
What Is Sonnet In English Literature

Understanding the Sonnet in English Literature

A sonnet is a poetic form that has captivated writers and readers for
centuries, particularly in English literature. This structured verse is known
for its distinct form, rich history, and diverse thematic explorations. With
roots tracing back to the Italian poet Petrarch, the sonnet has evolved
through various literary movements, becoming a fundamental component of
English poetry. This article delves into the characteristics, types,
historical significance, and notable sonneteers, providing a comprehensive
overview of this influential poetic form.

Characteristics of a Sonnet

The sonnet is defined by several key characteristics that differentiate it
from other forms of poetry. These include:

Structure: A sonnet typically consists of 14 lines, which are usually
written in iambic pentameter. This means each line contains ten
syllables, with an unstressed syllable followed by a stressed one.

Rhyme Scheme: Different types of sonnets employ various rhyme schemes.
The most common are the Shakespearean (or English) and Petrarchan (or
Italian) formats.

Thematic Focus: Sonnets often explore themes of love, nature, beauty,
mortality, and philosophical reflections. They provide a platform for



poets to express deep emotions and complex ideas succinctly.

Volta: This is a rhetorical shift or change in thought that typically
occurs between the eighth and ninth lines in a Petrarchan sonnet or at
the beginning of the third quatrain in a Shakespearean sonnet.

Types of Sonnets

There are several prominent types of sonnets, each with its unique structure
and thematic focus. The two most well-known are the Petrarchan and
Shakespearean sonnets.

Petrarchan Sonnet

The Petrarchan sonnet, named after the Italian poet Petrarch, consists of two
parts: an eight-line stanza (octave) and a six-line stanza (sestet). The
rhyme scheme for the octave is typically ABBAABBA, while the sestet can vary
but often follows CDECDE or CDCDCD.

Key features of the Petrarchan sonnet include:

- Thematic Division: The octave usually presents a problem or emotional
state, while the sestet offers a resolution or counterpoint.
- Volta: The shift in perspective or tone often occurs at the start of the
sestet.

Shakespearean Sonnet

The Shakespearean sonnet, also known as the English sonnet, is structured in
three quatrains followed by a rhymed couplet. The rhyme scheme is
ABABCDCDEFEFGG.

Notable characteristics include:

- Thematic Development: Each quatrain may present a new aspect of a central
theme, culminating in a poignant conclusion in the final couplet.
- Volta Placement: The volta typically occurs at the beginning of the third
quatrain or in the closing couplet.



Historical Significance of the Sonnet

The sonnet form has a rich historical background, tracing its evolution from
Italy to England and beyond.

Origins in Italy

The sonnet originated in the 13th century in Italy, attributed to poets like
Giacomo da Lentini and later popularized by Petrarch in the 14th century.
Petrarch's sonnets focused on the theme of unattainable love, often
idealizing the subject of his affection, Laura. His work laid the groundwork
for the sonnet's emotional depth and intricate structure.

Adoption in England

The sonnet made its way to England in the late 16th century, where it was
embraced and adapted by poets such as Sir Thomas Wyatt and Henry Howard, Earl
of Surrey. These poets modified the Italian form, leading to the development
of the English sonnet, which ultimately reached its zenith with William
Shakespeare.

Shakespeare and Beyond

William Shakespeare's contribution to the sonnet form is monumental. His
collection of 154 sonnets explores themes of love, beauty, politics, and
mortality, showcasing the versatility of the form. Shakespeare's mastery of
language and emotional expression continues to influence poets and writers.

Following Shakespeare, the sonnet remained popular through the Romantic and
Victorian eras, with poets like John Keats, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, and
Alfred Lord Tennyson crafting their interpretations of the form.

Notable Sonneteers and Their Contributions

Throughout history, numerous poets have made significant contributions to the
sonnet form. Here are a few notable sonneteers:

William Shakespeare

Shakespeare's sonnets are perhaps the most recognized and studied in the



English language. They delve into themes of love, time, and beauty, often
addressing a mysterious "fair youth" and a "dark lady." His ability to convey
complex emotions in a concise format has rendered these sonnets timeless.

John Milton

Milton, best known for his epic "Paradise Lost," also penned sonnets that
reflect his political and religious beliefs. His sonnet "On His Blindness"
explores the theme of faith and personal struggle, demonstrating the sonnet's
capacity for deep introspection.

Elizabeth Barrett Browning

Browning's "Sonnets from the Portuguese" is a sequence of 44 sonnets written
to her husband, Robert Browning. These sonnets explore themes of love,
passion, and the nature of relationships, showcasing the emotional power of
the sonnet form.

John Keats

Keats's sonnets reflect his Romantic ideals and sensibilities. His poem "When
I Have Fears that I May Cease to Be" captures the poet's anxieties about
mortality and artistic legacy, exemplifying the sonnet's ability to convey
profound philosophical musings.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the sonnet is a significant and versatile form in English
literature that has evolved over centuries. Its distinct structure, thematic
depth, and historical relevance make it a powerful medium for expression.
From its origins in Italy to its flourishing in England, the sonnet has
remained a beloved form for poets to convey love, beauty, and the
complexities of the human experience. Whether through the intricate rhyme
schemes of Petrarch or the emotional resonance of Shakespeare, the sonnet
continues to inspire and challenge writers and readers alike, affirming its
place as a cornerstone of poetic tradition.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is a sonnet in English literature?
A sonnet is a poetic form that consists of 14 lines, typically written in
iambic pentameter, and follows specific rhyme schemes.

What are the two main types of sonnets?
The two main types of sonnets are the Petrarchan (or Italian) sonnet and the
Shakespearean (or English) sonnet.

What is the structure of a Shakespearean sonnet?
A Shakespearean sonnet consists of three quatrains followed by a final rhymed
couplet, with a rhyme scheme of ABABCDCDEFEFGG.

What is the rhyme scheme of a Petrarchan sonnet?
A Petrarchan sonnet typically has a rhyme scheme of ABBAABBACDCDCD or
ABBAABBACDECDE.

What themes are commonly explored in sonnets?
Common themes in sonnets include love, beauty, time, mortality, and nature.

Who are some famous poets known for writing sonnets?
Famous poets known for their sonnets include William Shakespeare, John
Milton, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, and Robert Frost.

How does a sonnet differ from other poetic forms?
Sonnets differ from other poetic forms in their strict structure of 14 lines
and specific meter and rhyme schemes, which can create a unique rhythm and
focus.

What is a volta in a sonnet?
A volta is the turn or shift in thought or argument that occurs in a sonnet,
often found between the octave and the sestet in a Petrarchan sonnet or
before the final couplet in a Shakespearean sonnet.

Can modern poets write sonnets?
Yes, modern poets continue to write sonnets, often experimenting with
traditional forms or creating new variations.

What is the significance of sonnets in English
literature?
Sonnets hold a significant place in English literature as they showcase the
mastery of language, the exploration of complex emotions, and the development
of poetic form throughout history.
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