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INTRODUCTION
I, Nirmaldasan, am a disciple of Dr. Nirmal Selvamony, from whom I still learn the principles of poetic composition. Over the years, I conducted poetry workshops in different institutions: Good Earth School, Sri Ramakrishna School, SRM University, Women’s Christian College and Bharathi Women’s College. I would love to conduct poetry workshops in other institutions too and help students tackle all the 28 exercises in this Poetry Workbook.
CHAPTER I: RECITATION

Poetry is a type of rhythmic composition associated with emotions, feelings and the imagination. There is no theme beyond its scope, for it is an imitation and an expression of life itself! Emotion and feeling; action and intellection; imagination and intuition; and everything in between. Poetry finds its expression in many forms: the lyric, the narrative, the epic and the dramatic.  
Prose is made of sentences. Verse is made of lines. A poem is written in verse; and verse is a metrical composition consisting of rhythmic lines. The rhythm of verse is different from that of prose in terms of stress, accent and modulation: the stress of the syllables, the accent of the words and the modulation of the lines. Poets have to choose words with care and arrange them in the best order so that the sound and sense are in harmony.

Let us read, memorise and recite some fine poems.
1. The Palanquin-Bearers

By Sarojini Naidu

Lightly, O lightly, we bear her along,

She sways like a flower in the wind of our song;

She skims like a bird on the foam of a stream,

She floats like a laugh from the lips of a dream.

Gaily, O gaily we glide as we sing,
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We bear her along like a pearl on a string. 

Softly, O softly we bear her along,
She hangs like a star in the dew of our song;

She springs like a beam on the brow of the tide,

She falls like a tear from the eyes of a bride.
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Lightly, O lightly we glide as we sing,

We bear her along like a pearl on a string.

A lovely lyric! The metrical movement of the lines with its varied rhythm captures something of the ‘glide’ of the bearers and the rhythmic sweetness is enhanced by a string of similes and refrains (see chapter on poetic devices).

The most striking line of the song is of course the ‘pearl on a string’ refrain. The first half of the refrain ‘we bear her along’ balances well with the last half of the opening line. The other refrains ‘lightly, O lightly’ and ‘we glide as we sing’ besides the repeated pattern ‘she … like’ make the poem highly mellifluous.

So much for sound. As far as the sense is concerned, we may note that there is a latent significance to the order of similes in each stanza.

The first group of similes comprising a ‘swaying’ flower, a ‘skimming’ bird and a ‘floating’ laugh delights, thrills and exhilarates us in that increasing order of joy. Though the ‘laugh from the lips of a dream’ is abstract and hard to imagine, there can be little doubt that the line leaves the reader with a sense of elation.
Consider the second group of similes. The ‘star in the dew’ is more pleasing than a ‘swaying’ flower, a beam reflecting ‘on the brow of the tide’ thrills to say the least and the last simile — the simplest, yet the most beautiful of them all — symbolizes bliss. ‘A tear from the eyes of a bride’ is an absolute instance of bliss unlike the abstract ‘laugh from the lips of a dream’.
The source of all these effects is attributed to the ‘she’ (probably a princess) of the poem. And as we read the poem we unconsciously become one with the palanquin-bearers and ‘gaily, O gaily we glide as we sing.’
2. The Eagle

By Alfred Lord Tennyson

He clasps the crag with crooked hands;

Close to the sun in lonely lands,

Ring’d by the azure world, he stands.

The wrinkled sea beneath him crawls;

He watches from his mountain walls,
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And like a thunderbolt he falls.
This poem is just a fragment. Tennyson did not complete it, yet these rhythmic lines may be considered to form a whole.

The opening stanza presents a static scene. The coordinates of the eagle’s position are fixed. Ensconced on the crag, he is all by himself, close to the sun and encircled by the clear blue skies.

The ‘crawling’ sea in the last stanza marks the beginning of change in an otherwise static scene. Seen from a great height, the waves resemble wrinkles. The poet may have had in mind the picture of an aged man, full of wrinkles and virtually no energy except to crawl.
The picture is still one of calmness and solitude. The eagle sits watching undisturbed with a ‘monarch of all I survey’ look.

What are the things the eagle could have seen? The sun, the skies, the hills and the sea. What else? A prey. If not, nothing can justify the last line of the poem.

In sharp contrast to the sea which crawls, the eagle falls like a thunderbolt. The simile is apt, for a thunderbolt will make your heart skip a beat. The eagle startles you. And that is essentially the intended effect of the poem.
3. Ode On Solitude

By Alexander Pope   
Happy the man whose health and care
A few paternal acres bound,

Content to breathe his native air

In his own ground.

Whose herds with milk, whose field with bread,
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Whose flocks supply him with attire,

Whose trees in summer yield him shade,

In winter fire.

Blest, who can unconcern’dly find
Hours, days, and years slide soft away,
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In health of body, peace of mind,

Quiet by day,

Sound sleep by night; study and ease

Together mixt, sweet recreation,

And innocence, which most does please
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With meditation.

Thus let me live, unseen, unknown,
Thus unlamented let me die,

Steal from the world, and not a stone

Tell where I lie.
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The subject of the poem is not exactly solitude, but rather the fruits of it. The poem is simply beautiful and may well serve as its own paraphrase.
A life of simplicity and joy is what the poet seeks akin to that of the happy man placed in a pastoral setting. He would live in solitude, unseen and unknown, enjoying his native air.

Endowed with health of body, peace of mind, he wishes to live a full life and silently sink into oblivion.

4. What Then?
By William Butler Yeats

His chosen comrades thought at school

He must grow a famous man;

He thought the same and lived by rule,

All his twenties crammed with toil;

‘What then?’ sang Plato’s ghost. ‘What then?’
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Everything he wrote was read,

After certain years he won,

Sufficient money for his need,

Friends that have been friends indeed;

‘What then?’ sang Plato’s ghost. ‘What then?’
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All his happier dreams came true —

A small old house, wife, daughter, son,

Ground where plum and cabbage grew,

Poets and Wits about him drew;

‘What then?’ sang Plato’s ghost. ‘What then?’
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‘The work is done,’ grown old he thought,
‘According to my boyish plan;

Let the fools rage, I swerved in naught,

Something to perfection brought;

But louder sang the ghost, ‘What then?’
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By all human standards, the protagonist of the poem is a success story. His boyish plan to become famous is executed to perfection. Whatever he writes is read and all his happier dreams come true.
What else can one hope for? As an old man, he has the feeling of having ‘something to perfection brought’ with single-minded devotion.
But Plato’s ghost seems to jest at human achievement. It seems to have an altogether different perspective of the goal of life.
The punch line of the poem is of course the refrain. ‘What then?’ sings Plato’s ghost suggesting that there could be more to life than what this world dreams of.
But what? That is the question.

5. To Daffodils
By Robert Herrick

Fair daffodils, we weep to see

You haste away so soon;

As yet the early-rising sun

Has not attained his noon.

Stay, stay,
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Until the hasting day,

Has run

But to the Evensong;
And, having pray’d together, we

With you will go along.
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We have short time to stay, as you,

We have as short a spring;

As quick a growth to meet decay,

As you, or anything,

We die,
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As your hours do, and dry

Away

Like to the summer’s rain;

Or as the pearls of morning’s dew,

Ne’er to be found again.
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A feeling of sadness pervades the poem. To pin-point the reasons for this sadness, more than a casual reading is essential.

Yes, there is the inevitability of death. Everything that has life has as quick a growth as the daffodils — only, alas, to meet decay.

Fair are the daffodils; spring, the early-rising sun, the summer’s rain, the pearls of morning’s dew and life as a whole are beautiful. But beauty lasts not for ever. It vanishes with ephemeral life.

All these doubts have a share in contributing to the feeling of sadness. But these do not make the poet weep. What, then, moves the poet to tears? Well, to behold the daffodils ‘haste away so soon.’

The poet is well aware that even he has a short time to stay. But what need is there to make haste? Even the early-rising sun ‘has not attained his noon.’

Would not the daffodils stay till ‘the hasting day has run but to the Evensong?’ And ‘having prayed together,’ the poet assures the daffodils to leave the earth with them for ever and ever. ‘Ne’er to be found again.’

EXERCISE 1
Read, memorise and recite Charles Kingsley’s The Sands Of Dee: 
‘O Mary, go and call the cattle home,

And call the cattle home,

And call the cattle home, 

Across the sands of Dee!’

The western wind was wild and dank with foam,
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And all alone went she.

The western tide crept up along the sand,

And o’er and o’er the sand,

And round and round the sand,

As far as eye could see;
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The rolling mist came down and hid the land,

And never home came she.

Oh; is it weed, or fish, or floating hair —

A tress of golden hair,

Of drowned maiden’s hair,
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Above the nets at sea?

Was never salmon yet that shone so fair

Among the stakes at Dee;

They rowed her in across the rolling foam,
The cruel, crawling foam,
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The cruel hungry foam,

To her grave beside the sea:

But still the boatmen hear her call the cattle home

Across the sands of Dee.

CHAPTER II: POETIC CONTENT

The natural, cultural and spiritual dimensions of life form the subject matter of all poetry. Yes, all poetry. There is no poem whose thought transcends these dimensions. Poetic content is thus three-dimensional. These dimensions may be coded N, C and S respectively. Any literary text is bound to express at least one of these dimensions. We have seven possible combinations: 1. N-text, 2. C-text, 3. S-text, 4. NC-text, 5. NS-text, 6. CS-text and 7. NCS-text. Epics invariably deal with all three dimensions. Story poems are usually C-texts; and hymns, S-texts. Now, it is possible to go further and introduce subtypes. If we reserve N, C and S only for principal dimensions, then n, c and s may be used to indicate subsidiary dimensions. For example, an NCS-text may be of the following subtypes: nCS, NcS, NCs, ncS, nCs, Ncs and ncs. 

The following poem by M.E. Coleridge lays emphasis on the natural dimension:

The great rain is over,

The little rain begun.

Falling from the higher leaves

Bright in the sun,

Down to the lower leaves
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One drop by one.

John Masefield lays emphasis on the cultural dimension in Cargoes:

QUINQUIREME of Nineveh from distant Ophir

Rowing home to haven in sunny Palestine,

With a cargo of ivory

And apes and peacocks,

Sandalwood, cedarwood, and sweet white wine.
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Stately Spanish galleon coming from the Isthmus,

Dipping through the Tropics by the palm-grove shores,

With a cargo of diamonds,

Emeralds, amethysts,

Topazes, and cinnamon, and gold moidores.
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Dirty British coaster with a salt-caked smoke-stack,

Butting through the Channel in the mad March days,

With a cargo of Tyne coal,

Road rails, pig-lead,

Fire-wood, iron-ware, and cheap tin trays.
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For the spiritual dimension, we have Swami Vivekananda’s Kali The Mother:


The stars are blotted out,
The clouds are covering clouds.

It is darkness vibrant, sonant.

In the roaring, whirling wind

Are the souls of a million lunatics
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Just loosed from the prison-house,

Wrenching trees by the roots,

Sweeping all from the path.

The sea has joined the fray,

And swirls up mountain-waves,
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To reach the pitchy sky.

The flash of lurid light

Reveals on every side

A thousand, thousand shades

Of Death begrimed and black — 
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Scattering plagues and sorrows,

Dancing mad with joy,

Come, Mother, come!

For Terror is Thy name,

Death is in Thy breath,
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And every shaking step

Destroys a world for e’er.

Thou ‘Time’, the All-destroyer!
Come, O Mother, come!

Who dares misery love,
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And hug the form of Death,

Dance in Destruction’s dance,

To him the Mother comes. 

Usually, like life poetry is also a mix of Nature, Culture and Sacred in various proportions: N/n with C/c with S/s.  

EXERCISE 2

Identify the content type of the following poems and state your reasons:

1. Sarojini Naidu’s The Palanquin-bearers 
2. Alfred Lord Tennyson’s The Eagle
3. Alexander Pope’s Ode On Solitude
4. William Butler Yeats’ What Then?
5. Robert Herrick’s To Daffodils
6. Charles Kingsley’s The Sands of Dee

CHAPTER III: POETIC PROSE
Thoughts, by themselves, even before they find expression in verse or prose, may have poetic charm in the mind of the poet. Poetic prose is a composition of such poetic thoughts expressed in sentences and paragraphs instead of lines and stanzas. Though it is simple to write, poets have to patiently wait till they are inspired by the poetic thought.
Sentences are of three types: simple, compound and complex. A simple sentence has only one clause; a compound sentence has two or more main clauses but not even a single subordinate clause; and the complex sentence has one main clause and at least one subordinate clause. 

A complex sentence obtains in two styles: the periodic and the loose. If the main clause ends the sentence, it is periodic; if the subordinate clause ends the sentence, it is loose. Both the styles have their uses in obtaining the desired poetic effects. 

Prose translations of some verses from a foreign language may also be called poetic prose. The Nobel Laureate Rabindranath Tagore translated his Bengali verses into English prose. Here is poetic prose in loose style from Tagore’s Gitanjali:
Life of my life, I shall ever try to keep my body pure, knowing that thy living touch is upon all my limbs.

I shall ever try to keep all untruths out from my thoughts, knowing that thou art that truth which has kindled the light of reason in my mind.

I shall ever try to drive all evils away from my heart and keep my love in flower, knowing that thou hast thy seat in the inmost shrine of my heart.

And it shall be my endeavour to reveal thee in my actions, knowing it is thy power gives me strength to act.

I have made a few experiments with poetic prose. Here is one of them titled The Mango Weevil:
A mango weevil laid an egg in a flower. It looked at its shadow in the river below and flew away.

When the egg hatched, the flower had already become a fruit and so the young weevil was trapped in the seed.

The mango ripened and fell into the river and floated on and on … down the hill and through the fields and sandy plains … and into the sea.

There it was caught in a fisherman’s net. The fisherman sliced the fruit and the weevil flew out of the seed. But is the weevil really free? The poor creature is sick at sea and flies to and fro knowing not that its home is far away.
EXERCISE 3

Rewrite Tagore’s poetic prose in periodic style.
EXERCISE 4

Write poetic prose sequel to ‘The Mango Weevil’ from the weevil’s perspective. 
EXERCISE 5

Write poetic prose based on your earliest memories of childhood.
EXERCISE 6
Comment on the following imaginary report titled ‘Girl Drowned In Sea’: 
A girl identified as Mary was drowned in sea off the sands of Dee and her floating body was discovered by fishermen. She was brought to the seashore where she was buried. 

According to sources, Mary had gone to call the cattle home in stormy weather across the sands of Dee. There was high tide and even fishermen feared to venture out. The mist hid the land and Mary could have lost her way becoming a victim of the roaring sea.  

The boatmen find this loss too great to bear and say they still hear her call the cattle home across the sands of Dee.

CHAPTER IV: SYLLABIC VERSE

Syllabic verse is composed of lines measured by syllables. It is based on the principle that all syllables, short or long, stressed or unstressed, constitute equal beats. The syllable is the basic unit of a word. The number of syllables in the previous sentence is 13: 

The (1)

Syl / la / ble (3)

Is (1)

The (1)

Ba / sic (2)

U / nit (2) 

Of (1)

A (1)

Word (1).

There are as many syllables as there are vowel sounds. Sometimes it is not easy to determine the number of syllables. Some words may be treated as monosyllabic or disyllabic. Examples: prayer, frighten, fear, even and glutton. As monosyllabic words, they are scanned as

Pray’r

Fright’n

Fe’r

Ev’n

Glutt’n.

As disyllabic words, they are scanned as

Pray / er

Fright / en

Fe / ar


Ev / en

Glut / ton.

In a later chapter, we will analyze the sound of syllables. Now, we shall discuss the line. The length of a line in syllabic verse is usually odd: pentasyllabic (5 syllables), heptasyllabic (7), nonasyllabic (9) and hendecasyllabic (11). 
There are two kinds of line: end-stopped and enjambed. If there is a strong pause at the end of a line, then it is called end-stopped; otherwise, it is enjambed. 
Usually, there is a slight pause at the end of every line. So it is inadvisable to write a line ending with articles (‘a’, ‘an’ and ‘the’). Such endings are likely to make the line unrhythmically enjambed. 

Just like the beginning of every sentence, it is a poetic convention to capitalize the first word of each line. 
I have transformed my poetic prose The Mango Weevil into nonasyllabic verse with a mix of end-stopped and enjambed lines:
A mango weevil in a flow’r laid

An egg and it looked at its shadow 

Down in the river and flew away.

When the egg hatched, the flow’r already 

Had become a fruit and so the young
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Weevil was trapped in the mango seed.

The mango ripened and fell into 

The river and floated on and on …

Down the brown hill and through the green fields 

And sandy plains … and into the sea.
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There ’twas caught in a fisherman’s net. 

The happy fisherman sliced the fruit 

And the weevil flew out of the seed.

But is the weevil really free? 

The poor creature’s sick at sea and flies
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In and out, to and fro, aimlessly 

And knows not its home is far away.
I wish to share this experience in composition to illustrate the poetic process. Actually, I started with a hendecasyllabic line: 

A mango weevil laid an egg in a flow’r.

This was simple. All I had to do was to contract the disyllabic ‘flower’ into a monosyllabic one. But I ran into difficulties with the second line. I took the line of least resistance and abandoned the hendecasyllabic line. I then tried the nonasyllabic line. By reordering the words in the first paragraph of poetic prose, I managed to write the first three lines. You may have noticed that I have used a monosyllabic synonym ‘down’ for the disyllabic ‘below’. I have also used an extra word ‘and’ in the second line.  

The second paragraph became the next three lines. Here I just had to add a word ‘mango’ in the third line. I also inverted ‘had already’ to ‘already had’, a device called poetic inversion.

The third paragraph hardly gave me any problems. With the addition of just two adjectives ‘brown’ and ‘green’, the next four lines were composed. 

The last paragraph became two stanzas in the syllabic verse. I used some contractions, an adjective, an adverb and a new phrase ‘in and out’. The phrase ‘knowing not that its home is far away’ became ‘And knows not its home is far away.’
EXERCISE 7

Transform your poetic prose (based on your childhood) into syllabic verse
EXERCISE 8

Convert into syllabic verse John Milton’s Argument to Book IX of his epic Paradise Lost:

Satan having compast the Earth, with meditated guile returns as a mist by Night into Paradise, enters into the Serpent sleeping. Adam and Eve in the Morning go forth to their labours, which Eve proposes to divide in several places, each labouring apart: Adam consents not, alleging the danger, lest that Enemy, of whom they were forewarn’d, should attempt her found alone: Eve loath to be thought not circumspect or firm enough, urges her going apart, the rather desirous to make trial of her strength; Adam at last yields: The serpent finds her alone; his subtle approach, first gazing, then speaking, with much flattery extolling Eve above all Creatures. Eve wond’ring to hear the Serpent speak, asks how he attain’d both human speech and such understanding not till now; the Serpent answers, that by tasting of a certain Tree in the Garden he attain’d to Speech and Reason, till then void of both: Eve requires him to bring her to that Tree, and finds it to be the Tree of Knowledge forbidden: The Serpent now grown bolder, with many wiles and arguments induces her at length to eat; she pleas’d  with the taste deliberates awhile whether to impart thereof to Adam or not, at last brings him of the Fruit, relates what persuaded her to eat thereof: Adam at first amaz’d, but perceiving her lost, resolves through vehemence of love to perish with her; and extenuating the trespass, eats also of the Fruit: The effects thereof in them both; they seek to cover their nakedness; then fall to variance and accusation of one another.
CHAPTER V: ACCENTUAL VERSE

Stressed syllables are those that have emphasis. Usually articles (‘a’, ‘an’ and ‘the’), auxiliaries and prepositions lack stress. Slack syllables are those that lack stress. We may code these types as ‘ta’ (lightly uttered) for slack and ‘tum’ (strongly uttered) for stress. Let us examine the first three lines of the nonasyllabic verse The Mango Weevil to understand these two types of syllables. 
Line 1: A mango weevil in a flow’r laid

Rhythm: ta tum-ta tum-ta ta ta tum tum 
Four stressed syllables: mang, wee, flow’r, laid
Five slack syllables: A, o, vil, in, a 
Total: Nine syllables

Line 2: An egg and it looked at its shadow 

Rhythm: ta tum ta ta tum ta ta tum-ta  

Three stressed syllables: egg, looked, sha

Six slack syllables: An, and, it, at, its, dow
Total: Nine syllables

Line 3: Down in the river and flew away.

Rhythm: tum ta ta tum-ta ta tum ta-tum 

Four stressed syllables: down, ri, flew, way
Five slack syllables: in, the, ver, and, a
Total: Nine syllables

We notice that in syllabic verse the syllabic count remains constant though the stresses vary. 

Unlike syllabic verse, accentual verse (also called strong-stress metre) is measured by accents or strong stresses. Take the opening lines of S.T. Coleridge’s Christabel:
’Tis the middle of night by the castle clock,

And the owls have awakened the crowing cock;

Tu—whit!—Tu—whoo!

And hark, again! The crowing cock,

How drowsily it crew.
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About the metre of the poem, Coleridge says that he has allowed the number of syllables in each line to vary from seven to twelve but has kept the accents constant at four. Let us examine the first five lines:
Line 1: ’Tis / the / mid/dle/ of /night/ by/ the/ cas/tle/ clock

Rhythm: ta ta tum-ta ta tum ta ta tum-ta tum   

Four stressed syllables: mid, night, cas and clock
Seven slack syllables: ’Tis, the, dle, of, by, the, tle 
Line 2: And / the / owls / have / a/wa/kened / the / crow/ing / cock

Rhythm: ta ta tum ta ta-tum-ta ta tum-ta tum 

Four stressed syllables: owls, wa, crow, cock
Seven slack syllables: And, the, have, a, kened, the, ing
Line 3: Tu/—whit!/—Tu/—whoo!

Rhythm: tum tum tum tum

Four stressed syllables: Tu, whit, Tu, whoo
No slack syllables

Line 4: And / hark, / a/gain! / The / crow/ing / cock,

Rhythm: ta tum ta-tum ta tum-ta tum

Four stressed syllables: hark, gain, crow, cock
Four slack syllables: And, a, The, ing
Line 5: How / drow/si/ly /  It / crew
Rhythm: tum tum-ta-tum ta tum 

Four stressed syllables: How, drow, ly, crew
Two slack syllables: si, It
I have transformed my syllabic verse ‘The Mango Weevil’ into accentual verse comprising four stresses in each line:

A mango weevil in a flower laid
An egg and it looked at its own shadow 

Down in the river and flew away.

When the egg hatched, the flower already 

Had become a fruit and so the young
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Weevil was trapped in the mango seed.

The mango ripened and into the river 

Fell and floated on and on …

Down the hill and through the fields 

And sandy plains … and into the sea.
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There ’twas caught in a fisherman’s net. 

The happy fisherman sliced the fruit 

And out of the seed the weevil flew.

But is the weevil really free? 

The creature’s sick at sea and flies
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In and out, to and fro, 

And not knows its home is far away.
Accentual verse can have six stresses to a line or even more. But the problem is that a line with eight stresses may be read as two lines of four stresses each. 
EXERCISE 9

Identify the rhythm and the number of stresses in Tennyson’s poem ‘Break, break, break’:
Break, break, break

On thy cold grey stones, O Sea!

And I would that my tongue could utter

The thoughts that arise in me.

O well for the fisherman’s boy,
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That he shouts with his sister at play!

O well for the sailor lad,

That he sings in his boat on the bay!

And the stately ships go on

To their haven under the hill;
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But O for the touch of a vanish’d hand,

And the sound of a voice that is still!

Break, break, break,

At the foot of thy crags, O Sea!

But the tender grace of a day that is dead
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Will never come back to me. 
EXERCISE 10

Compare the rhythm of the syllabic and the accentual versions of The Mango Weevil
EXERCISE 11
Transform your poetic prose or syllabic verse into accentual verse
CHAPTER VI: ACCENTUAL-SYLLABIC VERSE

Accentual-syllabic verse is composed of lines measured by feet. In this type of verse, the number of syllables and the number of stresses are kept constant from line to line, with some exceptions. An acatalectic line has a constant number of syllables; a catalectic line is short of a syllable; and a hypermetric line has a syllable more. 

There are four major types of feet: iamb (ta-tum), trochee (tum-ta), anapaest (ta-ta-tum) and dactyl (tum-ta-ta). The iamb and the anapaest are called rising feet; the trochee and the dactyl are called falling feet. Remember that ‘ta’ is unstressed and ‘tum’ is stressed. Three other feet are the pyrrhic (ta-ta), the spondee (tum-tum) and the stressed monosyllable (tum). 
An accentual-syllabic line is of six types: monometer (one foot), dimeter (two feet), trimeter (three feet), tetrameter (four feet), pentameter (five feet) and hexameter (six feet). Scansion is the division of a line into feet, which usually does not correspond to word divisions. Some lines can clearly be scanned as the following:

A Chieftain to the Highlands bound 

ta-tum / ta-tum / ta-tum / ta-tum (iambic tetrameter)
Twinkle, twinkle, little star
tum-ta / tum-ta / tum-ta / tum (trochaic tetrameter, predominantly)

But some lines cannot be so easily scanned. For example:

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? 

Ta-tum / tum-ta / tum-ta / ta-tum / ta-tum (pentameter)
or

ta-ta-tum / ta-tum / ta-ta-tum / ta-tum (tetrameter)  

In such cases, we need to take cue from the pattern of the succeeding lines of the poem. If the other lines are in pentameter, then the first scansion would be the appropriate one.
Let us scan Tennyson’s The Eagle:

He clasps the crag with crooked hands;

ta-tum / ta-tum / ta-tum / ta-tum
Close to the sun in lonely lands,

tum-ta / ta-tum / ta-tum / ta-tum 
Ring’d by the azure world, he stands.

tum-ta / ta-tum / ta-tum / ta-tum 
The wrinkled sea beneath him crawls;

ta-tum / ta-tum / ta-tum / ta-tum
He watches from his mountain walls,

ta-tum / ta-tum / ta-tum / ta-tum
And like a thunderbolt he falls.
ta-tum / ta-tum / ta-tum / ta-tum
Each line has eight syllables and four feet. All the feet are iambic excepting two, which are trochaic. Therefore, the metre of this accentual-syllabic poem is iambic tetrameter.   

Let us also scan Sarojini Naidu’s The Palanquin-Bearers:
Lightly, O lightly, we bear her along,

tum-ta-ta / tum-ta-ta / tum-ta-ta / tum 

She sways like a flower in the wind of our song;

ta-tum / ta-ta-tum / ta-ta-tum / ta-ta-tum
She skims like a bird on the foam of a stream,

ta-tum / ta-ta-tum / ta-ta-tum / ta-ta-tum
She floats like a laugh from the lips of a dream.

ta-tum / ta-ta-tum / ta-ta-tum / ta-ta-tum
Gaily, O gaily we glide as we sing,

tum-ta-ta / tum-ta-ta / tum-ta-ta / tum 

We bear her along like a pearl on a string. 

ta-tum / ta-ta-tum / ta-ta-tum / ta-ta-tum
Softly, O softly we bear her along,

tum-ta-ta / tum-ta-ta / tum-ta-ta / tum 

She hangs like a star in the dew of our song;

ta-tum / ta-ta-tum / ta-ta-tum / ta-ta-tum
She springs like a beam on the brow of the tide,

ta-tum / ta-ta-tum / ta-ta-tum / ta-ta-tum
She falls like a tear from the eyes of a bride.

ta-tum / ta-ta-tum / ta-ta-tum / ta-ta-tum
Lightly, O lightly we glide as we sing,

tum-ta-ta / tum-ta-ta / tum-ta-ta / tum 

We bear her along like a pearl on a string.

ta-tum / ta-ta-tum / ta-ta-tum / ta-ta-tum
The feet in this accentual-syllabic poem are dactyl, tum (stressed monosyllable), iamb and anapaest. In the first and penultimate lines of each stanza, there is a dactylic movement; and in the other lines, an anapaestic movement. The metre is tetrameter.  
I have transformed my accentual verse The Mango Weevil into accentual-syllabic iambic pentameter:

A mango weevil in a flower laid

A little egg and saw its own shadow

Shimmering in the crystal stream below.

And when the egg did hatch, the flower sweet

Already had become a fruit and hence 
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The weevil young was trapped within the seed.

The ripened mango fell into the stream

And floated up and down and on and on …

Down the brown rocks and swiftly through the fields 

And sandy plains … into the boundless sea.
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Alas! There ’twas caught in fisherman’s net, 

Along with helpless fishes that fret and fume.

And when the salty mango the fisherman sliced,  

The weevil found its freedom from the seed.

But is the mango weevil truly free? 
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The creature seems so sick at sea and flies

Figures of eight, dizzy above the boat, 

Not knowing that its home is far away.

EXERCISE 12
Scan A.E. Housman’s 54th song (from A Shropshire Lad):
With rue my heart is laden

For golden friends I had,

For many a rose-lipt maiden

And many a lightfoot lad.

By brooks too broad for leaping 
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The lightfoot boys are laid;

The rose-lipt maidens are sleeping

In fields where roses fade.

EXERCISE 13 
Convert your poetic prose or syllabic verse or accentual verse into accentual-syllabic verse.

EXERCISE 14 

Identify the trochees in the accentual-syllabic version of The Mango Weevil
CHAPTER VII: POETIC DEVICES
Poetic devices are an integral part of poetic technique. They serve as means to produce certain aesthetic effects and to achieve poetic ends. They show similarities, contrasts and associations of various elements of sound, thought and action. They help advance an idea, express an emotion and create the imagery of a poem. They may be classified for convenience under overlapping categories of phonic, verbal, syntactic and dramatic devices.

1. Phonic devices

In The Pronunciation Of English, Daniel Jones discusses the basic sounds of the English language: 24 consonants, 12 pure vowels, five closing diphthongs and four centring diphthongs. The diphthongs are compound vowels. 

I have devised mnemonics to help you remember all these sounds that go into the making of prose and verse. In the dozen words presented below are found all the 24 consonants, the 12 pure vowels and two of the nine diphthongs:
1. Naming (three nasal consonants; one diphthong; one vowel)

2. Yore (two of the three gliding consonants; one vowel)

3. Wool (the third gliding consonant and the lateral consonant; one vowel)

4. Charge (two of the eight stop consonants called affricates; one vowel)

5. Bagged (three of the eight stop consonants; one vowel)

6. Kept (three of the eight stop consonants; one vowel)

7. The (one of the nine fricative consonants; one vowel)

8. Zoo (one of the nine fricative consonants; one vowel)

9. Thaw (one of the nine fricative consonants; one vowel)

10. Five (two of the nine fricative consonants; one diphthong)

11. Hush (two of the nine fricative consonants; one vowel)

12. Seizure (two of the nine fricative consonants; two vowels, the second of which should rhyme with fur)

The following mnemonic will help you remember the nine diphthongs:

Try now here, poor boy: take more their load 
A syllable is composed of initial consonants (I), terminal consonants (T) and vowels (V) and usually has the structure IVT. Words such as in on of are of the form VT; and words such as to no go are of the form IV. Interestingly, there are words without consonants: the pronoun I, the article A and the interjection O.  
Poetry is rich in the recurrence of sounds that create the melody and harmony of verse. Let us look at examples (mostly from Tennyson’s poem) of some of the sound devices that go under different names.

Repetition

IVT is the same in both the syllables

Break (IVT) 

Break (IVT)
Rhyme

VT is the same in IVT; or V is the same in IV

Hill (IVT)
Still (iVT)
Play (IV) 
Bay (iV)
Initial consonance (alliteration)
I is the same in IVT
Boat (IVT)
Bay (Ivt)
Full consonance (pararhyme)
IT is the same in IVT

Sound (IVT)
Sand (IvT)
Terminal consonance

T is the same in IVT

Foot (IVT)
But (ivT)
Partial consonance

Any one of the consonants in a consonant cluster is the same in I or T

Here are some examples of phrases that contain partial consonance. Observe the stressed syllable sprint, which consists of five consonants: s p r n t.

Sprinting Simon (S)
Sprinting Pieman (P)

Sprinting Roman (R)

Sprinting Indian (IN)

Sprinting Newman (N)

Sprinting Timon (T)

Reverse rhyme (alliteration)
IV is the same in IVT

Boat (IVT)
Board (IVt)
Assonance (alliteration)

V is the same in VT
In (VT)
It (Vt)
Assonance
V is the same in IVT 
Cold (IVT)
Stones (iVt)
Caesura

A strong pause usually for subtle rhythmic variation in a line of verse, marked by the symbol //. Here is an example from John Keats’ Ode To The Nightingale:

Adieu! // the fancy cannot cheat so well

As she is famed to do, // deceiving elf. 

In tetrameter, the initial caesura occurs after the first foot; the medial caesura, after the second foot; and the terminal caesura, after the third foot.

Onomatopoeia

Alexander Pope says the sound should be an echo to the sense. The sounds of onomatopoeic words are closely tied to the meanings of the words: twinkle, whisper, clatter, gurgle, thud, tumult, tlot-tlot, crackle, cock-a-doodle-do, tick-tock …  
Here’s an example from John Keats (Ode To The Nightingale):

The murmurous haunt of flies on summer eves

Euphony (pleasant sounds) and cacophony (harsh sounds) are two types of onomatopoeia. The lateral, gliding and nasal consonants are usually pleasant; the stop consonants, usually harsh; and the fricatives may be either. However, the vowels that go with these sounds and the actual meaning of words are likely to alter perceptions. For example, take the words budge and badge. Though the consonants are the same, the short vowel makes budge sound harsh, and the long vowel makes badge seem smooth. 
Refrain

The recurrence of a word or a phrase or a line, usually in every stanza. All hymns have refrain. Here’s a refrain from William Shakespeare:
With a hey and a ho, and a hey nonino!

EXERCISE 15 

Identify the various sound devices in your syllabic verse 
EXERCISE 16
Make a list of the rhymes in Sarojini Naidu’s Palanquin-Bearers

EXERCISE 17
What is the onomatopoeic effect in the following lines from Tennyson’s Lady Of Shalott?
In the stormy east-wind straining,

The pale yellow woods were waning,

The broad stream in his banks complaining,

Heavily the low sky raining …  
2. Verbal devices

These devices depend for their effect mostly on the choice of words.  

Neologism

The coining of new words or new meanings from existing words.  

Portmanteau word

A type of neologism, blending two words while retaining the meanings of both. Examples: motel (motor + hotel), brunch (breakfast + lunch) 
Archaism

Words such as ere (before), ye (you) and wight (person) that are no longer in use. 

Epithet

Adjectives that describe the poetic qualities of a person, place or thing. Here are some examples:  wrinkled sea (Tennyson) and wine-dark sea (Homer).  

Hendiadys

The expression of a single idea with two words linked by and. Examples:
Nice and warm

Brave and bold

Sword and steel

Periphrasis

The use of a long expression instead of a short one; a phrasal or a roundabout expression. Examples:

In a majority of cases (usually)
Irrespective of the fact that (although)
At that point of time (then) 

Euphemism

The use of a pleasant word or phrase to mask something unpleasant. This device never calls a spade a spade. Bribe is called gift, tax is called fee, death is called sleep and lie is called tale. 
Prolepsis

The use of an epithet that is not true in the present but anticipates the future. The man-who-will-be-killed is called murdered man by Keats in Isabella and is called dead man by Alfred Noyes in The Highwayman.
Historic present

The verb is used in the present tense when the past is required. Example: In 1908, Milton is born; in 1974, he dies.
Simile

A comparison made between two things to show similarity or contrast using the word ‘like’ or ‘as’ or ‘so’. Examples:

Her smile is like a rainbow

I wandered lonely as a cloud
So fair art thou, my bonnie lass,

So deep in love am I

Metaphor

A metaphor is an implied simile. It may be composed of nouns or verbs or adjectives. It asserts that one thing is same as another usually with the help of the verb is or are. In this case, the smile is not like a rainbow, but is the rainbow itself. 

Synaesthesia

A sensory verb or epithet deliberately misapplied to the senses. Synaesthesia can make a star to tinkle (tinkling stars) and a shadow to twitter (twittering shadows). Here is my poem on the synaesthesia:

I hear, I hear each tinkling star

And the music of the spheres;

I taste, I taste the sweet nectar

Dropping into mine ears.

I see, I see the hues of breeze
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As well its stormy sighs;

And the fragrance sweet of sandal trees,

I smell it with mine eyes.

I dream, I dream of twittering shadows

Lengthen from east to west;






10
And keenly feel the rainbow’s arrows

Strike my quivering breast.  

EXERCISE 18
Identify the verbal devices in Sarojini Naidu’s Palanquin-Bearers
3. Syntactic devices

Under this head are grouped those devices that are in some way connected to the syntax.
Transferred epithet

A transferred epithet transfers the epithet from one word to another. Take for example the third line of Thomas Gray’s Elegy Written In A Country Churchyard:

The ploughman homeward plods his weary way   

Inversion

The change of the order of words for rhyme or rhythm. Instead of the usual word order ‘The shepherd hears a barking sound’, William Wordsworth writes:
A barking sound the shepherd hears
Hysteron proteron

The inversion of the logical order. Example: Put on your shoes and socks
Parallelism

Maintaining the same form in a sequence of words, phrases and clauses. Some examples: 

I like dancing and singing
Dancing at morn and singing at eve
He likes to dance; she likes to sing
Parallelism can become non-parallel by mixing up the forms:
I like dancing and to sing
Dancing in the morn and singing at eve

He likes to dance; she likes singing
Chiasmus

This is inverted parallelism. An example: He likes to dance; to sing, she likes 
Antithesis

A word and its antonym are used in the same line. Example: Not that I love Caesar less, but that I love Rome more

Oxymoron

A type of antithesis in which the word and its antonym are juxtaposed. Example:  See where the victor-victim bleeds

Syllepsis

The grammatical linking of one word to two objects yielding literal and figurative meanings. Some examples:

He killed the time and the insects

She bore the pain and the child

Zeugma

The yoking of two objects by a single word when two are actually required. Example: Kill the boys and the luggage!
Climax

The most exciting part placed at the end of a sequence of words / phrases / clauses, Example: I came, I saw, I conquered. 
Anti-climax

The opposite of climax. Here’s an example from Oliver Goldsmith:

The man recovered of the bite,

The dog it was that dy’d.
EXERCISE 19
Identify the syntactic devices in Sarojini Naidu’s Palanquin-Bearers
4. Dramatic devices
These devices depend on the persona’s utterance for poetic effect. 
Literalism

The use of a word in its literal sense when the figurative sense is expected. Marjorie Boulton gives an example drawn from her own experience in The Anatomy Of Prose. She writes: “On one occasion I said to a dull class: ‘No one has uttered so much as a squeak this morning!’ and someone obligingly squeaked.”
Pun

The use of a word in a playful sense when positive and negative meanings exist. Example:

He was shooting animals — with his camera. 

Personification

Personification is the poetic practice of endowing non-human things with human qualities. That is, making a person out of them. In one of William Cowper’s poems, solitude is personified:

O Solitude! where are the charms

That sages have seen in thy face?  

Apostrophe

A direct address to some person or thing either present or absent. Example: Friends, Romans and countrymen.
Hyperbole

Poetic exaggeration. William Wordsworth writes about daffodils:

Ten thousand saw I at a glance

Tossing their heads in sprightly dance.

Innuendo

Hinting one’s meaning by placing emphasis on a different word. Look at the italicized words in this example:
Child: Mom, dad seems so intelligent
Mother: Yeah, darling. Dad seems so intelligent
Paradox

An apparent contradiction. Example: I am a liar.
Epigram

A saying with a clever turn of thought. An example from Oscar Wilde: I can resist everything except temptation.
Pathetic fallacy

The attribution of human feelings and actions to inanimate objects. Example: When clouds shed tears …
Allusion

Referring to a literary passage in an indirect or explicit way. Here’s an example from my Pastures Green, alluding to a tale in the Panchatantra: 

Never curse a bird’s droppings;

It may not turn into gold.

Understatement

The opposite of hyperbole, this device is also called litotes / meiosis. It uses the negative to express a strong affirmative. Example: Winning the Nobel Prize for Literature is no small achievement.
Metonymy 

A thing is named after something associated with it. The emotion love may refer to the person; and the dress redcoat may refer to the British soldier.  
Synecdoche

A type of metonymy in which the part is used for the whole, and the whole is used for the part. Examples:

Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown

(the part head refers to the king)

India wins Hockey World Cup

(the whole India refers to the hockey team)
Irony

The expressed meaning is different from the intended one. Example: Brutus is an honorable man.
Aposiopesis 
Breaking off in the midst of an utterance. Example: 
The enemies cursed him, tortured him and then … I cannot speak anymore. 

Rhetorical question

A question asked for effect, not for obtaining an answer. Example: Am I my brother’s keeper?
Exclamation

The transformation of an assertive sentence (This lass is charming) into an exclamatory sentence (What a charming lass!)
EXERCISE 20
Identify the poetic devices in your poetic prose / syllabic verse / accentual-syllabic verse 
CHAPTER VIII: POETIC FORM

The stanza is the unit of poetic composition. The metre of a line, the number of lines in a stanza and the rhyme-scheme constitute poetic form. The rhyme-scheme is determined by the last word of every line in a stanza. It is marked by a sequence of letters; the same letter is repeated for the rhyming words. For example, the last words of each line in the first stanza of Palanquin-Bearers are:

Along (a)
Song (a)
Stream (b)
Dream (b)
Sing (c)
String (c)  

The rhyme-scheme is aabbcc. Usually, the scheme is the same for every stanza of a poem.

Here is a more intricate example. Let’s observe the last words of each line in the first stanza of Robert Herrick’s To Daffodils:
See (a)
Soon (b)
Sun (c)
Noon (b)
Stay (d)
Day (d)
Run (c)
Evensong (e)
We (a)
Along (e)
The rhyme-scheme is: abcbddceae. 
Based on the number of lines, stanzas are identified as couplets (two lines), triplets (three lines), quatrains (four lines), quintains (five lines) and so on. Some of the stanzas with a certain metre and a certain rhyme-scheme have acquired special names such as the rhyme royal (rhyme-scheme: ababbcc), terza rima (aba bcb cdc …) and the Spensarian stanza (ababbcbcc). 
I have experimented with some of the basic forms with my poem The Mango Weevil:

Couplets

(rhyme-scheme: aabbcc…)
The weary sun was close to setting hour;

A weevil laid an egg in mango flow’r

And looked awhile into the river below

Before it went a-flying to and fro.

The river was a-flowing ever new,





5
The flow’r became a fruit in season due.

The weevil’s egg did hatch with speed indeed,

Was trapped as usual within the mango seed.

Into the river the ripened fruit did fall

And floated on and on — a fruitless ball;
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It floated down the hill and through the plain

And through the fields before it reached the main.

And there it was a-caught in a fisherman’s net

Along with helpless fishes that fume and fret.

The fisherman sliced the fruit to taste it fast
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And out the weevil flew — free at last!

But weevil, weevil, are you really free?

O weevil, weevil, you look so sick at sea!

Triplets

(rhyme-scheme: aaa)
It was a pleasant show’r
And the sun’s setting hour;

A weevil laid an egg in mango flow’r.

And in the river below
It saw its shivering shadow
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Before it went a-flying to and fro.

The wind gently blew,
The river’s waters renew;

The flow’r became a fruit in season due.

The weevil’s egg indeed,
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Hatched with temperate speed,

Was trapped as usual within the mango seed.

The mango tree stood tall;
The ripened fruit did fall

And floated on and on — a fruitless ball.
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Down the hill in vain
It floated through the plain

And through the fields before it reached the main.

And there the mango met

In a fisherman’s net
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A school of fishes that fume and fret.

Aside the net he cast
And sliced the fruit so fast

And out the weevil flew — free at last!

It troubles me to see
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It really isn’t free.

O weevil, weevil, you look so sick at sea!

Quatrains
(rhyme-scheme: abcb)
A mango weevil laid an egg

In a mango flow’r.

The weevil knew not it laid the egg

In an evil hour.

Upon the hill the tree did stand
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Beside a flowing river.

The weevil saw its own shadow

In the river shiver.

The flow’r it closed at eve and became
A fruit in season due.
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The weevil’s egg, now within the seed,

Soon hatched its fate to rue.

And soon the ripened fruit did fall
Into the river below;

And like a ball it floated on
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A little fast and slow.

The mango floated on and on
Through hill and field and plain;

And like a ball it floated on

Till it reached the main.
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The floating mango soon was caught
In a fisherman’s net;

And since the fruit was not a fish

It could not fume and fret.

The fisherman most this catch did prize,
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He sliced the fruit so fast;

And out the weevil flew from seed

And freedom found at last!

Freedom at last, freedom at last,

But are you really free?
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Far away from home, O weevil,

You look so sick at sea!

Quintains

(rhyme-scheme: abaab)
Orange hues the sun displayed,
It was its setting hour.

With mango leaves the zephyrs played;

A mango weevil flew and laid 

An egg in mango flow’r.
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Beside the mango tree did flow
A river so wild and free.

The mango weevil looked below

And saw at once its own shadow

And flew away in glee.
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The flow’r it closed and became indeed

A fruit in season due.

The weevil’s egg, now within the seed,

The weevil’s egg with temperate speed

Soon hatched its fate to rue.
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And soon from the mango tree tall

Into the river below,

The ripened fruit did fall, did fall,

And floated on like fruitless ball

A little fast and slow.
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The mango floated on and on

Through hill and field and plain;

And like a ball it floated on

At noon and eve and night and dawn

Before it reached the main.
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The floating mango had reached the sea,

Its journey not ended yet.

Floating on for ever free,

Floating on to eternity,

‘Twas caught in a fisherman’s net.
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The fisherman thought this catch a meed,
He sliced the fruit so fast;

And out the weevil flew with speed,

And out the weevil flew from seed

And freedom found at last!
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Now where can you roam, O weevil?
And are you really free?

Can you cross the foam, O weevil?

Far away from home, O weevil,

Aren’t you sick at sea?
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Some forms
Poetic form is inseparable from poetic content. Sometimes poets may have a theme and may seek a suitable form to express it. Sometimes poets may have a form into which they would like to place appropriate content. 
The sonnet is one of the most popular of the poetic forms. It consists of 14 lines in iambic pentameter with a certain rhyme-scheme. There are many variations in its stanzaic division and rhyme-scheme. Here is John Milton’s famous sonnet On His Blindness:

When I consider how my light is spent

Ere half my days, in this dark world and wide,

And that one talent which is death to hide

Lodged with me useless, though my soul more bent

To serve therewith my Maker, and present
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My true account, lest He returning chide,—

Doth God exact day-labour, light denied?

I fondly asked:— But Patience, to prevent

That murmur, soon replies; God doth not need

Either man’s work, or His own gifts: who best
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Bear His mild yoke, they serve Him best: His state

Is kingly; thousands at His bidding speed

And post o’er land and ocean without rest:—

They also serve who only stand and wait.

Other poetic forms include the acrostic, the clerihew, the limerick, the epigram and the haiku. In an acrostic the first letter of each line spells a word or phrase. The clerihew is a satirical form made up of a quatrain consisting of two rhyming couplets of unequal length, with the opening line consisting of just a name of a person. The limerick is a mischievous form consisting of five lines rhyming aabba; the ‘a’ rhyme usually has four stresses and the ‘b’ rhyme has only two. The epigram is not a fixed form; it may be usually a couplet or triplet or quatrain expressing a witty turn of thought. The haiku is a philosophical and symbolic Japanese verse form consisting of three lines of 5, 7 and 5 syllables; the English version usually has irregular line-length. Here are my experiments with each of these forms:

To Time (acrostic)

Trek on slowly, as one would on pilgrimage,

If thou be a pilgrim to Eternity. 

Mercilessly roll on with tempestuous rage — 

Endlessly, if thou must from the present flee. 

Clerihew

Nestor Noah

Had a very strong jaw.

He could talk sense for an hour or two

And nonsense for hours twentytwo.

Limerick

A teacher kicked a guy called Jaws

For finding fault with Newton’s laws.

Being kicked like a ball,

He flew and hit the wall;

But rebounced to affirm Newton’s laws.
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Epigram

Women may come and go

Talking of Michelangelo.

Surely men come and go

Talking of Marilyn Monroe.

Realisation (haiku; 6-6-3 syllables)

I crush the mosquito;

The whitest wall is stained

With my blood …

EXERCISE 21
Identify the rhyme-scheme of the following stanza from Yeats’ What Then?:

‘The work is done,’ grown old he thought,

‘According to my boyish plan;

Let the fools rage, I swerved in naught,

Something to perfection brought;

But louder sang the ghost, ‘What then?’
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EXERCISE 22
Convert your accentual-syllabic verse into couplets or triplets
EXERCISE 23
Identify the common or similar lines in the various versions of The Mango Weevil
CHAPTER IX: IMITATIONS
Now that we have a good understanding of the main elements of poetry (syllable, stress, line, metre, stanza and rhyme-scheme), it is time to do some imitations. This will help us understand how poetic technique works. 

Take Jane Taylor’s popular nursery rhyme:

Twinkle, twinkle, little star,

How I wonder what you are,
Up above the world so high,

Like a diamond in the sky.
When the blazing sun is set,
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And the grass with dew is wet,

Then you show your little light,

Twinkle, twinkle, all the night.

Then the traveler in the dark

Thanks you for your tiny spark,
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He could not see where to go

If you did not twinkle so.

In the dark blue sky you keep,

And often through my curtains peep,

For you must never shut your eye
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Till the sun is in the sky.

As your bright and tiny spark

Lights the traveler in the dark,

Though I know not what you are,

Twinkle, twinkle, little star.
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Since this poem is quatrains in trochaic tetrameter with rhyme-scheme aabb, I came up with the following imitation:
Tinkle, tinkle, temple bell,

How I wonder what you tell,

Within the heart with music fills,

Like an echo in the hills.

As we go the temple round
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Thrice within the sacred ground,

Then we hear your blessings ring,

Tinkle, tinkle, in chorus sing.

When to home we turn to go,

Along the path with footing slow,
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Let your ringing cast a spell,

Tinkle, tinkle, temple bell.

Let us take another rhyme, whose author is unknown:
Mary had a little lamb,

Its fleece was white as snow;
And everywhere that Mary went

The lamb was sure to go.

He followed her to school one day;





5
That was against the rule;

It made the children laugh and play,

To see the lamb at school.

So the teacher turned him out,
But still he lingered near,
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And waited patiently about,

Till Mary did appear.

And when he ran to her, and laid
His head upon her arm,

As if he said, ‘I’m not afraid;
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You’ll keep me from all harm,’

‘What makes the lamb love Mary so?’

The eager children cry;

‘Why, Mary loves the lamb, you know,’

The teacher did reply.
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Since this poem is quatrains in iambic tetrameter, my imitation runs thus:
Franco has a little shadow,

As little as he;

And wherever you Franco find, 

There ’tis sure to be.

And for every mischief Franco did, 
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It did darker grow;

But the little shadow wished to be, 

White and pure as snow.

And as Franco’s birthday falls today, 

He’ll be good fellow;
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So little shadow, you shall be,

White and pure as snow.
A particular type of imitation is the companion poem. Here, the theme of the imitation must be related in some way to that of the original poem. I invite you to read and recite my companion poems:
1. Coffin-Bearers

(An imitation of Sarojini Naidu’s Palanquin-Bearers)
Heavily, O heavily we bear her along,
She fades like a note from the sound of the gong;

She drops like a leaf from the bough of the Neem,

She starts like a tear from the eyes of a dream.

Sadly, O sadly, we tread as we moan,
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We bear her along from the realms of the known.

Slowly, O slowly we bear her along,

She stops like a beat from the heart of our song;

She falls like a wave from the brow of the lake,

She sleeps like a saint who knows not to wake.
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Heavily, O heavily, we tread as we moan,

We bear her along from the realms of the known.

2. The Doves
(An imitation of Tennyson’s The Eagle)
They perch upon the temple tow’r;

Enfolded by the sacred pow’r,

They preen their wings at twilight hour.

The temple priest the bell he rings;
Rapt they list to what it sings,
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And up the skies they flap their wings.

3. Ode On Society
(An imitation of Alexander Pope’s Ode On Solitude)
Happy the youth whose pulse and heart
Beat with the times in harmony,

Content to form a bubbling part

Of small society.

Whose kin with joy, whose kith with peace,
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Whose toil sincere fulfils his needs,

Whose thoughts kindle sweet memories

Of noble deeds.

Blest, who can march towards the goal,

Devote each hour for what is right,
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In strength of body, mind and soul,

Coy dreams by night,

Doughty deeds by day; ease and toil

Together mixt, sweet recreation,

And experience which serves to oil
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Smooth conversation.

Thus would I live, for such I crave,

And win renown without a peer;

So all the world may flock my grave

And shed a tear.
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4. So What?
 (An imitation of W.B. Yeats’ What Then)
At school his teachers all along

Thought his wit would remain a nought;

He sought with zeal to prove them wrong,

But found his life not worth a song.

“So what?” His soul echoed, “So what?”
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His life was one of hope and dread,

Travails alone became his lot.

Thorns pricked his feet on paths he tread,

With sweat and toil he earned his bread.

“So what?” His soul echoed, “So what?”
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Longings he had and dreams of strife,
Not ev’n in sleep could peace be bought.

Scorned by the world where cares are rife,

Homeless he roamed distraught with life.

“So what?” His soul echoed, “So what?”
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Kicked hither thither since a lad,
“All life is vain,” grown old he thought.

“None on earth such sufferings have had,

That ere I die I would be mad.”

But louder cried his soul, “So what?”
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5. To Daffodils
 (An imitation of Robert Herrick’s poem of the same title)
Fair daffodils, we smile to see

You sport your yellow dress,

In the mellowing light of day

Filled with all loveliness.

Awhile
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As wonted you smile

And sway

In the evening breeze.

Then your heads you bow, calm and free,

And drop to sleep in peace.






10
Heart of hearts to emulate you,

As the hours spread their wings,

We smile and sing and dance alway

Till the curfew rings.

We live,
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Blossom and die to give

Away

Ourselves like to a sacrifice;

And smile again when we wax anew

Like the moon in the skies.
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EXERCISE 24
Identify the content type of all the five companion poems
EXERCISE 25
Compare the companion poem The Doves with Tennyson’s The Eagle
EXERCISE 26
Write an imitation of any one of the versions of your verse or mine
CHAPTER X: ALLITERATIVE VERSE

Old English poems were composed as alliterative verse. There was an alliterative revival in Middle English. The poetry teemed with metaphorical phrases (kennings) such as whale-road (sea), oar-steed / sea-stallion (ship), life-house / bone-house (body), war-smith (warrior) and battle-flame (sword). 
W.H. Auden’s The Age of Anxiety and J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Fall of Arthur (fragment) are 20th century examples of alliterative verse. Hardly any verse is written in this form today.

Alliterative verse is a type of accentual verse in tetrameter. There is alliteration or assonance or partial consonance in the first three of its stresses; the fourth stress (hanger) may also alliterate. There is a medial caesura (a pause after the second foot) and a terminal pause after the fourth foot. In recitation, the hanger will be differently modulated to signal the end of a line. I am indebted to G.M. Hopkins for the term hanger; he uses it for sprung rhythm, in which the hangers, as he says, ‘seem to hang below the line’. J.R.R. Tolkien says, “There is thus always a drop in force, loudness, and significance at the end of an Old English line, and then the spring is wound up again at the beginning” (quoted by Christopher Tolkien in an appendix to The Fall of Arthur).
Here are some alliterative lines I discovered in Tennyson’s Lady Of Shalott:

All in a blue unclouded weather
(partial consonance l)
And round about the prow she wrote
(assonance ou)
That loosely flew to left and right
(partial consonance l)

The willowy hills and fields among

(partial consonance l)

And round the prow they read her name

(partial consonance r)

There are some alliterative lines in Thomas Campbell’s Lord Ullin’s Daughter:
And fast before her father’s men

(alliteration f)

But still as wilder blew the wind

(partial consonance l)

‘O haste thee, haste!’ the lady cries

(assonance a)

The boat has left a stormy land

(partial consonance t)

The waters wild went o’er his child
(alliteration w)

There is no need to multiply examples, but I discovered an alliterative line in my poem The Shivering Crow: 

A sudden spell of summer rain.
Here are some of my views about alliterative verse:

1. The verse must be read aloud to help the ear detect the alliteration
2. End-stopped lines have better rhythm than enjambed lines
3. Alliteration works well with narrative poetry, but not with reflective or abstract verse because the mind must be free to capture the recurring sounds  
4. Partial consonance is all right because the ear is quite capable of detecting the recurring sounds during recitation, keeping in mind that the hanger is modulated differently to signal the end of the line.
5. Perfect assonance is necessary because if every vowel is considered to alliterate with every other vowel, then there is actually no recurring sound at all. 
6. Variation in rhythm (falling / rising / rocking) is permissible because it does not hinder the ear’s detection of recurring sounds

7. Any alliterative pattern may be chosen – even a double  alliteration on alternative stresses or different alliterative patterns for successive lines
8. Variation in the alliterative patterns (once established) is not permissible as such variation is sure to trammel the expectant ear        
Let us read aloud some successive alliterative lines from W.H. Auden’s The Age of Anxiety:

My deuce, my double, my dear image,

Is it lively there, that land of glass

Where song is a grimace, sound logic

A suite of gestures? You seem amused.
Line 1: My deuce, my double, my dear image,

There is alliteration on the first three stresses as expected. There is the medial caesura and the terminal pause. Besides, there is parallelism and the list of three. 
Line 2: Is it lively there, that land of glass

The alliteration is on the first, third and fourth stresses creating a new pattern. There is the medial caesura and the terminal pause. 
Line 3: Where song is a grimace, sound logic

The alliterative pattern is the same as the first line. There is a medial but no terminal pause. The line is enjambed.
Line 4: A suite of gestures? You seem amused.
Tied to the previous enjambed line, this line alliterates on all four stresses. There is the medial caesura and the terminal pause.   

The Age of Anxiety has some very beautiful alliterative lines, but the poem as a whole doesn’t do justice to alliterative verse because of the following reasons:

* The theme is abstract

* There are plenty of unnecessary alliterative variations 

* Many of the lines are enjambed  
EXERCISE 27

Analyse the first four lines from J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Fall of Arthur:

Arthur eastward in arms purposed

His war to wage on the wild marches,

Over seas sailing to Saxon lands,

From the Roman realm ruin defending.

I have transformed my accentual-syllabic verse The Mango Weevil into alliterative verse:
A song I sing of mango weevil,

Laid a li’l one in a lively flow’r

Whose fragrance full refreshed the air.
It something saw in the stream below,
A shimmering shadow in moonshine gleam 
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Ere it flapped its fins and flew away.

The egg now ends its erstwhile peace;

The young one springs in mango seed,
But trapped in fruit the growing weevil.

The ruddy fruit it ripened soon, 
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Freely fell and floated helpless --
Slowly and silently in the stream below.

It floated far in foreign places,

Down the dark-hill and dale and field  

Ere trembling and tumbling into the sea.
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The fishing folk they fetched the mango
From the silvery sea and sliced the fruit,
But weevil wily out-winged its way.
The creature free isn’t really free; 

Sorrowed and sad, it is sick at sea  
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And knows this main is not its home!
I managed to use a couple of kennings:  fins (wings) and li’l one (egg). I am also happy with the phrase lively flow’r. I originally wrote lovely flow’r. Since it sounded clichéd, I revised the phrase and packed much meaning into it. The flower is lively because it is going to become a fruit with a living weevil inside. 
EXERCISE 28

Convert your accentual poem into alliterative verse 

***
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