when it claims Petrarchan sobramar, “love which 
surpasses speech”41 (102.3–4), the speaker’s silence 
could imply contempt. By the same token, calling the 
 youth a “pattern” for all human fl owers (98)42 acquires a 
deeply ironic meaning when we consider Shakespeare’s 
variations on the Petrarchan comparison of the beloved 
with fl owers. These variations involve, among other 
things, using the lily (94.14)—a fl ower that elicits a dual 
response in the contemporary imagination as a symbol 
of purity, but also toxicity linked to malodorous putre-
faction and disease,43 as well as terms of criminality, un-
ease, and threat:

The forward violet thus did I chide:
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
the purple pride
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
in my love’s veins thou hast too grossly dyed.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
The roses fearfully on thorns did stand,
One blushing  shame, another white  despair;
A third, nor red, nor white, had stol’n of both,
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
But for his theft, in pride of all his growth,
A vengeful canker ate him up to  death.

(99)44

Indeed, insult to the young man, concealed beneath the 
rhetoric of respect, often draws on the subversion of so-
cial norms. Having presented his young addressee with 
a notebook (77), the speaker scornfully rejects his recip-
rocal gift of tables (a hand-bound notebook) and reports 
having given it to someone else (122). Although written 
in a way that stages submission, such rejection breathes 
disrespect as it contravenes Elizabethan decorum of pa-
tronage, founded on the reciprocal Senecan theory of 
gift  giving.45 Signaling offense and, particularly,  giv-
ing away the addressee’s gift are rude and potentially 
dangerous gestures. By making them the speaker rejects 
socially sanctioned reciprocity out of hand. The device 
quietly but effectively implies that the speaker’s need 
for equality has reached a desperate stage. The speaker’s 
rudeness repels, his  despair attracts; splintered identifi -
cation leaves the reader’s reactions divided.

Some of the speaker’s most powerful expressions 
of disparagement depend on the reader’s recognition 
of subtext. Sonnet 20 offers a prime example of this. 
The poem begins by describing the addressee as both 
male and female. This is presented as perfection, yet this 
sonnet has a long history of eliciting unease in its read-
ers.46 A cultural duality surrounds androgynous myths: 
the laudatory “layer” works by association with the 
“positive” androgynous fi gures, such as Androgynos, a 
Platonic being of near-divine perfection, power, and hu-
bris;47 Hermaphroditus, a symbol of unity in marriage;48 
Phoebus Kitharoidos or Apollo Citaredo (Apollo with 
the Lyre), a personifi cation of complete poetic con-
sciousness;49 Venus biformis, a fi gure of generative self-
suffi ciency;50 and many other mythical fi gures symbol-
izing greatness, with ambiguous  gender as a subsidiary 
characteristic.51 The “disparaging” layer, on the other 
hand, draws on the “negative” associations that androg-
ynous fi gures evoke:  Ovid’s contempt for Hermaphro-
ditus (Met, IV.379) fi nds many echoes in early modern 
iconography,52 and some contemporary writers repre-
sent androgyny as a monstrosity to be scrupulously con-
cealed.53 These dualities aside, however, Shakespeare’s 
concealed insult should be sought in the way Nature is 
shown to have created the addressee: she suddenly be-
comes so taken with her creation that she cannot resist 
turning her into a man. The sonnet presents this process 
as a compliment to the speaker’s  beauty:

And for a woman wert thou fi rst created,
Till Nature as she wrought thee fell a-doting

(20.9–10)

Yet a compliment this can never be. By representing a 
man hastily created from a woman, Shakespeare is con-
sciously mocking three crucial subtextual frameworks: 
God’s creation of Man in the book of Genesis; the myth 
of Nature’s creation of (the male) Man, a process that 
was seen to symbolize the panegyric precisely because 
of the associated painstaking effort, care, and fore-
thought it involved;54 and the widely circulated Aristote-
lian and Galenic commonplaces of the defectiveness fe-
male-yielding gestation, clearly known to Shakespeare:

     [S]ince  nature always intends and plans to make 
things most perfect, she would constantly bring 
forth men if she could; and that when a woman is 
born, it is a defect and mistake of  nature, . . . as is 
. . . one who is born blind, or lame, or with some 
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other defect . . . A woman can be said to be a crea-
ture produced by chance and accident.

(Castiglione, The Courtier, III.11)55

Macbeth: Bring forth men-children only!
For thy undaunted mettle should compose
Nothing but males.

(Macbeth, I.7.73–75)56

It is clear that instead of praise, sonnet 20 actually offers 
a two-pronged insult: not only has the addressee been 
created at whim and without forethought, but also by 
repairing a woman, a “defect of  nature” and a product of 
a natural “accident.”

As has been shown, the sonnets to the young man 
conceal disparagement under the guise of praise. Son-
nets to the dark lady mirror this approach: they conceal 
praise under the guise of disparagement. The lady’s ap-
pearance is the fi rst example of this. The sonnets to the 
dark lady begin with an apology that “in the old  age 
black was not counted fair” (127.1), which suggests 
that the lady’s looks, as well as the speaker’s taste in 
women, diverge from the Petrarchan norm. Neverthe-
less, the fi rst descriptions of the lady seem carefully or-
chestrated to suggest  beauty; the lady’s hair or skin will 
not have been mentioned for another three sonnets, and 
black eyes have no claim to historic novelty—they are 
the norm. The sum of contemporary precepts of female 
 beauty, Federico Luigini da Udine’s Libro della bella 
donna, printed in Venice in the 1540s, defi nes ideally 
beautiful eyes as “black, like mature olives, pitch, vel-
vet or coal, for such are the eyes that belong to Laura, 
Angelica, Alcina and the beloveds of Propertius, Horace 
and Boccaccio,” 57 and, as Shakespeare no doubt knew, 
to Sidney’s Stella. Golden locks and fl orid cheeks may 
have been fashionable, but it was not entirely anomalous 
to think a dark woman beautiful, as the reputation of 
Mary Queen of Scots attests.58 The speaker is, in fact, 
circuitously claiming some legitimacy for his taste. 

Yet the speaker does not seem attracted to the lady 
because of her physical, intellectual, or moral excel-
lence. On the contrary, much care has been taken to 
represent this attraction as self-generated, with no ba-
sis in “reality.” Shakespeare’s speaker’s schizophrenic 
division occurs, remarkably, outside the classically 
Petrarchan standoff between the  body (pro) and mind 
(contra); his self appears confl icted between intellectual 
and sensual reluctance pitched against an inexplicable 
emotional craving:

Nor taste, nor smell, desire to be invited
To any sensual feast with thee alone;
But my fi ve wits, nor my fi ve senses, can
Dissuade one foolish heart from serving thee

(141.7–10)

Nor is the speaker’s frustration caused by the lady’s un-
availability, for she is clearly available. Sonnet 129, the 
third sonnet of the dark lady group, acknowledges con-
summation as soon as plausible. What, then, is the rea-
son for the speaker’s frustration? What is Shakespeare’s 
purpose in remodeling the Petrarchan convention of sty-
mied desire?

The sequence represents two accounts of emotional 
subjugation lodged in aware (as opposed to frustrated) 
thralldom. Shakespeare’s focus on the impact of real 
relationships, superimposed on the Petrarchan poetics 
of unsatisfi ed desire, represents a genuine development 
in the history of fi rst-person speech in the sonnet se-
quence genre. By moving his focus away from a time 
when a relationship is imagined and into the forum of 
real relationship/s, Shakespeare demonstrates that long-
ing does not represent the end of a sonnet sequence, and 
that consummation does not represent the end of narra-
tive. In fact, he demonstrates that the sonnet sequence 
genre in its original form is no longer suffi cient unto 
itself. The strongest bid the Sonnets make to indepen-
dence from Petrarchism is also one of their important 
contributions to literary history. It rests on the unlikely 
distinction of not having a rhetorical goal.59 Unlike the 
other Petrarchan speakers, Shakespeare’s speaker does 
not seek to overcome a status quo; instead, the author’s 
focus is fi rmly on the speaker’s emotional outcomes. 
Frustration has moved away from external sources and 
become fi rmly rooted in the speaker’s consciousness.

Shakespeare’s placement of his speaker’s  infatu-
ation with the dark lady at a time in the “story” that 
follows consummation, as well as the un-Petrarchan 
loathing with which he describes the event, render the 
subsequent pleas for the attention of the lady—the one 
already won and loathed—all the more striking. In fact, 
begging for the same lady’s exclusive attention, Shake-
speare divides the reader’s loyalties by superimposing 
the “feminine” rhetoric of entreaty (“dear heart,” “for-
bear”) on the patriarchal ideal of chaste female eyes 
directed only at their lord (139.4–5).60 To a contempo-
rary reader, the  contrast projects an image of embattled 
masculinity, a character whose emotional needs pull 
in the opposite direction from social expectations. The 
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technique can involve considerable ethical ambiguity, as 
when the speaker’s frustration fi nally erupts in a curious 
merging of the “feminine” rhetoric of entreaty with the 
“ masculine” rhetoric of threat:

Be wise as thou  art cruel; do not press
(140.1)

For if I should  despair, I should grow mad
(140.9)

Similar fl uctuations in the gendering of the voice are 
observable in the section to the young man. When the 
speaker feels that the young man’s absences are sapping 
his strength, he reclaims his authority in a “ masculine” 
voice that hints at inconsequential infi delities of his 
own:

Yet seemed it winter still, and, you away,
As with your shadow I with these did play.

(98.13–14)

The speaker uses this “ masculine” voice to say he is un-
inspired and bored, or to threaten that the addressee’s 
role in his life could be temporary:

      do not kill
The spirit of love with perpetual dullness

(56.7–8)

From thee, the  pleasure of the fl eeting year!
(97.2)

The speaker also uses his “ masculine” voice to imagine 
that the addressee is listening to his words from the per-
spective of “feminine,” receptive docility:

This is my home of love: if I have ranged,
Like him that travels I return again

(109.5–6)

For nothing this wide universe I call,
Save thou, my rose

(109.13–14)

And worse essays proved thee my best of love(
110.7–8)

Mine appetite I never more will grind
On newer proof

(110.10–11)

Then give me welcome, next my heaven the best,
Even to thy pure and most most loving breast.

(110.13–14)

The last example uses the rhetorical fi gure of  ploce, 
where a word is repeated to show that the opposite is 
meant:61 the speaker’s praise, once again, implies dis-
paragement—even tacit violence.

The “ masculine” voice is also used to describe the 
addressee in Petrarchan terms that are traditionally as-
sociated with female sexual or procreative appeal. Thus 
the addressee’s “ beauty’s rose” must be opened and dis-
tilled,62 his “fresh ornament” preserved, time’s action to 
“dig deep trenches” in the addressee’s “ beauty’s fi eld” 
prevented—either by persuading the speaker to procre-
ate or by immortalizing him in  poetry. Each image ap-
pears to have been especially selected for its ability to 
elide the sexual and the autopoetic, as well as to imply 
in the addressee an enabling, “feminine” function for the 
speaker’s “ masculine” authority and creativity.

By  contrast, the speaker also constructs a “female” 
voice, predicated on characteristics that are traditionally 
associated with women, such as submission or prone-
ness to wiles in the context of seduction. The speaker 
uses his “female” voice when he employs the language 
of injured ownership to describe his feelings (“take,” 
“robb’ry,” “mine/thine,” “usest,” “bear” “hast/had,” 
“steal”),63 when he “forgives” the addressee’s trans-
gressions in a way that accuses him, or when he stages 
submission in order to determine the outcome of the 
dynamic:

I do forgive thy robb’ry, gentle thief,
Although thou steal thee all my poverty
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Lascivious grace, in whom all ill well shows,
Kill me with spites; yet we must not be foes.

(40)

It is also in his “feminine” voice that Shakespeare’s 
speaker claims ignorance where it is obvious that he is 
skilled, and the one in which he protests his emotional 
and sexual magnanimity:
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But thou  art all my  art, and dost advance
As high as learning, my rude ignorance.

(78.13–14)

Mine be thy love, and thy love’s use their  treasure.
(20.14)

Here, the speaker promises to the young man that he 
can tolerate his infi delities if he can refrain from being 
deliberately cruel toward him. The theme is echoed in 
the dark lady sonnets (140.14) and is exceptionally ef-
fective in portraying thralldom. Another similarly effec-
tive technique is that used in sonnet 144, which shows 
the speaker at once angered by the beloveds’ suspected 
infi delity and voyeuristically attracted to it:

Suspect I may, but not directly tell;
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
I guess one angel in another’s hell.

(144.10–12)64

Other interactions of disparagement and praise also of-
fer thematic links between the two parts of the sequence. 
In both instances, love is represented as an addiction or 
an incurable disease (118.14, 147.1–2), and both of the 
beloveds possess the devil-like ability to make  sin and 
corruption irresistibly attractive (95.1, 9; 150.6–8). Yet 
another such link, crucially, serves to signal that the 
speaker has seen through the deceit of both:

And to the painted banquet bids my heart
(47.6)

Feeding on that which doth preserve the ill 
(147.2)

Ambiguous characterization underpins the thematic 
links that turn the speaker into the focus of the sequence 
and enhance the  perception of the sonnet sequence as an 
integral work of fi ction.

The speaker’s ambiguous autopoetics add to the 
reader’s fascination. Where the English Petrarchan con-
vention dictates gentle disparagement of other poets 
to position oneself as original, Shakespeare’s speaker 
achieves the same purpose by employing the opposite 
strategy. On one hand, he pretends to disparage his own 
style in a way that reads suspiciously like bragging:

Why write I still all one, ever the same,
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
That every word doth almost tell my name

(76.5–7)

On the other, by this stage the speaker has already 
voiced insecurity in terms more genuine and profound 
than Petrarchan staged modesty:

For I am shamed by that which I bring forth
And so should you, to love things nothing worth.

(72.13–14)

Similarly, Shakespeare’s speaker promises to immortal-
ize yet also explicitly claims the self-refl exive value of 
his praise (39.2). The speaker’s subtle schizophrenic di-
visions attest to the author’s characterization skill. The 
fl uctuations of the speaker’s tone from “ masculine” to 
“feminine,” his tenor from authority to self-abasement, 
his claims of grandeur undercut by dread, the intensity 
of his attempts to destabilize his beloveds with no ap-
parent purpose; the intensity of his efforts is, in fact, in-
versely proportionate to hope.

By replacing consummation, the traditional sonnet 
sequence goal, with the addressee’s and the lady’s atten-
tion, loyalty, and thralldom—all elusive, emotional cat-
egories, not easily “pursued”—Shakespeare simultane-
ously harkens back to the Platonic and Neoplatonic ideas 
of wooing of the  soul by rhetorical means, and heralds 
modern fi rst-person writing and its quest to portray the 
multiplicity of personal reality. Self-contradicting char-
acterization elicits splintered identifi cation in the reader; 
this response generates interest and reader involvement, 
causing “narrative” responses (“What happens next? I 
wonder what will happen to him? Will he be all right?”) 
rather than only lyrical ones (“How true—it could be 
me saying this”). Shakespeare’s divided character pro-
motes reader involvement and fosters  perception of his 
sequence as an integral work.

Danijela Kambaskovi-Sawers
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as Tyrian dye, in form a lily, / Save that a lily wears a 
silver hue, / the richest purple.” Adonis: “A blood-red 
fl ower arose, like the rich bloom / of pomegranates which 
in a stubborn rind / conceal their seeds.”  Ovid, Metamor-
phoses, X.209–13 and 735–36, trans. A. D. Melville (Ox-
ford: Oxford UP, 1986).

58. Some contemporary portraits show Mary, Queen of 
Scots, to have been of dark coloring, notably the portrait 
by a follower of Francis Clouet, kept in Victoria and Al-
bert Museum, London. (Other portraits show a lighter 
coloring.) The  beauty of Mary, Queen of Scots, was uni-
versally acclaimed. Pierre de Ronsard lauded it; a Vene-
tian ambassador thought her “the most beautiful in Eu-
rope”; and even John Knox thought her features and 
deportment “pleasing.” Alison Weir, Mary, Queen of 
Scots and the Murder of Lord Darnley (London: Jonathan 
Cape, 2003), 30.

59. I am referring to the main Petrarchan rhetorical goal of 
seeking to woo the beloved and overcoming the status 
quo of lovelessness, which provides a sonnet sequence 
with a narrative purpose. Shakespeare’s sequence retains 
a few minor rhetorical goals (such as, for instance, im-
mortalizing or persuading the addressee to procreate) yet 
dispenses with the fundamental one.

60. Throughout this essay, the words “ masculine,” “femi-
nine,” “male,” and “female,” used in quotation marks, 
signify contemporary cultural constructs of  gender, not 
biological determinants. (Male) troubadour and Petrarch-
an poets, of course, routinely appropriate “feminine” 
(submissive) speech, but not to relate to a lady already 
won and loathed.

61. See discussions of the “perversity” of this sonnet by 
Booth, Shakespeare’s Sonnets, 354, and Duncan-Jones, 
Arden Sonnets, 330. Shakespeare also uses the fi gure in 
sonnet 90.

62. See the commentary on Roman de la Rose by Georges 
Duby, Love and Marriage in the Middle Ages, trans. Jane 
Dunnett (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994), 91.  Ovid uses 
rosebuds to signal Orpheus’s conversion to homosexual-
ity following Eurydice’s  death (Metamorphoses X.88–
90).

63. For a detailed discussion of theft as  metaphor, see Heath-
er Dubrow, “In Thievish Ways: Tropes and Robbers in 
Shakespeare’s Sonnets and Early Modern England, Jour-
nal of English and Germanic Philology 4, no. 96 (Octo-
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ber 2003): 514–44.
64. The word “hell” suggests endless  suffering and culpabil-

ity, here distributed equally between the lady and the 
young man (Booth, Shakespeare’s Sonnets, 499–500). 
The word also draws on the common identifi cation of hell 
with the vagina, fi rst made in Boccaccio’s Decameron, 
3.10. Compare Shakespeare’s sonnets 129.14 and 144.12 
and King Lear IV.6.129. Duncan-Jones, Arden Sonnets, 
373.

Reprinted from “Three themes in one, which wondrous scope 
affords: Ambiguos Speaker and Storytelling in Shakespeare’s 
Sonnets” by Danijela Kambaskovi-Sawers in Criticism: A 
Quarterly for Literature and the Arts, Vol. 49, No. 3. Copy-
right © 2007 Wayne State University Press. Reprinted with 
permission of the Publisher.
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