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Major Experiments with the Poetic Form - ‘Sonnet’ 
Mr. Rajesh W. Shrikhande Assistant Professor Govt. Vidarbha Institute of Science and 

Humanities, Amravati (M.S.) 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Abstract: 

Sonnet, in English literature, is one of the oldest poetic types. For many ages it has fascinated the 
poets. Poets of all the ages composed the sonnets. Apart from the thematic varieties, the governing rules 
and regulations of the sonnet are the source of fascination. However, the later generations, while enjoying 
the sonnets of their predecessors, developed their own structural innovations. This has developed into a 
number of sonnet forms. The experiments in the poetic form - ‘Sonnet’ are not much talked about. This 
study provides an insight into some of the sonnet variations. 
Key Words: Sonnet variations, poetic forms, curtal, caudate, pushkin 

The Sonnet is one of the most popular poetic forms in English literature. From its origin to the 
day, it has caught the attention and love of the poets and lovers of poetry. Generally, it is regarded as a 
poem of 14 lines. 

The Sonnet possibly originated on the Mediterranean island of Sicily or province. However, the 
first record of Sonnet traces back to Italy. The form is associated with the name of the great Italian poet 
Petrarch though it was used before him by the great poets including Dante. 'It was originally a short 
poem, recited to the accompaniment of music - the word 'sonnet' being a derivative of the Italian 
'sonetto,'meaning a little sound or strain.' (Prasad ) As the Italian form was used brilliantly by Petrarch it 
is known as Petrarchan sonnet and as it served as the model for other Nations it is also called the classical 
Sonnet. 

The Petrarchan or the Italian Sonnet has a very neat structure with mathematical precision. It is a 
poem of 14 lines which are divided further into two parts. The first part containing 8 lines is called an 
octave and the other part consisting of 6 lines is called a sestet. Octave is further divided into two 
quatrains and has the rhyme scheme: abba abba. Sestet is divided into two tercets and takes the rhyme 
scheme as: cdc cdc or dcd cdc. After the eighth line there is pause which is called caesura followed by a 
turn in the thought of a poet which is called Volta. 
  The Sonnet was brought into England at the beginning 16 century by Thomas Wyatt and Earl of Surrey, 
Henry Howard. Both of them were on the English deployments on diplomatic mission in Italy. They 
wrote the sonnets merely for pleasure. They experimented with this form and the form underwent some 
changes in their hand, particularly, in the hands of Henry Howard. His 14 lines sonnet was divided in 
three quatrains and a couplet. The quatrains took alternate rhymes and the couplet a separate rhyme: abab 
cdcd efef gg. This form was adopted and used with great mastery by William Shakespeare and it is 
known after him as the Shakespearean Sonnet or the English Sonnet. The quatrains of Shakespearean 
Sonnet are not connected to each other by the rhyme and therefore they do not have structural coherence. 
However, before Shakespeare Edmund Spenser had evolved another variety of English sonnet in which 
the rhymes of the quatrains were intertwined: abab bcbc cdcd ee. This form is known after Spenser as the 
Spenserian Sonnet. 
    There were several experiments performed after the Sonnet reached England. Henry Howard, Earl of 
Surrey, performed early experiments and later the experiments were followed by Spenser. In the second 
half of the 19 century Victorian poet GM Hopkins came up with another experiment in the structure of 
Sonnet. He invented the form which followed the Petrarchan Sonnet but was reduced to ¾ th of the 
original form. Hopkins named this reduced version of Sonnet as the Curtal Sonnet. In the Curtal Sonnet 
octave of the Petrarchan form underwent the reduction to limit it to a sestet and the sestet of Petrarchan 
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form became quatrain. The ending line of the Curtal Sonnet was a short line or the tail. Thus, the Curtal 
Sonnet has 11 lines in all; rather, considering the length of the last line it has 101⁄2 lines in total with 
abcabc dcbdc or abcabc dbcdc rhyme scheme. 
 The Italian poet Francesco Berni, in the 16th century, invented the sonnet form by exercising 
experiments with the Petrarchan form. He expanded the original 14 lines sonnet with the addition of one 
or more codas. It was named the Caudate Sonnet. In Latin, cauda means a tail. The Caudate Sonnet has 
variations in the number of lines, ranging from 17 lines to 24 lines and usually takes abbaabbacdcdcd dee 
rhyme. This sonnet form is mostly used for satirical purpose. G. M. Hopkins used this form in his light 
satirical verses. 
      In the 19 century, in England there appeared a Sonnet form called Terza Rima or Diaspora Sonnet. 
Terza Rima is an Italian stanza form used by Dante in his Divine Comedy. Terza Rima is a tercet, that is, 
a stanza of three iambic lines; where the first and third line rhyme with each other and the rhyme of the 
second line sets the rhyme for the next stanza. The Terza Rima Sonnet consist of four tercets with 
interlocking rhymes and a concluding couplet. Thus, it has aba bcb cdc ded ff rhyming scheme. 
       The Russian poet and novelist Alexander Pushkin invented the variety of sonnet known after his 
name, Pushkin Sonnet. This form was introduced by him in his novel Eugene Onegin, written in verse 
form. Hence it is also called Onegin stanza. Pushkin Sonnet is mostly written in iambic tetrameter with 
the rhyme scheme: aBaBccDDeFFeGG, where the small letters represent the feminine rhymes and the 
capital letters represent the masculine rhymes. The Pushkin Sonnet, like the Shakespearean Sonnet, has 
three quatrains and a couplet. From line 5 to 8 it has two couplets which give the poet an opportunity of 
the thematic twist. 
 Apart from the sonnet variations mentioned above there are numerous attempts and experiments 
in the poetic form - sonnet.  To mention the few are: Chained Sonnet, Blank Verse Sonnet, Arabian 
Sonnet, Alternating Sonnet, Balanced Sonnet and so on. Reading these experiments is a pleasant exercise 
but their claims for the sonnet forms are not yet established and authenticated by the literary world. 

Classical literature was governed by rules and regulation. It directed the literature of future 
generations and served as the model for them. Though the classical masters were imitated by future 
generation writers, the tendency and spirit of freedom in later generations is evident. This tendency and 
spirit of freedom lead them to break the authorities of rules and regulations and design their own ways. 
With the passage of time, most of the literary forms underwent great changes creating variations in those 
forms.  
The sonnet, which still is popularly defined as the poem of 14 lines, is believed to be one of the strict 
poetic forms in respect to its length, metrical arrangement and rhyming patterns. However, it is evident, 
from the above discussion, that the later generation poets have challenged its strictness and extended the 
limits and scope, resulting in a number of varieties. 
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