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**E|izabethan Poetry**

The Elizabethan Age was a golden era of English literature, marked by a flourishing of poetic
works. During this time, the writing of poetry became an essential part of the education of the

educated classes, leading to the publication of numerous poetry books by different writers.

The proper Elizabethan literary period began in 1579. However, earlier contributions came from
figures like Sir Thomas Wyatt and the Earl of Surrey. Sir Wyatt introduced the sonnet from Italy,
adapting the Petrarchan sonnet form (with its octave and sestet structure) and popularizing it in

England.

This era saw the rise of several literary giants, including Christopher Marlowe, Ben Jonson,
Edmund Spenser, Sir Philip Sidney, William Shakespeare, and even Queen Elizabeth herself.
Elizabethan poetry is notable for its variety, particularly in lyric poetry, the sonnet form, and
blank verse.

**|_yrics of the Elizabethan Age**

The Elizabethan Age produced many beautiful lyrics, and Sir Philip Sidney was one of its finest
lyricists. Sidney, a courtier, statesman, soldier, and poet, wrote the sonnet sequence *Astrophel
and Stella*, which was published in 1591, after his death. Another great poet of the period was
Sir Walter Raleigh. Fine examples of Elizabethan lyrics can also be found in the plays of

Shakespeare, and even Christopher Marlowe contributed memorable lyrics to the age.

**Blank Verse**

Blank verse, defined as unrhymed iambic pentameter, was a prominent literary device during the
Elizabethan era. It consists of lines with ten syllables, where the stress alternates between
unstressed and stressed syllables. In Elizabethan drama, Shakespeare and Marlowe frequently
used blank verse to give speeches a serious, elevated tone, while prose was often reserved for

characters of lower social standing or comedic scenes.



**Sonnets**

One of the most significant innovations of Elizabethan poetry was the development of the
English, or Elizabethan, sonnet. The sonnet, a poetic form originating in Italy, was first brought
to England by Sir Thomas Wyatt in the early 16th century. Wyatt's introduction of the Petrarchan
sonnet, with its rigid structure of an octave (eight lines) followed by a sestet (six lines) and a
rhyme scheme of ABBAABBA CDECDE, marked the beginning of the sonnet's popularity in
England.

However, it was Henry Howard, the Earl of Surrey, who transformed the sonnet into a distinctly
English form by simplifying the Petrarchan structure into three quatrains followed by a rhyming
couplet, with the rhyme scheme ABAB CDCD EFEF GG. This allowed for greater thematic
flexibility and a smoother progression to the final couplet. William Shakespeare later refined
this form, using it to explore complex human emotions and themes like love, time, beauty, and
mortality, moving beyond the love-centric Petrarchan tradition to address broader philosophical

reflections.

The sonnet's ability to convey intense emotion in a concise structure made it a versatile and
enduring form. The innovations of Wyatt, Surrey, Shakespeare, and others during the
Elizabethan era solidified the sonnet's place as one of the most important and celebrated forms in

English poetry, influencing generations of poets to come.

Types and Structure of Sonnets

There are many types of sonnets, but all share the characteristic of having 14 lines. The three

main forms are the Petrarchan, Shakespearean, and Spenserian sonnets.

1. The Petrarchan (Italian) Sonnet: Named after the Italian poet Francesco Petrarca, this form is

divided into two parts: the octave (eight lines) and the sestet (six lines). The octave introduces
the theme or problem with a rhyme scheme of ABBAABBA, while the sestet resolves it,
typically using the rhyme schemes CDECDE or CDCCDC.



2. The English (Shakespearean) Sonnet: Popularized by William Shakespeare, this sonnet is

structured into three quatrains (four-line stanzas) and a final couplet (two lines). Its rhyme
scheme is ABAB CDCD EFEF GG, with the couplet often providing a concluding thought or

twist.

3. The Spenserian Sonnet: Named after Edmund Spenser, this less common form shares the same

structure as the English sonnet but uses a more interwoven rhyme scheme: ABAB BCBC CDCD
EE.



