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FROM RHETORIC TO DECONSTRUCTION
Lecture Six: The Metres of English Poetry
Strong-stress metre 

Exploiting the alternation of stressed and unstressed syllables has always been the principal device of poets in creating rhythmic patterns. Most common of the varieties thus producible is strong-stress metre, a common form of which is composed of lines of four beats and a variable number of syllables; the lines themselves are divisible into equal halves (two two-beat units). This form of verse was used in Old English poetry, where the rhythmical structure was reinforced by alliteration; it was revived and remained popular in the Middle English period. Here is an example from the fourteenth-century Piers the Ploughman (Piers Plowman); the alliterating consonants are in bold type. Note also the caesura, the phrasal pause, marked ||, roughly in the middle, common in longer lines. 

      /      /    ||      /            /

In a sommer seson, whan soft was the sonne,

    /            /     ||   /     /

I shope me in shroudes, as I a shepe were . . . .  

In modern prose translation: “One summer season, when the sun was warm, I rigged myself out in shaggy woollen clothes, as if I were a shepherd”; the modernized verse form reads as 

      /       /    ||      /            /

In a summer season, when soft was the sun

    /               /   ||          /          /

I shaped me into shrouds as though I were a shepherd. . . . 
Syllable-stress metre

Strong-stress verse remained dominant until Chaucer’s time, when it was replaced by a new metrical formula, syllable-stress metre (or accentual syllabic metre), in which both the stresses and the syllables are strictly controlled (by “counting” the syllables as well as the stresses of each line the poet takes precautions that he does not exceed—or fall short of—the designated number). This is almost exclusively the metre of English verse from the fifteenth century down to the early twentieth, and students of poetry are more likely to be exposed to syllable-stress verse than to other forms of versification. Shakespeare’s plays and sonnets or the poems of Wordsworth, Keats, Shelley, Browning, Swinburne and Tennyson offer magnificent examples of its rich rhythmic potential and the variety of ways in which that potential may be realized. Yet while syllable-stress verse rose to dominance, strong-stress verse did not disappear either: it survived in folk poetry (ballads and nursery rhymes). Northrop Frye argues that there is “a strong-stress continuity” in English poetry, and dramatic blank verse—the iambic pentameter of Renaissance drama (on this see the section on foot-scansion)—is directly descended from the alliterative verse of the preceding centuries, as is evidenced by the two ways of scanning that, for instance, the famous opening line of Hamlet’s monologue invites:
  Strong-stress     /       /        ||  /            /   
To be, or not to be, that is the question.

  Syllable-stress x   /  x   /   x  / ||  /  x    x   /  x 
To be, or not to be, that is the question.

Paradoxically, by changing from strong-stress to syllable-stress verse, by imposing yet another form of artifice on language, poetry itself became more natural. As Derek Attridge writes:
stress verse, in its tendency to override the syllabic rhythm, often requires an emphatically regular reading in order to sustain the meter (sic), pushing it toward chant or song. The beats are very clearly marked, and the distinction between syllables functioning as beats and syllables functioning as offbeats is strongly felt. On the other hand, poetry which allows the syllabic rhythm to emerge, while still controlling the placing of stress, has a markedly different movement. Beats are no longer so central to the experience of rhythm: they are less strongly felt and less clearly contrasted with offbeats. The rhythms of ordinary spoken English are less likely to be altered to produce a chant-like recitation. 
Types of syllable-stress verse
Duple verse (a metre with predominantly single offbeats) is as typical of syllable-stress verse as it is of strong-stress verse. The following examples represent the syllable-stress variety:

  x    /  x    /      x     /  x    /
This glassy stream, that spreading pine,

  x   /  x     / - x    x   x   /

Those alders quivering to the breeze,

 x     /    x  /    x    /     x   /
Might sooth a soul less hurt than mine, 

x     /     x  / x   /    x      /

And please, if any thing could please.






(William Cowper, “The Shrubbery”) 

(Note the suppression of a syllable, marked by the symbol “—” , in the shaded part of the stanza. Note also the promotion of to.)

Triple syllable-stress metre is not uncommon either, but it is more of a problem as it tends to fall into the four-beat formation of strong-stress metre and thus to override limitations in the number of syllables. It tends to be used in light verse as in 

x  /      x  x   /  x   x    /      x   x   /

I passed by his garden, and marked with one eye

 x   x  /   x     x  /   x   x     / x   x  /
How the Owl and the Panther were sharing a pie:

  x  /   x   /    /    \   x     / x  x    /
The Panther took pie-crust and gravy, and meat,

  x     x /    x    x  /   x  x     /   x    x   /

While the Owl had the dish as its share of the treat.






(from Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland)

Quadruple effects are produced by the duple verse of eight beats, which lends itself to two ways of scanning. One reading of the Browning lines below perceives it as eight-beat duple verse, with some of the syllables (unstressed or with a secondary stress) “promoted” to beat position:

x   x /  x   /  x  \ x    x  x   / x  /   x  /
Oh Galuppi, Baldassaro, this is very sad to find;

x  x   /   x  \  x   /    x   x   x      /    x  /   x     /

I can hardly misconceive you; it would prove me deaf and blind;

 x  x   /    x  /    x    /  x      x   x    /   x  /  x  /
But although I take your meaning, ’tis with such a heavy mind!










(“A Toccata of Galuppi’s”)

But it is also possible to read the stanza with extra emphasis on the second, fourth, sixth and eighth beats (indicated by double underlining), so that it takes on the lilt of the quadruple rhythm:

x   x /  x   /  x  \ x    x  x   / x  /   x  /
      -            -             -           -

Oh Galuppi, Baldassaro, this is very sad to find;

x  x   /   x  \  x   /    x   x   x      /    x  /   x     /

       -             -                   -                 -

I can hardly misconceive you; it would prove me deaf and blind;

 x  x   /    x  /    x    /  x      x   x    /   x  /  x  /
        -                 -                  -            -

But although I take your meaning, ’tis with such a heavy mind!
Foot-scansion and syllable-stress verse
The shift from strong-stress verse to syllable-stress verse is inseparable from the revival of interest in the literature, art and philosophy of antiquity, which produced the Renaissance. The new form of verse-making seemed to lend itself to a system of scanning based on the principles of Greek and Latin poetry where metrical patterns were created by exploiting variations in the length of syllables. Foot-scansion, devised for identifying set forms of syllable-groups called feet, came to be used in English verse, despite the obvious fact that stress and not length (quantity) is the natural basis of metre in the language. Stress-groups representing structures like the feet of Greek and Latin poetry were accepted as the equivalents of those feet. If we substitute stress for quantity, we shall have the following feet in syllable-stress verse: 

pyrrhic: 

x x

cretic

/ x /

iamb:

x /

amphibrach
x / x

trochee

/ x

choriamb
/ x x /


spondee

/ /

ionic a minore
x x / /

anapaest

x x /

ionic a maiore
/ / x x

dactyl

/ x x

The primary consideration in foot-scansion is not the beat but stress. Feet starting with an unstressed syllable and ending on a stressed one (iamb, anapaest, ionic a minore) are likely to produce a consistently rising rhythm; those that start on a stressed syllable and end on an unstressed one (trochee, dactyl, ionic a maiore) lend a falling character to the rhythm. The grouping of the stressed and unstressed syllables of the lines must be done accordingly. 

In identifying the metre of a poem we must be aware that where in syllable-stress scanning we experience promotion to beat position and demotion from beat position, foot-scansion registers substitution, that is to say, the employment of a foot different from the base foot (dominant foot) of the line. A pyrrhic may take the place of an iamb, and this, according to the laws of foot-scansion, is substitution; the corresponding phenomenon for syllable-stress scanning is promotion, that is to say, the figure would not be (x x) but (x x)—a common enough device. In like manner, substituting a spondee for an iamb would be treated as demotion: instead of (/ /) we would read (/ /).

There are some important principles which regulate departures from the pattern: 

· some feet occur only as substitutions: a pyrrhic and a spondee can take the place of both an iamb and a trochee; a spondee may also be substituted for an anapaest or a dactyl; a choriamb may fill the space normally reserved for two iambs or two trochees; an ionic a minore and an ionic a maiore may also occur where we would expect two iambs or two trochees; an amphibrach may occur at the end of a line in blank verse, adding an extra-syllable to it.

· inversion: the replacement of the regular foot by its inverted version; a trochee for an iamb resulting in a choriamb is the most common case of it. 
Here are some examples of foot-scansion in the major forms of lines. The shaded areas contain instances of the most frequent cases of substitution; it must be borne in mind, however, that some of the lines may be scanned in a slightly different manner if we let the abstract rhythmic pattern impose itself on them (in in Frost’s poem; to and and in the second line of Shakespeare’s, for instance, have been stressed, rough unstressed, by competent readers).



Dimeter



Trimeter
|/ x | x    x |


|x  / |  x  x| x  /   |
Enter with him


No rest is to be found

| x    /|x      /  |

|x  x |  x   / |x   /  |

These Legends, Love;

But in thy blessed Love;

|x   x |x  /  |


|x  / | x  /  | x   /    |

For him assume


O! let my wish be crowned,

|x    /|\     /  |

|x   /  |x    x |x /  |

Each diverse form.

And send it from above!

(Auden, “Legend”)


(John Byrom, “My Spirit Longeth for Thee”)

Tetrameter

| x     /  |  x    / |x   /  |x   / |
Whose woods these are I think I know.

|x   /   |x  x |  x  / |x     /   |
His house is in the village though;

|x  /  | x   / | x   /| x    /  |
He will not see me stopping here

|x  /   | x   /   | /   x | x     / |
To watch his woods fill up with snow.

(Robert Frost, “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening”)




Pentameter

| x   /| x  /  |  x   x|x  /| x     / |
Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?

| x  /  | x    /  |x  x | x    / |x x  |
Thou art more lovely and more temperate:
| /    /   | x   /  |  x  / |x    /  |x   / |
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,

|x   / |x     /   | x   /  | x    /  |x  /  |
And summer’s lease hath all too short a date.

The lines scanned above are all duple verse with a rising, that is, iambic, rhythm; such lines lend themselves most readily to foot-scansion. Duple verse with a falling, that is, trochaic, rhythm is less common but by no means rare:

|/   x| /  x |/   x  |  /  x|

Long-expected one-and-twenty,

|/  - x  | /   x | /   x |  /  |

Lingering year at last is flown:

|/   x  |  /  x  |   /   x  |  /  x|
Pomp and pleasure, pride and plenty,

| /    x | /    x  |/    x  | / |
Great Sir John, are all your own.
(Samuel Johnson, “A Short Song of Congratulation”) 

Note how in “lingering” the poet disposes of the extra-syllable by eliding the one in the middle. Note also a fairly common characteristic of trochaic verse (which you may note also in “The Tiger”): the lack of a final unstressed syllable in the second and fourth lines. The technical term for these is catalectic line.

Triple verse is less readily available for foot-scansion, for the same reasons as make it less amenable to syllable-stress metre. Some of the difficulties are highlighted by the following stanza. We may read it as verse with anapaest as its base foot:

| x  x  /   | x x  /  | x  x  /|x  x    / |

’Tis a sight to engage me, if anything can, 

|x  /  |x    x  /|x  x     /| x    x   / |

To muse on the perishing pleasures of man;

| x     x   /  | x x   /  |  x  x  /| x     x  / |

Though his life be a dream, his enjoyments, I see,

|x   x  /|x   x    /|x  x /|x   x    /|

Have a being less durable even than he.





 
(William Cowper, “The Poplar-Field”) 

Such a reading, however, requires a division of the lines into feet which cuts whole words (anything, perishing, pleasures, enjoyments, being, durable) into two parts in an unnatural manner. A more natural reading in this case is provided by syllable-stress scanning, which allows the unit of measure to operate and the first of two unstressed syllables to be promoted at the beginning of the line. We can thus avoid having to cut most of the longer words while reading the lines rhythmically; where this is impossible (engage, enjoyments), the offbeats following a beat make the reading smoother. The last syllable, in beat position in each line, but not followed by offbeats, provides a strong ending.

  x  x  /     x x  /    x  x  / x  x    /  

’Tis a sight to engage me, if anything can, 

 x  /   x    x  / x  x     /  x    x   /  

To muse on the perishing pleasures of man;

  x     x   /    x x   /     x  x  /  x     x  /  

Though his life be a dream, his enjoyments, I see,

 x   x  /x    x    / x  x / x   x    / 

Have a being less durable even than he.

