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Sonnets: Poetry's Perfect Fourteen-Line
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What is a Sonnet?

A sonnet is a special type of poem that has exactly 14 lines. The word 'sonnet'
comes from an Italian word meaning 'little sound' or 'little song'. Sonnets have been
written for over 700 years, and some of the most famous poets in history — like
William Shakespeare and Petrarch — loved writing them. What makes sonnets

special is that they follow very strict rules about how they're written.

Think of it like a football match: just as a football game has 90 minutes with two
halves, a sonnet has a fixed structure with a set number of lines arranged in a

particular pattern.

How Sonnets are Structured

There are two main types of sonnets: the Shakespearean sonnet (also called an
English sonnet) and the Petrarchan sonnet (also called an Italian sonnet).

A Shakespearean sonnet has 14 lines divided into three quatrains (4-line sections)
and one couplet (2-line section). So that's4 + 4 + 4 + 2 = 14 lines. The rhyme
scheme — the pattern of words that sound the same at the end of each line — is
ABAB CDCD EFEF GG. This means the first and third lines rhyme, the second and
fourth lines rhyme, and so on. The final two lines always rhyme with each other, which

gives the poem a satisfying ending.

Think of it like building blocks: you stack three groups of four blocks, then add two
more blocks on top. Each group has its own pattern, but they all fit together perfectly.

A Petrarchan sonnet is different. It has 8 lines (called an octave) followed by 6
lines (called a sestet). The rhyme scheme is usually ABBAABBA CDECDE (or
similar variations). The octave presents a problem or question, and the sestet

provides an answer or twist.

Why Do Sonnets Matter?



Sonnets are powerful because the 14-line structure forces poets to be careful with
every word. There's no room to waste anything! Many sonnets explore themes like
love, loss, beauty, and time. The final couplet in a Shakespearean sonnet often
delivers a surprising conclusion or revelation that changes how we understand the

whole poem.

Learning about sonnets helps us understand how structure and form in poetry can
create meaning and beauty, and why rules — even in creative writing — can actually

help artists create their best work.
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