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To Poetry


Don’t desert me




just because I stayed up last night




watching The Lost Weekend.



 


I know I’ve spent too much time




praising your naked body to strangers




and gossiping about lovers you betrayed.



 


I’ve stalked you in foreign cities




and followed your far-flung movements,




pretending I could describe you.



 


Forgive me for getting jacked on coffee




and obsessing over your features




year after jittery year.



 


I’m sorry for handing you a line




and typing you on a screen,




but don’t let me suffer in silence.



 


Does anyone still invoke the Muse,




string a wooden lyre for Apollo,




or try to saddle up Pegasus?



 


Winged horse, heavenly god or goddess,




indifferent entity, secret code, stored magic,




pleasance and half wonder, hell,



 


I have loved you my entire life




without even knowing what you are




or how—please help me—to find you.




Introduction

This is a book for writers and readers. It lays out, defines, and characterizes the essential terms of poetry. It has grown, as if naturally, out of my lifelong interest in poetry, my curiosity about its vocabulary, its forms and genres, its histories and traditions, its small devices and large mysteries—how it works. I hope it will be a companion, pleasurable to read, useful to study. It’s intended for both initiated and uninitiated readers, something to keep at hand, a compendium of discoveries that has befriended me. It’s a book of familiar and unfamiliar terms, old and new, some with long and complicated histories, others freshly minted. The alphabetical format may feel cool, but the hand that made the art was warm, and this book is animated by the practitioners who made poetry their own: the rational and the irrational, the lettered and the unschooled, those who would storm the barricades and tear down the castle, those who would rebuild it, the high priests of art, the irreverent tricksters, the believers and the skeptics, the long-lived purists and the doomed romantics, the holy eccentrics, the critics, the craftsmen, and the seers (singers, chanters, listeners, readers, writers); my quarrelsome friends, an extended family of makers. I’ve tried to figure out what they’ve been up to over the centuries.

This book is culled from the much larger book A Poet’s Glossary. That book was as definitive, inclusive, and international as I could make it. This volume is shorter and more focused. It drills down to what I deem the most crucial terms for understanding and appreciating poetry. It is meant to be manageable, though the reader will still find terms from a wide variety of poetries, oral and written, lyric and epic. It is selective and international. I’ve also added a few items and rectified some mistakes. Even in its shorter format, this project has something of the madness of a Borgesian encyclopedia, since every culture has its own poetry, usually in its own language. It would be impossible to include all the central terms in all the languages. I’ve explained what I can. I’m grounded in our moment, in the history of English and American literature, but I’ve continued to look for guidance to Hebrew and Arabic poetry, to Greek and Latin poetry, to the European poetries, east and west, to Irish, Welsh, and Scottish poetry, to Russian and Scandinavian poetry, to Chinese and Japanese poetry, to African, South Asian, and Latin American poetry. I’ve relied on many different sources—literary, historical, folkloric, anthropological, linguistic, and philosophical—and built on the work of others, but the mistakes are my own. I take responsibility for what’s here and what’s not. This is the result of a lifetime of engagement.

I’ve learned a tremendous amount in doing my reseach. As I’ve worked, I’ve often found myself transported to different time periods and countries, placing myself here and there, wondering what it would have been like to be a poet in the heady days of eighth-century China, or twelfth-century Provence, or thirteenth-century Florence, or fourteenth-century Andalusia, or fifteenth-century Wales, or seventeenth-century Japan, or early nineteenth-century England, or late nineteenth-century Ireland, or early twentieth-century Russia . . . I move freely among the bards, scops, and griots, the tribal singers, the poets of courtly love who sang for their mistresses, the court poets who wrote for their supper, the traveling minstrels, the revolutionaries, the flâneurs, the witnesses. I’ve encountered a series of recurring questions and debates about style and language, like the unresolved argument about the merits of the plain and the baroque style, or about the role of poetry in culture and society. There has been an ongoing quarrel, played out in many different countries, between tradition and innovation, the local and the international, the home-grown and the cosmopolitan. What language does one use, what forms does one employ? To whom is the poet responsible, and to what? Poetry too takes part in conversations about identity and nationalism. I’ve been surprised in my research by the sheer number of poetic contests throughout history. We may think of poetry as a noncompetitive activity, or as a competition with oneself, a struggle between the poet and the poem, but poetry competitions have kept cropping up over the years. The aesthetic debates, seldom good-natured, have also been fierce. I’ve tried to understand the intensities, to figure out what’s at stake, and welcomed the contestants into the tent.


The devices work the magic in poetry, and a glossary gives names to those devices. It unpacks them. I believe its purpose is to deepen the reader’s initiation into the mysteries. Here, then, is a repertoire of poetic secrets, a vocabulary, some of it ancient, which proposes a greater pleasure in the text, deeper levels of enchantment.


A

abecedarian The word derives from the names of the first four letters of the alphabet plus the suffix “-arius” (abecedarius). An alphabetical acrostic in which each line or stanza begins with a successive letter of the alphabet. The abecedarian, which generally starts with the first letter of the alphabet and runs to the final letter, is an ancient form often employed for sacred works. Most of the acrostics in the Hebrew Bible are alphabetical; Psalm 119, for example, consists of twenty-two eight-line stanzas, one for each letter of the Hebrew alphabet. The first eight lines all begin with the letter aleph, the next eight lines begin with the letter beth, and so on, for 176 verses until the final tav. The completeness of the form enacts the idea of total devotion to the law of God.

The abecedarian originally had powerful associations with prayer. In 393, Saint Augustine composed an alphabetical psalm against the Donatists, “Psalmus contra partem Donati.” Geoffrey Chaucer was probably familiar with some Vulgate translations of Psalm 119 into Medieval Latin, and he employed the abecedarian in his twenty-four-stanza poem titled “An A.B.C.” (ca. 1370), a translation of a French prayer (“The Prayer of Our Lady”). Each stanza begins with a letter of the Medieval Latin alphabet, progressing from A to Z. Ronald Knox adapts the biblical precedent in his re-creation from the Hebrew of the “Lamentations of the Prophet Jeremiah: An Alphabet of Patience in Misery” (1950).

The Japanese iroha mojigusari (literally “character chain”) is a specialized version of the abecedarian. The first letter of the alphabet kicks off the first line and the second letter of the alphabet concludes it. The third letter starts the second line and the fourth letter finishes it. This continues until all the letters of the alphabet have been used in order.

SEE ALSO acrostic.


 

abstract, abstraction An abstract is a summary of any piece of written work. In poetry, abstraction refers to the use of concepts or ideas, things that come to us not through the senses but through the mind. Abstraction strips away the context and employs the immaterial properties of language. To employ abstraction is the opposite of embracing concrete particulars. Abstractions were a central feature of Victorian and symbolist poetry, one reason modern poets reacted against them. “Go in fear of abstractions,” Ezra Pound declared in “A Retrospect” (1913): “Don’t use such an expression as ‘dim lands of peace.’ It dulls the image. It mixes an abstraction with the concrete.” But a postsymbolist modern poet such as Wallace Stevens, who claimed that “It Must Be Abstract” (“Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction,” 1942), found ways to embrace abstraction by employing ideas and thinking in poetry. For Stevens, reality itself was an abstraction with multiple perspectives: “The major abstraction is the idea of man.” Abstraction means the act of withdrawing. It is an act of moving away, a form of distancing and removal.

 

abstract poetry Dame Edith Sitwell coined this term to describe her own poems. Describing her 1922 book, she writes, “The poems in Façade are abstract poems, that is, patterns in sound.” They try to use sound in much the same way that abstract painters use color, shape, and design. Abstract poetry never became a movement, though Lewis Carroll’s nonsense poetry and Gertrude Stein’s prose poems create some of the same effects.

SEE ALSO nonsense poetry, sound poetry.

 

accent From the Latin word accentus, meaning “song added to speech.” The vocal stress or emphasis placed on certain syllables in a line of verse. Stress varies from weak to strong. Some poetries, such as Anglo-Saxon, count only accents, the number of stresses in a line. Other poetries, such as English, count both accents and syllables. Vocal stress is crucial to how we speak and hear the English language, how we say, scan, and sing poems in our language.

SEE ALSO beat, meter, prosody, scansion.

 

accentual-syllabic verse, see meter.

 

accentual verse, see meter.


 

acrostic From the Greek: “at the tip of the verse.” The acrostic reads down as well as across. The initial letters of each line have a meaning when read vertically. The abecedarian is possibly its oldest form.

The acrostic may initially have been used as a mnemonic device in the transmission of sacred texts. Its origin and history suggest that words have magical, incantatory, and religious power. In written poetry, the acrostic became a way of both hiding and revealing mysterious information, such as the names of lovers, authors, and titles. The writer engages the reader as the solver of a puzzle, inviting a more intimate bond. Thus Edgar Allan Poe spells out the name of his beloved in “Enigma” (1848), and Ben Jonson prefaces a play with an acrostic that spells out its name (1610):

 


The Argument




T  he sickness hot, a master quit, for fear,




H  is house in town, and left one servant there.




E  ase him corrupted, and gave means to know




A  Cheater and his punk, who now brought low,




L  eaving their narrow practice, were become




C  oz’ners at large; and, only wanting some




H  ouse to set up, with him they here contract,




E  ach for a share, and all begin to act.




M  uch company they draw, and much abuse,




I  n casting figures, telling fortunes, news,




S  elling of flies, flat bawdry, with the Stone;




T  ill it, and they, and all in fume are gone.



 

A different type of acrostic (the mesostich) focuses on the middle letter of each line; another (the telestich) uses the final one. A double acrostic employs both the first and last letters of the lines. A compound acrostic spells one word down the left-hand margin and another down the right-hand one. A word square consists of a set of words, all of which have the same number of letters as the total number of words. Written out in a grid, the words can be read both horizontally and vertically.

SEE ALSO abecedarian, palindrome.

 

adonic In Greek and Latin poetry, an adonic verse is a five-unit metrical foot that consists of a dactyl and a spondee (or trochee): / u u | / / or / u u | / u. The last line of the Sapphic stanza is an adonic. Ezra Pound concludes his poem “The Return” (1912) with an accentual-syllabic adonic: “pállĭd thĕ léash mén.”

SEE ALSO dactyl, meter, Sapphic stanza, spondee, trochee.

 

Aeolic Two of the inventors of lyric poetry, Sappho and Alcaeus (late seventh to early sixth century B.C.E.), wrote in a Greek dialect known as Aeolic. The Greek colonies of Aeolis, a district of Mysia in Asia Minor, were one of the traditional birthplaces of lyric poetry. Aeolic subsequently became the name for a class of meters that brings dactyls and iambs close together to form a choriamb, a pattern of four syllables: long-short-short-long. In English prosody, this became two stressed syllables enclosing two unstressed ones. Horace responded to the themes of Sappho and Alcaeus by employing their meters, thus claiming, “I, passing from humble to mighty, / first found for Aeolic song a home / in Italian melodies” (Odes, book 3, 23–13 B.C.E.).

SEE ALSO Alcaic, choriamb, dactyl, iamb, meter, Sapphic stanza, trochee.

 

air, ayre A song, a tune, or a melody. It can also suggest all three together. The English ayre derived from the French air de cour and referred to a solo song accompanied by a lute, which is why it is called the lute-song or lute-air. It was a subgenre of the lyric that flourished in the first two decades of the seventeenth century. The earliest publication of ayres was John Dowland’s The first Booke of Songs or Ayres (1597). The lute-song hits its most beautiful notes in Thomas Campion’s Two Books of Ayres (ca. 1613). “In these English Ayres,” Campion wrote, “I have chiefly aymed to couple my Words and Notes lovingly together.” He sets his program in “Now Winter Nights”: “Let well-tun’d words amaze / With harmony divine.”

SEE ALSO lyric, song, songbook.

 

aisling From the Irish: “dream” (plural aislingí). The aisling (pronounced “ashling”) is a vision or dream poem, which developed in Gaelic poetry in Munster during the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It has its origins in the Old French reverdie, which celebrates the arrival of spring, often in the form of a beautiful woman. The aislingí present and personify Ireland in the form of a woman, who can be young or old, haggard or beautiful, lamenting her woes. The woman is usually referred to as a spéir-bhean (“sky-woman”). Aodhagán Ó Raithille inaugurated the tradition of the political aisling with his eighteenth-century poem “The Merchant’s Son.” In The Hidden Ireland (1924), Daniel Corkery calls the aisling an “intimate expression of the hidden life of the people among whom it flourished.”

SEE ALSO reverdie.

 

Alcaic A classical Greek stanza named for and possibly invented by Alcaeus, a poet of the late seventh and early sixth centuries B.C.E. It consists of four lines: the first two lines have eleven syllables each, the third, nine, and the fourth, ten. It has a complicated metrical scheme. Rosanna Warren points to “the principal beauty of the Alcaic, its shifts in rhythm in mid-course, its calculated imbalance as the iambic and choriambic first two lines yield to iambs in the third and resolve in racy dactyls in the fourth. An exemplum of poetry’s task, it acts out the dynamic equilibrium between order and disorder.”

Horace honored Alcaeus by adapting the Alcaic to Latin poetry; two-thirds of his Odes (23–13 B.C.E.) are written in it. The stanza was later adapted to Italian, French, German, Hungarian, and English poetry. There are no true English equivalents of this quantitative meter, but there have been imitations by the Countess of Pembroke (the sixteenth-century “Psalm 120”), Arthur Clough (“Alcaics,” 1849), Robert Bridges (“Song: Chorus to Demeter,” 1914), Thomas Hardy (“The Temporary the All,” 1898), and Alfred, Lord Tennyson, who called it “the grandest of all measures.” W. H. Auden took a Horatian stance and employed the stanza in “In Memory of Sigmund Freud” (1939). In Greek Lyrics (1955), Richmond Lattimore used Alcaics to translate Alcaeus himself.

SEE ALSO iamb, choriamb, dactyl, meter.

 

alexandrine A twelve-syllable poetic line used primarily in French poetry until the advent of vers libre (“free verse”) in the nineteenth century. It is the standard line of traditional French poetry since the sixteenth century and has an importance comparable to blank verse in English poetry. It was invented in the twelfth century—the name may have derived from a poem about Alexander the Great—and circulates in the bloodstream of anyone classically educated in French poetry. The traditional alexandrine divided the line into two groups of six syllables with a fixed medial pause, or caesura. There are strong stresses on the sixth and the last syllables. The Alexandrin classique was perfected by the dramatists Pierre Corneille (1606–1684) and Jean Racine (1639–1699), its greatest exponent. The twelve-syllable vers romantique, or Alexandrin trimètre, divides the line into three parts. The twelve-syllable tétramètre divides the line into four parts, with a caesura after the sixth syllable. Victor Hugo and other nineteenth-century poets challenged and reformed the alexandrine to give it greater rhythmic fluidity. Paul Verlaine expanded it so that it bordered on free verse.

The six strong accents of the English alexandrine give it a particularly sprawling, drawn-out feeling. In English poetry, Edmund Spenser employs an alexandrine as the last line of each stanza of The Faerie Queene (1590–96), and Milton cannily imitates him in his nativity ode (1629). Alexander Pope evokes what he criticizes in the second line of this couplet from “An Essay on Criticism” (1711):

 


A needless Alexandrine ends the Song,




That like a wounded Snake, drags its slow length along.



 

Robert Bridges employs what he calls “neo-Miltonics” or “loose alexandrines” for his long philosophical poem, The Testament of Beauty (1929):

 


What is beauty? saith my sufferings then.—I answer




the lover and poet in my loose alexandrines . . .



 

The Very Reverend William Ralph Inge (1860–1954), dean of Saint Paul’s Cathedral in London, reputedly said that he hated “loose alexandrines” worse than loose living.

SEE ALSO caesura, free verse, hexameter, meter, vers libre.

 

allegory From the Greek word allēgoria, which comes from állos (“other”) and -ēgorein (“to speak”): that is, “speaking otherwise.” Isidore of Seville (d. 636) wrote, “Allegory is other-speech. One thing is spoken, another is meant.” An allegory operates on two levels simultaneously. The narrative acts as an extended metaphor, with a primary or surface meaning that continually discloses a secondary or representational meaning. The two levels provide a parallel experience: one entertains; the other instructs.


Allegory is a postclassical idea. Plutarch noted in Moralia (ca. 100 C.E.) that what was called allēgoria in his time had been previously called huponoia (“under-meaning”). It was a thought or meaning that existed underneath the surface of a text. The sense of hidden meaning expanded into a full-fledged method of “speaking otherwise.” The characters in an allegory are often personifications; that is, abstract ideas incarnated as persons. There is a one-to-one correspondence between what they are and what they mean. Think of the characters Death, Fellowship, Good-Deeds, and Beauty in the medieval morality play Everyman, or the characters Christian, Faithful, and Mr. Worldly Wiseman in John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress (1678). The characters of the great allegories go beyond merely representing their designated vices and virtues; they become them.

We are in the range of allegory whenever a writer explicitly indicates the relationship of the image to the precept. Northrop Frye writes, “A writer is being allegorical whenever it is clear that he is saying ‘by this I also (allos) mean that.’ ” The hero of an allegory is a cipher or a designated figure for the reader, since it’s understood that the action takes place in the mental landscape of the audience. Allegory, a distinctive form, treats the story as a means to an end and channels our affective responses. As William Empson explains in The Structure of Complex Words (1948), “Part of the function of an allegory is to make you feel that two levels of being correspond to each other in detail and indeed that there is some underlying reality, something in the nature of things, which makes this happen . . . But the effect of allegory is to keep the two levels of being very distinct in your mind though they interpenetrate each other in so many details.”

Allegory is a method of critical analysis as well as a literary model. Critics interpret works allegorically when they perceive coherent analogies behind living characters and abstract ideas (hence psychoanalytic criticism). In The Well Wrought Urn (1947), Cleanth Brooks allegorizes the poems he explicates insofar as they become “parables about the nature of poetry.” Frye suggests in Anatomy of Criticism (1957) that all criticism is covert allegorizing.

SEE ALSO metaphor, personification.

 

alliteration The audible repetition of consonant sounds at the beginning of words or within words. Listen to the letter m and the letter d in Gerard Manley Hopkins’s ecstatic evocation of a kestrel in “The Windhover” (1877): “I caught this morning morning’s minion, kingdom of daylight’s dauphin, dapple-dawn-drawn Falcon . . .”

Alliteration is part of the sound stratum of poetry. It predates rhyme and takes us back to the oldest English and Celtic poetries. It is known as Stabreim in the ancient Germanic languages. Alliterative meter was the principal organizing device in Anglo-Saxon poetry and resounded through the fourteenth century, as in the opening line of Piers Plowman: “In a somer season, whan soft was the sonne . . .” The repetitive s here ties four words together and urges their interaction upon us. Alliteration can reinforce preexisting meanings (summer season) and establish effective new ones (soft sun). A device of phonic echoes, of linked initial sounds, alliteration reverberates through most of the poetries of the world. It didn’t predominate in later metrical verse, but it forms a rough current in the work of Sir Thomas Wyatt (1503–1542) and thereafter becomes a subterranean stream in English-language poetry. It comes bubbling to the surface in such modern Welsh poets as David Jones and Dylan Thomas.

SEE ALSO assonance, consonance.

 

allusion A passing or indirect reference to something implied but not stated. The writer refers to something recognizable—a historical or fictional character, a specific place, a particular event or series of events, a religious or mythological story, a literary or artistic work. Allusion may serve as a compact between writer and reader, a means of summoning a shared world or tradition, a way of packing a work with meaning. Thus Dante alludes throughout the Inferno (1304–9) to Virgil’s Aeneid (29–19 B.C.E.), especially the sixth book, which charts Aeneas’s descent into the underworld, even as Virgil alludes to Homer’s Odyssey (ca. eighth century B.C.E.), especially book 11, in which Odysseus gathers the shades at the edges of the known world. Some contemporary readers consider allusion an elitist device, especially since so little shared literary knowledge now exists, and yet allusion provides a crucial way for poems to talk to each other and create meaning for us.

SEE ALSO tradition.


 

ambiguity An ambiguous word or sign is open to more than one explanation or interpretation. In rhetoric, ambiguity has been treated as a stylistic fault (the Latin ambiguitas) and a potential literary virtue. William Empson introduced this term to modern critical discourse in Seven Types of Ambiguity (1930). Empson defines ambiguity as “any verbal nuance, however slight, which gives room for alternative reactions to the same piece of language.” Empson’s consideration of ambiguity, which moves from the least ambiguous (double meanings) to the most ambiguous (contradictory meanings), suggests the linguistic plenitudes of verbal art. The division into exactly seven types of ambiguity now seems arbitrary, but Empson enlarged the reading of poetry by close verbal analysis and careful textual consideration of the multiple meanings of words and passages. Following Empson, the formalist New Critics treated ambiguity as one of the crucial features of poetry.

 

amoebean verses From the Greek: “responsive verses.” These verses in dialogue are found primarily in pastoral poetry, especially in the work of Theocritus and Virgil. Here two speakers chant alternate lines, couplets, or stanzas. In Virgil’s Georgics (book 3, ca. 29 B.C.E.), the shepherd Menalcus asks the shepherd Dametas, “Do you want us to try alternately to see what each of us is capable of?” The speakers try to match, debate, and outdo each other according to specified rules. Edmund Spenser imitated the form in The Shepheardes Calender (1579). Responsive verses were rooted in the singing competitions of local peasant communities. As the pastoral genre developed, these responsive verses were modeled not on oral verses but on literary texts. The literary pastoral created fictions about rural life that were eventually critiqued by poets writing counter-pastorals. Thus George Crabbe in The Village (1783):

 


Fled are those times, when, in harmonious strains,




The rustic poet praised his native plains:




No shepherds now, in smooth alternate verse,




The country’s beauty or their nymphs’ rehearse.



SEE ALSO débat, georgic, pastoral, poetic contest.


 

amphibrach From the Greek: “short at both ends.” A classical metrical foot consisting of one long syllable enclosed by two short ones. The pronunciation of a word like remember approximates the effect; it is literally short at both ends. As Coleridge describes it in his poem “Metrical Feet” (ca. 1806), “One syllable long, with one short at each side, / Ămphībrăchўs hāstes with ă stātelў strīde;—.”

SEE ALSO cretic, foot, meter.

 

Anacreontic Anacreon (ca. 570–485 B.C.E.) was a Greek lyric poet who lived in Teos, in Asia Minor. Mere fragments survive of his graceful, lighthearted poems, which deal with wine, women, and song. The Carmina Anacreontea (Anacreontic Poems) consists of sixty texts in the manner of Anacreon on the simple pleasures of life. They survive from an appendix to the tenth-century codex of The Palatine Anthology. Abraham Cowley brought the word into English when he called a section of his poems “anacreontiques” because they were paraphrased out of the work of Anacreon or his imitators (Miscellanies, 1656). They supposedly mimicked the Greek meter, which combined long (—) and short (u) syllables in the seven-syllable pattern u u—u—u—. Robert Herrick cultivated the Anacreontic and suggested that his mistress would bring him to Anacreon in the afterlife (“The Apparition of His Mistresse Calling Him to Elizium. Dezunt Nonulla—,” 1648). In 1800, Thomas Moore published a collection of erotic Anacreontics (Odes of Anacreon, 1800) that try to catch “the careless facility with which Anacreon appears to have trifled.” The Anacreontic now refers to any easygoing lyrical poem that mixes and serves wine with love.

 

anagram From the Greek: “transposition of letters.” A word or phrase rearranged to form another word or phrase. Lying awake one November night in 1868, Lewis Carroll transposed “William Ewart Gladstone” into “Wilt tear down all images.” He later came up with an even better one, “Wild agitator! Means well.” The anagram is not a poetic form per se, but it can yield anagrammatic poems, such as David Shulman’s sonnet “Washington Crossing the Delaware” (1936), in which every line is an anagram of the title. The Greek poet Lycophron (third century B.C.E.) was the first known practitioner of onomastic anagrams, or anagrams relating to names. Anagrams were a common literary amusement in the Latin Middle Ages, when it was discovered that the letters comprising the words of the Annunciation, “Ave Maria, gratia plena, Dominus tecum” (“Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with you”), could be rearranged as “Virgo serena, pia, munda et immaculata” (“Virgin serene, holy, pure and immaculate”). George Puttenham tried to define the rules for the formation of anagrams in “Of the Anagrame, or Posy transposed” (The Art of English Poesie, 1589), and so did the Scottish poet William Drummond of Hawthornden in his essay “Character of a Perfect Anagram” (written ca. 1615, collected in 1711). The historian William Camden gathered many samples of anagrams in Remains Concerning Britain (1605). “Perhaps partly because of a continuing, post-Gutenberg fascination . . . with how words and letters looked in print, and how readily they could be rearranged into movable type,” R. H. Winnick speculates, “English interest in onomastic anagrams, especially in court circles, reached a level of intensity by the late sixteenth century that would later surpass sonnet mania.”

SEE ALSO palindrome, pun.

 

analogy A resemblance between two different things, frequently expressed as an extended simile. William Blake talks back to ecclesiastical authority with this analogy from “Proverbs of Hell” (1790–93): “As the caterpillar chooses the fairest leaves to lay her eggs on, so the priest lays his curse on the fairest joys.” The reader participates in the making of an analogy, especially an extended analogy, by testing the proposition against experience. Try this one: Paul Valéry states that poetry is to prose as dancing is to walking. To what extent is that analogy true?

Analogies and metaphors are modes of relational thinking. An analogy works by suggesting similarity. A metaphor creates an identity between two different things. Some philosophers consider analogies and metaphors the same thing, with a grammatical difference, while others think of them as two different forms of reasoning. Analogical thinking is nonlinear, nonconsecutive, indirect. It is an extended associative process. Thomas Aquinas believed that the fact that God created the world points to a fundamental “analogy of being” between God and the world. Henry David Thoreau concluded, “All perception of truth is the detection of an analogy.”

SEE ALSO conceit, metaphor, simile.

 

anapest A metrical foot consisting of three syllables, two unaccented followed by one accented, as in the phrase “ĭn ă wár.” The anapest was originally a Greek martial rhythm and often creates a galloping sense of action, a catchy, headlong momentum, as in these lines from the beginning of Lord Byron’s “The Destruction of Sennacherib” (1815):

 


Thě Ăssýr | iăn căme dówn | lĭke thĕ wólf | ŏn thě fóld,




Ănd hĭs có | hŏrts wěre gléam | ĭng ĭn púr | plě ănd góld;




Ănd thě shéen | ŏf thěir spéars | wăs lĭke stárs | ŏn thě séa,




Whěn thě blúe | wăve rŏlls níght | lў ŏn déep | Gălĭlée.



 

My own anthology of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century anapestic poems in English would include Blake’s “Ah! Sun-flower” (1794), Shelley’s “The Cloud” (1820), Poe’s “Annabel Lee” (1849), and Swinburne’s “Before the Beginning of Years” (1865). The momentum of anapests has mostly been employed for comic or ironic effects in modern poetry, as in Thomas Hardy’s “The Ruined Maid” (1901). David Rakoff used anapestic tetrameter, which trots along at four feet per line, for his posthumously published novel, Love, Dishonor, Marry, Die, Cherish, Perish (2013).

SEE ALSO foot, meter.

 

anaphora From the Greek: “a carrying up or back.” Anaphora is the repetition of the same word or words at the beginning of a series of phrases, lines, or sentences. In the first century, Longinus treated anaphora as an imitative action and a key feature of the sublime. Thomas Wilson dubbed anaphora “the marcher” (The Arte of Rhetorique, 1585), and George Puttenham deemed it the “figure of report” (The Arte of English Poesie, 1589). Anaphora serves as an organizing poetic strategy for long lists or catalogs, as in the Hebrew Bible. The piling up of particulars is a joyous poetic activity, a way of naming and claiming the world. Open to almost any page of Leaves of Grass (1855) and you encounter Walt Whitman’s anaphoric method, his ecstatic iterations. Take this excerpt from “A Broadway Pageant”:


 


For I too raising my voice join the ranks of this pageant,




I am the chanter, I chant aloud over the pageant,




I chant the world on my Western sea,




I chant copious the islands beyond, thick as stars in the sky,




I chant the new empire grander than any before, as in a vision it comes to me,




I chant America the mistress, I chant a greater supremacy,




I chant projected a thousand blooming cities . . .



 

The key to anaphora is that each line is a repetition with a difference. Robert Alter calls it “a productive tension between sameness and difference, reiteration and development.” Something is reiterated, something else added or subtracted. Our attention keeps shifting from the phrasing that is repeated to the phrasing that is freshly introduced. What recurs is changed. Anaphora is a self-conscious and repeated turn back to beginnings.

The counterpart of anaphora is epiphora, or epistrophe: the repetition of a word or phrase at the end of successive clauses, sentences, or lines. Whitman uses the epiphora “it shall be you” fourteen times in seventeen lines of a passage from “Song of Myself” (1855), which begins with “If I worship one thing more than another it shall be the spread of my own body, or any part of it,” and concludes with this:

 


Sun so generous it shall be you!




Vapors lighting and shading my face it shall be you!




You sweaty brooks and dews it shall be you!




Winds whose soft-tickling genitals rub against me it shall be you!




Broad muscular fields, branches of live oak, loving lounger in my winding paths, it shall be you!




Hands I have taken, face I have kiss’d, mortal I have ever touch’d, it shall be you!



 

The repetition of the first words at the end of a sequence is called epanalepsis. Elizabeth Barrett Browning declares, “Say over again, and yet once over again, / That thou dost love me”; Robert Frost writes, in “The Gift Outright” (1941), “Possessing what we still were unpossessed by, / Possessed by what we now no more possessed.”

SEE ALSO catalog poem, parallelism, the sublime.


 

anthology From the Greek: “collection of flowers.” A collection of poetry or prose. The earliest compilation of Greek poems dates to the fourth century B.C.E. Sometime around 90 B.C.E. Meleager of Gadara collected a “bouquet” of short epigrams, which represented some fifty poets, from Archilochus (seventh century B.C.E.) to himself. In the tenth century, Constantinus Cephalas, a Byzantine Greek, drew on previous anthologies and put together The Palatine Anthology, also known as The Greek Anthology, the first major anthology of poems, one of the sourcebooks of lyric poetry.

 

antiphon A song, hymn, or poem in which two voices or choruses respond to each other in alternate verses or stanzas, as is common in verses written for religious services. Antiphonal poetry has the quality of call and response, of liturgy. In George Herbert’s “Antiphon (I)” (1633), for example, the chorus begins:

 


Let all the world in ev’ry corner sing,




                      My God and King.



 

The leader or minister calls back:

 


The heav’ns are not too high,




His praise may thither fly:




The earth is not too low,




His praises there may grow.



 

And the congregation responds:

 


Let all the world in ev’ry corner sing,




                      My God and King.



 

antistrophe The middle section of a classical ode, following the strophe and preceding the epode. The structure of the classical ode is based on the odes of Pindar (early fifth century B.C.E.), who adapted this characteristic pattern from the songs chanted by the chorus in Greek drama. The chorus moved to the left during the strophe and to the right during the antistrophe.

SEE ALSO epode, ode, strophe.


 

antithesis, antithetical A rhetorical contrast or opposition between ideas, often enacted through parallel structure. Antithesis is one of the favorite strategies of biblical poetry, as in these wisdom proverbs: “When pride comes, then comes shame: but with the lowly is wisdom” (Proverbs 11:2) and “The Lord is far from the wicked: but he hears the prayer of the righteous” (15:29). Aristotle singled out antithesis as a pleasing device:

 


When the style is . . . antithetical, in each of the two members . . . an opposite is balanced by an opposite, or two opposites are linked by the same word. For example . . . “By nature citizens, by law bereft of their city . . .” This kind of style is pleasing, because things are best known by opposition, and are all the better known when the opposites are put side by side; and is pleasing also because of its . . . logic—for the method of refutation is the juxtaposition of contrary conclusions. (Rhetoric, book 3, chap. 9, ca. 335–330 B.C.E.)



 

In Paradise Lost (1667), John Milton effectively contrasts Adam and Eve through the use of antithesis:

 


For contemplation he and valour formed,




For softness she and sweet attractive grace;




He for God only, she for God in him.



 

In philosophy, antithesis is a second argument raised to oppose a first proposition, as in Hegel’s dialectic of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. Poetic contests are also founded on the debate principles of argument and counterargument.

SEE ALSO parallelism, poetic contest, rhetoric.

 

aoidos From the Greek: “singer” (plural aoidoi). The Greek aoidos was a singing poet, a professional bard who performed at court or traveled from town to town. Homer gives us the name Phemius (“man of fame”), the aoidos at Odysseus’s palace in Ithaca, who sang the return of the Achaeans: “And the famous bard [aoidos] sang to them, and they sat quietly listening.” Homer also tells of Demodocus (“received by the people”), a blind aoidos at the palace of Alcinous, who sang about the quarrel of Achilles and Odysseus. Homer declares they are “like gods in their audê [human voice].” He would most likely have considered himself an aoidos.


Aoidean poetry is sometimes used as a technical term for early Greek oral epic poetry, but the Homeric corpus consistently refers to epic poems as aoidê, “singing.” Homer deemed poetry thespis aoidê, “divine song.”

SEE ALSO bard, epic, oral-formulaic method.

 

apostrophe From the Greek: “to turn away.” Apostrophe is a poetic mode of direct address. Quintilian, speaking of oratory in the first century, defines apostrophe as “a diversion of our words to address some person other than the judge.” Unlike the ideal orator, the poet turns away from the audience to address one or more gods, the Muse, an absent person, the dead, a natural object, a thing, an imaginary quality or concept. One of the distinctive marks of poetry is that it can address anything. Geoffrey Chaucer playfully addresses his purse in “The Complaint of Chaucer to His Purse” (ca. 1399); Anne Bradstreet addresses a book she has written in “The Author to Her Book” (1678); John Donne speaks to the sun in “The Sun Rising” (1633). Think of the fervor with which William Blake cries out, “O Rose thou art sick” (“The Sick Rose,” 1794) or the unhinged grief with which Alfred, Lord Tennyson, proclaims, “Ring out, wild bells” (In Memoriam, 1849). Apostrophe seems to take us back to the realm of magic ritual, to the archaic idea that the dead can be contacted and propitiated, the absent recalled, the inanimate and nonhuman formally humanized and invoked, called upon for help.

SEE ALSO invocation.

 

Arcadia, Arcady Arcadia is an isolated mountainous region of Greece in central Peloponnese. In the ancient world, the sparsely populated region was known for its rustic simplicity, which became associated with the traditional singing and pipe playing of herders, whose native god was Pan. It became famous throughout the ancient world as a utopian ideal of pastoral harmony and simplicity. Theocritus set his idylls (third century B.C.E.) in Arcadia. Virgil imagined Arcadia in his Eclogues (42–39 B.C.E.), where it bears a striking resemblance to northern Italy. Raymond Williams explains the transformation from the Arcadia of the Greek poet to the Arcadia of the Latin one in The Country and the City (1973):


 


The pastoral landscape of Theocritus had been immediate and close at hand just outside the city . . . A transformation occurs, in some parts of Virgil, in which the landscape becomes in fact more distant, becomes in fact Arcadia, and the Golden Age is seen as present there, at once summoned and celebrated by the power of poetry . . . It is only a short step from a natural delight in the fertility of the earth to this magical invocation of a land which needs no farming.



 

Virgil’s Eclogues were widely imitated in the pastoral poetry of the Italian, French, Spanish, and English Renaissance, from the fourteenth to the seventeenth century. The landscape was the setting for Sir Philip Sidney’s romance Arcadia (1580). The French painter Nicolas Poussin (1594–1665) employed the tradition in his painting of four shepherds, which is known as The Arcadian Shepherds. The art historian Erwin Panofsky wrote an influential essay on the inscription in Poussin’s painting, ET IN ARCADIA EGO (“I too am in Arcadia”), showing that the statement was meant to be spoken by death itself, thus asserting the presence of mortality in the seemingly timeless pastoral world.

In 1690, a group of Italian poets named their association the Arcadian Academy. The members wrote pastoral poetry and often dressed in shepherds’ costumes for their meetings. They sought “to exterminate bad taste and see to it that it shall not rise again,” but bad taste survived, while the group produced little of lasting merit. The name Arcadia continues to be associated with an ideal place of rustic simplicity and tranquility.

SEE ALSO eclogue, ecopoetry, idyll, nature poetry, pastoral.

 

archaism A deliberately old or outdated use of language. To use an archaism is to resuscitate a word, an expression, or a form that has fallen out of use. Words are continually changing in meaning. Using an archaism is a way of holding on to or renewing something ancient, evoking an older style of speech and writing. In Poetic Diction (1928), Owen Barfield suggests that true archaism implies “not a standing still, but a return to something older.”

In the history of poetry, one function of archaism was to maintain metrical regularity. The older form of a word sometimes has a different metrical weight. Thus poets continued to use the word morn for “morning” or treated the word loved as a two-syllable word. At a deeper level, older words have been used because of their associations with the past. Thus Edmund Spenser employs archaic words, “strange inkhorn terms,” to evoke the age of chivalry in The Faerie Queene (1590–96). In turn, Spenser and other Elizabethan poets became a source of archaisms for the Romantic poets. In “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” (1798) Samuel Taylor Coleridge uses archaic words to give the feeling that his work belongs to the past of the ballad poets:

 


He holds him with his skinny hand,




“There was a ship,” quoth he.




“Hold off! unhand me, grey-beard loon!”




Eftsoons his hand dropt he.



 

Sir Walter Raleigh said that the language of poetry always has “a certain archaic flavor.” Poetry looks backward but it also looks forward, and the archaizing impulse wars with the equally powerful impulse for poets to use common speech and naturalize poetic diction. The use of archaism is at odds with the modern impulse to, in Pound’s phrase, “make it new,” though Pound’s own work is filled with archaisms. Sometimes poets make poetry new by reviving something old.

 

archetype An original pattern or model, a prototype. Carl Jung pioneered the idea of the archetype as a “primordial image,” a common psychic form that structures human experience. In Jungian theory, the archetype is a universal theme or idea, a “psychic residue” found in dreams and myths, in poems and other works of art, in different religions and philosophies. Archetypes belong to the “collective unconscious” of all peoples. The “outcast,” who has been thrown out of society, the “scapegoat,” who gets blamed for everything, “the star-crossed lovers,” who are destined for doom—all are common archetypal figures. The idea of the archetype, especially the fundamental concept of the quest, has been stimulating for many American poets—Theodore Roethke, Stanley Kunitz, Robert Bly, David Bottoms—who have tried to tap a primordial imagery for their poems. Literary critics adopted the Jungian notion of archetypes to consider permanently recurring symbols and patterns of action, images and character types, such as youthful heroes setting off to battle dragons and journey to other worlds.


 

ars poetica “Poetry is the subject of the poem,” Wallace Stevens declares in “The Man with the Blue Guitar” (1937), and the ars poetica is a poem that takes the art of poetry as its explicit subject. It proposes an aesthetic. Self-referential, uniquely conscious of itself as both a performance and a treatise, the great ars poetica embodies what it is about.

Horace’s Ars poetica is our first known poem on poetics and the fountainhead of the Western tradition. Horace introduces himself as both poet and critic in what was probably his final work (ca. 19–18 B.C.E.), a combination of the formal epistle and the technical treatise. Written when freedom was imperiled in Rome, it eloquently defends liberty. Horace speaks of art and ingenuity, of the poet’s need to fuse unity and variety, to offer what is delightful (dulce) and useful (utile). He defends the value of artistic constraints and the necessity of artistic freedom, and he writes on behalf of both the writer and the reader, the poet and the audience: “it is not enough for poems to be beautifully crafted, let them be attractive and drive as they wish the audience’s emotion . . . if you want me to weep, you must first yourself feel grief: only then will I share the pain of your disasters.”

My anthology of the ars poetica would include Alexander Pope’s “Essay on Criticism” (1711), the exemplary treatise of the Enlightenment; passages from William Wordsworth’s Prelude (1805, 1850), which traces the growth of the poet’s mind, and from Walt Whitman’s “Song of Myself” (1855); Emily Dickinson’s poem number 1129 (“Tell all the Truth but tell it slant—” ca. 1868); Wallace Stevens’s “Of Modern Poetry” (1940); and Hugh MacDiarmid’s “The Kind of Poetry I Want” (1961). It would take into account Marianne Moore’s adversarial ars poetica “Poetry,” first published in 1921 (“I, too, dislike it”) and Czeslaw Milosz’s conditional “Ars Poetica?” (“The purpose of poetry is to remind us / how difficult it is to remain just one person,” 1968). The ars poetica, like the defense of poetry, becomes a necessary form when poetry is called into question and freedom is endangered.

 

assonance From the Latin word assonare, meaning “to answer with the same sound.” The audible repetition of vowel sounds within words encountered near one another. Robert Latham defines assonance as the “resemblance of proximal vowel sounds.” Listen to the interplay of vowels in these lines from “The Lotos-Eaters” (1833) by Alfred, Lord Tennyson:


 


And round about the keel with faces pale,




Dark faces pale against that rosy flame,




The mild-eyed melancholy Lotos-eaters came.



 

Notice the repetition of the letters ou in the words round about; the recurrence of the vowels a and e in “faces pale,” which is repeated twice; how the soft a reverberates from the words and to about to dark to against; how the hard a is picked up again in the words flame and came; how the letter o moves as a hard sound from the word rosy to the first syllable of the word Lotos and as a soft sound from the word melancholy to the second syllable of the word Lotos; and how the letter e echoes from mild-eyed to Lotos-eaters. This is “vocalic rhyme.”

John Keats was especially compelled by technical problems of assonance, of vowel music. “One of his favorite topics of discourse was the principle of melody in Verse,” Benjamin Bailey remembered in 1849: “Keats’s theory was, that the vowels should be so managed as not to clash one with another so as to mar the melody,—& yet that they should be interchanged, like differing notes of music.” Keats’s verbal tactics of repetition and variation, his subtle way of mixing long and short vowels, enabled him to fashion a sonorous music, and his vowels dilate the line into a numinous presence, creating a feeling both of intensity and spiritual easefulness.

Assonance preceded rhyme in the early verse of the Romance languages, Old French, Provençal, and Spanish, where it was a characteristic coordinating element. For example, each strophe, or laisse, closes with the same vowel sound in the epic Chanson de Roland (The Song of Roland, ca. 1090), the oldest surviving major work of French literature. As a binding element, assonance was later replaced by rhyme in European poetry. Nonetheless, poets have continued to experiment with assonance as an echo chamber within a poem. Assonance remains a key aural device, subtle and unsystematic, a form of internal vowel play that pleases the ear.

SEE ALSO alliteration, consonance, rhyme.

 

aubade A dawn song expressing the regret of parting lovers at daybreak. The earliest European examples date from the end of the twelfth century. The Provençal, Spanish, and German equivalents are alba, albada, and Tagelied. Some scholars believe the aubade, which has no fixed metrical form, grew out of the cry of the medieval watchman, who announced from his tower the passing of night and return of day. Ezra Pound renders the Provençal “Alba Innominata” as “Ah God! Ah God! That dawn should come so soon!” In The Spirit of Romance (1910), he points out that romance literature dawned with a Provençal “Alba” from around the tenth century:

 


Dawn appeareth upon the sea,




     from behind the hill,




The watch passeth, it shineth




     clear amid the shadows.



 

The dawn song is found in nearly all early poetries; its poignancy crosses cultures.

The aubade recalls the joy of two lovers joined together in original darkness. It remembers the ecstasy of union. But it also describes a parting at dawn. With that parting comes the dawning of individual consciousness; the separated, day-lit mind bears the grief or burden of longing for what has been lost. The characteristic aubade flows from the darkness of the hour before dawn to the brightness of the hour afterward. It moves from silence to speech, from the rapture of communion to the burden of isolation, and the poem itself becomes a conscious recognition of our separateness. This is evident in Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet (act 3, scene 5, 1597), which includes a debate about whether the two lovers hear the song of a nocturnal bird or a morning one:

 


JULIET: Wilt thou be gone? it is not yet near day:

It was the nightingale and not the lark,

That pierc’d the fearful hollow of thine ear;

Nightly she sings on yon pomegranate tree:

Believe me, love, it was the nightingale.




ROMEO: It was the lark, the herald of the morn,

No nightingale: look, love, what envious streaks

Do lace the severing clouds in yonder east:

Night’s candles are burnt out, and jocund day

Stands tiptoe on the misty mountain tops.




 

The aubade concludes with Romeo’s heartfelt cry, “More light and light—more dark and dark our woes!” John Donne rebels against the convention of separation in his aubade “The Sun Rising” (1633), which begins by chiding the sun. There is no beloved at all in Philip Larkin’s last poem, “Aubade” (1977), a terrifying spiritual confrontation with oblivion. The direction of the aubade is irreversible. It moves from the song of the nightingale to the song of the lark and thus flows into time.

 

automatic writing, automatism The Surrealist poets advocated writing automatically without any conscious control. The method was a kind of Freudian free association, and the goal was to free the unconscious from the constraints of the ego or conscious mind. Poetry would be liberated by trancelike states, startling images. André Breton and Philippe Soupault created the first automatic book, the novel Les champs magnétique (The Magnetic Fields, 1919). Breton equated automatic writing with “pure psychic automatism” in his first Manifeste de surréalisme (1924) and dreamed of magical dictation. Maurice Blanchot summarizes the breakthrough of automatic writing:

 


Automatic writing tended to suppress constraints, suspend intermediaries, reject all mediation. It put the hand that writes in contact with something original; it made of this active hand a sovereign passivity, no longer a means of livelihood, an instrument, a servile tool, but an independent power, over which no one had authority any more, which belonged to no one and which could not, which knew not how to do anything—but write . . .



 

William Butler Yeats conducted experiments in automatic writing with his bride, Georgie Hyde-Lees, which eventuated in A Vision (1925). He described the experience: “On the afternoon of October 24th, 1917, four days after my marriage, my wife surprised me by attempting automatic writing. What came in disjointed sentences, in almost illegible writing, was so exciting, sometimes so profound, that I persuaded her to give an hour or two day after day to the unknown writer, and after some half-dozen such hours offered to spend what remained of life explaining and piecing together those scattered sentences. ‘No,’ was the answer, ‘we have come to give you metaphors for poetry.’ ”

SEE ALSO Surrealism.


 

avant-garde Avant-garde literally means the “advance-guard,” the most forward-facing troops. It dates back to the Middle Ages as a term of warfare. In the nineteenth century, it was aggressively imported from the military into the realm of art and literature to blur the distinction between art and life, to challenge the social order and “shock” the bourgeoisie. It suggests something new and advanced, a revolutionary vanguard. In 1845, Gabriel-Désiré Laverdant declared, in De la mission de l’art et du rôle des artistes, that

 


art, the expression of society, manifests, in its highest soaring, the most advanced social tendencies: it is the forerunner and the revealer. Therefore, to know whether art worthily fulfills its proper mission as initiator, whether the artist is truly of the avant-garde, one must know where Humanity is going, what the destiny of the human race is . . .



 

There is a paradox in the cultural idea of the avant-garde, which borrows a military notion to express its nonconformism. Charles Baudelaire showed disdain for the “predilection of the French for military metaphors” (My Heart Laid Bare, 1887). A political vocabulary infiltrated avant-garde notions of culture in the nineteenth century, as when Stéphane Mallarmé told an interviewer in 1891 that the modern poet is “on strike against society.” The avant-garde set out to destroy and invent. Matei Călinescu points out that Mikhail Bakunin’s anarchist maxim—“To destroy is to create”—applies to most of the activities of the twentieth-century avant-garde.

During the first decades of the twentieth century, the concept of the avant-garde widened to include all the new antitraditional schools of art, music, and poetry (futurism, Cubism, etc.). Ever since, it has committed itself to rupture and change, to novelty. The avant-garde moved from modernism to postmodernism, and since the 1960s it has drawn its energy from a cross-pollination of genres, playfulness in style, a commitment to experimentation. But ever since the late 1950s, critics such as Roland Barthes have also been declaring the death of the avant-garde. “It was dying,” Călinescu summarizes, “because it was recognized as artistically significant by the same class whose values it so drastically negated.” In Postscript to “The Name of the Rose” (1984), Umberto Eco argues that the avant-garde hostility toward the past leads to silence:


 


The historic avant-garde . . . tries to settle scores with the past. “Down with the moonlight”—a futurist slogan—is a platform typical of every avant-garde; you have only to replace “moonlight” with whatever noun is suitable. The avant-garde destroys, defaces the past: Les Demoiselles d’Avignon is a typical avant-garde act. Then the avant-garde goes further, destroys the figure, cancels it, arrives at the abstract, the informal, the white canvas, the slashed canvas, the charred canvas. In architecture and the visual arts, it will be the curtain wall, the building as stele, pure parallelepiped, minimal art; in literature, the destruction of the flow of discourse, the Burroughs-like collage; silence, the white page in music, the passage from atonality to absolute silence (in this sense, the early Cage is modern). But the moment comes when the avant-garde (the modern) can go no further.



SEE ALSO Cubist poetry, Dadaism, modernism, postmodernism, Surrealism.


B

ballad The traditional British ballad is a narrative song, a poem that tells a story, preserved and transmitted orally. It unfolds in four-line stanzas and customarily alternates four- and three-stress lines. The second and fourth lines rhyme. Here is the opening of “Earl Brand”:

 


Rise up, rise up, my seven brave sons,




And dress in your armour so bright;




Earl Douglas will hae Lady Margaret awa




Before that it be light.



 

The word ballad derives from the Middle English balade, from the Old French ballade, from the Provençal balada, a dancing song. As the linguist Edward Sapir writes, “Poetry everywhere is inseparable in its origins from the singing voice and the measure of the dance.” Over time, the ballad lost whatever connection it once may have had to dance, though Robert Graves believed that “when the word ‘ballad’ was adopted by English singers, though the association with dancing did not survive, there remained latent in it the sense of rhythmic group action whether in work or in play.” Iceland is well known for its heroic ballads, the sagas, which were passed down orally for centuries. Once they were written down, their form was fixed and they were perceived as written poetry. The rímur, or sung ballads, were epic heroic songs. The English-language ballad originated in the fourteenth century—its most popular hero was Robin Hood. The most important collection is the Child ballads; it consists of 305 ballads from England and Scotland (and their American variants) collected by Francis James Child: English and Scottish Popular Ballads (1882–98). The European ballad developed out of an earlier epic tradition. Medieval epic songs were transformed into shorter dramatic songs, such as the romance (a poem in octosyllabic meter) in France, Portugal, and Spain, which in turn crossed the ocean and became the Mexican corrido. Whereas epics were heroic songs sung by men, ballads were often sung by women and told different kinds of stories.

As a form of great antiquity, the ballad has been built up and scoured down by oral transmission to a work of eloquent simplicity. It often opens abruptly, focuses on a single crucial episode, and moves decisively toward a tragic conclusion. Dialogue carries the story and the narration is rapid, elliptical, and impersonal, though it retains vestiges of ritual participation. The individual singer serves as the deputy of a public voice. The high degree of repetition is mnemonic, the refrain a way of creating and discharging emotion.

The broadside ballad was a poem printed on a broadside, a single sheet of paper, and sold in the streets. It was popular during the eighteenth century. “I love a ballad in print,” Shakespeare writes in The Winter’s Tale (act 4, scene 4, 1623). The written literary ballad, which emerged at the end of the eighteenth century as a viable and widely practiced subgenre, echoes the spirit, and often the language and form, of the traditional folk ballad. Thomas Percy’s Reliques of Ancient English Poetry (1765) and Sir Walter Scott’s collection The Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border (1802–3) helped create the vogue. The ballad especially appealed to the Romantic poets because it is an authentically popular form practiced by ordinary people, because of its “medieval” subject matter and “Gothic” taste, because it calls up deep feeling in the audience. Whitman loved Scott’s offering of old ballads precisely because it seemed to take him back to the primitive origins of all poetry and thus offered a bardic model for his own “barbaric yawp.” The writer of literary ballads seeks to transcend isolation and express a primordial collective will. The ballad writer also tends to be in quest of an archaic way of knowing, and thus the form of the ballad becomes a way of attaining what Daniel Hoffman calls “barbarous knowledge.”

SEE ALSO broadside ballad, epic, folk song, incremental repetition, oral poetry, refrain, romance, Romanticism.

 

ballade From the Old French: “dancing song.” The most important of the fixed forms (formes fixes) of Old French poetry. A musical form, it consists of three eight-line stanzas with a strict rhyme scheme (ababbcbc) and a four-line envoi (bcbc). The last line repeats in all three stanzas as well as the envoi. The entire poem turns on three rhymes, which build to the refrain. The lines are usually eight or ten syllables long. In English, the meter is customarily iambic tetrameter or pentameter. The envoi is a summary statement, traditionally an apostrophe to a head of state. Originally, this may have been the judge (the so-called prince) of a poetic competition. In these competitions, the host would often supply the first line and the poets would improvise from there. There are fifteen surviving poems, for example, that begin with the line that François Villon used so powerfully, “I die of thirst beside the fountain” (“Je meurs de soif auprès de la fontaine”).

The ballade rose to prominence in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries when it was popularized by troubadour poets (Guillaume de Machaut, Eustace Deschamps, Christine de Pisan, Charles d’Orléans), but reached its zenith in sixteenth-century France. Villon mastered the form in such works as “Ballade des pendus” (“Ballade of the Hanged,” published 1489) and “Ballade des dames du temps jadis” (“Ballade of Dead Ladies,” 1450), with its sorrowful refrain, translated by Dante Gabriel Rossetti as “But where are the snows of yester-year?”

In Germany, the ballade was a narrative poem or song, akin to the folk ballad, which flourished in the last quarter of the eighteenth and the first half of the nineteenth century. The French ballade was imported into English poetry by both John Gower (ca. 1325–1408), whose surviving ballades are written in French, and Geoffrey Chaucer—for example, “The Complaint of Chaucer to His Purse” (ca. 1399). The form had a vogue in late nineteenth-century England when it caught on with Austin Dobson, W. E. Henley, Alfred Noyes, and especially Algernon Charles Swinburne and Dante Gabriel Rossetti, both of whom translated Villon.

There are some variations on the original ballade formula. The ballade supreme consists of three ten-line stanzas that rhyme (ababbccdcd), with an envoi of five lines that rhyme (ccdcd). It turns on four rhymes. The refrain repeats as the last line of each stanza and of the envoi. The double ballade and the double ballade supreme have six stanzas of eight and ten lines, respectively, and follow the rhyme schemes of the ballade and the ballade supreme. The hutain, sometimes called the Monk’s Tale stanza, is a complete poem composed of a single ballade stanza (ababbcbc). One form of the dizain is a complete poem composed of a single ballade supreme stanza (ababbccdcd). The ballade is now mostly a form of light verse, as in Dorothy Parker’s “Ballade at Thirty-Five” (1924) and “Ballade of Unfortunate Mammals” (1931).

SEE ALSO chant royal, formes fixes, meter, Monk’s Tale stanza, octave.

 

bard The word bard originally referred to the ancient Celtic order of minstrel-poets who composed verses celebrating the laws and heroic achievement of the people, of chiefs and warriors. The bards carried necessary cultural information and underwent rigorous technical training. Ted Hughes noted that “tradition dwells on the paranormal, clairvoyant, somewhat magical powers of the Bards.” The professional literary caste of the bardic order in Ireland lasted from the thirteenth to the seventeenth century. It was serious business to become a poet and the training period could extend for as long as twelve years. In The Book of Irish Verse (1998), John Montague says that one way of describing the training is as “seven winters in a dark room,” and quotes an early eighteenth-century memoir:

 


Concerning the poetical Seminary or School . . . it was open only to such as were descended of Poets and reputed within their Tribes . . . The Structure was a snug, low Hut, and beds in it at convenient Distances, each within a small Apartment . . . No windows to let in the Day, nor any Light at all us’d but that of Candles, and these brought in at a proper Season only . . . The reason of laying the Study aforesaid in the Dark was doubtless to avoid the Distraction which Light and the variety of Objects represented thereby commonly occasions.



 

The poets who came through this strict regimen were technical virtuosos. Some of their most poignant poems mourn the passing of their order. Some songs in the Irish language are a legacy of the bardic tradition, especially the repertoire of sean nós (“old style”). As Emerson writes in “The Poet” (1844), “The ancient British bards had for the title of their order, ‘Those who are free throughout the world.’ They are free, and they make free.” In “Merlin I” (1846), he declares, “Great is the art, / Great be the manners, of the bard.”

The bardic poet in ancient Greece was called an aoidos: “And the famous bard [aoidos] sang to them, and they sat quietly listening,” Homer states in the Odyssey (ca. eighth century B.C.E.). Medieval bards in Wales were frequently composers and not performers. They employed a harpist and a datgeiniad, who declaimed the bard’s words. Since the eighteenth century, the term bard has often been used as a synonym for poet. One legacy of the Celtic bardic order is to preserve language, another to embody imaginative freedom. The creative use of technical poetic skill and wide literary and cultural knowledge makes for our greater freedom. The poet offers us thought schooled by intuition, emotion deeper than thought, and soulfulness deeper than emotion. Such archaic ways of knowing go all the way down to the roots of being.

SEE ALSO aoidos, fili.

 

baroque Probably from the Portuguese word barroco, a jeweler’s term for a rough, irregular pearl imported from Goa to Portugal in the sixteenth century. In the eighteenth century, the French started using the word baroque as an adjective meaning “bizarre” or “odd.” The term was first used in a pejorative sense to describe the art and architecture of the preceding era; their exuberance and superabundant ornamentation were perceived as bad taste in the eighteenth century. The baroque was contrasted with the sober clarity and classicism of the Renaissance. In the nineteenth century, the art historian Heinrich Wölfflin rehabilitated the term to describe any art that has become fully elaborated. In 1934, Erwin Panofsky argued that the Baroque era was not the end of the Renaissance, but “the beginning of a fourth era, which may be called ‘Modern’ with a capital M.”

The term baroque refers both to an antinaturalistic style and to a period in art, architecture, music, and literature. The baroque style is eccentric, excessive, extravagant, and lavishly ornate. The Baroque era in the visual arts refers to a European style of art and architecture that developed in the seventeenth century. The Baroque era in music refers to the period roughly from 1600 to 1750. In poetry, the term is often used to refer to the elaborate poetic styles of the early seventeenth century, especially Gongorism, which derives from the work of the Spanish poet Luis de Góngora, and Marinism, which derives from the work of the Italian poet Giovanni Battista Marini. The mannerisms of the English metaphysical poets are often considered baroque.

The baroque style is colorful, decorative, and flamboyant. In A Universal History of Infamy (1935), Jorge Luis Borges defines it as “that style which deliberately exhausts (or tries to exhaust) all its possibilities and which borders on its own parody.”

SEE ALSO metaphysical poets.

 

beat The main rhythmic pulse in metrical verse. Sometimes called ictus (the Latin word for “beat”), sometimes stress, it is also referred to as dynamic, intensive, or expiratory. It is a way of keeping time. The oldest meaning of the word beat is “to strike repeatedly,” and thus it carries the vestiges of repeated physical action.

SEE ALSO meter.

 

blank verse Unrhymed (hence “blank”) iambic pentameter. The five-beat, ten-syllable line was established in English over the fourteenth through sixteenth centuries, its emergence coterminous with the rise of Renaissance humanism. Blank verse was initially employed by Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey, in his translation (ca. 1594) of Virgil’s Aeneid. Christopher Marlowe (1564–1593) was the first English poet and playwright to explore the full potential of blank verse. The English dramatists used blank verse to move fluently between normal conversation and high rhetoric, and it became the standard form of drama in the era of Elizabeth I and James I. Many of the speeches in William Shakespeare’s plays are written in blank verse, as in this famous soliloquy from Macbeth (1611):

 


Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow,




Creeps in this petty pace from day to day,




To the last syllable of recorded time;




And all our yesterdays have lighted fools




The way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle!




Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player




That struts and frets his hour upon the stage




And then is heard no more: it is a tale




Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,




Signifying nothing.



 

John Milton used blank verse in Paradise Lost (1667) to liberate poetry from the “troublesome and modern bondage of rhyming,” thus establishing it as the pattern with the greatest equilibrium in English. Such eighteenth-century poets as James Thomson (The Seasons, 1730) and William Cowper (The Task, 1785) took up the mantle of Miltonic blank verse. Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s “conversation poems” (“The Aeolian Harp,” 1795; “Frost at Midnight,” 1798) introduced the short blank-verse poem into English. William Wordsworth, Percy Bysshe Shelley, John Keats, and Alfred, Lord Tennyson, all wrote major poems in blank verse. The American Romantics Hart Crane and Wallace Stevens are also notable for their use of the noble blank-verse line.

It has been estimated that three-fourths of all English poetry until the twentieth century is written in blank verse, which suggests that blank verse is the modal pattern in English, the one closest to natural speech, and therefore, as Allen Grossman puts it in “Summa Lyrica” (1992), “the form speech takes when it depicts the speech of persons in social situations.” Blank verse has most often been used—from Shakespeare’s plays to Robert Frost’s dramatic monologues—to evoke the spoken word, to create a speaker in a dramatic situation.

SEE ALSO conversation poem, decasyllable, dramatic monologue, iambic pentameter, meter, rhyme.

 

blazon, blason From the French: a heraldic term meaning “coat of arms.” In literature, a blazon is a catalog, traditionally written by a man, of his beloved’s physical features or attributes. The convention dates to the thirteenth century. The blazon relies on a series of comparisons, usually drawn from nature, that tend to come from a stock of images in the biblical Song of Songs. Petrarch made the blazon a prominent part of his Rime sparse (Scattered Rhymes, 1374) and it thus became central to the Petrarchan tradition. Elizabethan lyricists especially liked to detail a mistress’s physical beauty. Spenser provides an example in Epithalamion (1595):

 


Her goodly eyes like sapphires shining bright,




Her forehead ivory white,




Her cheeks like apples which the sun hath rudded,




Her lips like cherries charming men to bite,




Her breasts like to a bowl of
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