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Although one may assume 
that Shakespeare is 
speaking to a female muse, 
as others writers had 
popularly done, it is often 
suggested that he was  

When in the chronicle of wasted time
I see descriptions of the fairest wights,

And beauty making beautiful old rhyme,
In praise of ladies dead and lovely knights,
Then, in the blazon of sweet beauty's best,

Of hand, of foot, of lip, of eye, of brow,
I see their antique pen would have expressed

Even such a beauty as you master now.
So all their praises are but prophecies
Of this our time, all you prefiguring;

And for they looked but with divining eyes,
They had not skill enough your worth to sing:

   For we, which now behold these present days,
   Have eyes to wonder, but lack tongues to 

praise.

I see their antique pen
Would have expressed“ ”

When in the chronicle of 
wasted time...“ ”

that the old writers to have a 
God-like power in their 
ability to predict the beauty 
of his present day. This also 
shows religious tones to the 
sonnet. 'All their praises are 
but prophecies' links the 
Fair Youth to prophecies of 
Christ. 

It could be considered that 
Shakespeare is projecting 
an image onto the past and 
the writings from it, in order 
to depreciate the skill of the 
poets of his present day. He 
shows the old writings to be 
valuable by calling the pen 
'antique' and also suggested 

Volta of Sonnet 106

muse, therefore showing off 
the skills that he confesses 
to lack. Although the poets 
of the past have only 
predicted the future beauty 
of the Fair Youth, poets of 
his time had a muse for 
inspiration, allowing them 
'eyes to wonder,' however 
all but Shakespeare 'lack 
tongues to praise' him.

The last two lines of the 
poem are perhaps the most 
significant, in that 
Shakespeare seems to 
admit his own inability and 
skill as any writer of his 
time. However, if looking 
deeper, this can be 
considered irony and false 
modesty of the poet who still 
chooses to write a beautiful 
poem addressed to his  

Sonnet 106 is a typical 
Shakespearian sonnet with 
the form of three quatrains 
of the same rhyme scheme, 
followed by a couplet. This 
draws attention to the last 
two lines of the poem, 
where the poet expresses  

his seemingly modest 
conclusion on his present 
day poetry, including his 
own skill.

Due to the listing of features 
on line 6, Sonnet 106 can 
be considered a blazon, 
however this blazon is 
irregular in that the poet is 
aware that he is repeating 
the typical form that writers 
who lacked skill used at the 
time. He instead 
consciously addressed this 
to his muse, despite saying 
he considers this invaluable.

Muses in lyric poetry were 
typically women, however it 
is suggested that the poet's 
muse was a young man, 
which shows that this 
sonnet was perhaps to an 
audience of peers rather 
than the typical association 
wooing a lady.

For we, which now behold 
these present days,

Have eyes to wonder, but 
lack tongues to praise.

“
” Overall, Shakespeare uses Sonnet 106 to show off his skill 

in writing through feigned modesty, whilst depreciating the 
skill of poets of his time by comparing them to an image of 
poets of the past. By portraying them to  be valuable and 
have divine abilities, this shows other poetry of the time to 
have little worth. However, his own use of the sonnet would 
suggest that he is indirectly comparing his own skills to the 
'beautiful old rhyme' of poets before his time. The sonnet 
form draws attention to the volta in which he purposely 
confesses to lack skills which he seems to display.
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Figure 1: The “Chandos” Portrait of William Shakespeare
(anonymous, c. 1600-1610: online)

Figure 1: Three Muses and a Putto with a Lyre 
(Ghisi after Primaticcio, c.1560-1564: online) 

In Sonnet 106, William Shakespeare seems to use 
lyric poetry to praise his muse, which was popular at 
the time. However, if considered that his muse was 
instead his male friend, the poem has a different 
purpose of applauding his own skill in comparison to 
writers of the past and the other poets of his time. He 
feigns modesty by contradicting his own conclusion 
and mocks other writers use of the blazon form to 
incapably express beauty.

addressing the poem to a 
male friend: the 'Fair Youth.' 
This mocks the traditional 
blazon as he expresses the 
beauty of his friend only to 
show off his writing skill to 

described: 'Of hand, of foot, 
of lip, of eye, of brow.' This 
emphasises the metre of 
the poem, also emphasising 
his own natural skill at 
writing in this way. 
According to Fenghua, it 
was not abnormal for a 
writer of the time to write 
more highly of a male friend 
than love for a woman, 
therefore it is probable that 
Shakespeare did so with 
this intent. 

'Antique' has connotations of age, 
fitting with the motif of time in the 
poem. This also suggests value in 

the writings of the past.

'Chronicles' were historical events in 
order of time. Time is an important 

motif of the poem, where 
Shakespeare looks back to project 

an image onto the poets of the past.

‘In a period when time was gleaned through 
falling sand or creeping shadows…time’s 

difficulty and its inaccuracy…made it ripe for 
poetry and fiction.’ (Stern, 2014: 29)

Shakespeare's focus on comparing past and 
present writing is important because of this 
inability to accurately measure time.
 
Time was imagined through inaccurate objects 
as symbols; objects such as the 'antique pen' 
also became symbols. The past is shown to 
be a different time of beauty, skill, 'ladies dead 
and lovely knights,'  which Shakespeare 
projects onto the past in order to prove value 
in his own skill compared to his peers.

‘The direction of address of these 
poems can be established with 

certainty: the first 126 sonnets refer 
to and are generally addressed to the 
Fair Friend…’ Dubrow (1998, cited in 

Fenghua, 2014)

'Lyrics are often associated with 
music, and so with music's sense of  
liberated feeling...there origins are 

recalled in song-like metres...' 
(Williams, 2013)

an audience of peers, who 
he suggests do not have 
this skill. He lists the body 
parts that the past poets 
would have effectively  

‘More often than not, 
writers of this time held 

the point of view that the 
ideal friendship between 
men was above love for 

a woman.’

(Fenghua, 2014)
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