The sound must seem an echo to the sense.

—ALEXANDER POPE

SOUND AS MEANING

Isak Dinesen, in a memoir of her life on a plantation in East Africa, tells how some
Kikuyu tribesmen reacted to their first hearing of rimed verse:

The Natives, who have a strong sense of rthythm, know nothing of verse, or
at least did not know anything before the times of the schools, where they
were taught hymns. One evening out in the maize-field, where we had been
harvesting maize, breaking off the cobs and throwing them on to the
ox-carts, to amuse myself, I spoke to the field laborers, who were mostly
quite young, in Swahili verse. There was no sense in the verses, they were
made for the sake of rime—“Ngumbe na-penda chumbe, Malaya mbaya. -
Wakamba na-kula mamba.” The oxen like salt—whores are bad—The
Wakamba eat snakes. It caught the interest of the boys, they formed a ring
round me. They were quick to understand that meaning in poetry is of no
consequence, and they did not question the thesis of the verse, but waited ,
eagerly for the rime, and laughed at it when it came. I tried to make them
themselves find the rime and finish the poem when I had begun it, but they
could not, or would not, do that, and turned away their heads. As they had
become used to the idea of poetry, they begged: “Speak again. Speak like
rain.” Why they should feel verse to be like rain I do not know. It must have
been, however, an expression of applause, since in Africa rain is always
longed for and welcomed.!

What the tribesmen had discovered is that poetry, like music, appeals to the ear.
However limited it may be in comparison with the sound of an orchestra—or a tribal
drummer—the sound of words in itself gives pleasure. However, we might doubt Isak
Dinesen’s assumption that “meaning in poetry is of no consequence.” “Hey nonny-
nonny” and such nonsense has a place in song lyrics and other poems, and we might

sak Dinesen, Out of Africa (New York: Random, 1972).
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take pleasure in hearing rimes in Swahili; but most good poetry has meaningful sound
as well as musical sound. Certainly the words of a song have an cffect different From
that of wordlesmuste they go along with their music and, by making statements,
add more meaning. The French poet Isidore Isou, founder of a literary movement
called lettrisme, maintained that poems can be written not only in words but also in
letters (sample lines: xyl, xyl, / prprali dryl | znglo trpylo pwi). But the sound of letters
alone, without denotation and connotation, has not been enough to make Letterist
poems memorable. In the response of the Kikuyu tribesmen, there may have been not
only the pleasure of hearing sounds but also the agreeable surprise of finding that
things not usually associated had been brought together.

Euphony and Cacophony

More powerful when in the company of meaning, not apart from it, the sounds of
consonants and vowels can contribute greatly to a poem’s effect. The sound of s,
which can suggest the swishing of water, has rarely been used more accurately than in
Surrey’s line “Calm is the sea, the waves work less and less.” When, in a poem, the
sound of words working together with meaning pleases mind and ear, the effect is
euphony, as in the following lines from Tennyson’s “Come down, O maid”:

Myriads of rivulets hurrying through the lawn,
The moan of doves in immemorial elms,
-And murmuring of innumerable bees.
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Its opposite is cacophony: a harsh, discordant effect. It too is chosen for the sake of

meaning. We hear it in Milton’s scornful reference in “Lycidas” to corrupt clergymen
whose songs “Grate on their scrannel pipes of wretched straw.” (Read that line and one
of Tennyson’s aloud and see which requires li nd Tor do more work.)
But note that although Milton’s line is harsh in sound, the line (when we meet it s his
poem) is pleasing because it is artful. In a famous passage from his Essay on Criticism,
Pope has illustrated both euphony and cacophony. (Given here as Pope printed it, the
passage relies heavily on italics and capital letters, for particular emphasis. If you will
read these lines aloud, dwelling a little longer or harder on the words italicized, you will

find that Pope has given you very good directions for a meaningful reading.)

Alexander Pope (1683-1744)

True Ease in Writing comes from Art, 1711
not Chance

True Ease in Writing comes from Art, not Chance,

As those move easiest who have learned to dance.

"T'is not enough no Harshness gives Offence,
The Sound must seem an Echo to the Sense.

Soft is the Strain when Zephyr® gently blows, the west wind 5
And the smooth Stream in smoother Numbers® flows; metrical thythm

But when loud Surges lash the sounding Shore,

The hoarse, rough Verse should like the Torrent roar.

When Ajax strives, some Rock’s vast Weight to throw,

The Line too labors, and the Words move slow; 10




f

146 Chapter 8 # Sound

Not so, when swift Camilla scours the Plain,

Flies o’er th’ unbending Corn, and skims along the Main.® expanse (of sea)

Hear how Timotheus’ varied Lays surprise,

And bid Alternate Passions fall and rise!

While, at each Change, the Son of Lybzan Jove 15
[sw= Now burns with Glory, and then melts with Love; L. )w/

Now his fierce Eyes with sparkling Fury glow;

Now Sighs steal out, and Tears begin to flow:

Persians and Greeks like Turns of Nature found,

And the World’s Victor stood subdued by Sound! 20

The Pow’rs of Music all our Hearts allow;l

And what Timotheus was, is Dryden now.

TRUE EASE IN WRITING COMES FROM ART, NOT CHANCE {An Essay on Criticism, lines 362-383). 9 Ajax:
Greek hero, almost a superman, who in Homer’s account of the siege of Troy hurls an enormous rock that
momentarily flattens Hector, the Trojan prince (Iliad VI, 268-272). 11 Camilla: a kind of Amazon or war-
rior woman of the Volcians, whose speed and lightness of step are praised by the Roman poet Virgil: “She
could have skimmed across an unmown grainfield / Without so much as bruising one tender blade; / She
could have sped across an ocean’s surge / Without so much as wetting her quicksilver soles” (Aeneid VII,
808-811). 13 Timotheus: favorite musician of Alexander the Great. In “Alexander’s Feast, or The Power of
Music,” John Dryden imagines him: “Timotheus, placed on high / Amid the tuneful choir, / With flying
fingers touched the lyre: / The trembling notes ascend the sky, / And heavenly joys inspire.” 15 Lybian
Jove: name for Alexander. A Libyan oracle had declared the king to be the son of the god Zeus Ammon.

Notice the pleasing effect of all the s sounds in the lines about the west wind
and the stream, and in another meaningful place, the effect of the consonants in
Ajax strives, a phrase that makes our lips work almost as hard as Ajax throwing the
rock.

- Is sound identical with meaning in lines such as these? Not quite. In the pas-
[ sage from Tennyson, for instance, the cooing of doves is not exactly a moan. As
i John Crowe Ransom pointed out, the sound would be almost the same but the
meaning entirely different in “The murdering of innumerable 5.7 While it is
mm:ﬁi; ideas of wet-
ness and smoothness—slick, slimy, slippery, slush—we are so used to hearing it in
words that convey nothing of the kind—slave, slow, sledgehammer—that it is
- doubtful whether, all by itself, the sound communicates anything definite. The

' most beautiful phrase in the English language, according to Dorothy Parker, is
| cellar door. Another wit once nominated, as our most euphonious word, not sunrise

Lqr silvery but syphilis.

Onomatopoeia —

Relating sound more closely to meaning, the device called onomatopoeia is an
atfempt to represent a thing or action by a word that imitates the sound associated
with it: zoom, whiz, crash, bang, ding-dong, pitter-patter, yakety-yak. Onomatopoeia is
often effective in poetry, as in Emily Dickinson’s line about the fly with its “uncertain
stumnbling Buzz,” in which the nasal sounds n, m, ng and the SLbLIants ¢, s help make a
droning buzz.

Like the Kikuyu tribesmen, others who care for poetry have discovered in the
sound of words something of the refreshment of cool rain. Dylan Thomas, telling
how he began to write poetry, said that from early childhood words were to him “as

ret 5@/1" VLS
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the notes of bells, the sounds of musical instruments, the noises of wind, sea, and
rain, the rattle of milkcarts, the clopping of hooves on cobbles, the fingering of
branches on the window pane, might be to someone, deaf from birth, who has mirac-
ulously found his hearing.”? For readers, too, the sound of words can have a magical
spell, most powerful when it points to meaning. James Weldon Johnson in God’s
Trombones has told of an old-time preacher who began his sermon, “Brothers and sis-
ters, this morning I intend to explain the unexplainable—find out the indefinable—
ponder over the imponderable—and unscrew the inscrutable!” The repetition of
sound in unscrew and inscrutable has appeal, but the magic of the words is all the
greater if they lead us to imagine the mystery of all Creation as an enormous screw
that the preacher’s mind, like a screwdriver, will loosen. Though the sound of a word
or the meaning of a word may have value all by itself, both hecome more memorable

when taken together.

William Butler Yeats (1865-1939)

Who Goes with Fergus? 1892

Who will go drive with Fergus now,

And pierce the deep wood’s woven shade,
And dance upon the level shore?

Young man, lift up your russet brow,

And lift your tender eyelids, maid,

And brood on hopes and fear no more.

And no more turn aside and brood
Upon love’s bitter mystery;

For Fergus rules the brazen cars,®
And rules the shadows of the wood, 10
And the white breast of the dim sea

And all dishevelled wandering stars.

chariots

WHO GOES WiTH FERGUS? Fergus: Irish king who gave up his throne to be a wandering poet.

Questions
1. In what lines do you find euphony?

2. In what line do you find cacophony?
3. How do the sounds of these lines stress what is said in them?

Exercise: Listening to Meaning
Read aloud the following brief poems. In the sounds of which particular words are meanings
well captured? In which of the following four poems do you find onomatopoeia?

2Notes on the Art of Poetry,” Modern Poetics, ed. James Scully (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1965).
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John Updike (1932-2009) o

Recital 1963

ROGER BOBO GIVES
RECITAL ON TUBA

;),’,‘ —Headline in the Times

Eskimos in Manitoba,

Barracuda off Aruba,

Cock an ear when Roger Bobo
Starts to solo on the tuba.

Men of every station—Pooh-Bah, 5
Nabob, bozo, toff, and hobo—

Cry in unison, “Indubi-
Tably, there is simply nobo-

Dy who compahs on the tubo,
Solo, quite like Roger Bubo!” 10

William Wordsworth (1770-1850)
A Slumber Did My Spirit Seal 1800

A slumber did my spirit seal;
[ had no human fears—

She seemed a thing that could not feel
The touch of earthly years.

4l No motion has she now, no force; 5
| She neither hears nor sees;
; Rolled round in earth’s diurnal course,

With rocks, and stones, and trees.

Emanuel di Pasquale (v.1943)

Rain 1971

Like a drummer’s brush, «
the rain hushes the surface of tin porches.

Aphra Behn (16407-1689)
When maidens are young 1687

When maidens are young, and in their spring,
Of pleasure, of pleasure let ’em take their full swing,
Full swing, full swing,
And love, and dance, and play, and sing,
For Silvia, believe it, when youth is done, 5
! There’s nought but hum-drum, hum-drum, hum-drum,
| There’s nought but hum-drum, hum-drum, hum-drum.
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ALLITERATION AND ASSONANCE PN

4
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.

Listening to a symphony in which themes are repeated throughout each movement,
we enjoy both their recurrence and their variation. We take similar pleasure in the
repetition of a phrase or a single chord. Something like this pleasure is afforded us.
frequently in poetry.

Analogies between poetry and wordless music, it is true, tend to break down
when carried far, since poetry—to mention a single difference—has denotation. But
like musical compositions, poems have patterns of sounds. Among such patterns long
popular in English poetry Is alliteration, which has been defined as a succession of
similar sounds. Alliteration occurs in the repetition of the same consonant sound at
the beginning of successive words—“round and round the rugged rocks the ragged
rascal ran,” or in this delightful stanza by Witter Bynner, written nearly a century ago
as part of an elaborate literary hoax:

If I were only dafter
I'might be making hymns

To the liquor of your laughter
And the lacquer of your limbs.

Or it may occur inside the words, as in Milton’s description of the gates of Hell:

On a sudden open fly
With impetuous recoil and jarring sound
The infernal doors, and on their hinges grate
Harsh thunder, that the lowest bottom shook
Of Erebus.

The former kind is called initial alliteration, the latter internal alliteration or hidden
alliteration. We recognize alliteration by sound, not by spelling: know and nail alliter-
ate, know and key do not. In a line by E. E. Cummings, “colossal hoax of clocks and
calendars,” the sound of x within hoax alliterates with the cks in clocks. Incidentally,
the letter r does not always lend itself to cacophony: elsewhere in Paradise Lost

Milton said that

Heaven opened wide
Her ever-during gates, harmonious sound
On golden hinges moving . . .

By itself, a letter-sound has no particular meaning. This is a truth forgotten by people
who would attribute the effectiveness of Milton’s lines on the Heavenly Gates to,
say, “the mellow 0’s and liquid | of harmonious and golden.” Mellow 0’s and liquid I’s
occur also in the phrase moldy cold oatmeal, which may have a quite different effect.
Meaning depends on larger units of language than letters of the alphabet.

Poetry formerly contained more alliteration than it usually contains today. In Old
English verse, each line was held together by alliteration, a basic pattern still evident
in the fourteenth century, as in the following description of the world as a “fair field”

in Piers Plowman:

A feir feld ful of folk fond I ther bi-twene,

‘Of alle maner of men, the mene and the riche . . .

i Wmmmn{nnlnmwzm
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t-peets nowadays save alliteration for special occasions. They may use it to give
él;ﬁ as Edward Lear does: “Far and few, far and few, / Are the lands where the
timabtiEs live.” With its aid they can point out the relationship between two things
plag;d_sidm things of little worth: “The courtier’s
promises, and sick man’s prayers.” Alliteration, too, can be a powerful aid to mem-
ory. It is hard to forget such tongue twisters as “Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled
peppers,” or common expressions such as “green as grass,” “tried and true,” and “from
stem to stern.” In fact, because alliteration directs our attention to something, it had
best be used neither thoughtlessly nor merely for decoration, lest it call attention to
emptiness. A case in point may be a line by Philip James Bailey, a reaction to a lady’s
weeping: “I saw, but spared to speak.” If the poet chose the word spared for any mean-
ingful reason other than that it alliterates with speak, the reason is not clear.

As we have seen, to repeat the sound of a consonant is to produce alliteration,
but to repeat the sound of a vowel is to produce assonance. Like alliteration, asso-
nance may occur either. initially—“all the awful auguries”—or internally—Edmund
Spenser’s “Her goodly eyes like sapphires shining bright, / Her forehead ivory white . . .”
and it can help make common phrases unforgettable: “eager beaver,” “holy smoke.”
Like alliteration, it slows the reader down and focuses attention.

A. E. Housman (1859-1936)

Eight 0’Clock 1922

He stood, and heard the steeple
Sprinkle the quarters on the morning town.
One, two, three, four, to market-place and people
It tossed them down.

Strapped, noosed, nighing his hour, 5
He stood and counted them and cursed his luck;

And then the clock collected in the tower
Its strength, and struck.

Questions
1. Why does the protagonist in this brief drama curse his luck? What is his situation?

2. For so short a poem, “Eight O’Clock” carries a great weight of alliteration. What patterns
of initial alliteration do you find? What patterns of internal alliteration? What effect is

created by all this heavy emphasis?

James Joyce (1882-1941)
All day I hear 1907

All day I hear the noise of waters
Making moan,
Sad as the sea-bird is, when going
Forth alone,
He hears the winds cry to the waters’ 5

Monotone.
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The grey winds, the cold winds are blowing

Where I go.
I hear the noise of many waters

Far below. 10
All day, all night, I hear them flowing

To and fro.

Questions
1. Find three instances of alliteration in the first stanza. Do any of them serve to reinforce
meaning?
2. There is a great deal of assonance throughout the poem on a single vowel sound. What
sound s it, and what effect is achieved by its repetition?

Experiment: Reading for Assonance

Try reading aloud as rapidly as possible the following poem by Tennyson. From the difficulties
you encountet, you may be able to sense the slowing effect of assonance. Then read the poem

aloud a second time, with consideration.

Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1509-1892)
The splendor falls on castle walls 1850

The splendor falls on castle walls
And snowy summits old in story;
The long light shakes across the lakes,
And the wild cataract leaps in glory.
Blow, bugle, blow, set the wild echoes flying, 5
Blow, bugle; answer, echoes, dying, dying, dying.

O hark, O hear! how thin and clear,
And thinner, clearer, farther going!
O sweet and far from cliff and scar® jutting rock
The horns of Elfland faintly blowing! 10
Blow, let us hear the purple glens replying: :
Blow, bugle; answer, echoes, dying, dying, dying.

O love, they die in yon rich sky,
They faint on hill or field or river;
Our echoes roll from soul to soul, 15
And grow for ever and for ever.
Blow, bugle, blow, set the wild echoes flying,
And answer, echoes, answer, dying, dying, dying.

RIME

Isak Dinesen’s tribesmen, to whom rime was a new phenomenon, recognized at once
that rimed language is special language. So do we, for, although much English poetry
is unrimed, rime is one means to set poetry apart from ordinary conversation and
bring it closer to music. A rime (or thyme), defined most narrowly, occurs when two
or more words or phrases contain an identical or similar vowel-sound, usually accented,
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and the consonant-sounds (if any) that follow the vowel-sound are identical: hay and
sleigh, prairie schooner and piano tuner. From these examples it will be seen that rime
depends not on spelling but on sound.

Excellent rimes surprise. It is all very well that a reader may anticipate which
vowel-sound is coming next, for patterns of rime give pleasure by satisfying expecta-
tions; but riming becomes dull clunking if, at the end of each line, the reader can pre-
dict the word that will end the next. Hearing many a jukebox song for the first time,
a listener can do so: charms lead to arms, skies above to love. As Alexander Pope

observes of the habits of dull rimesters,

Where’er you find “the cooling western breeze,”

In the next line it “whispers through the trees”;

If crystal streams “with pleasing murmurs creep,”

The reader’s threatened (not in vain) with “sleep” . . .

But who—given the opening line of this comic poem—could predict the lines that
follow?

William Cole (1919-2000)
On my boat on Lake Cayuga 1985

On my boat on Lake Cayuga

I have a horn that goes “Ay-oogah!”
I'm not the modern kind of creep
Who has a horn that goes “beep beep.”

Robert Herrick, in a more subtle poem, made good use of rime to indicate a star-
tling contrast:

Then while time serves, and we are but decaying,
Come, my Corinna, come, let’s go a-Maying.

Though good rimes seem fresh, not all will startle, and probably few will call to mind
things so unlike as May and decay, Cayuga and Ay-oogah. Some masters of rime often
link words that, taken out of text, might seem common and unevocative. Here are
the opening lines of Rachel Hadas’s poem, “Three Silences,” which describe an infant

feeding at a mother’s breast:

Of all the times when not to speak is best,
mother’s and infant’s is the easiest,
the milky mouth still warm against her breast.

Hadas’s rime words are not especially memorable in themselves, and vet these lines
are—at least in part because they rime so well. The quiet echo of sound at the end of
each line reinforces the intimate tone of the mother’s moment with her child. Poetic
invention may be driven home without rime, but it is rime sometimes that rings the
doorbell. Admittedly, some rimes wear thin from too much use. More difficult to use
freshly than before the establishment of Tin Pan Alley, rimes such as moon, June, croon
seem leaden and would need an extremely powerful context to ring true. Death and
breath are a rime that poets have used with wearisome frequency; another is birth, earth,
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mirth. And yet we cannot exclude these from the diction of poetry, for they might be
the very words a poet would need in order to say something new and original.

Types of Rime
To have aryexact rime, sounds following the vowel sound have to be the same: red
and bread, wealthily-arid stealthily, walk to her and talk to her. If final consonant sounds
are the same but the vowel sounds are different, the result ig” slant rime, also called
near rime, off rime, or imperfect rime: sun riming with bone, moon, rain, green, gone,
thin. By not satisfying the reader’s expectation of an exact chime, but instead giving a
clunk, a slant rime can help a poet say some things in a particular way. It works espe-
cially well for disappointed letdowns, negations, and denials, as in Blake’s couplet:

He who the ox to wrath has moved
Shall never be by woman loved.

Many poets have admired the unexpected and arresting effects of slant rime. One
of the first poets to explore the possibilities of thyming consonants in a consistent way
was Wilfred Owen, an English soldier in World War I, who wrote his best poems in
the thirteen months before he was killed in action. Seeking a poetic language strong
enough to describe the harsh reality of modern war, Owen experimented with

matching consonant sounds in striking ways:

Now men will go content with what we spoiled

Or, discontent, boil bloody, and be spilled,

They will be swift with swiftness of the tigress.

None will break ranks, though nations trek from progress.
Courage was mine, and I had mystery,

Wisdom was mine, and I had mastery:

To miss the march of this retreating world

Into vain citadels that are not walled.

Consonance, a kind of slant rime, occurs when the rimed words or phrases have
the same beginning and ending consonant sounds but a different vowel, as in chitter
and chatter. Owen rimes spoiled and spilled in this way. Consonance is used in a tradi-
tional nonsense poem, “The Cutty Wren”: “‘O where are you going? says Milder to
Malder.” (W. H. Auden wrote a variation on it that begins, “‘O where are you going?’
said reader to rider,” thus keeping the consonance.) 7

‘End rinde, as its name indicates, comes at the ends of hn@é internal rishe within
tléxe st rime tends to be end rime. Few recent poets have used intefnal rime so
heavﬂy as Wallace Stevens in the beginning of “Bantams in Pine-Woods”: “Chieftain
Iffucan of Azcan in caftan / Of tan with henna hackles, halt!” (lines also heavy on
alliteration). A poet may employ both end rime and internal rime in the same poem,

as in Robert Burns’s satiric ballad “The Kirk’s Alarm”:

Orthodox, Orthodox, wha believe in John Knox,
Let me sound an alarm to your conscience:
There’s a heretic blast has been blawn i’ the wast,® west

“That what is not sense must be nonsense.”

Masculine rime is a rime of one-syllable words (jail, bail) or (in words of more than

one syllable) stressed final syllables: di-VORCE, re-MORSE, or horse, re-MORSE.
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Feminine rime is a rime of two or mote syllables, with stress on a syllable other than
the last: TUR-tle, FER-tile, or (to take an example from Byron) in-tel- LECT-u-dl,
hen-PECKED you all. Often it lends itself to comic verse, but can occasionally be
valuable to serious poems, as in Wordsworth’s “Resolution and Independence”:

We poets in our youth begin in gladness,
But thereof come in the end despondency and madness,

or as in Anne Sexton’s seriously witty “Eighteen Days Without You”:
Y Yy LEig y

and of course we're not married, we are a pair of scissors
who come together to cut, without towels saying His. Hers.

Artfully used, feminine rime can give a poem a heightened musical effect for the
simple reason that it offers the listener twice as many riming syllables in each line. In the
wrong hands, however, that sonic abundance has the unfortunate ability of making a
bad poem twice as painful to endure. Serious poems containing feminine rimes of three
syllables have been attempted, notably by Thomas Hood in “The Bridge of Sighs”:

Take her up tenderly,
Lift her with care;
Fashioned so slenderly,
Young, and so fair!

But the pattern is hard to sustain without lapsing into unintended comedy, as in the
same poem:

Still, for all slips of hers,
One of Eve’s family—

Wipe those poor lips of hers,
Oozing so clammily.

It works better when comedy is wanted.

Hilaire Belloc (1870-1953)
The Hippopotamus ‘ 1896

[ shoot the Hippopotamus
with bullets made of platinum,
Because if I use leaden ones ' ;
his hide is sure to flatten 'em. [

Ogden Nash (1902-1971)

The Panther 1940

The panther is like a leopard,

Except it hasn’t been peppered.

Should you behold a panther crouch,

Prepare to say Ouch.

Better yet, if called by a panther, 5
Don’t anther.
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In eye rime, spellings look alike but pronunciations differ—rough and dough, idea
and flea, Venus and menus. Strictly speaking, eye rime is not rime at all.

Rime in American poetry suffered a significant fall from favor in the early 1960s.
A new generation of poets took for models the open forms of Whitman, Pound, and
William Carlos Williams. In the last few decades, however, some poets have been
skillfully using rime again in their work. Often called the New Formalists, these
poets include Julia Alvarez, R. S. Gwynn, Mark Jarman, Paul Lake, Charles Martin,
Marilyn Nelson, A. E. Stallings, and Timothy Steele. Their poems often use rime
and meter to present unusual contemporary subjects, but they also sometimes write
poems that recollect, converse with, and argue with the poetry of the past.

Still, most American poets don’t write in rime; some even consider its possibili-
ties exhausted. Such a view may be a reaction against the wearing thin of rimes by
overuse or the mechanical and meaningless application of a rime scheme. Yet anyone
who listens to children skipping rope in the street, making up rimes to delight them-
selves as they go along, may doubt that the pleasures of rime are ended; and certainly
the practice of Yeats and Emily Dickinson, to name only two, suggests that the possi-
bilities of slant rime may be nearly infinite. If successfully employed, as it has been at
times by a majority of English-speaking poets whose work we care to save, rime runs
through its poem like a spine: the creature moves by means of it.

William Butler Yeats (1865-1939)

Leda and the Swan 1928

A sudden blow: the great wings beating still
Above the staggering girl, her thighs caressed
By the dark webs, her nape caught in his bill,
He holds her helpless breast upon his breast.

How can those terrified vague fingers push 5
The feathered glory from her loosening thighs?

And how can body, laid in that white rush,

But feel the strange heart beating where it lies?

A shudder in the loins engenders there
The broken wall, the burning roof and tower 10
And Agamemnon dead.
Being so caught up,
So mastered by the brute blood of the air,
Did she put on his knowledge with his power
Before the indifferent beak could let her drop?

Questions

1. According to Greek mythology, the god Zeus in the form of a swan descended on Leda, a
Spartan queen. Among Leda’s children were Clytemnestra, Agamemnon’s unfaithful
wife, who conspired in his murder, and Helen, on whose account the Trojan war was
fought. What does a knowledge of these allusions contribute to our understanding of the
poem’s last two lines?

2. The slant rime up / drop (lines 11, 14) may seem accidental or inept. Is it? Would this
poem have ended nearly so well if Yeats had made an exact rime like up / cup or stop /

drop?
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Gerard Manley Hopkins (1344-1889)
God’s Grandeur (1877)

The world is charged with the grandeur of God.
[t will flame out, like shining from shook foil;
[t gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil
Crushed. Why do men then now not reck his rod?
Generations have trod, have trod, have trod; 5
; And all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil;
i And wears man’s smudge and shares man’s smell: the soil
Is bare now, nor can foot feel, being shod.

And for all this, nature is never spent;.
There lives the dearest freshness deep down things; 10
And though the last lights off the black West went
» Oh, morning, at the brown brink eastward, springs—
Because the Holy Ghost over the bent
World broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings.

Gob's GRANDEUR. 1 charged: as though with electricity. 3—4 It gathers . . . Crushed: The grandeur of God
will rise and be manifest, as oil rises and collects from crushed olives or grain. 4 reck his rod: heed His law.
10 deep down things: Tightly packing the poem, Hopkins omits the preposition in or within before things. 11
last lights . . . went: When in 1534 Henry VIII broke ties with the Roman Catholic Church and created the

Church of England.

Questions

1. In a letter Hopkins explained shook foil (line 2): “I mean foil in its sense of leaf or
tinsel. . . . Shaken goldfoil gives off broad glares like sheet lightning and also, and
this is true of nothing else, owing to its zigzag dints and creasings and network of
small many cornered facets, a sort of fork lightning too.” What do you think he
meant by the phrase ooze of oil (line 3)? Would you call this phrase an example of
alliteration? .

2. What instances of internal rime does the poem contain? How would you describe their
effects? ,

3. Point out some of the poet’s uses of alliteration and assonance. Do you believe that
Hopkins perhaps goes too far in his heavy use of devices of sound, or would you defend his
practice?

4. Why do you suppose Hopkins, in the last two lines, says over the bent / World instead of
(as we might expect) bent over the world? How can the world be bent? Can you make
any sense out of this wording, or is Hopkins just trying to get his rime scheme to work

out!

William Jay Smith (». 1918)
A Note on the Vanity Dresser 1947

The yes-man in the mirror now says no,

No longer will I answer you with lies.

The light descends like snow, so when the snow-
man melts, you will know him by his eyes.




The yes-man in the mirror now says no.

Says no. No double negative of pity

Will save you now from what I know you know:
These are your eyes, the cinders of your city.

Questions
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1. One particular sound occurs frequently in this poem. What is that sound, and how many

instances of it can you find in the text?

2. What thematic significance do you see in the repetition of this sound?
3. Are there any other repeated sounds that may contribute to the poem’s meaning?

Robert Frost (1874-1963)

Desert Places

Snow falling and night falling fast, oh, fast

In a field I looked into going past,

And the ground almost covered smooth in snow,
But a few weeds and stubble showing last.

The woods around it have it—it is theirs.
All animals are smothered in their lairs.

I am too absent-spirited to count;

The loneliness includes me unawares.

And lonely as it is that loneliness

Will be more lonely ere it will be less—
A blanker whiteness of benighted snow
With no expression, nothing to express.

They cannot scare me with their empty spaces
Between stars—on stars where no human race is.
[ have it in me so much nearer home

To scare myself with my own desert places.

Questions

1936

10

15

1. What are these desert places that the speaker finds in himself? (More than one theory is

possible. What is yours?)

2. Notice how many times, within the short space of lines 8-10, Frost says lonely (or loneliness).
What other words in the poem contain similar sounds that reinforce these words?

3. In the closing stanza, the feminine rimes spaces, race is, and places might well occur in light
or comic verse. Does “Desert Places” leave you laughing? If not, what does it make you feel?

READING AND HEARING POEMS ALOUD

Thomas Moore’s “The light that lies in women’s eyes’—a line rich in internal rime,
alliteration, and assonance—is harder to forget than “The light burning in the gaze
of a woman.” Effective on the page, Moore’s line becomes even more striking when
heard aloud. There is no better way to understand a poem than to effectively read it
aloud. Developing skill at reading poems aloud will not only deepen your under-
standing of literature, it will also improve your ability to speak in public.
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Before trying to read a poem aloud to other people, understand its meaning as
thoroughly as possible. If you know what the poet is saying and the poet’s attitude
toward it, you will be able to find an appropriate tone of voice and to give each part
of the poem a proper emphasis.

Except in the most informal situations and in some class exercises, read a poem to
yourself before trying it on an audience. No actor goes before the footlights without first
having studied the script, and the language of poems usually demands even more consid-
eration than the language of most contemporary plays. Prepare your reading in advance.
Check pronunciations you are not sure of. Underline things to be emphasized.

Read more slowly than you would read aloud from a newspaper. Keep in mind
that you are saying something to somebody. Don’t race through the poem as if you
are eager to get it over with.

Don’t lapse into singsong. A poem may have a definite swing, but swing should
never be exaggerated at the cost of sense. If you understand what the p&em is saying
aIWTh‘Wptation to fall into such a mechanical into-
nation should not occur. Observe the punctuation, making slight pauses for commas,
longer pauses for full stops (periods, question marks, exclamation points).

If the poem is rimed, don’t raise your voice and make the rimes stand out unnat-
urally. They should receive no more volume than other words in the poem, though a
faint pause at the end of each line will call the listener’s attention to them. This
advice is contrary to a school that holds that, if a line does not end in any punctua-
tion, one should not pause but run it together with the line following. The trouble is
that, from such a reading, a listener may not be able to identify the rimes; besides, the
line, that valuable unit of rhythm, is destroyed.

In some older poems, rimes that look like slant rimes may have been exact rimes

in their day:

Soft yielding minds to water glide away,
And sip, with nymphs, their elemental tea.
—Alexander Pope, “The Rape of the Lock” (1714)

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright
In the forests of the night,
What immortal hand or eye

Could frame thy fearful symmetry?
—William Blake, “The Tyger” (1794)

You may wish to establish a consistent policy toward such shifting usage: is it worth-
while to distort current pronunciation for the sake of the rime?

Listening to a poem, especially if it is unfamiliar, calls for concentration. Merci-
ful people seldom read poetry uninterruptedly to anyone for more than a few minutes
at a time. Robert Frost, always kind to his audiences, used to intersperse poems with
many silences and seemingly casual remarks—shrewdly giving his hearers a chance to
rest from their labors and giving his poems a chance to settle in.

If, in first listening to a poem, you don’t take in all its meaning, don’t be discour-
aged. With more practice in listening, your attention span and your ability to under-
stand poems read aloud will increase. Incidentally, following the text of poems in a
book while hearing them read aloud may increase your comprehension, but it may
not necessarily help you to listen. At least some of the time, close your book and let
your ears make the poems welcome. That way, their sounds may better work for you.
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Exercise: Reading for Sound and Meaning

Read these brief poems aloud. What devices of sound do you find in each of them? Try to
explain what sound contributes to the total effect of the poem and how it reinforces what the

poet is saying.

Michael Stillman (. 1940)

In Memoriam John Coltrane 1972

Listen to the coal
rolling, rolling through the cold
steady rain, wheel on

wheel, listen to the
turning of the wheels this night 5
black as coal dust, steel

on steel, listen to
these cars carry coal, listen
to the coal train roll.

IN MEMORIAM JOHN COLTRANE. John Coltrane (1926-1967) was a saxophonist whose originality, passion,
and technical wizardry have had a deep influence on the history of modern jazz.

William Shakespeare (1564-1616)
Full fathom five thy father lies about 1611

Full fathom five thy father lies;
Of his bones are coral made;
Those are pearls that were his eyes:
Nothing of him that doth fade, b
But doth suffer a sea change 5 '
Into something rich and strange.
Sea nymphs hourly ring his knell:
Ding-dong.
Hark! now I hear them—Ding-dong, bell.

FULL FATHOM FIVE THY FATHER LIES. The spirit Ariel sings this song in The Tempest to Ferdinand, prince of
Naples, who mistakenly thinks his father is drowned (I, ii).

T. S. Eliot (1888-1965)

Virginia

1934

Red river, red river,

Slow flow heat is silence

No will is still as a river

Still. Will heat move

Only through the mocking-bird ' 5
Heard once? Still hills

Wait. Gates wait. Purple trees,
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White trees, wait, wait,

Delay, decay. Living, living,

Never moving. Ever moving ' 10
Iron thoughts came with me

And go with me:

Red river, river, river.

VIRGINIA. This poem is one of a series entitled “Landscapes.”

WRITING

T. S. Eliot on Writing
The Music of Poetry 1942

I would remind you, first, that the music of
poetry is not something which exists apart
from the?ﬁé’é"“rﬁ”ﬁgi“d”{ﬁ'é?&féé we could have
poetry of great musical beauty which made
no sense, and I have never come across such
poetry. The apparent exceptions only show a
difference of degree: there are poems in
which we are moved by the music and take
the sense for granted, just as there are poems
in which we attend to the sense and are
moved by the music without noticing it.
Take an apparently extreme example—the
non-sense verse of Edward Lear. His non-
sense is not vacuity of sense: it is a parody of
sense, and that is the sense of it.

T. S. Eliot

e & o

So, while poetry attempts to convey something beyond what can be conveyed in
prose thythms, it remains, all the same, one person talking to another; and this is just
as true if you §1\ng it, fo{mngms‘an\/___\ﬁ_t%}gﬂgyj talking. The immediacy of poetry to
conversation is fiot a matfer on which we can lay down exact laws. Every revolution
in poetry is apt to be, and sometimes to announce itself to be, a return to common
speech. . .. :

It would be a mistake, however, to assume that all poetry ought to be melodious,
or that melody is more than one of the components of the music of words. Some
poetry is meant to be sung; most poetry, in modern times, is meant to be spoken—
and there are many other things to be spoken of besides the murmur of innumerable
bees or the moan of doves in immemorial elms. Dissonarice, &ven cacophony, has its
place: just as, in a poem of any length, there must be transitions between passages of
greater and less intensity, to give a rhythm of fluctuating eniotion essential to the
musical : structure of the whole; and the passages of less intensity will be, in relation to

e g
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the level on which the total poem operates, prosaic—so that, in the sense implied by
that context, it may be said that no poet can write a poem of amplitude unless he is a
master of the prosaic.

From “The Music of Poetry”

THINKING ABOUT A POEM’S SOUND

A poem’s music—the distinct way it sounds—is an important element of its effect
and a large part of what separates it from prose. Describing a poem’s sound can be
tricky, though. Critics often disagree about the sonic effects of particular poems.
Cataloguing every auditory element of a poem would be a huge, unwieldy job. The
easiest way to write about sound is to focus your discussion. Concentrate on a
single, clearly defined sonic element that strikes you as especially noteworthy.
Simply try to understand how that element helps communicate the poem’s main

theme.

2 You might examine, for example, how certain features (such as rime,
thythm, meter, or alliteration) add force to the literal meaning of each
line. Or, for an ironic poem, you might look at how those same elements
undercut and change the surface meaning of the poem.

Keep in mind that for a detailed analysis of this sort, it often helps to
choose a short poem. If you want to write about a longer poem, focus on a
short passage that strikes you as especially rich in sonic effects.

m Let your data build up before you force any conclusions about the poem’s
auditory effects. As your list grows, a pattern should emerge, and ideas will
probably occur to you that were not apparent earlier.

CHECKLIST: Writing About a Poem’s Sound

List the main auditory elements you find in the poem.

Look for rime, meter, alliteration, assonance, euphony, cacophony,
repetition, onomatopoeia.

Is there a pattern in your list? Is the poem particularly heavy in
alliteration or repetition, for example?

Limit your discussion to one or two clearly defined sonic effects.
How do your chosen effects help communicate the poem’s main
theme?

How does the sound of the words add to the poem’s mood?

L 0o o oo

WRITING ASSIGNMENT ON SOUND

Choose a brief poem from this chapter or the chapter “Poems for Further Reading”
and examine how one or two elements of sound work throughout the poem to
strengthen its meaning. Before you write, review the elements of sound described
in this chapter. Back up your argument with specific quotations from the poem.
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MORE TOPICS FOR WRITING

1. In a brief (500-word) essay, explore how wordplay contributes to the mood and meaning
of T. S. Eliot’s “Virginia.”

2. Silently read Sylvia Plath’s “Daddy” (in the chapter “Poems for Further Reading”). Now
read the poem aloud, to yourself or to a friend. Now write briefly. What did you perceive
about the poem from reading it aloud that you hadn’t noticed before?

3. Consider the verbal music of Michael Stillman’s “In Memoriam John Coltrane” (or a
selection from the chapter “Poems for Further Reading”). Read the poem both silently and
aloud, listening for sonic effects. Describe how the poem’s sound underscores its meaning.

» TERMS FOR Fr'epieiy
Sound Effects

Alliteration B The repetition of a consonant sound in a line of verse or prose. Alliteration
can be used at the beginning of words (initial alliteration as in “cool cats”) or internally on
stressed syllables (internal alliteration as in “I met a traveler from an antique land.”).

Assonance » The repetition of two or more vowel sounds in successive words, which cre-
ates a kind of rime. Like alliteration, the assonance may occur initially (“all the awful

auguries”) or internally (“white lilacs”).

Cacophony > A harsh, discordant sound often mirroring the meaning of the context in
which it is used. The opposite of cacophony is euphony.

Euphony » The harmonious effect when the sounds of the words connect with the meaning
in a way pleasing to the ear and mind. The opposite of euphony is cacophony.

Onomatopoeia » An attempt to represent a thing or action by a word that imitates the
sound associated with it.

Rime

Rime » Two or more words that contain an identical or similar vowel sound, usually accented,
with following consonant sounds (if any) identical as well (woo and stew). An exact rime is a full
rime in which the sounds following the initial letters of the words are identical in sound (follow

and hollow).

Consonance » Also called Slant rime. A kind of rime in which the linked words share sim-
ilar consonant sounds but have different vowel sounds, as in reason and raisin, mink and monk.
Sometimes only the final consonant sound is identical, as in fame and room.

End rime & Rime that occurs at the ends of lines, rather than within them. End rime is the
most common kind of rime in English-language poetry.

Internal rime » Rime that occurs within a line of poetry, as opposed to end rime.

Masculine rime ¥ Either a rime of one~syllable‘ words (fox and socks) or—in polysyllabic
words—a rime on the stressed final syllables (con-trive and sur-vive).

Feminine rime - A rime of two or more syllables with stress on a syllable other than the
last (tur-tle and fer-tile). '

Eye rime 2 A “false” rime in which the spelling of the words is alike, but the pronunciations

differ (daughter and laughter).




