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When most I wink, then do mine eyes best see, 
For all the day they view things unrespected; 
But when I sleep, in dreams they look on thee, 
And, darkly bright, are bright in dark directed. 

(From: Shakespeare, Sonnet 43) 

Published four hundred years ago, Shakespeare's Sonnets have a contradictory standing in contempo-
rary culture. On the one hand, this extensive cycle of poems is regarded as a complexly coded and 
deeply historical artefact that can be appreciated only on the basis of arcane expert knowledge. On 
the other hand, the Sonnets are among the most frequently referred-to texts in the contemporary 
world. They hold an eminent place not only in the arts and in scholarship but also in popular culture, 
where Shakespeare's terse exercises in the form of the lyric are usually regarded as “the greatest love 
poems of all time.” This seminar will investigate these contradictions – and it will make use of them to 
inspire a fresh reading of the old poems. 

We will discuss (in detail) a broad selection of famous as well as less well-known sonnets. At the same 
time, we will try to engage these poems by looking at their contemporary reception not only in schol-
arship but also in various arts and media. 
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Preparing for the seminar: 

• The seminar concentrates on the sonnets and their reception. It does not feature a general intro-
duction to Shakespeare’s life and works. Students who have not previously worked on Shakespeare 
might want to consider PROF. LILLGE’S SURVEY LECTURE ON “SHAKESPEARE AND THE EARLY MODERN PERIOD” 
(TUE, 16-18), which also takes place during the current semester.  

Moreover, I’d recommend reading STEPHEN GREENBLATT’S "GENERAL INTRODUCTION" to The Norton 
Shakespeare, ed. Greenblatt et al. (Norton, 1997) 1-76, in preparation for the seminar. This might 
still be the best short introduction to Shakespeare, featuring not only information on his life and 
works but also on contemporary English culture and politics. The text is available on WueCampus. 

• Our STANDARD EDITION for this seminar is Shakespeare's Sonnets, ed. Katherine Duncan-Jones, The 
Arden Shakespeare (rev. ed., 2010). Please get hold of a private copy of this edition (ca. € 10,-). 
Apart from thorough annotations to the poems, Duncan-Jones provides a detailed INTRODUCTION 

(1-106), considering the publishing history of the sonnets, their literary contexts and their recep-
tion over time (recommended reading ). 

• Please see the SEMINAR PROGRAMME and COURSE BIBLIOGRAPHY below for further reading suggestions, 
including various introductions to Shakespeare’s sonnets. 

• Most importantly: Please read as many of Shakespeare’s sonnets as possible (see the task set for 
the first meeting) and do some preparatory research on manifestations and adaptations of the 
Sonnets in theatre, film, music, the arts, and other domains of contemporary culture. 

PROGRAMME 
[AR = assigned reading // FR = further/optional reading] 

20/10 Introduction 

Dedication to Shakespeare’s Sonnets and various sonnets individually suggested by 
the members of the seminar … 

Preparatory tasks:  

(1) Based on their general introductory reading, all participants should be oriented 
about the gestation, character and status of Shakespeare’s Sonnets. 

(2) Try to decide on your one or two absolute ‘favourite’ poems from Shakespeare’s 
Sonnets; be ready to explain your decision. 

27/10 POETRY – LYRIC – SONNET 

(‘Found Poem’ by Ronald Gross // Archibald MacLeish, “Ars Poetica” // samples of 
‘visual’ sonnets …) 

Sonnet 11 

[Please see assigned reading on the following page.] 

 
1  In preparation for the seminar, participants will always be expected to carefully prepare at least the son-

nets and the AR texts listed for the meeting. 
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AR: 

 [From:] Scott Brewster, Lyric, The New Critical Idiom (Routledge, 2009) [accessi-
ble online through UBW]: 

- Introduction (1-14) [optional] 

- “Origins and Definitions” (15-42) 

 Stephen Fry, “The Sonnet,” The Ode Less Travelled: Unlocking the Poet Within 
(Hutchinson, 2005) 281-292. [WueCampus.] 

03/11 READING and ANALYSING POETRY – Attitudes / techniques / terms 

Key concepts: form & content // reading as experience & hermeneutic process // 
communication & situation // voice (person, tone, irony) // word choice (saying & 
suggesting / denotation & connotation) // syntax and punctuation // ‘imagery,’ 
tropes and figures of speech // sound: rhyme and structure // sound: rhythm and 
metre. 

Sonnet 43 

AR: 

 Michael Meyer, “Poetry,” English and American Literatures, 4th ed. (Francke, 
2011) 21-64. [Accessible online through UBW.] 

 Helen Vendler, “Reading, Stage by Stage: Shakespeare’s Sonnets,” Shakespeare 
Reread: The Texts in New Contexts, ed. Russ McDonald (Cornell UP, 1994) 23-41. 
[WueCampus.] 

FR: 

 See course bibliography, section on “Poetry Analysis” (esp. Culler, Eagleton, and 
Strachan). 

 Stephen Booth, “The Value of the Sonnets,” [excerpt from:] An Essay on Shake-
speare’s Sonnets (Yale UP, 1969), rpt. in A Companion to Shakespeare's Sonnets, 
ed. Michael Schoenfeldt (Blackwell, 2007) 15-26. [Accessible online through 
UBW]. 

10/11 The Sonnets and/as NARRATIVE // BIOGRAPHICAL interpretations 

Sonnets 20 & 53 

AR: 

 A. L. Rowse, “Shakespeare's Autobiography,” Discovering Shakespeare: A Chap-
ter in Literary History (Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1989) 14-31. [WueCampus.] 

 Oscar Wilde, “The Portrait Of Mr. W. H.” (1889), Lord Arthur Savile’s Crime and 
Other Prose Pieces, vol. 2 of The Collected Works of Oscar Wilde, ed. Robert 
Ross (Routledge/Thoemmes Press, 1993) 147-199. [WueCampus.] 

FR: 

 Rebecca Laroche, “The Sonnets on Trial: Reconsidering The Portrait of Mr. W. 
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H.,” Shakespeare’s Sonnets: Critical Essays, ed. James Schiffer (Routledge, 1999) 
391-407. [Accessible online through UBW.] 

 Bruce R. Smith “I, You, He, She, and We: On the Sexual Politics of Shakespeare’s 
Sonnets,” Shakespeare’s Sonnets: Critical Essays, ed. James Schiffer (Routledge, 
1999) 411-429. [Accessible online through UBW.] 

[17/11: Public holiday (Buß- und Bettag)] 

24/11 The problem of context & ‘meaning’ I: SUBJECTIVITY & VOICE 

Sonnets 17 & 76 

AR: 

 John Blades, “Humanism, Rhetoric and Poetry” Shakespeare: The Sonnets (Pal-
grave, 2007) 205-220. [Accessible online through UBW.] 

 David Schalkwyk, “Introduction: the sonnets,” Speech and Performance in Shake-
speare's Sonnets and Plays (Cambridge UP, 2002) 1-28. [Accessible online 
through UBW.] 

01/12 The problem of context & ‘meaning’ II: ‘GENDER’ & ‘COLOUR’ 

Sonnets 57, 136, 144 

AR: 

 Margreta de Grazia, “The Scandal of Shakespeare’s Sonnets” (1994), rpt. in 
Shakespeare’s Sonnets: Critical Essays, ed. James Schiffer (Routledge, 1999) 89-
112. [Accessible online through UBW.] 

FR: 

 Marvin Hunt, “Be Dark but Not Too Dark: Shakespeare’s Dark Lady as a Sign of 
Color,” Shakespeare’s Sonnets: Critical Essays, ed. James Schiffer (Routledge, 
1999) 369-389. [Accessible online through UBW.] 

 Zeno Ackermann, “‘Being your slave’: Shakespeares Sonette und die Artikulation 
der Sklaverei,“ Zeitsprünge: Forschungen zur Frühen Neuzeit 18.3/4 (2014): 369-
396. [WueCampus.] 

08/12 THEATRICAL RECEPTION: Robert Wilson’s 2009 production 

Sonnets and extracts from Wilson’s production selected by the experts for this 
meeting.2 

AR: 

 See relevant section on Robert Wilson’s website [LINK]. 

 
2  Here and in the following: Please announce your choice of sonnets in the previous meeting! It’s good to 

refer back to sonnets already discussed so far, but please try to feature at least one new poem from the 
collection. 

 

https://robertwilson.com/shakespeares-sonnets
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 Robert Wilson and Rufus Wainwright, Shakespeares Sonette, ZDF, 2009 [LINK.] 

 Pfister, Manfred.  "Will, Wilson und Wainwright: Shakespeares Sonette Light?"  
Shakespeare Jahrbuch 146 (2010): 177-182. [WueCampus.] 

15/12 MUSICAL RECEPTION (focus on popular music) 

Sonnets and songs selected by the experts for this meeting. 

AR: 

 Zeno Ackermann, “Sounding the Sonnets in Popular Music,”  William Shake-
speare’s Sonnets: For the First Time Globally Reprinted: A Quatercentenary An-
thology, ed. Manfred Pfister and Jürgen Gutsch, vol.  2.  (Edition Signathur, 
2014) 97-118. [WueCampus.] 

FR: 

 See material featured on the DVD accompanying Pfister/Gutsch, eds., Shake-
speare's Sonnets: For the First Time Globally Reprinted (2009). [The DVD can be 
borrowed from ZA.] 

 Wes Folkerth, “Shakespeare in Popular Music,” Shakespeares after Shakespeare: 
An Encyclopedia of the Bard in Mass Media and Popular Culture, vol. 1 (Green-
wood Press, 2007) 366-368. [WueCampus.] 

 Adam Hansen, “‘Where Should this Music Be?’ : Locating Shakespeare and Mod-
ern Popular Music,” Shakespeare and Popular Music (Bloomsbury, 2010) 25-42. 
[Accessible online through UBW.] 

22/12 VISUAL RECEPTION: Illustrations and book covers 

Sonnets and visual samples selected by the experts for this meeting. [Please an-
nounce your choice of sonnets in the previous meeting!] 

AR:  

 Stefan Schukowski, “’Mine eye hath played the painter’: Buch-Illustrationen von 
Shakespeares Sonetten,” Sonett-Künste: Mediale Transformationen einer klassi-
schen Gattung, ed. Erika Greber and Evi Zemanek (Edition Signathur, 2012) 345-
371. [WueCampus.] 

FR: 

 See material featured on the DVD accompanying Pfister/Gutsch, eds., Shake-
speare's Sonnets: For the First Time Globally Reprinted (2009). [The DVD can be 
borrowed from ZA.] 

 Manfred Pfister and Jürgen Gutsch, “Außenansichten auf Shakespeares Sonette: 
Der Buch-Einband als Kleid, Rahmen, Schwelle und Filter,” Sonett-Künste: Medi-
ale Transformationen einer klassischen Gattung, ed. Erika Greber and Evi 
Zemanek (Edition Signathur, 2012) 373-403. [WueCampus.] 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qODekVgJdOc
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[Christmas break] 

12/01  CROSSLINGUISTIC RECEPTION: Translations into / Rewritings in German 

Sonnet 18 

AR: 

 Erika Greber, “Shall I compare? Zeitgenössische Autorinnen kontern Shakespea-
res 18. Sonett,“ Shakespeare-Jahrbuch 146 (2010): 140-163. [WueCampus.] 

FR: 

 Jürgen Gutsch, “‘Millions of Strange Shadows’: Vom Übersetzen der Shake-
speare-Sonette in jüngerer Zeit (nicht nur) ins Deutsche,“ Shakespeare-Jahrbuch 
139 (2003): 161-189. [WueCampus.] 

19/01  POETIC RECEPTION / Poetic responses 

Sample sonnet and one or two poetic responses selected by the experts for this 
meeting. [Please announce your choice in the previous meeting and make the re-
spective poetic responses available through WueCampus!] 

FR: 

 Hannah Jane Crawforth and Elizabeth Scott-Baumann, eds., On Shakespeare’s 
Sonnets: A Poets’ Celebration (Bloomsbury Arden Shakespeare, 2016). [Not held 
by UBW; contact ZA to borrow the book.] 

26/01  Reception in the NEW MEDIA & in the GLOBAL CITY : The NYSX Sonnet Project 

Sample sonnets and clips selected by the experts for this meeting. [Please announce 
your choice in the previous meeting.] 

AR: 

Browse the following website: New York Shakespeare Exchange, the sonnet project 
(2013-present), web [LINK.] 

02/02  Concluding meeting  

Including the discussion of participants’ ESSAY TOPICS. 

 

https://nysx.org/programs-2/sonnet-project/
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CONTRIBUTIONS 

The amount of contributions asked for depends on the number of credit points attached to your cho-
sen module: 

3 ETCS:  

- 3 reading responses (of c. 2 pp.) 

5 ECTS:  

- 2 reading responses 
- Acting as an expert for one specific meeting 
- Short research essay (c. 10-15 pp.) 

10 ECTS: 

- Please see me in my office hours. 

Reading responses: 

These are short (c. 2 pp.) essay-like academic texts responding to the material that is on the agenda 
for the specific meeting. A reading response needs to consider both the 'primary' text/s (i.e. the son-
nets etc.) that are to be analysed in the meeting and the ‘secondary’ texts set up as assigned reading. 
Of course, participants can also choose to feature further reading texts. 'Responding to' means to 
contextualize and discuss the material in light of the seminar's agenda and progress.  

Reading responses are due three days before the respective meeting (= by Sunday evening). Please 
upload your RR to WueCampus. In preparation for individual meetings, participants are strongly en-
couraged to read the reading responses for that meeting posted by other participants. Thus, all read-
ing responses will be made available to everybody by Tuesday. 

Experts: 

Experts are teams of two participants that do special preparatory work for one seminar meeting. Act-
ing as a specialist includes: 
• a short (!) introductory statement (not a presentation!) that opens the meeting by situating it 

within the wider contexts of the seminar, in particular linking it to the previous meeting; 
• heading the meeting in collaboration with me; 
• discussing your ideas with me at least one week before the respective meeting (my office hours 

usually take place on Thursdays, 12.30 to 2 p.m). 

Use the respective tool on WueCampus to sign up as an expert. Please do so during the first three 
weeks of the seminar. 

Research essays: 

Generally, these essays (c. 10-15 pp.) will evolve from your work as an expert. They should zoom in 
on a particular problem or phenomenon connected to the topic or material of the respective meet-
ing. Of course, each research essay ought to focus on an individual topic. 

Portfolio: 

Please collect your written contributions into a portfolio of c. 18-20 pp. This should be handed in by 
15/03 (as a file uploaded to WueCampus). 
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SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Editions of Shakespeare’s Sonnets: 

Katherine Duncan-Jones, ed. Shakespeare's Sonnets, The Arden Shakespeare (rev. ed., 2010). 

This is our standard edition for the seminar. Please get hold of a private copy (ca. € 10,-). 
However, some of Duncan-Jones’s assumptions about the gestation of the sonnets are still 
being hotly debated; cf. the introductions offered in the editions prepared by Burrow and 
Kerrigan! 

Booth, Stephen, ed.  Shakespeare's Sonnets. Yale UP, 1977. [UBW 450] 

The most renowned, ambitious and extensive of editions ... This is how Booth, in the preface, 
defends the complexity of his “analytical” notes: “All of us were brought up on the idea that 
what poets say is sublime – takes us beyond reason; my commentary tries to describe the 
physics by which we get there” (x). Booth reproduces a facsimile of the Quarto text alongside 
a modernized version of the poems. 

Burrow, Colin, ed. William Shakespeare: The Complete Sonnets and Poems. The Oxford Shakespeare. 
Oxford UP, 2008. [Accessible online through UBW.] 

Kerrigan, John, ed. The Sonnets and a Lover's Complaint. The New Penguin Shakespeare. Penguin, 
1986. 

Vendler, Helen, ed. The Art of Shakespeare’s Sonnets. Belknap Press of Harvard UP, 1997. 

Various other editions are available at UBW (some of them online). The WueCampus course room 
will also feature the sonnets as reprinted in The Oxford Shakespeare (both in original and modernized 
spelling). 

General study aids (esp. concerning poetry & poetry analysis): 

Baldick, Chris. The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms. 4th ed. Oxford UP, 2015. [Accessible online 
through UBW and/or through Oxford Reference.] 

Brewster, Scott. Lyric. The New Critical Idiom. Routledge, 2009. 

Culler, Jonathan. Literary Theory: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford UP, 1997. [There are various later 
editions.] 

Eagleton, Terry. How to Read a Poem. Blackwell, 2007. [UBW 10.] 

JSTOR. Web. [Digital library of academic journals, books, and primary sources. Accessible through the 
university’s intranet.] 

Meyer, Michael. English and American Literatures. UTB basics. 4th ed. Francke, 2011. [Accessible 
online through UBW.] 

See esp. the section on “Poetry” (21-64). 

Oxford Reference. Web. 

Preminger, Alex, ed. The New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics. Princeton UP, 1993. [Ac-
cessible online through UBW.] 

Strachan, John, and Richard Terry. Poetry. 2nd ed. Edinburgh UP, 2011. [Accessible online through 
UBW.] 
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On Shakespeare’s sonnets / Shakespeare’s Sonnets and their contexts: 

Bellamy, Elizabeth Jane, ed. Critical Survey of Shakespeare's Sonnets. Grey House, 2014. [Accessible 
online through UBW.] 

Contains not only essays by important scholars but also useful commentaries on a large num-
ber of Shakespeare’s sonnets. 

* Blades, John. Shakespeare: The Sonnets. Analysing Texts. Palgrave, 2007. [Accessible online through 
UBW.] 

Booth, Stephen. An Essay on Shakespeare’s Sonnets. Yale UP, 1969. 

Callaghan, Dympna. Shakespeare's Sonnets. Blackwell Introductions to Literature. Blackwell, 2007. 
[Accessible online through UBW.] 

Cousins, A. D. Shakespeare’s Sonnets and Narrative Poems. Routledge, 2000. [Accessible online 
through UBW.] 

Crawforth, Hannah Jane, Elizabeth Scott-Baumann, and Clare Whitehead, eds. The Sonnets: The State 
of Play. Bloomsbury Arden Shakespeare, 2017. [Accessible online through UBW.] 

Edmondson, Paul, and Stanley Wells, eds. All the Sonnets of Shakespeare. Cambridge UP, 2020. [Ac-
cessible online through UBW.] 

Greber, Erika, and Evi Zemanek, eds. Sonett-Künste: Mediale Transformationen einer klassischen Gat-
tung. Edition Signathur, 2012. 

Hyland, Peter. An Introduction to Shakespeare's Poems. Palgrave Macmillan, 2003. [UBW 10.] 

Kingsley-Smith, Jane. The Afterlife of Shakespeare's Sonnets. Cambridge UP, 2019. [Accessible online 
through UBW.] 

Muir, Kenneth. Shakespeare’s Sonnets. Routledge, 2005. [Accessible online through UBW.] 

Pfister, Manfred.  “‘As an Unperfect Actor on the Stage’: Notes Towards a Definition of Performance 
and Performativity in Shakespeare's Sonnets.”  Theory into Poetry: New Approaches to the 
Lyric.  Ed. Eva Müller-Zettelmann and Margarete Rubik.  Rodopi, 2005.  207-228.  

Pfister, Manfred, and Jürgen Gutsch, eds. Shakespeare's Sonnets: For the First Time Globally Re-
printed – A Quatercentenary Anthology (with a DVD). Edition Signathur, 2009. 

Schalkwyk, David. Speech and Performance in Shakespeare's Sonnets and Plays. Cambridge UP, 2002. 
[Accessible online through UBW.] 

Schiffer, James, ed. Shakespeare’s Sonnets: Critical Essays. Routledge, 1999. [Accessible online 
through UBW.] 

Schoenfeldt, Michael, ed. A Companion to Shakespeare's Sonnets. Blackwell, 2007. [Accessible online 
through UBW.] 

“Shakespeare's Sonnets,” The British Library, web. <https://www.bl.uk/works/shakespeares-son-
nets> 

This section of the website of the British Library features various articles on Shakespeare’s 
Sonnets. It’s most interesting feature is a complete photographic online edition of the 1609 
Quarto. 

Vendler, Helen. The Art of Shakespeare’s Sonnets. Belknap Press of Harvard UP, 1997. 
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