
Stanzas & Free Verse



Warm-up

“Why talk and say the unsaid words in haste when silence can speak the unspoken words?”
― Ernest Agyemang Yeboah

Think about this quote from Yeboah and the idea of unspoken words; what is Yeboah trying to say 
here? What is meant by spoken and unspoken words?

What does this quote mean to you? What do you think of the power of unspoken words? How does 
the idea of unspoken words relate to poetry?

Create a short piece using this quote as your stimulus. Remember, this is just a warm-up to get the 
creative juices flowing. Write whatever comes naturally or to mind when thinking about this idea. 

You have 5 minutes.



A ‘stanza’ is what we call the differing paragraphs of a poem. In Italian, 
the word ‘stanza’ means room. 

Poet Billy Collins described the stanzas of a poem as rooms of a house:
“You’re taking the reader on a tour of the poem, room by room, like 
taking someone through your house and describing it.”

The use of stanzas can reveal a great deal about a poem, as the rooms 
of a house can reveal a great deal about the person who lives there. 

Poems always have a structural framework in place. Stanzas are apart 
of the poems architecture. Sometimes you’ll see stanzas of two lines, 
three lines, four lines or one long stanza. 



Free verse poetry is poetry that does not follow a set rhyming scheme, meter, or 
pattern. In free verse poetry, stanzas can serve several purposes:

The organization of related ideas. Topics and themes discussed that are similar will 
often be grouped together by the poet. 

A way to create a pause or add tension, or to set a mood. A break in between 
stanzas may signal a shift in mood or emotional tone.

A way to add emphasis to related lines. A break in the stanza can put emphasis on 
either the line either before or after the break. 

To show one thought coming to an end and another beginning. As the poet moves 
onto the next thought, they might progress onto a new stanza. 

Some poets use stanzas to create a shape or pattern on the page, providing a visual 
to the poem. 



Lets take a look at some free verse poetry written in stanza and figure out why the poems have 
been written this way.

Sometimes I need to reach—deep like taproots
Burrowing through the darkness of hardpan dirt—

I would want to establish strength; root-like,
anchored in the hopes of solidity.

Forsake the contamination of instability.
Prove I’m the poet of each line of prose.

Who needs the weakness of low self-esteem
when your fingers can grip the heart                                                                                         

- Free Verse Ode to Birth or Rosebuds by Linda J. Wolff



You may write me down in history

With your bitter, twisted lies,

You may trod me in the very dirt

But still, like dust, I’ll rise.

Does my sassiness upset you?

Why are you beset with gloom?

’Cause I walk like I’ve got oil wells

Pumping in my living room.

Just like moons and like suns,

With the certainty of tides,

Just like hopes springing high,

Still I’ll rise.

Did you want to see me broken?

Bowed head and lowered eyes?

Shoulders falling down like teardrops,

Weakened by my soulful cries?

Does my haughtiness offend you?

Don’t you take it awful hard

’Cause I laugh like I’ve got gold mines

Diggin’ in my own backyard.

You may shoot me with your words,

You may cut me with your eyes,

- Still I Rise by Maya Angelou 



You are the kindest thing
that ever happened to me,

even if that is not how our tale is told.

When everyone else told me I was 
destined to be a forgotten nymph 

that nurtured flowers and turn meadows gold,

you saw that the ichor that resides in me 
demanded its own throne.

You showed me

How a love like ours can turn 
even the darkest, coldest realm 

into the happiest of homes.

- Persephone to Hades by Nikita Gill



The most important part of incorporating the use of stanzas in free verse is 
that each stanza needs to have intent. 

Weather it’s being used for narrative, theme or performing reasons, there 
needs to be a reason for why a poet chooses to structure their poem in a 
particular way.

I want you to now try your own hand at writing with stanzas. You can 
approach this multiple ways: 
Look back at one of your own previous poems – is there anything to be 
gained by incorporating stanza into your poem? Are there tweaks or changes 
that can be made to the writing itself to better the use of stanzas within it?
Or you could create an entirely new poem – this could be about anything you 
want it to be, what's important is that you incorporate the use of stanzas 
within. Do you want to use stanza for emotional or narrative reasons? 

You have 7 minutes.  



We’ve looked at examples of stanza in free verse, but these examples still follow a line by line 
format. In free verse, which allows for complete create control over the structure of a poem, there 
are other more interesting ways to incorporate stanza. 

“Newspaper Blackout” is a series of poems by Austin 
Kleon. The beauty of these poems is that they are not 
written by Kleon himself.

Kleon would take newspaper articles and black out all but a 
few words on the page in order to make a poem.

Through this practice, Kleon would create entirely new 
poems from unrelated newspaper articles. The inclusion of 
so much black space on the page creates an interesting and 
eery atmosphere for the reader. 



- Kleons most famous poem, “Overheard on the titanic”. 







In the style of Austin Kleon, I want you to try your hand at what has 
been called ‘Blackout Poetry’.

The best way to approach this exercise is to use a newspaper, 
magazine, or even a book you don’t mind writing in. Using a sharpie, a 
pen, pencil, or marker, follow Kleon’s idea of taking words from the 
original text to create a new piece of poetry. 

If you want to use a piece of text that you don’t want to write in, you 
can instead write on a separate piece of paper or device but still 
following Kleon’s rules: Words will have to be used in the order they 
appear in the original text. 

You have 7 minutes.    




