
Italian Sonnet 

 

Definition: 

 

 A sonnet divided into two sections, an octave and a sestet, by two different groups of 

rhyming sounds. The octave and the sestet are like two thoughts combining into one to form 

one argument.  

 The Octave: 

 The first 8 lines are called the octave, and their rhyme scheme is: a b b a a b b a.  

 The octave introduces a problem, expresses a desire, and reflects on reality. Or, it 

can provide a situation that presents doubt or conflict. (The problem will be 

introduced in the first quatrain.)  

 The Sestet: 

 The remaining 6 lines are called the sestet and can either have two or three 

rhyming sounds. They can be arranged in any of these ways:  

 c d c d c d, c d d c d c, c d e c d e, c d e c e d, c d c e d c.  

 The beginning of the sestet, or the “volta,” introduces a change in the tone, and 

the change in the rhyme scheme indicates the “turn”. The sestet applies a solution 

to the problem.  

 History:  

 The Italian, or Petrarchan Sonnet wasn’t developed by Petrarch, but instead, a 

string of Renaissance poets.  

 The rhyme scheme is more easily fulfilled in Italian than English, and Petrarch’s 

sonnets almost never had a rhyming couplet (dd, ee) at the end.  

 

Example: 

from William Wordsworth’s “London, 1802” 

 
Milton! thou shouldst be living at this hour: A 

England hath need of thee: she is a fen B 

Of stagnant waters: altar, sword, and pen, B 

Fireside, the heroic wealth of hall and bower, A 

Have forfeited their ancient English dower A 

Of inward happiness. We are selfish men; B 

Oh! raise us up, return to us again; B 

And give us manners, virtue, freedom, power. A 

 

Octave- Introduces the theme or problem 
 

Thy soul was like a Star, and dwelt apart; C 

Thou hadst a voice whose sound was like the sea: D 

Pure as the naked heavens, majestic, free, D 

So didst thou travel on life's common way, E 

In cheerful godliness; and yet thy heart C 

The lowliest duties on herself did lay. E 

 

Sestet- Solves the problem 

 

Helpful Link: 

Italian Sonnet by James DeFord: http://www.lnstar.com/mall/james/italiansonnet.htm  

http://www.lnstar.com/mall/james/italiansonnet.htm

