Glossary "sonnet"
Origin: Sonnet comes from the Italian: sonetto = sound poem. The Latin root is sonare = sound. 

Form: The sonnet is one of the most important forms of Italian poetry and is imitated in nearly all European literature. 

-
Italian or Petrarchan sonnet: named after the Italian writer Petrarch [1304-1374], a master of that form. It consists of 14 iambic pentameter lines which are subdivided into two quatrains (=> an octave) and two tercets (=> a sestet) with the rhyme scheme: aabb aabb cdc cdc.


Petrarchan sonnets were first imitated in England, in form and primary subject matter (love) by Sir Thomas Wyatt in the early 16th century. Later Milton, Wordsworth, Dante Gabrieli Rossetti and other sonneteers used the sonnet for a variety of subjects. They also changed to the form to an easier standard because English does not have as many rhyming possibilities as Italian by introducing a new pair of rhymes in the second four lines of the octave (see below).

- English or Shakespearean sonnet. It was developed in the 16th century by the Earl of Surrey and other English experimenters. Here we usually find three quatrains and a concluding couplet (or heroic couplet) with the rhyme scheme: abab cdcd efef gg. One important variant is the Spenserian sonnet in which each quatrain is linked to the next by a continuing rhyme: abab bcbc cdcd ee.
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Lyric development: The Petrarchan sonnet has a complex lyric development: a statement of the problem, situation or incident is presented in the octave and finds its resolution in the sestet. The English form sometimes uses a similar division of a statement in the three quatrains; the final couplet (often: heroic couplet), however, usually imposes an epigrammatic turn at the end.

Cycles/Sequences: Petrarch also wrote sonnet sequences or sonnet cycles in which a series of sonnets are linked together by exploring the varied aspects of relationship between lovers. This idea was taken over by a number of Elizabethan poets (Sidney, Spencer, Shakespeare). 

Shakespeare: He was the greatest practitioner of the English sonnet. He wrote 154 sonnets which were published in 1609. Shakespeare rejected the traditional Petrarchan and Spenserian diction as artificial, exaggerated and insincere. In sonnet 130 "My mistress' eyes...", for example, he ridicules the Petrarchan way of praising a lady by accumulating conventional metaphors. Ironically rejecting this type of metaphor as inappropriate for his lady his sonnet ends as a realistic, sincere and honest praise for the woman he loves.

SYMBOL 169 \f "Symbol" SYMBOL 169 \f "Symbol" SYMBOL 169 \f "Symbol"
