The Shakespearean Sonnet:  Notes

Terms 
Iambus: A pair of syllables; unstressed, followed by stressed.

Penta: Five.
Meter: The rhythm in which a verse is written.

A sonnet is a highly structured poem which, like any other poem, presents a point of view, examines certain emotions, states of mind, events, contrasting ideas, etc. The purpose of the sonnet is, like most poetic forms, to simply reveal or examine the nature of something or to present certain tensions or conflicts; it may also present a possible resolution to the same. The Shakespearean or English sonnet has fourteen lines and is written in iambic pentameter. Iambic pentameter is not just used in poetry, but in dramatic verse as well. In Shakespearean plays, the main characters usually speak in verse, i.e. in iambic pentameter.
Structure:
· The fourteen lines in a sonnet include three quatrains and one ending couplet.

·  Each quatrain is a set of four lines (3x4=12). Each quatrain usually focuses on one idea.  
· The last two lines are called the couplet. This is where the poet presents a resolution, a final analysis, or the closing thoughts in the poem.
· (3x4)+2=14

Form:

· Sonnets have a fixed form called iambic pentameter.

· An iamb is a foot (a piece) that consists of a pair of syllables.

· Each pair of syllables (iamb) has an unstressed syllable followed by a stressed syllable. This is the natural rhythm of speech.

· Each line has ten syllables (sometimes 11; this is called a weak ending).  

· Each line consists of five (penta) iambs (pairs of syllables), hence, iambic pentameter.  5X2=10 syllables.

· The rhyme scheme is abab, cdcd, efef, gg (last word in each line/end rhyme).
Sonnets are present in Shakespeare’s plays but the plays are primarily written in blank verse or unrhymed iambic pentameter, which is iambic pentameter (as explained above) without the rhyme scheme. 

