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STUDY OF POETRY 
 

Background to the Study of Odes and Ballads 

Poetry is a special kind of writing that uses the sound and rhythm of words to tell a story and to 

make the reader feel a certain way. These feelings are created through setting, mood, and tone. 

Setting is the time and place a story or poem takes place in. Mood and tone have to do with how 

the poem makes you feel. It could be a funny, silly poem or a dark, sad one. 

Sometimes, poems rhyme, but sometimes they don’t. Sometimes, poems follow specific rules, 

like how many words are in each line, but not always. Some poems have several stanzas or 

sections, and other don't. Some poems have a specific number of syllables in each line, but some 

poems have no rules at all. 

 

Poems are of different kinds such as lyric, sonnet, epic, ode, ballad, etc. 

Ballads 

A ballad is a type of poem that is sometimes set to music. Ballads have a long history and are 

found in many cultures. The ballad actually began as a folk song and continues today in popular 

music. Many love songs today can be considered ballads.  

A typical ballad consists of stanzas that contain a quatrain, or four poetic lines. The meter or 

rhythm of each line is usually iambic, which means it has one unstressed syllable followed by a 

stressed syllable. In ballads, there are usually eight or six syllables in a line. Like any poem, 

some ballads follow this form and some don't, but almost all ballads are narrative, which means 

they tell a story. A ballad therefore is a narrative poem written in a rhythmic verse that may be 

sung. Ballads tell a story, often one that is dramatic or emotional. 

Ballads are often written in quatrains that have alternating rhymes and patterns of stressed 

syllables. 

There are many examples of famous ballads in English literature such as the Ballad of Jesse 

James and Ballad of Father Gilligan. Jesse James is about the English criminal outlaw named 

Jesse James. No one knows who originally wrote this, because it was passed down as a song for 

many years before being written down. 

Because the ballad was originally set to music, some ballads have a refrain, or a repeated 

chorus, just like a song does. Similarly, the rhyme scheme is often ABAB because of the musical 

quality of this rhyme pattern.  

While ballads have always been popular, it was during the Romantic movement of poetry in the 

late 18th century that the ballad had a resurgence and became a popular form. Many famous 

romantic poets, like William Wordsworth, wrote in the ballad form.  
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Ode 

An ode is a lyric poem with a complicated structure that praises a person or marks an important 

event. Odes are generally meant to be performed with music. 

An ode is a type of lyrical stanza. It is an elaborately structured poem praising or glorifying an 

event or individual, describing nature intellectually as well as emotionally. A classic ode is 

structured in three major parts: the strophe, the antistrophe, and the epode.  

Greek odes were originally poetic pieces performed with musical accompaniment. As time 

passed on, they gradually became known as personal lyrical compositions whether sung (with or 

without musical instruments) or merely recited (always with accompaniment). The primary 

instruments used were the aulos and the lyre (the latter was the most revered instrument to the 

ancient Greeks).  

There are three typical forms of odes: the Pindaric, Horatian, and irregular. Pindaric odes 

follow the form and style of Pindar. Horatian odes follow conventions of Horace; the odes of 

Horace deliberately imitated the Greek lyricists such as Alcaeus and Anacreon. Irregular odes 

use rhyme, but not the three-part form of the Pindaric ode, nor the two- or four-line stanza of the 

Horatian ode. The ode is a lyric poem. It conveys exalted and inspired emotions. It is a lyric in an 

elaborate form, expressed in a language that is imaginative, dignified and sincere. Like the lyric, 

an ode is of Greek origin.  

Pindar was an ancient Greek who wrote great odes. Some of them were about the Olympic 

games. In the Romantic Age, odes of John Keats, William Wordswoth, S.T.Coleridge, Thomas 

Gray, etc poets made this form extremely popular. More recently Chilean poet Pablo Neruda 

wrote odes to a variety of topics. 
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