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Abstract 

 

Renaissance Vertical Reading from Vers Rapporté to Shakespeare’s 

Sonnets 

 

Vincent Corentin Robert-Nicoud, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Hannah Chapelle Wojciehowski 

 

In her analysis of Shakespeare’s Sonnets, Helen Vendler points out Shakespeare’s 

systematic repetition of keywords and reiteration of meaningful words in the couplet, 

which she calls couplet ties. This thesis seeks to frame Vendler’s discovery by 

considering its literary context. Shakespeare’s repetition of keywords induces a mode of 

reading that disregards the conventional, linear organization of the poem and establishes 

vertical connections between significant words. This vertical reading is tightly connected 

to the widespread tradition of vers rapporté, or recursive verse. Retracing the history of 

vers rapporté from its probable origin in the classical art of memory to its most complex 

adaptation in Shakespeare’s Sonnets reveals the evolution of reading and writing 

practices during the Renaissance period. Combining literary history and theory, cognitive 

archaeology, and formal analysis, this thesis attempts to provide an interdisciplinary 

perspective on the literary, cultural and cognitive foundations of Renaissance vertical 

reading and writing practices with a focus on French and English sonneteers. 



 vii

Table of Contents 

List of Illustrations................................................................................................. xi 

Introduction............................................................................................................12 

DEFINING VERS RAPPORTÉ 16 

Chapter 1: The mechanics of vers rapporté...........................................................16 
Definition ......................................................................................................16 
Linguistic interpretation................................................................................17 
Conventional examples.................................................................................19 
Similar rhetorical figures ..............................................................................21 

Palindrome ...........................................................................................21 
Acrostics ..............................................................................................22 

Rhythmical and metrical considerations.......................................................23 
Processing vers rapporté...............................................................................24 

Syntactical patterns and serial memory ...............................................24 
Topoi and long-term working memory................................................25 

Chapter 2: The origins of vers rapporté ................................................................29 
Introduction...................................................................................................29 
Some designations ........................................................................................30 
Probable origins ............................................................................................31 

Introduction..........................................................................................31 
The Vedic hypothesis...........................................................................32 
The Greek/Roman hypothesis..............................................................32 

Chapter 3: Poetics under the sign of Mnemosyne .................................................34 
The importance of Mnemotechnics ..............................................................34 
Defining the art of memory...........................................................................35 
The art of memory and vers rapporté ...........................................................36 

Imagines agentes..................................................................................36 
Syntax as a mental architecture............................................................38 



 viii

Memoria rerum and memoria verborum..............................................39 
Conclusion ....................................................................................................40 

Chapter 4: Theories of influence and cultural transfer ..........................................42 
Introduction...................................................................................................42 
The direction transmission hypothesis..........................................................42 
Literary universal and cognitive constraints .................................................43 
Appropriation and adjustment.......................................................................44 

Chapter 5: Vers rapporté and medieval rhetoric....................................................45 
Introduction...................................................................................................45 
Some examples .............................................................................................45 
Conclusion ....................................................................................................46 

Chapter 6: Dissecting poems .................................................................................47 
The Renaissance culture of dissection ..........................................................47 
Dissecting bodies ..........................................................................................48 
Dissecting feelings ........................................................................................51 
Political division ...........................................................................................52 
Conclusion ....................................................................................................55 

Chapter 7: Renaissance Hermeticism the decline of vers rapporté .......................56 
Introduction...................................................................................................56 
The hermetic tradition and vers rapporté .....................................................56 
An example from German Baroque poetry...................................................58 
Hermetic combinatorics ................................................................................59 

Chapter 8: Conclusion............................................................................................61 

THE ENGLISH TRADITION 63 

Chapter 9: vertical sonneteering ............................................................................63 
Introduction...................................................................................................63 
Rhyme-schemes ............................................................................................64 
Sonnet, roundel and creative imitation .........................................................65 
Poetic epistemology of the sonnet ................................................................67 



 ix

Chapter 10: Renaissance Anglo-Latin poetry ........................................................69 
Characteristics of Anglo-Latin poetry ..........................................................69 
Some examples .............................................................................................70 
Conclusion ....................................................................................................71 

Chapter 11: The English appropriation of vers rapporté.......................................72 
Introduction...................................................................................................72 
Sir Philip Sidney’s structural counterpoint ...................................................72 
Direct translation...........................................................................................74 

Samuel Daniel......................................................................................74 
William Drummond.............................................................................77 

Giles Fletcher the Elder ................................................................................78 
Fletcher and the Renaissance intellectual culture ................................78 
Fletcher’s Anglo-Latin poetry..............................................................79 
Vertical reading and synaesthesia........................................................80 
From vers rapporté to repeated keywords ...........................................82 
Conclusion ...........................................................................................84 

Chapter 12: Shakespeare’s repetition of keywords................................................86 
Introduction...................................................................................................86 
Reading the Sonnets vertically......................................................................86 
Conventional examples of vers rapporté ......................................................88 

Triads and binary oppositions..............................................................88 
Sonnet 11 .............................................................................................89 
Sonnet 14 .............................................................................................90 
Sonnet 105 ...........................................................................................92 

Shakespeare’s adaptation of vers rapporté ...................................................93 
Sonnet 93: heart and looks...................................................................93 
Sonnet 43 as an experiment on verticality ...........................................96 
Conclusion ...........................................................................................99 

Chapter 13: Theoretical approaches to keywords................................................102 
Introduction.................................................................................................102 



 x

Self-Referentiality and idolatry...................................................................102 
Keywords and bricolage .............................................................................103 
Keywords and vers rapporté.......................................................................104 
Shakespeare and the invention of subjectivity............................................105 

Chapter 14: Conclusion........................................................................................108 

Bibliography ........................................................................................................110 



 xi

List of Illustrations 

Fig. 1 Estienne Tabourot, Les Bigarrures du Seigneur des Accords (1583): 134. 

Bibliothèque National de France. ...............................................54 

Fig. 2 William Drummond, Poems: by William Drummond, of Hawthorne-denne 

(Edinburgh, 1616): 58.................................................................77 

 
 



 12

                                                

 

Introduction 

First published in 1582, Les Bigarrures du Seigneur des Accordz, by Estienne 

Tabourot, can be considered a facetious and comprehensive catalogue of poetic tours de 

force such as anagrams, acrostics, or internal rhymes. The thirteenth chapter of this 

whimsical work combining essay and fiction is devoted to “vers rapportez”, which could 

be translated in English as “recursive verse”1. According to Tabourot, “beaucoup de 

personnes ont practiqué de tout temps cette spirituelle façon d’escrire en vers rapportez, 

& mesmes de notre temps elle est si frequente & commune, que la multitude en est plus 

ennuyeuse que plaisante, pource que aucuns le rendent si affectez”2. This rhetorical 

device, whose popularity exasperates Tabourot, consists in the superimposition of 

interwoven independent syntactical units. In other words, it changes the conventional 

order of words according to semantic and grammatical relations and entails what one 

could interpret as a vertical reading. Let us consider, for instance, William Drummond’s 

couplet describing Christ’s blood: 

For streams, juice, balm they are, which quench, kills, charms, 

Of God, death, hell, the wrath, the life, the harms3. 

The three semantically and syntactically independent sequences that are intertwined force 

the reader to read vertically in order to re-construct the meaning of the couplet. Here is 

how Drummond’s couplet would appear in conventional (horizontal) arrangement: 

For streams they are which quench the wrath of God. 

 
1 Estienne Tabourot, Les Bigarrures du Seigneur des Accordz (Paris: L’Arbre Verdoyant, 1583): 130. I am 
indebted to Douglas Bruster for his rendering of “vers rapportez”.  
2 Many people have used this witty way of writing and even now, it is so frequent and common that it 
becomes more boring than please inasmuch as some writers render it too affected. [my translation] 
3 William Drummond, Poems, by that most famous wit, William Drummond of Hawtornden (London 
1656): 112. 
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For juice they are which kills the life of death. 

For balm they are which charms the harms of hell. 

Semantic and acoustic relationships are clearly visible and compensate for the disjointed 

syntactical structure of vers rapporté. 

A word about the genesis of this project, which began as a response to Helen 

Vendler’s The Art of Shakespeare’s Sonnets. In this essential piece of criticism, Vendler 

points out Shakespeare’s almost systematic repetition of “KEY WORDS” as well as the 

recurrence of significant words from the body of the sonnet in the couplet, which she 

calls “Couplet Ties”. Vendler defines Shakespeare’s ingenious experiments with “KEY 

WORDS” in her commentary of Sonnet 7: “in its simplest form, this principle requires that 

each of the four units of the sonnet contain (at least once per unit) the same (meaningful) 

word, a thematically significant one. The word may appear in its root form or a variant 

thereof.”4 I was looking for English and continental precedents to Shakespeare’s almost 

systematic repetitions of keywords and couplet ties when I discovered the abundant 

tradition of vers rapporté. Vendler considers Shakespeare’s manneristic endeavours as 

idiosyncrasies, entirely emancipated from tradition. However, Shakespeare’s Sonnets 

share a crucial characteristic with the sonnet rapporté: it systematizes a kind of 

paradigmatic, or vertical, reading. In addition to the conventional, linear succession of 

words, readers and listeners are encouraged, by thematic, acoustic and rhythmical cues, to 

look for a transversal meaning-structure. 

According to Vendler, the repeated words forming the Couplet Tie “are usually 

thematically central, and to see Shakespeare’s careful reiteration of them is to be directed 

in one’s interpretation by them.”5 Keywords provide another layer of organization and 

 
4 Helen Vendler, The Art of Shakespeare’s Sonnets (Cambridge and London: Harvard UP, 1997): 75. 
5 Ibid., 28. 
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participate in Vendler’s meticulous analysis of the Sonnets by bringing into focus a 

particular thematic orientation. Vendler claims that keywords and couplet ties, and even 

the absence thereof, foreground the essential concepts of the Sonnets and therefore guide 

the reader’s interpretation of each sonnet. The structure of vers rapporté seem much 

simpler than the elaborate phonic or anagrammatic repetitions of keywords, but the 

vertical readings induced by Shakespeare’s verbal play and the shattered syntax of vers 

rapporté bear a strong resemblance with each other. Shakespeare’s repeated keywords 

and the parallel syntactical patterns of vers rapporté crystallize the most prominent 

thematic features of the poem in which they occur. I will attempt to describe the literary, 

cultural and cognitive contexts of such vertical reading (and writing) practices.  

Before Vendler’s fundamental book, Shakespeare’s systematic repetition of 

keywords went unnoticed for almost four centuries. Lack of awareness or interest is 

another striking similarity between some manneristic features of Shakespeare’s Sonnets 

and vers rapporté. In this paper, I will attempt not only to demonstrate the relationship 

between Shakespeare and this tradition, but also to synthesize and investigate an 

understudied, and yet widely influential, literary and rhetorical tradition. While the 

conventional sonnet rapporté is often perceived as formulaic, mechanistic and puzzling, I 

believe that Shakespeare’s adaptation of this device into his own sonnets participates in 

the mind-boggling effect they have on many readers. 

Not unlike the tradition of vers rapporté, the sparse and often inconsistent 

criticism available is scattered throughout many languages: German scholars such as 

Bolte (1904), Berger (1930) and Curtius (1948) published the most fundamental works 

on the subject; the Spanish poet, philologist and literary critic Alonso Damaso provides a 

useful, albeit partial, overview of the history of vers rapporté; another important resource 

is the work of Jacques Roubaud, who co-wrote an article on vers rapporté with the 
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rhythm theorist Pierre Lusson and provided bibliographical information on every French 

sonnet written between 1631 and 1800. 

Since I did not find any study completely devoted to the tradition of vers rapporté 

in English, I decided to provide a brief synthesis of the criticism in addition to more 

speculative arguments concerning the emergence and transmission of this rhetorical 

device in classical and Renaissance Europe. After having defined vers rapporté in more 

detail, I will consider it within the scope of similar tropes. In the next section, I will 

investigate its conditions of emergence and dissemination by regarding it as a literary 

counterpart of the art of memory. To carry on my overview of the history of vers 

rapporté, I will point out its relationships with the Renaissance culture of dissection and 

late Renaissance mysticism. In the section devoted to the English tradition, I will offer 

examples of direct translations from French to English and of indigenous English vers 

rapporté. Having analyzed the works of English sonneteers, such as Sidney, Daniel, 

Drummond and Fletcher, I will conclude by a comparing conventional vers rapporté with 

Shakespeare’s Sonnets and providing some theoretical observations on Shakespeare’s 

adaptation of this device. 

The world of vers rapporté is to literature what Escher is to geometry: a rigorous, 

albeit paradoxical, exploration of the hidden dimensions of language. Beyond the 

simplistic and self-obvious linguistic analysis, vers rapporté reveals the network of 

relationships that underlie language. Rather than considering it as a dull and mechanistic 

rhetorical artifice, I will attempt to demonstrate its interplay with broader cognitive and 

cultural programs. To accept the influence of vers rapporté on language and patterns of 

thinking, we  must surrender part of our objectivity and rationality and make room for our 

subjectivity and the irreducible complexity of language. 
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DEFINING VERS RAPPORTÉ 

Chapter 1: The mechanics of vers rapporté 

DEFINITION 

A potential explanation for the scarcity of criticism on vers rapporté consists in 

the difficulty of defining this literary device. In a discipline as structuralist as poetics, 

eschewing categorization and resisting conceptualization are major problems. Assuming 

that this ingenious device is neither a rhetorical figure, nor a topos, and does not pertain 

to the conventional domains of poetics, such as rhythm, meter or rhyme, most recent 

critics decided to define it as deviant and complex syntactical pattern. More than a 

supplemental literary device, the use of vers rapporté reveals the fundamental 

architecture of the poem and, by extension, maps patterns of thinking. 

The French poet and mathematician Jacques Roubaud provides a rather 

mechanistic definition of vers rapporté:  

Une construction syntaxique simple binaire A В étant donnée, on considère une 

coordination de termes reliés par cette construction : A1, et B1, A2, et B2, ... A et В 

et on les « imbrique » de manière à obtenir la succession A1, A2, ..., An et B1, B2 

..., Bn. Les constructions impliquées sont, presque exclusivement : A sujet В 

verbe, A verbe В complément, A substantif В complément, de nom ou 

prépositionnel6. 

According to Roubaud, the “phenomenon” of vers rapporté replaces a linguistic 

concatenation by an embedment with or without overlap. While his interpretation of this 

rhetorical device accurately represents the underlying syntactic mechanism of vers 

 
6 Jacques Roubaud and Pierre Lusson, “Sur la Devise de ‘Noeu et de Feu’ un sonnet d’Etienne Jodelle,” 
Langue Française 49 (1981): 50. 
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rapporté, Roubaud overlooks two major features: firstly, since most examples of vers 

rapporté in a variety of languages present a ternary, and sometimes quaternary, 

configuration7, a definition based upon a binary structure is misleading; secondly, the 

system of imbrications is not always based upon syntactical relations, which would often 

seem awkward or even agrammatical, but suggests a semantic connection. 

LINGUISTIC INTERPRETATION 

Vers rapporté exploits the combinatorial aspect of language and, by calling 

attention to vertical relationships, asserts the textual multidimensionality of the poem, 

which will be pushed to its limits in Shakespeare’s Sonnets. In other words, it inverts 

Jakobson’s paradigmatic and syntagmatic dimensions of language8: the text becomes the 

result of the projection of the axis of combination onto the axis of selection, which calls 

attention to the process of selection, otherwise a purely mental phenomenon. The 

following example, considered by Tabourot as “un des mieux faicts & plus laborieux 

qu’on sçaurait trouver”9, illustrates the inversion of the axes of selection and 

combination:  

Soit rouillé, soit esteint, soit seché par la paix 

Le fer, le feu, le sang, cruel, ardent, espais 

Qui meurtrit, brusle, & perd la France divisee.  

According to Jakobson, the value of a sign is determined by a series of contiguous or 

syntagmatic relationships defining the placement of the signifier in the sequence and by 

its vertical or paradigmatic relationships differentiating from other signifiers outside the 

text. The chart above contrasts the horizontal (intratextual) and the vertical (intertextual) 
 

7 For a statistical analysis, see Bruno Berger, Vers rapporté – Beitrag zur Stilgeschichte des französichen 
Renaissancedichtung (Freiburg im Breisgau, 1979). 
8 See Roman Jakobson, “Closing Statements: Linguistics and Poetics”, in Style and Language (ed. Thomas 
Sebeok, 1960). 
9 Tabourot, op. cit., 133. 
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relations. Vers rapporté inverts those relationships and, instead of being the result of the 

processes of combination and selection, destabilizes the syntactical system and 

superimposes alternative discourses: 
rouillé le fer cruel meurtrit

esteint le feu ardent brusle 

A
xi

s o
f 

se
le

ct
io

n

 

Soit 

séché 

 

par la paix 

le sang espais

 

qui

perd 

 

la France divisee.

Axis of combination 

More than a mere repetition of syntactic and semantic parallelisms, vers rapporté 

entails a hierarchical relationship between the sequences and is a product of the poetics of 

accumulation and abundance. As both a complication and a structuring of accumulation, 

this rhetorical device juxtaposes similarly constructed sequences of words semantically 

connected. In other words, a master sequence, often based upon a literary topos, 

conditions an array of phrases following the same grammatical pattern. It is important to 

bear in mind that only the most accomplished and eloquent poets were able to write entire 

poems using exclusively vers rapporté; most vertical writings are confined to a limited 

number of crucial lines crystallizing the meaning of the poem. 

While the linguistic approach is not fundamentally erroneous, it operates on the 

premise that it is possible to separate the syntactical pattern from the formal, visual, aural, 

rhythmical, metrical and thematic patterns. The methodological reductionism of modern 

critics fails to encapsulate the interconnectedness of vers rapporté and the other features 

of a poem. The conceptual metaphors used to define vers rapporté illustrate the 

epistemological gap between seventeenth-century literary theorists and modern critics. 

Curtius’ notion of “symmetrical grammatical dovetailing”10 does not only focus on 

                                                 
10 Ernst Robert Curtius, European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1953): 
287. 
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syntax, but also reflects a mechanical view of poetry; whereas the seventeenth-century 

French lawyer and poet Estienne Pasquier uses an organic metaphor in his remarks on 

vers rapporté by equating the analysis of this rhetorical device with anatomy, thus 

emphasizing the architectonic relationship between the text, its content and its 

disposition. In the following section, I will dissect various examples of vers rapporté to 

provide a meticulous and accurate definition of this way of writing. 

CONVENTIONAL EXAMPLES 

To palliate the lack of theoretical framework, both modern and Renaissance 

criticisms are largely based upon examples. Multiplying the examples of vers rapporté 

underlines the success and perennity of this literary practice and illustrates its various 

forms. Considered as the archetype of vers rapporté, the Late Latin couplet known as The 

Epitaph on Virgil is the best known and most commented example. While Tabourot and 

Pasquier are likely to have used this classical reference to legitimize the use of vers 

rapporté in the vernacular, Curtius concentrates on the pervasiveness of this device in 

classical literature. The couplet evokes the three dimensions of the Roman identity, 

namely the shepherd, the farmer and the warrior: 

Pastor arator eques paui colui superaui 

Capras rus hostes fronde ligone manu11. 

The conventional syntactical structure would require disentangling the three sequences, 

which would produce three separate sentences: pastor paui capras fronde (shepherd, I 

feed my goats), arator colui rus ligone (farmer, I cultivate my fields), and eques superaui 

hostes manu (warrior, I overcome my enemies by hands). These three sequences mirror 

the evolution of Virgil’s works from the Bucolics to the Georgics and ultimately the 

 
11 Tabourot, op. cit., 133 or Estienne Pasquier, Les Recherches de la France d’Estienne Pasquier (Paris, 
1621): 666. 
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Aeneid. Instead of relying on a linear enumeration of the three traditional aspects of 

Roman culture, this couplet presents a succession of four clusters of words, condensing 

the three sequences in a single sentence. 

Another example, quoted by both Tabourot and Curtius, demonstrates that this 

literary practice goes back to Greek Antiquity: 

Ζευσ κυκνοσ, ταυροσ, σατυροσ, χρυσοσ δι ερωτα 

Δηδησ, Ευρωπησ, Αντιοπησ, Δαναησ12. 

In this case, the relationship, or rapport, associates the different metamorphoses of Zeus 

with his respective lovers: swan for Leda, bull for Europa, satyr for Antiope and gold for 

Danae. This couplet is even more compact than The Epitaph on Virgil since the three 

sequences share the same subject (Zeus) and verb (turns into, literally: differs). This 

linguistic application of the principle of distributivity breaks the monotonous enumerative 

flow and underlines prominent elements. In longer poems, the alternation between vers 

rapporté and conventional versification provides significant rhythmic and thematic shifts. 

The last notable example used in rhetorical treatises illustrates the emergence of 

vers rapporté in French vernacular poetry: 

Phœbus, Amour, Cypris, veut sauver, nourrir & orner, 

Ton vers, cœur & chefs d’ombre, de flamme, de fleurs.13 

Considered as the first occurrence of vers rapporté in French, this couplet by Jodelle 

perfectly imitates the form, the scansion and the content of its classical counterparts. 

Surprisingly, while these three originary examples and models are elegiac 

couplets, vers rapporté is more commonly associated with sonnets during the 

Renaissance. The discrepancy between the classical examples and the actual Renaissance 

 
12 Tabourot, op. cit., 133 and Curtius, op. cit., 287. 
13 Pasquier, op. cit., 666. 
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use of vers rapporté proceeds from a shift in the rhetorical intent of this way of writing. 

On the one hand, the compactness and concision of the Latin and Greek elegiac couplets 

encourage the condensation of meaning as well as compensate the loose syntactical 

structure. On the other hand, Renaissance poets perceive vers rapporté as a way to order 

language and concepts, rather than a way to concentrate it. 

SIMILAR RHETORICAL FIGURES 

Palindrome 

In Les Recherches de la France d’Estienne Pasquier, chapter XV is not only 

devoted to vers rapporté, but also defines another poetic game based upon the notion of 

order: the vers retourné or palindromic line, which can be read the same way in either 

direction. The association of palindrome and vers rapporté seems incoherent from the 

perspective of the formal processes involved in each case. However, this surprising 

grouping of rhetorical devices becomes meaningful if we consider that they break up the 

sequentiality of discourse and foreground the disposition and order of words. While 

palindrome inverts the linear order of words and allows for the reversibility of language, 

vers rapporté brings paradigmatic relationships into focus. The palindromic reading 

moves back and forth like a crab, whereas the vertical reading of vers rapporté moves up 

and down to elaborate new connections. For the convenience of reference, I call “vertical 

reading” an interpretation acknowledging the multidimensionality of the text and 

focusing on relations between elements that are not sequentially connected. Some 

particular arrangements or patterns call attention to non-linear organization of 

information, but recent research in neurolinguistics asserts that vertical reading is an 

intuitive phenomenon: “there is not only the linear, horizontal order that can be captured 

by grammar, sentences, paragraphs, verses, stanzas, sequences, etc. but also a vertical 
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pattern formation that can be called stratification having rather a cognitive character.”14 

Therefore, the analysis of non-sequential reading practices provides a stimulating 

perspective on the cognitive dimension of language. 

Like palindrome, vers rapporté calls attention to the corporeality of text. Instead 

of relying on the rearrangement of letters, it concentrates on the disposition of words in 

the poem. In order to recognize vers rapporté, the reader/listener must discern the 

repeated pattern throughout the poem and identify the rapport between the successive 

clusters of keywords. More precisely, the phenomenology of vers rapporté does not 

advocate for a strong differentiation between the visual and the aural representation of 

poetic discourse. While rhyme is more pregnant in an aural context and anagrams or 

acrostics require visual cues, vers rapporté can be processed both aurally and visually. 

Acrostics 

Vertical reading evokes complex forms of constrained writing, such as acrostics. 

Spelling out a word from the first letters of each line, the acrostic disrupts the linearity of 

language and underlines its spatiality. The conventional sequential reading is 

supplemented by a concealed meaning emerging from the specific arrangement of 

signifiers. Acrostic does not only destabilize and subvert the process of signification by 

hijacking certain letters to create new words; it coerces the reader into questioning and re-

evaluating the meaning of the whole text. Even though vers rapporté cannot be 

considered as a form of acrostic, similarities justify a comparison. They are both based 

upon vertical reading but differ inasmuch as vers rapporté is not a purely graphic 

phenomenon and displays the vertical connections rather than concealing them. 

Moreover, acrostics often offer a contrast or an insightful comment on the product of the 

sequential reading, whereas reading vers rapporté vertically is redundant. The printed 
 

14 A. Ziegler and G. Altmann, “Text Stratification,” Journal of Quantitative Linguistics 10.3 (2003): 275. 
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text constitutes a useful support to understand the most intricate passages, but it is not as 

necessary as in acrostics. Verticality plays an important role for both acrostics and vers 

rapporté, but the relationships between the clusters of keywords in the latter go beyond 

textual materiality and express paradigmatic and semantic links. Scholars should 

therefore be careful not to amalgamate different kinds of vertical readings. 

RHYTHMICAL AND METRICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Defining vers rapporté in terms of phonetic patterns can be more problematic. In 

classical instances as well as in the later couplets that closely follow them, the prosodic 

and metrical structures coincide, so that the rhythm highlights the rhetorical impact of the 

versification. Jodelle’s first attempt at vers rapporté, for instance, offers a clear example 

of the adaptation of dactylic hexameters in French and its importance for paradigmatic 

reading15: 
 / / / /  / /  || / ˘ ˘ / ˘ ˘ / / 
Phœbus, Amour, Cypris, veut sauver, nourrir & orner, 
 / / / ˘ ˘  || / / / /  / / 
Ton vers, cœur & chefs d’ombre, de flamme, de fleurs. 

The shifts from spondee to dactyl and vice versa catch the listener’s attention and 

reinforce the distinction between the different semantic bundles. Other phonic 

phenomena are at play in this couplet: alliterations in [r] and [f] enrich its acoustic texture 

and enhance its aesthetic value. Even though vers rapporté often occurs in an alliterative 

context and such acoustic phenomena contribute to making the poem more enjoyable and 

memorable, they do not constitute a sufficient explanation of the auditory dimension of 

vers rapporté. 

 
15 See Pasquier, op. cit., 666 for a discussion of Jodelle’s adaptation of Latin metrics into French in this 
couplet. 
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PROCESSING VERS RAPPORTÉ 

Syntactical patterns and serial memory 

Speech comprehension involves a series of coding processes from the 

precategorical sensory information to the phonetic representation and ultimately the 

semantic interpretation. To perceive a syntactic unit requires holding the acoustic image 

of its beginning as long as new information needs to be processed. Text comprehension 

entails similar procedures at the semantic level. These remarks explain why 

understanding Proust’s periodic sentences when read aloud is extremely difficult. The 

scattered syntactical structure of vers rapporté has thought-provoking implications for 

working memory issues. Theoretically, the intricate syntax of intertwined sentences 

should be perceived as an impediment to understanding. Would Jodelle’s couplet really 

be easier to understand and memorize in a more conventional form? 

Phœbus veut sauver ton vers d’ombre. 

Amour veut nourrir ton cœur de flamme. 

Cypris veut orner ton chef de fleurs. 

On the one hand, to memorize Jodelle’s couplet in its sequential version, the 

listener has to remember three independent streams of words which present a coherent 

syntactic organization. On the other hand, vers rapporté version requires the listener to 

keep in mind four interconnected groups of words sharing semantic and categorical 

similarities. Cognitive psychology research on serial memory claims that dividing lists 

into subsequences is not only a natural tendency, but also enhances working memory 

capacity16. The hierarchical chunk theory postulates that remembering correctly a stream 

of random numbers, such as 145983692, is more difficult than recalling a series of 
 

16 See Neil Burgess and Graham Hitch, “Memory for Serial Order: A Network Model of the Phonological 
Loop and its Timing,” Psychological Review 106.3 (1999) and John R. Anderson and Michael Matessa, “A 
Production System Theory of Serial Memory,” Psychological Review 104.4 (1997). 
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chunks, 145 – 983 – 692. The hierarchical organization of the list assumes that each 

element is indexed by its position, rather than considered in relation to the prior item. 

According to this theory of serial memory, the disposition of vers rapporté is not 

an obstacle, but instead increases working memory and therefore facilitates 

understanding. The elements of the three sequences of Jodelle’s couplet are already 

organized according to their thematic content and lexical categories. Instead of 

interpreting the sentence by trying to recover its syntactical structure, the listener makes 

semantic connections between the different chunks. The specific arrangement of vers 

rapporté systematizes and makes obvious semantic relationships, both between and 

within the bundles of words that would otherwise remain unnoticed without careful 

examination. For instance, the juxtaposition of the first and the last triads without 

syntactic articulation puts the emphasis on the antonymy between Phoebus, Roman god 

of the sun, and ombre (shadow), which is also the opposite of the next element in this 

chunk: flamme (flame). In other words, vers rapporté weakens the syntactical structure to 

facilitate comprehension and semantic associations. 

Topoi and long-term working memory 

To provide a definition of vers rapporté, modern as well as Renaissance critics 

concentrate on its striking form, often from a syntactical point of view, while overlooking 

its content. Vers rapporté is not a genre sensu stricto but a preferential way of writing 

attached to classical epigrams and Renaissance lyric poetry. Isolating specific thematic 

characteristics is, therefore, almost impossible. Examples from Tabourot’s and Pasquier’s 

rhetorical treatises are representative of French Renaissance literary production and 

pertain either to love poetry, or to political writing. A vast majority of these poems are 

epideictic sonnets alternatively praising or blaming the poet’s beloved or a political 

figure. These casual remarks on some of the major themes of Renaissance poetry do not 
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explain the widespread success of vers rapporté, nor demonstrate the interaction between 

dispositio and inventio. Since this distinctive way of writing must reflect a certain way of 

thinking about literature, it should also determine the prevalence of some thematic 

features. 

A closer examination of the different instances of vers rapporté reveals more 

significant similarities. As the juxtaposition of series of three or more elements, this 

rhetorical device is used very efficiently to articulate horizontal and vertical thematic 

relationships. On the horizontal axis, the primary triad is composed of highly 

conventional elements: the attributes of the beloved, the weapons of love, the blames of 

the enemy, or the three kinds of greenness, to name only a few. The formulaic threefold 

perspective on a central theme, or hendiatris, reflects the partition of the body in blazons. 

This poetic form involves the praise (and sometimes blame) of the beloved through the 

enumeration and metaphorical description of body parts. As the literary counterpart of 

scientific anatomy, blazons do not only divide bodies, but also strive to find new ways to 

speak about it. The multi-layered metaphorical subtext defines paradigmatic relationships 

that constitute both the crux of Renaissance blazons and the vertical axis of vers 

rapporté. The conventional nature of horizontal as well as vertical semantic relationships 

reinforces the connection between vers rapporté and memory. 

The concept of working memory, developed by Baddeley and Hitch in 197417, 

designates the ability to keep information in mind to accomplish complex tasks, such as 

reading and understanding texts or reasoning. A vast amount of research has been 

devoted to pinpointing the limit of working memory. Miller18 has argued that the human 

mind cannot hold more than seven objects, plus or minus two. To interpret this 
 

17 Alan Baddeley and Graham Hitch, “Working Memory,” The psychology of learning and motivation, 
Advances in research and theory 8 (1974): 47-89. 
18 George Miller, “The magical number seven, plus or minus two: some limits on our capacity for 
processing information,” Psychological Review 63.2 (1956): 81-97. 
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hypothesis literally would entail an absolute limit beyond which perfect recall is 

impossible, whereas a probabilistic model of serial memory is more likely to reflect 

accurately the ability of the human mind. Moreover, it does not take into account the 

relative length of the items to remember, while more recent research demonstrates the 

importance of this factor. Baddeley defines the capacity of working memory in terms of 

timing: according to him, it is possible to retain information for two seconds 

approximately. However, this hypothesis does not account for more complex tasks, such 

as reading and interpreting a long novel, which necessitates holding information in mind 

for a longer period. According to Kintsch, Patel and Ericsson19, there is a distinction 

between short-term and long-term working memory. The latter would be available to 

experts in their domain of expertise and would store more information for a much longer 

period. The ability, for a chess master, to memorize and analyze positions on a 

chessboard quickly is an example of long-term working memory. 

I hypothesize that poems in vers rapporté are based upon similar principles. The 

conventional semantic associations, which often combine references to classical 

mythology with traditional love poetry, can be considered as expert knowledge within the 

educated elite among which poems were circulating during the Renaissance. By 

systematizing these relationships, vers rapporté were probably recognized and interpreted 

quickly by readers and listeners, who were able to appreciate the niceties of the rapport 

and were likely to take pleasure in such minute examinations. The constant rehearsing of 

conventional themes and the rigorous organization of semantic relationships characterize 

vers rapporté as a typical example of memorable language intended for the cultural elite. 

The lack of criticism and failure to identify vers rapporté is related to the loss of this 

cultural substrate and of the Renaissance appetite for elaborate rhetorical writing. In a 
 

19 See Walter Kintsch, Vimla Patel and Anders Ericsson, “The role of long-term working memory in text 
comprehension,” Psychologia 42 (1999): 186-198. 
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culture eager for verbal tours de force, such as anagrams or acrostics, the success of vers 

rapporté is not only understandable, but also inevitable.
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Chapter 2: The origins of vers rapporté 

INTRODUCTION 

When unsuspecting critics stumble upon vers rapporté, they often reduce it to an 

affected and intricate play on words masking the poet’s lack of imagination or an 

insignificant idiosyncrasy whose scope is limited to a single author or period. In the 

following section, I would like to demonstrate the widespread influence and centrality of 

vers rapporté throughout history by investigating its conditions of emergence and 

dissemination in classical, medieval and Renaissance Europe. To determine beyond any 

doubt the precise point of origin of vers rapporté would constitute a challenge for an 

archaeologist. As a literary scholar, I will concentrate on the relationships between the 

intellectual and cultural substrate in which vers rapporté originated and the pervasiveness 

of this rhetorical device by acknowledging and elaborating on the two primary 

hypotheses concerning its emergence. Beyond the scholarly interest of literary history of 

vers rapporté, I intend to demonstrate that this seemingly marginal device is intimately 

related to classical and Renaissance culture, rhetoric, literature, and literariness. 

Since the repartition of vers rapporté crosses historical as well as geographical 

and linguistic boundaries, pinpointing a single originary source seems almost impossible. 

The widespread dissemination of this device does not only call for a historical analysis of 

poetic transfer, but also justifies more general conclusions concerning the conceptions of 

literature and textuality throughout history. To substantiate some of my broader claim on 

the cognitive roots of the literary history and psychological effects of vers rapporté, I will 

gesture towards recent criticism in the field of cognitive poetics and historicism. As I will 

attempt to demonstrate, a device as widely used as vers rapporté is not only embedded in 
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each culture in which it flourishes, but is also deeply rooted in patterns of thinking 

transcending linguistic and historical frontiers. 

SOME DESIGNATIONS 

Like many scholars across different languages, I decided to use the French phrase 

“vers rapporté” to designate the rhetorical way of writing consisting in the vertical 

arrangement of parallel sequences. The motivation behind this choice of naming is 

closely related to the crucial importance of vers rapporté in Renaissance France. As one 

of the forms of predilection of the radical and influential poetic school known as the 

Pléiade, and often associated with the prestige of the sonnet, vers rapporté has been 

widely used, discussed, commented on in Renaissance France. However, the prominence 

of the French tradition should not outshine the commitment of other poets to vers 

rapporté. This literary practice was known in ancient Greece and Rome, Vedic India as 

well as in Latin medieval cultures and Renaissance Italy, Spain, England and Germany20. 

Given the discrepancy between fundamental pieces of criticism and the relative ignorance 

surrounding vers rapporté, this list is likely to be incomplete. The lack of historical 

evidence of poetic transfers advocates for a theory of self-emergence rather than direct 

transmission of this rhetorical device. The consistency in the different denominations of 

vers rapporté uncovers its essential connection to literature and writing in general. 

The various designations of vers rapporté can be divided into three groups. The 

first one alludes to the paradigmatic relationships systematized by this rhetorical device: 

the French vers rapporté and its Latin etymology versus rapportari as well as singula 

singulis, that is to say each to each, are obvious examples of the semantic interpretation.  

The Sanskrit name yatha samkhya, or enumeration of corresponding/similar concepts, 
 

20 See Johannes Bolte, “Die indische Redefigur Yatha-samkhya in europäischer Dichtung,” Archiv fûr das 
Studium der neueren Sprachen und Literatur CXII (1904): 265-276 and Damaso Alonso, Pluralità et 
correlazione in poesia (Bari, 1971). 
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combines the semantic and iterative aspects of vers rapporté. Another Latin 

denomination emphasizes the enumerative power of this device: applicati, which derives 

from the verb applicare: to add, to attach. The etymology of applicare itself is 

instructive: ad- “to” + plicare “to fold” which gave “to apply” in English. Each word is to 

be applied to the corresponding element in the next line, as if the text was folded. By 

bringing together paradigmatic relationships and the accumulative and incremental aspect 

inherent to vers rapporté, those designations suggest that, more than a supplemental 

rhetorical device, it was considered as a way to stimulate poetic imagination and enhance 

the literary production. As an extreme instance of accumulation, vers rapporté goes 

beyond the mere descriptive effet de réel to supplement reality and condense meaning. 

Finally, the last group includes the Greek phrase υφαινω, which means to weave, and the 

Latin name versus texti that is to say woven verse. Alluding to the metaphor according to 

which thoughts are threads woven by poets to form a textus, a cloth. To use the same 

conceptual metaphor for texts and vers rapporté demonstrates the centrality of this way 

of writing and underlines its importance. More than a mere garment of thought, it 

proceeds from the same approach to language as literature, and epitomizes the cognitive 

mechanisms that underlie any kind of writing. 

PROBABLE ORIGINS 

Introduction 

Considering vers rapporté as a practice fundamentally connected to the essence of 

writing makes it even more difficult to determine its source with precision. As a non-

conscious way to structure a text by ordering it according to paradigmatic relationships, it 

must go back to the very beginning of writing. However, the deliberate application of this 
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device for literary and rhetorical purposes can be retraced more accurately. There are two 

main hypotheses concerning the origins of vers rapporté. 

The Vedic hypothesis 

In his classic paper of 1904 about the transfer of yatha samkhya to European 

poetry21, Bolte posits that vers rapporté may have originated in Vedic India. The striking 

similarity between yatha samkhya and vers rapporté supports Bolte’s claim but the lack 

of historical evidence prevents to draw any definite conclusion. Despite being discarded 

as a typical nineteenth-century attempt to retrace everything to Indo-European origins, 

Bolte’s conjecture might be, at least partially, accurate. Indications of possible literary 

transfers from the East to Renaissance Europe would substantiate Bolte’s claim. 

Puttenham’s account, in his rhetorical treatise The Arte of English Poesy, of the eastern 

origins of pattern poetry22 could encourage scholars to contemplate the possibility of a 

deeper connection between yatha samkhya and vers rapporté. However, since 

contemporary critics, such as Tabourot or Pasquier, do not mention any eastern source 

and focus on Latin and Greek origins, Bolte’s hypothesis remains suspicious. 

The Greek/Roman hypothesis 

The other main theory concerning the emergence of vers rapporté emanates from 

Curtius. In European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, his brief section on vers 

rapporté mentions a probable Greek origin23. Supported by Renaissance criticism, 

Curtius adopts the traditional viewpoint which consists in acknowledging the crucial 

influence of Greek and Latin on Renaissance culture. Even though this is the most 

probable hypothesis, it is important to bear in mind that Pasquier’s and Tabourot’s 

 
21 Bolte, op. cit. 
22 George Puttenham, The Art of English Poesy, ed. F. Whigham and W. Rebhorn (Ithaca and London: 
Cornell UP, 2007): 180. 
23 Curtius, op. cit., 287. 
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reference to Greek and Latin is motivated by the linguistic and literary project of the 

Pléiade, which coincides with the broader political agenda of Francis I of France. To 

restore the prestige of the French language, Du Bellay argues that it should be enriched 

and promoted according to the model of the Classics and their most direct descendant, the 

Italian. In his manifesto, La Deffence et Illustration de la Langue Françoise, Du Bellay 

does not only advocate for the imitation of the Classics, but also criticizes or refuses to 

acknowledge medieval French poets. As a consequence, it is crucial to distinguish 

Tabourot’s and Pasquier’s fantasy of a direct transmission of vers rapporté form Latin to 

Renaissance French literature, and a much more complex literary transfer in which 

medieval French poetry played an important part. 

Curtius does not provide any hypothesis concerning the reason of the emergence 

of vers rapporté in Latin. The prevalence of this device in many cultures and its longevity 

in European literature suggest that it translates a common way of ordering ideas and 

knowledge. Elaborating on my previous conclusions according to which vers rapporté 

enhances working memory in order to be identified and understood aurally, I hypothesize 

that vers rapporté is to be considered within the scope of the ars memoriae or art of 

memory. The meticulous arrangement of concepts and the semantic associations, which 

often connect abstract ideas with concrete objects or personifications, are reminiscent of 

the classical and Renaissance mnemotechnics. Drawing a parallel between vers rapporté 

and the art of memory does not only bridge the divide between poetry and rhetoric, but 

also connects an elusive literary practice with a well documented tradition. 
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Chapter 3: Poetics under the sign of Mnemosyne 

THE IMPORTANCE OF MNEMOTECHNICS 

In her fundamental book on the art of memory24, Frances Yates inventories and 

retraces the history of the methods used by orators to enhance their memory artificially in 

order to memorize with total accuracy lengthy speeches, for instance. Even though 

mnemotechnics does not seem crucially important in modern times, memory played a 

fundamental role before the advent of the printing press. Considered as the mother of all 

muses, Mnemosyne, the muse of memory, demonstrates the importance of memory as 

way to preserve culture and knowledge for the Greeks. As one of the five canons of 

rhetoric, memoria was also central to oratory and the arts of language. To enhance 

memory beyond the scope of the natural abilities of the human mind, the Greeks invented 

the method of loci. After having imprinted a series of places or loci in the mind, usually 

based upon an existing or imaginary building, the orator can assign an image to each of 

his ideas and arrange them according to a particular order, with distinctive ornaments. 

“We have to think of the ancient orator as moving in imagination through his memory 

building whilst he is making his speech, drawing from the memorised places the images 

he has placed on them.” Yates mentions an example from Quintilian in which the images 

of an anchor and a weapon indicate a speech dealing with naval matters (the anchor) and 

military operations (the weapon). 

The art of memory and vers rapporté share obvious similarities inasmuch as they 

are systems of organization of concepts, but to uncover the essential link between them 

necessitates a closer examination of some of their common attributes. Some theoretical 

considerations behind the method of loci, developed in the section on memoria in the 

 
24 Frances Yates, The Art of Memory (London and New York: Routledge and Paul Kegan, 1966). 
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classical rhetorical treatise Ad Herennium, shed light on the most pregnant and striking 

characteristics of vers rapporté. 

DEFINING THE ART OF MEMORY 

According to Yates, the art of memory was invented by Simonides who was able 

to recall the name and place of every guest at a banquet after the hall collapsed killing 

and disfiguring everyone. He deduced from this experience that order supports memory 

and developed the method of loci. Simonides’ mnemonics is based upon the ability to 

visualize ideas and place them in a mental architectural landscape, thus asserting the 

primacy of sight over the other senses. Simonides is also considered to be the first to 

correlate poetry and painting by referring to poetry as a speaking picture, a definition 

popularized by Horace in Latin as ut pictura poesis. The importance of visualization for 

Simonides justifies the interconnectedness of the method of loci with other arts: 

The elusive relations with other arts which run all through the history of the art of 

memory arc thus already present in the legendary source, in the stories about 

Simonides who saw poetry, painting and mnemonics in terms of intense 

visualisation.25 

In a fascinating section exploring the psychological basis of memory, the Ad Herennium 

provides specifications about the characteristics of the images that are more likely to 

generate strong memories and, therefore, to be remembered more easily. Considering that 

we remember exceptional events with more accuracy and for a longer period than 

everyday life, the author of Ad Herennium that visual representations should be striking, 

comical, either beautiful or ugly and active rather than purely descriptive. Those imagines 

agentes are not only ornamented with “crowns or purple coats, […] stained with blood or 

 
25 Ibid., 28. 
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soiled with mud or smeared with red paint”26, but they are also engaged in a variety of 

activities. 

THE ART OF MEMORY AND VERS RAPPORTÉ 

Imagines agentes 

The sequences of serialized elements constituting the core of vers rapporté are 

very similar to the imagines agentes of the art of memory. On the one hand, the semantic 

correspondences between the elements of a sequence are organized in space, thus 

replacing the mental by a textual architecture. On the other hand, the images used in vers 

rapporté often allude to simple ideas which are personified by classical deities or 

important characters. Moreover the central concept of each sequence is almost 

systematically engaged in or associated with an activity. More than descriptive, 

ornamental metaphors, the multilayered images at the core of vers rapporté are the active 

agents of the poem. In other words, rather than a rhetorical figure, vers rapporté should be 

described as a dynamic process creating complex, striking and memorable visual images. 

To illustrate the similarity between imagines agentes and the sequences of vers rapporté, I 

will interpret the imagery of Sonnet XXIII from Le Repos Amoureux, a sonnet sequence 

published in 1553 by Guillaume des Autels, a member of the Pléiade: 

De Iuppiter, Phebus, Vulcan, Cypris, 

 Le feu foudroye, eclaire, forge, en flame, 

 Les corps, les yeux, le tranchant acier, l’ame, 

 Des geans, gens, princes, benins espris: 

La terre, enfer, l’ennemy, le sot ris, 

 Craint, chasse, fuit, par ignorance blame, 

 
26 Ibid. 66. 
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 Foudre, clarté, le fer aigu, la flame, 

 Iuste, luysante, horrible, de hault pris: 

I’euite, i’ay, i’abomine, i’augmente, 

 Ce feu diuin, celeste, humain, supreme, 

 Par croire, voir, paix, amour vehemente: 

Deuot, veillant, paisible, esprit qui ayme, 

 Ie sers, ie quiers, i’entretiens, ie tormente, 

 Les dieux, le iour, les hommes, mon cœur mesme27. 

This sonnet consists in an articulate elaboration on an abstract concept, namely 

the fire, through four complementary sequences illustrating the four kinds of fire: 

Jupiter’s divine fire, Phoebus’ celestial fire, Vulcan’s terrestrial fire and Cypris’ love fire. 

The division of a single concept in many dimensions – usually three although, as this case 

clearly shows, some poems more sequences (as many as eight in medieval Latin poetry) – 

is typical of vers rapporté and derives from a deep concern for the relationship between 

the parts and the whole. In des Autels’ poem, divine power, terrestrial and chthonian fires 

and love are embodied by their corresponding Roman deities and, from the very 

beginning, engaged in activities: they respectively strike (foudroie), light (éclaire), forge 

(forge) or inflame (enflame). Reconstructing the first sequence according to conventional 

syntax would produce this result: De Jupiter, le feu foudroie les corps des géants : la terre 

craint [la] foudre juste : j’évite ce feu divin par croire, dévot, je sers les dieux. (From 

Jupiter, the fire strikes the bodies of the giants: the earth fears the fair lightning: I avoid 

this divine fire by believing, devout, I serve the gods.) 

 
27 Guillaume Des Autels, Amoureux Repos de Guillaume Des Autelz (Lyon: J. Temporal, 1553): 43-44. 
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Syntax as a mental architecture 

If I had to memorize this stream of words, I would break it in four subsequences, 

according to the French sonnet structure: the first part relates the Gigantomachy, the 

second describes the common attitude towards divine fire, the third and fourth are 

concerned by the speaker’s own stance. However, I would not be able to recite the whole 

sequence backwards or to abstract a random part from it. Moreover, a single word would 

probably not allow me to remember the whole sentence. 

The actual versification of Sonnet XXIII follows the precepts of the art of 

memory: the sequence is divided into a series of elements strictly organized, and the 

central abstract concept (the divine fire) is personified by Jupiter and becomes an active 

and striking image as the poem progresses. The presence of active verbs, in lines 2, 6, 9 

and 13, participates in the dynamic aspect of the visual images. Hyperbolic and epideictic 

characterizations also reinforce the striking, extraordinary and therefore memorable 

dimension of the poem (giants stroke by lightning, enemies fleeing before the sharp and 

horrible blade, for instance). 

One of the most remarkable aspects of the art of memory is the arrangement of 

concepts in a mental building. Rather than a visual architecture, the underlying 

organization of vers rapporté consists in a syntactical structure. Instead of placing objects 

under a porch or between columns, the poet arranges words according to grammatical 

categories: subjects precede verbs and adjectives follow nouns, for instance. Every 

speaker has a sense of grammaticality and can recognize as well as interpret basic 

syntactical structures. More abstract and less specific than the architecture of the art of 

memory, the textual architectonics of vers rapporté is nonetheless easier to grasp and to 

memorize. The author of De Herennium insists on the importance of imprinting the loci 

by walking in ones’ mental building over and over again. Through the constant use of 
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language, remembering syntactical structures and grammatical categories becomes 

almost natural. In other words, the word celeste, by contrast with the other adjacent 

adjectives, evokes Phebus and reactivates the memory of the sequence concerning the 

celestial fire. Moreover, the verb fuit (is fleeing) brings to mind its corresponding subject: 

l’ennemi (the enemy) and object: le fer aigu (the sharp blade). 

Memoria rerum and memoria verborum 

The Ad Herennium and the subsequent treatises on the art of memory distinguish 

memoria rerum (memory for things) from memoria verborum (memory for words). The 

latter, which aims at the perfect recall of each word of a text, combines phonetic 

resemblance and metaphors or allusions as well as approximate etymologies to facilitate 

word memorization. Being extremely difficult to master, memoria verborum has often 

been criticized and considered secondary. Cicero recommends using it as an exercise to 

strengthen the memory for things. Yates also provides examples of memoria verborum 

about visual images, such as inscriptions to be remembered in association with emblems. 

As a literary counterpart of the art of memory, vers rapporté combines both 

memoria rerum and memoria verborum. On the one hand, the imagery of vers rapporté 

clearly alludes to memoria rerum: the vertical and paradigmatic sequences depict striking 

imagines agentes in which abstract concepts are often personified by classical characters. 

On the other hand, the meticulous arrangement of words according to grammatical 

categories and the similarity between mental architecture and syntactic structure provide 

an efficient framework to recall words. Because methods of memory for words are based 

upon the strict correspondence between the words to remember and mental cues, they can 

hinder memory rather than enhancing it, especially considering that every function word 

must be taken into account. With its scattered and minimalist syntax, vers rapporté solves 
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this problem by maximizing the impact of each word and reducing the amount of 

function words. 

CONCLUSION 

The wide circulation of the art of memory during the Middle Ages and the 

Renaissance reinforces the probability of this hypothesis. Yates attests that translations of 

the classical treatises of rhetoric, which included a section on the art of memory, were 

circulating throughout Europe. For instance, she mentions a thirteen-century Italian 

translations of Ad  Herennium known as the Fiore di Rettorica. In this treatise, the 

chapter covering the art of memory was placed at the end, so that it could be easily 

detached. “Possibly it was so placed through the influence of Boncompagno, who stated 

that memory did not belong to rhetoric alone but was useful for all subjects.”28 While 

Yates concentrates on the ramifications of the art of memory in ethics, its potential 

application to literature is not improbable. 

Although there are striking similarities between vers rapporté and the art of 

memory, demonstrating a direct connection between them is difficult: rhetorical treatises 

on mnemonics do not mention vers rapporté as a method of memorization and nor do 

practitioners or critics of this way of writing refer to the art of memory. The obvious 

affinity between these aspects of classical and Renaissance intellectual culture 

compensates for the lack of historical evidence establishing the relationship between 

them. The art of memory and vers rapporté are manifestations of a deep concern for the 

ordering of thought and language. Having illustrated the formal similarities between vers 

rapporté and the art of memory, I will briefly comment on the theoretical argument 

which underlies my cognitive analysis of the evolution of vers rapporté. The following 

 
28 Yates, op. cit., 89. 
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chapter will be dedicated to the development of vers rapporté from the Middle Ages to 

its apogee during the Renaissance. 
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Chapter 4: Theories of influence and cultural transfer 

INTRODUCTION 

Even though vers rapporté had a considerable success in classical, medieval and 

Renaissance cultures and was present in many societies around the world, it ceased to be 

used and was gradually forgotten. Less constraining or simpler devices perpetuate 

themselves across time and space more easily inasmuch as they refer to basic and 

universal linguistic operations, such as metaphor and metonymy; or because they can be 

adapted to suit a wide range of purpose. Vers rapporté can be considered as a poetic 

convention arising from the art of memory. There are three main hypotheses concerning 

the transmission of literary conventions across cultures. 

THE DIRECTION TRANSMISSION HYPOTHESIS 

According to Reuven Tsur, a direct transfer from one society to another that does 

not involve any cognitive adjustments is not only unlikely, but also uninteresting: 

When we encounter similar cultural or literary conventions in different societies, 

we may account for them in several ways. The least interesting (and perhaps the 

least plausible) possibility is that one society adopts, in a servile manner, the 

conventions and institutions of another society with an authoritative status.29 

The imitation of the Classics during the Renaissance is often reduced to such a simplistic 

model of cultural influence. However, a closer look at the relationship between classical 

Greece or Rome and Renaissance Europe reveals itself to be more complex and 

problematic. Du Bellay’s theory of imitation, for instance, is based upon innutrition, that 

 
29 Reuven Tsur, “Poetic Conventions as Fossilized Cognitive Devices: The Case of Mediaeval and 
Renaissance Poetics”, PsyArt, August 21, 2008, 8 
http://www.psyartjournal.com/article/show/tsur-poetic_conventions_as_fossilized_cogniti/ . 
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is to say the physical assimilation of the imitated object. By devouring and digesting 

classical authors, the act of imitation implies violence and aggression towards the past as 

well as a desire to identify with the Ancients. 

LITERARY UNIVERSAL AND COGNITIVE CONSTRAINTS 

For his second suggestion, Tsur borrows from cognitive anthropology to elaborate 

a “Darwinian” theory of cultural transfer. According to him, cultural conventions evolve 

from generation to generation to match the aptitudes and needs of the human brain: “in 

the process of repeated social transmission, cultural programs come to take forms which 

have a good fit to the natural capacities of the human brain.”30 By linking invariant 

cultural devices to the human brain, his theory points toward the notion of literary 

universals. Developed by Hogan as anthropology of world literature, the study of literary 

universals provides a cognitive interpretation of features present in genetically and 

geographically unrelated traditions31. Even though vers rapporté flourished in (at least 

partially) unconnected cultures, Hogan’s theory of literary universals does not provide a 

satisfactory explanation of the phenomenon. Shortly after the seventeenth century, vers 

rapporté fades almost completely. It would mean that the human brain underwent a 

sudden and absolute change causing the rapid decline of a widespread and longstanding 

tradition in a few decades. That major physiological and psychological transformations 

are responsible for the sudden emergence or regression of literary devices is a difficult 

claim to prove. The complex case of vers rapporté requires a more balanced hypothesis, 

accounting for both the possible historical transfers and their cognitive implications or 

motivations. 

 
30 Ibid. 
31 See Patrick C. Hogan, “Literary Universals,” Poetics Today 18.2 (Summer 1997). 
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APPROPRIATION AND ADJUSTMENT 

Tsur’s conception is that “cultures may ‘borrow’ cultural programs from 

neighboring societies to help the cognitive accommodation of tensions arising within its 

given social and cultural structures.”32 By combining the socio-historical and cognitive 

interpretations of the transmission of cultural artefacts, such as literary devices, this 

hypothesis provides an stimulating theoretical background to the emergence, 

dissemination and sudden decline of vers rapporté. The art of memory provided the 

required mind-set, that is to say the need for systematic categorization, for vers rapporté 

to arise. Literature crystallized it as rhetorical device deprived of any practical use, as 

opposed to the art of memory, and vers rapporté became a literary convention, a 

widespread and fashionable ornament. To this extent, it is consistent with Tsur’s claim 

“that poetic conventions are psychological processes fossilized into verbal devices.”33 

During the Renaissance, with the invention of the printing press and the subsequent 

regression of the art of memory, I posit that the cognitive motivation behind the success 

of vers rapporté shifted to accommodate the particular concerns of Renaissance culture. I 

will use Jonathan Sawday’s notion of a “Renaissance culture of dissection”34 to examine 

briefly the relationships between blazons, the form of vers rapporté, dissection as a 

cultural and scientific practice and the wider paradigm shift characterizing the 

Renaissance. Finally, I will suggest that the decline of vers rapporté is closely related to 

the rise of new science. Rather than being fossilized as a literary ornament, vers rapporté 

kept its expressive power and was relegated to the domain of mysticism, following the 

evolution of the art of memory. 

 
32 Tsur, op. cit., 8. 
33 Ibid. 6. 
34 Jonathan Sawday, The Body Emblazoned, Dissection and the Human Body in Renaissance Culture 
(London: Routledge, 1995). 
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Chapter 5: Vers rapporté and medieval rhetoric 

INTRODUCTION 

In fundamental study of Jacobean and Elizabethan intellectual culture, James 

Binns claims that classical manneristic literature was “transmitted to the West in Latin 

guise, and survived, sometimes intermittently, the long medieval centuries, to enjoy a 

positive efflorescence in the sixteenth century.”35 Neo-Latin poetry served as a vehicle 

for the preservation and transmission of vers rapporté through the Middle Ages. 

SOME EXAMPLES 

This device was not infrequent in Medieval Latin poetry. Unsurprisingly, the 

medieval poets using vers rapporté are often concerned with rhetoric and literary theory. 

For instance, the twelfth-century French poet, Matthew of Vendôme (Matheus 

Vindocinensis), is known for his Ars Versificatoria, a Latin treatise on versification. 

Other notable twelfth-century French poets using vers rapporté are Marbodius of Rennes, 

archdeacon of Angers and bishop of Rennes, and Hildebert of Lavardin (Hildebertus 

Cenomanensis), archdeacon and bishop of Le Mans. In his Carmina Miscellanea, 

Hildebert juxtaposes as many as six or seven elements in couplets or quatrains such as: 

 XVI. De Adventu Spiritus Sancti 

Exspectat, replet, expellit, grex, Spiritus, ardor:  

Munera, corda, metum, mente, calore, fide. 

 XVII. De judicio Christi 

Judex, coelum, stix, discernet, nutriet, uret  

Facta, bonos, reprobos, jure, quiete, foco. 

 
35 James Binns, Intellectual Culture in Elizabethan and Jacobean England: The Latin Writings of the Age 
(Leeds: Francis Cairns, 1990), 46. 
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 XVIII. De Christo Domino 

Natus purus homo, fortis, surgens, levis, intus  

Virgine, culpa, re, vi, carne, gradu, deitate,  

Sumit, sacrat, fert, premit, excitat, intrat, adimplet,  

Corpus, aquas, poenam, mortem, se, coelica totum. 36 

As demonstrated by those examples, the tradition of vers rapporté was 

perpetuated by rhetoricians during the Middle Ages. The relationship between medieval 

rhetoric and vers rapporté reinforces the connection between this device and the art of 

memory. The availability and wide influence of classical and neo-Latin rhetorical 

treatises participated in the dispersion of vers rapporté throughout Europe during the 

Middle Ages. 

CONCLUSION 

While it was still an important part of Renaissance neo-Latin poetry, vers 

rapporté was adapted into vernacular languages during the sixteenth century. The 

development of this way of writing was greatly facilitated by the flexibility of Latin 

syntax and the concern for linguistic ordering inherent to classical rhetoric. As 

Hildebert’s examples demonstrate, vers rapporté is not only well suited for descriptive 

couplets, but also transposes religious transcendence into syntactic structures. The 

transitions from Latin to vernacular and from religious to secular are therefore bound to 

be problematic. In the next section, I will attempt to determine the reasons that compelled 

sixteenth-century poets to borrow vers rapporté from the Latin intellectual culture and 

adapt it into their own vernacular language. 

 
36 Hildebertus Cenomanensis, “Hildeberti Carmina Miscellanea,” Opera Hildeberti Cenomanensis, 
Patrologia Latina, 171: 1391. 
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Chapter 6: Dissecting poems 

THE RENAISSANCE CULTURE OF DISSECTION 

According to Sawday, during the sixteenth and seventeenth century the culture of 

dissection merged scientific and other cultural practices and discourses. During the 

Renaissance the interest for the underlying dynamic of dichotomies such as interior and 

exterior, parts and whole or division and unification transcends the modern disciplinary 

boundaries to shape and organize knowledge. Dissection and anatomization might seem 

incompatible with the conception of Renaissance as a period focused on the construction 

of identity: 

To deploy a phrase such as the ‘culture of dissection’ is to suggest a network of 

practices, and rituals surrounding this production of fragmented bodies, which sits 

uneasily alongside our image of the European Renaissance as the age of the 

construction of identity – a unified sense of selfhood. But, the ‘scientific 

revolution’ of the European Renaissance encouraged the seemingly endless 

partitioning of the world and all that it contained.37 

According to Sawday, dissection, division, partition, anatomization and 

fragmentation were at the core of the Renaissance perception and of the human 

experience of space, both in a physical and metaphorical sense. “Partition stretched into 

all forms of social and intellectual life: logic, rhetoric, painting, architecture, philosophy, 

medicine, as well as poetry, politics, the family, and the state were all potential subjects 

for division.”38 However, his focus on the body as the keystone of the Renaissance 

culture of dissection is not directly relevant to the study of vers rapporté as an instance of 

rhetorical, linguistic and to some extent, philosophical division. 
 

37 Sawday, op. cit., 2. 
38 Ibid., 3. 
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There are various levels of interpretation of vers rapporté: the simple one-to-one 

correspondence of the elements across lines, the more complex rapport exposing the 

significance of the different sequences, and the global understanding of the poem, whose 

central theme subsumes the various threads and binds them to form a harmonious and 

balanced whole. The significance of the relationships between the individual parts and 

the whole is inherent to every linguistic production, but its systematization is the 

trademark of vers rapporté. By singling out each thematic thread and embedding them 

into a larger issue, vers rapporté dissects a person, a feeling, or a concept. 

DISSECTING BODIES 

Because of its propensity to express division, vers rapporté is often used in 

blazons. As a poetic form based upon the partition and enumeration of the beloved’s 

body parts, the blazon is considered by Sawday as a paradigmatic example of the culture 

of dissection in literature. Another interpretation of the blazon posits the unification of 

the female body parts since a collection of blazons offers a re-organization and a 

(vertical) reading of the body. Based upon the analysis of collection of blazons, this 

interpretation presupposes the anterior division of the body in individual poems. To show 

how vers rapporté complicates the traditional theme of the blazon and provide cases of 

political division, I will study examples taken from Tabourot and from the Pléiade. 

The first poem I will examine, Du Bellay’s Sonnet X from L’Olive, provides 

substantial evidence of emulation and literary transfers between the French and the 

English tradition inasmuch as it was faithfully adapted by Samuel Daniel in Delia. Du 

Bellay’s sonnet sequence, first published between 1549 and 1550, is closely related to the 

doctrine developed in his manifesto La Deffence et Illustration de la Langue Francoise 

advocating for the imitation of the Classics and the Italian to restore the prestige of the 

French language. L’Olive should be considered both as an experiment with poetic forms 



 49

                                                

departing from the well-established late medieval French tradition, and as a series of 

example of the kind of poetry writers should compose, according to Du Bellay, to 

enhance the reputation of French.  Presented as original poems, some of them are 

nonetheless translated from Italian. Imitating Petrarch’s Canzoniere, most of the sonnets 

celebrate the poet’s love for Olive, a fair young woman whose name evokes the olive-tree 

instead of Petrarch’s laurel. As a typical blazon, Sonnet X offers a fragmented and 

epideictic depiction of the beloved.  

Ces cheueux d’or sont les liens Madame, 

Dont fut premier ma liberté surprise, 

Amour la flamme autour du coeur eprise, 

Ces yeux le traict, qui me transperse l’ame. 

Fors sont les neudz, apre, & viue la flamme 

Le coup, de main à tyrer bien apprise, 

Et toutesfois i’ayme, i’adore, & prise 

Ce qui m’etraint, qui me brusle, & entame. 

Pour briser donq’, pour eteindre, & guerir 

Ce dur lien, ceste ardeur, ceste playe, 

Ie ne quier fer, liqueur’ ny medecine, 

L’heur, & plaisir, que ce m’est de perir 

De telle main, ne permect que i’essaye 

Glayue trenchant, ny froydeur, ny racine.39 

In this poem, Du Bellay exploits the topos of Love’s weapons, namely: net, fire and dart. 

The recurrence of this topos in Renaissance vers rapporté can be explained by its 

predisposition for enumeration. Love’s weapons systematically cause the poet/lover’s 

 
39 Joachim Du Bellay, L’Olive (Paris, 1549). 
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death. Such violent conclusion should not be interpreted literally: enthralled by the 

beloved, the lover’s spirit dwells in the object of his affection and therefore leaves the 

poet’s body. The partition of the body and the soul constitutes a metaphorical death that 

paradoxically improves the lover’s life. This underlying division prefigures more 

complex blazons in which the poet divides his own body instead of fetishizing his 

beloved.  

In the first quatrain, the lover establishes a series of correspondence between parts 

of the emblazoned body of his beloved and Love’s weapons, thus equating her golden 

hair with nets, her love with fire and her glance with darts. This enumeration will 

condition the rest of the poem: the next quatrain provides a characterization and a 

paradoxical praise of each of these elements; the first tercet asserts the lover’s reluctance 

to look for a remedy and the last three lines explain the reason of his choice. The terms of 

the original sequence, positing the equivalence between the female body and Love’s 

weapons are never repeated, but every elements of the sonnet, except from lines 12 and 

13, derive from them. The vertical relationship is aural as well as semantic: on the one 

hand, rhymes (“apprise, prise”; “ame, entame”; “medicine, racine”), internal rhymes 

(“coeur, ardeur, liqueur, froideur”) as well as a strong alliterative correlation (the 

repetition of [r] permeating the poem) reinforce the coherence and unity of the rapport; 

on the other hand, words are arranged according to the same semantic pattern throughout 

the sonnet. However, little, if any, connection seems to exist between a piercing glance 

and a root. This apparent discrepancy can be explained by the nature of the rapport. A 

line of conventional vers rapporté consists in a series of paradigmatically connected 

elements (such as “love, adore and value” in line 6), whereas the vertical rapport must be 

understandable only between contiguous elements (for instance, line 10 stands for the 

lover’s wounds, which can be cured by the actions of line 9). The variation of the bundle 
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of semantic features defining the meaning of each sequence determines the progression of 

the poem. In this case, du Bellay moves from an aggressive, female paradigm, to the 

expression of the utmost male domination: by accepting to suffer and die by the hands of 

his beloved, while he could have defended himself against Love’s attacks with his own 

weapons, the lover proves his superiority over the woman. Even though the poet seems to 

surrender passively, he appropriates the body of his beloved by emblazoning it. Often 

written during literary competitions, blazons and vers rapporté do not only fragment and 

reinterpret the female body, they also fully participate to the culture of dissection. The 

poem partitions and maps out the body to conquer it: like the anatomists, poets are 

perceived as heroic colonizers of the human body, thriving to understand the relationship 

between its inner dynamic and outer appearance. But the body also provides a specific 

structure and language to the poem; and rhetoric and poetry, often considered as 

feminine, are to be subdued and controlled. The systematic division of vers rapporté 

emphasizes the poet’s surgical gaze. The obvious parallel between the fragmentation of 

the emblazoned female body and the segmentation of the sentence reveals a fetishization 

of words. In other words, the tortuous grammatical structure entailed by the use of vers 

rapporté is not only an attempt to emulate the flexibility of Latin words order, but also 

embodies, by rearranging words according to a specific order, the invisible links forming 

the chain of signifiers designating the unattainable, reified and fragmented woman body. 

DISSECTING FEELINGS 

Another typical theme of Renaissance love poetry, unrequited love and its 

consequences on the poet, explores the relationship between the body and its affects. 

Impressive somatic responses to the beloved’s rejection are not only a method of 

coercion, but also constitute the basis of introspection and border on self-anatomization. 
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The last two tercets of a sonnet by Pontus de Tyard, another influent member of the 

Pléiade, exemplify the mechanism of such reverse blazons: 

Mes pleurs ont ia tant d’humeur attiré, 

Et mes souspirs tant d’ardeur respiré, 

Et tant de sang ce traict m’a fait respandre, 

Que sans humeur, chaleur, ou sang encore, 

Ce peu d’esprit, qui m’est resté t’adore 

En ce corps sec, froid pasle, et presque en cendre.40 

The conventional display of the poet’s distress goes beyond the recommendation 

of Sidney’s Muse: instead of looking in his heart to find inspiration, the poet examines 

his body and the somatic manifestations of his despair. Humor, heat and blood, 

stimulated and exhausted by the poet’s love, desert his body. Emblazing his own body, 

the poet both asserts the power of his love and the prominence of his spirit over his 

shattered and lifeless bodily machinery. By mapping the poet’s body parts onto his 

feelings, the practitioner of vers rapporté adopts the point of view of an anatomist. The 

congruence between the thematic level, which dissects bodies, and the formal structure of 

vers rapporté, which divides the text into multiple interrelated threads, confirms that this 

rhetorical device belongs to a culture equating understanding with control and meticulous 

partition. The cognitive motivation of vers rapporté, during the Renaissance, derives 

from the need to particularize and theorize on the relationships between the parts and the 

whole. 

POLITICAL DIVISION 

While blazons put the emphasis on the poet’s partitioning gaze and ability to 

interpret the significance of the different body parts in relation to feelings, political 
 

40 Pontus de Tyard, Erreurs Amoureuses (Lyon, 1549): 73. 
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sonnets often use vers rapporté to fragment the enemy and assert national unity. Tabourot 

provides many examples of politically engaged poems in vers rapporté: 

De fer, de feu, de sang, Mars, Vulcan, Tysiphone, 

Bastit, forgea, remplit, l’ame, le cœur, la main 

Du meurtrier, du Tyran, du cruel inhumain, 

Qui meurtrit, brusle, & perd la Françoise couronne  

[…] 

Soit rouillé, soit esteint, soit seché par la paix 

Le fer, le feu, le sang, cruel, ardent, espais 

Qui meurtrit, brusle, & perd la France divisee.41 

In this complex example of vers rapporté, the terms of the originary sequence 

(iron, fire and blood) are mentioned twice in most lines. Even though the accumulation of 

negative attributes seems to correspond to various enemies of France, Tabourot clearly 

states that this poem was dedicated to a “seditious warrior”. I insist on Tabourot’s 

significant word choice: sedition is composed of sed- wich denotes the separation and 

itio, the action of going. In this poem, vers rapporté divides the body of the enemy who is 

responsible for the division of the body politic of France, thus counterbalancing the 

intentions of the rebellious warrior. 

While commenting his closing examples, Tabourot becomes increasingly nervous 

about their political content. He begins by referring to a poem written in 1573 

(considered seditious at that time) comparing France and Flanders that he claims to have 

subsequently lost. The last two examples are extremely similar in terms of form, but 

diametrically opposed from the ideological point of view. They are both based upon a 

principle similar to spoonerism: instead of transposing sounds within words, the poem 

 
41 Tabourot, op. cit., 133-134. 



changes the word order. The first one, composed by “slanderous devils” that is to say 

reformers, plays on the names of four popes: 

 

Fig. 1 Estienne Tabourot, Les Bigarrures du Seigneur des Accords (1583): 134. 
Bibliothèque National de France.  

Tabourot’s paradoxical censorship of this poem emphasizes his uneasiness 

concerning the political content of his examples. To replace the subversive passage by 

three asterisks is extremely misleading: this layout suggests that three elements, 

corresponding to the popes mentioned in the poem, were taken out. In fact, the remaining 

complete line shows that each censored passage is a single verb phrase. Rhyme is the sole 

purpose of the name swapping. He concludes by quoting a response by counter-reformers 

written in the same style: 

Luther, Viret, Beze, & Caluin, 

Ont renuersé l’escrit diuin, 

Beze, Caluin, Luther, Viret, 

Croyent autant Christ que Mahomet, 

Caluin, Luther, Viret & Beze 

Ont mis tout le monde à mal-aise, 

Beze, Viret, Caluin, Luther 

Et les leurs iront en enfer.42 
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These controversial epigrams clearly belong to a different register from the 

examples of vers rapporté I have considered up to this point. In terms of form and 

content, both of these poems are relatively simple. Instead of developing over time, the 

elements of the sequence are repeated in different orders, thus underscoring their 

interchangeability rather than accumulating paradigmatic relationships. Consequently, 

this irregular form of vers rapporté does not emphasize fragmentation, but disparages the 

antagonists by merging them. Despite the lack of semantic rapport and the difference of 

register, those examples are considered as vers rapporté by Tabourot, which indicates 

that this practice was adapted to a variety of purposes. 

CONCLUSION 

The increased sense of self arising during the Renaissance implies a reflection on 

the relationship between the individual and the society, which derives from a broader 

concern for the interplay between the parts and the whole. Sawday advocates for the 

prevalence and the significance of partition in many areas of Renaissance culture. In 

literature, blazons thematically manifest the impact of anatomy; whereas vers rapporté 

represents the structural counterpart of dissection. While the Greeks considered 

υφαινω as interwoven threads, I posit that the Renaissance reversed this conceptual 

metaphor and disentangled the text. Before concentrating on the transfer from French to 

English literature during the Renaissance, I will conclude by providing a potential 

explanation for the gradual disappearance of vers rapporté after the Renaissance. 
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Chapter 7: Renaissance Hermeticism the decline of vers rapporté 

INTRODUCTION 

According to Yates, the art of memory persisted, despite its obvious obsolescence, 

during the Renaissance and after the invention of the printing press. The recrudescence of 

the interest in the art of memory during the Renaissance was not motivated by any 

practical purpose, but closely related to the hermetic tradition. Yates detailed account of 

Camillo’s, Bruno’s or Fludd’s memory theaters is beyond the scope of this paper, but her 

observations concerning the occult tradition and underlying belief system of the art of 

memory illuminate the strange evolution of vers rapporté during the late seventeenth 

century. While discussing the occult works of Giordano Bruno, Yates summarizes the 

scope and purpose of the hermetic tradition: 

The religion of Love and Magic is based on the Power of the Imagination, and on 

an Art of Imagery through which the Magus attempts to grasp, and to hold within, 

the universe in all its ever changing forms, through images passing the one into 

the other in intricate associative orders, reflecting the ever changing movements 

of the heavens, charged with emotional affects, unifying, forever attempting to 

unify, to reflect the great monas of the world in its image, the mind of man.43 

THE HERMETIC TRADITION AND VERS RAPPORTÉ 

In the previous section, I considered vers rapporté within the scope of the 

Renaissance culture of dissection and division and postulated that it represented bodily 

and political division by linguistic means. However, the intense accumulative effect and 

the interconnectedness of each element in vers rapporté also evoke an attempt to unify a 
 

43 Yates, op. cit., 260. 
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fragmented world. Yates’ mention of “images passing the one into the other in intricate 

associative orders” could very well apply to vers rapporté. As opposed to the medieval 

man, who considered his imagination as a lower faculty and used it to form corporeal 

similitudes enhancing his memory, the “Renaissance Hermetic man believes that he has 

divine powers; he can form a magic memory through which he grasps the world, 

reflecting the divine macrocosm in the microcosm of his divine mens.”44 By stimulating 

associative thinking and systematizing thematic relationships, vers rapporté channels 

imagination and represents the macrocosm. The totalizing dynamics of vers rapporté are 

clearly visible in blazons: the poet’s love constitutes the unifying concept that merges the 

disjointed body parts of the beloved and participates in the coherence of the poem. The 

rapport, which describes the relationships between the partitioned elements of the poem, 

is subjected to the central concept. Since the dissemination of vers rapporté is related to 

the transmission of the sonnet form, most sonnets rapportés, in French as well as other 

European languages, borrow their themes to Petrarchan poetry. However, as the trend of 

Petrarchan love poetry declined, poets used vers rapporté for different purposes before 

completely forsaking it. The last examples of vers rapporté belong to the mystical branch 

of German baroque tradition. Since this way of writing was explicitly considered as a 

literary representation of the cosmological relationships between microcosm and 

macrocosm, I posit vers rapporté became obsolete and was deemed archaic after the rise 

of New Science and the gradual divorce between the mechanistic conception of the world 

and the hermetic tradition as a complex system of interrelation. Words, which were not 

regarded as “things”, were not considered worthy of interest since the New Science 

focused on “things in themselves” and saw play – particularly verbal play – as a waste of 

 
44 Ibid., 172. 
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time. Only hermetic writers were still feeling the need to use a text as a model or a 

representation of the whole cosmos. 

AN EXAMPLE FROM GERMAN BAROQUE POETRY 

While vers rapporté in classical Greek and Latin cultures had probably practical 

purposes and was explicitly connected to the art of memory, it became an ideological and 

ornamental device manifesting a deep concern for partition and order during the Middle 

Ages and the Renaissance. With German baroque poets, however, vers rapporté acquired 

an explicit philosophical importance. One of the most striking examples of the mystical 

dimension of vers rapporté in the German baroque tradition comes from the notorious 

poet Quirinus Kuhlmann, in his early sonnet sequence Himmlische Liebes Küsse 

(Heavenly Love Kisses) published in 1671: 

Auf Nacht/Dunst/Sonn/See/Feur/West/Frost/Hitz/Süd/Ost/Wind/Schlacht/Nord und Plagen 

Folgt Tag/Glantz/Licht/Land/Brand/Lust/Schnee/Blitz/Wärmd/Hitz/Still/Blutt/Kält und Noth. 

Auf Schmach/Hohn/Tükk/Schimpff/Angst/Ach/Qual/Pein/Schmertz/Krig/Leid/Streit/Kreutz als Spott 

Wil Ehr/Lohn/Glükk/Glimpf/Trost/Rath/Ruh/Zir/Schertz/Sig/Freud/Frid/Nutz stets tagen 

Der Baum/Frosch/Rauch/Lamm/Glunst/Fisch/Gold/Storch/Gems/Mond/Flamm/Perl/Ochs und Magen 

Libt Frucht/Teich/Dampf/Feld/Stroh/Flutt/Glutt/Dach/Berg/Schein/Asch/Schaum/Wiß und Brot. 

Der Spil/Treu/Mensch/Printz/Rach/Schiff/Kunst/Mund/Fleiß/Sorg/Müh/Schütz/Geitz und G-t / 

Suchts Zank/Hold/Schlaff/Thron/Mord/Port/Gunst/Kuß/Preiß/Sarg/Lob/Zil/Geld Danksagen. 

Was hoch/eins/Lufft/weiß/Feur/Gutt/schwer/recht/stark/lang/groß/ja/weit genennt 

Pflegt tiff/drei/Erd/schwartz/Flutt/Böß/leicht/krum/schwach/breit/klein/Nein/nah zumeiden 

Auch Ruhm/lib/Witz/Geist/Zir/Freund/Seel/Mutt/Lust/Lob/Frid/Schertz/klug muß scheiden 

Wo Angst/Haß/Wein/Fleisch/Schmach/Feind/Leib/Furcht/Weh/Hohn/Streit/Schmertz/Trug schon rennt. 

ALLES WECHSELT; ALLES LIBET; ALLES SCHEINET WAS ZU HASSEN: 
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WER NUR DISEM NACH WIRD-DENKEN/MUß DI MENSCHEN WEIßHEIT FASSEN.45 

Considered by many critics as the most dangerous poet of German literature, 

Kuhlmann’s long term goal was to convince the Ottoman Empire and Russia to rally the 

Protestants in order to destroy the Catholics and create the kingdom of Jesus. As a self-

proclaimed prophet, Kuhlmann was not only influenced by the German mystic Jacob 

Böhme, but also by his own powerful patriotism. The relationship between Kuhlmann’s 

project and the consequences of the Thirty Years’ War is self-obvious: he wanted to 

restore a unified religion where faith had been shaken by religious conflicts and to 

establish a centralized political power to replace the dislocated Holy Roman Empire. He 

travelled on many occasions before being arrested in Russia for political and religious 

sedition and eventually burnt alive. Another of his ambitious projects was to synthesize 

the totality of human knowledge in nineteen volumes by using combinatorial principles 

he discovered in the works of Anathasius Kircher and Raymondus Llullus. 

HERMETIC COMBINATORICS 

Combinatorial literature works on the premises that if a subject is based on a finite 

set of concepts, the permutation of these concepts would eventually give every 

possibility. Applying this art of combination to poetry, Kuhlmann claims that his XLI 

Liebeskuss (forty-first Love-Kiss) contains “the seeds of rhetoric, ethics, philosophy, 

mathematics, geography, music, astronomy, medicine, nature, law, and writing”.46 To 

manifest the invisible links that connects every domain of life and knowledge, Kuhlmann 

associates vers rapporté to combinatorial literature; that is to say that the reader can 

permute almost each word in this poem without affecting its general meaning. In addition 

to present mystical undertones, Kuhlmann’s Love-Kiss demonstrates that vers rapporté 

 
45 Quirinus Kuhlmann, Himmlische Liebes-küsse, 1671 (Tübingen: M. Niemeyer, 1971): 53-60. 
46 Ibid. 58. 
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was considered on the same level as Llullus’ combinatorics, whose connections with the 

art of memory has been clearly established by Yates. The association of vers rapporté 

and combinatorial literature allows the constant redefinition of the rapport: each 

permutation provides new semantic correlations and illustrates the coherence of the 

cosmos. Behind this literary project and the notion of combinatorial literature lies the 

belief that language goes beyond human basic understanding and can write and recreate 

itself indefinitely. Combinatorial literature has always been regarded as an esoteric and 

almost magical way of writing asserting the creative powers of the words themselves. To 

combine vers rapporté with a combinatorial approach to poetry clearly demonstrates the 

evolution of this device from rhetoric to literature, and from literature to mysticism. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

The evolution of vers rapporté is emblematic of the development of poetic 

conventions. I have attempted to outline several processes justifying the emergence, 

dissemination and decline of this tradition. Instead of a series of actual historical 

transmissions, I suggested a progressive modification of the device to adjust to social, 

cultural and cognitive needs from classical Greece and Rome to late Renaissance 

Germany. It is an ambitious and problematic question to tackle. Tsur summarizes the 

fundamental issue of such a study: 

Every poetic tradition, even the longest and widest one, must begin with one poet 

composing one poem, or one verse line, for one particular audience; or, perhaps, 

several poets, each composing one poem for the same audience, or several 

different audiences. How, from such humble beginnings, did large poetic 

traditions grow out? In a world in which there is no radio-television, no internet, 

no airplanes, only horses, camels, and sailboats?47 

To retrace the history of a widely used poetic convention such as vers rapporté, it is 

necessary to look beyond the simple case of direct historical transmission. Reading and 

writing are cognitive phenomena that affect the way people think and interact with each 

other. Considering vers rapporté as a way of writing (and reading) rather than as 

rhetorical figure underscores some cognitive features of Renaissance culture. I will not go 

as far as claiming that vers rapporté had a physiological effect on people’s brain. Instead, 

I posit that it hints at the evolution of reading and writing practices. Before providing a 

brief history of the development of reading, Maryanne Wolf evokes the physiological and 

 
47 Tsur, op. cit., 26. 
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cognitive dimensions of her research: “underlying this curious history is a less visible 

story of cerebral adaptation and change. With each of the new writing systems […] the 

brain’s circuitry rearranged itself, causing of repertoire of intellectual capacities to grow 

and change.”48 The rise and decline of vers rapporté illustrate one of these historical and 

physiological shifts. Its structure and content reveal a deep connection with the classical 

art of memory. The Renaissance combined many factors explaining the success of vers 

rapporté: a strong interest for Antiquity and rhetoric, a deep concern for the dynamics of 

partition and unity. The shift from the medieval manuscript culture to the print culture, 

and the subsequent awareness of the corporeality of texts, might also have participated in 

the crystallization of this way of writing into a successful and widespread poetic 

convention. 

 While vers rapporté died out after the seventeenth century, vertical reading is still 

alive and well today. From the casual reader skimming a newspaper’s article for content 

to the literary close-reader looking for semantic field, nonlinear reading permeates our 

reading experience. Looking back at the probable origin of vertical reading and writing 

practices may also inform our interpretation of the undergoing evolution of reading. 

Understanding classical and Renaissance vertical reading and the cognitive and cultural 

implications thereof is essential to the comprehension of the impacts of digital and 

hypertextual reading on our cognitive processes. As we shift from a print to an 

increasingly digital culture, it is crucial to study the links between writing, reading, 

thought and memory.  

 
48 Maryanne Wolf, Proust and the Squid, the Story and Science of the Reading Brain (New York: Harper 
Collins, 2007): 27. 
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THE ENGLISH TRADITION 

Chapter 9: vertical sonneteering  

INTRODUCTION 

The paucity of critical studies on vers rapporté is striking, given the widespread 

and pervasive significance of this rhetorical device throughout history. More than a 

marginal and elusive ornament, vers rapporté represents a way of writing that influenced 

the conception of literariness and textuality. Its etymological link with the notion of text 

as interwoven threads underscores its latent, albeit significant, importance in literature. 

Identifying vers rapporté is not difficult: more than many rhetorical figures, it clearly 

diverges from conventional language. One could imagine that the mysterious fate of this 

device, from its antique origins to its merging with the hermetic tradition during the 

seventeenth century, would have attracted more attention. Why have critics focused on 

more restricted, less recognizable traditions and have left vers rapporté almost 

completely ignored? As suggested by the etymology of vers rapporté, I argue that 

paradigmatic reading has been gradually internalized as a fundamental heuristic for 

literary interpretation. Organizing information in semantic bundles became a cognitive 

process. Nothing is more difficult than recognizing a fully assimilated way of structuring 

textual information as a nonstandard rhetorical device that would be worth studying.  My 

own approach has started from the margins of vers rapporté. While performing research 

on non-linear reading and writing practices during the late Middle Ages and the 

Renaissance, I was struck by the similarities between poems belonging to very different 

traditions. When I came across Shakespeare’s Sonnets I was tempted to consider the 

systematic repetition of keywords, which was first pointed out by Helen Vendler, as a 

trace of a pre-existing convention rather than as a purely Shakespearean invention. 
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Retracing the history of vertical reading and writing practices, I became aware of the 

European tradition of vers rapporté, particularly prominent in Renaissance France. In the 

following section, I will document the relationship between the French and English 

sonneteers in order to demonstrate the probable influence of vers rapporté on 

Shakespeare’s Sonnets. 

Renaissance examples of vers rapporté often occur in sonnets. I have suggested 

that this device may have migrated throughout Europe with the form of the sonnet. A 

closer look at the different traditions reveals a striking discrepancy: while vers rapporté 

was a craze in France, it seems secondary in the English literary production of the period. 

Before giving examples of vers rapporté in English, I will attempt to answer this question 

by underscoring differences between the French and English conception of the sonnet and 

their potential consequences for the use of vers rapporté and by calling attention to some 

contextual features of the literary production in France and England. Instead of 

suggesting a complex series of historical transfers justifying the various degrees of 

importance of vers rapporté throughout Europe, I will concentrate on some literary and 

cultural characteristic of Renaissance France and England to show that, even though vers 

rapporté was used by both traditions, it found a more fertile ground in the Pléiade than in 

the Jacobean and Elizabethan poetry. 

RHYME-SCHEMES 

The formal conventions of the French sonnet differ from its Italian and English 

counterparts: it is composed in dodecasyllabic meter (or alexandrine) as opposed to the 

Italian hendecasyllable meter or the English iambic pentameter. Instead of being divided 

in an octave and a sestet, it follows either Marot’s rhyme scheme: ABBA ABBA CCD EED, 

or the French rhyme scheme developed by Peletier du Mans: ABBA ABBA CCD EDE. In 

other words, even in its most conventional forms, the French sonnet exhibits two 
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competing levels of organization: the typographic presentation divides the text in two 

quatrains in envelope rhymes and two tercets whereas, according to the rhyme scheme, 

the poem’s structure would be two quatrains followed by a couplet and another quatrain 

in envelope or alternating rhymes (ABBA ABBA CC DEED/DEDE).  Introduced by Thomas 

Wyatt and Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey during the sixteenth century, the sonnet was 

popularized in English by Sir Philip Sidney’s sequence: Astrophil and Stella. The English 

sonnet is divided into three quatrains and a rhyming couplet arranged according to this 

rhyme-scheme: ABAB CDCD EFEF GG. Even though the structure of the sonnet remains a 

debated question, there is a consensus that a turn of thought, or volta, should happen, 

usually at the beginning of the third quatrain in English, at the first line of the first tercet 

in French or at the beginning of the sestet in Italian. Because of this conventional turn of 

thought, the sonnet is often perceived either as a dynamic single-stanza poem with an 

abrupt twist in its second half, or as two interconnected poems. 

SONNET, ROUNDEL AND CREATIVE IMITATION 

In order to argue that English sonneteers were not only influenced by the Italian 

tradition, but also by pre-existing fourteen-lines English poems, Amanda Holton brings 

into focus more static early English sonnets as well as Shakespearean sonnets blurring the 

separation between the octave and the sestet. By confronting early English sonnets with 

later and more conventional sonnets, Holton convincingly demonstrates that earlier 

French poetic forms, such as the roundel, had an important impact on the development of 

the English sonnet. According to her, “the idea of the distinctiveness and modernity of 

the sonnet is, in fact, a rhetorical invention of Renaissance critics anxious to distance the 

sixteenth century from an earlier period that we might now construe as ‘medieval’.”49 

 
49 Amanda Holton, “An Obscured Tradition: The Sonnet and its Fourteen-Lines Predecessors,” The Review 
of English Studies, New Series 62.255 (2010): 373. 
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Paradoxically, the filiation between the English sonnet and the French roundel would 

explain the discrepancy between the scarcity of vers rapporté in English and its 

abundance in French literature. 

According to Holton, the striking similarities between early English sonnets and 

the roundel indicate that French medieval formes fixes were not only adapted into 

English, but formed a longstanding tradition in English literature explaining the 

subsequent success of the sonnet. Holton concludes that “the otherness and modernity of 

the sonnet have thus been overstated.”50 Since vers rapporté was not widely used in 

French medieval vernacular poetry, this device must have passed on to English much 

later. Moreover, Holton’s discussion does not apply to the development of the French 

sonnet. Published almost conjointly, Du Bellay’s famous manifesto La Deffence et 

Illustration de la Langue Françoise and his first sonnet sequence L’Olive are both 

intended as radical and innovative works. By imitating classical and Italian poetry, the 

members of the Pléiade move away from the medieval French tradition. Du Bellay’s 

defensive stance consists in a rhetorical posture adopted to justify his literary project, 

namely, the creative imitation of the Classics. Even though du Bellay claims that poets 

should start writing in the vernacular instead of Latin or Greek, there was already a rich 

tradition of vernacular poetry in France at that time and very few scholars were 

considering Latin or Greek as superior to French. Following the viewpoints of Marot and 

the School of Lyon, the Pléiade advocated for a simpler way of writing and criticized 

earlier poets, such as the Grands Rhétoriqueurs, considering their rhetorical prowess and 

dazzling ornaments as empty style. It may be surprising for the modern audience, but vers 

rapporté are much simpler and plainer than the adorned and highly ambiguous poetics of 

the Grands Rhétoriqueurs. Rather than a proper poetic movement, I consider the Pléiade 

 
50 Ibid., 373. 
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as a laboratory in which were shaped new ways of writing: members of the Pléiade 

experimented with poetry, but also drama and prose; encouraged the creation of 

neologisms; codified and theorized on language and literature. Vers rapporté constitutes 

one of their most successful, albeit underrated, literary experiments. Its classical origin 

and its rigid structure were in perfect agreement with Du Bellay’s doctrine. Moreover, the 

French format of the sonnet was particularly adequate to the development of vers 

rapporté. 

POETIC EPISTEMOLOGY OF THE SONNET 

The dodecasyllable verse, or alexandrine meter, is a feature both distinctive to 

French poetry and particularly suited for vers rapporté. As opposed to the shorter lines 

preferred by Italian and English sonneteers, the alexandrine meter provides more 

flexibility and potential rhythmical patterns to accommodate the succession of 

enumerations characteristic of vers rapporté. The few additional syllables granted by the 

dodecasyllable verse facilitate the poem’s composition. 

Even though some sonnets are entirely written in vers rapporté, the majority of 

occurrences are restricted to a few lines within a poem. In most cases, vers rapporté 

serves as an introductory or closural device. It often emphasizes the thematic structure: 

while the volta can be defined as an abrupt thematic transformation, vers rapporté 

represents a strong syntactic shift. I posit that the French sonneteers’ fondness for vers 

rapporté proceeds from their conception of the sonnet as a complex and shattered set of 

competing rhetorical, thematic, syntactic, rhythmic and typographic structures. Coleman 

Hutchison contrasts the layout of the 1609 quarto of Shakespeare’s Sonnets with that of 

the other English sonnet sequences. According to him, the 1609 quarto stands out as it 

destabilizes visual unity by imposing seemingly random page breaks: “through a 

nonuniform, seemingly arbitrary imposition of page breaks, several quarto poems appear 
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clipped, severed, and fractured; others are preserved and monumentalized in the field of 

the page.”51 Hutchison’s argument about the quarto’s disruption of visual unity and 

monumentality presupposes that the sonnet is conventionally presented as a 

monumentalized and unified whole. Hutchison’s convincing body of evidence 

demonstrates the importance of material presentation for the English tradition. However, 

the layout and typographic arrangement of sixteenth and seventeenth-century French 

sonnet sequences and poetic miscellanies are often disrupted. I will not argue that page 

breaks in French sonnet sequences are significant, but that they reflect the difference 

between French and English poetic epistemologies. While English sonneteers are 

preoccupied with the materiality and monumentality of their works, which implies a 

predilection for unifying themes; the members of the Pléiade experiment on language, 

emphasizing the textual dimension of their works and privileging multi-layered content. 

 
51 Coleman Hutchison, “Breaking the Book known as Q,” PMLA 121.1 (2006): 34. 
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Chapter 10: Renaissance Anglo-Latin poetry 

CHARACTERISTICS OF ANGLO-LATIN POETRY 

As a corollary of the poetic epistemology, the targeted audience is also a 

determining factor of compositional techniques. While vers rapporté remained a 

marginal device in the English sonnet sequences, it was more common in Anglo-Latin 

poetry. I posit that the divergence between Anglo-Latin and vernacular poetry pertains to 

the issues of context and audience rather than language. In his detailed study of the 

intellectual culture in Jacobean and Elizabethan England, James W. Binns provides a 

series of defining traits of Anglo-Latin renaissance poetry: 

[It] is public, versatile, formal, fluent, allusive and learned, rather than private and 

personal. It is cast into a number of formal modes, appropriately termed baroque 

or manneristic, at every level. In the first place, it is replete with countless 

examples of virtuoso play upon words and letters, devices popular in classical 

Greek literature from its earliest roots and emphasized strongly in the Hellenistic 

period.52 

Even though Anglo-Latin renaissance poetry shares some of its characteristics with 

vernacular sonnet sequences, such as its formality and learnedness as well as an 

inclination for manneristic outbursts of complexity, they seem to diverge in terms of 

setting, tone and, as I mentioned in a previous section, origins. Francis Meres’ comment 

on the circulation of Shakespeare’s “sugared Sonnets, among his private friends” 

suggests an intimate setting and, consequently, a personal tone. It is not surprising, 

therefore, that Anglo-Latin poets were more inclined to artificiality and mannerism. In 

 
52 Binns, op. cit., 46. 
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Renaissance France, the members of the Pléiade, primary instigators of the tradition of 

vers rapporté, explicitly inscribed their works within the scope of Du Bellay’s political 

and linguistic agenda. Written with the constant intention of illustrating and defending 

language and culture, the Pléiade’s sonnets were addressed to a wider audience, a 

tendency that is clearly visible in the choice of circumstantial or political topics. 

SOME EXAMPLES 

Examples of Anglo-Latin vers rapporté strongly relate to their classical 

counterparts. Rather than a rhetorical device or a way of writing, I believe that they 

constitute a poetic form. While the classical denominations versus rapportari or versus 

texti indicate a particular kind of line or verse, the Anglo-Latin designations carmen 

parallelum and carmen correlativum53 allude to a poem, a song or a magical incantation. 

The fact that Anglo-Latin poets considered vers rapporté as a unit of meaning, a fixed 

poetic form, might have contributed to the lack of interest in adapting it in the vernacular. 

The examples provided by Binns consist in dedicatory couplets, very similar to the 

famous Epitaph on Virgil: 

Tullius, Osorius, Clerckus, flos, Gloria, laurus, 

Florens, grata, virens, floret, abundant, ovat.54 

These lines by Henry Dethick, Anglo-Latin poet and author of the rhetorical 

treatise Oratio in laudem poesos, was written as a liminary couplet to Bartholomew 

Clercke’s Latin translation of Baldassare Castiglione’s influential Book of the Courtier55. 

It consists in a triple praise: Cicero flowers as a flowering flower, Osorius abounds as a 

pleasing glory, Clercke rejoices as a verdant laurel. Like its classical predecessors, this 

 
53 See Binns, op. cit., 56. 
54 Ibid., 56. 
55 See James Binns, “Henry Dethick in praise of poetry, the first appearance in print of an Elizabethan 
treatise.” The Library series 5 30.3 (1975): 199-216. 
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couplet is redundant and strongly alliterative. As opposed to the conventional sonnets 

rapportés, which unfold gradually and superimpose competing structures, Anglo-Latin 

couplets reduce meaning to its most condensed poetic expression. 

CONCLUSION 

Even though medieval and Renaissance Latin poetry crystallized manneristic 

literary devices, such as vers rapporté, it constitutes an independent tradition, coexisting 

with vernacular poetry. It preserved rhetorical devices and made them accessible to the 

educated elite. However, vernacular occurrences of vers rapporté, because of their 

stylistic difference with Latin examples, are likely to be loose adaptations, rather than 

direct translations, of their classical predecessors. 
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Chapter 11: The English appropriation of vers rapporté 

INTRODUCTION 

Before concentrating on Shakespeare’s appropriation of this device, I will provide 

examples of canonical vers rapporté in English. I believe that the relative scarcity of vers 

rapporté in English indicates that it was considered as a fossilized, dead ornament rather 

than a tradition to cultivate and revive. To illustrate the different stages of the evolution 

of vers rapporté in English, I will provide examples from some of the major sonneteers. 

Even though this device was not as prominent among the Jacobean and Elizabethan 

sonneteers as in France, everyone invested in rhetoric and poetry must have been aware 

of it because of its prevalence in other European traditions as well as in Anglo-Latin 

poetry. Some of the examples I will mention do not correspond to the strict definition of 

vers rapporté. Because of the striking similarities they bear to this rhetorical device and 

of the versatility of vers rapporté, I believe that they demonstrate the gradual assimilation 

of this way of writing. Instead of sharpening vers rapporté into an elaborate ornament, I 

claim that some English sonneteers levelled it to alleviate its unusual configuration. 

SIR PHILIP SIDNEY’S STRUCTURAL COUNTERPOINT 

The first example of English “vers rapporté” I will consider was taken from 

Sidney’s sonnet sequence Astrophil and Stella. The opening line of Sonnet 41 seems 

characteristic of sonnets rapportés: 

Having this day my horse, my hand, my lance 

Guided so well, that I obtain'd the prize, 

Both by the judgment of the English eyes, 

And of some sent from that sweet enemy France; 
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Horsemen my skill in horsemanship advance, 

Town-folks my strength; a daintier judge applies 

His praise to sleight, which from good use doth rise; 

Some lucky wits impute it but to chance; 

 Others, because of both sides I do take 

My blood from them who did excel in this, 

Think Nature me a man of arms did make. 

How far they shot awry! The true cause is, 

Stella look'd on, and from her heav'nly face 

Sent forth the beams, which made so fair my race.56 

Even though this poem does not conform to the definition of vers rapporté, it 

possesses distinctive features justifying its connection to this tradition. An important 

proportion of sonnets rapportés begin by the enumeration of three attributes conditioning 

the subsequent syntactic and thematic dovetailing. Even though some poems, considered 

as the “most laborious” by Tabourot, were composed in vers rapporté from the beginning 

to the end, in many cases, the poets alternated compositional techniques and 

superimposed conventional prosody and vers rapporté. Sidney’s Sonnet 41 borrows the 

threefold introductory line of vers rapporté. Rather than an isolated triad, which would 

not be associated with vers rapporté, Astrophil’s attributes correlate with the rest of the 

sonnet: “horse” prefigures the elements of line 5 (horsemen and horsemanship), “hand” is 

related to line 6 (townsmen and strength), and “lance” evokes lines 7 and 8 (daintier 

judge and sleight). The direct semantic connection between the attributes of the first line 

and the elements of the second quatrain validates a paradigmatic reading, very similar to 

that entailed by vers rapporté. The sestet elaborates on less concrete reasons for 
 

56 Sir Philip Sidney, Sir P.S. his Astrophel and Stella Wherein the excellence of sweete poesie is concluded 
(London, 1591): 17. 
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Astrophil’s victory, namely chance and natural predisposition, before giving Stella the 

credit for it. The paradigmatic relationship between the opening line and the second 

quatrain emphasizes the division of the sonnet into an octave and a sestet, thus 

demonstrating “Sidney's preoccupation with the form of the sonnet, and particularly with 

the effects that might be created by the superimposition of an unusual pattern - of syntax 

or head rhyme or what else – on another more familiar.”57 This kind of “structural 

counterpoint” proceeds from the same preoccupation with the introductory and closural 

often entailed by the use of vers rapporté. Even though Sidney did not use this rhetorical 

device in its canonical form, his investment in paradigmatic relations clearly 

demonstrates the influence of vertical reading and writing practices. 

DIRECT TRANSLATION 

Samuel Daniel 

To illustrate the relationship between French poets from the Pléiade and English 

sonneteers, I will provide a succinct outline of the transmission history of a famous 

sonnet from the Italian language to its French and English adaptations. With this 

particularly telling example, I intend to demonstrate the difficulty of pinpointing the 

precise point of origin of the vers rapporté tradition. It seems to have emerged 

independently in various national literatures, but also migrated through translations. If 

English sonneteers became fully aware of this writing technique only through their 

translations of French instead of codifying it from the beginning, it would explain its 

relative lack of success in the English tradition. In his first sonnet sequence, L’Olive, Du 

 
57 Colin Williamson, “Structure and Syntax in Astrophil and Stella,” The Review of English Studies New 
Series 31.123 (August 1980): 283. 
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Bellay borrowed heavily from Italian poets. Sonnet X is clearly a direct translation of 

Ariosto’s Sonnet VI58: 

La rete fu di queste fila d'oro, 

In che il mio persier vago intricò l'ale, 

E queste ciglia l'arco, e'l guardo strale  

E'1 feritor questi, begli occhi foro; 

Io son ferito, io son prigion per loro;  

La piaga a in mezzo al cor aspra e mortale 

La prigion forte: e pur, in tanto male, 

E chi ferimmi e chi mi prese adoro.  

Per la dolce cagion del languir mio,  

O del morir, se potrk tanto il duolo,  

Languendo godo e di morir disio;  

Pur ch'ella, non sapendo il piacer ch'io.  

Del languir m'abbia o del morir, d'un solo  

So spir mi degni, o d'altro affetto pio. 

Ces cheueux d’or sont les liens Madame, 

Dont fut premier ma liberté surprise, 

Amour la flamme autour du coeur eprise, 

Ces yeux le traict, qui me transperse l’ame. 

Fors sont les neudz, apre, & viue la flamme 

Le coup, de main à tyrer bien apprise, 

Et toutesfois i’ayme, i’adore, & prise 

Ce qui m’etraint, qui me brusle, & entame. 

Pour briser donq’, pour eteindre, & guerir 

Ce dur lien, ceste ardeur, ceste playe, 

Ie ne quier fer, liqueur’ ny medecine, 

L’heur, & plaisir, que ce m’est de perir 

De telle main, ne permect que i’essaye 

Glayue trenchant, ny froydeur, ny racine. 

In an article investigating the relationship between Samuel Daniel’s Delia and Du 

Bellay’s L’Olive written in 1909, Caroline Ruutz-Rees compares Ariosto’s and Du 

Bellay’s sonnets with Daniel’s Sonnet XIV: 

Those amber locks, are those same nets (my Deere,)  

Wherewith my libertie thou didst surprize;  

Love was the flame that fired me so neere,  

The Dart transpearsing, were those Christall eyes.  

 
58 The three poems are quoted from: Caroline Ruutz-Rees, “Some Debts of Samuel Daniel to Du Bellay,” 
Modern Language Notes 24.5 (May, 1909): 134-137. 



 76

                                                

Strong is the net, and fervent is the flame;  

Deepe is the wound my sighes doe well report:  

Yet doe I love, adore, and praise the same,  

That holds, that burnes, that wounds me in this sort.  

And list not seeke to breake, to quench, to heale,  

The bond, the flame, the wound that festreth so,  

By knife, by liquor, or by salve to deale:  

So much I please to perrish in my wo.  

 Yet least long travailes be above my strength,  

 Good Delia lose, quench, heale me now at length. 

Ruutz-Rees considers that because of Daniel’s “close adherence to Du Bellay, 

where the latter diverges from Ariosto – not only in the introduction of the third 

metaphor, but in the intricate development of the theme, it becomes idle to point out that 

the French, not the Italian, sonnet was Daniel's model.”59 In her account of the 

transmission of this sonnet from Ariosto to Du Bellay and, subsequently, to Daniel, she 

fails to identify the introduction of a third metaphor and “the intricate development of the 

theme” as vers rapporté. While the use of vers rapporté in Du Bellay’s Sonnet XIX was a 

by-product of the verbatim translation of the original Italian sonnet by Martelli, in Sonnet 

X, Du Bellay demonstrates how this device can be used effectively by adding a layer of 

complexity. Ruutz-Rees observes that “the combination of the three metaphors used by 

Du Bellay […] became one of those pieces of common property which the poets of the 

Renaissance bandied about among themselves.”60 She mentions many adaptations of this 

conceit, such as those by Ronsard and Desportes. She acknowledges that many of these 

 
59 Ibid., 135. 
60 Ibid. 



poems share a strong sense of familiarity, mainly because of their “intricate repetition of 

ideas.” In fact, I think that Du Bellay’s adaptation of Ariosto’s sonnet started off the 

enthusiasm for vers rapporté and stimulated emulation. Daniel’s version of this sonnet is 

very close to Du Bellay, but the lack of examples of native vers rapporté in Delia 

confirms that the craze for vers rapporté did not extend to England. 

William Drummond 

Another case of direct transmission from French to English can be found in the 

works of the Scottish poet William Drummond of Hawtornden: 

 

 

Fig. 2 William Drummond, Poems: by William Drummond, of Hawthorne-denne 
(Edinburgh, 1616): 58. 

In this reproduction of the original publication of Drummond’s poetic works, 

numbers appear above the words to indicate the relationship between the elements of this 

couplet. The example I provided in my introduction, another couplet by Drummond, 

adopts a similar layout even though it belongs to the first edition of a subsequent 

collection of poems. To my knowledge, the words numeration in vers rapporté is specific 

to Drummond and could thus be considered authorial. However, the thematic content of 

this “couplet encomiasticke” probably derives from the works of the French baroque poet 

Marc Papillon de Lasphrise: 

Phébus, Cypris, l’Aurore (Ange du plaisant jour)61 

                                                 

 77
61. Marc Papillon Laphrise, Les Premières Oeuvres Poétiques du capitaine Lasphrise (Paris, 1597): 482. 
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He used a very similar sequence in an epitaph: 

Phèbe, Cypris, Pithon, pudique, douce, affable62 

In a sonnet I already mentioned, des Autels also associates Phoebus and Cypris: 

De Iuppiter, Phebus, Vulcain, Cypris63 

It is difficult to determine whether the numeral marks displayed above the elements of the 

sequence are authorial, but they provide evidence that, unlike Daniel, Drummond was 

probably aware of his own use of vers rapporté. Even though Drummond’s treatment of 

this rhetorical device seems more deliberate than that of Daniel, the influence of French 

sonneteers is still palpable. 

GILES FLETCHER THE ELDER 

Fletcher and the Renaissance intellectual culture 

In the next set of examples, I will examine prosodic structures reminiscent of vers 

rapporté originating in the English tradition. Giles Fletcher the Elder’s sonnet sequence, 

Licia, provides some examples bearing a strong resemblance to vers rapporté and 

foreshadowing Shakespeare’s idiosyncratic appropriation of this rhetorical device. In his 

article on the notion of Baroque, Warnke claims that Fletcher’s poetry epitomizes “the 

descriptive poetry of the Baroque age, [which] habitually abandons mimesis as such, 

excerpting or abstracting sensuous qualities from observed nature and re-combining them 

arbitrarily into verbal constructions which are frankly artefacts.”64 Confirming Fletcher’s 

preoccupation with the structural and formal aspects of poetry, Røstvig argues that “Giles 

Fletcher shows that structure may be the most important part of the poet's invention; such 

 
62 Ibid., 7. 
63 See note 23, page 24. 
64 F. J. Warnke, “Baroque Once More, Notes on a Literary Period,” New Literary History 1.2 (Winter, 
1970): 148. 
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non-verbal icons invest a poem with the desired stylistic elevation.”65 The intricate 

numerical analyses that Røstvig points out in her article are beyond the scope of this 

paper, but they demonstrate the importance of complex textual structures for Fletcher and 

underline his role as a practitioner and transmitter of poetic devices. As opposed to 

Wyatt, Surrey or Daniel, Fletcher was neither a courtier, nor an aristocrat, but an 

academic. Fellow at King’s College, Cambridge, from 1568 to 1581, Fletcher had a more 

theoretically and historically oriented approach to poetry. It is important to bear in mind 

that he composed both vernacular and Anglo-Latin poetry. The interpenetration of these 

relatively independent traditions, otherwise seemingly impervious to each other, explains 

Fletcher’s use of vers rapporté. Considering Fletcher’s structural and phonic repetitions 

probable influence on Shakespeare’s Sonnets,  Røstvig’s claim “that it must be conceded 

that Giles Fletcher's use of [meaningful textual structures] is so pointed, because so 

frequent, so systematic, and so elaborate, that his example was bound to exert 

considerable influence”66 can be extended to his use of vers rapporté. 

Fletcher’s Anglo-Latin poetry 

As Binns clearly shows in his section on vers rapporté, the use of this device in 

Anglo-Latin poetry was not uncommon. As a fellow of King’s College, Fletcher was 

most likely both an expert and a practitioner of Anglo-Latin and vernacular poetry. 

Because of his intellectual background and literary self-consciousness, Fletcher 

experimented with various poetic forms, including vers rapporté, in Latin and in English. 

Inspired by the death of Brigit Butts, wife of Thomas Butts, the son of Henry VIII’s 

personal physician, Fletcher wrote the following epitaph between 1570 and 1581: 

 
 

65 Maren-Sofie Røstvig, “Golden Phrases: The Poetics of Giles Fletcher,” Studies in Philology 88.2 
(Spring, 1991): 199. 
66 Ibid. 
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Insignis facie, florens pietate pudica  

Moribus, ingenio provida, larga manu.  

Invidit, vetuitque diu mors esse, sed esse  

Dum vetat id quod erat fecerat esse magis.  

Corpore nam moriens, fama integra, mente superstes  

Dormit humo, terras incolit, astra petit.67 

This example presents the basic characteristics of vers rapporté: the epitaph revolves 

around the threefold praise of the deceased. The vertical relationships are clearly visible 

in the last two lines: 

 With a dying body, an intact reputation, a proud heart 

 She sleeps in the ground, dwells in the earth, travels to the stars.68 

However, it diverges from the classical and medieval Latin poems I mentioned 

previously: its structure seems less rigid and it is significantly longer than the classical 

Latin couplets. This brief epitaph proves that Fletcher was aware of this tradition. 

Vertical reading and synaesthesia 

As a representative of the English Renaissance intellectual culture, Fletcher was at 

the crossroads of Latin and vernacular traditions. His adaptation of vers rapporté in his 

sonnet sequence, Licia, complicates the original classical device. Instead of sharpening its 

structure, like the poets of the Pléiade, Fletcher alludes to the tradition of vers rapporté 

and levels it. Even though he keeps the characteristic threefold division of the subject, he 

disrupts the strict order imposed by the preservation of the rapport. Fletcher also 

introduces repetition of keywords, thus crystallizing the diffuse acoustic texture 

participating in the poem’s coherence in conventional vers rapporté. While Daniel’s use 
 

67 Quoted from Robert R. Raymo, “Three New Latin Poems of Giles Fletcher the Elder,” Modern 
Language Notes 71.6 (June, 1956): 399-401. 
68 My translation. 
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of vers rapporté seems to be an accidental import contingent to his translation of Du 

Bellay, the following examples demonstrate a level of sophistication suggesting that 

Fletcher did not only transpose this rhetorical device in English, but re-interpreted it. 

Love with her haire, my love by force hath ty'd,  

To serve her lippes, her eies, her voice, her hand,  

I smil'd for joy, when I the boye espy'd,  

To lie inchain'd, and live at her commaund.  

She if she looke, or kisse, or sing, or smile,  

Cupid withall, doth smile, doth sing, doth kisse,  

Lippes, handes, voice, eies, all hearts that may beguile,  

Bicause she scornes, all hearts but onlie this:  

Venus for this in pride began to frowne:  

That Cupid borne a god, inthrald should be:  

She in disdaine, her prettie sonne threwe downe,  

And in his place, with love she chained me.  

 So now (sweet love) though I my selfe be thrale,  

Not her a goddesse, but thy selfe I call.69 

In Sonnet V, the vertical, parallel construction of lines 2, 5-7 is clearly 

recognizable and relates to the tradition of vers rapporté. However, as opposed to 

canonical examples, this sonnet does not explore the variations on a single conventional 

topos, such as Du Bellay’s threefold metaphor of Love’s weapons, but revolves around 

 
69 Giles Fletcher, Licia, or Poemes of loue in honour of the admirable and singular vertues of his lady, to 

the imitation of the best Latin poets, and others. Whereunto is added the rising to the crowne of Richard the 

third. (Cambridge: John Legat, 1593). Emphasis added. 
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the ambiguous merging of the lover and Cupid on the one hand, and of Venus and the 

beloved on the other. This conceit is tightly connected with the use of vers rapporté, 

which governs the first part of the poem. Even though this poem differs from Ariosto’s 

sonnet and its long list of successors, Fletcher borrows the conventional image of the 

beloved’s hair as ties binding the lover’s heart from a longstanding tradition often related 

to vers rapporté. To assimilate Licia with Venus, and thus to praise the otherworldly 

charms and paradigmatic beauty of his beloved, the poet has to fragment her body. In this 

context, vers rapporté seems a very efficient rhetorical device to manifest both the 

necessary disintegration of the female body and the lover’s desire to embrace the totality 

of his beloved, usually by linguistic means. By embodying this tension between 

fragmentation and completeness, the use of vers rapporté opens up new ways to speak 

and think about love and the body. In Sonnet V, it represents the urgent and disjointed 

speech of the lover under the spell of Licia’s lips, eyes, voice and hands as well as the 

actions of the beguiled Cupid. The lack of symmetry between the terms of the different 

sequences can be interpreted as the sign of the irrationality of the passion induced by the 

beloved. It can also linguistically demonstrate the commutability of her body parts; a kind 

of synaesthesia in which a glance is perceived as a kiss, lips can see and hands smile. In 

any case, as soon as the poem turns from the depiction of the lover’s and Cupid’s 

enthrallment to describe Venus’ angry reaction, the narrative progresses rendering the use 

of vers rapporté moot. 

From vers rapporté to repeated keywords 

In addition to exploiting a conventional triad characterizing the resistance of the 

beloved, the following example revolves around the repetition of the keyword “hard”. 

This distinctive practice, which deviates from the conventional vers rapporté, is likely to 
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have influenced Shakespeare. This poem illustrates both the shift from vers rapporté to a 

more subtle form of vertical reading and the merging of both devices.  

  

Harde are the rockes, the marble, and the steele,  

The auncient oake, with wind, and weather tost,  

But you my love, farre harder doe I feele,  

Then flinte, or these, or is the winters frost.  

My teares too weake, your heart they can not move,  

My sighes, that rocke, like wind it cannot rent,  

Too Tyger-like you sweare, you cannot love:  

But teares, and sighes, you fruitlesse backe have sent. 

The frost too hard, not melted with my flame,  

I Cynders am, and yet you feele no heate:  

Surpasse not these (sweet love) for verie shame,  

But let my teares, my vowes, my sighes, entreat, 

Then shall I say, as I by triall finde:  

These all are hard, but you (my love) are kind.70
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Sonnet VIII displays a deviant use of versus rapportari that evokes Shakespeare’s 

systematic repetition of keywords. The most efficient way to summarize Sonnet VIII and 

to expose its premises as well as its structure is to shrink it: 

Harde are the rockes, the marble and the steele, […] 

But let my teares, my vowes, my sighes entreat, 

Then shall I say, as I by triall finde:  

These all are hard, but you (my love) are kind. 

                                                 
70 Ibid. emphasis added.  
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It is easy to imagine what a traditional sonnet using vers rapporté would have resembled 

according to the first line and the couplet: a juxtaposition of parallel sequences 

representing the opposition between the threefold hardness of the beloved (rockes, 

marble, steele could stand for her heart, beauty and hostility) and the lover’s attempts to 

overcome it (by breaking, moulding and melting, with teares, vowes and sighes). 

However, instead of following this rigid structure, Fletcher decided to disseminate 

keywords from the expository as well as the closing sequence throughout the poem. As a 

consequence, even the influence of vers rapporté is clearly visible in the crucial 

importance of the parallelism between line 1 and line 12, this poem moves away from the 

tradition. Sonnets such as this one indicate the transition between the rigorous, 

meticulous, parallel constructions defining vers rapporté in its traditional form and the 

nebulous and intricate underlying subsystems structuring some of Shakespeare’s sonnets. 

This missing link even displays what Vendler would call a “KEY WORD”: “hard” 

(depending on whether one is willing to accept heart in line 5 as an auditory equivalent of 

hard, which would probably not frighten Vendler). The phonic similarity of “heart” and 

“hard” illuminates the meaning of the sonnet. It establishes an acoustic and semantic 

connection between the otherwise disjointed elements of the primary triad. 

Conclusion 

While vers rapporté maintains the unity and coherence of the poem by imposing a 

rigid structure, the repetition of keywords saturates the poem with one or two central 

concepts. Most poems written in vers rapporté revolve around a sequence of three 

elements. In the French and Latin traditions, a more masterful treatment of vers rapporté 

implicates a longer sequence, which can count as many as seven elements in French or 

ten in Latin. Fletcher undertakes a different kind of experiment: attempting to trigger a 

vertical reading by superimposing only one or two elements. While he still relates on the 
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conventional threefold sequence, Shakespeare clearly gradually deviates from this 

tradition and replaces the characteristic triad by a binary opposition sustained by one or 

two repeated keywords. 
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Chapter 12: Shakespeare’s repetition of keywords 

INTRODUCTION 

In her interpretation of Sonnet 7, Vendler suggests that “it was perhaps because 

his topic here were so entirely conventional that Shakespeare looked to word-games”71 

and concludes that “he certainly enjoyed the obstacle of shaping his four parts around a 

single KEY WORD enough to propose it to himself later many times.”72 Instead of 

presuming that the repetition of keywords has haphazardly sprung into Shakespeare’s 

mind as a playful way to make a trivial topic engaging, I posit that Shakespeare’s 

repetition of keywords is reminiscent of vers rapporté and, far from being a light-hearted 

punning habit, represents the merging of the conventional poetic discourse with the 

dislocated, mind-bending vers rapporté, the mediation between passion and reason, the 

creation of subjectivity. 

READING THE SONNETS VERTICALLY 

The basic features of the definition of vers rapporté, namely, vertical 

relationships generated by the juxtaposition of semantically and syntactically analogous 

sequences throughout the poem, does not seem to correspond exactly with Shakespeare’s 

Sonnets. One of the distinctive characteristics of Shakespeare’s Sonnets is the recurrence 

of keywords, whereas it is not a requirement of the traditional vertical reading, although 

some other poets use also this technique, especially Jodelle, probably the most proficient 

and skilful French poet in the domain of vers rapporté. Besides, Shakespeare’s Sonnets 

do not follow any rigid repetition of syntactic structures, but, again, some other French 

 
71 Vendler, op. cit., 77. 
72 ibid. 
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and English poets also chose to distantiate themselves from the strict original Latin model 

by consenting to more grammatical variety. Finally, most constitutive sequences of vers 

rapporté are likely to be triadic, while vertical readings of Shakespeare’s Sonnets are 

often based upon binary oppositions. 

Another contrast between Shakespeare’s Sonnets and more traditional examples 

of vers rapporté is their respective syntactical structure: whereas vers rapporté, because 

of its cumulative and enumerative nature, is mostly, and sometimes excessively, 

paratactic; the syntax of Shakespeare’s Sonnets is much more complex. The intricacy of 

Shakespeare’s conceits and its elaborate syntactical expression can be opposed to the 

relatively simple enumeration constituting versus rapportari and seem to suggest that the 

narrative of each poem, its paraphrasable content, is much more important in 

Shakespeare’s Sonnets than it is in most poems using vers rapporté. However, this 

observation, based upon the contrast between the monolithic nature of vers rapporté and 

Shakespeare’s Sonnets as “system[s] in motion, never immobile for too long, and with 

several subsystems going their way within the whole”73, does not invalidate the notion of 

vertical reading. Vendler explores the dramatic potential of Shakespeare’s poems: “the 

true ‘actors’ in lyric are words, not ‘dramatic persons’, and the drama of any lyric is 

constituted by the successive entrances of new sets of words, or new stylistic 

arrangements (grammatic, syntactical, phonetic)”74. This approach emphasizes the 

significance of the structures shaping the paraphrasable content of the sonnets and 

establishes a relationship between the form of the poem and its narrative. Besides, 

Curtius’ depiction of “formal mannerism”, which can be applied to Shakespeare, also 

underlines the importance of the form in poetic language, inasmuch as “the mannerist 

 
73 Vendler, op. cit., 22. 
74 ibid., 3. 
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wants to say things not normally but abnormally, […] prefers the artificial and affected to 

the natural, [and] wants to surprise, to astonish, to dazzle.”75 As a consequence, 

Shakespeare’s sophisticated conceits do not cancel the notion vertical reading, but, on the 

contrary, encourage looking for subsystems disrupting the linearity and enhancing the 

dramatic tension of the poems. I posit that the convergence of such organizing patterns 

unifies the poem, disintegrates the linearity of its progression and ultimately induces a 

holistic, vertical reading. In the following paragraphs, I will discuss various elements 

advocating for a vertical reading of the Sonnets in order to demonstrate the potency and 

relevance of this unconventional way of looking at Shakespeare’s poetry. For the sake of 

clarity, I will apply the term “vertical reading” in reference to the disposition of the words 

written on the page as well as, mutatis mutandis, to the poem as an auditory experience 

resulting from an oral performance. 

CONVENTIONAL EXAMPLES OF VERS RAPPORTÉ 

Triads and binary oppositions 

The first set of examples I will consider strongly relates to the conventional vers 

rapporté. The traditional elements of this rhetorical device are clearly recognizable: a 

central triad and its symmetrical variations, connected by a semantic rapport. However, 

the formal structure of vers rapporté is subsumed under a more fundamental binary 

opposition. According to me, Shakespeare’s shift from the ternary structure of vers 

rapporté to binary oppositions reflects a growing preoccupation with the relationship 

with alterity, as opposed to the predominantly descriptive triads of vers rapporté.  

 
75 Curtius, op. cit., 282. 
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Sonnet 11 

Even though the characteristics of conventional vers rapporté are clearly visible 

in Sonnet 11, Shakespeare complicates this trope by introducing several overlapping 

structures. 

Sonnet 11 

As fast as thou shalt wane so fast thou grow'st –  

In one of thine, from that which thou departest,  

And that fresh blood which youngly thou bestow'st,  

Thou mayst call thine, when thou from youth convertest 

Herein liues wisdome, beauty, and increase,  

Without this follie, age, and could decay,  

If all were minded so, the times should cease,  

And threescore year would make the world away:  

Let those whom nature hath not made for store,  

Harsh, featureless, and rude, barrenly perish,  

Look whom she best endowed, she gave the more;  

Which bounteous gift thou shouldst in bounty cherish,  

She carved thee for her scale, and meant thereby,  

Thou shouldst print more, not let that copy die.76
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Instead of displaying an initial sequence conditioning the following lines, Sonnet 

11 begins with the terms of an organic metaphor, to wane and grow, which will be 

developed throughout the poem and will give shape to three lines in vers rapporté. As 

Vendler synthesizes it: “the whole poem can be divided under the two heads Increase and 

                                                 
76 Edition used: Stephen Booth, Shakespeare’s Sonnets (New Haven and London: Yale UP, 1977). 
Emphasis added. 
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Perish. […] The successive turns – from increasing to perishing and back again – 

become visible, establishing the conclusive persistence of the metaphor waning/growing 

as a structuring principle.”77 Inscribed in the duality of the governing metaphor, the 

threefold parallelism could hardly be regarded as a structuring device, but should rather 

be considered as a way to embrace the totality of the Young Man’s perfection both by 

emphasizing his positive qualities and negating their opposites. The tautological value of 

the repeated hendiatris connects it with the printing metaphor closing the sonnet, thus 

establishing a relationship between the use of vers rapporté, as a generative rhetorical 

trope, and language reproducing itself. As a consequence, although not being 

thematically crucial, the recurring hendiatris in shape of vers rapporté rhetorically 

signifies the reproducibility craved by the poet.  

Sonnet 14 

Sonnet 14 displays a similar, though not as intricate, interweaving of triads into 

binary oppositions. The speaker, a “philosophical mock-astrologer”,78 reads the future in 

his beloved’s starry eyes, but instead of foretelling concrete, everyday life events, he 

predicts “the metaphysical future of the universe.”79 

Sonnet 14 

Not from the stars do I my judgement pluck,  

And yet methinks I have Astronomy,  

But not to tell of good, or evil luck,  

Of plagues, of dearths, or seasons quality,  

Nor can I fortune to brief minutes tell;  

Pointing to each his thunder, rain and wind,  
 

77 Vendler, op. cit., 93. 
78 ibid., 105. 
79 ibid. 
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Or say with Princes if it shall go well  

By oft predict that I in heaven find.  

But from thine his my knowledge I derive,  

And constant stars in them I read such art  

As truth and beauty shall together thrive  

If from thyself, to store thou wouldst convert: 

Or else of thee this I prognosticate, 

 Thy end is truth’s and beauty’s doom and date. 

The sonnet is structured around two major oppositions: the first between the 

speaker and ordinary astrologers and the second between “good or evil luck”. The 

catalogue of the ordinary astrologers’ practices, “part of the charm of the sonnet” 

according to Vendler, offers Shakespeare the opportunity to juxtapose different types of 

predictions (some being the consequence of the others, some concerning farmers, others 

relating to aristocracy) according to similar grammatical constructions (a synthetic triad 

and a longer sentence). Another evidence of their interconnectedness is the fact each of 

them can be applied to line 3 to form a grammatically correct sentence. Since “good and 

evil luck” presides over both the speaker’s and the ordinary astrologers’ discourses, it 

becomes obvious that the poet attempts, by superimposing the conventional and the 

metaphysical astrology and by cumulating the different functions of traditional astrology, 

to demonstrate that the beloved’s fate encompasses every aspects of human life. 

In these two sonnets, Shakespeare borrows the basic structure of vers rapporté, 

but manipulates it to fit his own agenda. In Shakespeare’s Sonnets, as opposed to the 

sonnets of the Pléiade for instance, the generative force seems to be the narrative instead 

of the words themselves. It would be extremely difficult to condense the meaning of any 

Shakespearean sonnets into a single sequence of three words. Paradoxically, both his 
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focus on content and the less formulaic aspect or structural rigidity of most of his sonnets 

favors the proliferation of overlapping subsystems. These two sonnets do not present any 

repeated keywords.  

Sonnet 105 

The next example associates the triadic structure of vers rapporté with the 

repetition of a keyword: 

Sonnet 105 

Let not my love be call'd idolatry, 

Nor my beloved as an idol show, 

Since all alike my songs and praises be 

To one, of one, still such, and ever so. 

Kind is my love to-day, to-morrow kind, 

Still constant in a wondrous excellence; 

Therefore my verse to constancy confined, 

One thing expressing, leaves out difference. 

'Fair, kind and true' is all my argument, 

Fair, kind, and true' varying to other words; 

And in this change is my invention spent, 

Three themes in one, which wondrous scope affords. 

'Fair, kind, and true,' have often lived alone, 

Which three till now never kept seat in one. 

Sonnet 105 presents another limit case of vers rapporté. Vendler’s comment on 

“the speaker’s inventive transmutation of Christian Trinitarian theology [into] the 

Platonic Triad (the Beautiful, the Good, the True)”80 illuminates the contrast between the 
 

80 ibid., 445. 
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repetition of the hendiatris depicting the qualities of the beloved and the playful, phonetic 

and graphic variations on “one” throughout the sonnet. Besides, Shakespeare seems to 

provide a metatextual observation about the nature of vers rapporté: 

Faire, kinde and true, is all my argument, 

Faire, kinde and true, varrying to other words, 

And in this change is my invention spent, 

Three dreams in one, which wondrous scope affords. 

Instead of applying the principle of vers rapporté by setting his “argument” and 

deriving the “other words” from it, which is, as the previous examples clearly showed, 

how a vast number of Shakespeare’s contemporaries have “[their] invention spent”, 

Shakespeare decides to structure his poem around a metaphysical opposition between the 

sacred and the profane, conflating them into the beloved. This elegant conceit and vers 

rapporté share the same purpose: to express “three dreams in one”. By this metatextual 

comment on vers rapporté, Shakespeare does not only acknowledge the importance of 

this rhetorical device, but also asserts that vers rapporté exhausts and limits invention 

instead of expanding it. 

SHAKESPEARE’S ADAPTATION OF VERS RAPPORTÉ 

Sonnet 93: heart and looks 

The next set of examples I will consider epitomizes the distinction between 

conventional vers rapporté and Shakespeare’s assimilation of this tradition. The 

reiteration of failed attempts to grasp the essence of the beloved by multiplying variations 

on a central theme, that is to say the governing principle of traditional vers rapporté, 

conditions and enhances the poet’s creative imagination, his inventio, by structuring his 

thought. Shakespeare’s sonnets, on the contrary, posit that such a device pertains to the 
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domain of elocutio and draws attention to its own literariness. Shakespeare’s overlapping 

and divergent systems of organization, preventing from any simplifying paraphrase, 

become a mirror-image of the monolithic and tautological repetition characterizing vers 

rapporté. In other words, Shakespeare’s repetition of keywords is a self-conscious 

dissemination of meaning rather than an ever-failing attempt to condense the nature of 

the beloved, an acknowledgement of “the ‘languageness’ of language”81 rather than the 

idealization of the signified, a verbal rather than visual experience. 

Sonnet 93 

So shall I live, supposing thou art true, 

Like a deceivèd husband – so love’s face 

May still seem love to me, though altered new: 

Thy looks with me, thy heart in other place. 

For there can live no hatred in thine eye, 

Therefore in that I cannot know thy change. 

In many’s looks, the false heart’s history 

Is writ in moods and frowns and wrinkles strange, 

But heav’n in thy creation did decree, 

That in thy face sweet love should ever dwell, 

Whate’er thy thoughts or thy hearts workings be, 

Thy looks should nothing thence but sweetness tell. 

 How like Eve’s apple doth thy beauty grow, 

 If thy sweet virtue answer not thy show. 

 
81 Joel Fineman, “Shakespeare’s Perjur’d Eye,” Representation 7 (Summer, 1984): 78. 
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Sonnet 93 “play[s] on appearance and reality” and explores “simultaneous 

constancy and change, fixed identity and lack of it.”82 According to Vendler, a 

paradigmatic reading of the sonnet determines “the categories organizing the sonnet […]: 

external qualities like face, looks, eye, beauty, show on the one hand, and internal 

qualities like heart, thoughts, virtue, true on the other.” The interplay between interiority 

and exteriority culminates in the ambiguous Sweet love, “yet to be assigned to one side or 

the other.”83 The conflict, embodied by the permanent disjunction between looks and 

heart, can also be interpreted rhetorically, as the speaker’s concern for the inadequacy of 

poetic language to truly signify his beloved. According to Stephen Booth, “the thematic 

common denominator of this sonnet […] is imitated in a sort of stylistic double life that is 

evident throughout the poem”84. The coexistence of competing, and sometimes 

contradictory, stylistic elements, whose looks are deceptive, is symptomatic of the 

speaker’s failure to reconcile looks and heart. To grasp the true essence of his beloved, 

which is beyond the poet’s reach, language must become slippery and ambiguous: the 

veritas of praise poetry, namely the adequatio rei et intellectus, is neither achieved by 

self-referentiality, nor by the litanic and tautological enumeration of the beloved’s 

qualities, but by equivocation, that is to say the constant repetition of keywords whose 

polysemic nature translates the beloved’s deceiving looks. 

Ambiguous syntactic structure embodies another rhetorical manifestation of the 

discrepancy between heart and looks: “many lines and phases modify what precedes 

them and subsequently act separately as new beginnings; similarly, the quatrains 

simultaneously are and are not distinct syntactic units”85. For instance, there are many 

 
82 Booth, op. cit., 302. 
83 Ibid. 
84 Ibid. 
85 Ibid. 
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different ways to arrange lines 7 to 12 in order to form various syntactic units. Though 

this grammatical ambiguity does not directly evoke any kind of vertical reading, it 

engenders a similar back and forth movement from one interpretation to another and 

creates the same anxiety as vers rapporté, that is to say, it prevents the reader from 

understanding the poem in its entirety on the first glance. In other words, both vers 

rapporté and Shakespeare’s superimposition of competing syntactic structures negate the 

possibility of a monological and stable interpretation. More generally, both Shakespeare’s 

Sonnets and vers rapporté challenge the notion of writerly text and, since they necessitate 

a particular intellectual effort on the reader’s part to be understood, point toward the 

Barthes’ conception of readerly texts. Such an observation may seem trivial concerning 

Shakespeare’s Sonnets; however the combination of paradigmatic organizing principles 

and the lack of grammatical unity allude to the basic elements of vers rapporté. Although 

this connection may look coincidental and it is impossible to establish beyond any 

reasonable doubt that Shakespeare was referring to vers rapporté in Sonnet 93; it is very 

probable that these processes were common enough for Shakespeare to have internalized 

them. 

Sonnet 43 as an experiment on verticality 

Sonnet 43 playfully emblematizes, from both the thematic and rhetorical 

perspectives, the destabilization of the signifying process, and especially the yearning for 

the adequatio rei et intellectus defining the truth of poetic language. 

Sonnet 43 

When most I wink then doe 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.  
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Then thou whose shadow shadows doth make bright,  

How would thy shadows form, form happy show,  

To the clear day with thy much clearer light,  

When to unseeing eyes thy shade shines so! 

How would, I say, mine eyes be blessed made,  

By looking on thee in the living day! 

When in dead night their faire imperfect shade,  

Through heavy sleep on sightless eyes doth stay! 

 All days are nights to see till I see thee,  

 And nights bright days when dreams do show thee me. 

Sonnet 43 playfully emblematizes, from both the thematic and rhetorical 

perspectives, the destabilization of the signifying process, and especially the yearning for 

the adequatio rei et intellectus defining the truth of poetic language. The paradoxical 

visual captatio of the beloved is challenged both by the absence of the young man and by 

a series of rhetorical devices weakening the ability of words to actualize the poetic 

signified. According to Stephen Booth, this sonnet is concerned by “things that are the 

opposite of what they would normally be expected to be”86 and explores the discrepancy 

between the image – or shadow – of the objects and their true nature. These “recurring 

themes […] are played out stylistically in an intense display of antithesis and a range of 

rhetorical devices of repetition that make the language of the poem suggest mirror 

images.”87 The overwhelming amount of dichotomies between night and day, bright and 

dark, shadow and light is one of the most visible structuring principles of this sonnet. 

Shakespeare adds another layer of organization to the paradigmatic, vertical reading of 

 
86 Booth, op. cit., 203. 
87 Ibid. 
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the poem by multiplying alliterations in sh, d and b. According to Helen Vendler, “these 

[…] alliterating words are the ‘constants’ with respect to which the other words, changing 

as the sonnet progresses, are the variable.”88 This illuminating observation is to be 

considered in regard to vers rapporté. The triad of alliterating sounds defines a set of 

keywords whose repetition can be interpreted as the constants structuring the sonnet; 

whereas the conventional triadic opening sequence of vers rapporté engenders, by a 

series of semantic shifts, the slippage responsible for the progression of the poem. In 

other words, the vertical relationships in Sonnet 43, manifested by a strong alliterative 

background as well as the pervasive use of rhetorical devices of repetition and opposition, 

suspends the progression of the poem. The vertical relationships underlined by the sonnet 

ultimately lead to the experience redundancy instead of designating the absolute signified 

of the beloved. The structural paradox of this poem resides in the fact that verticality is 

expressed horizontally, by the “staircase technique”89, described by Helen Vendler, such 

as: 

 on thee90 

 they look 

 in dreams 

 When I sleep 

Ascending “staircases” concatenate syntagms to show the progression from night 

to day, from darkness to light, from the speaker to the beloved. The juxtaposition of these 

ascending and descending “staircases” contributes to the impression of redundancy and 

evokes the basic structure of vers rapporté, according to which each successive terms of 

a sequence corresponds to another term of the next sequence. In this case, the vertical 

 
88 Vendler, op. cit., 222. 
89 Ibid., 224. 
90 Diagram inspired from: Vendler, op. cit., 225. 
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relation between words is not semantic, but both phonetic and symbolic: each word being 

a step in the figurative staircase, “the vector of desire pressing for presence.”91 

In Sonnet 43, Shakespeare experiments on verticality both rhetorically and 

thematically. On the one hand, his unsettling play on repetitions and oppositions draws 

attention to the poetic language itself and its inability to represent the absolute truth of the 

beloved. On the other, the pervasiveness of vertical phonetic relationships and parallel 

constructions as well as the horizontal expression of symbolic verticality represents a 

complete inversion of the modalities of vers rapporté emblematizing the shift from a 

poetry of praise aiming to condense the essence of the beloved, and subsequently prisoner 

of its own tautological repetition, to a self-conscious poetry exhibiting the 

“languageness” of its language. 

Conclusion 

As those examples clearly demonstrate, Shakespeare’s Sonnets are clearly 

influenced by the tradition of vers rapporté. Whether they are to be interpreted as a 

subversion or culmination of this longstanding tradition is yet to be determined. The kind 

of vertical reading entailed by the Sonnets diverges from the conventional vers rapporté 

and has, therefore, different cognitive and cultural implications. Rather than a ternary 

structure organizing the poem according to a set of semantic strata, the examples I 

examined revolve around binary oppositions and the ingenious repetition of polysemic 

keywords. As a compositional method, vers rapporté constitutes of way to structure units 

of meaning paradigmatically and vertically. The rapport it creates facilitates 

understanding and generates surprising semantic associations. In his Sonnets, 

Shakespeare does not only adapt the formal structure of vers rapporté, he also subsumes 

it under a series of oppositions. While vers rapporté establishes a correlation between its 
 

91 Ibid., 226. 
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elements, Shakespeare uses vertical structures to construct difference and alterity. As a 

result, Shakespeare’s condensation and idiosyncratic interpretation of vers rapporté is a 

sign of the evolution from a descriptive poetry based upon resemblance to a subjective 

poetry marked by introspection and alterity. The binary oppositions in the examples I 

have considered enact the thematic orientation of the whole sequence: “In the narrative 

the sequence tells, this figural double duplication, which brings out the difference built 

into binary identities, is thematically embodied in the ambiguously duplicitous dark lady-

darker and older, almost by structural necessity, than the fair young man.” According to 

Fineman, Shakespeare writes in response to the tradition of epideictic poetry: 

The existence of such precedents is evidence of the fact that what Shakespeare 

"invents" in his sonnets is what he "comes upon" in a literary tradition and a 

literary history of which he is well aware and to which his sonnets are, again in a 

conventional way, intended as response.92 

Fineman’s observation also applies to the relationship between Shakespeare’s 

Sonnets and the longstanding tradition of vers rapporté. To manifest subjectivity, 

previous sonneteers were alternating conventional prosodic structure and vers rapporté. 

The transition from linear logic to vertical correspondences reveals the poet’s synesthetic 

and subjective perception. Shakespeare’s novelty consists in merging the two modes of 

expression. The overlapping of vertical and horizontal subsystems in the Sonnets makes 

Shakespeare’s literary self-consciousness and his appropriation of the tradition obvious, 

thus forcing the readers to re-evaluate its place within the canon. It is not despite, but 

because of their uniqueness that Shakespeare’s Sonnets should be considered with regard 

to other sonnets. The potential influence of vers rapporté on Shakespeare does not 

 
92 Fineman, op. cit., 76. 
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indeterminacy of the mind-blowing book known as Q. 
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Chapter 13: Theoretical approaches to keywords 

INTRODUCTION 

To conclude this overview of the tradition of vers rapporté in early modern 

France and England, I will provide a brief comparative outline of conceptions of 

keywords according to the Petrarchan tradition, the French vers rapporté and 

Shakespeare’s Sonnets, as each of them is a desperate attempt to display linguistically the 

presence of the absent beloved, in order to demonstrate that, in early modern literature, 

the value of keywords and the use of vers rapporté were tightly related and revealed the 

paradigm shift from a poetry of praise to a praise of poetry. 

SELF-REFERENTIALITY AND IDOLATRY 

According to John Freccero, Petrarch’s use of words sometimes borders on 

idolatry. More than a mere pun, the relationship between Laura and Lauro “resembles the 

inner life of the Trinity as the Church fathers imagined it.”93 The “self-contained 

dynamism” of the sign in Petrarch can be summarized as such: the laurel stands for 

Laura, who turns to poet into a laureate. “This circularity forecloses all referentiality and” 

represents “Petrarch's attempt to short-circuit the referentiality of his signs”94. The 

phonetic similarity suggests (as in popular etymologies) an essential connection. Whereas 

all signs should ultimately point to God, the supreme, all-embracing Logos, Petrarch’s 

“reification of the sign [is] an attempt to create poetic presence.”95 The closed, self-

referential and circular system of Petrarchan poetics, though it does not completely 

 
93 John Freccero, “The Fig Tree and the Laurel: Petrach’s Poetics,” Diacritics 5.1 (Spring, 1975): 37. 
94 Ibid., 38. 
95 Ibid. 
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eliminate the referentiality of language, is “a desperate attempt to render presence”96 in 

the words themselves. In other words, Petrarch tries to reconcile the signifier and the 

signified: the love of Laura and its emblem, the laurel: to maintain that such equivalence 

is possible outside God is committing the sin of idolatry by creating a “reified sign”, an 

idol. 

KEYWORDS AND BRICOLAGE 

Sonneteers using vers rapporté do not adhere to this conception of poetic 

language. It is obvious that the juxtaposition of parallel structures does not represent an 

attempt to conflate signifier and signified and to condense the meaning in a single, 

idolatrous and over-determinate sound-image. On the contrary, vers rapporté clearly 

demonstrates a multiplication of the discourses about the beloved. The disjointed 

syntactic structure underlines the impossibility to convey love with ordinary language. 

On the other hand, as a kind of linguistic bricolage, vers rapporté brings together various 

discourses in order to embrace the complexity and multidimensionality of the master-

signified. According to Claude Lévi-Strauss the bricoleur’s “universe of instruments is 

closed and the rules of his game are always to make do with ‘whatever is at hand,’ that is 

to say a set of tools and materials which […] bears no relation to the current project, or 

indeed to any particular project, but is the contingent result of all the occasions there have 

been to renew or enrich the stock or to maintain it with remains of previous constructions 

or destructions.”97 This notion can be applied to any poet or writer who does not believe 

that there is an essential relationship between the signifier and the signified. Moreover, 

the use, resulting from the transmission (and necessary adaptation) of a rhetorical device 

from Latin to French and from French to English, can be described in terms of bricolage. 

 
96 Ibid., 37. 
97 Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Savage Mind (Chicago: Chicago UP, 1966): 17-18.  
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Jacque Derrida validates this point of view: “If one calls bricolage the necessity of 

borrowing one's concept from the text of a heritage which is more or less coherent or 

ruined, it must be said that every discourse is bricoleur”98 and deconstructs the myth of 

discourse produced out of nothing. This theoretical position seems to corroborate my 

initial hypothesis: Shakespeare’s repetition of keywords is not a pure product of his 

literary imagination, but pertains to a larger tradition, from which he tries to depart. 

KEYWORDS AND VERS RAPPORTÉ 

By correlating different aspects of the same object, vers rapporté does not only 

provide a complete description, but also merges and reconciles antithetic oppositions: 

from a syntagmatic point of view, du Bellay’s sonnet brings together the beloved’s hair, 

love and eyes as three complementary representation of Love’s weapons; from a 

paradigmatic perspective, du Bellay amalgamates binary oppositions such as concrete 

and abstract elements, positive and negative terms, symptoms and cures, and so forth. 

This double convergence structures what would otherwise seem fractured and chaotic. In 

other words, the juxtaposition of antithetic elements transcends the apparent opposition to 

point towards the master-signified. To this extent, vers rapporté constitutes a perfect 

example of différance99: the accumulative dimension of the poem constantly defers its 

meaning by adding new layers of signification, while difference produces meaning by 

superimposing binary oppositions. Another theoretical interpretation of vers rapporté 

would consist in the subordination, by the poet’s unifying praise of the beloved, of many 

contradictory voices saturating the sonnet. This polyphonic100 interpretation would 

 
98 Jacques Derrida, “Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of Human Science,” Writing and Difference, 
trans. Alan Bass (London: Routledge, 1980): 286. 
99 Term coined by Derrida, widely used throughout his works. It plays on the homophony (in French) 
between to differ and to defer and describes some aspects of the production of meaning. 
100 For a discussion of the concepts of polyphony and heteroglossia, see Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic 
Imagination, Four Essays (Austin: UT press, 1981). 
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suggest that, though seemingly chaotic and even subversive, the form of the sonnet is 

ultimately contained by the necessity to point towards an absolute signified. 

Even though it is clear that vers rapporté is to be considered within the scope of a 

complex signifying process, it would be inaccurate to overlook that its disjointed 

structure and occasional lack of semantic coherence calls to mind certain forms of mental 

illness. The unconventional syntactic organization can be interpreted as a kind of aphasia 

characterized by the poet’s inability to speak spontaneously, his agrammatism, his 

obsessive repetition of phrases and his lack of coherence. Co-opted by a highly rigid 

poetic structure and inscribed in the sonnet form, these features translate the poet’s 

emotional state. The correlation between various, often diametrically opposed, elements 

can also suggest a kind of creative paranoia according to which the poet does not only 

sustain the illusion that everything is interconnected, but believes that everything relates 

to the same absolute signified. Whereas Petrarch’s idolatry condenses meaning in a single 

self-referential signifier; vers rapporté posits that everything is meaningful. 

SHAKESPEARE AND THE INVENTION OF SUBJECTIVITY 

The interconnectedness of the various subsystems structuring Shakespeare’s 

sonnets complicates the signification process. These patterns participate in the 

eventfulness and energy of Shakespeare’s language; however, they do not convey 

meaning. Booth criticizes the “pathetic tradition by which apologists for poetry still 

sometimes attempt to comfort themselves and us with pious assertions that s sounds make 

us hear snakes and that rhythms imitate the substance conveyed by rhythmic lines”101. 

Shakespeare’s language therefore lacks the circularity and idolatrousness of Petrarch’s 

puns. The tapestry of sound of the Sonnets is not an attempt to reify signs, but to enhance 

 
101 Stephen Booth, “Shakespeare's Language and the Language of Shakespeare's Time,” Shakespeare 
Survey 50 (1998): 1-17. 
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the level of coherence and organization of the poem by making its language more 

eventful. Shakespeare’s Sonnets also differ from the tradition of vers rapporté inasmuch 

as their fundamental structure is both more complex and more flexible. Instead of being 

based upon a series of strict parallelisms, Shakespeare’s Sonnets often consist in an 

experiment on phonic as well graphic repetitions. Instead of structuring the poem, the 

repetition of keywords in different formats (phonetic, anagrammatic, and polysemic for 

instance) destabilizes signification. Instead of pointing to an unattainable master-signified 

towering over them, words freely gravitate around an ineffable concept. Instead of trying 

to overcome the language inability to describe the essence of love, Shakespeare 

compensates this lack by a surplus: the deficiency of words is balanced by the excess of 

repetition. Such an attitude towards language reveals “a transition that writes itself out in 

Shakespeare's sonnets as an unhappy progress from a poetry based on visual likeness […] 

to a poetry based on verbal difference – whose inadequate relation to that which it 

bespeaks is figured by an ‘insufficiency’.”102 According to Fineman this insufficiency 

constitutes the cornerstone of the invention of subjectivity and “marks a decisive moment 

in the history of lyric” 103. The deficiency of the poetic language points towards an empty 

space within which the poet can define himself: 

we can say that [the] poetic self identifies himself with an inescapable, because 

constitutive, ‘insufficiency.’ Built up on or out of the loss of itself, its identity 

defined as its difference from itself, a hole opens up within the whole of poetic 

first-person self-presence. This ‘hole’ within the ‘whole’ […] inserts into the poet 

a space of personal interiority, a palpable syncope, that justifies and warrants 

poetic introspection.104 

 
102 Fineman, op. cit., 71. 
103 Ibid. 
104 ibid., 77. 
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By merging a variety of patterns and systematizing the repetition of keywords, 

Shakespeare transcends the tradition of vers rapporté and illustrates the paradigm shift 

from a poetic language celebrating the perfection of the beloved to a poetic language 

celebrating itself through its praise of love. According to Fineman, such language is “to 

be characterized as something verbal, not visual, […] giv[ing] over a perennial poetics of 

ut pictura poesis for […] a poetics of ut poesis poesis.”105 Even though such an evolution 

is difficult to pinpoint and quantify, the focus of this paper, the relationship between 

Shakespeare’s Sonnets and the tradition of vers rapporté, can provide an perspective on 

the modalities of this change. 

 
105 Ibid., 71. 
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Chapter 14: Conclusion 

Although I have tried to give an account of the history and legacy of vers 

rapporté, this paper merely gestures towards possible research directions. Among the 

many challenges posed by the study of vers rapporté, the sheer magnitude of this 

tradition seems the most difficult to manage. Many researchers published on the subject 

with the conviction that they were addressing a minor point of their particular area of 

expertise, German baroque or French Renaissance poetry, for instance, while it is almost 

a global phenomenon. By trying to correlate some of these traditions and focusing on 

English poetry, I hope to have demonstrated the importance and centrality of vers 

rapporté during the Renaissance. Like many rhetorical devices, it denotes a way of 

thinking; it constitutes a linguistic and prosodic lens through which the poet shows us the 

world from a different perspective. During my research, I have often wondered why 

popular and widely read poems, such as Du Bellay’s sonnets from L’Olive, could be 

studied, taught, and probably understood, without any mention to vers rapporté. How can 

a completely ungrammatical imbrication of sentences be interpreted by thousands of 

critics without anyone noticing the obvious syntactical and thematic interweaving? 

According to the Victorian schoolmaster E. A. Abbott, during Shakespeare’s time “it was 

common to place words in the order in which they came uppermost in the mind without 

much regard to syntax, and the result was a forcible and perfectly unambiguous but 

ungrammatical sentence.”106 Recent cognitive criticism makes much of this direct 

connection between mind and words. Philip Davis claims that:  

 
106 Edwin A. Abbott, A Shakespearian Grammar: An attempt to illustrate some of the differences between 
Elizabethan and modern English. For the use of Schools. (London: MacMillan, 1877): 9-10. 
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Shakespeare really does something to our inner reality, making [us] feel more 

alive in more unpredictable mental ways when [we] read or see his work […] as 

though the syntax in front of [our] eyes were keying into mental pathways behind 

them, and shifting and reconfiguring them dramatically in the theatre of the 

brain.107 

By venturing on the labyrinth of vers rapporté, I believe that we tread on those concealed 

mental pathways and uncover part of our fundamental architecture of thought. 

Renaissance sonneteers used it to depict the lover’s irrationality and projected their 

passions and subjectivity onto this dazzling matrix. Unlike rebuses, anagrams and other 

rhetorical puzzles that conceal meaning, vers rapporté asks us to participate in the 

process of signification, to think about semantic relationships and to reassemble linguistic 

unit. Calling attention to linguistic structures by challenging the conventional syntactic 

morphology, vers rapporté reminds us of the irreducible complexity of language and 

illustrates the complex combination of influence-hunting and cognitive constraints 

shaping literary traditions. 

 
107 Philip Davis, “The Shakespeared Brain”, Literary Review, (July 2008), n. pag. Web 25 July 2011 
http://www.literaryreview.co.uk/davis_07_08.html/ . 
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