Poetic Form: Villanelle
The highly structured villanelle is a nineteen-line poem with two repeating rhymes and two refrains. The form is made up of five tercets followed by a quatrain. The first and third lines of the opening tercet are repeated alternately in the last lines of the succeeding stanzas; then in the final stanza, the refrain serves as the poem's two concluding lines. Using capitals for the refrains and lowercase letters for the rhymes, the form could be expressed as: A1 b A2 / a b A1 / a b A2 / a b A1 / a b A2 / a b A1 A2.

Strange as it may seem for a poem with such a rigid rhyme scheme, the villanelle did not start off as a fixed form. During the Renaissance, the villanella and villancico (from the Italian villano, or peasant) were Italian and Spanish dance-songs. French poets who called their poems "villanelle" did not follow any specific schemes, rhymes, or refrains. Rather, the title implied that, like the Italian and Spanish dance-songs, their poems spoke of simple, often pastoral or rustic themes.

While some scholars believe that the form as we know it today has been in existence since the sixteenth century, others argue that only one Renaissance poem was ever written in that manner--Jean Passerat’s "Villanelle," or "J’ay perdu ma tourterelle"--and that it wasn’t until the late nineteenth century that the villanelle was defined as a fixed form by French poet Théodore de Banville.

Regardless of its provenance, the form did not catch on in France, but it has become increasingly popular among poets writing in English. An excellent example of the form is Dylan Thomas’s "Do not go gentle into that good night":

From Poets.org (http://www.poets.org/viewmedia.php/prmMID/5796)   
Do not go gentle into that good night 

Do not go gentle into that good night,

Old age should burn and rave at close of day;

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

Though wise men at their end know dark is right,

Because their words had forked no lightning they

Do not go gentle into that good night.

Good men, the last wave by, crying how bright

Their frail deeds might have danced in a green bay,

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

Wild men who caught and sang the sun in flight,

And learn, too late, they grieved it on its way,

Do not go gentle into that good night.

Grave men, near death, who see with blinding sight

Blind eyes could blaze like meteors and be gay,

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

And you, my father, there on the sad height,

Curse, bless, me now with your fierce tears, I pray.

Do not go gentle into that good night.

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

Contemporary poets have not limited themselves to the pastoral themes originally expressed by the free-form villanelles of the Renaissance, and have loosened the fixed form to allow variations on the refrains. Elizabeth Bishop’s "One Art" is another well-known example; other poets who have penned villanelles include W. H. Auden, Oscar Wilde, Seamus Heany, David Shapiro, and Sylvia Plath.


A Clockwork Orange Villanelle

What's it going to be then, eh?
A1

Alex asks before tolchocking vecks,
b

his music of violence at the end of the day.
A2

Can his nadsat life go on this way?
a

A lost bratty with muscles to flex?
b

What's it going to be then, eh?
A1

He just killing time, raising some hay.
a

Until he gets a job, his job is to wreck
b

with his music of violence at the end of the day.
A2

But he's gone too far the authorities say
a

killing old ptsitsas and preteen sex.
b

They ask, What's it going to be then, eh? 
A1

They try him and dress him in prison grey
a

then condition him with sinny to throw a hex
b

into his music and violence at the end of the day.
A2

He has no choice.  Is that okay?
a

What to do with the violent has us all vexed.
b

What's it going to be then, eh?
A1

Do we kill his music of violence at the end of the day?
A2


Steve Kowit

A noun's a thing.  A verb's the thing it does.

An adjective is what describes the noun.

In "The can of beets is filled with purple fuzz"

Of and with are prepositions. The's
An article, a can's a noun

A noun's a thing.  A verb's the thing it does.

A can can roll – or not.  What isn't was

Or might be, might meaning not yet known.
Our can of beets is filled with purple fuzz"

Is present tense.  While words like our and us

are pronouns – i.e. it is moldy, they are icky brown.

A noun's a thing.  A verb's the thing it does.

Is is a helping verb.  It helps because

filled isn't a full verb.  Can's what our owns

in "Our can of beets is filled with purple fuzz."

See?  There's almost nothing to it.  Just

Memorize these rules… or write them down!

A noun's a thing.  A verb's the thing it does.

The can of beets is filled with purple fuzz.

The quote and lingo are from A Clockwork Orange by Anthony Burgess

Advice from Ron Padgett's Handbook of Poetic Forms: It is possible to write all different sorts of poems using the basic, fairly complex structure of the villanelle.  Think of something you feel strongly about.  The write two lines that are approximately the same length and that rhyme.  These two can be your repeating line, in other words line A1 and A2.  Once you have those two lines and you are happy with what they say, then let your head and heart dance around with the other lines of the poem.  Writing a villanelle is like working a jigsaw puzzle: you can move the lines around until they seem to fit, to make a kind of poetic sense.

