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CLASSICAL PROSODY

Poetic lines divided into feet (groups of two or three syllables)

Patterns of stressed (/) and unstressed (u) syllables

Iamb: u /

Trochee: / u

Anapest: u u /

Dactyl: / u u

Spondee: / /



SCANSION
METER = NUMBER AND QUALITY OF FEET

Four lines of iambic dimeter                 Four lines of iambic trimiter



FATAL FLAWS OF THE CLASSICAL APPROACH

Meter = patterns of stressed and unstressed syllables 

Meter resides in the language (as pronounced)

Looking for the wrong thing in the wrong place



REPERTOIRE 

Traditional, rhyming English verse with four stressed 

syllables per line 

No iambic pentameter; no free verse



MUSIC-THEORETICAL VIEW OF METER

A multi-level grid

Evenly spaced beats at each level (isochrony)

Measures (with downbeats) at each level

A mental construct in the mind of the listener



MUSIC-THEORETICAL VIEW OF METER

Focus on performance (poems read aloud)

Do the performances permit metrical hearing?

Do listeners hear the performances metrically (i.e. infer a 

metrical grid)?



REPRESENTING THE METRICAL GRID WITH DOT 
NOTATION



Anon, Roses are Red

Syllable

Line

Couplet

Basic Rhythm of Declamation (Krebs 2010)—”the rhythm that we perceive aurally as poetry 

is recited.”

Performance transcription



Anon, Roses are Red

Syllable

Line

Couplet



Anon, Roses are Red

Syllable

Line

Couplet



Anon, Roses are Red

Syllable

Line

Couplet



Anon, Roses are Red

Syllable

Line

Couplet



Robert Frost, Nothing Gold Can Stay (first stanza)

Syllable

Line

Couplet

Stanza



Robert Frost, Nothing Gold Can Stay (first stanza)

Syllable

Line

Couplet

Stanza



Robert Frost, Nothing Gold Can Stay (first stanza)

Syllable

Line

Couplet

Stanza



Robert Frost, Nothing Gold Can Stay (first stanza)

Syllable

Line

Couplet

Stanza



Tennyson, Break, Break, Break (first stanza)

Syllable

Line

Couplet

Stanza



Tennyson, Break, Break, Break (first stanza)

Syllable

Line

Couplet

Stanza



Tennyson, Break, Break, Break (first stanza)

Syllable

Line

Couplet

Stanza



Tennyson, Break, Break, Break (first stanza)

Syllable

Line

Couplet

Stanza



METER AND RHYTHM

Meter = underlying grid

Rhythm = duration of syllables and position on the grid

All syllables will be on a beat at one or more levels, but 

many beats will not take a syllable (= rests) 



METER AND GROUPING

Poetic feet are groupings (as are words, lines, couplets, 

stanzas).

Poetic feet are NOT metrical phenomena.



METER AND HIERARCHICAL LEVELS

At every level, the beats within a measure have distinctive qualities 

(e.g., downbeat, afterbeat, upbeat).

Usually triple at the level of the syllable and quadruple above (at the 

levels of the line, the couplet, and the four-line stanza).

The quadruple groupings are end accented, with the metrical 

downbeat coming at the end of each line, couplet, and stanza.



POETRY PERFORMANCE

We do not claim that the poems are metrical. 

Performances permit metrical hearings.

People generally do hear them metrically.

Beat isochrony?



Praat



Anon, Roses are Red

Syllable

Line

Couplet



Robert Frost, Nothing Gold Can Stay

Syllable

Line

Couplet

Stanza



Tennyson, Break, Break, Break

Syllable

Line

Couplet

Stanza

Audio 2

Audio 1



Anon, Roses are Red

Syllable

Line

Couplet



Anon, Roses are Red, Syllables

Syllable

Line

Couplet



Anon, Roses are Red, Lines

Syllable

Line

Couplet



Robert Frost, Nothing Gold Can Stay, Stanzas

Syllable

Line

Couplet

Stanza



YEATS, LAKE ISLE OF INNISFREE

I’m going to read my poems with great emphasis upon the rhythm, and that may seem 

strange if you are not used to it.  I remember the great English poet, William Morris, coming 

in a rage out of some lecture hall, where somebody had recited a passage out of his “Sigurd 

the Volsung.”  “It gave me a devil of a lot of trouble,” said Morris, “to get that thing into 

verse.”  It gave me a devil of a lot of trouble to get into verse the poems that I am going to 

read, and that is why I will not read them as if they were prose. 



YEATS, LAKE ISLE OF INNISFREE



YEATS, LAKE ISLE OF INNISFREE

Syllable

Couplet

Line

Stanza



CONCLUSIONS

Classical prosody looks for the wrong thing (patterns of 

stressed and unstressed syllables) in the wrong place 

(the language of the poem).

We are looking for meter as music theorists understand 

it: a hierarchical grid in the mind of the listener. 



CONCLUSIONS

By shifting analytical attention to performance and hearing we show 

that

• The beats are sufficiently isochronous at all levels to permit 

metrical hearing.

• Departures from isochrony frequently have an expressive purpose.

• Listeners hear English verse metrically. 

• Especially when the performance is more music-like and less 

prose-like.
 



CONCLUSIONS

Classical poetic prosody has not served music well.

It has also not served poetry well. 

Both prosodists and music theorists who write about poetry should 

rethink poetic meter in light of current research in music theory. 
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