Sonnets:
Italian and Shakespearean forms


A lyric poem expresses a basic emotion or state of mind. (ONE emotion: love, sorrow, pain, joy, etc.). On type of lyric poem is a SONNET. There are three types of sonnets: Spenserian, Italian and Shakespearean. Spenserian Sonnets are rarely used today, but Italian and Shakespearean Sonnet forms are still widely used.
The difference between these two is the rhyme scheme. Sonnets ALWAYS have 14 lines and the same rhythm and meter.

Shakespearean Sonnet form has the following characteristics:


1. 14 lines


2. Rhythm – 10 syllables per line, written in iambic pentameter


3. Rhyme scheme – abab/cdcd/efef/gg

Italian Sonnets form has the Following characteristics:


1. 14 lines


2. Rhythm – 10 syllables per line, written in iambic pentameter


3. Rhyme Scheme – abba/abba/efgefg 




              abba/cdcd/efefef - or other variations.

Last 2 lines of an Italian Sonnet are not a rhyming couplet,-as in a Shakespearean Sonnet.

Shakespeare wrote over 150 sonnets. Traditionally, sonnets are not titled, so Shakespeare’s sonnets are referred to by Roman numeral. (Below: number 130)

Sonnet CXXX

My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun

Coral is far more red than her lip’s red;

It snow be white, why then her breast are dun,

If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head.

I have seen roses damask’d, red and white,

But no such roses see I in her cheeks,

And in some perfumes is there more delight, 

Then in the breath that from my mistress reeks.

I love to hear her speak yet well I know that music hath a far more pleasing sound;

I great I never saw a goddess go,

My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground.

And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare

As any she belied with false compare.







-- William Shakespeare

While Shakespeare’s sonnet above points out all his mistress’ physical flaws, the poet expresses hot he loves her anyhow and finds her more beautiful than any other women “belied with false compare”

Below, a poet writes of her lover’s blinding beauty, and compares him to looking at the sun. Without him in her world, it is dark, and she is blind.

When I have looked to long upon your face,

Wherin for me a brightness unobscured,

Save by the mists of brightness has its place,

And terribly beauty not to be endured,

I turn away reluctant from your light,

And stand irresolute, a mind undone,

A silly, dazzled thing deprived of sight

From having looked too long upon the sun.

Then is my daily life a narrow room

In which a little while, uncertainly,

Surrounded by impenetrable gloom,

Among familiar things grown strange to me

Making my way, I pause, and feel, and hark,

Till I become accustomed to the dark.





-- Edna St. Vincent Millay, circa 1930
