How to Build a Sonnet

1. Learn what a sonnet is: A sonnet is a special kind of poem with 14 lines in four “Acts,” with a special rhyme scheme.

2. Learn about verse (poetry) and how it works: Shakespeare starts with the rhythm of a heartbeat and then adds syncopation to make a point.  Shakespeare makes his lines as long as one breath.

3. Pick a topic or a person you want to talk to, or at least an image that you want to express.

4. Write a ten-beat line—this will probably be line #1.

5. Write a list of words that rhyme with the last word in the line you wrote.

6. Write another ten-beat line that ends with the rhyming word.

7. Decide which line will be line 1.  The other will be line 3.

8. Write a ten-beat line that connects the other two lines.  This will be line 2.

9. Write a list of words that rhyme with the last word in line 2.

10. Write another ten-beat line that ends with the rhyming word. This will be line 4, which is the last line in “Act I”.

11. Repeat process for Act II: this “act” should expand on Act I and possibly show another mood or another feeling you have about the same thing.

12. Repeat process for Act III: this act should do something new like:

a) give surprising new information

b) give conflicting information

c) shed new light on Acts I or II

d) change the mood if it hasn’t been changed already or return to the first mood

13. Write two rhyming last lines to sum up the story, draw a conclusion about it, make a pun on it or give a moral to the story.

Look on the other side for some examples of sonnets
Sonnet XC
Rhyme
Act I

Then hate me when thou wilt; if ever now;


A
Now, while the world is bent my deeds to cross,

B

Join with the spite of fortune, make me bow,


A

And do not drop in for an after-loss:



B

Act II

Ah, do not, when my heart hath ‘scaped this sorrow,

C

Come in the rearward of a conquered woe;


D

Give not a windy night a rainy morrow,



C

To linger out a purposed overthrow.



D

Act III

If thou wilt leave me, do not leave me last,


E

When other petty griefs have done their spite,


F

But in the onset come: so shall I taste



E

At first the very worst of fortune’s might;


F


Act IV


And other strains of woe, which now seem woe,
G

Compared with loss of thee will not seem so.

G
Sonnet XXVII




Weary with toil, I haste me to my bed,





The dear repose for limbs with travel tired;




But then begins a journey in my head,





To work my mind, when body’s work’s expired:





For then my thoughts, from far where I abide,



Intend a zealous pilgrimage to thee,





And keep my drooping eyelids open wide,




Looking on darkness which the blind do see:





Save that my soul’s imaginary sight





Presents thy shadow to my sightless view,




Which, like a jewel hung in ghastly night,




Makes black night beauteous and her old face new.







Lo, thus, by day my limbs, by night my mind,



For thee and for myself no quiet find.




Sonnet LIV

O, how much more doth beauty beauteous seem
By that sweet ornament which truth doth give!
The rose looks fair, but fairer we it deem
For that sweet odour which doth in it live.
The canker-blooms have full as deep a dye
As the perfumed tincture of the roses,
Hang on such thorns and play as wantonly
When summer's breath their masked buds discloses:
But, for their virtue only is their show,
They live unwoo'd and unrespected fade,
Die to themselves. Sweet roses do not so;
Of their sweet deaths are sweetest odours made:
And so of you, beauteous and lovely youth,
When that shall fade, my verse distills your truth.
