
Sonnet  

 

Definition 

 

 A sonnet is a fourteen-line poem written in iambic pentameter. It traditionally reflects upon a 

single sentiment, with a clarification or “turn” of thought in its concluding lines.  

 

 Two sonnet forms provide the models from which all other sonnets are formed: the Petrachan 

and the Shakespearean. 

o The Petrachan, or Italian, sonnet is divided into two stanzas; the first has eight lines 

(octave) and the second has six lines (sestet). The Petrachan presents an argument, 

observation, question, or some other answerable charge in the octave; next, the “turn” 

occurs between the eighth and ninth lines. This turn marks a shift in the direction of the 

argument or narrative, turning the sestet into the counterargument, clarification, or 

answer to the octave.  

o The Shakespearean sonnet is composed of twelve lines; three quatrains and a couplet 

follow this rhyme scheme: abab, cdcd, efef, gg. The couplet provides the “turn”, usually 

in the form of a conclusion, amplification, or even disproof of the previous three stanzas. 

 

Example 

 

The poem below is divided into two sections by two differing rhyme groups. As is typical in 

poetry, a change from one rhyme group to another signifies a change in subject matter. 

This change occurs at the beginning of the sestet in the Italian sonnet and is called the volta, or 

"turn"; the turn is an essential element of the sonnet form, perhaps the essential element. It is at 

the volta that the second idea is introduced, as in this sonnet by Wordsworth: 

 

"London, 1802" 

 

Milton! thou shouldst be living at this hour: 

England hath need of thee: she is a fen 

Of stagnant waters: altar, sword, and pen, 

Fireside, the heroic wealth of hall and bower, 

Have forfeited their ancient English dower 

Of inward happiness. We are selfish men; 

Oh! raise us up, return to us again; 

And give us manners, virtue, freedom, power. 

 

Thy soul was like a Star, and dwelt apart; 

Thou hadst a voice whose sound was like the sea: 

Pure as the naked heavens, majestic, free, 

So didst thou travel on life's common way, 

In cheerful godliness; and yet thy heart 

The lowliest duties on herself did lay. 

 

 

Helpful Link:  
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