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On using this book

The primary aim of this book is to help readers experience and enjoy the
rhythms of English poetry in all tl-reir power, subtlery and diversiry. A sec-

ondary aim is to provide ways of talking and rvriting about the contribution
made by rhythm to the meaning and force of individual poems. These two
aims arent as separate as they nray sound, since we recognize and respond to
the rhythr-nic features of poetry all the more fully if we possess sorne basic

tools of rhythnric analysis. No understanding of the history of poetry, or
of the place of poetry in history, is possible without art understanding of
poetic rhythnr. Moreover, a thorough acquaintance with rhythm is essen-

tial to the writing of good poetry, and this book is also designed to help
poets - ancl those who w,ish to beconle poets - to develop that necessary

f,rmiliariry.
This book does not, however, offer a nretrical theory, in the strong sense

of the word. It does not attempt to forrnulate rules that would enable a

reader (or a computer) to decide if a given line is an acceptable example of
a given lneter. No successful nretricll theory in this sense has yet been
prodr-rced, though there have been rnanv attempts. The approach in this
book is ditferent: bearing in nrind that poetry is a lnatter of hearing and

experiencing meaningful sounds and not calculating with abstract symbols,
it introduces the reader to the basic ingredients of rhythn-r and meter ancl

shows how they function in the nrost corlrnlon rypes of verse.

What is offered here is just a first step. There is space for only a limited
number of exarnples, and nothing like a full account of the intricacy and

expre-ssive potential of poetic nlovenrent is attenrpted. Just as students oi
nrusic need to know the elenrents of h:rrnrony and courlterpoirlt befbre
proceeding to nrore cortrplex analytical, critical, and conrparative tasks, stu-
dents of poetry need to beconie fanriliar with the elenrents of rhythnric
form. But it is not enough just to know the conventions that govern the
use of rhythm and rneter. This book :ltterrpts to exploin the features that it
describes: rvhy are certain nrctrical forurs conrlnon in English poetry ancl

others rare, whv do certain variations in the line cause rnajor disruptions
w.hile others dor-r't, how do the nroverrrents of English verse spring fronr thc
characteristics of the language we speak? In conring to understand the

xviii



On usinq this book

reasons for the particular choices made by poets down the centuries, wc
appreciate rnore fully the poenrs they wrote.

The organization of chapters reflects this approach. After an initial chap-
ter on rhythm in poetry, chapter 2 presents an outline of the significant
rhythmic features of the English language out of which all verse is crafted.
Chapter 3 introduces the workings of meter, especially in its farniliar four-
beat version. Chapter 4 builds on the foundation of the previous two chap-
ters to consider stress rneter, the most corlrmon type of English lxeter out-
side the literary canon. Chapters 5 and 6 examine syllable-stress meter, the
major literary form of meter in English. Free verse is the subject of chapter
7, tnd chapter 8 discusses the role of syntax and meaning in poetic move-
ment (with further consideration of free verse). Each chapter except the
first includes a number of exercises, which ofler a srnall sample of the many
ways in which the tools of analysis nlay be deployed. Chapters are followed
by brief sumrnaries of their more technical points.

There are four appendices: the first summarizes the activiry of scansion

that is crucial to the development of sensitiviry to rhythm, the second is a
glossary of terms used in the study of rhythm and meter (including terms not
employed in this book), the third lists the sources of the quotations given
throughout the book, and the fourth provides suggested responses to the exer-

rises where these involve scansion of examples.
Most of the poetry discussed in this book is in regular meters, even though

the majority of poets writing in English today use some form of free verse.
There are a number of reasons for this emphasis. First, in the history of
English poetry, free verse represents a relatively recent preference, and the
great bulk of existing verse is written in metrical lines. Second, free verse is

usually written, and gains by being read, in relation to this tradition, which
it resists and embraces in varying degrees. And third, becoming familiar
with the working of regular meter is a good way to gain an understanding of
the rhythms of spoken English, upon which all verse, free or metrical, is

based.

In discussing rhythm and meter some technical terms are necessary; and
it's an unfortunate fact that the field of prosody,as the study of rhythm and
rneter has traditionally been called, presents a dtzzyrng array of such terms,
without very much agreement about their precise meanings. It has been
said of the most traditional method o{ analyzing meter - in terms of "feet"
- that it works only for those who already know what is going on and are
able to make the vague gestures which others who also know what is going
on can understand. This book tries to avoid such elitism by using the sim-
plest terms available and keeping close to their conrnronest meanings, and it
ignores the fact that rnany of these terms have been the subject of lengthy
disputes. Readers should be prepared to find diflerent terms in other books
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on poetry, as well as solrle of the same terr-ns being used with different
nreanings. Appendix 2 r,vill help to relate the vocabulary used in this book
to that found in other studies of verse. Much of the traditionai ternrinology
of prosodic study in English was originaily derived from Greek prosody, and
since these terms - how'ever nrisleading - are in wide use they are explained
in chapter 5, in the section on "Foot-scansion."

This book contains nulllerous exanlples of poetry scanned to show how
they might be read. Exanrples are numbered, and those that are not in-
vented are identified in Appendix 3. Lines that have been rewritten to
illustrate a point about their rhythnr are indicated by a letter after the number,
thus: (7a). (Where appropriate, older spellings have been modernized.) No
poer11 has only one correct mode of rhythmic deliveryi on the contrary, the
study of prosody nrakes it clear tl-rat poems on the page allow for a number
of alternative realizations, much as a rnusical score allows for a variety of
different perforrnances. The value of poetry lies partly in these trultiple
possibilities. The test of a system of scansion, therefore, is not that it should
fix the rnanner in which lines are read, but that it should provide a way of
clearly showing alternative readings. [n the discussions that fbllorv, hor.,,-
ever, it will often be necessary to choose one option and therefore inrpose
one interpretation, and all readers are bound to experiencl- rnornents of
resistance to sonte of these choices. As long as allowances are rnade for
individual preferences, these molnents should not affect the exposition oi
the argument.

Scanning a poenr - especiaily if it involves attention to phrasal nlovenlerlr
as well as to the rhythrn of stressed and unstressed syllables - has its os'n
value, as a way of becorning intirnate r.r,ith it, hearing it rvith the fullesr
possibie attention. Ilut it is oniy one element in appreciating a poem, and
this book oflers no recipe for moving from a particular rnetrical or rhythrnic
feature to an interpretive or critical conurentary. The same feature has verr'
different effects in dif1erent poenls, and even in the same poelr rnav be

interpreted very differently 
"vhen 

it appears in dissirnilar contexts. Thoueh
I have included as lnany examples of the critical usefulness of rhvthnric
analysis as space has allowed, the nrajor enrphasis in this book is on heariirg
and understanding the movenlents of the language themselves. Wharever
critical approach to poetry a re;rderuvishes to use will benefit frorn accLrr:rrc
and responsive dealings rvith rhythnr and nreter.



Chapter 7

The rhythms of poetry: a first

Reading poetry

Poetry is as old and as widespread as human culture.Just to possess a lan-
guage is enough, it seelns, to arouse the desire for utterances more vivid and
rnore memorable than those of daily speech, a need to treat the productions
of language as sequences of sounding words rather than strings of inert
symbols whose only function is to point to their encoded nreanings.'What is

distinctive about poetry is its exploitation of the fact that spoken language
trtoucs, and that its nrovements - which are always rnovements of meaning
and emotion at the same tinre as movements of sound - achieve a varied
onw:rrd nlornentum by setting up expect:rtions that are fulfilled, disappointed,
or deferred. These sequences suggest connections with other meaningful
movements, in literature, in daily talk, in the world outside language. Speech
always happens, as a process of unfolding sounds and significations, echoing
and anticipating each other, and poetry ainrs at a precision that makes every
word count as something experiencecl nreaningfully through the body at
the satne tirne as it is understood by the mind.

The engine that drives this sonorous and nreaningful activiry rs rhythm:
the continuous motion that pushes spoken language forward, in more or
less regular waves, as the nrusculature of the speech organs tightens and
relaxes, as energy pulsates through the words we speak and hear, as the brain
marshals rnultiple stimuli into ordered patterns. To understand and enjoy
poetry nleans respondirlg to, anc-l participating in, its rhythrn - not as one of
a nurtrber of features that nrake up the poetic experience, but as the heart of
that experience.

Read the following sentencc - the opening of Williarn Wordsworthb
8,500 line poent The Prelude, which I have set out as if it were prose - like
the beginning of a long novel, silently, airning to get the gist of it as effi-
ciently as possible:

O there is blessing in this gentle breeze that blows
from the green fields and from the clouds and from
the sky: it beats against my cheek, and seems half-
conscious of the joy it gives.

a pp roach

(1)

Norv read it aloud, slowly, letting the souncl and movenlent of the words
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carry you along, pausing briefly at the ends of the lines signaled on the page:

(la) O there is blessing in this gentle breeze
That blows from the green fields and from the clouds
And from the sky: it beats against my cheek,
And seems hal-f-conscious of the joy it grives.

What is the ditTerence between these two experiences? [n the seconcl read-
ing, each ltne takes plnce as an occrlrrence with its own integriry and emo-
tional quaiity. At the end of the first line we palrse to comprehend and
respond to the opening announcenlent - the speaker's happiness, and the
belief that it comes frorn the "gentle breeze" - before we move on to dis-
coverand take pleasure in the sources of the breeze in the iine thatfollows.
The line after this elracts the overflowing exuberance of the speaker's feeling
as yet another uatural source is added to the list. The movement then halts
in mid-line, before starting again with a rlew description of the physical
action of the breeze, rendered verbally as it happens experientially.The final
line, like the previous lines, is not simply a statement but is a rnovement of
thought - a far-fetched yet emotionally justifiable speculation. Only in the
second of our two readings can the lines be said to function as poetry, enact-
ing for us as we speak the words an experience, a happening in time, that is
physical and emotional and rnental all at orlce.

Poetns are made out of spoken langurrge. A very fbw of the millions of
poems that have been written have an existence only as visual artifacts, but
even these derive sorne of their impact from the irupossibility of reading them
aloud.This is not to say that in all other poems the visual aspect is unimpor-
tant. On the contrary, once poems started to be circulated in print as well as

recited from rnemory or from a precious manuscript, their look on the page
became significant, and the history of English poetry could be written as a

history of the gradually increasing irnportance of its visual dimension - but
always as this interacts with its aural dimension. The cornmonest way we
now experience poetry is not by listening to a reciter or reader, but by
reading it on a page in fi'ont of us, and we shail see that much poetry,
especially recent poetry, capitalizes on this situation.

Of course, we can't always read poetry aloud. If we read on trains or in
libraries or shared rooms we have to conlpromise, but it is still possible to
shape the words in silence and to feel the rhythm coursing through the lines
as we do so. (We manage this by nreans of minute rnuscular movements that
are enough to suggest the larger moverrents that take place in actual speech.)
Readirrg poetry reqttires tinre; each word needs to emerge and fulfill itself
befbre we go on to the next. A poern is a reai-time event. Our habit of
skinrn-ring fbr sense when we read a newspaper or a novel, of barely noticing
the little words that take us fronr one kernel of nreaning to the next, is a
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great asset in modern civilization, but it doesn't stand us in good stead when
it conres to poetry, which simply cannot work d,s poetry if it is read in this
rvay.This is not because poetry is only or primarily sound, but because it is

irt sound - and above all in sound in movement - that its meanings are

produced and performed.To remetnber a poern is not the sanre as remem-
bering a fact or an erperience; itt to renlember words spoken in a certain
order - and one of the best ways of becoming sensitive to the possibilities of
poetic rhythnr is to nrenrorize poems in diflerent rhythmic forms.

The first rule in appreciating rhythm and movernent - a requisite for
appreciating poetry - is therefore a simple one:read poenrs aloud whenever
vou can (and have others read to you as well). Do this often enough for it to
become an autolnatic impulse whenever you pick up a poem.Then if it's nol
possible to read aloud, you will find yourself enunciating the poern under
vour breath slowly and with full attention, allowing it to take the same tirne
it would demand if you were using your voice.lt's worth remembering that
although we talk of someone "reading a poem," it'.s never simply a matter of
:1 person doing something to a passive textual object.What happens is that
the "reader" sets in nrotion a two-way process, keeping just enough control
to carry out the interpretive activiry that is necessary, but as far as possible
letting the language take charge, havrng its way, springing its surprises and
ofTerin g its satisfactions.

Some basic terms

During the course of this book, a nunrber of ternrs will be introduced,
discussed, and exemplified. Here are sonle preliminary comments on a few
of the most irnportant of the terms that will be used. (For a full list of terrns
:rnd brief definitions, see Appendix 2.)

1. Rhythm

Rhythrn is one of the nlost fanriliar experiences of our daily lives.We are all
constantly making and encountering rhythms. Whenever the muscles of
vour body engage in a repeated activiry a rhythmic nrovenlent is set up, and
rvhen you watch someone else engaged in such an activiry - or hear the
sounds that are produced by it - you naturally respor-rd to it rhythrnically,
sonletimes with ntovements of your own body. tsreathing, walking, run-
tring, talking: these are all rhythniic activities. Rhytlmr is a patterning of enercy

sirnultaneously produced and perceiued; a serics o-f alternatittns of build-up and re-

lcase, mouement and ctumtcr-m()ucnlutt, tendin,q tttruard regtldrity but complicated
by ,rrrrttnrrt uariatiorts artd local in-flcclion-s. Rhythnr can be both produced and
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perceived by a single person, as when you sine a song or read a poenl aloud;
or the production and perception can be separate, as wherl solneone sings a

song or reads a poern to you. Although strictly speaking the idea of
"nrovement" implies travel rn spdce,rhythnr is rvhat nrakes a physical medium
(the body, the sounds of speech or nrusic) seenr to nrove with deliberateness

through time, recalling what has happened (by repetition) and projecting
itseif into the future (by setting up expectations), rather than just letting
tirrre pass it by. Rhythm is felt as much as it is lrcard or seen.

A1l languages have their distinctive rhythnrs, their own ways of harness-
ing the energies of the body as they unfold in tinre.The job of the rhythm
in any language is to econonrize on that expenditure of energy by irnparting
a degree of regularity to it. And poetic rhythm is a heightening and an

exploitation of the rhythnr of a particular language. To be able to speak

English, therefore, is to be farniliar with the rhythrns that English poetry
uses.The further back you go in history, of course, the nrore likeiy you are

to encounter words that have to be pronounced with somewhat different
rhythmic qualities frorn those we give them today. But even as far back as

Shakespeare this applies to only a few words, and with a little practice it'.s

easy to become responsive to the rhythms of the verse written by Chaucer
some six hundred years ago. Different accents and dialects produce no ma-
jor difEculties either. Although a very detailed analysis of rhythm would
show up discrepancies, the fundamental features that we will be looking at

are common across a wide range of varieties of current English.
The rhythrn of the English language is fundam.entally a matter of syllables

and s/res-ses, and we will corre back to these terms in chapter 2.The point I
want to emphasize now is that simply being able to speak and understand
English means being able to handle both of these, whether we are conscious

of this ability or not. Operating together, syllables and stresses give spoken
English the rhythmic drive it needs to keep going: like all rhythnrs, that is,

it enables the muscular nrovements to happen with a certain evenness and
predictabiliry. (Imagine what it would be like trying to saw through a log if
the arnr and hand rnuscles, instead of working rhythn-rically, nroved in
irregular spasms.) Poems harness that rhythrnic drive to their orvn ends, but
they do so by exploiting the language's own potential, not by inrposinq
arbitrary rules on it.

More important than settling on and nremorizing a definition of rhvtl-rnr

is learning to read poetry in such a way as to er?crience its rhr,thnr. Poetic
rhythm is not a secret property that only the initiated can appreci:rte:it is the
nrost open and immediate of qualities. If we sonretinres nriss it. it's bec;rusc

we've learned nttt to hear it in our rush to :rttend to other thinqs.
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2. Verse

Almost all poetry is written in verse, as opposed to prose. Prose follows only
the rules of the English language, but verse introduces some additional prin-
ciple or principles that heighten our attention to its rhythms.A few poems
have been written in prose, and we might also want to apply the word
"poetry" to parts of some novels -JamesJoyceis Lllysses, for instance - on
the basis of their attention to the movernent and sounds of language. But in
this book we are concerned with poetry written in verse, of which there are

two major types, nretrical verse and nonrnetrical, or free, verse. (Freedom
is, of course, a relative matter, and there is no reason why free verse shouldn't
be as carefully controlled as metrical verse.) "A verse" can mean either "a
Iine" or"a stanza"; because of the ambiguiry the ternr is not used in this
book.

3. Free verse

Free verse, which became common in the twentieth century after some
isolated earlier exarnples, is, in one sense, the simplest kind of verse. It uses

a very straightforward device to bring about a focus on the movement of the
language:the introduction into the continuous flow of prose language, which
has breaks determined entirely by syntax and sense, of another kind of break,
shown on the page by the start of a new line, and often indicated in a

reading of the poem by a slight pause.When we read prose,we ignore the
fact that every now and then the line ends and we have to shift our eyes to
the beginning of the next line.We know that if the same text were printed
in a different typeface, the sentences would be broken up di{ferently with
no alteration in the meaning. But in free verse, the line on the page has an

integriry and function of its own.This has inrportant consequences for the
movement and hence the meaning of the words.

Here are two examples of free verse, by Walt Whitman and Denise
Levertov, each consisting of one descriptive sentence from a longer poem:

(2) The big doors of the country barn stand open and ready,
The dried grass of the harvest-time loads the slow-drawn wagon,
The clear light plays on the brown gray and green intertinged,
The armfuls are pack'd to the sagging mow.
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The new day rises
as heat rises,
knocking in the pipes
with rhythms it seizes for its own
to speak of its invention
the real, the new-laid
egg whose speckled shell
the poet fondles and must break
if he will be nourished.

What these two examples show is that the category "free verse" (like the
category "metrical verse") embraces r.videly differing uses of rhythrtr. The
first example uses long lines that correspond to the main divisions of the
sentence, while the second cuts up the sentence at places where we wouldn't
normally pause, resulting in a very different rhythm. A11 kinds of free verse
depend on the intrinsic rhythmic characteristics of spoken English, but they
exploit it in a variefy of ways.

4. Meter and metrical verse

Most rhythms - whether in language or elsewhere - are not organized into
longer repeated units. They begin, project thenrselves forward, peter out,
change, or stop, but they don't fall into regul:rr patterns nrade up of groups
of rhythmic pulses. I walk forr,vard, slow down, break into a run, corrle to a

sudden halt; the muscles of my body go through a series of rhythms, work-
ing with and against one another in complex relationships, 'nvithout any
sense that I could cctrutt the movelnents I make, or if I could, that the nunl-
bers would be significant. I read aloud from a newspaper, and rny speech
obeys the rhythrnic norms of tl-re English lantruage, determined entirely by
the sentences I read and not by any system of repeating sequences.The free

verse lines just quoted are given their rhythm by the interaction between
the rhythms of tl-re language itself and the iine-divisions marked on the
page; there is no further principle of organization or subdivision.

If, however, you read the following lines by William tslake :rloud, letting
their individual rhythm ernerge, you will find that they develop a swing of
tl-reir own.A different impulse of rhythnricaliry emerges to mesh with that
of the language itself, and perhaps even alter it (by rnaking you read the last

trvo rvords rnore deliberately than in prose, perhaps):

Never pain to tell thy love,
Love that never told can be;
For the gentle wind does move
SilentIy, invisibly.

(4)



Some hasic terms

The rvords have been chosen by the poet in such a way that the rhythm
'.', hich is produced when they are read with their normal pronunciation falls

.:rro a pattern of repeating units, t meter.The word suggests the measuring

:ir.rt is implicit in such units: the units are countable, and the number is

,:griiflcant. Meter is an organizing principle which turns the general tendency to-

, :r,1 resularity in rhythm into a strictly-patterned reoularity, that can be counted and

':.tttrcd.
We don't have to do any work to make Blake's lines metrical; the poet has

,.lready done the work in his arrangement of words,his placing of syntactic
':otrndaries, and his organrzation of lines, and we mereiy have to follow his

..'.rd. If the sense seelns to require a pause, or a quickening, we can provide
-:irher of these without fear that the nretrical pattern will dissolve - it is built
rnro the words,and will continue to make itself felt. For instance,you may

:eel that although the first sentence goes on after the first line, the meaning
Jenrands quite a long pause after the first "love." Read it in this way, and you
..r'r1l find that the rhythmic pattern is merely postponed, not broken. Equally,
,,ou might want to read straight on frorn the third to the last line;again, the

i)rqanization of the rhythm does not suffer. Meter is not a nretronome tick-
lnq away while we read; it is a quality of the poet'.s chosen language, both
rrnerging frorn and having an effect on that language.

As with the free-verse poet, part of what the poet has done is to divide
rhe senterlce up into lines on the page. This is less significant here because

rhe language itself sets up a metrical pattern that divides at those places -
s'hich are also signaled by rhyrnes.We can show the difference by rewriting
rhis example and one of the earlier free-verse examples without the
line-breaks:

4a) Never pain to tell thy love, love that never told
can be; for the qentle wind does move silently,
invisibly.

t3a) The new day rises as heat rises, knocking in the
pipes with rhythms it seizes for its own to speak
of its invention - the real, the new-laid egg whose
speckled shell the poet fondles and must break if he
will be nourished.

We would be tinabie to reconstruct the line-divisions in the second exan-)-

ple, but it would be an easy task in the first - and not only because of the
rhyrr"res.

Though not all rrleters are as clear-cut as the one lllake uses in this exanr-
ple, it is always the case that the units into which rnetrical verse is divided
:rre deterrnined by its own internal structure,whereas the units of free verse
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are deterrnined by the layout on the page.The less clearly rnarked the nreter,
the nrore the responsibiliry fails on the reader to indicate the line-ends in
pronunciation. Different readers do this in ditTerent ways, and only the slight-
est of rnodifications to a nonnal reading - such as a slowing-down on the
final syllable or a brief pause after the last word - will usually be enough.

Like rhythm, meter is not lirnited to a single rnediurn. In principle, any

rhythnric n-rovenlent can be nrade nretrical: if I push the saw with extra
vigor on every fourth stroke I anr setting up a simple nreter. (Even the
alternation of stronger forward and weaker backward strokes in nornral saw-
ing might be called a meter, of a very elementary kind.) Meter is, of course,
a fund:rnrental feature of nrost 'Western nrusic. It is signaled by the tinrc-
signature at the beginning of a piece of rnusic, and by the bar-lines that
divide up the work, but nrore importantly it ernerges frorn the structure of
notes and rests - patterns of duration, nrelody, dynanrics, and harmony -
that rnake r-rp the texture of sound. Meters can also be produced in a number
of languages whose physical properties are very different from each other.

Although in theory any principle of organization based on the counting
of units could be considered a nleter, we are concerned only with those
systenrs that produce an intensifcatittn and resularization of the normal rhythm ttf
the languaoe - and as we shall discover, only a verv ferv of the theoretically
possible systems of nreter achieve this result. The lines by Blake just quoted
are an example of one of the l11ost corlllrlon of such systerlls, and the fact
that a reader can tell they are in a nreter r,vithout having to do any counting
shows how well it does its job of intensi&irg and regularizing. What we
experience is precisely the rhythnr of spoken English becorning nrore insist-
ent and more even in its pulses (two aspects of the sanre process).

Most of the basic rletrical patterns that occur over and over again in
English poetry can be found in the poetry of urany other languages, and in
nruch of Western nrusic. It nrust be stressed that rlleter is not abstract or
theoretical, although sometinres it is talked about as if it were; it is not
opposed to rhythnr but is a rvav of oroani:ing rhythnr. But rvhile the meter of
the poen-r is sornething it shares with other poenls, rhythnr involves many
factors besides rneter, and is uniqtre to :r particular poenl. We will find that
thc- field of tneter is classified according to a nunrber of overlapping catego-
ries: nreter in generll;stress meter and syllable-stress lreter; duple and triple
nleter; four-beat and five-beat nreter; and so on. These different metrical
possibilities give rise to diflerent kinds of uerse: stress verse and syllable-stress
verse, duple and triple vel'se, and so on for all the other fypes of meter.
Wrsifirutioru is the art of w'riting in verse; mctrics or, nlore traditionally,pro-sody,
is the study of that art.

The fact of a poenr's being written in a nreter doesn't nlean that it cnters
a realnr of special ditficulty:far fronr it,since the nrajoriry of the nreters used
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-", poets are fundarnentally very sirnple and very familiar. The bulk of Eng-
...ir r-erse is rnetrical, and this includes both literary epics and folk ballads,
. .nr1ct sequences and nursery rhymes. Readers who turn to literary verse
,:e .rlnrost always already proficier-rt at reading popular verse, and therefore
.:.rr e :r solid foundation on which to build. The most valuable way of doing
:.ris is by reading as much poetry as possible in a variery of meters, trying to
-':-1nq out the rhythn-ric structure (chanting the lines, if necessary) so that the
::rc-trical patterns and possibiiities of English verse become second nature.

5. Beat

The nrost fundarnental feature of any rhythm that is organized as a rneter is
:'itt bt'at,a burst of energy that is part of a repeating and structured pattern.
\ltrrical language is lartguage utritten in such d wdy as to make possible the experi-
. tt;irt.I ttf beats. It would be less accurate to say the "hearing" of beats, because
:i is an important fact that beats are not just heard: what makes a particular
.ollnd a beat is the way that it engages with the body and not just the ears

.ind brain.-We say that a stretch of language has beats when, on hearing it or
:eading it aloud, we sense an inrpulse to lllove at regularly occurring places

- to bring down the hand, to nod the head, to tap the foot. The oldest
nreaning of the word "beat" is "strike repeatedly," and its later use in discus-
.ions of rnusic and poetry still carries something of that sense of repeated

l.hvsical action.What was described as the "swing" of the Blake iines quoted
carlier is the effect of the beats that emerge as we read it. It's irnportant to
note that a beat never exists in isolation - it is always part of a patterned
rcries, since it is only in such a series that beats can be produced.

In between two beats there is invariably a 1u11, a nlonlent of slack often
rclt as either an after-efTect of the previous beat or a build-up of tension
leading to the next beat. This r11ol11ent can be just a pxuse, or it can have a

prr,rlse (or sometimes rnore than one pulse) of its own - and if it does, we
refer to the weaker pulses as tt_ffbcats. An oflbeat is a kind of beat, but it is

clearly distinguishable fronr a full beat by being less powerful, and by being
rl-rythrnically linked to a full beat before or after it. The alternation of beats

.rnd offbeats gives rise to a nruch stronger rhythrl than a sirnple series of
beats,and is the basis of all English nleter.As we shall see,different rypes of
offbeat play an inrportant role in giving meters their specific character.

6. Some other terms

A11 poenrs (apart fron-r prose poelr1s, which we are not dealing with here) are

divided into lines.The lines nray be contirluous, or divided into stanzas
(groups of lines, usually with the sanre pattern of line-lengths and often the
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same pattern of rhymes).When a corltinuous poenr is divided into irregular
strbdivisions, these are called ue$c pdfilrophs.If the end of a line coincides
with a break in the syntax (usually, though not always, indicated by punc-
ttration), it is called an end-stopped linc.If the syntactic unit carries on over
the end of the line into the next one, it is called a ntn-on line.All the lines in
exanrple (2) above are end-stopped; rrlost of the lines in example (3) are

run-on.
The narnes of the comtnonest rnetrical lines in the literary tradition are

taken from Greek prosody (though their nreanings when applied to English
verse are different).The two il1ost collrlnon lengths of line are the four-beat
line, or tetrarneter (fronr the Greek prefix tetra-, four), and the five-beat line,
or pentameter (fiorn the Greek prefix penta-, five). Other narnes rvill be
defined later in the book.

Rlryrue is a farniliar phenornellon, involving the repetition of the stressed

vowel of a wor-d and any sounds that follow it, combined with a di{ference
irr the consorlant inrrnediately preceding it: "bee"/"fi'ee"; "l'e.ke" /"take";
"dressy",/"nlessy"; "kick it"/"stick it." It is used as a structural device in
English verse to nrark the end of n-retrical units or lines. A rhyme-stheme

is a pattern of rhyrnes. To represent a rhvme-scheme in shorthand, every
different rhynre is given a dilTerent letter of the alphabet: oabbccdd (couplets),
abab (a quatrain with alternating rhymes), abbaabltacdecde (one type of
sonnet).

When a poetic line runs smoothly because it fulfills the demands of the
nreter in the rrrost straightfonvard rvay, it displays reEilarity or shnpliciry.'We
could also simply say that it is hi.qhly rhythmicaL When it diverges fronr the
sirnplest pattern of alternation enshrined in the meter there is an increase irr
irre,qularity or complexiry.We can also describe this vrriation in ternrs of the
degree of relaxation or tensiott, since nleter is built out of readers' expecta-
tions, and when expectations are only partly rnet the language seenls to bc
pulling away from the anticipated patterning.

To identifl. the rneter of a poenr by rneans of a systenr of visual symbols is

to smn it, thus producing t scansion. The main purpose of scansion is to
indicate clearly the basic rhythmic structure of a line or group of lines. It is

not an attermpt to represent a specific reading with ali its nuances (though a

scansion will often suggest one kir"rd of reading in contrast to other possible
readings).'We can rnake a scansiorl nrore or less detailed, depending on tl-re

specific purpose it is being used for. One of the difliculties in analyzinq
lneter is that the terrns and syuibols we use and the diagranls we draw tencl
to suggest, quite erroneously, that nreter is largely a nr:rtter of space and of
seeing.We need to bear in rlind constantly that what we are dealing with i.
prirnarily a matter o{ the m()ucmcnt ttf me:aninqful -sowtd throu.gh fime - psycho-
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logical time, especially - and that our enrployrnent of a visual, spatial vo-
cabulary is forced on us by necessity. (See also Appendir 1 , Scansion.)

Types of meter

There are a number of ways of classifying the rneters of English poetry, none
of which produces absolutely watertight categories.This book is organized
according to a basic distinction bet,uveen stress meter and syllable-stress

tneter, rvhich differ in the way they Llse the fundamental building-blocks of
the language. (A third rype of meter, strong-stress met(,,', is discussed in con-
junction with stress rlreter, to which it is more closely related.) But other
categorizations cut across this one: the distinction between duple and triple
rneter, for instance, occLrrs in both stress meter and syllable-stress nteter.

It is :rlso useful to consider every metrical poem as falling into the cat-
egory of either Jour-beat uerse or non-fit*bedt uerse (the rnost usual fornr of
the latter being five-beat verse). As 'nve shall see, the distribution of these
categories is not synnretrical. Four-beat verse occurs iu all fypes of meter,
rvhereas non-four-beat verse occurs almost exclusively in syllable-stress
rl1eter, or, to put the sanle thing the other way round, stress verse and strong-
stress verse are almost alrvays in four-beat llreter, whereas syllable-stress verse
can be in both four-beat and non-four-beat nreters. Since our perception of
a meter is the product of a number of factors (which will be outlined in
chapter 3), a given poern can be classified in a number of ways - its phrasing,
its use of stressed and unstressed syllables, its layout on the page, irs
line-lengths, its transitions fronr one line to the next, its rhyme-scheme, ancl

so on.'We shall be dealing rvith nlanv of these in the chapters that follor,v.

Functions of rhythm in poetry

All poetry in English c'rploits the rhythnric potential of the English lan-
quaFle, but this does not nle2ln that it cloes so for only one purpose. Ti-re

functions of rhythnr in poenls are nlany andvaried,though it is difficult to
separate them out in any specific exarrrple because they work together so

closely. It is also inlportant to renlember that the way rhythm works in
poetry is a product of the literary cultr-rre in which it is r,vritten and read;
these fttnctions are not"irtherent" qualities of rhythnt, but nrodes of under-
stancling that have developed through the history of English literature. They
have changed in the past, and will no dotrbt do so in future - largely through
the inventive practice of poets thenrselves. Any particular poem could be

l1
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said to rediscover the functions of rhvthrn, and rnay exploit them in unan-
ticipated ways.

In the chapters that follow we shall consider many samples of poetry in
English in which a number of the functions of rhythnl are exenrplified
simultaneously.The foilorning list is an initial, and sonrewhat arbitrary, clas-

sification of the rnajor purposcs which rhytl-rrn can serve in a poem. It is

divided into two kinds of function: those which relate to the working of the

poeln as a whole, and those which relate to local effects at particular points
in the poem.

1. The poem in general

(a) Heiglttcttcd lanstmsc

A poem's use of rhvthnr is one irnportant way in which its language is

heightened; that is to say, it is nrade to seern a special language dernanding
special attention. In poetry,language is rendered less haphazard,less ephem-
eral, less a product of the monlent than ir-r other r-rtilizations. In free verse,

this arises from the lines that divide up the continuous rnovelnent of the
language, and their relation to syntactic and sernantic strLlctures. In metrical
verse, the rneter itself acts as a continuous principle of organization, and in
its stricter forms it conveys the feeling that euery syllable counts.

Although rhythnr in poetry can often work effectively es an irnitation of
the spoken voice - and we shali turn to this function in due course - the
heighterring of language also produces a certain impersonality.When language,

usually assumed to be the product of a single individual and a single mind,
takes on the garb of sonre conventional order such as figures of rhetoric or
oral formulae, it becornes to that extent trans-individual.The rhythmic forms
of poetry - especially rnetrical poetry - furnish utterances r,vith a public
quality, even when they seern rnost personal and intimate. Interpretatioll
r-nay be a nletter of responding to a range of possibilities held in suspension

rather than identifying the inflections of a single "attthentic" voice.

(b) Consistency and unity

A poenr is usually experienced as a single entiry:rnd one reason for this is its

rhythrnic consistency. Metrical verse renrains in the same nleter (with the
sanle kinds and degree of rhvthrnic variation), and free verse keeps to the
sanle kinds of line-length (which rnay rnean the consistent use of very var-
ied line-lengths) and the sarne relation of the line to syntactic units.By the
sarne token, a poenl that contravenes these expectations can convey a strong
sense of internal change or fragmentedness.In achieving unity, rhythn'r works
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.:-rn-hand with other features of the poent, of course, such as diction
r:n.lqery.

It,,nt',lrd fil(n,ement and Jinal closurc

...,,:.',--1 to the consistency of a poenr is the sense that during its cotrrse it is

.'rng tonv:rrd and that at its end it reaches a point of finaliryrather than
,.-: iropping. Metrical forrn contributes to this aspect of poetry by provid-

- llrqer structures which poelns fulfill, both over short spans (syllables,
.r;iicS. lines) and long ones (stanza forms, fixed poetic forrns).The exist-

-..-e of metrical expectations produces sequences oftension and relaxation,
., j these, [oo, provide a for-ward drive, especially when they are colrnter-

.- :nred against the units of grarnmar and nreaning. Finally, phrasal nlove-
.,:nt - rvhich we shall exatnine in chapter 8 - is an irnportant factor in
:-',rard progress and cuhninating closure.

; )Ieruorability

^j:c.ruse of its heightened and intensified language, poetry lodges itself in
:l:e brain more easily than prose.This is particularly true of metrical verse
':ipecially when the rhythm is a strong otre), since the physical inrprint of

:.:e tneter :rcts as a storehouse for the words.lt'.s no accident that rural lore is
,:ten passed dorvn in sirnple rhymes. ("Red sky at night, shepherd's delight;

,l.ed sky at tnorning, shepherd'.s warning.") This fact in turn gives poetry
:r'ore potential for the richness that accrues from associations with other
'-'r)cr1lS, since readers tend to conre to poems with other poelxs held in
.rerlrory (see "Literary associations" below). Another result of the
::renrorabiliry of poetic language is that poelns gain in depth as we carry
.hetn with us through our lives. Even if rve think rve have forsotten a poeln,
.r nlay conle to life with greater vividness and richness when we
t'r-'-ellcoullter it.

't) Mimetic sugestiueness

In rather general ways, the choice of a particular rhythmic form fbr a poenr
..rn suggest particular physical qualities. A rapid rhythnr can be appropriare
tbr a quick-r-novinu strbject; a slow rhythnr nrrry suit a sonrber topic. The
rhythm of Willianr Carlos Willianrs'.s "The Dance," with its one-two-three
nrovenrent, is clearly representative of its subject:

t3
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In Breughel's gireat picture, the Kermess,
the dancers go round, they go round and
around, the squeal and the blare and the
tweedle of bagpipes, a bugle and fiddles
tipping their bellies. . .

Such devices don't go very far tor,vard the achievement of a successful poenr,
but they rnay be a srrrall part of it.They are certainly not a nrajorjustification
for poets'attention to rhythrrr.

(f) Ilmotional suggcstiueness

The choice of a particular rhythnric fornr can also iniply a certain enlotional
coloring.Though the association of rhythnric qualities :rnd ernotional states

is no doubt in part a nlatter of culturai conditioning, it seerns likely that
therer'.s a physiological connection as well, since ernotions manifest thenr-
selves directly in the way we expend nruscular energy. When we speak, we
impart to our words a rhythmic quality expressive of our feelings - light and
rapicl, heavy and slow, regular, abrupt, smooth, and so on. What's unusual
abont verse is that it has the capacity to build in these qualities, so that they
beconre an inherent feature of the lines.

G. K. Chesterton'.s "Lepanto," for instance, is inrbued with a rhythmic
exuberance that implies a voice proclainring rather than nrusing over or
regretting the eve'nts it describes:

White founts falling in the courts of the sun,
And the Soldan of Byzantium is smiling as they run;
There is laughter like the fountains in that face of

all men feared,
It stirs the forest darkness, the darkness of his

beard...

'Wallace 
Stevens, on the other hand, in "Peter Quince at the Clavier," Lrses a

nleter that also has four rnain beats in each line to convey a rneditative,
reflective mood:

Just as my fingers on these keys
Make music, so the selfsame sounds
On my spirit make a music, too.

((,)

(7)
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l.i Literary associatiotxs

The rhythm of one poern can allude to the rhythnr of others - whether to
r specific poern or group of poems or to an entire tradition of poetry.
Writers who choose the sarre nleter that Shakespeare and Milton chose

know that readers will unconsciously relate their poetry to these earlier
u'orks. A poen-r in Spenseri:rn stanzas can't help referring to Spenser's long
poem The Faerie Queene, for which the stanza was invented. T'his process of
.rssociation is by no means a lirnitation on the poet'.s craft; on the contrary, it
is one of the available lcsources, nraking possible an increase in the richness
.rnd suggestiveness of the language.

Even when a poenl is written asainst a particular tradition, it is still rely-
ing on sonle prior identification with that tradition.The inconrprehension
rnd nrild irreverence displayed at the openine of Larkin'.s "Church Going" is

,--lirected not only at the tradition represented by the sacred building that the
speaker is entering, its r-rnawed tone and casual diction is equally an act of
ironic detachment frorn the weighry tradition of the chosen lneter, Shake-
speare's and Miltoni ianrbic pentanleter:

8) Once I am sure there's nothing going on
I step inside, letting the door thud shut.
Another church: matting, seats, and stone,
And little books; sprawlings of flowers, cut
For Sunday, brownish now,' some brass and stuf f
Up at the holy end; the small neat organ,'...

2. Within the poem

(a) Emphasis

Organized rhytl-rnl sets up expectations, ancl any departure fronr the ex-
pectecl norlrl is potentially a lrronlent of eniphasis.The stricter the control
of rhythnr, of course, the nlore powerful the loregrounding which can be

rrchieved when the rhythm of the lansuage diverges from its anticipated
course. Thus Milton, in his sonllet "On the Late Massacre in Piednront,"
begins two lines lvith stressed syllables where unstressed syllables are ex-
pected in order to fix our attention on the horror of the events he is de-
scribins:

Forqet not: in thy book record their qroans
Who were thy sheep and in their ancient fold
Slain by the bloody Piedmontese that rolled
Mother with infant down the rocks.

15
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If we rew,rite these lines so that "Slain" arld "Mother" fall in the expected
places, the emphasis is rveakened and the lines lose sorne of their power:

(9r) Forget not: in thy book record their groans
Who were thy sheep and in their ancient fold
Were slain by bloody Piedmontese that rolled
The mother with the infant down the rocks.

Not every departure fronr the norni wiil
lroment, however; as ahvays, co-operltion
is decisive.

be experienced as an emphatic
with other aspects of the poem

(b) Artictiatiort

A departure frorn a nornr that has been set up can also mark a shift of subject
or tonaliry as r,vhen a poerlr nroves into a different n'Ieter and thereby alters
the focus and fbelins of a poL'r1r. Here'.s a stanza byThomas Hardy in which
the nrood shifts startlinuly fior-n nostalgic renrenrbrance to real grief at the
sixth line, where a clistinctive new rhythrn is introduced:

(10) They sing their dearest songs
He, she, all of them - yea,
Treble and tenor and bass,

And one to play;
With the candles mooning each

Ah, no; the years O!
How the sick leaves reel down

c^-^rdue. . .

in thronqs I

@ Mimetir fficts

A courtlon type of conrmentary on poetic rhythnr involves relating a par-
ticular rl"rythnric scquerlcL' in a poenr to a qualiry or evellt referred to by the
words. Itis easy to find oneself inve ntinq c<.rnncctions of this kind, so scrll-
pulous attentiort to the reacling experience itself, and conrparison lvith other
poenls, is nccessary Apparent nrirrretic effects frequentiy turn or.rt to be
siniply the resuit of a rhythnric enrphasis on a partictrlar rvord or phrase.
Minretic deviccs that reallv do iniitate nlovenre nts or sc'rtrncJs rrre often conric.
since they intrtrde trpon the rnore strbtle 'uvorkins of poetic rttythni.

Dryder-r chairges the rhythnr of his "Sonq fbr St Clccilia s L)av" sucldenlr'
to suggest the soutid of a drurtr; the clevice unde'niably rvorks,but rnore 2ls a

rhythnric conceit that rve enjoy for its cleverness than .ls:l ulonrent of rcal-
istic engagenrent rvith thc physical rvorld:
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The trumpet's loud clangour
Excites us to arms,

With shrill notes of ang-er,
And mortal alarms.

The double double double beat
Of the thundering drum

Cries: "Hark! the foes come;
Charge, chargie, 'tis too late to retreat. "

,d1 Erutttional effects

\'lore in-rportant than imitations of the world refbrred to by the words are

:he ways in which changes in the nrental and emotional state of the iruag-
:ned speaker of the words are suggestecl by the rhythnr.Just as the whole
roenl catr be inrbued with a certain enrotional tinrbre by its rhythrtr, so

.ndividual lines or parts of lines can use movenrent to enhance feelings
'-'rpressed ir-r the words.Again, it is difficult to separate out the contribution
ri rhythrn fronr that of nreaning and syrrtax; but the capaciry that rhythms
.r.n'e for being snrooth or jagged, forceful or hesitant, rapid or slow,

-rndoubtedly enters into the local effbcts of ernotionally colored poetry.
Listen to the change of rhythnr in the third and fourth lines in this

-'\cerpt from Spenser'.s Facrie Qtteent.Tl-re figure of Despair is ternptins the
.rero to suicide:

l) Is not short pain well borne, that brings long
ease?

And lays the soul to sleep in quiet grave?
Sleep after toil, port after stormy seas,

Ease after war, death after life does greatly
please.

lii- nranipulating the allowable variations of the nreter he is using, Spenser
.:.rs created a repeated rockins rhythnric figure that tenrporarily displrrces

:le sterner alternating rhythnr. In this rvay, the rhythm evokes the speaker'.s

. -rllinq tones while at the salne tinre inritating the condition of restfulr-ress he

.. so persuasively aclvocating.

..'t Me aniw in pr()ft'ss

versc heightens the reader'.s sense of languauc n-roving through tinre,
can susqest l)re;lnings that are therl rriodificd or contradicted a

later (and once a nrerrr.ring in poetry has been suggested, even colt-
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tradicting it doesn't expunge the fhct that for a tinre it existed). Although
the revision of interpretations ;rs the reader progresses is something that
happens in prose as wcll, poetrv possesses a special power to present nrean-
ing as a constantly changing process.This power is particularly noticeable at
the transition frorn one line to another, where tl-re reader usually attempts to
establish some coherent rrreaning up to the end of the line before beginning
to process the next line.

Since division into lines - and more generally the sense of a continual
onward movellrent which involves repeated beginnings and endings - is a
characteristic of ail verse, this din-rension of poetic rneaning is potentially
present in any poem, and we shall consider it further as an aspect of phrasal
movement in chapter 8. Milton's poetry is full of such effects, one exarnple
being the very first line of Paratlisa Lost:

(13) Of Man's first disobedience, and the fruit
Of that forbidden tree.

Taking the first line as a whole, we tend to read "fruit" as rneaning "conse-
quence," referring to the outconle of th:rt act of disobedience which is the
subject of the poerll.But when we reacl on to the next line,we realize that
we are being told not about a metaphorical fruit but a literal one, the actual
produce of a tree that grew in the Garden of Eden. However, the first
meaning is not eradicated; the poem is about the terrible conseqllences of
Adam and Eve'.s disobedience, which Milton believes are everywhere visible
in his own tinre.

0 Ctmnection and contrdst

We have considered the seneral tinifyins power of organized rhythnr; it is

also possible for partictrlar parts of a poem to be connected by rhythnric
sin-rilarities. Each of the frrst three stanzas of George Herbert's "Virtue" -
presentirlg exarnples of e-:rrthly beauty - ends with the short, grirn line "For
thou lnust die"; the last stanza, however, closes with a climactic assertior)

that gains its power in part fronr its repetition of the earlier rhythmic units
rvhile contradicting their rnessase. Here are the first and last stanzas:

(11) Sweet day, so cool, So ca1m, so bright,
The bridal of the earth and sky:
The dew shal1 weep thy fall tonig,ht,

For thou must die.



Sumtnary

Only a sweet and virtuous soul,
Like seasoned timber, never qives;
But though the whole world turn to coal,

Then chiefly 1ives.

"Tl-ren chiefly lives" has the salne rhythmic outline as "For thou must die"
rr.rt triunrphantly reverses the meaning in a culnrinating assertion of faith.

It is quite possible for all these functions of rhythm to be at work in a

.rngie poenl, and :rn exhaustive conlmerlt2lry on the rhythnric dinrension of

.rnv poeln would be an enornrous project (especially if the interrelation
i',et'uveen rhythm and the other dimensions of the poerrl were properly taken
:nto account). [n comnrenting on a poenr, it'.s nrore likely that yoti rnill
ilrlgle out those functions of rhythrri that are relevant to the point you are

:naking - but this can only be done if you are aware of all the 'uvays in which
:l-rvthm may participate in the experience of reading.

Summary

.-1. Reading poetry

l)oetry takes ltlacc in tinre; its nrovenrent through tinre, nlore or less regular,
'.' its rlrytluz. It should be read aloud whenever possible, and even when reacl
.rlently it should take up the same amount of tinre that reading aloud would
:rve it.

B. Some basic teruns

Rltl,thrn is the production and perception of patterned energy. lt is-fclt rather
:htn heard. Every language has its own ch:iracteristic rlrythrn.

l/erse involves the introduction of an additional principle into language
rlrat heightens the reader'.s attention to rhythnt.ln-fi'ee uerse,this principle is

:he division of the language into discrete units by the layout or-r the page.

).'letcr is an organizirrg principle w'hich turns the general tendency
rou,ard regularity in rhythni into a strict regulariry that can be counted and

n.rrued.lt involves an intensification and r^egr-rlarization of the norrnal rhythm
..ri tl-re language. Metrical language is language written in such a way as to
rrr:rke possible the experiencinrl of bettts, bursts of energy that produce
lepeated and structured patterns.
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Typrt of meter

Meter can be classified in several ways; this book is organized around the
distinction between stress verse and syllable-stress verse. Another iinportant
classification distinguishes between four-beat verse and non-four-beat (nrost
often five-beat) verse.

Ftrnctions of poetic rhythm

The nrajor-functions of rhythm in poetry are the foliowing:

l. The poem in general

(r) Heightened language
(b) Consistency and uniry
(.) Forward movelnent and final closure
(d) Memorabiliry
(.) Minretic suggestiveness
(f ) Emotional suggestiveness
(g) Literary associations

2. Within the poem
(r) Emphasis
(b) Articulation
(.) Mimetic effects
(d) Emotional effects
(.) Meaning in process
(f ) Connection and contrast



Chapter 2

The rhythms of spoken English

Learning to speak English. as a child or ar) adult, is not just a rnatter of
learning the sounds of the consonants and vowels, and putting thenr
together in nreaningful words and sentences. It also involves internalizing,
through inritation and practice, a certain way of using the nruscles of the
speech apparatus to produce sequences of sounds.One has to learn (as one
learns to swinr, not as one learns a mathenratical theorenr) to produce the
uniqr-re rhythm of English speech, different from the equally unique rhythnrs
of other ianguages. Out of this unique rhythrn the nrovements of English
poetry down the centuries have been fashioned.This is one important rea-
son why the rhythnrs and nreters of English verse have no exact parallel in
other linguistic cultures, though they have sorne similarities with the rhythnrs
.rnd meters of poetic traditions in closely related languages.

The study of English speech rhythnr cor-rld take us into extrernely conl-
plex and still rather vexed territory, but fortunately we need to deal with
only a few elementary conrponents before nroving on to the poetic em-
ploynrent of tl-ris rhythm. It is only in recent years that phonologists work-
ing on the sounds of English (and related languages) have started to study in
,,letail the rhythnric regularities that underlie our speech, though poets have

L',een exploitine these patterns for centuries.

Syntax

The rhythnr of a language is not just a matter of the sottnds of its words;
:.1ually crucial are their meanings and the way they relate to one another in
ierltences - what is called priltu'ndr or syntox. It isn't necessary to know a

:reat deal about the technicalities of lineuistic analysis in order to appreciate
.rnd talk about the function of syntax and sense in poetic rhythm, but it is

rnportant to have a leeling for the way syntax joins and separates words in
..rnger or shorter units and rvith diflerent degrees of strength. It is in this
..,.rv that syntax contributes crucially to our experience of language as nrove-
::rcnt. Fortunately, this feeling fbr syntax is part of knowing a language.

The langLrage rve' speak is divided into coherent trnits by its syntax. Syn-
.,r thtts has both a separating and a uni$ring function. Most obviously,
,r)quage is divided into sentences; and sentences are often further divided

21
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into smaller units, and so on in a hierarchical structure. This structure can be

shorvn graphically. In the foliorving diauranr the highc'st level (labeled 1)

shows the rnain division of the sentence, and each succeeding level shows

further (and weaker) subdivisions:

1
a

-)

4

sentences

and so on

The strongest breaks within the sentence are usuaily markecl by colons ancl

semi-colons, the next strongest ones are often nrarked by dashes or conlmas.
The space we see on the page between words always marks sorne deqree oi
break, but this becomes rninimal when the words form part of a tighth'
corlnected unit. Look at the line-endings in this exarnple:

(1) in the hot noon-sun, I think of the grey
opalescent winter-dawn,' as the wave

burns on the shingle, I think,
you are less beautiful than frost;...

A cornm:r would be possible at the end of the first line ("the grey, opalescen:

winter-dawn"), but not the second ("the wave burns on the shingle").Thr.
means that there is a stronger syntactic break at the end of the first line th.rr:

the second, giving the two nrornents diflerent rhythmic qualities.
However, the link betrveen "the" and "wave" is everl strollger than thr:

between "w'ave" and "burns."You can feel this if you read a rewritten vcr-
sion:

in the hot noon-sun, I think of the g-rey
opalescent winter-dawn,' dS the

are often further divided

in a hierarchical structure

(1.)
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wave burns on the shingle, I think,
you are less beautiful than frost;...

Here the line-break cuts through a strongly unified phrase, "the wave," and
the break is even more marked than in the original.

-We 
sometimes represent a strong syntactic break in speech by either a

silence or a pause (that is, by slowing down our reading speed, which usu-
rlly rneans extending the last syllable before the break). It's important to
r:nderstand that this is by no means essential, however. As speakers of the
language, we are already familiar with the working of syntax, and we there-
tore know - not necessarily at a conscious level - when a break is occurring.
ln reading a poem, we feel the occurrence of breaks of different strengths,
u'hether or not we choose to pause or insert a silence when we reach them.

The science of linguistics has developed complex (and competing) sys-

tenls to describe the operations of syntax, but in this book we will avoid
rnost of its terminoloEy,and rely on the English speakert sense of the divi-
sions and links that order the ianguage. When they function as part of a

poem's movement, these processes are called phrasing, and although they
n'ill remain relevant throughout our discussion of meter and rhythm they
u'ill receive special attention in chapter 8.

(1) Read the following lines, paying attention to the links between the end
of one line and the beginning of the next. Rank them by means of
numerals, starting with 1 for the strongest link and using the same numeral
for those you think are approximately equal:

Gone the three ancient ladies
Who creaked on the greenhouse ladders,
Reaching up whit-e strings
To wind, to wind
The sweet-pea tendrils, the smilax,
NasturLiums, the climbing
Roses, t.o st.raight.en
Carnations, red
Chrysant.hemums ; the sti f f
Stems, jointed like corn,
They tied and tucked,-
These nurses of nobody e1se.

(Note: chapter B will introduce a more sophisticated method of assessing
the strength of run-on lines.)
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Syllables

English speech is carried on a stream of syllables,each one a little articulation
of energv produced by the muscles that expel air out of the nrouth, shaped

by the vocal cords and the organs of the mouth. lt's very easy for a speaker
of English to gain a sense of the way in which syllables work as a rhythrnic
motor;all you have to do is read out a sentence in u,hich you exaggerate the
syllables by rnaking them into regularly occurring rhythnric beats. (lt helps

to tap on sonlething with your hand for each beat.) Tiy it first with a sen-
terlce made of monosyllabic words (that is, words rvith only one syllable), so

that all you have to do is give each r,vord the sarxe degree of emphasis -
which means, you will find, pronouncing each word at the sanle pitch:

Thi s-i s-a-te s t-that-wi 1 l-no t-Ias t-l ong .

Now do it with polysyllabic words (words of more than one syllable) as

well:

Th i s-ex-pe-r j--ment-wi 1 1-be-ve-ry-shor t .

In reading like this, you have brought out the way in which syilables provide
a primary rhythmic carrier for the language. Every sound of the language
that you utter is a cornponent of a syllable, and each syllable, being a rhyth-
mic pulse, pushes yolr on to the next one.

It's not so easy to pronounce the phonemes - the distinctive sounds of the
language - in the sanre way. Tiy to separate out the sounds of the word
"erperinrent" as regular rhythnric beats:

e-k-s -p-e-r- r- -m-e-n- t

Phonemes are not produced rhythrnically, :rnd itls a straill to pronounce
tlrerri as if they wcre. (lt'.s much easier to count the lctters in "experilnent,"
bec:ruse cach pronourtcecl letter is a syllable:e t:-ex-pee-e e-are-eye-
enr-ee-en-tee.) Evcn pronouncinq rrtrd-s as repeated bears involves ltlore
eflort th:rn doing so rvith syllables, unless of cotrrse they are ali nionosvllabic
rvords, as in the exanrple above.Tiv givinq the following sentence ;r regtrlar
beat for each rvord:

Th i s-exp er imen t-wi I l-be-a-ve ry-undemandi ng-one .

There is a sense of stmin in subjecting u,orrls to this trcatnler)t.
Althougli linguists h:rve not been able to conrc up r,vith :]r1 exact physi-
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.ogical explanation of the syllable, it's clear frorn this kind of reading that
. . rl.rbles have a fundanrentally rhythmic basis. Cour-rting syllables - which is

.\nletirnes helpful if you are really puzzled by the meter of a line - is easy:

-..r read in this way. counting on your fingers as you go. Don't be misled by
-::lling; not all vowels are prollounced, and not all syllables have a vowel.
l,ke the word "rhythrn" itself: it has no vowels as traditionally ttnderstood
:hough of course "y" often functions as a vowel), but we pronounce it as

:-.,. o syllables ("rith-iur"). On the other l-rand, the last vowel of"danced" and
'iroped" does not represent a syllable (except in some oider poetry, where it
.. sonretirnes marked by an accent:"dancdd.")

Often two vowels are part of a single syllable, even if they are prorlounced
... :r diphthong (that is, using rnore than one vowel sound):"maid,""steal,"
".hout." Some consonants can function as syliables: listen to the second
.rllable of "steeple." In this r.vord iti the "1," not the "e," rvhich constitutes
:he syllable.An apostrophe can aiso represerlt a vor,vel: "churcht" and "class's"

irlr-e two syllables (though of course "state's" and "text's" have only one).
The guide shouid always be how the word is spoken. Sometimes we
:reggerate the syllabic rhythnr to make ourselves understood: "I said

EX-PE_RI_MENT!!!"
Occasionally, you will encounter words where you can't be certain of the

:rr-rrrrber of syllables.Are the following two-syllable or three-syllable words?

dubious wandering fiery conduit

The ansrver is that they nray be either, depending on how they are pro-
nounced. Such words are handy for poets writing in nteter, who may use

rhern in accordance rvith either pronunciation.They ustrally don't pose any

f-roblenrs for readers of poetry, who :lre guided by the rhythmic expecta-

rions set up by previous lines.The general ternr fbr the otnission of a syl1able

irr pronunciation is c/i-sioru (the syllable is said to be elidcd);we shall discuss

ionre exanrples in verse in chapter 5.

, ,,::,,,],,,: ,..::: .

...;m*U*.**...,:.'

Syllables
::

(2) Mark each syllable in the following extracts with an "s" above its first
vowel (or above a consonant if it constitutes the syllable). Underline any
words which are capable of being pronounced with one more or one less

syllable than you have shown.
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A quibble is to Shakespeare what luminous vapours are

to the traveller: he follows it at all adventures; it

is sure Lo lead him out of his way and sure to engulf

him in the mire.

In life's last scene what prodigies surprise,

Fears of the brave, and follies of the wise?

From Marlb'rough's eyes the streams of dotage f1ow,

And Swift expires a driv'ler and a show.

The box of pawntickets at his elbow had just been

rifled and he Eook up idly one after another in his
b1

:11:

ll Sreasy fingers the blue and white dockets, scrawled
iii:

lt

|$ and sanded and creased and bearing t.he name of the

#

$ nledger as Daly or MacEvoy.

Stress

In bringing out the underlying syllabic rhythm of English by giving each
syllable the same emphasis, you suppressed the language's other rhythmic
characteristic: the varying degree of stress that is carried by syllables. The
result, you will have noticed, sounded like some kind of crude machine-
produced language. English,like other Germanic languages, is a language in
which stress plays a dominant role in speech rhythm. (Stress is sometimes
also called "acceflt," and stressed syllables "accented syllables." Occasionally a

writer will reserve the term "accent" for a particular kind of stress, but you
can usually assume that it means the same as"stress," which is the term I will
use consistently in this book. See Appendrx 2 for these and other related
terms.)

A stress can be thought of as an intensified syllable. Certain syllables in
the words and sentences we speak are pronounced with extra energy, mak-
ing them louder or longer, or different in timbre or in pitch, or a combina-
tion of these.In effect, what you did in bringing out the syllabic rhythm of
the earlier examples was to make euery syllable stressed. (Note that a syllable

(a)

(b)

(c)
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t; t thing,or speaking rlrore strictly art t'uent:a group of sounds pronounced
.rrrd perceived as a sinsle unit. Stress, however, ts a -feature, a way of pro-
nouncing a syllable.Wl-ren we talk of the"stresses"in a sentence,this is only
.r shorthand way of saying the "stressed s1'llables.") In utterirlg a sentence

u'ith a great deal of enrphasis, you give special weight to the stressed syllables

- and in doing so, spe'ak in a highly regular rhythnr.You might even beat

vour hand in tinre with the enrphasized syllables:

THIS exPEriment will be VERy SHORT.

Knowing which syllables are stressed and which are unstressed in nornral
.peech is no problenr for the speaker of English: to be able to speak English
is to possess this knon ledge already. Developing the abiliry to rnark syllables

.ts stressed or unstressed on the page is .;ust e nratter of becorning aware of
u'hat you already knor,r,', of listening carefully to your own production of
ipeech.We actually Lltter, and hear. not just stressed ancl unstressed syllables

but a conrpiex hierarchy of stresses; horvever, in de:rling with the nrajor
q-pes of nreter it is enough to think in ternrs of two categories of syllable.

When we consider how in poetry the actual variations in English stress

relate to the sirnplified rnodel of the nretrical scheme, however, we need to
.rllorv for other possibilities, and we will touch on these below.

lt is quite possible to study the rhythrns of English poetry without know-
lrls a great deal abor-rt the kinds of stress that occur in English; it is enough
to be able to hear what sounds normrrl in speaking the language. However,
in order to discuss the operation of stress in the working of poetry, and to
nrake judgements ir"r tricky cases, it is useful to know some of the basic

rerllrs ancl distinctions.Tl-re following sununary does trot go into the conr-
plex details of Enelish stress-pattenrs, but it will be sufTicient for nrost dis-
ctrssions of poetry. We shall give sep:rrate consideration to word-stress tnd
ltlnase-stres,s, since taking rvords on their own and in the verbal context ill
n hich they appear are two dif[erent things - both necessary to an under-
standing of stress.

1. Word-stress

In discussing word-stress, it is useful to make a distinction between two
kinds of word: contcnt utttrds tnd functitlrt words.

Cttntcnt utords are rvords which
operate with a cert:rin degree of
independence, conveying a full
tneaning by thenrselves.They are

Functittrt utttrds:rre words that
depend on other words for their
rneaning, usually indicating sonre

kind of relation.They include
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nouns ("eold," "caterpillar," prepositions ("before," "int{),"
"eltvy"), verbs ("shine," "erlploy," "of"), articles ("the," "a," "arl"),
"su.an1"), adjectives ("full,""ex- denropstratives ("this,""that,"
traordinaryi"'lazy"). and adverbs "those"), conjunctions ("but,"
("now," "gently," "laztly"). Most of "however," "when"), pronouns
the words in the dictionary are

corlterlt rvorcls.
("she," "they," "anybody"), and
auxiliaries (verbs used in conjunc-
tion with other verbs - "will,"
"lrAy," "have" - and adverbs used

in conjunction with adjectives or
adverbs - "t-norer" "ror" "very") .

We can consider these rypes of w'ord separately.

(o) Content utords

(i) Monosyllabic content words

Monosyllabic content rvords ("hole," "stand," "blue") usually take a stress.

As we shall see in discussing phrasal stress, they aren't necessarily all equally
stressed in spoken sentences, and in rapid speech sonle rnay lose their stress

altogether.

(ii) Polysyllabic content words

Every content word with two or nlore syllables has one fully stressed syila-
ble, called the main -s/res-s. Knorving how to pronolrnce a polysyllabic word
in English means knowing which syllable takes the main stress, and English
speakers who cor-r1e across an unfamiliar word in print can usually guess,

from its structure, how to stress it.
In the case of uncertainty, a good dictionary will help, as the stressed

syllable of polysyllables is always rnarked (check the fi'ont of the dictionary
to find otrt what svstell] of urarkins is used, as there alc several). In this
book, stressed syllables will be shorvn by a s/,2-s/r (/) over the syllable (actually
over the vowel, or the first vowei, of the syllable):

qroundhog hj-ppopotamus unsatisfactoriness investigate

/////
marry freely hopefully delighted catastrophic

('Wl-rerr nrarking words for stress in a word-processirlg program rvhose basic
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tont has characters of variable size, it nray be usefu1 to switch to a font in
n'hich all characters are the sanre width, such as Courier. The sarle is rrue

of all scansion that relies on nrarkings above or below the words, where it is

inrportant to line up characters on different lines.)
If it is necessary to show rlrstressed syllables, we will use the symbol x:

/xx/x/xx
marry inventor hopefully

Remernber that although we often talk about stressing a word or a phrase, it
is, strictly speaking, only on a single syllable that a stress can fa1l. If we want
ro emphasize a polysyllabic word in speech, we emphasize the syllable that
carries the nrain stress. If you are having any trouble in hearing where the
srress in a word falls, imagine saying it with great emphasis, as if yor-r were

extremely angry. The syllable where you find yourself putting most emo-
rional force - where you might bang the table - is the one with the main
stress. ("I inSIST on being heard!")

Sometimes it's useful to distinguish a degree of stress between fully stressed

.rrrd unstressed, which we call secondary -s/rc-ss. Secondary stress occurs itr
polysyllabic words on one or llore syllabies other than the one that carries

rhe main stress.There are no hard-and-fast rules for secondary stress,and it
varies across different dialects and modes of pronunciation. (North Ameri-
can English tends to have rrore secondary stresses than British English, for
instance.) Again, dictionaries will usually indicate it with a special syrr-rbol.

Irr this book, secondary stress is shorvn by t backsla-sft: \ (to be distinguished
t}om the nrain stress, which is always a full stress: /).

Secondary stress often occurs on corllpounds, that is, words constructed
out of existing words:

29

/\/\
groundhogr backslash

/\
spawninq-ground

The more strongly a speaker feels that the conrpound has been newly minted,
however, the rnore likely he or sl-re is to give it two full stresses:

////
sober-suited fawn-froth

I']olysyllables that are not conrpolrnds also often take a secondary stress:

\/\//\
hippopotamus catastrophic dynamite
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The presence or absence of secondary stress cln be the distinuuishing factor
between two forms of a word:

/
It was a deliberate mistake.

/\
The jury might deliberate all night.

Occasior-rally, rvords rvith secondary stress can undergo a shift in stress under
rhythnric pressure (this happens in speech as lnell as in poetry). Many speak-

ers of English would find it normal to say:

\ / / / \ / \
sixteen believers but sixteen anecdotes

This stress shift is a way of avoiding the rhythmic awkwardness of successive

fully stressed syllables.

Sornetinres a phrase of two r,vords will function as a colnpound word
such as "gr-oundhog" or "rtrailbagl'Tiy otrt the ditTerence between "Main
Street" and 'Jones Road," or betrveen "the White House" (where the
American president lives) and "a white house" (where you or I nright
live). The first of each pair is prorlounced as a conrpound, while the
second is a normal phrase:

/\//
Main Street Jones Road

/\//
White House white house

Another kind of conrpound phrase that
consists of a verb and an adverb. Flere
word, and the stress on the first word is

it's useful to look out for in poetry
the nrain stress goes on the sccond

weakened:

\/ \ / \ /
gto out came home stood up

We absorb these distinctions :rlong with the rest of the Englistr language
when we learn it.

Most of the tinre,secondary stress is acconrnodated very easily to a rnet-
rical pattern. These syllables can function as either stressed or unstressed

syllables according to the dernands of the nreter, and very often the rhythrl
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u'ill accornrnodate thenr however they are pronounced. Just occasionally,

however, it rnatters crucially to the rnetrical Inovement of a line that a sylla-

ble with secondary stress should be weaker than a fully stressed syllable or
itronger than an unstressed syllable.

tb) Irunctiort words

(i) Monosyllabic Junction woils
Most monosyllabic function words, unlike content words, are ttnstressed

(unless there is sonre reason why they should be emphasized, a situation we

u'ill discuss under "Emphatic phrasing" below). Prepositions, conjunctions,

.rnd articles are regularly unstressed, and auxiliary verbs or adverbs are usu-

ally unstressed - though note th:rt auxiliaries are oftetr used for emphasis, in
rvhich case they are stressed: "l did pay the bills"; "He lms given me the

rnoney." Pronouns, however, can vary (they are, after all, not purely func-
tion words, but stand in for nouns): some are stressed ("who?," "mine"),
;rnd some are not ("I," "she" - ttnless, of course, they are emphasized)-

(ii) Polysyllabic function words

Every polysyllabic functiotr worcl - such as "before," "under," "therefore" -
has a main stress, just like polysyllabic content words, and speakers of Erg-
lish know which syllable to put it on. But in some situations (having to do

rvith the rhythm of the sentence and the speed of the utterance) that stress

can disappear. Tiy saying the following sentence fast, accompanying the

strongest stresses with a hand movement:

I've worked under Pressure before.

You'll probably find that you exaggerate the stress on two or nlore of the

'uvords "l've," "worked," "pressure," and "before," depending on the meaning

you give to the Sentence, but that you don't give any stress to "under."

Some function words, like sonre rvords with secondary stress, can shift

rheir stress according to the needs of the rhythm. In the first of the follow-
ing sentences, "without" is stressed on the second syllable, as is usually the

case, but in the second it's possible for the first syllable to take the stress in
order to avoid successive stressecl syllables:

///
A home without a hearth

///
A country without justice.

3l



32 The rhythrus ttf spoken En.qlislr

The net effect of these properties of polysyllabic function words is that,
unlike content words, they are ertremely flexible, and can be used by poets
with a considerable degree of freedorn.

2. Phrasal sfress

As we have already begun to see,looking at words in isolation tells only part
of the story of stress in English.TWo further points need to be rnade. First,
in spoken English, the faster the speech the fewer the stresses; full stresses

may become secondary stresses, secortdary stresses (and soruetimes full stresses)

may lose their stress aitosether. Since poetry is trsually spoken slowly, these
eflects of rapid speech don't often occur in the kind of ianguage that is the
subject of this book, but certain meters or certain contexts do encourage
qtrick articui;rtion.

Second, when words occur in phrases and sentences, their word-stresses
relate to one another rn a hierttrchicol manner. Once rnore, this is not some-
thing the English speaker has to learn, even though it's usually not the kind
of knowledge that is held consciously. We need not go into any details
here;all we will note is that one result is that a full stress can be subordinated

by the syntax and nreaning of :r sentence to one that precedes it or follows it
within a phrase. A subordinated stress is al'nvays perceived in relation to
another stress, and is felt to be the weaker of the two (even if it is physically
the same). As with secondary stress 'nvithin words, we seldom need to pay
special attention to subordinated stress rn analyzing the lrleter of a poem,
but it can occasionally be useful in showing just horv the contoLlrs of the
spoken language relate to the nretricai pattern.

There are two kinds of phrase, those u,ith :r neutral stress pattern and
those in which a special enrphasis is present.

(o) l{eutral plrcasing

In nelrtral phrasing,'uvhere there is no special enrphasis ou any worcl or
ll,ords, there is a general tenclency fr-rr earlier stresses to be subordir-rated to
later stresses. If it is necessriry to indicate r subordinated stress u,e do so by
nre:urs of tlie sal)re synrbol :ls sr'colrdery stress, to inclicate that, althouqh it is
a full stress irl ternrs of tl-re strllcture of tl-re rvorcl, it is relatively rveak in the
selttence. C)nce .rg:tin. \'ou crtr) t1')/ the c-xpcrinretrt of beating rvith yoltr
hancl as voll sev the follouring sentellces rvith ertra cnrph:rsis;1rou'll finc1 tl-rat
it'.s quite easv to givc onlv thc second syllablc in cach p;rir a beat.lf yotr sive
the first ancl not the seconcl a Lre'at, hovurvcr, vou u,ill depart fronr the neu-
tral phrasing arrcl proclucc :r special enrphasis:



S/res-s
11
-) -)

I wish I had

/
It's best to

\/
strong hands.

\/
stay cool when you

\/
feel cheated.

There would be nothing wrong in sho'nving the nlarked syllables here as all
:quaily stressed, which is ho'uv they would be spoken in a slow, careful read-
::rq. In scanning poetry, in fact, we usually do not indicate subordinated
.:resses. Occasionally, however, it is irnportant for the rrreter that we take
.,.1r-ant;rge of the potential subordination of stresses in reading a line.

h) Emplmtic phrasing

t)tten when we speak a serltence, or read one out, we don't treat it as a
:leutral sequence but give special emphasis to one or more words. (It's no
.rccident that we use the sanre word to refer to the way we pronounce an

:rpecially significant word :uid to the :rdditional importance given to a part
.',i an argument - "Let me stress this point.") These words can be content
l ords or function 

"vords:

Where did you gret such enormous onions?

Keep pushing the left button.

She wanted meat and veg,etables !

The use of ernphatic stress is a corlnron feature of English speech, and it
:in't difficult to inragine situations in rvhich these sentences would be spo-
icn. Ernphatic stress can indicate rvhich word in a sentence provides the
:lc\\' or inrportant infonnation, can give crnotiorral force to one elenrent in
,,11 utterance, or c:rn bring oLlt a colltrtst.

Althoueh in 'uvriting we r:nderlinc the rvhole rvord we walrt to stress,

u'hether it is a nronosyllablc or a polysvllable, in specch rve usually enrph;r-
.ize onl)' a single sl,llable. As u,e have seen, ir"r a polys'',,llabic rvord it is the
.r'llable that takes the ttrain stress rvhich rcceives the :rddition:rl force.
Enrphatic stress may fall not onlv on l svllable that alrcadv has rvord-stress
rn the senterlces rtbove,"-nor-.""left") but also on one that rvouldn't nor-

rrrally carry stress at all (":rncl"). It rlso often hes the eftcct of rt,tltrcing the
ilress oll thosc syllables that rvould nornnllv rcccivc a strong stress - such as

the stressed syllables in the final rvords of eacli of the abor.e sentences.
Unlcss it is inclicated bv a grephic device such :rs italics or capirals.
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emphatic stress is an optional extra in reading aloud a passage or a poem, and
we have to remain alert to the writer's concerns in order to place it appro-
priately. But when there rs a contrasl between two words in a sentence, or in
nearby sentences, we have no choice but to give them emphatic stress:

I said the left button, not the right button.

Here, the word "button" loses much of its normal stress (it would not be
inaccurate to mark it as a subordinated stress), and the adjectives "left" and
"right" take emphatic stress:

//\/\
I said the }eft button, not the right button.

Contrastive emphasis occasionally changes the stress-pattern of a polysyl-
labic word.Thus the word "undone," normally stressed on the second sylla-
ble, has to be stressed on the first to bring out the wry force of the comment
which John Donne made in a letter to his wife Anne after their secret mar-
riage had become known:

//
John Donne, Anne Donne, undone.

:i\:"

::1::

llil

,l
iir
i,!i
li:l+
lti Stress

(3) Mark the main stress in the following words with /, any secondary
stresses with \, and unstressed syllables with x. ln all cases, the symbol
should go above the first vowel of the syllable.

rockeE divine tree-root restful unhinged gladly

consign

terribly delightful undersLand relation dog-1over

topsy-t.urv1z

intermission multiplicity reprehensibly

dairy-manager
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(a) As in (3), mark the stressing of the following sentence, in a slow and
deliberate reading (ignore phrasal stress):

Quick thinking on your parL saved us from such a

mel-odramatic end, though: you merely restored the

dimension of the exploratory dialogue, bonducted in

the general interest, and we resumed our roles of

progressive thinkers and builders of the art of love.

(5) ln the following sentence, mark all the possible instances of
subordination in successive stresses (put \ above the subordinated stress
and labove the full stress to which it is subordinated). Are any of these
potential subordinations affected by emphatic stresses?

They lingered, half chastened, half g1ad, in the cool

shadow of the old barn; the day's happenings needed

much thought.

Speech rhythms

1. Syllables and stresses
'We've seen how the rhythm of spoken English is based on both syllables and
stress; that is to say, English speakers use both syllables and stress to move the
language along as an orderly sequence of varying expenditures of energy. If
we exaggerate either syllables or stresses - say,to count them - we find that
the natural tendency is to make them occur at regular intervals of tirne. [n a

stretch of language where the stresses are always separated by the same number
of unstressed syllables, the two rhythnric principles will work hand-in-hand
to create a very even progression:

/xx/xx/xx/
(2) Under the blossom that hang's on the bough

x / x / x / x /x /
(3) And all that mighty heart is lying still!

///
(4) Break, break, break

i:::l

Ii
!l:i

,,,,,,,,,,,i1,
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In each of these lines, the stress-rhythnr - the tendency torvard the regular
occurrence of the stresses - is aided and abetted by the syllabic rhythnr. In
the first line two unstressed syllables separate the stresses, in the second line
one unstressed syllable separates the stresses, and in the third line there are

no unstressed syllables at all.
'W'here the number of unstressed syllables between stresses varies, how-

ever, as is usual in prose, the two rhythrnic tendencies come into collision.
The tendency of the stresses to space themselves ollt at equal intervals (which
is sinrply the efTort made by our nruscles to function rhythnrically as they
produce stresses) is counteracted by the tendency of the syllables to take up
their own tirne in pronunciation.

(s)
x
IL

/x/
single man

xx
isa

/ xx/ x xx / x x x
truth universally acknowledged, that a

an
x/xxx//x/x

possession of a good fortune must be

/xx/
want of a wife.

Flere the unstressed syllables before and between the stresses nunrber 3,2,3,
3,1,2,3,0, 1,2,2.The pressure fi'om the stresses to set up a regularrhythm
is countered by the pressure from the syllables to rnaintain their own rhyth-
nric identiry rnaking the intervals between stresses difrerent in ler-rgth. The
result is that the sentence has no identifiable rhythnric pattern.

But the struggie is not an equal one. Stress, being the result of a stronger
nruscular effort, call to some extent override the weaker syllabic rhythm,
especiaily if it is given sonle erlcorlragenlent (rvhich is what we did in read-
ing "THIS exPErirnent will be VEry SHORT").What happens is that
when there are rnany unstressed syllables in an interval between stresses, we
sqlleeze the syllables so that they each take a shorter tinre to pronounce, and
when there are only a fbw we extend thenr so tirat they take a longer tinre.
'When 

there are no syllables between stresses, as in "Break, break, break," we
use a silence or a letrgthening of the stressed syllable to produce a phase of
relaxation.

You will find that it'.s possible to read the following two-stress sentences
with the sar-ne stress-rhythnr (again, tap on the stresses to rnake sure you
keep thern at equal intervals - and start fairly slowly):

IN
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//
Carl tends

/x /
Carol tends

/ xx /
Caroline tends

/xx x /
Caroline intends

/ xx x x /
Caroline interferes

/ xx x
Caroline is

/ xx x
Caroline is

xx/
interfering

xxx/
an interferer

"\-hat 
this example shows is that it's possible to conlpress six unstressed

-i'll:rbles into roughly the sanre tirne as is taken by none or one, and that we

:o this without great concentration or effort, as a natural product of the

:lrvrhnrs we use in speaking English. English is said to be a stress-timed lan-
ill;tge, since it is the stresses that provide the main rnarkers of regular rhythm.
\s soon as we introduce another stress, it prevents us from compressing the
.r'llables: compare the following, which have the same number of syllables

:.ut a very difTerent rhythm:

/xx x /
Caroline intends

/xx / /
Caroline Jones tends

.\khough this kind of compression and expansion of syllables is going on in
ipoken English all the tinre, it usually happens only to a linrited degree. In
j\illttple (5), for irrstancc, we are not tenlpted to heighten the stress-tirned
n;tture of the language in order to rrake the stresses fall at equal intervals. In
nietrical verse, however, the disposition of stressed and unstressed syllables is

'o controlled that the reader will find regularity enrerging of its own accord,
.ind will unconsciously strengthen it and seek to continr.re it.

The first type of English llreter we shall look at, in chapter 4, is otre

s-l-rich takes advantage of the greater strength of stress-rhythrn over syllable-
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5 we shall look at nleters that are designed to eflect a

between the two rhythms.
rhythrn. In chapter
more even balance

2. Sfress groups

Another feature of English speech rhythm is that every syllable that is

utrstressed or carries secondary stress tencls to be perceived as attached either
to a preceding or to a following fuily stressed syilable. This is because the
ntuscles that produce stresses use Llnstressed or weakly stressed syllables, when
they are available, to br,rild Llp to the burst of energy that produces a full
stress and to sr-rbside into a relaxed condition after it. The linkages are syn-
tactic and semantic, and correspond to the speaker's sense of how the lan-
guage is divided up. For instance, an article, preposition, or conjunction
goes with a following stress ("the book," "ofT lirnits," "and everything").
Pronouns, however, can go rvith preceding or following stresses ("hold hirn";
"he cotttes").

A single full stress and any attached unstressed syllables, or syllables with
secondary stress, colrstitute e s/rcsr group.A stress group can consist of one or
nrore lvords, and cart ever) consist of a single stressed word of one syllable (a

rnonosyllabic group). If a stress group consists of unstressed or weakly stressed

syllables ending in a stress it is said to have a, risin,q rhythrn:

If a stress group consists of a stressed syllable followed by
stressed syllables it has a,Jallirry rhythm:

x / \x /
a11ow overcome

/x i x x
habit sy1lable

xx/xx
in a trice to be

i xx i x x
happily menti on it

ins ide

unstressed or weakly

(These are pureiy technical terms, and do not imply anything about the
erllotional or nrirnetic potential of the two rypes of rhythm.)

Many stress groups combine rising and falling rhythrns; we call these
mixed groups. In most stretches of language, whether prose or verse, there is
a great deal of variation anrong risins, falling, mixed, and nronosyllabic
groups. There are more falling words than rising r,vords in the English lan-
guage, but a rising rhvthnr predorninates in continLlor-rs speech, thanks to
the nrany stress grollps which consist of unstressed function words followed
bv content r,vords. [n the following passage, the stress groups are indicated
above the words:



/lYV

gione, and the

Spccch rhy\funtt

/ x lx / | x
servants are gone, and

/ x lt lx
nothing left but

x x / x 
I

with the canvas
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.)
x / | x
So now she

x
i-

x / l, / | x x
the things are qone, and there

x / | / \ lt / 
|

that grreat bedstead nailed down,

//
the unknown soldier

//
thls unknown clarinetist

x
is

/ x lx / x
mattress we found on

There are seven rising groups, two falling groups, four mixed groups, and
t)ne rDonosyllabic group - a tairly typical conrbination. Notice that it can be
rrlrportant to show subordinated stress in a phrase, as in "nailed down,"
n-here the first word leads into the second rvithin a single stress group. If, on
rhe other hand, we chose to give "nailed" as much ernphasis as "down," the
result woulcl be two nronosyllabic stress groups.

3. Alternation

One final characteristic of English speech rhythnr that we need to note is
rlrat it lras a preference for tlte altcrnation of stressed ancJ unstressed syllables

1a preference that is obviously related to the tendency of English stresses to
tall at rhythnrically equivalent intervals).This is only a prefererlce,not a rule,
.rnd in normal speech it is nrodified by other characteristics of speech pro-
duction. But there erc nrany sigris of the role it plays, sonre of rvhich rve

have noted rrlready, and one of the in-rportant advances in recent phonologi-
cal tl-reory has been tl-re recognition o[the inrpact of strch rhythrnic prefer-
cnces on the way languages have developed.

For insturlce, we tend - rvithout thinking about it - to prefbr phrases that
.rre alternating to phrases tl-rat contain back-to-back stresses: most people
u,ili s:ry "black and sparkling eyes" rather than "sparkling and black eyes,"

because the first prhrase separates the stressed syllables by unstressed ones.As
u.e noted earlier, we nray actually pronounce certain rvords dilhrently in
order to avoid successive stresses,like the word "unknown" ill the follor,ving
examples:

xl
ir.

And the stress-patterl)s of longer r,r,ords shorl. sonle tendency for secondary
stresses to be separated frorn the nrain stress by one unstressed syllable:
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\x / / x \ \ x/ x \
supersonic crystalline electromaqnetism

Even when there's no reason to stress a syllable that falls between two
unstressed syllables, our instinct for alternation can produce a slight stress

when we speak (or induce us to hear a slight stress whe'ther it's physically
there or not). Listen to - or,nrore accurately, try to feel - the diflerence in
the rvord "no" ir-r these sentences, when the last rvord is emphasized:

Dan is no fool

Dan is no buffoon

In the second sentelrce,"no" is the nridclle syllable of three unstressed sylla-
bles, and as a result it attracts to itself a suggestion of stress. Rhythm is a

nlatter not of objective reality - the physical features that a measuring
instrurnent would record - but of perception by the hunran ear and brain of
movenrents rvith lvhich they are already fanriliar. An inrportar)t conse-
quence of this is that there is no need to pr()n()unce the syllables of English
poetry with an alternating stress-pattern;it is there in the lar-rguage, and will
be heard by those rvho are thenrselves speakers of the language.

This preference for an alternatir-rg rhythnr, oscillating between stressed

and unstressecl syllables, nleans that poc'try which has strch a rhythnr will
often be felt to be closely related to the spoken language, heightening and
clarifying the nrovenlcnts of speech.

'::l :'::li:lE ::::. t.,

',. SPeech rhYthms 
',,

,.. (0) Read the following examples, and rank them in order of rhythmic

,;,1 regularity. Then mark stressed and unstressed syllables, and see if

, your experience of rhythm tallies with the patterning that is revealed.

... Note any places where the preference for an alternating rhythm
encourages a particular stressing. ln (c) and (d), mark the stress groups

.: (see example 6 above). Count the number of rising groups, falling groups,

, mixed groups, and monosyllabic groups. ls there any significance in your
f indings?



(c)

Summary

I remember we1l, that once, while yet my

inexperienced hand could scarcely hold a bridfe,

with proud hopes f mounted, and we journeyed towards

the hi1ls: an ancient servant of my father's house

was with me, my encourager and guide.

He was gaztng at her with open curiosity, with

fascination, like a child watching a new fantastic

animal at the zoo, and he was breathing as if he had

run a great distance to reach her.

Should you ask me, whence these stories? Whence

these legends and tradit.ions, with the odors of the

forest, with the dew and damp of meadows, with the

curling smoke of wigwams, with the rushing of great

rivers, with their frequent repetitions, and their

wild reverberations, as of thunder in the mountains?

In easy state upon this couch, there sat a jo1ly

Giant, glorious to see; who bore a qlowing torch, in

shape not unlike Plenty's horn, and held it up, hi-gh

up, on Scrooge, as he came peeping round the door.

Summary

This chapter sketclies the elerrrentary priricriples of rhythnr in spoken
English.

41

(a)

(b)

(d)
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A. Syntax

Syntar binds and separates r,vords to produce a hierarchy of units and breaks.

B. Syllables

Syllables are the elenrentary carriers of the rhythnr of the language. In sonre

words, the nunrber of syllables is variable; when a potential syllable is not
pronounced it is elided (and the phenornenon is known as elisittn).

C. Srrcss

Stress is the result of an additional expenditure of erlergy on a syllable. It is

shown by a slash (/).An unstressed syllable is shown as x.
Wbrd-stress occurs in words of more than one syllable. In content u,ords

word-stress falls on one syllable of polysyllabic rvords, and on the single
syliable of monosyllables. Sonre polysyllabic words also have secondary stress,

shor,vn by a backslash (\).In.fimttion r.t,ttrds word-stress is usually absent if the
word is a monosyllable; whether or not it falls on one syllable of a polysyl-
labic function word depends on the phrasal context.

Phrasal s/rcss occurs in sequences of words.In neutral phrasing,earlier stresses

tend to be subttrdirmtcd to later ones. ln emplmtic phrosing, the neutral pattern
gives way to one in which a particular syllable or syllables are given additional
stress, producing a different pattern of subordination. If it is necessary to
rnark strbordinate stress,the sanre synrbol is used as for secondary stress (\).

D, Speech rlrytlmr

In Englislr speech rhvthn-r is produced by the arrangenrent of syltabl$ 
^16

s/re-ssc-s. If stresses are separated by a consistent nunrber of unstressed sylla-
bles, the stress rhythnr and the syllabic rhythnr co-operate to produce a

strongly regular rhythrn.When there is nrore variety, the stress rl-rythrn tends

to donrin:rte, as English is a -s/r,'-s-s- timed language.

S/re'-s-s gr()ups consist of a single fully stressed syllable, either on its own (a

ntonosylldbic group) or with one or llrore unstressed syllables (or syllables with
secondary stress) before and/or after it. A risin,q rhythnr is procluced by a

stress sroup that consists of one or lllore unstressed syllables followed by a

stress; ;t .falling rhytl-rnr is produced by a stress group that consists of a stress

followed by one or tlrore unstressed syllables: a nixed rhythrn is produced by
a stress grollp that both begins and ends urith an unstressed syllable.

Altcmotitnr betrvecn stressed and unstressed syllables is otten preferred in
English speech rh,vthnrs.



Chapter 3

The familiarity of meter

.i.:.rre all experts in rhythru and nreter.To breathe is to control a conrpli-
..,:ed set of muscles by nreans of rhythrnic neural conrrnands,and to speak a

.-rln:ln language, enjoy a piece of nrusic, or dance to a band is to denron-
.::.]te fanriliariry with the rhythmic patterns that underlie the entire tradi-
..,',n of poetry. Rap and reggae, salsa and soul, like all widely popular varie-
..:r of nrusic, show a sophistication of rneter and rhythnr that its listeners
-:,.ipond to without any special training. Rhythrnic understarnding is sorle-
::rlnq we generally le:rrn very early: befbre a child catt articuiate the 'uvords
,l- a language, it is mirnicking the way patterns of syllables and stresses are

:r-oduced in that language, and absorbine the metrical structure of the nurs-
;rv rhyrnes and songs that it hears. In firct, one of the probiems we face in
-:r'cussins this subject is the deep farniliariry we have with the rhythms of
'-.r)ctry, whether we :lre aware of it or not: itk sornetilnes dif1rcult to achieve

:ir.' rrecessary distarlrc from the subject to begin to analyze tt.
There is nothing rernarkable, therefore, about a two-year-old char-rting

:ire following rhyme ,uvith perfect rnetrical placing of the syllables, even if
:ire actual pronunciation of the words is far from perfect:

1) Star light, star bright,
First star I see tonight,
I wish f may, f wish I might,
Have the wish I wish tonight.

Our two-year-old r,vill know that the u,ords in the first line have to be

Lrrollounced with unusual slow,ness (an adult might say that each of thenr
c.rrries a beat),whereas the third line rnoves nruch laster (every secontl rvord
c;rrries a beat).The other two lines f,rll between these extrenles.-We can
show this variery by nreans of a sinrple scansion, using underlining for the
enrphasized syllables :

Star Iioht, star briqht,
First star f see tonisht,
I wish I mav, I wish f miqht,
Have the wish I wish toniqht.

Da ncing la ng uage

(1)

-13
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Of course, rhytnes like this often conle r,vith a tune attached, and the tune
helps to bring out the rhythrnic regulariry of the verse. But it is a striking
fact, und one th:rt lies at the he:rrt of English versification, that speakers of
English can turr) irregular-looking sets oflines like these (they vary in length
fi'om four to eight syllables) into regular rnetrical verse, and do so without
thinking twice. What is ntore, if a group of English speakers are asked to
read lines of this kind of nreter together, they will use exactly the sdru(

procedures to achieve rhythrnic regulariry in pronunciation - even if the.v
have never seen the lines before.-We can test this ourselves by means of an
invented rhyme based on the model of many familiar nursery rhymes.

(2) Croak, crack, the bride's in black;
The groom's in white, so he won't come back.
The baker has baked a cinnamon pie,
Beneath the bright stars that shine in the sky.

To read this little rhyme rhythnrically you have to make:r number of rather
tricky decisions about the speed and enrphasis with which every word is

pronounced.A conrputer program that was able to carry out such an opera-
tion would be extremely complex, yet anyone who grew up with tradi-
tional songs and rhymes will not find it a difficult task, even thoueh this
particular set of words has llever been encountered before.lt is in fact a task
that is easier to accomplish by just doing it than by careful analysis, because
it is something most people have never had to think about. (In a similar way,
we would begin to stumble over our sentences if we became conscious of
the complicated gralnlnatical rtrles - not even fully understood by linguists

- that we enrploy every tinre we speak.)
lf you read our nrade-up and deliberately nonsensical exarnple aloud a

few times, trying a chanted sing-song until the movernent seems "right"
(you can even inrasine the kind of tune it rnight be sung to), you will
actually have appiied certain rules to bring out in pronunciation the lines'
potcntial rnetrical structure.And if this exercise is carried out by a group, all
reading the lines aloud without a designated leader and trying to do so in
unison, the rnetrical structure rvill enrerge clearly as a consensus shared by
the 'nvhole group. Upon this fotrndation - a rvidely shared ability, fronr an
early age, to fincl sinrple rhythnrs in certain arrangelnents of words - is built
the impressive edifice of the centuries-old English poetic tradition.

What you will probably find when you read the exaruple in an exasger-
ated chant is that each of the four lines has four places lt,here an enrphasis
flrils, where you tencl to speak louder ancl longer, anc-l where you feel you
wal)t to tap your finger or nod yorlr head.These are the beats of the nreter,
each of which falls on a sinele syllable. En,glish rnctcr dcptuds ttn tlrc pcrccptiotr
ttf'bcdts,and tuhen bt'ttts drc-fblt itt d strelch ttt'-lar4qtta,q(,,d tn(,tct is present. Bctu,een
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:he beats are stretches of language rvithout this kind of emphasis,where the
-r ilables nlove r11ore quickly ancl lightly. (ln a couple of places, there'.s no
. utquage at all between the beats.)A sinrple way of showing r,vhere the beats

..rll is by placing a B under the appropriate syllables (by convention, we
-:.tr:r1ly put tl-re nrark under the first vo'nvel of the syllable - relltenlber that
i iren word-processinrt it nray be useful to choose ;r typervriter-style font

.'.rch as Courier). Here is the lrlost probable reaclir-rg:
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I I Croak, crack, the brid.e ' s
BBB

The groom's in white, so
BB

in black;
B

he won't come back.
BB

The baker has baked a cinnamon pie,
BBBB

Beneath the bright stars that shine in the sky.
BBBB

\ot only is it possible to predict the consensus pattern that will cnrcrge
', hen reacJers utter these lines, it is also possible to preclict lvhere there

.:right be sonre disagreenlellt - rvhere a sroup rcading nrisht falter a little,
,rtcJ r.vhcrc the language. rvhen rve reacl it aloucl, has to be forced sliuhtly to
-rr the pattern.The acljectivc "bright"- in the line "I3ene:tth the bright stars

:h.rt shine in the tky" - 1-ras to be reacl rvithout any errrphasis,'nvhere.rs in en
,rrlitrary prose reading rve rvould be boturcl to give it sonre rveight. A11 tire

.,ther syllables that fall betrvccn tl-rc beats are either-'uvhole r,vords ftrnction-
:nq in a supportive role rather than carrying the nr:rin nreanings ("the,""in,"
"so,""he," etc.) or thcy are unstressed parts of longer rnords ("-anron,""-er-,"
"bc-"). So "bright" has to bc treated as if it were .rn uninrport;rnt r,vord. If
:here were a less ustr:i1 rvord hcrc tl-ran "bright" - i,vhich is rru.hat we expect
.r.rrs itr a poellr to be - we 'uvould fcel the strain even nrore, since it woulcl
Jenrand sonre enrphasis for itsclf. Tiy, for instance, reading the followins
r.ersion of the line (tl-re stressecl syllablcs as'uvell as the beats are shorvn):

/////
Beneath the crazed stars that shine in the sky.

BBBB

Such shared nrolrelrts of slight strain shorv just as clearly :rs the general
.lsreenlent on the rhythniic reaclin{-r of the verse that speakers ofEnglis}r rely
otr the sanle principles of nretrical forr-n and strategies of per{ornrance.

Let us consider for a lrlonrerlt r,vhat the brain and the muscles of the
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speech organs have had to do to get fronr the r,vords printed oll the page to
a rhythnric utterance. One set of processes involves using highly familiar
codes to interpret the printed rnarks as letters, then as words, then as syntec-
tic structures with a certain meaning; all this happens, fbr the person who
can read English, inrmediately and rvithout effort. As this is being done,
another set of codes is being used to interpret the letters, words, and syntac-
tic units as specific sounds,arranged in;r sequence of syllables with varying
degrees of emphasis.All this is necessary just to read the sentences aloud, but
already, thanks to the rhythnric characteristics of the language that we have
already considered, some rhythrnic shapins is taking place. Certain syllables
demand strong enrphasis (like "Croak," "crack," "bride's," and "black" in the
first line), an emphasis which is created by the additional exertion of sorne
of the nruscles which produce speech. These muscles, like the muscles we
use to walk, or to breathe (which inclucle many of the sanle muscles, of
course), prefer to operate rhythmically - that is, with a tendency for their
Illovemeltts to occllr at roughly regular intervals and rvith roughly equiva-
lent strength.When the stressed syllables get caught up in this kind ofrhythm,
they function as beats. The first line of the invented rhyme therefore has

four beats, each of which is an energy pulse which \ve experience as part of
a larger pattern of such pulses (whereas a stress that is not a beat - like
"crazed" in the previous exanrple - does not relate to any larger pattern).

But sirnply to read these lines as examples of the English language is not
enough to read thenr as an exarnple of a common English rneter.They have
some regulariry and rhythmicality in a normal prose reading, but they need
to be adjusted a little befbre they nrove rvith the rhythnric srving that rve

recognize so easily. Once again, it'.s a rnatter of deploying codes with which
we are very familiar, even if we haven't learned arly way o[describing thern:
we try, as we read, to make the rhythms that enlerge from the language itself
conform to tl-re sinrple patterns which we have carried over fronr all the
other rhymes and songs 'uve have heard.The fact that four beats emerge in
our reading of the first line (and of the next three lines as well) is no acci-
dent: the four-beat line is the comrrronest metrical line in all popuiar verse.
(We will discuss for-rr-beat rhythrl in the final section of this chapter.)

Not every group of lines can be made to confornl to a metrical pattern,
however; we've seen how there are places in this invented example where
there is sotne strain involved in doing so. In other possible lines, the strain
would be greater (we've noticed what happens if yotr substitute "crazed" for
"bright"), and in yet others rve would feel that no strategy of reading could
produce a rneter. Let us rervrite our invented example, keeping the same
nunrber of syllables per line:
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Crick, croak, crack, the bride's back;
The groom all in white garb won't come back.
The Lazy baker has baked a lime pie,
Beneath the bright stars shining in the sky.

.:-u-e try to read this as a regular four-beat stanza,we run into trouble.The
:' j;rts do not fall with rhythmic regulariry nor in clear groups of four, and as

... c try to manipulate the language to make it confornr to such a pattern, we
.:nd we are distorting the natural pronunciation beyond acceptable iimits.

Being able to write metrical verse - which is not at all difEcult to do, if
. olr have a simple nrodel like a nursery rhyme or a linrerick running in your
:read - is therefore a nlatter of choosing words so that the sequences of beats

,nd intervening syllables th:rt naturally ernerge when they are read aloud
.-onform to one of the patterns with which readers are already familiar.
These patterns are very linrited in number, and seem to derive frorn rhyth-

:riic principles observable in di{ferent languages all over the world, and in
:rruch of the world's nrusic.) And recognlztng the meter of a poern is a

:rratter of reading it aloud in such a way that the sequence of beats and
irltervening syllables "hooks on to" one of those patterns, which may occa-
.ionally require us to try out difltrent ways of reading until one of them
n-orks. Not all the meters of English poetry yield themselves so immedi-
.rtely to the reader as those of the nursery rhyme, but exactly the same

process is involved in a1l rnetrical verse, and the habits learned in the first
vears of one's life remain the basis of al1 later responses to meter, however
subtle or sophisticated.

i.:t:. ffilil 
..i'

The familiarity of meter 
li:i'

(1) Mark the beats in the following nursery rhymes, by placing a B
under them:

(a) Georgie Porgie, puddinq and pie,

Kissed the girls and made them cry;

When the boys came out to p1ay,

Georgie Porgie ran away.
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To market, to market, a galIop, a trot;

To buy some meat Lo put in the pot;

Three pence a quarLer, a groat a side,

If it hadn't been killed it must have died.

The cock's in the woodpile a-blowing his horn,

The bull's in the barn a-threshingr of corn,

The maids in the meadows are making of hay,

The ducks ln the river are swimming away.

How does language become metrical?

Meter - whether in rnusic or poetry - is e way of or,gdnizirz.g rhythm that
gives it special regLtldrit)l and strenlrll.These three features are inseparable and

mutually reinforcing: nretered rhythnr is strong because it is regular, and
regular because it is stror-rg,and it is both of these because of the way it falls
into an organized pattern. Every rhythnr involves a sequence of energv
pulses, of peaks and falls,but as we have seen,when a certain level of regu-
iarity and patterning of rnovenrent is achieved, tire strong pulses beconre
bt'ats. Beats in turn reinforce the regulariry of the rhythnr, nrarshaling the
elenrents into clearly defined and nreasurable sequences. The first of the
following exanlples r,vhen read aloud is rhythniic,like all English utterances.
but not nrctrical, r,vhcrcas the second is nietrical as well :rs rl-rythnric:

(b)

(c)

(3)

(3.)

The cold wind is howling,
saw her depart on that day
gleaming white.

Cold is the wind, white is
in a distant land.

and the sand, over which I
many lzears ago, is

the sand; lost is my love

The diflerence betr.vcen thcse two scrltcnces is sonrething ail English speak-

crs w,ill pcrccivc, even if they can't describc it.
As r,ve sarv in ch:rpter 2, the basic elcnrents that produce the rhytl-rnt ot

Englislr speech are the s),llaltlcs, each a snrall rhythnric pulse, and the -sfrc-r.rt'-'

that ir-rcrease the enerqy rvith 'nvhich certain syllables are prononnced. Metcr'
is therefore a way of organizinu s1,llables and stresses (by oreanizing thc
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:'Js. phrases, and sentences which they rnake up) so that a repeating par-
.-:.:l enterges - a pattern in which some syllables are perceived as beats and

,...'rs participate in the offbeats between the beats.

Horv is the continuous but only partially regular moventent of language
:-,rnized in order to create a nreter and to turn rhythnric peaks into beats?

-..-'re are a number of factors that can contribute to this transfornration,
:rc or all of which work in conjunction. Somewhat artificially, we can
,x .rt thern one at a rirrre.

: Placing of stressed and unstressed syllables

.. rhe sequence of stressed and unstressed syllables that constitutes a nretri-
,- froenl, the most likely place for the beats to fall is on the stressed syllables.

. .rcre is an obvious reason for this: a stressed syllable is one which receives
:. d\tra discharge of energy,and a beat is also a burst of energy (one that is
.:',.,crienced as part of a larger pattern). And, as we saw in the previous
.:rpter, stressed syllables have a tendency - other things being equal - to
,-.ur at regular intervals.This means that the arrangenrent of stressed and

.:r.tressed syllables is crucial in the establishment of regularity.Tiy reading
..r.se two sentences aloud with a regular enrphasis on the stressed syllables
,. irlways, it is easier to keep tirne if you tap as you read):
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/x/xxx/x
Send a message to the office

x/x//
he'11 need a week's rest.

///x
John's cold worsens;

x
if

1.,)
/ x / x x / x x / x /x x

Send a note to the office if Johnny's fever gets

/ x /x x / x /
worse; he'11 probably need to rest.

Ir's likely that you flound the secortd sentence slightly easier to reacJ with a

:'cqttlar rhythnr.This is becausc the nurnber of unstressed svllables between
.n'csses is cctrtsistentlv eitl-rer onc or two, allorvirrg the stresses to fall at roughly
-'t-lllal intervals (thanks to the stress-tinrcd llatllre of spoken Er-rglish).

Various other arrangerllents of stressecl :rnd unstressed syllables cstablish
rL'gular rhythttrs, sonle rllore forceful than this, ancl rve shall exanrine thc
tttost irttportant oues in the follorn,ing chapters. For the lttolltellt, wc jtrst
need to note hor,v sinrple it is to set up a rcsular rhythnr, taking advantage of
rhe language'.s own built-in nrovenrent of syllables and stresses.
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(b) Regular syntactic diuisions

A regular rhythnr that consists merely of a repeated alternation between
single stressed syllables and one or two unstressed syllables is only weakly
felt, as the previous exarrple shows, and is not yet what we ntean by a meter.
Another factor which helps to n'rake language rnetrical is an arrangement of
sentences that produces breaks at regular intervals. (This is one aspect of
phrasing, which is the subject of chapter 8.) In the following example, the
syntax divides the utterance into four parts, each of which contains three
stressed syllables. If you attempt to read in such a way that these stresses fail
at regular intervals, you will find your task is made a little easier by the
repeated groups of three:

//
(4b) Send a note to

//
bad. I know the

/
of rest. "

(4.) Send for the

cold and he's

//
Johnny says,

///
Ehe office, now Johnny's fever is

////
doctor would say, "He needs a week

////
doctor, make him be quick; John has a

////
feeling bad. "Away with the doctor, "

////
"A11 f need is a week of rest I "

It's still not a very strong pattern, however, and if we encountered these
sentences in a paragraph of prose, we probably wouldnt notice anythinu
particularly regular about thern. Other kinds of orpSanization are necessar)'
before a clear lneter enlerges.

O Fundamental metrical patterns and beats

We have seen how by controlling the arrangement of stressed and unstressed
syllables, and by dividing thern up into units of the sarne length, the expe-
rience of regularity is increased. But the number of stresses in these units is
also an important factor in the establishing of a strong meter. Let us rewritc
our example so that the stresses fall into -four groups of -fttur, and once more
read it with the stressed syllables occurring at regular intervals.You will find
now that there is a definite sense of a repeated pattern:
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-. jc:tuse of the strength of this reguiar rhythrn, and the expectation it sets up
- .:' continued regulariry, we are justified rn saying that the language has

.-r.orne metrical and that the stressed syllables are functioning as beats.We
,n show this by nleans of a B below the appropriate syllables, and we can
.Jicate the groups of four with the aid of a vertical apostrophe:

Send for the
B

cold and he's
B

//
doctor, make him be
BB

John has a
B

quick;
B

/ /' / /
feeling bad. "Away with the doctor, "

BBBB

/ / '/ / / /
Johnny says, "A11 I need is a week of rest!"
BBBBBB

.:r the following section we shall ask why this particular structure of beats -

..rttr groups of four - gives rise to such a prorninent rhythm;and in chapter
', we shall examine groupings of beats that are less insistently regular than
:his one.

,l ) Rhyme

The meter that has been established is still not a strong one, and most poems
-rse other devices to make the meter prorninent. Many use rhyme to signal
:he ends of the metrical segments, and we can easily rewrite our exanlple to
rhyme the end of the first group of four beats with the end of the second,
:nd the third with the fourth:

+d) Send for the doctor, make him be quick; John has a
cofd and he's feeling sick. *Away with the doctor,"
Johnny said, "A11 I need is a week in bed! "

Ii we encountered tlrcse sentences in a paragraph of prose, the chances are
u'e would notice their distinctive regulariry. The usually fluctuating rhythrn
of the language would fall into a nlore regular pattern, and we r,vould find
ourselves slightly altering ollr pronunciation of the words in order to bring
out that pattern (or else we would have to nrake a conscious effort to avoid
it).Tty reading this example aloud:
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(aa) We were sitting on the verandah, enjoying the sunset,
when Belinda came runninq out of the front door,
closely followed by her son John. "Send for the
doctor, make him come quick; John has a cold and he's
feeling sick." "Away with the doctor," Johnny said,
"All I need is a week in bedl" But at that point, he
collapsed and had to be helped to a chair.

T'he transitions into nrcter and back again to irregular prose rtre ilrnrecliately
felt.

(c) Lay111rs

There is norv ollly one feattrre of a nornral nletricrl poelll lacking fronr our
exanlplc: lavout in lines.Tire syntactic breaks and the rhynres hclp to pro-
duce a rnetrical prrttern oflsixteen be:rts arrangecl in fours,but the fr-rll ci[ect
of tl-re nlcter enrerges onlv rvhen the arr:lllllcnrent is gir.'en a visual represen-
tation. This is usually clone bv inserting line-breaks to clivide the utterance
into its for-rr segntents:

(10 Send for the doctor, make him come quick;
John has a cold and he's feeling sick.
"Away with the doctor, " Johnny said,
"A11 I need is a week in bedl "

!7e rirrrv have a fcrur-linc stlllz.l, ltlso knorvn ;ls:r tltttttruitt.What the lavout
does is to ernphasize thc division into fbur grorlps of firur beats.Wc cAn r)ow
sclrn orlr little poenr bv shor,r,ing both stresses and beats, four to a linc:

(10 Send for the doctor, make him come quick;
BBBB

////
John has a cold and he's feeling sick.
BBBB

////
*Away with the docLc)r," Johnny said,

BBBB

////
"A11 I need is a week in bedl "
BBBB

The nretrical structure vve have created here is the basis oia large p:rrt of the
English poetic tradition, as we shall shortlv see.
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We have r-row looked at five of the niost inrportant ways in which the
:rquage of prose can be controlled and orsanized to nrake it rtretrical.

. .rere are additional factors that sollrt:tinres help to increase metrical regu-
.:'rrr' - syntactic parallelisrn :rnd souncl-patterns other than rhyrne, for in-
.,lnce - but these five are the n-rost conllilon. In nrost rnetrical verse, all five
:-:,' operative: the placing of stressed and trnstressed syllables, regular svnt2rc-

.-- rlivisions, the use of a sinrple nretrical pattern, rhynre, and visual division
.:o lines. Not all of thenr are essential, however, as we shall see when we
,.rn to five-beat verse in ch:rpter (r. In particular, some rnetrical forms can
:.'' u'ithout rhynre; and sonletinles svrrt.rctic structures, instead of enhanc-
::g nretrical regularity, play against it. It's also important to note that stresses

,:r,--i beats do not always coincide (an exanrple of noncoincidence was the
::ral line of example (2) above); we shall be discussing alternative possibili-
..:s in the follorving chap-rter. However, the principles we have found at

'. ork in the gradual shift fronr the nlore varied rhythnr of prose to the
'-'rrterned rhythm of rnetrical verse are fundarnental to ail poetry, whether it
.:.rrnesses thern or challenges them.

.llli..
Metrical language

(2) Find the four-line stanza embedded in this prose passage; write it
out as a stanza, and mark the beats:

Here we are, after fifty years of marriage; hard to
believe that she and I have been together thaL 1ong.
She is not without faults. of course: she does not
always see the point of little jests her husband
makes, and, when the worfd is out of joint, she makes
a hundred sma11 mistakes - mist.akes t.hat have
oftentlmes cost me dearly.

The four-beat rhythm

1. The four-by-four formation

The exatnples of Ertglish lrleter so far in this chapter have had four groups of
tour beats, producing a very familiar and insistently regular rhythm. This is

tire tnost comnron of all the possible rhythnric patterns, if every kind of
verse is taken into account. It is the basis of lnost rrrodern popular nrusic,

:). )
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including rock and rap, of nlost folk, broadside, and industrial ballads fronr
the Middle Ages to the twentieth century, of nrost hyrnns, of most nlrrsery
rhymes, and of a great deal of printed poetry. Its populariry is not iimited to
the English language, either; there is evidence of its use in a nurnber of
European and non-European languages, especially in children's verse.'We
shall refer to this pattern of sixteen beats arranged in four groups as tbefour-
by-four.forrnation (or, more conveniently, the 4x4Jormation),and more gener-
ally to the tendency to group beats in fours as the _four-beat rhythm.

Here's a rypical example of the 4x4 fornration, a stanza of a popular folk-
song on a perennial topic, with the stressed and unstressed syllables of a

rhythrnically regular reading rrarked above the line and the beats below it.
(Notice that the number of unstressed syllables between the beats varies
between one and two;this is the iimited variation that, as we found earlier,
encourages the enlergence of beats and of metricality.)

(s)
x/
Oh love

B

x
ic

/xx/x/
teasing and love is pleasing,
BBB

x/x/xx/x/
And love's a pleasure when first it's new.

BBBB

x / x x / x x /x / x
But as it qrows older it waxes colder,

BBBB

x / x/ x x / x /
And fades away like the morning dew.

BBBB

(A less rhythn-ric reading would give "grows" sorne degree of stress; but for
our purposes we call treat it as an unstressed syllab1e.) The rhythm is strong
but varied, accomrnodating easiiy the farniliar phrases of the baliad tradi-
tion.As a shorthand for this particular realization of the 4x4 forn-ration (and

we shall see later that there are many others), we can indicate the beats per
hne: 4.4.4.4.

One feature that is noticeable in this erample is the hicrarchy qf syntactic
brcaks that organizes the nleter, a hierarchy which rnakes possible the hierar-

chy o-f metrical diuisiore-s characteristic of this fornr.The rnost conrplete syntac-
tic and n-retrical division is at the end of the stanza, where it functions as a
closure; the next strongest division occurs halfrvay through the stanza, with
the period after "Itew" at the end of the second line; the two next strongest
divisions are marked by the conlrnas at the ends of the first and third lines;
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:rJ r,veaker divisions without punctuation can be feit halfway through each
.:re, after two beats. The different divisions that correspond to the line-
-:rdings become obvious if we exaggerate the intonation as we read.At the
-:rd of the first line we sense a suspension, at the end of the second iine a

'-'.rrtial conclusion, at the end of the third line another suspension with a

,irstinct I-am-cotning-to-the-end intonation, and then a line of unmistak-
,:-,1e finaliry.The feeling of finaliry arises because the conclusion is not just
.:r tneaning, but also in metrical nlovement. (Imagine the stanza ending
.:ter "away": even though the syntax would be complete, there would be a

.-rlse of inconclusiveness because this point is only a weak metrical divi-
-:oI1.)We might note that in this example, the metrical divisions that occur
..:itway through the line are emphasized by internal rhyrnes: "teasing -
'-',easing" and "older - colder."

In chapter 8 we shall exarnine rnore closely the different ways in which
:hrasing - here operating to produce a farniliar meter - contributes to the
::ovenlent of poetry. For the moment, we shall concentrate on the metrical
-rganization, keeping in mind that it would not exist without a particular
':hrasal arrangement.Why is this particular pattern so widespread? And why
.. it the most strongly rhythmic? We need to look for a moment at this
::ietrical pattern itself, as it exists independently of any particular medium
.uch as the English language or tonal music, since what happens when we
:t.rd regular four-beat verse is that the langua'ge engages with a metrical struc-
:ure already deeply farniliar to us.

The 4x4 formation arises from a very simple process of doubling: two
illlgle beats are heard as a pair of beats, two pairs of beats are heard as a four-
:.eat unit (usually printed as a single line), two four-beat units are heard as an
:ight-beat unit, and two eight-beat units are heard as a sixteen-beat unit
rhe full 4x4 formation). Perceiving the beats in this rhythm is not a matter

.'if counting to four several times, therefore, but of a continuous process
of rhythmic accumulation. Sixteen beats is usually the limit of normal met-
:ical perception, though strong rhythms can produce even longer units.

This means that a single four-beat unit seldom derives its rhythmic regu-
.rriry and strength solely from its own contours;it is usually part of a larger
rlovement which it helps to create and from which it derives some of its
potency.When we represent such a line as a line of print on the page,we
.lisguise the structure within it and beyond it.'We can depict the 4x4 fornra-
rion by means of a visual diagram, although we rnust not forget that what is
being represented is actually a series of events in time:
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B

1

BBBBBBBB
910 11 L2 13 L4 15 1,6

This diagranr shor,vs sixteen single beats, grouped at the lowest level into
twos, then above that into for-rrs, then eights, then into the whole series of
sixteen.The gaps between the units that occur at each level nrark the nlet-
rical divisions 'nve noted in example (5). If the reader chooses to pause at

these places, the divisions are emphasized by the momentary suspension of
the meter; but they are felt everl if there are no pallses in the reading.

This is an ideal pattern which is never actualized in all its puriry in lan-
glrage, but which underlies a large proportion of English poetry. If you look
through the exarnples of four-beat verse in this book, you will find again

and again that sense and syntax (toeether with layout on the page) produce
this hierarchical structure.The first two lines are usnally set against the sec-
ond two in nreaning, and are frequently divided by a syntactic break.Within
this larger pattern, the individual lines often function as contrasring or conr-
plernentary pairs in the salne way; and the lines themselves often fall natu-
rally into half-lines r,vith t'rvo beats each.

'When the phrasing of a 4x4 formation departs from this norm - by
pitting the meaning of the last line against the first three, fbr instance, or by
running two of the lines together - we register the departure, and this
constant interplay between expectation and fulfillnrent or nonfulfillment is
one of the creative resources available to the poet. It is evident that even in
this sirnple form. llleter is not just ;r lxatter of the sounds of the poetry, but
of the organization of meanings. The sense of stronqer and weaker begin-
nings and endings that gives the nretrical formation its llrovenrent and its
identity colnes both fiont the arrangement of stressed and unstressed sylla-
bles and from the sense of the words and their gralrnratical arrangenlents.
And the relationship works reciproclllv: the nre:rnings help to establish the
regtrlar lrleter r,vliile the nretric-al forrn providcs a gtride to the nreanings.

As our discr-rssion of the diflerent levels of the .l-r-l fornration has shou,n.
the \ilrc is a sonrewhat arbitrary feature in this verv regular type of verse,

since it is only one of a nurrrbcr of sinrultaneousiy etIective levels. Line-
junctnres do corresponcl to irrrportalrt nretrical clivisions, but these :lre not
the only nrctric:rl clivisions. Ii'rve set ollt the stanza qr-roted earlier in eight
lines instead of four. it retains thc sanre basic llleter, though the begirrninqs
and errdings of the lmlf--lincs no\v reccive nrore ernphasis, and reading it
aloud rvith :rttention to these trar-rsitions u,ill necessit:rte a slower and nlore
deliberate pace:

BBBBBBB
2345678
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Oh love is teasing:
And love is pleasing,
And love's a pleasure
When f irst it's new.
But as it grows older
It waxes colder,
And fades away
Like the morning dew.

)i \\,e can rewrite it as just two lines, which will encourage a rather more
- i:1id reading that minimizes the lesser beginnings and endings but does not
'ie the powerful metrical drive:

i'5) oh love is teasing and love is pleasing', and love's
a pleasure when first it's new.

But as it grows older it waxes colder, and fades
away like the morning dew.

.hese variations in layout retain the rhythnric pattern of the 4r4 formation,
-''.rr give that movement a difTerent dynarnic.The examples demonstrate the
.:irportant contribution nrade by the visual aspect of verse to our interpre-
:.rrion of its rhythrns.

E*rm0r$e,:,: 
,,

ii:

The four-by-four formation lli

:x:

(3) The following is a nine-line poem by Langston Hughes. Turn it into 
...i

a metrically regular four-line poem, and note how this changes its 
li.i

movement and therefore its meaning. Mark the beats with B under 
,

the appropriate syllables. ln the rewritten poem, are there any lines in 
.

which the divisions of the syntax do not correspond to the divisions of 
'lthe meter?

Motto

I play it cool

And dig all jive

That's the reason

T stay a1ive.

My motto,

As T live and learn

IS

Dig and be dug

In return.
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2. Actual and virtual beats

If you read the following stanza aloud, you
rhythm that quickly establishes itself;

will find that it has a catchy

A man whose name was Johnny Sands
Had married Betty Haig,

And though she brought him gold and lands,
She proved a terrible plague.

If you tap on the beats as you read, you will find that the lines have four
beats,three beats,four beats and three beats. Is this a different type of rneter
from the 4x4 fornration we have been examining?

Tiy reading the stanza as a very regular chant, and you will find that it
goes rrlost naturally with an additional beat in the silence at the ends of the
second and fourth lines (once again, tapping will help):

(6)

(6) A man whose name was Johnny Sands
BBBB

Had married Betty Haiq,
BBBIB]

And though she brought him gold and lands,
BBBB

She proved a terrible plaque.
BBBIB]

The stanzt is, after ail, an example of the 4x4 formation. We call these

additionai beats uirtual beats,since they are not actually present in the words
of the verse even though they nrake thenrselves rhythmically felt, and we
use square brackets to show their special st2ttus. (By contrast, beats r,vhich are

present are called actual beats.)Virtual beats are sometimes known as "silent
beats," but this is a misleading nanle, because it is often by lengthening the
last syllable of the line that 'uve extend it to four beats. Metrical regularity is

unafTected by the use of virtual beats, v,,hich are not paLrses in the meter (the
equivalent in music would be a note extended over a second measure, or :l

rest). Notice that the last virtual beat happens alier the stanza has flnished, as

the rnetrical rhythnr prolongs itself of its own accord beyond the words ot
the verse.

Virtual beats occur in only a few clearly defined places in the 4x4 forrna-
tiotr, producing variants orr the basic 4.4.4.4 stanza; the example I have.lusr
given, known as the "ballad starlza" frorn its frequency in popular rlarrative
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\-c-rSe, is the rnost colnnlon of all. Using the sanre shorthand as before, we

--rrr refer to it as a 4.3.4.3 meter (the figures refer,of course,to actual beats

only).In popular verse, the 4.3.4.3 stanza often appears with each pair of
.ines run into one, producing lines with seven actual beats and one virtual
:.eat. This variant often comes in four-line stanzas, with the pattern7.7.7.7.
Here is an example,where it is easy to hear the articulation of the line into

Jroups of four and three actual beats, and to feel an additional beat at the
r'nd of each line.
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7) There's black-eyed Fan
BB

your eggs and bacon,
BB

With beef and mutton,
BB

with the frying pan will cook
BBB

tBl

roast and boiled, if f am not
BBBB

mistaken.
B tB]

She'11 make the puddinqs fat and qood, all ready for
BBBBBB

your dinner,
B tB]

But if you
B

with the
B

grumble when
BB

skimmer.
B

she's done she'Il cure you
BB

tBl

-tlthough this passage is the equivalent of two 4.4.4.4 stanzas, the long lines
and the rhyme scheme rnake the whole four-line stanza an expansive accu-
nrulation of lavishly descriptive detail in a single 32-beat sequence. Notice
how the initial group of four actual beats in each line is divided syntactically
in the nriddle ("There'.s black-eyed Fan ' with the frying pan"), while the
qroups of three beats forrn a single unit ("will cook your eggs and bacon").
The contrast between divided lines and continuous lines is part of the rhyth-
rrric flavor of 4.3.4.3 verse.

Arrother variant of the 4x4 formation is the 3.3.4.3 sttnza, where only
rhe third line has all four beats actualized.This is the line that has a conring-
ro-the-end feeling, and since all its beats are realized it can run straight on to
rhe clirnactic line without a break.A familiar version of this is the linrerick,
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which divides the single for-rr-bc'at line into trvo half-lines and rhynres thenr
to prodtrce a jaunry rhythnric sequellce:
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(8) There was
B

Who would
B

an old person of Fratton
BBiB]

to church with his hat on.
BBtB]

vu

I shall know it hasn't been sat on.
BBB

Creak, little wood thing, creak,
BBB

"If I wake up, " he
B

"With my hat on my
B

said,
B

head,
B

with elbow or knee;
BBIBI

you speak
B IB]

to me!
B tB]

tBl

'We also find sonre stress verse in 3.3.3.3 (or 6.6) rneters;here the sense of a

fourth virtual beat is often weaker, since there are no four-beat lines to
renrind us of the fuIl length. It is nrore conlrnon in literary verse than in
popular verse;in this example,Thonras Hardy'.s speaker addresses a table that
is filled with personal significance:

(e)

tBl

When I touch you
B

That is the way
BB

Of one who gave you
BB

If we chant this stanza,and thus enrphasize its rhythnr,the virtual beats nray
nrake thenrselves felt;but if we read it witl"r more attention to the meaning,
we lose the sense of that enrphatic lneter and hear sonlething closer to a

natural speaking voice. The liveliness of the rhythnr springs from the rela-
tion betrveen the sirnple regularities of the nleter and the intinrate voice that
llroves agaillst thenr.

The possibilities for replacing actual rvith virtual beats are strictly linrited
by the inherent properties of the 4r4 forrration. Even patterrls that look
very similar to the acceptable ones calr have an oddly arvkward ntovelrleltt.
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.,-. reading this 3.4.3.4. stanza aloud (iti an invented example, since such

,:rz;rs don't occur nornraily in the tradition):

r, The fleecy clouds are hiqh,
The breeze is blowing from the west;

The branches shiver and sigh,
The horses and cows now lie at rest.

. .r.' rnovenrent of the stanza is ungainly, and the reason is that the weaker

:::trical endings, after lines one and three, are lnarked by the absence of
--rtr:rl beats, whereas the -s/rori,gcr endings are rlot so marked. If we rearrange

:.re lines, they take on the farniliar lilt which tells us imrnediately that wete
:":.rding a deeply-ingrained rhythmic structure:

-r):r) The breeze is blowing from the west,
The fleecy clouds are high;

The horses and cows now 1ie at rest,
The branches shiver and sigh.

r mcmr.::; 
i

Actual and virtual beats ::i:

iii:

(4) Mark the actual and virtual beats in the following example. (lt might 
.'il

be helpful to rewrite each line as two, in accordance with the rhythm.) 
,

:::i

But you whom love hath bound, by order of desire, 
iiiii

i

To love your lords, whose qood deserts none other would .i.

i:i:

require, '

Whose woeful plight, and sorrows great, no tongue may 
,

well define.
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Summary

A. The-familiarity of rueter

The most fundanrental nretrical fornrs are deeply fanriliar' to speakers of
English. Il.eaders readily agrL-e on the perfornrance of a simple stanza in
such a way as to bring out the pattern of beats,and it is possible to predict
rvhere there is likely to be disagreernent.

B. Hout does language becomc metrical?

The following factors are the rnost inrportant in nraking a stretch of lan-
guage mttrical (i.e. perceived as a pattern of lteats):

(r) The placine of stressed and unstressed syllables, so that the nunrber of
unstressed syllables between stresses is usuallv one or two;
(b) Syntactic structures that create units containing the same number oi
stressed syllables;
(.) Nunrbers of stressed syllables in these units that conforln to fundamen-
tal metrical structures (e.g. four groups of four);
(d) Use of rhyn-re to mark the ends of nretrical groups;
(.) Layout on the page that gives a visual indication of the nretrical groups.

When a certain number of these factors are present, the language will be

e-xperienced as metrical, that is, as being orsanized in tenns of regular beats.

C. -fhe 
four-beat rlrythm

The conlnonest nleter in popular verse uses four-beat lines arrang;ed in
groups of four: the 4x4-form(lti()n.The hicrarchical orrdnqement of the beats in
the 4x4 fornration can be felt in a typical stanza. This derives fronr the
process of doublinq rvhich procluces the lormation. Although the four-beat
unit usually corresponds to the line on the page, this isn't necessarily the
CASC.

Virtual beats. In certain positions in the 4r4 formation, a beat may bc

experienced without beinq realized in language ; this occurs primarily as

the fourtl-r beat of a four-beat line, to produce the stanzas 4.3.4.3,3.3.4.3.
and 3.3.3.3.



Chapter 4

Stress verse
counting the

and strong-stress verse:

beats

Stress meter

The foilowing stanz;. by W B. Yeats is, like all the exarnples of verse we

;onsidered in the previous chapter, itr ,s/rc-ss tttctcr'.

t) Out-worn heart, in a time out-worn,
Come clear of the nets of wrong and right;
Laugh, heart, ag'ain in the grey twilight,
Sigh, heart, again in the dew of the morn.

The main feature of stress rneter is that the -s/res-s rhythm of the language

.iominates the syllabic rhythm, allowing the nunrber of syllables between the

L'reats (and hence the total number of syllables per line) to vary within cer-
urin lirnits, while the nun-rber of beats remains constant. When used by a

poet like Yeats, it deliberately echoes the tradition of popular verse, with
irrong beats and a constantly changing pattern of syllables producing a song-

like qualiry that never becomes smoothly lyrical.
Verse in stress nleter is s/res-s y(rse .The rhythnr of stress verse always de-

rives ultimately fronr the doubling process we examined in chapter 3: pairs

t-rf beats themselves paired, and very often entering into further pairings.

-A,lthough verse which uses the 4x4 forrnation is not always in stress meter,

verse which uses stress nleter, with very few exceptions, always falls into a

tour-beat rhythm.
The most popular kinds ofverse ir-r English tend to be in stress meter (and

rherefore in four-beat nleter). Nursery rhymes, street ganres, poprular bal-
lads, advertising jingies, sports chants, rap lyrics, and a nunrber of other
kinds of widely familiar verse are versions of the same 4x4 fbrmation with
the same lirnited freedom in the syllable count. In all these fbrms, there is a

greater tendency than there is in literary verse for the trormal pronttnciation
of English to be adjusted in order to create a strong rhythm.These poelrls

lre often associated 'uvith tllnes, which themselves determine a certein prcl-
nunciation, or with a chanted nrode of delivery, which is simply a way of
speaking verse with rnore attention to the meter than to the norrnal pro-
nunciation of the words.

(r3
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7. Beats and the scansion of stress verse

The rnost basic feature of metrical verse is the sequence of beats.We noted
in chapter 3 sotne of the conditions that lllow beats to enlerge in a stretch ot-
language. But beats are not siniply "ir)" language; they are an aspect of the
wey we expcriurce languaee. In readir-rq rnetrical verse, it is crucial that w,e

feel the beats as we read; if this happens there is no need to rnake a special
effort to bring out the meter in our pronunciation.

So far, we h:rve indicated berts by nrearrs of a B below the syllable, with
stressed and ttnstressed syllables marked above the line by / and x. Here is

arlother example of stress verse by a nrodern poet, the first stanza of Louis
LJntermeyer'.s "Song Tournament" :

(2) Rain, said the
B

///
first, ds it fa1ls in Venice
BBB

////
Is like the dropping of qolden pennies

BBBB

//
Into a sea as
BB

/
As a bowl of

B

/r
smooth and bright

BB

///
curdled malachite.

BBB

The value of this notation, which we shall ca,ll double-line scansittrt, is that it
ntakes crystal-clear the distinction between the stress pattern that :rrises frorri
the' trorms of spoken Enelish and the sequence of beats and oflbeats th:rt
constitutes thc nreter. lt is t,xtrcnrcly i1x111)rtiltt l() r(utunbcr at ill tirncs tltLtt

STRE.SSES arc dift'crent _fiom BEA'|S; thc1, ttlierr coirrcide, but thc1, nrc rrttt tltt
saurc thing. hr relding criticisnr of poetrv yoll are likelv to encourlter nlan\
scatrsic.rt"ts ancl ciiscttssions of verse that run into trotrble becausc tlrey fail to
kee'p tl-ris clistinction cle;rr. I)ouble-line scansion is also useful fbr electronie
trattstnission, as it ttses keyboard svnrbols rvithout any additional forrrrattirrs
(sce Appencli-r 1, Srrlr.sioll).

A ttrore cotlr'cnietrt trrctlic'rc1 of scansion flrrr handw'ritten rvork or reqtrlar
rvord-proccssittg is .silglr'-linc SL'tlnsit)n, irr rvhich all the inforr"nation is colr-
tained above the line. Ir-rstcaci of a ts beneatlr the line, wc use an underlininq
of the stress tnark to indicate a beat. Flere's exanrple (2) i,vith single-linc
scansior-r:
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LLLl
Rain, said the first, ds it falls in Venice

LLLL
Is like the dropping of grolden pennies

LLlL
fnto a sea as smooth and bright

LL11
As a bowl of curdled malachite.

.. Lrsing single-line scansion it is crucial to remelrber that the underlining -
rich indicates the beat - is distinct frorn the stress nlark - which indicates

-.'j stress on the syllable.As we shall shortly see,stress marks are not always
.:.Jerlined, and underlines do not always acconrpany stress marks. Single-
.:.e scansion can, of course, be converted to double-line scansion and vice
.irir, since they convey exactly the sanre infornration.
Secondary stresses can function as beats in the same way as stresses, and

.--: tinai iine of the previous example rnay be scanned as follows to show

-:s happening:

LLL\
As a bowl of curdled malachite

\lalachite" i.s a .,vord that takes a main stress on its first syllable and a

.-,'condary stress on its final syllable. In reading this line,there is no need to

-:r-e the final syllable of "malachite" an additional stress, since a secondary
.:r'css sustains the nicterjust as rvell. It is therefore rlot essential to rnark such
. .1lables as secondarv in scansion, as the nleter is nc-rt aflcctecl by their stettts.
..i 

e nright rvant to clo so, however, in orcler to shorv the variatiorts in the
,-rurrl stress-pattern, in rvhich cilst: wc trnclerline tl-re svnrbol for secondary
-:rcss to shorv that it is fr-rnctioning as a beat.

65
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.r.EXE'RO'SE

,,. Beats and scansion
.i:i

:::, lf t Scan the following lines by means of double-line scansion and

,,, then by means of single-line scansion. ln each case, show stressed
,,,: syllables and beats:

: tfie steeds are all bridled, and snort to the rein;

: ^ ^-^L --^^], --^t r1 ^.,..: '^- ^-^1-- ---^ -
::i:

,r,,lt "urved 
is each neck, and flowing each manei 

,,

t,.

.'i 
*hite is the foam of their champ on the bit;

l, spears are uplif ted; the matches are lit; 4 ,

,., cannon are pointed, and ready to roar r :,

:

.it nd crush the wa1l they have crumbfed before.

,,,, ,:

2. Off beats

Here's another rypical example of popular stress verse, with the stresses and

beats marked in single-line scansion:

L/-LL
(4) Had r the store in yonder mountain

LLLL
Where gold and silver are had for counting,

L
I could not count for the thought of thee,

LLL1
My eyes so full I could not see.

Look at the intervals between the beats in this example: they consist of
either one or two unstressed syllables. Each of these intervals constitutes one
ttffbeat.Those with one or two syilables are by far the most comnron, and are

called sin,qle and doublc offbeats respectivelv. (Note tl-re inrportarlt distinction
between beats and offbeats:the former always consist of one syllable, but the
latter need not.)We inclicate offbeats by nrarking the unstressed syllables in
the usual way:

L
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/ -. / .L .L

Had I the store

xLx
Where gold and

/v/v
LL

yonder mountain

lxx/_xLx
silver are had for counting,

x
in

r./-*
L

I could not

/v1\ -L

My eyes so

Lxx/_xL
count for the thought of thee,

LxLxL
fulI I could not see.

- iuls the syrnboi x in this rvay (one for a single oftbe:rt alld two for a double
':.rt) indicates bttth the occurrencre of unstressed syllables dnd - since they
.:'i not underlined - their function as offbeats.

Iivou examine the earlier examples of stress verse in this chapter and the
'-':.\-ious chapter, you wiii find that this variation between single and dor-rble

:lbeats is rypical. Sinsle oflbeats are usually rnore frequent, but double
libeats c:rn occur at any point in the line. [t is very rare, however, to find

.-'rore than two syllables betrveen beats.ln view of this lirnitation, what I am

- -riling "stress rrleter" is souretirnes called "regular stress lneter" or "strict
.:ress tneter," to distineuish it frorn a looser varier,v discussed belorv under
:ire nanre strong-stress meter.

The reason for the lirnitation of offbeats to one or two syllables is not
Jittrcult to deduce. If meter is produced by an alliance between the two
:hvthmic principles irr spoken English, the stress rhythrn and the syllable
:-hvthm, too much variation in the nurnber of unstressed syllables will start
:o put a strain on the alliance. Although the stress-timed nature of English
:nearls, as we sarv in chapter 2,thx we can squeeze unstressed syllables into
.r shorter tirne to keep stresses c-venly spaced, it requires nrore arrd more
:ffort fronr the reader as the nunrber of unstressed syllables increases.Let us

rervrite our exanrple rvith additional unstressed syllables:

-1.)
x/xxxL artr

Had anyone the

/ --Z\L,\

Where gold and

xL
delights

Lxx x
platinum are

L x L x
yonder mountain

xlx x L x
delivered for counting,

x
in

x 1x x x I x x /xxx L
That person could not count for the memory of thee,

xxxlxxxlx/xL
His or her eyes would be so full they could not see.
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It is quite di{ficult to read this with rhythmic regulariry, as the number of
syllables between the beats varies from one to fbur.

In consistently separating the beats by only one or two syllables, stress

verse engages with our normal reading habits to produce a metrical pattern
of beats (in conjunction with the other features discussed in chapter 3).It's
not as strictly regular a rneter as is produced by the use of exactly the same

number of unstressed syllables between every pair of beats, but iti regular
enough to set up a definite swing which overcomes the slight variations. In
fact, this actually brings it closer to song, because nrusic usually provides
some variery in the number of notes between the main beats, though their
duration is controlled by the governing meter.

Occasionally in stress nleter, beats occur in direct succession - that is,

with no syllables between thern.The first three beats of the following rhyme
provide an illustration (with square brackets showing the missing offbeat):

L lxll- lxlLx/-
(5) Rain, rain, go away,

L xL xL x L
Come agai-n another day.

Usually the repetition of a beat without an intervening syllable would pro-
duce a moment of strain for the nreter, since we expect beats to be separated
by one or more syllables. However, used in certain places, and with a dis-
tinct gap between the stresses, it can actually produce a nrarked rhythm, as

in this example. The three words that start the rhyme take an equal stress,

and the reader naturally pauses between them. Since we experience a weaker
pulse where there is no actual syllable, we call this kind of offbeat a virtual

ffieat. As with virtual beats, the spoken utterance pauses but the meter does
not - in fact, it is thc' pause in the utterance that make it possible for the
rneter to go on regularly as an alternation between beat and offbeat. (Recall
that a pause can be either a silence or a prolonged word;in this example, it'.s

rnost likely to be the latter.) In stress uerse,a beat is neuer-followed intmcdiately by,

another beat; an olfteat, actual or uirtual, always interuenes.

The rnost common position for a virtual of1beat within the line is in the
rniddle, where it marks the nretrical division of the line into two half-lines.
Gerard Manley Hopkins uses a virtual offbeat in this way in "lnversnaid" to
create a rocking, ahnost incantatory, rhythrn:
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'iJ What would the world be, once beref t

Of wet and of wildness? Let them be left,

x L x x L lx)L x x L
O 1et them be left, wildness and wet;

Lonq live the weeds and the wilderness yet.

\ r-irtual offbeat nray:rlso occrlr at tl-re end of a line, usually in conjunction
,. rth a virtual beat, as in this exarllple fronr a folk-song:

x L x x L xx L x I-) When I was a bachelor youngi and gay

x L x x 1x L lxl)
I followed the roving trade;

x L x L x lx x I
And all the harm that ever I done,

x 1 x x L x I lxLl
I courted a pretty maid.

r\-hen a stanza like this is sung, the nrelocly lias to allo'rv for the nrissing
,tibeat as well as the nrissing beat (trstr:rlly by incre:rsing tl-re lenstl-r of thc

.ncls final syllable).

EJ{EfiCISE

Offbeats
.

example:

,'Just the place for a Snarkl" the Bellman cried,

As he landed his crew with care;

Supporting each man on the top of the tide

By a finger entwined in his hair.
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3. Demotion

In all our exalnples so far, stressed syllables have been erperienced as beats,

and unstressed syllables have been experienced as oflbeats, r,vhether singly or
in pairs. In other words, the stressed/unstressed opposition has coincided
exactly rvith the beat/offbeat opposition. For nr:uly lines of verse this is
true; such lines - we have considered several exanrples - are tnade up en-
tirely of stressed beats and unstrcssed tjJbettts (/ and x or x x). Horvever, under
certain very specific conclitions a stressed syllable can function as an offbeat,
or part of an offbeat, and an unstressed syllable can take a beat. Since a

stressed syllable is nornrally erpected to function as a beat, it is said to be

demoted rvhen it occurs in an offbeat. Conversely, an unstressed syllable is
saicl to be pronrotcd rvhen it functions as a beat. Only stressed syllables can be

denroted (so"dernoted syllable"nreans exactly the same as"dernoted stress");

only unstressed syllables can be pronroted. Fortunately, our flrmiliarity with
the rhythms of English and with basic nretrical patterns enables us to read

the lines where this happens without difficulry (often without our even

noticing).

(r) Demotion in single ttfJbeats

The first line of the fbllowing stanza reuds easily rvith a four-beat rhythm:

(B) Then out in the mead the poor girl ran
To cull those flowers fast as they sprang.
'Twas some she picked, some she pul}ed
Til1 at length she gained her apron full.

Yet one of the stressed syllables - "girl" - occrlrs between the beats; that is,

it functions as an oflbeat:

xL
Then out

x
in

xLxLll-
the mead Lhe poor girl ran

ln scanning the line, we shorv "girl" as stressed to reflect the fact that nor-
mally in prose this is how it is pronounced (it is a monosyllabic content
word),but we do r-rot underlir-re it since it doesn't take a beat. It is a demoted

syllable, doing a lower-grade job than it would ustrally be expected to do.

('We can also refer to it as a srrcssed ffieat.)
Tl'rere :rre three reasons why this apparentlv anortralotrs syllable poses no

problem for the nleter. First, it rs thc middle s/rcs-s in a sequencc ttf tluec -s/rcssc-s,

a position ir-r which it is especially easy fbr a stress to fr.rnction as arl offbeat
since there is no neiehboring syllable that is a more likely candidate for an
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.-'5e:rt. Second, thanks to the patterning of stresses in English phrases it is

.:.ordinated to the stressed syllable that irnmediately follows it (see the
...cussion of subordination in chapter 2).Third, the alternating tendency of
.: English language,also discr-rssed in chapter 2, encourages this pattern of

. rr) 1l ge f-weaker-s tro n ge r.

I)errrotion produces a distinctive rhythmic -figure; that is, a clearly
:::lned rhythmic configuration that differs from the norm of alternating
.:r-ised beats and unstressed offbeats. (lt is this rhythrnic figure that is shaded

. rhe exarnple above.) As shorthand for this figure we can write
_ l_, indicating three stresses in succession, the first and third taking beats.
t..:irough demotion is often made srnoother by the subordination of the
.::lloted stress to a stress before or after it, we usually do not indicate this in

: :: scansion, since it is perftctly possibie to read a demoted stress with as

.-rch emphasis as those on either side of it.The smoothness of this example
::',rends not on actually prttnouncin.g"girl" with less emphasis,but rn;feelingrt
. be weaker than those on either side, for the three reasons just given. In
:irer r,vords, once a rneter is established it will invest certain syllables with

:..: special qualiry of beats and others with the special quality of offbeats,

...ilities which will register mentally without always having to be actualized
:t frronunciation. (Of course, if the arrangement of stressed and utrstressed

. . jlables begins to deviate too much from the expectation, the meter lvill

.,'.rse to be perceived.)
Itls perfectly possible to have a denroted stress that is not subordinated to

:::her of the adjacent stresses - though the result is a rnarked slowing of the
.:re and an increase of rnetrical tension.Here is an example in lines which
'.ive three actual beats (again, the entire rhythmic figure is shaded):

xLxxLxL
Your trade was with sticks and clay,

lx L)

x l- / L x 1x lxll
You thumbed, thrust, patted, and polished...

1-he vigorous physical activity represented by the second line finds its enr-

-.orlinrent in the succession of strong stresses, with the word "thrust" insist-
.:lq on the sanre degree of emphasis as its neighbors. In a different metrical
--orltext these three stresses could function as beats separated by virtual offbeats

.rs in "Rain, rain, go away");but this poenr has set up an expectation for
:irree beats a line,and the alternating rhythm allows us to experience"thrllst"
,. :ln offbeat - even rvhen we give it a full stress. The term "denrotiott" dttcs

.ot re-fer to thc way d syllable is pronourtced, but ttt tlrc utay it relates ttt thc

';let(r.
Secondary stresses are denroted very easily, since they are weaker than
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fuI1 stresses.A conrpound made up of a full stress and a secondary stress falls
naturally into the pattern provided by denrotion:

xL\l-x/x/x
(lf l; "Yon screech-owl,,' rrr" the Sailor, turning

Back to his former cause of mourning...

The sanre is true of phrases that function as if they were compounds (see the
discussion of secondary stress in chapter 2):

(1 1)
x/

She lived
x
in

L\Lxx/
Ross Street., close to the pub

A stress can also be denroted at the besinnin,q o-f a line brtn anttther stress

V L). In this example of four-beat verse I give two lines to establish the
rhythm, followed by the line which begins with a stressed offbeat:

(12) Have pity on my sore distress,

I scarce can speak for weariness:

/l-xlxLxL
St.retch fort.h thy hand, and have no fearl

We catr give both the words that start the last lir-re equal stress, and the llreter
will not be disrupted.

(1,) Denrtttittn in doublt, ttffTtedts

I)entotion calr also occttrin a clouble oflbeat,r.vhen one of the t'uvo sy1lables
is a stressecl syllable fulrctionillg as if it r,vere unstressed.There was an exilnr-
plc in the lines by Hopkins quoted earlier (exanrple [6]):

O let them be left, wildness and wet;

I / x L x x L x x 1
Long live the weeds and the wilderness yet.

Here the conrnron phrase "Long livc" takes its nrain stress on the flrst rvord,
so it is the second stress that is slightly rveaker. Tl-re rhythniic figure norv
consists of four syllables.

Either of the syllables itr a ciouble ofibeat can be denroted. Herc is a

stanza of tlvo-beat lines fionr a pot:nr by Hardy entitled"Rain on a Grave"
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hrch uses both rypes of double oflbeat denrotion, giving sorlle extra weight
. rhe small-scale metrical units. (The demotions include examples of sec-

:rdary stress.)

-3 ) One who to shelter

Her delicate head

Would quicken and quicken

Each tentative tread

xl/x|x
If drops chanced to pelt her

x L x \ L
That summertime spilIs

x L \x L
rn dust-paven ri1ls

xLx\l_x
When thunder-clouds thicken

x/-/xL
And birds cfose their bil1s.

fhere are three double oflbeats'nvith dcnrotion of the first syllable,and two
', rth denrotion of the second syllable.The denroted secondary stresscs callse

:sr disruption to the meter: "sl1rlr1l1crtin1e," "dust-p:rven," rtncl "thuncler-

-'ionds." Thc denroted verbs, "charlced" atrd "cl{)se," insist lltore on their
,n'n stress and thereby slor,v dorvn the line.We shall discr-rss further exallrples
,i clenrotion in double offbeats in the se ction on "Ti-iplc verse" latcr in this

- h.rpter.

: ) Reading dernotcd -sr,'('rs('s

ile cause it is in linc rvitl-r tl-re ingrainecl rhythnrs of the languase, detnotion
-:tresn't call for any special effort of pronuttciation. Hor,vevcr, in popular
.:ress vcrse, such as ballacls :rnc1 nursery rhynres, we tend to enrphasize the
:.'qularity of the rhythnr nlore than rve do in literary versc, and so thc
rkclihood of :ictually reducing thc strcss on denrotecl syllables is higher.
:onretinrcs rvc find ourselves treating clenroted stresses as if they wcre Lrlr-
.:ressecl sy1lab1es - especially in conventional epithets ("young nran,""pretry
:naid") and in titles ("LordThonras,""QueenJane"). However, for the pur-
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poses of scansion it is better to rnark these syllables as stressed, thus indicat-
ing how they would be spoken in a careful prose pronunciation. In showinq
a syllable as demoted - that is, showing a stress without the underlining that
rnarks a beat - we irnply that the reader has the freedorn to choose, accord-
ing to the needs of the verse, whether to pronounce it as stressed, un-
stressed, or sonlewhere in between.

'i ::itii:::i:!!.:'i! i: i::t: !::i: ::' : i: i: i: i: i! i: i:

]::ii i::it iiii:iii

:iiii"""""'
.:t Demotion

ii::

,i. t3l Scan the following lines from Browning's "Meeting at Night."
n. Show beats, offbeats (single, double, and virtual), and demoted

'i stresses. How disruptive of the regular meter are the demoted
i::: stresses? Do they contribute to the emotional intensity of the stanza?

Then a mile of warm sea-scented beach;

Three fields to cross till a farm appears;

A tap at the pane, the quick sharp scratch

And blue spurt of a lighted match,

..i, And a voice less loud, through its joys and fears,
tlti

.i.i fhan the Lwo hearts beating each to each I

:i:i

4. Promotion

Promotion is the reverse of denrotion: under certain specific conditions an

unstressed syllable functions not as an offbeat, which is what is normalh'
expected, but as a beat. It is thus promoted to a role usually reserved for
stressed syllables. In other words, a prornoted syllable is an unstressed beat, t
nlomentary contradiction of the general rule that beats are produced br'
stressed syllables. Pronrotion happens easily when the syllable in question is

the middle one o-f three successiuc unstressed syllable-s (just as dernotion occurs
easily on the nriddle syllable of three stressed syllables). FIere's a stanza which
has exanrples of promotion in the first, third and fourth lines:
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xlxxxlxL
You Englishmen of each degree,

/ Lx L x L x
One moment listen unto

L
me;

x
To

Lx
please you

Lxx
listen to

L x xx L
all I do intend,

XLxL
these lines Lve penned.

x
So

-.. Lrefore, the underlining shows where the beats fall, but now in addition
' _ we have x, showing where an unstressed syllable takes a beat.-When we
. .,n a line to check whether it has the right nurnber of beats we have to

.rnt the underlir-res, irrespective of the symbol above them.The rhythmic
'- 

-L1re produced by pron-rorion is x x x, again highlighted in our exampies.

If we chant this stanza, we find ourselves stressing all the beats; and the
:.1e of the poem, like much of the popular verse we're considering in this
:rrpter, does incline us away from the rhythms of speech towards a rnore

,.r;rnted or song-like reading. But if we choose to read it with the natural
.::-essing of the words, we will probably not stress the final syllable of
Englishnlen" and the words "do" and "to." (We might also pronounce the

..:st syllable of"unto"without a stress,since it is a function word,though I
-..n'e chosen to show it as stressed.) This will not damage the meter, as the
..rablished rhythm (and the built-in alternating tendency of the language)
,., rll allow us to experience these syllables as beats. The term "promotion" does

:..t refer to the wdy a syllable is prontturtced,but to the way it relates to the meter.lt
.. inrportant, however, that we give these prornoted syllab1es a distinct pro-
:.Linciation that keeps the timing of the rhythln; we can't slur or hurry
::retn.

Promotion can also happen on the last syllable of a line u,hen it\ preceded by

.;rt ttnstressed syllable (x x):

15) But the strangest thing: in the thick o1d thatch,

Where summer birds had been given hatch,

Had fed in chorus, and lived to fledge,

/ v Lx x L xxLLZI

Some sti1l were living in hermitage.
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Norrrrally, rve rvould plonoulrce "hernritrge" u,ith only the first syllable
stressed. Here we sellse a beat o1r the thircl syllable as r,vell, and if we were
giving the verse a strongly rhvthn'rical reading wc nright be tenrpted to give

it a slight stress.

Thc other place where prolnotion
tt ()p('ns u,itlt tu,o rntstrcsst'd -sy//alr/t'-s (r
follorving stanz:r begin in this rvay:

occrrrs is l/rc bcgirrtrin,g o_f thc linc, u,lrt'rr

r).The second and third lines of the

(16)

(17)

Since this is a popul:rr song, we Arc likely to give thc u,ord "ln" sonre degree

of stress, rvhereas in ordinurv speech it rvould be unstressed. It docsn't
rcqrtirc a stress in order tc-r fr,rnctior) l.rs :r be:rt, horvcver. Since there is an

expectation fbr fotrr beats in the line, a clistinct prontrnciation of'thc syllable

is all that is necess:rryl If \ve were c\pccting onlv l/in'r' be:rts in the lirte, u,e

rvotrlcl treat "ln yc)Lrr" :rs a double oftbeat - attcl rvc u,oulcl speed up the
prontrnciation accordingly,.

At both the beginning lnc-l thc encJ oithc line, the crtrcial condition that
allor,vs pronrotion to occur is that the syllable next to the' one in clucstion -
jtrsr after it or just beforc it - shotrlcJ be unstresscrl as rvell. It is not possible

for un unstressed s,vllable to carry l beat iiit is ne,\t to a strcss, except itr versc

rvherc the natural rhythrrr of the langtraue is donritrated by a chant or a

nrclody. ln nurserv rhynres, flor irrstance. rcaclers arc sonretinics indr-rced tcr

proltlote unstressed syllables next to stresses.The follorving lines are usually
read u,ith lour actual beats:

Lx x x I x L x
"Madam, in your face is beauty,

x x /x lx /_ [x]
fn your bosom flowers grow,

/ -.-AAL xxLX
In your bedroom there is pleasure,

LxLxLxL[x]
Shall I view it, yes or rLo?"

1 x L x llx)x
Little Tomrny Tuck-er

1 lx)L x l_[x]x
Sings for his sup-per.
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- his kind of pronrotion coulcl only happen in litcrary verse if it rvrrs using
:.r.' sante kind of stron!;, chanted rhythnr.

Pronrotion, like cJernotion, huppens fi'ecluently irr stress versc. and this
:rrkes ir crucial not to conftrsc stresses and be:rts. What is sonretinres ruis-

.-'.rrlir-rely callecl"forlr-stress"vcrse nrav have lrlore or fewer than four stresses,

.'',1t it alw'ays has fotrr bcats.

,...

EXEfiC'SE

Promotion .:.

'.:

(4) Scan these opening stanzas from Keats's "La Belle Dame sans 
...

Merci." Count the number of promoted syllables (i.e. unstressed beats). 
....

read them with the same rhythm as the following last lines from later
stanzas: "And her eyes were wild," "A fairy's song," "l love thee true."

O what can ail thee, knight at arms,

Alone and pa1e1y loitering?

The sedge has wither'd from the 1ake,

And no birds sing.

O what can ail thee, knight at arms,

So haggard and so woe-begone?

The squirrel's granary is fu1l,

And the harvest's done.

5. Ouadruple verse

Irr readine the 7.7 .7 .7 stanza qr.roted in the previous chapter, readers nrav

tlnd that they are inclined ro give a sonrewhat stronger enlphasis to the first,
third, fifth, and seventh beats of each line, in contrast to the even-nunrbered
beats (the last of which is only a virtual beat).The major beats are nrarked
u-ith double underlines, and the secondary beats rvith single underlines:
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L/-L/_L
There's black-eyed Fan with the frying pan will cook

lLtLt
your eggs and bacon,

(1 8)

LLLL
With beef and mutton, roast and boiled,

L L L x L L
Get a little table, then a little

if r
x

am not

L tL)
mistaken.

This alterlratiorl gives each line fbur strong beats, making it a kind of four-
beat unit functioning over a longer span than usual.The duple nrovernent of
beat/offbeat alternation is itself orqanized in a duple alternation of stronger
beat/rveaker beat, giving rise to a Etadruplc rhythrn. The use of virtual
beats, togetheruvith a certain rype of repetitive diction, can be a powerful
way of harnessing the rnulti-leveled character of the four-beat meter to
produce this rhythrn. (The traditional terin for it is "dipodic nreter" - the
Creek ternl means "two-footed.") We call the stronger and weaker beats

primary and secondary beats.

Here's another example with a sonlewhat diflerent and much quicker
movenrent; if we read it rapidly the secondary beats are likely to lose their
stress altogether.

L
chair,

t1)
(1e)

LLL
And then a little house

L tL)
square,'

/ --L^
the corner of the

x
in

L I L x L I
Get a little teapot and save a little

LLLxL
But don't forqet the cradle for to rock the

L
tin,

tL)

/vL+

baby ir..
tLt

The quadnlple lnovenlent gives tlre verse a jaunty, rapid motion that pre-
veltts tts frottr takinc the sentirnents too seriously. Notice thar r,vher-r this
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srrong rhythm is established in our rninds, we can treat aimost anything as a

iecondary beat, including the second syllab1e of "table" - which we have

ro chant as "ta-ble." (Conrpare the promotion of the secotrd syllable of
"Tucker" in example [17].)

Insistent quadruple verse also tends to produce strong-weak patterns over

even longer stretches. It's easy when reading the previous example with a

regular rhythrn to find yourself giving the first and third primary beats of
each line more weight than the second and fourth, producing for each two-
lirre unit a four-beat movenrent. Perhaps even the whole sta;rrza can be thought
of as having four major beats, the first beat in each of the four lines, them-
selves arranged stronger-weaker-stronger-weaker.Theoretically, there is no
lrrnit to this process of hierarchizing; but practically, at a certain point we

cease to notice the distinctions - and the less insistent the rhythm and our
sryle of reading, the sooner they become irrelevant.

The quadruple tendency is inherent in the 4x4 fornration, arising as it
rloes out of the doubling process that produces the foruation.'We can see

now why the positionins of virtual beats is strongly constrained; they are

nrost likely to occur where the beat is weak at higher as well as lower levels

of the structure. How insistently the quadruple movelnent is felt in any
qiven poem, however, depends on the way the verse is written: on whether
the diction and content encourage a highly rhythmical reading, whether
the use of virtual beats and offbeats places a particularly strong ernphasis on
beats in appropriate positions, and on whether the words and syntax bring
out the hierarchical relations among beats of different strengths. A strong

cluadruple rhythm can be bombastic or triviahzing, but it can also be flex-
ibly and memorably rhythrnic.

iiiii. ##H.ii.i.

Ouadruple verse

(5) Mark the primary beats in this example with double underlines
and 4) and the secondary beats with single underlines (l and x),

including all virtual beats. How would you describe the emotional
effectiveness of the rhythm?

If the home we never write to, and the oaths we never keep,

And all we know most distant and most dear,

Across the snoring barrack-room return to break our sleep,

u
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i,;

,,i can you blame us if we soak ourselves in beer? 4 :,

;ii ,

il !ril"r"" the drunken comrade mutters and the great guard-lantern 
,

t.,

i!

, gutters

:..-' Ar-rd the horror of our fall is written plain
.,
:r, :

l "t"ty 
secret, self-revealing on t.he aching whit-ewashed '.'

,:

cei 1 ing,,:
:

ii:

6. Duple and triple meters

If you read the follorving two stanzas as rhythnrically as possible, you will
notice that they are distinctively different frorn errch other in their move-
nlent:

(20) Where love is planted there it g,rows,
ft buds and blossoms like any rose,
It has so sweet and a pleasant smeI},
No flowers on earth can it excel.

(21) Says the master to me, "IS it true, r am told
Your name on the books of the Union enrolled?
I can never allow that a workman of mine
With wicked dj-sturbers of peace should combine. "

Scanning these two stanzas, the erplanation for this difference is irrrrnedi-
ately clear: in the first, ahr-rost all the offbcats are single, rvhile in the second
they are almost all double:

xLxLxLx/_
(20) Where love is planted there it g'rows,

x L x L x x Lx /_

It buds and blossoms like any rose,

xLx/_xxLxL
ft has so sweet and a pleasant smell,

x lx x L x L x L
No flowers on earth can it exce1.
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Says the master to me, "fS

Y/vY/"t LL

Your name on the books of

/ -. / -.,L 11 L -\ -?1. L -^. -?1.

I can never al1ow that a

xLxxLxx
With wicked disturbers of

S/ress rueter

/ -. -. /
-Li\^-L

true, I am told

81

I1)
x
ir

x Lx x L
the Union enrolled;

/ -. /
.L  -L

workman of mine

LxxL
peace should combine.

Sorne stress meter varies freely between single and double offbeats (some-
rinres with occasional virtual oflbeats), but most examples have a prepon-
Jerance of one or the other. When this happens, the rhythnr gains added

regulariry: it becomes basically duple or triple, and we can say that the verse

rs written rn a duple meter or a triple rueter.

Duple uerse,like the first exanrple above (and most of the examples 'we

h;rve considered so far in this chapter), takes advantage of the alternating
rhythnric tendency of the language to establish a rocking, back-and-forth
rl-rvthrn.Thking English verse altogether, duple verse is rnore comnron than
rriple verse, perhaps because it is closer to the lnovenrent of spoken English.
When the occasional double offbeat occurs in such a nleter, we autonrati-
cally adjust our pronunciation to take care of it without endangering the
Juple nlovenrent.

Tiiple uerse,like the second exanrple above, is set in nrotion if there are

enough double oflbeats to overconre the built-in preference for a duple
nteter. A triple l11eter brings the verse closer to song, spacing the stresses out
ri-ith a relatively high degree of evenness, and producing a distinctive
1-2-3 nrovelnelrt.The occasion:rl single offbeat does not interfere rvith this
rhythn-r, as we can hear if we rewrite :r line of eranrple (21):

xxlxxLxLxxL
Says the master to me, "A word or two more.

We usually handle this variation by lensthening thc previous stresscd svlla-
ble, thoush it's also possible to move into a duple rhythnr for just a n1on1erlt.
In other words, the stress-tinred natlrre of English allorvs us to conrpens:rte
for the missing syllable, and 'uve do not erperience a virtual oflbeat in its
place.

We seldour read duple or triple stress verse with the ainr of nraking the
rvords conform exactly to the meter, but doing so is a useful exercise irr
establishing just what the meter is. First say:
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two three ONE two three ONE two three ONE two three ONE...

Then in the same rhythnt:

Says the MASter to ME, "Is it TRUE, f am TOLD...

Ouce this rhythrn is runtring in the reader',s he:rd, the lines can vary quite
considerably without disrupting it. In fact, the tendency of triple rhythm to
dontinate the language is 'uvhat renders it inappropriate for nrost poetic pur-
poses.

i .,,SXEF,C.JSf,'''

Duple and triple meters

(6) Read the following stanzas from Blake's Songs of lnnocence and
Experience aloud. Decide whether each one is predominantly triple or
duple. Scan the stanzas to check your response. Try to characterize
the different emotional effect of the two rhythms.

(a) When the voices of children are heard on the green,

,,, O.U laughing is heard on the hill,
:,

., 
y heart is at rest within my breast

::::

, And everything else i-s sti11. 
i

:..i

:

'.,, 
tn) f wander through each chartered street, 

:
r

,l

.,, "nd 
mark in every face I meet :.

,,,

i, Marks of weakness, marks of woe 
.;

7. Demotion and promotion in triple verse

(a) Demotittn

We noted earlier that one of the syllables in a doubie oftbeat can be a de-
rtroted stress, and this possibiliry becornes particularly important in triple
verse. As al'uvays, detrtotion occturs nlore sr-noothly if the demoted stress is
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',ir to be subordinated to another stress.The words "wide" and "good" in
- .e following ertract function very easily as parts of double offbeats, since
-.r.\- are rather conventional adjectives, clearly subordinated to the follow-
. tq stresses:

xLxxlxxLxxL
ll) O youngr Lochinvar is come out of the west,

x I x / t- x x L x x L
Through all the wide Border his steed was the best;

x L x / L x x L x x L
And save his good broadsword he weapons had none,

x L x xL x x L x xL
He rode all unarm'd, and he rode all alone.

It's also quite conrrnon fbr the first of the t'nvo offbeat syllables to be a

.rressed syllable. Here is zrn example that has both kinds:

B3

l3)
x x L / x L x x L x x L
fn the great Lown of London near Manchester Square,

/ L / x L x x L \ x L
Jane Jones kept a mangle in South Street we hear;

r. / xx L x / l_xx IL

A gentleman's coachman oft visiting came,

xL\xLxlLxxL
A cold-blooded monster, Dan Good was his name.

In lines 1 and 2, "town" and "kept" are examples of the dernotion of the
tlrst oflbeat syllable; in lines 3 and 4, "oft" and "Darl" are exanrples of the
.lemotion of the second offbeat syllable.The stanza also has two cornpounds
n'ith secondary stresses that are easily demoted, "South Street" and "cold-
I',looded." The rhythn-ric fisures produced by these rypes of denrotion are

_x / / .rtd / / x /.
In triple verse exanrples like these, it is ternpting to show many of these

.lernoted syllables as unstressed, since their weakness in conrparison to the
stresses that take beats lreAns that we are hardly aware of their potential for
itress. It is best to show thenr as stressecl, however, since the absence of
underlining is a clear enough indication that in :r c:ertain typc of reading -
n.here the regular rhythrrt dominates the normal speaking voice - they will
lose their stress. It is up to the reader to decide what kind of delivery to use.
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The occasional single oftbeat in triple stress versc is trsually realized by ari

unstresscd syllable, but it can also be re:rlized by a stressed svllable, producinu
tlre s:rnre rype of denrotion as dtrple verse (/- t t1.The lollowing lines have

both types of single ofTbeat, the denroted stress ("fall,""last,""lone,""ql1est1s")
and the unstressed syllablc ("rnd," "should," "be," "not"):

x /_ / /^ x x / x Lx
(l+) The fields fall southward, abrupt and broken,

xx/_/Lxx/-/L
To the low last edge of the long lone land.

xxlx/-x
If a step should sound or

xxLxlx
Wou1d a ghost not rise at

x/x/xLL

a word be spoken,

xL/L
the strangte guest's hand?

As rvitl-r all denrotion, lve don't have to givc conscious attention to the fact
th:rt worcls like "fhll" or "last" function :rs oflbeats hcre. The alternatillg
tcndencv of the lanqtrasc ancl the predonrinrrltly triple rhythnr rhat has

alreadv been established in the poeln induce us to place the beats on"ficlds"
and "south," "lolv" and "eclge." l)enroted stresses rvork p:rrticularly well in
this context, since thcir adclitional length - providecl that rvc give thenr full
stress - provides atr equivalent for the two unstrcssed svllables thev are re-
placing, and inrparts a distinctive (though sonletinrcs intmsive) bounce to
the rhythnr.

(b) Promtttiotr

Pronrotion, by col)tmsr, is not vcry corllnrol) in triple verse - for obvious
reasons.With an appro.xinrlte rltio of trn o ullstrcsseci syllables to everv stressed

syllable, there is little call for yet more unstressed syllables.When nornrally
unstressed syllables d,, occur as beats in this nlcter, the strong llrovellrent
usually encollrages sonle degree of stressing, horvever unnatural this rvould
be in prose. The following opening stanza of a rhythmically rather rough
traditional ballad - it has triple as well as double of1beats - dernands beats on
"of," "to," and "wasj' and aithough the scansic>n shor,vs thern as unstressed
(indicating, as always, the normal prose pronunciation), these syllables are

likely to receive additional emphasis when the verse is read:
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///v/xxx/LxxxL^ J_

15) JL's of a sea captain who was married of late

x xx / L xx x L x x L
'Thras to a young lady and he gained her estate

r//vxlxxLxxi,tr_

He wa.s a sea captain and bound for the sea

x xL x x 1x x x L xL
But before she was bedded he was called away.

..i.i.l##,,##.#.f'SrTi.nii

Demotion and promotion in triple verse

(7) Scan the following stanza, showing demotions and promotions.
Do any of them hinder the swing of the triple rhythm?

A sweet-scented Courtier did give me a Kiss,

And promis'd me Mount.ains if I woufd be his,

But I'11 not befieve him, for it is too true,

Some courtiers do promise much more Lhan they do. 4

My Thing is my own, and f'11 keep it so still,

Yet other young Lasses may do what they will.

8. Rising and falling rhythms

In chapter 2 we discussed the way in which unstressed syllables in English
qroup themselves around stresses, producing srress groups that can be classi-
fied according to their rype of rhythm. A rkirry rhythm is produced by a

stress group that ends with a full stress, aJalling rhythnr by a stress group that
bcsins with a full stress. Other groups have mixed rhythnls or consist of
rtrortttsyllaltic words. Most often, rising and falling rhythms vary freely in
poetry. Sometimes, however, a consistent pattern of one or the other can
elrerge, and this can be harnessed to produce a distinctive rhythnric quality.

We indicate groups by nreatrs of vertical lines, and sonretinres it is useful
to indicate the sequence of groups next to the line: R for rising groups, F

B5
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for falling groups, and M for r-nired or rnonosyllabic groups (neither ot
which contribute to either rising or falling rhythms).The following rhyrle
is largely in falling rhythnr, as the position of the stress within each group.
nrakes clear:

It xlt xl t x I L xl
(26) Tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor,

lL \l L \l L x \l L I

Rich man, poor man, beggarman, thief.

FFFF

FFFM

RRRR

RRRR

(The two stresses on "nran" are subordinated to the contrastive stress orl
"Rich" and "poor.") The following lines, on the other hand, are in rising
rhythm:

I x 1- lx L I

There was a rat,
x / lx / I

l-l

for want of stairs(27)

lx L lx l lx L lx L I

Went down a rope to say his prayers.

Predominantiy rising and predominantly fulling rhythn-rs have differenr
qualities, as these exarnples begin to suggest. A falling rhythnr has a ten-
dency toward equ:riization of the syllables; that is to say, we tend to read
"Tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor" in quite a rigid duple rneter.A rising rhythrri.
on the other hand, tends to abbreviate and lighten the unstressed syllables as

they move quickly into the stress; so that "There was a rat, for want of stairs"
might be read rvith the stressed syllables given twice as much time as the
unstressed syllables. (It cor-rld therefore easily be set to rnusic in triple tirne.
even though the verse is duple.)

The perception of a rising or a falling rhythrn can also be influenced b1'

the way lines of verse start - an initial falling group can predispose the reader
to hear further falling groups, for instance - but this is of less inrportance in
stress verse than in syllable-stress verse, which we shall consider in the foi-
lowing chapter.
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rXEm#i$E:l:: 
,,,

liii:

Rising and falling rhythms 
..i

tl::

(8) Mark the stresses and the stress groups in the following lines. 
ili

lndicate the sequence of rising, falling, and mixed or monosyllabic 
.,

groups next to the line, using the abbreviations suggested above. ls 
,,,

any rhythm dominant? How do the different types of stress group 
,...

relate to the way the lines begin and end? 
,i

See the creature stalkingf

While we speakl

Hush and hide the talkingr,

Cheek on cheek!

What so false as truth is,

False to thee?

Where the serpent's tooth is

Shun the tree -

Where t.he apple reddens

Never pry -

Lest we lose our Edens,

Eve and I.

Strong-stress meter

1. Old and Middle English
'What happens if the four-beat iine is allowed to take more than two un-
stressed syllables between beats, or to use virtual offbeats freely? Or if addi-
tional stresses occur between the beats in positions that prevent thenr from
being demoted? Or run-on lines and absence of rhyme inhibit the emer-
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gence of the four-line unit?The rnost likely result is verse with little feeling
of being metrical at all; a kind of free verse, in other words.

However, there exists a tradition of stress verse with these characteristics
that does produce a metrical pulse,at least if read in an appropriate nlanller.
It is not quite as free as my description suggests, and it nrakes use of an

inrportant additional device - alliteration - to guide the reader. Here is an

example:

(28) Blind on the brj-de-bed, the bridegroom snores,
Too aloof to love. Did you lose your nerve
And cloud your conscience because I wasn't
Your dish really? You danced so bravely
Til1 I wished I were. Witl you remain
Such a pleasant prince? Probably not.

This is clearly very different from stress verse, as the term is being used in
this book, and it is a useful negative deuronstration of the importance of the
various constraillts that operate to keep the four-beat movernent alive.There
is little sense of an alternation between beats and offbeats, and without that
no possibiliry for virtual beats, or promotion and demotion. In f:rct, there
are few lines with beats. But most lines have four clearly rnarked stressed

syllables, and many of these are further signaled by alliteration (that is, the
stressed syllable - sometimes in the middle of a word - begins with the same

consonant). Another obvious feature is the way the lines are divided by a

strong syntactic break into two half-lines, each with two stresses.This divi-
sion is so systenlatic that it is obviously an aspect of the metrical structure.
(Orr the other hand, the divisions between the lines are sonletimes only a

matter of the layout on the page.)
-We 

can scan this verse by showing the four nrain stresses, preceded by an

":r" when they alliterate, as rvell as the division into half-lines (indicatecl
by')'

a/
Blind on

a/
Too aloof

a/
And cloud

a/'
the bride-bed, the

a/'
to love. Did you

a//
bridegroom snores,

a//
lose your nerve

a/'a//
your conscience because f wasn't

a//'a//
Your di-sh really? You danced so bravely



,'tflffii|fl"

/
5-s--:-r\\-€r.\rsSsS\1\'S.

T\ris type of stress meter is known as strorlg-stress meter, slnce lt re\es on the
occurrence of a fixed nurnber of strong stresses in the line (almost always

tour), which have to be clearly rnarked in pronunciation.
Modern literary strong-stress verse is not very colnmon - this example is

by W H. Auden - and is usually written in imitation of Old English (also

known as Anglo-Saxon) verse, dating frorn the seventh to the eleventh cen-
ruries. Old English meter is not fully understood; it appears to have been

u,ritten according to cornplex rules, and was sung or intoned to musical

.rccompaniment rather than recited. To modern ears, however, it sounds

i-ery like the Auden example. Here is a recent translation of part of an Old
English poem,"The Seafarer," with the stresses marked (note that according
ro the conventions of this verse any vowel may alliterate with any other):

^\

(2e)
a / a/ ' a/ /

The thriving of the treeland, the town's briskness,

a/ a/ 'a/ /
a lightness over the leas, life gathering,

a/ a/
everything urges

/a/
man to venture on

_/
d/ /

the eagerly mooded

a//
the voyaqe he thinks of,

a/a/'a//
the faring over flood, the far bourn

No doubt the nrode of perfornlance, and the accollrpanyine itrstruttnent.

rvould have ernphasized the rhythmic structure, probably timinq the rhvtlrnt
so that the four stresses fut-tctiorted as beats.

In the late fourteenth century, colrtelllporaneous w-ith Chriucers tbuncl-
ing of syllable-stress lneter in English (the nreter rvhich rve sha1l ex:lnlllrc 1rl

the next chapter), there occurred a reviv:rl of alliterative verse..ig.tin t-tsinq

four strong stresses per line, though with greater freedorn in the trutnbcr oi
syllables bet'nveen them. Flere is an exatnple from the anonylllous Sir ()ta,ttt'tt

and the Creen Kni,qht,in a modern translation that keeps the flavor of the

rhythm:
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a/ a/ 'a/ /
'I',rII I wlsneo I were. WIII you remarn

a / a / 'a / /
Such a pleasant prince? Probably not

This rype of stress nleter is known as sfro,?g-s trcss meter, since it relies on the
occurrence of a frred number of strong stresses in the line (ahtrost always

four), which have to be clearly rnarked in pronunciation.
Modern literary strong-stress verse is not very corlrmorl - this exallrple is

by W H. Auden - and is usually written in imitation of Old English (also

known as Anglo-Saxon) verse, dating fronr the seventh to the eleventh cen-
turies. Old English meter is not fully tinderstood; it appears to have been
written according to cornplex rules, and rvas sung or intoned to nrusical
accompaniment rather than recited. To nrodern ears, however, it sounds

very like theAuden example.Here is a recent translation of part of an Old
English poem,"The Seafarer,"with the stresses marked (note that according
to the conventions of this verse arly vowel may alliterate with any other):

u9

(2e)
a/

The thriving

a/
a lightness

a/a//
of the treeland, the town's briskness,

a/ 'a/ /
over the leas, life gathering,

a/ a/ '|

everything urges

/a/'
man to venture on

a/ /
the eagerly mooded

a//
the voyage he thinks of,

a/a/'a//
the faring over flood, the far bourn.

No doubt the nrode of perfornrAnce, and the accronlpanyinq instnlnrerlt.
wotrld have enrphasize'd thc rhythrnic strlrcttrre, probably timing the rhvthnr
so that the four stresses functioned as beats.

In the late fourteenth centur)', conternporaneoLrs rvith Chaucer.s totrncl-
ing of syllable-stress nreter in English (the nreter which vne shall e-xrrrnine in
the next chapter), there occurred a revival of alliterativc'versc,:rqain usinq
four strong stresses per line, though 'uvith gre;lter freedonr in the nuruber of
syllables between thern. Here is an exanrple fi-onr the :rnonyrllous Sir Carr,,titt
and the Crecn Kniglt, in a nrodern translation that keeps the flavor of tl-rc'

rhythn-r:
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(30)

Slre-ss uerse and strong-stress

a/
Then the g'rim man in

uerse: countin{ the beats

a / 'a/ /
green gathers his streng:Lh,

a/a/'a.//
Heaves higrh the heawy ax to hit him the blow.

a/
With all the force

a/
With a qrimace as

a/'a//
in his frame he fetches it aloft.

a/'a//
grim as he would grind him t.o bits. ..

From having once been the donrinant form in English poetry, strong-stress
verse has become a rare visitor to the literary realm. However, it has contin-
ued to offer to many poets an alternative way of organizing the sounds and
nleanings of English, and its echoes can be heard in much of this century's
free verse.

2. Rap

In recent years, a verse form which bears nlany resemblances to Old English
strong-stress lrleter has gained irnrnense populariry: rap. Before its erner-
gence in the late 1970s no one could have predicted that a way of perforrn-
ing lyrics based on rhythm and not on rnelody would come to occupy the
high ground ofpopular culture - notjust the blackAmerican culture that is
its home, but internationally. Rap's unlikely success is due, in part, to a

widespread and continuing fascination with the rhythms of speech and their
potential for artistic manipulation.

Like Old English verse, rap lyrics are written to be perforrned to an

accompaniment that emphasizes the nretrical structure of the verse. The
two forms have essentially the same metrical structure: lines with four stressed

beats (falling naturally into two half-lines of two beats each), separated by
other syllables that nray vary in number and may include other stressed

syllables.The strong beat of the accorrlpaninrent coincides with the stressed

beats of the verse, and the rapper organizes the rhythms of the intervening
syllables to provide variety and surprise. A nrajor difference betrneen the
two traditions is that Old English verse uses alliteration and allows frequent
run-on lines, while rap uses rhyme and prefers end-stopping (bringing it
closer to the tradition of four-beat stress verse, to rvhich it is also linked by
its tendency to fall into quadruple rhythms).

On the page,rap lyrics often disguise their potential for power{ui rhythms.
Flere are some lines Iiom EPMDis "It's My Thing":



Strong-stress meter

They mean business, ilo time for play
If you bite a line, they blow you away
The more you bite, your body gets hot
Don't get too cold because you might get shot
Knowin' that my rhyme's like a poisonous rat
Don't play dumb boy, you're smarter than that
It's my thing.

91

(31)

(31)

Reading this as if it were a poern, it'.s not difficult to discern a sornewhat
irregular four-beat rhythm, with the usual tendency for lines to divide into
two two-beat halves, plus a short refrain. Listening to it performed, how-
ever, the beats take on a precise regulariry (though they do not always fall on
the syllables where we might expect them),and the rhythm gains life through
the varying patterns that separate the beats.

'We can use the conventions of scansion to give some idea of the rhythm
of the recorded performance, as long as we remember that here those con-
ventions are being used to represent a rhythnr that may be imposed on the

language, rather than - as is usually the case with scansion - indicating the

inherent movernent of the words and sentences. As in all scansion of quad-
ruple verse, double underlining indicates primary beats; single underlining
indicates secondary beats.

.?t L

no time

lL)L
If

LLLX
They mean business,

LLLLX
Don't play dumb boy, you're

//-v-LL
It's my thing.

LxxL
smarter than ttrat

xLlll
for play

x /- x L lL) x L x xl
you bite a line, they blow you away

x L x LIL) x Lx L L
The more you bite, your body gets hot

L L L L xx x L L L lL)
Don't get too cold because you might get shot

1x x x L x x L x L lll
Knowin' that my rhyme's like a poisonous rat
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Four strong beats punctuate each iine in the perfonnance, and the rl-ryrtre at

the end of the line is crucial in providing a clirnactic articulation on the
fourth beat.

Between the nrain beats there is a wide variery of rhythmic patterning.
Basically, the rnain beats are separated by secondary beats, but these can be
nranifested in many \,'ays. A secondary beat rnay occur as a single stress

between beats:

i

*'
:*
H
#

#
t
a

{
!
,lr

:r
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LLLTLL
They mean business Don't get too cold

lt may occur as a stress occurring with an unstressed

after it:

LLL
Don't play dumb

syllable either before or

Lx 1- L L L x L
body gets hot dumb boy, you're smarter

It nray occur as a stress between two unstressed syllables:

Lxl_xL
If you bite a line

On the other hand, it may occur as an unstressed syllable in any of the sanle
situations:

LxLLxL
time for play more you bite

L x x L L x x L
rhyme's like a poisonous smarter than that

L xx x L Lx x x L
cold because you might Knowin' that my rhyme's

And it rnay occur as a virtuai beat, when the syllable on which the previous
beat fell is extended until it encornpasses the secondary beat as well:

L11) x L Ltll x Lx
line, they blow bite, your body

Virtual beats in tl"re rap lyric are, of course, heard as actual beats in the
acconlpaniment.

This representation of the rhythrnic details of E[']MD's performance still
leaves out rlrany subtleties, like prollollnced stresses that fail just before or
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rr-tst after the beat of the accorllpaninrent.The catchy qualiry of the rhythrn
trf rap is in part due to the way the perfornlance to sonte degree reflects,to
iorne degree defornrs, both the natural rhythnrs of the language and the
nletronomic beat of the acconrpanirnent, playing between them with a

virtuosic freedorn that is inherited from a black musical tradition with a

Iong history. As in rnany examples of rap, the lyrics of "lt's My Thing" are
;elf-reflexive: they boast about the rhythmic power which they simultane-
ously demonstrate.

"It's MyThing" is a relatively sirnple exan-rple of the rhythm of rap.Tone
Loc's "'Wild Thing" is perforrned with a nrore complex rhythm, using a

rtrarked alternation between primary and secondary beats in long lines, and
tnuch variation between these beats.lt would be hard to read the following
lines as four-beat verse unless one already had a rap rhythm running in one's
head (and even then they could be made to fit it in a number of ways):

(32) Workin' all week nine to five for my money
So when the weekend comes I can go get live with

the honey
Rollin' down the street I saw this girl and she was

pumpin'
I winked my eye and she got into the ride, went

to a club, it was jumpin' 4

fntroduced myself as Loc, she said, "YoLl're a
l-iar"

I said, "f got it goin' on baby doll, and I,m on
fire. "

Here are the main and secondary beats that enlerge in the recorded per-
forrnance of the lines:

L L Lt/) L L L tL)
Workin' all week nine to five for my money
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tL) 1L
So when the weekend comes f

L
can go get

L
live

L
with

L tll
the honey

L I Lta L
Rollin' down the street I saw this girl

L
and she

L tll
was pumpin'



94 Sfress uerse dnd strong-sffess uerse: countinq thc beats

L
I winked my

/1_
to a club,

L
eye and she qot

L
it was jumpin'

L
into the

lLl

1
ride, went

LLLl_L/_
fntroduced myself as Loc, she said, ,,you,re a

L tlt
LLaY"

L L L lLA L
f said, "f got- it goin, on baby do1l, and I,m on

L tll
fire. "

These ntarkillgs will be of little use to readers who dont know the r:ecord-
ing: the variety in the rhythnric patterlls between beats is even greater than
in the previous exanlple, and the rlreter is even less deducibie from the
natural spoken rhythm of the words.The lines are rapped against the usual
steady duple rhythm (with eight beats to the line), using frequent slight
syncopations. There are evelt more complex exarnples of rap rhythm than
this, in which difTerent possibilities of verbal rhythrn are playecl againsr one
another as well as against the steady acconlpaniment. Comparing rap lyrics
on the page with actual perforrnances leads to the realization that Old E.g-
lish verse, for which we only have the words on the page, may never yieid
up its secrets.



Summory 95

EXfi#f;T$E .

Strong-stress meter l'i

::l

(9) lmagine the following rap lyrics as they might be performed, and 
.,,

mark the beats in each line: ,

..l'

A child is born with no sLate of mind )

Itslind to the ways of mankind i

God is smiling on you but he's frowning Loo I'

i::i

Because only God knows what you go througrh n ',,;,,

You grow in the grheLto, living second rate

And your eyes will sing a song of deep hate

The place Lhat you play and where you stay

Looks like one greaL bi-g alleyvvay.

Summary

^1. S/ress meter

Much popular verse is in stress meter (which is invariably based on a four-
beat rhythm).The nrain cornponents of stress verse are as follows:

(a) Srresse d beats (/). Except as noted in (d) below, all stressed syllables are

experienced as beats. Syllables with secondary stress may also be experi-
enced as beats.

O) (Jnstressed ffieats (x). Except as noted in (e) below, all unstressed
syllables are experienced as offbeats, either single ffieats (one unstressed sr'l-
lable, x) or double o.ffltcots (two unstressed syllables, x x). Syllables u-ith sec-
ondary stress rnay also be erperienced as ofTbeats. Consistent use of sinqle
offbeats produces tluple rhythm; consistent use of double ofTbeats prodtices
triple rhythm.

(c) Virtual ffieats ([r]).Occasionally, an offbeat nray be experienced be-
tween two successive stressed beats (/ [*] /), especially when the stresses are

equally strong and separated by a pause, and at nrajor divisions in the ntetri-
cal pattern. A virtual offbeat can also occrlr before a virtual beat in the
positions specified in chapter 3 ([r /]).
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(d) Demotion (/). A stressed syllable can furrction as (1) a single oflbeat,
when it occurs between stressed beats (/- / /) or at the beginning of a line
before a stressed beat (/ L), o, (2) part of a dor.rbie offbeat between stressed

beats, when it occurs before or after an unstressed syllable (/ x / L;
/- / x /). Denrotion occurs nrost easily when the stress in question is subor-
dinated to the stress before or after it in the line.

(.) Prornotit'trt (x).An unstressed syllable can be promoted, i.e. experi-
enced as a beat, when it occurs betrveen two unstressed syllables (x x x), at
the beginning of the line before an unstressed syllable (x x), or at the end of
the line after an unstressed syllable (" x).

Other features of stress verse are its ,yndruple tendency (when the beats

thenrselves alternate between stronger and rveaker), and the existence of
rising,_falling, mixed, and monosyllabic.s/re-ss groups. l./irtual beats were discussed
in chapter 3.

Stress verse may be scanned by double-line scansittn or single-line xansittn;
these convey the satne infornration, and each can be converted to the other,
ln both kinds of scansion a clear distinction is made between s/res-re-s and
beats.

B. Strong-stress meter

Strong-stress meter is a form based on fbur strong stresses per line, divided
by the phrasing into half-lines of two stresses each. It usually requires a

special rnode of performance, and in two major forms, Old English verse
atrd twentieth-century rap, it is characterized by a strongly rhythnric ac-
cornpanitnent. Old English verse also uses extensive alliteration on the strong
stresses, and does not settle into an insistent pattern of four beats, nor does
it align itself with the 4 x 4 fornration.



Chapter 5

Syl lable-stress verse: versatility and
va riatio n

Stress meter and syllable-stress meter

Consider the differences in the rhythmic movement of the following two
it.lnzas:

L) r never thought that my love would leave me

Until one eveninq when he came in.
He sat him down and I sat beside him
And then our troubles did begin.

2) A hot wind presses at my tips.
I pde1. Am totally undressed.
Pinkish, dS though a part-eclipse,
Heat licks upon my naked breast.

The first sttnza is from a traditional ballad, the second is by the modern poet
Karl Shapiro;both are 4.4.4.4 duple meter stanzas. In spite of the use of the
same basic meter, however, they vary strikingly in their movement (and this
c-lifference is one aspect of their different sryle, tone, and meaning).The first
quickly sets up a jaunry rhythm, which encourages us to exaggerate the
beats, even when they're on syllables that might not be stressed in prose.

There'.s a tendency, which is easy to erlphasize, to nrake the first and third
beats of each line a sornewhat strongerbeat than the second and fourth,and
this helps to bring out the division of each line into two roughlv equal p;rrts.

The syntax and sense fol1or,v closely the hierarchic:rl strllctlrre of the -k-l
tbnnation, and the rhyrning of the second and fourth lines brinss the st:inz;r

to a pleasant chirning ciose.The stanza feels quite close to solrg, and itls not
difficult to imagine a tune for it. In all these respects, it is quite n'pical of
regular stress meter, as discussed in the previous chapter. It is also 6,'pic:rl in
its presentation of a stock theme - the faithless lover - and its use of cont-
rrlon phraseology.

The second example is less easily heard as a nletrical fornr.The beats are

not strongly pronounced, and although we can bring out the meter by

97
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artificially stressing every second syllable (except the second syllable of "pink-
ish"), this does great violence to the language and is far frorn an acceptable
way of perforrning the stanza. Reading it sensitively means reading it alnrost
as prose, though with more deliberation and with full articulation of all the
syllables.There is no temptation to read rvith a quadruple rhythm ernphasiz-
ing the first and third beats, and the lines don't divide into equal halves.

Although the lines are end-stopped, their relation to one another is not that
of the four-line hierarchy, and although every line is rhymed, the rhymes
seenr less clinching than in the first exarnple. It's diffictrlt to imagine a tune
that might.turn it into a song. In all these respects, it takes advantage of the
particular characteristics of syllable-stress meter.ln so doing, it is able to present
a much lnore idiosyncratic subject and viewpoint, to draw rnore fully on
the resources of English speech, and to exploit a wider range of vocabulary.

Stress meter, as we saw in chapter 4, is based on the stress-timed rhythm
of spoken English - that is, the tendency of stressed syllables to fall at rhyth-
mically equivalent intervals, even when they are separated by differing nurn-
bers of syllables. Such verse tends to override the other basis of English
rhythrn, the procession of syllable-s. Syllables, irrespective of whether they
are stressed or unstressed, also have a tendency - though a much weaker one

- to take a rhythnric pulse. (ln certain other languages, such as the I\o-
mance languages, the syllabic rhythrn is more pronounced, and enters more
fully into poetic meter.) In chapter 2 we used the simple device of empha-
sizing the syllables in speaking a sentence, as if coLrnting them, in order to
bring out the syllabic rhythm that is usually subordinated to the stress rhythm.

The weakness of the syllabic rhythm can be judged from the infrequency
of pure syllabic verse in English - verse, that is, which is measured according
to tlre rumber oJ'syllables per line,with no attention being given to the number
or placing of stresses. Here's an exanlple from a poem by Thom Gunn about
a tattooist; it is written in seven-syllable lines, without any other metrical
principle (except for rhyrnes or half-rhyrnes that signal the line-ends):

(3) We watch through the shop front while
Blackie draws stars - an equal

Concentration on his and
the youngster's faces. The hand

is steady and accurate,'
but the boy does not see it. . .

Most readers rvould probably not notice if one of the lines had a syllable
rnore or a syllable less (thoueh the cotrnting of syllables may have been
important in the creative process).This fact makes the poenr seent a rype of
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:iee verse, in which the careful deliberateness of the tattooist's work finds
r\pression in the short lines and the tense pauses :rt the end of rnany lines.

Yet even though the syllabic rhythnr of spoken Enelish is nruch weaker
:lian the stress rhythrn, it does have a distinctive contribution to nrake. As
.,r'e have seen, stress verse, in its tendency to override the syllabic rhythrn,
otten requires an enrphatically regular reading in order to sust:lin the meter,
;',ushing it toward chant or song.The beats are very clearly marked, and the
.listinction between syllables functioning as beats and syllables functioning
rs offbeats is strongly felt. C)n the other hand, poetry which allows the
*'llabic rhythm to ernerge, while still controlling the placing of stress, has a

nrarkedly different lnovelrlent. Beats are no longer so centr:rl to the experi-
ence of rhythm: they are less strongly felt and less clearly contrasted with
oftbeats.The rhythrns of ordinary spoken Engiish are less likely to be altered
ro produce a chant-like recitartion.

Because both syllables and stresses are controlled, this rype of nleter -
ivhich rnakes up the bulk of the literary tradition ofEnglish rnetrical verse -
is called syllable-stress meter (or,for the same reason,"Accentual-syllabic"meter),
rnd verse which employs rt rs syllable-stress uerse. Here's a regular exanrple by
John Betjeman, without any departures from the sirnplest realization of the
rneter, which we can scan using the conventions already established:

(4)
xLxLxLxl
fn country churches old and pale

xLxLxLxL
I hear the chang'es smoothly rung

x L x Lx L x L
And watch the coloured sallies fly

x /_ x L x L x I
From rugged hands to raft.ers hiqh

xLxLxLxL
As round and back the bells are swung.

Each line has eight syllables, and every second one is stressed, producinq ;r

highly regular alternation of offbeats and beats.Though the result is. in one
sense, even more regular than stress verse, it is less powefully rhythrnic. Tl-re

beats are not as insistent, since they don't have to dominate the intervening
syllables to produce regulariry - regulariry is already present in the e\acr
alternations between single offbeats and beats.The reader is not induced to
rnold the pronunciation of the sentence to conform to the meter, since the
nleter enlerges in a normai reading.
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Because- of its extrerne regularity, we might say that the appeal of the
verse lies nrore in its mirnetic appropriateness to the"srnoothly rung" changes

of the bells than to any emotional subtlery. Such exactness of alternation is
highly unusual, and the other examples of syllable-stress verse we shall
examine in this chapter make use of a number of variations to introduce the
tones and timbres of the speaking voice.

One major difference between stress verse and syllable-stress verse is that
the latter is not bound to the 4x4 formation to the degree that the fornrer is.

Syllable-stress verse is found in a much wider variery of line-lengths and
stanza forms;most importantly, a great deal of syllable-stress verse is written
in five-beat lines, which are rare in stress verse.We shall discuss the crucial
diflerence between four-beat and five-beat (or more strictly, non-four-beat)
lines in the following chapter. In the rernainder of this chapter, which is

devoted to the characteristics of syllable-stress verse in all its forms,lve shall
conside:r examples of both.We shall devote most of our attention to duple
verse, which is considerably more common than triple verse, and makes
possible the fullest exploitation of the distinctive potential of syllable-stress
verse.

Duple syllable-stress meter

1. Beginnings and endings of lines

(o) Heptasyllabic uerse

Once the nunrber of syllables in the line is controlled, the beginnings and
endings of lines become a significant part of the meter. The freedom that
lines of stress verse have to start and end on either a beat or an offbeat, single
or double, is absent in syllable-stress verse. In four-beat duple syllable-stress

verse, for instance, the core of the line is a sequence of four beats separated

by single offbeats.This core can itself be a regular meter, every line of which
has seven actual syllables:

(s)
L x I x Lx I [x]

Beauty, midniqht, vision dies:

1x/_xLx
Let the winds of dawn that

L x L x /_ x
Softly round your sleeping

L [x]
blow

L [x]
head
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I x L x L x L [x]
Such a day of welcome show

L x L x L x I [x]
Eye and knocking heart may b1ess. . .

This nrakes for a very sinrple, secure nreter, rvith clearly nrarked line-ends,
highly appropriate for the comforting tones of a lullaby. (The extrenrely
regular alternation betwecn stressed and trnstressed syll.rbles in this exaniple
b,u W. H. Auden contributes to the sons-like eflect.) Strch verse, which is

t.rirly uI)collllron, is son)ctinles callcd hcptasylldbit' r,r'rsc (from the (]reek
prefix hepta-, seven), sirtcc it has seven syllables a line. (Rarcr still are the
equivalent five-beat lines rvith nine sylhbles.)

(b) Iambic u(rs(

As the virtual offbeats in the above' sc:rnsion suggest, heptasyllabic verse is

trot entirely sntooth: line-ends are lnarked by a pause in the nrovement of
the language (though it is not a pallse th:rt introduces anv sense of irrcgular-
iry or tension into the poenr). To produce a nlore snroothly contirlLloLls
rhythnr, art utlstresse cl syllable is needecl at this point - eithcr at tire encl or at
the beginning of the lines. It is nrost often placed at the beginrring, to
provide an introductory trpbeat for the line.The result is the urost collrnlol1
arrangellrent of line-beginnings and endings in syllable-stress nreter, in both
four-beat and five-beat verse:

(6)
x I xL x L x I

This day, whate'er the fates decree,

xLxLxLx
Sha1l sti1l be kept with joy by

xLxLxxx/_
This day then, Iet us not be told,

x /_ x L x L / I
That you are sick, and I grown old.

L
me:

x/x/y
LZI L

In pious times, ere

r./.*/uxxtt L_

Before polygamy was

1 x x xL
priestcraft did begin,

Lx
made a ^.i .. -

)f lf ,

(7)
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x l_ x /x L x x x L
When man on many multiplied his kind,

x1_x/xLxxxL
Ere one to one was cursedly confined.

This nreter - duple stress nreter beginning norrnally with an offbeat and
ending normally with a beat - is known x ianfuic meter, frorn the Greek
word for a unit consisting of a short syilable followed by a long syilable
(according to the rules of syllabic length in that language). Hence the rype
of line in example (6) is known x ianfuic tetrameter and the rype of line in
example (7) is known as iambic pentarueter. (Recall that "tetrameter" nleans a

four-beat line or four-beat verse, and "pentameter" means a five-beat line or
five-beat verse.)

These are the most flexible and richly exploitabie meters in the language.
The above exatnples are unusually regular, the only variations being stressed

offbeats (denrotion) and unstressed beats (prornotion), rvith which we are

already farniliar (ar-rd which we scan in exactly the sarne way as in stress

verse). They use this regulariry for diflerent purposes, ho,uvever. The first
conveys a defiance of the effects of tinre that is also at the same time a wistful
acknowledgment of them, the second strikes an epic pose whose satiric
prlrpose is immediately evident.The shorter lines, drawing on the four-beat
tradition, have a gentle lyric qualiry abotrt them; the longer lines are rnore
expansive, though kept in bounds by the strictness of the nleter and the
rhyme-scherne.

It is inrportant to specify that this nleter "normally" begins on an offbeat
and ends on a beat, because other possibilities exist: individual lines mar'
begin on a beat or end on an offbeat. However, these alternative beginnings
and endings are sensed as variations frorn the norm. Beginning on a beat is

something that can happen only under certain conditions, which we shall

discuss shortly. Lines ending on arl offbeat can occur more freely - espe-
cially in five-beat verse, in rvhich individual lines have nrore integrity .r.

independent units than is the case in four-beat verse. Here is an exarnple ot
iarnbic pentanreter with final offbeats:

(B)
Lx

Thus have I had thee as a dream doth flatter:

In sleep a king, but

This type of ending is known as

does here, a duple rhyn-re), since

1x
wakj-ng no such matter.

a duple cndinp (and, lvhen it rhynres as it
it prolongs the duple rneter beyond the
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final beat. It contrasts with the more conrmon single utding on a beat. A
duple ending produces a weaker finish to the line, in this case appropriete
to an expression of disappointment.

It's even possible for an ianrbic line to end with a beat followed by tuto

unstressed syllables, producing a triple endins, which molnentarily sugeests a

triple rhythnr. This endi.g - usually in the forrn of a triple rhyme - is very
rare and is most often done fbr conric effect. Here is Byron's response, in his
long comic poem DonJuan,to the rumor thatJohn Keats's death was brought
about by a bad review of his poetry: / --

'Tis strange the mind, that very fiery oirai.rl,
Lxx

Should 1et itself be snuffed out by an article.

(r) Tiochaic ucrse

Much less cornmon than irrrnbic Ineter, and virtually non-existent in five-
beat verse, is a meter that begins normally on a beat and ends normally on
an offbeat.The following example also uses promotion and demotion:

(10)
1x L x Lx lx

Crue1 children, crying babies,

L / I x /_ x /x
A11 grow up as geese and gabies,

/x x x L x L x
Hated, ds their age increases,

xLxxxLx
their nephews and their nieces.

This is called trochaic metar, from the Greek narne for a unit of lonu plus
short; this example,like almost all trochaic verse, is trochaic tetrameter. It is

a very insistent rhythm, encouraging a chanted reading, and hence is not
very suitable for nlost poetry - though as this exanrple shorvs itt suitable tor
light verse.

The insistence of trochaic nreter can be moderated somewhat bv r-rirr-ing
between trochaic and heptasyllabic lines:

-2{-

",
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L x 1x I x L x
Airly Beacon, Airly Beacon;

/--/v/vLr(r(2(_L^L^
Zephyr with Aurora playing,

LxLxLxl[x]
O the pleasant sight to see

L x L x L x L x
Shires and towns from Airly Beacon,

xL/Lx/_lxl
my love climbed up to me!

The virtual offbeats help to promote the 4x4 formation, as does most of the
stanzat phrasing - except for the run-on from the second to the third line,
which pushes the reader past the virtual offbeat marking the end of the
nlajor division of the stanza. The effect is to give "see" a feeling of strong
anticipation.

(d) Eights dnd seuens

Four-beat syllable-stress verse is sometirnes written in lines that vary in their
use of difltrent openings and endings. Milton uses this variable meter to
create a light, shifting, somervhat child-like r1)ovelnent:

x
While

(12)

YY/v/v/vI> .L .L .L ZI

As he met her once a-Maying,

L x I x L x L
There on beds of violets blue,

x 1 \ Lx I x I
And fresh-blown roses washed in dew.

Here Milton uses two trochaic lines, followed by a heptasyliabic line and an

iambic line. Unlike stress verse, horvever, this nreter - sornetimes called
ei,qhts ond seuens, because of the numbers of syllables - does not use double
oflbeats (except under strict conditions to be discussed belorv). Milton thus
preserves the syllabic rhythnr intact, and keeps at bay the heavier jog of a

stress-dominated nlovenlent. Notice, however, that the nleter is strong enough
to encourage the reader to give unstressed beats sonte additional stress: we
are qttite likely to read "As he lnet her once a-Maying" with ntore emphasis
on the first r,vord than 'uvould be normal otrtside verse.
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sffilll 
i.

(1) Scan the following extracts, using the symbols introduced in 
.t

chapters 3 and 4 for stressed and unstressed syllables, beats, 
il

unstressed beats, and virtual beats and offbeats. Name the meter in 
,i

which each is written, and consider its appropriateness: 
...

,l;

(a) Lying, robed in snowy whit.e ..i

That loosely flew to feft and right -

The }eaves upon her falling 1iqht. -

Through the noises of the ni-ght

She floated down to Camelot.

(b) oh, Thou, who didst with Pitfall and with Gin

Beset the Road I was to wander in,

Thou wilt not with Predestinati-on round

Enmesh me, and impute my Fa1l to Sin?

Oh, Thou, who Man of baser Earth didst make,

And who with Eden didst devise the Snake;

For all the Sin wherewith the Face of Man

Is blacken'd, Man's forgiveness give - and takel B

(c) In the nightmare of the dark

A11 the dogs of Europe bark,

And the living nations wait,

Each sequestered in its hate;
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fnteflectual disgrace

Stares from every human face,

And t.he seas of pity lie

Locked and frozen in each eye.

2. Rising and falling rhythms
-We 

noticed in chapter 4 that stress verse is sometimes perceived as having a

risirtg or a fnlling rhythm; that is, stressed syllables feel as if they culminate (rn
a rising rhythm) or initiate (in a falling rhythm) groups of syllables (each of
which is a slre-ss group). (See pp. 85-6.) Most syllable-stress verse, like il1ost
stress verse, is in a mixture of rising and falling rhythrns, and you may not be
aware of this feature of rhythrn when you read it. Horn ever, a nleter that
begins consistently on an oflfbeat and ends consistently on a beat - iambic
nleter - will, all other things being equal, tend to prortrote a rising rhythm
(in which stresses feel as if they cuhninate groups of syllables);wl-rereas one
that begins ol1 a beat and ends on an offbeat - trochaic meter - will tend to
promote a falling rhythrn (in which stresses fbel as if they initiate groups of
syllabies). For this reason iambic rneter is sometimes known x duple risin,g

rneter,and trochaic rneter as duple_fdllinq meter.The line-ends are more likely
to have this eflect in shorter lines..We will look at some four-beat exarnples.

Here is a stanza of iambic tetrameter which begins by strongly support-
ing the rising tendency of the meter but, aflter some varied lines, ends by
opposing it. Stress groups are rnarked, and the sequences of rising (R),
falling (F), and mixed or nlonosyllabic (M) groups are indicated after the
line.

lx L lx L lx /- lx L I

(13) r hid my love in field. and town
RRRR

RMFM

R-IV[!m4U

lx L I x L lx L lx L I nnnn
Till e'en the breeze would knock me down;

lx 1_ lr / x 
I

The bees seemed sl-nging

I x L | / I L lx
The fly's buzz turned a

1 x lt- I

ballads o'er,

/x I t I

lion's roar;
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lx Lx | /x I L lx L I

And even silence found a tongue,

I x I "lL I x L x I t I

To haunt me all the summer J-ongi:

I x /_ xl Lx I t x I t I

The riddle nature could not prove

meter 107

MFMR

lfl\.{}0v1

MFFM

MMMMI x L x lt I x L x I L I

Was nothing else but secret love.

Ir's clear that in ianrbic verse a falling rhythm is harder to establish than a

:ising rhythm, given the fact that lines usually begin with an offbeat :rnd end
.rn :r beat.This doesn't rnean that a falling rhythm is strained or awkward in
r.inrbic verse; all the lines in this extract read smoothly, though with diffbr-
rng qualities of rhythm.

Tiochaic meter acts more powerfully to encourage erpectations of a fall-
rnq rhythm, which contradicts the nlore prevalent rising movelllent of the
English ianguage and, as we noted in chapter 4, has a more rigidly dupie
.haracter. Here is an example by Edward Lear in which those expectations
.rre largely met:

I t lx L x I L x I t" I

There on qolden sunsets blazing,
MMFF

FFFFIt xll x lL xlL* 
|

Every evenj-ng found him gazing.

But such lines are rare (and a bit nrechanical);usually the rhythnr nrodulates
to the nlore comnlon risinq rhythm during the line, before it reverts to
ialling or mixed ;rt the end. Lear's poenr ;rgain provides an exanrple:

l1)

(14)
It l*L lx L
Long ago, in youth,

It lx L l.t I

A11 his goods away,

lx L x 
I

he squandered

x L x 
I

and wandered..

MRRM

MRR-}4

Nthough the effect of the rnetrical schenrc' on the rising or falline qu;ilin' oi
the line is not very great, it does in part account for the different rln'thnric
eflect of iarnbic and trochaic verse, and - given the rnore varied and flerible
nloverrlent of rising rhythnr as lvell as its conforrnity to the nornrs of spoken
English - for the rviclespread preference tor iarnbic lrleter. It is also part of
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tlre reason why these nleters are sonretirnes discussed in tenlls of -feet,r topit
to rvhich rve shall turn later in this chapter.

. :'! ! ' '' :

..i ....i.,.:. sffi.iii:.ii

,,, 
*,t,nn and falling rhYthms

,', (2]rScan the following stanzas by Sir Thomas Wyatt, then indicate the
i,, stress groups. Count the number of rising (R), falling (F), and mixed or
: monosyllabic (M) groups in each line. ls the predominant movement
:,, rising or falling? What is the effect of any exceptions to the movement?

A11 heavy minds
Do seek to ease their charge,
And that that most them binds
To 1et at large.

Then why should I
Hold pain within my heart
And may my tune apply
To ease my smart?

My faithful lute
Afone sha11 hear me p1ain,
For else all other suit
Is cfean in vain.

3. Beats and offbeats; demotion and promotion

The operation of beats and ofTbeats in syllablc-strcss lrlcter, and their rela-

tior-r to the stressed and unstressed syllables of the language,is fr-rndanrer-rtally

the sanre as in stress verse. As ahvays. ir is crtrci.rl to keep the distinction
between bcar-s and -s/,?-s-sc-s clear. Stressed syllables are normally experienced
as beats (/), and unstressed syllables - in duple verse - as single oftbeats (x):

xLxLxlxl_
(15) Disturb no more my settled heart

x /x L x L x / x L
(16) A very little thing, a little worm

Secondary stresses functioning as beats rnay be shown in the scansion if
desired (\):

72



x \x 1x I x L x L
In everlasting watch and moveless woe

Once again, to count the number of beats in a line, we look just at the
number of underlinings, irrespective of the symbol which is underlined.

These examples represent a norm from which most lines of syllable-stress
poetry diverge.This divergence is achieved by a number of rhythmic varia-
tions, some of which we have already examined in discussing stress verse.
Demotion and promotion are common in syllable-stress verse, and since
there is less pressure from a strong rhythm, demoted and promoted syllables are

usually pronounced as they are in prose.A1l that is necessary is a distinct pronun-
ciation, allowing each syllable its own rhythmic space. (In stress verse, as we
saw, the insistence of the meter often induces us to give demoted syllables
less stress and promoted syllables more.) Let us recall that the ternls "pronlo-
tion" and "demotion" refer not to the way we pronounce a syllable, but to
the way it relates to the expectations generated by the meter.

Because demoted syllables in syllable-stress verse usually retain their full
stress, and promoted syllables remain light, these variations tend to have
more eflect on the movement of the actual language as we read the lines
than they do in stress verse. The stressed offbeats produced by demotion
rnake the line nlove more slowly and heavily, since the successive stresses

require extra energy and take up extra time. In Keatst "Ode to a Nightin-
gale," slow-moving demoted stresses cause the verse to dwell on the disrnal
picture of the world the poet longs to leave:

(17)

(1 fi)
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/-'\v/v/v/,aL.^_\^-L L^-L

Most like a monumental statue set

x L x L x L / t- I L
Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last gray hairs,

x/_lLxLx/_x
Where youth grows pa1e, and spectre-thin, and.

L
dies.

thenr asThe effect of the stressed offbeats here can be tested by rewriting
unstressed syllables:

x L x L x L xL x L
(18a) Where palsy shakes a few remaining hairs

The line now moves rapidly to its ciose,and there is none of Keats'.s drawn-
out pathos.
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Promotion, on the other hand, makes the line feei faster and lighter.
Whereas in stress verse unstressed beats are often given more enrphasis than
they would receive in prose, in syllable-stress verse they can be as light as the
reader wishes. One of the comrnonest faults in reading syllable-stress verse is

giving too many beats a stress, and thus losing sonle of the variery and
expressiveness of which the meter is capable.If we remernber that the stress-

pattern is quite distinct from the pattern of beats, we shouldn't make this
mistake.

Byron uses promotion extensively rn DonJuan to lighten and quicken the
verse. The tone of the somewhat garrulous narrator encourages the re:rder

to maximize the possibilities of unstressed beats, so that the speaking voice
can be heard chattering unstoppably on:

(1e)
xxxLxLxLxL

'?was oR a summer's day - the sixth of June

x L x X x LxX x l_

I like to be particular in dates,

x L xx x L x L x I
Not only of t,he age, and year, but moon;

x,XxLxLxxxL
They are a sort of post-house, where the Fates

/ L x lx L x L x L
Change horses, making history change its tune.

Note that we're encouraged to read"post-house"without a secondary strci.
on the second syllable, thus allowing the follor,ving syllable - "where" - i,

be pronroted.
The conditions under which demotion (/) occurs

which operate in stress verse.The nrost usual context
beots (/ / /).These lines fronr Shakespearei Sonnet 2

ples, "deep," "proud," and "worth":

are the same rS tho.'-
ts between two strt'ss,.

contain three ex:ur,-

I
brow,(20)

x L x L x x x/ x
When forty winters shall besiege thy

xL/Lx
And diqr deep Lrenches

x L / /xx
Thy youth's proud livery,

xlxL
thy beauty's f ie1d,

xLxL
so gazed on now,

x
in
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/x/-*L//_ A -L J_ 

Will be a tottered weed of small wort.h he1d.

111

The second common situation is the beginnin.g of a line before a stressed beat:

(21) What wondrous life in this I leadl

/ l_ x l xL x L
H.ipe apples drop about my head...

The third comrrlon situation for demotion that we found in stress verse - in
a double offbeat, next to an unstressed syllable - will be discussed separately
later, since double offbeats do not occur freely in duple syllabie-stress verse.

(They occur all the time in triple syllable-stress verse, of course, and we shall

see that this rype of demotion is common there.)
As in stress verse, the stressed offbeat is most often one which is felt to be

syntactically subordinated to the one before or the one after.-We can show
this in the scansion if we wish:

(20)

(22)

x1\Lx
end dig deep trenches

/lxl
Earthr UaFe! O no,

xlxL
thy beauty's field

/ --z\ _L 21

not harbour

x
in

x L \ L x lx /
And oak leaves tipped with honey dew

In (20),"deep"as an adjective is subordinated to the noun"trenches,"and in
(22),"leaves" is part of a conlpound phrase, "oak leaves," which is pro-
nounced like "Main Street" (or as if it were the word "oakleaves"). Even if
we pronounce these words with a full stress, the syntax and our metrical
expectation make us experience them as weaker. Usually, however, there's
no need to show subordination in scansion.

'When there is little or no possibility of subordination, the rhythm slows
considerably, as the stressed offbeat is experienced with its full weight, and
creates pauses before and after it.This efTect is less noticeable at the begin-
ning of the line, before the rhythrn is underway, but still produces a moment
of deceleration and emphasis, as in this frantic appeal by Marlowe's Faustus
as he faces damnation:

(23) Then will I headlong run into the earth:

I
me!

xx
ir will
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In rnidline, the eflect is rnore marked, as on "sons" in this characteristic
example from one of Browning's drarnatic monologues:

(24) Man goeth to the grave, and where is he?

/ / / -. I.?LL/Lz-11i(L

Did I say basalt for my slab,
L

:

Blac:k -

/ j_x x x / x L
.l-oved, honoured the departed one

/,
sons ?

'Twas ever antique-black I meant! How else

Shall ye contrast my frieze to come beneath?

The strong demotion helps - with another ea,rlier demotion and a promo-
tion - to create for the line the tones of a vigorous speaking voice, shiftine
in a second frorn platitudinolls moralizing to sharp selfl-aggrandizement.
and only just held within the constraints of the nleter.

Here is an example by another metrical extremist - Shelley - where
there is both initial demotion and demotion of the second oflbeat - and in
both cases, the stressed offbeat is not subordinated:

(25) If it be He, who, gentlest of the wise,

//,L

Taught., soothed,

The first four rvords of this line demand very slow phrasing, each taking the
salne degree of stress.The alternating nloverllent is tenrporarily suspended,

until the second part of the line picks up speed with a pronlotion be'fore

reverting to the norrn. In an exarnple as extrenr.e as this, it is sonrething of a

fiction to show the beats in the scansion, though probably at soil1e level the
rnind registers that these are the places where they should fall.

The circumstances under which promotion (x) occurs are also similar to
tlrose we observed in stress nfeter. Most conllrlonly, it occurs between tutt't

unstressed syllablcs (r x *). Here are four-be:rt and five-beat exanrples:

(26) So runs my dream: but what am r?

t '- 'x x x Ii(Li(L.

An infant crying in tho night:

/ -- /-xLxLxxxL
An infant crying for the light.
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27) A living man is blind and drinks his drop.

xLxxxLxExL
What matter if the ditches are impure?

Promotion also occurs at the end o;f the line after an unstressed syllable; again,
here are four-beat and five-beat examples:

i28) We passed before a House that seemed

A Swelling of the Ground -

x L x L x /- x x
The Roof was scarcely visibl-e

The Cornice in the Ground -

(29) And foI1y, doctor-like, controlling skill,

x L x L x L x LxX
And simple truth miscalled simplicity...

The third situation in which promotion occurs rs at the beginninq of the line
be-fore an unstressed syllable.This is a very rare rype, since it can only happen in
heptasyllabic or trochaic verse, where there is an expectation for an initial
beat:

(30) Phoenix and the turtle fled

X x Lx L x L
fn a mutual flame from hence...

In order to preserve the nleter, promoted syllables in this position - unusu-
ally for syllable-stress verse - rnay require lnore stress than they would in
prose.

Demotion and pronrotion allow the poet to achieve a continual variation
in the rhythm of syllable-stress verse without disrupting the flow of the
alternating lrleter. Other devices, which we turn to next, are more trans-
gressive of the metrical norr11.
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1,.'' ffiffIffi
:t Beats and offbeats; demotion and promotion

(3) Scan the following extract, showing beats (stressed or unstressed)
and offbeats (unstressed or stressed). How do the demotions and
promotions contribute to the effectiveness of the poetry?

Come, friendly bombs, and fa1l on Slough

It isn't fit for humans now,

There isn'L grass Lo graze a cow

Swarm over, Death!

Come, bombs, and blow to smithereens

Those air-conditioned, bright canteens,

Tinned fruit, tinned meat, tinned milk, tinned beans

Ti-nned minds, tinned breath.

(4) Scan this passage from Romeo and Julief. ln your scansion, try to
reflect the fact that a good actor would probably maximize the use of
unstressed beats (i.e., promotions).

But sofL, what light through yonder window breaks?

ft is the easL and Juliet is the sun.

Arise, faj-r sun, and kill the envious moon,

Who is already sick and pale with grrief

That thou, her maid, art far more fair than she.

Be not her maid, since she is envious;

Her vestal livery is but sick and green,

And none but fools do wear it; cast it off.

It is my 1ady, O, it is my lovel
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: lnversion

...rble-stress verse makes use of another type of metrical variation, which
::.rduces flexibility into the rhythm and allows poets to use the full range

'Eneiish words and phrases without adding syllables to the line. It goes by
.:rolls names in traditional prosody, one of which we shall employ, as it
.:rures an important aspect of its operation inuersion.

The following discussion will concentrate on the workings of inversion
:, ranrbic verse, by far the most corrlmon forrn of duple syllable-stress verse.

.::r-ersion does occur in trochaic verse, but it is much rarer there - and, as

'.-: have noted, trochaic verse itself is much rarer than iambic verse.)

: t lnitial inuersion

lhe least disruptive modification we can make to an iambic line is to drop
:he first syllable;it is unstressed, and it is outside the main metrical pattern
rf rhe line.To do so, however,would be to reduce the number of syllables of
:he line to reach what I called earlier the"core" of the meter (a possibiliry in
.onre looser forms of syllable-stress meter, such as Chaucer's, but one that is

-rsually avoided.) But if the missing unstressed syllable is compensated for by

.ur additional unstressed syllable irnmediately rter the first beat, the stress

partern x/ x / becomes / xx /,and asatisfyinglyrhythmic alternative line-
opening is created:

(31) rf r have freedom in my love

And in my soul am free,

l-,'x x / x L x L
Angels al-one, that soar above,

Enjoy such Iiberty.

The line begins with a stressed beat followed by a double offbeat, and then
reverts to the normal alternation of beat and single offbeat. One way of
looking at this variation is as a reversal of the usual stressing of the first two
syllables, x /, putting the stressed syllable first and the unstressed syllable

second, / x. This is why it is called an inuersion, and since it happens at the

beginning of the line, it ts an initial inuersion. It is sometimes useful in scan-

sion to highlight the rhythmic figures produced by inversions (bV

underlining the appropriate syllables, for instance), since the symbols thenr-
selves are no diflerent from the usual ones - it is their cornbination that
nlatters.In this book, rhythrnic figures will continue to be shaded when it is

desirable to do so.
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Initial inversion is an extrernely conrnlon variation in iambic verse, even
of the strictest kind, and does not significantly increase the complexiry of
the rhythm.Though its function is often simply to contribute variety to the
line-opening, this variation always has a potentially ernphatic eflect - as in
the above exarnple, where it helps to make "Angels" the most prominenr
rvord in the stanza, underlining the extravagance of the poet's comparison.

Here is a group of lines with several initial inversions (the stanza is

4.4.4.4.4.4 - that is, the normal 4x4 formation without virtual beats, plus
an additional four-beat couplet):

LxxL/LxL
(32) But, where the road runs near the stream,

IxLxLxL
Oft ttr:rough the trees they catch a g'lance

Of passing troops in the sun's beam -

/ x x I x L x L
Pennon, and plurne, and f lashingr lancel

/_xxlx/_xL
Forth to the world those soldiers fare,

To life, to cities, and to warl

Here it is in lines 4 and 5 that we feel most strongly the expressive potential
of initial inversion: line 4 assertively announces the colorful rnilitary spec-
tacle, and line 5 begins with an inversion that increases the emphasis on the
adverb "Forth,"separated by the entire line fronr its verb,"fare."There is a

slight, but significant, difference between these two inversions: the first
involves a single word, "Pennon," whereas the second involves two lvords,
"Forth to." In the first case. there is no way in which the sequence "fullv
stressed syllable - unstressed syilable" could be rnoderated; the inversion is

conseqllently strongly felt. In the second case, there exists the possibiliry of
blurrinq the rhythm, that is, of adjusting the stress on the two syllables
(making "Forth" quite weak, for instance), and bringing the opening closer
to the nornral one. Blurring the sharp contours of the alternating rhythrn is

an important resource in syllable-stress verse, allowing it to tap the move-
ments of speech nlore ful1y than stress verse, in which rhythmic blurring is

very rare.

If we look at the first four syilables of a line r,vith initial inversion, we see

a very clear stress pattern: / x x /. It is this group of four syliables that
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;onstitutes the rhythmic figure associated with initial inversion:it stands out
i}om the alternating norm with its own distinctiveness and integriry.

rlt) Falling inuersion

(i) With virtual ffieat
Ii an unstressed syllable is onritted after the beginning of a line of syllable-
stress verse, the rhythmic alternation is disrupted much more severely. We

saw that in stress verse,the absence of an Llnstressed syllable leads to a p:rttse

between the successive stresses which is felt as a virtual oflbeat ("Rain, rain,
go away"). This is also what usually happens in syllable-stress verse, the

pause coinciding with a syntactic break.After the two stressed beats, the loss

of a syllable then has to be compensated for by nleans of a doubie offbeat.
Here are examples in four-beat and five-beat verse:

(33)
x L / Llxll x x L

My horse moved on,' hoof after hoof

He raised and never stopped...

(34) The sea lay laughing at a distance; near,

x lx L x L txl I x ,x /',
The solid mountains shone, bri"q.ht as ,the clouds.

Once again, the variation in the regular alternation of stressed and un-
stressed syllables can be seen as an inuersittrt, / x/ x becomrng / / x xwhen
the middle two syllables are switched. Since the result is one in which two
stressed syllables are followed by two unstressed syllables, we terrl the vari-
ation a Jalling inuersion on the analogy of falling rhythm in stress groups
(though the acttial stress groups can vary gre atly). Ilut it is not this gror.rp of
four that is felt as a unit; after the virtual offbeat there is a clearly marked
rhythmic figure, beginning and ending with a stressed beat - the same figure
produced at the star t of the line by initial inversion / x x /. In the examples
above, it is realized in the distinct, and distinctive, phrases "hoof after hoof "
and "bright as the clouds." (Compare these with the initial inversions "Pen-
non and plume" and "Forth to the world.")

The only place where a falling inversion is very rare is the end of thc line.

The following rew'ritten exanlple is not experienced as a full five-beat line,
even though the sc:rnsion makes it look acceptable.
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x /_ x/ x L x L [x] L x x
Qaa) The g:rand, majestic mountains shone, cheerfully

The rhythrnic figure that begins after the break does not arrive at its final
stressed beat, and the line lurches to an unsatisfactory close.

(ii) Without virtual ffieat
Sometimes a falling inversion occurs without a syntactic break between the
successive stressed beats, and the result is a different rhythm and a different
figure:

(35) That light we see is burning in my hall.

How far that little candle throws his beams !

xlxLtxxlxL
So shines a good, deed in a naughty world.

x'L,, /_ x x L x L x L
(36) My heart aches, and a drowsy numbness pains

My sense, ds though of hemlock I had drunk...

Although the same inversion of a sequence of stressed and unstressed sylla-
bles occurs, the rhythmic moverrent of these lines is quite distinct from that
of examples (33) and (34).'We can highlight this difference by rewriting one
of these lines to create a virtual offbeat:

x L x L lxll_ 11 x I x L
(35a) So shines the deed, goodness in spite of atl

When the two stresses are syntactically linked (as in [35] and [36]), there is

no strong sense of a virtual offbeat, and the second beat does not fail so

unrnistakably on the second stress. Once again, we can say that the alternat-
ing rhythm is momentarily blurred, and the clear-cut distinction between
beats and offbeats loses its edge. However, the syllabic rhythrn is maintained,
and with it the sense of metrical order. (Poets usually do not allow a single
word to occupy the nriddle two syllables of the / / x x figure without a

virtual offbeat, as this would prohibit any blurring.)
'When 

a falling inversion without a virtual offbeat is used, there is a dis-
tinct increase in tension, as the rhythm of the words pulls away from the
expected rnetrical pattern.The stressed words usually gain in emphasis, while
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xLx\l"xxlxL
So shines a good deed in a naught.y world

119

their emotional or mimetic force is often enhanced.The closer the syntactic
link between the stressed syllables, the greater the tension;and if there is any

tendency for the first to be subordinated to the second, it is necessary to
read with particular care to ensure that they both receive a full stress. If this
is not done, the line will slip into a four-beat meter with a triple swing. as

indicated in the following scansion:

(3s)

Falling inversion is fairly uncommon in pentameter verse, except in the
form of initial inversion (which is simply a falling inversion that occurs at

the beginning of the line). Apart from initial inversion, it occurs most fre-
quently with a syntactic break between the stresses to produce a virtual
offbeat. It is even less common in tetrameter verse, where it is a highly
disruptive presence. But for all its infrequency, it has remained for centuries
an indispensable part of the rhythmic repertoire of the poet writing in syl-
lable-stress verse, providing unexpected shifts of movement with expressive

and emphatic potential.

Falling inversion

(5) Scan the following lines from Milton's Paradise Lost, which
describe the Archangel Gabriel's search for Satan in the Garden of
Eden. Mark the instances of falling inversion. How do they contribute
to the forcefulness of the account?

So sayinq, on he led his radiant fil-es,

Dazzltng the moon,' these Lo the bower direct

f n search of whom t.hey sought: him there Lhey f ound

Squat like a toad, close at. the ear of Eve;

Assaying by his devilish art to reach

The organs of

Illusions as

her fancy, and wj-th them forge

ii!:!ii:iiiii!!iri

he lisL, phantasms and dreams
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O Rising inuersiort

We have seen how a falling inversion functions by the ornission of an un-
stressed syllable between stresses which is later contpensated for by the addi-
tion of an unstressed syllable.The reverse sequence is also possible: an addi-
tional unstressed syllable is followed later by the loss of an unstressed syllable.
(In stress lneter, of course, adding an unstressed syllable merely produces a

double offbeat, and has no further repercussions.) This means that a double
offbeat in syllable-stress verse is aiways followed by two successive stressed
beats.The norrnal stress pattern x / x / becomes x x / /;that is to say, a

stressed and a following unstressed syllable change places to produc e a risirr,g

inuersion.

This is a very comlnon variation in iambic verse in any part of the line.,
and you will nreet it much more frequently than falling inversion (discount-
ing initial inversion). In this type of inversion, there is usually no synracic
break and no virtual offbeat between the stresses. Example (37), in four-
beat meter, has two rising inversions; example (38), in five-beat meter, has

one rising inversion, at the end of the line; and example (39), also in five-
beat meter, has three rising inversions.

(37) Annihilating atl that,s made

xx L L x x I /
To a green thougrht in a g'r,een shade.

(38)

(3e)

Thou sti11 unravish'd

xLx/_x
Thou foster-chi1d of

bride of quietness,

Lx x
silence and

t_,/
sl.ow Eime. . .

t x L x
ligrht of heaven

xLxlxxL
And there, that day when the great

Burned at his lowest in the rolling year,

xxLLxxllxL
On the waste sand by the waste sea they closed.

Nthough rising inversion is the mirror-image of falling inversion, it pro-
vides a very different rhythmic experience.Two unstressed syllables (usually
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of equal lightness) lead into a stressed beat and then another, c'qually strong
or even stronger, stressed beat. The alternating rhythrn is ch;rllenged and

then restored, the movenlent is speeded .rp and then slowed down. The
words containing the stressecl beats usually stand out as emphatic.The rhyth-
mic figure produced is x x / / , with the second stress functioning as the
climax of the group. Marvellis farnous line from "The Garden" - example
(37) above - is simply two of these figr-rres in succession.

'Whereas in the first cype of inversion we discussed the poet has to avoid
the subordination of the first stress to the second,here it is just this subordi-
nation that helps to keep the rhythnl smooth by blurring the distinction
between beat and offbeat.We therefore seldom find this figure with a syn-
tactic break between the stresses, which would usually mean a weaker sec-

ond stress (subordinated to a later stress).Pope man;rses to get away with it
in the following example by ensurins that both the stressed syllables carry
the same weight (they are adjectives qr-ralifyirg the same noun).The syntac-
tic break allows for a virtual offbeat, unusually for rising inversion, and
produces a distinctive rhythmic figure:

(40) Then mount the clerks, and in one Tazy tone

'i,x x L [x] I x
Bhrough the 1ong, heav\r,

LxL/L
painful page drawl on.

The purpose of Pope's rnetrical feat is clear: the rhythm gives us a taste of
the clerks' excruciating drone.

As is the case with falling inversion without a virtual offbeat, many poets

avoid the use of disyllabic words in the middle of a rising inversion.Those
who do not avoid them produce lines that have a high degree of rhythnric
tension, and the 'uvords in question are strongly enrphasized:

(41) A11 whom war, dearth, age, aques, tyrannies,

Despair, Iaw, chance hath slain, and you whose eyes

x xl L x lx L / L
Shall behold God, and never taste death's woe.

(42) As clear as elemental diamond,

x xl I x
Or serene morning

The mossy tracks

r./.r/
L"L

and far beyond,
L
-..i--ALL ,

made by the goats and deer
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There is no way in which these examples of rising inversion can be read
with the first of the two stresses weake-ned in a blurring of the beat-offbeat
alternation; the disruption to the meter is unavoidable. Notice, however,
that these strong disruptiorx suspend the meter for a short period rather than
creating a different nleter. Many poets writing in five-beat duple meter
allow such suspensions but avoid variations that threaten to turn the line
into four-beat stress verse.

Rising inversion

(6) Scan the following sranza of Arnold's "The Scholar-Gipsy," and
mark the rising inversions. What is their function in the verse?

Screen'd is this nook o'er the high, half-reaped field,

And here tilI sundown, shepherd! will I be.

Through t.he thick corn the scarleL poppies F€ep,

And round qreen rooEs and yellowing stalks I see

Pale pink convolvulus in Lendrils creep;

And air-swept findens yj-e1d

Their scent, and rustle down their perfumed showers

Of bloom on the ben3 grass where f am laid,

And bower me from the August sun with shade;

And the eye travels down to Oxford's towers.

(d) Demotion in double ffieats
[n stress verse, as we s:rw in chapter 4, one of the comnlonest positions for
the demotion of stressed syllables ts rn double offbeats,with one stressed and
one unstressed syllable instead of two unstressed syllables, producing the
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/- / x / . An example is the word "caught" in

x L / ,x I x L
the wind. caught a mournful tone

Here "caught" is a demoted stress (assuming a certain degree of emphasis on
"wind").Is demotion possible in the occasional double offbeats allowed in
duple syllable-stress verse?

The answer is yes, though much rllore frequently irt falling inversion than
in rising inversion. Demotion of the second syllable of the offbeat in initial
inversion is very colnmon, even in the strictest meter, giving a rhythmic
figure already familiar from triple verse, /-x / / (which is just a variant of the
corlrnlon figure / x x L).ln the following examples, "quick" and "strong"
are denroted - which, of course, doesn't lllean that they need be weakened
in pronunciation but that we feel them as less pronrinent than the stress that

follows:

(44) How woulds't thou shake at Britain's modish tribe,

lxllxLxLxL
Dart the quick taunt, and edgre the piercing gibe?

(+3)

(4s)

xxL
From their sighs

/-/xL
- Pass, banners, pass,

I x , / L xL x I x L
Form a strorrg line about the silver bound,

And guard the wide circumference around.

There is not a great deal of tension here, but the variation does contribute a

liveliness to the opening of the line. Of course, the more the demoted stress

is felt to be syntactically subordinated to the following stress, the smoother
this variation is. It nrost frequently occurs in the form found in these two
ex;rnrples, that is, a monosyllabic adjective followed by a noun, in which the

subordination is clearly felt.
Less commorl is demotion on the -frsr syllable of tlre offbeat, prodr,rcing

the rhythmic figure /_ / x / (also fanriliar from triple verse, and also a variant
of / x x /). Here is an exarnple in four-beat verse:

x L x L
and bugrles, cease;

its peace I

(46)

And leave our desert to
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The rariry of this type of denrotion is easy to expiain:it relies on the subor-
dination of a stress to l-Ttrecedingstress,and this doesn't happen very often in
English. In the above line it is the strong repeated stress on "pass" that
potentially 'uveakens the stress on "banners."

These figures also occur on rare occasions within the iine; as we would
expect, they are most likely to happen rvhen a syntactic break replicates the
conditions at the beginning of the line. In the following examples, "dark"
and "soft" are demoted stresses, which gain ernphasis as a result of the
rnornentary tension they produce:

(47) See there that boy, that murthring boy I say,

x x x L lx)L
Who like a thief, hid

/l-xL
dark bush doth lie.

x
l-n

(48) ...the pregnant

/ f --1 IxL[xjLx
rejoice. Now the

earth

/ l,
soft hour

XLxL
And a1I her tribes

Of walkinq comes. .

Denrotion in rising inversion (/ x L 4 is much less frequent, though it can
happen at the start of a line:

(49) Light quirks of music, broken and uneven,

/ x I L xL x
Make the soul dance upon a

l- x / L x/
Make the soul dance upon

L
jis

/ --,1' L .i(

to heaven.

Here it is only the relative weakness of the first stress compared with the
third that yields this rhythm. If it seerrred appropriate to stress "Make"
strongly, we would have the more usual initial inversion with demotion:

a jis
/ --

^ -!_ ^
to heaven

Fortunately for readers, the tricky task of interpreting these complex figures
does not have to be perforrned consciousiy - though to beconre conscious
of them is to enhance one's appreciation ofthe contributiort rnade by rhythm
to the inurrense variety of English poetry.
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Demotion in double offbeats I..

(7) Scan the following stanza from Shelley's "Adonais." Which lines 
ini

require demotion in a double offbeat in order to sustain the iambi. 
,

need?

Out of her secret Paradise she sped,

Through camps and cities rougrh with stone, and stee1,

And human hearts, which to her aery tread

Yielding not, wounded the invisible 4

Palms of her tender feet. where'er they fell:

And barbdd tonques, and thoughts more sharp than they,

Rent the soft Form they never could repel,

Whose sacred b1ood, like the young tears of May, I

5. Free double offbeats

Syllable-stress meter can be used r,vith varying degrees of strictness. Not
only may a particular line be regular or irregular, depending on the varia-
tions it employs, but a particular poen1, poet, or age will often have a char-
acteristic kind and degree of strictness. The strictest syllable-stress verse

adheres rigidly to the fixed number of syllables per line, even avoiding duple
endings, and makes use only of the least disruptive variations. Some verse

allows occasional duple endings and the lnore disruptive v;rriations, while
still observing the syllable count. And some verse takes liberties with the
syllable count, while freely using vari:rtions as well. Of course, to loosen up
syllable-stress verse beyond a certain point turns it into sornething else: ei-
ther stress verse (if it is four-beat, and conforms to the conditions for strict
stress verse) or a kind of free verse.

Because of the power of the stress rhythm in English, the adding of a

single unstressed syllable to a line of syllable-stress verse does not unduly
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disturb the duple meter. It is least noticeable when the double offbeat is

divided by a syntactic break, as in this exarnple:

(s0)
x L x L x x L xl x L

What yout.hful mother, a shape upon her lap

Honey of qeneration had betrayed.

The added syllable does cause a momentary ripple in the steady rhythm, as

we realize if we rewrite the line without it and listen to its more regular
movement:

x L x L x 1_ x/ x L
(50a) What youthful mother, child upon her lap

We call double offbeats of this kind free double ffieats, since they are not
bound by the conditions that are observed by the strictest syllable-stress
rneter; that is to say, they dont occur in conjunction with two successive

stresses in an inversion.

6. Elision

When, in syllable-stress verse, we encounter what appears to be a free dou-
ble offbeat that is not divided by a syntactic break. it is important that we
take account of the possibiliry that one of the syllables can be elided. ln
chapter 2, we noted that some syllables in English are optional, depending
on pronunciation. Words such as "previous," "flowering," "traveler," and
"battery," for instance, can have two or three syllables. In most cases, the
elisions encountered in poetry are no diflerent from the elisions we tend to
n-rake in our own speech, though occasionally they reflect older pronuncia-
tions. One important fact to note about elision is that, unlike demotion and

promotion, it requires a specific pronunciation in reading verse. [t is, how-
ever, almost always a pronunciation that cornes naturally.

Sometimes elision is nrarked in poetry by means of an apostrophe, in
rn'hich case the reader's task is easy: "wandting," "vet'ran," "Heav'n." The
apostrophe lnay represent an older pronunciation - often a pronunciation
which died out in normal speech but survived rnuch loneer in poetry, sucl-r

AS "o'er" with one syllable in place of "over," or "'tis" for "it is." Some poets
and editors rlse an apostrophe even for syllables that we would not consider
elided, such as "liv'd" or "detain d." What this usually means is that if such
words are printe d without :lr1 apostrophe they are to be given the older pro-
nunciation with an additional syllable:"lived" as two syllables,"detained" as

three. Others show this distinction by adding an accent nrark when the
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syllable is to be pronourlced:"livdd," "detaindd."
Most often, elision is not marked on the page.Being able to read verse

with the appropriate elisions is a valuable skill, and it is partly just a matter of
practice. Most elisions happen very easily when the verse is read with the
right rhythnr, and nrost of the time readers aren't even aware what they are

doing when they elide a syllable. (Since elided syllables are always unstressed,

they are prone to being squeezed by the stress-tinred rhythm of English
anyway.) It should be noted, too, that there is no absolute dividing line
between a full syllable and an elided syllable:often all that is required is that
a syllable lose a certain proportion of its duration and energy. The result
is close to a double offbeat, and it imparts a momentary quickening to the
rhythrn.You can try reading the elided syllables in the followine examples
with different degrees of fuliness to test the effect.

Most of these examples of the three different rypes of elision are taken
frorn one poem, Pope's "Epistle to Bathurst," written in iambic pentameter
with strict observation of the syllable count.The lines are given here with-
out apostrophes nrarking elisions. In scansion, we show elision by a hyphen
or short dash (-) above the syllable that is most likely to lose its syllabic
status. (Sometimes both syllables lose part of their weight, in which case the
synrbol should go above the first.) In these examples, the five beats of the
line are shown, together with the elided syllable and the adjacent offbeat.

(r) TWo vowels in succession (whether in one word or two) slurred
together:

(s1) Builds life on death,

L xL
And qives the eternaf

on change duration founds,

LLL
wheels to know their rounds

The scansion indicates a pronunciation something like "th'eternal."Another
exanrple:

(52) Who suffer thus, mere charity should own,

L L L- x L L
Must act on motives powerful, though unknown.

If "powerful" is to be pronounced with three syllabies, as it sometimes is,

the "w" has to be present; if it disappears, the two vowels can be slurred
together and the word becornes disyllabic. Other examples of the slurring
of vowels in this poenl are "the Elect" ("th'Elect"), "the unwilling"
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("th'unrvilling"), "to enjoy" ("t'enjoy"), "towers," "bolver" (both of which
lose the "w" and slur the two vowels), and "diamond" ("di'mond"). In all

these exarnples, the elided vowei need not completeiy disappear for the
rhythmic effect of eiision to be felt.

(b) An "i" pronounced as a "y," or a "u" pronounced as a "'\ r'." Here is an

example of the first:

(s3)
/_L

What Nature wants,
L-x L L

commodious gold bestows,

'Tis thus we eat the bread another sows.

In this line, the vowel "i" in "comrnodious" can be read as the semivowel
"y," giving it two instead of three syllables,"commod-ylls."We put - over
the "i" to show that it is not functioning as a syllable in the meter. Other
exampies in the "Epistle to Bathurst" are: "happier" ("hrpp-yer"), "congen-
ial" ("congen-yal"), "valiant" ("val-yant"), "lndian" ("Ind-yan").

The same kind of elision can happen ltetweeru words:

Tieating the phrase "many a" or"many an" as two rather than three syllables
is very common in English poetry; again it involves collverting the "i" sound
with which the word "nlany" ends into 

^ 
"y]'by running it into the next

word: "men-ya."
The pronunciation of "u" as "'\try'" is rarer; the following example comes

frorn a difTerent poem:

(s4)

(ss)

L L L- x l- L
The world had wanted many an idle song

LL-XLLL
And in huge confluent join at Snow Hill Ridge,

L L -x L
FaIl from the conduit prone to

Here " confl uerf t" and "conduit" are pronottnced
and "condrvit."

/_L
Holborn Bridge.

sornething iike " conflwent"

(.) A vowel dropped before a consonant (usually within the same rvord):
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twas thy righteous end, ashamed to see

L L-x L L L
Senates deglenerate, Patriots disag,ree.

Many words have an optional syllable like the third one of "degenerate."

Other examples in this poem are "entbroidery" ("embroid'ty"), "general"
("g;en'rai"),"scrivener" ("scriv'ner"),"Heaven" ("Heav'n" - this was a nor-
rnal pronunciation for a long period), "Devil" ("Dev'l" - also a conltnon
pronunciation), "different" ("diff'rent"), "unopening" ("unop'ning").

It's irnportant to realize that what we're dealing with here are elidable

syllables: whether or not they're actually elided in any particular example
depends on what the meter requires. All the examples above could appear

in contexts in which elision is not appropriate.The word "Avarice" appears

in both contexts in Pope's poem:

(56) No,

(s7)

And one fate buries in the Asturian mines.

Pope writes the strictest rype of syllable-stress verse, so that if there is an

additional unstressed syllable in the line we lmue to take advantage of the
opportuniry offered by elision to reduce two syllables to one, or else we will
distort the meter.ln looser sryles of syllable-stress meter, however, the reader

often has a choice. Consider the follorving line by Wordsworth:

(59) And chattering monkeys dangling from their poles

If this had been in a poenr by Pope, we wolrld have no choice but to elide
the middle syllable of "chattering":

(s8)

(se)

Lx\ L L L
Poor avarice one torment more would find;

Nor could profusion squander all in kind

L L L L_X L
Congenial souls! Whose life one avarice joins,

x L -x L x L x x x L
And chattering monkeys dangling from their poles

But since-Wordsworth is a poet who occasion;rlly allows free double offbeats
(where elision is inrpossible), we could, if w'e preferred, keep the syllable in
our pronunciation:
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(5e)
x L xx L x L x x x I
And chattering monkeys dangling from their poles

We might feel that the sound being referred to is caught rnore fuliy in the
version that has a double oflbeat.

How do we know if the verse is strictly syllabic, calling for elision in
order to avoid free double offbeats? We rnay already have a good icJea of
whether the poem is likely to be one or the other;the poetry of the Augustan
period, for instance, is ustially strict, whereas much Romantic and tnodern
syllable-stress rreter is not. But when in doubt, it is only by reading a long-
ish stretch of verse that you can tell: rf all the apparent free double offbeats
can be elided by one of the norrnal procedures, then it's very likely that the
poet expected them to be. If sonre of thern are unelidable, then it is clear
that the poet is allowing iines with extra syllables, and that eiision is op-
tional.

ilii!:!iit,:it:!i::!iiil:i:!:il;lliti::ifi:!.r'iiX:iir:+i::!:!:r:!:!:!:;,:i:ii

;r1#ffiiEff,Srl$#ll

Free double offbeats and elision

(8) These lines are by Yeats, whose verse does not always observe a

strict syllable count. Scan them without any elisions, putting in
parentheses any of the syllables in free double offbeats that lend
themselves to elision. How would you choose to read this verse?

Mere dreams, mere dreams! Yet Homer had not sung

Had he not found j-t certai-n beyond dreams

That out of life's own self-delight had sprung

The

AS

Out

And

aboundinS glitteri-nq jet; though now it seems

if some marvel-lous empty sea-shell flung

of the obscure dark of the rich sLreams,

not a fountain, were the symbol which

Shadows the inherited glory of t.he rich.
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(9) These stanzas are by Samuel Johnson, written in a period when
we would expect a strict observance of the syllable count. Scan them,
showing all the elisions.

When faintingr Nature ca11ed for aid,

And hovering Death prepared the b1ow,

uis vigorous remedy displayed

The power of art without the show.

His virtues walked their narrow round,

Nor made a pause, nor left a void;

And sure the Eternal Master found

The single talent well employed.

7. Emphatic sfress

We saw in chapter 2 how the neutral stress pattern of a spoken sentence is

often varied by the use of emphatic phrasing, either to nrake a particular
word the focus of the sentence or to bring ollt a contrast.To read a poem
well is, arnong other things, to be sensitive to the placing of possible empha-
ses. Emphatic stress usually falls on syllables that would be stressed in any

case, nraking no diflbrence to the actual rnetrical org:rnization of the iine
and not requiring any indication in the scansion. However, there are two
circurnstances in which enrphatic stress can be irnportant: (a) when it falls

on a function word that would normally not be stressed, and (b) when it
callses a, neighborirlg stress to be subordinated.

Such a change ir) stress-pattern can have a nunrber of possible effects. It
can turn a line that would otherwise be unmetrical into a rnetrical lirre; it can
tlrrn a relatively cornplex line into t simple one, metrically speaking; or it carr

turn a sinrple line into a nrore cornplex one. Very occasionally, poets 'uvrite
lincs in rvhich empl-ratic stress turns t mctricolline into an unmetrical one - tn
which case the reader has to nrake solne kind of cornprornise in perforrning
the line. Let us look at sollle exanrples.
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(o) (Jnmetrital to metrical

The foliowing line from Shakespeare's Sonrrct 42, if read in isolation.ap-
pears to be metrically irregular, given our tendency to stress the verb ("hast")
rather than the pronouns ("thou,""her"):

(60) That thou hast her, it is not all my grief

In its context, however, it invites contrastive stress on both prorlouns; the
speaker is regretting that the nran he loves - who is being addressed - and
the wornan he loves have become sexually involved. Flere is the opening
quatrain, with italics added to show the contrasts:

xLxLxxxlxL
(60) That thou hast her, it is not all my grief

And yet it may be said I loved her dearly;

x L x L x x x L x L
That she hath thee is of my wailing chief,

A loss in love that touches me more nearly.

The third line of the quatrain has an identical pattern of stresses, contrasting
"thou" and "her" in the first line with "she" and "thee."

(1,) Complex to simple

The third line in the foilowing example, also from a sonnet by Shakespeare,
nlay at first seem a complex variant of the iambic pentameter. But if we give
contrastive stresses to "this" and "that" and to "art" and "scope," as the sense

requires, it becorues a quite sinrpie metrical sequence (again, italics have
been added):

(61) Wishingr me like to one more rich

Featured like him, like him with

x Lx L \ L x L
Desiringr this man's art and that

in hope,

friends possessed,

\L
man's scope. . .

What happens is that the unernphatic, repeated word "man's" is subordinated,
and is easily felt as denroted. Rewriting the line so that the contrasts occur
differently, we produce a nrore corrrplex line rvith two rising inversions:
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x Lx x L L x x L L
(61a) Desiring this hiqh art and these 7ow jokes

t33

O Simple to complex

In the next example, the poet himself has indicated an emphatic stress on
the first "both"; this subordinates the following stress and prodtrces a more

complex line than would otherwise have been the case:

(62)
xxxxLLxLxLx

Now was it that both found, the meek and lofty

Did both find helpers to their hearts' desire.

Without the italicization, we would probably read the line with two pro-
motions:

xx
Now was

x
it

x x I x L x /x
that both found, the meek and Iofty

(d) Metrical to unmetrical

There are rare occasions when an emphatic stress has even more disruptive
consequences for the meter. Thus the contrast between the audience and

the speaker in Prospero's epilogue at the end of The Tempesl threatens, by
subordinating the stresses on either side of "me," to produce a highly dis-
ruptive falling inversion at the end of the line (italics have been added):

(63) As you from crimes would pardoned be,

x L x L x \ L \
Let your indulgence seL me free...

But fortunately it is possible to emphasize a syllable like this by means of
pitch alone, so that all three words can be given the same degree of energy
and a normal demotion can occur:

L/L
Let your indulgence set me free

As all these examples show, emphatic stress is one of the places where the
reader's responses to the meter and to the meaning of a poetic line are

inseparable.
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i Emphatic stress

(10) Scan the following lines,
paying particular attention to

which open Donne's poem "The Flea,"
emphatic stress:

and mark in this,Mark but this flea,

How little that which thou deniest me is;

Me it sucked first, and now sucks thee,

And in t.his f 1ea our two bloods mingled be.

B. Reading and scanning duple syllable-sfress verse

We have now discussed all the ways in which iines in the n"rain body of
English literary verse rnay devi:rte frorn the regular alternation of unstressed
single offbeats and stressed beats: dernotion, pronlotion, inversion (falling
and rising), and the use of free double offbeats and elision. Diflerent peri-
ods, different poets, different poerlls use different cornbinations of these to
produce the extraordinary array of styles, nroods, and patterns to be found
in this rnetrical tradition.And the reader who has grasped these fer,v varia-
tions is in a position to analyze the possibilities of rhythmic movelnent
inherent in any line.

What are the conditions that have to be met for a line to be experienced
as duple syllable-stress meter, to conforrn, in other words, to the nretrical
norrn of the most conlmon rype of nretrical verse?There are only three:
(1) All the beats must be either stressad syllables or tmstressed syllablcs ocrurrin{
in one o-f the contexts that alltnu prttmotittu, and all the offbeats nlust be either
unstressed syllables or stressed syllables ttccurrin1 in one of the contcxts thttt ttll<tu,

demotion. (See section 3, "Beats and oftbeats; demotion and pronrotion,"
above.)
(2) Every double offbeat nlust be either (a) preceded by a -stres-sed beat that opens

the line or (b) preceded by or followed by tu,t, successiue stressed 6ears. (See

section 4, "Inversion," above.)
(3) Every occurrence of tw() successiue stressetl bcats rnust be preceded or fol-
lowed by a double ttffbedt that is not at the end of the line. (See section 4,
"Inversion," above.)

These conditions recapitulate the relevant parts of the discussion above.
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rnd they can easily be reworcled to apply to other rneters, or to more nar-
:orvly defined rxeters. Freer iarnbic meter aiso allows a few double otlbeats
:hat do not meet condition (2) (sometinres only at a syntactic break). Ti-o-
.lraic rlleter does not observe conditiort (2a), which allows for initial inver-
rion, though it may have its own equivalent condition.The number of beats

rn the line and the way lines open and end rnay also be controlled.
It is true that there are, in the large body of English duple verse, a nunrber

of lines that do not confornl to this rnodel. But the significant point is that
*-e experience such lines as deviant, as pulling away from the expected rnove-
nrent or as diflcult to perfornr. And it is by exarnining the ways in which
rhey depart fronr the expect:rtions built into the tradition that we can colne
rc understand their particular qualities. Scansion is a technique whereby we
heighten our awareness of the distinctive rhythm of a poem; it shows either
that a given line conforlxs to a nretrical nonn, with a greater or lesser

degree of cornplexiry in realizing it, or that it departs fronr metricaliry at

certain points. Every sensitivc reading of verse inrplies a certain scansion;

and becorning skilled at scansion increases one',s ability to read the diverse

body of English poetry with underst:rnding and pleasure.

..; ;:; :.EXffi OI$F,,,,,,

., 
,uO syllable-stress verse .i

i

t. tf f ) Examine the following scansion of a passage of iambic i

i pentameter verse by Shelley that has been rewritten in places. As a I

i:: result of the rewriting, some lines are highly irregular. ldentify the 
,l

;i irregular lines, and say in what ways metrical expectations are not 
i

,.'; met. Then say whether the scansion correctly shows this irregularity, 
.

ii or wh.ether it misleadingly suggests that the line is regular. (The 
Iu' exercise requires that you examine apparent instances of demotion, 
ii

..i: promotion, and inversion to check whether the conditions for these 
.

:,: variations have been met, that you count the beats in the line, and 
l

;r that you test whether any alternative meter is more insistent than the 
..

,:i iambic pentameter.) ,

L x x Lx I x L x L
Nor where the tropics bound the realms of day

xxlLxLxLxL
With a broad belt of minglinq cloud and flame,

x L 1_ x x x Lx x L
Where blue misLs through atmospheric displays
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L x x I x L xx x L
Scattered t.he seeds of pestilence, and fed 4

x L x Lxlx L x L x L
Unwholesome vegietation, where the aching land

L x / L x L x x xl
Teemed with sLorms, earthquake, t.empest and disease,

x 1_ x 1_ x /x Lxx
Was Man a nobler being; slavery

x L x L x x I x L
Had crushed him into hi-s country's dusL; B

x L x L x x L x x 1_

Or he was bartered for fame and for power,

x L x L x L x x x Lx
Which al-1 internal impulses destroying,

x L /_ x / Lx x /_ L
Makes man's will a prized item of free trade;

xxx/_xLxxxL
Or he was changied with ChrisLians for t.heir go1d, L2

x l_ x x /_ x xL lxl L x x 1
And carried to distant domains, where to Lhe sound

xxLLxLx/_xL
Of the flesh-mangling scourge, he does the work

x L x Lx /xx x L
Of all-polluting luxury and wealth.

(12) Scan the following lines from Book 1 of The Ring and the Book,
Browning's Iong novel in verse. Next to the lines, note all occurrences
of demotion, promotion, inversions (initial, falling, rising), and free
double offbeats. Mark elision with - and virtual offbeats with [x].
Where appropriate, take account of additional emphasis demanded
by the sense and of subordinated and secondary stresses. Comment
on any lines that seem to be at the limits of metricality. How does
Browning's use of a constantly varying meter contribute to the sense
of an animated speaking voice? Are there any mimetic or expressive
effects in the rhythm?

The speaker has just bought an old book at a market stall in Florence.
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i:i

That memorable day,

t:'(June was the month, Lorenzo named the Square) 
,.,

.,.,

I leaned a tittle and overlooked my prize ,.

iiix

By t.he low railing round. the fountain-source 4 i,..

iXii

Cfose to the statue, where a step d.escends' .l.

::ii
::i::

While clinked the cans of copper, as stooped and rose 
..ii.

:iil

Thick-ankled grirls who brimmed them, and made place ...i

For marketmen glad to pitch basket down,

Dip a broad melon-leaf that holds the wet,

And whisk their faded fresh. And on I read

Presently, thougrh my path grew perilous

Between the outspread straw-work, piles of plait 1-2

Soon to be flapping, each o'er two bfack eyes

And swathe of Tuscan hair, on festas fine:*

Throuqh fire-irons, tribes of tonqs, shovefs in

sheaves,

Skeleton bedsteads, wardrobe-drawers agape, 76

Rows of tal1 slim brass lamps with danglinq gear, -

And worse, cast clothes a-sweeteninq in the sun:

None of them took my eye from off my pr: ze.

*festas: fcast-davs
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Triple syllable-stress meter

In syilable-stress verse the poet has to choose, as the basis of the rneter,
between separating the beats of the line by one syliabie or separating thenr
by two syllables; that is, between duple rneter and triple meter.There is no
possibiliry of moving between these options in the same line, as there is in
stress verse (except itr so far as syllable-stress verse allows double offbeats in
itrversions and the occasional free double offbeat).The vast nrajority of syl-
lable-stress poems are in duple lneter, but a nurnber of poets have chosen to
write in triple meter, with its very noticeable rhythmic lilt.

In this century, triple ttteter has beconre associated with light verse, though
it did not always have these connotations.Tiiple syllable-stress rneter is scarcely
distinguishable from triple stress nleter, since in both forms rhe triple meter
establishes a powerful rhythrrr that tends to fall into the four-beat formation
and to override the trortnal pronunciation of the words. Because the nunrber
of syllables is controlled in syllable-stress verse, holvever, all the lines in a

poenl will beein and encl in the same way. (Jsually the lines end on a beat,
but they may begin on a single offbeat, a double offbeat, or a beat. In exarn-
ple (64) the lines start on a double offbeat and end on a beat; in exanrple
(65) they start on a single offbeat and end on a single offbeat:

(64)

(6s)

xxlxxl/xlxxl_
At the corner of Wood Street, when daylight appears,

/x1_x/lxxlx
Hangs a thrush that sings loud, it has sung for

/L
three years. . .

x L x x l_ x x 1_ / x /x
Oh, talk not to me of a name qreat in story;

x L x x L x x L x x Lx
The days of our youth are the days of our qlory.

As these exarnples indicate, denrotion
verse is very cronllnorl and, provided that
nated to a stress on one side of it, does not
ternpted, as iD stress verse, to pronounce
were actually unstressed:

in the double offbeats of tripie
the stress in question is subordi-
perturb the regular rhythm.-We're
the denroted syllables as if they
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xx/xx/xx/x
Hangs a thrush that sinqs 1oud, it has sung for

x/
three years

is a little more resistant to being
undergo a morlrellt's strain:

This is one of the problenrs of triple meter: a poet tryine to draw on the
cxpressiveness of the spoken language finds that the powerful nretrical move-
irrent tends to override the rhythms of natural speech.We could certainly
ntark the stress as secondary, though it'.s important to remernber that the
srress marks in scansion indicate the prose stressing of the sentences (or one
possible prose stressing); they do not reflect what may happen when the
sentences are chanted.

Sornetimes the strcss in question
clemoted, causing the regular meter to

(66) Or is it only the breeze, in its listlessness

L- x x L x / L x x /-
Travelling across the uret. mead to me here.

In this 1ine, "wet," althotrgh it is syntactically subordinated to the following
noun, demands solne attention fi'onr the reader because of its rneaning, and

rve therefore do not mark it as secondary. If we allow it this attention, the
rocking rhythm set up by the poem steadies for a nloment, making the
r,vord stand out all the more effectively.

:,:.,,::::: : : : : ::., :, ,.. .:..: i. 
,:

'.,.i.'#,ffffi$rffi......

Triple syllable-stress verse

(13) Scan the following stanza by Thomas Moore. To what extent do
you find the natural stressing of the words going against the rhythm
of the meter?

Dear Harp of my Countryl in darkness I found thee,

The cold chain of silence had hunq o'er thee Long,

When proudly, my own Island Harp, I unbound thee,

And gave all- Lhy chords Lo 1iqht, freedom, and song!
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Foot-scansion

Syllable-stress meter, as the rnain rype of rneter used in English literary
verse, is the basis for a method of scansion that diflers from the one we are

using in this book. It is a method with a long history, deriving fronr the
scansion of Latin verse (itself derived frorn the scansion of Greek verse) as it
was taught in the schools of Creat Britain for centuries.We have been using
nalnes for different ineters (iambic pentarneter, trochaic tetrameter, etc.)
drawn frorn this tradition. In initially getting to grips with the working of
rhythm and meter in English it is probably best not to be concerned rvith
foot-prosody,but since this systern of scansion is widely used in criticisnr of
poetry and oflers a set of agreed ternls for the analysis of the main tradition
of syllable-stress verse, there is nruch to be gained fronr understanding its
ternls.

When verse is wrirten in strict iambic or trochaic meter, it is possible to
divide each line itrto two-syllable units which for the most part have the
sanre stress pattern. In the following iambic pentameter lines, the rnajoriry
of the units have the pattern x ,/:

(6f\
lx / l" / | x / l" x I x /l
Announced by all the trumpets of the sky,

lx / | x / l" /1" / | x / 
|

Arrives the snow, and, driving o'er the fields,

lx /l x xlx/ | x /1" / 
|

Seems nowhere to alight: the whited air

| / / l* / | x /1" x I x / l"
Hides hills and woods, the river, and the heaven,4

lx / | x / | x x I x / l* / 
|

And veils the farm-house at the garden's end.

Tlrese repeated units are called -ftct,'t ternl taken,like nrost of the terms used
in this approach, frorn classical prosody. (Feet should not be confused with
stress groups; the fornrer are arr indication of the meterrvhile the latter are an
indication of the speech rhythnr.)

Stress verse, rvith its variations in numbers of syllables betrveen beats,
does not lend itseif easily to foot-prosody, and nor do sonre of the rypes of
syllable-stress rneter that we have looked at - heptasyllabic verse, eishts and
sevetls, and n-rany kinds of triple verse. It is what we rnight think of as the
rrrajor tradition of literary syllable-stress verse that is most amenable to foot-
analysis (though not without problems that have produced lengthy debates).
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\nrong its advantages are the provision of a number of technical terms that

--.rn be used economically to describe the stress-prrttern of lines of syllable-
.:ress verse and the rising or flrlling tendency of certain nleters.Among its

-iisadvantages are the failure to indicate clearly the position of beats, the
:nrroduction of metrical divisions which rnay play no part in our experi-
.:nce of the verse, the driving of a wedge between stress lneter and syllable-
irress nreter, the tenderlcy to obscure the role of rhythmic figures larger than
:he foot, and the tendency to overvalue the distinction between rising and
Hlling rhythm. Foot-prosody brings with it the danger - not avoided by
iolne eminent corllnlentators on verse - of developing elaborate accounts
oi poetic lines, or finding tricky problerns in nretrical analysis, on the basis

of units that are nrore of a theoretical convenience than an experiential
realiryr

The principles of foot-scansion are sinrple. An ianrbic pentanreter with-
ollt any variations is made up of five iambs, or ianfiic;feet:

lx / | x /l x / | x / | x / 
|

Here is a scanned line:

(68)
lx / | x / l* / | x /1" / |

And touch the stubble-plains with rosy hue

An unvaried trochaic tetrameter is made up of four trochees, or trochaic.l'eet:

Itxltxl/xl/xl

This is an example:

(6e)
| / x I t x | / *l/ x 

I

She is gone, and loves another

lx / l. / l" /l* / l* x 
I

Of beechen green, and shadows numberless

Variations are handled by nreans of srrb-stitution: the erpected foot is
replaced by a different foot. We shall confine ourselves to iambic verse in
the following exanrples, in which the substitute feet are in bold type. Pro-
rrrotion is registerecl as the substitution of a pyyyllir foot - two unstressed
svllables (* *) - for the nornral ianrb (r /):

(70)

(71)

I x / l* / l* xl x / l* / 
|

When faith is kneeling by his bed of death
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Demotion, similarly, is treated as the substitution of a spordee - two stressed
syllables (/ /) - for the basic iarnb (x /):

I x /1" / | / / lx / | x / 
|(72) The lowing herd wind sJ-owly o,er the lea

It / l* / l* x I x / 
|(73) Bight times emerging from rhe frood

Inversion is handled in different ways, according to whether the inversion
crosses the foot-bottndary or not. Falling inversiJn is regarded as the substi-tution of a troch ee (/ x) for an iamb (*"/),whether within the line or ar itsstart:

I t / l* / | / x lx / lxx(74) Things base and vile, hoJ.ding no quantity,

I t x I x / l* / l* / lxxlLove can transpose to form and dignity...

Showing rising inversion - the m
p o e tr v - i nvo I ve s s u b s r i r u ti o, s t 

"' i'" ? :J,T;;,,?ff ll':X;";';: ff.*' ?)/)'The foot-divisions obscure the fact that thi, ,r..i.tion (like falling inver-sion) is also produced by reversing the expected positio, of a stressed and a,unstressed syllable.

I t /1" / l* x I t / l*(75) Love,s stories written in Love,s richest

Again, when demotion occlrrs in the double oflbeat of a,
appropriate foot is shown. Here is the most common rype:

I t xl / / | x xl / tl* / 
|(76) Pluck the keen teeth from the fierce tiger,s jaws

As these exarnpies suggest, foot-scansion does not accurately reflect theclesree of metrical tension or clisruptio, in a li,e.
Tiiple verse in syllable-stress meter can be divideci up inro feet as well;irdoes this most easily when line ope,i,ss and endings allow t5e same feet tobe shorvrr tlrroughout the line.The foltwi,g is a li,e divided tnto anapest-s,or dnapestic feet (x x /):

/l
book

inversion, the



lx x / | x x /l*
--) And the tents were all silent

- :re following lines are made up of dactyls, or

Foot-scansiott I43

x /l x x / 
|

, the banners alone

dactylicfeet (/ x x):

so easily reduced to feet. The
or anapestic, in both cases with

-8) | / x xl/ xxl
Cold inhumanity,

| / x x lt xxl
Burning insanity...

IJr.rt other cornmon triple rneters are not
:ollowing line could be scanned as dacrylic
.rn extra stressed syllable:

7e)

It x xl / x x I t x xl /
/ l* x /l x x / l* x / 

|

Under the blossom that hangs on the bough

And the following could be anapestic with a rnissing first syllable, or dactylic
s'ith an initiai extra offbeat and an extra stressed syllable at the end, or even

arrrphibrachic (feet of x / x), with a missing last syllable:

x / x x / x x /x x /
(80) I sprang to the stirrup, and Joris, and he

The comnlon demotions in triple verse aiso pose problems for foot-
scansion.To take an example quoted earlier, the second line here has substi-
tute feet in three places, thanks to demotions:

(64) At the corner of Wood Street, when dayligrht
appears,

I t x / | x / / lx x / | x
Hangs a thrush that sings 1oud, it has sung for

//l
three years. . .

The basic anapest (x x /) is replaced once by / x / a'nd twice by x / /.We
would have to ransack the Clreek dictionary to find names for these feet -
though the rhythrn of the line is sirnple and strong. Notice, too, that scan-
sion in terms of feet does not indicate the rlost significant feature of the
metrical line: where the beats fall. (This may occasionally be useful ir-r sylla-
ble-stress verse. when the rneter is blurred to the extent that the reader does
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not perceive sharply defined beats.)

Foot-scansion is not really suited to syllable-stress triple verse, which, as

we've seen, is never very far from stress verse.It is nrost appropriate for five-
beat verse, and those forms of four-beat verse that avoid strong rhythms: in
other words, it reflects the syllabic rhythrn that tends to be overridden in
strongly regular meters but that is of crucial importance in the bulk of Eng-
lish literary verse. But it does so at the cost of masking the fundamental
operations of English rhythm.

Foot-scansion

(14) Scan the following passage by showing feet, as in the examples
above. Name the normal foot, and the substitute feet that replace it:

Fly, fly, my friends! I have my death wound - fly!

See there that boy, that murthring boy I say,

Who like a thief , hid in dark bush doth l-ie,

Ti11 bloody bullet get him wrongful prey.

So tyrant he no fitter place could spy,

Nor so fair level in so secret stay,

As that sweet black which veils the heavenly eye:

There himself with his shot he close doth fay. B

Summary

This chapter surveys the nrajor rypes and features of syllable-stress verse.The
main points can be surnmarized as follows:
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4. Duple uerse

Beginnings anil endings

These are significant in syllable-stress verse, as they determine the rype of
nleter.The most inrportant duple meters are as follows:

Heptasyllabic meter is a four-beat meter that regularly begins and ends on a

beat.

Iambic meter is a rneter that norrnally begins on an offbeat and ends on a

beat (with exceptions noted below). It promotes a rising rhythm in the line.
lambic tetrameter is four-beat iarnbic nleter; iambic pentameter is five-beat iam-
bic meter (see chapter 6 on these meters) .A single ending is an ending on the
beat; a duple ending is an ending with a beat plus a single unstressed syllable;
a triple ending is an ending with a beat plus two unstressed syllables.

Tiochaic meter is a nreter that normally begins on a beat and ends on an
offbeat. It almost always occurs in four-beat rneter. It promotes a falling
rhythm in the line.

Variations and rhythmic figures
The following variations of the basic alternation of stressed beats and single
unstressed offbeats are possible:

Demotiott and promotion function as in stress verse (/ / /-, and / / at the
beginning of the line in iambic verse;x x x, x x at the end of the line in
iambic verse,and x x at the beginning of the line in trochaic verse).

Inuersion occurs when the stressing of a pair of syllables is reversed (/ x
beconres x / or x / becomes / x) .In.fallin,g inuersion (/ /_* x), two stressed

beats are followed by a double offbeat.When the stressed beats are separated

by a syntactic break, which is usual, the rhythmic figure / x x / follows a

virtual offbeat.-When they are not, the rhythmic figure produced is / / x x.
Falling inversion is especially common at the beginning of the line, where it
is called initial inuersion and always produces the rhythmic figure / x x / .In
rising inuersion (x x / /), a double offbeat is followed by two stressed beats,

usually not separated by a virtual offbeat. It is least disruptive when the first
beat is weaker than the second.

Demotiott in the double ffieaB produced by inversion occurs most cor11-

rnonly on the second offbeat syllable of a falling inversion with a virtual
offbeat, producing the rhythmic figure / x / /.It sonretinres occurs on the
first o{lbeat syllable of the same type of inversion , / / x / .In rising inver-
sion, demotion is very ra:,le (/ x /_ / or x / / /).

Free dttuble ffieats, which add a syllable to the line, occur in looser styles

of syllab1e-stress llreter, often at a break within the line.
Elision is often used to avoid a double offbeat,by (1)slurring two vowels
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together; (2) pronounclng a vowel ("i," "r") as a sernivowel ("y," "w"); or
(3) dropping a vowel befbre a consonant.The stricter the metrical sryle, the
rnore appropriate it is to elide rvhat would otherwise be free double offbeats.

B, Tiiple uerse

Tiiple verse in syllable-stress nreter is not clearly distinguishable from triple
verse in stress rneter; it is almost always in four-beat verse, and nray begin
and end on a beat, a single offbeat, or a double ofibeat.



Chapter 6

Major types of syllable-stress verse

The immense nletrical richness of the English poetic tradition has in part
'reen made possible by the variations which occur within lines of syllable-
.tress verse: demotion, promotion, inversion, free double offbeats and eli-
.ion.-We examined these in the previous chapter, together with the variery
rntroduced by rising and falling rhythms and the distinctive qualities of
Juple and triple verse. But we have not yet considered the contribution
nrade by the different line-lengths and groupings of lines that can be used in
ir'llable-stress verse.We sha1l consider some of the nrost important of these

rn this chapter.

Four-beat verse

Four-beat syllable-stress nreter is most often divided into stanzas, although it
can be used in continuous forms as well (couplets or, rarely, unrhymed
lines).The stanza forms are for the nrost part the same as those used in stress

verse, based on the doubling architecture of the 4x4 formation.These stan-
zas usually employ syntactic structure to assist in producing metrical struc-
ture, thus bringing out the hierarchical qualiry of the rhythrn and sorne-
times giving it a quadruple movernent (see the discussion of quadruple verse

in chapter 4).
When the line-divisions coincide with the four-beat units, the result is

tetrameter verse. The commonest form of tetrameter is, as we have seen,

iambic tetrameter:dupie four-beat lines that normally begin on an oflbeat and

end on a beat.The word "tetrarneter" can refer either to the rneter ("This
poem is in iambic tetrameter") or to a line of that meter ("The poem begins
with an iambic tetralneter"). Flere is an example of a regular iambic tetrarn-
eter quatrain (known in the classification ofhymns as"long lneasure"),rhym-
tng dabb and syntactically organized to bring out the hierarchical arrange-
lnent of the 4x4 fonnation:

x L \ l_ x L x L
The mi1l-stream, now that noises cease,(1)

147
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xLxxxlxL
Ts all that does not hold its peace;

LxxLxLxL
Under the bridge it murmurs by,

xLxLxLxL
And here are night and he1l and I

Notice that the first and third lines are internally divided by syntax at the
expected midpoint, but the second and fourth are nlore continuous. In the
last line this continuiry contributes to the shock eflect of the word "hell,"
slipped in without any disruption in the rhythrn to call attention to it, and
so imbued with an ironic potency.

Virtual beats occllr as frequently in four-beat syllable-stress verse as they
do in stress verse, and in the same places. (However, since syliable-stress
verse is rhythrnically less insistent than stress verse, virtual beats are usually
not as strongly felt.) The commonest form with virtuai beats, as in stress

verse, is the 4.3.4.3 starlza (knor,vn as "common nleasure" irl the classifica-
tion of hymns, and"fourteeners" when occurring in the forrn of seven-beat
couplets):

(2)
xxxlxxxL
It was not Death, for I stood up,

xLx/-/L
And all the Dead, lie down

xxxlxLx
ft was not Niqht, for all the

t* L)

L
Bel 1s

x L x L x /_ tx/l
Put out their Tongues, for Noon.

As lrsual, the syntax helps to confirnr the .1x4 rnovenlent: the nrajor break of
the stanza occurs at the end of the second line; there are sonrewhat weaker
breaks at the ends of the first and third lines; and there are distinct syntactic
breaks halfway through the first and third lines. In the 4x4 fornation, the
first and third lines ar:e more likely to be run-on, since they have a weaker
r-netrical closure and no virtual beat at the end; line 3 is a good exanrple.
Although virtual beats at the ends of lines two and four are so comrnon that
they seidonr have any special poetic eftect be,vond their contribution to the
strong and sinrple- rhythm, Enrily Dickinson here nrakes skillful use of the
nlonlentary pauses to let the surprising information resound.

Other corllmon forms of the 4x4 formation include the 3.3.4.3 stanza,
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s-hich has the san)e patterr) of beats as the linrcrick.It is known as"poulter's
rlreasure" when set oLrt as six-beat and seven-beat couplets and as "short
nre:rsure"in the classification of hynrns. Another variant is the 3.3.3.3 starlza;

rn addition, three-beat lines can be used continuously.There are also rrany
itanza forms which extend the four-line unit, or which use half-lines to
r':rry the nleter. One comnlon variant is the Burns stanza, which splices two
h.rlf,-lines into thc quatrain:

L x x Lx x x L x
O, what a panic's in thy breastiel

x L x I xL x L x
Thou need na start awa sae hasty,

x l_ -x L x
Wi' blckering brattle !

xxxLxLxLx
I wad be laith to rin an' chase thee

LxLx
murd'ring pattlel

The rather domineering rhythm of the 4x4 formation is interrupred by the
half-lines, which prevent the hierarchical dor"rbling frorn taking place across

the whole stanza and inject the qualities of a speakingvoice into the verse.

Strict trochaic verse is nruch rarer than iambic verse. Somewhat more conl-
rrron is heptasyllabic verse, and the rwo are often mixed in 4.3.4.3 stanzas:

(3)

(4)

/ L x L x
Wee, sleekit, cow'rin'

arra .*

x
If

LxLx
tim'rous beastie,

W1

L xL x L x L [x]
Out upon it, r have loved

L / L x/ x tLxl
Three whole days toqether;

lxl/1[x]
like to love three more,

L / L x llx)
prove fair weather.

(heptasyllabic )

( trochaic )

(heptasyllabic )

( trochaic )

i(

ir

The lines are all clearly demarcated by virtr-ral beats and offbeats; and the
rhythm has a springiness especially suited to ironic and light-hearted topics.
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As we've seen with stress verse, four-beat lines can be combined to rnake
longer lines, or divided into shorter lines.The rneter of the following exam-
ple, from Poe'.s "The Raven," has eight beats per line, but iti easy to feel the
division after four beats. (ln the first, third and fourth lines, in fact, it is

emphasized by a syntactic break and internal rhyrr-re.)

(5)
L x/ x L x 1_ x x x L x L
Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak

xLx
and weary,

/x /_- x L x
Over many a quaint and

I
lore

/--*/-*vv/vLLZ>I}J-

curious volume of forgotten

Lxxx/_
suddenly there came

1_ x /- x 1_ x /_ x
While I nodded, nearly nappinq,

Y/v
L

a tappinq,

LxLxLxLxLxxxLx
As of some one gently rapping, rapping at my chamber

L [x]
door...

One effect of this eight-beat line is that we are encouraged to errlphasize the
second level of the hierarchy of beats - that is, to give additional stress to the
first, third, fifth, and seventh beats. This brings out the quadruple tendency
of the four-beat nlovement discussed in chapter 4.We thus make of the four
lines a kind of 4.4.4.4 stanza.The result is a highly rhythmic movement,
which tends to force out of the poem the inflections of speech or the subtle-
ties of thought, and replace thenr with a mesnreric metrical drive. Lines that
slightly resist this trrovenlerlt (like line two in this extract) draw attention to
thenrselves.

It's possibie to bring out the quadruple rhythnr even more noticeablv
than this. Here's an example by Ilrowning in which the stronger beats are
the second, fourth, sixth, and eighth of each line. (The scansion shows the
primary and secondary beats bv double and single underlining, and the
stronger and weaker stresses by slash and backslash. Promotion is shown in
the usual way.)
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\L\LXL
(6) Here yorl .o*" with your old music, and here'= -11

LL
the good it brings.

LL\LX
What, they lived once thus at Venj-ce where the

LxL
merchants were the kings,

xLxL\L
Where Saint Mark's is, where the Doges used to wed

/_L
the sea with rings?

Notice that the weaker beats sometimes have no stress, sometimes second-
ary stress, and sometimes ful1 stress, whereas the stronger beats all have full
stress. Browning does not sustain this clear distinction in every line of the
poem, because the rhythm is very insistent once it has been initiated, and he
can play speech-rhythms against it in a bravura manner (not inappropriate
to the poem's subject, the eighteenth-century Venetian composer Baldassare

Galuppi).
Instead of combining four-beat lines into longer lines, poets sometimes

divide them into half-lines:

x L x L
(7) with serving still

lx)L x x L
This have I won:

xxxL
For my good will

v/
4ZIL

To be undone. 4

/
4L

And for redress

xLxL
Of all my pain,
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v/vv L+

Disdainfulness

X L XL
I have again.

In this expression of the spurned lovert angllish, the fragrnented rhythm is

able to hint at the comforting contours of the familiar 4x4 pattern while at

the same tirne registering a distance from them. Although rve usually don't
show a virtu;rl offbeat before an initial inversion, it seenrs appropriate in line
two of this poem, since the first two lines are so closely connected.

When tetrameter versc is written in continuous couplets (aabbccdd...), rt.

often gravitates toward four-line units which echo the 4x4 fornration we
are so familiar with.The poet can, however, use syntax and sense to produce
a more flexible meter.Tetralneter couplets are often used for comic verse, ir-r

which the slight doggerel effect of the short line and the rhymes is all to the
purpose:

(8)
/L

Now, this

/ L x
This drew us

L x L x L
Stella's case in fact;

x/-x/-
at. first, to find

ta

l5

xlxLxLxL
An angel's face, a little cracked

xLxxxLxL
(Cou1d poets or could painters fix

x L x L x L x L
How angels look at thirty-six);

L
in

x L x /_ x L x L
Tn such a form an angel's mind.

The nrore strongly the poet opposes the 4x4 hierarchy by means of run-on
lines and semantic groupings that counter its preferences, the more the move-
ment of the verse takes on the qualities we associate with the iambic pen-
tameter.This is the topic we shall turn to next.
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Four-beat verse

(1) How does the following stanza - from Herrick's "To Music, to
Becalm His Fever" - exploit the 4x4 formation? Mark the beats (actual
and virtual), and arrange the poem into four-beat lines. What is the
effect of the run-on lines produced by the printed layout of the poem?

Charm me asleep, and meft me so

with thy delici-ous numbers;

That being ravished, hence I go

Away in easy slumbers.

Ease my sick head,

And make my bed,

Thou power that canst sever

From me this i1l:

And quickly stil1

Though thou not kill

My fever.

Resisting the four-by-four formation

One 'uv:iy of classifizing English nretrical verse is into verse that falls into the
4x4 formation and verse that doesn't.Although the second category is only
negatively defined, the distinction is a valid one because of the peculiar
force and constant tellrptation of the four-beat nrovenlent. As we saw in
chapter 3, this nretrical form derives its strength from a nrulti-leveled archi-
tecture, 'uvith beats reccivirtg varied degrees of reinforceltlent from their
participation in rhythnric sequences of different lenstl-rs. It is a powerful
rhythrn quite apart frotrr its ernbodiment in language, and as readers of verse
we find ourselves falling into it whenever the words allow us to do so. Poets

- known and anonymous - have used it for a variety of eflects in a vast array
of, versc ecross thc centuries.
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Verse which does not fall into the 4x4 fornration,therefore, can be thought
of as resisting it by some lneans or other. Such verse, because of its avoid-
ance of the infectious swing of doubled beats, has a less insistent rhythrn and
is nrore open to the tones and nrovernents of the spoken voice.Itprogresses
in a more line-by-line fashion, since its metricai units are not so completely
part of larger units.'We have already noted that syllable-stress verse - espe-
cially in iambic meter - is further from the strong rhythms of song and
closer to the rhythms of speech than stress meter, and is therefore less fully
susceptible to the 4x4 movenlent. A way of further reducing the four-beat
swing is to counter the hierarchic structure by means of sense and syntax.
The first stanza of the following poem by \M H. Auden Lrses grarlunar and
meaning to reinforce the 4x4 fornration as it presents the ugiy logic of early
lessons in mistrust, while the second stanza deviates from the expected struc-
ture as it represents the nightmare of the adult's life:

(e)
L x /_ x /_ x /x
Once for candy Cook had stolen

-L

x
x Lx x x/

was punished by Papa;

L x / x 1x /- x
When he asked where babies came from,

/ -,1_ ^
He was

l_x
Now the

L x x x/
lied to by Mama.

Lx L x
city streets are

/vxx4r_

To mislead him, and he

/vL

waiting

L
must

1 x L x /x 1x
Keep an eye on aqeing begg,ars

Lx/_
Lest they strike

The insistence of the 4x4
metrical variations, as in this

LraY/ +L

him in disgust.

formation can also be
stanza by W B.Yeats:

R

reduced by the use of



10)
LxxLx

She that but little

XLXL
From childhood on,
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/x L
patience knew,

xLxL
had now so much

xL/LxLxL
A gray gull lost its fear and flew

L x x /- x /- xL
Down to her cell and there alit,

x L x L x L x L
And there endured her f ing'ers' touch

xxxLxLxL
And from her fingers ate its bit

Here,Yeats chooses a four-beat iarnbic nleter (rvith soltte of the conlmon
variations), and uses run-on lines (especially the strong run-on of "flew/
Down") and a six-line starlzl- rhyming abacbc that works against the usual

aabb or abab schemes of the 4.4.4.4 stanza.The result still has something of
a lilt to it, but it doesn't encourage any kind of chanted reading. (See also

example 2 in chapter 5 lp.97l, which, in addition, breaks the iine internally
at irregular places.)

Another way of resisting the 4x4 formation is to use line-lengths that
don't allow the insistent rhythm to impose itself. This can involve using a

variefy of lines in a single stanza (or in a r11ore randotn arrangement),pro-
vided that the result is not one of the variants of four-beat verse rvith virtual
beats - such as 4.3.4.3 or 3.3.4.3 - or a variant that combines or divides

these lines - such as 7 .7, 6.7,2.2.3.2.2.3, or 3.3.2.2.3. (The tradition of the

ode rs one in which varied line-lengths are often used.) Many poets over the

centuries have devised stanza forms with varied line-lengths, and these of-
ten exploit the famiiiar rhythm of the four-beat unit without being caught

up by the sirnple movelnent of the 4x4 formation. Here is a stanza by Henry
Vaughan that includes four-beat lines, but in which the variery in line-
lengths works against the inclination of those lines to form a hierarchical
rhythm.

LLL/-
A ward, and still in bonds, one day

LL
I stole abroad;

(11)
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LL/-L
It was higrh spring, and all the way

LLL
Primrosed and hung with shade;

LlL
Yet it was frost within,

LL
And surly winds

LLLL
Blasted my infant buds, and sin

LLL
Like clouds eclipsed my mind.

Although this example is rnade up of the rypes of line that are commonly
found in four-beat stanzas (two-beat, three-beat, and four-beat lines), they
don't form a structure which can be read with a 4x4 rhythm - in other
words, we're not encouraged to experience virtual beats filling out the
meter to produce a sense of four-beat units.At rnost,we get intimations of
that pattern, which is never fully present.The feeling is of expressive flex-
ibiliry as we are never quite sure how long the next line is going to be,

which suits the open-ended narrative of the poern. Poets have invented
thousands of different stanza forrns like this, often shifting toward and away

from the 4x4 flormation.
If, on the other hand, the poet wishes to use the same line-length con-

sistently and keep from slipping into the 4x4 formation, the choices are

rather few. Two-beat lines (dimeters) will tend to form into pairs to produce
a four-beat rhythm; four-beat lines themselves are ruled out; seven-beat
lines tend to fall into a 4.3.4.3 pattern and eight-beat lines into a 4.4.4.4
pattern. (Of course, in all these cases the four-beat rhythm can be resisted by
the use of run-on lines, internal line-breaks in unexpected places, and stanza

fornrs that counter the expected hierarchy.) Three-beat lines (trimeters) xe
rnore promising:although they sornetimes imply a fourth virtual beat, they
can be used with run-on syntax and varied rhyrne-schemes to keep the
insistent rhythrn at bay. Here is Auden in light-hearted mood:

LL/.
Be patient, solemn nose,

1_Ll
Serve in a world of prose

(12)
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/-LL
The present moment we11,

/-xL
Nor surlily contrast 4

LLL
Its brash ill-mannered smell

LLL
With grand scents of the past.

To indicate that these lines do not have the rhythm of the 4x4 formation,
we show no virtual beats.

Six-beat lines (/zexameters or alexandrines) also have some of the self-suffi-
ciency of five-beat lines, and have been used from time to time in English
verse.

(13)
LLLLL

I sought fit words to paint the blackest face of

L
woe,

LI_LL\/
Studying inventions fine, her wits to entertain:

I-/-LLL
Oft turning others' leaves, to see if thence would

L
flow

LLLLL
Some fresh and fruitful showers upon my sun-burned

L
brain.

These lines tend, however, to break into two halves, partly because of the
lurking inclination to slip into a four-beat rhythrn by introducing virtual
beats. This encourages a slightly sing-song nrovenlent. The six-beat line is

Inore often used as a variant in continuous five-beat verse, where it doesn't
slide toward the four-beat rhythrn and can be useful for variery or closure.

The line which nrost successfully resists, by its very structure, being
assimilated to the 4x4 forrnation, and therefore into the hierarchical
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layering, is the five-beat line, the pentanleter. Although some of the effects

associated with the pentauleter are also possible in verse using other line-
lengths, or a variety of line-lengths, it is so central a nreter in the Engiish
tradition that it requires speciai attention in any account of English poetic
rhythm.

, ,,,ffiff#ffi,

','-
.,.

l:t (2t.Scan the two following extracts. How do they avoid falling into a
i;4x4formation?

t:i.

:::l i:

,:.,

il (a) Our brains ache, in the merciless iced East wj-nds that .,

knive us. .

Wearied we keep awake because t.he night is siIent...

Low, drooping flares confuse our memory of the sa1ient...

Worried by silence, sentries whisper, curious,

nervous,

But nothing happens.

(b) The forest ended. Glad I was

To feel the light, and hear the hum

Of bees, and sme11 the drying grass

And the sweet mint, because I had come

To an end of forest, and because

Here was both road and inn, the sum

Of what's not forest. But 'Lwas here

They asked me if I did not pass

Yesterday this way. "NoL you? Queer."

"Who then? and slept here?" I felt fear.
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lambic pentameter

1. Constraints on five-beat verse

Resistance to the simplest and strongest rhythrnic pattern, and consequent
openness to more speech-like rhythms,lies at the heart of the five-beat linet
special character, and helps to explain its widespread use in literary verse

(and its virtual absence in popular verse, which tends to prefer more salient
rhythms). The five-beat line does not occrir with all the variery that the
tour-beat line does, and we shall begin by examining some of the con-
straints upon its use.

(a) Five-beat lines are almost always written rn syllable-slress meter. Since
rhey do not participate by virtue of their structure in the hierarchy of pairs

that gives four-beat verse such force and firmness, they need the continuous
stabilization provided by a metrical form that controls every syllable; with-
out this control, they easily begin to sound formless. Here is an example of
four-beat stress verse discussed in chapter 4 (example [4]), first in its original
form and then rewritten with an additional beat per line to produce five-
beat stress verse. Compare the way the two stanzas move:

(14) Had r the store in yonder mountain
Where qold and silver are had for counting,
I could not count for the thought of thee,
My eyes so full I could not see.

(aa) Had f the store in the cave of yonder mountain
Where precious gold and silver are had for counting,
I would not be able to count for the thought of thee,
My eyes so full I would scarcely be able to see.

The swing of the four-beat rhythm is gone, but the shifts between single
and double offbeats prevent the meter from settling into a clear alternative
pattern:

/-./
^_L^-L

Had I the store
/"/Y/v-?1. ,L r\. _L L

Lhe cave of yonder mountain

x L x L x L x x L x L x
Where precious gold and silver are had for counting,

x L x xL x x L x x L x L
I would not be able to count for the thought of thee,

xL x L x x L x x L x x L
My eyes so fuII I would scarcely be able to see.

x
in
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This is certainly a possible meter, and it has been used by poets in the
twentieth century, but it lacks nlany of the special qualities of the long
tradition of five-beat verse in English, notably its cornbination of tight syl-
labic control with a free-ranging en-rploynrent of the tones and movements
of English speech.

(b) Five-beat rneter is also almost entirely restricted to duple nrcter.Triple
verse, like stress verse, encourages insistent emphasis on the beats, and falls
naturaliy into the 4x4 formation; it is not suited to five-beat lines. Notice
horv the lines in this example of five-beat triple verse (example 121) of
chapter 4 rewritten with an additional beat per line) seem to go on too
long:

(1s)

(16)

Says the master one morning to me, "IS
told

That your name on the membership books
enrolled;

it true, I am

of the Union

f can never allow
With those wicked
quickly combine.

that a regular workman of mine
disturbers of peace should so

(c) Not only is five-beat verse almost ah,vays in duple syllable-stress meter,
it is alnrost always tn iambic meter,starting regularly on an offbeat and ending
on a beat (with the usual allowabie variations). This means that there is

essentially one fype of five-beat verse, the iarnbic pentarneter.This was the
most widely used meter in English poetry from the late sixteenth century to
the early twentieth century - the meter which Chaucer chose for most of
Tlrc CanterburyThles,Spenser for Tlrc Faerie Queene,Shakespeare fbr his plays,
Miiton for his epics, Pope for virtually all his verse, Wordsworth for The
Prelude, Brorvning for The Ring and the Book, and Yeats, Frost, and Stevens
for rnany of their nrosf substantial poenrs.

Here is an exarnple of iarnbic pentanreter:

x L xL x /_

Of little use the man

vvY/ 3L

you may suppose,

L x L x L
others say in prose,.

x
in

XL
Who says

xL
Yet 1et me

Lx
verse what

x /v
L

show, a
/xxxL

poet's of some weight,

xLxlxLxxxl
And (though no soldier) useful to the State.
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Duple syllable-stress lrreter and the five-beat line are perfectly matched here;
the language is qr-rite definitely metrical, yet the intonations and rhytl-rms of
speech are strongly present.The lines can be read with just sufficient rhyth-
rrric heightening to bring out the organization of the meter, but ,uvithout

qiving any additional stress to the unstressed syllables functioning as beats

("rrray,""of," "to").This is not to say that the ianrbic pentameter is in solnc
absolute sense "better" than other meters, just that for certain poetic pur-
poses (for instance, dranra in verse that ainrs for a certain expressive natural-
isnr) it is nrore suitable. Once it becarne established as the pre-eminent
rneter for large-scale literary verse, of course, it acquired a set of associations
rvhich later poets were abie to exploit, or work against.

(d) All the beats in five-beat meter have to be actual beats. Since there is

no strong larger pattern into which the lines fit there is no encouragement
to perceive virtual beats.We need to feel the five beats passing in rhythrnic
sequence before we sense the completion of the line (though this is less a

rnatter of counting than of processing a farniliar rhythmic structure). An
iambic tetrameter in ianrbic pentarrleter verse will thus be heard rnerely as a

shorter line rather than one with a virtual beat filling in the missing slot.

Verse which alternates five-beat and four-beat lines (not a very common
for-nr) sustains the flexible movenrent of the pentanleter in spite of a slightly
nrore sprinw rhythnr, and there is no sense of a fifth virtual beat in aiternate
lines:

(17)
xl-x L x L x L x L

Luxurious Man, to bring his vice in use,

x L x /_ x / xL
Did after him the world seduce;

xxxlxLxLxL
And from the field the flowers and plants allure,

x Lx x x L x L
Where Nature was most plain and pure.

The shorter line closes down on the rhyme sooner than we expect, giving it
a slightly epigran-rrnatic quality, but in seneral the lrovenlent retains the
characteristic qualities of five-beat verse, as do :r nurnber of other rnixtures
of five-beat verse with shorter or longer lines.
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2. The movement of five-beat verse

A crucial featttre of five-beat verse is thc' absence of any strong rhythmic
hierarchy. There is no obvious way lines of five beats could divide into
half-lines, atrd since no doubling nrovement is se t up rn ithin the line, there
is no encouragement to group the lines into pairs and larger units. Five-beat
lines are consequently more self-sufficient than four-beat lines; unlike the
latter, they arouse no strong expectation for further lines to continue ali
unfolding pattern, but at the same tinre they do not provide the strong sense

of finaliry brought about by the conrpletion of one part of a larger pattern.
As a result they accept pauses in reading, both within the lines and between
thenr, more easily than four-beat lines. This is one reason why they are

nruch more suitable for drama, rvhere the pause can be part of the actor's
delivery of the line, or can mark a shift to a different speaker. (The creation
of pauses by means of syntax is one aspect of pltrasin,g, to be discussed in
chapter 8.)

One way of highlighting the distinctiveness of the five-beat movement is

by rewriting pentalneter verse as tetrameter verse. Here is the opening of a

Shakespeare sonnet followed by such a rewriting:

(18) That time of year thou mayst in me behold
When ye11ow leaves, or none , or few, do hang
Upon those boughs which shake against the cold,
Bare, rui-ned choirs where late the sweet birds sang

(18a) That time of year thou mayst behold
When yellow leaves, or none, do hang
On boughs which shake against the cold,
Like choirs where late the sweet birds sang,.

In spite of the run-on lines, the four-beat version takes on the slight jaunti-
ness and the predeterrnined intonation-pattern of the 4x4 formation, and
the lines have less opportuniry to develop their own rhythmic and emo-
tional qualities.

Becattse of the absence frorn five-beat verse of strong patterns ionger
than the line, it works very weli without r\nre. Instead of implying a larger
structure with points of culnrination that call out for rhyme, fivc'-beat verse
proceeds in a line-by-line fashion, so that the poet can choose whether to
organtze the verse into groups by rhynre (couplets, as in example [16] above,
or stanzas), or whether to write a continuous poem without rhymes, per-
haps organized into verse paragraphs.

Unrhymed iambic pentanreter is known as blank uerse. Cornpare the fol-
lowing examples of iambic pentameter, the first - by Katherine Philips - in
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rlre forrn of an abab st'anza (echoing the 4x4 fornration's main divisions) and
rhe second - by John Milton - in the form of a blank verse paragraph:

/ L x L x L x L x I
119) Twice forty months of wedlock I did stay,

xLxLLxxl_xl
Then had my vows crowned with a 1ove1y boy;

x L x L x L x /_ x/
And yet in forty days he dropped away,

x / xL x\ x /x /_

oh swift vicissitude of human joy.

(20)
xl_xxxLxLx/_

He spake: and, to confirm his words, outflew

L -x x 1x L txl L x x L
Millions of flaming swords, drawn from the thighs

x L x /_xx x L x /_

Of mighty Cherubim; the sudden blaze

/ L x /x /_ lx)L x x L
Far round illumined Hell. Highly they raged 4

x/ x L x L- x L x L
Against the Highest, and fierce with graspdd arms

LxxLxLxLxL
Clashed on their sounding shields the din of war,

/_ x xlx -x x I x L
Hurling defiance toward the vault of Heaven.

The quatrain by Philips nloves in a pattern of accLrmulations - one line
answered by a second, atter which we expect another pair. These duly fol-
low: a line of further statenlent, and a final line of sorrowflul corrnlent.The
stanza traces a narrative ofjoy and loss, not fronr inside the powerful emo-
tions themselves, but fronr a distance that allows them to be contained within
a reflection on the general condition of hunraniry. The distance is achieved
in part by the use of a regular and highly farniliar stanza forrn. Milton's blank
verse, on the other hand, catches us up into a terllpestuous scene; we rlever
know fronr line to line where the verse is taking us and how long the
description will last. Initial inversions give maximunr inrpetus to the words
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"Millions,""Clashed,""Hurling"; the verse surges past the line-ends in fre-
quent run-ons, and the lines break at every possible point - after the first,
second, third, or fourth beat - or rull continuously frorn start to finish.
Only a full phrasal analysis (the topic of chapter 8) could do justice to the
nrovelnent of this passage. Read in context, in fact, these lines become
sornething of a parody of the pentanreter'.s epic power, since this vaunting of
the fallen angels is enrpry - as is strggested by the ironic repetition in"Highly
they raged against the Highest."

When neither rhyme nor consistent end-stopping is used, five-beat verse

is at its greatest distance from the song-like qualities of stress verse. Here is

an example frorn Shakespeare's King Lear. It is not difficult to sense the
freedonr an actor feels in working with such verse - freedonl to invest the
language with emotional power without being inhibited by the demands of
the nreter (which, nevertheless, is consistently observed). A possible scan-

sion is given, showing demotion, pronlotion, rising and falling inversions
(which are shaded), eiision, and free double offbeats.

(21)
/ Lx x x L x x L L

Thou, nature, art my goddess; to thy 1aw

/ -'-' L txl L x x l_.&Lr(4.\
My services are bound. Wherefore should I

L

Stand
x
l-n

xLx/_xxxL
the plague of custom, and permit

\ -/ - v v / v / *.^._\.\l- 
^L^ 

-.._Lza

The curiosity of nations to deprive me,

x x xx x /_ x L x L x
For that I am some twelve or fourteen moonshines

lx x L x \ L x L x l
Lag of a broLher? Why bastard? Wherefore base?

It would be possible to read these lines with a nlore regular rhythrn than this
scansion shows, br-rt the value of the iambic pentameter for dranra is pre-
cisely the way it allows varied speech rhytl-rnrs to remain within the arnbit of
the nretrical scherne. [t makes sense, therefore, to scar] the lines with the
variations that an actor might want to exploit in order to bring out the
explosive ernotional force of this speech.
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,,,:
EXEFICISE,....

ili.

Syllable-stress verse x.

i:x

:1ffiil::n'::ff3,llil?;#ii'#:::Is 
does i'l use? How does i'1 

.

::i

Come let us go, while we are in our prime, 'tt

a

And take the harmless fol1y of t.he time. il

We shall qrow old apace and die

Before we know our liberty.

Our life is short, and our days run

As fast away as does the sun,'

And, as a vapour, or a drop of tairr,

Once 1ost, can ne'er be found again:

So when or you or I are made

A fable, songt, or fleetinq shade,

A11 love, all liking, all delight

Lies drowned with us in endless night.

Then while time serves, and we are but decaying,

Come, ffiy Corinna, come, 1et's go a-maying.

Summary

This chapter considers the distinction betweenfour-beot andjue-beat rerse rn
syllable-stress rreter, and the various line-lengths and starlza forrns in rvhich
they are used.

A. Four-beat uerse

Much syllable-stress four-beat verse has tl-re sanre characteristics as four-beat
verse itr stress meter, including virtual beats and the use of stanza forlns that
divide and combine the four-beat units.
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B. Resr-sring the 4x4 -fornration

Verse which does not fall into the 4x4 formation comes closer to the rhythms
of speech; this includes five-beat verse and verse ,uvith varied line-lengths
that cannot be read as a variant of the 4x4 fornration. Four-beat verse can
also be written in a r.vay that counters the ,1x4 fornration by syntax and
choice of stanza form.

C. Iambic pentameter

Fiue-beat l,r:rsc is alnrost always iarrrbic: it is very rare to find examples in
trochaic or triple verse (or stress verse). It has a relatively 'uveak rhythrnic
architecture, neither dividing into half-lines nor forrning larger units. It can
be rhynred or unrhymed (blank ucrsc), stanzaic or continuous. It nrakes no
use of virtual beats. These characteristics make it particularly suited to the
evocation of speech and thotrght, to dranra and to long n:rrrative or medita-
tive poerns.



Chapter 7

Free verse: metrical and rhythmic analysis

Free verse and metrical verse

The history of English metrical practice is often thought of as a series of
\v:lves ir-r a rising tide: accepted norms of regular verse being repeatedly
swept away by currents of freer writing that increasingly approximate the
speaking Enelish voice, followed by returns to new kinds of strictness. In
the fifteenth century, Chaucer's reguiar meters gave way to verse that, by
r-ontrast, seems highly irregr-rlar (this shift being partly caused by changes in
the English language). In the mid sixteenth century', the Earl of Surrey and
the editor RichardTottel herlped to usher in a new pe-riod of strict regul;rriry
w'hich gave way later in the century to the inventive freedoms of Spenser,
Sidney, and Shakespeare, and the even greater liberties of Donne, the J:rco-
bean dramatists, and. in a different style, Milton. By the end of the seven-

teenth century, however, reuularity was back in fashion, and was exploited
with unparalleled sr"rbtlery by Dryden and Pope.The next wave of metrical
freedorn was that of late-eig;hteenth and early-nineteenth-century Rornan-
ticism, rvhen an enrphasis on individual expressiveness produced both a

loosening of traditional meters and a search for new metrical forrns.This last

wave h:rs never fully receded:later in tl-re nineteenth century Browning and
Hopkins rnolded traditional forrns into new contours, andWhitman broke
r,vith nretrical iorm altogether - a revolutionary step which in the trventieth
century Pound, Eliot,'Williams, and others confirmed and developed. Met-
rical verse has norv ceased to be the staple fornr for English poetry, though
no one is in a position to predict if this will remain true fbr the twenty-first
century.

This view of verse history, although it is useful as a sketch, obscures the
fact that regular metrical poetry continued to be r,vritten durine all these
shifts, often with great success, and that it remains an essential and in no way
outdatecl part of current poetic practice. But what has been denronstrated
by the successive waves of rnetrical loosening, and the rnove away fronr
meter in the twentieth century, is that poetry does not dryend on rnetrical
patterning: although verse alwavs inrplies sonle principle of regulariry or
equivalence, it need not be based on the production of controlled nurtrbers
of beats by the disposition of stressecl and unstressed syllables in certain
syntactic and linear arrangelllents.

167
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The usual name for verse that does not fall into a rnetrical pattern is frec
ucrse, a name which derives in large part frollr the propaganda of poets

staking a clairn for the merits of their own new practice, and one which
should not be taken to imply that rnetrical verse is, by contrast, limited or
restricted. A nrore accurate nanle would be nonmetrical uerse, which, as a

negative definition, has the advantage of inrplyine that this kind of verse

does not have a fixed identiry of its owr], whereas "free verse" misleadingly
suggests a single rype of poetry. But a negative name might seem to suggest

the superioriry of what is named positively, and that would aiso be a mis-
take. Free verse, of which there are many different kinds, is, in general
terms, neither better nor worse, neither harder to write nor easier to write,
than metrical verse. There is probably much rnore bad free verse in print
now than bad rnetrical verse, but that is a product of cultural history rather
than any inherent properties of the two forms.

In pentameter verse that has many strong run-ons and rnany strong
breaks within the line, we sonletinres have to rely on what we see on the
page to tell us where the line-endings iall. The exarnples we considered
from Shakespeare's King ltar and Milton's Paradise Lost tn the previous chapter
are of this kind. Free verse takes us even further in this direction: it follows
no system that deterrnines the length of its units, and therefore relies en-
tirely on the visual layout to provide the reader with a linear structure.
(Sorne free verse relies on aiternative prosodic systenls - one sentence per
line, for instance, or the signaling of line-ends by rhymes - but it is to this
exterlt not"free.") Free verse often exploits the possibilities of spatial organi-
zation, in a way that is impossible to reproduce in a performance of the
poem.

Here are some short examples to illustrate the variety of rhythrnic rypes
covered by the label "free verse," with very brief cotnments after each one.

(r) These fibres of thine eyes Lhat used to beam in
distant heavens

Away from me, I have bound down with a hot iron,.
These nostrils, that expanded with delight in
morning' skies,

I have bent downward with lead melted in my
roaring furnaces

Of affliction, of love, of sweet despair, of
torment unendurable.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century,William Blake, experiencing
the urgency of great prophetic truths he felt he was compelled to commu-
tticate, expanded and loosened the nornral rretrical fornr of his tirne r,rntii it
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i",ecame a kind of oracular long-lined free verse. One irnportant precedent
ror Blake was Biblical verse, which relies on syntactic and semantic parallel-
rsrlr - that is to say, the lines are deterrnined by their internal structure as

nreaningful units, not by a metrical scheme. Blake, however, frequently used

run-on lines to counter the somewhat static and cumulative effects of a

nleter based on parallelisnr.

2) How to k6ep is there 5ny any, is there none such,
nowhere known some, bow or brooch or braid or
brace, 1dce, latch or catch or key to keep

Back beauty, keep it, beauty, beauty, beauty, . . . from
vanishing away?

O is there no frowning of these wrinkles, rankdd
wrinkles deep,

D6wn? no waving off of these most mournful
messengers, still messengers, sad and stealing
messengers of grey?

Much later in the nineteenth century, Gerard Manley Hopkins was also

pushing intense poetic language beyond the limits of metrical verse, devel-
oping his own idiosyncratic rnetrical mode (and sornetimes using his orvn
scansion symbols, as in this example). He called it "sprung rhythm," and
claimed that it could be scanned metrically. However, it often works best

when read as a rype of free verse. Although Hopkins often used long lines

*l-'}""H :",H:: [?;",I]Hil J:"'' 
h e e xp I o i t e d th e p owe r o r th e s tro n s

/1\(r/ See, they return; ah, see
Movements, and
The trouble in
Wavering I

the tentative
the slow feet,
the pace and the uncertain

See, they return, one, and by one,
With fear, dS half -awakened,'
As if the snow should hesitate
And murmur in the wind,

And half turn back;
These were the "Wing'd-with-Awe, "

Inviolable.

The use in free verse of shorter lines together with great variety in
line-length became collunon in the twentieth century, the most profound
influence being that of Ezra Pound. In this example, Pound uses the
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new-found liberty of rhythm and line-length to evoke the hesitant rnotion
of the returning, enfeebled classical gods. He also begins to experinrenr
with layout on the page: there is no way a reading could convey the relation
of the different lines of this example. Layout later becarne a staple resource
for him and for many other free verse poets.

(4)

(s)

Those who

Death
Those who

Death
Those who

Death
Those who

Death

sharpen the teeth of the dog, meaning

glitter with the glory of the hummingbird, meaning
4

sit in the sty of contentment, meaning

suffer the ecstasy of the animals, meaning
8

T. S. Eiiot employed a wide range of nretrical and nonmetrical forms; here
he conrbines the incantatory potentiai of strict parallelism (four sentences
beginning and ending with the same words, and in the sanre relation to the
lines of verse) with the fbcusing effect of a single word after a strong run-on.
The long lines, as with much of Eliot's free verse, move on the edge of
nretricalify: they could be scanned as five-beat stress verse, a rare form that
does not encourage the perception of marked beats.

in this strong light
the leafless beechtree
shines like a cloud

it seems to glow
of itself
with a soft. stript liqht
of love
over the brittle
grass

'Williarn 
Carlos Williams was also extremely influential in breaking up the

movernent of the sentence by visual cutting, and matching minimalist verse
to rniniaturist art. In some ways, this is the opposite ofBlake's (orWhitnran's)
practice: instead of the verse line expanding to accornmodate utterances too
large atrd nrontentous for the rnetrical frame, it splinters into fragments to
achieve a nrinute focus on the details that nright be lost in a metrical pro-
gression.The rttn-on is, of course, crucial in this kind of verse, both height-
ening and viol:rtins the reader's sense of the continuiry of the sentence.
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lonely. Never see my son,
to see anyone,
to sea
goin somewhere but not me.
poison, got a little gun,
loneIy.

uerse 17 1

I'm scared a
easy be not
combers out
know they're
Got a little
I'm scared a

- . the time John Berryman began a long poetic sequence in the 1950s, he

..,t1 .1 vast stock of metrical and free verse precedents to draw on. In forging
, :'epeatable forrn for the short poems that make up the sequence he drer,v

:r nlany of those nrodels.This exarnple - which constitutes the first third of
:re of the 1fl-line poems - moves between iambic pentarneter (line 1),

:lree-beat duple meter (line 3), an apparently six-beat line that thanks to its
-:iction falls into a nursery-rhynre-like cluadn-rple line with four nrain beats

lrne 5), a two-beat line (line 6), and two lines that do not fall into a meter
lines 2 and 4). The result of this constantly shifting r)lovement is that no

:'rpectations for rnetrically organized beats are set up, and the verse remains
"tiee." (Notice that, unusually for free verse, Berryman uses rhyn-re.)

7) earliest before sunrise Last
before sunset

twilight (between day
and dark)

is about to beqin And with time
I could do it

ends chi-ldhood
Time an old bald thing a servant

Susan Howe's poetry illustrates the potential that free verse possesses to frag-
rxent and dislocate the normal sequentiality of languatre, beyond even the
techniques deployed by Pound andWilliams. This extract, the first few lines
of section 3 of F{o'uves's Py\l151goreon Silence,uses the disposition of words on
the page in combination with disruptions of syntax to suggest bursts of
utterance interspersed with silences.The rnorsels oflanguage demand maximal
attention, and the poetis task is to make sure this attention is rewarded (not
necessarily by the gratification of ordered meaning).These few lines cannot
show how verbal threads interlace in a long poem, but they do indicate
something of the resonating po\vcr phrases can have r,vhen the connectiviry
provided by syntax, phrasing, rhythrn, and visual linearity is partly - though
only partly - broken.
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These exanrples all testify to the rhythmic potential that exists in the English
language, quite apart from its readiness to embrace nretrical patterns. It is a

potential which is exploited in many different ways in the body of poetry
we call "free verse," and in comnlerlting on the rhythnrs of free verse no
single approach is adequate. In this chapter, we shall consider briefly two
ways of approaching the rnovernent offree verse:rnetrical anaiysis and rhyth-
mic analysis. In the following chapter, we shall consider phrasal analysis.

which includes a way of registering the movement - so important in free

verse - from one line to the next.

Metrical analysis

It may seem perverse to apply nretrical analysis to verse that is avowedly
nonrnetrical, and it is certainly the case that such analysis is inappropriate
for much free verse. But as iong as song, popular rhynres, and advertising
instill in the rnernbers of our culture, frorn an early age, an awareness of
language's proclivity toward regular nleters, poetry will always take up some
relation to the fundanrental rhythnric forn-rs we have discussed.This relation
may be one of straightfor-ward rejection, in which case there is little more to
be said, or it rnay be a nrore cornplex evoking of and dallying rvith the forms
of regular lneter, in which case the haltheard regular rhythrns are an inrpor-
tant part of the movement of the verse. (The examples by Pound, Eliot, and
Berryrnan quoted earlier all make use of regular meters in this way.) We
nlust rernember, however, that the conditions r,vhich goverrl the ernergence
of beats in metrical patterns are very strict. and although it is not difiticult to
analyze lines of verse on paper as though they were metrical lincs, ir is

another matter actually to hear a metrical movernent. Much free verse mav
hok like metrical verse, but this does not necessarily mean that it engages

with the distinctive rhythmic experience we call nreter.
Adrienne Rich's "Night Watch" is an exampie of a poem that derives its

rhythmic qualiry from its existence on the borders of resular verse.Its rhythnrs
move in and out of regularirygiving the poenr a rather lbrmal gait through
which the metrical tradition of English verse can be heard, and connectinq
a highly personal experience rvith rnany earlier expressions of anguish and
helplessness. If 'uve detect echoes of Shakespeare, Tennyson, or Yeats in the
poeln, this is partly because the rhythm opel)s a channel of conrrnunication
(though specific choices of words are always important too). The poenr
opens as follows:
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(8) And now, outside, the walls
of black flint, eyeless.
How pale in sleep you lie.
Love: my love is just a breath
blown on the pane and dissolved.
Everything, even you,
cries silently for help, the web
of the spider is ripped with rain,
the g-eese f1y on into the black cloud.
What can I do for you?
what can I do for you?
Can the touch of a finger mend
what a finger's touch has broken?

The first line leads us imnrediately into the rhythrnic world of regular
meter:

xLxLxL
And now, outside, the wa1ls

Not only does this line give us alternating unstressed and stressed syllables,

but these syllables occur in rising phrases, rnaking it a paradigmatic iambic
trimeter.The run-on after "walls" is not strong enough to prevent the line
from having its own integriry as a rhythmic unit.

We might contrast this with sonle of Rich's rrlore clearly nttnmetrical

openings:

(9) Two people in a room, speaking harshly.

(10) My three sisters are sitting

(11) rn a bookstore on the East Side

The point is not that these lines cannot be scanned in terms of the possibili-
ties of syllable-stress meter. It is that they do not inuite a metrical reading as

they begin the poern, because their disposition of stresses and phrasing en-
courapJes a rnore prosaic, speech-like rhythrn.

However, a regular opening iine need not be followed by a continued
reinforcement of the nretrical nornrs it seenrs to establish."Night'Watch" in
fact breaks with the nonn in its second line, whose lllost inrportant rhyth-
nric feature is its three successive stresses:

///
of black fIint, eyeless.

L2
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It would be theoretically possible to scan these stresses as beats (separated by
two virtual o{Ibeats), sustaining the pattern of the three-beat line established
by the first line, but this would imply that a much strorlger metrical expec-
tation had already been set up.We are rnore likely to feel that the meter has

been suspended while the figure of the night as surrounding walis is devel-
oped in the style of a horror story, emphasized by the slow-moving
sequence of stresses.

The iambic trimeter meter is then reasserted, in a line redolent of a long
poetic tradition:

xlxLxL
How pale in sleep you lie.

Once again, the phrasing produces three clearly defined iambic groups, and
this time the line is contained within a single sentence. Then the rhythm
changes again, but this time the shift is to a pair of lines in different meters,
both beginning and ending on a beat:

Lxlx/_xL
Love: my love is just a breath

LxxlxxL
blown on the pane and dissolved.

Tire arresting image is given the force of an aphorisnr by its syrnmetrical
rhythms, a four-beat duple line and then a three-beat triple line.

For most of this passage, stresses are separated by one or two unstressed
syllables, and grouped by the line-divisions into threes or fours, thus keep-
ing a connection with the tnost common metrical forms of four-beat verse.
But no consistent pattern emerges, and the breaking of any incipient pat-
tern is part of the rhythmic distinctiveness of the poem.Thus a light, regu-
lar, predominantly triple rhythrn is set up in

xL
the web

vv/v L ZI

of the spider
lxL

ripped with rain,
x
ic

only to be broken by the less metrical and rnore orninous line that follows:

x///xxx//
the g.eese fly on into the black cloud.
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It is crucial to understand why, in verse such as this, the irregularities are

not experienced as variations in fundamentally metrical verse. The com-
nlon metrical variations such as demotion, pronrotion, and inversion can be

felt as such only when a sufficiently strong rnetrical expectation has been set

up, and this happens very seldom in free verse. In the line just quoted, for
instance, the reader is unlikeiy to experience "fly" as demoted or the second

syllable of "into" as promoted, though the sanle phrases in regular verse

rvould certainly work in that way. This is the same as saying that we don't
experience fully formed beats in this line, which is why the line isn't scanned

as metrical verse.-We do, of course, experience the successive s/resscs, which
contribute to the heavier, harsher quality of the line.

The lines that follow become more lyrical, in spite of the anguish they
express, as though the helplessness of the speaker is in part that of being
caught up in a pattern of events over which the individual has no control.
This feeling emerges from the verbal repetitions and the more regular qual-
iry of the rhythrn, with its strong suggestion of a triple movement:

/xx/xx
What can I do for you?

/xx/xx
LL

what can I do for you?

xxLxxLxL
Can the touch of a finger mend

x x L x L x /x
what a finger's touch has broken?

Though these lines could never occur in a strictly rnetrical poem, they draw
on the power of meter to heighten and control raw entotion.

The remainder of the poem continues to hover on the edge ofrnetricality.
In the following scansion I show a possible stressing for each line, and beats

where there is some tendency for the line to fall into a regular meter:

/\///
Blue-eyed now, yellow-haired,

///
I stand in my old nightmare

/-LL
beside the track, while you, L6
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LlL/-
and over and over and always you

//\
plod into the deathcars.

1L
Sometimes you smile at me

/\/
and I I smile back at you

LLxLLL
How sweet the odor of the station-master's roses!

1-LxLxL
How pure, how posLer-like the colors of this dream.

Notice hor,v the chilling line "plod into the deathcars," which shifts the
poeln into a new register, gains solne of its eflectiveness fiom its resoiute
unnretricality after two lines which sw'ir-rg quite strongly rvith a regular
rhythnr. I have shown the two last lines as alexandrines (six-beat iarnbic
lines), thougir they require careful reading to function in this way: if the
unstressed syllables are slurred, the pronroted ofTbeats will not emerge.This
is not to say that an unnretrical reading is wrong, but that a nretrical reading
is possible - and very appropriarr- to the deceptive sweetness of the irnage.

Free verse poenls can approach the nrovelrrents of regular merer in a

number of diflerent ways (and diflerent readers will hear these approaches in
a variery of rvays). By not wholly engaging with lrleter, such poems carlnot
avail themseives of its fuli capacity fbr expressive and urenrorable shapings of
sound, but they rnay gain a heightened ability to capture the rnovenrents of
thought, speech, and feeling that run through our daily lives.

.8x88.6,ff.

::,i Metrical analysis ,'

,

,,ii (1 ) Discuss the ways in wh ich the following lines - the first section of 
,,..

,1 "The Old Age of Michelangelo," by F. T. Prince - make use of freeu verse's capacity to exploit metrical rhythms.

Sometimes the 1ight. falls here too as at Florence
Circled by 1ow hard hi11s, or in the quarry
Under its half-hewn cliffs, where Lhat coll-ection

20
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Of pale rough blocks, still lying at all angles
on the dust-white floor

Waits, like a town of tombs.
I finish nothing I begin.

And the dream sleeps in the stone, to be unveiled
Or half-unveiled, the lurking nakedness;
Luminous as a grapeskin, the cold marble mass
of melted skeins, chains, veils and veins,
Bosses and hol1ows, muscular convexities,
Supple heroic surfaces, tense drums
And living knots and cords of love:
- Sleeps in the stone, and is unveiled
Or haff-unveiled, the body's self a veil,
By the adze and the chisel, and the mind
fmpelled by torment.

In the empty quarry
The liqht waits, and the tombs wait,
For the coming of a dream.

Rhythmic analysis

There is no absolute division between the r,vorkins (or the analysis) of nreter
and of rhythnr - obviously, rrretricai p:rttcrning, r,vhen it occrtrs, is a cetrtral
element in the rhythm of a poenr. But in free verse poenrs rvhich do not
evoke the movernents of nreter, part of the dynanric texture oi the poetry
comes frorn the arrangelnent of stressed and unstressed syllables.The ger-r-

eral dynamic terture of a free verse poenl - the ease or difficulty with which
it nroves, the neamess or distance from the rhythnls of speech (ancl of differ-
ent kinds of speech), its nroments of heightened attention and of relaxation

- depends, anlong :'r r.rumber of other factors, upon the rhythnric nrovel'nent
o[its syllables.And the poet can vary that textllre as the poem proceeds,by
controllinq the placing of words ancl the lengths of the lines.

D. H. Lawrence's "Mountain Lion" is an example.The fornr rvhich Law-
rence uses is a highly variable one;line-lengths in this poem rarlge fronr one
\\-ord to twenty-one, and the rhythr-nic quality of the language keeps chang-
rnq, without ever suggesting the regularity of meter. The speaker is in a

prart) climbing into a Mexican canyon rvhen they nreet two melt, one of
u'hour reveals that the object he is carryinq is the corpse of a nrountain lion.

L2

t6

)a

He smiles, foolishly, dS if he were cauqht doing
wrong.

And we smile, foolishly, ds if we didn't know.
He is quite qentle and dark-faced.

(12)
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The awkwardness of the encounter is enacted in part by the successive stresses

of "smiles, foolishly," which cause the rhythm to pause, followed by a rapid
rnovement with many unstressed syllables - a pattern that is then imrnedi-
ately repeated to suggest the mirroring of the discomfort between the two
parties:

x//xxxx
He smiles, foolishfy, as if

wrong'.

x///xxx
And we smi1e, foolishly, as

xx/xx
he were caught doing

x xx /
we didn't know.

x
if

These lines could, of course, be read more slowly and deliberately, with
rrore stressed syllables; but their great distance from a metrical pattern, the
length of the lines, and their almost banal content, encourage a "prosaic"
reading. (Note that "we" in the second line demands an emphatic stress, as

the phrase is being contrasted with "He smiles," and that this, too, increases
the awkwardness.)

The tone, and the rhythm, become nlore sober in the next line:

,X I= o,,1." nJ,,.tX J'u ul'o-rl""a.

Although "dark-faced" is a corrrpound, where we might expect one of the
stresses to be a secondary stress, the two words are equally irnportant. The
change of movement in this line marks a transition which is fully achieved
in the lines that follow:

It is a mountain lion,
A 1ong, longT slim cat, yellow like a lioness.
Dead.

The shorter lines, as well as the deepening tone, encourage a much slower
reading, and the stress-rhythrn co-operates by increasing the proportion of
stressed to unstressed syllables (the second iine including a run of five suc-
cessive stresses):

x x x / x /x
It is a mountain 1ion,



x/////x
A long, long slim cat, yellow

Dead.
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x x /x x
like a lioness.

The slow, deliberate pace of the rhythm signals the impact of the spectacle

on the poet's deeper feelings, not those he can express openly in a meeting
with strangers but those he wishes to share with his readers.The two dis-
tinct rhythms - superficial hurnan conversation with its rapid runs and awk-
ward pauses, and the meditation of the poet with its rnany successive stresses

- alternate once more in the lines that follow. First a line of conversation,

then six lines of resporlse, using unusually long series of monosyllabic adjec-
tives to slow down the rhythm by means of repeated stresses:

x/xx/xx/
He trapped her this morningr, he says,

/x
smiling

/xx
foolishly.

//x/
Lift up her face,

x////x/
Her round, bright face, bright as frost.

x//\x/x///
Her round, fine-fashioned head, with two dead ears,'

x/xx/x/xx//
And stripes in the brilliant frost of her face, sharp,

///
fine, dark rays,

////
Dark, keen, fine rays

x/x/xx/
the brilliant frost of her face.

x
in

/ xx / /
Beautiful dead eyes.

The fifth and sixth lines give us no fewer than nine successive stresses, none
of them likely to be subordinated to the others. Lawrence is here exploiting
to the full the freedonr that nonrnetricai verse has to draw upon the rhyth-
rnic resources of syllables and stresses thernselves, in order to bring before us

as vividly as possible not just the beaury of the dead beast but the powerful
emotions aroused by the encounter.
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All free verse necessarily rlses sequences of stressed and unstressed sylla-
bles, but only in sorne exanrples are these orchestrated to achieve specific
eftbcts in the way that Larvrence does in this poem. It's always possible to
mark these sequences, of course, but it becornes a useful exercise only when
we can say what they contribute to the total working of the poern. The
rhythrnic patterrling of syllables - and its relatioll to nletrical fornrs, if any -
needs to be considered in relation to the phrasal nrovernent of the verse.

This is the topic of chapter B,r.r.hich will return to the analysis of free verse
in its final section.

. .;.EXEfiOI$E .
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... Rtryttrmic analysis r

:t (Z) Mark the stressed and unstressed syttabtes in the following lines, 
i

A cold spring:

The violet was flawed on the lawn.

For two weeks or more the trees hesiLated;

the 1i-ttle leaves waited,

carefully indicating their characteristics.

Finally a grave green dust

settled over your big and aimless hills.

one day, in a chill whj-Le blast of sunshine, B

on the si-de of one a calf was born.

The mother stopped lowing

and took a long' time eatinq the after-birth,

a wretched f1ag,

but the calf got up promptly

and seemed inclined to feel gay.

I2
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Summary

.1. Free uersc and nrctrical uerse

Free verse, which is of nrany kinds, is verse that does not fall into a nretrical
pattern. It relies more heavily than metricai verse on visual layout. The
r'}-rvthm and rnovenlent of free verse can be analyzed in three ways: tnetri-
cally, rhythrnically, and phrasally. These all interrelate. (Phrasal analysis is

.liscussed in chapter 8.)

B, Metrical ttnalysis

Metrical analysis can reveal the way in which sonle free verse poems main-
tain a relation to nretrical verse, approaching and deviatine ftom regular

nretrical patterns. In passages where a metrical pattern is fully realized, the

reader perceives be:lts, and variations such as dernotion and promotion are

possible.In other passages there is only a slight feeling of nretrical regularity.

C. Rhyrhnir analysis

Rhythmic analysis examines the disposition of stressed and unstressed sylla-

bles when they do not produce a regular tneter.



Chapter I

movement

The importance of phrasing

In our discussion of English verse fonns in the foregoing chapters, we har .
frequently noticed the inrportant part played by syntax and nreaning in th.
movernent of poetry. Poetry is organized in serltences as well as rhythniic
patterns, and these two modes of organization work together to produce .,

poem's uniquely configured progression through time. Gramrnatical ar-rri

semantic properties contribute to our sense of strotrger and weaker stresses:

they play a crucial role in our sense of the divisions of verse, whether withir:
the line or at its end; they affect the many decisions the reader takes as to
pace, tone, and rhythmic regulariry or irregularity. However, what we have

noted so far only scratches the surface of a highly important and highlr
intricate aspect of poetic movernent, and in this chapter we shall pursue the
topic a little further.

We call this dimension of the rllovement of poetry phrasing, a word which
refers both to syntax and to meaning, and whic;h in its form ("phrasing"
rather than "phrases") indicates the dynanrlr nature of the phenornenon it
refers to. Alternatively, we use the ternr phrasal ftt()uL'ttrcnt, to renrind us that
this properry of verse interacts constantly with the properry we have been

concentrating on so far, rhythmic rnovernent. Every example of language
has a particular phrasing,just as it has a particular rhythrn.In order to analyze

phrasing, we need a set of tools ditTerent frorn those tradition:rlly used in
prosodic study.A gre:rt deal still needs to be done in clevelopingsuch tools.
and this chapter airrrs at nothing l]lore than introducing a sinrple approach
to one aspect of phrasing.

A poem'.s phrasing is an inrportant part of its varying sense of pace and

onward inrpetus, and of its difTerent degrees and tvpes of pause and closure.

Like rneter and rhythrn, phrasing is not something we add to laneu:rge but
sonrething that is already part of r,vhat we knor.v ;rnd do when we speak and

understand a langu:rge. What we :rre concerned with in this chapter is a

method of represenliru.g this shared awareness so that it can be recorded on the
page and talked about.'When we refbr to the "rhythrn" of a particular poenl,
we are often referring - rvhether rve know it or rlot - to its phrasing, and
hence it is perfectly :rppropriate to use the word rhythnt to include phrasing.
However, for the sake of clarity, we shall distinguish between rhythmic

l cl

Ph rasa I
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nlovement - produced by the patterning of stressed and unstressed syllables

in relation to the units of verse - and phrasal illoverllent - produced by

syntax arrd meanitrg.
Let us begin with a very sirnple exarnple of a 4x4 stanza, indicating first

its metrical rhythm:

(1)
LxLxxxL

Ltzzie Borden with an ax

L x L x L x L
Hit her father forty whacks.

xxLxxxL
When she saw what she had done,

x /_ x /- x \ xL
She hit her mother forty-one.

As we saw in chapter 3, the 4x4 forrnation works by producing forward
movement over spans of different length at the same time.While we sense a

single succession of sixteen beats from start to finish, we also sense shorter

movements occurring within it in a hierarchic patteru:two eight-beat move-
ments, four four-beat movements, eight two-beat movenlents, and sixteen

single beats that alternate with offbeats. The sense of closure after sixteen

beats is especially strong because all these rhythmic movements end at once.

To examine the phrasal nrovernent of this poeln we focus tlot on its
metrical structure, but on the way the worfu of the poenl relate to one

another. Most words in poems (or any stretch of language) can be felt as

participating in one of four basic rypes of movement: (1) they are part of a

movenlent toward some point that lies ahead; (2) they are part of a nrove-
ment awdy rtr* some point that has already passed; (3) they are part of a

relatively static rnornent from which sornething might develop; (4) they are

part of a nlornerlt of arriual toward which the previous words have been

moving. Phrasal scansion,as we wiil deploy it here, sirnply consists in notating

a poem to show these different movements occurring over ditTerent spans.

Here is example (1) rewritten as prose, to make it easier to ignore the

contribution made by meter and to concentrate otl the phrasing:

1ta) Ltzzie Borden with an ax hit her father forty whacks.
When she saw what she had done, she hit her mother
forty-one.

The rrrost obvious division of the exanrple is into its two sentences.The first
selltence taken on its own is a single statement, moving rteither toward nor
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away frorn anything else in the passage. The second senterlce, however, is
rneaningfui only in relation to the first:it continues the narrative, and could
be said to be an extension of the first sentence.The nrovelnent of its lllean-
ing is movelnent away fi-orn the initial assertion, as if it were looking over its
shoulder at what went before.We can show the relation of the two sentences
by means of a simple notation (since we are treating the exarnple as prosL',

the line-division here has no significance):

STA I ext-
Llzzie Borden with an ax hit her father forty whacks. When

she saw what she had done, she hit her mother forty-one.

The abbreviation STA nrarks the beginning of a unit that runs to the synt-
bol l, and indicates that it rs a statement.The abbreviation EXT marks the
start of a second unit that again runs to the synibol l,and indicates that it is
an extension of the previous statement.

If we examine the two parts into which the first sentence divides, we find
a somewhat different relationship. The first unit, "Lizzie Borden with an
ax," is not a selCsu{licient statenlent; rather, it seems to be moving tou,ard

sornething, to be arousing expectations that its meaning will be made clear
by what is to corle.'We term it an anticipation, and mark it ANT. The
second unit - "hit her father fo.ty whacks" - satisfies the expectation gen-
erated by the first unit, and gives us a feeling of arriual.'We rnark it ARR.
Like a statement, it does not give the irnpression of rnoving toward or away
from anything else, but the fact that it colres as a clinrax to an earlier move-
ment gives it a distinctive qualiry. The second sentence follows exactly the
sarne pattern. Flere is the phrasal scansion for the half-sentences:

ANT I ann
hir

I aNr-
Lizzte Borden with an ax her father forty whacks. When

ARR

she saw what she had done, she hit her mother forty-one.

Each of these units divides into two further units, thanks to the organiza-
tion of syntax and rneaning. The first unit divides between the proper narne
"Ltzzte Borden" and a descriptive phrase "w,ith an ax" (this phrase actually
describes the verb to follow, but its unusual placing in the sentence encour-
ages us to take it in conjunction u,ith the proper name).-We can label the
nattte STA because, although it is not a statelrlent as such, it is self-sufficient
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iunctions as an extellsion, rnoving away fronr
thing abotrt the persorr it nanres:
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goal. The descriptive phrase

the name as it tells us some-

S'A 

--lnxr 

_l
Ltzzie Borden with an ax

It is true that "with an ax"conveys a degree of anticipation - what did she

do with the ax? But we have already recorded this anticipation in labeling
the whole phrase ANT; we are concerned no'nv only with the movement
withinits first segment. Our scansion demonstrates an important point: phrasing

is not sirnply a rcflectiotr o-f syntax.We saw in chapter 2 how syntax, too, organ-
izes sentences into hierarchic units, and in m2rny cases these coincide with
phrasal units. But there are numerous other factors at work in our prefer-
ence fbr cert:rin groupings of words over others - including the operation of
meter,r,vhich here reinforces our tendency to divide the sentence after"ax,"
even though a purely syntactic analysis would be different.

The other three half-sentences nlove from anticipation to arrival. Here is

the whole passage asain, with these nlovernents indicated:

srA -- I axr- laNr-l ann-
Ltzzie Borden wi-th an ax hit her father forty

ANr 

-lann

ANT -
shewhacks. When she saw what she had done,

hit her mother
I ann
forty-one.

[t rnight be argued that "hit her father" and "she hit her nrother" are self-
sufficient staternents, not allticipations.This is correct if we take these state-

lnents by themselves, but in reading we are always both looking ahead and at

the sanre time reinterpreting wh;rt has already passed.This means that it is

important to consider the longer unit rvithin rvhich the shorter units occur.
In these cases, "forty whacks" and "forry-one" function as a sort of second
object of the verb"hit,"and constitute the senrantic climax of the sentences.

Now a crucial fact about phrasing is that,just like rhythrnic lnovement in
the 4x4 forrlation, it takes place over shorter and longer spans of the lin-
guistic nrateriai at tlrc sante time. The movelnent within each sentence hrp-
pens concurrently rvith the lonser nloverrent from one sentence to the
next, and the sarrle is true for the shorter divisions. \)Ue therefore need to
show thern all together ir-r a single phrdsal scansictrr to give an accLlrate
picture of the pass:rge's phrasal nlovernent. tsy convention, we show the
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longer nlovements aboue the shorter or1es, and sometimes talk about"higher"
and "lower" levels. It is important, however, to remernber that this
spatialization is purely arbitrary, and represents sinnitaneous nxouefixents through

time.We also number these ievels, starting at 1 for the longest/highest; again
this is purely arbitrary and for convenience. Since the entire poem consists
of a single statement, a full phrasal scansion will show this statement as level
1. Each lower level shows a division into phrases of the salne rype - in this
case, level 2 shows sentences, level 3 shows the major subdivisions of the
sentences, and level 4 shows short phrases that are clearly unified.

1

2

3

4

STA

STA
ANT

EXT 
-A\]T 
-

AT]T 
-When

I ann

lnxt-lam-
Ltzzie Borden with an ax hit her father

lann 

- 

1

forty whacks.

| - -- 

-

she saw what she had done,
lenn 

-
hit her mother forty-one.

I ann

I aNr
she

It is worth studying this scansion carefully in order to grasp what it tells
us.-We can exarrine it starting either from the top or the bottom (though it
is usually easier to carry out a phrasal scansion by starting at the top, as we
have just done).The whole rhyme conveys the reader in a continuous
motion from start to finish: the beginning feels like a beginning (a proper
name about whorn we are to be told something) and the end feels like an
end (the punch-line of the black joke).Within this movement, a sentence
begins and ends, leavins us a iittle puzzled by its baidly horrific content,
then another one begins, tells us lrlore, and ends with the punch.'Within the
first of these sentences, we begin with the arousal of expectation ("Lizzie
Borden with an ax") that is inrmediately, and darkly, fuifilled ("hit her father
forry whacks").Within the second, we begin again with expectation aroused
("When she saw what she had done") followed by fulfillment ("She hit her
mother forry-one"). And within these four movements are further move-
Inents: statement aud extension in the first and anticipation and arrival in
the others.

If we start frorn the bottom, we note that short spans combine in pairs,
first a statement ph,rs an extension then three instances of anticipations lead-
ing to arrivals; that tl-rese longer spans thernselves combine in pairs, both
anticipations leading to arrivals;that these two spruls themselves form a pair,
consisting of a statenlent pius an extension; and that this pair forms the
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entire example, a single statement. In the context of phrasal analysis, we

shall refer to units at all levels as phrases, giving the tenn a trteaning that is
rvider than the one it has in linguistics. Thus the two sentences of this

exarnple constitute a single phrase, as does each of the subdivisions.When
dealing with a particular level of the analysis, we can speak of the xrbphroses

that make up the phrase. It must be remembered, though, that subphrases

ilre thernselves phrases at their orvn level; when we tlrrn to exanritre thetn,
we find that they, too, are rnade up of subphrases, until we reach the shortest

phrases of our an:rlysis. Apart Jiorn the lighest and the lou,est lcuels, cuery plwase

is olso a subphrase and euery subphrase is alsc, a phrase.When examining a phrasal

scansion, each level should always be considered in relation to the ieveis

above and below it - because th:rt is how poetry happens, in a constant
interrelated series of fbrward movements.

What does this scansion tell us about the r,vay these two serltences work?
First, the phrasal movement is strictly duple .Although it is possible tor a

phrase to be urade up of three or four subphr;rses, this does not happen here.

The duple phrasal movenlent gives the sentences a firmness and ciariry that
suits the absurd arithmetical logic of the reported actions. Second, the phrasal

divisions occur in a clear pattern, which arises from the dupie movement.
.We 

can observe this pattern by looking at the nurnber of I sytnbols one
above the other in the same scansion. The nurnber of syrnbols reflects the
strength of the closure - that is to say the degree to which we feel an ending
and (if there is rnore to corne) a new beginning.The pattern that emerges is
1,2, 1,3, 1,2, 1,4; that is, an alternation between weaker and stronger
closurc-s, with the stronger closures thenrselves alternating in strength to
llnish with the strongest.Third, there is a predominant movernent of antici-
pation to arrival at the lower two levels, giving the sentences a strong for-
ward impetus. This is countered at the level of the sentences themselves;

after the first sentence, we have no idea where we are going - hence the
surprise effect of the second one.

These qualities of phrasal rlovement are processed by the reader at the
sanle tirne as, and in close relation to, the rhythmic form of the stanza.To
;lssess their irnportance in the poenr, therefore, we need to show it in lines,
with a metrical scansion showing stressed and unstressed syllables, beats and

offbeats. It is also useful to show stress groups, which have a rhyttrmic qual-
iry sirnilar to that of phrases: unstressed syllabies either anticipate a stressed

syllable or extend it, and rising groups could be said to consist of one or
nlore anticipations plus an arrival,while falling groups consist of a statenrent
plus one or rnore extensions.Another connection between phrases and stress

sroups is that the boundaries of the lo."vest level of phrasing always coincide
with stress group boundaries. However, stress groups are rnore closely linked
to the sound pattern of English, and exist in a greater variery of types than
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phrases, so it is best to keep their identiry separate.
The only addition to the phrasal scansion itself when we set the poen-r

out as a poenl is the symbol > at the end of sonre lines; this indicates that the
phrase continues past the end of the line and onto the next one. Below the
lowest level of phrasing are the indicators of stress groups, and below that
the nretrical scansion. (There is no need to show stressed and unstressed
syllables in the stress groups since these are shown in the metrical scansion.)

1 STA
2 STA

3 ANT
4 STA_lrxr
lltl

lxLxxxL
Lt-zzie Borden with an ax

I
2

3 ARR

4 ANT I enn
trltt

L x L x / x L
Hit her father forty whacks. 2

2 EXT

3 ANT
4 ANr lanntt

xxLxxxL
When she saw what she had done

I
2

3ARR 
I

4 ANT lann 

-l
lllt

v/v/v\v/
-L1-lz\_L

She hit her mother forty-one.

The scansion shows clearly how the phrasal movement coincides with
and reinforces the nretrical structure.The nretrical divisions in the 4x4 for-
nration correspond exactly with the vertical lines that indicate the hierarchy
of phrasal divisions;the pattern in both ts 1,2,1,3,1,2,1,4, where 1 is the
,,veakest and 4 is the stronsest. Conversely, the strength of the run-on end-
ings is shown by thc' nttmber of > symbols; the sequence here is stronger,
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weaker, stronger, and none at ail, whiclr also nrirrors the nretrical structure
of the 4x4 forrnation.The sirnple, regular, metrical pattern and rhyn-re scherne

contribute their own forward nrornentunr, and their own sense of closure at

the end.Apart from the differing relations between phrases, the rnain source

of variery in the nlovernent of the poenr is at the level of the stress groups:
the poerl moves from a rising rhythrrr to a rnixed rhythnr in the first half,
and fronr a predominantly rising rhythnr to a nrixed rhythm in the second
half. (Notice that the stress groups function as subdivisions of the shortest
phrases; like phrases, they always occur rvithin the longer units of the level
above them.)

"Lizzie Borden" is highly rypical of a large body of popular verse. In such

verse the duple hierarchical organization of phrasing and of rhythnr rein-
force each other, and against this background the phrasal relations and stress-

groups provide a continuously varying nrovelrent.

,::::: 
t:::it::::,:t::.:,U:t:U:!!:!iili!:iii;iil:;itiji:i::,:::j:::t t::::jt::: ::::i:::::::ii:

i.ix,ii #ffi*ii

The elements of phrasing

(1) Divide each of the following sentences into two, and indicate
whether the relationship between the two parts is statement -
extension or anticipation - arrival.

(a) When she found that she had time Lo spare, she made a

quick call to the optician.

(b) Spring at fast - late and feeble, buL still spring.

(c) The long steady drive had made him dozy, but a

glimpse of Michelle waiting in the lounge was enougrh

to wake him up.

(d) Nothing in my life had prepared me for this moment: a

real choice of occupation.

(e) Darkness fell before there was time to finish t.he
j ob.

(f) They cursed like highwaymen.
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..l (g ) Above al l , don' t dawdle .

ri:

,., tfr) He held out the cigar-case, and his visitor winced.

l, ,t) Roundj-ng the bend, before she could see what 1ay

t. -head, she had a premonlLion t-hat the road was

l,
, .bl ocked .

(j) Three dusty elephants, several surprisingly dowdy

peacocks, and a few fraying llamas were all that Lhe

park contained.

(2) Give a phrasal scansion of the following poem, showing four
levels of phrasing (including, at level 1, the whole poem). Consider
how the poem's phrasing contributes to its humor.

ii The TurtLe
li

.; 
ffre turtle lives 'twixt plat.ed decks

r Which practically conceal its sex.

I I thi-nk it clewer of the turtle
iii

Analyzing phrasal movement in a poem

Phrasal analysis oflers a striking illustration of the corrrplexiry of what we
do, without realizir-rg it, ,uvhen we read a poerrl attentively. In the previous
sectioll we found a great deal to say about the phrasal nrovement of the verv
sirnplest type of verse, a popular 4x4 stanza. There can be no prospect.
therefore, of analyzing fully a poern in rhe literary tradition in a short book
like this, nor of discussing all the intricacies of phrasal movement in English
and its relation to other features of language. But tl-re principles irnplicit in
our discussion o{ "Lizzie Borden" underlie phrasing in every poeln, and a

brief sketch of their operation in a literary exanrple will serve as a sampie oi
rvhat is possible on a larger scale.

The opening iines of Coleridge's poeln "This Lime-Tiee Bor.ver Mr-
Prisotr" are 'uvritten in blank verse that presents no problems for rnetric:ri
scansion:



Analyzitt.g phrdsal nxtuernent in a pttem 191

(2)
/_ x x 1- x /- x x xL

WeIl, they are gone, and here must I remain,

x L \ 1- x 1x x x L
This lime-tree bower my prison! I have lost

LxxLxxxxxx
Beauties and feelings, such as would have been

\ l" x x xL x L x L
Most sweet to my remembrance even when age

xLxLxlxLxL
Had dimmed mine eyes to blindness! They, meanwhile,

L x x Lx L x /_ xL
Friends, whom I never more may meet again,

x L x L xL x L \ l_

On springy heath, along the hill-top edge,

L x x L x x L L x L
Wander in qladness, and wind down, perchance,

xl//_x/_xLxl_
To that still roaring deIl, of which I told...

As the scansiolt indicates, the meter is fairly regulaq employing a number
of the variations available to iambic verse to create a speech-like rhythrn,
including initial inversion ("'We11, they are Eone," "Beauties and feelings,"
".Wander in eiadness"),rising inversion ("and wind down"),demotion ("Most
sweet"), and prornotion ("such as would have been"- a phrase which could
in fact be read with very little stressing on any of its words without losing its
metricaliry). But this metrical description does not go very far toward cap-
turing the distinctiveness of these iines as an e-xperience of movement,lrlove-
ment of thought and feeling realized through movement of language. Many
readers have testified to the special qualiry of the opening of this poem, its
blend of relaxation and tautness, the way it pulls the reader into the poem,
thc' subtlety of its modulations of tone and attitude.

The speaker has been forcecl to renrain at home (in a headnote Coleridge
explains that the occasion of the poem was a domestic accident which con-
fined him to his cottage), whiie his companions have set off without hirn on
a walk he had been greatly looking for-rvard to. The poem - rvhich is 7 6

lines long - represents the thoughts that this "irnprisonment" produces,
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leading frorn one to another in a sequence that is partly governed by reason,
partly by enrotion. Disappointrrent, anger, wry self-reflection, and self-piry
play through the language, and one aspect of Coleridge's successful repre-
sentation of this cornpler emotional drama is his handling, within the tradi-
tional blank verse scherne, of phrasing.

How do we go about analyzing the phrasal movement of Coleridge's
lines? 

-We 
can begin by reading the whole extract to establish whether it

forms a single movement frorn start to finish.The answer is that it does.so
we can mark the entire passage as a statenrent (STA) - bV definition the only
kind of phrase that can exist in isolation, since extensions, arrivals, and
anticipations all depend on other phrases.We then ask what are the major
sequences within that movement, and we find that they are the three sen-
tences. This is not surprising, as there is usually a level at which phrasal
movement and sentences coincide. The relation between these sentences
(which, we may recall, we term phrases in so far as they participate in phrasal
movement) is easy to detect: a statement is followed by two sentences of
extension which develop the implications of that statenlent.

'We are now in a position to indicate the two highest levels in the phras-
ing. (If you are carrying out a phrasal scansion yourself, it's wise to leave
plenry of space between the highest levels and the lines of the poem.)What
this scansion shows is that the onward movenrent of the lines is produced by
a statement whose impiications are gradually unfolded. (W. might contrast
this with the very different fype of onward nlovement in which phrases of
anticipation lead to an arrival.)This rnovement is strengthened by the rela-
tion between the phrasing and the lines of the meter: the run-on lines
(indicated by > on the right) urge the reader over the metrical divisions at
line-end;and the linear arrangement urges the reader over the major phrasal
divisions, which occur within the line.

1 STA
a a,m^

Well, they are gone, and here must I remain,

I nxr
This lime-tree bower my prisonl I have lost

Beauties and feelings, such as would have been

Most sweet to my remembrance even when ag'e
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Had dimmed mine eyes to blindness !

EXT _____>
They, meanwhile,

Friends, whom f never more may meet aqain,

On springy heath, along the hill-top edge,

Wander in gladness, and wind down, perchance

To that still roaring dell, of which I told.

-We now read the lines again, attending to the movement within each of
rhe sentences. (Remember that phrases always run within the bounds of the
higher phrases of which they are part.)The first sentence mirrors exactly the
r]tovement of the whole passage, beginning with a statement and following
it by two nlovements of extension that spell out the consequences of that
st:rtement:

STA I nxr
Well, they are gone, and here must I remain,

I

This lime-tree bower my prison!

The second sentence also begins with a statement, followed this time by

single extension:

sTA->
I have lost

EXT

Beauties and feelinqs, such as would have been

EXT

Most sweet to my remembrance even when age
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Had dimmed mine eyes to blindness

By contrast, the third sentence opens with an anticipation, which is then
fulfilled in a long phrase of arrival:

ANT- >

They, meanwhj-1e,

Friends, whom I never more may meet again,

ARR

On spri-nqy heath, alonq the hill--top edqe,

Wander in gladness, and wj-nd down, perchance,

To that still roaring del1, of which I to1d.

When we first read these lines, we probably assume that the phrase "on
springy heath, along the hill-top edge" refers to "meet again," and expresses

the fear that the speaker rnay never in the future encounter his fiiends in his
favorite places.As we read on, however, we nlay decide that the word "warl-
der" needs to be supplemented by an indication of the places where the
friends are wandering, so that the phrase in question goes with what follows
rather than with what precedes it. One of the uses of phrasal scansion is that
it can rnake clear a reader's decision in cases like this. The scansion above

reflects the second reading, rvith its division conring after "nreet again" and

not after "edge."

The three sentences thus provide a rnodulation of the extract's overall
nlovenlent from beginning to end. The first two consist of an unfblding of
implications, while the third derives its drive frorn ar-r anticipatory progress

culrninating in the irnagined movements of the friends who "wander" and
"rvind down." The effect of this is partly emotional: the first two rnove-
rnerlts play out the negatively charged feelings of being left behind in a

cloistered space (they end on "prison" and "blindness"), r,vhile the third
ascends - syntactically and semantically as weli as emotionally - to a vision
of freely-taken pleasure in the expanses of nature. (The u,hole poelD, in fact,
enacts this rnovenrent on a larger scale.)

There is no space to discuss in detail the shorter spar)s in Coleridse's
litres, but the principles at work are exactly the sanle. Before giving a possi-
ble phrasal scansion of the passage, there is one nrore feature to illustrate.
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Sometinres a phrase is not subdivided at the level inrmediately below it
(while other phrases at the sarne level are).When this happells,we leave a

blank beneath it, to show that the phrasal moverllent is the sanre at both
levels. Let us take as an exanrple the phrase,"such as would have been/Most
sweet to my remernbrance!"The whole phrase divides into an anticipation
and an arrival, but only the arrival is further subdivided at the level below.
We sho'uv the phrasal movernerlt at these trvo levels as follows:

ANT

such as would have been

ARR

srA 

-l

Most sweet

The anticipatory force of "such as would have been"renlains intact at the
lower level, giving it added strengtl-r. (We clon't repeat "ANT" at this level,
however, since what is being anticipated is the entire phrase "Most sweet to
rny relnerrbrance," and not just its first subphrase.) When a phrase rernains

undivided for scueral levels, this indicates that it has particular prominence in
the phrasal nrovement of the poem. As the scansion will show an example
in the Coleridge passage is "I have lost/Beauties and fbelings."

The possible phrasal scansion of the passage given here extends to six
levels. It would be possible to add further levels by scanning even smaller
units. However, phrasing is not a very significant contributor to poetic
nlovement below the lowest level shown here. More important at these

levels are the nlovements within stress groups and, of course, the metrical
rhythm.The number o1-levels shown in a scansion depends entirely on the
particular poenl: the rnore cornplex its phrasal rnovenrent, the more levels

are needed to rcprescnt it.

EXT

to my remembrance !
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1 STA
) c.FA

3 STA

Plwasal fitt>uentent

4\
5 ANT -l ARR-I
6l I

Well, Lhey are gone,

EXT

STA

ANT 

-_______.] 

ARR _ 
l

.rnd here nusL I iemain,

1

2

3

4

5

6

L

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

T

2

l

,1

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

()

trYT'

i EXT

I STA

l>
l>

AIJT 

-IARR 

_l ANT
This lime-tree bower nLy prrson I I have lost

EXT

51A
ANT

ARR

Beauties and feelings such
I

as would have been

ARR
I EXT _>
l>
I ANr 

-l

my remembrance even when age
sTA 

--l 

EXT

Most sweet to

ARR

Had dimmed mine eyes

I EXT

I ANT
STA 

->

I STA-I EXT 

-l
IEXT-I I I

to blrndnessl They, meanwhrle,

EXT
I

I

trYT 

-I l

Friends,
ANT ARP

I

_l
meet again,whom I never more mav
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ARR

ANT

STA- EXil
l

On sprrngy heath, along the hill [op edge,

1

2

3

4

5

6

ARR

sTA 
-kJande r

EXT- |

in qladness,

1

2

3

4

5

5

f v1_

I

1

To that strll roaring de1l, of v,zhich T told.

Scanning the phrasal movement of these lines by Coleridge - like scan-

ning their meter - is only the beginning of an analysis of their poetic opera-
tion. It provides the raw material for a critical discussion that would relate
phrasing to rhythnl and to the other features of the poem.-W'e've already
noted how the movement at levels 2 and 3 contributes to the tone and

emotional coloring of the passage, its sense of confinement leading to
imaginative liberation. The predonrinance of prosressious from statements

to extensions at the higher levels also contributes to the feeling of unforced
and unpremeditated onrvard movernent, and to a relaxed tone; to those
qualities, in other rvords, which have 1ed to the inclusion of this poem in
the group of poenrs by Coleridge knowrl as the "conversation poerns."
The shorter phrases, by contrast, inciude many ANT-ARR sequences,

giving the poem an energetic fonvard drive ;rt the lower levels.

Phrasal scansion also gives a rnuch fuller indication of the operation of
closve and contittuity rn verse, and Coleridge's lines are a good example.
'We've already noted horv his placing of major phrasal divisions keeps us

moving for-,vards, as the meter drives us over the phrasal breaks within the
line and the phrases drive us over the metrical breaks at line-end. (This
contrasts sharply with the mutu:rl reinforcenient between rleter and phras-
ing in "Lizzte llordenl') More generallli ir-r any stretch of language, there are

monrents when we feel stronglv r-rrqed forward, others when we feel a strong
serlse of reaching an end, and many degrees in between these extrelnes.

ANT-- 1 ANT

ll
and wind down, trerchance,

AR
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Poets exploit these variations to give their verse the rnovernent :urd erno-
tional qualities they want - relaxed, urgent, insistent, song-like, sweeping irr

long waves or broken ir-tto short bursts, and so on. Phrasal scansion provides
an understanding of this variery of movement:it arises from the fact that anr
closure, except the last, is accompanied by continuiry at one or rnore higher
levels.

One rneasure of closural strength is sinrply the nurnber of levels at which
a phrase-boundary ( | ) occurs. Thus in our scansion of the Coleridge pas-

sage we find that at the ends of the flrst two sentences phrase-boundaries
occur at all levels except the highest, and that the third sentence c-nds with
phrase-boundaries all the way up.By contrast, the syntactic break after"heath"
in line 7 has a phrase-boundary at only the two lo.uvest levels, a reflection oi
the feeling of incompleteness at this point.

The precise effect of these variations in closural strength and onward
drive depends on their relation to the nretrical line. Since the line-end is .r

place where closure is favored - the visual signal encoLlrages us to pause, antl
if the poeln is metrical there will be sonle degree of rhythrnic closure at this
point - it can reinforce the closural eflect of phrasing. This kind of rein-
forcement happens lnost noticeably at the end of the passage;it happens also

to some degree at the end of line 6, where we feel a slight breathing-space
(though the two > symbols indicate tl-rat there is still some onward pres-

sure). But if the phrasing of the poenr strongly encourages forrv:rrd move-
ment at the sarne molnent as the line comes to an end the effect is verr-

different:nretrical and visual norms are overridden by the dernands of sense

and syntax, as if the exigencies of feeling or thought were making thenr-
selves felt with particular urgency. In general, the phrasing of Coleridge's
lines overrides line-ends.-We can see this in"rrnediately from the nunrber of >
symbols in the scansion.-Where there are five ) symbols the on'rvard drive r.

particularly strong;this happens at the ends of lines 2 and 4.At these points.
we are encoLlraged to sh:lre the intensity of the sense of loss and fn-rstration
(and perhaps to resister a touch of self-piry).At other line-ends there are

usually fbtrr or three ) symbols, showing a moclerate degree of onward
movement. [n general, Coleridge's handling of line-ends helps to rnute the
insistence of the nleter :rnd to promote the sense of a speaking voice by
highlighting the poem's phrasing.

'Within the line, clifferent degrees of ciosure have eflects of arrother kind.
In the passage by Cole'ridge, the strongest breaks (with five phrase-
boundaries) occur within the line,and so do two of the three next strorlgest
bor-rndaries (with four phrase-boundaries). 13y placins these breaks within
the line, Coleridge further strengthens the onward nlovernent of the poen1,
and plavs cJown any tendency for the nreter to produce a regular line-by-
linc'n-rarch.The strongest breaks in the lines fall, with one exception, near
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ro the midpoint of the nretrical structlrre - that is, after the second or the

rhird beat.When the pentameter is divided in either of these two places.it
has a balanced rhythm, possessing sorlre of the qualities of the four-beat line
divided in the middle (especially if one of the beats in the three-beat scction
is unstressed). The result of this tendency to use rnid-line breaks is, otlce
:rgain, a certain relaxed formality. The nearest we come to a more disrup-
rive break is line 6, rvhich has a phrase-boundary at three levels after the first
beat.This division throws weight onto the word "Friends," a word which is

central to the poem'.s meditation, and which is also ernphasized in the meter
bv an initial inversion.

The passage does not end with a full sense of conclusion, and the phras-

ing scansion shows why: it ends on a phrase that functions as an extension at

levels 4,5, and 6,where an arrival would give a stronger sense of closure. In
fact, the sentence still has ten-and-a-half lines to go, iines nrade up of exten-
sions at the higher levels with many anticipations and arrivals at the lower
levels. The entire poenr corltinues the subtle control of phrasing, playing
both with and against the rhythm of the iambic pentameter.

-rtr

.l Analyzing phrasal movement ,

(3) The following sentence has two meanings; give two phrasal
scansions reflecting these meanings.

I warmly recommend this candidate with no

qualif ications whatsoever .

(4) Scan the meter of the following stanza (the first stanza of "A
Song," by Thomas Carew), indicate the stress groups, and then add a

phrasal scansion on four or five levels. Examine the relation of the
phrasing to the structure of the 4x4 formation.

Ask me no more where Jove bestows,

When June is past, the fading rose,'

For in your beauty's orient deep,

These flowers, as in their causes, sleep.
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Some basic principles

Phrasal scansion is not an ilutolllatic reflection of any purely linguistic prop-
erties of the poenr.It reflects a reader'.s sense of the rvay the poern goes - it.
high points, its unemphatic rnoments, its tonal variations, its shifts in feel-
ing, its complex of ureanings.A single phrasal scansion - such as the scan-
sion above of the opening of "This Lime-Tree Borver My Prison" - is onh
one possible way of analyzing the nloverrent irnplied by a given poern ol
passage. Other readers, reading the sanre lines, nray r,veii experience differ-
ent patterns of anticipation and arrival, statenlent and extension, interrelar-
ing with one another in different ways.The value of a phrasal scansion is not
that it specifies what rnusf happen each tirne the lines are read, but that it
shows how one understanding of the poem plays itself out in phrasal move-
ments. Phrasing is not a question of consciously nranaging the voice in
conrplicated patterns, bttt of the way the meanings and syntactic connec-
tions of the poem actually unfbld in the reader'.s mind as he or she make:
sense of the words. Phrasal nlovernent is less determined by rules and con-
ventions than metrical nrovement, and phrasal scar-rsion is therefore an e,,,en

less exact science - or rather, art - than that of metrical scansion.
However, there are a uumber of constraints oll the way phrasine works

that arise frorn the n:rture of the English language and of more general
properties of phrasal ttrovement. As a consequencre of these constraints, the
possible rypes of phrase are limited. There are only two rypes of two-unir
phrase:

ANT_ARR STA-EXT

There are three types of three-unit phrase:

ANT_ANT-ARR ANT-ARR-EXT STA-EXT_EXT

Four-unit phrases (which :rre

ANT-ANT-ANT_ARR

ANT_ARR_EXT-EXT

nruch less common) are of four types:

ANT-ANT_ARR-EXT

STA_EXT-EXT_EXT

lly exarnining these possible phrases, it is not diffrcult to get a sense of the
constraints that operate. For example, one or lllore occltrrences of ANT are
always follor,ved by ARR, and ARIr. is always preceded by one or nlore
occllrrences of ANT. STA is ahvays followed by one or ntore occllrrences
of EXT (except rvhen it labels the entire poenl or passage).A third con-
straint is that only an anticipation (ANT) or an ertension (EXT) can be
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repeated. [n other lvords, orlce a staterllent (STA) has been made or an
arrival (ARR) reached, sonrething di;[ferent has to happen - the phrase either
ends or is extended.

For the Inost part, poetic phrasine enrploys only these nine differelit
types of phrase in its rnulti-layered onward movenlent (or ten, if you include
the single rnovement of the ,uvhole phrasal unit which we label "STA").
Most of the time only five of these will be found, since phrases usually
consist of two or three subphrases. (The lines by Coleridge, in the scansion
above, use just these five rypes.) Anything longer than four subphrases is

very rare, though the examples of four-unit phrases above show how they
could occur: by the addition of- rtrore ANT subphrases before :rn arrival
tnd/ or nrore EXT subphrases after an arrival or a statenrent.

The more levels of phrasing used in a scansion, the simpler the structure
of the individual phr-ases (and the nlore accllrate the reflection of the conr-
plex hierarchical nrovernent of language).By starting with the longest phrase
of any text, and asking, "ls the nroverrent of this whole phrase produced by
two or three subphrases?," and then nroving to shorter and shorter phrases
with the sanre question, it'.s not difficult to captllre the l-rierarchic patternirrg
that is characteristic of phrasing. To capture every nuance, however, rtright
require so many levels of analysis that the usefulness of the scansion as a

snapshot rvould be lost;we should therefore be prepared to sinrpliflz where
necessary.The lowest level of the Colericlge scansion is sonrething of :r sirn-
plification, for instance, and could be re-analyzed ir-rto two or three levels.
However, the gain in subtlery rnight rvell be canceled by the loss in clarity.

What is the ionsest stretch of verse that cun be considered a single phr:rse,
and subjected to a phrasal analysis? It's not possible to give a precise answer,
since it depends on the nrovernent of the particular poem as it is perceived
by a reader.-When 'uve reach a long phrase rvhich 'uve do not experience as

part of any larger nlovement'nve have relched the outer linrit of phrasing. It
nray be a whole poeln (if it is relatively short),it may be a single stanza,it
nray be a verse parauraph. Of course, if the longest phrase does not corre-
sporrd to the w'hole poem ther-e rvill still be -rtntctutul rcldtiot -r over longer
spans: interest in the events of the plot ruay continlle to build up until the
denouernent, an enigma may be posed that drives the reader on to its solu-
tion, sections of a long poenr will relate to each other in terms of thenre and
narrative; and so ott. But these cannot be described in tenns of the ltlove-
rnent of the language.The dividing line is not easy to draw,but one test of
rvhether a relation between parts of a poenr involves phrasal nroveltlent is to
read, or inragine reading, rvithout any attelllpt to pror)ollrlce the rvords in
real tirrre: purely stru,turdlrelrtions (which are rel:ttictns of nreaning) vvould
still be felt, but the poer-n's mttt,ctnerrr would be lost.
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.:.. Bas:c PrinciPles

.l (St Give a possible phrasal scansion of the following poem by Coventry
,; Patmore. How does the poem's phrasing contribute to its effectiveness?
:,i How are the two sentences contrasted in their phrasal movement?

Magna est Veritas

Here, in this litt1e Bay,

Ful1 of tumultuous life and great repose,

Where, twice a day,

The purposeless, glad ocean comes and goes,

Under hiqh cliffs, and far from the huqe town,

I sit me down.

For want of me the world's course will not fail:

When a1l- its work is done, the 1ie sha11 rot;

The truth is great, and shall prevail,

When none cares whet.her it prevail or not.

Phrasing in free verse

In the previous chapter, we exanlined t'uvo ways of approaching the move-
nrent of free verse,r,vl-rich we iermed"metrical" (the relation of the lines rr',

standard rneters) and "rhythmic" (the patterning of stressed and unstrc'SSCul

syllables). Phrasal sc:rnsion gives us a third, and potentially nlore illunrinar-
ing, way of analyzing the forrns of fi'ee verse. Phrasing is an aspect of poetic
form in which the distinction between metrical and free verse is relativeh
ttnirnportaut: exactly the salne structures and processes are to be fotrnd in
both kinds of verse - and in all uses of language. Of course, it makes e

difTerence if phrasal lnovellrent occurs in conjunction rvith rnetrical l11ove-

n1ent, since the two are closely interrelated, but the an:rlysis of the phrasal
rnovement itself-follows exactly the satne principles.

Let us consider all exanrple of fi'ee verse. Here is a poenr by Osu'ai.i
Mbuyiseni Mtshali, a black South African poet, written during one of th.
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harshest phases of the enforcenrent of apartheid in his country.It consists of
four sections which, although they have different numbers of lines, we can

call stanzas:

(3) Boy on a Swing

Slowly he moves
to and fro, to and fro,
then faster and faster
he swishes up and down.

His blue shirL
billows in the breeze
like a tattered kite.

The world whirls by:
east becomes west,
north turns to south;
the four cardinal points
meet in his head.

Mother !

Where did I come from?
When will I wear long trousers?
Why was my father jailed?

The poem is at once powerful and, it appears, quite simple. But poetry does

not nlove us just by means of straightforw'ard statements. If the experience
of reading a poem is a surqe of emotion, or a vivid flash of understanding, or
a sudden sense of enrpathy with :rnother individual, this has happened

because the sequence of words has been crafted with particular effective-
ness.Think of how marly ways one could teil the brief narrative of a boy on

a swing asking his mother the rypical questions of a child, and adding one
that is not typical - exceprt for black children growing up in a country like
South Africa under apartheid. Most of those thousands of alternative prcs-

entations would lack the force of this one, and although we cannot hope to
explain why this is so (if ,nve could, corlrputers wouid 'uvrite better poenls
than people) we can exanline sonre of the contributing ftctors. In carrying
out such an exanrination, we rlot only come to a clearer understanding of
how poetry - and therefore language - lvorks, but we increase our admira-
tion for this poenr, and our capacity to be nroved by it. Phrasal analysis is
one instrunrent in th:rt process.

The whole poerl is felt by the reader as a single continuous nlovenrent
from beginning to end; the highest level of phrasing is therefore the entire
rnork.Within this overarching phrase there are two distinct rlovements, the

L2

L6



2()4 Phrasal mouement

first of which enconlpasses three stanzas describing the swinging and it.
efTbcts,and the last of rvhich cornprises the last stanza with its direct speech

and its three questions.What is the relation between these two long phrases?

Although logically they are not conr)ected, the'y present the boy's increas-
ingly higher and faster swinging as a build-up to the shout of "Motherl"
and the questions that follow.The trvo phrases therefore function as antici-
pation and arrival.

At the level below this, we register the great difference between these

two movernents. The first phrase divides easily into a statement (stanza 1.

arrd two extensions (stanzas 2 tnd 3) that elaborate upon the initial descrip-
tion, each of these stanzas being one selltence.The second phrase is harder
to analyze into its subphrases. Although syntactically it looks like an antici-
pation ("Mother!"), an arrival ("Where did I corne fronr?") and two exten-
sions, adding further questions ("'When will I wear long trousers?Why was

my father jailed?"), the ernotional force of the entire poem is concentrated
in that last question. (And it is increased if rve place the poem in the context
of South Africa in the 1970s.) It is rnore accurate, therefbre, to show this
sequence as three anticipations and an arrival, reflecting the way the two
innocent questions lead up to the fraught one, whose impact on the reader

comes precisely from the boy'.s equating it with the others as a natural con-
dition of youthful existence.

'We are in a position now to scan the three highest levels of phrasing.The
scansion on pages 206-7 also includes three further levels, and an indication
of stress groups, which we shall discuss in due course.A phrasai scansion like
this is difficult to take in as a whole, especially if one is still iearning to
handie this rype of analysis. It is best to focns on one or two levels at a tinre.
The difference in movement between the first three stanzas and the last is

evident at levels 4 and 5, the levels below the ones we have so far discussed.
In the first three stanzas, the most common sequellce is statenrent and ex-
tension. The only exceptiorls are trvo anticipation-arrival sequences: the
increasing exciternent of "then faster and fbster I he swishes up and down"
and the subsidiary ciinrax of "the four cardinal points I rneet in his head,"
which hints at a syrnbolic centrality for the apparently mundane scene.This
predominantly calnr movement contributes to the sense of normality, in
spite of the disorienting experience described in the third stanza.

The final stanza, however, has no additional articulations at levels 4 and 5.

Wtrat this means is that the rnovement of the third level (four sentenccs in
the sequence ANT-ANT-ANT-ARR) is repeated :rnd reinforced at these
lower levels, whereas up to r)ow the poern had introduced new conlplexities
at these levels.To put it another u,ay, the forcefulness of the final stanzrt stenls
in part fronr its sudden sirnplicity of movenrent - a lttoventent that is strongly
forrvard-driving. (Notice that if it rvere scannecl in isolation, the six levels
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.hown would be reduced to three.This indicates how irnportant continuify
,rnd contrast are in phrasal movenrent: the qualiry of the last stanza is in large

:.lrt a product of its relation to what has gone before.)
The scansion of level 6 shorvs how at the level of shorter phrases, antici-

i-r.]tiol1-arrival sequellces beconre corlrlllon (here syntactic relations, which
usually involve many anticipations, play a greater part).The pattern is not
rlndom, however.The first two stanzas move forward primarily by rneans of
it:lternent-extension, reinforcing the cahrrness of the higher level. Stanza

rhree is nrore energetically forward-moving, rvith a series of anticipation-
arrival sequences ("Tl-re r,vorld - whirls by";"east - beconres west";"north
- tunls to south") follorved by a reinforcerllent of the arlticipation at a higher
level of "the four cardin:rl points" and finally, within the higher-level arrival
of "meet in his head," a slight slackening on a staterrent-extension
sequence.Thus the boy's increasingly vigorous swinging. expressive of sorne

Lrnarticlllated ernotion, is felt partly throush the increasing vigor of the
poerrrt phrasal motior).

The sixth level of the scansion also shows that the ir-rtensity of the final
staflza derives in part fronr its repeated pattern of expectation and clirnax
within the lines.It would be possible to divide the questiorls in a number o1i

diflerent ways, but all of tl-renr would shorv a movement at low levels fronr
anticipation to arrival, and a final arrival on the word'jailed," the word that
shocks the reader into reinterpreting the whole poerlr. This word is an

arrival at every level of phrasai nlovenlent - except, of course, the highest,
which makes of the poem one long statenlent. Even at the highest level, the
poem is perhaps exceptional:we rnight consider it a single lengthy anticipa-
tion, rathcr than a statelnent.That is to say, the poerrl n)oves toward a con-
clusion that it doesn't reach, ending instead on a question.The conclusion,
the :rnsrver to the boy'.s last questiort, is for the reader tcl provide.

As always, the phrasal scansion shorvs clearly - by the trunrber of arrows -
the quality of the transitions betrveen lines.The strongest end-stopping oc-
curs after"nleet in his head,"where the poern p:luses before it shifts into the'

Llnexpected direct speech of the last stanz:r.lt is interestinq to notc that thrs

strong end-stopping is pre cecled by one of the stronger mll-ons, "the four
carclinal points / nrcet...," giving this clirnactic phrase tlre additional force-
fulness of a strong push over the line-division followecl irrimediately by a

strong conclusion.The strongest run-on in the poen1, however, is from line
5 to line 6 ("His blue shirt / billows"), emphasizing the nrovelllent of the
shirt.

Phrasing at the lou,er levels is articulated \/ery closely rvith stress

groups. One reason fbr the phrasing "east I becomes west" and "north 
I

turns to south" is that the contrasting corllpass points take emphatic stress,

which in turn produces stress groups that focus on "west" and "south" and
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subordinate the stresses of "beconles" and "turns." Other readings are pos-
sible, however, and they too would show the link between stress groups arlti
phrases.

In discussing stress groups we are already introducing a rhythruir analysis.
which could be developed further.-We might note how line 2 is kept slos
by its nr:uly stresses, and how iine 3 speeds up because of the greater propor-
tion of unstressed syllables.We might discuss the effect of the many repeatecl
patterns of stressed and unstressed syllables - three stresses in "blue shirt .

billows" repeated in "world whirls by," for instance, or the pattern of "easr
becomes west" and "north turns to south" echoing "Boy on a Swing" and
cotrfirmed itt "meet in his head" ('uvhose clinractic phrasal role 'uve have

already noted) . A metrical analysis would also be illuminating, showing, for'
instance, how the rhythrnic appropriateness of the lines describing the swing-
ing derives in part frorn fanriliar meters ancl rhythnric figures: the figure / x
x / that begins the poem as it does many ianrbic lines; the four-beat nurs-
ery-rhyme nlovement of "to and fro, to and fro";the two-beat triple rhythnr
of "f aster atrd faster" ntodulating to the ianrbic trinreter "he swishes up aucl

down."
A single exanrple can only hint at the central role of phrasing in fi'ec

verse.With tnetric:tl fornrs playing a reduced part (or no part at all), phrasel
r-Ifovement beconres even nlore inrportant in the shaping of the languagc
irlto potent, rnelnorable, subtly variecl verse.lt is precisely bec:ause the phrasel
ntovenlent ofspecch is so intimately connected with the dynautics of thouehr
and etnotion that it is difTicult to analyze. Howcver short our effbrts to
represent phrasinu rnight fall, the attenrpt itself is valuable, in that it teache *

us how uiuch we already know rvithotrt being awarc of it. Phrasing, like
nteter and rhythtn, is part of our daily experience of languaqe, experiencc
that poets have alur:rys drarvtr ou to create rncnromblc and rnoving words.

.:': .,.' '. 
,:,i .,':,,,.,

..',,"1'fi.#.E'fi, ffii:.,
::!,r, Phrasal analysis

.'ii (6) Attempt a phrasal scansion for the following poem by Robert
l Graves, and use it to examine the role of continuity between lines,
::: ,nO pauses within lines. Pursue the analysis to the point where all the
::ir line-ends correspond to phrase-boundaries. Does phrasal scansion

'i illuminate any other aspects of the poem's movement?
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The Impossible

Dear love, since the impossible proves
Our sole recourse from this distress,

Claim it: the ebony riLual-mask of no
Cannot ouLstare a living yes.

Claim it without despond or hate
Or greed; but in your gentler tone

Say: "This is ours, the impossible, " and silence
Will give consent it is ours afone.

The impossible has wifd-cat claws
Whi-ch you would rather meeL and die

Than commit love Lo time's curative venom
And break our oath; for so would I.

Summary

The phrasal mouement (or phrasiryg) of a poem is the experience the reader has

of nroving toward points of arrival or awry fror-n points of departure. It
occttrs over spans of different length at the s:lnre tirne, rnost phr:rses being
11rade up of shorter subphrases with their own patterns of rlroverrent. Phrases

(rvhich can be any length) are produced by syntax and n1e:1ning, and have a

varying relation to the rhythnr, sometinres reinforcing its nrovement, sonle-
tirrres contradicting it.

A particular way of responding to the phrasal nrovenrent o[a poerr or a

series of lines is shorvn rn a phrasdl scansittn. lt is arranged rn lcucls,with the
longest phrases at the top, shorvinq the nlulti-layered chlracrer of phrasinu.
Plrrasal scansion incJicates degrees of rlosurc at'td cttrttinuitlt ;11every point of
the poem; this is espccially significant irt line-ends (wherc the greater the
nulrlber of ) synrbols one above the other, the stronger the onward nlove-
nrent), and at n-rajor breaks within the lir-re.A scansiorl lrlay be nrore or less

detailed (that is, show a sreater or sr-naller r1ur11ber of levels), depending on
thc purpose it is servirrg.

There are fotrr types of phrase: st;rtenrent (STA), e-rtension (EXT),
anticipation (ANT), and arrival (ARR).These function tosc'ther in a linr-
ited number of wavs. Usually, the nunrber of subphrases in any phrase is

t,rvo, three, or four. At the lowest levels, the operation of stre'ss groups and
nleter is nrore importrnt tharr phrasal movenlent.

Phrasing plays a significant role in both nretrical and free verse. In free
verse,'nvhere there is no r-ontinuous rnetrical schenre, the moverltent of the
por-nr is largely dependent on its phrasinq.

L2



.,.:1:,:r:.r:i,:i:,r:r,:,:*,.:r::i!::::i1:ir:::::rr:::1:i:ii:.r,:::ir::::::::::l:::.,::rr::

Appendix 1

Sca nsio n

Scanning poetry

To scan a poenr is to give a visual representation of sorlre aspects of its rhythmic
movenlent. In scannine a poem, the purpose of the exercise should always be taken

carefully into consideration - there is no single nrode of scansion that nreets ali

needs. Since there exist many diflerent conventions of notation, it is important
when scanning a poenr to ensure that the meanings of the symbols are clear.

In dealing with mainstrearn English metrical verse (stress or syllable-stress), the

simplest type of scansion is an indication of where the beats fall. It is best to do this

by rleans of a notatior-r chat could not be mistaken as implying that these syllables are

stressed, since they rnay not be. An underline above the first vowel of the relevant
syllables is a straightforward notation:

(1) i,oose to the wind their ii.y garments flew,

Thin glittering Lextures "f the f ifmy a&.

To someone r,vho knows English and who is familiar with the working of English
nle[er, this is actually all that is necessary to specifu the metrical structure of these

lines. Not only are the beats indicated; the scansion also shorns what happens

betuteen the beats. There is no doubt that these are iarnbic perrtanreter lines, usins
sonle of the accepted variations from strict alternation.

However, we rnight want to include infornration about the ofTbeats in our scan-

sion, especially ifthe meter involves us in making choices about the elision ofsyllables.

We could mark syllables in oflbeats rvith an asterisk:

toose al ilil wina tnJir .irJ g..n',J.t= flew,
*_***_*_*_

Thin glitterinq textures of the filmy dew.

The scansion now explicitly shows the oftbeats, indicatine that one oi them is a

double offbeat (indicated by * *). It also shows that the word "glitterine" is to be

pronounced:rs one syllable, not two, since there is no double oflbeat marked above
it. (We could also indicate the elision by a separate mark if we wished to.)

We have not yet indicated anythirlg about how the lines :rre pcrfonned. the
assurnption is that rhey dernand a norn-ral prose pronunciation. A fuller scansion lvill
show not only the nretrical structure of the line, but will give some indication of
how this structure is produced by the stress contoLlr of the sequence of words itseli.
and r,r,ill sonrerintes suggest preferable rnodes of perfbrnlance. In the notation used

21o
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in this book, we nrark stressed syllables that furrction as beats with an underlined
ilash, /; unstressed syllables that function as beats (i.e. prornoted syllables) with an
Lrnderlined x, unstressed syllables in the offbeat with a plain x, and stressed syllables
in the offbeat (i.e. demoted syllables) as a plain slash, /. There is no need for a special
.rrrrbol for the offbeat; any symbol that rs not underlined is part of an offbeat. We
.how an elided vowel by means of a hyphen, - (or better, an en-dash, -).

LxxLxLxLxL
Loose to the wind their airy garments flew,

/ L -x L x x x L x L
Thin glittering textures of the filmy dew.

One further convention is used: we show virtual beats and offbeats (see chapter
3) in square brackets:

x L x L x Llxll x x L
When lofty trees I see barren of leaves

Gather ye

/t_
Old time

rosebuds while ye may,

(2)

(3)

IS
lxLxlll

stil1 a-flying

of electronic transmission such as e-mail do not perniit
alternative notation for electronic purposes sirnply replaces
beneath the line:

Since simpler torrns
character forn-ratting, an

the underlines with a B

(1)
/xx/x/x/x/

Loose to the wind their airy garments f1ew,
BBBBB

/ / -x / x x x / x /
Thin glittering textures of the filmy dew.

BBBBB

(See "l)ouble-line scansion" below for a more fully-developed version of this
notation.)

There are a number ofways in which the stress contour could be shown in more
detail; in this book rve have sometimes indicated when syllables receive a stress that
is significantly less than full (secondary or subordinated stress) with a backslash, \:

\LxLxLxl,/_)
Old time is still a-flying

Other systelns of notation exist to reveal the nrore complex stress-relations that
occur in any English sentence. These nlore detailed systems don't show any more
about the meter; what they capture are the r-nany ways in which the sanre nretrical
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lines can be perfbn-necl. (ln sorlre types olverse - stress verse that denrands a chante,.1

reading, for instance - they niay provide a nrisleading picture, since the stress concollr
of the language is deliberately simplified in perfonrrance.)

Readir-rg a sequence of lines aloud rvhile allorvir"re the r,vords to fall into a sinrplc

rhvthrl - and exaggerating it if necessary - is ustrally the best way of finding wherc
the beats of a nreter fill, and fiorn there it is usually not difticult to con-rplete:r
scansion in whatever detail is required. Sonretintes, however, it will be dif1iculr to

get a particular poem to rvork in this way. Tl-re reason rnay of course be thrrt it is in

some rype of free verse; but it is ahvays worth counting; the syllables of the linc,
before reachins th;rt conclusior-r. If, for exarnple, every line has ten or eleven s.vl-

lables, ir is likely (though not absolutely certair"r) that it is in ianrbic pentanleter; tl'u'
can then be tested in a reac-ling. If the lines vary considerably in tenns of their
syllable-count, they nray be in stress verse (although stress verse usually falls ven
easily into a strongrhythnr), a nlore conrplexscheme ofvariedlines (in which casc

it is usefil to find out iithere is ar-ry patterrl to the veriation), or free verse. If thc
syllable-count is fixed, or v:rried according to a fixed pattern, and there is no way ot
reading the lines so that rhythnric beats errrerge, the lines are an exanrple of syllabic

verse (or some idiosyncratic nrc'trical scheme, such as an inritarion of a classic.rl

nreter).

Scansion can also show other Gatures ofrhythn-ric urovenrent. In strongly rhyth-
nric verse we may want to show nrore than a single level ofmetrical nrovenrent, antl

one wav of doing this is using vari:rble underlinine of the beats (or for electronic
purposes, b, B, l)+ ber-reath the line). Virtual oftbeats are llot shown in this exanrple
flor the sake o[clarirv:

x L L I L L x Lx L xx
We're foot.-s1og-s1og-s1og-slogqin' over Africa -

L L I L 1 x Lx L xx
Foot.-f oot.-f oot-f oot-sl-bggin' over Af rica

L L L L Lx L x L x/
(Boots-boots-boots-boots-movin' up and down againl )

(4)

X

There's
I

no
xLxx

discharqe in the
L tL L L]

war t

Plnasin,g can also be indicated by n'reAns olscansion,;rsain in varyinq degrees <li
detail; a sir-nple systen.l lor doir-ru so wes introduced in chapter 8. (An even sinrpler
reflection of one aspect of plrrasing is to nrark n'rid-line synt:]ctic breaks and [o note
the occurrence of end-sropped and rtur-on lines.) More sophisricated systenis
reveal wirh urore subtletv the con-rplex phrasal relations that characterize anr
English Lrtterance. Once auain, these rrray or nr;ry not be sigr-rifrcant in a given er-
anrple; dull or cltrnrsy verse can have nretrical ancl phrasal patterns just as cor]lplex as

nroving or deft verse. Scansion is a critical art, reqlliring decisions to be nrade about
what is iurportant to poetic effect and u,h:rt is irrelevant.
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Single-line scansion

The single-line scansion used firr nrost of the
necessary infonlation above the line of verse.

bo-x below:

exanrples in this book gives all the
The synrbols used are given in the

Single-line scansion

Symbols

/ stressed syllable; in metrical verse, stressed syllable not
functioning as a beat (i.e. demoted)

\ syllable with secondary or subordinated stress; in metrical
verse, such a syllable not functioning as beat (i.e. demoted).

L stressed syllable functioning as a beat

\ syllable with secondary or subordinated stress functioning as

a beat
x unstressed syllable; in metrical verse, unstressed syllable

functioning as an offbeat or part of an offbeat
x unstressed syllable functioning as a beat (i.e. promoted)

elided syllable

lll virtual beat
txl virtual offbeat

L primary beat in quadruple verse
a/ stress with alliteration (in alliterative verse)

I division between phrases or stress groups
R rising stress group
F falling stress group
M mixed or monosyllabic stress group
ANT phrase of anticipation
ARR phrase of arrival
STA phrase of statement
Exr phrase of extension
> continuation of phrase over line-juncture

Double-line scansion

In the sanre author's nrore detailed study of rhythnr and nreter, 'l'hc Rhythrus ttf
I:ilelish Poetry, and some other rvorks which have adopted its lppro:rch, :rn alterna-
tive scansion - which rve can call double-litte scansiorr - is used. Double-line scansion
shows nlore unnrist:rkably the clistinction between, on the orre hand, the nretrical
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structure of beats and offbe;rts and, on the other, the pattern of stressed anc.

urtstresse'd syllables that deterrrrines the pronunciation of the rvords. It also explicitlr
ttrarks double offbeats, ar.rd shows the pause (or "inrplied offbeat") which occlrr.
between any pair of successive stressed beats which are not separated by a virtur.r.

oflbeat. Inversion is therefore always signalecl by tl-re co-occurrence of a doubl.
oflbeat and an ir-nplied or virtual oftbeat (" and ^).

The nrain syrnbols are given ir-r tl're box below (these have been adapted fron
Tlte Rhythms of English Poctry to nrake them usable in electronic transnrission).

Double-line scansion

Symbols

Above the line
stressed syllable
unstressed syllable
syllable with secondary stress
elision by the dropping of a vowel
elision by the coalescence of two vowels

Below the line

+S

-5

(s)

DD

b
*B

o

iBl
Io]

beat
secondary beat in dipodic verse
promoted syllable
offbeat
double offbeat
demoted syllable
virtual beat
virtual offbeat
implied offbeat

(The Rhythms of English Poetry does not distinguish between implied
and virtual offbeats: both types are called "implied offbeats," while
virtual beats are called "unrealized beats.")

The two nrodes of scansior) can easily be converted. Here are the earlier
exaniples notated rvith double-line scansion:

(1)
+S -S -S +S -S +S_S +S -S +S

Loose to the wind their airy garments flew,
B"BoBoBoB
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+s +s (s)-s +s -s -s -s +s -s +s

Thin glittering textures of the filmy dew.
*BoBo-BoBoB

215

(2)

(3)

-S +S -S +S -S +S +S -S -S +S

When lofty trees f see barren of leaves
o B o B o B[o]B " B

Gather ye rosebuds while ye may,

S +S -S +S -S +S_S

old time 
:= 

still 
3-trll"n,r,

When successive stressed beats occur without an intervening virtual offbeat, the

scansion shows an implied offbeat. Furthermore, the two major types of elision are

distinguished. The following example shows both of these:

^s +s (s)-s +s-s -s +s +s -s +s

The adventurous Baron the bright locks admired
o B o B " B ^B o B

One of the advantages of double-line scansion is that it shows at a glance whether,
and how, a line meets the conditions that control the meter. An iambic pentameter

will always have five Bs below the line separated by one of the offbeat symbols (o, *,

", ^, [o]); it will usually have an oflbeat symbol at the beginning and occasionally

one at the end. Inversion will always be marked by the co-occurrence of " and

either ^ or [o].
Double-line scansion also shows clearly above the line how the verse is to be

read. Its main disadvantages are that it is more laborious to write or rype out, and

harder to take in at a single glance. But it is a good idea to practice converting the

single-line and double-line scansions into one another, and to develop the ability to
handle both.

(s)



Appendix 4

Suggested responses to the exercises

The follor,ving are suggested responses to those exercises and parts of exercise:
which call for scansion and other rypes of nrarking. In consulting them, read-
ers should remember that there is often no single correct solution; lvhat is

represented here nray be one possibility arnong rltany.

Chapter 2

Page 23

(t) Gone the three ancient ladies 4

V,/ho creaked on rhe greenhouse iadder:s, 6

Reaching up v;hite strings 3

To wrnd, to rvind 2

The sweel, -pea tendri 1s , the smil ax, 5

Ijasturtir-rns, the ciinbing 1

Roses, Lo strarghten 2

Carr-raLlons, red 1

ChrTsant-heriuns; the siiii i

Stems, jo,rteo lii:e corri, 5

Thelz t i ed and t-r-tck,ed, - 1

These nur.ses of r-robody else.

Page 25

(2)

(a)

SSSS
A quibble rs

SSS
Shakespeare r,;hat

SSSSSSS
iuminous vapours are to

S

*.O

232



(b)
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S SS S S S S S S S S S S S S

the Lravel-ler: he follows it at all adventures,' it is

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSS
sure to lead him out of his way and sure to engulf him in

SS
the mire.

SSSSSSSSSS
In life's last scene what prodigies surprise,

SSSSSSSSSS
Fears of the brave, and follies of the wise?

S S S S S S S SS S

From Marlb'rougih's eyes the streams of dotage flow,

SSSSSSSSSS
And SwifL expires a driv'ler and a show.

The apostrophes in "Marlb'rough's" and "driv'ler" indicate that these

words are contracted, and their longer forrns cannot be used here.

S S S S S S S S S S S S S SS
The box of pawntickets at his elbow had just. been rifled

S S S S S S S S S SS S S S S S

and he took up idly one after another in his greasy

SSSSSSSSSSSS
fingers the blue and white dockets, scrawled and sanded

S S S S S S S S S S S S SS

and creased and bearing the name of the pledger as Daly

S SSS
or MacEvoy.

Page 34

/ x x/ / \ / x x / / x
(3) rocket divine tree-root restful unhinged gIadly

x/
consign

/xxx/x\x/x/x/\x
terribly delightful understand relation dog-1over

(.)
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\/x
topsy-turvy

\ x / x \ x / xx
intermission multiplici-ty

\ x / x x / x \ xx
reprehensibly dairy-managier

/xx/x
saved us from such a

x/xx/x

(4)
//xx

Quick thinking on

\x x/ x /
melodramatic end,

x/xxx
dimension of the

/xx / x
gieneral interesL,

//
your part

though: you merely restored the

x / x x x /x x x / x x x
exploratory dialogue, conducLed in the

x / x/ x / x x / x
and we resumed our roles of progressive

(s)

/xx/xxx/x/
thinkers and builders of the art of love.

\/\/\
They lingered, half chastened, half grIad, in the cool

/\/\/\
shadow of the o1d barn; the day's happenings needed much

thought.

The contrast berween "chastened" and "glad" rnay result irt emgrhatic stresses olt these

words, and in a weakening of the repeared "half."

Page 40

(6)

Order of regulariry: c, d, a, b.

xx/x/x/x/xxx/x
(r) I remember welI, Lhat once, while yet my inexperienced

/ x / x / x /x x / / x
hand could scarcely hold a bridle, with proud hopes I

/xxx/xx/x/x/x
mounted, and we journeyed towards the hi1Is: an ancient

/xxx/x/xxx/x/xx
servanL of my father's house was wiLh me, my encourager
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x/
and gruide.

Frorrr Wordsworth's Prelude; alternating rhythnruvith sonre v:rriations (verse set out as

prose).
xx/xxxx/x\x/xxx

(b) He was gazLng at her with open curiosity, with

\ x / x x x / / x x / x / x / xx
fascination, like a child watching a new fant.astic animal-

xx/xxx/xxxxx/x/
at the zoot and he was breathing as if he had run a great

/xx/x
distance to reach her.

Fronr Flannery O'Connor, "Good Country People"; rhythnrically irregular (prose).

| / x l/ xl / | x / x I t I x
(c) Should you ask me, whence these stories? Whence these

/ x lx x / x I x x / x lx x / x 
I

legends and traditions, with the odors of t.he foresL,

x x / l- / l" / x I x x / x | / 
I

with the dew and damp of meadows, with Lhe curli-ng smoke

x / x I x x / x lx / | / x I x x
of wigwams, with the rushing of great rivers, with Lheir

/xl\x/xlxx/lx\x/xlx
frequent repeLiLions, and their wild reverberations, as

x / x lx x / x 
I

of thunder in Lhe mountains?

Fronr Longfellow, Hiautatha,lntroduction; strongly alternating (verse set out as prose).

Note the tendency to stress many of the syllables nrarked here as urrstressed. Four nsinq

groups, three ftlling groups, fcrurteen mixed groups, and three monosvllables. The
rhythm is predomirlantly nrixed, countering the rtatural preference of the languaqr' tbr.r
rising rhythnr.

lx / *l / l. / | x / | x / l*
In easy staLe upon this couch, there sat a

/xx lx / | x / l^ / x I i I

glorj-ous to see,' who bore a glowing torch,

ixx
JUali, :-a---(d)

x
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x / | / x | / | x / l* / | \ / | x
unlike Plenty's horn, and held it up, high up, on

/ | x x x / x | / I .l / 
|

Scrooge, as he came peeping round the door.

I)ickerrs, A Christmas Carttl(prose); altcrnating lhythnr. Many readers rvill protrouttce

"unlike" r,vith stress on thc first syllablc to keep the rhythrn regular. Elc'vcn risirts

grollps, threc firlling sroups, for-rr rrrixed qrollps, and three Ironosyllabic groups. Thc

rhythnt is strongly risinq, enh:rncing the natrtr:rl preleretrce oithe languagc.

Chapter 3

Page 47

(l)
(") Georgie Porgie, pudding and pie,

BBBB

Kissed the girls and made them crY;
BBBB

When the boys came out to P1aY,
BBBB

Georgie Porgie ran away.
BBBB

(t) To market, to market, a ga11op, a trot;
BBBB

To buy some meaL to put in the Pot;
BBBB

Threepence a quarter, a groat a side,
BBBB

If it hadn't been killed it must have died.

(.) The cock's in the woodpile a-blowing his horn,
BBBB

The bu1l's in the barn a-threshing of corn,
BBBB

The maids in the meadows are making of hay,
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The ducks in the river are swimming away.
BBBB

Page 53

(2) She does not always see the point
BBBB

Of little jests her husband makes,
BBBB

And, when the world j-s out of joint,
BBBB

She makes a hundred smafl mistakes.
BBBB

Page 57

(3) r play it cool and digr all jive
BBBB

That's Lhe reason T stay alive.
BBBB

My motto, as f live and learn
BBBB

Is Dig and be dug in return.
BBBB

The nrain syntacticr division of the third linc is altcr one beat, lrot the usual two.

Page 61

(1)

T'hc poenr is:rn exanrple of ponlt('r's fit(t'tsut'(', irr rvhich the 3.3.-1.3 star)za beconres (r.7,

'uvith virtual beats after tl-rc units olthrcc.

But you whom fove hath bound, by order of desire,
BBBTB] BBBTB]

To love your 1ords, whose good deserts none other would
BBBBBB

require,
B tB]
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Come you yet once again, and set
BBBTB] B

Whose woefui pl-iqht, and sorrows
BBB

vre11 def :-ne.
BBiB]

your foot
B

great, no
B

by rnine,
B IB]

tongue may
B

Chapter 4

Page 66

/
(1) The steeds are

B

Curved i
B

VJhrte is
B

/
all bridled,

B

//
and snort to the reln;

BB

/
each neck,

B

t-he foam of
B

//
and flowrng each mane,'

BB

/
their champ on the

B

bir;
B

1ir;
B

/
The spears are

B

The cannon are
B

/
And crusli the

R

//
uplrfted; the matches are

BB

/i/
pointed, and ready to roar,
BBB

//i
wa11 they have crumbled before.
BBB

1_LL
The steeds are all brrdled, and snort to the

/iLL
Curved rs each neck, and flowing each mane;

iLLL
Whrte is the foam of therr chanp on the biL;

1-LLL
The spears are r-rplif r-ed; the mat-ches are 1it;

L
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LLLL
The cannon are pointed, and ready to roar,

/-LLL
And crush the wall they have crumbled before.

Page 69

xxlxxLx
(2) "Just the place for a Snarkl" the

xxlxxLxL
As he landed his crew with care,'

xlxxl_xxlx
Supportinq each man on the top of

xxLxx/_xxL
By a finger entwined in his hair.

LxL
Bellman cried,

[x L)

L

the tide

lx Ll

Page 74

x x L x L / lx I
(3) Then a mile of warm sea-scented beach;

/LxLxxlxl
Three fields to cross til1 a farm appears;

x L x x L x L / L
A tap at the pane, the quick sharp scratch

x Llx)L x x I x L
And blue spurt of a lighted match,

xxl/LxxLxL
And a voice less loud, through its joys and fears,

xxL/LxLxL
Than the two hearts beating each to each!

Thc scansion of "se:r-scentcd" given here rct'lccts a pronllnciation that gives both parts

of the conrpound eqr.ral r,vcight. It r,vould ber closer to nornral pronunciation but nrore
disruptive of the rhythnr - to put the nrain strcss olt "sea":

x x L x Llx)L \ x L
Then a mile of warm sea-scented beach
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Page 77

xLxLxLxL
(4) O what- can ai1 thee, knight at arms,

xL x L x /- xx
Alone and pa1e1y loiterinq?

xLxLxxxL
The sedge has wither'd from the lake,

x 1_ / L Lx Lx L)
And no birds sing.

x/_x/_x/_xL
o what can ai1 thee, knighL at arms,

x L x x x L x\
So haggard and so woe-beqone?

x L x L xx x L
The squirrel's granary is ful1,

x x L x L lxlxL)
And the harvest's done.

The virtual beats shou.r-r after the last line reflcct the lecling the rcader has of a long
pause, though it's unlikely that they woulcl be experienced rrs distir-rct beats.

Page 79

xLLlxLL
(5) If the home we never rric" Lo, and the oar-hs we never

I
keep,

tL) L L L x L tLL)
And a1f we know most distant and most dear,

tL1 L L L L L
Across the snoring barrack-room return to break our

L
sleep,

x L x L L I t1_11
Can you blame us if we soak ourselves in beer? 4
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xLLLxL
When the drunken comrade mutters and the great

LL
guard-lantern qutters

xLxLLL\LLI
And the horror of our fa1l is written p1ain,

LLLLxL/-
Every secret, self-revealing on the aching whitewashed

L
ceiling,

x L x L L L t.LL)
Do you wonder that we drug ourselves from pain? B

Page 82

(6)

(a) Triplc vcrse:

xxLxxLxxLxxL
When the voices of children are heard on the qreen,

xLxxLxxL[xxl]
And laughing is heard on the hill-,

xlxxLxlxL
My heart is at rest within my breast,

x Lx x L x L [x x L)
And everythlng else is still.

(b) I)uple verse:

xlxxxLxL
I wander through each chartered street,

LxxlxLxL
Near where the chartered Thames does f1ow,

xLx/_xlxl
And mark in every face I meet

/_xlxLxL
Marks of weakness, marks of woe.



242 Su,qqestcd rcsponses to thc exarcises

Page 85

(7)

x L \ x L x x /- xx L
A sweet-scented Courtier did give me a Kiss,

x /x x L x x L x x L
And promis'd me Mountains if I would be his,

x L x xL x x x x x L
But I'l-1 not believe him, for it is too true,

x L x x Lx x /_ x x L
Some courtiers do promise much more than they do. 4

x L x xf x x L x x L
My Thing is my own, and I'11 keep it so stil1,

x/_x/LxxLxxL
Yet other young Lasses may do what they wil1.

The srn,ing of the triple rhythnr is not hindcred by these instances ol denrotion and

prontotion.

Page 87

(fl )

l/ lx / x | / x I m'tp
See the creature stalking

| / lx / 
|

While we speakl

|/ lx / | x / x I unn
Hush and hide the Lalking,

I r lx / 
I

Cheek on cheek I

| / lx / l, / x I unu
What so false as truth is,

l/ lx /l
False to thee?

| / | x / x lt xllrutr
Where the serpent's tooth is

| /lx /l
Shun the Lree -

MR

MR

MR

MR
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| / | x/ xlt x I t'lun

Where the apple reddens

| / x I /l
Never pry -

| / | x / l* / x I un-Yr

Lest we lose our Edens,

FM

l/ lx /l
Eve and I.

MR

L2

Eight rising !!roups, four falling qroLrps, cighteen tnixeci or nronosyllabic grotrps. Al-

though short lines beginning on the beat olten produce falling rhythtns, all but one lirte

in this exanrple begin rvith a nronosyllabir' group, rtrakinq possrble a preponderatrce ol

nrixed and rising rhythnrs.

Page 95

(e)

LLLL
A child is born with no state of mind

L L LL
Blind to the ways of mankind

LLLL
God is smilinq on you but he's frowning too

LLL/-
Because only God knows what you go through 4

LLLL
You grow in the ghetto, living second rate

LLLL
And your eyes wiIJ- sing a song of deep hate

LLLL
The place that you play and where you stay

LlLL
Looks like one great big alleyway.

These nrarks shorv the placin* of the beats in tlrc pcrfbnnrlnce l'n' C,rlrt.lll,,r-- r .

the Furious Fivc; however, the sanre words allow a tturnbcr oitlittircrt: .1:':-,: --
beats.
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Chapter 5

Page 105

(1)

Lx L x lx L
(a) Lying, robed in snowy white

xLxLxLxL
That- loosely flew to left and right -

x L x/ x L x L
The leaves upon her falling liqht

xxlxxxL
Througrh the noises of the nrght

x 1_ x L x Lxx
She floated down to Camelot.

The lincs are in "eights and scvens"; th;rt is, a nrixttrre ol iantbic tetr;lnteters ancl

heptasyllabic lines (therc are no trochaic lincs, unlike the cranrple fiorn "L'Allesro"
discussed carlier). The 1.4.1.1.4 stanza is a 4x'1 lonrratiorr r,r,ith an aclditionrrl four-beat
line.

xLxxxLxxxL
(b) oh, Thou, who didsr with pirfall and wirh Gin

xf x L x x x L x x
Beset the Road I was to wander in,

x 1_ x x x\ xlx L
Thou wilt not with Predestination round

xLxxxLxLxL
Enmesh me, and i-mpute my Fa1l to Sin?

x L x L x /x L x L
Oh, Thou, who Man of baser Earth didst make,

x x x /x x xL x L
And who with Eden didst devise the Snake;

xLxLxLxLxL
For all the Sin wherewith the Face of Man

x L x L x L x L x L
Is bfacken'd, Man's forgiveness grive * and takel B

I.rnrbic pentenreters, iu 5.5.5.5 stanzas.
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xxLxxx/-[x]
(c) In the nightmare of the dark

L x L x L x L [x]
A11 the dogs of Europe bark,

x x lx Lx L [x]
And the living nations waiL,

LxLxxxL[x]
Each sequestered in its hate; 4

xxLxXXL[x]
Intellectual disgrace

L x L x Lx L [x]
Stares from every human face,

x x L x lx 1 [x]
And the seas of pity 1ie

L x Lx x x L [x]
Locked and frozen in each eye. 8

Heptasyllabic lines, tn 4.4.4.4 stanzas (i.e., 4x4 formation with no virtual beats).

Page 108

(2)

lx I xl L I

All heawy minds

lx L lx L I x L I

Do seek to ease their charge, RRR

lx L I x /- | x L 
I

And that that most them binds RRR

MM

lx L lx L I

To let at 1arge.

lxLlxLl
Then why should I

RR4

RR

l\ l lx x x 1 I

Hold pain within my heart RR
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lx L lx /- lx Ll
And may my tune apply

lxl lx L I

To ease my smart?

lx L xlL 
I

My faithful lute

RRR

RRB

RMM

RR 12

l*L I x t- lx L I

Alone shall hear me plain, RRR

lx L I\ L x I L I

For else all other suit-

lx L I x L I

Is clean in vain.

The rhythm is overwheln-ringly rising; only lines 1, 9, and 1 1 resist this movenlent, and

are thus given added enrphasis. (The nreter is regular ianrbic pentameter, divided 2:3

and3:2; this, incidentally. is a meterWyatt is often said to have been unable to nraster!)

Page 114

(3)

/1_x/_xLxL
Come, friendly bombs, and faII on Slough

x xx L x lx L
It isn't fit for humans now,

x xx L x L x /_

There isn't grass to graze a cow

/ Lx /_

Swarm over, DeaLh!

/ L x L x L x\
Come, bombs, and blow to smithereens

x L x \x L x L
Those air-conditioned, bright canteens,

/L/L/L/L
Tinned fruit, tinned meat, tinned mi1k, tinned beans

/L/L
Tinned minds, tinned breaLh.
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xLxLxLxLxL
(4) But. soft, what light through yonder window breaks?

xxxLxLxxxL
It i-s t-he east and Juliet is the sun.

xL / L x L x L x I
Arise, fair sun, and kil1 the envious moon,

xx x L x L x /_ x L
Who is already sick and pale with grief

xLxLxLxLxL
That thou, her maid, art far more fair than she.

xLxLxxxLxx
Be not her maid since she is envious,'

x L x /_ xx x L x I
Her vestal livery i-s but sick and green,

xLxLxlxLxL
And none but fools do wear it; cast it. off.

x x x Lx L x x x L
It is my lady, O, iL is my lovel

Note that "envious" is pronounced once with two syllables and once with three; and
'Juliet" and "livery," rvhich could have three syllablcs, have two. See the section on
"Elision" in chapter 5.

Page 119

(s)

x Lx L x L x L x L
So saying, on he led his radiant files,

L x x L [x] L x x L xL
DazzLrng the moon; Ehese Lo the bower direct

xLxLxLxLxL
In search of whom they sought: him there they found

L x x L [x]L x x 1_ x I
Squat like a Load, close at. t.he ear of Eve;

x lx x x L x I x L
Assaying by his devilish art to reach
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x/ x x x L x x x /_
The organs of her fancy, and with them forqe

x L x x x L tx] L x x ;,',:.,.,;,i ,L,''...;,,;,

rllusions as he 1ist, ph t'a.s-ft;,::,,,a*rdl:lilidfd,efts. . .

Five falling inversions (boxed here), two of them initial inversions. (Note rhat "radi-
ant," "bower," "devilish" and "fancy, and" are pronounced with two syllables; see the
section on "Elision" in chapter 5.)

Page 122

(6)

L x x L x x L l,xll \ L
Screen'd is this nook o'€r the high, half-reaped field,

x /_ x L \ Lx L x L
And here til1 sundown, shepherd! will f be.

;':"1 :X'1': "': )(" "1'L,"t'''L' x L x L x /'
fhrdugh tHe thick, corr,r tfre scarlet poppies peep,

x'x,,LLxLxIxL
And round green rooLs and yetlowing stalks f see 4

/ L x L xx x L x L
Pale pink convolvulus in tendrils creep;

xL\LxL
And air-swept lindens yield

x L x L x L x L x L
Their scent, and rust.le down their perfumed showers

x L x x L /- x xx L
Of bloom on Lhe bent grass where f am 1aid,

x L x x xl x L x L
And bower me from t.he August sun wit.h shade;

x x L f x L x L x L
And the eye travels down to Oxford's towers.

The nreter is iarnbic pentameter, with one line of ianrbic trinreter (see chapter (r).

There are five rising inversions, shaded here. The first has a virtllal offbear, producing l
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different rhythmic figure. (Note that "yellowing" and "bower" are pronounced with
rwo syllables; "showers" and "towers" could be pronounced with either one or fwo.)

Page 125

(7)

L x x L x Lxx x L
Out of her secret Paradise she sped,

x L x Lx L x L x L
Through camps and cities rough with stone, and steel,

x Lx L x x x L x L
And human hearts, which to her aery tread

.',,.{...... ,...........s. 
: / L x x x Lxx

*:ile.I.fl.:[nO not, wounded tfre invisible 4

L x x L x L xL x L
Palms of her tender feet where'er they fell:

x L x L x L x L x L
And barbdd Longues, and thoughts more sharp than they,

:.. ,i., .. ... ... .. ,... x. / ,L x Lx L xI
*dne....eire soii F;rm they never could reper,
:::
x /_ x L x x L L x L

Whose sacred blood, like the young tears of May, 8

l_ x xL x L x \ xL x L
Paved with eternal flowers that undeserving way.

The meter is iambic penrameter with a final six-beat line or alexandrine (Spenserian

stanza). Lines 4 and 7 begin with sequences that have to be read as double offbeats with
demotion to sustain the meter; this happens easily in line 7 ("Rent the soft form,"
where "soft" is subordinated to "form"), but is very difiicult in line 4, where "not"
attracts a beat to itself, threatening to disrupt the line.

Page 130

(8)

/ L / L x Lx x x L
Mere dreams, mere dreams! Yet Homer had not sungt

x x x L x L x xL L
Had he not found it certain beyond dreams
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x L x L / L xL x L
That out of life's own self-delight had sprung

(x)xL x L (x)x L x L x L
The abounding glittering jet; t.houqh now it seems 4

x x x L (x) x L x L \ l_

As if some marvellous empty sea-shell flung

L x (x)x L L x x L L
Out of the obscure dark of the rich streams,

xLxLxxxLxx
And not a fountain, were the symbol which

/x (x)x LGlx Lx x x L
Shadows the inherited glory of the rich.

The nreter is iambic pentameter. All the additional syllables could be elided, and in
ntost readings they would be at least partially elided. (Note that in line 6, the additional
syllable rnakes a double oflbe:rt into a triple offbeat; if we clo not elide the vowels of "thc

ob-" the mctrical alternations w,ill tend to pronrote "the" and produce an extra beat.

Horvever, tl-ris elision nrakes the line one syllable short.)

(e)

x L x /x L x L
When fainting Nature called for aid,

x L-x L xl x 1_

And hovering Death prepared the blow,

x L-x l_xx x L
His vigorous remedy displayed

x L- x L x /_ x L
The power of art without the show. 4

x L x /_ x L x L
His virtues walked thej-r narrow round,

xLxl_xLxL
Nor made a pause, nor left a void;

x L -x/ x L x L
And sure the Eternal Master found

x L x lx L x 1
The single talent well employed.



Page 134

(10)

lxxLxLxL
Mark but this flea, and mark in this,

x L x x x x xL-
How litt1e that which thou deniest

L x \ 1 x L \ 1
Me it sucked first, and now sucks thee,
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xLxL/LxL
this flea our two bloods mingled be.

me is;

And
x
i-n

The lines alternate betrveen four-beat and five'-beat duple verse. It is in the third line
that the contrasts between "Me" ancJ "thee" and between "first" and "now" invite
en-rphatic stresses which carry the line's fbr.rr beats, while the repe;rted "sucked" and
"sucks" are subordinated.

Page 135

(11)

line 3: The successive stresses of "blue nrists" are not preceded or followed by a double
offbeat, as is required in syllable-stress verse. (After two further beats, there is a

double offbeat that conrpensates for the loss of the earlier syllable. so the line could be

said to hover on the borders of metricaliw.) The scansion shows this accurately.
line 5: The line has six beats instead of five. The scansion shows this accurately.
line 6: The scansion is somewhat misleading in that it shows the demotion of "storms."

Demotion in the dor-rble oflbeat of an initial inversion usually involves a subordinated
stress.

line 8: The line has four beats instead of five. The scansion is rlisleading in that it shorvs

a promotion on "his," even thouch the conclitions for pronrotion are llot lnct.
line 9: The line has four bcats instead of five. The scansion shows this accurately.
line 11:The line has six lull stresses, none of rvhich can be easily denroted. The scan-

sion is misleading ir-r that it shows the den-rotion of "prized." (l)emotion in double
offbeats within the line almost always occurs in the rhythmic figure / x / / after a

syntactic break; morcover, the word "prized" requires a lull stress bec:urse of its im-
portalrce in the nrcaning of the sentence.)

line 13: The line is in triple rhythnr, with a virtu:rl oflbeat at the syntactic break. The
scatrsion shows this irccrlrutelv.

Shelley's original lines are as follows:

x L L x - x Lx L x \
line 3: Where blue mists through the unmoving aLmosphere
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x L-x \xl_x x x I
line 5: Unnatural vegetation, where the land

L x / L x 1_ x x xL
l-ine 6: Teemed with all earLhquake, tempest and disease,

xLxxxlxLx/-
line B: Had crushed him to his country's bloodstained dust;

xLxLxxxlxL
line 9: Or he was bartered for the fame of power,

/ Lx L x /_ x x x L
line 11:Makes human will an article of trade,'

x/_x/_xLxxxl_
line 13:And dragged t.o distant isles, where to the sound

Page 136

(12)
x lxx x I

ThaL memorable day,

1 x x ./_ xlx /- x I
(June lvas the month, Lorenzo named the Sqlrare)

x / x L x x \x I x L
I leaned a little and overlooked my prize

xxlLxxx/xL
By the low railing round the fountain-source

1 x x Lx x x I x /
Close to the statue, where a step descends:

1x / lx L x / x /
Dip a broad melon-1eaf that holds the wet,

x / x 1_x I x L x /
And whisk their faded fresh. And on I read

Lx x x x L / lxx
Presently, though my path grrew perilous

1 promotion

1 initial i-nversion

1 free double offbeat

1 rising inversion
1 promotion

1 initial inversion
1 promotj-on

1 ini-tial inversion with
demotion

1 inltial inversion
2 promotions, I demotior

x L x / x I x x I x / lfreedoubleoffbeat
While cl-inked the cans of copper, as stooped and rose

L \ x L x L x x L L 1 initial inversionwit-h
Thick-ankled girls who brimmed them, and made place demotion. 1 rising

inversion
x 1 x \txl1 x \ L x I lfallinqinversionwith

For marketmen glad to pitch basket down, demotlon B



x L xL \ 1 \ 1 x L
Between the outspread straw-work, piles of plait

LxxLxLxL/L
Soon to be flapping, each o'er two black eyes

xLxLx/_xLxL
And swathe of T\rscan hair, on festas fine:

x L \x I x L [x] /x x I
Through fire-irons, tribes of tong,s, shovels in sheaves,

Lxx L x I x \ xL
Skeleton bedsteads, wardrobe-drawers agape,

Lx/1/LxLxL
Rows of tal1 slim brass lamps with dangling giear/-

x 1 / L x I -x x x L
And worse, cast clothes a-sweetening ln the sun:
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1 x x L xL x L x I
None of them took my eye from off my prize.

2 demotions L2

1 lnitial- inversion, 1

demotion

1 demotion, 1 free double
offbeaC, 1 falling
inversion
1 lnitial inversion

1,6

1 initial inversion with
demotion, 1 other demotion

1 demotion
1 promotion

1 initial inversion

This is not the only possible reading of the passage, especially of the more complex
lines. The line which borders most closely on unmetricality is line tl; the reading given

here requires a rather artificial stress on "-men," followed by a break which is acceptable

but not indicated by punctuation, and the demotion of "pitch." On the other hand, if
"-men" is unstressed (producing a double offbeat), the compensation for the double

offbeat does not occur until after another beat, and both "pitch" and "basket" have to

be strongly stressed to effect that compensation:

xLxxLxLLxL
For marketmen glad to pitch basket down

The first reading works quite rvell if the line's ernphasis is put on "glad," an emphasis

which is rhetorically appropriate.
Another highly irregular line is 17, where the scansion shown for the first part of the

line has to be imposed on the words. It is probably better to read "tall slim brass lamps"

without trying to become conscious of the beat - as a suspension of the rrreter, in other
words.

Other quite irregular lines are 7,9, 71., and 15.

Page 139

(13)

/LxxLxxLxxLx
Dear Harp of my Country! in darkness I found thee,
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x L / x Lx x 1_ x x 1_ [x]
The cold chain of silence had hung o'er thee long,

x L x x L / x L xx L x
When proudly, my owrl fsl-and Harp, I unbound thee,

x L x x L x / L x x L [x]
And gave all t.hy chords to 1iqhL, freedom, and songt

Apart lrom the initial den-rotion of "Dear," all the demotions occur on syllables thar

demand a stress at least as strong as their neighbors; this produces eddies of resistance
against the triple swing of the nleter.

Page 144

(1 4)

I r / | x / l* / | x / | / /l
FIy, fly, my friends ! f have my death wound - flyl

l/ / | x / | x / l* /l* /l
See there that boy, that murthring boy I say,

I x x lx / | / x | / / | x / 
|

Who like a thief, hid in dark bush doth lie,

I x / l* /l x / | x /l* /l
Till bloody bullet get him wrongful prey.

| / /l* /l x / l* / | x /l
So Lyrant he no fitter place could spy,

lx xl / /lx xlx /1" /l
Nor so fair level in so secret stay,

lx x I t / | x / | x / l* / 
|

As that sweeL black which veils the heavenly eye:

I t xl/ xlx /l x / | x /l
There himself with his shot he close doth 1ay.

The regular foot is thc ianrbic foot, and the foliowing substitute feet occur:
line 1: spondee (2)

line 2: spondee

line 3: pyrrhic, trochee, spondee

line 5: spondee

Iine 6: pyrrhic (2), spondee

line 7: pvrrhic. spondee

line [J: trochee (2) (see "double inversior-r" in Glossary)
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Chapter 6

Page 153

(1)

LL11-
Charm me asleep, and me1t me so

LLLIL)
With thy delicious numbers;

L/_11
That being ravished, hence I go

/_LLIL]
Away in easy slunilcers.

11/_/_
Ease my sick head, and make my bed,

LxLt,L)
Thou power that canst sever

LLl/_
From me this i1l: and quickly st.i11

L L L IL)
Though thou not kill my fever.

As the scansion shows, the stanza is made up of two 4x4 fornrations in the ballad-stanza
pattern, 4.3.4.3. The strongest run-on is from line 7 to line tl (in the original layout),
since it goes across the pause associated with a virtual beat.

Page 158

()\
x L L x x /_ -x /_ / /_ x

(r) our brains ache, in the merciless iced East winds that

Lx
knive us. .

L x x I x1 x1 x L x /x
Wearied we keep awake because t.he night is silent...

/ L x L x L x L-xX x L-x
Low, drooping flares confuse our memory of the salient...
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l_ x x Lx /_ x L x L-x L x
Worried by silence, sentries whisper, curious, nervous,4

xLxLx
But nothing happens.

The meter is six-beat iarnbic (alexandrine or hexameter) with duple endings, plus a

two-beat closing line (dimeter); there is no regular pause after three beats to suggest

four-beat units with virtual beats. The inrperfect duple rhymes, arranged abba, also mlli-
tate against the 4x4 nrovement.

x Lx L x L x x
(b) The foresL ended.. GIad I was

xLxLxLxL
To feel t.he light, and hear the hum

xlxl_x/xL
Of bees, and smel1 the drying grass

x x L L xL x x 1_

And the sweet mint, because I had come

x x /_ x /x x xL
To an end of forest, and because

Lxxl_xlx/_
Here was both road and inn, the sum

x L / Lx x x L
Of whaL's not forest. But 'twas here

xLxxxxxl_
They asked me if I did not pass

Lxxl-//-/L
Yesterday this way. "Not- you? Queer."

LxxLxxLL
"Who then? and slept here?" r felt fear.

Despite a fairly regular ianrbic tetrameter rhythm (the last two lines being the only two
that are difficult to read with a regr-rlar rhythnr), an elaborate rhyrne scherne (abababrucc),

and lrequent divisions of the lines into two-beat halfl-lines, the syntactic units contradict
the 4x4 fornration strongly enouqh to reduce it to a faint presence.
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Page 165

(3)

t , x x t x xx x x L
Cor,ne let us go, while we are in our prime,

x /_ x L x L xx x L
And take the harmless fo11y of the time.

/lY/v/x x L L x-L x !_

We shalL grow o1d apace and die

t--/v/vY
 LA-

Before we know our liberty.

xLxLxxLL
Our life is short, and our days run

x L xL x x x L
As fast away as does the sun;

/',,' x x, llx x x L x L
At1dr ,as.a vapour, or a drop of rain,

/ L x L x L xL
Once 1ost, can ne'er be found again:

/_ x x L x Lx l_

So when or you or I are made

Y/v/v/v/LLLL

A fabl-e, song, or f leet.ing shade,

/ L / Lx L x L
A11 love, all liking, all delight

/LxlxlxL
Lies drowned with us in endless night. 72

x x /- L x Lx x xLx
Then while time serves, and we are but- decaying,

I x x / x L / Lx Lx
,Corne, lRy Corinna , come , 1eL ' s go a-Maying .

Tlie longer lines are iambic pentanreter, the shorter lines are iambic tetranteter. Inver-
sions are marked by shading.
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Chapter 7

Page 176

(1)

The following scansion shorvs the entire lines nrost easily accommodated to a duple

meter (mostly iambic pentameter). Other lines have metrical portions, and there are

sequences that fall into a triple rhythm.

Sometimes the ligrht fa11s here too as at Florence

LxxL/Lxxxlx
Circled by 1ow hard hills, or in the quarry

L x x L \ L x x x L x
Under its half-hewn cliffs, where that collection

Of pale rough blocks, stiIl lying at all angles on the

dust-white floor 4

/_xxlxl
Wait.s, like a town of tombs.

x Lx L x L x \
I finish nothinq I begin.

x x 1_ L x x L x xx L
And the dream sleeps in the stone, to be unveifed

x /_ x L x L x Lx x
Or half-unveiled, the lurking nakedness;

Luminous as a grapeski-n, the cold marble mass

of melted skeins, chains, veils and veins,

/vv/--/-'-'t-"'LLxLr(l!?1L]'2.

Bosses and hollows, muscular convexities,

L x xLx 1_ xx L L
Supple heroic surfaces, tense drums

x Lx L x L x /_

And livinq knoLs and cords of love:

LxxLxxxl
- Sleeps in the stone, and is unveiled

1)
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x L x L x Lx L x L
Or half-unveiled, the body's self a veil,

By the adze and t.he chisel, and the mind

x/x/y
LL

fmpelled by torment.

x xL x L x
In the empty quarry

The liqht waits, and the tombs wait,

For the coming of a dream.

Page 180

(2)

x//
A cold spring:

76

)a

x /x x x / x x /
The violet was flawed on the fawn.

x / / x / x / / x\x
For two weeks or more the trees hesitated;

x/x//x
the litt1e leaves wait.ed,

/ x x/ x\x x \x x/ x
carefully indicating their characteristics.

/x xx / / /
Finally a grave green dust

/ x /x x / x / x /
settled over your big and aimless hills.

//xx///x/\
One day, in a chi11 white blast of sunshine, B

xx/x/x/x/
on the side of one a calf was born.

x / x / / x
The mother stopped lowingr

x / x / / / x x/ x /
and took a lonq Lime eating the after-birth,
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x/x/
a wretched f1agr,

xxl\/
but the calf grot up

x/x/
and seemed inclined

Chapter 8

Page 189

(1)

(a)

LZ

/x
promptly

x//
to feef gay.

ANT

When she found that she had trme to spare,
ARR_
she made a

(b)

quick call to the

STA

Spring at last

optician.

Exr 
l

late and feeble, but still spring.

(c)
J]A

The
I exr

long steady drive had made him dozy, but a glimpse of

he1le waiting in the lounge was enough to wake him up.

I ann-

Mic

ANT
(d) Not.hing in my life had prepared me for this momenL: a

real choice of

q.ra 

-l

I

occupatron.

EXT
(e)

(f)

(s)

(h)

Darkness fel-1 before there was

srA-l ext-l
They cursed like highwaymen.

Ar{r _l ann_l
Above all, don't dawdle.

time to finish the job.

-)lA I exr
He hefd out the cl-gar-case, and his visitor winced.
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(r)

(j)

ANT

Rou

ARR

nding the bend, before she could see what lay ahead,

she had a premonition that the road was blocked.

Three dusty elephants, several surprisingly dowdy

i ARR
peacocks, and a few frayrng llamas were all that the park

contained.

(2)

1 STA
? CTII A

3 STA
4 ANT

The
I ARR

turtle lives 'twixt plated decks

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

Page 199

(3)
(a) 1

2

EXT
ANT 

-l

Which practically
ARR 

-l

conceal its sex.

EXT

ANT

ru!I

I thrnk it clever
I n-a 

-l

lAl\11. I

of the turtle

ARR

ANT
Tn such a fix to be so fertrle.

ARR

STA

ANT
EXT 

-
with no

tn---. 

-l

this candidateI warmly recommend

quali f rcations whatsoever



(b)
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1

2

aNT 

-IARR

I sta- J ext 
-I warmly recommend this candidate with no

In (a), the sentence is divided into a statement - "1 warmly recommend this candidate''

- and an extension which elaborates, positively, on the recommendation. In (b), the

sL'ntence begins with an anticipation - "l warmly recomnrend" - followed by an arrival
that describes the candidate in negative ternls.

(4)

1 STA

2 ANT
3 STA

4 ANT

I

L
Ask

1

z
3

4

L/\ r 

-l

Itt
1 x Lx L

past, the fading rose

1

2

3

4
I

lann-l
llt

,
I

xxL
me no more

lannfr
ttl

xLxL
where rTove bestows,

x
When

EXT

ANT

ANT

L
June 1S

xxx
For in your

L x L-x L
beauty's orient deep,

1

2

3

4

ARR

ANT

-laNr

I

x 1- x
These ffowers, as

I

--lann -----l
lt

xxLxL
in their causes, sleep.

qualif ications whatsoever.
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Page 202

(s)

The following is only one of several possible ways of analyzing the poem. Any phrasal
scansion should show that the first sentence is a single long unit divided only at the
lower levels (and therefore having strong line*to-line continuiry), while the second
sentence is divided at high levels into a series of units (and has strong end-stopping).

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

J I.A

ANT

STA
STA
srA-l
Here,

!l\ a 

-l

in this 1itt1e Bay,

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

EXT
STA lrxr 

-1

and great repose,Fu11 of tumultuous life

L

z

3
A

5

6 EXT

I

ANr-l
Where,

AI\1T 

-l

twice a day,

1

2

3

4

5

6

7 ARR

The purposeless, glad ocean comes and goes,
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1

2

3

4

5

6
'7

7

2

3

4

5

6

1

EXT ---..--.---.----=- | rxr
I

iUnder hiqh cliffs, and

.--..--------.---------.--.----i

I

I

ARR --------___1

f sit me down

I

far from Lhe huge a"*.f

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

EXT
ANT

I ann

I

IFor want of me the world,s course will not fail:
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

ARR

STA

ANT

When al1 its work is

ARR I

-l
i

Ifie shall roL,.done, the

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

EXT

STA

STA

i1
l1

great, and sha11 prevail,

EXr --=--1

The truth is



7

2

3

4

5

6

1
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(6)

T

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

J

4

5

6

1

2

3

4
tr
J

6

7

)
3

4

5

6

EXT

ANr _l
When none cares
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whether iL prevail or not.
ARR

STA
STA
ANT
ANT

I

I

Dear 1ove,

ARR

ANT

ANT

SANCE t.he impossible
lann-l
proves

ARR

ANT
Our sole recourse

I ann 

-l

from this distress,

I nxr
ARn 

-l JIfl

ANT

theCfaim it: ebony ritual-mask

EXT

lann ------------l
Cannot outstare a livinq yes.

I ann
of

-l-lno
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1 EXT
2 STA

3

4

s SrA _lexr
6 lArdr 

- 
lann -l 

exr 

-lClaim it wit.hout despond or hate

1>
o I FXT->LIL

3 | srA->
4 | ANT->
tr 

- 

I rrrm-lJll

6 Exr-l 
I

Or greed; but in your gentler tone

L

2

3

4

5

6

ARR
ARR

Say:

A1'rr _ | ann
I

"This is ours, the impossible,

EXT_>

ANT_ >

sTA_l
and silence

1

2

3

4

5

6

t
2

3

4

5

6

1

z

3

4

5

6

.CJA] 

-

Will give consent

I ann
lsra-- lnxr-l
it is ours alone

EXT
STA
STA

srn- | eXt
I

The impossible has wild-cat cfaws

EXT
ANT

ANT
I

lann-l
meet and dieWhich you would rather 10
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ARR

ANT I ann
Than commit- love to Lime's curative venom

EXT

break our oath so would f

EXT

And
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