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Preface 

What is a Sonnet? ’T is a form of poem 

Of fourteen lines; disposed in two quatrains, 

With but two rhymes, of corresponding strains, 

Alternate rhymed, or as here framed to show ’em: 

And two tercets (or triplets, as we know ’em) 

Arranged at will; for here a choice obtains 

’Tween twice three ways; but (so its law ordains) 

Into successive couplets ne’er to throw ’em. 

The subject any; but, whate’er it be, 

In one full thought, clear-claused, and blemish-free, 

With a beginning, middle, and an end. 

This, clearly, only given as a sample 

Of its mere mechanism; both to blend, 

And illustrating precept by example.  

    (Russell 1898, p. 15)  

What is a sonnet? In the preceding poem, Montague Montagu (1787–1863) 

focusses on formal features, and while some of the claims he makes may be 

open to debate, the poem itself is indubitably a sonnet. Many poets have asked 

themselves the same question, and answered it, like Montagu, in the form of 

sonnets – the Rev. Matthew Russell collected 157 examples in the anthology 

Sonnets on the Sonnet (1898). Of course, not all of these poems are solely 

concerned with form. Rather, we learn from them that the sonnet is “a mo-

ment’s monument” (Dante Gabriel Rossetti), “a wave of melody” (Theodore 

Watts-Dunton), “a fruit which long has slept”, “a gem”, “a medal of pure 

gold” (John Addington Symonds), “an epic in short space compressed” 

(Thomas Auld), a “small lute”, a “pipe”, a “trumpet”, and the “key” that 

Shakespeare gave us to “unlock his heart” (William Wordsworth); but we are 

also told that the sonnet is “a small thing” (Edward Creamer), “but cunning 

artifice”, a “puppet, fashioned in elder days” (Julia Dorr), “a toy” or “careless 

metric pastime” (Allen Upward). The sonnet has been praised as “the corner-

stone of English poetry” (Crosland 1926, p. 29), but it has also been denigrat-

ed as inconsequential and trivial. However, a sonnet can be “a little world 

made cunningly”, as the subtitle to this book suggests. The quote is taken 

from a sonnet by John Donne (2010, p. 533, l. 1), where it refers to the speak-

er, not the poem, but it seems to me to be an apt phrase to describe the sonnet. 
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This book is not particularly concerned with the formal aspect of the question 

“What is a Sonnet?”, although a typology of the genre’s major strands will be 

offered in the first chapter. My assumption is that most people interested 

enough in poetry to pick up this volume recognize a sonnet when they see 

one. Rather, my intention is to sketch a history of English sonneteering (with 

a few examples from other parts of the United Kingdom also appearing), from 

the sixteenth century to the twenty-first. For whatever the merits of individual 

sonnets, the poetic form is certainly an eminent cultural phenomenon. Invent-

ed in the thirteenth century, its growing popularity throughout Western Eu-

rope was largely based on the reception and imitation of Francesco Petrarca’s 

Canzoniere and its hyperbolic depiction of both longing and anguish caused 

by an impossible love for an idealized Lady. By the middle of the sixteenth 

century, Petrarchism and the sonnet form had spread from Italy through 

Spain, Portugal, and France, and had reached the court of Henry VIII in Eng-

land. In the last decade of the sixteenth century, a sonnet sequence craze 

swept the island, but by the time John Milton wrote his sonnets some fifty 

years later, the form had dropped in popularity. It would seem that the sonnet 

form then lay dormant for roughly a hundred years, only to erupt into a new 

flowering in the late eighteenth century – a flowering that was to grow into a 

veritable ‘sonnettomania’ during the nineteenth century. This craze has abat-

ed, but the genre is still productive; according to Paul Oppenheimer it “re-

mains to this day the oldest poetic form still in wide popular use” (1989, p. 3).  

In the following, I will chart the history of the sonnet in Britain, putting spe-

cial emphasis on sonnet sequences (understood as groups of sonnets by a 

single author, connected by theme and/or published under a common title). 

Given the vast number of poets who have written sonnets since the sixteenth 

century, and the incalculable number of sonnets they produced, this book 

must needs be selective. Of course, major writers will not be ignored, but it is 

my intention to also include some lesser-known poets. Chapters are arranged 

chronologically, and they present a selection of authors and their work as case 

studies.   

Note on the texts 

The presentation of the poems on the page (indentations, line spacing) follows 

that of the source used (usually the first edition). In texts from the early mod-

ern period, I have sometimes modernized spelling. Where individual words 

are glossed, they are underlined and the explanation is printed in the same 

line, to the right of the body of the poem, in italics and after a square bracket. 

For easy identification, the titles of sonnet sequences discussed are printed in 

SMALL CAPITALS. Many sonnets do not have titles; poems without titles are 

usually referred to by their first lines.  
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