
English 12/AP English Literature and Composition 
Closed forms 
There are many closed forms that have found their way into English poetry;  these are some of  the 
most common.  You can’t go wrong if  you describe what you see, even if  you don’t know the name. 

1.  The sonnet. 
You have a handout in which you can see the Shakespearean and Petrarchan forms.  There is also a 
Spenserian sonnet with interlocking rhyme (abab bcbc cdcd ee.).  Most often, in the twentieth 
century and forward, you see free verse sonnets that have the gestures (octave, sestet or quatrain, 
couplet) of  one of  the main sonnet forms and the volta.  Traditionally, the sonnet is in iambic 
pentameter.  Other variations on the meter are worth noting. 

2.  The villanelle. 
Elizabeth Bishop’s “One Art” is the best known twentieth-century villanelle.  Here’s another one, 
from Theodore Roethke.  Note how whole lines repeat. 

The Waking 
BY THEODORE ROETHKE 
I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow.    
I feel my fate in what I cannot fear.    
I learn by going where I have to go.  

We think by feeling. What is there to know?    
I hear my being dance from ear to ear.    
I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow.  

Of  those so close beside me, which are you?    
God bless the Ground!   I shall walk softly there,    
And learn by going where I have to go.  

Light takes the Tree; but who can tell us how?    
The lowly worm climbs up a winding stair;    
I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow.  

Great Nature has another thing to do    
To you and me; so take the lively air,    
And, lovely, learn by going where to go.  

This shaking keeps me steady. I should know.    
What falls away is always. And is near.    
I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow.    
I learn by going where I have to go. 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/theodore-roethke


3.  The pantoum.  The pantoum is in quatrains;  the length is unspecified, though the pantoum must 
begin and end with the same line.  The second and fourth lines of  the first quatrain become the first 
and third lines of  the next, and so on with succeeding quatrains.  Each quatrain rhymes abab until 
the end where the unrepeated first and third lines are used in reverse as the second and fourth lines. 

Grandmother’s Song 
by Nellie Wong 

Grandmothers sing their song 
Blinded by the sun’s rays 
Grandchildren for whom they long 
For pomelo-golden days 

Blinded by the sun’s rays 
Gold bracelets, opal rings 
For pomelo-golden days 
Tiny fingers, ancient things 

Gold bracelets, opal rings 
Sprinkled with Peking dust 
Tiny fingers, ancient things 
So young they’ll never rust 

Sprinkled with Peking dust 
To dance in fields of  mud 
So young they’ll never rust 
Proud as if  of  royal blood 

To dance in fields of  mud 
Or peel shrimp for pennies a day 
Proud as if  of  royal blood 
Coins and jade to put away 

Or peel shrimp for pennies a day 
Seaweed washes up the shore 
Coins and jade to put away 
A camphor chest is home no more 

Seaweed washes up the shore 
Bound feet struggle to loosen free 
A camphor chest is home no more 
A foreign tongue is learned at three 



Bound feet struggle to loosen free 
Grandchildren for whom they long 
A foreign tongue is learned at three 
Grandmothers sing their song 

4.  The ghazal.  The ghazal is an Arabic form whose tone, traditionally, is sadness and features 
autonomous couplets, no enjambments, more or less even lines.  The opening couplet, the matla, has 
repeating elements at the end of  each line.  Each end element in the second line (the radif) in the 
couplet repeats in every corresponding line in every couplet, and the syllable before the radif (called 
the qafia) rhymes in each couplet.  There is also a signature, called a makhta, in the last coupletThe 
first reasonable ghazal in English is by John Hollander: 

‘Ghazals on Ghazals,’ John Hollander 
For couplets the ghazal is prime; at the end 
Of  each one’s a refrain like a chime: “at the end.” 

But in subsequent couplets throughout the whole poem, 
It’s this second line that only will rhyme at the end 

On such a string of  strange, unpronounceable fruits, 
How fine the familiar old lime at the end!  

All our writing is silent, the dance of  the hand, 
So that what it comes down to’s all mime, at the end. 

Dust and ashes? How dainty and dry! We decay 
To our messy primordial slime at the end. 

Two frail arms of  your delicate form I pursue, 
Inaccessible, vibrant, sublime at the end. 

You gathered all manner of  flowers all day, 
But your hands were most fragrant of  thyme, at the end. 

There are so many sounds! A poem having one rhyme? 
–A good life with sad, minor crime at the end. 

Each new couplet’s a different ascent: no great peak, 
But a low hill quite easy to climb at the end. 

Two armed bandits: start out with a great wad of  green 
Thoughts, but you’re left with a dime at the end. 

Each assertion’s a knot which must shorten, alas. 
This long-worded rope of  which I’m at end. 

Now Qafia Radif  has grown weary, like life, 
At the game he’s been wasting his time at. THE END. 


