The Sonnet 

Although sonnets show a variety of rhyme-schemes, their basic structure is identical. All sonnets are built on fourteen lines, the lines them​selves (with few exceptions) being composed of ten syllables – iambic pentameter. These fourteen lines are usually divided into the first eight (the octave) and the second six (the sestet). 

The three main types are the Petrarchan
 (or Italian), the Shakespearean
, and the Miltonic
 sonnet.

1. The Petrarchan Sonnet is the strictest, having only two rhymes in the octave and not more than three (often two) in the sestet. 
The octave is rhymed a-b-b-a-a-b-b-a. 
The sestet allows a variation in the line arrangement, the favourite pattern being either c-d-e-c-d-e or c-d-c-d-c-d. 
An example of the Petrarchan sonnet follows:

Rest


by Christina Rosetti

O Earth, lie heavily upon her eyes;
a

Seal
 her sweet eyes weary
 of watching, Earth;
b

Lie close around her; leave no room for mirth

b

With its harsh laughter, nor for sound of sighs
.
a

She hath
 no questions, she hath no replies,
a

Hushed in
 and curtained
 with a blessèd
 dearth

b

Of all that irked
 her from the hour of birth;
b

With stillness that is almost Paradise.
a

Darkness more clear than noonday holdeth
 her,
c

Silence more musical than any song;
d

Even her very
 heart has ceased
 to stir
:
c

Until the morning of Eternity

e

Her rest shall not begin nor end, but be;
e

And when she wakes she will not think it long.
d

2. The Shakespearean sonnet, perfected but not invented by Shake​speare, is completely different from the Italian model. It is actually nothing more than a set of three quatrains concluded and bound together by a couplet. 

From ”Romeo and Juliet”


by William Shakespeare

Two households, both alike in dignity

a

In fair
 Verona, where we lay our scene
,
b

From ancient grudge
 break to new mutiny
,
a

Where civil blood
 makes civil hands unclean.
b

From forth the fatal loins
 of these two foes

c

A pair of star-cross’d
 lovers take their life;
d

Whose misadventured
 piteous
 overthrows

c

Doth
 with their death bury their parents’ strife
.
d


The fearful passage
 of their death-mark’d
 love
e

And the continuance
 of their parents' rage
,
f

Which, but their children's end, naught
, could remove,
e

Is now the two hours' traffic
 of our stage;
f

The which
 if you with patient ears attend,
g

What here shall miss
, our toil
 shall strive
 to mend
.
g

3. The Miltonic sonnet is an modification of the Petrarchan with a noticeable difference. The Italian model separated the octave and sestet by a break in thought; the octave usually presented a general idea while the sestet pointed it and made it special. 
Instead of dividing his sonnets in two parts, Milton expressed his thought and his rich music without interruption through the fourteen lines. 

On the Late
 Massacre in Piedmont

by John Milton

Avenge
, O Lord, thy
 slaughtered
 Saints
, whose bones
a 

Lie scattered
 on the Alpine mountains cold; 
b 

Even them who kept thy
 truth so pure of old, 
b

When all our fathers worshipped
 stocks and stones
,
a 

Forget not
: in thy book record their groans
 
a

Who were thy sheep, and in their ancient fold

b 

Slain
 by the bloody Piedmontese, that rolled 
b

Mother with infant down the rocks. Their moans
a 

The vale
 redoubled to the hills, and they 
c

To Heaven. Their martyred blood and ashes sow

d 

O’er all th’ Italian fields, where still doth
 sway
 
c

The triple Tyrant; that from these may grow
d 

A hundredfold
, who, having learnt thy way, 
c

Early may fly the Babylonian woe
.
d 

Source: Adapted from: Collins Albatross Book of Verse. London and Glasgow: Collins, 1960, pp. 646 f.

� Petrarch – born July 20, 1304, Arezzo, Tuscany [Italy], died July 18/19, 1374, Arquà, near Padua, Carrara.�Francesco Petrarca, Italian scholar, poet, and Humanist whose poems addressed to Laura, an idealized beloved, contributed to the Renaissance flowering of lyric poetry. Petrarch was regarded as the greatest scholar of his age.


� William Shakespeare, baptized April 26, 1564, Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwickshire, Eng., died April 23, 1616, Stratford-upon-Avon.�Shakespeare – English poet, dramatist, and actor, often called the English national poet and considered by many to be the greatest dramatist of all time.�Shakespeare’s plays, written in the late 16th and early 17th centuries are now performed and read more often and in more countries than ever before. Shakespeare ”was not of an age, but for all time,” (Ben Jonson).


� John Milton, born Dec. 9, 1608, London, Eng., died Nov. 8, 1674, Chalfont St. Giles, Buckinghamshire - one of the greatest poets of the English language. He also was a noted historian, scholar, pamphleteer, and civil servant for the Parliamentarians and the Puritan Commonwealth.�Milton ranks second only to Shakespeare among English poets; his writings and his influence are an important part of the history of English literature, culture, and libertarian thought. He is best known for Paradise Lost, which is generally regarded as the greatest epic poem in the English language. 


� to close


� tired


� merriment, jollity


� G: Seufzer


� (old Engl.) has


� silenced


� clothed


� sacred, holy


� shortage, want, lack


� bothered, tired


� (old Engl.) holds


� expresses emphasis


� has stopped


� to move; here: to beat


� G: Ewigkeit


� G: Würde; Ansehen


� beautiful


� which is the setting for the play


� old hostility, hatred


� here: violence


� blood shed by citizens of the same town – Verona


� G: Lenden; here: sexual organs


� enemies


� ill-fated; it is clear from the beginning that Romeo and Juliet’s lives end tragically


� unfortunate


� pitiful, having pity with them


� catastrophes – deaths


� (old Engl.) do


� fight


� events


� marked by death


� continuation; no end or stop of it


� anger, hate, fight


� which nothing but ...


� two-hour performance


� just: which ...


� what is missing, bad


� hard work


� try hard


� to improve


� recent, not long ago


� to take revenge


� (old Engl.) your


� killed, butchered


� holy people


� distributed, dispersed


� (old Engl.) your


� here: highly respected


� the animals and the land


� do not forget


� sound of pain and suffering


� here: old valley


� killed, slaughtered, butchered


� valley


� to be planted


� (old Engl.) does – in modern English: sways


� here: to rule, govern


� G: hundertfach


� grief, agony
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