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Sonnet: A poem of fourteen lines which follows a very strict rhyme 

pattern. It is usually divided into two parts: the octave ( the first eight 

lines), and the sestet ( the last six lines). The octave and sestet are 

separated by. Sonnets tend to be difficult because a great deal of 

meaning is often conveyed in a few lines.   

 

There are three main types of sonnets: 

  

1 – The Petrarchan Sonnet. 
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2 – The Shakespearean Sonnet. 

3 – The Miltonic Sonnet. 

 

1 - The Petrarchan Sonnet: This is the strictest of the three types since 

two only two rhymes are permitted in the octave and not more than three 

in the sestet. The octave is rhymed a-b-b-a-a-b-b-a and the sestet c-d-e-

c-d-e (if three rhymes are used) and c-d-c-d-c-d (if two rhymes and 

used). 

2 - The Shakespearean Sonnet: though this type of sonnet is divided into 

octave and sestet, it has a much simpler rhyme pattern. It is really a poem 

consisting of three stanzas each of four lines in length (these are called 

quatrains). The sonnet ends with two lines, called a rhyming couplet. The 

pattern is as follows: a-b-a-b-c-d-c-d-e-f-e-f-g-g. 

3 – The Miltonic Sonnet. This type has the same rhyme scheme as the 

Petrarchan sonnet but differs in one important respect: there is no break 

in thought between the octave and sestet. 

 

Sonnet 60: Like as the waves make towards 

the pebbl'd shore 
BY WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 

Like as the waves make towards the pebbl'd shore, 

So do our minutes hasten to their end; 

Each changing place with that which goes before, 

In sequent toil all forwards do contend. 

Nativity, once in the main of light, 

Crawls to maturity, wherewith being crown'd, 

Crooked eclipses 'gainst his glory fight, 

And Time that gave doth now his gift confound. 

Time doth transfix the flourish set on youth 

And delves the parallels in beauty's brow, 

Feeds on the rarities of nature's truth, 

And nothing stands but for his scythe to mow: 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/william-shakespeare
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And yet to times in hope my verse shall stand, 

Praising thy worth, despite his cruel hand. 

 

 

G.M. : Shakespeare's  Sonnet 60 entitled "Time"  is one of several 

Shakespearen sonnets dealing with the effects of time on youth and 

beauty. Time is seen as cruel and confusing, giving new life but also 

taking it and in the process destroying youthful beauty.  

Detailed Meaning.  

     What is unusual about sonnet 60 is that each quatrain offers a different 

perspective on the nature of time and how it affects the human condition. 

So it is that the reader is introduced to the tidal ocean, the wheeling 

cosmos and the symbolic scythe - all interweaving and measuring out 

our span on Earth. Yes, it is painful to experience the ravages of time, 

and this sonnet delves deep, but there is always a glimmer of hope. Love 

and poetry can help offset the extremes of time and ultimately, death.    

Time was an all-important subject when Shakespeare was alive. Timing 

of events and happenings in one's personal life were taken seriously.  

Shakespeare's sonnet 60 captures the essence of what cruel time could do 

to 'beauty's brow' - like some magic potion the sonnet alone will preserve 

it for future times . An unusual opening line introduces a simple simile to 

the reader, and a common enough image to the eye: waves approaching 

the shore, repeatedly forming. But this shoreline is pebbled, so no sands 

of time here.  

First Quatrain 

 Note how each line of the first quatrain matches this idea of 

continuous motion, each line changing place with the one that's gone 

before, a repeat of the natural physics. Although iambic pentameter is 

the steadying rhythm which helps relate time to wave, trochee and 

spondee convey the sudden crash of the wave, breaking up the natural 

pattern. 
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This connection to the ocean, to water, continues. Birth is seen as 

occurring in a sea of light (main - sea), quite a powerful, uplifting image, 

implying a solar influence, whilst the idea that a human crawls to 

maturity is a darker personification. 

Second Quatrain 

 This second quatrain offers a different angle on the nature of time. 

Time is becoming more complex and cosmic. No longer is the speaker 

dealing in minutes, clocktime, but in the orbits and behaviour of the 

planets and stars.  

 Third Quatrain 

Having related minutes to ocean waves and life to a cosmic event, both 

abstractions, the reader is now faced with the manifestation of time on an 

initially youthful human face. Transfix is to pierce with something sharp, 

hence time is a pointed, cutting edge that destroys beauty by affecting the 

flesh; and delve is to dig, wrinkling the brow.  All of this suggests a 

painful experience at the hands of time. Further personification sees time 

feeding on even the most valued natural beauty - time is like a parasite, a 

hungry thing - it will cut down everything in the end. Time and tide wait 

for no man. Minutes pass, oceans move, the orbits continue and the human 

can do little to withstand the effects. The clock is ticking and as it does 

so, takes away our youth and beauty. Note some of the vocabulary of the 

three quatrains: toil, crawl, crooked, 'gainst, confound, transfix, delves, 

feeds, scythe, mow - there is much struggle and possible pain. In 

Shakespeare's age the scythe was a powerful symbol, as well as a vital 

agricultural tool. 

 Intention in (End Couplet) 

So to the end couplet and the turn or solution. The speaker is hopeful, only 

hopeful, that his verse shall stand in defiance of time and sustain the praise 

his lover deserves. Whatever time throws at us, poetry is the one thing that 

can preserve beauty's truth. 
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 A Thematic Analysis of the Poem 

    This sonnet attempts to explain the nature of time as it passes, and as it 

acts on human life. In the first quatrain, the speaker says that the minutes 

replace one another like waves on the “pebbled shore,” each taking the 

place of that which came before it in a regular sequence. In the second 

quatrain, he tells the story of a human life in time by comparing it to the 

sun: at birth (“Nativity”), it rises over the ocean (“the main of light”), then 

crawls upward toward noon (the “crown” of “maturity”), then is suddenly 

undone by “crooked eclipses”, which fight against and confound the sun’s 

glory. In the third quatrain, time is depicted as a ravaging monster, which 

halts youthful flourish, digs wrinkles in the brow of beauty, gobbles up 

nature’s beauties, and mows down with his scythe everything that stands. 

In the couplet, the speaker opposes his verse to the ravages of time: he 

says that his verse will stand in times to come, and will continue to praise 

the “worth” of the beloved despite the “cruel hand” of time. 

    This poem is organized very neatly into the 

quatrain/quatrain/quatrain/couplet structure that defines the 

Shakespearean sonnet. Each quatrain presents a relatively self-contained 

metaphorical description of time’s passage in human life, while the 

couplet offers a twist on the poem’s earlier themes. In the first quatrain, 

the metaphor is that of the tide; just as waves cycle forward and replace 

one another on the beach, so do minutes struggle forward in “sequent toil.” 

In the second quatrain, the focus shifts from the passage of time to the 

passage of human life, using the metaphor of the sun during the span of a 

day: first it crawls forward out of the sea (an image linking this quatrain 

to the previous one), then is crowned with maturity in the sky, then, 

suddenly, it is darkened by the “crooked eclipses” of age, as time retracts 

his original gift. In the third quatrain, the metaphor becomes one of time 

as a personified force, a ravaging monster, who digs trenches in beauty, 

devours nature, and mows down all that stands with his scythe. 
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    Clearly, these images develop from one another: the first describes the 

way time passes, the second describes the way a human life passes, and 

the third describes the way time is responsible for the ravages in human 

life. Each quatrain is a single four-line sentence, developing a single 

argument through metaphor: time passes relentlessly, human life is 

cripplingly short before it quickly succumbs to age and decay, time is the 

ravager responsible for the downfall of men’s lives. This is one of the 

great themes of the sonnets. In the couplet, the speaker then stunningly 

declares that he has found a way to confound time: his verse, despite 

time’s “cruel hand,” will live on, and continue to praise the worth of the 

beloved. This is the often-invoked corollary to the great theme of time’s 

passage: the speaker, disappointed that the young man will not defy time 

by having children, writes poem after poem about the mighty power of 

the “bloody tyrant” time, then declares that his poems will remain 

immortal, and will enable the young man’s beauty to live forever. 

Sonnets 18, 19, 55, 63, and 65 all follow this formula, and echoes of it 

appear in countless many other sonnets. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


