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Elizabethan Sonnet 

THE last ten or fifteen years of the sixteenth century was a period of amazing 

poetic activity: there is nothing like it in the history of our literature. Never in any 

equal period of our history did so much intellect go to the making of verses. Three 

fashions of love-poetry may be particularised as flourishing with especial vigour 

during those ten or fifteen years--pastoral songs and lyrics, sonnets, and tales of the 

same type as Venus and Adonis. Spenser did much to confirm if not to set the 

pastoral fashion; but perhaps still more was done by Sir Philip Sidney with his 

"Arcadia" and his sonnets of Astrophel to Stella. "England's Helicon," which was 

published in 1600, and which gathered the harvest of this pastoral poetry, is by 

many degrees the finest of the numerous miscellanies of the Elizabethan age. It 

contained selections from Spenser, Sidney, Greene, Lodge, J. Wootton, Bolton, 

Barnefield, "Shepherd Tonie," Drayton, Shakespeare, and others of less note. 

Sonnet (originating from the Italian “sonnetto”) refers to a short poem of fourteen 

lines with a special technical pattern. It originated in Italy in the master hands of 

Dante and Petrarch, although the latter’s influence was more potent on the 

subsequent sonneteers of different regions, including England. 

http://www.sonnets.org/spenser.htm
http://www.sonnets.org/sidney.htm
http://www.sonnets.org/drayton.htm
http://www.sonnets.org/shakespeare.htm


The sonnet as a specific poetic genre was introduced in England under the impact 

of the Renaissance, during the great literary age under the rule of Queen Elizabeth. 

Sir Thomas Wyatt, a scholar and diplomat, was the first to innovate the sonnet 

form in English from the Italian model of Petrarch. A good many poets were drawn 

to it and served to develop it in diverse ways. Of the great sonneteers of the age, 

Wyatt, Sidney and Spenser, besides the great bard Shakespeare, were specifically 

remarkable for their contribution to the genre of sonnet in English. 

The Elizabethan Sonnet, prior to Shakespeare, is found to follow more or less the 

conventional pattern, as practiced by Petrarch. In the Petrarchan sonnet, a 

harmonious unity in theme, mood, imagery and versification is clearly perceptible 

to produce a single impression. This unity is a cardinal feature in the art of sonnet-

writing. The theme of the Petrarchan sonnet is love; its passion and pain, desire 

and despair. The Petrarchan form comprises the two unequal parts of Octave (eight 

lines) and Sestet (six lines) with specific rhyme schemes e.g. ABBA ABBA CDE 

CDE. The subject-matter of the conventional Elizabethan sonnet is the treatment of 

love, rather physical love, in its varied moods. Moreover, the sonnet has its 

especial technique which gives it a unique form.The Elizabethan or Shakespearean 

Sonnet is subdivided into three quatrains and is followed by a couplet. Its rhyme 

scheme is AB AB CD CD EF EF GG. 

Sir Thomas Wyatt AND Earl of Surrey 

Sir Thomas Wyatt is rightly deemed as the pioneer in English sonnet writing. 

However he is found to suffer from the inevitable limitations of a pioneer because 

of his faithful rendition of the Petrarchan mode. Consequently, there is a lack of 

spontaneity as well as native honesty in his sonnets. Yet, Wyatt has a significant 



role in the growth of the genre. His maiden representation of the theme and 

technique of the classical sonnet in English is certainly a great enterprise in itself. 

Wyatt’s sonnet, “A Renouncing of Love”, for instance, is a typical Petrarchan 

sonnet. Its theme is love, or rather, the angry renunciation of love by the frustrated 

lover: 

…FAREWELL, Love, and all thy laws for ever; 

Thy baited hooks shall tangle me no more: 

Senec, and Plato, call me from thy lore, 

To perfect wealth, my wit for to endeavour;… 

Sir Philip Sidney 

Sir Philip Sidney’s sonnet sequence “Astrophel and Stella” registers a great 

advancement in English sonnet writing. Sidney, like Wyatt, is also a conventional 

sonneteer. His subject matter is his personal experience of love which he felt for 

the daughter of Duke of Essex. He imagines himself to be Astrophel, pining for 

Stella, the love of his life. His sonnets are characterized by intense subjectivity and 

profound sincerity. Moreover, there is an idealistic zeal in his sonnets, that elevates 

and adores love as the very ideal, the only object of life. The sonnet “Loving In 

Truth” shows his eager yearning to please his lady by writing original verse: 

Loving in truth, and fain in verse my love to show, 

That she, dear she, might take some pleasure of my pain,— 

Pleasure might cause her read, reading might make her know, 



Knowledge might pity win, and pity grace obtain,—… 

Edmund Spenser 

Edmund Spenser holds as equally, if not more, conspicuous position as an 

Elizabethan sonneteer. His sonnet series “Amoretti” is a significant addition to the 

great bulk of Elizabethan sonnet sequences. His sonnet sequence is concerned with 

his love for Elizabeth Boyle. The sonnet “Fresh Spring…” is an apostrophe to 

spring in order to enjoy love in happy youth and time: 

Fresh spring the herald of loves mighty king, 

In whose cote armour richly are displayed 

All sorts of flowers the which on earth do spring 

In goodly colours gloriously arrayd: 

Goe to my love, where she is carelesse layd,….. 

Spenser’s contribution is discerned in his use of imagery, particularly nature 

imagery. The season of spring, with all its colourful flowers “gloriously arrayed” is 

grandly depicted here. This nature imagery may well be taken as a precursor of 

Shakespeare’s memorable depiction of nature in its beauty as well as its decay. The 

tone has a certain urgency in it, making the poem a classic example of the “carpe-

diem” theme which was later popularized in the memorable poem “To His Coy 

Mistress” by Andrew Marvel. There is, therefore, a deliberate shift from the 

convention of the courtly love, where the lady-love is treated as the unattainable 

goddess, worthy of praise but not of satiety. In Spenser one finds the sensuousness 

that may be associated with physical love and intimacy. His agony is not that of 

unrequited love, but that of a helplessness about mortality and transience. His 



sonnet “One Day I Wrote Her Name” is a direct assertion of his despair and an 

eventual realization of the true power of his verse: 

One day I wrote her name upon the strand, 

But came the waves and washed it away: 

Again I wrote it with a second hand, 

But came the tide, and made my pains his prey. 

Spenser stands out as an innovator in sonnet-writing in his handling of the rhyme 

structure. Instead of the usual division of the sonnet into octaves and sestets, he has 

divided the sonnet into three quatrains followed by a concluding couplet. This 

pattern was first fashioned by Earl of Surrey. Spenser’s sonnet has, no doubt, five 

rhymes like the Petrarchan sonnet, but there is a novelty in the very pattern of his 

rhyme to secure a more effective melody. The last line of every quatrain is made to 

rhyme with the first line of the following quatrain. This generates a fluidity, 

resulting in the sensuous sonority of his verse. It feels as if one quatrain flows into 

another and creates a continuum. 

In the rise of the English sonnet, Wyatt, Sidney and Spenser are undoubtedly the 

greatest names. They molded the Italian form to suit the English diction and paved 

the way for the later master versifier, William Shakespeare, to compose his 

timeless sonnets. 

William Shakespeare (1564-1616)  

Shakespeare’s sonnets have enjoyed extravagant praise for their transcendent 

beauty and exquisite verbal melody. Perhaps no collection of English poetry has 

been more widely known and praised than Shakespeare’s sonnets which are 154 in 



numbers. They are linked by a commonness of the poetic attitude towards life 

which gives unity to the diversity of themes.  

The themes are passionate love, aching jealousy, musings on the human fate, a 

meditation on the passage of time on earth etc. From every point of view and in 

every sense these sonnets show the poetic genius of the writer. The variety of 

themes, the lyrical appeal, the striking images and picture, the wealth of conceits, 

the felicity of the language and the melody of the verse, all are the richest poetic 

treasures of English literature. 

The whole sonnet sequence written by Shakespeare is divisible into two main 

groups, one consisting of sonnets (1-126); presumably addressed to the Earl of 

Southampton and the other consisting of- sonnets 127-152, presumably addressed 

to the “Dark Lady” identified as Marry Filton.  

But according to the theme treated in the ice, the sonnets can be divided into many 

subgroups like “marriage,” “friendship,” “love,” “self-love,” “the ravages of time,” 

“immortality and death,” “lust,” “professional rivalry,” etc. However, the most 

dominant themes are Shakespeare’s devotion to his patron-cum-friend, his 

hopeless passion for his mistress and the betrayal of both his friendship and his 

friend and his love by the mistress respectively. 

The majority of sonnets are addressed to the first young friend who is urged to 

many reprimanded for sensual faults, warned against flatters and rival poet and 

promised immortality for sensual faults, warned against flatters and rival poet and 

promised immortality in verse. It is significant that Shakespeare relegated the 

theme of love to a secondary place (only 28 sonnets). Why did Shakespeare attach 

such importance to the theme of male friendship? They certainly wear 

autobiographical personal reason. He might really have experienced such deep 



passionate feeling for a friend. But yet by assigning worship and love, a secondary 

place, Shakespeare broke the long convention.  

The satiric tone is a dominant feature of the sonnet addressed to the Dark Lady. 

Tradition required that a sonnet-sequence should open with a description of the 

Lady’s beauty. Shakespeare goes counter to the tradition in these respects also:- 

“My mistress’s eyes are nothing like the sun 

Coral is far more red that her lips-red” 

                                               (Sonnet-130) 

The beloved’s main appeal for the poet is her naturalness. She is not the heroine of 

the conventional sonnets, encumbered with the attributes of ideal beauty. The 

sonnets embody Shakespeare’s total vision of life. They are memorable also for 

their intensity of emotion, then spontaneity and their musical effect. His sonnets 

have the simplicity of expression and are free from the bombastic and rhetoric. In 

short, the sonnets of Shakespeare are a highly romantic poem which touches the 

high water mark of English lyricism. 

Michael Drayton (1563-1631) 

He fell in love with Anne, the daughter of Sir Henry Goodere, his employer, but 

she married someone else. He continued his worship of her in the fluid and direct 

sonnets of his long sequence, Idea's Mirror (1592)--eventually revised 

into Idea (1619) 

Samuel Daniel (1562-1619)  

He wrote a sequence, Delia, which included sonnets with a carpe diem theme 

loosening into near rhymes and feminine line endings. 

http://www.sonnets.org/drayton.htm
http://www.sonnets.org/daniel.htm


John Davies (1563-1618)  

He included several sonnets in three of his books in the early 1600s. 

Besides these famous sonneteers , a few others are also worthy of 

inclusion. Barnabe Barnes (c.1569-1609) was a very prolific writer of 

sonnets. Giles Fletcher (c.1549-1611), Bartholomew Griffin, Henry 

Constable (1562-1613), Henry Lok(c.1553-1608), and Alexander Craig (c.1567-

1627), William Percy (1575-1648), E. C. (the unknown author of Emaricdulfe), 

and Richard Lynche also wrote sequences. Also included here is the one known 

sonnet by Charles Best. 
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