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Sonnets

A sonnet is a 14-line poem written in iambic pentameter. There are two main 
types of sonnet: the English (Shakespearean) Sonnet, and the Italian 
(Petrarchan) Sonnet. The two types differ in their rhyme schemes.

Sonnet 73
That time of year thou mayst in me behold
When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang
Upon those boughs which shake against the cold, 
Bare ruined choirs, where late the sweet birds sang.
In me thou see’st the twilight of such day
As after sunset fadeth in the west; 
Which by and by black night doth take away,
Death’s second self, that seals up all in rest.
In me thou see’st the glowing of such fire,
That on the ashes of his youth doth lie,
As the deathbed whereon it must expire,
Consumed with that which it was nourished by.
This thou perceiv’st, which makes thy love more strong,
To love that well which thou must leave ere long.

--William Shakespeare

This sonnet is about old age. Imagine that a grandparent is the speaker. The 
poem divides into three quatrains (groups of four lines) and a couplet (a pair of 
rhymed lines). In each quatrain, a different image of old age is developed. Fill in 
the chart below.
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Third
“In me thou see’st the 
glowing of such fire...”

Second
“In me thou see’st the 
twilight of such day...”

First
“That time of year thou 
mayst in me behold...”

Life is like...Old age is like...Quatrain



During the Renaissance, sonnets were usually love poems, and often they made 
outrageous claims about the beauty of a certain woman: eyes like pearls, golden 
hair, teeth as white as alabaster, etc. In the following sonnet, Shakespeare 
makes fun of these traditional exaggerations. Do you think the lady he wrote 
about was pleased?

Sonnet 130
My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun;
Coral is far more red than her lips’ red;
If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun;
If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head.
I have seen roses damasked, red and white,
But no such roses see I in her cheeks;
And in some perfumes is there more delight
Than 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 grant I never saw a goddess go1 ;
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.2 

--William Shakespeare

Here’s another sonnet, this one by John Keats, who had a very short, sad, yet 
remarkable life. His parents were ordinary, middle-class people, and Keats 
attended the local schools. At the age of  fifteen he was apprenticed to a 
physician, and five years later he passed his exams to become what we would 
call today a pharmacist. He couldn’t work as a pharmacist, however, until his 
twenty-first birthday, which was six months away. He decided to use this six 
months to try to become a poet. 

There was no reason to think that Keats could succeed as a poet. He had written 
his first poem only about a year before, when he was nineteen. His parents were 
not artistic, and he had no special education that would prepare him to be a poet. 
He just had a strong desire to write poetry. During the four years left to him, he 
achieved very little success, and when he died he believed himself to have been a 
failure. Later generations, however, have recognized that in a very brief time, and 
at a very young age, Keats wrote some of the most remarkable poetry ever 
written. John Keats died of tuberculosis when he was just twenty-four years old.

The sonnet on the next page is one of Keats’s earliest poems. His former teacher 
had lent him a translation of Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey. Keats was so moved by 
Homer’s poetry that he stayed up reading it all night. Then in the morning he 
wrote this sonnet as a thank-you note, and sent it by messenger to his teacher.

1 go = walk
2 I think my lady is as beautiful as any of those others whose charms have been falsely 
exaggerated [by poets].
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On First Looking Into Chapman’s Homer
Much have I travell’d in the realms of gold,

And many goodly states and kingdoms seen;
Round many western islands have I been

Which bards in fealty to Apollo hold.
Oft of one wide expanse had I been told

That deep-brow’d Homer ruled as his demesne;
Yet did I never breathe its pure serene

Till I heard Chapman speak out loud and bold:
Then felt I like some watcher of the skies

When a new planet swims into his ken;
Or like stout Cortez when with eagle eyes

He star’d at the Pacific--and all his men
Look’d at each other with a wild surmise--

Silent, upon a peak in Darien.
-- John Keats [Oct 1816]

“On First Looking Into Chapman’s Homer” is an Italian sonnet. Compare its 
rhyme scheme with “Sonnet 73” above, and see if you can describe the 
differences. Use the chart below.
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Division into 
groups of lines.

Rhyme Scheme

Italian Sonnet
(Keats, “On First Looking 
Into Chapman’s Homer”

English Sonnet
(Shakespeare, “Sonnet 73”)



English is Very Stressful!
...because in English, unlike some other languages, the meaning of a word can be 
changed, or destroyed, by putting the stress on the wrong syllable.

Take, for example, the word banana. No matter what accent you have, or what 
dialect of English you speak, you always put the stress on the second syllable 
when you say banana: baNAna. To prove this is true, try saying it with the stress 
on the first syllable, or the third. If you ask someone for a BAnana, or a banaNA, 
they will have great difficulty understanding what you mean. 

Other words change their meaning according to where the stress is put. Take the 
word produce. If you stress the second syllable, it’s a verb meaning “make” or 
“create”: “I produce better results when I work harder”. If you stress the first 
syllable, however, it’s a noun meaning “fruits and vegetables”: “Let’s go down 
to the produce market--they have some beautiful new apples today”.

Stress, therefore, is very important in English, and very important in English 
poetry. The rhythm of a poem is created by the pattern of stressed and 
unstressed syllables. Even if these stresses are quite subtle, they create an 
underlying structure that makes the poetry sound different from ordinary speech. 
Students of literature are often asked how a writer uses language to create 
certain effects on his readers, and a student of poetry must be able to analyze the 
rhythm of a poem. This process is called scansion. When you examine a poem to 
discover its rhythms, you scan it.

Vocabulary
Sonnet A sonnet is a 14-line poem written in iambic pentameter. 

There are two main types of sonnet: the English 

(Shakespearean), and the Italian (Petrarchan). The two 

types differ in their rhyme schemes.

Image A comparison of some thing or idea with something else 

that can be (in your imagination) seen, felt, tasted, heard, 

or smelled. 

Quatrain A group of four lines.
Couplet A pair of lines.
Octave A group of eight lines.
Sestet A group of six lines.
Rhyme scheme The pattern of rhymes at the end of each line. The first sound 

is labeled “a”, and every matching rhyme after that is also 
labeled “a”; the second sound is labeled “b”, and every 
matching rhyme is also labeled “b”; etc.

Page 4 of 4 Eric T. MacKnight • http://www.ericmacknight.com


