
Types of Poetry 

Acrostic — A poem in which the 

first letter of each line spells out a 

word, name, or phrase when read 

vertically.   

Ballad — A popular narrative 

song passed down orally. In the 

English tradition, it follows a form 

of rhymed (abcb) quatrains. Folk 

ballads are anonymous and       

recount tragic, comic, or heroic 

stories with emphasis on a cen-

tral dramatic event.   

Ballade — An Old French verse 

form of 3, eight-line stanzas and 

a four-line envoy, with a rhyme 

scheme of ababbcbc bcbc. The 

last line of the first stanza is      

repeated at the end of            

subsequent stanzas and the    

envoy.  

Couplet — A pair of successive 

rhyming lines, of the same length. 

A couplet is “closed” when the 

lines form a bounded grammati-

cal unit, like a sentence.  

 

 

Dirge — A brief hymn or song of 

lamentation and grief, composed 

to be performed at a funeral. In lyr-

ic poetry, a dirge tends to be short-

er and less meditative than 

an elegy.   

Elegy — A melancholy poem that 

laments its subject’s death, but 

ends in consolation.  

Epic — A long narrative poem in 

which a heroic protagonist engag-

es in an action of great mythic or 

historical significance.  

Epistle — A letter in verse,        

addressed to a person close to the 

writer. Its themes may be moral 

and philosophical, or intimate and 

sentimental.  

Free verse — Nonmetrical,     

nonrhyming lines that closely     

follow the natural rhythms of 

speech. A regular pattern of sound 

or rhythm may emerge in          

free-verse lines, but the poet does 

not adhere to a metrical plan in the 

composition.  

Haiku — A Japanese verse form 

of three unrhyming lines in 5,7, 5 

syllables. It creates a single, mem-

orable image from nature. 

Hymn — A poem praising God or 

the divine, often sung.  

Limerick — Five lines rhyming 

AABBA. The  third and fourth lines 

may be joined into a single line 

with internal rhyme. Limericks are 

traditionally bawdy or just            

irreverent.  

Lyric — Originally a composition 

meant for musical accompaniment. 

A short poem in which the poet, 

the poet’s persona, or another 

speaker expresses    personal 

feelings.  

Octave — An eight-line stanza or 

poem.  

Ode — A formal, ceremonious lyric 

poem that addresses and cele-

brates a    person, place, thing, or 

idea.  

 

 



 

Quatrain — A four-line stanza. 

 ABAC or ABCB (known 

as unbounded or ballad quatrain) 

 AABB (a double couplet-

ABAB (known 

as interlaced, alternate, or heroic)   

 ABBA (known 

as envelope or enclosed)   

 AABA    

Refrain — A phrase or line       

repeated at intervals within a po-

em, especially at the end of a 

stanza.  

Rondeau — Originating in 

France, a mainly octosyllabic po-

em consisting of   between 10 

and 15 lines and three stanzas. It 

has only two rhymes, with the 

opening words used twice as an 

unrhyming refrain at the end of 

the second and third stanzas.   

Sestet — A six-line stanza, or the 

final six lines of a 14-line Italian 

or Petrarchan sonnet.  

Tanka — A Japanese form of five 

lines with 5, 7, 5, 7, 7 syllables—

31 in all.  

Tercet —  Three lines of poetry, 

forming a stanza or a complete po-

em. English-language haiku is an 

example of an unrhymed ter-

cet poem.  

Villanelle — A French verse form 

consisting of five three-line      

stanzas and a final quatrain, with 

the first and third lines of the first 

stanza repeating alternately in the 

following stanzas. 
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