Meter and Meaning
An introduction to rhythm in poetry

Thomas Carper and Derek Attridge

R6utl,edge

Taylor & Francis Group



METER AND MEANING

AN INTRODUCTION TO RHYTHM
IN POETRY

L d skl A

Taylor & Francis Group

E Routledge

NEW YORK AND LONDON



First published 2003

Simultaneously published in the UK, USA and Canada
by Routledge

29 West 35th Street, New York, NY 10001

and Routledge

11 New Fetter Lane, London EC4P 4EE

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor &~ Francis Group
© 2003 Thomas Carper and Derek Attridge

Typeset in Galliard by

Keystroke, Jacaranda Lodge, Wolverhampton
Printed and bound in Great Britain by

Biddles, Guildford and King’s Lynn

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted
or reproduced or utilized in any form or by any electronic,
mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter
invented, including photocopying and recording, or in
any information storage ot retrieval system, without
permission in writing from the publishers.

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
Carper, Thomas v

Meter and meaning : an introduction to rhythm in poetry / Thomas
Carper and Derek Attridge.

p. cm.

1. English language—Versification. 2. English language—Rhythm.
I. Attridge, Derek. II. Title.

PE1505.C36 2003

821.009—dc21

2003011927

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the
British Library

ISBN 0—415-31174-8 (hbk)
ISBN 0-415-31175-6 (pbk)



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The authors would like to thank the publishers and copyright holders
for permission to reprint the following poems:

“Dream Variations” from The Collected Poems of Langston Hughes by
Langston Hughes. © 1994 by The Estate of Langston Hughes. Used
by permission of Alfred A. Knopf, a division of Random House, Inc.
and David Higham Associates.

“Frost at Midnight” from Sunday Skaters by Mary Jo Salter. ©
1994 by Mary Jo Salter. Used by permission of Alfred A. Knopf, a
division of Random House, Inc.

. “The Rites for Cousin Vit” from Selected Poems by Gwendolyn
Brooks. Reprinted by consent of Brooks Permissions. -

“My Papa’s Waltz” from Collected Poems of Theodore Roethke by
Theodore Roethke. © 1942 by Hearst Magazines, Inc. Used by
permission of Doubleday, a division of Random House, Inc.

“Burnt Norton” from Four Quartets in Collected Poems
1909-1962by T. S. Eliot. Reprinted by permission of Faber & Faber.

“The Train” from Hayby Paul Muldoon. Reprinted by permission
of Faber & Faber and Paul Muldoon.

“One Art” from The Complete Poems: 1927-1979 by Elizabeth
Bishop. © 1979, 1983 by Alice Helen Methfessel. Reprinted by
permission of Farrar, Straus & Giroux, LLC.

“Neighbors” by Michelle Guerard. 7

“I Died for Beauty” and “I Like a Look of Agony” from The Poems
of Emily Dickinson by Emily Dickinson. © 1951, 1955, 1979 by the
President and Fellows of Harvard College. Reprinted by permission
of the publishers and the Trustees of Amherst College.

ACKNOWILEDGMENTS  vii’



“Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening” from The Poetry of
Robert Frost by Robert Frost. © 1923, 1969 by Henry Holt and
Company, © 1951 by Robert Frost. Reprinted by permission of
Henry Holt and Company, LL.C.

“Spring and Fall: To a Young Child” by Gerard Manley Hopkins
from The Poetical Works of Gerard Manley Hopkins and Richard
Watson Dixon. Reprinted by permission of Oxford University Press,
1990.

“Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers” from The Fact of & Doorframe: Selected
Poems 1950-2001 by Adrienne Rich. Reprinted by permission of
W. W. Norton & Company.

Every effort has been made to trace and contact copyright holders.
The publishers would be pleased to hear from any copyright holders
not acknowledged here, so that this acknowledgments page may be
amended at the earliest opportunity.

We owe thanks to many people and institutions, and can name only
afew.

Thomas Carper is grateful to his students at the University of
Southern Maine who, over the years, shared their poetic experiences
in creative writing and literature classes, and to Warren Neal of the
English Department at Sacopee Valley High School, who kindly tried
out Meter and Meaning in his Advanced Placement English class,
where students learned to discuss rhythms easily and where the poets
among them gained confidence in their ability to write metrically.

Derek Attridge wishes to thank the students at the University of
Southampton, Strathclyde University, and Rutgers University whose
discussions helped him develop the approach to meter embodied in
this book, and the Leverhulme Trust for the research award which
made it possible to find time to complete the project.

We are grateful to the poets, teachers, and scholars who reviewed
the manuscript anonymously and offered helpful comments and
suggestions, and to Liz Thompson, our editor, who provided both
encouragement and constructive criticism.

To our wives, Janet and Suzanne, we owe more than words,
metrical or unmetrical, can express.

T.C.,D. A
Cornish, Maine, U.S.A
York, England

viii  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



INTRODUCTION

The aim of this book is to increase your enjoyment and understanding
of English poetry written in regular meters. You may be a writer of
poetry who would like to improve your grasp of metrical forms in
English so that you may use them effectively in your poems. Perhaps
you are studying literature in a high school or secondary school, or
in a college or university, and would like to deepen your appreciation
of the poetry you are reading. You may be a teacher who would like
to provide your students with useful tools to help them discuss the
rhythms of poems, and how they relate to other aspects of poetry.
Or you may be one of the many people who are not specialists in
literature or poetry but who love the sounds and rhythms of metrical
poems and want to become even more aware of their pleasures and
powers. This book is addressed to you.

Increased understanding, we believe, leads to increased enjoyment,
but in the case of poetry, understanding is not only an intellectual
matter. To experience a poem fully is to hear and feel it at the same
time as responding to the meanings of its words and sentences, and
to do this one has to be able to appreciate its thythms. An invaluable
tool in doing so, and in communicating one’s experience to others,
is a way of marking the lines of verse to indicate how the rhythm is
working — in the case of metrical poetry, both how it uses familiar
rhythms and how it creates particular effects by departing from
these rhythms. We have attempted to make this process — scansion
— as simple as possible by linking it directly to the way poems
are experienced, and by using a straightforward set of symbols
to mark the lines. We want to demystify meter, which for too long
has been the preserve of the specialist, and we hope to add further

INTRODUCTION  ix’



dimensions to your appreciation of the art of the poets who, now as
in the past, find heightened powers of communication and fresh
possibilities for the expression of emotion through the use of regular,
yet varied, rhythms.

The very words “scansion” and “prosody” — the metrical analysis
of verse — cause anxiety for many lovers of poetry, and particularly for
students young and old, from the carly years of study to graduate
schools. Examining the technical features of an attractive line seems
to many like breaking a butterfly upon a wheel, to borrow a phrase
from Alexander Pope, or, in the words of William Wordsworth, like
murdering to dissect. Many feel that little is gained by dividing
up lines of beautiful and moving language and then giving the
little units, called “feet,” names like iamb, trochee, anapest, dactyl,
spondee, pyrrhic, amphibrach, ionic; the list of Greek-based labels
goes on. Ifyou are emotionally touched by the thoughts and rhythms
of metrical poetry, this activity may seem no more than an intellectual
game — and, often, a guessing game at that.

But if the perception of rhythms and meters is a physical as well
as an intelfectual act, why have such emphasis on naming feet when
we sense the presence of meter by feeling it when we perform poems,
either aloud or silently?

Before trying to answer these questions in the chapters that
follow, we think it’s important to say a little about who we are and
why we believe this subject to be one that repays the expenditure of
time and effort - both yours and ours. The “we” in this book usually
means Tom Carper and Derek Attridge, not the “we” encountered
in statements like “we know that, on this round planet, somewhere
the sun is shining” or “here we sense the poet’s melancholy.” You,
as reader and performer, will discover that we invite your own opin-
ions and responses — agreeing or disagreeing — when we ask you to
try out and evaluate our ways of performing certain metrical lines
and identifying their rhythmic features, along with the meanings
these rhythmic features help create.

We have both lived with poetry all our lives, teaching many hun-
dreds of poems to large numbers of students, in Britain, the United
States, and elsewhere. One of us has published several collections of
metrical poetry, the other has published three books on the subject
of rhythm and meter. We have also read a mountain of books and
articles trying to introduce students to the way rhythm and meter
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work in poetry, and have always been disappointed — too many lists
of terms, too much attention to norms and exceptions, too little
examination of the basic assumptions about the experience of poetry
underlying the discussion. We have always found this way of talking
about meter left at least half of the students puzzled about what was
going on, and this seemed a shame. The students were all thoughtful
and dedicated, but the system of feet and their stress markings seemed
to bear no relation to the expertise they demonstrated when reading
poctry aloud. They could perform lines and entire poems beautifully,
bringing out the beat of complex rhythms in just the way we would
or, even better, with different emphases that exposed new meanings
— often deeper meanings than we had noticed, or felt.

So we have for a long time been using a different approach in
teaching metrical poetry, one for which there has been no classroom
text. It is based on a simple principle: Rhythm in English poetry is
realized by the alternation of beats and offbeats. We continued
to use some of the traditional labels like “iambic pentametet” in
talking about the way we performed poetry by reading it alond, and
our experience of its rhythms as we did so. The difference was that
we did this not in a world of intellectual manipulations but in a world
of felt perceptions. We helped our students feel metrical verse as poets "
would wish, in whole lines, not fragments of lines.

By developing a simple method of scansion based on beats and
offbeats we enabled our students to discuss clearly with us and with
each other the experience of rhythm that is integral to the percep-
tion of meanings and emotions in the metered poems that make up
the largest part of British, American, and other poetries written in the
English language. Some students went on to study the rhythms of
poetry more extensively, and to gain familiarity with the traditional
foot-based approach to meter; but the ability to feel the beats
remained crucial to their use of older types of scansion. The best
way to grasp the working of the various feet with Greek names that
you will encounter in many studies of poetry is by first getting a clear
sense of the rhythmic patterns of beats and offbeats that are funda-
mental to the way regular verse is heard. Our way of talking about
metrical verse has also proved useful in understanding and discussing
much poetry that is not in regular meters (generally known as “free
verse”) since the familiar rhythms upon which meter is built often play
a significant part in these more freely organized poems.
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The way of talking about poems that we developed in our class-
rooms — beat prosody — is being used more and more widely in
education and in literary criticism; this short introduction to the
rhythms of English metrical poetry presents it in an easy-to-grasp
form. Although there is no rhythm without at least some suggestion
of meaning, and in a successful poem the two always work inseparably
together, we will simplify matters by concentrating at the beginning
on the most basic rhythms, and using made-up verse that has no
pretensions at being richly meaningful poetry. (You will see, however,
that questions of meaning enter very quickly into the discussion.)
Later, when we have introduced the most important elements of
meter, we shall broaden our discussion to real poems — some famous,
some little known — and invite you to use what you have learned
about rhythm to perform them, to perceive and enjoy rhythm and
meaning working together, and to articulate your experience in the
simple terms of beat prosody. Our focus is not on methods of analysis
but on poems: on the many ways they stir, move, delight, soothe, or
excite us, and on the part that regular but always varied rhythms play
in creating their powerful appeal.
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BASIC RHYTHMS ]

We all live with rhythms. In fact, we live in and through rhythms -
rhythms of walking, talking, breathing, swimming, writing. When
our muscles are engaged in any continuous activity, they prefer to
tense and relax rhythmically, in time to a regular beat. The songs we
sing and the music we listen or dance to can move our bodies and
linger in our minds because they use rhythms that arise from these
elementary pulses. Rhythms in poetry work similarly, from the nursery
rhymes we chanted as young children to the subtle language we hear
in performances of Shakespeare. In this opening chapter, you will see
(and more importantly hear and feel) how these basic rhythms, at the
heart of all metrical poetry, do their work.
We’ll start with four lines written in simple rhythms.

First poem

We won’t talk of stress,
We won’t talk of feet.
We’ll talk about rhythm —
We’'ll talk about beat.

There are more profound poems. But this one reveals in an uncom-
plicated way a principal point of our Introduction, that Rhythm in
English poetry is realized by the alternation of beats and offbeats,
so it will be useful as we begin looking into (and listening to) the
way metrical poetry creates its rhythm, and the ways we hear those
rhythms. Sometimes a person will say, “There is only one way to hear
the rhythm in such-and-such a line.” But another person may dis-
agree. How can this happen?
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Pretty easily, in some circumstances— but not in all circumstances.
Our first example will demonstrate this. In “First Poem” you will
discover that there are two lines which have alternative meters. To
perform the lines in the alternative ways is to take a big step toward
understanding how to bear and feel meters, and then recognize
metrical norms.

We can tell you that when the lines were written, it didn’t
occur to the writer that there could be differing metrical ways
of reading them; he wrote with a single rhythm in mind, or,
more precisely, with a single rhythm playing on his pulses. But
applying the principles we will be studying, you will see how he was
wrong.

First, though, an important point: with every example in this book,
you must speak the lines aloud. If we are to understand rhythm in
poetry, we have to get physical with it, and the only way to do this is
to mouth it and hear it.

So, say the following lines aloud:

We won’t talk of stress,
We won’t talk of feet.

Notice that you’ve emphasized certain words more than others.
Which were they?

While writing the lines, our not-particularly-inspired poet was
emphasizing “won’t” in both lines, the word “stress” in the first line,
and the word “feet” in the second line. For him, the lines went like
this (we show emphasis by means of bold type):

We won’t talk of stress,
We won’t talk of feet.

This means the lines had two beats. Maybe your performance of the
lines was just the same as his. But maybe it wasn’t — in which case you

had one of the following pairs of three-beat lines:

We won’t talk of stress,
We won’t talk of feet.

or
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We won’t talk of stress,
We won’t talk of feet.

This is a significant moment: we see (or hear) plainly that certain
lines can have three valid, natural-sounding, d¢fferent performances.
And we also notice that the differing performances influence mean-
ings: the first performance emphasizes the things that we won’t be
doing; the second emphasizes that we won’t be doing certain things
— but maybe others will; the third is very emphatic, with the lines
almost shouting to express opposition even to bringing up the matter
of “stress” and “feet.” (One hears such energetic expression at foot-
ball games: “Block that kick!™)
Let’s now perform aloud the second pair of lines:

We’ll talk about rhythm —
We’ll talk about beat.

Are there three possibilities for this pair, as there were for the first pair
of lines? Try them out, continuing with the patterns we’ve just
established, one with two beats in each line, two with three beats. Do
they all work?

We’ll talk about rhythm —
We’ll talk about beat.

and

We’ll talk about rhythm —
We’1ll talk about beat.

and

We’ll talk about rhythm —
We’'ll talk about beat.

What about the first of the three-beat versions of these lines? Why
doesn’t “We’ll talk about rhythm” work?

The answer is obvious. Nobody who speaks the English language
with average fluency pronounces the word “about” as about. It’s
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-always about. So for this pair of lines, the only possibilities are the
first and third versions.

But just how likely is it that our poet, while writing his brief verse,
had the third version in mind? Try the four lines yourself with this
rhythm:

We won’t talk of stress,
We won’t talk of feet.
We’1ll talk about rhythm —
We’'ll talk about beat.

Does it seem to you that it’s necessary, when presenting this fairly
tame message to a reader, to use this degree of energy? Or do you
feel, as we do, that these words, when emphasized so much, become
more rhythmical than meaningful? That they turn, in effect, toward
jazz rhythms and music?

A question still remains, though. If the first two lines of our small
example may be performed in three different ways, and if lines three
and four may be performed in only two different ways — because the
“about” way won’t work — and if the over-emphatic, jazzy way of
performing all four lines together seems unnatural, what can we

- suppose the writer wanted us to experience? Will we say that our poet
has written a poem using two rhythms, or meters — that is, two three-
beat lines followed by two two-beat lines? Or will we say that the
poem is one which the writer expects to be performed with two beats
in every line?

As we begin our study of rhythm, you may be inclined to insist,
“It’s a free country. I hear threes and twos, so my answer is number
one.” But we trust, with good reason, that after going through this
brief book and performing the examples and listening to the differ-
ences you yourself are making, you will choose answer two.

Why? As will be demonstrated in the course of our discussion,
poets who bother to write in regular rhythms — in meters — prefer to
stick to the patterns they’ve established. It’s part of the art. They
work to avoid ambiguities of rhythm. They depend on regularity.
And they do this so that when, from time to time, they do change
the rhythm a little, or even a lot, the change will be noticed by the
reader, or listener. And in this way a meaningful emotional effect can
be created.
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Here is an illustration of how a variation from the expected meter
can cause an emotional reaction; it’s a slight rewriting of the opening
lines of what is probably the most famous American poem, “A Visit
from Saint Nicholas,” published anonymously in 1823. Try reading
this aloud:

'Twas the night before Christmas, when all through
the house

Not a creature was stirring — not even a mouse;

The stockings were hung with care

In hopes that St. Nicholas soon would be there.

Because the third line is too short, it’s jarring, and for no important
reason relating to meaning or feeling. Why then would the poet
abruptly interrupt the metrical flow of the line to shock the reader
into paying particular attention to the ordinary act of hanging up
Christmas stockings? In all likelihood, if we were to see this in a book
of poems, we would think, “This is a misprint. Something has been
left out.” But the author, reputedly Clement Clark Moore, has in
fact respected both the pattern of four beats per line and the rhyming
pattern that the first two lines set up; so in the real poem he gives
us what we’re expecting: “The stockings were hung by the chimney
with care.” And with our expectations fulfilled, we feel satisfied.
Let’s move on now and perform the following lines aloud:

Second poem

Hickory dickory dock,

The verse ticks like a clock.
But when the clock unwinds,
Its mechanism grinds,

And it stops.

How did the first line go? How many beats? Most of us will get “hick-
or-y dick-or-y dock.” And so a three-beat rhythm is set up. But what
if some people hear the word “hickory” as a two-syllable word -
“hick-ry”? There are two common pronunciations for the word, so
of course the two-syllable pronunciation is all right. But does it
change the number of beats we hear? No, we still have three. And
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even if there is any doubt, the following lines (except for the last) will
assure us that we have heard three beats, and that the poet intended
them: “But when the clock unwinds,” and so on.

What does the first line mean? Hickory is a kind of tree, or its
wood, or a switch made of this wood. But what is “dickory”? The
question may seem odd, and the answer obvious: dickory is 4 nice-
sounding word made up by somebody to add rhyme and rhythm
to a children’s poem. But notice, there is a point to be made here
that can be applied to many devices of sound and rhythm we may
encounter in the most sophisticated, even the most difficult, poems:
often the pleasures to be gained from the sounds and rhythms of
words are more important to the poet than the literal meanings
of the words — in fact, the sounds and rhythms create meaning. Notice
that the literal meaning of “hickory” really has no connection with
the nursery rhyme, in which a mouse runs up a clock and then,
when the clock strikes, runs back down again. Of course we can
suppose, or even insist, that the clock must have been made of
hickory; but in this case we must ask, which is greater, the pleasure
of coming up with an impossible-to-prove “meaning,” or the plea-
sure of hearing pleasant, childlike sounds and rhythms working
harmoniously together?

The second line can have two readings. Speak the line again,
several times, and try to say what the two performances might be;
then read on.

The verse ticks.like a clock.
Here are the possibilities:

The verse ticks like a clock.
The verse ticks like a clock.

What’s your preferred performance? The first is very regular, and so
may be said to reflect the regular ticking of a clock. But perhaps you
feel that as a line of verse it is a bit mechanical (like clocks, rather than
poems). The second performance, with an emphasis on “ticks,” seems
more natural and “spoken” (at least to us), and also has more energy.
Now if we were further along — if we were at the point of discussing
scansion — we would agree that slightly different markings would be
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needed for the different ways of performing the line, whichever one
you prefer. But for now, we can agree that there are three beats, and
to get into the swing of the simple verse, that’s all we need.

The third line is quite regular (an alternate performance that
emphasizes “but” rather than “when” is possible though not likely):

But when the clock unwinds,

The regularity is no surprise, for a large proportion of lines in metrical
poems will be very regular. Why? The poet knows that if there are too
many irregularities, the meter will be lost.

The fourth line is quite regular, too; try saying it aloud:

Its mechanism grinds,
You will feel two strong beats:
Its mechanism grinds,

But wait. We’ve been saying all along that three beats is the norm,
the regular pattern, for this poem. Where is that third beat which can
be felt, but that isn’t so strong?

Its mechanism grinds,

This is another significant moment. The reader has been rolling
rhythmically through the poem, and so feels the beat continuing
even when the “-is-” in “mechanism” gets nowhere near the empha-
sis that “mech-” and “grinds” get. Thus the line fits perfectly into
the expected three-beat pattern, even though the “-is-” is a gentle pat
rather than a thump.

And our last line?

And it stops.
Two beats, maybe? Or one? Take your pick.
So far we have touched on several important points: that in certain

circumstances a single line can have different metrical performances;
that poets writing metrically tend to stick to their established patterns;
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