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INTRODUCTION	
	
Even	when	we	are	not	consciously	trying	to	fit	words	into	a	metrical	form,	we	

are	influenced	by	meter–	sometimes	more	than	anything	else–	to	use	certain	words.	

We	choose	our	children’s	names	based	on	the	cadence	of	the	syllables	flowing	in	a	

natural	way.	There	is	a	reason	it’s	called	The	Lion,	the	Witch,	and	the	Wardrobe	

rather	than	The	Wardrobe,	the	Lion,	and	the	Witch.	If	I	have	an	aunt	with	a	one-

syllable	name,	she	is	always	“Auntie”	rather	than	“Aunt,”	which	is	why	I	am	related	

to	“Auntie	Dawn”	and	“Auntie	Jean”	but	just	“Aunt	Carol.”	Even	as	a	child,	my	brain	

was	physically	resistant	to	spondees.	It	was	the	same	thing	with	a	4th	grade	teacher,	

Ms.	Brown,	who	we	would	always	call	Mrs.	Brown,	because	Ms.	Brown	just	sounds	

wrong,	but	she	was	not	married	and	apparently	quite	sensitive	about	the	matter,	so	

she	was	really	insistent	about	getting	the	terminology	right.	We	as	a	class	did	not	

intend	to	disrespect	her	identifying	title	or	her	personal	life	choices;	we	just	thought	

it	felt	incorrect	to	say	two	stressed	syllables	in	a	row.	The	rhythms	and	meters	of	the	

English	language	are	always	influencing	us,	in	ways	that	aren’t	always	explicit.	For	

instance,	listen	to	Dr.	Seuss’s	“Oh	The	Places	You’ll	Go.”		

Oh,	the	places	you’ll	go!	There	is	fun	to	be	done!	
There	are	points	to	be	scored.	There	are	games	to	be	won.	
And	the	magical	things	you	can	do	with	that	ball	
will	make	you	the	winning-est	winner	of	all.	
	

Compare	that	poem	to	The	Destruction	of	Sennacherib	by	Lord	Byron.		

The	Assyrian	came	down	like	the	wolf	on	the	fold,		
And	his	cohorts	were	gleaming	in	purple	and	gold;		
And	the	sheen	of	their	spears	was	like	stars	on	the	sea,		
When	the	blue	wave	rolls	nightly	on	deep	Galilee.	
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Apart	from	the	individual	words	used,	these	two	poems	sound	nearly	

identical.	Both	passages	are	in	anapestic	tetrameter.	If	a	reader	is	listening	only	to	

the	patterns	of	stressed	syllables,	these	two	could	functionally	be	the	same	poem.	

The	application	of	different	words	exploits	the	form.	Seuss	uses	it	to	create	a	

bouncing	rhythm	that	constantly	drives	forward;	Byron	uses	it	to	imitate	the	sound	

of	galloping	horses.	The	same	pattern	is	being	exploited	to	evoke	different	concepts.	

This	pattern	was	chosen	as	the	best	way	to	communicate	the	desired	effect.			

What	interests	me	is	the	information	encoded	within	these	patterns.	Why	put	

words	in	a	pattern,	rather	than	speak	in	the	natural	prosaic	state	of	the	language?	

An	imposed	structure	organizes	language	in	unconventional	ways.	The	pattern	can	

be	used	just	as	much	to	evoke	a	meaning	as	the	content	that	it	communicated	on	the	

semantic	level.	Words	are	like	atoms:	they	can	exist	individually,	in	a	limited	

capacity.	However,	once	they	are	strung	together,	they	create	complex	beings,	and	

even	give	rise	to	life	(though	none	of	the	component	atoms	is	“alive”).	These	

elements	are	given	value	by	the	specific	connections	they	have	to	others,	which	

means	that	there	is	value	in	the	organization,	the	syntax,	that	isn’t	found	in	the	

constituent	modules.		

It	may	be	impossible	to	study	meter	devoid	of	words.	To	bring	another	

scientific	analogy	into	the	picture:	It’s	rather	difficult	to	study	gravity	without	

matter;	since	gravity	is	a	force	that	acts	on	matter,	it	is	necessary	to	have	some	

matter	to	interact.	Similarly,	it	is	difficult	to	study	meter	without	the	meter	being	

filled	with	something	(in	this	case,	words).	Indeed,	it	is	possible	to	look	at	the	form	

of	poetry	without	the	influence	of	its	content.	First,	if	a	reader	listens	to	a	poem	in	a	
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language	they	do	not	understand,	they	may	be	able	to	pick	up	the	patterns	of	strong	

beats	and	the	similar	sound	combinations	of	rhyme	or	alliteration.	However,	this	is	

difficult	to	measure,	since	it	does	neither	account	for	the	differing	poetic	values	of	

different	languages,	nor	for	the	long	history	of	ingrained	poetic	tradition	that	native	

speakers	are	surrounded	(and	constantly	influenced)	by,	so	this	kind	of	exploration	

is	not	so	useful	as	far	as	my	direction	is	concerned.	Second,	the	human	brain	is	

equipped	with	a	process	known	as	inductive	reasoning.	By	looking	at	a	wide	variety	

of	poems	and	comparing	their	respective	meters,	a	reader	can	draw	a	larger	

inference	about	the	nature	of	the	meters.	The	data	can	be	synthesized	into	general	

idea	of	what	each	meter	was	traditionally	used	for,	and	what	concepts	they	were	

used	to	evoke.	Just	like	a	song	without	lyrics	still	carries	meaning	for	the	listener,	so	

too	can	one	divorce	metrical	patterns	from	the	instantiations	of	that	pattern,	thus	

creating	an	independent	connotation.	Meter’s	existence	may	be	dependent	on	

words,	but	that	doesn’t	mean	it	can’t	have	a	meaning	of	its	own.		

Poetic	form	is	not	just	an	arbitrary	categorization	of	assigning	one	structure	

to	one	genre.	I	want	to	show	that	there	is	a	dynamic	interaction	between	the	form	

and	content	of	a	poem,	not	a	passive	assignment	of	qualities.	By	taking	a	historical	

approach,	I	hope	to	explain	how	these	relationships	between	form	and	content	

arose.		

Poetry	is	often	divided	into	distinct	categories	with	no	overlap.	A	poem	is	

either	Old	English	or	Middle	English;	a	verse	is	either	iambic	or	trochaic.	But,	in	fact,	

the	lines	are	much	more	varied	than	we	like	to	think.	The	development	of	poetry	is	a	

constant	process	that	cannot	easily	be	divided	into	eras;	the	relationships	and	
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connections	between	these	eras	are	vital	to	examine	just	as	much	as	the	

traditionally	studied	exemplars.	Similarly,	the	absolute	delineations	between	the	

types	of	meter	are	more	flexible	(and,	in	some	cases,	even	debatable)	than	they	are	

often	considered.	Once	we	understand	how	meaning	became	attached	to	formal	

qualities	of	poetry,	we	can	have	a	more	comprehensive	view	of	what	poetic	

traditions	mean	and	how	we	can	break	them	in	unexpected	yet	productive	ways.		

I	first	introduce	my	argument	for	why	formal	qualities	have	meaning	outside	

of	the	words,	and	then	examine	what	makes	good	poetry	“good.”	I	compare	poetry	

to	music	in	order	to	make	my	points	more	clear.	Next	I	give	a	chronological	account	

of	a	thousand	years	of	poetic	tradition,	from	Old	English	to	Middle	English	to	

Modern	English,	and	the	preferred	poetic	structures	for	each	stage	of	its	evolution.	

The	language	changes	significantly	over	the	centuries,	so	it	follows	that	the	values	of	

poetry	must	undergo	a	similar	transformation.	Finally,	I	end	with	an	exploration	of	

the	future	of	meter	and	rhyme,	and	how	poetry	can	still	be	“poetry”	as	the	poetic	

structure	starts	to	fade	away.	I	want	to	answer	the	question	of	what	makes	good	

poetry	“good,”	in	a	world	where	the	language,	culture,	and	poetic	values	are	

constantly	changing,	and	how	we	can	apply	this	general	principle	to	evaluate	and	

appreciate	the	art	we	may	encounter.		
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ANCIENT	GREEK:	“Minor	but	non-mutinous”		

The	word	“meter”	comes	from	the	Greek	“metron,”	which	means	“measure.”	

Meter	is	measured	language.	It	is	comprised	of	patterns	of	stressed	and	unstressed	

syllables	that	differentiate	poetry	from	normal	speech.		

Even	in	English	studies,	all	things	are	rooted	back	to	Ancient	Greece.	Plato,	in	

his	perfect	ideal	theoretical	city	The	Republic,	wanted	to	severely	limit	the	arts	in	

general,	restricting	them	to	only	what	is	the	best	for	and	most	beneficial	to	the	

citizens.	Here	is	a	quote	from	Plato’s	long	digression	on	what	kinds	of	meter	should	

be	allowed	in	his	perfect	city:	

The	next	topic	after	musical	modes	is	the	regulation	of	meter.	We	shouldn’t	strive	to	
have	either	subtlety	or	great	variety	in	meter.	Rather,	we	should	try	to	discover	
what	are	the	rhythms	of	someone	who	leads	an	ordered	and	courageous	life	and	
then	adapt	the	meter	and	the	tune	to	his	words,	not	his	words	to	them.	What	these	
rhythms	actually	are	is	for	you	to	say.	[...]	We’ll	consult	with	Damon	as	to	which	
metrical	feet	are	suited	to	slavishness,	insolence,	madness,	and	other	vices	which	
are	suited	to	their	opposites.	I	think	I’ve	heard	him	talking	about	an	enoplion,1	
which	is	a	composite	metrical	phrase	(although	I’m	not	clear	on	this).	And	also	
about	dactylic	or	heroic	meter,	which	he	arranged,	I	don’t	know	how,	to	be	equal	up	
and	down	in	the	interchange	of	long	and	short.	I	think	he	called	one	foot	an	iambus,	
another	a	trochee,	assigned	a	long	and	a	short	to	both	of	them.	In	the	case	of	some	of	
these	I	think	he	approved	or	disapproved	of	the	tempo	of	the	foot	as	much	as	of	the	
rhythm	itself,	or	of	some	combination	of	the	two–	I	can’t	tell	you	which.But,	as	I	said,	
we’ll	leave	these	things	to	Damon,	since	to	mark	off	the	different	kinds	would	
require	a	long	argument.	Or	do	you	think	we	should	try	it?	(Republic	400b)2	

	

Plato	was	in	favor	of	censorship;	he	only	wanted	poets	to	write	stories	about	

virtuous	heroes	because	then	the	readers	would	become	virtuous	themselves.	

                                                
1	An	acatalectic	(full	number	of	syllables)	hemiepes	(half	a	hexametric	line)	
preceded	by	one	or	two	short	syllables	or	a	long	syllable	
2 I	am	using	Cohen’s	translation	for	quotes	from	Plato	and	Arsitotle.	
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However,	it	is	clear	that	Plato	is	not	merely	concerned	with	the	content	of	the	

poems,	but	about	the	form	of	the	poems	as	well.	Aristotle,	a	student	to	Plato,	also	

spent	a	good	deal	of	time	considering	what	the	most	valuable	form	of	poetic	meter	

might	be:	

As	for	the	meter,	the	hexametric	heroic	measure	has	proved	its	fitness	by	a	test	of	
experience.	If	a	narrative	poem	in	any	other	meter	or	in	many	meters	were	now	
composed,	it	would	be	found	incongruous.	For	of	all	measures	the	heroic	is	the	
stateliest	and	the	most	massive;	and	hence	it	most	readily	admits	rare	words	and	
metaphors,	which	is	another	point	in	which	the	narrative	form	of	imitation	stands	
alone.	On	the	other	hand,	the	iambic	and	the	trochaic	tetrameter	are	stirring	
measures,	the	latter	being	akin	to	dancing,	the	former	expressive	of	action.	Still	
more	absurd	would	it	be	to	mix	together	different	meters,	as	was	done	by	
Chaeremon.	Hence	no	one	has	ever	composed	a	poem	on	a	great	scale	in	any	other	
than	heroic	verse.	Nature	herself,	as	we	have	said,	teaches	the	choice	of	the	proper	
measure.”	(Poetics	1460a)	

	
Both	Plato	and	Aristotle	had	strong	opinions	on	what	the	best	type	of	meter	

was.	However,	it	may	seen	that	their	actual	arguments	were	only	applicable	to	

Ancient	Greek,	and	cannot	be	directly	applied	to	the	English	language.	Although	the	

specific	meters	discussed	may	not	be	relevant,	the	underlying	principles	behind	why	

these	meters	are	chosen	are	quite	pertinent.	Plato	and	Aristotle’s	philosophies	tell	

us	why	these	meters	are	superior	in	Ancient	Greek,	and	we	can	take	those	

philosophies	and	apply	them	to	our	own	language.			

For	both	Plato	and	Aristotle,	the	concept	of	balance	between	multiple	aspects	

was	the	key	to	living	a	good	life.	Aristotle’s	theory	of	virtue	as	a	“mean”	between	two	

extreme	vices	is	relevant;	though	he	uses	it	to	explain	the	traits	of	a	good	person,	I	

believe	it	can	also	be	used	to	find	the	traits	of	a	good	piece	of	art.	Patience	is	the	

virtue	that	lies	between	impatience	and	passivity.	Courage	is	the	virtue	between	
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cowardice	and	overconfidence.	Similarly,	good	poetry	must	exist	between	two	

extremes,	between	being	too	formulaic	and	too	chaotic.	In	what	may	be	construed	as	

an	extreme	move,	Plato	equates	the	ability	to	create	good	poetry	with	morality:	

“Good	speech,	good	accord,	good	shape	and	good	rhythm	follow	upon	goodness	of	

character”	(Republic	400de).	The	best	poetry	comes	from	the	best	people,	because	

the	best	people	understand	balance	and	moderation.		

These	philosophies	were	forgotten	for	a	period	of	time,	as	philosophies	are	

wont	to	do	when	their	distribution	is	limited	and	only	a	relatively	small	number	of	

people	are	willing	and	able	to	read	the	work	of	their	predecessors.	Suddenly,	in	the	

Middle	Ages,	classical	philosophy	returned	with	a	vengeance,	as	education	and	

availability	of	printed	works	both	were	on	an	upward	trend.	Inspiration	was	drawn	

from	Ancient	Greece	because	the	high-class	citizens	wanted	to	recreate	that	era	of	

progress	and	enlightenment	that	the	account	of	philosophy	would	have	one	believe.	

Geoffrey	Chaucer,	in	particular,	read	the	work	of	the	Greek	philosophers	translated	

in	Latin.	Plato	is	mentioned	in	Chaucer’s	The	House	of	Fame:	

Loo,	this	sentence	ys	knowen	kouth	
Of	every	philosophres	mouth,	
As	Aristotle	and	daun	Platon,	
And	other	clerkys	many	oon;	
And	to	confirme	my	resoun,	
Thou	wost	wel	this,	that	spech	is	soun,	
Or	elles	no	man	myghte	hyt	here;	
Now	herke	what	y	wol	the	lere.	(HoF	757-764)	
	
[Hence,	this	sentence	is	well	known	
From	every	philosopher’s	mouth,	
Like	those	of	Aristotle	and	Plato	
And	many	other	scholars,	
And	to	confirm	my	point,		
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You	know	well	that	speech	is	sound,	
Or	else	no	one	could	hear	it;	
now	listen	to	what	I	will	teach	you.]3	
	
Chaucer	appeals	to	Plato	to	make	this	statement	sound	incredibly	smart,	of	

course;	dropping	a	philosopher’s	name	is	an	accelerated	track	to	respect.	Chaucer	

uses	the	power	of	the	philosophers’	names	to	justify	the	statement	that	“every	

kyndely	thyng	that	is/	Hath	a	kyndely	stede	ther	he	/	May	best	in	hyt	conserved	be”	

[Every	natural	thing	that	exists	has	a	natural	place	wherein	it	is	best	conserved]	

(HoF	730).	Just	as	there	is	a	perfect	match	from	the	ending	sound	of	one	line	to	the	

next,	there	is	a	match	to	be	made	between	content	and	form.	The	content	can	follow	

the	tradition,	deliberately	invert	or	reject	the	tradition,	or	alter	the	tradition	in	

minor	but	non-mutinous	ways.	There	is	a	“natural”	order	to	things,	and	these	

“things”	includes	syntax,	rhythm,	and	emphasis.	To	displace	things	from	their	

natural	state	(artifice)	is	unproductive	for	the	artist;	the	best	poem	can	make	a	

structure	sound	like	a	natural	and	unrestrained	phrase.		

	

  

                                                
3	All	translations	are	my	own	unless	otherwise	noted.		
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ART	VERSUS	ARTIFICE		

To	be	able	to	properly	consider	what	makes	good	poetry	“good,”	we	need	to	

think	about	rhythm	prior	to	meter.	According	to	Susanne	Woods,	the	author	of	

Natural	Emphasis,	“it	continues	to	be	common	to	confuse	or	try	to	conflate	meter	

and	rhythm”	(Woods	9).	Rhythm	is	the	natural	syllabic	movement	of	a	line	of	text,	

unoccupied	by	any	formal	structure.	Language	has	its	own	rhythm	independent	of	

poetry.	Meter	is	the	abstract	pattern	of	stressed	and	unstressed	syllables	that	

imposes	itself	on	language.	Knowledge	of	rhythm	will	lead	to	success	in	meter.	This	

is	an	important	distinction	to	draw,	because	it	helps	explain	why	some	poetry	

sounds	“unnatural:”	if	a	line	follows	the	meter	perfectly	but	does	not	follow	the	

rhythm	of	its	constituent	words,	the	disparity	makes	to	poetry	sound	strange	to	a	

native	speaker’s	ear,	and	therefore,	bad.	It’s	not	just	a	purely	subjective	

phenomenon;	there	are	reasons	why	bad	art	is	considered	bad.	It’s	not	just	the	

influence	of	popular	conception	or	a	particularly	effective	exercise	of	peer	pressure.4	

There’s	an	aversion	against	hearing	things	that	sound	unnatural.		

When	talking	about	poets	who	take	meter	and	rhyme	too	literally,	Woods	

says	their	“voice	is	subordinate	to	artifice”	(Woods	52).	Some	poets	are	so	focused	

on	creating	a	strict	meter	that	they	forget	that	they	also	have	to	abide	by	the	natural	

rules	of	language,	like	syntax	and	stress.	The	best	poets	can	balance	the	two.	The	

under-achieving	poet	might	think	to	themself:	am	I	applying	words	to	an	abstract	

                                                
4 Though	appeal	to	tradition	does	have	influence	over	the	creation	of	new	poetry,	
it’s	not	the	exclusive	reason	why	poetic	values	exist,	and	“tradition”	was	not	
assigned	completely	arbitrarily,	as	I	will	explain	in	later	sections.	 
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form	of	meter,	or	am	I	applying	an	abstract	form	of	meter	to	words?	Words	before	

form	makes	for	good	poetry.	Form	before	words	makes	for	bad	poetry.	

In	English	poetry,	“general	rhythmic	movement”	(Woods	41)	is	more	

important	than	strict	number	and	emphasis	of	syllables.	The	structure	of	poetry	can	

vary,	but	it	still	must	conform	to	the	general	constraints.	Ineffective	poetry	does	not	

know	where	the	limits	of	these	constraints	are.	It	either	sticks	too	close	to	the	

abstract	concept	of	meter	without	making	allowances	for	the	variance	of	language,	

or	strays	too	far	to	create	something	that	does	not	sound	like	the	intended	poetic	

form	at	all.	

It	may	seem	counterintuitive	to	say	that	putting	constraints	on	language	is	

what	makes	it	artistic.	Should	art	not	be	completely	free	and	open	to	the	

interpretation	of	the	creator?	Compare	metrical	poetry	to	visual	art.	Poetry	is	

literally	word	craft;	just	as	painting	is	putting	colors	on	a	canvas	in	an	aesthetically	

pleasing	pattern,	poets	do	the	same	with	words.	Visual	artists	limit	the	realm	of	the	

visual	into	a	small	selection	of	a	color	palette	and	a	single	focal	point;	poets	limit	the	

realm	of	what	is	said	with	rules	and	restrictions.		

It	may	be	useful	to	consider	meter	and	rhyme	scheme	as	a	traditional	version	

of	Oulipo	(Ouvroir	de	littérature	potentielle),	the	French	writer’s	society	from	the	

1960s	that	puts	arbitrary	constraints	on	literature	to	produce	great	art.	The	

restrictions	were	demands	such	as	“write	without	using	these	certain	letters,”	or	

“write	a	piece	with	only	one	vowel.”	By	increasing	the	number	and	intensity	of	the	

“rules,”	the	results	become	more	impressive	when	a	feasible	solution	is	achieved.	

Meter	and	rhyme	is	like	this	creation	of	boundaries,	but	with	syllables	and	sounds.	
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Chaucer’s	rhyme	royal	and	Shakespeare’s	sonnets	are	admirable	because	it	takes	a	

great	deal	of	cognitive	perception	to	organize	language	to	such	particular	

specifications	without	sacrificing	the	natural	sound	of	the	words.	The	ability	to	

balance	the	natural	stress	of	the	words	with	a	pattern	of	stress	imposed	by	a	

structure,	which	requires	a	simultaneous	eye	on	form	and	content	without	allowing	

one	to	precede	the	other.			

Meter	is	not	intended	to	hinder	language,	but	to	enhance	it	by	establishing	a	

pattern	and	then	using	that	pattern	to	its	advantage.	If	poetry	adheres	too	closely	to	

the	established	pattern,	it	is	boring;	if	it	deviates	too	much,	it	is	arguably	no	longer	

suited	to	the	definition	of	metrical	poetry.	Art	is	a	multitude	of	middle	grounds.	It	is	

important	to	find	a	creative	solution	to	the	imposed	pattern.	The	poet	cannot	stray	

too	far	from	the	natural	rhythm	of	the	words	unless	it	is	intentional	to	draw	

emphasis.	I	am	reminded	of	the	Lewis	Carroll	poem	in	Alice’s	Adventures	in	

Wonderland:	

Fury	said	to	a	mouse,	
																	That	he	met	in	the	
																								house,	'Let	us	
																											both	go	to	law:	
																												I	will	prosecute	
																										you.--	Come,	I'll	
																									take	no	denial;	
																							We	must	have	
																					a	trial:	For	
																			really	this	
																	morning	I've	
															nothing	to	do.'	
																			Said	the	mouse	
																									to	the	cur,	
																											'Such	a	trial,	
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																														dear	Sir,	With	
																																		no	jury	or	
																																judge,	would	
																															be	wasting	
																											our	breath.'	
																								'I'll	be	
																			judge,	I'll	
																	be	jury,'	
															Said	cunning	
													old	Fury:	
																'I'll	try	
																		the	whole	
																				cause,	and	
																								condemn	
																												you	
																														to	
																															death.'	
	
This	poem	is	constructed	so	that	the	last	syllable	of	the	poem	is	“death.”	

Many	factors	coincide	to	draw	particular	attention	to	this	one	syllable:	it	is	the	final	

word	of	the	poem;	it	is	the	resolution	of	an	unrhymed	couplet;	it	appears	on	its	own	

line	undisturbed	by	other	words.	The	final	word	is	so	forceful	that	one	can	forgive	

the	inverted	construction	of	“with	no	jury	or	judge,	would	be	wasting	our	breath.”	

Though	it	does	not	sound	perfectly	natural,	the	awkward	syntax	is	justified	by	the	

power	of	the	last	line.	It	is	uncovering	these	moments	when	one	element	“justifies”	a	

lack	in	the	other	where	matters	can	get	a	little	subjective.		

Humans	like	patterns.	It	makes	them	feel	smart.	That’s	why	comedy	uses	the	

rule	of	three,	and	why	mystery	shows	drop	hints.	It	makes	audiences	feel	like	a	part	

of	some	bigger	scheme,	like	the	universe	is	somehow	organized.	Yet,	once	a	pattern	

is	established,	we	also	enjoy	a	surprise,	like	a	“shaggy	dog	story”	that	runs	on	for	

more	comedic	beats	than	anticipated.	Poetry	with	a	pattern	can	provide	both	
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surprise	and	comfort,	but	it	must	first	establish	the	pattern	before	it	can	be	broken.	I	

run	the	risk	of	being	too	vague	yet	finicky	in	my	explanation	of	the	requirements	of	

good	poetry.	How	does	one	accomplish	a	successful	amount	of	variety?	Like	I	said	

before,	following	the	pattern	too	closely	sounds	artificial,	but	interpreting	the	

pattern	too	loosely	will	sound	too	random.	Before	the	poet	can	do	something	

unexpected,	she	must	build	up	an	expectation	first.	How	is	the	poetic	tradition	

established?		

	 There	are	three	types	of	ways	a	pattern	can	be	established,	on	varying	levels	

of	scale.		

1. A	pattern	can	be	established	by	a	poem	itself.	The	first	few	lines	set	up	a	

precedent,	and	in	creating	a	pattern	also	creates	the	expectation	for	its	

continued	existence	for	the	remainder	of	the	work.		

2. A	pattern	can	be	established	by	a	writer’s	own	corpus.	If	a	reader	is	given	a	

Shakespeare	poem,	it’s	safe	to	assume	it	will	be	written	in	iambic	pentameter	

based	on	the	other	153	poems	he	wrote.	This	method	of	pattern-

establishment	requires	the	audience	to	be	familiar	with	a	corpus	of	work	

over	time,	but	poets	like	Chaucer	and	Shakespeare	were	quite	well	known,	so	

they	could	achieve	this.		

3. A	pattern	can	be	established	by	traditionalized	poetic	conventions	in	general.	

The	“neutral	default”	of	poetry	will	depend	on	the	time	and	place.	In	Old	English,	the	

neutral	default	was	alliterative	poetry	divided	into	half-lines.	This	expectation	is	in	

place	because	it	was	widely	embraced	by	poets,	and	it	was	widely	embraced	

because	it	arose	naturally	out	of	the	state	of	the	language	(one	that	allowed	for	short	
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lines	and	word	compounding).	As	the	language	changes,	the	neutral	default	must	

also	mutate	to	accommodate	it.	Additionally,	as	more	poets	break	the	ingrained	

tradition,	the	popularized	conception	of	“tradition”	alters	as	well.		

The	origin	of	a	pattern	likely	has	its	basis	in	an	amalgamation	of	all	three.	If	

an	audience	is	already	exposed	to	the	patterns,	the	pattern	can	be	invoked	with	less	

data,	or	fewer	lines	of	poetry.	A	pattern	is	just	an	expectation,	and	this	expectation	

for	what	is	to	follow	can	be	established	within	the	first	2	lines	of	a	poem,	or	through	

familiarity	with	a	certain	poet’s	work,	or	through	the	knowledge	of	the	form.		

To	a	certain	degree,	there	is	something	innate	about	what	kinds	of	meter	are	

suitable	for	each	type	of	content.	Some	might	say	that	use	of	particular	formal	

qualities	is	culturally	ingrained	rather	than	a	genuine	intent	by	the	author	to	invoke	

a	reaction.	When	I	write	a	14-line	sonnet,	it	is	not	to	engage	the	reader	in	three	sets	

of	question-answer	quatrains	with	a	resolving	couplet;	it	is	to	imitate	Shakespeare.	I	

cannot	discount	the	fact	that	maybe	poets	associate	certain	patterns	with	certain	

subjects	because	that’s	all	they	have	ever	been	exposed	to.	They	are	confusing	

coincidence	with	causality.	Yet,	at	the	same	time,	there	must	be	a	reason	these	

poetic	structures	were	created	that	way.	Someone	was	trying	to	express	something	

through	a	certain	pattern	for	some	reason,	and	though	that	original	creative	intent	

may	drop	away	as	the	form	gets	passed	on	through	generations,	the	associated	

meaning	attached	to	that	pattern	remains.	

All	poetry	is	a	reaction	to	older	poetry,	whether	through	imitation	or	

rebellion.	Either	poets	need	to	live	up	to	the	standard	set	forward	by	those	who	are	

popularly	considered	the	best	artists,	or	they	need	to	set	their	own	standard.	
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Benchmark	poets	like	Geoffrey	Chaucer	and	T.S.	Eliot	do	not	fear	the	poets	who	

came	before	him;	they	consider	themselves	equal.	They	can	create	just	as	well	as	

their	predecessors	and	don’t	feel	the	need	to	conform.	Conformity	does	not	

necessarily	imply	good.	William	Trufant	Foster,	who	wrote	the	book	Argumentation	

and	Debating	in	1917,	said	“to	reach	a	conclusion	through	appeal	to	tradition	[...]	is	

to	ignore	the	question”	(Foster	204).	To	say	“this	is	right,	because	this	is	the	way	it	

was	done	in	the	past”	poses	the	question	“why	was	this	done	in	the	past?”	The	latter	

question	is	answered	by	the	former,	creating	an	infinite	regress	referring	eternally	

back	to	the	precedents	of	precedents.		

Indeed,	the	standards	set	by	previous	poets	may	have	worked	wonderfully	

for	them,	so	it	is	of	course	tempting	to	imitate	them	and	receive	the	same	amount	of	

success.	There	are	two	ways	this	philosophy	might	be	limiting.	First,	the	current	

poet	can	mimic	the	success	of	a	previous	poet,	but	by	refusing	to	take	a	risk	can	

never	get	any	higher	than	them.	Second,	the	current	standards	may	be	obsolete	or	

prepared	for	a	challenge.	Regardless	of	their	attitude	toward	their	predecessors,	

poets	are	constantly	influenced	by	these	traditionalist	modes,	if	only	to	reject	them	

in	the	end.	The	general	principles	of	poetry	(variation,	imitation,	rebellion)	stay	

intact;	the	specific	ways	in	which	poetry	varies	is	fluid	constantly	changing.		
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THE	MUSIC	OF	METER	

Comparing	music	to	poetry	is	not	a	direct	correlation,	but	many	of	their	

features	map	onto	the	other.	Understanding	how	music	works	and	how	it	uses	

elements	to	affect	the	listener	can	help	explain	why	the	analogous	elements	in	

poetry	can	be	used	to	evoke	a	reaction	from	its	audience.	If	we	understand	what	

makes	an	effective	song,	we	can	use	that	to	understand	what	makes	an	effective	

poem.	Representing	syllables	in	musical	notation	makes	it	easier	for	me	to	

communicate	what	I’m	talking	about	as	far	as	what	happens	with	meter	and	rhyme	

scheme	without	using	words	to	fill	in	the	stress	patterns.	

Of	course,	poetry	cannot	be	perfectly	represented	by	musical	notes,	but	it	is	a	

helpful	visualization	tool.	For	purposes	of	viewing,	G	=	unstressed,	B	=	secondary	

stressed,	and	D	=	stressed.	This	has	nothing	to	do	with	the	actual	pitch	of	the	notes.	

The	higher	the	note,	the	more	stress.	A	sort	of	swing	meter	should	be	assumed;	

stressed	syllables	in	general	sound	longer	than	unstressed	ones,	but	not	long	

enough	to	justify	recording	it	as	a	dotted	note.	Anacrusis	is	denoted	by	a	pick-up	

note	(a	note	that	exists	outside	of	the	first	line	of	music).		

There	are	four	levels	at	which	music	can	be	viewed:	the	beat	of	an	individual	

line;	the	combinations	of	these	lines	into	phrases;	how	notes	fit	into	these	phrases;	

and	how	words	can	be	applied	to	these	notes.		

1.	Time	signature.	Just	as	poetry	generally	follows	a	“form,”	music	does	as	

well.	In	music,	you	need	a	beat	before	you	can	put	in	notes.	In	music	this	is	indicated	

by	a	time	signature,	which	shows	how	many	beats	you	have	per	measure	of	music.	

The	number	of	beats	in	a	measure	is	analogous	to	the	number	of	feet	(or	number	of	
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stressed	syllables)	in	a	line	of	poetry.	As	long	as	these	are	in	place,	the	rest	of	the	

notes	or	syllables	can	be	filled	in	around	them.		

‘Twas	the	Night	Before	Christmas	by	Clement	Clarke	Moore	is	perhaps	the	

most	popularly	known	example	of	anapestic	tetrameter	in	the	modern	American	

household.	The	reason	I	use	triplets	is	because,	in	this	instantiation,	a	quarter	note	is	

one	beat,	and	if	each	beat	is	a	one	foot,	then	all	three	syllables	must	fit	into	the	space	

of	one	quarter	note.		

	

2.	Phrasing.	These	individual	lines	can	be	combined	into	phrases,	or	as	they	

are	called	in	poetry,	verses	or	stanzas.	Each	line	of	poetry	has	a	pattern,	but	then	

these	lines	are	also	arranged	into	patterns,	such	as	verses	and	rhyme	schemes.	For	

instance,	consider	the	“question-answer”	terminology:	In	music,	the	first	and	third	

parts	of	the	phrase	will	often	end	in	unresolved	notes	or	chords	and	the	answer	

phrases	end	in	resolved	ones.	Similarly,	the	A	lines	of	ABAB	stanzas	will	end	with	an	

unfinished	sentence	or	phrase,	and	the	B	lines	resolve	it	by	finishing	the	phrase	with	

a	rhyme.	A	“resolved	chord”	(returning	to	the	root	of	the	chord)	is	the	same	thing	as	

a	completed	rhyme;	it	completes	a	pattern	that	feels	otherwise	unfinished.		
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3.	Variation	within	limits.5	Here	is	a	musical	representation	of	the	first	line	of	

                                                
5 This	terminology	is	borrowed	from	John	Miles	Foley.	He	uses	this	phrase	to	
indicate	that,	in	oral	tradition	poetry,	a	word	line	of	poetry	can	be	altered	as	it	
passes	through	many	speakers	without	changing	the	meaning	or	breaking	the	
formal	structure.	See	Variation	within	Limits	by	Drout.		

(Essential	Elements	44)	
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Shakespeare’s	Sonnet	65,	which	indicates	a	five-foot	line	where	the	emphasis	is	on	

the	second	syllable	of	each	foot:		

	

And	here	is	Sonnet	130	by	the	very	same	man:		

	

	 Sonnet	130	is	an	excellent	example	of	variation	within	limits.	The	first	line	

has	11	syllables,	but	the	two	unstressed	syllables	of	“mistress’s”	only	takes	up	the	

space	of	one	beat,	so	the	stressed	syllables	still	fall	in	the	correct	place.	Similarly,	the	

second	line	seems	to	start	with	a	stressed	syllable,	but	by	the	second	foot,	the	iambic	

pattern	returns.		

Below	is	a	line	from	Walt	Whitman’s	Song	of	Myself.	It	switches	between	

dactyls	and	iambs	(or	triplets	and	eighth	notes),	to	create	its	own	unique	line.	The	

“for”	is	an	unstressed	pickup	note	(i.e.	anacrusis)	and	is	metrically	insignificant.	The	

general	rhythmic	movement	never	changes;	there’s	still	a	general	feeling	of	a	

constant,	steady	strong	beat.		

	

Another	example	of	acceptable	metrical	variation	arises	in	the	classic	

Christmas	tune,	Jingle	Bells:		
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The	first	line	has	no	unstressed	syllables	at	the	beginning,	and	the	second	

line	has	two,	but	that	line	still	works,	because	although	the	raw	syllable	counts	do	

not	match	up,	the	number	and	placement	of	the	strong	beats	do,	and	in	English	

poetry	the	number	of	feet	is	the	most	important	element	to	conserve.	Theoretically,	

the	number	of	unstressed	syllables	one	could	place	here	is	unlimited,	though	it’s	

hard	to	construct	a	sentence	that	has	so	many	function	words	in	a	row,	and	they	

would	have	to	be	sung	rather	fast	to	fit	them	all	in	the	space	of	one	beat.	A	musician	

can	fit	many	notes	into	one	measure	of	music,	but	cannot	interfere	with	the	number	

of	beats	per	measure.	In	a	4-4	time	signature,	there	is	space	for	4	quarter	notes	in	a	

measure,	but	that	space	can	be	filled	in	a	huge	variety	of	ways.	Burrow	and	Turville-

Peter	call	a	group	of	unstressed	syllables	a	“dip;”	in	early	Middle	English	poetry,	

there	are	“dips”	of	up	to	four	syllables	long	(Burrow	60).		

A	famous	“theme	and	variation”	song	is	Wolfgang	Amadeus	Mozart’s	“12	

Variations	on	Ah,	vous	dirai-je	maman,”	known	in	kindergartener	circles	as	“Twinkle	

Twinkle	Little	Star.”	As	long	as	it	abides	by	the	basic	elements	of	the	tune,	it	can	be	

altered	to	the	edge	of	unrecognizability.	Below	are	a	few	variations	on	the	first	four-

bar	phrase.		
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However,	if	the	modification	is	further	modified,	then	the	next	version	will	

look	even	less	like	the	original	“Twinkle	Twinkle	Little	Star.”	At	what	point	does	it	

stop	being	a	variation	and	begin	to	be	its	own	new	melody?	One	might	ask	the	same	

of	poetry;	when	exactly	did	English	poetry	shift	from	alliteration	to	rhyme	to	free	

verse,	and	how	do	these	all	fall	under	the	same	category	of	“poetry”?		

4.	Application	of	words.	A	song’s	tempo,	key,	dynamic	level,	and	

instrumentation	all	inform	the	meaning	of	the	music.	The	words	applied	to	that	song	

can	either	fit	the	mood	created	by	the	formal	qualities,	or	it	can	deliberately	clash.	

Using	a	happy-sounding	major	key	tune	with	sad	lyrics	is	intended	to	draw	out	the	

ironic	juxtaposition.	For	example,	in	Lin	Manuel	Miranda’s	musical	Hamilton,	the	

character	of	King	George	has	a	very	bouncy	Beatles-esque	number	that	happens	to	

include	the	line	“I	will	kill	your	friends	and	family	to	remind	you	of	my	love!	La	la	la	

la	la…”	The	key	signature,	chord	arrangements,	and	tempo	all	work	together	to	

create	a	mood;	the	lyrics	applied	to	that	structure	can	either	a)	support	the	meaning	

of	the	form	or	b)	subvert	it.	Similarly,	I	think	that	poetic	structures	carry	meaning	

independent	of	the	words	applied,	and	the	application	of	those	words	can	either	be	

used	to	genuine	or	ironic	effect.	
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The	meaning	of	a	song	is	crafted,	not	just	with	the	words,	but	with	the	many	

variables	of	formal	elements.	Changing	one	element	alters	the	meaning	encoded	in	

the	formal	level	of	the	song.		

Just	like	music,	poetry	exploits	a	form	to	convey	a	meaning.	While	generally	

the	expectations	are	followed,	they	can	sometimes	be	subverted	by	ending	a	song	on	

an	unresolved	chord,	or	changing	the	traditional	ABAB	structure,	or	altering	the	

tempo,	or	(a	staple	of	Broadway	musicals	everywhere)	a	modulation	of	the	key.	

Adding	elements	and	taking	them	away	can	change	the	entire	tone	of	the	piece.	No	

formal	quality	is	accidental.		
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OLD	ENGLISH	POETRY:	“Theoretical	trochaic	dystopia”	

The	main	formal	features	of	Old	English	poetry	were	alliteration	and	stress.	

Generally,	each	line	is	tetrametric,	and	divided	into	two	half-lines.	Each	half-line	has	

either	one	or	two	stressed	syllables.	At	least	one	stressed	syllable	of	the	first	half-

line	must	alliterate	with	at	least	one	stressed	syllable	in	the	second.	The	half-lines	

fall	into	5	general	types,	labeled	A	through	E,	to	denote	where	the	stress	falls.		

Old	English	meter	is	also	based	on	number	of	stressed	beats,	not	syllables.	

This	is	one	of	David	Baker’s	most	stressed6	points	in	Meter	in	English:	A	Critical	

Engagement.	Syllabics	(a	fixed	number	of	syllables)	is	not	an	element	in	English	

poetry,	and	it	never	has	been.	Line	length	is	measured	by	the	number	of	feet,	which	

does	not	necessitate	a	certain	number	of	syllables	to	be	realized	correctly.	This	is	

true	of	Old	English	as	well	as	modern	English.	The	verses	are	never	measured	in	raw	

syllabic	quantity.	Whether	or	not	a	syllable	is	stressed	might	depend	on	context.	For	

instance,	the	word	“under”	when	it	appears	independently	is	generally	accepted	to	

be	two	syllables,	the	first	stressed	and	the	second	unstressed.	However,	this	may	

change	depending	on	its	location	in	a	phrase	how	important	it	is	to	the	sentence.	For	

example,	the	word	under	in	these	three	lines	of	poetry	scans	differently	each	time:7	

                                                
6	No	pun	intended.	
7	For	this	paper,	I	will	be	using	Geoffrey	Russom’s	scansion	notation.	The	notation	is	
as	follows:		

S=	primary	stressed	
s	=	secondary	stressed	
x	=	unstressed	
/	=	caesura		

Out	of	all	the	notations	I	have	seen,	this	one	feels	the	most	intuitive.	The	
capitalization	of	the	stressed	syllable	feels	natural,	and	it	is	more	indicative	of	what	
it	represents	than	a	series	of	slashes.	As	an	additional	bonus,	“s”	stands	for	
“stressed,”	which	makes	this	a	handy	mnemonic	device	as	well.		
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1.	swegle	under	(Genesis	A	2845b)	:	Sx/Sx	

2.	under	nihtscuwan	(Genesis	A	2060b)	xx/Ssx	

3.	wintra	under	wolcnum	(Genesis	A	1231a)	Sx/Sx	

In	the	first	instance,	the	first	syllable	is	stressed	by	necessity.	In	the	second,	

both	syllables	are	unstressed.	In	the	third,	the	word	drops	out	completely	because	

it’s	metrically	unnecessary.	In	theory,	the	same	word	should	have	the	same	metrical	

profile	no	matter	what,	but	in	practice,	it	depends	upon	what	words	appear	in	its	

immediate	vicinity.		

The	“optimal”	form	in	Old	English	poetry	is	two	trochees	per	half-line	

(Sx/Sx).	This	is	known	as	the	optimal	A-verse	type,	and	it	sounds	powerful.	

However,	a	poem	cannot	exist	in	A-verse	types	alone.	It	would	be	like	trying	to	

construct	a	sentence	with	only	nouns,	or	cook	a	pie	with	only	the	blueberry	filling.	

Just	because	it	is	the	best	or	most	essential	element	does	not	mean	it	can	work	

without	the	others.	An	Old	English	poem	in	tetrameter	featuring	all	A-types	(two	

trochees)	would	sound	like	a	boring	march.	Additionally,	it	would	be	completely		

unnatural,	because	not	every	word	in	the	language	is	a	perfect	two-syllable	trochee.	

In	this	theoretical	trochaic	dystopia,	most	words	with	three	syllables	would	not	be	

able	to	be	used	at	all	in	poetry.8	

In	contrast,	a	B-verse	type	is	two	consecutive	iambs.	All	A-type/B-type	would	

sound	exactly	like	a	march	in	4-4	time.	The	placement	of	the	strong	beats	does	not	

matter,	it’s	the	fact	that	the	pattern	of	strong-weak-strong-weak	sounds	like	left-

                                                
8 Theoretically,	if	a	language	were	to	consist	exclusively	of	words	that	are	trochees,	
then	an	entirely	A-type	poem	would	sound	fine,	because	that	is	what	would	be	
natural. 
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right-left-right,	like	a	parade	through	the	long	and	glorious	trail	of	poetic	tradition,	

stomping	one	foot	after	the	other.	A-verse	types	and	B-verse	types	are	functionally	

interchangeable:	our	first	instinct	is	to	see	them	as	opposites,	but	they	sound	

functionally	the	same.	Using	too	many	of	these	in	a	row	is	inadvisable,	unless	

attempting	to	evoke	the	sound	of	a	chant.		

The	Beowulf	poet	in	particular	appears	to	have	this	self-imposed	rule	that	A-

types	and	B-types	are	equivalent,	so	when	they	are	using	A-verse	types,	B-verse	

types	are	avoided,	and	vice	versa.		Other	poets	don’t	have	this	kind	of	stipulation	in	

place.	There	is	objective	research9	to	show	the	inverse	correlation	between	the	

presences	of	these	types	of	verses:		

	

I	theorize	that	the	poet	who	composed	a	majority	of	this	epic	poem	realized	

that	A-verse	types	and	B-verse	types	sound	functionally	the	same,	and	too	much	of	
                                                
9 This	is	research	I	performed	during	the	summer	of	2015	using	the	Lexomics	
software	and	Geoffrey	Russom’s	metrical	scansions	of	the	text	of	Beowulf.	The	
“rolling	window	analysis”	is	explained	in	Beowulf	Unlocked.	To	briefly	summarize,	
the	program	measures	the	relative	frequency	of	an	input	term	(in	this	case,	a	
metrical	verse	type).		
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the	strong-weak-strong-weak	patterning	would	be	overbearing.	Avoiding	this	

monotony	wasn’t	a	priority	for	other	poets;	it	wasn’t	a	necessity	for	poetry,	just	a	

preference.		

Each	line	of	Old	English	poetry	generally	has	four	feet,	though	the	

arrangement	of	stressed	syllables	within	these	feet	is	irregular.	What	accounts	for	

these	variations?	Some	poets	apparently	had	different	preferences	for	different	

meters;	or,	perhaps	they	were	trapped	by	genre	conventions.	Location	and	relative	

age	must	be	taken	into	account.	As	the	poetry	gets	more	recent,	it	becomes	obvious	

that	the	traditional	poetic	values	were	no	longer	relevant	to	the	language.	Just	

compare	an	early	work	like	Genesis	A	(“the	earlier	Genesis,”	speculated	to	have	been	

created	in	the	800s)	to	a	late	work	like	The	Battle	of	Maldon	(written	in	the	early	

1000s	on	the	subject	of	an	event	that	happened	in	991).	Here	are	a	couple	of	lines	

from	the	beginning	of	each	poem.	Even	just	looking	at	line	length	and	unstressed	

syllable	count,	a	reader	can	tell	if	it’s	relatively	early	or	late	in	the	poetic	canon.		

Heht	þæt	witehus		 	 wræcna	bidan,	
x/Sxs	 	 	 	 Sx/Sx	
deop,	dreama	leas,		 	 drihten	ure,	
S/Sxs	 	 	 	 Sx/Sx	
gasta	weardas,		 	 þa	he	hit	geare	wiste,	
Sx/Sx	 	 	 	 x/Ssx	
synnihte	beseald,		 	 susle	geinnod,	
Ssx/S	 	 	 	 Sx/Sx	
geondfolen	fyre		 	 and	færcyle,	
x/Ssx	 	 	 	 x/Ssx	
rece	and	reade	lege.		
Sx//Sx/Sx	
(Genesis	A	39-44)10	

                                                
10 All	Old	English	poetry	is	taken	from	the	Anglo-Saxon	poetic	records,	cited	by	poem	
line	number.	Genesis	is	found	in	The	Junius	Manuscript	(Krapp)	and	The	Battle	of	
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Þa	þæt	Offan	mæg		 	 			ærest	onfunde,	
xx/Sxs		 	 	 			Sxx/Sx	
þæt	se	eorl	nolde		 	 			yrhðo	geþolian,	
xx/Ssx		 	 	 			Sx/Sx	
he	let	him	þa	of	handon		 			leofne	fleogan	
x//Sxxx/Sx	 	 	 			Sx/Sx	
hafoc	wið	þæs	holtes,		 			and	to	þære	hilde	stop;	
Sx//xx/Sx	 	 	 			xxx/Sxs	
be	þam	man	mihte	oncnawan	þæt	se	cniht	nolde	
xx//Sx/Sx	 	 	 				xx/Ssx	
wacian	æt	þam	wige,		 			þa	he	to	wæpnum	feng.		
Sxxx/Sx	 	 	 			xxx/Sxs		
(Battle	of	Maldon	5-10)11	
	
147	of	the	650	half-lines	of	The	Battle	of	Maldon	(22%)	have	two	or	more	

unstressed	syllables	in	a	row,	a	faux-pas	in	Old	English	poetry.	Even	if	the	two	

appear	in	sequence,	there	would	usually	be	a	caesura	between	them.	The	power	of	

strong	beats	gets	compromised	by	the	language	becoming	more	isolating.	The	

inflectional	system	decays	because	Old	Norse	had	too	many	inflectional	endings	that	

sounded	the	same.	It	became	harder	to	write	short	lines	because	inflective	endings	

were	not	available.	Old	English	was	an	oral	storytelling	medium,	thus	without	seeing	

the	words	written	out,	it	was	difficult	to	tell	from	sound	along	what	word	was	

intended,	so	function	words	were	added	in	to	help	solve	the	problem	of	confusion.	

For	instance,	a	phrase	that	uses	the	dative	case	indicates	an	indirect	object,	but	it	is	

not	obvious	the	exact	relation	to	the	subject,	e.g.	whether	the	subject	is	to	or	with	an	

indirect	object.	This	change	led	to	a	crowd	of	single	unstressed	syllables	within	the	

                                                                                                                                            
Maldon	is	found	in	The	Anglo-Saxon	Minor	Poems	(Dobbie).	The	scansions	were	
done	by	Geoffrey	Russom.	 
11	Here	I	exaggerate	Russom’s	scansions	to	give	the	raw	count	of	unstressed	
syllables;	he	often	scans	all	unstressed	syllables	in	a	row	to	count	as	one.		
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context	of	meter.	Once	function	words	drastically	outnumber	the	stressed	syllables,	

poetry	was	ready	for	a	change;	the	limitation	of	2	stressed	syllables	per	half-line	was	

no	longer	enough	space	to	properly	communicate.	The	changing	language	

necessitated	a	change	in	how	poetry	was	presented.	Perhaps	it’s	not	such	a	shame	

that	the	Norman	Conquest	was	soon	to	occur.		

The	Beowulf	poet	varied	in	unpredictable	but	productive	ways.	As	previously	

established,	following	the	pattern	too	much	makes	it	sound	too	boring.	Too	much	

variation	confuses	the	reader.	A	good	poet	knows	where	to	deviate	after	

establishing	an	expected	pattern.	Even	in	tetramic	half-lines	in	early	poems,	the	

meter	is	varied	enough	to	keep	it	both	interesting	and	true	to	the	language.	It	

accurately	represents	the	vocabulary	and	how	the	words	would	be	said,	not	forcing	

words	into	an	order	they	weren’t	designed	to	fit.			

Just	like	in	any	time	period,	some	of	the	poets	had	preferences.	For	instance,	

in	the	Finnsburh	fragment,	the	instantiation	of	xx/Sx	(which	is	not	even	a	“real”	

named	type)	increases	significantly.	We	know	for	a	fact	that	this	piece	comes	from	a	

different	source,	and	the	scribe	just	copied	it.	The	poet	who	composed	the	

Finnsburh	fragment	found	themselves	abiding	by	a	different	pattern,	which	was	still	

acceptable	under	the	larger	umbrella	of	Old	English	poetry;	it	may	not	have	been	the	

same	as	other	poets,	neither	is	wrong.	This	poet	found	a	metrical	construction	that	

they	found	engaging	that	still	fits	in	with	the	poetic	values	of	the	time;	just	because	it	

isn’t	used	by	other	poets	does	not	make	it	any	less	valid.		
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No	one	knows	what	might	have	happened	to	Old	English	poetry	if	the	

Norman	Conquest	of	1066	had	not	placed	French	poetic	values	into	the	hearts	and	

minds	of	Anglo-Saxons.	It	seems	a	shame	that	the	development	of	poetry	was	

thrown	into	chaos	by	a	power	outside	of	the	control	of	the	poets.		
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EARLY	MIDDLE	ENGLISH:	“A	poetic	identity	crisis”	

It	is	tempting	to	divide	the	history	of	poetry	into	“before	the	Norman	

Conquest”	and	“after	the	Norman	Conquest.”	However,	what	seems	to	be	a	clear	

milestone	demarcating	the	line	between	Old	English	and	Middle	English	is	actually	a	

messy	labyrinthine	swamp,	where	poetic	values	of	the	past	were	applied	to	a	

language	that	had	outgrown	them.	It	took	a	while	for	Old	English	and	Old	French	to	

find	a	satisfying	middle	ground.		

The	key	distinction	to	draw	between	these	two	forms	of	poetry	is	that	Old	

English	is	measured	in	feet,	while	Old	French	is	measured	in	syllables.	In	English	

poetry,	only	the	stressed	syllables	count	toward	the	meter	and	there	are	not	any	

particular	restrictions	on	unstressed	ones.	Because	the	natural	state	of	the	French	

language	itself	does	not	place	a	strong	emphasis	on	any	one	syllable	of	a	word,	

French	poetry	by	contrast,	counts	in	raw	number	of	syllables.	Therefore,	it	makes	

sense	that	the	poetry	arising	naturally	out	of	the	language	would	not	take	stress	into	

account.		

Alliterative	poetry	was	acceptable	in	Old	English	because	Germanic	

languages	allow	the	ability	to	compound	words	and	add	prefixes,	so	any	word	could	

have	synonyms	that	started	with	most		sounds.		

The	word	“rhyme”	itself	derives	from	the	Old	French	“rimer”	which	means	

“to	make	verse.”	Basing	poetry	on	rhyme	rather	than	on	alliteration	is	easier	just	

judging	by	the	frequency	of	how	often	they	appear.	Poets	only	needs	a	rhyme	at	the	

end	of	a	line,	which	is	about	once	every	8-12	syllables,	16	for	those	certain	

overachieving	individuals	writing	in	octameter,	while	in	Old	English	they	needed	at	
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least	one	alliteration	every	4	syllables,	which	is	simply	not	feasible	once	

compounding	is	no	longer	a	feature	of	the	language.	

In	A	Book	of	Middle	English,	Burrow	and	Turville-Petre	divide	Middle	English	

poetry	into	two	distinct	sections:	the	first	for	rhymed	verse	(mostly	Chaucer	and	

Gower)	and	the	second	for	alliterative	verse	(Layamon,	Langland,	and	the	Gawain	

poet).		

The	study	of	rhymed	verse	in	English	begins	with	John	Gower,	by	whom	

Chaucer	was	inspired.	He	always	used	4-foot	lines	(iambic	tetrameter)	with	

occasional	unstressed	syllable	at	the	end,	generally	working	in	couplets.	Gower	

knew	how	to	read	and	write	in	English,	Latin,	and	French,	which	may	explain	how	

he	adapted	the	French	poetic	values	to	the	English	language	so	well.		

The	poet	of	Sir	Gawain	and	the	Green	Knight,	whose	name	has	been	lost,	

attempted	to	bring	back	the	Old	English	alliterative	tradition.	In	J.R.R.	Tolkien’s	

introduction	to	his	translation	of	the	poem,	he	explains	“in	short,	this	poet	adhered	

to	what	is	now	known	as	the	Alliterative	Revival	of	the	fourteenth	century,	the	

attempt	to	use	the	old	native	meter	and	style	long	rusticated	for	high	and	serious	

writing;	and	he	paid	the	penalty	for	its	failure,	for	alliterative	verse	was	not	in	the	

event	revived”	(Tolkien	3).	As	mentioned	previously	the	natural	state	of	Old	English	

allowed	compounding;	once	compounding	is	a	feature	that	has	been	dropped	by	the	

language,	alliteration	becomes	a	standard	difficult	to	achieve.	The	Gawain	poet	was	

attempting	to	apply	a	structure	of	poetry	that	did	not	derive	naturally	from	the	

current	state	of	the	language.		
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Robert	Pinsky	considers	the	natural	state	of	language	in	his	translation	of	

“The	Inferno	of	Dante.”	The	natural	state	of	Italian	allows	many	perfect	rhymes	to	be	

made,	as	many	words	end	with	the	same	suffixes	and	every	(non-article)	word	ends	

with	a	vowel.	English	has	many	more	words	than	Italian,	but	also	has	a	much	greater	

variety	of	words	that	derive	from	different	languages.	It	would	be	difficult	to	create	

so	many	perfect	rhymes	in	English	without	sounding	contrived,	so	Pinsky	comes	up	

with	a	creative	compromise:	“a	more	flexible	definition	of	rhyme	[…]	The	translation	

is	based	on	a	fairly	systematic	rhyming	norm	that	defines	rhyme	as	the	same	

consonant-sounds–	however	much	the	vowels	differ–	at	the	end	of	words”	(Pinsky	

xix)	including	tell/feel/well,	sleep/stop/up,	and	night/thought/it.	Because	Pinsky	

could	not	redefine	the	terms	on	which	the	work	was	written,	he	instead	decided	to	

redefine	what	counted	as	rhyme.	Location,	as	well	as	time,	determines	the	

applicability	of	poetic	standards.	Just	as	the	standards	of	Italian	poetry	are	

irrelevant	to	English	poetry,	the	standards	of	Old	English	poetry	can’t	be	imposed	on	

the	language	once	it	has	changed	sufficiently.	The	influence	may	still	be	present,	as	

well	as	the	desire	to	conform	to	this	other	conception	of	poetry,	but	it	is	difficult	to	

write	according	to	a	form	that	is	not	compatible	with	the	language	in	its	natural	

state.		

However,	Gawain	is	not	only	alliterative.	Each	alliterative	verse	is	ended	with	

a	short	“bob	and	wheel”	phrase,	consisting	of	one	1-foot	line	followed	by	four	3-foot	

rhyming	lines.	Below	is	the	last	two	lines	of	an	alliterative	verse,	plus	the	“bob	and	

wheel”	phrase	to	cap	it	off.		

If	ye	wyl	lysten	þis	laye	bot	on	littel	quile,	
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I	schal	telle	hit,	as-tit,	as	I	in	toun	herde,	
with	tonge;	

As	hit	is	stad	&	stoken,	
In	stori	stif	&	stronge,	
With	lel	letteres	loken,	
In	londe	so	hath	ben	longe.	(SGGK	30-36)	
	

	 [If	you	listen	well	to	this	tale	just	for	a	little	while,	
	 I	shall	tell	straight,	as	I	heard	in	town,	
	 	 	 with	tongue,	
	 	 As	it	was	said	and	spoken	
	 	 in	a	steadfast	and	strong	story	
	 	 With	letters	linked	together,	
	 	 That	have	endured	long	in	this	land.]	
	

There	is	no	rhyme	pattern	in	the	alliterative	verse	and	the	lines	defined	by	

rhyme	also	make	considerable	use	of	alliteration.	In	this	particular	poem,	

alliteration	was	more	of	a	priority	to	the	poet	than	rhyme,	rather	than	a	perfect	50-

50	ratio.	Additionally,	the	content	of	this	section	is	saying	that	the	story	has	been	

passed	down	through	oral	tradition,	which	suggests	that	it	is	attempting	in	part	to	

mimic	the	style	of	a	poem	that	would	have	been	told	in	the	era	of	Old	English,	but	

also	to	incorporate	the	current	idea	of	poetry.		

William	Langland,	author	of	the	poem	Piers	Plowman,	used	Old	English	

alliteration	as	well,	but	stressed	syllables	were	not	necessarily	the	ones	that	

alliterated.	“The	variations	in	Langland’s	line	are	considerably	greater	than	those	in	

the	Gawain-poet	and	the	other	writers	of	the	North-West.	One	very	characteristic	

feature	of	Langland’s	verse	is	the	alliteration	of	an	unstressed	syllables	before	a	

non-alliterating	stressed	syllable”	(Burrow	60).	This	kind	of	alteration	expands	the	
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boundaries	of	form,	increasing	the	possibilities	for	alliteration	while	still	obeying	

the	general	principles.		

Brut	was	an	epic	written	in	the	awkward	adolescence	of	Middle	English	by	

the	poet	Layamon.	It	was	composed	around	the	year	1200,	and	“seems	archaic	for	

mixing	alliterative	lines	with	rhyming	couplets	while	generally	eschewing	French	

vocabulary”	(Luebering	51).	The	number	of	syllables	in	a	line	ranges	from	around	

ten	to	fourteen,	which	is	“not	regular	enough	to	be	readily	perceptible	as	an	overall	

metrical	intent”	(Woods	28).	Layamon	uses	both	alliteration	and	rhyme	with	

varying	degrees	of	success.	The	problem	is	that	which	one	is	prioritized	is	not	

consistent;	sometimes	the	poem	uses	one,	sometimes	it	uses	the	other,	but	there	is	

no	pattern	to	be	uncovered.		

An	preost	wes	on	leoden	Laȝamon	wes	ihoten.	
he	wes	Leouenaðes	sone	liðe	him	beo	Drihten.	
He	wonede	at	Ernleȝe	at	æðelen	are	chirechen.					
vppen	Seuarne	staþe	sel	þar	him	þuhte.						
on-fest	Radestone	þer	he	bock	radde.							
Hit	com	him	on	mode;	&	on	his	mern	þonke.	(Brut	1-6)	
	
The	first	three	lines	rhyme,	while	the	next	three	lines	use	alliteration	as	their	

defining	formal	quality.	“Layamon	was	recreating	a	heroic	British	past	for	an	Anglo-

Norman	present,	and	his	metrical	form,	like	other	features	of	his	style,	recalls	pre-

conquest	traditions.	Yet	his	Brut	does	not	attempt	to	reproduce	an	Anglo-Saxon	

verse	form,	but	instead	develops	English	verse	by	assimilating	continental	

traditions”	(Burrow	61).	Similar	to	Gawain,	this	poem	arises	more	out	of	a	desire	to	

appeal	to	both	Old	French	and	Old	English	in	turn,	rather	than	consolidating	them	

both	into	a	single	consistent	style.		
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This	kind	of	poetic	confusion	of	trying	to	reconcile	English	and	French	

continued	even	150	years	after	the	Norman	Conquest.	Middle	English	poetry	did	not	

immediately	find	productive	ways	to	use	the	swiftly	evolving	language	to	its	artistic	

benefit.	It	was	a	trial-and-error	process.	Poets	before	Chaucer	inherited	this	

tradition	of	uncertainty	and	they	were	left	to	make	the	most	of	this	poetic	identity	

crisis.	After	many	a	failed	attempt	at	creating	a	satisfying	combination	of	English	

and	French	poetry	using	this	new	language	that	had	no	precedent	for	poetry,	

Geoffrey	Chaucer	arrived	on	the	scene.		 	
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LATER	MIDDLE	ENGLISH:	“Namoore	of	this”	

George	Gascoigne	lived	in	between	the	Chaucer	era	and	the	Shakespeare	era.	

He	was	a	poet,	but	I	do	not	wish	to	analyze	his	poetry	here.	Gascoigne	wrote	

Certayne	Notes	of	Instruction	Concerning	the	Making	of	Verse	and	Rhyme	in	English,	

written	at	the	request	of	Master	Eduardo	Donati,	“one	of	Gascoigne’s	better-known	

works	for	its	status	as	first	critical	essay	in	English”	(Austen	101).		

Studying	poetry	alone	can	only	get	so	far;	it	can	exemplify	a	pattern,	but	it	

cannot	make	abstract	judgments	about	the	match	between	the	content	and	the	form.		

Gascoignes’s	document	is	important	to	my	study	because	it’s	the	first	essay	that	

explains	through	the	perspective	of	a	scholar,	rather	than	an	artist.	He	uses	

inductive	reasoning	to	show	which	general	patterns	are	associated	with	which	types	

of	content:	

	This	riding	rime	serveth	most	aptly	to	wryte	a	merie	tale,	so	Rythme	royall	is	
fittest	for	a	grace	discourse.	Ballades	are	beste	of	matters	of	love	and	
rondlettes	most	apt	for	the	beating	or	handying	of	an	adage	or	common	
proverbe;	Sonets	serve	as	well	in	matters	of	love	as	of	discourse;	Dizaymes	
and	Sixames	for	short	Fantazies;	Verlayes	for	an	effectuall	proposition,	
although	by	the	name	you	might	otherwise	judge	of	Verlayes,	and	the	long	
verse	of	twelve	and	fouretene	sillables,	although	it	be	now	adayes	used	in	all	
Theames,	yet	in	my	judgment	it	would	serve	best	for	Psalmes	and	Himpnes.	
(Gascoigne	473)	
	
Gascoigne	passes	judgments	on	what	kinds	of	meter	are	the	best	for	which	

types	of	subject	matter,	but	he	has	no	idea	why	they	are	so	linked.	“I	woulde	stand	

longer	in	these	traditions,	were	it	not	that	I	doubt	mine	owne	ignoraunce”	(473),	

implying	that	even	he	is	not	sure	why	these	traditions	are	in	place.	As	I	mentioned	in	

a	previous	section,	these	associations	may	in	part	be	a	product	of	genre	convention,	
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but	that	just	raises	the	question	of	why	meters	were	attached	to	genres	in	the	first	

place.	Surely	it	cannot	just	be	arbitrary.	I	want	to	finish	Gascoigne’s	work	and	not	

only	explain	the	connection	between	form	and	content,	but	also	why	these	

connections	exist.			

Our	journey	begins	with	Chaucer’s	earliest	major	work,	The	Book	of	the	

Duchess.	The	rhyme	is	in	simple	couplets,	but	the	meter	is	relatively	chaotic.	Poetry	

was	still	struggling	with	its	identity,	as	not	fully	French	but	not	completely	English	

either.	The	default	meter	used	in	this	poem	is	iambic	tetrameter,	which	is	a	remnant	

of	the	dimetric	half-lines	of	Old	English.	Though	this	format	is	often	followed	

faithfully,	there	are	many	lines	which	arrive	at	9	syllables	because	of	an	unstressed	

ending	and	some	that	are	extended	by	a	full	extra	foot.	Each	line	has	anywhere	

between	8	and	12	syllables,	which	is	especially	noticeable	where	rhyming	couplets	

are	involved.	In	Old	English	poetry,	uneven	distribution	of	metrical	feet	was	

acceptable.	When	there	is	rhyme	involved,	however,	the	audience	is	expecting	a	final	

ending	sound	and	cannot	be	kept	waiting	for	a	resolution	for	too	many	beats.	

If	they	be	crafty,	rekene	and	noumbre,		
xSxSxSxSxSx	
And	telle	of	every	thing	the	noumbre.	(BoD	439-440)	
xSxxSxSxSx	
	
The	first	line	appears	to	have	5	stressed	syllables	(therefore	5	feet)	and	the	

second	has	a	mere	4,	which	may	be	why	it	just	feels	“wrong”	to	read.	The	problem	in	

the	Book	of	the	Duchess	isn’t	the	inconsistent	number	of	syllables;	it’s	the	

inconsistent	number	of	feet.	For	instance,	8	syllables	of	iambs	and	12	syllables	of	
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dactyls	take	up	the	same	amount	of	space.	This	can	be	shown	through	musical	

notation:		

	

In	a	measure	of	4-4	time,	there	can	be	more	than	eight	notes,	but	no	more	

than	four	beats.	The	problem	in	The	Book	of	the	Duchess	is	not	that	it	has	too	many	

syllables,	but	that	it	has	too	many	stressed	syllables.		

This	passage	represents	some	of	the	problems	that	Chaucer	was	having	

before	he	found	his	own	voice:		

	 This	lady,	that	was	left	at	home,	
	 	 Hath	wonder,	that	the	king	ne	come	
	 	 Hoom,	for	hit	was	a	longe	terme.	
	 	 Anon	her	herte	gan	to	erme.	(BoD	77)	

	
	 [This	lady	that	was	left	at	home	
	 Did	wonder	why	the	king	did	not	come	
	 Home,	for	it	was	a	long	time.		
	 And	so	her	heart	began	to	yearn.]		
	
The	way	Chaucer	is	forced	to	finish	the	second	line	by	using	the	first	syllable	

of	the	third	line	is	awkward,	and	it	represents	how	Chaucer	struggled	with	the	

length	constraints	of	tetrameter.	The	problem	is	also	a	function	of	the	use	of	the	

couplet:	The	word	“come”	resolves	the	tension	created	by	the	unmatched	rhyme,	

but	the	clause	ends	on	the	next	word,	“hoom.”		

I	think	Chaucer	learned	from	The	Book	of	the	Duchess	that	tetrameter	was	not	

conducive	to	his	style.	Chaucer	is	known	for	bringing	French	words	into	English;	
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these	longer	words	make	it	harder	to	construct	a	normal-sounding	phrase	limited	to	

four	beats.		

Susanne	Woods,	author	of	Natural	Emphasis,	hypothesizes	that	English	

moved	from	tetrameter	to	pentameter	because	“two	conditions	helped	develop	a	

fifth	accent:	the	pressure	of	rime	on	a	word’s	secondary	stress,	and	the	caesura	

tradition”	(Woods	38).	With	longer	Latinate	words,	the	lines	need	to	become	slightly	

longer.	By	Chaucer’s	time,	the	mix	of	French/Latin	influences	became	much	more	

integrated.	Unlike	Layamon,	Chaucer	was	unashamed	in	his	use	of	French	and	

Latinate	vocabulary,	which	sounds	elite	because	of	its	polysyllabic	nature.	Compare	

the	Germanic	“sad”	to	French	“miserable”	to	Latin	“disconsolate.”	It	was	necessary	

for	the	line	to	expand	by	another	foot	in	order	to	accommodate	the	new	vocabulary.	

It’s	difficult	to	get	a	natural-sounding	line	with	a	mere	four	feet	to	work	with	if	the	

average	number	of	syllables	increases.		

The	second	part	of	Woods’	theory	regarding	the	caesura	tradition	suggests	

lines	were	becoming	longer	because	there	was	a	necessary	syntax	that	could	not	be	

easily	divided	up.	Old	English	was	based	on	alliteration	over	half-lines;	in	each	half-

line	there	needed	to	be	a	stressed	syllable	beginning	with	the	same	sound.	As	

alliteration	disappeared,	so	too	did	the	need	for	half-lines.	Additionally,	the	concept	

of	the	caesura	cannot	be	easily	applied	to	pentameter.	If	I	try	to	evenly	divide	a	

pentametric	verse	into	two	equal	half-lines,	I	end	up	with	5	syllables	on	each	side,	or	

2.5	feet.	It	would	necessitate	a	pause	in	the	middle	of	a	foot,	which	is	approximately	

as	far	from	“natural	emphasis”	as	one	can	get.	And	then,	if	I	split	it	up	the	

pentameter	into	3	feet	on	one	side	and	2	on	the	other,	it	becomes	uneven	and	odd-
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sounding	(all	this	besides	the	fact	that	there’s	no	reason	for	it	to	be	done	in	the	first	

place).	Iambic	pentameter	was	given	the	freedom	to	rise	up	once	the	limitation	of	

alliteration	has	been	taken	away.		

C.S.	Lewis,	in	“The	Fifteenth	Century	Heroic	Line,”	gives	a	slightly	different	

account	for	how	pentameter	came	into	power.	He	noticed	that	the	length	of	a	line	in	

early	Middle	English	poetry	varied	significantly.	Layamon	keeps	the	half-line	

structure	of	Old	English	poetry,	he	allows	for	extra	stressed	or	unstressed	syllables	

to	arise	as	necessary.	“The	formula	for	Layamon’s	metre	is	two,	or	two-and-a-half,	or	

three	[feet]”	(Lewis	56).	This	expansion	of	the	line	led	to	pentameter:	it	became	

common	to	have	two	stresses	in	one	half	line	and	three	in	the	next.	“In	Gawain	and	

the	Green	Knight,	for	example,	three-stressed	and	two-stressed	types	occur	side	by	

side	in	the	first	half	of	the	line.	If	this	background	to	Chaucer’s	metrical	activities	be	

remembered,	and	if	it	be	also	remembered	that	the	French	decasyllable,	being	

unaccented,	was	no	metre	at	all	to	English	ears,	the	hypothesis	which	I	advance	

about	the	true	nature	of	his	verse	will	not	be	judged	very	improbable.”	(Lewis	56)	

Eventually	the	two	half-lines	were	merged	into	a	single	longer	line	that	kept	the	

average	of	5	stresses.	“The	number	of	syllables	ceases	to	matter	and	the	rough	

metre	which	I	call	the	Fifteenth	Century	Heroic	is	established”	(Lewis	55).	

In	truth,	a	combination	of	these	factors	was	probably	enough	pressure	to	

break	the	tetrametric	tradition.	This	pressure	would	become	apparent	to	Chaucer	in	

his	most	recognized	major	work:	The	Canterbury	Tales,	which	employs	many	

different	poetic	structures.	The	Tales	are	a	series	of	poems	and	prose	pieces,	each	

one	told	by	a	different	member	of	a	group	on	a	religious	pilgrimage.	Different	
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meters	and	rhyme	schemes	communicate	the	subject	matter	of	the	story	and	the	

nature	of	the	person	telling	it.	Below,	I	will	explore	the	main	types	of	meter	found	in	

the	Tales	and	the	meaning	they	carry	with	them.			

	

I:	Iambic	pentameter	couplets	

Chaucer’s	default	rhyme	in	the	Canterbury	Tales	was	iambic	pentameter	

rhyming	couplets.	This	meter	is	used	for	all	the	sections	that	are	narration,	words	

from	the	Host,	and	most	of	the	tales.	There	are	four	reasons	why	iambic	pentameter	

might	be	considered	the	best	as	a	neutral	default	verse.		

1.	Metric	feet	that	start	with	unstressed	syllables	sound	more	natural	in	

English,	where	most	sentences	begin	with	articles	like	“the,”	“a,”	“in,”	“for,”	and	a	

wide	selection	of	other	articles	and	prepositions.	Starting	a	phrase	with	a	stressed	

syllable	is	less	common,	so	forcing	every	sentence	to	begin	with	a	noun	or	a	verb	

sounds	unnatural.		

2.	Iambic	pentameter	sounds	most	like	natural	speech,	because	it	has	5	feet.	

Anything	with	3	or	4	feet	sounds	like	it’s	a	dance	in	either	a	waltz	or	common	time.	

Aristotle	himself	said	that	tetrameter	is	“akin	to	dancing”	(Poetics	1460a)	because	

sounds	more	like	a	song	than	like	a	speech.	By	having	an	odd	number	of	feet,	a	

pentametric	line	resists	the	tendency	to	sound	like	a	song.	In	music,	5-4	sounds	

unnatural	(i.e.	Holst’s	Mars	or	“The	Temple”	from	Jesus	Christ	Superstar).	This	kind	

of	music	can	neither	be	waltzed	to	nor	marched	to,	and	as	5	is	a	prime	number,	it	is	

not	divisible	or	multipliable	into	a	more	common	meter	the	way	6-8	or	2-4	is.		
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3.	On	a	meta-textual	level,	the	resources	and	education	to	write	poetry	were	

slowly	becoming	more	accessible.	Gone	were	the	days	where	poets	had	to	memorize	

sections	of	text	to	perform.	Old	English,	as	an	oral	tradition	medium,	had	to	have	a	

looser	metrical	structure	because	it	would	have	been	hard	to	remember	the	exact	

specific	phrasing.	Old	English	poetry	was	based	on	alliteration,	and	as	long	as	the	

half-lines	have	an	alliterative	consonant	or	any	vowel	in	common,	the	rest	could	be	

improvised.	After	printed	writing	became	more	commonplace,	people	did	not	need	

to	memorize	large	chunks	of	text	to	perform,	they	could	just	write	it	out	and	read	

from	that.	Alternating	stressed	syllables	is	a	little	more	difficult	to	create	on	the	

spot;	through	writing	it	on	the	page,	it	preserves	its	original	form	for	all	readers	of	

the	same	manuscript.		

4.	This	format	of	combined	rhyme	scheme	and	meter	was	a	high	form	of	art	

due	to	its	relative	complexity,	but	couplets	were	relegated	to	a	lower	rank	of	art	

because	they	were	so	standard,	plain,	and	simple.	Couplets	are	the	instant	

gratification	of	rhyme	form.	The	readers	immediately	get	the	payoff	for	the	setup.	

They	don’t	have	to	wait	for	an	interstitial	line,	but	immediately	get	the	resolution	

they	seek.	Chaucer	through	his	pentametric	couplets	bridges	the	gap	between	“low	

art”	and	“high	art”	and	thereby	widens	his	audience.	

It’s	worth	mentioning	that,	while	Chaucer’s	default	meter	was	iambic	

pentameter,	not	every	line	had	a	perfect	ten	syllables	of	alternating	stress.	

“Ordinarily	Chaucer’s	long	line	has	five	feet	and	they	are	most	frequently	iambs,	

though	the	line	with	five	iambs	is	perhaps	not	even	in	a	majority;”	Ian	Robinson	

goes	on	to	list	a	series	of	common	variations,	including	trochaic	inversion	of	one	of	
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the	iambs,	headless	lines	beginning	without	a	primary	unstressed	syllable,	and	feet	

with	two	unstressed	syllables	in	the	place	of	one	(Robinson	151).	The	meter	does	

not	have	to	be	strict	to	be	present.	It	just	has	to	indicate	the	underlying	principles.		

	

II:	Prose		

Chaucer	could	just	have	easily	written	his	narration	and	many	of	the	pieces	

in	prose,	as	he	does	in	The	Parson’s	Tale	and	The	Tale	of	Melibee.	After	all,	the	default	

state	of	natural	speech	is	not	pentameter;	it	is	prose.	By	writing	in	metrical	couplets	

instead	of	unmetrical	sentences,	he	elevates	the	“default”	language	within	this	world	

to	a	point	that	it	is	artistically	more	complicated	than	the	prose	pieces.	The	Tale	of	

Melibee	is	boring-sounding;	if	the	rest	of	the	narration	had	been	in	prose	as	well,	the	

tale	would	not	stand	out	as	sounding	boring,	it	would	just	sound	normal.	For	certain,	

prose	can	be	artful	too,	but	for	different	reasons.	I	think	that	meter	has	meaning	

independent	of	content,	but	it’s	hard	for	prose	to	have	meaning	independent	of	

content,	except	in	direct	comparison	to	metered	poetry.	In	this	case,	it	is	the	lack	of	

structure	that	carries	meaning;	the	language	is	undisciplined,	and	therefore	is	lacks	

any	patterns	to	detect	or	resolving	rhymes	to	wait	for.	Prose	was	not	yet	considered	

“literature,”	because	anyone	could	write	without	metric	and	rhyme	constraints.	It	

would	be	like	considering	brushing	your	teeth	“performative	theatre”	or	a	single	

plaintive	scream	“song.”	It’s	just	what’s	expected,	so	there’s	no	“art”	in	it.		

	

III:	Monk	Rhyme	(ABABBCBC)	
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The	most	complex	metrical	form	that	appears	in	The	Canterbury	Tales	is	the	

Monk’s	Tale,	which	features	stanzas	of	eight	iambic	pentameter	lines	following	the	

rhyme	scheme	ABABBCBC.	The	B-rhyme	lines	are	carefully	enclosed	in	other	

rhyming	couplets,	making	this	scheme	difficult	to	accomplish.	This	gives	the	Monk’s	

speech	an	elevated	tone	that	makes	the	tale	sound	more	like	a	sermon	(Cooper	334).	

A	complex	form	is	easily	associated	with	supernatural	beauty,	because	it’s	so	

difficult	for	a	mortal	mind	to	create	a	line	so	intricate	without	divine	intervention.	

ABABBCBC	can	be	considered	in	terms	of	the	ABAB	sequence	of	music.	ABAB	

is	described	in	music	as	an	alternating	“question”	and	“answer.”	The	“answer”	is	

considered	such	because	it	either	resolves	a	chord	or	resolves	an	expected	rhyme,	

and	will	often	resolve	the	sentence	at	the	same	time.	In	the	second	part	of	the	stanza	

in	the	Monk’s	rhyme	scheme,	the	“answer”	rhyme	becomes	the	“question”	rhyme.	

The	classic	nursery	rhyme,	“Row,	Row,	Row	Your	Boat,”	an	example	of	a	simple	

melody	and	question-answer-question-answer	format.	The	last	line,	“life	is	but	a	

dream,”	is	an	answer	phrase;	it	ends	on	the	base	note	of	the	song.	If	there	was	a	new	

verse	where	“life	is	but	a	dream”	was	the	first	line,	still	retaining	the	same	exact	

notes,	but	was	put	in	a	new	context	where	it	is	no	longer	the	resolving	cadence;	

maybe	the	key	has	changed,	or	the	root	of	the	chord	is	different	now.	

I	must	invoke	C.S.	Lewis	once	again	to	deliver	his	theory	of	why	the	context	is	

important	when	determining	the	stress	of	a	word:	“Mr.	Lewis	illustrates	the	

importance	of	considering	a	line	in	relation	with	those	adjoining.	In	the	following	

the	first	line	of	stanza	one	is	the	final	line	of	stanza	two,	but	few	readers	would	scan	

them	the	same	way.		
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	 I	have	given	no	man	of	my	fruit	to	eat	

	 I	trod	the	grapes,	I	have	drunken	the	wine.		

	 Had	you	eaten	and	drunken	and	found	it	sweet,		

	 This	wild	new	growth	of	the	corn	and	vine.	

[...]	In	the	following	stanza,	however,	the	first	three	verses	control	the	

movement	of	the	final	line:	

	 I	comfort	few	and	many	I	torment.		

	 Where	one	is	spared	a	thousand	more	are	spent;	

	 I	have	trodden	many	down	beneath	my	feet,	

	 I	have	given	no	man	of	my	fruit	to	eat”	(Southworth	12).	

The	wording	is	exactly	the	same,	but	it	scans	differently	depending	on	its	

location.	“I	conjecture	that	you	have	read	the	last	line	of	my	second	example	

differently	from	the	opening	line	of	my	first;	yet	as	mere	language	separated	from	

the	ideal	pattern,	they	are	identical.	And	this,	I	notice	in	passing,	is	a	strong	and	

beautiful	example	of	Aristotle’s	doctrine	that	the	whole	is	naturally	prior	to	its	

parts”	(Lewis	48).	To	Lewis,	the	poem	as	a	whole	defines	how	we	scan	the	individual	

lines.	The	reader	“would	discover	that	he	had	read	the	first	line	as	a	four-stress	one	

made	up	of	three	anapests	and	an	iamb;	and	the	last	as	a	five-stress	one	with	three	

trochees,	an	anapest,	and	an	iamb”	(Southworth	12-13).		

Unfortunately,	this	meter,	in	all	its	eloquence,	by	necessity	makes	each	8	lines	

very	self-contained.	It’s	difficult	to	incorporate	enjambment,	either	of	a	sentence	or	

of	an	idea.	The	isolating	nature	of	this	form	prevents	the	Monk	from	developing	any	

of	his	stories	very	much.	This	meter	is	quite	well-suited	to	short	stories;	the	content	
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and	the	form	match	up	perfectly,	but	it’s	not	something	that	people	want	to	hear	

when	they	seek	entertainment.	The	Knight	seems	extremely	bored	by	this	repetitive	

poem,	and	doesn’t	allow	the	Monk	to	finish	his	tale.	

"Hoo!"	quod	the	Knyght,	"good	sire,	namoore	of	this,	
That	ye	han	seyd	is	right	ynough,	ywis,	
And	muchel	moore,	for	litel	hevynesse	
Is	right	ynough	to	muche	folk,	I	gesse.”	(NP	prologue	1-4)	
	
[“Hey!”	said	the	knight,	“good	sir,	no	more	of	this,	
That	which	you	have	said	is	certainly	enough,		
And	even	more,	for	a	little	lethargy		
Is	enough	for	most	people,	I	would	think.”]	
	
	
	

IV:	Rhyme	Royal	

According	to	Woods,	Chaucer	invented	Rhyme	Royal,	making	his	own	

complex	rhyme	formulation	to	better	accentuate	the	language	in	which	he	was	

writing.	He	didn’t	just	live	up	to	the	standards	created	by	poetic	tradition;	he	could	

exceed	them.	Rhyme	Royal	is	a	seven-line	iambic	pentameter	stanza,	rhyming	

ABABBCC.	Chaucer	invented	it	with	his	long	poems	Troilus	and	Criseyde	and	The	

Parliament	of	Fowls.	The	form	is	either	named	after	The	Kingis	Quair	(The	King’s	

Book	by	James	I)	or	Middle	French	“chant	royal”,	depending	on	whose	terminology	

is	used.	In	Troilus	and	Criseyde,	Chaucer	writes	exclusively	using	this	format.	

Go,	litel	book,	go	litel	myn	tragedie,	
Ther	God	thy	maker	yet,	er	that	he	dye,	
So	sende	might	to	make	in	som	comedie!	
But	litel	book,	no	making	thou	n'envye,	
But	subgit	be	to	alle	poesye;	
And	kis	the	steppes,	wher-as	thou	seest	pace	
Virgile,	Ovyde,	Omer,	Lucan,	and	Stace.	(TaC	1786)	
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[Go	little	book,	go	my	little	tragedy,	
Before	your	maker	dies,	let	God	
Grant	him	the	power	to	write	a	comedy!	
But,	little	book,	do	not	go	in	envy,	
Instead	be	a	humble	subject	to	all	other	poetry,	
And	kiss	the	steps	where	you	see	the	footprints	of	
Virgil,	Ovid,	Homer,	Lucan,	and	Statius.]	
	
The	meter	is	not	quite	regular,	but	a	default	of	pentameter	does	help	the	

poem	sound	more	natural	than	The	Book	of	the	Duchess.	Think	back	to	the	

discussion	of	music.	The	notes	(pitches),	tempo,	note	length,	emphasis,	chord	

structures,	and	everything	else	are	each	individual	elements,	but	they	work	together	

to	create	something	entirely	new.	Similarly,	the	individual	elements	of	poetry	

(number	of	feet,	rhyme	scheme)	can	be	combined	to	make	the	most	efficient	use	out	

of	all	these	individual	pieces.	The	very	basic	structure	of	couplets	can	be	combined	

with	the	complexity	of	pentameter	to	make	a	meter	that	is	satisfying	but	not	too	

simple	(and	therefore	boring).	I	think	that	rhyme	royal	combines	the	best	elements	

of	ABAB,	couplets,	and	iambic	pentameter.	Couplets	are	strong,	solid,	simple,	and	

foundational.	The	resolving	couplet	gives	a	sense	of	finality,	wrapping	up	a	complex	

stanza	in	a	concise	simple	way.	Rhyme	royal	has	seven	lines,	which	is	not	easily	

divisible	into	anything.	In	the	section	on	pentameter,	I	discuss	how	five-foot	lines	

sound	more	natural	and	less	song-like	because	they	don’t	fit	into	the	dancing	meter;	

perhaps	the	same	thing	can	be	applied	to	the	number	of	lines	in	a	stanza	as	well.	

Because	there	is	a	prime	number	of	lines,	it	doesn’t	fit	easily	into	the	simplistic	

question-answer	pattern	that	most	traditional	songs	and	rhymes	do.		
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Gascoigne	said	that	rhyme	royal	was	to	be	used	for	“grave	serious”	matters.	

Apparently	the	Clerk	in	The	Canterbury	Tales	agrees;	when	Chaucer	in	the	Clerk’s	

envoy	writes	“lat	us	stynte	of	ernestful	matere”	[let	us	stop	this	serious	matter]	

(Clerk	Tale	1175),	he	perhaps	means	“even	though	this	story	is	told	in	a	really	

solemn	manner,	the	content	is	in	direct	opposition	to	the	form.”		

There	are	four	Tale-tellers	that	use	the	Rhyme	Royal	format:	the	Man	of	Law	

(whose	tale	involves	several	murders),	the	Second	Nun	(martyrdom),	the	Prioress	

(child	martyrdom),	and	the	Clerk	(perceived	infanticide).	All	of	these	stories	have	to	

do	with	faith:	Constance	believed	that	God	would	save	her	even	though	she	was	

banished	twice	and	accused	of	murder;	Griselda	had	to	believe	that	her	husband	

was	doing	the	right	thing	by	killing	her	children;	both	Saint	Cecilia	and	the	dead	

singing	boy	were	kept	alive	long,	long	after	they	should	have	been	dead	because	

they	praised	the	holy	mother	Mary.	Maybe	rhyme	royal	is	the	best	fit	for	these	types	

of	stories	because	they	all	feature	a	relinquishment	of	power	to	God.	Compare	

“Caedmon’s	Hymn,”	which	is	an	incredibly	well-constructed	Old	English	poem,	

because	it	was	an	invocation	of	God.	Caedmon	was	a	simple	shepherd	who	did	not	

tend	to	spend	his	free	time	perfecting	alliterative	verse,	so	this	poem	was	in	itself	

kind	of	a	miracle.	As	the	Venerable	Bede	tells	us:	

[…]	some	man	stood	by	him	in	his	dream	and	hailed	and	greeted	him	and	
addressed	him	by	his	name:	'Caedmon,	sing	me	something.'	Then	he	
answered	and	said:	'I	do	not	know	how	to	sing	and	for	that	reason	I	went	out	
from	this	feast	and	went	hither,	because	I	did	not	know	how	to	sing	at	all.'	
Again	he	said,	he	who	was	speaking	with	him:	'Nevertheless,	you	must	sing.'	
Then	he	said:	'What	must	I	sing?'	Said	he:	'Sing	to	me	of	the	first	Creation.'	
When	he	received	this	answer,	then	he	began	immediately	to	sing	in	praise	of	



 
53	

God	the	Creator	verses	and	words	which	he	had	never	heard,	whose	order	is	
this.	(Slade)	
	
The	fact	that	it	sounded	as	beautiful	and	complex	as	it	did	was	seen	as	an	act	

of	the	heavens.	Perhaps	a	similar	phenomenon	appears	in	The	Canterbury	Tales:	

religious	value	lifts	normal	speech	to	a	realm	of	elevated	language,	because	it’s	so	

otherworldly.12		

As	the	name	suggests,	Rhyme	Royal	was	a	scheme	meant	to	evoke	the	voice	

of	the	nobility.	Because	of	its	relative	complexity	in	contrast	to	simple	couplets,	it	

was	considered	a	form	for	learned	individuals.	Again,	this	scheme	would	not	have	

been	an	accessible	option	in	an	oral	tradition	type	of	poem,	because	1)	the	author	

has	to	plan	ahead	to	meet	the	constraints	of	both	rhyme	and	meter	and	2)	such	a	

convoluted	structure	for	rhyme	would	be	difficult	for	an	audience	to	keep	track	of.	

Rhyme	royal	is	written	for	the	page	rather	than	the	ear,	because	the	rhyme	is	harder	

to	pick	up	just	by	hearing.	Perhaps,	God	speaks	this	way,	because	he	is	omniscient	

and	can	see	and	hear	all	things	at	once,	so	poetry	made	for	him	is	unrestrained	by	

such	limitations	of	feeble	mortal	comprehension.	

Poets	loved	to	use	rhyme	royal	during	the	14th	and	15th	centuries,	but	despite	

its	popularity,	it	eventually	fell	out	of	favor.	I	can	pretty	much	singlehandedly	blame	

Shakespeare	for	this,	like	with	most	things.	The	last	major	work	(i.e.	long	epic	poem)	

to	use	rhyme	royal	was	Shakespeare’s	Rape	of	Lucrece	(late	1500s).	Then	

                                                
12 To	drive	home	my	point	about	variation	within	limits:	There	are	at	least	six	
different	recensions	of	Caedmon’s	Hymn,	using	slightly	different	vocabulary,	and	
syntax,	but	always	following	the	rules	of	Old	English	poetry.	The	same	poem	
appears	with	slight	variations	in	different	manuscripts,	but	never	to	the	detriment	
of	the	poem’s	integrity. 
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Shakespeare	shifted	his	attention	to	constructing	his	own	even	more	complex	

rhyme	scheme,	the	Shakespearean	sonnet.		

	

V:	Sir	Thopas’	Merry	Riding	Rhyme	

“The	Tale	of	Sir	Thopas”	uses	a	“merry	riding	rime”	which,	apparently,	no	one	

(neither	in	the	story	or	outside	of	it)13	enjoys.	The	Host	of	the	pilgrimage	interrupts	

the	tale	explicitly	because	the	meter	and	rhyme	is	so	bad:	

Heere	the	Hoost	stynteth	Chaucer	of	his	Tale	of	Thopas.	
"Namoore	of	this,	for	Goddes	dignitee,"	

	 Quod	oure	Hooste,	"for	thou	makest	me	
	 So	wery	of	thy	verray	lewednesse,	
	 That	also	wisly	God	my	soule	blesse,	
	 Min	eres	aken	of	thy	drasty	speche.	
	 Now	swich	a	rym	the	devel	I	biteche!	
	 This	may	wel	be	rym	dogerel,"	quod	he.	(Sir	Thopas,	229-235)	

	
[Here	the	Host	stops	Chaucer’s	Tale	of	Sir	Thopas.	
“No	more	of	this,	for	God’s	sake,”		
said	our	host,	“because	you	make	me	
so	weary	of	your	foolishness.	
May	God	also	bless	my	soul,	
my	ears	ache	from	lousy	speech.	
I	would	bestow	such	a	rhyme	upon	the	devil!	
This	may	as	well	be	doggerel,”	he	said.]	
	
The	Tale	of	Sir	Thopas	has	a	metrical	scheme	of	2	lines	of	four	feet	followed	

by	one	line	of	three	feet.	Here	is	an	example,	so	I	may	better	exemplify	why	it	is	so	

unpoetic:		

                                                
13	Based	on	the	comments	of	others	from	a	class	on	Chaucer,	the	fragmented	poetry	
of	Sir	Thopas	seems	to	bring	a	seasick	feeling	even	to	those	who	don’t	understand	
Middle	English.	
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Listeth,	lordes,	in	good	entent,	
And	I	wol	telle	verrayment	
							Of	myrthe	and	of	solas,	
Al	of	a	knyght	was	fair	and	gent	
In	bataille	and	in	tourneyment,	
							His	name	was	Sire	Thopas.	
	
[Listen,	lords,	with	good	intent,		
And	I	will	verily	tell	you	
	 About	mirth	and	seriousness;	
This	knight	was	fair	and	nice	
In	battle	and	in	tournament	
	 His	name	was	Sir	Thopas.]	
	
This	alternation	between	four	and	three	feet	creates	a	sing-song	tone,	

because	of	the	aforementioned	“dancing”	beat	of	tetrameter.14	Because	of	the	small	

number	of	syllables	with	a	relatively	high	ratio	of	words	that	need	to	rhyme,	it	

doesn’t	sound	like	natural	speech	at	all.	The	pentametric	narration	sets	a	high	

expectation	for	the	rest	of	the	Tales;	this	Tale	feels	less	intelligent,	not	necessarily	by	

the	standards	of	the	audience,	by	the	standards	set	by	the	rest	of	the	work.		

Additionally,	each	set	of	three	lines	has	a	resolving	cadence	rather	than	a	

constant,	consistent	stream	of	iambic	pentameter.	The	alternation	between	four-

footed	lines	and	three-footed	lines	is	proportionately	less	complex	and	apparently	

less	pleasant,	which	is	especially	noticeable	when	it	is	surrounded	on	all	sides	by	

pentameter.	The	lines	of	Chaucer’s	usual	iambic	poetry	are	often	enjambed,	meaning	

that	a	sentence	will	end	in	the	first	half	of	a	rhyming	couplet	and	the	next	sentence	

will	finish	the	rhyme.	Though	they	are	separate	phrases,	they	are	necessarily	

connected	by	the	rhyme,	which	creates	a	sense	of	flow	even	between	unrelated	
                                                
14 The	third	line	is	also	tetrametric;	though	it	only	has	three	feet,	there	is	an	empty	
foot	at	the	end	by	necessity. 
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sentiments.	In	The	Tale	of	Sir	Thopas,	however,	the	end	of	a	sentence	always	falls	at	

the	end	of	a	stanza,	which	renders	the	forward	momentum	of	the	piece	somewhat	

stilted.	The	three-foot	line	takes	up	the	same	amount	of	space	as	the	four-foot	line,	

so	there	is	an	extra-long	beat	at	the	end,	which	sounds	fragmented	because	every	

AABCCB	set	sounds	like	its	own	separate	poem.	The	form	resists	enjambment,	

because	of	this	long	beat	at	the	end	of	every	three	lines.		

	

	 Enjambment	sounds	like	natural	speech,	but	since	no	one	talks	in	a	perfectly	

complete	sentence	every	22	syllables,	Thopas	sounds	especially	unnatural.	If	writing	

a	song,	this	meter	would	not	be	considered	so	poorly	devised,	but	in	a	context	where	

it	is	surrounded	on	all	sides	by	much	more	impressive	meter,	this	poem	sticks	out	

conspicuously.		

Just	as	the	metrical	and	rhyme	scheme	comes	off	as	simplistic	and	mediocre,	

the	content	mimics	that	perfectly.	The	whole	story	itself	is	not	very	intellectually	

stimulating.	Just	as	the	non-complex	rhyme	scheme	feels	kind	of	patronizing,	so	too	

does	the	heavily	romanticized	tale	of	Sir	Thopas.	Form	and	content	feed	into	each	

other	to	create	one	giant	terrible	poem,	to	which	I	can	only	congratulate	Chaucer,	

for	he	accomplished	his	objective	of	creating	the	ultimate	unreadable	poem.	As	a	

poem,	it	is	not	pleasant	to	listen	to,	but	as	an	introduction	to	the	solemn	Tale	of	

Melibee,	it	fits	quite	well.		

  



 
57	

MODERN	ENGLISH:	“So	quirky,	that	Shakespeare”	

Shakespeare	was	an	expert	in	the	art	of	exploiting	stressed	syllables.	The	

Shakespearean	sonnet	is	a	complex	scheme	that	combines	the	features	of	many	

formal	elements	of	poetry.	The	sonnet	begins	with	three	question-answer	type	

stanzas.	For	the	rhyme	scheme,	there	must	be	at	least	A	and	B	alternating	lines	so	

it’s	not	just	cutesy	couplets.	The	reason	for	the	three	quatrains	is	similar	to	

comedy’s	“rule	of	three,”	the	idea	that	repetition	in	threes	is	the	perfect	number	to	

establish	a	pattern:	the	introduction,	the	callback,	and	then	the	punchline.	These	

stanzas	are	all	wrapped	up	in	a	final	resolving	couplet.	Iambic	pentameter	sounds	

elevated,	and	less	“singsong”	than	tetrameter	or	trimeter.		

Gascoigne	explained	that	sonnets	were	reserved	for	matters	regarding	love.	

Shakespeare	inverts	the	expectation	established	by	the	pattern,	but	this	time,	it’s	the	

content	that’s	being	subverted	instead	of	the	meter:	

My	mistress’	eyes	are	nothing	like	the	sun;	
Coral	is	far	more	red	than	her	lips’	red;	
If	snow	be	white,	why	then	her	breasts	are	dun;	
If	hairs	be	wires,	black	wires	grow	on	her	head.	
I	have	seen	roses	damasked,	red	and	white,	
But	no	such	roses	see	I	in	her	cheeks;	
And	in	some	perfumes	is	there	more	delight	
Than	in	the	breath	that	from	my	mistress	reeks.	
I	love	to	hear	her	speak,	yet	well	I	know	
That	music	hath	a	far	more	pleasing	sound;	
I	grant	I	never	saw	a	goddess	go;	
My	mistress	when	she	walks	treads	on	the	ground.	
					And	yet,	by	heaven,	I	think	my	love	as	rare	
					As	any	she	belied	with	false	compare.	
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This	is	in	perfect	sonnet	format,	a	form	that’s	reserved	especially	for	

romantic	expression.	Shakespeare	himself	wrote	over	a	hundred	romantic	sonnets	

expressing	the	sublime	beauty	of	his	subject.	But	here,	he	takes	that	pattern	so	

popularly	associated	with	beauty	and	then	uses	it	for	the	opposite	purpose:	to	show	

how	relatively	un-beautiful	his	subject	is,	until	the	final	couplet,	where	he	turns	it	

back	around	at	the	last	minute.		

Shakespeare	knew	exactly	when	to	use	the	unstressed	syllables	and	

constructed	his	phrases	to	best	show	off	the	stress	pattern.	For	instance,	my	favorite	

sonnet	(65)	begins	“Since	brass,	nor	stone,	nor	earth,	nor	boundless	sea.”	The	

repetition	of	the	pattern	[function	word]	+	[noun	of	1	stressed	syllable]	goes	on	for	

the	first	3	feet	and	could	continue	for	the	last	2,	but	instead	the	formula	changes	

slightly	to	[function	word]	+	[adjective	of	2	syllables]	+	[noun	of	1	stressed	syllable].	

What	would	have	been	a	boring	repetitive	list	has	been	successfully	spiced	up.	

The	poetry	of	Lord	Vaux	exists	in	direct	opposition	to	Shakespeare.	As	Woods	

notes,	the	poetry	of	Lord	Vaux	sounds	incredibly	artificial:	“its	rhythm	is	relentlessly	

regular,	with	heavy	correspondence	between	the	iambic	metrical	model	and	the	

fulfilling	language–	between	the	accent	and	stress.	Some	phrases	seem	labored	to	fit	

the	meter,	and	when	tensions	are	felt	between	the	meter	and	the	informing	

language	the	result	is	distortion	rather	than	variation”	(Woods	118).		

Below	is	an	example	from	Vaux’s	poem,	“In	his	extreame	sycknesse.”	
	
I	tosse,	as	one	betost	in	waves	of	care,	
I	turne,	to	flee	the	woes	of	lothsome	life,		
I	change	to	spie,	yf	death	this	corps	might	spare,	
I	stretche	to	heaven,	to	ridde	me	of	this	strife.		
Thus	doo	I	stretche	and	change	and	tosse	and	turne,	
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Whyle	I	in	hope	of	heaven	my	life	doo	burne.	(7-12)	
	
This	poem	is	not	the	worst,	but	these	six	lines	do	contain	a	significant	

amount	of	the	monotony	and	awkwardness	that	separates	the	mediocre	poets	from	

the	great	ones.	In	order	to	fit	the	rhyme,	line	9	inverts	the	construction	of	the	

sentence	to	put	the	indirect	object	before	the	verb,	which	isn’t	technically	

syntactically	incorrect,	but	it	does	sound	unnatural.	In	order	to	fit	the	meter,	Vaux	

uses	a	repeated	construction	of	[I]	+	[verb	of	1	syllable],	which	increases	the	tedium	

exponentially.	Line	11	is	a	list,	which	follows	the	precise	pattern	of	[function	word]	

+	[verb	of	1	syllable],	and	does	not	feature	any	variations	like	those	found	in	

Shakespeare’s	Sonnet	65.	If	all	of	these	“unnatural”	elements	were	working	toward	a	

sense	of	strangeness	or	awkwardness,	it	might	be	artistic,	but	the	subject	matter	of	

the	poem	is	clearly	supposed	to	be	a	hopeful	and	inspiring	tale	of	life	after	death,	

when	it	only	succeeds	in	inspiring	boredom.		

Meanwhile,	Sir	John	Philip	Sidney’s	poetry	survived	the	test	of	time.	“Of	the	

poets	who	attempted	to	write	English	quantitative	meter,	Sidney	is	usually	

considered	the	best,	largely	because	he	takes	care	to	make	accent	and	quantity	

coincide,	although	he	does	not	confuse	the	two”	(Woods	130).	Sidney’s	natural	

inclination	toward	observing	the	rhythm	of	the	language	may	be	a	result	of	his	

training	as	a	musician.	"Sidney’s	original	contribution	to	English	poetry	lies	in	the	

metrical	and	rhythmical	variety	he	brought	to	it	in	a	period	of	stiffness	and	poverty	

of	invention"	(Pattison	80).	Below	is	a	quatrain	from	Astrophil	and	Stella,	along	with	

my	scansion.		

I sought fit words to paint the blackest face of woe;  



 
60	

xS/Sx/xS/xS/xS/xS 
Studying inventions fine her wits to entertain,  
Ssx/xSs/Sx/Sx/Sxs 
Oft turning others' leaves, to see if thence would flow  
xS/xS/xS/xS/xS/xS 
Some fresh and fruitful showers upon my sunburn'd brain. (5-9) 
xS/xS/xSs/xS/xS/xS	
	
In	this	rhyme	scheme,	the	A-line	tends	to	be	regular,	while	the	B-line	can	

afford	to	become	slightly	slanty.		

If	poetry	moved	from	tetrameter	to	pentameter	in	part	to	elevate	the	

language,	then	octameter	may	very	well	be	the	fever	pitch	of	cultural	elitism.	One	

well-known	octometric	poem	is	Locksley	Hall	by	Lord	Alfred	Tennyson,	described	as	

“beautiful”	by	The	Ode	Less	Travelled	by	Stephen	Fry.		

Comrades,	leave	me	here	a	little,	while	as	yet	't	is	early	morn:	
Leave	me	here,	and	when	you	want	me,	sound	upon	the	bugle-horn.	
'T	is	the	place,	and	all	around	it,	as	of	old,	the	curlews	call,	
Dreary	gleams	about	the	moorland	flying	over	Locksley	Hall.		

(Locksley	Hall,	1-4)	
	
This	meter	is	perfect	for	a	poem	about	a	beautiful,	elegant	hall,	because	the	

form	itself	evokes	elegance.	Octameter	may	appear	to	be	a	glorified	tetrameter,	but	

there	are	reasons	for	an	octometric	line	not	to	be	divided	into	two	tetrametric	ones.	

The	advantage	of	longer	lines	is	that	it	lacks	a	caesura	or	breath	pause	for	a	full	eight	

beats;	this	makes	the	line	more	connected	and	more	like	a	natural	sentence.	

Similarly,	the	Monk’s	tale	could	have	been	two	discrete	quatrains	instead	of	ABAB;	

though	the	line	could	be	subdivided,	in	two,	it	is	not,	because	they’re	so	intertwined.	

Additionally,	there	is	less	pressure	to	find	adequate	rhymes	every	four	beats;	in	

Locksley	Hall	above,	the	rhyme	is	used	to	its	advantage	to	put	the	final	emphasis	on	
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the	name	of	the	hall.	There	are	no	excess	(less	satisfactory)	rhymes	to	dilute	the	

power	of	the	last	one.		

Another	feature	of	long	lines	is	that	they	allow	for	many	unstressed	syllables	

in	a	row.	Gilbert	and	Sullivan	use	octometric	lines	in	their	patter	song,	“Major-

General’s	Song,”	from	the	1879	musical	Pirates	of	Penzance.	Though	the	lines	can	

technically	be	read	as	iambic	octameter,	the	truly	stressed	syllables	only	appear	

once	every	four	syllables.	This	form	allows	for	the	use	of	much	longer	words,	which	

have	one	stressed	syllable	within	a	word	of	four	or	five	syllables.	In	a	regular	iambic	

poem,	the	use	of	words	like	“categorical”	would	be	generally	impermissible	because	

of	the	two	consecutive	unstressed	syllables.	However,	with	octameter,	it’s	possible	

to	write:		

I	am	the	very	model	of	a	modern	Major-General,	
xSxxxSxxxSxxxSxx	

	 I've	information	vegetable,	animal,	and	mineral,	
xSxxxSxxxSxxxSxx	
I	know	the	kings	of	England,	and	I	quote	the	fights	historical	
xSxxxSxxxSxxxSxx	

	 From	Marathon	to	Waterloo,	in	order	categorical.		
xSxxxSxxxSxxxSxx	
	
“The	Snow	Man”	by	Wallace	Stevens	is	constructed	in	such	a	way	that	it	

denies	resolution.	The	sentence	keeps	going	on,	referring	back	the	first	clause	with	

each	new	line.	Rather	than	succumb	to	the	pressure	to	resolve	the	sentence	at	the	

end	of	a	stanza,	Stevens	enjambs	the	line	across	multiple	stanzas	to	keep	the	pace	of	

the	poem	steady	and	constant	with	no	distracting	caesuras,	much	like	a	snowfall.		

One	must	have	a	mind	of	winter		
To	regard	the	frost	and	the	boughs		
Of	the	pine-trees	crusted	with	snow;		
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And	have	been	cold	a	long	time		
To	behold	the	junipers	shagged	with	ice,		
The	spruces	rough	in	the	distant	glitter		
	
Of	the	January	sun;	and	not	to	think		
Of	any	misery	in	the	sound	of	the	wind,		
In	the	sound	of	a	few	leaves,		
	
Which	is	the	sound	of	the	land		
Full	of	the	same	wind		
That	is	blowing	in	the	same	bare	place		
	
For	the	listener,	who	listens	in	the	snow,		
And,	nothing	himself,	beholds		
Nothing	that	is	not	there	and	the	nothing	that	is.	
	

Below,	I	will	summarize	some	of	the	specific	elements	of	poetry	(line	length	

and	types	of	feet,)	along	with	the	meanings	that	they	carry	with	them.		

Tetrameter	represents	a	standard	and	it	is	like	a	march	in	4/4	time.	

Pentameter	represents	more	natural	speech,	but	also	elevated.	The	odd	

number	of	feet	resists	singsong	feel,	and	allows	more	freedom	than	forcing	things	to	

fit	into	an	unnaturally	limited	number	of	syllables.		

Iambs	in	English	represent	natural	speech,	because	sentences	naturally	

begin	with	function	words	or	other	unstressed	articles.	

Trochees	in	English	sounds	like	forceful	speech	because	it	requires	it	to	be	

very	verb	heavy.	Tends	to	use	a	lot	of	imperative	case,	because	then	you	can	just	use	

a	verb	without	a	subject	(since	nouns	generally	need	an	article	before	them).	Also	

lends	itself	to	starting	with	dependent	clauses	(if,	when,	as,	while),	which	are	fine	in	
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moderation,	but	too	many	in	a	row	is	awkward.	A	good	example	is	this	line	from	

Midsummer		Night’s	Dream	by	Shakespeare:	

	 Flower	of	this	purple	dye,	
	 Hit	with	Cupid's	archery,	
	 Sink	in	apple	of	his	eye.	
	 When	his	love	he	doth	espy,	
	 Let	her	shine	as	gloriously	
	 As	the	Venus	of	the	sky.	
	 When	thou	wakest,	if	she	be	by,	
	 Beg	of	her	for	remedy.	(3.2.104-111)	

	
Anapests	have	a	tendency	to	sound	amusing	or	funny,	and	are	often	used	for	

silly	stories	such	as	those	of	Dr.	Seuss.	Two	unstressed	beats	for	every	one	strong	

beat	makes	it	feel	galloping,	off-kilter,	irregular.	This	“galloping”	can	also	be	used	to	

imitate	the	sound	of	horses,	as	demonstrated	by	Lord	Byron’s	The	Destruction	of	

Sennacherib.		

Dactyls	have	a	connotation	of	a	cascading	feeling,	loss	of	control.	This	is	due	

to	the	unequal	distribution	of	1	stressed	syllable	to	every	2	unstressed	syllables	

makes	it	fall	twice	as	much	as	it	rises.	For	every	step	forward	it	takes,	it	takes	two	

steps	back.	Tennyson’s	“The	Charge	of	the	Light	Brigade”	serves	as	a	great	example:		

When	can	their	glory	fade?		
O	the	wild	charge	they	made!		
	 			All	the	world	wondered.		
Honour	the	charge	they	made!		
Honour	the	Light	Brigade,		
	 			Noble	six	hundred!	(50-55)	
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THE	SWERVING	OF	EMILY	DICKINSON	

“It	is	generally	accepted	that	the	choice	of	a	particular	meter	constitutes	a	

relation	with	tradition,	which	can	carry	different	implications	in	different	poems,	

and	that	the	abstract	models	of	metrical	lines	can	be	more	or	less	altered	in	arguably	

‘expressive’	ways	within	poems”	(Finch	14).	Meter	is	not	always	chosen	specifically	

because	it	carries	a	specific	meaning;	sometimes,	a	meter	is	chosen	because	it	is	the	

traditional	mode.	Every	era	is	defined	by	a	standard	(i.e.	a	neutral	default)	in	poetic	

values.		

One	poet	who	inherited	the	standard	of	iambic	pentameter	was	Emily	

Dickinson.	Though	she	cannot	be	held	solely	responsible	for	reimagining	poetry	as	a	

whole,	her	work	exemplifies	the	ways	in	which	the	formal	qualities	of	poetry	were	

mutating	into	something	new.	Meter	is	“patriarchal,”	because	women	felt	the	need	

to	conform	to	the	style	of	the	male	authors	(Shakespeare	and	his	imitators)	because	

male	poets	are	what	comprised	the	Tradition	of	Poetry.	It	was	popularly	considered	

that,	in	order	to	be	a	good	poet,	one	had	to	imitate	what	was	considered	good	

poetry.	Dickinson	wrote	about	30	poems	in	iambic	pentameter,	but	she	wrote	

literally	hundreds	of	poems,	so	this	figure	is	statistically	insignificant,	all	things	

considered.		

Dickinson’s	meter	takes	the	traditional	line	and	expands	the	boundaries.	

Specifically,	she	splits	up	a	pentametric	line	into	two	lines	with	a	combined	five	feet.	

Another	non-traditional	aspect	of	Dickinson’s	poetry	was	that	she	varied	line	length.	

Up	to	that	point,	usually	within	a	poem,	the	line	length	was	consistent	throughout	

the	poem,	except	in	cases	of	similar	to	The	Tale	of	Sir	Thopas,	which	is	deliberately	
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uneven.	In	this	excerpt	from	poem	330	(“The	soul	selects	her	own	society”)	

Dickinson	switches	between	iambic	tetrameter	and	then	a	line	of	just	1	foot.	The	

resulting	effect	“gains	strength	from	the	denial	of	iambic	pentameter	rather	than	

from	its	appropriation”	(Finch	27):	

I’ve	known	her–	from	an	ample	nation–	
Choose	One–	
Then–	close	the	Valves	of	her	attention–	
Like	Stone–	(9-12)	
	
The	rhyme	scheme	makes	it	clear	that	this	isn’t	just	a	couplet	of	iambic	

pentameter	spread	across	two	lines,	it’s	an	ABAB	line	with	variable	rhythm.	C.S.	

Lewis	theorized	that	Chaucer	synthesized	two	irregular	half-lines	into	one	

consistent	string	of	iambic	pentameter;	here	Dickinson	does	the	opposite,	breaking	

a	pentametric	apart	into	smaller	pieces	once	again.	The	cyclical	nature	of	life	grows	

omnipresent	as	poetic	values	travel	in	a	reverse,	but	not	regressive,	direction.		

Dickinson	inherits	the	system	and	uses	the	expectations	set	by	this	system	to	

demonstrate	how	to	expand	the	boundaries.	She	does	not	create	the	antithesis	to	

pentameter,	but	instead	experiments	with	the	form	by	only	sort	of	following	the	

standard.	It’s	not	a	rejection	of	what	came	before,	but	what	would	be	described	as	a	

“swerve”	by	Harold	Bloom	(Bloom	14).	

Walt	Whitman	uses	iambs	and	dactyls	to	reinforce	the	meaning	of	his	text.	

Iambs	sound	strong	and	neutral,	and	they	have	that	steady	march	association	

because	of	the	4-4	time	signature	(metaphorically)	and	they	also	comprise	the	

neutral	default	of	Modern	English	poetry:	iambic	pentameter.	Dactyls	sound	like	a	

cascade	that	goes	down	twice	as	often	as	it	goes	up	because	of	the	uneven	
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distribution	of	stressed	and	unstressed	syllables.	With	three	syllables,	it	sounds	less	

like	a	march	and	more	like	a	waltz.	Whitman	uses	these	two	contrasting	forms	

consecutively	in	the	same	line,	which	sounds,	in	literary	terms,	really	cool.	For	

example,	the	third	line	from	Song	of	Myself	goes:		

For	every	atom	belonging	to	me	as	good	belongs	to	you.	
x/Ssx/Ssx/Ssx/S(sx)/xS/xS/xS	
	
This	line	in	particular	is	comprised	of	3	dactyls	followed	by	3	iambs.	The	

dactyls	are	like	a	tumbling	cascade	of	words,	while	the	iambs	help	cement	the	line	

back	into	reality.	The	syntax	is	mildly	odd	because	it	uses	elliptical	construction,	

taking	out	some	redundant	verbs.			

The	era	of	modernism	brought	about	a	revolutionary	effect	on	poetry.	The	

era	immediately	beforehand	had	been	defined	by	neoclassicism,	intent	on	recreating	

past	civilizations	to	bring	about	a	sort	of	artificial	renaissance.	Realism	and	

naturalism	were	considered	high	art,	because	they	got	the	closest	to	resembling	

how	things	actually	were.	During	industrialization	in	the	U.S.,	there	was	actually	a	

working	class,	rather	than	just	the	few	elite	and	the	many	poor.	As	the	“common	

folk”	rose	to	power,	the	neoclassical	ideology	that	separated	elite	artists	and	

academics	from	the	plebeian	masses	was	suddenly	thrown	into	question.	Art	was	no	

longer	something	that	should	be	accessible	to	the	few,	it	could	be	both	created	and	

consumed	by	everyone.	Artists	stopped	trying	to	make	art	that	mimics	how	things	

are,	but	rather	how	they	could	be.		

In	response	to	both	the	growing	middle	class	and	the	rejection	of	

conservative	values,	art	changed.	In	general,	the	idea	was	to	break	apart	the	
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seemingly	arbitrary	organization	of	traditional	modes	of	art	and	recombine	them	

into	something	new.	Visual	art	became	abstract	to	counter	the	realist	ideals.	For	

instance,	the	art	of	Picasso	takes	its	subject	and	divides	it	into	its	component	

elements	and	puts	them	back	on	the	canvas	in	a	new	arrangement.	Novels,	such	as	

those	of	William	Faulkner,	ceased	to	follow	the	traditionalist	structure;	perspectives	

shifted,	actions	were	revealed	before	motivations,	and	the	chronology	taken	for	

granted	in	literature	became	fragmented.	The	new	twelve-tone	melodies	and	atonal	

music	bent	the	unwritten	rules	of	music’s	chromatic	arrangements.	The	unities	of	

theatre	as	proposed	by	Aristotle	were	broken.	It	was	only	natural	that	poetry	would	

follow	suit.	The	important	thing	to	remember	with	all	this	rebellion	against	tradition	

is	that	it	is	not	a	random	breaking	of	structure.	There	was	still	a	form	and	a	subject,	

but	these	were	taken	apart	into	their	component	elements.	Just	because	they	do	not	

occur	in	the	expected	pattern,	doesn’t	mean	the	work	is	devoid	of	meaning.		

Modernist	poetry	is	attracted	by	the	forms,	but	ultimately	can	do	nothing	

new	with	them.	Poetic	meter	has	to	be	a	mix	of	familiarity	and	newness.	Strict	

adherence	to	metrical	forms	is	no	longer	relevant	to	the	culture.	Rhyme	scheme	and	

meter	scheme	have	already	been	done.	Anything	like	that	is	slavish	imitation.		

Modern	poetry	still	appeals	to	the	principles	of	organizing	words,	rather	than	

the	specific	patterns.	The	principle	behind	poetry	is	not	that	it	intrinsically	has	to	be	

metrical	or	rhymed,	but	that	it	utilizes	sound	to	mimic	and	evoke	emotion.	The	

specific	pattern	isn’t	what	matters;	it’s	what	that	pattern	means,	and	finding	new	

ways	to	express	that	meaning.	For	the	first	time	in	a	thousand	years,	the	stress	is	

more	important	than	rhyme.		
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For	turn-of-the-20th-century	poets	like	Robert	Frost	and	W.H.	Auden,	writing	

without	rhyme	was	like	playing	tennis	with	the	net	down,	you	can	still	play	the	

“game”	of	volleying	the	ball,	but	without	the	hindrance.	The	hindrance	is	not	

intrinsically	necessary	to	poetry,	but	it	is	an	additional	challenge	imposed	upon	the	

players	to	make	the	game	require	more	skill	to	accomplish.	It’s	tempting	to	say	that,	

once	these	formal	qualities	fade	away	from	importance,	then	the	integrity	of	poetry	

is	diminished;	if	poetry	isn’t	as	regulated,	then	it	takes	less	skill	do	accomplish.	

However,	I	argue	that	though	formal	rules	are	gone,	there	are	still	rules;	they’re	just	

not	articulated.		
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METER’S	GHOST	HAUNTS	US	ALL 
 

By	the	time	we	reach	contemporary	poetry,	the	trait	of	structural	necessity	in	

poetry	has	nearly	dropped	out.	Formal	qualities	like	meter,	rhyme,	and	alliteration	

were	important	to	oral	storytelling	because	they	help	people	remember	lines.	The	

oral	tradition	tale	is	encoded	on	multiple	levels:	the	semantic	level,	the	metrical	

level,	and	the	alliterative	or	rhyming	level.	With	all	these	factors	in	place,	it	becomes	

easier	to	remember	a	poem	than	to	remember	a	prose	piece	because	there	are	

additional	hints	as	to	what	the	words	should	be.	Poetry	is	most	likely	to	be	

remembered	in	its	original	form.	Only	when	print	books	became	easy	to	produce	

could	the	text	be	dislocated	from	the	time	and	place	of	the	author,	and	it	becomes	

less	important	for	it	to	be	memorized	verbatim	and	more	important	for	it	to	be	

conceptually	memorable.	A	generic	poem	is	quickly	forgotten,	but	one	with	a	quirk	

to	the	way	its	language	is	organized	will	be	remembered.	This	method	of	poetry	

creation	requires	the	use	of	vocabulary	and	word	combinations	that	are	emotionally	

evocative,	rather	than	vocabulary	and	word	combinations	that	fit	the	meter.	In	free	

verse	or	unmetrical	poetry,	these	choices	really	have	to	count	because	there’s	

nothing	to	restrain	the	flow	of	language	and	therefore,	no	excuse	for	unnaturalisms.	 

“Meter	in	a	metrically	organic	poem	can	function	like	a	language,	carrying	

different	information	at	different	points	in	a	poem”	(12)	says	Annie	Finch	in	The	

Ghost	of	Meter.	“Poem’s	raison	d’etre	is	mysterious	connections	between	speech	

patterns,	the	body’s	memory	of	rhythm,	and	the	individual	and	cultural	

unconscious.”	The	“memory”	of	rhythm	is	what	is	expected	by	the	reader,	having	

grown	accustomed	to	poetry	that	fits	a	certain	style.	Not	just	the	individual’s	
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memory	of	poems	they	once	read,	but	also	the	culture’s	memory	of	poetry	that	was	

celebrated	in	the	past.	

When	thinking	about	rhythm	of	language,	it’s	helpful	to	consider	this	quote	

from	Gary	Provost:		

	This	sentence	has	five	words.	Here	are	five	more	words.	Five-word	
sentences	are	fine.	But	several	together	become	monotonous.	Listen	to	what	
is	happening.	The	writing	is	getting	boring.	The	sound	of	it	drones.	It’s	like	a	
stuck	record.	The	ear	demands	some	variety.	Now	listen.	I	vary	the	sentence	
length,	and	I	create	music.	Music.	The	writing	sings.	It	has	a	pleasant	rhythm,	
a	lilt,	a	harmony.	I	use	short	sentences.	And	I	use	sentences	of	medium	
length.	And	sometimes,	when	I	am	certain	the	reader	is	rested,	I	will	engage	
him	with	a	sentence	of	considerable	length,	a	sentence	that	burns	with	
energy	and	builds	with	all	the	impetus	of	a	crescendo,	the	roll	of	the	drums,	
the	crash	of	the	cymbals–sounds	that	say	listen	to	this,	it	is	important.	
(Provost	60)	
	
Variation	is	necessary	in	the	English	language	to	keep	the	reader	interested,	

certainly,	but	it’s	also	to	evoke	images	without	the	use	of	words.	A	group	of	similar	

elements	in	a	row	creates	a	sense	of	monotony.	This	monotony	isn’t	necessarily	bad;	

it	may	be	the	intent	(Chaucer’s	Monk	might	agree).	Variety	creates	interest.	Poems	

should	be	nice	to	listen	to	even	without	knowing	what	the	words	mean.	However,	

once	the	words	are	known	as	well,	it	adds	a	new	level	of	significance.	Poetry	can	be	

divided	into	three	levels	of	encoded	meaning:	stress,	sound,	and	definition.		

1. You	just	have	the	patterns	of	stressed	and	unstressed	syllables,	as	discussed	

in	the	previous	seventy	pages.	

2. If	your	poem	is	well	formulated,	then	the	stressed	syllables	will	have	a	

certain	sound,	perhaps	by	using	hard	consonants	to	evoke	intensity	or	soft	

vowels	for	a	soothing	effect.		
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3. Finally,	the	definitional	part:	do	the	words	themselves	match	up	with	the	

meaning	conveyed	by	the	first	two?	If	not,	why?	Is	it	being	ironic?	

Each	of	these	encoded	patterns	carries	a	meaning	independent	of	others;	

even	if	you	don’t	understand	the	language,	you	can	understand	the	sounds,	and	so	

you	can	understand	the	meter.	 	
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CONCLUSION	
	

“The	main	tradition	of	Western	poetry	since	the	Renaissance	is	a	history	of	

anxiety	and	self-saving	caricature,	of	distortion,	or	perverse,	wilful	revisionism	

without	which	modern	poetry	as	such	could	not	exist”	(Bloom	30).	The	history	of	

poetry	is	a	long,	continuous	process.	It’s	a	series	of	trial	and	errors,	but	those	

patterns	that	succeed	in	preserving	the	values	of	art	will	thrive.		

The	English	poetry	of	today	might	not	look	like	the	English	poetry	of	the	year	

750,	but	every	stage	of	poetry	at	least	slightly	resembles	the	one	that	came	before	it,	

with	minor	changes	being	made	along	the	way.	Eventually,	these	minor	changes	add	

up	into	a	product	with	completely	different	values	than	the	original.	Iteration	one	

might	look	nothing	like	iteration	twelve,	but	each	consecutive	iteration	has	

resemblance	to	the	ones	before	or	after	it.	Patterned	poetry	doesn’t	exist	one	day,	

and	then	disappear	the	next.	Its	existence	keeps	being	bent,	and	then	that	bending	

gets	bent	further,	until	the	result	is	so	twisted	that	it	looks	nothing	like	the	original,	

but	it	is	still	an	instantiation	of	the	underlying	principles.	I	think	of	the	evolution	of	

poetry	as	the	evolution	of	an	organic	life	form.	As	the	language	mutates,	the	values	

of	poetry	are	forced	to	adapt.	Old	English	and	Old	French	poetry	were	not	well	

suited	to	survive	a	Middle	English	environment.	Pentameter	was	perhaps	not	a	

necessary	mutation,	but	it	made	it	was	beneficial,	making	poetry	more	suitable	to	

the	linguistic	environment.	The	form	therefore	ended	up	getting	passed	down	in	the	

poetic	tradition.		

Free	verse	poetry	is	trying	to	get	its	audience	to	feel	the	same	way	as	a	

metrical	poem	does,	but	without	encoded	meaning	that	through	genre	convention	
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or	through	the	feelings	evoked	by	the	patterns	can	be	found	in	the	formal	qualities	

of	structured	poetry.	The	patterns	are	falling	away,	like	tree	leaves	in	autumn,	not	

because	they	are	inherently	bad,	but	because	they	are	not	needed	any	more.		

Free	verse	is	not	the	end.	The	history	isn’t	over	yet.	How	poets	will	swerve	

today’s	poetry	to	create	their	own	art	remains	to	be	seen.		 	
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ENVOY	DE	DUBOIS	

	

If	thee	have	studied	well	what	I	have	said,		

Then	I	may	summarize	what	you	have	read:	

	

An	artificial	sound	is	not	preferred	

Imposing	too	much	structure	sounds	awk-WARD	

	

And	yet	the	language	still	must	be	restrained	

Or	chaos	will	begin	its	ugly	reign	

	

And	even	in	a	language	not	your	own,	

Encoded	information	can	be	sown	

	

Through	meter,	rhyme,	and	use	of	matching	sounds	

A	wealth	of	extra	knowledge	can	be	found	

	

Learn	well,	and	thee	shall	reach	a	state	of	bliss,	

The	holy	sound	of	Natural	Emphasis.		
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