Who was responsible for the literary development of the sonnet in the sixteenth century and how?

The sonnet was first introduced by the thirteenth century Italian poet Giacomo Da Lentini, but was only later popularised by the renaissance Humanist Francesco Petrarca, in the fourteenth century. This version came to be identified as the Petrarchan sonnet, one of many variations of the poetic form that we are familiar with. Though the sonnet began in the period of the Italian renaissance during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, it later developed into English and adapted to flow more rhythmically with the English language. This later came to be recognised as the Shakespearean and the Spenserian sonnets, both having slight variations in rhyme scheme and metre. Throughout the course of this essay I will explore these varieties of the sonnet form, the poets and how they contributed to the literary development of the sonnet form across the sixteenth century.
Sir Thomas Wyatt is credited with bringing the sonnet form to England, by translating the works of Francesco Petrarca, and The Poetry Foundation even states that ‘one of Wyatt’s greatest poetic achievements is his adaptation of the sonnet form into English’[footnoteRef:1] and so we can see that Wyatt is responsible for the sonnet gaining so much of the fame that it garnered. Though we recognise sonnets as inherently ‘Shakespearean’ it is far from the truth that he invented them.  Many different sources, including an essay from The Ohio State University Pressbooks on the History of the Sonnet by Shaun Russell, suggest that ‘Scholars have long credited Sir Thomas Wyatt with bringing the sonnet to England via his many translations of Petrarch’s sonnets, along with his own compositions.’[footnoteRef:2] Only emphasising the important role that Wyatt played in the literary development of the poetic form during the renaissance period, because it is thanks to him that the Petrarchan sonnet was translated and adapted into the English language, so Wyatt’s role in this development was crucial. Wyatt, who is ‘considered the most important poet of the first half of the sixteenth century’[footnoteRef:3] formed a lot of his poetry around political themes, and wrote in a very courtly manner, having been heavily involved with the Tudors, even rumoured to have had an affair with Anne Boleyn, though these rumours and accusations never had any solid evidence. He was renowned for his ‘formalistic innovation’[footnoteRef:4] referring to his translations as well as his own additions to the sonnet structure, bringing this genre of poetry to Britain. Wyatt’s version of the poetry is much more reserved and courtly, ‘Wyatt asserts that passion should be controlled’[footnoteRef:5] which was a much more era appropriate attitude, more relatable to his audience of the Tudor court. Although he chose to write in a Petrarchan structure, his poetry was deemed ‘un-Petrarchan’ because of how different his own poetic additions were in comparison to that of Petrarch who aimed to imitate the lyrical tone of classical poetry. [1:  ‘Sir Thomas Wyatt’, The Poetry Foundation, n.d. <https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/thomas-wyatt> [accessed 9 May 2026].]  [2:  Shaun Russell, History of the Sonnet, 2020 <https://ohiostate.pressbooks.pub/engl2201/chapter/the-sonnet-then-and-now/> [accessed 10 May 2026].]  [3:  ‘Sir Thomas Wyatt’.]  [4:  ‘Sir Thomas Wyatt’.]  [5:  Donald L. Guss, ‘Wyatt’s Petrarchism: An Instance of Creative Imitation in the Renaissance’, Huntington Library Quarterly, 29.1 (1965), pp. 1–15, doi:10.2307/3816616.] 

Following Wyatt, there was William Shakespeare who was arguably the most notable influence on the form of sonnets, as he is most commonly associated with the form, having written one hundred and fifty four sonnets himself. The Shakespearean sonnet is arguably the most used variety of the sonnet structure, coming in at fourteen lines, consisting of three quatrains and a rhyming couplet, whereupon a volta appears, and the poem follows an ABAB CDCD EFEF GG rhyme scheme, and must be written in iambic pentameter to maintain the rhythm of the poem.  Shakespeare’s sonnet structure differs from Petrarch’s, or the Italian sonnet, because it changes the importance of the volta. Rather than having an octave and a sestet, with a volta in between, Shakespeare adapts this to instead turn at the rhyming couplet. This changes the overall tone of the poem, by giving the end a dramatic twist, or challenging the reader by forcing them to rethink the direction of the poem. One example of this effect is in his Sonnet 130, My Mistresses Eyes Are Nothing Like The Sun, wherein he begins the poem by comparing her hair to ‘black wires’[footnoteRef:6] and stating that her breath ’reeks’[footnoteRef:7], overall appearing to express his dissatisfaction with the woman he describes, however, the volta comes at the last two lines, because the tone of the poem dramatically shifts from critical and unflattering, to expressing his love for the woman despite all of these undesirable traits. This version of the sonnet ‘was adopted and enthusiastically embraced by the English in the Elizabethan period, most notably by Shakespeare, who gave it the structure we commonly think of today’[footnoteRef:8] leading to what we now relate to the Shakespearean sonnet, a well known and strictly structured poetic form used by many poets throughout the following centuries. [6:  ‘Sonnet 130: My Mistress’ Eyes Are Nothing like the Sun’, The Poetry Foundation, 23 January 2019 <https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45108/sonnet-130-my-mistress-eyes-are-nothing-like-the-sun> [accessed 10 May 2026].]  [7:  ‘Sonnet 130’.]  [8:  ‘Learning the Sonnet’, The Poetry Foundation, n.d. <https://www.poetryfoundation.org/articles/70051/learning-the-sonnet> [accessed 10 May 2026].] 

Sir Philip Sidney, ‘an Elizabethan courtier, statesman, soldier, poet, and patron of scholars and poets,’[footnoteRef:9] is the man responsible for one of ‘the first known Petrarchan sonnet sequence in English in the 1580s’[footnoteRef:10] entitled Astrophil and Stella, a collection of sonnets expressing unrequited or tragic love. Sidney was also known for his The Defence of Poesy, which acts as an apology for the state of English poetry in light of the Renaissance bringing about the resurgence of classical forms such as the sonnet, or lyrical poetry. The Defence of Poesy refers to such authors as Petrarch and * reference the book! [9:  ‘Sir Philip Sidney | English Poet, Statesman & Courtier | Britannica’, 2 April 2026 <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Astrophel-and-Stella> [accessed 10 May 2026].]  [10:  Russell, History of the Sonnet.] 

Perhaps part of the reason sonnets were such a raging success within the Elizabethan era, was because, as Gavin Alexander puts it in his introduction to Sidney’s Defence of Poesy, ‘it was the job of literature to comprehend the changing world of its readers, to offer fictions which could help them make sense of their lives.’[footnoteRef:11] And with the strict format of sonnets, the regular rhyme scheme and strict meter, it well expressed the similarly strict rules of courtship and marriage within the era, offering a form of self expression within a poem, but still maintaining the hard rules of society’s expectations of romance. Furthermore, Sidney, being ‘intensely engaged in European politics,  [11:  Philip Sidney, Sidney’s ‘The Defence of Poesy’ and Selected Renaissance Literary Criticism (Penguin UK, 2004).] 

Sidney and Edmund Spenser were both involved with the supposed Areopagus, a sixteenth century proposed literary society, with little confirmed knowledge of its existence. This society was considered one of the more ‘famous literary societies of the world’[footnoteRef:12] though any evidence of its history remains illusive to literary historians. It came to ‘existence in Elizabeth’s reign’ and is evident that the society began to explore the reformation of English poetry, similarly to, as previously mentioned, Sidney’s The Defence Of Poesy. These two being rumoured to be involved with this society, ties in with their use of the sonnet form. In their attempts to reform and refine English poetry, they revived the sonnet from the Italian Renaissance, bringing attention to the classic ways of poetry, while maintaining the rigidity and courtliness of English poetry at the time.  [12:   Howard Maynadier. “The Areopagus of Sidney and Spenser.” The Modern Language Review, vol. 4, no. 3, 1909, pp. 289–301. JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/3713225. Accessed 11 May 2026.] 

Spenser, of course, known for his epic poem, The Faerie Queene, was also the poet who wrote the Amoretti, a collection of sonnets devoted to his wife, following their story from courtship to marriage. These poems created a blend of the Shakespearean and the Petrarchan styles, though his sonnet, commonly referred to as the Spenserian sonnet, uses a different rhyme scheme, each quatrain being linked by a rhyming couplet, following the rhyme scheme ABAB BCBC CDCD EE. This form is often ‘treated as the third important type of sonnet in English’[footnoteRef:13] following Shakespeare and Petrarch, who are credited with the origins of sonnets by the majority. In Spenser’s collection of sonnets, ‘At the opening of the Amoretti, the poet-lover's humility, awe, and tenderness are quintessentially Petrarchan’[footnoteRef:14] though the structure of the poem remains closer to the Shakespearean form, using three quatrains and ending in a rhyming couplet. This blend of the style only further evolved the sonnet throughout the sixteenth century. [13:  Poem Ten Great Spenserian or Scottish Sonnets | Society of Classical Poets, Best Poems, 15 May 2020 <https://www.classicalpoets.org/ten-great-spenserian-or-scottish-sonnets/> [accessed 11 May 2026].]  [14:  Carol Thomas Neely, ‘The Structure of English Renaissance Sonnet Sequences’, ELH, 45.3 (1978), pp. 359–89, doi:10.2307/2872643.] 

To summarise, the four major poets who contributed to the literary development of the sonnet during the English renaissance in the sixteenth and seventeenth century, include; Sir Thomas Wyatt, who brought the sonnet to England, William Shakespeare who popularised the form in the English language, Sir Philip Sidney who contributed a major literary work to the genre, as well as his The Defence of Poesy and finally Edmund Spenser, credited with another popular variation of the sonnet form, as well as the Spenserian stanza. These poets are responsible for the sonnet becoming such a major part of literary history. The sonnet form was an appropriate structure for such a strict era for love and courtship, while also containing the lyrical element that hailed back to classical poets, an appropriate aspect for the renaissance period.
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