The Bisexuality of Shakespeare’s Sonnets
A lesson-plan by Dr Paul Edmondson, Head of Research, The Shakespeare Birthplace Trust, and co-author (with Stanley Wells) of:
· Shakespeare’s Sonnets, Oxford Shakespeare Topics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). A fresh overview of approaches to Shakespeare’s Sonnets.

· All the Sonnets of Shakespeare (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, forthcoming September 2020). A ground-breaking new edition presents and considers Shakespeare’s Sonnets in chronological order, along with those sonnets embedded in his plays.


Title: 
Shakespeare, Sonnets and Sexuality 


Aims: 
To broaden our understanding of Shakespeare’s Sonnets (their personality and sexuality) by discovering the difference it makes when these sonnets are spoken by a male or a female voice.
To consider how useful Sonnet 144 might be in supporting our bisexual friends, family members, colleagues.
KS4 English National Curriculum 
Reading
- Pupils should be taught to read and appreciate the depth and power of the English literary heritage through reading a wide range of high-quality, challenging, classic literature and extended literary non-fiction…
- Understand and critically evaluate texts drawing on knowledge of the purpose, audience for and context of the writing, including its social, historical and cultural context and the literary tradition to which it belongs, to inform evaluation. [Explore] aspects of plot, characterisation, events and settings, the relationships between them and their effects.

Learning Intentions:
Your students will: 
Listen to and recite Shakespeare’s Sonnet 144.
Interpret and describe how the poet felt.
Examine the poem and determine whether it has value today.

In addition to the above young people will gain: 
· A basic understanding of one of Shakespeare’s sonnets (Sonnet 144).
· Confidence in the speaking of Shakespeare’s language.
· Ways of understanding and articulating their responses to Shakespeare’s sonnets and the bisexuality it presents.
· An appreciation of the difficulties that might be faced by bisexual people in our own time.


Resources:
Supplied: Shakespeare’s Sonnet 144 (at bottom of lesson plan)


Preparation: 
1. Read the lesson plan, look through the powerpoint and familiarise yourself with the activities .
2. Print Shakespeare’s Sonnet 144 for all those who are taking part.


Procedure (1hr):

	Time
	Activity 
	Method 

	10mins
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10mins
	Starter: Shakespeare




















Starter continued: Bisexuality


Learning Intentions


Big Picture




















New material: Sonnet 144



Pair/Share











Deepen your understanding













Deepen your understanding: what the poem is about














Deepen understanding: how the poet was feeling






























Pair/Share


















Review and reflect: acting it out

































































































Review and reflect: discuss

Pair/Share: Bisexuality






Final thoughts
	Mind map- What do you know about…
Easier: Shakespeare?
Harder: Shakespeare’s work?
Hardest: Shakespeare’s sonnets?

Explain that Shakespeare was writing sonnets as well as plays. 154 of his sonnets were published in 1609.
They are often thought to be personal poems and have been read in relation to his life.
But in fact the poems themselves cannot be and shouldn’t be pinned down.
Some of Shakespeare’s sonnets are definitely addressed to men (of different ages), and some to women. But most of them are open about the sex of their addressee.
Some of them (40, 41, 42, 133, 134, and 144) indicate a close connection to both a male and a female, and can be understood as bisexual.


Easier: What does the term ‘bisexual’ mean?
Harder: What do you think it was like to lives as a bisexual person in the Elizabethan era?

Opportunity to share the learning intentions, the date and title

‘How might Sonnet 144 be of value to us today?’
The big picture links the lesson content to the wider world

Our understanding of Shakespeare’s greatness is partly to do with how we regard him as open-minded. He allows us in his plays to see things from different points of view. In his Sonnets we find an open sexuality, which we can in the poems we are about to consider understand as bisexual: that is a sexual longing for both sexes (rather than either/or). 
Sonnet 144 really shows his struggle in being attracted to both a man and a woman. We need to ask ourselves: how might this Sonnet speak to us today? How might it be of value in talking to our friends, family, and colleagues who want to discuss their bisexuality with us, or in thinking about our own bisexuality?

Give everybody a copy of Sonnet 144

Everyone: Read Sonnet 144 out loud to yourself.

Everyone: Speak to the person next to you. Describe the structure of the poem.

A Shakespearian sonnet nearly always has fourteen lines and can often be read as an argument that develops over three lots of four lines (known as quatrains), taking us to a rhyming couplet in lines 13-14 which concludes the sonnet. The quatrains rhyme: a-b-a-b-c-d-c-d-e-f-e-f and end with a rhyming couplet: g-g.

Listen to the poem three times. Ask for volunteers, alternatively there is a YouTube link available.

Everyone: Whilst you listen answer the following questions:
 
1. What images do you see or imagine? 
2. Which words jump out at you and why?
3. What does the sonnet make you think about?
4. How does the sonnet make you feel and why?

Easier: Describe what you think the poem is about.
Harder: Describe what you think the poem is about and explain how you know.

About the poet’s relationship with a man and a woman. He prefers the man whom he calls his ‘better angel’ (line 2). The woman ‘the worser spirit’ (line 4) takes the poet’s male friend from him (lines 5 to 8), and corrupts him (lines 9-12). In the end, the poet remains uncertain about what is happening between the man and the woman whom he loves (the ‘two loves’ of line 1), but knows that the female is probably having a bad influence on the man (line 14).

Easier: How do you think the poet feels about the situation he is describing?
Harder: What evidence is there in the poem to suggest how the poet is feeling?

Acknowledge that the ‘I’ of the poem (the narrating poet) does not necessarily represent Shakespeare’s own voice – remember he was a genius at presenting imaginary characters on stage – but that most poets who have ever lived feel a personal connection (however unknowable or immeasurable) with their poetry. Perhaps there is something of Shakespeare’s own feelings about sexuality in this sonnet.
Ask for examples of words and sounds of words to back up any feelings that are mentioned, e.g. ‘hell’ and ‘evil’ are connected to the woman (line 5), ‘angel’ (line 3), ‘saint’ (line 7),  and ‘purity’ (line 8) and with the man.
The poet is attracted to both of them, his ‘two loves’ (line 1). He is repelled by the woman, but attracted to her. He adores the man, but is worried that he is being corrupted by the woman (lines 9-12).
Perhaps the poet feels guilty about being attracted to the woman (because he is already married). He does not seem not guilty about being attracted to the man. Close male-male friendships were highly-prized in Shakespeare’s time. They might or might not have involved physical sex.

Discuss: The poem is about bisexuality, is it a positive poem about bisexuality?

Being bisexual leads to problems for the poet, because he worries that the man is being taken from him by the woman.
Explain the physical, sexual language in the poem: ‘hell’ (as used in line 12) also meant ‘vagina’ in Shakespeare’s time, which reveals a lot about the patriarchal attitude towards women. ‘Fire my good one out’ (line 14) is thought to be a reference to a sexually transmitted disease which the male friend contracts from the female.
But Shakespeare is able to express how he feels and, as awkward and as difficult and as unpalatable as that is, it is still extremely truthful, and that can be inspiring.

We will now act out in the circle two different scenarios for the poem.
Say we are going to have some fun with the sonnet and that we are going to act it out playfully.
You will need two lots of three volunteer-actors.

If working with a mixed male and female group:

First: two male and one female student.
A male student stands or sits in the middle of the circle as ‘the poet’, and reads the poem as a male ‘angel’ and female ‘devil’, move silently around him – in any way they like, miming the dramatic story of the sonnet, as they hear it read. Before you start, ask the ‘two loves’ to play their part as an exaggerated ‘angel’ and a ‘devil’. How will they perform, e.g., the personalities, the ‘corrupting’ (line 7), the wooing (line 8), the turning into a fiend (line 9), etc.?

Pause: offer some feedback. What might be different? Take what the group and actors offer and try it out as an alternative approach, or try:
e.g. Play the angel and the devil as ordinary people in love with the poet, and who might know each other, rather than as obviously good and evil.
Act it out again. Ask for a round of applause for the students who have taken part.

Second: you will need two female and one male student. They replace the first three, who sit back down again.
Repeat the exercise, but with the sex of the poet  reversed: a female ‘poet’, a male student acting as an exaggerated ‘angel’, and a female student acting as an exaggerated ‘devil’.
Pause: offer some feedback. What might be different? Take what the group and actors offer and try it out as an alternative approach, or try:
e.g. Play the angel and the devil as ordinary people who loe the poet, rather than obviously good or evil.
Act it out again. Ask for a round of applause for the students who have taken part.


If working with a single-sex group:

First: One student stands or sits in the middle of the circle as ‘the poet’, and reads the poem as an exaggerated ‘angel’ and ‘devil’, move silently around him – in any way they like, miming the dramatic story of the sonnet, as they hear it read. How will they perform, e.g., the personalities, the ‘corrupting’ (line 7), the wooing (line 8), the turning into a fiend (line 9), etc.?

Pause: offer some feedback. What might be different? Take what the group and actors offer and try it out as an alternative approach, or try: 
e.g. Play the angel and the devil as ordinary people who love the poet, rather than as obviously good and evil.
Act it out again. Ask for a round of applause for the students who have taken part.

Second: ask for three different students to enter the circle to replace the first three, who sit back down again.
Repeat the exercise with another exaggerated ‘angel’ and ‘devil’, but this time with each line of the sonnet being spoken by a different member of the group, seated in the circle (simply work round the circle, with each student speaking a line in turn).

Pause: offer some feedback. What might be different? Take what the group and actors offer and try it out as an alternative approach, or try:
e.g. Play the angel and the devil as ordinary people, rather than obviously good or evil, and without exaggerating their assumed gender characteristics (if that has indeed been the case).

Act it out again. Ask for a round of applause for the students who have taken part.

Discuss: which of the two scenarios did you prefer?

Easier: If a friend told you they were bisexual, what would you say?
Harder: Why do you think it might be difficult being bisexual today?
Hardest: How might the poem be beneficial today?

Shakespeare’s Sonnet 144 becomes an occasion to discuss bisexuality and – even though it expresses the pain that some bisexual people feel – it might serve as occasion to have positive thoughts and conversations about bisexuality in our times.
Often the best help we can give to each other is to listen carefully. People might want simply to tell us how they are feeling, as Shakespeare does in Sonnet 144.
In return, we can hopefully acknowledge:
· It is often difficult for people to express their bisexuality, even in our own time because of a prejudice which suggests that they should be either gay or lesbian.
· Shakespeare’s sonnets can be open in their directions of desire.
· Shakespeare’s Sonnets are a rich resource for thinking about sexuality and for having conversations about it.


































Two loves I have, of comfort and despair,
Which like two spirits do suggest me still.
The better angel is a man right fair,
The worser spirit a woman coloured ill.			4
To win me soon to hell my female evil 
Tempteth my better angel from my side,
And would corrupt my saint to be a devil,
Wooing his purity with her foul pride;			8
And whether that my angel be turned fiend
Suspect I may, yet not directly tell;
But being both from me, both to each friend,
I guess one angel in another's hell.			12
		Yet this shall I ne'er know, but live in doubt
			Till my bad angel fire my good one out.














Sonnet 144, by William Shakespeare(1564-1616).
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