
Definitions

Iambic Pentameter: five 
pairs of stressed 

syllables/unstressed 

syllables. (Ten syllables)

Stanza: a group of lines in 
a poem

Volta: Italian for ‘turn’. 
Marks the shift in a sonnet.

Octave: a group of eight 
lines

Sestet: a group of six lines

Quatrain: a group of four 
lines

Rhyming couplet: a group 
of two lines that rhyme.

Rhyme scheme: pattern of 
rhyme

Petrarchan sonnet

Written in iambic pentameter

One stanza made up of fourteen lines

One octave and one sestet, divided by a volta

Rhyme scheme is abbaabba/cdcdcd

Shakespearean sonnet

Written in iambic pentameter

One stanza made up of fourteen lines

Three quatrains and one rhyming couplet, divided by a volta

Rhyme scheme is ababcdcdefef/gg

History

Sonnet translates as ‘little song.’

Sonnets are traditionally about love.

The sonnet form dates back to 1304.

Sir Thomas Wyatt and Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey were introduced to 

Petrarchan sonnets during a visit to Rome.

In the 16th century, William Shakespeare wrote his own sonnets and 

wrote 154 in total. Shakespeare made some changes to the structure 

and rhyme scheme that make his sonnets different from Petrarch’s.

Sonnets were also popular in the Victorian era with writers such as 

Elizabeth Barratt Browning.

‘Sonnets’
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