
poems that tells a story

poems that tells a story offer a unique and compelling form of literary
expression that blends the artistry of poetry with the narrative depth of
storytelling. These narrative poems captivate readers by recounting events,
characters, and emotions through carefully crafted verses, making the
experience both vivid and memorable. Unlike traditional poems that focus
primarily on emotion or imagery, poems that tells a story engage the audience
with a clear plot and progression, often depicting historical events,
personal journeys, or mythical tales. This article explores the nature of
storytelling poems, their historical significance, notable examples,
stylistic elements, and tips for writing them effectively. Additionally, it
highlights the enduring appeal of narrative poetry in contemporary literature
and education. The following sections provide a comprehensive overview of
poems that tells a story and their role in enriching the poetic landscape.
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Famous Examples of Poems That Tells a Story

Key Elements of Storytelling in Poetry
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Understanding Poems That Tells a Story
Poems that tells a story, often referred to as narrative poems, are a genre
of poetry that conveys a complete tale through verse. These poems combine the
rhythmic and lyrical qualities of poetry with the structural elements of
storytelling, such as plot, characters, and setting. The narrative structure
allows poets to explore complex themes and convey messages in a format that
is both entertaining and thought-provoking. This form of poetry can vary in
length, from short ballads to epic poems spanning hundreds of lines.

Definition and Characteristics
At its core, a narrative poem is defined by its ability to tell a story. This
includes having a beginning, middle, and end, with clear narrative
progression. Typically, these poems feature:



A plot that drives the poem forward

Characters who engage in actions or experiences

A setting that grounds the narrative in time and place

The use of poetic devices such as rhyme, meter, and imagery

Unlike free verse or lyric poems that emphasize emotion or abstract ideas,
poems that tells a story focus on conveying events that unfold over time.

Differences Between Narrative and Other Poetry
While many poems evoke emotions and create vivid imagery, narrative poems
prioritize storytelling. Lyric poems, for example, often concentrate on
personal feelings or moments of insight without a structured plot. Narrative
poems, in contrast, resemble short stories or novels in verse, complete with
conflict, climax, and resolution, making them a distinct subset within the
poetic tradition.

Historical Significance of Narrative Poems
Throughout literary history, poems that tells a story have played a
fundamental role in preserving cultural heritage and oral traditions. Before
the widespread availability of written texts, storytelling poems were
instrumental in passing down myths, legends, and historical accounts from
generation to generation.

Oral Traditions and Epic Poetry
Many early narrative poems originated as oral performances, where bards and
storytellers recited tales accompanied by music. Epic poems such as Homer’s
The Iliad and The Odyssey are prime examples of this tradition, blending
heroic exploits with poetic language. These works not only entertained but
also reinforced social values and collective identity.

Medieval and Renaissance Ballads
During the medieval and Renaissance periods, narrative poems evolved into
ballads, which were shorter and more accessible to the general populace.
Ballads often recounted tragic or romantic stories and were typically
composed in simple language with repetitive refrains, making them easy to
memorize and share.



Famous Examples of Poems That Tells a Story
Numerous celebrated poems illustrate the power and versatility of narrative
poetry. These works have left a lasting impact on literature and continue to
be studied for their artistic and storytelling qualities.

“The Raven” by Edgar Allan Poe
Edgar Allan Poe’s The Raven is a haunting narrative poem that tells the story
of a grieving man visited by a mysterious raven. The poem combines gothic
atmosphere with a compelling narrative arc, making it one of the most famous
storytelling poems in American literature.

“The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” by Samuel Taylor
Coleridge
This lengthy narrative poem recounts the eerie voyage of a mariner who faces
supernatural consequences after killing an albatross. Coleridge’s work is
notable for its rich imagery and exploration of themes such as guilt,
redemption, and nature.

“Paul Revere’s Ride” by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
Longfellow’s poem narrates the legendary midnight ride of Paul Revere during
the American Revolution. It exemplifies how narrative poems can serve as
patriotic and historical storytelling devices.

Additional Noteworthy Narrative Poems

“Beowulf” – An Old English epic poem chronicling the heroics of Beowulf

“The Lady of Shalott” by Alfred Lord Tennyson – A romantic and tragic
narrative poem

“Annabel Lee” by Edgar Allan Poe – A lyrical narrative about love and
loss

Key Elements of Storytelling in Poetry
Effective poems that tells a story incorporate specific elements that enhance
the narrative and engage readers. These components are essential for creating



a seamless blend of poetry and storytelling.

Plot and Structure
The plot provides the sequence of events that make up the story within the
poem. A well-structured narrative poem typically follows a clear progression,
including an introduction, rising action, climax, and resolution. This
structure helps maintain reader interest and clarity.

Character Development
Characters in narrative poems may be fully fleshed out or presented through
vivid descriptions and dialogue. Their motivations, conflicts, and
transformations drive the story and evoke empathy from the audience.

Setting and Atmosphere
The setting situates the narrative in a particular time and place,
contributing to the poem’s mood and thematic resonance. Descriptive language
and imagery are often employed to create an immersive atmosphere.

Use of Poetic Devices
Poetic techniques such as rhyme, meter, repetition, and metaphor enrich the
storytelling by adding musicality and emphasizing key moments. These devices
also help differentiate narrative poetry from prose storytelling.

How to Write Poems That Tells a Story
Writing effective narrative poems requires balancing the demands of
storytelling with the nuances of poetic form. Several strategies can assist
poets in crafting compelling storytelling verses.

Choosing a Story
Selecting a clear and engaging story is the first step. This can be an
original tale, a retelling of a myth, or a historical event. The story should
have a discernible arc and emotional impact.

Planning the Structure
Outlining the plot points helps organize the poem and ensures coherent



progression. Deciding on stanza length, rhyme scheme, and meter in advance
provides a framework for the narrative.

Balancing Detail and Brevity
Narrative poems should provide enough detail to create vivid imagery while
maintaining the concise nature of poetry. Choosing precise words and avoiding
excessive exposition is crucial.

Incorporating Dialogue and Action
Including dialogue and active scenes can bring characters to life and make
the story more dynamic. These elements also break up descriptive passages and
maintain reader engagement.

Revising for Flow and Impact
Multiple drafts and revisions help refine the rhythm, clarity, and emotional
resonance of the poem. Reading aloud can reveal areas where the narrative or
poetic elements need adjustment.

The Role of Narrative Poems in Modern
Literature
Despite the rise of prose and digital media, poems that tells a story remain
relevant and influential in contemporary literature and education. They offer
unique ways to explore human experience and cultural identity.

Narrative Poetry in Contemporary Writing
Modern poets continue to experiment with narrative poetry, blending
traditional storytelling with innovative forms and themes. This genre allows
for the exploration of personal and social issues in a compelling manner.

Educational Value of Storytelling Poems
Narrative poems are widely used in educational settings to teach literary
analysis, historical context, and creative writing. Their clear structure and
engaging content make them accessible tools for developing critical thinking
and interpretive skills.



Preservation of Cultural Narratives
Many communities use narrative poetry to preserve and share cultural
heritage, oral histories, and collective memories. This tradition fosters a
deeper understanding of diverse perspectives and historical experiences.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a poem that tells a story called?
A poem that tells a story is called a narrative poem. It combines the
elements of storytelling with the rhythm and style of poetry.

What are some famous examples of poems that tell a
story?
Famous examples include 'The Raven' by Edgar Allan Poe, 'The Rime of the
Ancient Mariner' by Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and 'Beowulf,' an Old English
epic poem.

How do narrative poems differ from other types of
poetry?
Narrative poems focus on telling a complete story with characters, a setting,
and a plot, whereas other types of poetry may focus more on emotions,
imagery, or abstract concepts without a structured storyline.

Can modern poems also tell stories?
Yes, many modern poets write narrative poems that tell stories, often
reflecting contemporary themes and issues while using traditional or
innovative poetic forms.

What elements should I include when writing a poem
that tells a story?
Include a clear plot, characters, a setting, and a conflict or theme. Use
descriptive language and poetic devices to enhance the storytelling and
engage the reader.

Why are poems that tell stories important in
literature?
They preserve cultural history, convey moral lessons, and connect readers
emotionally through memorable narratives told in a lyrical and impactful way.



Additional Resources
1. The Odyssey by Homer
This ancient Greek epic poem follows the hero Odysseus as he embarks on a
long and perilous journey home after the Trojan War. The narrative is rich
with adventure, mythical creatures, and divine interventions. It is one of
the earliest and most influential examples of a narrative poem that tells a
compelling story.

2. Beowulf
An Old English epic poem, Beowulf recounts the heroic deeds of its titular
character as he battles the monster Grendel, Grendel’s mother, and later a
dragon. The poem explores themes of bravery, honor, and mortality. Its
storytelling style has shaped much of Western literary tradition.

3. The Divine Comedy by Dante Alighieri
This Italian epic poem is divided into three parts: Inferno, Purgatorio, and
Paradiso. It narrates Dante’s allegorical journey through Hell, Purgatory,
and Heaven, guided by the poets Virgil and Beatrice. The poem combines vivid
imagery with profound philosophical and theological insights.

4. Sir Gawain and the Green Knight
A medieval English romance, this poem tells the story of Sir Gawain, a knight
of King Arthur’s Round Table, who accepts a challenge from a mysterious Green
Knight. The narrative explores themes of chivalry, honor, and human
fallibility through a suspenseful and symbolic tale.

5. The Rime of the Ancient Mariner by Samuel Taylor Coleridge
This narrative poem tells the haunting story of a mariner who recounts his
ill-fated sea voyage after shooting an albatross. The poem is rich in
supernatural elements and explores themes of guilt, redemption, and the
natural world. Its lyrical and eerie tone captivates readers through its
storytelling.

6. Leaves of Grass by Walt Whitman
Though primarily a collection of free-verse poems, Walt Whitman’s Leaves of
Grass contains several narrative poems that celebrate the human experience
and the American landscape. Whitman’s storytelling is expansive and
inclusive, weaving personal and collective stories into his poetic vision.

7. Anne Sexton: The Complete Poems
Anne Sexton’s poetry often incorporates confessional and narrative elements,
telling deeply personal and sometimes dark stories. Her work confronts themes
of mental illness, family, and identity with raw honesty and vivid imagery.
Sexton’s narrative poems draw readers into intimate and transformative
experiences.

8. The Canterbury Tales by Geoffrey Chaucer
This collection of stories is framed as a storytelling contest among pilgrims
traveling to Canterbury. Each tale is a poem that conveys distinct
characters, morals, and social commentary. Chaucer’s work is a cornerstone of



Middle English literature and narrative poetry.

9. Paul Muldoon: The Annals of Chile
Paul Muldoon’s narrative poems often blend history, politics, and personal
reflection. In The Annals of Chile, he explores complex stories with layered
meanings and innovative language. His work challenges traditional narrative
forms while engaging readers in compelling storytelling.
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