
William Shakespeare (1564-1616) 
Sonnet LX

	 1	 Read the section introducing William Shakespeare (Stream, pages 87-88) and complete the 
accompanying exercises..

	 2	 Read the introduction to the poem.

Sonnet LX is one of Shakespeare’s poems included in the sequence Sonnets published in 1609.

	 3	 Read the poem. Which phrase best summarises the content?
  the destructive force of time
  the glory of youth
  the sadness of old age

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 

Sonnet LX (from Shakespeare’s Sonnets)

Like as the waves make towards the pebbled1 shore,
So do our minutes hasten2 to their end,
Each changing place with that which goes before,
In sequent toil3 all forwards do contend4.
Nativity, once in the main of light5,
Crawls6 to maturity, wherewith being crowned7,
Crookèd8 eclipses ’gainst his glory fight,
And Time that gave doth now his gift confound9.
Time doth transfix10 the flourish set on youth11,
And delves the parallels12 in beauty’s brow,
Feeds on the rarities of nature’s truth,
And nothing stands but for his scythe13 to mow14.
	 And yet to times in hope my verse shall stand,
	 Praising thy worth, despite his cruel hand.

5

10

1.	 pebbled: smooth rocks (ciottoli).
2.	 hasten: move rapidly (scorrono veloci).
3.	 in... toil: working hard one after the other  

(con sforzi successivi).
4.	 all... contend: all fight their way forward 

(avanzando si contendono il posto).
5.	 in... light: here ’in the open sea of light’  

(in un oceano di luce).
6.	 Crawls: moves slowly (lentamente si avvia).
7.	 wherewith... crowned: with which once 

crowned (con cui una volta incoronata).

8.	 Crookèd: here ’malignant’ (maligne).
9.	 confound: archaic for ’destroy’ (distrugge).
10.	 transfix: here ’destroy’ (trafigge).
11.	 the... youth: here ’the supreme perfection 

given to youth’ (il fiorire della giovinezza).
12.	 delves... parallels: makes deep lines  

(scava solchi profondi).
13.	 scythe: agricultural instrument (falce).
14.	 mow: cut (mietere).
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	 4	 Read the text again. Divide the poem into four parts according to these paraphrases of the content.
Part 1  Lines 1-    	� The speaker compares the passing of time to the incessant breaking of the waves 

on the shore. A wave breaks only to be followed by another and another.
Part 2  Lines     	� The speaker compares man’s life to the cycle of the sun: the sun’s rising is like 

our birth and then it moves slowly up to its zenith which is equated with maturity. 
What follows is its decline to darkness which symbolises death. Time both gives 
the gift of life and takes it away again.

Part 3  Lines     	� The speaker says that time destroys the glory and splendour of youth.  
It digs wrinkles into a handsome face and eats away at precious natural beauty. 
The only thing remaining is to die.

Part 4  Lines     	� The speaker expresses the hope that his poem shall stand the test of time and 
survive to tell of the worth of his beloved.

	 5	 Do the rhyme scheme and the poem’s layout reinforce the division of the content into four parts? 

	 6	 The sonnet exploits simile, metaphor and personification to describe the ravages of time.  
Find examples and explain their meaning.
Simile:                                                                                                                                                                                
                                                                                                                                                                                        
Metaphor:                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                                                         
Personification:                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                                                                                                                         

	 7	 Draw conclusions. Look at the features of the Italian and the English sonnet forms. Which form does 
Sonnet LX have? 

English (Shakespearean) Sonnet Italian (Petrarchan) Sonnet

Number of lines 14 14

Line groupings 4 – 4 – 4 – 2 
(3 quatrains and a couplet)

4 – 4 – 3 – 3 or 8 – 6
(two quatrains and two tercets  

or an octave and a sestet)

Alignment / Indentation the final couplet is indented aligned

Distribution of content argument 1 – argument 2 –  
argument 3 - summary / epigram

statement – counterstatement

Number of turns (changes 
in direction of the 

argument or narrative)

1 – between the 3rd quatrain and the 
final couplet

1 – between the octave (two 
quatrains) and the sestet (two 

tercets)

Rhyme scheme abab cdcd efef gg abba abba cde cde  or
abba abba cdc cdc  or

abba abba cdc dcd
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