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Stephen Fry believes that if one can speak and
read English, one can write poetry. Many of us
have never been taught to read or write poetry
and think of it as a mysterious and intimidating
form. Or, if we have been taught, we remem-
ber uncomfortable silence when an English
teacher invited the class to “respond” to a
poem. In The Ode Less Travelled, Fry sets out to
correct this problem by giving aspiring poets
the tools and confidence they need to write

poetry for pleasure.

Fry is a wonderfully engaging teacher and a
writer of poetry himself, and he explains the
various elements of poetry in simple terms,
without condescension. His enjoyable exercises
and witty insights introduce the concepts of
Metre, Rhyme, Form, Diction, and Poetics.
Aspiring poets will learn to write a sonnet, an
ode, a villanelle, a ballad, and a haiku, among
others. Along the way, he introduces us to
poets we've heard of, but never read. The Ode
Less Travelled is a lively celebration of poetry
that makes even the most reluctant reader want

to pick up a pencil and give it a try.
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HAVE A DARK AND DREADFUL SECRET. | write poetry.

This i1s an embarrassing confession for an adult to make. In
their idle hours Winston Churchill and Noél Coward painted. For
fun and relaxation Albert Einstein played the violin. Hemingway
hunted, Agatha Christie gardened, James Joyce sang arias and
Nabokov chased butterflies. But poetry?

I have a friend who drums in the attic, another who has been
building a boat for years. An actor I know is prouder of the repro-
duction eighteenth-century duelling pistols he makes in a small
workshop than he is of his knighthood. Britain is a nation of
hobbyists — eccentric amateurs, talented part-timers, Pooterish
potterers and dedicated autodidacts in every field of human
endeavour. But poetry?

An adolescent girl may write poetry, so long as it is securely
locked up in her pink leatherette five-year diary. Suburban pro-
fessionals are permitted to enter jolly pastiche competitions in the
Spectator and New Statesman. At a pinch, a young man may be
allowed to write a verse or two of dirty doggerel and leave it on a
post-it note stuck to the fridge when he has forgotten to buy a
Valentine card. But that’s it. Any more forays into the world of
Poesy and you release the beast that lurks within every British
breast — and the name of the beast is Embarrassment.

And yet . ..

I believe poetry is a primal impulse within us all. I believe
we are all capable of it and furthermore that a small, often ignored
corner of us positively yearns to try it. I believe our poetic impulse



1s blocked by the false belief that poetry might on the one hand be
academic and technical and on the other formless and random. It
seems to many that while there is a clear road to learning music,
gardening or watercolours, poetry lies in inaccessible marshland:
no pathways, no signposts, just the skeletons of long-dead poets
poking through the bog and the unedifying sight of living ones
floundering about in apparent confusion and mutual enmity.
Behind it all, the dread memory of classrooms swollen into resentful
silence while the English teacher invites us to ‘respond’ to a poem.

For me the private act of writing poetry is songwriting, con-
fessional, diary-keeping, speculation, problem-solving, storytelling,
therapy, anger management, craftsmanship, relaxation, concentration
and spiritual adventure all in one inexpensive package.

Suppose 1 want to paint but seem to have no obvious talent.
Never mind: there are artist supply shops selling paints, papers,
pastels, charcoals and crayons. There are ‘How To’ books every-
where. Simple lessons in the rules of proportion and guides to
composition and colourmixing can make up for my lack of natural
ability and provide painless technical grounding. I am helped by
grids and outlines, pantographs and tracing paper; precise instruc-
tions guide me in how to prepare a canvas, prime it with paint and
wash it into an instant watercolour sky. There are instructional
videos available; I can even find channels on cable and satellite
television showing gentle hippies painting lakes, carving pine trees
with palette knives and dotting them with impasto snow.
Mahlsticks, sable, hogs-hair, turpentine and linseed.Viridian, umber,
ochre and carmine. Perspective, chiaroscuro, sfumato, grisaille, tondo
and morbidezza. Reserved modes and materials. The tools of the
trade. A new jargon to learn. A whole initiation into technique,
form and style.

Suppose 1 want to play music but seem to have no obvious
talent. Never mind: there are music shops selling instruments,
tuning forks, metronomes and ‘How To’ books by the score. And
scores by the score. Instructional videos abound. I can buy digital
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keyboards linked to programmes that plug into my computer and
guide me through the rudiments, monitoring my progress and
accuracy. I start with scales and move on to chords and arpeggios.
There are horsehair, rosin and catgut, reeds, plectrums and
mouthpieces. There are diminished sevenths, augmented fifths,
relative minors, trills and accidentals. There are riffs and figures,
licks and vamps. Sonata, adagio, crescendo, scherzo and twelve-bar
blues. Reserved modes and materials. The tools of the trade. A
new jargon to learn. A whole initiation into technique, form and
style.

To help us further there are evening classes, clubs and groups.
Pack up your easel and palette and go into the countryside with a
party of like-minded enthusiasts. Sit down with a friend and learn
a new chord on the guitar. Join a band. Turn your watercolour view
of Lake Windermere into a tablemat or T-shirt. Burn your version
of ‘Stairway to Heaven’ onto a CD and alarm your friends.

None of these adventures into technique and proficiency will
necessarily turn you into a genius or even a proficient craftsman.
Your view of Snow on York Minster, whether languishing in the loft
or forming the basis of this year’s Christmas card doesn’t make you
Turner, Constable or Monet.Your version of ‘Fiir Elise’ on electric
piano might not threaten Alfred Brendel, your trumpet blast of
‘Basin Street Blues’ could be so far from Satchmo that it hurts and
your take on ‘Lela’ may well stand as an eternal reproach to all those
with ears to hear. You may not sell a single picture, be invited even
once to deputise for the church organist when she goes down with
shingles or have any luck at all when you try out for the local
Bay City Rollers tribute band.You are neither Great Artist, sessions
professional, illustrator or admired amateur.

So what? You are someone who paints a bit, scratches around
on the keyboard for fun, gets a kick out of learning a tune or
discovering a new way of rendering the face of your beloved in
charcoal. You have another life, you have family, work and friends
but this is a hobby, a pastime, FUN. Do you give up the Sunday
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kick-around because you’ll never be Thierry Henry? Of course
not. That would be pathologically vain. We don’t stop talking about
how the world might be better just because we have no chance of
making it to Prime Minister. We are all politicians. We are all artists.
In an open society everything the mind and hands can achieve is
our birthright. It is up to us to claim it.

And you know, you might be the real thing, or someone with
the potential to give as much pleasure to others as you derive your-
self. But how you will ever know if you don't try?

As the above is true of painting and music, so it is true of
cookery and photography and gardening and interior decoration
and chess and poker and skiing and sailing and carpentry and
bridge and wine and knitting and brass-rubbing and line-dancing
and the hundreds of other activities that enrich and enliven the
daily toil of getting and spending, mortgages and shopping, school
and office. There are rules, conventions, techniques, reserved
objects, equipment and paraphernalia, time-honoured modes,
forms, jargon and tradition. The average practitioner doesn’t expect
to win prizes, earn a fortune, become famous or acquire absolute
mastery in their art, craft, sport — or as we would say now, their
chosen leisure pursuit. It really is enough to have fun.

The point remains: it isn’t a burden to learn the difference
between acid and alkaline soil or understand how f-stops and expo-
sure times affect your photograph. There’s no drudgery or humili-
ation in discovering how to knit, purl and cast oft, snowplough
your skis, deglaze a pan, carve a dovetail or tot up your bridge hand
according to Acol. Only an embarrassed adolescent or deranged
coward thinks jargon and reserved languages are pretentious and
that detail and structure are boring. Sensible people are above sim-
pering at references to colour in music, structure in wine or rhythm
in architecture. When you learn to sail you are literally shown the
ropes and taught that they are called sheets or painters and that
knots are hitches and forward is aft and right 1s starboard. That 1s
not pseudery or exclusivity, it is precision, it is part of initiating the
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newcomer into the guild. Learming the lingo is the beginning of
our rite of passage.

In music, tempo is not the same as rhythm, which is not the
same as pulse. There are metronomic indications and time signa-
tures. At some point along the road between picking out a tune
with one finger and really playing we need to know these distinctions.
For some it comes naturally and seems inborn, for most of us the
music 1s buried deep inside but needs a little coaxing and tuition to
be got out. So someone shows us, or we progress by video, evening
class or book. Talent is inborn but technique is learned.

Talent without technique is like an engine without a steering
wheel, gears or brakes. It doesn’t matter how thoroughbred and
powerful the V12 under the bonnet if it can’t be steered and kept
under control. Talented people who do nothing with their gifts
often crash and burn. A great truth, so obvious that it is almost a
secret, 1s that most people are embarrassed to the point of shame by
their talents. Ashamed of their gifts but proud to bursting of their
achievements. Do athletes boast of their hand-eye coordination,
grace and natural sense of balance? No, they talk of how hard they
trained, the sacrifices they made, the effort they put in.

Ah, but a man’s reach should exceed his grasp

Or what’s a heaven for?

Robert Browning’s cry brings us back, at last, to poetry. While it is
perfectly possible that you did not learn music at school, or draw-
ing and painting, it is almost certain that you did learn poetry. Not
how to do it, almost never how to write your own, but how, God
help us, to appreciate it.

We have all of us, all of us, sat with brows furrowed feeling
incredibly dense and dumb as the teacher asks us to respond to an
image or line of verse.

What do you think Wordsworth was referring to here?
What does Wilfred Owen achieve by choosing this metaphor?



How does Keats respond to the nightingale?
Why do you think Shakespeare uses the word ‘gentle’ as a verb?
What is Larkin’s attitude to the hotel room?

It brings it all back, doesn’t it? All the red-faced, blood-pounding
humiliation and embarrassment of being singled out for comment.

The way poetry was taught at school reminded W. H. Auden
of a Punch cartoon composed, legend has it, by the poet A. E.
Housman. Twvo English teachers are walking in the woods in
springtime. The first, on hearing birdsong, is moved to quote
William Wordsworth:

TeAcHER 1: Oh cuckoo, shall I call thee bird
Or but a wandering voice?

TEACHER 2: State the alternative preferred
With reasons for your choice.

Even if some secret part of you might have been privately moved
and engaged, you probably went through a stage of loathing those
bores Shakespeare, Keats, Owen, Eliot, Larkin and all who came
before and after them. You may love them now, you may stll hate
them or perhaps you feel entirely indifferent to the whole pack of
them. But however well or badly we were taught English literature,
how many of us have ever been shown how to write our own poems?

Don’t worry, it doesn’t have to rhyme. Don'’t bother
with metre and verses. Just express yourself. Pour out
your feelings.

Suppose you had never played the piano in your life.

Don’t worry, just lift the lid and express yourself. Pour
out your feelings.

We have all heard children do just that and we have all wanted to
treat them with great violence as a result.Yet this is the only instruc-
tion we are ever likely to get in the art of writing poetry:
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Anything goes.

But that’s how modern poetry works, 1sn't it? Free verse, don’t they
call it? Vers libre?

Ye-e-es . . . And in avant-garde music, John Cage famously
wrote a piece of silence called ‘4 Minutes 33 Seconds’ and created
other works requiring ball-bearings and chains to be dropped on to
prepared pianos. Do music teachers suggest that to children? Do we
encourage them to ignore all harmony and rhythm and just make
noise? It is important to realise that Cage’s first pieces were written
in the Western compositional tradition, in movements with con-
ventional Italian names like lento, vivace and fugato. Picasso’s early
paintings are flawless models of figurative accuracy. Listening to
music may inspire an extraordinary emotional response, but
extraordinary emotions are not enough to make music.

Unlike musical notation, paint or clay, language is inside every
one of us. For free. We are all proficient at it. We already have the
palette, the paints and the instruments. We don’t have to go and buy
any reserved materials. Poetry is made of the same stuff you are
reading now, the same stuft you use to order pizza over the phone,
the same stuff you yell at your parents and children, whisper in your
lover’s ear and shove into an e-mail, text or birthday card. It is
common to us all. Is that why we resent being told that there is a
technique to its highest expression, poetry? I cannot ski, so I would
like to be shown how to. I cannot paint, so I would value some
lessons. But I can speak and write, so do not waste my time telling
me that I need lessons in poetry, which is, after all, no more than
emotional writing, with or without the odd rhyme. Isn’t it?

Jan Schreiber in a review of Timothy Steele’s Missing Measures,
says this of modern verse:

The writing of poetry has been made laughably easy. There
are no technical constraints. Knowledge of the tradition is
not necessary, nor is a desire to communicate, this having
been supplanted in many practitioners by the more urgent



desire to express themselves. Even sophistication in the
manipulation of syntax is not sought. Poetry, it seems, need
no longer be at least as well written as prose.

Personally, I find writing without form, metre or rhyme not ‘laugh-
ably easy’ but fantastically difficult. If you can do it, good luck to
you and farewell, this book is not for you: but a word of warning
from W. H. Auden before you go.

The poet who writes ‘free’ verse is like Robinson Crusoe
on his desert island: he must do all his cooking, laundry and
darning for himself. In a few exceptional cases, this manly
independence produces something original and impressive,
but more often the result is squalor — dirty sheets on the
unmade bed and empty bottles on the unswept floor.

I cannot teach you how to be a great poet or even a good one.
Dammit, I can’t teach myself that. But I can show you how to have
fun with the modes and forms of poetry as they have developed
over the years. By the time you have read this book you will be able
to write a Petrarchan sonnet, a Sapphic Ode, a ballade, a villanelle
and a Spenserian stanza, among many other weird and delightful
forms; you will be confident with metre, rhyme and much else
besides. Whether you choose to write on the stupidity of advertis-
ing, the curve of your true love’s buttocks, the folly of war or the
irritation of not being able to open a pickle jar is unimportant. [
will give you the tools, you can finish the job. And once you have
got the hang of the forms, you can devise your own. The
Robertsonian Sonnet. The Jonesian Ode. The Millerian Stanza.

This is not an academic book. It is unlikely to become part of
the core curriculum. It may help you with your English exams
because it will certainly allow you to be a smart-arse in Practical
Criticism papers (if such things still exist) and demonstrate that
you know a trochee from a dactyl, a terza from an ottava rima and
assonance from enjambment, in which case I am happy to be of
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service. It is over a quarter of a century since | did any teaching and
[ have no idea 1f such knowledge is considered good or useless these
days, for all I know it will count against you.

[ have written this book because over the past thirty-five years
[ have derived enormous private pleasure from writing poetry and
like anyone with a passion I am keen to share it.You will be relieved
to hear that I will not be burdening you with any of my actual
poems (except sample verse specifically designed to help clarify
form and metre): [ do not write poetry for publication, I write it
for the same reason that, according to Wilde, one should write a
diary, to have something sensational to read on the train. And as a
way of speaking to myself. But most importantly of all for pleasure.

This is not the only work on prosody (the art of versification)
ever published in English, but it is the one that I should like to have
been available to me many years ago. It is technical, yes, inasmuch
as 1t investigates technique, but [ hope that does not make it dry,
obscure or difficult — after all, ‘technique’ is just the Greek for
‘art’. | have tried to make everything approachable without being
loopily matey or absurdly simplistic.

I certainly do not attempt in this book to pick up where those
poor teachers left off and instruct you in poetry appreciation. |
suspect, however, that once you have started writing a poem of any
real shape you will find yourself admiring and appreciating other
poets’ work a great deal more. If you have never picked up a golf
club you will never really know just how remarkable Ernie Els is
(substitute tennis racket for Roger Federer, frying pan for Gordon
Ramsay, piano for Jools Holland and so on).

But maybe you are too old a dog to learn new tricks? Maybe
you have missed the bus? That’s hooey. Thomas Hardy (a finer poet
than he was a novelist in my view) did not start publishing verse till

he was nearly sixty.

Every child is musical. Unfortunately this natural gift is
squelched before it has time to develop. From all my life
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experience | remember being laughed at because my voice
and the words I sang didn't please someone. My second
grade teacher, Miss Stone would not let me sing with the
rest of the class because she judged my voice as not musical
and she said I threw the class off key. I believed her which
led to the blockage of my appreciation of music and
blocked my ability to write poetry. Fortunately at the age of
57 I had a significant emotional event which unblocked my
ability to compose poetry which many people believe has
lyrical qualities.

So writes one Sidney Madwed. Mr Madwed may not be Thomas
Campion or Cole Porter, but he believes that an understanding
of prosody has set him free and now clearly has a whale of a time
writing his lyrics and verses. I hope reading this book will take the
place for you of a ‘significant emotional event’ and awaken the poet
that has always lain dormant within.

[t is never too late. We are all opsimaths.

Opsimath, noun: one who learns late in life.

Let us go forward together now, both opsimathically and
optimistically. Nothing can hold us back. The ode beckons.
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How to Read this Boolk

THERE IS no getting away from it: in about five minutes’ time,
if you keep reading at a steady rate, you will start to find
yourself, slowly at first and then with gathering speed and violence,
under bombardment from technical words, many of them Greek
in origin and many of them perhaps unfamiliar to you. I cannot
predict how you will react to this. You might rub your hands in
glee, you might throw them up in whatever is the opposite of glee,
you might bunch them into an angry fist or use them to hurl the
book as far away from you as possible.

It is important for you to realise now, at this initial stage, that —
as I mentioned earlier — most activities worth pursuing come with
their own jargon, their private language and technical vocabulary.
In music you would be learning about fifths and relative majors, in
yachting it would be boom-spankers, tacking into the wind and
spinnakers. I could attempt to ‘translate’ words like iamb and caesura
mnto everyday English, but frankly that would be patronising and
silly. It would also be very confusing when, as may well happen, you
turn to other books on poetry for further elucidation.

So please, Do NOT BE AFRAID. I have taken every effort to try
to make your initiation into the world of prosody as straight-
forward, logical and enjoyable as possible. No art worth the striving
after is without its complexities, but if you find yourself confused,
if words and concepts start to swim meaninglessly in front of
you, do not panic. So long as you obey the three golden rules
below, nothing can go wrong. You will grow in poetic power and
confidence at a splendid rate. You are not expected to remember
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every metrical device or every rhyme scheme: I have included a
glossary at the back. Just about every unusual and technical word 1
use is there, so if in doubt flip to the back where you should find
an explanation given by definition and/or example.

If you already know, or believe you know, a fair amount about
prosody (usually pronounced présser-di, but sometimes prose-a-di),
that is to say the art of versification, then you may feel an urge to
hurry through the early sections of the book. That is up to you,
naturally, but I would urge against it. The course is designed for all
comers and it is better followed in the order laid out. Now, [ am
afraid you are not allowed to read any further without attending to
the three golden rules below.

The G@ﬂden Ruﬂes
RuLeE ONE

In our age one of the glories of poetry is that it remains an art that
demonstrates the virtues and pleasures of TAKING YOUR TIME. You
can never read a poem too slowly, but you can certainly read one
too fast.

Please, and 1 am on my knees here, please read all the sample
excerpts and fragments of poetry that I include in this book
(usually in indented paragraphs) as slowly as you possibly can,
constantly rereading them and feeling their rhythm and balance
and shape. I'm referring to single lines here as much as to larger
selections.

Poems are not read like novels. There 1s much pleasure to be
had in taking the same fourteen-line sonnet to bed with you and
reading it many times over for a week. Savour, taste, enjoy. Poetry
is not made to be sucked up like a child’s milkshake, it 1s much
better sipped like a precious malt whisky. Verse is one of our last
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stands against the instant and the infantile. Even when it 1s simple
and childlike it is be savoured.

Always try to read verse out loud: if you are in a place where
such a practice would embarrass you, read out loud inside yourself
(if possible, moving your lips). Among the pleasures of poetry is the
sheer physical, sensual, textural, tactile pleasure of feeling the words
on your lips, tongue, teeth and vocal cords.

It can take weeks to assemble and polish a single line of
poetry. Sometimes, it 1s true, a lightning sketch may produce a
wonderful effect too, but as a general rule, poems take time. As with
a good painting, they are not there to be greedily taken in at once,
they are to be lived with and endlessly revisited: the eye can go back
and back and back, investigating new corners, new incidents and
the new shapes that seem to emerge. We are perhaps too used to
the kind of writing that contains a single message. We absorb the
message and move on to the next sentence. Poetry is an entirely
different way of using words and I cannot emphasise enough how
much more pleasure is to be derived from a slow, luxurious engage-
ment with its language and rhythms.

RurLe Two

NEVER WORRY about ‘meaning’ when you are reading poems,
either those I include in the book, or those you choose to read for
yourself. Poems are not crossword puzzles: however elusive and
‘difficult’ the story or argument of a poem may seem to be and
however resistant to simple interpretation, it is not a test of your
intelligence and learning (or if it is, it is not worth persevering
with). Of course some poems are complex and highly wrought and
others may contain references that mystify you. Much poetry in the
past assumed a familiarity with classical literature, the Christian
liturgy and Greek mythology, for example. Some modernist poetry
can seem bloody-minded in its dense and forbidding allusion to
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other poets, to science and to philosophy. It can contain foreign
phrases and hieroglyphs. There are literary and critical guides if you
wish to acquaint yourself with such works; for the most part we
will not concern ourselves with the avant-garde, the experimental
and the arcane; their very real pleasures would be for another book.

It is easy to be shy when confronting a poem. Poems can be
the frightening older children at a party who make us want to cling
to our mothers. But remember that poets are people and they have
taken the courageous step of sharing their fears, loves, hopes and
narratives with us in a rare and crafted form. They have chosen a
mode of expression that is concentrated and often intense, they are
offering us a music that has taken them a long time to create —
many hours in the making, a lifetime in the preparation. They don’t
mean to frighten or put us off, they long for us to read their works
and to enjoy them.

Do not be cross with poetry for failing to deliver meaning and
communication in the way that an assemblage of words usually
does. Be confident that when encountering a poem you do not
have to articulate a response, venture an opinion or make a judge-
ment. Just as the reading of each poem takes time, so a relationship
with the whole art of poetry itself takes time. Observation of Rule
One will allow meaning to emerge at its own pace.

R ULE THREE

Buy a notebook, exercise book or jotter pad and lots of pencils
(any writing instrument will do but I find pencils more physically
pleasing). This is the only equipment you will need: no cameras,
paintbrushes, tuning forks or chopping boards. Poets enjoy their
handwriting (‘like smelling your own farts, W. H. Auden claimed)
and while computers may have their place, for the time being write,
don’t type.

You may as well invest in a good pocket-sized notebook: the
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Moleskin range is becoming very fashionable again and bookshops
and stationers have started to produce their own equivalents. Take
yours with you everywhere. When you are waiting for someone,
stuck in an airport, travelling by train, just doodle with words. As
you learn new techniques and methods for producing lines of verse,
practise them all the time.

Imagine the above-mentioned are the End User Licence
Agreement to a piece of computer software. You cannot get any
further without clicking ‘OK” when the installation wizard asks you
if you agree to the terms and conditions. Well, the three rules are
my terms and conditions, let me restate them in brief:

1. Take your time
2. Don’t be afraid
3. Always have a notebook with you
I agree to abide by the terms and conditions of this book

[1 Agree [ Disagree

Now you may begin.
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CHAPTER ONE

Metre

Poetry is metrical writing.
If it 1sn’t that I don’t know what it is.

J. V. CUNNINGHAM

|

Some very obvious but nonetheless interesting observations about
how English is spoken — meet metre — the iamb — the iambic
pentameter — Poetry Exercises 1 & 2

OU HAVE ALREADY achieved the English-language poet’s

most important goal: you can read, write and speak English

well enough to understand this sentence. If this were a book about

painting or music there would be a Jot more initial spadework to
be got through.

Automatic and inborn as language might seem to be, there are
still things we need to know about it, elements that are so obvious
very few of us ever consider them. Since language for us, as poets
in the making, is our paint, our medium, we should probably take a
little time to consider certain aspects of spoken English, a language
whose oral properties are actually very different from those of its
more distant ancestors, Anglo-Saxon, Latin and Greek and even
from those of its nearer relations, French and German.

Some of what follows may seem so obvious that it will put you
in danger of sustaining a nosebleed. Bear with me, nonetheless. We
are beginning from first principles.



How We Speak

Each English word is given its own weight or push as we speak it
within a sentence. That is to say:

Each English word is given its own weight and push as
we speak it within a sentence.

Only a very badly primitive computer speech programme would
give equal stress to all the words in that example. Throughout this
chapter I use bold type to indicate this weight or push, this ‘accent’,
and I use italics for imparting special emphasis and SMALL CAPITALS
to introduce new words or concepts for the first time and for draw-
ing attention to an exercise or instruction.

A real English speaker would speak the indented paragraph
above much, but certainly not exactly, as I (with only the binary
choice of heavy/light available to me) have tried to indicate. Some
words or syllables will be slid over with hardly a breath or a pause
accorded to them (light), others will be given more weight (heavy).

Surely that’s how the whole world speaks?

Well, in the Chinese languages and in Thai, for example, all
words are of one syllable (monosyllabic) and speech is given colour
and meaning by variations in pitch, the speaker’s voice will go up or
down. In English we colour our speech not so much with alter-
ations in pitch as with variations in stress: this is technically known
as ACCENTUATION.' English, and we shall think about this later — is
what is known as a STRESS-TIMED language.

Of course, English does contain a great many monosyllables
(many more than most European languages as it happens): some of
these are what grammarians call PARTICLES, inoffensive little words
like prepositions (by, from, to, with), pronouns (his, my, your, they),

1 Pitch matters, of course it does. It matters in speech and in poetry, but for the
moment we will concentrate on stress.



articles (the, an, a) and conjunctions (or, and, but). In an average

sentence these are unaccented in English.
From time to time and for as long as it takes.

I must repeat, these are not special emphases, these are the natural
accents imparted. We glide over the particles (‘from’,‘to’,‘and’, ‘for’,
‘as’,‘it’) and give a little push to the important words (‘time’,‘long’,
‘takes’).

Also, we tend to accent the operative part of monosyllabic words
when they are extended, only lightly tripping over the -ing and
-ly, of such words as hoping and quickly. This light tripping, this
gliding is sometimes called scudding.

We always say British, we never say British or Brit-ish, always
machine, never machine or mach-ine. The weight we give to the
first syllable of British or the second syllable of machine is called
by linguists the TONIC ACCENT. Accent here shouldn’t be confused
either with the written signs (DIACRITICAL MARKS) that are some-
times put over letters, as in café and Fiihrer, or with regional accents
— brogues and dialects like Cockney or Glaswegian. Accent for our
purposes means the natural push or stress we give to a word or part
of a word as we speak. This accent, push or stress is also called
ictus, but we will stick to the more common English words where
possible.

In many-syllabled or poLYsYLLABIC words there will always be
at least one accent.

Credit. Dispose. Continue. Despair. Desperate.

Sometimes the stress will change according to the meaning or
nature of the word. READ THE FOLLOWING PAIRS OUT LOUD:

He inclines to project bad vibes
A project to study the inclines.

He proceeds to rebel.
The rebel steals the proceeds.



Some words may have two stresses but one (marked here with an )
will always be a little heavier:

abdicate consideration.

Sometimes it is a matter of nationality or preference. READ ouUT
THESE WORDS:

Chicken-soup. Arm-chair. Sponge-cake. Cigarette.
Magazine.

Those are the more usual accents in British English. Now TRY THE
SAME WORDS WITH THESE DIFFERENT STRESSES . . .

Chicken-soup. Arm-chair. Sponge-cake. Cigarette.
Magazine.

That 1s how they are said in America (and increasingly these days
in the UK and Australia too). What about the following?

Lamentable. Mandatory. Primarily. Yésterday. Incomparable.

Lameéntable. Mandatory. Primarily. Yesterday. Incomparable.

Whether the tonic should land as those in the first line or the
second is a vexed issue and subject to much controversy or
controversy. The pronunciations vary according to circumstances
or circumstances or indeed circum-stahnces too English, class-
bound and ticklish to go into here.

You may think, “Well, now, hang on, surely this is how every-
one (the Chinese and Thais aside) talks, pushing one part of the
word but not another?” Not so.

The French, for instance, tend towards equal stress in a word.
They pronounce Canada, Can-a-da as opposed to our Canada.
We say Bernard, the French say Ber-nard. You may have noticed
that when Americans pronounce French they tend to go overboard
and hurl the emphasis on to the final syllable, thinking it sounds
more authentic, Ber-nard and so on. They are so used to speaking



English with its characteristic downward inflection that to American
ears French seems to go up at the end. With trademark arrogance,
we British keep the English inflection. Hence the American
pronunciation clichE, the English cliché and the authentic French
cli-ché. Take also the two words ‘journal’ and ‘machine’, which
English has mherited from French. We pronounce them journal
and machine.The French give them their characteristic equal stress:
jour-nal and ma-chine. Even words with many syllables are
equally stressed in French: we say repetition, they say répétition
(ray-pay-tee-see-on).

As you might imagine, this has influenced greatly the different
paths that French and English poetry have taken. The rhythms of
English poetry are ordered by sYLLABIC ACCENTUATION, those of
French more by QUANTITATIVE MEASURE. We won’t worry about
those terms or what they portend just yet: it should already be clear
that if you're planning to write French verse then this is not the
book for you.

In a paragraph of written prose we pay little attention to how
those English accents fall unless, that is, we wish to make an
extra emphasis, which is usually rendered by italics, underscoring
or CAPITALISATION. In German an emphasised word is
stretched With prose the eye is doing much more than the
ear. The inner ear is at work, however, and we can all recognise the
rhythms in any piece of writing. It can be spoken out loud, after all,
for recitation or for rhetoric, and if it is designed for that purpose,
those rhythms will be all the more important.

But prose, rhythmic as it can be, is not poetry. The rhythm is
not organised.



Meet Metre

Poetry’s rhythm is organised.

THE-LIFE OF A POEM IS MEASURED IN REGULAR HEARTBEATS.
THE NAME FOR THOSE HEARTBEATS IS METRE.

When we want to describe anything technical in English we tend to
use Greek. Logic, grammar, physics, mechanics, gynaecology, dynam-
ics, economics, philosophy, therapy, astronomy, politics — Greek gave
us all those words. The reservation of Greek for the technical allows
us to use those other parts of English, the Latin and especially the
Anglo-Saxon, to describe more personal and immediate aspects of
life and the world around us. Thus to be anaesthetised by trauma has a
more technical, medical connotation than to be numb with shock,
although the two phrases mean much the same. In the same way,
metre can be reserved precisely to refer to the poetic technique of
organising rhythm, while words like ‘beat” and ‘flow’ and ‘pulse’ can
be freed up for less technical, more subjective and personal uses.

PLEASE DO NOT BE PUT OFF by the fact that throughout
this section on metre I shall tend to use the conventional Greek
names for nearly all the metrical units, devices and techniques that
poets employ. In many respects, as I shall explain elsewhere, they are
inappropriate to English verse,” but English-language poets and
prosodists have used them for the last thousand years. It 1s useful and
pleasurable to have a special vocabulary for a special activity.’
Convention, tradition and precision suggest this in most fields of
human endeavour, from music and painting to snooker and snow-
boarding. It does not make those activities any less rich, individual
and varied. So let it be with poetry.

2 Unless otherwise stated, I use ‘English” here and throughout the book to refer
to the English language, not the country.

3 ‘Convenient and innocuous nomenclatorial handles,” as Vladimir Nabokov
calls them in his Notes on Prosody.
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Poetry is a word derived from Greek, as is Ode (from pocin, to
make and odein, to sing). The majority of words we use to describe
the anatomy of a poem are Greek in origin too. Metre (from metron)
is simply the Greek for measure, as in metronome, kilometre,
biometric and so on. The Americans use the older spelling meter
which I prefer, but which my UK English spellcheck refuses to like.

In the beginning, my old cello teacher used to say, was rhythm.
Rhythm is simply the Greek for ‘flow’ (we get our word diarrhoea
from the same source as it happens). We know what rhythm is in
music, we can clap our hands or tap our feet to its beat. In poetry
it is much the same:

ti-tum, ti-tum, ti-tum, ti-tum, ti-tum

Say that out loud. Tap your feet, drum your fingers or clap your
hands as you say it. It is a meaningless chant, certainly. But it is a
meaningless regular and rhythmic chant.

Ten sounds, alternating in beat or accent. Actually, it is not very
helpful to say that the line is made up of ten sounds; we’ll soon dis-
cover that for our prosodic purposes it is more useful to look at it
as five repeating sets of that ti-tum heartbeat. My old cello teacher
liked to do it this way, clapping her hands as she did so:

and one and two and three and four and five

In music that would be five bars (or five measures if you're
American). In poetry such a bar or measure is called a foor.

Five feet marching in rhythm. If the foot is the heartbeat, the
metre can best be described as the readout or cardiogram trace.

1 2 3 + 5
titum | ti tum | ti tum | ti tum | ti tum



Let’s give the metre meaning by substituting words.
He bangs the drum and makes a dreadful noise

That line consists of FIVE ti-tum feet:

1 2 3 4 S
He bangs | the drum | and makes | a dread | ful noise

titum | titum | titum | titum | O tum
It 15 a line of TEN syllables (decasyllabic):

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
He bangs the drum and makes a dread ful noise

Ten syllables where in this metre the accent always falls on the even-
numbered beat. Notice, though, that there aren’t ten words in this
example, there are only nine. That’s because ‘dreadful’ has two
syllables.

Bangs, drum, makes, dread and noise are those even-numbered
accented words (and syllable) here. You could show the rhythm of
the line like this:

bangs drum makes dread noise
/ oo L \ / N -l

He the and a ful
Some metrists would call ‘he’, ‘the’, ‘and’, ‘a’ and *-ful’ DEPRESSIONS.
Other words to describe a non-stressed syllable are sLAck, scup
and weAK.The line has a rising rhythm, that is the point: from weak
to strong, terminating in its fifth stressed beat.

The most usual way to scaN the line, in other words to
demonstrate its metric structure and show the cardiogram trace
as it were, is to divide the five feet with this mark | (known as a
VIRGULE, the same as the French word for ‘comma’ or ‘slash’ that
you might remember from school) and use symbols to indicate the
accented and the weak syllables. Here I have chosen O to represent



the off-beat, the depressed, unaccented syllable, and @ for the beat,

stress or accented syllable.

o e o e o e o e o e
He bangs | the drum | and makes | a dread | ful noise.

o e o e o e oce O e
If Win | ter comes, | can Spring | be far | behind?
SHELLEY: ‘Ode to the West Wind’

There are other accepted ways of marking SCANSION: using — or u
or x for an unaccented beat and / for an accented one. If you were
taught scansion at school or have a book on the subject you will
often see one of the following:

= / S = == =1,
He bangs | the drum | and makes | a dread | ful noise.

x / x / X / Ww/y gl A
If Win | ter comes, | can Spring | be far | behind?

u / u / u  / u / u /
The cur | few tolls | the knell | of part | ing day
Gray: ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’

For the most part I shall be sticking to O and ® however, as I find
they represent the ti and the tum more naturally. Besides, the other
scansion marks derive from classical metre, which was concerned
with vowel length rather than stress.



The Great lamb

(and other binary feet)

The word for a rising-rhythm foot with a ti-tum, O@®, beat like
those above 1s an 1ambus, more usually called an 1AMB.

I remember this by thinking of Popeye, whose trademark rusty
croak went:

I yam what I yam . ..

ce Oe Oe

[amb, 1Amb, 1amb
We will concentrate on this foot for the rest of this section, but you
should know that there are three other feet in the same BINARY
(two unit) family.

The TROCHEE 1s a backwards iamb, a falling rhythm, tum-ti:

e ©
trochee

The trochee obeys its own definition and is pronounced to rhyme
with poky or choky.

e O e O e O e O
Trochee, trochee, trochee, trochee

Thus was born my Hiawatha,
Thus was born the child of wonder;
LoNGreLLOW: The Song of Hiawatha

As a falling rhythm, a tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock, it finishes on
an unaccented syllable — an ‘and’ if you're counting and clapping
musically:

one and two and three and four and

[ ] e} ® o} ® (0] [ ] (e}



The sPONDEE i1s of equal stressed units: @ @ This also obeys its own
definition and 1s pronounced to rhyme with the name John Dee.You
may feel that it is almost impossible to give absolutely equal stress to
two successive words or syllables in English and that there will
always be some slight difference in weight. Many metrists (Edgar
Allan Poe among them) would argue that the spondee doesn’t
functionally exist in English verse. Again, we’ll think about the ram-
ifications later, for the time being you might as well know it.

e o o o o o
Spondee, spondee, spondee

The fourth and final permutation is of unstressed units OO and is
called the pyrrHIC foot. Don’t bother to think about the pyrrhic
either for the moment, we’ll be looking at it later. All the feet pos-
sible in English are gathered in a table at the end of the chapter,
with examples to demonstrate their stresses.

The iamb is the hero of this chapter, so let us take a closer look
at 1t:

[amb | 1dmb | idmb | idmb | idmb.
oe oe oe oe oe

Ten syllables, yes, but a count, or measure, of five feet, five iambic
feet, culminating (the opposite of the trochaic line) in a strong or
accented ending. SAY IT OUT LOUD AGAIN:

and one and two and three and four and five
He bangs the drum and makes a dreadful noise

It is a measure of five and the prosodic word, from the Greek again,
for ‘measure of five’ is PENTAMETER. That simple line is an example
therefore of IAMBIC PENTAMETER.

II



The Iambic Pentameter

The rising rhythm of the five-beat iambic pentameter has been
since the fourteenth century the most widely used metre in English
poetry. Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, Spenser’s Faerie Queen,
Shakespeare’s plays and sonnets, Milton’s Paradise Lost, the prepon-
derance of verse by Dryden, Pope, Wordsworth, Keats, Browning,
Tennyson, Owen, Yeats and Frost, all written in 1ambic pentameter.
It is the very breath of English verse and has earned the title the
HEROIC LINE.

Poetry Exercise 1

Try reading the following extracts out loud to yourself, noting the
varying pulses, some strong and regularly accented, others gentler
and more flowing. Each pair of lines is an example of ‘perfect’
iambic pentameter, having exactly ten syllables, five iambic feet
(five stresses on the even-numbered beats) to the line. Once you've
read each pair a few times, TAKE A PENCIL AND MARK UP EACH
FOOT. Use a @ or a / for the accented syllables or words and a O or
a — for the unaccented syllables or word. I have double-spaced each
pair to make it easier for you to mark them.

I really would urge you to take time over these: savour every
line. Remember GoLpEN RULE ONE — reading verse can be like
eating chocolate, so much more pleasurable when you allow it
slowly to melt inside you, so much less rewarding when you snap
off big chunks and bolt them whole, all but untasted.

DON’T LET YOUR EYE FALL FURTHER DOWN THE PAGE THAN
THIS LINE until you have taken out your pencil or pen. You may
prefer a pencil so that you can rub out your marks and leave this
book in pristine condition when you lend it to someone else — nat-
urally the publishers would prefer you to buy another copy for your



friends — the important thing is to get used to defacing this book
in one way or another. Here are the rules of the exercise again:

4 Read each pair of lines out loud, noting the ti-tum rhythms.
¢ Now MARK the weak/strong (accented/unaccented) syllables
and the ‘bar lines’ that separate each foot in this manner:

o e o e o e o e o e
He bangs | the drum | and makes | a dread | ful noise.

¢ Or you may find it easier with a pencil to do it like this:

=/ -/ B SR ="
He bangs | the drum | and makes | a dread | ful noise.

¢ When you have done this, read each pair of lines oUT LOUD
once more, exaggerating the stresses on each beat.
He sit hym up withouten wordes mo,

And with his ax he smoot the corde atwo,*
CHAUCER: The Canterbury Tales, The Reeve’s Tale

That time of year, thou mayst in me behold

When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang
SHAKESPEARE: Sonnet 73

In sooth I know not why I am so sad:

It wearies me; you say it wearies you,;

SHAKESPEARE: The Merchant of Venice, Act I, Scene 1

4 He sat up without another word and split the rope in two with his axe.
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Their wand’ring course, now high, now low, then hid

Progressive, retrograde, or standing still
MiLtON: Paradise Lost, Book VIII

Oft has our poet wisht, this happy Seat

Might prove his fading Muse’s last retreat.
DryDEN: ‘Epilogue to Oxford’

And, spite of Pride, in erring Reason’s spite,

One truth is clear, “Whatever is, 1s right’
Pore: An Essay on Man, Epistle 1

And thus they formed a group that’s quite antique,

Half naked, loving, natural, and Greek.
ByroN: Don Juan, Canto II, CXCIV

Now fades the glimm’ring landscape on the sight

And all the air a solemn stillness holds.
Gray: ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’

And certain hopes are with me, that to thee

This labour will be welcome, honoured Friend!
WOoORDSWORTH: The Prelude, Book One

St Agnes’” Eve — Ah, bitter chill it was!

The owl for all his feathers was a-cold;
Kears: “The Eve of St Agnes’



The woods decay, the woods decay and tall,

The vapours weep their burthen to the ground

TeENNYSON: ‘Tithonus’

If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood

Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs
WiLrRED OWEN: ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’

When you are old and grey and full of sleep

And nodding by the fire, take down this book
W. B. YEATs: “When You Are Old’

And death is better, as the millions know,

Than dandruff, night-starvation, or B.O.
W. H. AubEN: ‘Letter to Lord Byron’, I1

He’s worn out. He’s asleep beside the stove.

When [ came up from Rowe’s I found him here,
RoBERT FrROsT: ‘The Death of the Hired Man’

Round hayfields, cornfields and potato-drills

We trekked and picked until the cans were full,
SeEaMus HeaNEY: ‘Blackberry Picking’

And praised his wife for every meal she made.

And once, for laughing, punched her in the face.
SIMON ARMITAGE: ‘Poem’

IS



Nearly seven hundred years of iambic pentameter represented
there. Marking the beats is not a supremely challenging exercise, but
remains a good way of becoming more familiar with the nature of
the line and its five regular accents.

Having marked the couplets up, now GO BACK AND READ
THEM, either out loud or to yourself. Simply relish them as if you
were tasting wine.

Lines of iambic pentameter are, as I hope you will agree, capable
of being formal, strongly accented, flowing, conversational, comic,
descriptive, narrative, contemplative, declamatory and any com-
bination of those and many other qualities. I deliberately chose
pairs of lines, to show the metre flowing in more than just one line.

For all that the progression of beats is identical in each extract
I hope you also saw that there are real differences of bounce and
tempo, rise and fall, attack and cadence. Already it should be
apparent that a very simple form, constructed from the most basic
rules, is capable of strikingly different effects.

Armed with nothing more than the knowledge that an 1ambic
pentameter is a line of five alternating weak-strong beats, it is time
to attempt our own!

Poetry Exercise 2

What [ want you to do in a moment is to put down this book, pick
up your notepad and write out at least twenty lines of your own
lambic pentameter. If you haven’t time, or you're in an unsuitable
place, then wait until the moment is right or go back and read the
samples above again. I don’t want you to read any further until
you've tried this exercise. Before we begin, here are the rules:

¢ Write some SINGLE LINES and some PAIRS OF LINES.
¢ For this exercise, do not use rhyme.

¢ Write some lines, or pairs, that are conversational, some that are
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simple, some that are more complicated in construction, some
that are descriptive, some that are silly, some that are grave.

¢ Write with increasing speed: allow the rhythm and line length
to become second nature. You will find yourself feeling ten
syllables and five accents in an iambic line very quickly. You will
hear the feet falling ahead of you to their final stressed syllable.

4 By all means revise and rewrite your lines but po NOT polish or
strive for any effect beyond the metrical. ‘

4 This is an exercise: even if you already know about enjambment
and feminine endings, or trochaic and pyrrhic substitutions avoid
them. If you don’t know about them, don’t worry or be put off.
You soon will.

4 Give yourself about thirty seconds a line. That’s ten minutes for
twenty. No more. This is not about quality, it is about develop-
ing a feel for the metre and allowing it to become second
nature.

¢ Try to use a variety of word lengths: heed Alexander Pope’s
warning against monosyllables:

And ten low words oft creep in one dull line®

¢ Avoid ‘wrenching’: a wrenched accent is a false stress applied to a
word in order for it to fit the metre, thus:

He chose a word to force a wrenched accént

¢ Write in contemporary English, avoiding archaic ‘poetical’ vocab-
ulary, word order inversions, unnecessary (‘expletive’) filler
words like ‘did” and ‘so’ in tortured constructions of this kind:

The swain did stand 'midst yonder sward so green
Then heard I wide the vasty portals ope

I shall do the exercise myself now, adhering to all the conditions,
Jjust to give a vague idea of the kind of thing I’'m expecting.

5 From An Essay on Criticism.
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Tock-tick tock-tick tock-tick tock-tick tock-tick . . .
Right. This 1s what I have come up with.

I wonder why the postman hasn’t come.
I looked at eight, I'll look again at nine.

The curtains closed remind me of my death.
You might induce excretion using figs.

Don’t worry if the words don’t make no sense.
You look at me, your looking turns me on.

[ haven’t time to take your call right now,
So leave a message when you hear the tone.

The mind of man can not contain itself.

Some people eat like pigs and some like birds,
Some eat like horses nosing in a trough.

I write the line and feel the metre flow.
There’s nothing you can say to ease my pain.

You can’t explain the beauty of a desk —
That rightness ink and paper seem to breathe.

The needs of many far outweigh our own.

Oh Christ, I hate the way you do your hair,
Expect you feel the same about my tie.

Your sharpness rips my paper heart in two.

I've been and gone and done a stupid thing.

I hope that gives you the confidence to see that this exercise isn’t
about quality, poetic vision or verbal mastery.

18



Your turn now. I'll give you some blank space. It’s just in case
you've come without a pad. Well, blow me, look at that line ‘it’s just
in case you've come without a pad’ — iambic pentameter gets into
the system like a germ, as a seasoned Shakespearean actor will tell
you.

By all means refer to the samples of iambic pentameter above:
mine or those of the Masters . . .

It 1s time to make your metre . .. now.
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How did you do? Did you get any feeling that, crude, elementary,
nonsensical and bizarre as some of the lines you've written may be,
they nonetheless hint at that thing we call poetry? That nothing
more than the simplest use of the simplest metre suggested to you
a way of expressing thoughts, stories, reflections, ideas and passions
that ordinary speech or prose could never ofter? Above all, that
writing in strict metre doesn’t result in stiff, formal or old-fashioned
English?

I would recommend doing that exercise whenever you can. It
1s like performing scales on your piano or sketching sugar bowls
and wineglasses for practice. You just get better and better and
better as the extraordinary possibilities of this most basic form
begin to open up.

‘Nothing more than taking a line for a walk. That is how the
artist Paul Klee described drawing. It can be much the same with
poetry.

For the next few days, take lots of iambs for a walk and see
where their feet lead you. With notebook in hand and a world of
people, nature, thoughts, news and feelings to be compressed into
lambic pentameter you are taking your first poetic steps.
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11

End-stopping — enjambment — caesura — weak endings — trochaic
and pyrrhic substitutions

End-stopping, Enjambment and Caesura
In our first exercise we looked at existing fragments of iambic
pentameter:

The woods decay, the woods decay and fall,
The vapours weep their burthen to the ground.

And we had a go at producing our own:

I haven’t time to take your call right now,
So leave a message when you hear the tone.

In both examples each line contains a single thought that finishes
with the line. This 1s called end-stopping, which we could mark like
this.

The woods decay, the woods decay and fall[J
I haven’t time to take your call right now[d
The iambic pentameter would be a dull dog indeed if that were all
it could do.
I have already included (in Poetry Exercise 1) a couplet from

Wilfred Owen where the meaning doesn’t stop with the line, but
RUNS ON through to the next:

If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood »
Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs

No end-stopping there. The term used to describe such a running
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on is enjambment, from the French enjamber to stride, literally to get
one’s leg over ...

His mother was a learned lady, famed »
For every branch of every science known.
ByroN: Don Juan, Canto I, X

So threatened he, but Satan to no threats »
Gave heed, but waxing more in rage replied:
MILTON: Paradise Lost, Book IV

Look closely at those two examples above. Not only do they
feature these run-ons or enjambments, which allow a sense of con-
tinual flow, they also contain pauses which break up that flow; in
the examples above it happens that these pauses are expressed by
commas that serve the office of a breath, or change of gear: I shall
render them like this .

His mother was a learned lady § famed ©
For every branch of every science known.

So threatened he § but Satan to no threats @
Gave heed § but waxing more in rage replied:

The name for such a pause or break is a caesura® (from the Latin
caedere, caesum, to cut.” You'd pronounce it as in ‘he says YOU'RE
a fool’).

Caesuras don’t by any means have to lead on to an enjamb-

6 Caesuras have a more ordered and specific role to play in French verse,
dramatic or otherwise. French poems, like their geometrically planned gardens,
were laid out with much greater formality than ours. They are more like
regular rests in musical bars. We need not worry about this formal use.

7 Hence too, possibly, caesarean section, though some argue that this is named
after Julius Caesar who was delivered that way. Others claim that this was why
Julius was called Caesar in the first place, because he was from his mother’s
womb untimely ripped. We needn’t worry about that, either. Incidentally, in
America they are spelled ‘cesura’.
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ment as in the two examples above, however.You can have a caesura

in an end-stopped line.
The woods decay 4 the woods decay and fall(
St Agnes’ Eve 9 Ah, bitter chill it was![3

And, spite of Pride 9 in erring Reason’s spite ]
One truth 1s clear §*Whatever is, is right.

Not every comma will signal a caesura, by the way. In Poetry
Exercise 1 I included this pair of lines from Paradise Lost:

Their wand’ring course, now high, now low, then hid
Progressive, retrograde, or standing still.

Only the first comma of the first line is a caesura.

Their wand’ring course § now high, now low, then hid@
Progressive, retrograde, or standing still.

Commas in lists (serial commas and Oxford commas as grammarians
would call them — a now archaic usage of commas, placing them
before conjunctions like ‘and’, ‘with’ and ‘or’) do not usually herald
a caesura; though some readers might argue that the second comma
of the second line above could betoken the small pause or breath
that defines a caesura.

How can a scrutiny of such minuscule nuances possibly help
you in your writing of poetry? Well, you wait until Exercise 3: |
confidently predict that you will astonish yourself.

The fact is, enjambment and caesura, these two — what shall we
call them? techniques, effects, tricks, devices, tools? — however we
describe them, are crucial liberators of the iambic line. They either
extend or break the flow, allowing the rhythms and hesitations of
human breath, thought and speech to enliven and enrich the verse.
They are absolutely not a failure to obey the rules of pentameter.
Let’s look at the Byron and the Milton again:
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His mother was a learned lady, famed
For every branch of every science known.

So threatened he, but Satan to no threats
Gave heed, but waxing more in rage replied:

You might be tempted to believe that for the sake of sense the lines
should be written thus:

His mother was a learned lady,
Famed for every branch of every science known.

So threatened he,
But Satan to no threats gave heed,
But waxing more in rage replied:

And Wilfred Owen’s two lines could become:

If you could hear, at every jolt,
The blood come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs

This arrangement would enable us to end-stop in our heads or out
loud as we read the verse. Surely that’s a better way of organising
things? That is the sense after all, so why not therefore break the
lines accordingly? This 1s the twenty-first century, isn’t it?

No, DAMN YOU, NO! A THOUSAND TIMES NO!
THE ORGANISING PRINCIPLE BEHIND THE VERSE IS NOT THE
SENSE BUT THE METRE.

Metre is the primary rhythm, the organised background against
which the secondary rhythms of sense and feeling are played out.
This is a crucial point. You may think that the idea of feeling and
thought being subservient to metre is a loopy one. Why should
poets build themselves a prison? If they've got something to say,
why don’t they get on and say it in the most direct manner possi-
ble? Well, painters paint within a canvas and composers within a
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structure. It is often the feeling of the human spirit trying to break
free of constrictions that gives art its power and its correspondence
to our lives, hedged in as ours are by laws and restrictions imposed
both from within and without. Poets sometimes squeeze their
forms to breaking point, this is what energises much verse, but if
the forms were not there in the first place the verse would be
listless to the point of anomie. Without gravity all would float free:
the ballet leaps of the poet’s language would lose almost all their
power. ‘Souls who have felt too much liberty’, as Wordsworth said,
welcome form:‘In truth the prison, into which we doom/ Ourselves,
no prison is.*

Back to our caesuras and enjambments. We may not
consciously be aware as we listen or read on the page, but the five
beats, even when paused or run through, predominate in the inner
ear. The fact that the sense runs through, doesn’t mean the lines
shouldn’t end where they do.

If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood
Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs

Although there is run-on, consider in your mind and your poet’s
ear the different value that is given to ‘blood’ in the example above
and in this:

If you could hear, at every jolt,
The blood come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs

READ THEM BOTH ALOUD and note how much more stress is
placed on ‘blood’ in the proper, pentametric layout. I'm sure you
agree that Owen knew what he was doing and that the line
structure should stay.
There will always be a tiny sense of visual or aural end-stopping
at the end of a line no matter how much its sense runs on.
Shakespeare, as you would expect, in the blank (unrhymed)

8 Wordsworth, sonnet: ‘Nuns fret not at their convent’s narrow room.
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verse of his plays, uses caesura and enjambment a great deal. They
are keys that unlock the dramatic potential of ilambic pentameter.
Look at this speech from the first scene of The Winter’s Tale. Leontes,
crazed by jealousy, believes his wife to have cuckolded him (that
she’s slept with another man). Here he is with their small son,
Mamillius. Don’t forget to recite or move your lips!

Go play, boy, play. § Thy mother plays, and I

Play too; 9 but so disgraced a part, § whose issue

Will hiss me to my grave. § Contempt and clamour »
Will be my knell. § Go play, boy, play. § There have been,
Or I am much deceived, § cuckolds ere now,

And many a man there is, § even at this present,

Now, 9 while I speak this, § holds his wife by th’arm
That little thinks she has been sluiced in’s absence,

And his pond fished by his next neighbour, § by 2

Sir Smile, his neighbour. 4 Nay there’s comfort in’t,
Whiles other men have gates, § and those gates opened,
As mine, against their will. § Should all despair &

That have revolted wives, 9 the tenth of mankind ©
Would hang themselves. § Physic for’t there’s none.

Fourteen lines, but sixteen caesuras and seven enjambments: the
verse in its stop-start jerking is as pathological and possessed as the
mind of the man speaking. Compare it to another fourteen lines,
the fourteen lines of the famous Eighteenth sonnet: out loud,

please, or as near as dammit:

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?

Thou art more lovely and more temperate.
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,
And summer’s lease hath all too short a date.
Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines,
And often is his gold complexion dimmed,
And every fair from fair sometime declines,
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By chance or nature’s changing course untrimmed;
But thy eternal summer shall not fade
Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st,
Nor shall death brag thou wander’st in his shade
When in eternal lines to time thou grow’st.
So long as men can breathe or eyes can see,
So long lives this, § and this gives life to thee.

No run-ons at all, and just one caesura,” an absolute killer example,
which gives weight to the grand and glorious resolution of the
sonnet delivered by those three final feet: ‘and this gives life to
thee’. The perfectly end-stopped verse, unbroken by caesura up
until that point, perfectly reflects a sense of assurance, just as the
broken, spasmodic breaks and runs of Leontes’s ravings perfectly
reflect the opposite: a crazed and unstable state of mind.

Macbeth, considering whether or not to kill Duncan and grasp
his destiny, is in something of a dither too. Say this:

— I have no spur
To prick the sides of my intent q but only 2
Vaulting ambition § which o’erleaps itself
And falls on th’ other § — How now! what news?
Macbeth, Act 1, Scene 7

How insupportably dull and lifeless dramatic verse would be if
made up only of end-stopped lines. How imponderably perfect a
poem can be if it is all end-stopped.

I should mention here that in performance many Shakes-
pearean actors will give a vocal (and often almost imperceptible)
end-stop to a line, even when there is clear run-on in its sense. In
the same way that the verse works better to the eye and inner ear
when the metric structure is in clear pentameters, so spoken verse

9 There are metrists who would argue that there are more caesuras than that:

there may be ‘weak’ breaks in some of the other lines, but my reading stands, so
there.
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can work better when the actor represents each line with a faint
pause or breath. It is a matter of fashion, context and preference.
Some theatre directors hate dramatic end-stopping and are deter-
mined that meaning should take precedence over metre, others
nsist upon it (sometimes at the expense of clarity). An actor friend
of mine, unaware of the jargon, was very alarmed on his first day as
a member of the Royal Shakespeare Company to hear an old hand
ask the director before the first read-through of a new production:
‘Are we end-stopping, darling?” Took him three weeks to dare to
ask what it meant: he had imagined it was something to do with
rehearsal tea breaks.

Robert Browning, some of whose most memorable verse took
the form of the dramatic monologue (not verse written for the stage,
but poems written as if spoken by a first-person narrator), was an
absolute master of the interior rhythmic play possible within the
wider structures of the metre. Out loud:

No, friend, you do not beat me: hearken why!
The common problem, yours, mine, every one’s,
Is not to fancy what were fair in life
Provided it could be, — but, finding first
What may be, then find how to make it fair
Up to our means; a very different thing!
BrowNING: ‘Bishop Blougram’s Apology’

I'll let you mark that with caesuras and enjambments yourself. It is
a marvellously complex and animated series of clauses and subor-
dinate clauses, yet all subservient to the benign tyranny of pure
iambic pentameter. Not a syllable out of place, not a ‘cheat’ (rogue
extra syllable or rogue docked one) anywhere. A complicated and
disgracefully self-justifying point is being made by the bishop, who
is excusing his life of cheating, double-dealing and irreligious self-
ishness by means of subtle and sophisticated argument. The pauses,
inner rhythms and alterations of momentum provided by the use of
enjambment and caesura echo this with great wit and precision.
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Doubt, assertion, reassurance, second thoughts, affirmation,
question and answer, surprise and the unstable rhythms of thought
and speech are some of the effects that can be achieved with these
two simple devices, caesura and enjambment, within verse that still
obeys the ‘rules’ of 1ambic pentameter.

I wouldn’t want you to believe that they are only for use in
dramatic verse like Shakespeare’s and Browning’s, however. After all,
it is unlikely thac this 1s the kind of poetry you will be writing
yourself. Verse as reflective and contemplative as that of
Wordsworth’s Prelude makes great use of them too. MARK THE
CAESURAS AND ENJAMBMENTS HERE: | shan'’t let you read on till
you've fished out a pencil and begun, saying out loud as you go:

Thus far, O Friend! did I, not used to make

A present joy the matter of a song,

Pour forth that day my soul in measured strains
That would not be forgotten, and are here
Recorded: to the open fields I told

A prophecy: poetic numbers came
Spontaneously to clothe in priestly robe

A renovated spirit singled out,

How did 1t go? You might have found as I did that it was tricky to
decide precisely whether or not there were caesuras in the third and
seventh lines and whether there was more than one in the first. |

have put the doubtful ones in brackets.

Thus far, O Friend! did I, § not used to make 2

A present joy the matter of a song,

Pour forth that day my soul () in measured strains (%)
That would not be forgotten, § and are here
Recorded: § to the open fields I told »

A prophecy: § poetic numbers came ©

Spontaneously () to clothe in priestly robe ()

A renovated spirit singled out,
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If you read the poem to yourself I think the bracketed caesuras do
indicate the faintest of breaths or pauses which would in turn suggest
the bracketed run-ons. It is not an exact science despite the claims of
some scholiasts and poetasters.” Of course, it is only of importance
or interest to us here because we are examining the verse as budding
poets‘eager to think about how life and variation is given to an
otherwise over-drilled regiment of foot; we are not marking verse up
either for performance or for correction by a teacher.

Enjambment and caesura can pack a great comic punch, which
Byron demonstrates when he opens his mock epic Don Juan with
a savage blast aimed precisely at the Wordsworth of the Prelude
above and his fellow Lake District romantic poets, Coleridge and
Southey. Byron hated them and what he saw as their pretension and
vain belief that theirs was the only Poesy (poetry) worthy of
wreaths (prizes and plaudits). Say this out loud:

You — Gentlemen! § by dint of long seclusion »

From better company, § have kept your own ©

At Keswick, and, § through still continued fusion

Of one another’s minds, 9 at last have grown

To deem as a most logical conclusion,

That Poesy has wreaths for you alone:

There i1s a narrowness in such a notion,

Which makes me wish you'd change your lakes for ocean.

[ am sure you have now got the point that pausing and running on
are an invaluable adjunct to the basic pentametric line. I have taken
a long time over this because I think these two devices exemplify
the crucial point that ADHERENCE TO METRE DOES NOT MILITATE
AGAINST NATURALNESS. Indeed it is one of the paradoxes of art
that structure, form and convention liberate the artist, whereas open-
ness and complete freedom can be seen as a kind of tyranny.

10 A scholiast is an inkhorn or pedantic grammarian and a poetaster a tediously

bad poet — not, as you might think, someone who samples the work of Edgar
Allan Poe . . .

30



Mankind can live free in a society hemmed in by laws, but we have
yet to find a historical example of mankind living free in lawless
anarchy. As Auden suggested in his analogy of Robinson Crusoe,
some poets might be able to live outside convention and rules, but
most of us make a hash of it.

It is time to try your own. This exercise really is fun: don’t be
scared off by its conditions: I'll take you through it all myself to
show you what 1s required and how simple it is. '

Poetry Exercise 3

¢ Write five pairs of blank (non-rhyming) iambic pentameter in
which the first line of each pair is end-stopped and there are no
caesuras.

¢ Now write five pairs with (give or take) the same meaning in
which there is enjambment.

4 Make sure that each new pair also contains at least two caesuras.

¢ This may take a little longer than the first writing exercise, but
no more than forty-five minutes. Again, it is not about quality.

To make it easier I will give you a specific subject for all five pairs.
. Precisely what you see and hear outside your window.

. Precisely what you'd like to eat, right this minute.

1

2

3. Precisely what you last remember dreaming about.

4. Precisely what uncompleted chores are niggling at you.
5

. Precisely what you hate about your body.

Once again I have had a pitiful go myself to give you an idea of
what I mean.

WITHOUT caesura or enjambment:

1 Outside the Window
[ hear the traffic passing by my house,
While overhead the blackbirds build their nests.
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2 What I'd Like to Eat
I'd really like some biscuits I can dunk,
Unsalted crisps would fill a gap as well.

3 A Recent Dream
I dreamt an airport man had lost my bags
And all my trousers ended up in Spain.

4 Pesky Tasks Overdue
I need to tidy up my papers now
And several ashtrays overtlow with butts.

5 My Body
Too many chins and such a crooked nose,
Long flabby legs and rather stupid hair.

With caesura and enjambment:

1 Outside the Window
The song of cars, so like the roar the sea
Can sing, has drowned the nesting blackbirds’ call.

2 What I'd Like to Eat
Some biscuits, dunked — but quick in sudden stabs
Like beaks. Oh, crisps as well. Unsalted, please.

3 A Recent Dream
Security buftoons, you sent my strides
To Spain, and all my bags to God knows where.

4 Pesky Tasks Overdue
My papers seethe. Now all my writing desk
Erupts. Volcanic mountains cough their ash.

5 My Body
Three flobbing chins are bad, but worse, a bent
And foolish nose. Long legs, fat thighs, mad hair.



These are only a guide. Go between each Before and After I have
composed and see what I did to enforce the rules. Then pick up
your pencil and pad and have a go vourself.

Use the same titles for your couplets that I did for mine. The
key is to find a way of breaking the line, then running on to make
the enjambment. It doesn’t have to be elegant, sensible or clever,
mine aren’t, though I will say that the very nature of the exercise
forces you, whether you intend it or not, to concentrate the sense and
movement of the phrasing in a way that at least gestures towards
that distillation and compactness that marks out real poetry. Here’s
your blank space.
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Weak Endings, Trochaic and
Pyrrhic Substitutions

Let us now return to Macbeth, who is still considering whether or
not he should kill Duncan. He says out loud, as indeed do you: ‘1
have no spur . ..

To prick the sides of my intent, but only
Vaulting ambition, which o’erleaps itself
And falls on th’ other. — How now! what news?

Forgetting caesuras and enjambments this time, have a look at the
three lines as an example of iambic pentameter. Get that pencil out
and try marking each accented and unaccented syllable.

Eleven syllables! There’s a rogue extra syllable at the end of line
1, isn’t there? An unstressed orphan bringing up the rear. The line
scans like this:

© e 0o e Ooe oe O e]9
To prick the sides of my intent, but on ly

There is more: the next line doesn’t start with an 1amb at all! Unless
the actor playing Macbeth says ‘vaulting ambition’ the line goes . . .

[ @0] O 0 ° O e Ooe
Vaulting| ambition which o’er leaps itself

The mighty Shakespeare deviating from metre? He is starting an

iambic line with a tum-ti, a trochee.

ti-tum ti- tum ti-tum ti-tum

Actually, in both cases he is employing two wariations that are so
common and necessary to lively iambic verse that they are not
unusual enough even to call deviations.

We will attend to that opening trochaic foot in a moment. Let
us first examine this orphan or ‘rogue’ unaccented syllable at the
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end of the line. It makes the line eleven syllables long or hendeca-

syllabic.

© e O e Ooe Oe O e[
To prick the sides of my intent, but only

It results in what 1s called a weak or feminine ending (I hope my
female readers won’t be offended by this. Blame the French, we
inherited the term from them. I shall try not to use it often). Think
of the most famous iambic pentameter of all:

To be or not to be that is the question

Count the syllables and mark the accents. It does the same thing
(‘question’ by the way is disyllabic, two syllables, any actor who said
quest-i-on would be laughed off the stage and out of Equity. It is
certainly kwestchon').

Oe O e Oe OO0 e O
To be or not to be that is the question

If you think about it, the very nature of the iamb means that if
this additional trick were disallowed to the poet then all jambic
verse would have to terminate in a stressed syllable, a masculine

ending . ..

If winter comes can spring be far behind?
... would be possible, but

A thing of beauty is a joy for ev(er)

... would not. Keats would have had to find a monosyllabic word
meaning ‘ever’ and he would have ended up with something that
sounded Scottish, archaic, fey or precious even in his own day (the
early nineteenth century).

A thing of beauty is a joy for ay

11 3 is a schwa, that slack ‘e’ sound, the uh in bigger or written.
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Words like ‘excitement’, ‘little’, *hoping’, ‘question’, ‘idle’, “widest’ or
‘wonder’ could never be used to close an iambic line. That would be
a ridiculous restriction in English. How absurdly limiting not to be
able to end with an -ing, or an -er or a -ly or a -tion or any of the
myriad weak endings that naturally occur in our language.

"BUT THERE IS MORE TO IT THAN THAT. A huge element of all
art is constructed in the form of question and answer. The word for
this is dialectic. In music we are very familiar with this call-and-
response structure. The opening figure of Beethoven’s Fifth is a
famous example:

Da-da-da-Dah
Da-da-da-Derr

Beethoven actually went so far as to write the following in the
score of the Finale of his String Quartet in F major:

Muss es sein? Must it be?
Es muss sein! It must be!

In poetry this is a familiar structure:

Q: Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?
A:Thou art more lovely and more temperate.

It is common in rhetoric too.

Ask not what your country can do for you
But what you can do for your country.

This is a deep, instinctive property of so much human communication.
In the Greek drama and dance it was called strophe and antistrophe,
in the liturgy of the Church it is known as versicle and response.
One might suggest that this is something to do with the
in-and-out pumping of the heart itself (systole and diastole) and
the very breath of life (inhalation and exhalation). Yin and yang and
other binary oppositions in thought and the natural world come to
mind. We also reason dialectically, from problem to solution, from
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proposition to conclusion, from if to then. It is the copulation of
utterance: the means by which thought and expression mimic
creation by taking one thing (thesis), suggesting another (antithesis)
and making something new of the coupling (synthesis), prosecution,
defence, verdict.

The most obvious example of a poem with an if = then
structure is of course Kipling’s poem ‘If’, regularly voted ‘the
nation’s favourite’. It is written in strict iambic pentameter, but
with alternating feminine and masculine line endings through-
out. He does this with absolute regularity throughout the poem:
switching between lines of weak (eleven syllable) and strong (ten
syllable) endings, which gives a characteristic swing to the verse. Try
reading out loud each stanza (or verse) below, exaggerating the tenth
syllable in each line as you read, tapping the table (or your thigh)
and really emphasising the last beat. Do you see how this metrical
alternation precisely suggests a kind of dialectical structure?

If you can keep your head when all about you
Are losing theirs and blaming it on you,

If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you
But make allowance for their doubting too,

If you can dream — and not make dreams your master,
If you can think — and not make thoughts your aim;
If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster

And meet those two impostors just the same;

If you can fill the unforgiving minute

With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run,

Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it,
And — which is more — you’ll be a Man, my son!

What'’s actually happening is that the wider line structures echo the
metrical structure: just as the feet go weak-strong, so the lines go
weak-strong.

You mught put the thought into iambic pentameters:
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The weaker ending forms a kind of question
The stronger ending gives you vour reply.

The finality of downstroke achieved by a strong ending seems
to answer the lightness of a weak one. After all, the most famous
weak ending there 1s just happens to be the very word ‘question’
wself . ..

To be, or not to be: that is the question.

It is not a rule, the very phrase ‘question-and-answer’ is only an
approximation of what we mean by ‘dialectic’ and, naturally, there
1s a great deal more to it than I have suggested. Through French
poetry we have inherited a long tradinion of alternating strong-
weak line endings, which we will come to when we look at verse
forms and rhyme. The point [ am anxious to make, however, is that
metre is more than just a ti-tum t-tum: its very regularity and
the consequent variations available within it can yield a structure
that EXPRESSES MEANING QUITE AS MUCH AS THE WORDS
THEMSELVES DO.

Which is not to say that eleven syllable lines only offer
questions: sometimes they are simply a variation available to the
poet and result in no particular extra meaning or eftect. Kipling
does demonstrate though, in his hoary old favourite, that when
used dehiberately and regularly, alternate measures can do more.
The metrist Timothy Steele’ has pointed out how Shakespeare, in
his twentieth sonnet ‘A woman’s face, with Natures own hand
painted’ uses only weak endings throughout the poem: every line is
eleven syllables. Shakespeare’s conceit in the poem (his image, or
overarching concept) is that his beloved, a boy, has all the feminine
graces. The proliferation of feminine endings is therefore a kind of
metrical pun.

Macbeth’s “Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow’ is another

12 T. Steele. All the Fun's in How You Say a Thing, Ohio University Press.
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celebrated example of iambic pentameter ending with that extra or
hypermetrical unstressed syllable. Note, incidentally, that while you
would not normally choose to emphasise a word like ‘and’ in a line
of poetry, the beauty of Shakespeare’s iambs here 1s that the rhythm
calls for the actor playing Macbeth to hit those ‘ands’ harder than

one would in a line like:

I want some jam and tea and toast today
With Shakespeare’s line . . .

Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow

... the futility and tedium of the succession of tomorrows is all the
more manifest because of the metrical position of those ‘ands’.
Which of us hasn’t stressed them 1n sentences like ‘I've got to mow
the lawn and pick up the kids from school and do the tax returns
and write a thank you letter and cancel the theatre tickets and ring
the office .. .?

An eleven-syllable line was more the rule than the exception
in Italian poetry, for the obvious reason that an iambic hendeca-
syllabic line must have a weak ending, like-a almost-a ever-y
word-a in Italian-o. Dante’s Inferno is written in iambic endecasillabo.

Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita
An English translation might go, in iambic pentameter:
Midway upon the journey through our life

There would be no special reason to use hendecasyllables in trans-
lating the Inferno: in fact, it would be rather difficult. English, unlike
Italian, is full of words that end with a stressed syllable. The very
nature of the iamb is its light-heavy progression, it seems to be a
deeply embedded feature of English utterance: to throw that away
in the pursuit of imitating the metrics of another language would
be foolish.

Lots of food for thought there, much of it beyond the scope of
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this book. The point is that the eleven-syllable line is open to you
in your iambic verse.

Why not nine syllables, you may be thinking? Why not dock a
syllable and have a nine-syllable line with a weak ending?

Let’s sit ourselves beside this river

Well, this docking, this catalexis, results in an iambic tetrameter (four
accents to a line) with a weak ending, that extra syllable. The point
about pentameter is that it must have five stresses in it. The above
example has only four, hence tetrameter (pronounced, incidentally,
tetrameter, as pentameter is pentAmeter).

Writers of iambic pentameter always add an unstressed syllable
to make eleven syllables with five beats, they don’t take off a strong
one to make four. They must keep that count of five. If you choose
lambic pentameter you stick to it. The heroic line, the five-beat
line, speaks in a very particular way, just as a waltz has an entirely
different quality from a polka. A four-beat line, a tetrameter, has its
individual characteristics too as we shall soon see, but it is rare to
mix them up in the same poem. It is no more a rule than it is a rule
never to use oil paints and watercolours in the same picture,
but you really have to know what you’re doing if you decide to try
it. For the purposes of these early exercises, we’ll stay purely penta-
metric.

Here are a few examples of hendecasyllabic iambic penta-
meter, quoting some of the same poets and poems we quoted
before. They all go:

And one and two and three and four and five and

ooooooo.oo@

OUT WITH YOUR PENCIL AND MARK THEM UP: don’t forget to
SAY THEM OUT LOUD to yourself to become familiar with the effect
of the weak ending.

40



So priketh hem nature in hir corages;
Than longen folk to goon on pilgrimages"

CHAUCER: The Canterbury ‘lales, General Prologue

A woman’s face with Nature’s own hand painted
Hast thou, the master-mistress of my passion;

SHAKESPEARE: Sonnet 20

That thou shall see the diff rence of our spirits,
I pardon thee thy life before thou ask it:
SHAKESPEARE: The Merchant of Venice, Act 1V, Scene 1

How heinous had the fact been, how deserving
Contempt, and scorn of all to be excluded

MILTON," Samson Agonistes

Our Brethren, are from Thames to Tiveed departed,
And of our Sisters, all the kinder hearted,
To Edenborough gone, or Coacht, or Carted.
DRYDEN: ‘Prologue to the University of Oxford’

What can enable sots, or slaves or cowards?
Alas! not all the blood of all the HOWARDS.
Pope:" Essay on Man

13 ‘Nature so spurs them on that people long to go on pilgrimages.

14 Milton, like many seventeenth- and eighteenth-century exponents of
1ambic pentameter, seemed very reluctant to use feminine endings, going so
far as always to mark ‘heaven’ as the monosyllable ‘heav’n’ whenever it ended a
line. Finding two hendecasyllables in a row in Paradise Lost is like looking for a
condom machine in the Vatican.

15 Ditto: Pope took great pride in the decasyllabic nature of his rhyming cou-
plets. This 1s one of only two feminine endings in the whole (over 1,500 line)
poem, the other being a rhyme of ‘silly’ with ‘Sir Billy’: it seems it was accept-
able to Pope so long as the rhyming words were proper names. Maybe here he
hears Cowards as Cards and Howards as Hards . ..
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It gives to think that our immortal being . . .
WORDSWORTH:'"* The Prelude

A thing of beauty is a joy for ever
Its loveliness increases: it will never
Pass into nothingness;
KEAaTs: Endymion, Book One

And like the flowers beside them, chill and shiver,
R oOBERT FROST: ‘Spring Pools’

With guarded unconcerned acceleration
SEamus HEANEY: ‘From the Frontier of Writing’

There’s far too much encouragement for poets —

WEeNDY CoPk: ‘Engineers’ Corner’

Substitutions

I hope you can see that the feminine ending is by no means the
mark of imperfect iambic pentameter. Let us return to Macbeth,
who is still unsure whether or not he should stab King Duncan:

To prick the sides of my intent, but only
Vaulting ambition, which o’erleaps itself
And falls on th’ other. — How now! what news?

We have cleared up the first variation in this selection of three
lines, the weak or unstressed ending. But what about this ‘vaulting

16 Wordsworth’s hero was, poetically and politically, Milton and W shows

the same disdain for weak endings. I'm fairly convinced that for him ‘being’ is
actually elided into the monosyllable ‘beeng’!
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ambition’ problem? Keats has done it too, look, at the continuation

to his opening to Endymion:

A thing of beauty is a joy for ever

Its loveliness increases: it will never

Pass into nothingness; but still will keep

A bower quiet for us, and a sleep

Full of sweet dreams, and health, and quiet breathing

The first feet of lines 3 and 5 are ‘inverted 1ambs’ or trochees. What
Keats and Shakespeare have employed here is sometimes called
trochaic substitution, a technique, like weak endings, too common to
be considered a deviation from the iambic norm. It is mostly found,
as in the above instances and the following, in the first foot of a line.
You could call it a trochaic substitution, or the inversion of an iamb
— it amounts to the same thing.

®¢ O O @0 ® O e O e
Mix'd in each other’s arms, and heart in heart,
ByRrON: Don Juan, Canto 1V, XXVII

Well have ye judged, well ended long debate,
Synod of gods, and like to what ye are,
MILTON: Paradise Lost, Book II

Far from the madding crowd’s ignoble strife
GRrAY: ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?
SHAKESPEARE: Sonnet 18

That’s an interesting one, the last. Shakespeare’s famous sonnet
opens in a way that allows different emphases. Is it Shall I compare
thee, Shall I compare thee or Shall I compare thee? The last would
be a spondaic substitution. You remember the spondee, two equally
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stressed beats?”” What do you feel? How would you read it out?
There’s no right or wrong answer.

Trochaic substitution of an interior foot is certainly not uncom-
mon either. Let’s return to the opening of Hamlet’s great soliloquy:

©c-e 0 © 0e [0 0Jo e o

To be, or not to be: that is the question

Here, the fourth foot can certainly be said to be trochaic. It is
helped, as most interior trochaic switches are, by the very definite
caesura, marked here by the colon. The pause after the opening
statement splits the line into two and allows the trochaic substitu-
tion to have the effect they usually achieve at the beginning of a
line. Without that caesura at the end of the preceding foot, interior
trochaic substitutions can be cumbersome.

o e o e o e [eoco e

He bangs the drum and makes terrible sounds

That’s not a very successful line, frankly it reads as prose: even with
the ‘and’ where it is, the instinct in reading it as verse is to make the
caesural pause after ‘makes’ — this resolves the rhythm for us. We
don’t mind starting a phrase with a trochee, but it sounds all wrong
inserted into a full flow of 1ambs.

© e o e [e0jo e o e

He bangs the drum: terrible sounds he makes.

That’s better: the colon gives a natural caesura with which to split
the line allowing us to start the new thought with a trochee.

For this reason, you will find that initial trochaic substitution
(i.e. that of the first foot) is by far the most common.

17 Many prosodists would argue, as I have said earlier, that there 15 no such
thing as a spondee in English verse, partly because no two contiguous syllables
can be pronounced with absolute equal stress and partly because a spondee
is really a description not of accent, but of vowel length, an entirely different
concept, and one essentially alien to English prosody.
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Milton! Thou shouldst be living at this hour:
England hath need of thee: she is a fen

WORDSWORTH: ‘Milton!’

Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness!

KEeATs: ‘Ode to Autumn’

Just as it would be a pointless limitation to disallow unstressed end-
ings to a line, so it would be to forbid stressed beginnings. Hence
trochaic substitution.
There’s one more inversion to look at before our heads burst.
Often in a line of lambic pentameter you might come across a
line like this, from Shakespeare’s Sonnet 1:

But thou, contracted to thine own bright eyes

How would you scan it?

o e o e o e o e o e
But thou, | contract | ed to | thine own | bright eyes

‘Contracted to thine own bright eyes’is rather ugly, don’t we think?
After all there’s no valuable distinction of meaning derived by
hitting that innocent little particle. So has Shakespeare, by only the
fifth line of his great sonnet sequence already blown it and mucked
up his iambic pentameters?

Well no. Let’s scan it like this:

I 2 3 4 5

O ® o e o ([ ] (6] ®

But thou, | contract | ed to | thine own | bright eyes"

That third foot is now pyrrhic, two unaccented beats: we’ve taken the
usual stress off its second element, we have ‘demoted’ the foot, if
you like. We have, in metrical jargon, eftected pyrrhic substitution.

18 If you already know your feet and think that this is really an amphibrach,
a dactyl and two iambs, I'm afraid I shall have to kill you.
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This 1s most likely to occur in the third or fourth foot of a line,
otherwise 1t disrupts the primary rhythm too much. It is essential
too, in order for the metre to keep its pulse, that the pyrrhic foot
be followed by a proper iamb. Pyrrhic substitution results, as you
can see above, in three unaccented beats in a row, which are resolved
by the next accent (in this case own).

Check what I'm saying by flicking your eyes up and reading
out loud. It can all seem a bit bewildering as I bombard you with
references to the third foot and the second unit and so on, but so
long as you keep checking and reading it out (writing it down
yourself too, if it helps) you can keep track of it all and 1T 1S WORTH
DOING.

Incidentally, Vladimir Nabokov in his Notes on Prosody is very
unkind about calling these effects ‘substitutions’ — he prefers to call
a pyrhhic substitution a ‘scud’ or ‘false pyrrhic’ and a trochaic
substitution a ‘tilted scud’ or ‘false trochee’. I am not sure this is any
clearer, to be honest.

Anyway, you might have spotted that this trick, this trope,
this ‘downgrading’ of one accent, has the effect of drawing extra
attention to the following one. The next strong iambic beat, the
own has all the more emphasis for having followed three unstressed
syllables.

If the demotion were to take place in the fourth foot it would
emphasise the last beat of the line, as in this pyrrhic substitution in
Wilfred Owen’s ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’, which as it happens
also begins with a trochaic switch. READ IT OUT LOUD:

1 2 3 4 5

e 0 O e o e o e
Not in | the hands |of boys | but in | their eyes

Both the excerpts above contain pyrrhic substitution, Shakespeare’s
in the third foot, Owen’s in the fourth. Both end with the word
‘eyes’, but can you see how Shakespeare’s use of it in the third foot
causes the stress to hammer harder down on the word own and
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how Owen’s use of it in the fourth really pushes home the emphasis
on eyes? Which, after all, 1s the point the line is making, nor in
their hands, but in their eyes. (Incidentally, I think the trochaic sub-
stitution in the first foot also helps emphasise ‘hands’. Thus, when
read out, the line contrasts hands and eyes with extra emphasis.)

Owen’s next line repeats the pyrrhic substitution in the same,
fourth, foot.

Shall shine the holy glimmers of good-byes.

A stressed of would be a horrid example of what’s called a wrenched
accent, an unnatural stress forced in order to make the metre
work: scudding over the ‘of” and making the foot pyrrhic does not
sacrifice the metre.

I 3 3 4 5

o e ©c e O e o e
Shall shine | the ho | ly glimm |ers of |good-byes

Owen was a poet who, like Shakespeare, really knew what he was
doing. These effects are not accidental, the substitutions do not come
about by chance or through some carefree inability to adhere to
the form and hoping for the best. Owen studied metre and form
constantly and obsessively, as did Keats, his hero, as indeed did all
the great poets. They would no more be unaware of what they were
doing than Rubens could be unaware of what he was doing when
he applied an impasto dot of white to give shine to an eye, or
than Beethoven could be unaware of what happened when he
diminished a seventh or syncopated a beat. The freedom and the
ease with which a master can do these things belies immense skill
derived from practice.

Incidentally, when Rubens was a young man he went round
Rome feverishly drawing and sketching antique statues and Old
Master paintings, lying on his back, standing on ladders, endlessly
varying his viewpoint so as to give himself differing angles and
perspectives. He wanted to be able to paint or draw any aspect of
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the human form from any angle, to master foreshortening and
moulding and all the other techniques, spending months on
rendering hands alone. All the great poets did the equivalent in
their notebooks: busying themselves endlessly with different
metres, substitutions, line lengths, poetic forms and techniques.
They wanted to master their art as Rubens mastered his. They say
that the poet Tennyson knew the quantity of every word in the
English language except ‘scissors’. A word’s quantity is essentially
the sum of the duration of its vowels. We shall come to that later.
The point is this: poetry is all about concentration, the concentration
of mind and the concentration of thought, feeling and language
into words within a rhythmic structure. In normal speech and prose
our thoughts and feelings are diluted (by stock phrases and round-
about approximations); in poetry those thoughts and feelings can
be, must be, concentrated.

[t may seem strange for us to focus in such detail on something
as apparently piffling as a pyrrhic substitution, but I am convinced
that a sense, an awareness, a familiarity and finally a mastery of this
and all the other techniques we have seen and will see allow us a
confidence and touch that the uninformed reading and writing of
verse could never bestow. It is a little like changing gear in a car:
it can seem cumbersome and tricky at first, but it soon becomes
second nature. [t is all about developing the poetic equivalent of
‘muscle memory’. With that in mind, here are some more lines
featuring these stress demotions or pyrrhic substitutions. I have
boxed the first two examples and explained my thinking. Here is
one from the Merchant’s Tale:

O e O e Oe o e
And up | he yaf | aror | yng and | a cry,

You would not say ‘a roaring AND a cry’ unless the sense demanded
it. Chaucer, like Owen, shows that a demotion of the fourth beat
throws more weight on to the fifth: cry. Owen demonstrates that
it is possible with the second beat too.

48



oooooooo

Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs

‘Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs’ seems a bit
wrenched. The demotion allows the push here on ‘garg’ and ‘froth’ to
assume greater power: ‘Come gargling from the froth-corrupted
lungs’.

Look at these lines from a poem that every American school-
child knows: ‘Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening’, by Robert
Frost. It is the literary equivalent of “The Night Before Christmas’,
quoted and misquoted every holiday season in the States:

The woods are lovely, dark, and deep,
But I have promises to keep,
And miles to go before I sleep,

To read the phrase ‘promisés to keep’ would be an absurd wrench,
wouldn’t it? Clearly that’s a pyrrhic substitution too.

The opening line of Shakespeare’s Richard III has a demoted third
beat: note that the first line begins with a trochaic substitution:

Now is the winter of our discontent

So here is a summary of the six new techniques we’ve learned to
enrich the iambic pentameter.

1. End-stopping: how the sense, the thought, can end with the line.

2. Enjambment: how it can run through the end of a line.

3. Caesura: how a line can have a break, a breath, a pause, a gear
change.

4. Weak endings: how you can end the line with an extra, weak
syllable.

5. Trochaic substitution: how you can invert the iamb to make a
trochee.

6. Pyrrhic substitution: how you can downgrade the beat of an
interior (second, third or fourth) foot to turn it into a doubly
weak or pyrrhic foot.
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Poetry Exercise 4

You can probably guess what I'm going to ask for here. Sixteen
unrhymed lines of 1ambic pentameter. The idea is to use pyrrhic
and trochaic substitutions (five points for each), weak endings — that
extra syllable at the end (two points for each) but all without going
overboard and losing the primary iambic rhythm. You can also
award yourself two points for every successful enjambment.

Before you embark upon your own, we are going take a look
at and mark my attempt at the exercise. [ have sought inspiration, if
that is the word, from the headlines on today’s BBC news website
and would recommend this as preferable to staring out of the
window chewing the end of a pencil awaiting the Muse’s kiss. Four
news stories in all.

Policemen, in a shocking poll revealed
They have no time for apprehending felons
Criminals now at last are free to work.

Why can’t the English play the game of cricket?
Inside a tiny wooden urn are buried
The Ashes of a great and sporting nation."”

Babies are now available in female
Or male. Hard to decide which sex I'll pick.
Maybe I'll wait till gender is redundant.

Towards the middle of a mighty ocean
Squats a forgotten island and its people;

The sea that laps the margins of the atoll
Broadcasts no mindless babble on its waves;
No e-mail pesters the unsullied palm groves
Newspaper stories pass it quietly by.

How long before we go there and destroy it?

19 When [ wrote this, we had just lost the first Test against Austraha and I was
pessimistic . . .
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I know. Pathetic, isn't it? I hope you are filled with confidence.
Once again, 1 must emphasise, these are no more poems than
practise scales are sonatas. They are purely exercises, as yours should
be. Work on solving the problems of prosody, but don’t get hung up
about images, poetic sensibility and word choices. The lines and
thoughts should make sense, but beyond that doggerel is acceptable.

GET YOUR PENCIL OUT and mark the metre in each line of my
verses. It should be fairly clear when the line starts with a trochee,
but pyrrhics can be more subjective. I shall do my marking below:
see if you agree with me. P for a pyrrhic substitution, T for a
trochaic. H for hendecasyllable (or for hypermetric, I suppose). E is

for enjambment.

)i
== e~
Policemen, in a shocking poll revealed 5

That’s a pretty clear pyrrhic in the second foot: no need to stress the
‘in’ and I reckon the rest of the line recovers its iambic tread, so five

points to me.

H
S e AN - i)
They have no time for apprehending felons 2

Straight 1ambics, just two points for the hypermetric ending.

T
/ - s -7 - /7 = 7
Criminals now at last are free to work. 5

Five points for the initial trochee.

T H

= R Y N AT
Why can’t the English learn the game of cricket? 7
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Five for the opening trochee (I think you’ll agree that it is ‘why
can’t’, not ‘why can’t’) plus two for the weak ending.

H
S e e e Al |
Inside a tiny wooden urn are buried 2

Tambics: just two for the ending (it’s a bit like scoring for cribbage,
thnst )

H

p
e Ll A e b o

The Ashes of a great and sporting nation.

Five for the pyrrhic and two for the ending. 7
T 12 H
-/ -/E- /6
Babies are now available in female 2 B 14-5=9

High-scoring one here: five for the trochaic switch in the first foot,
five for the pyrrhic in the fourth: plus two for the ending and two
for the enjambment. The question is: does it still feel iambic with
all those bells and whistles? My view is that it would if it were in
the midst of more regular iambic lines, but since it is the first line
of a stanza it is hard for the ear to know what 1s going on. A trochaic
first foot allied to a weak ending gives an overall trochaic effect,
especially when the middle is further vidated by the slack syllables
of the pyrrhic. Also, the end word ‘female’ is almost spondaic. So |
shall deduct five for bad style.

T
-/ 2L LA W
Or male. Hard to decide which sex I'll pick. 5

A trochaic switch mid line for five points: since it follows a caesura
the rest of the line picks up the iambic pulse adequately.



T I H
EE- ¢ -/ E=-/ 0
Maybe I'll wait all gender is redundant. 2, =3 =11,

Trochaic of the first with pyrrhic of the fourth agamn. For some rea-
son | don’t think this one misses its swing so much as the other, so
I'll only deduct three. Then again, perhaps it keeps its swing because
it isn't a real pyrrhic: hard not to give a push to the ‘is’ there, don’t

we feel?

2 H
-/ - /BE3-7 -6
Towards the middle of a mighty ocean 7
T p H
F /=B AR
Squats a forgotten island and its people; 12
p H
-/ -/ = /[T~ /6
The sea that laps the margins of the atoll 7
T P
vl L g -/
Broadcasts no mindless babble on its waves; 10
P H
/- JET-/- /0
No e-mail pesters the unsullied palm groves 7
T
/ =\- /- 7 - /=7
Newspaper stories pass it quietly by. 5
P H
A = ™
How long before we go there and destroy it? 7
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I11
More Meters

Octameters — hexameters — ll(’pf(lﬂl(’té‘}’.\‘ — tetrameters — trimeters —
dimeters — monometers

Why five feet to a line, why not four or six? Three or seven? Eight
even.
Why not indeed. Here’s a list of the most likely possibilities:

1 Beat — Monometer
He bangs
The drum.

2 Beats — Dimeter
His drumming noise
Awakes the boys.

3 Beats — Trimeter
His drumming makes a noise,
And wakes the sleeping boys.

4 Beats — Tetrameter
He bangs the drum and makes a noise,
It shakes the roof and wakes the boys.

5 Beats — Pentameter
He bangs the drum and makes a dreadful noise,
It shakes the roof and wakes the sleeping boys.

6 Beats — Hexameter
He bangs the drum and makes the most appalling noise,
It shakes the very roof and wakes the sleeping boys.
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7 Beats — Heptameter

He bangs the wretched drum and makes the most
appalling noise,

Its racket shakes the very roof and wakes the sleeping
boys.

" 8 Beats — Octameter

He starts to bang the wretched drum and make the most
appalling noise,

Its dreadful racket shakes the very roof and wakes the
sleeping boys.

I have hardly given more information in the octameter, heptame-
ter, hexameter or pentameter than there is in the tetrameter — of
course the boys are sleeping, you can’t wake someone who isn't,
and a very roof is still a roof. I have made up my own nonsense
specifically to show the variation in feel when the sense or narrative
is broadly the same and the number of feet marks the only real
difference. Generally speaking, and [ do mean very generally, the
pentameter is used for ‘serious’ poetry, for contemplative, epic, heroic
and dramatic verse. That doesn’t mean that the other measures can’t
be. We will come to how we choose a particular form or line of
verse later. At the moment we are more interested in discovering
and defining terms than ascribing value or function to them. The
technical difference 1s what concerns us, the stylistic difference is
for a later section of the book.

Six feet give us a hexameter, the line of choice in most classical

MCLSE:

I 2 3 4 S 6
He bangs | the drum |and makes | the most|appall | -ing noise.

As a single line it works fine. The experience of writing whole
poems in hexameters, in six footers, 1s that they turn out to be a bit
cumbersome in English. The pentameter scems to fit the human
breath perfectly (which is why it was used, not just by Shakespeare,
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but by just about all Englsh verse dramausts). French poets and
playwrights like Racine did use the hexameter or alexandrine® all
the tme, in English verse it is rare. What's so different about French,
then? I think the most important reason is, as I made clear earlier,
that French words tend not to be so varied in their accentuation as
English. Why is this relevane? Well, it means that French poetry,
since so many words are equally stressed, relies more on what is
known as ‘quantitative measure’ — divisions based on the temporal
duration of long and short vowels.” This is how classical Greek and
Latin poetry was constructed. Most English verse — as I hope we
have discovered — is metred by syllabic accentuation, the rises and falls
of stress.

You can certainly try to write whole English poems composed
of lambic hexameter, but I suspect you'll find, in common with
English language poets who experimented with it on and off for
the best part of a thousand years, that it yields rather clumsy results.
Its best use i1s as a closing line to stanzas, as in Hardy’s ‘The
Convergence of the Twain (Lines on the loss of the Titanic)’:

And consummation comes and jars two hemispheres.

Keats ends each stanza of “The Eve of Saint Agnes’ with an alexan-
drine in a style derived from the verse of Edmund Spenser.

She sigh'd for Agnes’ dreams, the sweetest of the year.

Alexander Pope in his (otherwise) pentametric An Essay on
Criticism was harsh on these Spenserian mannerisms and included
this self-descriptive hexameter:

A needless Alexandrine ends the song,
That, like a wounded snake, drags its slow length along.

20 Named from a twelfth-century French poem, Le Roman d’Alexandre.

21 After all, in French (as opposed to Spanish, say), a diacritical mark (a written
accent) is not about syllabic emphasis: école is evenly stressed, the accent is just
there to modify the vowel sound, not impart extra stress to it.
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There are very few examples of eight-beat lines in English verse.
Tennyson’s ‘Locksley Hall’ is a rare successful example of a trochaic
octameter:

€0 €0 €0 €O €0 €0 €0 e[o]
In the Spring a fuller crimson comes upon the Robin’s breast;

In the Spring the wanton lapwing gets himself another crest;

In the Spring a livelier iris changes on the burnish’'d dove;
In the Spring a young man’ fancy lightly turns to thoughts
of love.

Another very familiar example 1s Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven’:

€0 €0 @O @O @O O 6O €O

Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and
weary,

Over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore,

While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a
tapping,

As of someone gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door.

You will notice Poe chooses to end the even-numbered lines
strongly, docking the final weak syllable, as Tennyson does for every
line of ‘Locksley Hall’. You might also notice how in reading, one
tends to break up these line lengths into two manageable four-stress
half-lines: Poe’s lines have very clear and unmistakable caesuras,
while Tennyson’s are less forceful. The four-stress impulse in English
verse is very strong, as we shall see. Nabokov, in his Notes on Prosody,
suggests that the hexameter is a limit ‘beyond which the metrical
line 1s no longer felt as a line and breaks in two’.

Heptameters, seven-stress lines, are possible, and certainly do
tend to ‘break in two’. They are known in the trade as ‘fourteeners’,
referring to the usual syllable count. Here’s a line from Hardy’ “The

Lacking Sense’.



Assist her where thy creaturely dependence can or may

\s you can sce, it 1s perfectly iambic (though one could suggest

lemoting the fourth foot to a pyrrhic):

I 2 3 4 5 6 7
Assist | her where | thy creat|urely |depend|ence can|or may

\ctually, fourteeners were very popular in the sixteenth century,
Ithough Shakespeare disdained their use, a fact which has been
dduced by some to damn the claims of Edward de Vere, seven-
eenth Earl of Oxford, as the real author of the Shakespearean
anon, for Oxford loved them:

My life through lingering long is lodged, in lair of loathsome
ways,
My death delayed to keep from life, the harm of hapless days.

Chis preposterously over-alliterated couplet hardly seems
hakespearean — in fact, Shakespeare mocked precisely such bom-
astic nonsense in ‘Pyramus and Thisbe’, the play-within-a-play
erformed by Bottom and the other unlettered ‘rude mechanicals’
n A Midsummer Night’s Dream, having great fun at the expense of
Dxfordian fourteeners and their vulgar alliterations:

But stay: O spite! But Mark, poor knight, What dreadful dole
1s here?
Eyes, do you see? How can it be? O dainty duck, O dear.

(ou may notice that Hardy’s example is a ‘true’ heptameter, whereas
Oxford’s lines (and Shakespeare’s parody of them) are in effect so
roken by the caesuras after the fourth foot that they could be
vritten thus:

My life through lingering long is lodged,
In lair of loathsome ways,

My death delayed to keep from life,

The harm of hapless days.
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But stay: O spite! But Mark, poor knight,
What dreadful dole is here?
Eyes, do you see? How can it be?

O dainty duck, O dear.

We can do the same thing with Kipling’s popular ‘“Tommy’, whick
he laid out in fourteeners:

Yes, makin’ mock o’ uniforms that guard you while you sleep
Is cheaper than them uniforms, an’ they’re starvation cheap;
An’ hustlin’ drunken soldiers when they’re goin’large a bit

Is five times better business than paradin’ in full kit.

Yes, makin’ mock o’ uniforms
That guard you while you sleep
Is cheaper than them uniforms,
An’ they’re starvation cheap;
An’ hustlin’ drunken soldiers
When theyre goin’ large a bit
Is five times better business
Than paradin’ in full kit.

What we have there are verses in lines footed in alternating four
and threes: tetrameters and trimeters, a metrical scheme you will sec
again and again in English poetry. Such four and three beat lines are
also common in verse designed for singing which, after all, uses ug
more breath than speech. It would be rather difficult to sing :
whole heptametric line without turning purple.

The long and winding road
and
You are the sunshine of my life

could be called (by an ass) 1ambic trimeters and tetrameters respec:
tively, while
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That’s the way I like 1t
and
[ can’t get no satistaction

are trochaic trimeter and tetrameter. Of course, it is fundamentally
daffy to scan lyrics (a word derived from the Greek lyre, the harp-
like instrument used to accompany song) since it is the musical beat
that determines emphasis, not the metrical stress. You could never
guess the very particular emphasis on ‘get no’ just by reading the
lyrics of ‘Satisfaction’ unless you knew the tune and rhythm it was
written to fit.

FouRr BEATS TO THE LINE

Wordsworth wrote ‘Daffodils’ in straight four-beat tetrameters.

[ wanderd lonely as a cloud
That floats on high o’er vales and hills
When all at once I saw a crowd,

A host, of golden daffodils;

Tetrameter, the four-stress line, is immensely popular in English
verse. If iambic pentameter, the Heroic Line, may be described as
the great joint of beef, then tetrameters are the sandwiches — the
everyday form if you like, and no less capable of greatness. If you
ask someone to write a poetic ditty on a Valentine’s card or some-
thing similar, nine times out of ten they will write tetrameters,
whether they do so consciously or not: the four-beat instinct is
deep within us, much as in music the four/four time signature is so
standard as to be the default: you don’t have to write it in the score,
just a letter C for Common Time.
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Four stresses also mark the base length of a form we will meet later
called the ballad, where they usually alternate with three-stress lines,
as in the anonymous seventeenth-century ‘Ballad of Sir Patrick
Spens’:

And many was the feather-bed
That fluttered on the foam;

And many was the good lord’s son
That never more came home.

Coleridge’s ‘Rime of the Ancient Mariner’:

The fair breeze blew, the white foam flew,
The furrow followed free:

We were the first that ever burst

Into that silent sea.

and Oscar Wilde’s ‘Ballad of Reading Gaol’:

I never saw a man who looked
With such a wistful eye

Upon that hittle tent of blue
Which prisoners call the sky.

In each of these ballad verses the first and third lines have four
stresses (eight syllables) and the second and fourth lines have three
(six syllables):

oe oce oce oe
oe ce oce
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