 In Our Time: The Sonnet (BBC Radio 4)
Part I: Structural Anatomy & Origin
Analyze the technical and historical foundations discussed by the panel.
1. The Notary’s Craft: Phyllis Levin notes that the sonnet’s creators were 13th-century Sicilian notaries (attorneys). Based on the discussion, how did their professional background in law influence the "argumentative" nature of the sonnet?
2. The Mathematical "Seesaw": Explain the connection made between Fibonacci’s Liber Abaci (1202) and the sonnet’s asymmetrical 8/6 division. Why does Levin describe the volta (turn) as a "moment of grace" rather than a mere structural break?
3. Linguistic Determinism: Sir Frank Kermode argues that the English (Shakespearean) sonnet structure evolved because English is "rhyme-poor" compared to Italian. Contrast the rhyming requirements of the Petrarchan Octave with the Shakespearean Quatrain.

Part II: The Philosophy of the Genre
Engage with the "idiosyncratic allure" and the purpose of the form.
4. The "Couplet Trap": Kermode suggests that the final "snappy" couplet of an English sonnet can be a trap. In your view, does the couplet provide a necessary resolution, or does it risk becoming a "crude" simplification of the preceding 12 lines?
5. The Absence of the Muse: Jonathan Bate claims that the sonnet is a "poem of longing" that depends on not having the object of love. How does this redefine the Renaissance sonnet sequence—is it a biographical confession or a "virtuoso exercise"?
6. The Unintelligible Shakespeare: Kermode mentions that some of Shakespeare’s sonnets are "actually unintelligible." Does this "difficulty" add to the prestige of the genre, or is it a failure of the form's "plasticity"?

Part III: Modernity & Adaptation
Examine how the "armory" of the sonnet was re-tooled for the 19th and 20th centuries.
7. The Public Sonnet: Discuss how John Milton and later Wordsworth transitioned the sonnet from a private meditation on love to a public "memorandum" on politics and conscience. What technical change allowed for this "organic" movement?
8. The Paradigm of Fourteen: Using Robert Lowell’s 15-line "Dolphin" as a reference, explain the concept of the Ghost of the Form. Why does a 13 or 15-line poem still "function" as a sonnet in the mind of the reader?

