Bardic Boot Camp - BBC 101

Llywelyn Glyndwr


Introduction

Class Description:  Soldiers go to boot camp to learn basic disciplines like marching and shooting straight, but too often Bards skip the step of knowing their essential tools. By contrasting passages from Early, Middle and Modern English, we'll explore the use of rhythm and sound patterns which influence meaning.
The definitions I will use in class are those commonly used.  Scholarly definitions may differ (see the Bibliography for sources).

Regarding Poetry:
Rule 1:  There are rules; that's what makes it poetry.
Rule 2:  Rules are made to be broken; that's what makes it poetry.
Conventions in this document:

· Long (book-length) poem and play titles are in Italics; songs and shorter poems are "In Quotes".  Terms you'll find in the glossary are boldfaced.
· Examples are indented and in Courier font, as below.
· Stressed and unstressed syllables in a line of poetry are indicated by a slash and a hyphen:

 /    -    /

Jack and Jill

  -   /  -   /

Went up the hill

(Scholars usually use an apostrophe and a shallow "U" shape, but the latter is not available in all typefaces.)
Rhyme and Alliteration Examples
Rhyme is the repetition of final sounds.

Jack and Jill
Went up the hill
is perfect rhyme.  So is:
                       /

Once upon a midnight dreary

                           /

While I pondered weak and weary
But

                                              /

When choosing between the styles "funny" or "serious"

                                           /

You may have to choose if you're sunny or furious.

doesn't have perfect rhyme (it's the last stressed syllable that counts)
Alliteration is the repetition of the initial sounds.

​Jack and Jill
Rhythm
All language has stressed and unstressed syllables.  It's only when you regularize it into a pattern that it becomes rhythm.  Compare the following, from Beowulf ...
 -    //   -   //         -   //  -   -   // -

Ill fared his feud,      and far was he driven,

  /  -    //   -     //         -    //    -  //

for the slaughter's sake,      from sight of men.

... with this verse from Christopher Marlowe's "A Passionate Shepherd to his Mistress":

 -     /   -    /   -  /  -  /

Come live with me and be my Love,

 -   /   -   /   -   /    -     /

And we will all the pleasures prove

 -     /    -    /  -     /   -   /

That hills and valleys, dale and field,

 -   /   -    /  -  /    -     /

And all the craggy mountains yield.

The irrregular rhythmic pattern in  Beowulf is called cadence, widely used in Old English (and skaldic) poetry.  Note the alliteration, in the first and second halves of each line.
The very regular, very repetitive rhythmic pattern in the Marlowe example is meter.
Feet
The basic unit of meter is the foot (plural feet) - two or three syllables which "belong together".  
There are a lot of different poetic feet, but for our purposes, we'll worry about only two, and think of everything else as a variation (you'll find all the commonly agreed on ones in the Glossary):
Iamb - one unstressed and one stressed syllable - duh-DUH (duh-DUH - duh-DUH ...).
  -   /    -     /   -    -      /  -   /

Just sit right back and you'll hear a tale,
Anapest - two unstressed and one stressed - duh-duh-DUH (duh-duh-DUH - duh-duh-DUH ...).
   -    /   -  -   /    -   -    / 

There once was a lass from St. Johns
Note that the first example, from "The Gilligan's Island Theme", is mostly iambic, but has an anapest in the middle; the second, a line from a limerick, is mostly anapestic, but actually starts with an iamb.  Such variation in poetry is common.
Meter = Kind of Foot + Number of Feet in a Line
The other aspect of meter is how many feet there are in a line (see the Glossary for the proper terms for one-foot lines, two-foot lines, etc.)  

This can be critical in the effect a poem has on the ear.  Examples:
try not to look ahead at the spoiler below

 -  /   -   /   -    /   -   /
To sing a song that old was sung,

  -   / -   /  -     /   -   /

From ashes ancient Gower is come; 
 - /  -   /    -  /  -  /

Assuming man's infirmities,

-    /   -    /    -    /     -    /

To glad your ear, and please your eyes.

Now read this aloud:
  -    /   -     /  -   /  -  /   -   / -   /    -   / -   /

  It hath been sung at festivals, on ember-eves and holy-ales;

   -    /    -   /  -   /   -     /    -    /   -   /   -  / - /

  And lords and ladies in their lives have read it for restoratives.

Now read them again, and this time give them some meaning and a little "acting".

The first sounds sing-song-y, the second sounds solemn, right?  

Spoiler:  They're consecutive lines from the same poem (in Shakespeare's play Pericles).  I just printed one as tetrameters, and the other as octameters.
One meter which has pretty much dominated English verse since the time of Chaucer is:  

Iambic Pentameter

Lines made up of five iambic feet.  
   1       2       3       4       5

duh-DAH duh-DAH duh-DAH duh-DAH duh-DAH
Examples from Shakespeare:

It BLESSeth HIM that GIVES and HIM that TAKES
To BE or NOT to BE, that IS the QUEStion
Hunh?
Why Iambic Pentameter?
From prose:

This morning I woke up at ten and brushed my teeth and went to breakfast where I ate a sausage.

To rhythmic prose:

  -   /   -  /  -    / -   /   -    /     -    /     -   /

This morning I woke up at ten and brushed my teeth and went 
 -   /   -     /   -  /  -   /  -

to breakfast where I ate a sausage.

To pentameter:
  -   /   -  /  -    / -   /   -    /

This morning I woke up at ten and brushed 
 -   /    -   /   -    /   -     /   -  /

My teeth and went to breakfast where I ate
-   /  -

A sausage.

Varying the meter let's us draw meaning from a passage:

  -   / - /  -  /  -  /  /    /

The quality of mercy is not strained 
 -   /   -   /    -   /  -    /   -    /  
It droppeth like the gentle rain from heav'n

- /   -    /    -  /     -  /    /    / 
Upon the place beneath: it is twice blest;
 -   /   -   /    -    /    -   /    -    /

It blesseth him that gives and him that takes.
Stanzas, and Structure
A stanza is a structured group of lines, usually all in the same basic meter.  In late period, stanzas in a given poem or song would be very regular.  Kit Marlowe again:

Come live with me and be my Love,
A
And we will all the pleasures prove
A
That hills and valleys, dale and field,
B
And all the craggy mountains yield.
B
There will we sit upon the rocks

And see the shepherds feed their flocks,

By shallow rivers, to whose falls

Melodious birds sing madrigals.

The lines are in groups of four (i.e., they are quatrains).  Each line is four iambs (iambic tetrameter).  Lines 1 and 2 rhyme with each other, and so do lines 3 and 4.  Quatrains can rhyme in other patterns and use different meters (see about the Ballad Stanza below).
Conventionally, scholars identify the first rhyme in a stanza as "A", the second as "B" (as I have marked the lines above), and so forth.  So we would say "This poem is made up of quatrains of iambic tetrameter, with an AABB rhyme-scheme".
The other common stanza form is the couplet:  two lines (any meter), usually rhymed.  

More elaborate stanza forms can be usually be thought of as combinations of these.  Look up "Verse Forms" in Wikipedia as a starting point.
The most popular stanza form, from the last third of our period to the present day, is known as the ballad stanza, which has the following characteristics (you get to choose among the variations below, but the meter and rhyme scheme have to be consistent within a given poem or song):

· It's always a quatrain (four lines)

· rhyming ABAB or ABCB
· Lines 1 and 3 always have four feet - tetrameter
· lines 2 and 4 may have either three or four feet (trimeter or tetrameter).  

· the feet are usually iambs, but sometimes they're anapests, or a consistent mixture
Here's a verse of the traditional ballad "Barbara Allen":


 -   /  -     /  -   /    -   /


And slowly, slowly raise she up,

 -   /   -    /  -  /    -


And slowly, slowly left him,

 -   /   -   /     -    /    -    /


And sighing said, she could not stay,

  -     /    -  /    -    /   -


Since death of life had reft him.
A Calming Note

Here are the most calming words in the world for the beginning bard:
Intellectual Property Theft Is Totally Period

Traps

In conclusion, I want to point out a few landmines that may appear on your road to Bardic nirvana.
Trap #1:  Speaking Forsoothly
"I'm writing an Elizabethan poem, and I want to use Elizabethan words like 'thee' and 'doth'.  What should I do?"
Don't.

If you have to ask the question, you don't have enough experience to do it without making mistakes.  The use of "thee" and "thou" and "doth" and "quoth" in earlier forms of English had very specific grammatical rules associated with them, and it's all too easy to mangle them.  If you want to use "forsoothly" language, you either need to study the grammar (see the Crystals' book in References for a starting point) or you need to steep yourself in the literature of the time you're interested in until it's second nature to you.  Or both.
But the good news is you don't have to.  Look at the two stanzas of Marlowe's "Passionate Shepherd" above.  Not a forsoothly to be seen - but the poem still has an Elizabethan flavor.
Trap #2:  Hoist On Your Own Petard
· Sturgeon's Law:  90% of science fiction is crap, because 90% of everything is crap.

· Llywelyn's Corollary to Sturgeon's Law:  If you're not throwing away 90% of what you're doing, you're not working hard enough.

There's a line in one version of my old favorite example, "Barbara Allen":

Then death came creeping to she
... because the writer needed to rhyme with "me".  I've never heard a native English speaker say "to she" instead of "to her" (except for Cletus on The Simpsons).  You don't have to understand the grammatical mechanism to know that it's wrong - your ear tells you instantly - and if someone sang me this version of the song, this line would jar me right out of the mood.  In period, this may have sounded less odd, but today, no such luck.
This was just the failure to apply Llywelyn's Corollary:  That line should have been thrown out.  If the writer just couldn't find a better rhyme for "me" no matter how hard he tried, it was his obligation to throw out both the "she" line and the "me" line as well, maybe the entire stanza, and start over.  I can't tell you how many hundreds of gorgeous, hilarious, or moving items (lines, stanzas, and entire songs) are now on my personal scrapheap for this reason.
I think of it as a sort of game.  As happens when you work a Rubik's Cube, you may have to take several steps backward before you can make real progress.
Many period popular songs play fast and loose with the meter ("serious" poetry, not so much).  Here's "Barbara Allen" again, where the very first line forces you to sing:

In Scarlett TOWN, where I was born
The perennial top-100-of-all-time song "Killing Me Softly" repeatedly forces you to emphasize the wrong word in the chorus:

Killing me softly with HIS song,


(all night long he's been killing me softly with Paul McCartney's song, but now he's ...)

Killing me softly with HIS song,

Telling my whole life with HIS words,

(not my words, not the other guy's ... HIS words)
Killing me softly with his SONG ... 

(finally they get it right)
It drives me mad, but it doesn't seem to bother anyone else.

Trap #3:  Overdoing it
Even good poets overdo it sometimes.  Think about this excerpt from Song of Hiawatha by Longfellow.

 /   -    /    -   /  -   / -

By the shores of Gitche Gumee
 /  -    /  -    /   -   / -

By the shining Big-Sea-Water
  /    -   / -    /  - / -

Stood the wigwam of Nokomis,

 /    -   /  -    /   -  / -

Daughter of the Moon, Nokomis.

 /    -  /  -   /    -   /  -

Dark behind it rose the forest,
And so on.  And so on.  And so on.  It's fine to imitate Native American drumming, but somewhere about !!!PAGE 50!!! it begins to get a LITTLE TEDIOUS.  On the other hand, Poe's "The Raven" used the same meter, but the language is highly-charged, the lines read like octameters rather than tetrameters (compare the example from Pericles under Meter) and the final effect is hypnotic.  So maybe it's all a matter of opinion.
Putting It All Together, Badly
The following example, where Shakespeare is spoofing bad verse in Midsummer Night's Dream, falls into virtually every trap (first, too strict adherence to meter; then changing the meter in the middle of a poem; forced rhymes; bad alliteration):


Sweet Moon, I thank thee for thy sunny beams;


I thank thee, Moon, for shining now so bright;


For, by thy gracious, golden, glittering gleams,


I trust to take of truest Thisby sight.


But stay, O spite!


But mark, poor knight,


What dreadful dole is here!


Eyes, do you see?


How can it be?


O dainty duck! O dear!


Thy mantle good,


What, stain'd with blood!


Approach, ye Furies fell!


O Fates, come, come,


Cut thread and thrum;


Quail, crush, conclude, and quell!

Glossary:

Note:  I am making no attempt at completeness or ruthless accuracy - these are the common definitions as we used them in class.  In References below you'll find several web sites which have a much more complete discussion.
alliteration:  repetition of consonant sounds at the beginning of words

ballad:  a narrative meant to be sung, using the ballad stanza
ballad stanza:  Quatrains (four-line stanzas); either alternating lines of four feet and three feet, or four and four.
ballade/ballade stanza:  not to be confused with ballad; it's often pronounced "buh-LAHD"; a very tricky and elaborate stanza that I won't further define

cadence:  a rhythm that doesn't fall into a strict meter

couplet:  one of the two commonest forms of stanza - two lines, usually rhyming
elision:  the omission of a vowel, consonant, or syllable in pronunciation, usually to force a multisyllable word into a fixed meter.  

From ashes ancient Gow'r is come; (Gower, 2 syllables ==> Gow'r)

It seems like cheating, but the use of this is more frequent than you might think in period poetry, particularly in popular ballads.
feminine ending: a line of poetry ending on an unstressed syllable; gives the line a "soft landing"

Figurative language = a sub-category of rhetorical devices in which one object is compared to another, in order to emphasize certain characteristics of the first object.  


Shall I compare thee to a summer's day?


Thou art more lovely and more temperate ...
See also Rhetorical Devices, Symbols, Imagery.  Common Figurative Language devices are Simile, Metaphor, Metonymy and Synechdoche

Foot:  
the basic unit of meter:  two or three syllables that "belong together" in a line of poetry;   Most English verse, from Middle English on, uses one of the following three feet:
iamb:  one unstressed syllable followed by one stressed syllable


-    /  -    /    -     /   -   /    -     /

It blesseth him that gives and him that takes
trochee: one stressed syllable followed by one unstressed syllable

  /   - / -  /   -      / -

Once upon a midnight dreary

Rarely used as the basis for an entire poem, but very common as a variation.

      /   -   -    /   -   /  -    /   -     /


Men at some time are masters of their fates: 

anapest: two unstressed syllables followed by one stressed syllable


-  -  /   -  -    /    -   -  /  -    -   /


On the day I was born said my father said he

The following feet are rare as the basic meter in English, but are used as variations:
dactyl: one stressed syllable followed by two unstressed syllables, as in the first foot in this example:

/  -  -    /   -   /   -  -   /

I was a child and she was a child
Rarely used as the basis for an entire poem, not even very common as a variation.  (Note that you could argue this line is basically anapestic.  Welcome to the world of poetry criticism.)
spondee:  two stressed syllables forming one poetic foot; e.g.:  

   /    /      /    /       /  /        /   /


"housekeep", "pen-knife," "ad hoc," "heartburn" 
amphibrach: a stressed syllable surrounded by two unstressed syllables; e.g., 

  - /  -     -  / -      -   /   -    -   / -

"another," "uncommon," "instead of," "Brendoken"

Some argue that this is the basic foot of the limerick.


  -     /   -     -  /   -      -   / -


There once was    a lass of    Brendoken

pyrrhic:  two unstressed syllables; very rare; but sometimes used to indicate a weak iamb, as in the last word below (i.e., it's not "MAJ-e-STEE", it's "MAJ-e-sty")

-   /  - /    -  /   -   / -  -


The attribute to awe and majesty,

Imagery:  Figurative Language plus the use of Symbols.

kenning:  in Old English and related languages, a conventional metaphor (e.g., "whale-road" = "the sea") which would have been immediately recognizable to the audience (no matter how obscure it is to us)

metonymy:  rhetorical substitution of one thing for another (e.g., referring to the monarch as "the Crown")
quatrain:  one of the two commonest forms of stanza - four lines, usually rhyming the second and last lines (and often the first and third), so either ABCB or ABAB
metaphor:  implied but stated comparison between two things

Also used in a broader sense to include simile, metonymy and synecdoche, or even all Figurative Language.
Meter:
a regular rhythm; meter is usually described by giving both the kind of feet (above) and the number in each verse. The basic meters are: 

One foot: monometer
Two feet: dimeter
Three feet: trimeter
Four feet: tetrameter
Five feet: pentameter
Six feet: hexameter (alexandrines)
Seven feet: heptameter

Eight feet: octameter
Rhetorical devices:  poetic word-tricks, used in literature, speech-making, etc.  This example actually uses at least three different devices (repetition, deliberate contrast, word reversal, etc.)

Ask not what your country can do for you:  ask what you can do for your country.

See also Figurative Language, Symbols, Imagery

rhyme:  scholarly use:  the repetition of a sound (any sound) in poetry; the common usage:  repetition of exactly the same sound, at the end of words/lines.
rhyme scheme: the pattern of rhyming in a stanza, indicated by letters of the alphabet (thus, ABCB means the second and fourth lines rhyme, the first and third don't)
rhythm:  a pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables

scan, scansion:  to scan a verse is to determine its meter — that is, to go through each foot and indicate whether each syllable is stressed or unstressed. The resultant pattern is called its scansion. 
simile:  an explicit comparison between two things, using "like" or "as"

sonnet:  a lyric poem of fourteen lines. There are two common species of sonnet, distinguished by their rhyme scheme: the Italian and the Shakespearean.

stanza:  a unit of multiple lines within a larger poem, typically highly structured; aka "a verse"
Symbols:  (sometimes aka images) - concrete objects which, through repetition, take on a life of their own (clocks come up so frequently in Shakespeare's Julius Caesar that they come to mean "the relentless passage of time = fate").

See also Figurative Language, Rhetorical Devices, Imagery

synecdoche:  a rhetorical device substituting part of something for the whole (e.g., "all hands on deck")
Some References and Contact Information
To contact Llywelyn Glyndwr (mka Mark Cipra):  cipram@sbcglobal.net

Beowulf

There are several good translations of Beowulf, and which one you want will depend on what you're looking for.  Some are very accurate in terms of verse structure, alliteration, etc.  Others seek to replicate the feel of the verse in modern terms.  Still others try for the most accurate representation of the meaning.  There's a good review of different translations at:


http://www.nvcc.edu/home/vpoulakis/Translation/home.htm
There are also many online sites with the original Old English.  Here's a site with Old English and modern English versions and other reference material:


http://www.humanities.mcmaster.ca/~beowulf/main.html
The following site has recordings of many passages read aloud:

http://faculty.virginia.edu/OldEnglish/Beowulf.Readings/Beowulf.Readings.html
Shakespeare:

Applause Theatre Books has editions of the individual Shakespeare plays and of the entire First Folio which accurately reproduce the original published versions - flaws, funny spelling, and all - but they modernize the typeface (so there are none of those S's that look like f's).

http://www.applausepub.com/
Shakespeare's Words, Crystal & Crystal, (Penguin, 2002) is becoming a standard glossary to accompany Shakespeare.  In my opinion it's still not as good as Schmidt (see below), but it is pretty good; the book (and web site) make one very important contribution, though:  Topics, such as a one-page introduction to Elizabethan grammar, lists of "forsoothly" words, etc.:

http://www.shakespeareswords.com/
Shakespeare Lexicon, Alexander Schmidt (Dover, 1971, two volumes) is still the best for the actual words.  Every word, glossed, and every use of that word located.  Tuft University has an online version:

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/cgi-bin/ptext?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.03.0079
and you can usually find copies in used-book stores.
The mechanisms of verse and rhetorical devices

Each of these sites has a slightly different emphasis.

http://www.nt.armstrong.edu/terms.htm

http://andromeda.rutgers.edu/~jlynch/Terms/

http://humanities.byu.edu/rhetoric/silva.htm

http://www.yaelf.com/rhetoric.shtml

http://www.people.vcu.edu/~bgriffin/399/Elizabethan%20Rhetorical%20Figures.html

http://www.nipissingu.ca/faculty/williams/figofspe.htm
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