
Poetic forms (Write your own definition for each of the following) 

Ballad - story told in verse. A ballad stanza is usually four lines, and there is often a repetitive refrain. As you 

might guess, this form started out as a song. An example of a traditional Scottish ballad is Lord Randal at 

http://www.bartleby.com/243/66.html 

Haiku - a short poem with seventeen syllables, usually written in three lines with five syllables in the first line, 

seven in the second, and five in the third. The present tense is used, the subject is one thing happening now, and 

words are not repeated. It does not rhyme. The origin of the haiku is Japanese.  

Cinquain - a five-line poem with two syllables in the first line, four in the second, six in the third, eight in the 

fourth, and two in the fifth. It expresses one image or thought, in one or possibly two sentences.  

Villanelle - a 19-line poem with five tercets and one quatrain at the end. Two of the lines are repeated 

alternately at the ends of the tercets, and finish off the poem: the first line and the third line of the first tercet. 

Although it sounds very complicated, it's like a song or a dance and easy to see once you've looked at a 

villanelle.  

Limerick - A five-line poem, usually meant to be funny. The rhythm is anapests. Lines 1, 2, and 5 rhyme with 

one another, and lines 3 and 4 rhyme with one another. Lines 1, 2, and 5 have three feet, lines 3 and 4 have two 

feet. An iamb can be substituted for an anapest in the first foot of any line. The last foot can add another 

unstressed beat for the rhyming effect.  

Sonnet - There are different types of sonnet. The most familiar to us is made of three quatrains and ends with a 

couplet. They tend to be complicated and elegant. William Shakespeare wrote the most well-known sonnets.  

 

Free verse (or open form) - Much modern poetry does not obviously rhyme and doesn't have a set meter. 

However, sound and rhythm are often still important, and it is still often written in short lines. 

Concrete poetry (pattern or shape poetry) is a picture poem, in which the visual shape of the poem contributes 

to its meaning.  

 

 


