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To the teacher 
Two familiar approaches currently dominate the teaching of poetry in English 

classrooms. In one kind of lesson, students learn about poetic ‘devices’ such as 

metaphor and simile, and then search for examples in poems, considering how 

these devices serve the poet’s purposes or create effects for the reader. In a 

second kind of lesson, poems are analysed for their representations and values, 

and to tease out their social or political content. While both approaches are 

valid, they are not the only ways of reading and responding to verse. Poets do 

not create in the narrow hope that someone will find and applaud their 

metaphors and similes. And while it is beyond doubt that many poems 

comment, deliberately or otherwise, on social and political issues, that is not all 

they do. Poets create because they have something to say, and in the hope that 

they can, through words alone, communicate an idea or feeling to another 

human being. Approaches to Poetry takes this fact of communication as its 

starting point, and aims to broaden the range of strategies teachers can use to 

help students engage with, explore, understand, and appreciate poetry. 

In the modern world, it seems fewer people actually read poetry in their 

daily life. As a result, we tend to approach poems warily, as alien artifacts that 

must be carefully decoded. That is a great shame, for poetry is potentially the 

most versatile of all the text forms addressed in the English curriculum, and it 

is capable of making a host of core concepts clearer to students. In addition to 

being a valuable study in its own right, poetry can be enlisted to teach about 

form and genre, themes, historical contexts, reading practices, elements of 

style, rhetorical techniques, the history and evolution of language, the 

techniques (and limits) of criticism, the vagaries of commercial publishing, the 

variability of literary reputations, and a hundred other concepts and skills. 

Tackling just some of these concepts can take weeks with a novel or stories; yet 

one can often read multiple poems in a lesson. The potential for covering a 

wide range of authors, genres, topics and themes in a short time is considerable.         

 This is not a romantic plea for a return to ‘pure’ enjoyment and 

aestheticism, however. Teachers are not so naïve to think that enjoyment can be 

pure and natural, given that the skills and knowledge required to engage with 
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poetry are nowadays delivered through the institution of schooling, which has 

its own inbuilt functions, proscriptions and values. The fact that we plan and 

teach ‘poetry lessons’ is inescapably tied to the historical emergence of English 

as a particular kind of discipline. In orchestrating our students’ encounters with 

poems, we are unavoidably teaching them certain preferred modes of response. 

To that extent, we are teaching them how and what to think about poetry. Nor 

is there anything wrong with that, unless we are hopelessly dogmatic. But 

comfort and curiosity are important starting points for readers who feel 

themselves alienated from poetry. As children, we all enjoyed songs and 

rhymes, word-play, tongue-twisters, riddles and puzzles, aphorisms, and 

unexpected comparisons—and kids of all ages revel in children’s verse, where 

these and other verbal tricks abound. By the time children reach high school, 

however, too many have lost touch with that sense of enjoyment. They may see 

poetry as something to disdain and to fear. If we are to do something 

worthwhile with poetry in the classroom, we must first get students over that 

hurdle. 

Approaches to Poetry aims to restore a sense of curiosity and 

enjoyment in the reading and exploration of poetry, as a first step toward more 

ambitious projects. It begins by reacquainting students with the nonsense 

rhymes and verses that many will recall from their childhood, before moving 

on to epic narratives, ballads and lyric forms. The book is not intended as a 

sequential course of study, however. The individual lessons are designed to be 

tackled in whatever order and at whatever stage the teacher desires. Rather than 

a degustation to be served up in strict obedience to the chef, the chapters are a 

smorgasbord to be ranged over and sampled according to appetite. The varied 

topics and activities suggest and demonstrate a range of approaches—ludic, 

textual, historical, rhetorical, aesthetic, political. Once learned, the strategies 

and activities used here can be adapted and applied to poetry beyond the 

examples given in the book.  

Many of the poems included here will be familiar to experienced 

teachers, for they are mostly ‘classics’ of the former English canon. While it 

can be tempting to lure pupils with purely contemporary works, or with rap 

lyrics and pop songs in place of poetry, doing so is not without its problems. 

While popular songs and rap lyrics may share some superficial linguistic 

features with poetry, they exist in different cultural, social and economic 

spheres. They circulate in different ways, and for different purposes, than 

poetry. To substitute these text forms for poetry is to make category error. That 

does not mean song lyrics and the like are unworthy of study on their own 
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terms. But, just as a film is not a novel, a pop song is not a poem. A second 

problem with relying wholly on popular and modern sources is that it can fail to 

achieve what W.T. Harris, the first US Commissioner of Education, called the 

necessary degree of ‘self-alienation.’ When text forms and topics are too 

familiar, too ‘relevant,’ pupils may not be stretched in their engagement with 

the material. A little distance—whether linguistic, historical or cultural—can, if 

managed well, produce that sense of strangeness on which curiosity and 

learning so often depends.                    

 I hope these lesson plans are diverting enough to interest pupils, 

detailed enough to assist teachers, and meaningful enough to contribute 

something of value to the study and enjoyment of poetry. 
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To the student 
Why should you read poetry? You can lead a perfectly normal and rewarding 

life without it, and a lot of people do. But the same can be said of many things 

in life. We could get by without television, or movies, or computer games, or 

sports. None of those things is essential. But we sense that life would be a little 

less interesting without them. Like television and games, poetry can engage and 

entertain us; but there are many who find that poetry offers something more: a 

window onto the great variety of human experience, in times and places 

different from our own. At the very least, reading a bit of poetry won’t hurt 

you; and if it occasionally makes you laugh, or feel joyful, or contemplate The 

Meaning of Life, then that is a bonus.        

 

Those things will only happen if we learn to read and think about poetry in 

interesting ways. This book tries to present poetry in a way that encourages 

enjoyment and curiosity. It begins with amusing and puzzling poems that 

appeal to the child in each of us, and leads on to poems that offer more 

challenging images, stories and ideas to contemplate. A wide range of topics is 

covered, from oddball characters to epic stories, from fakes and frauds to sad 

laments for lost pets, and from sonnets to the supernatural. There is a fair 

chance you won’t like all of the poems collected here. They are mostly old,  

some are very long, and a few are quite complicated. But all of them have stood 

the test of time. People have valued and preserved them as part of the tradition 

of English literature, in the hope that future readers like you will find them 

interesting and worth preserving, too. But there are plenty of funny ones here as 

well, just in case. 

 

The basic assumption of this book is that poems are interesting things. If you 

approach poetry with a sense of curiosity and an open mind, and if you are 

honest and thoughtful in  your responses, there is a good chance you can enjoy 

the experience and learn something from it. Even the poems you don’t like 

might teach you something. What have you got to lose?     
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1                NONSENSE VERSE AND HUMOUR

 

 ‘He thought he saw a rattlesnake that questioned him in Greek, 

He looked again and saw it was the middle of next week.’ - Lewis Carroll 

 

 
LMOST everyone has a poem they like. Do you? It might be a rhyme 

that you enjoyed when you were young. It might be a poem you heard in 

a movie, or at a wedding or other special occasion. It might be a limerick 

that is definitely Not Suitable for School!  

 

Before you can begin to understand or analyse poetry, you need to relax and 

enjoy it. Not all of it, of course. Nobody could like every poem ever written, 

just as nobody likes every movie or every sport. But just about everyone can 

find one or two poems they appreciate.  

 

Here are some rather silly poems that were written purely to amuse people. 

Relax and read them—just for fun. 

 
THE CORMORANT 
The common cormorant, or shag 
Lays eggs inside a paper bag; 
The reason you will see, no doubt, 
It is to keep the lightning out. 
But what these unobservant birds 
Have never noticed is that herds 
Of wandering bears may come with buns 
And steal the bags to hold the crumbs. 
  - Anonymous 
 
THE HIPPO 
I shoot the hippopotamus 
with bullets made of platinum, 
Because if I use leaden ones 
His hide is sure to flatten ‘em. 
  - Hilaire Belloc 

RATS  
There was an Old Man who supposed, 
That the street door was partially closed; 
But some very large rats  
Ate his coats and his hats, 
While that futile old gentleman dozed. 
  - Edward Lear 
 
 
 
ON RELATIVITY 
There once was a lady named Bright, 
Who could travel much faster than light; 
She set out one day 
In a Relative way, 
And returned on the previous night. 

- Anonymous 

A 
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GEORGE 
Who played with a Dangerous Toy, 
 and suffered a Catastrophe  
 
When George’s Grandmamma was told 
That George had been as good as gold, 
She promised in the afternoon 
To buy him an Immense Balloon. 
And so she did; but when it came, 
It got into the candle flame, 
And being of a dangerous sort 
Exploded with a loud report! 
 
The lights went out! The windows broke! 
The room was filled with reeking smoke. 
And in the darkness shrieks and yells 
Were mingled with electric bells, 
And falling masonry and groans, 
And crunching, as of broken bones, 
And dreadful shrieks, when, worst of all, 
The house itself began to fall! 
It tottered, shuddering to and fro, 
Then crashed into the street below— 
Which happened to be Savile Row. 
 
When help arrived, among the dead 
Were Cousin Mary, Little Fred, 
The Footmen (both of them), the Groom, 
The man that cleaned the Billiard-Room, 
The Chaplain, and the Still-Room Maid. 
And I am dreadfully afraid 
That Monsieur Champignon, the Chef, 
Will now be permanently deaf— 
And both his aides are much the same; 
While George, who was in part to blame, 
Received, you will regret to hear, 
A nasty lump behind the ear. 
  - Hilaire Belloc 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
SELF PORTRAIT 
How pleasant to know Mr. Lear, 
Who has written such volumes of stuff. 
Some think him ill-tempered and queer, 
But a few find him pleasant enough. 
 
His mind is concrete and fastidious, 
His nose is remarkably big; 
His visage is more or less hideous, 
His beard it resembles a wig. 
 
He has ears, and two eyes, and ten fingers, 
(Leastways if you reckon two thumbs); 
He used to be one of the singers, 
But now he is one of the dumbs. 
 
He sits in a beautiful parlour, 
With hundreds of books on the wall; 
He drinks a great deal of marsala, 
But never gets tipsy at all. 
 
He has many friends, laymen and clerical, 
Old Foss is the name of his cat; 
His body is perfectly spherical, 
He weareth a runcible hat. 
 
When he walks in a waterproof white, 
The children run after him so! 
Calling out, “He’s come out in his nightgown, 
That crazy old Englishmen, oh! 
 
He weeps by the side of the ocean; 
He weeps at the top of the hill; 
He purchases pancakes and lotion 
And chocolate shrimps from the mill. 
 
He reads, but he does not speak, Spanish, 
He cannot abide ginger beer; 
‘Ere the days of his pilgrimage vanish, 
How pleasant to know Mr. Lear! 
  - Edward Lear 
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THE MAD GARDENER’S SONG 
He thought he saw an Elephant, 
That practised on a fife: 
He looked again, and found it was 
A letter from his wife. 
"At length I realise," he said, 
"The bitterness of Life!" 
 
He thought he saw a Buffalo 
Upon the chimney-piece: 
He looked again, and found it was 
His Sister's Husband's Niece. 
"Unless you leave this house," he said, 
"I'll send for the Police!" 
 
He thought he saw a Rattlesnake 
That questioned him in Greek: 
He looked again, and found it was 
The Middle of Next Week. 
"The one thing I regret," he said, 
"Is that it cannot speak!" 
 
He thought he saw a Banker's Clerk 
Descending from the bus: 
He looked again, and found it was 
A Hippopotamus 
"If this should stay to dine," he said, 
"There won't be much for us!" 
 
He thought he saw a Kangaroo 
That worked a coffee-mill: 
He looked again, and found it was 
A Vegetable-Pill. 
"Were I to swallow this," he said, 
"I should be very ill!" 
 
He thought he saw a Coach-and-Four 
That stood beside his bed: 
He looked again, and found it was 
A Bear without a Head. 
"Poor thing," he said, "poor silly thing! 
It's waiting to be fed!" 
 
 

He thought he saw an Albatross 
That fluttered round the lamp; 
He looked again and saw it was 
A Penny-Postage-Stamp. 
"You'd best be getting home," he said: 
“The nights are very damp.” 
 
He thought he saw a Garden-Door 
That opened with a key: 
He looked again, and found it was 
A double Rule of Three: 
"And all its mystery," he said, 
"Is clear as day to me!" 
 
He thought he saw an Argument 
That proved he was the Pope 
He looked again, and found it was 
A Bar of Mottled Soap. 
"A fact so dread," he faintly said, 
"Extinguishes all hope!" 
  - Lewis Carroll 
 
 
PIRATE 
A pirate is a jolly guy—  
Or so he seems on telly— 
He wears a cutlass at his thigh 
And pistols ‘cross his belly. 

A parrot squats beside his head, 
His left hand is a hook; 
An earring, beard and scarf of red 
Complete his rakish look. 

In misty morn his black ship looms:  
He flies the Jolly Roger; 
He has a lust for gold doubloons: 
He is a greedy codger! 

It’s true his teeth are bad, and scars 
Adorn his scurvy cheek; 
But what I’d give to be a Tar! 
If only for a week. 
 - Byron Moriano 
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JABBERWOCKY 
'Twas brillig, and the slithy toves 
Did gyre and gimble in the wabe; 
All mimsy were the borogoves, 
And the mome raths outgrabe. 
 
"Beware the Jabberwock, my son! 
The jaws that bite, the claws that catch! 
Beware the Jubjub bird, and shun 
The frumious Bandersnatch!" 
 
He took his vorpal sword in hand: 
Long time the manxome foe he sought— 
So rested he by the Tumtum tree, 
And stood awhile in thought. 
 
And as in uffish thought he stood, 
The Jabberwock, with eyes of flame, 
Came whiffling through the tulgey wood, 
And burbled as it came! 
 
One, two! One, two!  
And through and through 
The vorpal blade went snicker-snack! 
He left it dead, and with its head 
He went galumphing back. 
 
"And hast thou slain the Jabberwock? 
Come to my arms, my beamish boy! 
O frabjous day! Callooh! Callay!" 
He chortled in his joy. 
 
'Twas brillig, and the slithy toves 
Did gyre and gimble in the wabe; 
All mimsy were the borogoves, 
And the mome raths outgrabe. 

- Lewis Carroll 
 

THE SAD MOONKIN’S SONG 
(A ‘World of Warcraft’ Poem) 

O woe is me, I am a Moonkin,  
A chicken the size of a bear,  
With a feathery coat,  
And a prominent beak,  
And a shamefully large derrière.  
 
O woe is me, I am a Moonkin,  
With antlers on top of my head,  
My ridiculous feet 
Are too big for my boots,  
So I have to go barefoot instead.  
 
O woe is me, I am a Moonkin, 
In battlegrounds I score the least, 
In a fight I’m outgunned 
By a Hunter or Mage, 
Or a Warrior, Warlock or Priest. 
 
O woe is me, I am a Moonkin, 
I really should call it a day, 
Oh wait… look at that, 
I defeated a Rogue! 
Moonkins rule! I’m a diva! Hooray!  
  - Vergilius 
 
from KING JOHN’S CHRISTMAS 
King John was not a good man, 
And no good friends had he. 
He stayed in every afternoon, 
But no one came to tea. 
And, round about December, 
The cards upon his shelf, 
Which wished him lots of Christmas cheer, 
And fortune in the coming year, 
Were never from his near and dear, 
But only from himself. 

 - A.A. Milne 

 
WHAT DO YOU THINK? 
Did you laugh at any of these? Do you know of any similar poems that are 

funnier, or more bizarre?  If so, share them with others in your class.  
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SEARCH ONLINE 
Nonsense verses and poems for children can be a lot of fun, and many are easy 

to find online. Here are some suggestions to get you started on a hunt for the 

best. 

Sir Smasham Uppe, by E.V. Rieu 

Colonel Fazackerley, by Charles Causley 

The Spangled Pandemonium, by Palmer Brown 

The Jumblies, by Edward Lear 

Poems by Lewis Carroll, A.A. Milne, Dr Seuss, or Roald Dahl 

 

ACTIVITIES 
1. Use your search results to build a collection of your favourite poems. 

2. Share your findings with others in your group or class.  

3. Prepare an oral reading of one poem, and say briefly why you like it. (Or, 

choose a poem you don’t like, and say why.) 

 

 

What makes a poem fun? 
Deciding whether you like a poem is easy. Figuring out why is harder. But we 

can get some clues about the sources of humour by looking closely at the 

features of the poems we like.   

 

ACTIVITY: RANKING POEMS  
1. Here is an alphabetical list of ten poems included in this chapter. Number 

them from 1 (best) to 10 (worst), according to how much you enjoyed each one.  

 

George       

 Jabberwocky     

 King John’s Christmas    

 On Relativity     

 Pirate      

Rats      

 Self-Portrait     

 The Common Cormorant   

 The Hippo     

 The Mad gardener’s Song   

The Sad Moonkin’s Song   

 

2. Compare your ranking with those of others in your group or class. How 

much agreement is there?  
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Now that you have ranked your choices, think about why you liked or disliked 

the poems. Below is a list of factors that might help explain your ranking.  

 

ACTIVITY: EXPLAIN YOUR RANKING 
1. Tick all the items that you found appealing.  

 

  The topic or subject matter was bizarre or nonsensical. 

  The poem had clear and clever rhymes. 

  There was a strong rhythm (beat) to the lines. 

  There were unusual or invented words in the poem. 

  The poem reminded you of childhood.  

  The poem was clever and creative. 

  The poem was long. 

  The poem was short. 

  The poem was relevant to your interests.  

  The poet was an author you have read before. 

  The poem was one you knew and recognised. 

  The poem was in a form that you enjoy. 

 

2. Are there other items, not on the list, that help explain your responses? 

If so, add them to the list. 

 

   _____________________________________________ 

    _____________________________________________ 

 

 

Form a personal theory 
The items listed above are basic elements in the design of many poems. They 

include the subject matter (what the poem is about), the form (for example, 

limerick, ballad, sonnet), the language (word choices and their effects), poetic 

elements (rhythm, rhyme), and your own memories or reactions. 

 

Based on the boxes you ticked, you can form a theory about which of these 

elements has the most impact on your enjoyment. You can then test your theory  

as you encounter other poems in your reading. Ask yourself: 

 

 Is it mostly the subject matter that drives your reaction? 

 Is it mostly the language and the effects of the words? 

 Is it mostly the memories and reactions that you bring to the poem? 
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ACTIVITY: PRESENT YOUR THEORY 
Write a short description of your theory of enjoyment. Consider your ranking of 

poems and factors, above, and give specific examples to support your case. (If 

you think you dislike all poetry, form a theory to explain that.)  

 

Here is one student’s theory for you to consider, as a starting point. 
 

My theory is that a combination of subject matter and clever language makes 
me enjoy a poem. For example, I like the poem called “George” because it is 
really exaggerated, with a child’s balloon causing a house to collapse on 
everyone inside, like in a cartoon. It is even a bit gory, with broken bones. I 
like the way the story is told with clever rhymes, like “The lights went out! 
The windows broke! The room was filled with reeking smoke.” I don’t mind if 
a poem is short or long, but weird events and rhymes are things I enjoy. I 
think it is because it reminds me of nursery rhymes from primary school, and 
it is fun to imagine.     - Elsa (Year 9) 

 

Share your written theory with others in your class or group. 

 

 

Disproving your personal theory 
What would it take to disprove your theory?  Elsa’s theory states that weird 

events and clever rhymes are the main things that attract her. But perhaps that 

applies only to funny poems. She might have to change her statement if she 

found a poem she liked, which lacked those features. Only by reading more 

widely can she be sure.  

 

Write down one discovery that would contradict your own theory. For example: 

 
 My theory would be disproved if:  
 - I enjoyed a poem that was very long. 
 - I enjoyed a poem that had no rhymes at all 
 - I enjoyed a poem that was very sad or serious. 
 - _________________________________ 
 - _________________________________ 

 

As you read more widely, you will have the opportunity to test your theory 

against many poems. Will your theory prove correct, or will it have to change? 
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2                    POPULAR VERSES AND FOLKLORE 

 

‘Here comes a candle to light you to bed, 

  Here comes a chopper to chop off your head.’ - Children’s rhyme 

 

 

OR centuries, young children have used rhymes and songs in their 

neighbourhood games together. The exact meaning of these rhymes is 

often unclear. Some hint at cruelties, diseases, or gruesome deaths. Some sound 

like the sinister spells and incantations of witches. Others are simply puzzling. 

The fact that children often learn these rhymes from each other, rather than 

from adults, like a secret language, has also made them a source of mystery.    

 

The following verses are known by children in many English-speaking 

countries, passed on for centuries in playground games, or as nursery rhymes. 

 

READ AND THINK 

− Which of these rhymes do you know? 

− Which ones seem most strange or disturbing? 

− Do you know where any of them they come from, and what they mean? 

   
 
LONDON BRIDGE 
London Bridge is falling down, 
Falling down, falling down, 
London Bridge is falling down, 
My fair lady. 
Who has stole my watch and chain, 
Watch and chain, watch and chain, 
Who has stole my watch and chain, 
My fair lady? 
Off to prison you must go, 
You must go, you must go, 
Off to prison you must go, 
My fair lady. 

 

 
ONE, TWO, THREE, FOUR FIVE 
One, two, three, four and five, 
I once caught a fish alive; 
Six, seven, eight, nine and ten, 
Then I let him go again.  
Why did you let it go? 
Because he bit my finger so. 
Which finger did it bite? 
This little finger on my right. 
 
ONE POTATO, TWO POTATO 
One potato, two potato, three potato, four 
Five potato, six potato, seven potato, more.  

 

F 
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HICKORY DICKORY DOCK 
Hickory dickory dock. 
The mouse ran up the clock. 
The clock struck one, 
The mouse ran down, 
Hickory dickory dock.  
 
 
ORANGES AND LEMONS 
Oranges and lemons, 
Say the bells of St. Clement's. 
You owe me five farthings, 
Say the bells of St. Martin's. 
When will you pay me? 
Say the bells at Old Bailey. 
When I grow rich, 
Say the bells at Shoreditch. 
When will that be? 
Say the bells of Stepney. 
I do not know, 
Says the great bell at Bow. 
Here comes a candle to light you to bed, 
Here comes a chopper to chop off your 
head. 
Chip-chop, chip-chop, the last man is dead.   
 

 
GIRLS AND BOYS 
Girls and boys, come out to play, 
The moon doth shine as bright as day; 
Leave your supper, and leave your sleep, 
And come with your fellows into the street. 
 
Come with a whoop, come with a call, 
Come with a good will or not at all. 
Up the ladder and down the wall, 
A halfpenny roll will serve us all. 
 
You find milk, and I'll find flour, 
And we'll have a pudding in half an hour.  

 
 

FIVE LITTLE DUCKS 
Five little ducks went out one day, 
Over the hills and far away. 
Mummy duck said, "quack quack quack quack," 
But only four little ducks came back. 
 
Four little ducks went out one day, 
Over the hills and far away. 
Mummy duck said, "quack quack quack quack," 
But only three little ducks came back. 
 
Three little ducks went out one day, 
Over the hills and far away. 
Mummy duck said, "quack quack quack quack," 
But only two little ducks came back. 
 
Two little ducks went out one day, 
Over the hills and far away. 
Mummy duck said, "quack quack quack quack," 
But only one little duck came back. 
 
One little duck went out one day, 
Over the hills and far away. 
Mummy duck said, "quack quack quack quack," 
And all of the five little ducks came back. 
 
 
LADYBIRD, LADYBIRD 
Ladybird, ladybird fly away home, 
Your house is on fire, your children are gone, 
All except one, and her name is Ann, 
And she hid under the frying pan. 
 
 
EENY MEENY 
Eeny, meeny, miny, moe, 
Catch a tiger by the toe. 
If he hollers, let him go, 
Eeny, meeny, miny, moe.  
(And O-U-T- spells OUT) 

 
 

halfpenny roll = a cheap bread roll  
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SING A SONG OF SIXPENCE 
Sing a song of sixpence, 
A pocket full of rye, 
Four and twenty blackbirds 
Baked in a pie. 
 
When the pie was opened 
The birds began to sing— 
Wasn't that a dainty dish 
To set before the king? 
 
The king was in the counting-house 
Counting out his money, 
The queen was in the parlour 
Eating bread and honey, 
 
The maid was in the garden 
Hanging out the clothes. 
Along came a blackbird 
And pecked off her nose. 
 
 
TEN LITTLE INDIANS 
One little, two little, three little Indians, 
Four little, five little, six little Indians, 
Seven little, eight little, nine little Indians, 
Ten little Indian boys. 
 
Ten little, nine little, eight little Indians, 
Seven little, six little, five little Indians, 
Four little, three little, two little Indians, 
One little Indian boy. 
 
 
THREE BLIND MICE 
Three blind mice. Three blind mice. 
See how they run. See how they run. 
They all ran after the farmer's wife, 
Who cut off their tails with a carving knife. 
Did you ever see such a sight in your life 
As three blind mice? 
 

 

A-HUNTING WE WILL GO 
A-hunting we will go, A-hunting we will go 
Heigh-ho, the derry-o, A-hunting we will go. 
 
A-hunting we will go, A-hunting we will go 
We'll catch a fox and put him in a box 
And never let him go 
 
A-hunting we will go, A-hunting we will go 
We’ll catch a fish and put him on a dish 
And never let him go. 
 
A-hunting we will go, A-hunting we will go 
We’ll catch a pig and we’ll dance a jig 
And never let him go. 
 
A-hunting we will go, A-hunting we will go 
We’ll catch a giraffe and make him laugh 
And never let him go. 
 
A-hunting we will go, A-hunting we will go 
Well catch a mouse and put him in a house 
And never let him go. 
 
 
BAA BAA BLACK SHEEP 
Baa, baa, black sheep, 
Have you any wool? 
Yes, sir, yes, sir, 
Three bags full. 
One for my master, 
One for my dame, 
And one for the little boy 
Who lives down the lane. 

 

 
TINKER, TAILOR 
Tinker, Tailor, 
Soldier, Sailor, 
Rich Man, Poor Man, 
Beggar Man, Thief. 

 

 
tinker = a worker who makes and repairs items from metal
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THE FARMER IN THE DELL 
The farmer in the dell. 
The farmer in the dell. 
Hi-ho, the derry-o! 
The farmer in the dell. 
 
The farmer takes a wife. 
The farmer takes a wife. 
Hi-ho, the derry-o! 
The farmer takes a wife. 
 
The wife takes a child. 
The wife takes a child. 
Hi-ho, the derry-o! 
The wife takes a child. 
 
The child takes a nurse. 
The child takes a nurse. 
Hi-ho, the derry-o! 
The child takes a nurse. 

 
The nurse takes a cow. 
The nurse takes a cow. 
Hi-ho, the derry-o! 
The nurse takes a cow. 

 

 
The cow takes a dog. 
The cow takes a dog. 
Hi-ho, the derry-o! 
The cow takes a dog. 
 
The dog takes a cat. 
The dog takes a cat. 
Hi-ho, the derry-o! 
The dog takes a cat. 
 
The cat takes the mouse. 
The cat takes the mouse. 
Hi-ho, the derry-o! 
The cat takes the mouse (or rat). 
 
The mouse takes the cheese. 
The mouse takes the cheese. 
Hi-ho, the derry-o! 
The mouse takes the cheese. 
The cheese stands alone. 
The cheese stands alone. 
Hi-ho, the derry-o! 
The cheese stands alone.  

 

 

 
ONE, TWO BUCKLE MY SHOE 
One, two, buckle my shoe; 
Three, four, knock at the door; 
Five, six, pick up sticks; 
Seven, eight, lay them straight; 
Nine, ten, kill the fat hen; 
Eleven, twelve, bake it well; 
Thirteen, fourteen, maids a-courting; 
Fifteen, sixteen, maids in the kitchen; 
Seventeen, eighteen, maids in waiting; 
Nineteen, twenty, my plate's empty. 

 

GOOSEY GOOSEY GANDER 
Goosey goosey gander, 
Where shall I wander? 
Upstairs and downstairs 
And in my lady's chamber. 
 
There I met an old man 
Who wouldn't say his prayers, 
So I took him by his left leg 
And threw him down the stairs. 

 

 
 

dell = a small valley in a woodland area  

buckle my shoe = shoes were once fastened with buckles, not laces 

nurse = a child-care worker
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POP GOES THE WEASEL 
Half a pound of tuppeny rice, 
Half a pound of treacle. 
That's the way the money goes, 
Pop! Goes the weasel. 
 
Up and down the City Road, 
In and out the Eagle, 
That's the way the money goes, 
Pop! Goes the weasel. 
 
Every night when I go out, 
The monkey's on the table, 
Take a stick and knock it off, 
Pop! Goes the weasel. 
 
 
 

A penny for a ball of thread 
Another for a needle, 
That's the way the money goes, 
Pop! Goes the weasel. 
 
All around the cobbler's bench 
the monkey chased the people; 
The monkey thought 'twas all in fun, 
Pop! Goes the weasel. 
 
 
ROCK-A -BYE BABY 
Rock a bye baby on the tree top, 
When the wind blows the cradle will rock, 
When the bough breaks the cradle will fall, 
And down will come baby, cradle and all. 
 
 

 

tuppeny = two-pence, equal to two pennies 

treacle = a thick sugar syrup 

cobbler= a worker who makes and mends shoes 

 
 

 

Poems as Folklore 
All of these rhymes are hundreds of years old—so old, in fact, that no-one 

knows who created most of them. Some are thought to date from the late 

medieval or early-modern era, around 1600. Many were eventually collected 

together and published in a book called Tommy Thumb’s Song Book, in 1744. It 

was the first of many collections for children. 

 

Traditional stories and rhymes like these are considered folklore, which means 

they are part of the popular oral culture of people. Modern researchers have 

collected, catalogued and numbered these ancient songs and verses. One such 

catalogue, the Roud Folk Song Index, lists 25,000 traditional rhymes.  

 

Of the twenty examples included above, just one is known to have an author. 

Can you guess which it is? (The answer is on page 18.) 
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Sorting them out 
This strange assortment of verses can be sorted into three kinds. They are 

counting rhymes, games and dances, and nursery rhymes. 

 
Counting rhymes 

When young children play together, they often select leaders, pick teams, 

or choose who is ‘in’ and who is ‘out.’ To avoid arguments, they may use 

counting games to arrive at a decision. Reciting rhymes like ‘eeny meeny,’ 

while counting off members of the group, is a way of selecting people at 

random. Number rhymes are also used by young children as a way of 

learning how to count to ten, and back again. 

 
Games and dances 

Some rhymes were chanted or sung by children as part of dancing or 

marching games. ‘Oranges and Lemons’ is an example. Two children 

joined hands to make an arch, which others would walk through while the 

rhyme was sung. Whoever was under the arch at the line ‘chop off you 

head’ would be caught ‘out.’ Rhymes like ‘Ring-a-Rosy’ and ‘Round the 

Mulberry Bush’ involved dancing in a circle around a flower garden or 

tree. 

 
Nursery Rhymes 

Nursery rhymes are playful verses taught to young children by parents or 

nurses. In earlier times, nurses were babysitters or teachers hired to care for 

pre-schoolers in a playroom, or nursery. These were often tales of children 

who are spoiled or naughty, and who learn a lesson after misbehaving.  

 

Now that you know some of the background to these verses, you can begin to 

sort and catalogue them, just as folklorists (folklore researchers) have done.  

 

 
ACTIVITY: SORTING RHYMES 
1. Sort the twenty rhymes from this chapter into the three categories described 

above: counting rhymes, games and dances, and nursery rhymes.   

 

Tick the relevant column in the table below. You might decide that some  

examples fit into more than one category. If so, tick more columns. 

 

2. When you have finished, compare your decisions with those of others in 

your class or group.  
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CLASSIFYING CHILDREN’S RHYMES 

 
 
 
 
 

Traditional Rhyme C
o

u
n

ti
n

g 
rh

ym
e

 

   G
am

es
 o

r 
d

an
ce

s 

N
u
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er

y 
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A-Hunting We Will Go    

Baa Baa Black sheep    

Eeny Meeny    

Five Little Ducks    

Girls and Boys    

Goosey Goosey Gander    

Hickory Dickory Dock    

Ladybird, Ladybird    

London Bridge    

One Potato, Two Potato    

One Two, Buckle My Shoe    

One, Two, Three, Four, Five    

Oranges and Lemons    

Pop Goes the Weasel    

Rock-a-bye Baby    

Sing a Song of Sixpence    

Ten Little Indians    

The Farmer in the Dell    

Three Blind Mice    

Tinker, Tailor    

 

 

 

Making Sense of Nonsense 
Classifying children’s rhymes is a first step toward understanding them. But 

working out what they really mean is harder.  

 

There are many theories that seek to explain why children would sing about 

chopped-off heads, collapsing bridges, or live birds baked into a pie. Some 

researchers suggest that the songs refer to real historical events whose origins 

have been forgotten, such as political scandals or disease epidemics. Others 

suggest that figures such as kings and queens, and deadly events, are a 

psychological disguise for children’s fears about parents or other adults, and 

worldly dangers.          
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Researching meanings 
Teasing out the truth of nursery rhymes requires detailed historical research. 

Folklorists search for the earliest known versions of each song or rhyme, and 

then look for evidence of events that might explain it. But proof is hard to find, 

because written records are often scarce.  

 

In the absence of hard evidence, people turn to speculation and theory. While 

some of the resulting explanations may sound fascinating, many are thought to 

be false. In some cases, the very earliest versions of folk rhymes are found to 

be quite different from the ones we know, which further complicates matters.  

 

 
ACTIVITY: EXPLAINING FOLK RHYMES 
The table on page 16 lists some popular explanations for the rhymes featured in 

this chapter.  

 

Decide whether each explanation is likely to be true or false. Think carefully 

about the words in each rhyme, then tick the relevant column. 

 

 
SEARCH AND REPORT 
After making your choices, do some research of your own to find the answers. 

Divide the twenty examples among people in your class or group. Have each 

person thoroughly research just three or four items and prepare a report. 

 

Search more than one source, and compare the information. Consider the 

following sources, and any others you can find: 

Wikipedia (online) 

The Roud Folk Song Database (online) 

The Oxford Dictionary of Nursery Rhymes (book) 

The Lore and Language of Children, by I. & P. Opie (book) 

 

In your report, include the following information about each rhyme. 

 

 Place of origin and earliest known dating. 

 Any differences between modern and early versions. 

 Classification (counting rhyme, game, or nursery rhyme). 

 Theories about the meaning and origin. 

  Your conclusion, based on the facts.  
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POPULAR EXPLANATIONS FOR CHILDREN’S RHYMES 
 
 
 
 
 
Traditional Rhyme 

 
 
 
 
 
Explanation P

ro
b

ab
ly

 t
ru

e
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A-Hunting We Will Go Part of an opera that mocked the English upper class 
and their fondness for hunting. 

  

Baa Baa Black Sheep Originated as a protest over taxes on wool in feudal 
England.   

  

Eeny Meeny The words are nonsense sounds based on original 
Welsh or Old English counting rhyme. 

  

Five Little Ducks A nursery game that involved counting on one’s five 
fingers (the five little ducks).   

  

Girls and Boys A song from a time when children worked in factories 
and could only play after work hours.  

  

Goosey Goosey Gander Refers to the persecution of Catholic priests in the 
rein of Henry VIII, who would hide in fear of beatings. 

  

Hickory Dickory Dock A counting rhyme that refers to a real clock at Exeter 
Cathedral.  

  

Ladybird, Ladybird Originally a coded reference to the burning of 
Catholic churches during the Reformation. 

  

London Bridge Refers to a Viking attack on London Bridge in 1014, 
and the burying of bodies under bridges. 

  

One Potato, Two Potato A counting game based on early superstitions that 
choice by random numbers or lottery reveals truth.   

  

One Two, Buckle My  
    Shoe 

A script for teaching children to count, using familiar 
objects and actions, woven into a rhyme.  

  

One, Two, Three, Four,  
    Five 

A counting rhyme based on common children’s 
activities (e.g., fishing) in the nineteenth century. 

  

Oranges and Lemons Refers to public executions that were announced by 
the tolling of church bells.  

  

Pop Goes the Weasel A dance that mimics the head-bobbing of weasels; or 
a spinning song to accompany a yarn-makers weasel. 

  

Rock-a-bye Baby A song referring to North American Indians who 
placed babies in bark cradles, suspended from trees. 

  

Sing a Song of Sixpence Refers to the real practice of placing birds in a pastry 
case to delight dinner guests, recorded in 1725. 

  

Ten Little Indians A counting rhyme that also includes race-based 
mockery of North American Indian people. 

  

The Farmer in the Dell Originated in Germany as a child’s ‘circle dance’ in 
which dancers are sent into the middle, one-by-one.  

  

Three Blind Mice Refers to Queen Mary I, ordering the blinding and 
execution of three famous Catholic priests. 

  

Tinker, Tailor A counting rhyme combining common professions, 
drawing on a 1695 poem by William Congreve.  

  
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Quotations, Allusions and Intertexts 
Children’s chants and rhymes are often referenced in works of film and 

literature, through quotation, allusion or intertexts. Quotation is the direct 

borrowing of words or phrases. Allusion is an indirect reference, based on 

similarity of words or ideas. Intertext refers to connection from a shared 

cultural pool of ingredients or patterns. 

 

The following are examples of plays, books and movies that contain quotations 

from, or allusions to, well-known children’s rhymes. 

 
Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy. A 1974 spy novel by John Le Carré 

I Am the Cheese.  A 1977 young adult novel by Robert Cormier 

Ten Little Indians / And Then There Were None. A 1939 novel by Agatha 

Christie, and later a stage play and movie.   

One Fish, Two Fish, Red Fish, Blue Fish. A 1960 children’s book by Dr 

Seuss. 

The Famer Wants a Wife. A 2007 matchmaking reality-TV show, featuring 

bachelor farmers. 

Baa Baa Black Sheep. A 1970s TV show based on a US Marine Corps fighter 

squadron. 

Four’n’Twenty. A popular brand of meat pies in Australia.  

 

 

RESEARCH AND REPORT 
1. Which of the rhymes in this chapter does each of these refer to? 

2. Research each connection to the children’s rhyme. How is the rhyme 

relevant to the theme of the book, play or television show? 

3. Can you find other examples of quotations or allusions to children’s 

rhymes, like those listed above? 

 
 

Cauldrons, chants and charms   
Allusions and intertexts are sometimes more subtle. For example, horror 

movies and stories often contain scenes of children chanting or singing in ways 

that seem sinister or threatening. Such stories draw on an ancient cultural 

association between words and the supernatural. Chants and rhymes have long 

been thought to have the power of magic.    
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A famous example can be found in William Shakespeare’s play, The Tragedy 

of Macbeth, written in 1605. At various times in the play, three ‘weird sisters’ 

(witches) are heard brewing a magical potion, while chanting an incantation: 

 
Double, double toil and trouble; 
Fire burn and caldron bubble. 
Fillet of a fenny snake, 
In the caldron boil and bake; 
Eye of newt and toe of frog, 
Wool of bat and tongue of dog, 
Adder's fork and blind-worm's sting, 
Lizard's leg and howlet's wing, 
For a charm of powerful trouble, 
Like a hell-broth boil and bubble. 
 
Double, double toil and trouble; 
Fire burn and caldron bubble. 
Cool it with a baboon's blood, 
Then the charm is firm and good. 

  
 

THINK ABOUT IT 
What similarities can you see between this kind of witches’ chant and the ritual 

games and songs of children?  

 

Could this explain why the rhymes and rhythms of children songs are 

sometimes thought to have sinister origins? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Answers to questions 

Page 12: The only children’s rhyme in this chapter known to have an author is ‘A-Hunting We 

Will Go,’ which was written by Thomas Arne in 1777, for a production of The Beggar’s Opera. 

 

Page 16: All of the explanations are probably untrue, except for the following: A-Hunting We 

will Go; Eeny Meeny; Five Little Ducks; One Potato, Two Potato; One Two Buckle My Shoe; 

One, Two, Three, Four Five, and The Farmer in the Dell.  The accounts of Hickory Dickory 

Dock and Sing a Song of Sixpence are thought to be partly true.  
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3 HUMOROUS VERSE IN STRICT FORM

 

  ‘There was a young woman named Maggie 

  Whose dog was enormous and shaggy’ - Anonymous 

 

 

IMERICK is a historic town in the west of Ireland, originally settled by 

Vikings around the year 812. It is also the name of a five-line rhyming 

poem that has been popular for hundreds of years in children’s verse, and in 

adult jokes that are often rude or offensive. The limerick poem is thought to be 

named after the town, perhaps because it is adapted from a song or game that 

included the town’s name as a chorus or punch-line. 

 

The limerick form is very distinctive, and people can often recognise it from 

the very first line. One reason for its popularity is that the rhyming pattern 

invites the listener to predict the ending, which often serves as either a witty 

summary or an unexpected twist. In that sense, the limerick is like a kind of 

joke, where the listener can anticipate the punch-line. 

 

Here are some well known examples of limerick. Note how each one follows 

much the same formula in its content and form.   

 
There was an old man from Blackheath 
Who sat on his set of false teeth; 
He said, with a start, 
“Oh Lord, Bless my heart! 
I have bitten myself underneath.” 
 
An unusual lady named Bright 
Could travel much faster than light; 
She set out one day, 
In a Relative way, 
And returned on the previous night. 

There was a young man of Peru, 
Who dreamt he was eating his shoe. 
He woke in the night, 
With a terrible fright, 
And found it was perfectly true. 
 
There was an old farmer from Leeds, 
Who swallowed six packets of seeds; 
It soon came to pass, 
He was covered with grass, 
And couldn’t sit down for the weeds. 

 

READ AND SHARE 
Share any other limericks that you know—if they are suitable for school.     

L 
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Evolution of the Limerick 
Limericks, as we know them today, have gone through a number of changes 

over the years. One of the first writers to work extensively with limericks was 

Edward Lear, who published A Book of Nonsense in 1846. It contained dozens 

of limericks and was very popular at the time.  

 

Mr Lear’s limericks were usually laid out in four lines, not five; but they had 

much the same pattern of rhymes and rhythms as today. Here is one example 

from A Book of Nonsense. 

 
There was a Young Lady whose eyes 
Were unique, as to colour and size; 
When she opened them wide, people all turned aside, 
And started away in surprise. 

 

Despite the similarity in form, readers today find most of Mr Lear’s limericks 

odd and disappointing. Can you say why, based on the following examples?  

 
There was an Old Man with a beard 
Who said, “It is just as I feared! 
Two Owls and a Hen,  
Four Larks and a Wren 
Have all built their nests in my beard!” 
 
There was a Young Lady whose chin 
Resembled the point of a pin; 
So she had it made sharp, 
And purchased a harp, 
And played several tunes with her chin.  

There was an Old Man in a tree 
Who was horribly bored by a bee; 
When they said, “Does it buzz?”  
He replied, “Yes it does! 
It’s a regular brute of a bee.” 
 
There was a Young Lady of Norway 
Who casually sat in a doorway; 
When the door squeezed her flat 
She exclaimed “What of that?” 
This courageous Young Lady of Norway. 

  

READ AND DISCUSS 
Share your reaction to these limericks with others in your group or class. 

Which ones ‘work’ for you? Can you say why?  

 

Changing Fashions 
Early limericks placed less importance on the last line, which often simply 

repeated or varied the opening of the limerick. Lear tended to emphasise the 

final description or comment, instead of the rhyme – a regular brute of a bee; 

the courageous Young Lady; built their nests in my beard; and so on. 

 

People now prefer limericks that avoid repeating the same rhyme in the final 

line; and they enjoy a twist or witty conclusion that comes at the very end.          
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Analysing the Limerick  
Although they are considered ‘light’ and simple verses, limericks are actually 

quite complex. Traditional limericks follow a very narrow set of rules. This 

makes the limerick immediately recognisable to anyone who knows the rules; 

but it also makes inventing new limericks a challenge. It is hard to be genuinely 

creative and funny in such a short and rigid format. That may be why people 

find so much enjoyment in a really good limerick – just as they enjoy seeing 

any challenging task done well. 

 

From the examples you have read, you should be able to extract the main rules 

that most modern limericks follow. Some are obvious, but others are less so.  

 

 

ACTIVITY: RULES OF THE LIMERICK 
1. Look back at the examples on page 19 and make a list of the rules that all 

four of the limericks follow. Pay attention to the content, as well as the 

format and wording.  

 

Consider these questions. 

 
 CONTENT  Who are the limericks about?  

   What do they say about their subjects? 

 ORGANISATION What information comes first? 

   What happens in the middle lines? 

   How do the limericks end? 

 RHYTHMS What pattern of beats or stresses is used? 

   How do the rhythms vary, line by line? 

 RHYMES  What pattern of rhymes is used? 

   Are the same rhyming words repeated? 

 

2. When you have made your list of features, use the recording sheet on page 

22 to confirm your observations.  

 

 

TO THINK ABOUT  
1. Did you expect to find so many rules at work in the typical limerick? 

 

2. Which aspects of the limerick do you think would be most challenging for 

a writer?          
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RECORDING SHEET: RULES OF THE LIMERICK 

 
Use this recording sheet to guide your analysis of the limerick verse form. 

Tick or shade the boxes that best describe the features you can see.  

 
PEOPLE:  The people in limericks are:  

  real   fictional   

  realistic    exaggerated  

  ordinary    distinctive  

  complex    simplified  

 

COMMENT: Limericks comment on a person’s 

  life story     appearance  

  attitudes       habits or skills  

 

RHYTHM: The pattern of beats per line is:  

  3, 3, 2, 2, 3        

  4, 4, 3, 3, 4       

  4, 3, 2, 3, 4       

   

RHYME:  The rhyming pattern of the limerick is: 

  a, b, c, d, e        

  a, a, b, c, a          

  a, a, b, c, c        

  a, a, b, b, a        

   

SEQUENCE: The opening lines follow the sequence:  

  person, place, feature     

  feature, place, person     

  place, feature, person     

 

The middle lines in a limerick: 

  develop the opening idea     

  introduce new ideas     

  change the topic      

 

The final line in a limerick offers: 

  an unexpected consequence    

  a reversal or twist of ideas     

  a witty summary      

  an expected idea in unexpected words   

 



23 Approaches to Poetry 23 

 

The Anatomy of a Limerick 
You will have discovered by now that there are many elements and rules that 

define the limerick form. The traditional limerick describes an imaginary 

person in simplistic terms, using their place of origin and some distinctive 

feature as the source of humour. In the space of five lines, the person is 

introduced, their distinctive feature is developed, and some kind of 

consequence is described, arising from their actions or characteristics. 

 

The rhyme scheme and rhythms are very clear and consistent across all the 

examples, and these are summarised below. 

  

  

 Beats Rhymes 

There was an old farmer from Leeds, 3 Leeds a 

Who swallowed six packets of seeds; 3 seeds a  

It soon came to pass, 2 pass    b 

He was covered with grass, 2 grass   b  

And couldn’t sit down for the weeds.  3 weeds  a 

 

 

Syllable, Rhyme and Rhythm 
To fully describe these features, and control them when creating a limerick, it is 

important to know the basic elements of syllable, rhyme and rhythm, and how 

these features interact. 

 

Syllables 

A syllable is a unit of sound in a word. Some words contain only one syllable, 

while others may have two, three or more. The examples below show how 

syllables are heard and counted.  

 

 One syllable words: fog, hand, blush, junk, night 

 Two syllable words: o-pen, wan-ted, ac-tion, po-em 

 Three syllable words: mer-cu-ry, com-pu-ter, te-le-phone 

Multi-syllable words: in-tel-li-gent, hip-po-pot-a-mus 

 

Syllables are defined by the number of sound units, not by the number of letters 

in the word. The ability to hear and count the number of syllables is basic to 

many forms of poetry, because syllables affect both rhyme and rhythm.  
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Syllable and Stress 
In English words of more than one syllable, one part of the word will normally 

carry a stress, or emphasis when spoken aloud. People who grow up speaking 

English know where the stresses go. But those learning English as a second or 

additional language can often be unsure. 

 

The examples below show which parts are stressed in some common English 

words. 

 com/pu/ter   /night/gown 

 pe/des/trian   de /part/ 

 /ac/ci/dent   in/tel/li/gent 

 

Some words can be pronounced with the stress in different places.  

Do you say /con/tro/ver/sy  or  con/trov/er/sy ? 

  

   

ACTIVITIES: SYLLABLES 
1. Show where the syllable breaks occur in the following words. The number 

in brackets hints at how many syllables you should find.   

 

e s s a y  (2)  m i r r o r (2) 

 a r t i c le (3)  a n a l y s e (3) 

 e l e p h a n t (3)  n u c l e u s (3) 

 l i m e r i c k (?)  o p e r a t i o n (?) 

 s a t e l l i t e (?)  p o t a t o (?) 

 

2. Underline the stressed syllable in the following words. The first two 

examples have been done for you. 

 

un/der/neath   au/to/ma/tic  

 pro/nounce   syl/la/ble 

 gua/ran/tee   space/ship 

 doc/tor    ex/hi/bit 

 pa/ral/lel   oc/to/gon 

 sub/ma/rine   in/ter/pla/ne/tar/y 

 

If you are unsure of the stress, you can look up the word in a dictionary. 

You will find a mark placed directly after the stressed syllable, like this: 

 cow’boy   play’ful   

compu’ter   bana’na     
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Stresses and Rhythms 
When words are placed one after another in a sentence or line of poetry, the 

pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables can form a rhythm. This happens 

when the words are arranged in a regular sequence. 

 

In a standard limerick, lines 1, 2, and 5 have eight or nine syllable slots into 

which words can be placed. Three of those slots are reserved for stressed 

syllables. Lines 3 and 4 have five or six slots, of which two can be stressed. 

 

We can show the pattern like this, using dummy sounds instead of words. You 

may find it helpful to tap or clap the rhythm, giving emphasis to the sounds that 

are capitalised. If you do it right, you should hear the rhythmic sound of a 

limerick, even without the words. 

 
PATTERN OF SOUNDS IN A LIMERICK 

 
da DA da da DA da da DUM 
da DA da da DA da da DUM 
da  DA da  da  DA    
da DA da da DA    
da DA da da DA da  da DUM 

 

 

Because this rhythm is pre-set by the design of the limerick, a writer must 

choose words that fit into the pattern We can see this using the example of the 

‘man from Blackheath.’ The first line of that limerick has the right number of 

syllables (8) and it ends with a stress at the end of the word Black/heath/.  

  
da DA da da DA da da DUM 
There was an  old  man of  Black  heath 

 

 

However, if the writer had chosen London, instead of Blackheath, the line 

would not fit the pattern. In the word /Lon/don, the stress naturally falls on the 

beginning of the word. Placing it at the end of an eight-syllable line would 

create clash of syllables and stresses. We would be forced to say: 

  
da DA da da DA da da DUM 
There was an  old  man of  Lon-  DON 

 

That would sound awkward. We would have to add a ninth syllable slot that 

was unstressed, and continue that pattern through the whole limerick. 
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ACTIVITIES: SYLLABLES AND STRESS 
1. Mark out the syllables and stresses in ‘The Man from Blackheath.’ 

Underline or highlight where the beats fall. The first line has been done for 

you.  

 

The numbers in brackets remind you of the stresses, or beats, per line. 

 
There was an old man from Blackheath (3) 

Who sat on his set of false teeth;  (3) 

He said, with a start,   (3) 

“Oh Lord, Bless my heart!   (3) 

I have bitten myself underneath.”  (3) 

 

2. Which other locations could the man have come from, according to the 

stress pattern of the limerick? Look for words that end with a stressed 

syllable.  (Ignore the rhyme for this activity.) 

 

Melbourne  Peru   

  Adelaide  New York  

  Aukland  Madrid 

  

3. The following limerick has errors with syllables and stresses in two of its 

lines. Find the lines containing the errors, and rewrite them so that they fit 

the limerick format. 

 
There was a young girl from Belize, 

Who set out sailing the seas, 

But she ran out of luck 

When seasickness struck 

So homeward to old Belize she did flee. 

 

4. Write the first two lines for a limerick using each of the following place 

names. Check that your lines fit the pattern of rhythm and rhymes. 

 

New York  Bonn 

  Riyadh   Beijing 
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Write a Limerick 
Now that you have studied the limerick form in detail, you can start to plan 

your own verses. It can be a challenge to make your ideas fit the pattern of 

rhythms and rhymes, so small steps are recommended. 

 

 

ACTIVITY: COMPLETE A LIMERICK 
Start by filling the gaps of these partly-written limericks, drawing on your 

knowledge of the rules for rhyme and rhythm. 

 

 
There was a young lady named Maggie 
Whose dog was enormous and shaggy; 

The front end of _____  

Was vicious and grim, 

But the tail end was friendly and _____ . 

 

 

A girl who weighed many an ounce 

Used language I dare not _____ . 

For a fellow unkind 

Pulled her chair from ______ 

Just to see, so he said, if she’d ______ . 

 

_______________________ from Bligh 
Who dived into the ocean, and my! 
The tide, it was out 
But he was so __________ 
He changed the ________ tide into high! 
 

 

To his wife, said a young man from Sydenham 

My trousers, dear, where have you ________ ? 

It’s perfectly true 

They are not very  ______ 

But I foolishly left half a quid in ‘em. 

 

 

Tips for Writing 
Here are some suggestions to help you get started on a limerick of your own. 

 

1. Consider writing about characters from books, television or movies, who 

have well-known features or habits. Here, for example, is a limerick about 

the character Eric Cartman, from the animated series Southpark. He has a 

distinctive round appearance and habit of throwing tantrums. 

  
There was a young fellow named Eric, 

 Whose body was basically spheric; 
 He looked cute and dumpy, 
 But when he was grumpy, 
 He screamed in a manner hysteric! 

 

Characters you know well will provide plenty of ideas, leaving you to 

concentrate on the rhythms and rhymes. 
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2. If you are starting from scratch, choose names and places that are short, and 

for which there are lots of rhymes.  

 
 EASIER    HARDER 
 Jack    has more rhymes than  Jonathan 

 Jill    has more rhymes than  Nadina 

 Perth    has more rhymes than  Abu Dhabi 

 Spain    has more rhymes than  Belgium   

 

 

3. Don’t let the rhymes take over your limerick. Here is an example that starts 

well but becomes ineffective because the chosen rhymes don’t make sense. 

 
There was a young fellow named Max 
Who built his new house out of wax 
In the summer it melted 
So Max got belted 
And he chopped it down with an axe. 

 

4. Don’t be afraid to make changes to your first draft. You may have to alter 

word choices, word order, and even ideas to make your limerick fit the 

pattern. Don’t despair if you can’t make every idea work first time. 

 

 

ACTIVITY: IMPROVING A LIMERICK 
1. The writer of the limerick above needed to think a bit harder about what 

happens when a house made of wax goes soft. Can you improve the poem 

with any of these ideas? 

 
in the summer it drooped 

it drizzled and glooped 

sliding doors slid off their tracks 

  pictures fell down without tacks 

  the furniture fell through the cracks 

   

Try writing a better version of the ‘house of wax’ limerick, using one or 

more of these fragments, or your own ideas. 

 

Share your attempt with others in your group or class. See who has the 

most successful and creative version. 
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2. Try building a limerick with some of these ideas and raw materials. 

 

  Place:   Perth 

  Idea:  wanted to orbit the earth 

  Rhymes: earth, worth, girth, mirth, birth    

    rocket, socket, locket, space, race, pace 

    soon, moon, crash, splash 

 

  Name:   Swift 

  Idea:  had a great songwriting gift 

  Rhymes:  lift, shift, drift, sift, thrift, rift, sniffed 

fans, hands, Cannes, tans 

dance, trance, romance, fancy, dancy,  

 

Breaking the Rules 
Once you have the knack of writing a successful limerick, you can experiment 

with breaking the rules. Here are some ideas for more creative efforts, using 

repetition, playful spellings, and deliberate ‘mistakes.’ You can also write 

limericks about limericks. 

 
There was a young lady of Spain 
Who was dreadfully sick on a train; 
Not once, but again, 
And again and again, 
And again, and again and again! 
 
To his wife said a young man of Sydenham 
“My trousers, dear, where have you 
hydenham?  “It’s perfectly true 
“That they weren’t very new 
“But I foolishly left half a quidenham.” 
 
A girl who weighed many an oz. 
Used language I dare not pronoz. 
For a fellow unkind 
Pulled her chair from behind 
Just to see (so he said) if she’d boz. 

There was a young fellow from Burke 
Whose limericks never did work 
He said, with a grin, 
“I can always begin, 
But then I mess things up in the very last line.” 
 
There was a young man from Perth 
Who was stung on the arm by a bee 
When asked if it hurt 
He said “No, not at all, 
It can do it again if it likes.” 
 
The limerick packs laughs anatomical 
Into space that is quite economical; 
But the good ones I’ve seen, 
So seldom are clean, 
And the clean ones so seldom are comical. 

 
FURTHER READING 
You can find many more examples of limericks collected in books and web 

sites, some containing hundreds of verses. There are also scholarly works that 

trace the history of the first limericks back almost a thousand years. 
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4  FROM HAIKU TO IMAGISM 

‘Old houses were scaffolding once 

and workmen whistling.’ - T.E. Hulme 
 

 

EOPLE love tiny things. Model trains, doll’s houses, toy soldiers, ships in 

bottles, model aeroplanes. Everyone, it seems, is fascinated by miniatures 

that shrink the world down to a size we can hold in our hands. Now, 3D 

printers can even produce scale models of people, with the finest detail. 

Humans are endlessly fascinated by making big things appear tiny. 

 

The same is true in poetry. Alongside expansive ancient epics, rambling ballads 

and richly worded sonnets, there is a whole world of tiny poems, where the aim 

is to say as much as possible in the smallest number of words. The general term 

for this artistic movement is minimalism, and it covers a range of poetic forms, 

from traditional Japanese haiku and tanka, to Anglo-American imagism. What 

the various styles have in common is a preference for economy of words and an 

emphasis on evocative images.  

 

Can a poem ever be too small? It is hard to say. Many readers find minimalist 

poems refreshing, because the images seem vivid and immediate. But for those 

who prefer more explanation, extreme brevity can be frustrating.      

 

On the following pages you will find a range of minimalist poems by a variety 

of authors. Each one attempts to convey an idea in miniature.  

 

 

ACTIVITY: READING HAIKU 
Read the selection of haiku that follow. Choose three that appeal to you most. 

Try to decide why you found them appealing. Here are some suggestions. 
 

  A strong clear image   A sense of season 

  An unexpected idea   A hint of mystery 

  A calming image   An interesting contrast 

 Something else?   ___________________ 

P 



31 Approaches to Poetry 31 

 

JAPANESE HAIKU  
Read these short, untitled poems, and consider the images they present. 

 
 
On a withered branch 
A crow has settled down 
Autumn evening.  

– Matsuo Basho 
 
 
An ancient pond. 
A frog jumps in, 
The splash of water.  
 – Matsuo Basho 
 
 
Though it be broken, 
Broken again– still it’s there, 
The moon in the water.  
  – Choshu Ueda 
 
 
On a leaf, a leaf 
Is casting a green shadow, 
And the tree frog sings.  
 – Unknown 
 
 
Distant mountains 
Reflecting in the eyes 
Of a dragonfly. 
  – Kobayashi Issa 
 
 
The snow of yesterday 
That fell like cherry blossoms 
Is water once again. 
 - Aida Bunnosuke 
 
 
Toward those short trees 
We saw a hawk descending 
On a day in spring. 
 - Masaoka Shiki 
 

 
 
Bright shines the full moon. 
On the matting on the floor: 
Shadows of the pines.   
 – Takarai Kikaku 
 
 
A fallen flower 
Is returning to the branch. 
No! A butterfly.  

- Arakida Moritake 
 
 
The rough sea 
Stretching out towards Sado. 
The Milky Way.  
 – Matsuo Basho 
 
 
A world of dew, and 
Within every dewdrop 
A world of struggle. 
  – Kobayashi Issa 
 
 
The light of a candle 
Is transferred to another candle — 
spring twilight. 
 - Yosa Buson 
 
 
First autumn morning 
the mirror I stare into 
shows my father's face. 
 - Mirukami Kijo 
 
 
In the twilight rain 
these brilliant-hued hibiscus - 
A lovely sunset. 
 - Matsuo Bashō 
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Japanese Haiku  
Haiku is a traditional Japanese form of poetry that is also popular in the West. 

The subject of most haiku is nature, and especially the seasons of the year. In 

haiku, poets try to capture the feeling of a season through carefully chosen 

words and images, called kigo. These images include animals, such as the frog, 

or other elements, such as the moon, that are traditional signs of a season. Early 

haiku poets compiled official books of symbols that were used to designate 

particular times of the year. The art of writing good haiku lay in using these 

traditional signs in fresh and original ways. 

 

Haiku follow a number of rules that do not have exact equivalents in English. 

The lines are built from groupings of sound units called on. English translations 

try to approximate this by counting in syllables, adopting the pattern of 5 – 7 – 

5 syllables in a three-line pattern. This haiku by Arakida Moritake shows the 

pattern quite clearly: 

 
A / fall- / en / flow- / er   5 syllables 
Is / re- /tur- / ning / to / the / branch.  7 syllables 
No! / A / but-/ ter / fly.    5 syllables 

 

The poem also shows another feature of haiku verse, which is the juxtaposing 

(pairing) of a 2-line image and a 1-line image. The opening two lines describe a 

flower apparently returning to the branch from which it fell. The third line 

reveals that it is in fact a butterfly, replacing the image of a flower with that of 

an insect. Often the two images are a contrast in scale (for example, a mountain 

and a dragonfly). 

 

A final rule for most haiku is the use of an objective viewpoint. That means the 

elements and seasons are generally presented as in a photograph, without the 

poet or speaker entering into the scene. Traditional haiku masters rarely used 

“I” to place themselves in the scene, preferring to present the images without 

subjective comment. Poets (and translators) sometimes break these rules, 

however. 

 

 

THINK ABOUT IT: RULES OF HAIKU 
Refer back to the collection of fourteen haiku on page 31.  

• Which ones seem to follow the traditional rules most closely? 

• Do you prefer the more traditional examples, or those that break the rules?  
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Write a Haiku 
Haiku are a good way to begin experimenting with minimalism in poetry. You 

can create your own by following the basic rules. 

 
Focus on a season of the year. 

Choose a suitable emblem for the season (a plant, animal or other feature). 

Create a pair of images. Use contrast, or scale, for interest.  

Try to be objective (describe the things, not your feelings). 

Use the 5 – 7 – 5 syllable pattern. 

 

The aim is to capture a sense of the season in miniature, and to create a vivid 

impression for the reader. Think carefully about things you have seen—small, 

and large—that signal the seasons where you live. Remember that you can 

break a rule if it will add interest and depth to your poem.  

 

 

Suggestions for Writing 
Here are some suggestions for seasonal emblems that might help you get 

started. You will need to add descriptive words (for movement, colour, sound) 

and develop the images into phrases.  

 

Summer 
SMALL THINGS: Lawn beetles, flies, wasps, ants, birds, snakes 
BIG THINGS: Blue sky, the sun, hazy sky, starry nights, shimmering heat 

 

Autum  
SMALL THINGS: Falling leaves, fading flowers, birds migrating  
BIG THINGS: Shorter days, sunsets, fog and mist 

 

Winter 
SMALL THINGS: Snails, raindrops, snowflakes, frosty breath, weeds 
BIG THINGS: Storm winds, bare trees, white-capped hills, clouds 

 

Spring 
SMALL THINGS: Green shoots, hatchlings, flowers, bees  
BIG THINGS Sunny days, fresh breezes, thawing snows 

 
Also consider the celebrations that accompany the seasons, such as Easter, 

Christmas, Diwali, Lunar New Year, Rosh Hashana, and so on.  

 

Follow the pattern of your favourite haiku, as a guide to developing your haiku.  
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ACTIVITY: WRITE YOUR HAIKU 
1. Plan your haiku in steps.  

 

First, choose your season. 

 For example, winter. 

 

Second, choose your signs or emblems. 

 Clouds, a rare glimpse of sun 

 

Third, plan your images (large/small). 

 a sky filled with cloud 

 a single ray of sunshine 

 

Fourth, put it into words. 

 A day of grey clouds.  (5 syllables) 

 A single ray of sunshine  (7 syllables) 

 Brightens the hill top.  (5 syllables) 

  

 

2. Create some more examples using these ideas, or thoughts of your own. 

 

 a day of shimmering heat / the shade of a single tree 

 

 wind rushing through treetops / a single leaf falls 

 

 a cold, grey winter outside / bright Christmas wrapping 

 

 a flock of migrating geese / one bird lags behind 

 

 waves roll in to the beach / a footprint on the sand 

 

 a silent summer day / the distant call of a crow 

 

  

3. Find more examples of traditional haiku by Japanese masters. Place each 

one beside a photograph or image that matches the poem, to create a 

display piece.  

 

4. Share your creations with others in your group or class. Prepare a class 

display of poems and images.    
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Minimalist Poems and Images 
Haiku is not the only form of minimalist poetry. English and American poets of 

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries also experimented with very brief forms. 

Like haiku, these poems aimed to convey an idea very economically, through 

an image or images. Among the early experimenters were the English poets 

Dorothy Wordsworth and Thomas Hulme. Some writers were strongly 

influenced by Japanese haiku, while others developed their own style.  

 

Following is a selection of brief imagist poems. Read a number of them, 

focussing on the pictorial or sensory images they present. 

 
 
AUTUMN 
A touch of cold in the Autumn night – 
I walked abroad, 
And saw the ruddy moon lean over a hedge 
Like a red-faced farmer. 
I did not stop to speak, but nodded, 
And round about were the wistful stars 
With white faces like town children. 
 - T.E. Hulme 
 

 
Old houses were scaffolding once 
and workmen whistling. 
 - T.E. Hulme 

 
AUTUMN DOWNPOUR 
Today in this rain 
My garden colours dissolve, 
And the world seems frail. 
 - Stephen Nichols 
 

NUIT BLANCHE 
The chirping of crickets in the night 
Is intermittent, 
Like the twinkling of stars. 
 -Amy Lowell 
 

 
ONLY ONE LEAF 
One only leaf 
Upon the top of a tree— 
The sole remaining leaf— 
Danced round and round 
Like a rag 
Blown by the wind. 
 - Dorothy Wordsworth 
 
 
AUTUMN HAZE 
Is it a dragon fly or maple leaf 
That settles softly down upon the water? 
 - Amy Lowell 

 
IN A STATION OF THE METRO 
The apparition of these faces in the crowd: 
Petals on a wet, black bough. 
 - Ezra Pound  
 
 
CIRCUMSTANCE 
Upon the maple leaves 
The dew shines red, 
But on the lotus blossom 
It has the pale transparence of tears. 
 -Amy Lowell 
 
 
GATHERED STICKS IN THE WOOD 
Gathered sticks in the wood; 
A perfect stillness. 
The redbreasts sang 
Upon the leafless boughs. 
 - Dorothy Wordsworth 
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XXII 
so much depends 
upon 
a red wheel 
barrow 
glazed with rain 
water 
beside the white 
chickens    
 – William Carlos Williams  
 
 
WIND AND SILVER 
Greatly shining, 
The Autumn moon floats in the thin sky; 
And the fish-ponds shake their backs and 
flash their dragon scales 
As she passes over them. 
 - Amy Lowell 
 

A WINTER PROSPECT 
A winter prospect 
Shows 
Every cottage 
Every farm 
And the forms of distant trees. 
 - Dorothy Wordsworth 

 
AUTUMN 
All day I have watched the purple vine leaves 
Fall into the water. 
And now in the moonlight they still fall, 
But each leaf is fringed with silver. 
 -Amy Lowell 
 
 
The mystic sadness of the sight 
Of a far town seen in the night. 
 - T.E. Hulme 
 

 
A YEAR PASSES 
Beyond the porcelain fence of the pleasure garden, 
I hear the frogs in the blue-green rice-fields; 
But the sword-shaped moon 
Has cut my heart in two. 
 -Amy Lowell  NEAR KIOTO 

As I crossed over the bridge of Ariwarano Narikira, 
I saw that the waters were purple 
With the floating leaves of maple. 
 -Amy Lowell 

 

 
ACTIVITY: REFLECT ON YOUR READING 
1. Choose three poems that appeal to you. Try to decide why you found them 

appealing. Here are some suggestions. 
 

  A strong clear image   A sense of season 

  An unexpected idea   A hint of mystery 

  A calming image   An interesting contrast 

 Something else?   ___________________ 

 

2. Share your findings and reasons with others in your group or class.  
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Reading Imagist Poems 
It can be hard to say why you like a particular poem. An image or idea might 

appeal to you on a purely sensory or unconscious level. Or it might seem to 

match an experience you have had. Sometimes an image can make us suddenly 

aware of a feeling or  idea we hadn’t previously put into words.  

 

 

Judging Images: Three Rules 
There are rules that can help us explain and judge the appeal of an imagist 

poem. First, it should include precise details that capture the look or behaviour 

of the thing being described—whether that is an object, a scene, or an event. 

This could include features such as colour, shape, movement, sound, or some 

other physical quality. Some of the precise details in the poems above include 

the red wheelbarrow, the whistling of workmen, and the sword-shape of the 

crescent moon.  

 

Second, a poem should trigger the right psychological or emotional 

associations, or connotations. Ezra Pound’s short poem depicts the faces in a 

crowd at an underground Metro station in Paris. His images compare the faces 

to petals, set against a wet, black branch.  

 
IN A STATION OF THE METRO 
The apparition of these faces in the crowd: 
Petals on a wet, black bough. 
 - Ezra Pound  

 

The comparison works because petals are soft, delicate and coloured, like the 

rounded faces of people at the station. The faces, like petals, stand out against a 

darker background. And flowers are somewhat like the ‘faces’ of plants, 

because they help us identify each type. This collection of overlapping 

connections, between faces and petals, feels ‘right.’   

 

Not all comparisons would work so well. Consider these possibilities: 
 

The apparition of these faces in the crowd: 
China plates displayed on a kitchen shelf 
 or 
Books arrayed on a library shelf 
 or 
Paintings hung against a gallery wall 
 or  
Leaves in the gutter of a rain-filled drain 
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Clearly, some of these options come closer than others to capturing the 

impression of faces in a crowd. Some are physically unlike faces, while others 

may have unwanted associations  (leaves in the gutter might suggest rubbish or 

decay, for example).  

 

A third rule, in imagist poetry, is that the wording should be as economical as 

possible—enough to convey the idea, and no more. This is a matter of 

judgment. Would Ezra Pound’s poem be as effective if worded like this? 

 
 The faces of these people in the crowd at the metro station 
 Are like the petals of flowers pressed against the wet, black bough  

Of a tree.  
 

This version describes the whole thought, but it presents the connection 

between faces and petals as an idea, rather than conveying it through a vivid 

image. It lacks the compactness or compression of an imagist poem.  
 
 
 

ACTIVITY: MAKE AN IMAGE 
1. Try to create some alternative images for the faces in the metro station, like 

the examples given above. Can you create an image that is detailed and 

accurate, and which has appropriate connotations? Share your efforts. 

 

2. Refer back to some of the other poems in the collection. Which ones best 

follow the rules of detail, connotation and concise wording? Are they also 

the best poems—or are there other factors involved? 

 

 

 

Minimal Effort? 
Is it easy to create a minimalist poem? Or does the small scale of such works 

require even more attention to detail than a longer a poem?  

 

One way to get started is by reworking haiku into imagist poems. Some people 

have noted that Ezra Pound’s poem works like a haiku, if the title is counted as 

part of a three-line structure: 

 
In a station of the metro,  
The apparition of these faces in the crowd: 
Petals on a wet, black bough. 
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The poem does not follow the syllable pattern of a haiku, but it does make use 

of paired images, an objective viewpoint, and a two-line / one-line ‘split.’ Other 

haiku could be converted into simple imagist poems by turning an opening line 

into a title, like this:  

 
ANCIENT POND 
A frog jumps in: 
Splash of water!  

 

With some additional visual details, the idea can be developed further: 

 
ANCIENT POND 
A plump, green frog jumps in: 
Splash of cool water!  

 

 In the same way, imagist poems can be turned into haiku, 

    
   All the old houses 

Were timber scaffolding once, 
With workmen whistling. 

 

Rearranging and adjusting existing poems can be an easy way to start exploring 

the possibilities of minimalism and imagism. 

 

 

ACTIVITY: CONVERTING POEMS 
1. Create two haiku from imagist poems collected in this chapter, and two 

imagist poems from haiku. Share your efforts with others. 

 

2. Test your creations against the rules of detail, connotation and economy. 

Do any of them need adjustment? 

 

 

Going Further 
Once you have gained confidence in manipulating words and images, try 

creating your own original imagist poems. You could use some of the poems in 

this chapter as a guide or template.   

 

If you are stuck for ideas, use paintings or photographs as a stimulus. Ezra 

Pound’s poem was said to be inspired by Japanese artwork depicting blossoms 

on a cherry tree. You could start with the cover image on this book. 
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5        NARRATIVES FROM BEOWULF TO PAUL REVERE 

 

  ‘Listen my children and you shall hear 

  Of the midnight ride of Paul Revere’  

- Henry Wadsworth Longfellow 

 

 

HAT do you think of when you hear the word poetry? For many 

readers, the word suggests romantic or descriptive writing about 

personal feelings and experiences. But those are quite recent and often 

inaccurate notions. The very first and greatest poems were epic adventures 

filled with heroes, monsters and battles. They include the ancient stories of 

Gilgamesh, Odysseus, and Beowulf, as well as more recent heroic tales. 

 

 

What Makes an Epic? 
An epic is a story of heroism and adventure, told in the form of a poem. Like 

modern stories and movies, epic poems have characters, plot and action. They 

deal with legendary or mythic persons and events. Most epics are a mixture of 

real events, half-truths, and exaggeration. They often serve to explain the 

world, at a time when people knew very little science.    

 

The earliest epics were not written down, but were passed on orally by bards. 

The bards were poets who collected, created and preserved the stories of a tribe 

or clan. Bards memorised stories by heart and recited them in performances, 

often with simple musical backing. This was an impressive feat. The epic of 

Beowulf, for example, is over 3,000 lines long, with almost 40,000 words. For 

comparison, an entire Hollywood movie script has only around 15,000 words.   

 

 

THINK ABOUT IT 
Have you ever given a speech or presentation entirely from memory? 

What is the longest string of words you have ever had to memorise?  

How would you go about memorising a poem or story of 3,000 lines?       

 

W 
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‘Beowulf’: A Monster Epic 
The story of Beowulf is one of the oldest poems in the English tradition. It is 

thought to have been composed sometime between 700 and 900 AD, as an oral 

epic, before being written down much later. It is the work of Anglo-Saxon 

peoples who lived in Scandinavia (‘the Danes’) and who later settled in what is 

now England. The original author of the poem is unknown. 

 

The story centres on a hero named Beowulf, and his battle against the dreaded 

monster, Grendel. For twelve years, Grendel has attacked the fortress hall of 

King Hrothgar every night, smashing open the locked door in a bloodthirsty 

rage, before killing and eating the good king’s soldiers. When Beowulf hears of 

this great evil, he travels across the sea to offer his aid.   

 

Below is a short extract from the poem. It tells of Grendel’s raid one night, and 

how his slaughter brought fear and misery. You may find it challenging to read, 

because the language is strange. See if you can follow some of  the story.  

 

 
From ‘BEOWULF’ 
He went then to visit at the fall of night 
That lofty hall, to see how the Danes 
Fared as they lay at the end of their carousing. 
Within it he found the band of warriors 
Sleeping after the feast; they were far from sorrow 
And the misery of men. The creature was like pestilence, 
Savage and unsparing, seizing thirty 
Soldiers from their beds; then off again 
Glutlusty with booty making for his home, 
Seeking his dwelling laden with the slain. 
When the dawn broke and day began 
And Grendel’s battle-strength filled men’s eyes, 
Then weeping arose where feasting had been, 
Loud morning crying. The illustrious king, 
The man old in worth, sat unrejoicing, 
Bearing, enduring grief, strong 
Sorrow for his soldiers, when they saw the footprint 
Of the hated, the accursed spirit; that strife 
Was too strong, too long, too malignant! 
And after no longer than a single night 
He went further in murder and mourned none for it 
In hatred, in violence—in these ways too set. 

- Translated by Edwin Morgan 

 
 
 

carousing: heavy drinking 
 
 

pestilence: disease 
 
 

gutlusty: bloodthirsty 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

malignant: evil 
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How to Read ‘Beowulf’ 
Modern readers find the poem difficult, for a number of reasons. The original 

Anglo-Saxon text was written in ‘Old English,’ which is very different from 

modern English in its vocabulary, grammar, spelling and pronunciation. Most 

readers therefore have to rely on modern translations, which are imperfect. 

 

The Epic Form  
The second difficulty is that ancient epics like Beowulf used a poetic form that 

is unfamiliar to us. The lines did not rhyme. Instead, they followed a strict 

pattern based on syllables, rhythms, sounds, and compound words. The main 

features are briefly explained below. 

 

 
RHYTHM: The lines had four beats, creating a steady pulse or cadence. 

  Rhythm was favoured by the poets, instead of rhyme.  

SOUNDS: Alliteration, the repetition of initial sounds, was emphasised 

  (for example, silent sleeping soldiers). 

COMPOUNDS: Words were often linked together in descriptive labels (for  

example, battle-strong, gutlusty, man-hater, liege-men).      

 

 

Modern translators must decide how many of these patterns to follow, and what 

words best match the original sense and feeling of the poem. They must 

balance authenticity (remaining true to the original) against readability (helping 

modern readers understand and enjoy the poem). It is a complex art.  

 

 

ACTIVITY: RE-READING 
Now that you know a little bit about the epic form, go back to the extract from 

Beowulf on page 41.  

 

1. Find some examples of 4-beat rhythms, alliteration, and compound words. 

Underline or highlight them. 

 

2. Review the meanings of unusual words, using the guide notes in the right-

hand margin to help you. Use a dictionary if needed.  

  

3. Now try reading the extract again. Is the meaning becoming clearer to you? 

Does it seem a little less strange? 
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A Helpful Trick: Reading in Sentences 
If you are new to the study of poetry, you might make the mistake of reading 

line by line. This can be confusing, because the meaning is actually conveyed 

in sentences. 

 

Here is the Beowulf extract again, set out in paragraph form. Try reading about 

Grendel’s rampage in this layout. You should find it much easier to follow. 

 

 
He went then to visit at the fall of night that lofty hall, to see how the Danes fared 
as they lay at the end of their carousing. Within it he found the band of warriors 
sleeping after the feast; they were far from sorrow and the misery of men. The 
creature was like pestilence, savage and unsparing, seizing thirty soldiers from their 
beds; then off again, glutlusty with booty making for his home, seeking his dwelling 
laden with the slain. When the dawn broke and day began and Grendel’s battle-
strength filled men’s eyes, then weeping arose where feasting had been, loud 
morning crying. The illustrious king, the man old in worth, sat unrejoicing, bearing, 
enduring grief, strong sorrow for his soldiers, when they saw the footprint of the 
hated, the accursed spirit. That strife was too strong, too long, too malignant! And 
after no longer than a single night, he went further in murder and mourned none 
for it, in hatred, in violence—in these ways too set. 

 

 

ACTIVITY: READING SENTENCES 
Go back to the original extract on page 41. Mark out where the sentences begin 

and end, placing a slash ( / ) or other symbol to guide you. 

 

Try reading the poem yet again, this time paying attention to the sentences.  

Is it getting easier? 

 

 

Compare and Critique 
Now that you are an ‘expert’ at reading ancient epics, you can start to develop 

your critical skills. The translation of ‘Beowulf’ by Edwin Morgan is just one 

of many attempts to make the poem readable in modern English. Some of these 

have been judged more successful than others.  

 

Reading and comparing multiple translations is a great way of becoming more 

familiar with the poem. It can also give you practice at making informed 

judgments about language and form in poetry. This kind of informed judgement 

is called a critique.   
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Two Translations 
On page 45 you will find two more translations of the same extract from 

‘Beowulf.’ One is by John Lesslie Hall, the other by Francis Gummere.  

 

Each translator has had to make decisions about how best to capture the 

rhythms, sounds and words of the original poem. This has resulted in different 

renderings of the same idea. For example, consider the opening lines. 

 
Morgan:  He went then to visit at the fall of night 

Hall:   When the sun was sunken, he set out to visit 

Grummere:  Went he forth to find at fall of night 

 

Notice that Grummere stays close to the original strict four-beat rhythm, while 

Morgan and Hall write more loosely in order to ease the reading.     

 

 

ACTIVITY: TESTING TRANSLATIONS 
1. Read each of the translations, keeping in mind what you have learned about 

the epic form, and the trick of reading in sentences. Remember to look for 

these features: 
 

STORYLINE   Grendel kills and eats thirty soldiers. 

FOUR-BEAT RHYTHM ‘Went he forth to find at fall of night.’ 

ALLITERATION  For example, beds, benches, banquet. 

COMPOUND WORDS For example, ‘man-ruler,’ meaning king.  

 

You should aim to read each one a number of times. 

 

2. Decide which of the three versions you think best conveys both the action 

and the poem’s themes of horror and despair. Prepare a short written report 

in which you offer a critique of each one.  
 

Include the following points in your critique: 
a comment on the strengths and weaknesses in each version 

 some brief quotations that help illustrate their differences 

 a judgement about the balance of authenticity and readability 

 a conclusion that says which version you prefer 

 

3. Share your conclusions with others in your class or group. 
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Two Translations 

 
I. When the sun was sunken, he set out to visit 

The lofty hall-building, how the Ring-Danes had used it 
For beds and benches when the banquet was over. 
Then he found there reposing many a noble 
Asleep after supper; sorrow the heroes, 
Misery knew not. The monster of evil 
Greedy and cruel tarried but little, 
Fell and frantic, and forced from their slumbers 
Thirty of thanemen; thence he departed 
Leaping and laughing, his lair to return to, 
With surfeit of slaughter sallying homeward. 
In the dusk of the dawning, as the day was just breaking, 
Was Grendel’s prowess revealed to the warriors: 
Then, his meal-taking finished, a moan was uplifted, 
Morning-cry mighty. The man-ruler famous, 
The long-worthy atheling, sat very woeful, 
Suffered great sorrow, sighed for his liegemen, 
When they had seen the track of the hateful pursuer, 
The spirit accursèd: too crushing that sorrow, 
Too loathsome and lasting.  -  John Lesslie Hall 

 
II. Went he forth to find at fall of night 

that haughty house, and heed wherever 
the Ring-Danes, outrevelled, to rest had gone. 
Found within it the atheling band 
asleep after feasting and fearless of sorrow, 
of human hardship. Unhallowed wight, 
grim and greedy, he grasped betimes, 
wrathful, reckless, from resting-places, 
thirty of the thanes, and thence he rushed 
fain of his fell spoil, faring homeward, 
laden with slaughter, his lair to seek. 
Then at the dawning, as day was breaking, 
the might of Grendel to men was known; 
then after wassail was wail uplifted, 
loud moan in the morn. The mighty chief, 
atheling excellent, unblithe sat, 
labored in woe for the loss of his thanes, 
when once had been traced the trail of the fiend, 
spirit accurst: too cruel that sorrow, 
too long, too loathsome. Not late the respite; 
with night returning, anew began 
ruthless murder; he recked no whit, 
firm in his guilt, of the feud and crime. - Francis Gummere 



46 Approaches to Poetry 46 

 

Modern Epic Stories 
Although less common today, the epic form in poetry continued for centuries. 

The following are some famous epics whose titles you might know. 

 
The Divine Comedy, by Dante Alighieri (1320) 

Troilus and Creseyde, by Geoffrey Chaucer (1380) 

The Canterbury Tales, by Geoffrey Chaucer (1388) 

Venus and Adonis, by William Shakespeare (1593) 

The Faerie Queene, by John Spencer (1596) 

Paradise Lost, by John Milton (1667) 

Idylls of the King, by Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1859)  

 

All of the poems on this list were composed in writing by known authors. The 

oral tradition of bards became less important in European countries as literacy 

and printing became widespread. Some of these epics deal with figures from 

classical literature (Venus and Adonis), while others tell of allegorical journeys 

(Dante’s journey through hell), or explore biblical myths (Milton’s battle 

between God and Satan).  

 

By the nineteenth century, epic poems were more likely to feature legendary 

figures such as King Arthur (in Tennyson’s poem), or Joan of Arc. English 

poetry also evolved toward greater use of rhyme, and with a stronger emphasis 

on portraying characters with more complex emotions and motivations.  

 

 

The Ballad Form 
There is some overlap between epic poetry and the heroic narratives we find in 

ballads. A ballad is a narrative poem with a definite rhyme and rhythm, often 

composed in four-line stanzas. Ballads were originally set to music and were 

often written to accompany a dance. (The word ballad comes from the Latin 

‘ballare’—to dance, and so shares its origin with the word ballet.)  

 

From the fifteenth century, when printing presses became widespread, ballads 

were printed and sold for entertainment, in the way that comic books, pulp 

novels, and broadsheet newspapers were later circulated. These ‘popular 

ballads’ were tales of adventure, romance, tragic events, or heroic deeds that 

could be enjoyed as stories in their own right, without music or dance.      

 

Those that focussed on legendary figures and heroic deeds captured some of the 

elements of epic poetry, but in modern rhyming form. 
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Two Ballads 
Below are two popular ballads that tell tales of danger and heroism. Both 

feature men on horseback, engaged in acts of daring. ‘Paul Revere’s Ride’ 

(1861) is by an American poet, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. ‘The Highway-

man’ (1906) is by the English writer Alfred Noyes.  

 

Both poems are easier to read than ‘Beowulf,’ and both have strong rhythms 

that encourage reading aloud. Read one or both of the poems—or follow along 

with a good audio recording. 

 

 

1. Paul Revere’s Ride 
Paul Revere was a real person—an American silversmith and engraver. He  

played a role in the American War of Independence in 1755, which saw British 

control of the American colonies overturned. This famous poem tells of 

Revere’s actions in warning the towns of Lexington and Concord that British 

forces were about to attack. In a world before telephones, word could only be 

spread rapidly by riders on horseback. 

 
PAUL REVERE’S RIDE 
Listen, my children, and you shall hear 
Of the midnight ride of Paul Revere, 
On the eighteenth of April, in Seventy-Five: 
Hardly a man is now alive 
Who remembers that famous day and year. 

He said to his friend, “If the British march 
By land or sea from the town to-night, 
Hang a lantern aloft in the belfry-arch 
Of the North-Church-tower, as a signal-light,— 
One if by land, and two if by sea; 
And I on the opposite shore will be, 
Ready to ride and spread the alarm 
Through every Middlesex village and farm, 
For the country-folk to be up and to arm.” 

He said “Good night!” and with muffled oar 
Silently rowed to the Charlestown shore, 
Just as the moon rose over the bay, 
Where swinging wide at her moorings lay 
The Somerset, British man-of-war: 
A phantom ship, with each mast and spar 
Across the moon, like a prison-bar, 
And a huge black hulk, that was magnified 
By its own reflection in the tide. 

 

 
Meanwhile his friend, through alley and street 
Wanders and watches with eager ears, 
Till in the silence around him he hears 
The muster of men at the barrack door, 
The sound of arms, and the tramp of feet, 
And the measured tread of the grenadiers 
Marching down to their boats on the shore. 

Then he climbed to the tower of the church, 
Up the wooden stairs, with stealthy tread, 
To the belfry-chamber overhead, 
And startled the pigeons from their perch 
On the sombre rafters, that round him made 
Masses and moving shapes of shade,— 
By the trembling ladder, steep and tall, 
To the highest window in the wall, 
Where he paused to listen and look down 
A moment on the roofs of the town, 
And the moonlight flowing over all. 

Beneath, in the churchyard, lay the dead, 
In their night-encampment on the hill, 
Wrapped in silence so deep and still 
That he could hear, like a sentinel’s tread, 
The watchful night-wind, as it went 
Creeping along from tent to tent, 
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And seeming to whisper, “All is well!” 
A moment only he feels the spell 
Of the place and the hour, the secret dread 
Of the lonely belfry and the dead; 
For suddenly all his thoughts are bent 
On a shadowy something far away, 
Where the river widens to meet the bay,— 
A line of black, that bends and floats 
On the rising tide, like a bridge of boats. 

Meanwhile, impatient to mount and ride, 
Booted and spurred, with a heavy stride, 
On the opposite shore walked Paul Revere. 
Now he patted his horse’s side, 
Now gazed on the landscape far and near, 
Then, impetuous, stamped the earth, 
And turned and tightened his saddle-girth; 
But mostly he watched with eager search 
The belfry-tower of the old North Church, 
As it rose above the graves on the hill, 
Lonely and spectral and sombre and still. 
And lo! as he looks, on the belfry’s height, 
A glimmer, and then a gleam of light! 
He springs to the saddle, the bridle he turns, 
But lingers and gazes, till full on his sight 
A second lamp in the belfry burns! 

A hurry of hoofs in a village-street, 
A shape in the moonlight, a bulk in the dark, 
Beneath from the pebbles, in passing, a spark 
Struck by a steed that flies fearless and fleet: 
That was all! And yet, through the gloom  
and the light, 
The fate of a nation was riding that night; 
And the spark struck out by that steed,  
in his flight, 
Kindled the land into flame with its heat. 

He has left the village and mounted the steep, 
Beneath him, tranquil and broad and deep, 
Is the Mystic, meeting the ocean tides; 
And under the alders, that skirt its edge, 
Now soft on the sand, now loud on the ledge, 
Is heard the tramp of his steed as he rides. 

It was twelve by the village clock, when 
He crossed the bridge into Medford town. 

 

He heard the crowing of the cock, 
And the barking of the farmer’s dog, 
And felt the damp of the river-fog, 
That rises when the sun goes down. 

It was one by the village clock, 
When he galloped into Lexington. 
He saw the gilded weathercock 
Swim in the moonlight as he passed, and 
The meeting-house windows, blank and bare, 
Gaze at him with a spectral glare, 
As if they already stood aghast 
At the bloody work they would look upon. 

It was two by the village clock, 
When he came to the bridge in Concord town. 
He heard the bleating of the flock, 
And the twitter of birds among the trees, 
And felt the breath of the morning breeze 
Blowing over the meadows brown. 
And one was safe and asleep in his bed 
Who at the bridge would be first to fall, 
Who that day would be lying dead, 
Pierced by a British musket-ball. 

You know the rest. In the books you’ve read, 
How the British Regulars fired and fled,— 
How the farmers gave them ball for ball, 
From behind each fence and farmyard-wall, 
Chasing the red-coats down the lane, 
Then crossing the fields to emerge again 
Under the trees at the turn of the road, 
And only pausing to fire and load. 

So through the night rode Paul Revere; 
And so through the night went his cry of alarm 
To every Middlesex village and farm,— 
A cry of defiance, and not of fear, 
A voice in the darkness, a knock at the door, 
And a word that shall echo forevermore! 
For, borne on the night-wind of the Past, 
Through all our history, to the last, 
In the hour of darkness and peril and need, 
The people will waken and listen to hear 
The hurrying hoof-beats of that steed, 
And the midnight message of Paul Revere. 

 - Henry Wadsworth Longfellow 
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2. The Highwayman 
The Highwayman is a fictional story inspired by the exploits of robbers, or 

bushrangers, who travelled on horseback and stole from travellers at gunpoint. 

Although criminals, they became romantic figures because of their daring and 

their contempt for laws that imposed taxes and property rights. 

 

The poem tells of one highwayman’s secret love for a landlord’s daughter, and 

the tragic outcome when authorities lure him into a trap.  

 

 
THE HIGHWAYMAN 
The wind was a torrent of darkness among the gusty trees, 
The moon was ghostly galleon tossed upon cloudy seas, 
The road was a ribbon of moonlight over the purple moor, 
And the highwayman came riding --   

Riding -- riding -- 
The highwayman came riding, up to the old inn door. 
 
He’d a French-cocked hat on his forehead, a bunch of lace at his chin, 
A coat of the claret velvet, and breeches of brown doeskin; 
They fitted with never a wrinkle: his boots were up to the thigh! 
And he rode with a jewelled twinkle,   

His pistol butts a-twinkle, 
His rapier hilt a-twinkle, under the jewelled sky. 
 
Over the cobbles he clattered and clashed in the dark inn-yard, 
And he tapped with his whip on the shutters, but all was locked and barred; 
He whistled a tune to the window, and who should be waiting there 
But the landlord's black-eyed daughter,  

Bess, the landlord's daughter, 
Plaiting a dark red love-knot into her long black hair. 

 
And dark in the dark old inn-yard a stable wicket creaked 
Where Tim the ostler listened; his face was white and peaked; 
His eyes were hollows of madness, his hair like mouldy hay, 
But he loved the landlord’s daughter,  

The landlord’s red-lipped daughter, 
Dumb as a dog he listened, and he heard the robber say -- 
 
“One kiss, my bonny sweetheart, I’m after a prize tonight, 
But I shall be back with the yellow gold before the morning light; 
Yet if they press me sharply, and harry me through the day, 
Then look for me by moonlight,   

Watch for me by moonlight, 
I’ll come to thee by moonlight, though hell should bar the way.” 
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He rose upright in the stirrups: he scarce could reach her hand, 
But she loosed her hair I’ the casement! His face burnt like a brand 
As the black cascade of perfume came tumbling over his breast; 
And he kissed its waves in the moonlight, 
 (Oh, sweet black waves in the moonlight!) 
Then he tugged at his rein in the moonlight, and galloped away to the west. 
 
He did not come in the dawning; he did not come at noon; 
And out o’ the tawny sunset, before the rise o’ the moon, 
When the road was a gypsy’s ribbon, looping the purple moor, 
A red-coat troop came marching -- 
 Marching, --  marching -- 
King George’s men came marching, up to the old inn-door. 
 
They said no word to the landlord, they drank his ale instead, 
But they gagged his daughter and bound her to the foot of her narrow bed, 
Two of them knelt at her casement, with muskets at their side! 
There was death at every window; 
 And hell at one dark window; 
For Bess could se, through her casement, the road that he would ride. 
 
They had tied her up to attention, with many a sniggering jest; 
They had bound a musket beside her, with the muzzle beneath her breast! 
“Now keep good watch!” and they kissed her. She heard the dead man say -- 
Look for me by moonlight; 
 Watch for me by moonlight; 
I’ll come to thee by moonlight, though hell should bar the way! 
 
She twisted her hands behind her; but all the knots held good! 
She writhed her hands till her fingers were wet with sweat or blood! 
They stretched and strained in the darkness, and the hours crawled by like years, 
Till, now, on the stroke of midnight, 
 Cold, on the stroke of midnight, 
The tip of one finger touched it! The trigger at least was hers! 
 
The tip of one finger touched it; she strove no more for the rest! 
Up, she stood up to attention, with the muzzle beneath her breast. 
She would not risk their hearing; she would not strive again; 
For the road lay bare in the moonlight; 
 Blank and bare in the moonlight; 
And the blood of her veins, in the moonlight, throbbed to her love’s refrain. 
 
Tlot-tlot; tlot-tlot! Had they heard it? The horse-hoofs ringing clear; 
Tlot-tlot; tlot-tlot, in the distance? Were they deaf that they did not hear? 
Down the ribbon of moonlight, over the brow of the hill, 
The highwayman came riding, 
 Riding, riding! 
The red-coats looked to their priming! She stood up straight and still. 
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Tlot-tlot in the frosty silence! Tlot-tlot in the echoing night! 
Nearer he came and nearer! Her face was like a light! 
Her eyes grew wide for a moment; she drew one last deep breath, 
Then her finger moved in the moonlight, 
 Her musket shattered the moonlight, 
Shattered her breast in the moonlight, and warned him with her death. 
 
He turned; he spurred to the westward; he did not know who stood 
Bowed, with her head o’er the musket, drenched with her own red blood! 
Not till the dawn he heard it, and his face grew grey to hear, 
How Bess, the landlord’s daughter, 
 The landlord’s black-eyed daughter, 
Had watched for her love in the moonlight, and died in the darkness there. 
 
Back he spurred like a madman, shouting a curse to the sky, 
With the white road smoking behind him and his rapier brandished high! 
Blood-red were his spurs in the golden noon; wine-red was his velvet coat; 
When they shot him down on the highway,  
 Down like a dog on the highway, 
And he lay in his blood on the highway, with a bunch of lace at his throat. 
 
And still of a winter’s night, they say, when the wind is in the trees, 
When the moon is a ghostly galleon tossed upon cloudy seas, 
When the road is a ribbon of moonlight over the purple moor, 
A highwayman comes riding -- 
 Riding -- riding -- 
A highwayman comes riding, up to the old inn-door. 
 
Over the cobbles he clatters and clangs in the dark inn-yard, 
He taps with his whip on the shutters, but all is locked and barred; 
He whistles a tune to the window, and who should be waiting there 
But the landlord’s black-eyed daughter, 
Bess, the landlord’s daughter, 
Plaiting a dark-red love knot into her long black hair. 

   - Alfred Noyes 

 

 

Studying the Form 
Like the ancient epic poems, these two ballads tell rousing stories. But they 

present their tales in quite different forms. Both feature strong ‘galloping’ 

rhythms, tied to strict rhyming patterns. Where many ballads use four-line 

stanzas (called quatrains), these two develop their own unique patterns.  

 

READ AND THINK 
Before going on, look at each poem again and see if you can  work out the  

design.  How many lines are there? How many beats? How many rhymes?
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Poetic Form in ‘Paul Revere’s Ride’ 
Longfellow’s poem has a strong four-beat rhythm, which is common to many 

ballads. In the opening stanza, the beats are arranged like this: 

 
Listen, my children, and you shall hear  4 beats 

Of the midnight ride of Paul Revere,  4 beats 

On the eighteenth of April, in Seventy-Five: 4 beats 

Hardly a man is now alive   4 beats 

Who remembers that famous day and year. 4 beats 

 

Notice that each beat, or stress, falls on one syllable. This is sometimes a whole 

word (you, Paul) and sometimes part of a word (midnight, famous). In 

between the beats are unstressed syllables that do not carry emphasis. Patterns 

of stressed and unstressed syllables are what gives a poem its rhythm.  

 

The rhyming pattern in the poem is complicated, because the stanzas vary in 

length. Some have five lines, some have seven, some have nine, or eleven or 

sixteen! In the first two verses, the patterns are as follows.    

 

 
a a b b a 

 hear Revere five  alive year 
 

 
a b a b c c d d d 

  march  night  arch  light  sea be  alarm  farm  arm  

 

 
ACTIVITY: RHYTHM AND RHYME 
1. Mark out the beats and rhymes in two more verses of ‘Paul Revere’s Ride.’ 

You might find it helpful to tap or clap the rhythm, or listen to a good 

quality audio recording, to help you hear the rhythm. 

 

2. Look again at the stanza lengths. Count the number of lines in each. Is 

there any pattern to the poem as a whole? 

 

3. Does the varying pattern make the poem confusing? Or does it enrich the 

poem by avoiding a plodding, repetitive structure? What do you think? 
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Poetic Form in ‘The Highwayman’ 
Alfred Noyes’ poem also has an unusual form, though it is more consistent than 

Longfellow’s. It has stanzas of six lines, formed by breaking the fourth line of 

each verse into two. The lines have six strong beats each, except for the broken 

fourth and fifth lines, where the beats add up to five. The pattern of rhymes is 

also unusual. There are two sets of rhyming couplets (pairs), interrupted by the 

fourth and fifth lines. 

 

Set out below is a summary of the verse pattern, showing line breaks, beats and 

rhymes. 

 

 

 Beats Rhymes 

The wind was a torrent of darkness among the gusty trees 6 trees   (a) 

The moon was ghostly galleon tossed upon cloudy seas 6 seas    (a) 

The road was a ribbon of moonlight over the purple moor 6 moor  (b) 

And the highwayman came riding -- 3  

 Riding -- riding -- 2  

The highwayman came riding, up to the old inn door 6 door   (b) 

 

 

ACTIVITY: RHYTHM AND RHYME 
1. Go back to ‘The Highwayman’ and mark out these features yourself, in two 

more verses. Remember that the beats are not always whole words. They 

may occur in one syllable of a word, such as darkness. 

 

You might find it helpful to tap or clap out the rhythm, or to listen again to 

a good quality audio reading. This will train your ear to identify rhythm. 

 

2. The broken fourth and fifth lines could be labelled as a repeated ‘c’ rhyme, 

because ‘riding’ and ‘riding’ rhyme together. Why do you suppose Noyes 

has split the lines, in this way? 

 

Does it strengthen the rhythm? 

Does it introduce a pause? 

Does it simply add an interesting visual feature? 
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Composing an Epic 
Now that you have studied the examples of epic poetry and ballads in this 

chapter, you can apply your knowledge and craft a tale of your own. Start by 

choosing a suitable character or event, and a poetic design that you can adapt. 

 

Heroic deeds, tragedies and triumphs are common topics for narrative poems. 

So are the exploits of infamous and notorious figures, such as Ned Kelly (an 

Australian bushranger), or Bonnie and Clyde (American gangsters). Once you 

have chosen a topic, you can build your epic by inserting relevant details into 

an existing structure.  

 

Here, for example, are the opening lines for two new ballads about Australian 

bushranger Ned Kelly, whose outlaw gang carried out robberies and shootings 

at the border between New South Wales and Victoria, in the late 1800s. One is 

based on ‘The Highwayman,’ and the other on ‘Paul Revere’s Ride.’  

 

 
 THE KELLY GANG 
 The sun was a blazing ember, that shone in an azure sky 
 The track was a dusty gutter, the air was still and dry 
 The trees were grey and ghostly, like spectres tall and straight  
 And the Kelly Gang came riding --    
  riding – riding --  
 The Kelly Gang came riding, up to the homestead gate. 
 
 
 NED KELLY’S END 
 Listen, my friends, and hear me tell 
 Of the day Ned Kelly fought, and fell;  
 While none who were there are still alive, 
 The myth endures and will long survive, 
 Of the battle that earned him a prison cell. 
 
 

ACTIVITY: CHECKING DETAILS 
1. Check the number of beats per line, and the pattern of rhymes, in each of 

the new examples. Do they accurately follow the pattern of the original 

poems? 

 

2. What challenges can you foresee in trying to write a poem along these 

lines? Will it be the form, or the content – or a combination of those? 
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‘The Cave:’ A Tale Worth Telling 
Writing a long epic poem or ballad is a challenging task, so it is best to choose 

a topic worthy of the effort. One true story that captured world attention was 

the rescue, in July 2018, of twelve boys from a flooded cave in Thailand. An 

international effort involving thousands of people eventually resulted in all 

twelve boys being saved, but only through an arduous and risky operation. 

 

The brief news report below outlines the main 

details of the incident.  

 

ACTIVITY: THE PLOT 
Read the news summary and note the main facts 

surrounding the incident. You can also research 

more of the background online. 

 

Make a Plan 
The events in the cave lasted 18 days, and the 

story had many twists and turns. A long epic 

poem would capture all the details, but the story 

could be condensed into a shorter form. 

 

Here is one possible outline, with five steps. 

 

1.  

The boys become trapped as the  

floodwaters rise. 

 

2.  

Families and officials gather,  

fearing the worst. 

 

3.  

The rescue divers arrive and find  

the boys alive. 

 

4.  

The dangerous rescue begins. 

 

5.  

The boys are freed, and all is well. 

 

Cave Boys Home Safe 
  Twelve young boys who had 

been trapped inside a flooded 

cave in Thailand were finally 

rescued on Tuesday. 

  The boys, members of a 

soccer team, became trapped 

while exploring the cave with 

their coach.  

  Unseasonal rain flooded the 

cave, forcing them to retreat 

4kms into the depths of the 

underground complex.  

  Narrow passages and strong 

underwater currents made 

rescuing the boys a major 

technical challenge.  

  Teams of international cave 

divers, including Australian 

doctors Richard Harris and 

Craig Challen, worked to 

perform the rescue.  

  Individual boys had to be 

rendered unconscious for the 

four hour dive out of the cave, 

to prevent the risk of panic.  

  They were rescued one at a 

time over a period of days.  

  Divers had to administer 

anaesthetics during the trip, to 

keep the boys asleep.  

  Two rescue divers died due 

to their involvement.  

  The Tham Luang cave is 

known to flood in the wet 

season, but early rains caught 

the team by surprise.  - MWP 
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Filling in the Details  
The story could be made longer, or shorter, according to your needs. You could 

turn each point into a single stanza, or develop the story more fully in some 

sections.  

 

ACTIVITY: POINTS TO NOTE 
Before you begin writing, make a list of the points you would like to include. 

The following are some suggested topics to cover. 
 

 Description of the cave and its dangers 

 The fears of the trapped boys 

 The confusion and panic of parents and officials 

 The bravery and steadiness of the rescuers 

 The long arduous journey out 

 The joy and relief of the successful rescue 

 
 

Getting Started 
To help you get started, here are two possible openings. You can choose one of 

these and carry on with the story, or make up your own original. 
 

ACTIVITY: BUILD ON A TEMPLATE 
Find words that fit into the blank spaces, while keeping the correct rhyme and 

rhythm. Then add more stanzas to tell the story of the rescue. 

 
 

OPTION 1 
The cave was a tempting doorway, set deep in the mountain side; 
Twelve boys were keen for adventure, their coach was a willing guide; 
Deep into the dark they ventured, one fateful day in June, 
But the early rains came pouring,  
 pouring -  pouring - 
The early rains came pouring, and the waters rose too soon. 
 
The townsfolk soon were gathered, the parents led the way 
But when they saw the ________ cave, their hope turned to _______ . 
The word soon spread from Tham Luang, in every news report: 
The waters still were rising – 
 rising -, rising – 
The waters still were rising; and time was running _____.  

 
 

(See page 57 for suggested words to fill the blanks, if you get stuck).
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      OPTION 2 
 Listen, my fellows, and you shall hear, 
 Of twelve young boys who lived in fear, 
 For three long weeks, in the dark and damp   
  Of a flooded cave, in a makeshift camp  
 Far from their homes and their loved ones dear. 
  
 They ______ in to the see the sights 
 With plans to leave by fall of ______ , 
 But sudden rains had raised a tide 
 That left them trapped too deep ______    
 With no sure way to ease their ______ . 
 

 

Make a rough draft of your poem first, then check your rhythms and rhymes to 

see that you have followed the pattern. You could write individually, or share 

out the stanzas and write as a team. 

 
 

Going Further 
You can use the epic or ballad form to tell a great many stories, from global 

events to matters of purely local interest. The following are suggestions. 

 

1. The deeds of famous historical figures. For example: 

 
Nelson Mandela:  anti-apartheid activist, President of South Africa  

Emily Pankhurst: suffragette and women’s rights campaigner 

Ernest Shackleton: Arctic explorer and survivalist 

Neil Armstrong: astronaut and first man on the moon 

Amelia Earheart: aviator and first woman to cross the Atlantic solo   

 

2. The story of a favourite television, movie, or comic book character. 

 

3. The triumphs and tragedies of your favourite sports team or sporting hero. 

 

4. The adventures of a character you have played in a video game.  

 

Share your finished epics with others in your class or group. 

 
 
 

Suggestions to fill the blanks: flooded, dismay, short, ventured. night, inside, plight 
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by the author. Thomas Gray, Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard (extract), 1751; Ode on the Death of a 

Favourite Cat, A Collection of Poems by Several Hands, ed. R. Dodsley, London, 1748. Thomas Hardy, The 

Convergence of the Twain, from Collected Poems of Thomas Hardy, Macmillan & Co. 1919; A Popular 
Personage at Home, Human Shows, Far Phantasies, Song s and Trifles, Macmillan, 1925; Last Words to a 

Dumb Friend (extract), Late Lyrics and Earlier, 1922. T.E. Hulme, Autumn, Ripostes of Ezra Pound: 

Including the Complete Poetical Works of T.E. Hulme, E, Mathews, 1915. Vladimir Mayakovsky, Brother 
Writers, 1917, from https://ruverses.com/vladimir-mayakovsky/. William Blake, The Lamb, and The Tyger, 

Songs of Innocence and Experience, Blake, 1794. Wilbur Nesbitt, The Titanic, Original source unknown, 
https://discoverpoetry.com/poems/titanic-poems/. William Oldys. On a Fly Drinking Out of His Cup, The 

Oxford Book of English Verse 1250-1900, ed. A. Quiller-Couch, 1919. Wilfred Owen, Anthem For Doomed 

Youth, Poems, Chatto & Windus, 1920. William Wordsworth, I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud, and Lines 
Composed a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey, Lyrical Ballads, J. & A. Arch, 1798; The Rainbow, The 

Fountain, and Composed Upon Westminster Bridge, Poems in Two Volumes, Longman, Hurst, Rees & Orms, 

1815. W.B. Yeats, Youth and Age, from The Tower, Macmillan & Co., 1928. William Carlos Williams, XXII 
(The Red Wheelbarrow), Sping and All, Maurice Darantiere, 1924. Walter De La Mare, An Epitaph, 

Collected Poems 1901-1918, Holt, 1920. William Shakespeare, extracts, Mr William Shakespeare’s 

Comedies, Histories and Tragedies, 1623. Sonnet 18, Sonnet 73, Sonnet 130, Shake-speare’s Sonnets, 1609.  
 

The theory extracts in Chapter 20 are from Plato, adapted from The Republic, Book X, Translated by B. 

Jowett, Oxford University Press; Aristotle, adapted from The Poetics, Book XXV, Translated by S.H. 
Butcher;  William Wordsworth, ‘Observations prefixed to the second edition,’ Lyrical Ballads, J. & A. Arch, 

1800; William Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley, ‘The Intentional Fallacy,’ from The Verbal Icon, University 

of Kentucky Press, 1954; Vladimir Mayakovsky, adapted from How Are Verses Made?, Translated by G.M. 
Hyde, Jonathan Cape, 1970;  Elaine Showalter, ‘Toward a Feminist Poetics’, from Mary Jacobus, ed., Women 

Writing and Writing about Women, Croom Helm,1979; Roland Barthes, ‘The Death of the Author’, Image-

Music-Text, Translated by S. Heath, Fontana, 1977.    
 
 
SOLUTIONS TO PUZZLES 
Page 79: ‘Real or Fake’: The only real published poems are 3 (by Walter De La Mare) and 4 (by Emily 
Brontë). The others were invented for this activity. Number 7 includes five lines from an ‘Ern Malley’ piece, 

Durer: Innsbruck 1495. Number 8 contains phrases taken from a Wikipedia article on spiders.    
Page 83: ‘The Earth Lover’: The middle verse is the original stanza. 

Page 84: ‘At Castle Wood’: The missing words are: star, joys, cheer, pressed, eternal, dark, sore, sighs. 

 


