BACKGROUND: SONNETS

Courtly Love: 

· In the late Middle Ages probably the greatest source of literary material were the various Arthurian legends which circulated in various oral and written forms. Often the stories involve a young knight who pursues an older woman who is unattainable -- she is already married or betrothed.

· In the twelfth century, in Provençe, the "Troubadours" (Pr: finders, inventors), poets attached to different courts in southern France, work this material into the conventions of "courtly love":

· the woman is placed on a pedastal; she is idealized and all but worshipped; she becomes an unattainable object of desire and not really a person.

· the relation of poet and woman parallels and eroticizes the relation of vassal and lord (or poetic patron).

· the lover begs continuously that the woman yield to his advances; yet, she invariably and continuously rebukes him. (A bit of a paradox here: the lover is attracted to her beauty/virtue and thus pleads with the woman to give herself to him; he then occasionally is infuriated with the woman in that she is as cold as a stone in her constant, frigid rejections of his advances; however, if she had given in, she would not have been the earthly embodiment of virtue which so attracts the lover in the first place).

· The ultimate focus of the literature is not the woman who is so praised, it is the male-lover; it is a demonstration of his devotion and how much he will go through. The devotion is semi-religious and semi-political.

· One poetic product of this courtly love tradition is the medieval romance, the other is lyric.

· Picking up on this tradition, sonnets as we know them were first composed in northern Italy in the thirteenth century.

· On the tradition of courtly love and its influence on Renaissance literature, see C.S. Lewis, The Allegory of Love.

Neo-Platonism: 

· With humanism and an invigorated study of ancient texts came a re-discovery of the philosophy of Plato. The Renaissance humanists were especially interested in Plato's philosophy of love and beauty -- see, for instance, Marsilio Ficino's extensive commentaries on Plato's Phaedrus and Symposium.

· In the Phaedrus and Symposium, Plato discusses beauty and love respectively. In contradistinction to Plato's seemingly strict denigration of the realm of the image and of art in The Republic (see lecture on “Art and Truth”), Plato praises the physical manifestations of beauty and love in these two dialogues: they provide a spur, as it were, for the soul. The soul is attracted to a particular beautiful person, but then the soul can recognize the general qualities of beauty in many particulars. This leads to a recognition of the form of beauty itself, to a dialectical recognition of the realm of the forms and of the Good.

· This Platonic "ladder of love" receives an influential treatment in Book IV of Baldasarre Castiglione's Il Cortegiano (The Courtier, 1528), which was translated into English by Sir Thomas Hoby (1561).

· "And here after they had laughed a while, M. Peter proceaded: I saye therefore that accordinge as it is defined of the wise menn of olde time, Love is nothinge elles but a certein covetinge to enjoy beawtie: and forsomuch as covetinge longeth for nothinge, but for thinges knowen, it is requisite that knowleage go evermore before coveting, which of his owne nature willeth the good, but of him self is blind, and knoweth it not. Therfore hath nature so ordeined, that to every vertue of knowleag ther is annexed a vertue of longing. And bicause in oure soule there be three maner wayes to know, namelye, by sense, reason, and understandinge: of sense, there arriseth appetite or longinge, which is commune to us with brute beastes: of reason arriseth election or choise, which is proper to man: of understanding, by the which man may be partner with Aungelles, ariseth will. Even as therfore the sense knoweth not but sensible matters and that which may be felt, so the appetyte, or covetinge onlye desireth the same: and even as the understanding is bent but to beehoulde thinges that may be understoode, so is that wil only fead with spirituall gooddes. Man of nature indowed with reason, placed (as it were) in the middle beetwene these two extremities, may through his choise inclinynge to sense, or reachynge to understandynge, come nigh to the covetinge sometime of the one sometime of the other part. In these sortes therfore may beawtie be coveted, the general name wherof may be applied to al thinges, eyther naturall or artificiall, that are framed in good proportion, and due tempre, as their nature beareth."

· By mixing courtly love conventions with this Platonic notion of love, Renaissance poets were able to describe the lovers within their lyrics as going through a process of religious/philosophical enlightenment via their longing for the beauty of the female.

· In thirteenth century northern Italy, with the poets of the "sweet new style," this mixing begins to take place and the woman becomes akin to the Platonic ideal: for eg., Beatrice in Dante's The Divine Comedy and Vita Nuova.

Petrarch (1304-1374): 

· Most important work is Rime Sparse (scattered verses): 366 poems almost all concerned with his love for Laura. First two-thirds are concerned with her in life, last third with in death (as with Dante's Paradiso).

· Laura is not really a physical or personal presence (nor is Beatrice for Dante). Laura only speaks after her death.

· Laura exists more as an ideal and as a poetic inspiration:

· Laura = l'aura (the breeze); so the world is filled with Laura, or at least with that which reminds him of her absence.

· Laura = il lauro (laurel, as the reward for poetry); with the absence of Laura, he creates a world of laurel (of the poetic).

· Laura is associated with a classical, more ideal past from which we are alienated. The past is absent and unattainale just as Laura is.

· "Petrarchan" love came to signal a type of love which is infinite for an infinitely desirable and unattainable woman.

· The "petrarchan" love sonnet was adapted for English by Wyatt (1503-42) and Surrey (1517-47).

Sonnet Form: 

· Invented in thirteenth century northern Italy, it was made popular by Petrarch.

· It is, usually, a 14 line poem; in English it is usually in iambic pentameter.

· Italian-Petrarchan versions consisted of an octet rhyming abbaabba and a sestet rhyming cdecde (or some other combination as long as it does not have a couplet).

· Many of Wyatt's and later Sidney's sonntes have an octet and a sestet rhyming cddcee (that is, with the distinctively English addition of a finishing couplet).

· Spenser pioneered a difficult rhyming scheme called the "Spenserian": ababbcbc  cdcd  ee.

· Shakespeare used a form which was invented Surrey and includes three quatrains and a couplet: abab cdcd efef ee (gg).

· For more on sonnets in general and on the sonnet form, see the Sonnet Central site. 
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