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 Acknowledgements
 Chairman, committee and audience, I warmly
 welcome all of you. Let me start at first by reciting the
 vows of gratitude. I thank Allah the Almighty for the
 accomplishment of this work whether it is the bidden fruit of
 determinism or the forbidden fruit of determination. Thus,
 “what in me is dark illumine, what is low raise and
 support”.
 I am very glad to acknowledge all those who have
 in anyway contributed to the creation of this work. Most
 immediate to acknowledging is my mentor Prof. Mohammed
 Mansouri, whose constant endeavor never seemed to have
 worn away. To his support, inspiration, intriguing ideas and
 his willingness to take time in his most busy schedule to
 discuss the issues of the thesis, I do express my deep gratitude.
 He is the one who always believed in me and that is my
 greatest academic reward ever. I cannot forget to thank the
 one who went through the hoops and who burnt the midnight
 oil to encourage me in delivering this work: my dear Ilyes
 Behri. To his patience, I am so grateful. Special gratitude
 goes to my dear family that provided attention and care for the
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2
 birth of this dissertation. I cannot by any means omit a
 special thank you to my parents, to my dear father Zouhair
 Azzabi whose deep love of reading, a love he imparted to me,
 makes one of the best fruits that I could find in the law of
 primogeniture and to my dear, sweet, and loving mother
 Soumaya Rakeb Azzabi who is my muse in every good thing I
 did, do, and will do. I would like to thank some special
 people in my life although communication has broken down
 with some of them but not memories: Maha Shargui, Akram
 Khelifa, Nizar Zouidi, Imene Laabidi, Khawla Hidri, Nesrine
 Khaldi, Thouha Weslati, Hanen Sliti, Kalthoum Bahri,
 Yasmine Khdir, Waleed Khaldi, Maha Shebli, and I am
 indebted to all the unintentionally omitted minor contributors
 who took part in bringing this work to light. I would like to
 thank all the staff of the library of languages at the Faculty of
 Letters, Arts and Humanities of Manouba especially
 Mahmoud Majri for his kindness in providing books not only
 to me, but to many other students and for his unfailing
 dedication to his work.
 At last, I think that I am blessed by the attempt of
 tackling one of William Shakespeare’s controversial
 exchequers: The Sonnets. I do believe that this is an
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3
 incomplete work because William Shakespeare’s universality
 needs readers of different times to shake the dust on his
 literary cask though he remains “a monument without a
 tomb” as Ben Jonson affirms.
 Now is the time to confess that I was waiting for
 this moment for so long because this is my first contribution as
 a graduate student. I do thank the board and the audience for
 sharing with me this biographical moment. Due to the fact that
 I failed in my first Master year, I found myself after my
 success in the second year torn between two choices on the
 subject of my master’s dissertation. Shakespeare’s sonnets
 were the second choice yet turned to be the chosen one. Since
 I am superstitious, I am thankful to the circumstances that
 brought me as a student to Manouba’s University which taught
 me how to munch carefully at the grapes of patience. Since I
 am over enthusiastic and consumed perhaps with an academic
 intimidation, I will abide by what William Wordsworth calls
 the ‘blessed mood’ throughout a written master thesis
 defense.
 Shakespeare has been a passion to me. I strongly
 believe that working with Shakespeare’s sonnets is actually
 working with the lyrical forces that form all modern poetry.
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 Working too with a genre which is called not only difficult but
 also non-attractive if not ‘Greek’ to most readers and students
 makes this an even greater challenge which nothing but the
 strength of passion would be willing to undertake. The
 question one has to ask is why I should write an addition to the
 abundance of researches and theses that seem to end all
 elaborations on Shakespeare’s sonnets with their inciting and
 enticing findings?
 Maybe because Shakespeare nudges us into an
 awareness of literature as a complex interaction between
 reader and text, I have chosen to rely on a personal criticism of
 the sonnets. I do agree with Geoffrey Hartman when he asks
 in The Fate of Reading:
 Is criticism a yea yea, nay nay affair, best conducted in
 as dry a prose as possible? This admirable ideal has its
 shortcomings. It establishes too often a schizoid rather
 than a useful distance between art and criticism” (268-
 269)
 To avoid this split, he recommends the critic to adopt a literary
 style, an impure style; the critical essay should be a literary
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 essay both “creative and receptive, a part of literature as
 well as about literature” (270). However, I do consent with
 those who perceive that perhaps no truer thing has been
 written about Shakespeare’s sonnets than the opening two
 sentences of Stephen Booth’s book-length Essay on the work:
 Shakespeare’s sonnets are hard to think about. They are
 hard to think about individually and they are hard to
 think collectively.
 Fortunately, thanks to Deconstruction which is
 not only an exacting technique of close reading but it is also a
 technique that rejects the quest for coherence and
 completeness to which traditional readings of Shakespeare’s
 texts are wedded, I was able to labor the obvious in
 Shakespeare’s sonnets. In other words, Deconstruction, as a
 chosen literary technique, makes the semantic potential of the
 text of the Sonnets inexhaustible. My aim is not to replace a
 misconception of the work with an alternative interpretation.
 (Not at all) It is rather to complicate our understanding of it in
 such a way as to free us from the grip of our preconceptions,
 and steer us into a space in which fresh perceptions of the
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 work can be forged. Preconception equals anticipation which
 is “imperative” according to Hélène Cixous. (See her book
 The Laugh of the Medusa.)
 Nowadays, in the multi-ethnic world, the
 Shakespearean Sonnetic text continues to provide important
 elements for debating issues such as problems of gender and
 sexuality, transgression of social conventions, and more. The
 Sonnets are divided into three distinct groups. The first 126
 are addressed to a “fair youth” who is asked to pair off, sire
 children and avail himself of the fleeting and febrile hours that
 mark perhaps the poet’s condolence to himself who, if proved
 to be a man, can only join his male partner after life by
 realizing Lacan’s assertion that oneness with the beloved
 can only be attained in death; the next 26 are connected with
 the subject of “the Dark Lady”, the last two sonnets play with
 the erotic theme by dealing with stories of Cupid and the loss
 of his (phallic) “brand”. These general divisions contain
 within them subgroups such as Sonnets 1-17 which encourage
 the youth to pair off as a means to ensure a certain continuity
 of life, or sonnets 76-86 which refer to a probable rival poet.
 Sonnet 153 and Sonnet 154 are an unrelated finial. However,
 these are not the only divisions. And as to whether a young
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 man or woman is central part to the Sonnets, the gender of the
 addressee in most of the sonnets is in fact unspecified. Written
 by mid-1590, the Sonnets are supposed to have been reared
 under the reign of Queen Elizabeth I and the Advent of King
 James I in 1603. This treatment of the Sonnets demonstrates
 that it is possible to reach various conclusions about the
 meaning of a sonnet, though it does not seek to make any
 claims for exclusivity. It is proposed that for a more complete
 understanding of the Sonnets, one should take a balanced
 approach, looking at meanings, which as Dante suggests, may
 be found in the plain or literal interpretation; the allegorical;
 the level of morality; or the anagogical or esoteric.
 Whether these sonnets are part and parcel of
 Shakespeare’s life or not and whether they are bits and pieces
 of Shakespeare’s pen or not, they do reflect a triple division in
 the genesis of the self that I divide as such: [sell, self and elf].
 First, there is a selling or commerce with an alleged story of a
 strange love-affair which I call ‘Shakespeare’s
 merchandising rhetoric’, second there is a seeming narration
 of the ordeal of a self that is torn between various sexual
 choices and multiple emotions and finally we have a self
 which turns to be dwarfed by external and internal facts (such
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 as the story of syphilis). That is why the poetic self of these
 sonnets has a contrapuntal aspect. This is what motivates me
 to go as far as to change the gender of the voice of the
 speaker-poet in order for me to push the enquiry on this self-
 further. In other words, I draw a separate line between the
 poetic voice and the speaker-narrator as a character. My
 assumption is backed up with the academic refrain we have
 learnt, the refrain that celebrates Shakespeare as the poet of
 contrasts, who well understood the operations of the thinking
 processes as well as the impact of juxtaposed imagery. I take
 the switch of the gender as a bet and I know that I will raise
 not only eyebrows but also angry pens.
 My first chapter “The Worm will Turn: And
 What if Shakespeare’s Servant-Poet is a Woman?” then is
 an elaboration of Harold Bloom’s statement on William
 Shakespeare as he represents “our father and mother” but
 also this chapter is based too on some observations that I find
 in the early 126 Sonnets that can represent an invocation of a
 female voice.
 Obviating the voice of the speaker-poet in
 William Shakespeare’s Sonnets is one of the sensitive issues
 that this dissertation seeks to raise. Since the Sonnets have
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 been the most tantalizing and controversial of Shakespeare’s
 works, they have been interpreted to prove almost any
 scenario. My own scenario now is to suggest a revisiting to
 Shakespeare’s exclusive male chauvinism. I do agree with
 William Hazlitt when he affirms that:
 We do not say that a man to be a critic must
 necessarily be a poet: but to be a good critic,
 he ought not to be a bad poet.
 Well, I tried not to be a bad poet in the sense that I read
 Shakespeare’s Sonnets not only with my eyes but with my
 ears too. Unlike most critics, I did not make of my ear an
 organ of delay but an organ of the ‘hic and nunc’ [the here
 and now]. In fact, I ventured to go against what I believe to be
 the mainstream of modern scholarship. I have no wish to pay-
 lip service to Feminists but I have a desire to share so-to-speak
 a narcotic bliss for Feminists again by finding in the voice of
 the poet a feminine tone. I join Dame Francis Amelia Yates
 who claims that to be intellectual is equated with the
 affectation of certain mannishness. Yates illustrates a
 phenomenon some Feminists call “The Queen Bee”: a
 woman who has enjoyed advantages enabled by her feminist
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 predecessors, yet one who refuses to engage with or support
 feminism.
 To brew this message, I have selected in the first
 chapter some examples and statements which cast effeminate
 curtains on the stage of the poetic voice. Not blind optimism
 and not wishful-thinking that encouraged me to question the
 gender of the voice of the speaker-poet but I am nurtured with
 the belief that each voice is unique and provides one of the
 signatures of the self. The ancient Greeks felt that the voice
 was so important to a person’s character that they thought the
 voice actually originated in the heart. In the Book of
 Deuteronomy, which is the fifth book of the Hebrew Bible and
 of the Jewish Torah, and which consists of three sermons
 delivered by Moses to the Israelites, men are forbidden to
 wear women’s clothes; something that the Puritans strongly
 opposed:
 A woman shall not wear an article proper to a man, nor
 shall a man put on a woman’s dress; for anyone who does
 such things is an abomination to the Lord, your God.
 The same thing is found in the Islamic religion through the
 injunctions of the prophet Mohammad (pbuhs)’s Sunnah or
 Hadith (traditions concerning the words and deeds of the
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 prophet Muhammad) known also as prophetic traditions. The
 question here is the following: Are there any human or divine
 laws that forbid men to wear women’s voices or vice-versa?
 Personally I have no answer and I will not seek one because
 this same question brought the first chapter of this dissertation
 to light. My idea of hearing a female voice reciting the
 majority of the Sonnets [Sonnets 1 to 126], originates from
 what I define as appreciating the right voices in the wrong
 bodies. To be brief, please listen to these excerpts:
 1}Christopher Willem, Sunny (prime)
 Christopher Willem, My heart will go on
 (A man with a female voice)
 2}Ziad al-Ghazal, rien de rien
 (A man with a female voice)
 3}Tracy Chapman, stand-by-me
 (A black woman with a male voice)
 4}Cher, Strong Enough
 (A woman with a male voice)
 5}Amy Winehouse, Rehab (live)
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 (A white woman with a black female voice)
 6}Sade, Soldier of Love
 A woman with a male voice
 7}Mariah Carey, My All
 (A black female woman with a white female voice)
 8} Cesaria Evora, Besame mucho
 A black Woman with a male voice
 And how could I forget to mention the example of our
 venerated Prime Minister Mr. Ali Laarayidh’s voice that
 makes an interesting case of study.
 To be honest, I do not categorize these people
 according to their sexual orientation. In fact, I have no idea
 and I don’t care about their sexual choices but I appreciate the
 sharp contrast between the gender of the voice and the gender
 of the owner of that voice. Recognizing the uniqueness of
 these artistic men and women has never hastened me towards
 a conclusion on their artistic autism but it equips my fondness
 of poetry with a melodious mantle. I sense in the poet of the
 154 Sonnets the same boon. Shakespeare is what Oscar Wilde
 calls in his essay “ The Truth of the Masks”, ‘a true
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 illusionist’ because he seems to be creating an aperture, a
 space or platform from which women can voice their
 grievances or propose change which impacts the moral fiber of
 their society. It seems that the only women who can achieve
 any recognition in socio-political situations are those who
 suppress their sexuality, or at least hide it from public view,
 such as Isabella who strives to be a nun, Portia who dresses up
 as a man, or Hermione who becomes a statue. In comedies, in
 particular, Shakespeare seems to be partial to women as he
 endows them with all the qualities that are more challenging to
 the male Self and to the patriarchal other. Women are the
 embodiment of a moral compass. If we assume that the 154
 Sonnets enjoy a comic mood, we can say that Shakespeare, the
 comedian, is a feminist par excellence.
 The sexual hierarchy on which patriarchy depends
 is collapsed in the comedies by cross-dressing. In the original
 production of As You Like It, for instance, a boy actor played a
 young woman (Rosalind), who disguises herself as a man
 (Ganymede), who in turn pretends to be a woman on whom
 Orlando can practice his courtship of Rosalind. Similarly, in
 Twelfth Night Viola assumes the identity of a male page,
 Cesario, in order to pursue the love of her master, Orsino,
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 whose first love Olivia ends up, thanks to Viola’s identical
 twin, Sebastian, ‘betrothed both to a maid and man’ (5.1.256).
 To sum up, trans-vestism in the plays may have been a
 practiced tradition known to Shakespeare’s contemporary
 playwrights but trans-vocalism in the 154 Sonnets was
 Shakespeare’s merciless punch to the sonnet tradition
 itself.
 The ambivalence of the poetic voice is the
 preliminary reason for which I thought about the interplay that
 I sensed between the Sonnets and the plays in the second
 chapter: “Sonnet 27, Sonnet 44, Sonnet 87 and Sonnet 110:
 Sonnets or Playlets?” A dialogue is established between
 some plays and some sonnets which I make use of to show
 how the poet and the playwright in William Shakespeare are
 inseparable. I made use of the same argument to suggest that
 this relationship can defend William Shakespeare’s authorship
 of the 154 Sonnets.
 The last chapter, “The Speaker-Poet and the
 Ghost of Procreation”, has a philosophical springboard. It is
 an elaboration of the theme of procreation in one’s life in
 general and in Shakespeare’s poetic identity in particular. As it
 is rife with questions, procreation takes an important corner on
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 the poetic canvas of William Shakespeare. It repositions the
 thinker in us as we find ourselves baffled with Shakespeare’s
 understanding and comprehension of various human issues
 such as existentialism wrapped up in a feeling such as love.
 Love seems to be the focus, the anchor and the undying
 meaning. It raises mankind above the mock drama of violence,
 social and self-abuse, death and the discouraging elements of
 existence. Love lends man a new lease on life, on hope and on
 the future. The last chapter harps on the idea of William
 Shakespeare the thinker and the man who is born with the
 clouded brow of reflection.
 Let me insert a parenthetical remark, for me,
 Shakespeare’s text is not a gendered text, and not because I
 am a woman I should write shouldered by a feminist zeal and
 the same thing I suggest for a male reader. There should not be
 ivory towers representing male writers and ebony towers
 representing female writers while dealing with Shakespeare
 the human and the same thing should be applicable to our
 understanding of the human/other especially in our interaction
 with him in daily life.
 Somebody affirms that as William Shakespeare
 created 154 Sonnets he also created 154 ways to understand

Page 17
                        

16
 and teach them. I hope that I was blessed to choose one of
 these ways not that I have just created one for me and cast
 myself adrift. I do share with Vladimir Nabokov his reasons
 behind writing:
 I don’t wish to touch hearts, and I don’t even want to
 affect minds very much- what I want to produce is really
 that little sob in the spine of the artist-reader.
 Chairman Professor Mounir Khalifa, My
 supervisor, Professor Mohammed Mansouri and Professor
 Lazher Bouazzi, I do thank you for your patience and for your
 willingness to take time to discuss the issues of this thesis at a
 time when your own schedules were so thoroughly besieged. I
 thank the audience too for their presence and attention.
 Finally, I hope that this work will give green light
 to other academic contributions that will always spring from a
 deep gratitude to my teachers and to my devotion to
 knowledge. Thank you!
 SHIRAZ AZZABY
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 ERRATA
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 (from) [on] the son’s side {page 13, line 4}
 John Fineman {page 15, line 14}
 The fleeting (…) {page 30, line 9}
 Blacks, and Jews {page 34, line 13}
 Drinking, and accepting…{page 36, line 3}
 Its atrocity of mortality {page 43, line 5}
 The young boy of the early sonnets is double-
 blinded by his youth and his beauty, which
 makes his imminent tragedy two-fold and
 compact. {page 43, starts line 8}
 …a strong knit lexical plurality “which
 provide…{page 49, line 2}
 It is as if love were…{page 54, line 9}
 (Maybe…far-fetched conceits,…{page 55,
 starts line 5}
 “Man and wife is one flesh”{missed [sic] in the
 second quotation} {page 56}
 On the son’s side
 Joel Fineman
 The fleeting hours
 Blacks and Jews
 Drinking and accepting
 Its atrocious mortality
 The young boy of the early sonnets is
 double-blinded by his youth and his
 beauty, which make his imminent tragedy
 two-fold and compact.
 …a strong knit lexical plurality “which
 provide[s]…
 It is as if love was…
 (Maybe…far-fetched conceits),…
 “Man and wife is [sic]one flesh”
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 Finally, I [did] interpret[ed]…{page 57, line9}
 This sonnet constitute… {page 63, line 1}
 Play-wright {page 71, line8}
 Play-wrights {page 71, line 10}
 …though the question of authorship and
 publication of these sonnets prove…{page 71,
 line 12}
 …in following sonnet...{page 81, line7}
 …what drains their efforts and dent their pride
 {page 83, line 5}
 …to take umbrage of…{page 93, line 8}
 Which means deflowering her heart and
 finally…{page 97, line 6}
 Finally, I did interpret…
 This sonnet constitutes…
 Playwright
 Playwrights
 …though the question of authorship and
 publication of these sonnets prove{s}…
 …in the following sonnet…
 …what drains their efforts and dents their
 pride.
 …to take umbrage at…
 This sentence should be deleted.
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 First let me start by saying that I do belong to a happy
 generation who received inciting and enlightening courses
 from teachers like you at a time when the academic sphere
 suffers deeply inside.
 Second, I do thank you for your valuable remarks and I
 do apologize for my grammatical mistakes and as William
 Hazlitt says “we may sometimes in order to do a great right
 do a little wrong”. Third, you can perceive that the first
 chapter and the second chapter have an interrogative form
 which means that I keep listening to some interrogative spirit
 inside of me. I do not interpreted Shakespeare’s sonnets in an
 affirmative way but in an interrogative way. Any affirmative
 interpretation is silly.
 Then I do not want to sound bold but I found some of
 my serious mistakes in the writings of great critics. The first
 example I extract from The Norton Shakespeare, edited by
 Stephen Greenblatt, et al. New York: w. w. Norton, 2000.
 General Introduction by Stephen Greenblatt, “He was not for
 an age, but for all time”, it runs like this:
 The fantastic diffusion and long life of
 Shakespeare’s works depends on their
 extraordinary malleability, this protean
 capacity to elude definition and escape
 secure possession.
 The second example is extracted from Shakespeare’s Perjured
 Eye by Joel Fineman:
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 These are general themes and motifs by
 reference to which the poetry of praise
 characteristically become a praise of poetry
 itself.
 These two quotations were a source of astonishment to me.
 They may have been slips of the pen, faults of editions or a
 probable Shakespearean grammatical rule that I totally ignore.
 (Who knows?) I am not saying that I followed a
 Shakespearean Sunnah because I am still an amateur in the
 Shakespearean studies.
 Anyway, I will make sure to hand out a refined and
 amended copy to the administration and I will try to be more
 attentive in my next contributions.
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