What in the name of Petrarch are sonnets?

A specific poetic format; the question is, “Why is this poetic format so celebrated?”

A sonnet is a short poem usually rhymed, 14 lines long, and in iambic pentameter (we will discuss iambic pentameter later). English poets of almost every era have followed and adapted the sonnet to produce some of their best and worst work. Originating in Italy in the 12th and 13th centuries, the sonnet (from the Italian for "little song,") has since become the most popular and enduring form of English verse. The best-known Italian sonneteers were Dante and Petrarch. Of the two, Petrarch proved most influential on the sonnet's subsequent history, bequeathing his predominant theme of secular love as well as the form itself to subsequent poets. Petrarch wrote scores of sonnets to a woman named Laura; as this series of sonnets is connected by content, it is called a sonnet sequence. Petrarchan sonnets were the first form of sonnets written by English poets. This sonnet's rhyme scheme divides the poem's 14 lines into two parts, an octet (first eight lines) and a sestet (last six lines). The octave has two quatrains, rhyming abba, abba; the first quatrain presents the theme, the second develops it. There are a few rhyming possibilities for the sestet, including cdecde, cdcdcd, and cdcdee (the first of which is the most common).

“On His Being Arrived to the Age of Twenty-three” (Petrarchan sonnet)

How soon hath Time, the subtle thief of youth, (a)

Stolen on his wing my three and twentieth year! (b)

My hasting days fly on with full career, (b)

But my late spring no bud or blossom shew'th. (a)

Perhaps my semblance might deceive the truth, (a)

That I to manhood am arrived so near, (b)

And inward ripeness doth much less appear, (b)

That some more timely-happy spirits indu'th. (a)

Yet be it less or more, or soon or slow, (c)

It shall be still in strictest measure even (d)

To that same lot, however mean or high, (e)

Toward which Time leads me, and the will of Heaven. (d)

All is, if I have grace to use it so, (c)

As ever in my great Task-master's eye. (e)

Written by John Milton

Most sonnets are in iambic pentameter. Iambic pentameter is the building block of about two-thirds of medieval and Renaissance English poetic forms. The "iambic" part means that the rhythm goes from an unstressed syllable to a stressed one, as happens in words like divine, caress, bizarre, and delight. It sounds sort of like a heartbeat: daDUM, daDUM, daDUM. Each iambic unit is called a foot.  The "pentameter" part means that this iambic rhythm is repeated five times, or has five feet: daDUM daDUM daDUM daDUM daDUM. This iamb concept is what is hard to figure out because in English education no ones discusses how are syllables are stressed or unstressed, as it is virtually irrelevant. In certain Latin-based languages, such as Spanish, however, the stress on syllables is actually used to determine meaning in some cases. 

1) "I waked, she fled, and day brought back my night." John Milton, "Methought I Saw My Late Espousèd Saint", a sonnet using fourteen lines of iambic pentameter. 

2) "We hold these truths to be self-evident," Thomas Jefferson, "The Declaration of Independence,"  "The Declaration of Independence" is a prose work, but who knows if Jefferson intended to make the first line poetic?
The first English sonneteer, Thomas Wyatt (1503-1542) learned of the form during travels in Spain and Italy. He is more widely known for his other lyrics, but wrote 32 sonnets in the form that has come to be known as the Petrarchan sonnet (as it was first popularized by Petrarch). There has been debate as to whether Wyatt's iambic pentameter was ingeniously varied or simply clumsy. It is helpful to keep in mind when reading Wyatt that he was exploring new literary territory and that the accenting of syllables in English has changed since his time.

"My heart I gave thee, not to do it pain" (Petrarchan sonnet)

My heart I gave thee, not to do it pain; (a) 

But to preserve, it was to thee taken.  (b)

I served thee, not to be forsaken, (b)

But that I should be rewarded again. (a) 

I was content thy servant to remain (a)

But not to be paid under this fashion. (b)

Now since in thee is none other reason, (b)

Displease thee not if that I do refrain, (a)

Unsatiate of my woe and thy desire, (c)

Assured by craft to excuse thy fault. (d)

But since it please thee to feign a default, (d) 

Farewell, I say, parting from the fire:  (c)

For he that believeth bearing in hand, (e)

Plougheth in water and soweth in the sand. (e)

Written by Thomas Wyatt 

A friend of Wyatt, Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey (1517-1547) shares credit for introducing the sonnet to English. Surrey's work deviates somewhat more both thematically and structurally from Petrarch's conventions and represents a more complete "taming" of the sonnet into the English language. He introduced what came to be known as the English or Elizabethan or Shakespearean sonnet form. The English sonnet or Shakespearean sonnet was comprised of a 12 line stanza grouped together with a two lined “couplet” at the end to make up 14 lines. Its rhyming scheme is ababcdcdefefgg. This adaptation of the Italian model facilitated the less plentiful rhymes of the English language and also encouraged a "summing up" couplet at the end. Another thing that helped popularize the sonnet in English was that during Surrey’s time, many poets thought it was more of a feat to adapt their own thoughts to a predetermined writing format (the sonnet) than to write a free verse of their own. Also, there are periodic examples of non-typical sonnets and of poets breaking the rules (like the sonnet by Sidney below). But these violations are not the result of ignorance or accident; Sidney and Milton were educated poets who knew the rules and were breaking them deliberately for effect. When you start to write sonnets, be sure you know and can follow the rules before you decide to break them, and only break them for good reason, not because you can't follow them.

"Love that doth reign and live within my thought" (English sonnet)

Love that doth reign and live within my thought (a) 

And built his seat within my captive breast, (b)

Clad in arms wherein with me he fought, (a)

Oft in my face he doth his banner rest. (b)

But she that taught me love and suffer pain, (c)

My doubtful hope and eke my hot desire (d)

With shamefaced look to shadow and refrain, (c) 

Her smiling grace converteth straight to ire. (d)

And coward Love, then, to the heart apace (e) 

Taketh his flight, where he doth lurk and 'plain, (f) 

His purpose lost, and dare not show his face. (e)

For my lord's guilt thus faultless bide I pain, (f)

Yet from my lord shall not my foot remove,-- (g)

Sweet is the death that taketh end by love. (g)

But the flowering of interest in the sonnet form dates to 1591, to publication of Astrophel and Stella by Sir Philip Sidney (1554-1586). Today Sidney's iambic pentameter sounds more assured and fluid than that of his predecessors. Astrophel and Stella contains over one hundred sonnets and several songs.

Astrophel and Stella XX 

(Elizabethan sonnet, but consciously breaking the rhyme scheme)

Fly, fly, my friends, I have my death wound, fly!, (a)

See there that boy, that murd'ring boy, I say, (b) 

Who, like a thief, hid in dark bush doth lie (a) 

Till bloody bullet get him wrongful prey (b)

So tyrant he no fitter place could spy, (a)

Nor so fair level in so secret stay, (b)

As that sweet black which veils the heav'nly eye; (a) 

There himself with his shot he close doth lay.. (b) 

Poor passenger, pass now thereby I did, (c)

And stay'd, pleas'd with the prospect of the place, (d)

While that black hue from me the bad guest hid;  (c)

But straight I saw motions of lightning grace (d)

And then descried the glist'ring of his dart:, (e)

But ere I could fly thence it pierc'd my heart.." (e) 

Written by Sir Phillip Sidney

Edmund Spenser (1552-1599) also wrote a sonnet sequence, Amoretti (1595), in an “interlocking” rhyme form now known as the Spenserian sonnet.  This Spenserian sonnet was grouped by three four lined stanzas with a couplet at the end and had an “interlocking” rhyming scheme of ababbcbccdcdee. 


The sonnet continued to evolve over time and many poets even today use its format to express their message in an “accepted” style in order to appeal to a literate audience. While it is important to recognize the evolution of the sonnet, we will focus on the Shakespearean/English/Elizabethan sonnet. 

"Happy ye leaves! When as those lily hands"

Happy ye leaves! whenas those lily hands, (a)

Which hold my life in their dead doing might, (b) 

Shall handle you, and hold in love's soft bands, (a)

Like captives trembling at the victor's sight. (b)

And happy lines! on which, with starry light, (b)

Those lamping eyes will deign sometimes to look, (c) 

And read the sorrows of my dying sprite, (b)

Written with tears in heart's close bleeding book. (c) 

And happy rhymes! bathed in the sacred brook (c)

Of Helicon, whence she derived is, (d)

When ye behold that angel's blessed look, (c) 

My soul's long lacked food, my heaven's bliss. (d) 

Leaves, lines, and rhymes seek her to please alone, (e) 

Whom if ye please, I care for other none. (e)

Of course, the most celebrated of English sonneteers is William Shakespeare (1564-1616). Written in the 1590s, but not published until 1609, the 154 sonnets (a sonnet sequence) are his most personal work, tempting generation upon generation to speculate upon the identities of the young man and "Dark Lady" to whom they are addressed. Shakespeare wrote this sonnet sequence about his good friend, aging, the immortality of poetry, a woman he lusted after, and emotional problems and solutions. This English/ Elizabethan/Shakespearean form is probably the most common in English. Shakespeare didn't invent the form, but his sonnets are probably the best know of this type. A Shakespearean sonnet consists of three quatrains (four lines) and a final couplet. It is logical to generally compare each of Shakespeare’s sonnets to an argument with three main points, each taking up one quatrain, and a counter to that argument, or a conclusion to that argument, in the ending couplet. Sonnets 127-147 of the Shakespearean collection published in 1609 are known loosely as the "Dark Lady" sonnets because most of them have an implied audience or implied subject-matter of a mysterious sexually promiscuous woman with dark features. This contrasts with the traditional Petrarchan conceits of a fair-haired and fair-skinned lover who is coldly aloof to the male speaker's wooing. In contrast, the first seventeen sonnets in the Shakespearean collection published in 1609. These sonnets break the normal sonnet conventions in that the implied situation is not a poetic speaker wooing a cold and distant female as the implied audience. Instead, the speaker is addressing a handsome young man and trying to convince him he should settle down and have children. Sonnets 18-26 may also be considered a part of this series.
"That time of year thou mayst in me behold"

That time of year thou mayst in me behold 

When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang 

Upon those boughs which shake against the cold, 

Bare ruined choirs, where late the sweet birds sang. 

In me thou see'st the twilight of such day 

As after sunset fadeth from the west; 

Which by and by black night doth take away, 

Death's second self, that seals up all in rest. 

In me thou see'st the glowing of such fire, 

That on the ashes of his youth doth lie, 

As the deathbed whereon it must expire, 

Consumed by that which it was nourished by. 

This thou perceiv'st, which makes thy love more strong, 

To love that well which thou must leave ere long. 

"Let me not to the marriage of true minds"

Let me not to the marriage of true minds 

Admit impediments. Love is not love 

Which alters when it alteration finds, 

Or bends with the remover to remove: 

O no; it is an ever-fixed mark, 

That looks on tempests, and is never shaken; 

It is the star to every wandering bark, 

Whose worth's unknown, although his height be taken. 

Love's not Time's fool, though rosy lips and cheeks 

Within his bending sickle's compass come; 

Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks, 

But bears it out even to the edge of doom. 

If this be error, and upon me prov'd, 

I never writ, nor no man ever lov'd

