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     The term sonnet is derived from the Italian word ‘sonetto’. The term might have 

originated from Old Provencal sonnet which means a little poem or song or from the Latin 

word ‘sonus’ which denotes a sound. By the thirteenth century, the sonnet came to denote a 

short poem of fourteen lines, governed by certain prescribed rules in the general structure and 

in the disposition of rhymes. Petrarch, the Italian poet was the first to write and popularise the 

sonnet form. The typical Petrarchan sonnet is a love song where the poet laments about his 

unrequited love for his lady love, Laura. The typical Petrarchan sonnet is structurally divided 

into two parts—the first eight lines called the octave and the last six lines called sestet. There 

is a clearly marked pause in the idea after the eighth line. The rhyme scheme may be 

represented as abba, abba in the octave and cde, cde or cd cd cd in sestet. The sonnet was first 

inducted into England by Sir Thomas Wyatt and the Earl of Surrey. Wyatt wrote thirty-nine 

sonnets in the strict Petrarchan model and made it the vehicle of his direct expression of 

personal feeling without recourse to fiction or allegory. Ten of these sonnets were translations 

from Petrarch. He is more or less a piper of Petrarch’s woes and the atmosphere of imitation 

hangs over them. Nevertheless these sonnets for the first time introduced personal note and 

experience in poetry and herein lies Wyatt’s great service to English poetry. Surrey too sang 

in his sonnets his entirely imaginary love for Geraldine or Lady Elizabeth of Fitzerland. The 

elegiac note is natural for him. His love for nature is genuine and with happy effects he 

mingled descriptions of nature with love complaints in his sonnets. However the Earl of 

Surrey experimented with the traditional structure of the sonnet which was to become the 

English form of the sonnet. The English form of the sonnet was made up of three stanzas of 

four lines each rhyming alternately and a concluding couplet.  



     The sonnet enjoyed a brief but intense vogue in the Elizabethan age. The six years from 

1591 to 1597 saw the growth of sonnet as the most popular form of poetry. Almost all the 

poets of the period tried their hands at this trendy genre. Love is the dominant theme of 

sonnets. In the hands of the minor poets the sonnet was a mere literary exercise in which they 

piped their woe for an imaginary lady-love in the manner of Petrarch. They drew upon a 

common pool of ideas, images and modes of expression. Thus Daniel in his sonnet sequence 

Delia writes in the conventional manner without a real mistress to sing about. His sonnets are 

but appeals to the cruel lady who remains unmoved. Another poet Drayton may claim some 

attention, whose sonnet sequence is called Idea.  Many other collections of sonnets by 

mediocre poets now seem to be lost and of the little that survives, imitation predominates.  

     The three great sonneteers of the Elizabethan age are Sir Philip Sidney, Edmund Spenser 

and William Shakespeare, the authors of Astrophel and Stella, Amoretti and Sonnets 

respectively. They are superior to the host of other sonneteers and gave the stamp of 

originality on their poetry. When they had some intimate feelings to express, particularly one 

of love, they adopted the sonnet which was in fashion but they did not make play with the 

fiction, unconnected with their real life. The few facts revealed in their sonnets are in strict 

agreement with the little facts known about their lives. Thus their sonnets are not mere 

literary exercises in the conventional manner but a note of sincerity runs through them.  They 

are a blend of convention and originality. Moreover, their sonnets are characterised by 

splendour of imagery and style and originality in the arrangement of lines and rhymes. 

     Sir Philip Sidney’s sonnet collection entitled Astrophel and Stella comprises 108 sonnets 

and 11 songs. The poems were probably written in 1581-82, published in quarto form in 

1591, and in a revised folio edition in 1598. Astrophel and Stella perhaps referred to a real 

life situation that existed between the poet and Penelope Devereux, daughter of the Earl of 

Essex. In 1576, there was some talk of marriage between the two, although it did not 



materialise and Lady Penelope was married to Lord Rich. It is probable that the sonnets were 

composed before his marriage to Francis Walsingham, in 1583. However, what is more 

remarkable about the sonnet sequence is the development of an essentially poetic relationship 

between the star crossed lover and his beloved, and the range of tone, imagery and metaphor 

that is used to express it. Sidney was drawing very largely on his acquaintance with Italian 

poetry and was indebted to Italian models, especially Petrarch. In the sonnet cycle that he 

composed, it is not the actual biographical details and the story that matter so much as his 

ability to capture the entire Renaissance attitude to love. Following the European tradition of 

Petrarch and Dante, the Elizabethan sonnet sequences combined the spiritual quest for divine 

love with the secular search for perfect earthly happiness that could only be achieved through 

loving a woman of exceptional beauty, virtue and grace. One of the typical problems of the 

poetry of this age was balancing classical rhetoric and humanist sentiment, art and eloquence 

as against feeling and emotion. Sidney’s sonnets touch on this paradoxical theme of creating   

a text that is distanced from immediate feeling as much as it is an intense expression of it. 

     Edmund Spenser’s sonnet sequence, Amoretti, records Spenser’s courtship of Elizabeth 

Boyle, his future wife, and culminates in the hymeneal Epithalamion. His choice of the title, 

Amoretti, drawn from contemporary Italian rather than classical tradition, is unusual as it 

refers to the poems themselves rather than to the persons involved in the courtship. The word 

‘Amoretti’ may simply mean ‘little love offerings’ or ‘love tokens’. Through the sonnets, 

Spenser sought to immortalise his love through art. The idea links the sequence with the 

traditions of Dante and Petrarch. Petrarch’s Canzoniere begun in the early 1330s was an 

important model for describing the transfiguring emotion of love, and more especially, the 

experience of loving. Spenser uses a similar theme, but there is a witty tone of intellectual 

playfulness and complex argument. The Spenserian sonnet follows the three-quatrain English 



structural format, but with one variation—the second rhyme of each four-line segment carries 

over into the first rhyme of the next—ab ab/ bc bc/ cd cd/  ee. 

     William Shakespeare is globally acknowledged as one of the greatest poets of all times. 

Shakespeare’s contemporaries wrote sonnet sequences in which the purely subjective and 

personal emotions were distanced by art, the conventions of poetic expression and the rules 

of courtly love but Shakespeare’s Sonnets are unique in that they use verse for private 

introspection. Shakespeare wrote 154 sonnets in total. Out of these, the first 126 sonnets are 

addressed to a young friend and the remaining to a dark lady. The real identity of the ‘Friend’ 

of the ‘Dark Lady’ has been a matter of constant critical debate. But whoever they might be, 

the sonnets remain as the monument of devoted love. But in spite of the personal touch and 

the introspective nature of the poems, Shakespeare raise them to the level of the universal. 

Much of Shakespeare’s life is shrouded in mystery and conjecture. The chronology of the 

composition and the dates of his works are disputed by critics and scholars. If not all, at least 

a large number of these sonnets were written during the years 1591 to 1595 when he was also 

writing his major tragic plays. Internal and textual evidence often supports this dating. 

Shakespeare’s sonnets probably re-enact a personal relationship with a young, rich and 

handsome patron, but they are best appreciated as lyric poems that express more universal 

sentiments. They are sensitive musings on time and life, on transience and permanence, 

beauty and art, friendship and love. The sonnets are not derivative in style, tone, and accent 

but give the impression of being poignantly authentic. The style and imagery are fresh and 

natural rather than burdened by literary or classical reminiscences. Whether they are personal 

poems or expressions of impersonal sentiments, the central theme is the challenge that Time 

presents to physical beauty, and how love and poetry can triumph over both. Shakespeare’s 

sonnets have the three quatrains followed by a couplet that make a coherent structure. There 

is a logical development of the argument with a filling conclusion. His quatrains contain 



images that help the structural development of a single emotion or thought and enhance the 

musical quality with the rhyme scheme—ab ab cd cd ef ef gg. To quote Albert—“In the 

depth, breadth and persistency of their passion, in their lordly but never overweening 

splendour of style, and above all, in their mastery of a rich and sensuous phraseology, the 

sonnets are unique.”     

           


