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Nor is there singing school, but studying
Monuments of its own magnificence.

~—WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS, “Sailing to Byzantium”
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Introduction

The idea in the following pages is to help the reader
hear more of what is going on in poems, and by hearing
more to gain in enjoyment and understanding.

Every speaker, intuitively and accurately, courses
gracefully through immensely subtle manipulations of
sound. We not only indicate, for example, where the
accent is in a word like “question,” but also preserve
that accent while adding the difference between “Was
that a question?” and “Yes, that was a question.”

Tt is almost as if we sing to one another all day.

We do not need to be taught such things: if they were
taught in school, we would find them hard and make a
mess of them.

In this regard, the way we use the sounds of language
is like the way we use “down” and “up” with certain
English verbs: 1 have never heard a child, however
small, or anyone, however stupid, make a mistake when
discriminating among such expressions as: “Can you put
me up?”’ and its cousins—“Don’t put me down,” “It

brings me down,” “I wasn't brought up that way,” “Then



what it comes down to is, why bring it up?” and so forth.
If we learned these distinctions by making charts and
memorizing them, or by rules, we would blunder.

Tt is the same with what Robert Frost calls “sentence
sounds.”' Because we have learned to deal with the
sound patterns organically, for practical goals, from be-
fore we can remember, without reflection or instruction
or conscious analysis, we all produce the sounds, and
understand them, with great efficiency and subtle nu-
ance. Because of that skill, acquired like the ability to
walk and run, we already have finely developed powers
that let us appreciate the sound of even an isolated single
line of poetry—even if we have very little idea of the

meaning—that someone might quote with appreciation,
like,

The fire that stirs about her, when she stirs
Or,

In a smart burnoose Khadour looked on, amused
Or,

Absence my presence is, strangeness my grace
Or,

Back out of all this now too much for us
Or,

Let be be fnale of seem
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Or,

Further in Summer than the Birds
Or,

Sorrow is my own yard®

The hearing-knowledge we bring to a line of poetry is
a knowledge of patterns in speech we have known to
hear since we were infants. If we tried to learn such
knowledge by elaborate rules or through brute, system-
atic memorization, then just as with the distinctions in-
volved in putting up with me and putting me up, we
would not be able to use them as fluently as we do.

And yet, having learned these graceful, peculiar codes
from the cradle—the vocal codes that poets have used
to make works of art—we can gain a lot by studying
the nature of what we learned long ago without study:
learning to hear language in a more conscious way can
enhance our pleasure in lines and poems. Athletes,
by study or coaching, can learn to walk or run more
effectively.

Study of that kind is the intention of this book: to
enhance the reader’s pleasure in poetry through knowl-
edge of a few basic principles and their tremendous ef-
fects. I try to explain the principles in plain language,
with a minimum of special terms, objectively, by paying
close attention to particular poems and specific words.
Technical language, vague impressions about the emo-

tional effects of sounds (the supposedly exuberant or
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doleful z's, the anxious or sensual s, etc.), elaborate
systems, categories that need memorizing, little accent
marks and special typographical symbols—all these, 1
work to avoid.

This is a brief guide: my goal is not an all-inclusive
map but a brief, plain, accurate presentation of the most
important points. More exhaustive approaches charac-
terize such good books as Alfred Corn’s The Poem’s
Heartbeat, Harvey Gross’s Sound and Form in Modern
Poetry, John Hollander’s Rhyme’s Reason, and Jarnes
McAuley’s Persification. In these sources the reader can
find excellent accounts of terminology, detailed discus-
sion of exceptions and anomalies, aesthetic and semantic
theories, definitions and examples of received forms.

A wonderful historic account is John Thompson’s The
Founding of English Meter, from which I have learned
a great deal. Thompson’s book first sent me to George
Gascoigne’s sixteenth-century “Certayne Notes of In-
struction Concerning the Making of English Verse or
Ryme,” the first such essay in English and still one of
the best.

Often, I quote some poetry without identifying the
author. (In such cases, the poet is identified in the notes
at the back of the book.) The purpose is to defer inter-
esting matters such as a given poet’s reputation, themes,
biography, historical context, and so forth, in order to
concentrate for the moment on this book’s one subject:

the sounds of poetry in English.
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Theory

There are no rules.

However, principles may be discerned in actual prac-
tice: for example, in the way people actually speak, or
in the lines poets have written. If a good line contradicts
a principle one has formulated, then the principle, by
which T mean a kind of working idea, should be dis-
carded or amended.

Art proceeds according to principles discernible in
works of art. Therefore, if one is asked for a good book
about traditional metrics, a good answer is: The Collected
Poems of William Butler Yeats, or The Complete Poems
of Ben Jonson. Two excellent books about so-called free
verse are the two-volume Collected Poems of William
Carlos Williams and The Collected Poems of Wallace
Stevens. One of the most instructive books on short lines
is The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson. To learn a
lot about the adaptation of ballad meter to modern po-
eiry, an invaluable work is Thomas Hardy: The Complete
Poemns. No instruction manual can teach as much as care-

ful attention to the sounds in even one great poem.



But a guide can be helpful. The theory of this guide
1s that poetry is a vocal, which is to say a bodily, art.
The medium of poetry is a human body: the column of
air inside the chest, shaped into signifying sounds in the
larynx and the mouth. In this sense, poetry is just as
physical or bodily an art.as dancing.

Moreover, there is a special intimacy to poetry be-
cause, in this idea of the art, the medium is not an
expert’s body, as when one goes to the ballet: in poetry,
the medium is the audience’s body. When I say to myself
a poem by Emily Dickinson or George Herbert, the ar-
tist’s medium is my breath. The reader’s breath and
hearing embody the poet’s words. This makes the art
physical, intimate, vocal, and individual.

Other conceptions of poetry might include flamboy-
antly expressive vocal delivery, accompanied by impres-
sive physical presence, by the poet or a performer; or
the typographical, graphic appearance of the words in
itself, apart from the indication of sound. Those areas
are not part of this book’s conception.

Ezra Pound wrote that poetry is a centaur. That is, in
prose, one alms an arrow at a target. In a poem, one
does the same thing, while also riding a horse. The horse
1 take to be the human body. Poetry calls upon both
intellectual and bodily skills.

I hope to focus on the way an extraordinary system
of grunts and mouth-noises evolved by the human pri-
mate has been used as the material of art. Poetry in this

vocal and intellectual sense is an ancient art or technol-
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ogy: older than the computer, older than print, older
than writing and indeed, though some may find this
surprising, much older than prose. I presume that the
technology of poetry, using the human body as its me-
dium, evolved for specific uses: to hold things in mem-
ory, both within and beyond the individual life span; to
achieve intensity and sensuous appeal; to express feelings
and ideas rapidly and memorably. To share those feel-
ings and ideas with companions, and also with the dead

and with those to come after us.
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1/
ACCENT AND

DURATION

What determines the stress or accent in English words
and sentences? What precisely does it mean to say, for
example, that we stress the first syllable in the word
“rabbit” and the second syllable in the word “omit”?
What exactly does the voice do to create that audible,
distinct accent? (A term that for now I will use inter-
changeably with “stress.”)

This is a more interesting question than might appear
at first. Just considering the question can, in itself, help
one to hear more about the sounds of the words w=
speak.

For instance, the answer that stress is produced by
increased loudness or volume is not completely satisfac-
tory, as a little experimentation will suggest. Consider
what a speaker does to distinguish between, say, the first
word and the last word of the following sentence:

Permit me to give you a permit.

Turning the volume down or up has some relation to

what our voice does, but fails to explain the delicate but



quite distinct difference that virtually all speakers can
indicate and virtually all listeners can detect.
I'll focus more minutely for a moment. Here is an

English sound:
it

In the nature of the English language, the sound,
which happens also to be a one-syllable word, is neither
stressed nor unstressed, by itself. It is neither short nor
long, by itself.

The sound is conventionally stressed, relative to the
syllables near it, when one says “bitter” or “reiterate” or
“she had wit.” It is conventionally unstressed when one
says “italicize” or “rabbit” or “Pat had it.”

These examples demonstrate a useful principle: the
stress on a syllable in English is not inherent in the
sound, but relative. A syllable is stressed or unstressed
only in relation to the syllables around it. As a corollary,
accent is a matter of degree. This knowledge is useful
because if accent or stress is a matter of degree, we can
hear interesting rhythms even in a line where the basic
structure is the simple pattern of alternating unstressed

and stressed syllables. For example:

It is not growing like a tree

In bulk, doth make man better be.

Each of these two lines is made of four pairs of syllables.

Each pair of syllables is arranged so that the second one
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has more accent than the first: “is” sticks out just a bit
more than “It” in the very light first pair; and “grow”
sticks out more than “not” in the rather heavy second

143

pair; and “like” sticks out quite a lot more than “-ing”;
and “tree” definitely sticks out more than “a.” In the
final pair of the line (“a tree”), the difference between
the unstressed first syllable and the stressed second syl-
lable is greater than in the earlier pairs. We could
analyze the second line similarly, noting that the con-
siderable pause early in the line also varies the rhythm.

What is interesting is that within the simple system
of four pairs, each pair ascending in accent from first
syllable to second, the actual thythm of the words is not
singsong or repetitious, because so much varies. Unless
you make the mistake of pronouncing the words in some
special, chanting or “poetic” manner, you can hear both
the pattern and the constant variation. The degree of
accent varies and the degree of difference between the
unstressed and stressed syllable also varies, from one pair
to the next.

In fact, the syllable “not,” unstressed within its pair,
has about the same or even more stress than the syllable
“is,” which is stressed within its pair, Thus, the first four
syllables in the line (“It is not grow-") actually ascend
in degree of accent. From such observations, we can con-
clude that the line is not simply a thump on every other
syllable: a diagram of the line would not be a series of
equal hills and valleys, sawtooth fashion, but a much
more varying, precise graph, with the stressed syllable

Accent and Duration /| 13



Index of Names and Terms

NOTE: I have included in bold face a few terms that are not used
in the main text of this book but that readers may encounter elsewhere
and want defined. My definitions are cursory, particularly in relation to
“yeceived forms” like sestina and villanelle, which I confess do not
much interest me. For more complete definitions, and more terms, an
excellent reference work is The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and

Poetics. See also the works I mention in the Introduction.

accent, Chapter I passim, and. 3, 29, 32, 37, 53, 54, 57, 62, 65

accentual meter, A structural principle wherein the lines of a poem
have a certain number of accents, while the position and degree of
accent varies, as does the number of syllables. This meter has never
been much used in English, perhaps because the varying degree of
accent makes such lines hard to hear. The iambic, accentual-syllabic
line has predominated, maybe because determining the accent within
the foot is more intuitive or feasible. Here is an example of three-

accent lines, from Edgar Bowers’s poem “Dark Barth and Summer”:

Earth 1s dark where you rest
Though a little winter grass
Glistens in icy furrows.

There, cautious as I pass,



Cunningham, I. V., 8a

Dickinson, Emily, 5, 7, 31, 75

Donne, John, 104,

DuBois, W. E. B., 74

duration, Chapter I passim, and 2q, 32, 51, 65, 81, g7, 101

Eliot, T. 8., 56, 6g, 100, 102, 104,

Faulkner, William, 67, 73—74

feminine rhyme. The like sound at the ends of words that involves two
syllables, with the final syllable less prominent: “winter / splinter”
and “hammer / glamour” are feminine rhymes.

foot, Chapter III passim, and 14, 18—=20, 26—27, 30—33, 59, g9—103, 110

free verse, Chapter V passim, and 7, 20—22, 33, 51, 63—64, 70—72,
7576, 85

Frost, Robert, 4, 5, 32, 34—43, 47, 51, 54—57, 81—85, 99—101, 103, 104,
108, 109

Ginsberg, Allen, 67, 72—73, 92, g5, 102

Gliick, Louise, 110—12

Greville, Fulke, 4, 62, 75

Gross, Harvey, 6

Hardy, Thomas, 7, 6869, 74, 92—95

Hollander, John, 6

Hopkins, Gerard Manley, 63

iamb, 14, 32, 51, 54, 55, 50, 57, 58, 59—60, 61, 65, 75

Jefferson, Thomas, g1

Jonson, Ben, 7, 12, 25—29, 30—31, 52, 63—64, 70, 106, 107

Keats, John, 32, 58, 67, 71, 89, 92, 94

Kinnell, Galway, 101

Larkin, Philip, z2

Levine, Philip, 101

McAuley, James, 6

MecMichael, James, 113—16

Melville, Herman, 72

Milton, John, 32, 67, 71, 73, 102, 104
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monosyllabie foot, 65

Nashe, Thomas, 32, 67—68

O’Hara, Frank, g2

pitch, 15, 56, 65, 81, g7, 101

Plath, Sylvia, 58, 70

poetry. I will be content in this book fo accept a social, cultural defi-
nition of poetry: poetry is what a bookstore puts in the section of that
name. From such a definition one can proceed to discuss the kind of
poetry one prefers or admires, etc.

Pound, Ezra, 8, 98—gg, 101

prose poem. A poem written in prose rather than lines.

pyrrhic foot, 65

quairain. A stanza of four lines.

rhyme. The sound of words with like endings. See Chapter II1.

thythm and meter, 51—59

Rich, Adrienne, 101

Robinson, Edwin Arlington, 76

Roethke, Theodore, 67

sestet. A stanza or unit of six lines, particularly the last six lines of a
sonnet.

sestina. A set or “received” form for a poem of six six-line stanzas plus
a final three-line stanza, involving the recurrence of a selected six
words at the ends of lines in each of the first six stanzas, in a certain
sequence; the words are also repeated, two in each line, in the final
stanza, An excellent definition can be deduced from reading Elizabeth
Bishop's poem “Sestina.”

Shakespeare, William, 31, 52, 56, 58—59, 61, 67, 71, 73, 101, 102, 104,
112

Sidney, Philip, 58, 75

sonnet. (From the ITtalian for “little song.”) A poem written within a
set form of fourteen lines, normally of iambic pentameter, frequently
rhymed as three alternately rhymed quatrains followed by a couplet

or as two alternately rhymed or abba quatrains followed by six lines

Index of Names and Terms | 126



ingenuity for actual formal accomplishment. To write “in a form” is
not necessarily to write with form, a quality that appears in the free-
verse poems of Williams and Stevens. As to “forms,” I believe that
George Herbert invented an interesting one nearly every time he
wrote a poem.

Williaras, C. K., 105—9

Williams, William Carlos, 5. 7, 30—49

Winters, Yvor, 32

Wordsworth, William, 33, 73, 102, 104,

Wyatt, Thomas, 58

Wright, James, 102—5

Yeats, William Butler, 4, 7, 33, 104, 117
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