
Ballad



Ballad
• Narrative poem or song 

• Usually about love, death, betrayal, revenge, or domestic violence 

• Supernatural elements (ghosts, talking corpses, half-human or sub-human creatures, 
paranormal experiences); superstitious or mystic numbers (3, 5, 7, a year and a day) 

• Ballad stanza 

• Refrain 

• Incremental repetition 

• Vague settings, sparse dialogues (often very uncertain which characters speak which 
lines), usually beginning near the climax and then abruptly advances towards the climax 
without clear transitions, and end suddenly without explaining the characters' motives 

• Stock descriptive words (commonplace words)



Ballad stanza
• Ballad stanza is 

• a group of four lines (quatrain) 

• with alternating iambic tetrameter (four feet of 
iambs) 

• and iambic trimeter (three feet of iambs) 

• rhyming abcb.
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The king      | sits in         | Dumfer     | ling town, 

Drinking       | the blude- | reid wine: 

“O whar will | I get           | a guid      | sailor, 
To sail          | this ship     | of mine?” 

‘Sir Patrick Spens’



Refrain

• A phrase, a line, or a group of lines which is 
repeated in the course of the poem, usually (but 
not necessarily always) at the end of each stanza



Frankie and Johnny were lovers, great God how they could love! 
Swore to be true to each other, true as the stars up above. 
He was her man, but he done her wrong.
  
Frankie, she was his woman, everybody knows.  
She spent her forty dollars for Johnny a suit of clothes. 
He was her man, but he done her wrong.

Frankie and Johnny went walking, Johnny in his brand new suit. 
“O good Lawd,” said Frankie, “but don’t my Johnny look cute?” 
He was her man, but he done her wrong.

‘Frankie and Johnny’



When that I was and a little tiny boy,  
    With hey, ho, the wind and the rain, 
A foolish thing was but a toy,  
    For the rain it raineth every day.  

But when I came to man’s estate,  
    With hey, ho, the wind and the rain,  
’Gainst knaves and thieves men shut their gate,  
    For the rain it raineth every day.  

But when I came, alas! to wive,  
    With hey, ho, the wind and the rain,  
By swaggering could I never thrive,  
    For the rain it raineth every day.  

Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night



I have climbed the highest mountains 
I have run through the fields 
Only to be with you
Only to be with you.

I have run, I have crawled 
I have scaled these city walls 
These city walls 
Only to be with you.

But I still haven't found what I'm looking for.
But I still haven't found what I'm looking for.

U2



Dashing through the snow 
On a one horse open sleigh 
O'er the fields we go, 
Laughing all the way 
Bells on bob tail ring, 
making spirits bright 
What fun it is to laugh and sing 
A sleighing song tonight 

Jingle bells, jingle bells
Jingle all the way
Oh, what fun it is to ride
In a one horse open sleigh
Jingle bells, jingle bells
Jingle all the way
Oh, what fun it is to ride
In a one horse open sleigh

A day or two ago, 
I thought I'd take a ride, 
And soon Miss Fanny Bright 
Was seated by my side; 
The horse was lean and lank 
Misfortune seemed his lot 
We got into a drifted bank, 
And then we got upsot. 

Jingle bells, jingle bells
Jingle all the way
Oh, what fun it is to ride
In a one horse open sleigh
Jingle bells, jingle bells
Jingle all the way
Oh, what fun it is to ride
In a one horse open sleigh



Incremental repetition

• A repetition of a line or a stanza with minor 
changes in the repeated part in order to advance 
the story



How many roads must a man walk down 
Before you call him a man? 
Yes, ’n’ how many seas must a white dove sail 
Before she sleeps in the sand? 
Yes, ’n’ how many times must the cannonballs fly 
Before they’re forever banned? 
The answer, my friend, is blowin’ in the wind
The answer is blowin’ in the wind

How many years can a mountain exist 
Before it’s washed to the sea? 
Yes, ’n’ how many years can some people exist 
Before they’re allowed to be free? 
Yes, ’n’ how many times can a man turn his head 
Pretending he just doesn’t see? 
The answer, my friend, is blowin’ in the wind
The answer is blowin’ in the wind

Bob Dylan



“O where ha’ you been, Lord Randal, my son? 
And where ha’ you been, my handsome young man?”
“I ha’ been at the greenwood; mother, mak my bed soon,
For I’m wearied wi’ huntin’, and fain wad lie down.”

“An wha met ye there, Lord Randal, my son? 
An wha met you there, my handsome young man?”
“O I met wi’ my true-love; mother, mak my bed soon,
For I’m wearied wi’ huntin’, and fain wad lie down.”

‘Lord Randal’



Types of ballad

• Popular ballad (folk ballad or traditional ballad) 

• Broadside ballad 

• Literary ballad



Traditional ballad
• Originated in Europe during the later Middle Ages 

(1300s) 

• No known single author 

• Transmitted orally 

• Existed in many versions or variant forms 

• Began to be collected and printed in the eighteenth 
century



Broadside ballad
• Sixteenth century (after advanced printing technology) 

• Journalistic 

• Current affairs, especially sensational news (crime, 
murder, etc.), and usually with added details (~tabloid) 

• Printed on one side of a large sheet of paper (about 
foolscap size) called ‘broadside’ (hence the name) 
and sold on the streets



Literary ballad
• Composed by poets who strive to imitate the style and the subject matter of folk 

ballads 

• Employ many elements of folk ballads 

• Became popular beginning from the Romantic period when many poets tried to 
return to nature, simplicity, and to appeal to the common man through their poetry 

• Well-known literary ballads include 

• Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ 

• John Keats’ ‘La Belle Dame sans Merci’ 

• Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s ‘The Lady of Shalott’ 

• (all of which you will study in LT212)




