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' ABSTRACT
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1.
1 ” '
Nabokov's translation of Pushkin's Eugene'Onegln (1964) led i
,
him to compose an appendix on prosody. The appendix was.published .
soon after 1in its owq edition, entitled Notes on Prosody . The Notes .

clal%ed to provide a way of improving traditional modes of scansion.
This thegﬁs attempts an account and evaluation of Nabokov's contripgpion.
/
Chapter I describes the way he reworks the concept of the
"Foot" and makes a distinction between rhythm and metre. CQa%ter IT
'
revigws the origin of this approach in the work of modern Russian

theorists and summarizes their previous findings. Chapter III concen-—

trates on the work of Halle and Keyser who apply a similar theory of

prosody to English verse. Their work sets expectations for the rhythm/ ' -
metre theory in English. Chapter IV is a critique of NaboKov's prosody

"
in the light of the two preceding chapters. His prosody is shown to

be @ modification of the wérk of his Russian predecessors,, This modifi-

-

cation fails to give an adequate description of English metres. However,

it does provide valuable criticism of flaws which are inherent in the
- N

strictly metrical method of scansion. Ultimately, his prosody is shown

EY

to serve the special interests| of translators more than those of

contemporary English prosodists.

’ o

-
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RESUME .

Nabokov fait une traduction de Eugene Onegin de Pushkin en

. | .
1964 qui 1'induit a composer un appendix sur la prosodie. Une publica-

tion d'une édition séparée de cet appendix intitulée Notes on Prosody

parait peu aprés. Ces "Notes" ont pour but d'améliorer les modes
1
traditionnels de la scansion. Ma th®se se propose d'gffrir un compte

rendu complet autant que possible ainsi qu'une évaluation de la contri-
bution de Nabokov au domaine de la prosodie.

Le prﬁpier chapitre décrit en quelle manidre Nabokov retravaille
le concept du "pied" et établit une distinction entre le rhythme et la
mesure. Le sécond chapitre traite de l'origine de cette approche dans
les travaux des théoriciens russes modernes, et résume leurs découvertes
antérieures. Le troisiéme chapitre se concentre sur les travaux de
Halle et Keyser; ces derniers appliquent une théorie de la prosodie au
vers anglais similaire A celles des théoriciens russes. Leurs travaux

préparent le-champ pour.la théorie "rhythme/mesure" anglaise. Le gquatridme
P

chapitre est uné critique de la prosodie Nabokovienne & la lumidre des

{
deux chapitres precédents. En fait, sa prosodie est une modification

-

des théories de ses predéces§eurs\qui ne sied pas la description de la ‘ -
mesure anglaise. Néanmoins, il offre une critique importante des

défauts inhérents & la methode métrique de la scansion. Finalement, ma

th?se suggere que la prosodie Nabokovienne peut servir les interéts des

t

traducteurs beaucoup plus que ceux des prosodistes anglais contemporains.
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INTRODUCTION

Nabokov's Notés on Prosody first appeFred as the second
appendix to his four volume trdnslation of and commentary on Pushkin's

l ¥ )
Eugene Onegin. It waquepr ted almost immediately in two separate

little editions'- one with the first appendix (on Pushkin's dubious

A

African ancestry) and one without; both editions had some minor

corrections. The second text of the Notes was hardly more analyzed than

the first, which was compietely submerged in the overali (and often bitter)
controversy surrounding Nabokov's translaélon of. Pushkan's poetry itself.
Almost every reviewer who readily questioned the odd diction of the trans-
lation or the extravagant commentary gave the Notes, which were a propor-

17

tlonal%y small part of the whole work, a proportionally small mention, but

generally in inviting terms, Christopher Ricks, in the Ne$ Statesman
(Dec. 25, '64) said, "The' 100 page appendix on prosody animates that corpse

of a topic and seems to me to break important new ground in 1its definition

and English instances (wittily chosen)." Ernest J. Simmons, in the

\
New York Times Book Review (June 28, '64) called 1t "an enthralling study

|
i

of prosody"; similarly; Robert Conquest in Poetry (June '65) suggests

\
that "the sound and penetrating appendix on prosody deserves a-much wider

readership..." i

@

There are many instanges of‘§uch loose journalistic glosses,2

\

yet serious students of prosody have not}responded even though the Notes

is now included in scholarly bibliographies on the subject and is listed

‘
N ~

>

" e R B i T A

A



-

s

;s one of the four major Anglo-Russian comparative studies in contemporary
prosody.3 It 1s sad to think that thig>neglect possibly stems from the
fact that the Notes is in the form of anféppendlx,rsupposedly bound to

the work on Pushkin which occasioned them and no more. This is the

v%ew Paul Fussell takes, who has spent three pages (two more than most)

) .

criticizing them 1in Encountef magazine (April '65). Mr. Fussell has
written on the histpry of English prosody and should know better. At

least two significant works on English prosody, Robert Bridges' Milton's

. 4
Prosody and Tyrwhitt's essay on prosody in his edition of Chaucer,\
had a similar origin. Nabokov was quite to the point in his reply
(Encounter, MaJ '65) -~ "I am glad Mr. Paul Fussell has nothing against

my notes on prosody provided they remain attached to a work of repelling
. 4}
length and limitea appeal. * I am amused by His objecting to them when
published in the form of a §eparate easily available little volume."5
It is true that Nﬁbokov is modest in his prosocdical intention,
claiming ko provide nc more than "a gew things that the non-Russian student

of Russian literature must know in regard to Russian prosody in general

and to Bugéne Onegin in particular" (p. 4). But that only reflects how

well-focused Nabokov's choice of topics 1s; he deals only with iambic

tetrametres (Pushkin's Russian ones and a cross-section of English ones)
and primarily with one aspect of the metre, the place of weak stresses. >
What is not so apparent is the underlying theoretical basis for his comparison,

or why he should even propose to write a taxonomy that is applicable to metrical

poetry in general, be it Russian, English or even German (he gives a
4

German illustration of his approach on p. 42).- At other points in the

\’;?

Vi

s
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text he ;laims his prosody could be applied to pentametres, trimetres,
and ternary forms of verse as well (p. 76).

It 1s perfectly ’'valid for Nabokov to limit himself to a specific
category of metre for the sake gf describing Pushkin's tetrametres, that is
no ground to doubt his methods, but Nabokov should haLdly be surprised if
English readers misinterpret the theoretical import .of the Notes when he
fails to present the theoretical context in which he 1s working. He states
at the very outset, in his sdéction on "prosodies" that Russian theorists
have dene good werk, but that| English treatments of the iamb, and pafti—
cularly the tetrametre, are not "even remotely acceptable to a sﬁude7; of
prosody” (p.3). Yet, of the English school only Saintsbury and Bridges
are mentioned at all (and then only in a deprecating way), while Andyei Belyj

[i4

is the only Russian Nabokov admits he has borrowed from, at the same

disclaiming any real influénce because he has not read Belyj since his
youth (p. 14). It,is ironic that the specificity of the Notes, which
certainly a strong point, should be cause for attack by critics shch as
Fussell or E@mund wilson,6 while many of the favourable comments are base
on the assumption that Nabokov is being so original, which is very dodbtful y
the case when one has looked at some of the previous Russian work in
comparative prosody. l N

Professor Gerschenkron of Harvard has written what is probably

the most scholarly review of Nabokov's Eugene Onegin (but again does not

db into any detail on the prosody). Interestingly, he makes a similar

- 4
objection to the commentary as a whole. He :admires Nabokov's punctilious
rgseaJch -

DA A NS 1A N A
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"Nabokov's inability to suppress any bit of information
brings into the pages of the Commentary one John Metschl
who, i 1928, in describing an American collection of
v firearms, misspelled the make of pistols that happened
» to be used in Onegin's duel; we are favoured with a very
) [ - plausible reason for the misspelling (IIIX, 39)."7
) ‘ : .
/' But he says, ¢
| .
"Nabokov does not like to give credit where credit is due..."
: "Very unfortunately, this is true of the Commentary as a whole.
A couple of times Nabokov says contemptuously 'as is known
to Russian commentators' (I, 30 and 136), which is quite
inappropriate, because he would have to repeat the phrase
a hundred times, were he to point out every bit of kn%wledge
and every suggestion that he has gleaned from others. In
: general, his references to his predecessors, unless designed

to criticize their shortcomings, are very sparing indeed. "8

[ I propose to give Nabokov's prosody the examination which is

already overdue in the following manner.: Chapter I'will charaLterizq

his approach to verse in general terms. Chapter II will}diScuss the

. Russ&an contéxt of his prosody. This context is perhaps the most

!
\

crucié% aspect of the Notes since the Russian approach is very different ,

= \ )

from théjEngiish one and it has already had success in comparative studies
\ ]

with Engxish verse. Nabokov has borrowed heavily from it and there is

o .
evidence that he was well acquainted with the work of the literary critics
y

who followed Belyj (see my footnote 47 to Chapter IIY. This work was

‘

carried on primarily by a school known as the Russian Formalists (1916-

e

-

1934 circa); but reference will alsc be made to bost-Formalist studies ~

RSN

such as Boris Unbegaun (13956), another one to whom Nabokov momeJtarily

R

refers (p. 23) though his work is described as "frankly compilatory", and

IS
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Robin Kemble (1965) who has published one of the four important comparative

-

studies mentioned above. Chapter III will concentrate on relevant

aspects of English prosody. Nabokov's dismissa} of the English approach

obviously implies that the bulk of the English mode of analysis has little

to do with his notes. However, there are aspects of English verse which

do not exist i# Russian verse (e.g., elision, secondary accents). 1f
! 1

Fh SRS

Nabokov's method is truly comparati?e we must see how fairly he treats
» 4

s

T =
*

-

these/ﬁifferences. Also, current theoretical revisions in English prosody

1
¥

which are similar to the Russian approach, but which concentrate only on

Al

English verse, will be discussed. This work is equally important to the %

' context of Nabokov's prosody. Chapter IV will be a detailed critique of f
. N , )
the Notes, prepared by the first three chapters .« In this chapter,I intend

¢ to prove the following thesis: Nabokov's Notes on Prosody are based strictly

N

on a modern Russian theory oflmetre; however , Nabokov is truer to his

% .

i ’ objective than he might have wished because he applies the Russian method
i in a partial way only. His notes are thus a good translator's model for
A : comparative prosody since he focuses on the sLlient features of Pushkin's

- .

verse which can be mimicked and formalized in.gnglish versr but he cannot

claim to have corrected or solved a nu&ber of issues in English prosody -
when he has shrewdly avoided them. However, Nabokov's prosody should

be recognized by English metrists as significant for the contemporary

debates in English prosodyt English prosody has undergone profouné

changes recently, notably in the work of Halle and Keyser.9 Much of

this work has been under a Russian influence. I proposeythat Nabokov's

Notes are akin to the general critical tendency, and as such the text is

a valid contribution, albeit a rather limited one. .
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Alexandr Pushkin, Eugene Onegin. Translated with a Commentary by
Vladimir Nabokov, 4 Vols. (New quk:Bollingen Foundation 1964).

\

See my bibliography under the heading "reviews"., Any reference to
the Notes on Prosody among them was a‘positive but superficial one.

[

See the English bibliography by Rae Ann Nager in Versificatioh:

Major Language Types,'wd. W.K. Wimsatt (New York: Modern Language
Association. New York University Press, 1972) pp. 204-217. Nabokowv, ~
is llstqd on p. 206, item no. 23. The three others listed are:

Robin Kemble, “Engllsh and Ru531an Versification. A General Comparison"
in his Alexander Blok: A study in Rhythm and Metre (The Hague:

Mouton, 1965, pp. 55-156); Victor Erlich, "Verse Structure: Sound and -
Meaning" in Russian Formalism: History-Doctrine (The Hague: Mouton, 1969)
pp. 182-98; and Victor zZhirmunskij, Introduction to Metrics: The

Theory of Verse (The Hague: Mouton, 1966) trans. C.F., Brown (Org. pub.
Leningrad 1925). ) '

T

Bridges' book is a small classic ‘in the field and'developed from an
appendix he wrote to an edition of Paradise Lost for thel!Clarendon
Press. In fact, in the final edition of his study whléh was published
by Oxford (1921) as a separate work on its own (dike Nabokov's) he
devotes an appendix to the history of this appendix. T.S. Omond in

The English Metrists (1921, rpt. New York Phaeton, 1968)p. 86, considers
Tyrwhitt's "Essay upon his Language and Versification" to be a major

work of English prosody. Tyrwhitt's essay appeared as part of his
edition of Chaucer and did much to render "Chaucer's rhythm intelligible
to many who had only 'made shift' to read him".

x
»

Nabokov is, of course, referring to the 1964 edition published by
Princeton University Press. All subsequent reference in the thesis
will be to this.edition unless otherwise noted, and will be noted

‘directly within the text of the thesis.

\

Wilson's
15 July,
Nabokov"

attack (a two-pager this time) appeared in N.Y.R. of Books,
1965 and is reprinted as "The Strange Case of Pushkin and ‘.
in A Window on Russia (New York.Farrar, Strauss Giroux, 1972)

pp. 220-221. Wilson's discussion of substitution of feet and spondees
shows that, like Fussell, he has missed the essential aspect of Nabokov's
notes simply because the Russian approach Nabékov took has no use .for
such English borrowings of classical concepts.

B

A

"
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7. ¢ Alexander Gerschenkron, "A Manufactured Monument?" Modern Philology
63, (May '66), 337-347 p. 345 n.

8. loc. cit.

v -

A 9. W.K. Wimsatt, in his excellent introduction to Versification (M.L.A.,

N 1972) P., xix, mentions how modern prosody has been changed by phonetic,

studles, somethlng initiated by the Russian Formalists. Wellek and
. Waryen too, describe the impact of the Russian studies in their

. ) ‘! Theory of Literature, 2nd ed. (1942, rpt. New York: Harcourt, 1955),
pp. 159-162. The whole issue will be taken up in the actual ’
discussion of Nabokov's theory.
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CHAPTER 1

—

.

7 NABOKOV'S PROSODY: GENERAL REMARKS

The second topichof the thirteen which comprise the Notes on
a

Prosody is "Feet", a term so orthodox it almost belies Nabokov's approach.
But in the space of the section's five pages (4 -~ 9) we arrive at such
unheard of terms as "false spondees", “falsé pyrrhics"”, "tilts" and "scuds" -

the heart of Nabokov's new taxonomy.

A

Feet are used in two ways by NTbokov. In the first way, Jabokov
follows~the customary means of distinguishing metrical verse, based on
a foot system, from cadentﬂal or syllabic verse. It is only proper for

him to isolate his field of inquiry, metrical wverse, since he intends to

'

write a "comparative" prosody. Within the traditions of Russian (since

Lomonosov) and English (since Chaucer, if not Gower), metrical| verse is

s0 prévalent that it would be pedantic t&fmake these distinctions, save

in the cases of marginal or innovative poetry.l Thus Nabokov is simply

[

situating his comparison within these traditions when he describes in
detail how unmetrical the syllabic French Alexandrine is {p. 6).

Once in the metrical context, the foot undergoes swift and

Nl
consequential redefinition which is the way it is to be used in Nabokov's

own prosody. Nabokov does this in such a subtle way that readers have

°
t

objected to the wording, such as Wilson's protestation of “semeia" for
Al P

parts of the foot,2 without realizing that the more accepted classical

N

s
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1 .

words such as "iamb", "trochee”, "dactyl" &tc. have just been given new

meanings too. The key paragraph is this -
i ! ’ )
The metrical system...is based first of all on a :
reqular recurrence of rhythm within a line of ’
verse, in which foot stress tends to coincide
with Aaccent (word stress), and nonstress with
non accent. This recurrence is seen as a con-
sequence of similar feet. Each such foot can "
consist of either two or three divisions (semeia)
Vo one of which is stressed by the metre but not
S necessarily by the syllable of the word coinciding
with 1t. This stressed division 1s called the
ictus, while the unstressed divisions are called
dgpfessions. Mathematically, only five kinds
of feet can exist: the iamb, the trochee, the
N “anapest, the amphibrach, and the dactyl.
(p.- 67; my emphasis). - -

3

We can extract several principles from these remarks: (1) The higher

frequency and patterning of stresses, characteristic of metrical verse,

18 generally te#med the rhythm; it is not described a priori in a

‘metrical way as iambic pentametre, iambic tetrametre, anapeLtlc and

the like (in fact, on p. 29 Nabokov speaks about usipg the "dominant

rhythm" to decide the metre of specific lines that arT ambiguous) .

(2) Rhythm is defined as the interaction (or points which "“coincide")

between the word accent of syllables and the abstract ictuses of a

| R — —_—

metrical formalism. "Feet" describe this rhythm insofa{ as there is a

. recurrence of similar intersections between the strong éfllables and the

\formally defined strong places throughout the ;iﬁé(s), but this is merely
|

qs"nomenclatorial handle" (p. 5). Feet are not meant to stand conjunc-
A tively for the interaction as a whole, they are only half of it.
C) {3) Thus, not evel,—y foot will have a lexically strong syllable in its

ictus (see my emphasis above) but it will still have an ictus in the

. » .

PPV
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k4

sense of a stress in principle even if not fulfilled or fulfilled in

| -

the depression (weak place). " (4) %very foot must have ore and only’

.

one stress in ptrintiple. Thus there is no such thing as a pyrrhic

v -

foot (no stress). or a spondee (two stresses).
Generally speaking, this mode of analysis which separates the

\
acLual sequence ofword accents from the theoretical sequence of ictuses

and.mapé their intersection can be called the "rhythm/metre" approach.
It has been toubhed on by English prosodists 1in the past and expanded by
the most recent English prosodists (see below Chapter III), but to most
English students of prosody it must appear awkward and over-indulgent.
Conversely, in Russian analysis it is an accepted and highly elaborateq

mode (see Chapter II). As Nabokov is going into the matter for the

English Student, I will venture to say that he has been ruthlessly brief
« A

‘but faithful to a system which is, in fact, more elegant and simple than

the strictly foot approach.

Fhe crux lies in how eacl approach treats of variations, or
irregularities in the metrical line, and it is no surprise to see Nabokov
turn i;mediétely to problematic metrical cases after haviné’stated his
terms. These samples from the Notes are ;ll in strict conformity,
whe‘her one chooses to describe them as iambic tetrametres, or regularly

k]
recurring coincidences of accent and igtic position; in such cases

a standard metrical notation v ¢ holds.

- ]

v,
A i
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11

v s v ’ v Y \"/IL
1. Appease my grief,-and deadly pai

v 4 v rd v s, v ‘e
2. Of Humber would complain. I would

Group A
(V] ‘, K% LRI
3. ‘When Fainting Nature call
) v /e 4 v
4. The little village
!
< [

! .
The difference between the irhythm/metre mode and the solely metrical

f

Surrey (p. 8)

Marvell (p. 58)

Vd N v v
'd for aad Johnsén (p. 61)
| \

' \

/ v 7 \
looks forlorn -Tennyson (p. \15)

5

¢
:

’
’

N

* ’

mode, and their notation, 1s that the former<provides for the iﬁevi;able

!

"modulation” (Nabokov) of the basic

N

pattern and can describe these”®

«d

modulations consistently, whereas §he latter does not ana cannot.

Compare the following lines from the same poems. ‘ -

T

v ’ v /
5., And thinks to play

¢

AN
1
I

, .
" Surrxey (p. 55)

v 2 v Iy
he in the fire
° Y

o 4 v ,
thy Forehedd’ Gaze

' v /7 R ‘, R
6. Thine Eyes, and on- Marvell
Group B ' . .
v /v /g v 7 . ’
- 7. Officious, 1innocent, sincere Johnson
v / v v 7 v / .
8. In lovelaness of perfect deeds . Tennyson

N

<
In each of these lines we have an elementary and very common modulation

of the normal weak-strong iambic pattern; a weak syllable falls in aﬁ
1

ictic position.
deviations, and have described them

replacement of one foot by another;

4
iamb, producing a metrical scansion

¢

and v”|v¢|v/]|v7 for lines 6 and 8.

[ ”

Metrists have long been aware of this, and other common

in strictly metrical terms as the

in these cases a pyrrhic foot for an

such as U/quludlu/‘ for lines 5 and 7,

This in effect disqualifies these

PRGTER < 2O TN S




lines as iambic and suggests that they are "mixed" - i.e., compbsed of

i

more than one kind of foot.

Nabokov's approach considers groups A and B both to be iambic

’

g

tetrametres from a metrical point of view in that the(Lredominant pattern
of stresse; in the various poems and their individual lines is such for
purposes of classification (and %t is this assumption of a metraical
"backgrouﬁd" which allows Nabokov to select the examples %e does, in
iamblc tetrametre, in the first place). ,However, the two groups are , a
rhythmically different, which is theoretically permigsible according to
rules twd and three above. Nabokov's notation takes this into account. )t
The lines in group B contain what Nabokov calls "scuds" ("false pyrrhics")
| -
and are notated metrically as iambs, with depression and ictus v~ , but

also accentually according to the actual strength of the syllables which

occupy the metrical positions. Thus lines 5 and 7 are scanned as

iw

4 ’ /
v oL ua] v

or scudded in the third foot; simiiarly, lines 6 and 8 ‘are scudded -

/ ’ Vi R ° . © N
V- |0-—lu— [V

in the second foot. It should be realized that this scansion is
actually simpler than the English one because it applies to both groups
whereas the English system introduces new combinations of feet ad hoc.
The difference becomes clearer as we encounter further complications in
lines of verse.

The same method of scansion also deals consistently with another
common modulatiop in English verse which Nabokov calls "tilts" ("false

trochees") and with the same metrical notation. A tilt is defined as




. . . /
the occurrence of an accent in a metrical depression v~ ; 1in the more
” v +
o ~ .

traditional scansions this would call for“the introduction of yet another
foot, a trochee, into the line. To take an elementary example agaln,

foot notation shows a trochaic foot at the beginning of the following

N

-
line and iambs in the rest.

/
Like a& the fly that see'th the flame/ sSurrey

\
0

{

. |
; . Nabokov's scansion, recognizing that the poem as a whole is essentially

[

iambic, projects the abstract metrical pattern as a constant but notes

! “
¢

this line as another kind of modulataion. . . ﬁl
PP =
, . s \
T+

o

9 Working in tandeﬁ//ihe tilt and the scud quickly surpass the
foot system and its inconsistences in simplicity and accuracy. Enid Hamer,

- taking the usual approach in English prosody, finds the last line of this

'Y
v

. passage from Spenser's Shepheardes Calender to be the only one which

. . 3
' "refuses iambic scansion".

That nource of vice, this of insolencie,

Lulled the shepheards in such securitie,

e

2
’

Thdat not content with loyall obeysaunce,

Some gan to gape for greedie gouvernaunce,
%

~ 3

‘ And match them selfe with mighty potentates.

R e R

/v u / v ) e o 7/
Lovers oﬁ Lordls%lp and|troublers|of states. A
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Qo
Here we have troche¢, iamb, pyrrhic, trochee, iamb all together. LIt

s

adapt Nabokov's prosody “to pentametre in this case, I would still call
this line iambic in the sense that it belongs to a poem which is clearly
written in thaé metre but note that it contains several modulations, all
of which are logically compatible 1n that my scansion and theory allow

for them. There is a tilt in the first foot and a combination scud-tilt

i

in the third and fourth feet (Nabokov calls this a "reverse tilt" which

. . R 7
"denotes a combination of unaccented stress and accented depression, — v,
£

’ s . .
instead of the expected — v or — v , and may coincide with any even-

N

place, odd-place segment of the iambic line except the last. The result

is a scud tilted in reverse" p. 19). _ ,The new scansion goes
. A
3

’

V4 /7 ’ /
o lo i o
Til¥ Reverse Tilt ‘

Furthermore, I could ﬁefin@ upon Hamer's regular lines without damage

v

}
to the concept of the metre by noting thatfthe third foot of the first line

is scudded, and the first and seSEnk feet of the second line are tilted;
and were it not for Spenser's rich rhymes, the last foot of the first five
lines would be scudded too.

Nabokov's prosody, indeed the'entire Russian approach, has its

own complications too, of course. There are many kinds of scuds and
Ay

tilts (we just passed by the "reverse" b;qnd),‘and they can be used in a \
variety of ways to study characteristics of different metres. I have
only represented the most basic forms to provide an outline of the difference

between Nabokov's approach and the usual English one at the point where they

RES e

et
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clash most cogently, i.e., the definition of the foot, ‘and hence where
the English reader is most/likely to go astray, evén at the outset. ‘

This was, 1in fact, the case with Paul Fussell, one of the most orthodox
! «

of metrists who has a penchant for seeing lines as mixed. He refers

to the Notes as an overelaboration of the simple fact of pyrrhic

3

substitufion.4 We have just seen that neither the pyrrhic foot nor
metrical substitutien has anything to do with Nabokov's prosody though in
1solation the scud does resemble the pyrrhic foot in that both describe
a weaﬁness where we expect a strong accent in the metrical pattern.

On the other hand, simply streamlining an awkwafd prosodical
system of notation by feet, by separating accent signs from metrical signs
is hardly an occasion to compose a whole taxonomy, much less an appendix

on the subject, even 1f it 15 more sensible and accurate: Implicit in °

4

‘Nabokov's approach (it is never proposed as an individual topic in the

way "feet" is) is anothier profound Russian borrowing, which is that prosody
is very much a quésgion of phonology, 1f only basic phonology. Nabokov
actually refers to this question when he scoffgwat the "old-fashioned"

mixed foot approach -

|

Only a blunt ear can perceive in it. [a duplex tilt]5
any "irreqularity of meter", and only an old-fashioned
pedant would treat it as the intrusion of another
species of meter. In English poetry, its carefree
admission by poets, especially in the beginning of

the iambic lines, is owing partly to the comparative
scarcity of such words in English as conform to the
reqular iambic foot and partly to accents in English
words not’bj'ng so strong and exclusive as they are
in, say, Ru ign. (p. 20)
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'

This, in effect, posits a cause why modulations in metrical verse occur
and why syllabic values should be separated from i1deal métrical ones,

as Nabokov did at the beginning of his discussion. It 15 only in the
most self-conscious attempts to follow a metrical ideal that the strength
of each syllable will coincide perfectly with the\posltiOTS of the“ictgs
and depression. Such verse is often monotonous (which Aﬁy be an asset

i

if one is attempting satire or burlesque); it usually occurs when poets

‘strive to imitate the rules of classical poqtry (where the whole foot

system originates), such as ip‘'Sackville and Norton or in Johnsonian ideas
6 . .
about classical decorum (of Johnson's poetry, Nabokov says it contains

"scant microbes of rhythm." p. 61). In the majority of verse phonological

r

values can obviously be expected to conflict with metrical ones from time

o

to time, and rather than deny this linquistic fact, as 1s the classically

N

ocriented metrist's wont, Nabokov, like the Russians who first bégan :
looking at verse phonologically as well as aesthetically, sees in this a

pleasurable balance between metrical rule and rhythmic reality:

As with all modulation in iambic meter, the beauty of
tilt gand this could apply equally to i1ts converse, the
scud] which is such ‘an admirable and natural portion of
English iambic pentameter, and gives such allure to the
rare lines in which Russian poets Ese it, lies in a
certain teasing quality of rhythm, in the tentative
emergence of an intonation that seems in total opposition
to the dominant metre, but adtually owes its subtle magic
to the balance it tends to achieve between yielding and not
yielding - yielding to the metre and still preserving its
accentual voice. (p. 20)

an N
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j . uch heady. appreciation of rhythm is worthy of a follower of

L | Belyj as we shall see when we come to a full discussion of the Russians' .
e work. Earlier in the text Nabokov addresses the issue'directly in the
ﬁ . context of his discussion of the scud when he gives a phonological
[ o account of its existence, "When in verse a weak monosyhlabic word (i.e.,
e not accented in speech) or a weak syllaple of a long word happens to
coincide with the st;essed part (ictus)qpf.;?;Tpt, there resultg a

modulation that I term a "scud" (p. 9).

In many places in the text Nabokov details phonological aspects

gy

of Englash and Russian to show how they produce d1fferent rhythms in the
same metre (tetrametres alnost exclusively). Again, I will réserve

'

Lcomment on these remarks until the Russian comparative findings which are ,
based on the same idea and antedate Nabokov's have been discussed. How-

ever, if we turn back to the examples of scuds above, we can see sgseveral

instances of the weak monosyllables and secondary accents in polysyllable
words ocgupying an i1ctus: example 5 - the word "in"; example 6 - the word
"on"; example 7 - the last syllable of "innocent" (only the first syllable

!
qualifies as the fulfilment of a stress position) and similarly in

B R R i stk o == i L

example 8 - the last syllable of "lovelipess", and the word "of" in the

e -y A 10t

first line from the Spenser excerpt.
This concludes my preparatory remarks on Nabokov's prosody.
The two main features of Nabokov's prosody are the rhythm/metre approach

to scansion and the application of phonological facts in explanaticn of




te

‘ }of how metrical verse works (i.e., its tendency to modulate).

P

e gy TN P PSR

This
accotunts for Nabokov's mode of analysis with its treatment of the metre

as an ideal pattern of analogous rhythms in.a group, particularly in the

.concept of the foot as stressed in principle if not always by the coin-

. -
ke Y0

TEn o et
w Mot z

o,
g

i

-‘7‘.‘,
R

N cidence of a strong s;llable. This mod; produces a more cpﬁéistent é%
& 4

i taxonomy which continues to make‘use of feet either simply to describe E%
t . )
; - the rhythm (if a;i the lines are regular) or morF importantly, in the . ‘;
k ca;é§ of modulation, as the background which relates all modulations ‘g
(tilts,(scuds) to éach other. In fact Nabokov considers all tilts to %

PR

’

’

be a species of scuds "since the stress in such feet is not accented"

.

coabe oo

L

% \ (p. 18) the‘accent is displaced onto the "depression" position.

? / I have oﬁitted a great deal which' follows from these premises J

% but'I have said enough, to assert that Nabokov's brosody is derived from

: a Russian system which he has'kindly abstracted without bothering to
establish his references.' Thege references_ffe established in the 5
folloying chapter where we'cgn trace the origin gf this sortloﬁ prosody , 6

&2

and summarize the relevant comparative finﬁings, not all of which Nabokov

’

has elaborated. : '
Nt

If I may (since there is really not much choice of critics who

TR R N I

have challenged the Notes to any significant degree) I refer to Fussell
\ . o
a last time as the English foil to Na%okov the Russian intruder, to raise

a minor objection to Nabokoy's approach which should be cleared away.

+




Fussell complains,
-~ ! ‘ ! \

To be told by Nabokov of the In Memoriam extract

that 'I have chosen this as a particularly brilliant
) example of scudding (based mainly oj monosyllables
and partly owing to the repetition of a specific )
split tilt)f/i% to have the rhythm described but not *
in?erpreted * (Encounter, April 1965, p. 72)

A

*: \\..‘.—// .
There I's a school: of proéody which believes that interpretation is the

FTARIPRS
s

philosogpical duty of prosody and Fussell's writings are definitely of

this sort - h; is constantly showing the thematic purpose of pyrrhics
LT

and spondees.7 No doubt prosody can contriﬁute to an understanding ‘of

poetry, buﬁ Nabokov, like many other modern critics and particularly.the

8 . <
o Russian school, sees prosody more as a scientific study : that is simply

i

¥

7

£

%

g
E '

e

the way Nabokov answers this criticism. I am including a little extra

ofaﬁgﬁokov's reply which precedes the point about interpretation because

R Y

,his remark on "accidental” confirms that prosody is a matter’ of coincidence

of syllabic accent-and metrical pattern (it is\eccidental merely in the

12

sense that scuds and tilts cannot be predicted thoygh they are bound to

§

occur) .

EN
-~

The presenci or absence of scuds in a given passage

may often be accidental but only a philistine can assert

that the accidental is "undiscussable". If Mr. Fussell

is puzzled by my having had to invent terms for new or

unfamiliar concepts, it only means that he has not under-

- stood my explanations and examples. The purpose of my

' littﬁe investigation was to describe (not to 'interpret')

] cerﬁqin aspects of verse structure. {Encounter, May 1965,
p. 92X% ’ R

-
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(dl B Notes | .

- 1. For example, the syllabic experiments of poets such as Brldges L
Moore, and some of Auden's poems or the accentual-attempts in Yeats'
"why Should Not 0ld Men Be Mad" or Coleridge's “Christabel". In

‘ Russian, modern accentual verse emerged with the dol'nik as
exemplified by Blok.

L RATELL Y TR @W‘ TETF E
— ~
[l
-
¢
s
.

2. Edmund Wilson. "The Strange Case of Pushkin and Nabokov" in his

Window on Russia (New York: Farrar, Straus Giroux, 1972), p. 220. .
3. +Ernid Hamer. Metrés of English Poetry. 5 ed.” (1930; ¥ London: ’ i
: Methuen, 1969), p. 47. .

y

3 e

§ . 4, Fussell writes, "And yvet for all its admjrable energy and bustle and

- for all its welcome gaiety, Nabokov's demonstration leads exactly to

1  this small point - that Pushkin is a master of pyrrhic substitation."
Encounter, ‘April 1965, p. 76. . &

7

- 5. The dupiex tilt is one of four varieties of the tilt, (see Notes, p. 8).
- It"consists of a disyllabic word accented on the first syllable in :
- ‘ ordinary speech..." found in an iambic position, e.qg., Nabokog 5
; mock poetic line, “"Guarded by dragons, castles sleep.” .

o

“ 6. -Sackville and Norton's Gorboduc (1565) is composed in a "rigorously

a regular” metre with little or no variation" (Fussell). Johnson's
ﬁ - ideas about prosody are in a preface to his dictionary (1755). "He §§
. |; - makes syllabic uniformity the basis and ideal." See T.S. Omond &
* ) ‘ The English Metrists, 2nd ed. (1921, New York: Phaeton, 1968), pp. 54-56. g
y g . . ‘;t“
o7
7. See his Poetic™Metre and Poetic Form, (New York: Random House, 1965), o
i 1 passim. & ’ ‘ %@
i ’ / N ’ . B
| .7 ' 8. One- of the most interesting aspects of the Notes on Prosody is how ;
S

, full it is of mock poetic exampleés that Nabokov composes to illustrate
prosodical principles (e.g., as in footnote 5. above) implying that ‘ e
"sense" has virtually n thing to do with his analysis. Even more v
telling, is the discreéﬁncy between lines from Pushkin that he translates
in the context of the Notes as opposed to the context of his own
translation itself, to which the Notes are appended. "For example, ,on
p. 22 he translatgs the Russian P y3t QbOl'Stltel niy cbman as "drihks
irresiStible deceit" so that the pattern of accents is identical in
the two lines. ° Yet he says he has bent the meaning of the Russian
line when translating to get this match; "imbibe the ravishing
“illusion!" would be semantically closer but metrically too far apart.
It is the second translation which he actually uses in his Eugene Onegin
AN text. I will return to this feature of the Notes in Chapter IV when
\ . I discuss it~a§ a translator's theory of proscdy. )

\

-
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CHAPTER II

. ! -
.

S

THE RUSSIAN CONTEXT

\
i

.

Nabokov makes only a single concession in his discussion of

prosody to the Russian theorists he claims are so superior to their

°

English counterparts. In a note to page 48 he uses his own analytic'
.

(
i

mLtaphor\“scud" to say of Andrei Belyj's work of 1910 (meaning his

Simvolism) that it “"found in scudding a separative agent to distinguish

genius from mediocrity in the untheorizing past.” He mentions that

Belyj's work occurs during a "revival of poetry in thelfirsg two decades

of this century" but does not refer to any of the other theoretical work

of the time which was abundant and full of controersy (especially Beljy's).
Otherwise, Nabokov devoges only two sections in the Notes to

aspects of Russian verse alone - sectién 7 (pp. 33-46) on "The Origination

of Metrical Verse in Russia", and section 10 (pp. 69-76) on "Counts of

Modulations in Eugene Onegin" - the rest of the sections are either on

comparative questions of English' and Russian versification, or solely on

' x
English verse. If the pasf is truly "untheorizing", and if the point of
the Notes is supposedly to describe Pushkin's verse, then Nabokov's

selection of topic% and his relative attention to them must certainkxflook
¥

, \

peculiar. One questions why section 7 is spent on poor explanations of

verse when there is no section on the prosodists of Beljy's time, or why

\

-
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y | | ,
the whole point of the'Notes is covered so briefly and in such a condensed
way in section 10 since the English reader is incapable of judging it and
it is n; doubt familiar to the RusSian reader already.

This is all the more puzzling considering that Nabokov's prosody
is given greater legitimacy (but not necessarily total sanction) in the

context of the early twentieth century studies, whereas his very elementary

review of the history of Russian metrical verse is similarly of no scholarly

{ ' value to the English or Russian reader. - It can be of use only in the
14

l

|

same way as Nabckov's mention of the French Alexandrine was, i.e., to

o mwer

o

measure his scope. We. see that metrical verse only originated in the

~"gighteenth century in Russia with the work of Trediakovsky (1703-1769)

e st

and Lomonosov (1711-1765) and thus a comparison of Russign scudding to

English will cover unequal metrical histories.

VRS St e

1 But historically too, Nabokov seems determined to avoid theoretical
%

issues even when they present themselves. For example, Lomonosov's /

"Letter about th% Rules of Russian Versification" (1739) sent to the/Academy

S

of Sciences in St. Petersburg is mentioned merely as an advocacy of the
? + "total adoption of the metrical system” (p. 39). Nabokov then goes on

to a very detailed account of Lomonosov's "Hotinian 07F" which Lomonosov

attached to his letter as'ag_illustration of his poetics. Nabokov says

this is the first Russian poem "deliberately composed in iambic tetra-

metres"”. of coursL it is important for Nabokov td point out the
. [}

occurrence of scuds in this key metrical example but Lomonosov was making

a significant theoretical point about metre here too.

o
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7 .
/

Unbegaun {1956), who is not so dedicated to the existence of the
scud, refers to the l%nguistic discovery made by Lomonosov in his letter.
Lomonosov recognized Lhat the accent of the Russian language was more :
suited to the composition of metrical verse than the syllabic kind of
verse Russians were then writing in imitation of Polish verse (where it was
suited to the weaker Polish lexical accent). Lomonosov "appealed to-the
only sound principle: namely, that versification should be adapted to the
natural resources of Russian and should know nothinéxfnconsistent with
them. He declared himself %n favour of binary as well as ternary.
metres."l . \\ -

My point is simply that where the phonological issue in Russian
prosody has raised istelf momentarily as a principle Nabokov chooses to
skip over it and treats the "Hotinian Ode" in an implicit phogological way
by showing the appearance of the unheeded scud during the clumsy birth of
Russian metrical verse. i

This chapter is concerned with the early twentieth century issues
in Russian prosody. A look at this work will not only enable us to assess
Belyij's role in Nabokov's prosody but also the development of the rhythm/ *
metre approach and the first Eerious phonological insights into verse
which went hand in hand with it. This period has had a decisive influence\
on the whole field of comtemporary prosody. Krystyna Pomorska writes,
"The Russian scholars were the first to distinguish the concept of metre
‘from the concept of rhythm...‘The structural metrics of today is deeply
indebted to the Ogéjazz studies whe; it defined rhythm as metrical varia-

tions. All the experience of the 'Formalist' period was necessary for

N i . . 3 .
modern scholars to c¢ome to this conclusion." It is Nabokov's source

s
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and the. context which éives his prosody an immediate yelevance to prosodists
today who are continuing to promote the Russian system. In arder tg
gather the| 1mportant material from this period I will concentrate on re-
viewing the evolution of the prosodic theory and summarlizing its compara-
tive conclusions on English and Russian verse. The application of these
conclusions to NaQQkov's prosody wiil be discussed in Chapter IV.

One of Jre difficulties ain discussing the rhythm/metre theory
is that it was conceived from tbe first i; multiple ways. This was due
to the radical atmosphere and historical commotion under which it grew.

Belyj's influential discoveries about Lhe Russian iambic
tetrametre (in his Simvolizm, 1910) established a new empirical basis for
the proscody which followed but it was no less an occasion to promote
metrical deviation for the purpgses of Symbolist verse making. By the

\ . ’

time of his Rhyé%m ds Dialectics (1929) metre "is scornfully referred to.

-as the 'sclerosis of tissue' while rhythm [deviation from the norm] is
|

described glowingly and vaguely as the 'principle of metamorphosis and ,

4 . . I
growth'." Similarly, Zhirmunskij's Introduction to Metrics (1925),
a4
which 1s a fundamental exposition of the Formalist approach: (and a

critique of Belyj) tends toward the end to encourage the dol'nik (a more

)

accentual form of verse which had come into prominence, notably in the work

t

. , , 5
of Blok) as a form of metrical "de- canonization".
These controversies are relevant to the methodologies that were

proposed, not because they seemed to adversely prejudice the actual

s

6
analyses, but to the degree they show an -arbitration between the rhythmical

N
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( . and the metrical factor in poetry. The independence of the two

° " )

categories can no longer be 1Lnored, it is simply that the question of

how to mediate the two factors remains open. Indeed, Unbegaun's .
*

authoritative text Russian Versification (1956) discusses specifically

kY

rhythmic factors (phonetics, syntax) apart from metrical ones (e.g.,

a5
.

aﬁﬁcquLS, caesura) and he gives what is probably the most evenly
balanced view of how they cooperate differently in binary or ternary.
metres; but evén so, in practice he must make some arbitrary decision

too, giving preference to one or the other in scansions.

C |
Since no metre should be expected to be absolutely regular -
/ ) o
that would make/ poetry extremely monoténous - the concept of rhythm was
/

)
L4 A}
really an attempt to explain why deviaé}ons do occur and to redefine their

I \ .
role in verse. To simply define a break in the metrical patterxrn in -

metrical terms (e.g., "trochaic" foot in an "iambic" line) is no more
than a theory of substitutions {the Russian Zamena), and that is a very
B difficult thing to explain without either resorting to an assuéption of

poetic error or blithely acceptiné\the inconsistency of the taxonomy. If,

. on the other’ hand, tﬁe phonology and the grammar of a given language are

N
v

taken into account, deviations ﬁF longer appear jas metrical contradictions
but rather as adaptations of the language to an artistically chosen
formalism. The energetic revisionism of the Russian critics in the

-

first two decades of this century succeeded in replacing the theory of

substitution with a theory of modulation. In tracing the stages of this

8hift from the Qork of Belyj to the gradual breakup of the Formalists

R D R RO R R res RIS

(under Soviet pressure circa 1936) we see the disappearance of many of the

o
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tradltioqal metrical problems and the emergence of some new probleﬁs

(1.e., the question of mediation mentioned above) which constitute the
¢

centre of contepporary prosody.

"Andrei Belyj uses the term rhythm to designate the sum total

of deviations from the metrical scheme!8 But as Zhirmumskij points

; . , . 9 . ¢
out in his analysis of Belyj, the negative connotations in the term
"deviation" indicate nothing more than a remnant from the terminology
¢ N

of the metrical theories Belyj was already overturning. ‘ Belyj's )

~

concern, aside from the promotion of the Symbolist tenet ogwrhythm as

spirit, was to show the variety of modulatiops within a given metrical

scheme. "Belyj demonstrated by Weans of painstaking rhythmical

analysis, that even a seemingly ‘regular' vyerse, such as Pushkin's iambic
tetrametre, cannot dispense with metrical/interruptions; time and again
one finds 1in Pushkigy'half—stresses' wheye one is lead to expect full
metrical accents., These departures from the scheme, insisted Belyj,

are too frequent to be regarded as exceptions. They constitute too
organic a part of the actual rhythmical flow of many poetic masterpieces
sto be discussed as occasional, formal deficiencies."lo Belyj was not
the first‘éo note the high frequency of‘deviations,ll but he was the

first to study this systematically, by graphic and statistical methods.
Thus, Belyj deduces stress is most frequently omigted in.the sixth syllable
in the iambic tetrame@re on the whole (gn fact, 40-6b%‘of the’time), while

stress is omitted on the. fourth syllable more specifically in the eighteenth

century, and on the setond syllable in the nineteenth century.

o o -
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I only quote these generalizations to gi&e some idea of the
potent methodology Bely] instigated. Without doing away with the

concept of metre as an ideal pattern of alternating 'stresses a more
L}

accurate description of verse structure is possible. One only has to
o

4
look at Unbegaun's comparative discussion of eighteenth to twentieth
13 . :
century binary metre, with its computation of numbers of stresses in

the line and their combinations to realise the lasting impact of Belyj's

. . .
work. Furthermore, new criteria for style emerge as a corollary of

this approach in the “p;eference of some authors for a particular

N

combination of stresses..." (Unbegaun). ! il

"2

Today, wherever we see stylistic criticism being exercised in
¥

positional terms (i.e., where the major stresses in a particular period's
or poet's verse tend to fa}l), some écknowledgement to Belyj is only
proper. Thus critics as far apart as Nabokov, Zhirmunskij, and presently
Freeman14 (who is thé most stric#ly based in linguistics) all take Belyj ‘
as the precursor of their own separate theories. .
Belyj, of course, was far from moderate 1in his application of
this insight and quickly turned his method into a mystical sort of geometry
of verse. Or as Zhirmunskij puts it, Belyj forgot that graphical repre-
sentation was mereiy an auxiliary device and proceeded to describe the a
paptern of omissions as "roofs", "squares", "diamonds", these being un-

. . 15 .
conscious preferences of their respective authors. The basic .

tabulation of omitted stresses continues in other critics such as Unbegaun

n

’ . decorative
or Nabokov, but needless to say, Belyj's ~ configurations have not

s
P .

been pursued with similar interest.
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Belyj's apbroach does, however, touch on a crucial theoretical
question. The ability to draw up distinct graphs clearly still depends

on a binary form of reading -~ i.e., stress/non-stress (or omission).

)

\

\ ot . .
A few lines from Pyshkin®s Onegin which have been "faithfully” translated
by NabokoY can help to illustrate. I am juxtaposing a simplified

I . .
Belyjhtypé\graphic scansion to each line, like the one Nabokov uses 1n

his Notes (passim) which shows rhythmic variation (X) by foot, not syllable.

The examples are, of course, in iambic tetrametre:

/ /7 ’
1) I vozbuzhdat' ulibku dam X000 .

and to provoke the ladies smiles

., ,
2) Sred' méhnih i'stariLnih zal 0X00 ,

in mode'rn and in anciént halls

rd
3) zardtski, nékogda buyan 00X0 \

Zaretski, formerly a rogﬁe (Notes p. 75)

Each line has one foot where the stress is weaker and that is
all that i;'required to distinguish it as a "rhythmic" expression of the
iambic pattern. Rhythm thus becomes a justifiqation of deviations on
a quasi-phonological basis (in the sénse that onl& two kinds of stress
are studied), but once the variation in metre is.seen, Belyj is satisfied
to.describe this in metrical terms. Iﬂ other words, verse is described
logaocedically, as composed Qf various kinds of feet within a single lire,

In the above examples one would say it is the substitution of a pyrrhic

foot for an iambic foot, but Belyj's terminplogy also makes use of paeons,
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spondees, trochees, cretics and tribrachs, to classify these variations

as the "metres of classical lyric poetry".

behind this is obvious; Belyj wants to promote violations in oxder to
wage an.attack on literary correctness, but Zhirmunskij points out the

i

key theoretical .issue at stake here which is the need to reexamine the

definition of metre in the light of the new understanding of deviation.

The logacedic terminology of the most recent Russian
metrical theory {i.e., Belyj] is based on a confusion
of the concepts of rhythm and metre. The foot is not
really an element 1in the actual phonetic realization of
the line and consequently does ndt belong to the province
of "rhythm"; it is an abstract unit of repetition, a
pattern of alternation established in the metrical scheme
and applied only in relation to the metre of the poem
For this reason the line 'I klaQJalS]a neprlnuidenno -
which has only two stresses, on the second and eighth
syllables - is just as mugh a representation of the
lambic tetrametre within the context of Evgenij Onegin
as a line with four stresse 'Moj djadja séhyx éestnyx
Erébil...'. Within the metr&, the foot is a regularly
\ recurring sequence of strong and weak syllables - in the
! {ambic metre, for instance, thg strong syllable follow-
ing reqularly the weak syllable If, however, we
introduce the principle of "replacement" and identify
the foot with the actual elements\of verse rhythm, the
result 1s "mixed" verse, composed ®f various disyllabic
and tetrasyllabic |[feet, the alternative of which in any
one line or in a sequence of lines i3 not conditioned
by any regular periodicity. Hence th¢ familiar - and
wholly erroneous - conclusion that the Russian iambic .
line can be "made up"” of any disyllabic (o ‘tetrasyllablc)
feet ...arranged in any order, and that the sbrcalled
"iambic" metre exists only in "school metrics"..%
the principal error of these authors lies in their
transferring the concept of “"foot",the element of metre,
| to the actual rhythm of thi llne...17 ‘

But

The polemical intention
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Belyj's radicalism thus unfortunately transforms a sound
methodological principle into a pooi theory of metre. What Zhirmunskij
is really critaicising is only the latter; as we noted above, success-—
ful formu}atlons, which maintain a clear distinction between rhythm and
metre, have followed from Belyj's work. In fact it 1s quite arguable
that the worth of the succeeding theories is dependant upon their
ability to isolate the rhythmical factor from its metrical conhtext.
Belyj goes failaciously from a critique of the "school metrics" way of
using replacement to define "deviation" tj his discovery of modulation
of the metre, back to an even more intensive replacement made. This
apparently circular discovery contains a few more complex1tiesythough,
than can be g;pféined away simply by referring to Belyj's ideology.

&
Granted Belyj failed to distinguish metre from rhythm in his
terminology, it is nonetheless true.that the principle of omitted stress
"
yiélds a notation that appears to resemble a metrical notation (i‘eﬂ'
feet) - the pattern is composed of only two diacritical signs, one for
word accent and one for its absence. It is obviously analogous to an
abstract metrical notation of stressed positions and unstressed ones.
For example, the first line from Nabokov's text could bi\represented with
a superimposed foot division (meter) and the 1e£ical accent signs (rhythm)
in this way: /—-/——/--/——/ (this is the usual means of representation
Unbegaun uses) or, the first two iambic feet (which are rhythmically

different) could be grouped as one paeon followed by the two remaining

) 18 . .
iambs: —-—3/-1/—J7 . The first case is preferable to the sécond for

L

E TNVEL T R




3

31

’
all the theoretical and practical reasons given by Zhirmunskij, I only
wish to point out the need forha very|clear definition of the relation
of rhythm to metre ;f one 1s working on the basis of a single criterion,
i.e., omission of ;tress and thus in binary terminology. For if it
"

is confusing and erroneous to equate word—accentowiﬁh metlical-stress
this does not necessarily imply that the pringiple of omission itself
1S a weakfcriterion. Unbegaun, in fact; makes judicious use of omission
to describe different verse forms (see below). But itqwas more or less
the omission principle the Formalistg who foilowed Belyj objected to.19
In doiﬁg so, they sought to characterize verse in a much deeper sense
as pure euphonic modulation and so revised the entire concept of metre.

;If the Formalists weJe less 'militant' than was Belyj in
their treatment of metrical verse, they were a good deal ere radical
in théir conggptual framework. Not only did they push beyond the
liqits of traditional verse study in focussing on such problems as verbal,
orchestration and phrase melody. (sic] Moreover, in their rhythmical
analyses of Russian poetry they gquestioned the usefulness of the key

N 20 /

concept of Graeco-Roman prosody, that of 'foot'." The qumalists'
approach to metre grew out of a more general concern for a separate

discipline for the study of language. Belyj's analysis, we saw, made

no distinction between the objective properties of language and théir

< aesthetic function (hence his geometry). Eichenbaum, in his compre-

.

hensive essay "The Theory of the Formal Method" makes the Formalist
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- divergence clear (if not, condescending). 5y
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"the work of Andrei Belyj (who discovered the complete
sound picture that champagne makes when poured. from
a bottle into a glass in two lines of Pushkin, and
who also discovered the 'noisomeness of a hangover'
in Blok's repetition of the consonantal cluster rdt)
were quite typical. Such attempts to "explain" %,

" alliteration, bordering on parody, required a rebuff . .
and an attempt to produce concrete evidence showing L
that sounds in verse exist apart from any connection .
with imagery, that they have an independent oral
function."21 y

'
s 1

<

. ) In isolating language as a unique field of inquiry, and in

I3 N - . B i . . 22
exposing the interpretive (or non-emplrlcal} nature of previous studies, ) [

¢

« the Russian Formalists were zealous and productive. It is beyond our Q"

; . scope to survey the totality of their work. Howevér, one methodological ’ éﬁ
. : principle constantly underlies their analyses; that is to define species f
«i ' of language according to their function and their particular organization ' i%
% of basi? lingquistic elementﬁ (1exical€3phorological, morpﬁological, {i
% syntactic).23 Verse then, is treated as a distiﬁct form of language; %

; I rhythm is its dominanta, of the main property which distinguishes it

é from other forms of language. Since verse is such a highly structured

% form of language, Erlich (1969) has grounds éor suggesting that it was

n ]
in the field of versification that the Formalists made thgir "most

_impressive contribution." But it is also their advanced attention to

°
1

* so many factors in language which {s the cause of their multifarious
‘ . analyses of verse. Tynjanov, in his essay "Rhythm as the Constructive

Factor of Verse", rebukes Grammont for his Le Vers francais,-ses moyens

, |
0 d'expression, sonm harmonie, because Grammont does not isolate rhythm
[

f
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from its semantic role,»and'So rhythm "is given beforehand, functions
© which it has in general speech activity (emotionality and communicative- "~

24 . NP ;
ness)," If this criticism seems valid in terms of Formalist theory)

“ its objeci of attack is relatively clear-headed compared toc the compo-/

i

sitions of rhythm the Formalists themselves developed out of the totality

:

of linguistic elements. Zhirmunskij posits a phonological conflict

between the general metrical pattern and the prosodic pattern of cohv%rga-

o ey

tional speech" ( a reasonable startiqg peint, in my opinion, and‘;ol;d
ground for comparative prosody as well); but Osip Brik “demonstrated
the existence of fixed syntactic forms in verse (such as inversion of
! , verb and subject)"; Eichenbaum "showed the union of the euphonic and
semantic sides of verse, joined thr?ugh syntax"; Tbm#éevsky "daclared
that the fungtion of poétic,rhythm... is the disposition of expiatory .

energy in the limits of a single wave in the verse".25 In contrast to
' |

Belyj's 'missing accents' Toma¥evsky would prefer to‘speak of nothing

more definite than a "rhythmical impulse"™ which tends to let-the stress

fall on even syllabies.26

Rhythm seen as pure modulation of sound is obviously much more
/ . .

the case in all these critics than it was in Belyj. To most of these

-

writers the line of verse has subsumed the foot as the measure of verse;

1

it ié doubtful whether one could even properly speak of a "metrical '
™,
theory in this context. At this point one either accepts rhythm (in all
i -t

manifestations) as the absolute of verse or one chooses to reserve the
o e,

notion of metre and seeﬂYhat modifi&atioﬁs occur when the study of language

= ’

-
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is brought into play. It seems to me (and not just for purposes of

5
this thesis which is not concerned per se with the Formalist doctrine

but with Nabokov who does mgintain a metrical approach) that the second
3 !
course is the better one. Syllabo—éccentual (metrical) theory is

clearly of no use yith certain forms of poetry, such as some modern forms
4 . \

of free yef%e (Russian,ané English) oxr any cadential verse. , As we

suggested earlier, part of the theoretical impetus of the Formalists

\

arose from their bolemical situatidn or out of their alliance with the

Fupﬁrist mOijent (which emphasized pure sound in verse).27 ., However,
! - .
at least two major figures in the Formalist sthool, Zhirmunskij and
Vs

Jakobson, chose to reexamine the specific questign of traditional metrical

Coe . . , . o o . . 8
description in the light of linguistics rathexr than dismiss it outrlght.2 o T

g

P
e

They 'thereby saw.the need to acknowledge some metrical principle if one
L} 8 )
is to properly study a great deal of extant verse.

1

¢ . In this sense, the questions posed by the Formalists can be
. ]

¢

grouped around two aims -~ (1) the search for a more accurate description l 35

of what constitutes a stresé, considered jointly as the interplay of o

& :{

linguistic accent and the convention which establishes expectation as"to w
. ]

where stresses will fall (i.e., position of the ictus), and (2) a rec%assi—

fication of the components of metre in structural terms in order to attempt

v
¢

a more consistent description of the different types of syllabo-accentual

. verse (e.g,, ternary vs. binary met;es) and the kinds of modifications

o
'

which are particular to each. *Both these aims have implications for

S

any thoery of prosody which atfempts to be comparat%ve and so are touch-
|

-

stones for a critique of Nabokov.

, ' , {l ; y
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In rejecting Belyj's binaxy approach to stress as too rigid

the Formalists sought to increase the accuracy of scansion by recog-
LY : .
nizing the ictus .as only a "stress in principle" (Zhirmunskij). That

< ot e y;;v‘wﬁjqw

,

is to say that the degree of stress of any word in any line is‘'dependant

S

upon its context, or as Brik has put it - "the basic law according to

ywhich there is no such thing as stressed or unstressed syllables but

ke i PRGREISR =

only stressable and unstressable ones, had beeggignored... Strength

e MRS £ 0E o

- o PaiRes 2ot

3
is not an inherent property of a given syllable; rather it is the

3
effect gained by reshaping the syllable in accordance with one rhythmic 7

.

, 29
. lmpulse or another."”

The possibility of metrical anarchy is obviously great here

PR GOATRGRI e dIG  B  priges

wd

unless one has already stopped worrying about feet altogether and so is

obs

indifferent to where or whether the stresses fall consistently.

Zhirmunskij offers a different solutlon, however. He conceives prosod

(as opposed to metrics) as the study of whlch‘types of words can have

variable stress and which cannot. | Here we have an extremely sharp .
’

theoretical insight, for now it should be possible to distinguish those

cases where a word violates the metrical norm - because its inherent

S RN P ST S T,

” stress falls where it should not, e.g., the common trochaic inversion

.
}

in the first foot of an iambic line

My vegetable love should grow
Va%ter than Empires, and more slow (Marvell)

¢

from those caseg where a word with a weak linguistic stress either does N

!
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)
not actualize the metre (helyj's discovery of omission) or constitutes
a hybermetrical {or supplementary) stxégé which does not violate/the
overall metrical pattern of the line and may be read Qith more or less
emphasis depending on the context, e.dg., Milton's"Sole reigning holds
the tyranny of Heav'n" where the second stress in "tyranny" is weaker
in comparison to the first and may be Fonsidered an omission; or his

"Rocks, caves, lakes, fens, bogs, dens, and shades of death" where the

iambic pattern is really only clear in the last four words (coﬁtrastlng

N 0
_minor conjunction and preposition to the stronger nouns) but where o

“"caves", "Fens", "dens" can be read hypermetrically if only to give some

iambic "rhythm" to the line as a whole.

+
N

Rhythm is thus redefined by Zhirmunskij as deviation from the
metrical scheme in two principle ways - "by the omission of metrical
accents and by the supplementary stressing of syllables where there is
theoretically no metrical accent."30 ’Thislsort of "prosody" (in the
sense Zhirmunskij uses the term3l) represents a major theoretical advance
which subsequent critics cannot ignore. At once it furthers the empiricalL
study of metre by refining the description of kinds of stress in verse |
*language" but more importantly it does so without sacrificing\styiistics
(the indi&idual modulation found in all verse) or metrical standards
(defining which lines contain true deviations and which do not).

The implication for comparative metrics is perhaps greatest of .
all and one sees ;n Zhirmunskij's work an immediate attempt to compare

Russian with English and German verse and to criticize English and German

v
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metrists in the liéht of his system (Eassiﬁ). -It 1s no longer
sufficient to note formal simjilarities such as the fact of Russian or
Englléh iambic tetrametres without taking into account how the character-
istics of the native language affect their usage and explain their success
or failure. Thus Lomonosdv can be credited not simply for adopting a
metrléal system he discovered in Germany, but with discovering a fact
about accent in the Ruséian language which made it more conducive to
syll?bo-accenﬁual verse than cadential verse.

Modern studies of versification have yet to refute the Eormalist
imperative to be more aware of the linguistic factory theéproblemJtic
issue now lies in the application of the prosody itself and %t is there
the relation between different metrical concepts and use of metre in ,
different languages is decided. Even though we can ceorrelate many
metrists because they have properly understood the subtleties of Fhe

rhythm/metre approach, we continue to find a great diversity in their

32 \ , -
approaches. To see the cause of this we must go back to Zhirmunskij's

prosody.
‘ We note that the theory of prosody proposed by Zhirmunskij

yields three metrical factors, or three interpretations of how variations

in the rhythm modulate the metre of a poem ~ "They consist, as we know,

\

of the omission of metrical stresses, the hypermetrical stressing of
metrically weak syllables, and displacement of stresses.“33 The .classi-
fication, indeed the existence, of each modulation depends on the empirical

exami?ation of the strength of the syllable where the modulation occurs.
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This we consider to be the major innovation set forth in the work of .
the Formalists. Beyond this, their proader concerns with a science
of'language overstep the study of metre or seek to abolish its
usefulness, 1.e., there are only phonemes, not syllables. within our
scope only three degrees of stress are negded\to judge the disposition

of the metre - weak, intermediate and strong. The metrist thus can be

! satisfied with his native knowledge of accent; grammatical role and/or

)

lexical accent are the mainstays of this approach.

Comparative prosody in the broad sense is more complicated,
of course. , In this field the Formalists were quite right to argue that
;prosody...must be 'oriented' not toward phonetics, that is, the physxcgl
and physiological description of speéch sounds, but toward phonemics,
which examines the speech-sounds sub specie of their linguistic function
that is, their capacity for differentiating word~meanings.“35 But this
has really to do with the sort of success Jakobson had in showing the .
versification of different languages to be based on different lingquistic

. 36, ; . . . o
potentials, his use of "semasiological" factors in verse as a general

. criterion however, m&y be brilliant but it is perfectly irrelevant to us.
- .

- . o
SRy by A A Feat o

It does not concern the main theoretical principle with whith we are

{‘;:
&
§

b

concerned: the study of an already analogous verse system (in our case

the syllabo-accentual type) according to a systematic prosody, here

.based on the category of stress (as opposed to pitch or gquantity).

English and Russian metres share a linguistic basis in stress and so

satisfy the comparative prerequisite. f

-

i
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\ The crucial point, then, of the Formalist discovery of
"stress in principle" is that it shows that the same metre can consist
|
of various rhythmic possibilities. In other words, 1t can be shown,

. . | .
for example, that an omitted stress (weakening the stress of metrically

N N

stJong syllables) which occurs on a weakly accented word in an anapestic

line -

I am monarch of all I survey37 (Cowper)

3

is logically connected but still capable of being accurately differentiated
from a hypermetrical stress in the same kind of met}e (here a tetrametre,

however)
!

From the blood-bedewed vallies and mountains of France
See 'the Gendius of Gallic invasion advance!

4

] , (La Sainte Gu;l&otine)

The advance over Belyj consisted not only in the positing of at least

three kinds of stress instead' of his two (providing only an omission

.

criterion) but also in the deeper récognition of the mgtre as an abstract
unity (not the logacedic jumble of all "replacement" theories).

Even later students of the Russian Formalists have failed to
see the significance of the th?oretical distincﬁion, probably because
it is contained in such a mixture of competing formulations within the

-

Formalist school. Robin Kemble, for example, giyes a thorough comparison

1
~
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. . 38
of the work of Russian metrists and their English counterparts, but
1 \

overlooks the essential distiqction between the metre as an inviolate
absgraction and the prosodical deduction of modulations from there on.
This 1s all the more disturbing since his work is considered to be one
- . . , 39
of the best representations of a comparative English-Russian proscdy.
Instead, he takes the prosodicai factor too literally (so it is not

40
surprising that he chooses to work from Sengeli's intensa &heory, -
| S

probably the most subtle interpretation of stress which appeared at thﬁ

time, and one whlch Zhirmunsklj rejected precisely on that ground) and
|

applies the relativity of stress to individual feet (Belyj chose the

‘~line), badly fracturing the basic metrical component:

/ ¥
,What counts is not how the stress of the syllable
colnciding with the metrical ictus (arsis) compares
y with other such syllables in the line, but how it
compares with the other syllable (in triple time,
two syllables) in 1ts own foot (thesis). In other ,
words: "There is no necessity for a uniform degree ’
’ « of stress; it is sufficient if the arsis is (or|is
capable of being made) slightly heavier than th |
thesis." This the intensa theory enables one ko do, \
and' it is therefore not surprising to find that :
Zhlrmunsklj has no sooner raised -the objection men-
'tioned above4! than he himself invokes the theory of . . :
- the intensa to explain ‘the stronger second syllable *
in the "pyrrhic" in (basically) iambic verse and the H
g stronger first syllable in the "pyrrhic" in (basically) , i
’ trochaic verse.42

T A
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.

However, 'in the passage Ke
\ {
hypermetrical stresses in

le is referring to,rzhirmunskij is considering

elation to omitted stresses (and immediately

c}’ new metrical structure -
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In both cases, however, [pyrrhic in a trochaic or
t an iambic line] the customary sequence of lighgb
and heavy stresses, or of light and heavy syllables, is
preserved. Thus the cases of so~called "omitted
'stress" or "supplementary stress" are, in fact, to _
be considered as cases in whilch certain syllables’ )
are made more or less prominent, but in no sense
are they descriptions of the basic metrical pattern,
of the rhythmical inertia.43 \ - -

@

\

| ~ On the basis of an "arsis/thesis" breakdown of a foot, almost
any prosodical reading is possible, and we wonder if Kemble's ;espgct
- :
fﬁr prosodical categories does not create too great a violation of the

% \

necessary metrical principle. He writes of cases of the inversion

} of stress - : L

Where ‘the first (of the two in question) establishes * ’
predominance - for whatever reason - over the second .
syllable, then that first syllable establishes itself
! in the arsis of the first fodt (the thesis of which %
\ < is the preceding compensatory pause [ X ] which the ‘
\ stress in the first syllable instinctively entails);
/ ‘the (original) second syllable thus becomes the first
syllable in the thesis of an anapestic second foot,
viz., M-/vu~-/... %% \

i

S
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Thus he shows that a line from MacBeth can be transformed from a case

‘of inversion to one of "anisosyllabic" substitution (i.e., inserting

v

a pause, changing the uniform time pattern between syllables). For

v
1

I A 4 ’ v v <
- His s%l/ver skin/ laced with/ his gold/eh blood

. : ¥ : J

. A 4 voooM| 7w s 45
he posits His sil/ver skin,/X laced/ with his gol/den blood.
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Obviously all cases of trochaic substitution\can'be similarly
rationalized by the insertion of a pause before the trochaic foot,
breaking 1t into two parts of two different feet. Whatever the

value as a "reading" Kemble's anisosyllabism may have, it is too ad hoc

b \

to be a sound metrical t?eory. Thé Formalists'|insight is made to
vérge on pure rhythm again and would thereby lose 1its sharp delimitation
of omission, displacement, and hypermetrical stresses vis a vis a
metrical formalism. The tendency to over-rate the prosodical fgttor

;

\ i%‘not solely the enthusiasm of linquists. Thé real significance of
the critic's work lies in his agility to make use of the three criteria
in order to characterize metres, not do ingeniously away with them. \
This task has its own complexities to which we turn now.

The giscussioh above points out oﬁe essential factor in the
relation of prosody to metrics, which is simply that the former finds 5

| 1 ‘ .
its theoretical role in the conteﬁt of the latter. An E_Erlori \
analysis of the relativity of stress in general is damaging to the study
of metre to the thent it bursts the three main classes of "deviations".
T?ese three classes are already excellent prosodical criteria for the | |
analysis of syllabo-accentual verse, rehenbering however that they are,
in fact,lextra-metrical criteria derived -from the most Lignificant
"rhythmic" factor in the langudge, syllabic étress. Metrics, once it
'

\
has freed itself from 'replacement" theories where the concept of the

foot is made to do all the descriptive work, is primaril§ a taxonomy of

e

Y
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various rules or norms of syllabo-accentual verse (e.g., iambic,
dactylic, etc.). It is thus an abstract premise, not a descriptive
methodology, and short of noting such secondary metrical features as

caesura, rhyme, elision, anacrusis, etc., it can be content with pattern-

ing the "strong" and "weak" positions of the particular metre in gquestaion.

Prosody, on the other hand, 'is precisely a descriptive method which can
|

produce thoroughly systematic results where (1) its classifications of

f

stress are tenable, .and (2) where the same metrical formalism is being

used. These two conditions permit the theoretical possibility for a

i
comparative prosody of Russian and English versification (and German too).

Both languages have"strong/weak accents which have led to similar

i
rhythmical variations, at least since the ainception of the syllabo-

v

accentual prainciple in Russian when they also shared similar metres.

.

Proof of thisjanalytical possibility is found in the work of the Formalists '

themselves (notably Zhirmunskij) who were quick to make comparative studies

- of Russian and English (and Gexman again) adaptations of the same metre.46 \ .,

'

vt Nabokov's attempt at an Anglo-Russian comparati%e prosody is
thus hardly original yet he ma#es no reference to previous work of the

sort, savé for Belyij's system;47 . however, his concerns are much more ﬁ\_wvgf

5

in line with the Formalidts' prosody than Belyj's. This is evident lwhen

we look at Zhirmunskij's comparative findings, most of which Nabokov

e

.

repeats in different form.
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Binary metres are the most Fommon in Rus?ian and English.
In the pre—Forhalist scapsions where only two levels of stress were
recorded, the "pyrrhic" foot covered all deviations caused by weak stress.
|

Théoretically, then, there was no difference. between a pyrrhic substitu-

tion in the third foot of this iambic line from Pushkin -

. , , ' P
On v pervoy yunosti svoey

and a pyrrhic substitution in the third foot of a line from Charles Cotton's

The New Year

So smiles upon us the first morn

ol b o . |
] ¢
B

©

Scansions applying the pyrrhic foot to Russian and English abound

4 . .
in the work of metrists of both languages. 8 The Formalist discovery

that the single criterion of omission of stress was(insufficient to
characterize any verse led 2Zhirmunskij Lo reﬁise the meaning of pyrrhic
substitution in binary|verse, with implications for Russian and English.

{
It was seen that pyrrhic deviation was a predictable phenomenon in Russian

PRECSSEETNL S eoas Sop TR o R Lo

binary metre given the sharp hierachy of lexical accent in RussiaA poly-

syllabic words and given the frequency of polysyllabic words generally.

Thus in rhe tri-syllabic "Xéhosti"\above,

there is no secondary stress,

and since three syllables must necessarily take up more than one binary
; .

foot, the opportunity for omissions ol stress is great. Monosyllabic

worés which are generally weakly stressed in Russian such as enclitics,

\
proclitics, and other minor grammatical forms, are further inducements.

M%,J_“ e .,
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This, of course, suggests.nothing about metrical regularity itself, thg

alternation of stresses in principle is' still maintained, omissions
\

concern only the rhythmic actualization. The theoretical insight lies
in ﬁsing prosody Fo deduce that Russian binary metre will show a tendency(
kc omit stresses. So strong, yet so simplg, is this argument that it
seems to have prodded Unbegaun to pick up 'this particular Formalist thread
and define the practice of Russian binary mefre coﬁpletely on this basis
(he uses the term "strong syllagles" to refer to metrical positions not

lexical accent); I quote -

1. Omission of stress in strong syllables if a word is .
spread over more than one foot and would incur more

than one strefs.
Il

2. Omission of stress on strong syllables when these
occur in certain words, such as prepositions,
conjunctions and particles which are usually
unstressed.
3. Omission of stress on certain monosyllables and N
disyllables, such as adverbs and various kinds of
pronoun, which are normally unstressed, but which
in certain-circumstances can be given stress.
These circumstances are generaliy determined by the )
‘meaning.49 ) °

N 1
»] ! \

|

From here he ultimately goes Lﬁ to decide that the only consistent C

metrical pQSitioné in binary verse are the weak positions, omission |

being so common in the strong ones. Thus an unmetrical line,
—_——

one with a true deviation from the metrical norm, has a lexical

accent in a weak metrical position. In an abstract iambic

[,

L T
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i ’ line the violation would appfqr thus =--/s-/--=/--/ : the strong syllable

(s} in the second foot violates the weak position.
Zhirmunskij made a comparative discovery as well. If omiskion
of stress was the salient factor in Russian binary metre, it was displace-

ment of stress or hyéermetrical stress in English binary metre. Taking -

ot P WA A A %

. / .
a similar point of departure, English we see, is a much Wore monosyllabic
/ h

language than Russian; this means that words of major importance in a

W g n

L e

line wilf be monosyllabic but will Jarry more stress than other mono-

w3,

0

éyllabic words. AlLo, English polysyllabic woras contain secondary'

stresses -unlike Russian ones (though more so in American pronunciation o

was a compound error in Engliéh metrics, firstly on formal grounds and

v

-

Cal
o

t
5
’ ‘
% . that rn British). It seems then that the existence #f a 'pyrrhic foot
%
g
Fd

5
G

-
it

secondly because it has much less probability of reale qpcurring.

&t

Zhﬁrmunskij sa&s -
&

. | ' \

y The rhythmic structure of the binary metres is in

3 ‘ } English poetry much freer and more varied -

§ I especially in the most frequently used metre, the
tambic pentametre' (drama and epic). It is true
that the omission of . stresses ("pyrrhics"), is not
characteristic of English metres; here one should
speak, as in the Ger@anic languages in general, not
so much of omission as of weakening of the metrical

| : stress.20 !

- 0 TR S T

» |

Zhirmunékij feels justified in giving a hypermetrical stress to weakly

i

accented worFs which fall on the metrically strong positiohs I have

; ' indicated. / [ o
E ¢ ¢ .
| , .
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. Nor serv'd it to relax their serried files
His Ministers of vengence and pursuit .

The Sojourners of Goshen, who beheld... (Milton)

“
'a

Zhirmunskij goes on, "But especia%ly characteristic of English iambs
is the extensive use they make of displacement of stress.” Examples

of this are provided for every foot except the last -~

\

1st foot Dewy wi}h Nature's teardrops &s they pass... (Byron)
. . W oW
" 2nd foot The eye winks at the hand, yet let that be (Shakespeare)
3rd foot Into the hall stagger'd his visage ribbed . (Tennyson)

.
— "

The general conclusion’is that "Russian verse departs from the scheme
o

principally in the number ofﬁsfresses“womissions), English ~ in their
) 5
arrangement (displacement)." 1 And again, Unbegaun echoes the very

same thing in his comparison of English and ?ussian binary metres -

.

"In English, words are even shorter than/in German, and
long words normally have a secondary stress. It follows
y that the removal of stresses in English is less common :
’ than in Russian. But the abundance of monosyllables in
the English vocabulary often means that significant mono- f
syllables follow one anothgrﬂ ePch of them bearing its
semantic stress. The result is that in English verse
: weak syllables {again, a metrical ferm for weak position]
may recejive a stress, disyllables as well as monosyllables...
A compariison of the three systems shows that German binary
verse s#ays closest to the scheme. Russian verse deviates
| from it by the Eumber of{stresses, and English by their
distribution, "3 \ ’

v

The same prosody can be used tF characterize ternary metres
too. But just a few choice observations are relevant owing to the

fact that ternary verse has "thrived" (NabokoT) in Russid (though less

1

’

v
§
§
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" syllables, which as has been shown,

’

]
.

than binary) while it has only mushroomed in the margin of the English

tradition. The amph}bgach hardly'exists\;n English (Swinburne's

B - M

Dolores is usually trotted out as the only pdre example); 1in Russian
iﬁ has its unique pl?ce beside anapestic an@ dactylic metres. The

»

anapest and dactyl in English are éither‘subjebt to erratic shifts in

. . - 53 ,
stress or are found in light or satiric verse forms. The difference

1

-

is not surprising considering the effects the poly/mono- syllabic ratios

héye on binary verse. If English is prone to shift the stress when

it has only to maintain one-syllable long intervals of weak strLss, it

’

can hardly be expected to conform to two-syllable long intervals,

N

Russian, on the &ther hand, can take idvantage of the clearer stress in
B , \ )

B
~

its polysyllabic words to mesh rather well with the abstract pattern.

“ As a prosodic cétegory, the omission factor has practically no role to

play, obviously, in either versification. It may distinguish Russian

from English bipary metres, but omission is rarely possible in Russian

ternary metre except possibly in the first foot. The explanation is
f I

simple, "...the threat'of’a hiatus of five syllables ensures the preser-

\ . ’ ‘
vation of stress in ternary veréé.‘ AdJ?the same, this threat does not _

!
line. In fact, the removal of

hang over the first foot of a dactylic

.

. the ipitial stress would produce a sequence of oniy three unstressed
A

N
is extremely frequent in binary
a < . . N ’ ’

\ ' 4 } -
metres."5 _The regular fulfilment of the strong metrical position does,

. »
AN
however, permit the emergence of a ggﬁater number of hypermetrical strésses
. P v

in Russian.

*
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yhus the hypermetrical factor plays the main prosodical role

& in the analysis of ternary verse. However, it must be noted that
. \

' unlike English which is always slightly hypermetrical (and thus this
. . Lo

. criterion serves only to distinguish it from Russian rhythms but does not
\

- have any great critical value infra English metres), the role of hyper-
° \
} metrical stress in Russian is more delicate. The strict hierarchy of

I v

stress in Russian polysyllables implies that hypermetrical stresses can

-

' occur only in monosyllabic words in binaxy metre, for the weakness of

., @
E’ the monosyllabic stress precludes the word froﬁ having enough weight to
g' 'make ié into an actual displacement of stress. \ (The weak syllable of a '
} : poleyilabic word, we remeyber, is treated as an omissién). * Thus,
5 1
% Zhirmunskij says a hypermetrical stress in a binary line such as,
. % Ed

el L . ¢
Dni pozdnej oseni branjat obyknovenno

e

is possible because the first word Js weaker in comparison to the dominating

. : /
stress of its neighbouring polysyllabic. But something like, "Radosti

«
\ L

\d%eni..." is not, for it constitutes ) displacement as it begins with. the
unequivocal strong stress of a polysyllabic in a weak metrical [position.
.In ternary metres however, the reqular expectation of a strong

B . . - . ,
stress in the metrically strong positions permits strong accents in

metrically weak positions, e.g. -

’ ‘s _ /.
' Dolgo snilis' mne vopli rydanij tvoix N
N &
i X ’ 7 s , !
or, N Okruéuq' ja togda gor'koj sladost'ju roz

‘ 3
* |
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"the Russian language and the fact that it is more inflected. Openings

i
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@

0f these lines Zhirmunskij says, "that in ﬁprnary metres the rhythmical |
|

inertia of the stresses, fegularly recurring, on every third syllable,

is much more strongly felt than in iambic or trochaic metres, and the
1

N .
’ 55
metrical stress generally overshadows the supplementary stress..." .

Thus two kinds of hypermetrical (monosyllabic in binary verse, poly-

n

éyllabic in ternary verse) exist in Russian to one in English (where it
simply indicates the general lack of omissiong of stress as a rhythmic

fact). ” - , '

.

The treatment of displaced stresses alsp seems to be slightly
14

different in Russian than in English. Clearly, displacement is a

%et;ical violation and in principle it permits the differentiation of
AN ' v

metrical lines from non-metrical ones (i.e., an unambiguously strong

accent in a weak position). However, since the advent of syllabo-

.

.accentual verqification with Trediakovsky, it has been a habit to treat

the line as three separate parts in Russian - "(a) anacrusis, (b) metrical

| .
line which covers everything from the first stress to tHe last stress
. 4

inclusive, (c) ending, i.e., evqrything from the last stress of the line

-

N . 56 .
onwards, again inclusive." These are really secondary metrical -
structures. Endings in Russian are easy to isolate because the potential

for, and frequency of, feminine and dactylic rhymes is so high, unliké

. 57 , , . .
English. This has to do again with the more polysyllabic nature of

of the line in both languages often deviate (I cite the familiar trochaic

inversion again) and so they too might well be classed seaprately. - In

3
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structural terms, the Russian mode can be used to define binary and
~ ’ ' ' . |
ternary “"fapilies" - Zhirmunskij simply takes iambic metre to be trochaic ‘

|
metre with constant one-syllable anacrusis and then proceeds to solve the

Englishman's problem of the amphibrachic line with reference to Byron /
. 58 .
along the same idea.
This is mostly a formal exercise, but if the same structural
categories are applied to displacements of stress, the tendency is to

o

lock upon them in a more normative way. Thus‘zhirmunskij classifies

all displacements of stress in theifirst foot as insignificant - "Besides

the first foot of the most diver;e metres - not only Russian verse but

also German, English and others - plays a special role, being to a ‘

certain deg;ee metrically ‘ambiguous': The movement of the rhythm has

not yet been unequivocally laid down, since it is only from the second

foot that a regular repetition of a definite movement can be said to have j

begun."59 By the same "syntagmatic" logic, unmetrical lines could be 1

similarly normalifed singe they are excéptlons which prove the stanzaic
. 4 .

rule. Theoretically;/éhe matter comes down to a critical opinion and

does not weaken the value of the 'displacement' criterion in English or

Russian as a metrical criterion. We only nee§ be aware of this when

reading Russian criticism though we need not reach the same practical

conclusions.

\ (My survéy of the Russian Formalists' cohtrib%tions to prosody

and their comparative finds has been raé&er circumspect. It was necessary
, [

to isolate the rhythm/metre approach in its clearest form from the general

- '
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A

discoveries about linguistics and its application to poetics which

enveloped it. Nabokov follows very closely the approach we have
described, but| he does so without acknowledging his .predecessors or ' —
the conclusions they first reached. However, as far as we are concerned,

it is not a question of suggesting sources for Nabokov as much as seeing
whether or not Nabokov improves or falls short of the major points we have
reviewed, both in his methodology and in his comparison of Russian and

English. At least in 1945 when Naboﬁov composed kis poem An Evening of o

. hl N ;
Russian Poetry, he seems to have thought pretty much the same things about

; l

Russian and English verse as we have noted -

"Is your prosody like ours?" o

Well, Emmy, our pentameter may seem

the limpiiambus frgm its pyrrhic dream;

But close your eyes and listen to the line. , \
The melody unwinds; the middle word

is marvelously long and serpentine:

you hear one beat, but YOQ have also hear;

the shadow of énother, then the;third

touches the gong, and then the fourth one sighs

¥ ,
} ~
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We might subtitle this stanza "Ode on a Hypermetrical Stress";
Nabokov certainly recognizes (and clearly tries’to mimic) the difference
the polysyllabic "serpentine" lexicoq of Russian makes to the English

ear which hears only weakened (pyrrhic) iambuses instead of the sound of

its own monosyllabic bouncing balls. But Nabokov the translator-
\

[

scholar of the Fifties (when he first began the translation of Pughkin

out of which the Notes on Prosody grew) is another story. ,

1
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Notes

a i
1. Boris Unbegaun. Russian Versification.(Oxfordr Clarendon Press, 1956)
p. 11.

]

2. The name of the Formalist group in St. Petersburg in 1916 circa and
, short for "Society for the Study of Poetic La guage It included
people like Shlovski, Ejxenbaum, Brik.

e -

3. Krystyna Pomorska. Russian Formalist Thoery and Its Poetic Ambiance.
. (The Hague: Mouton, %968) pp. 30-31.

L REm T v

4. Victor Etrlich. Russian Formalism.(The Hague: Mouton, l969h p. 38.

El ¥

' . 5. In his concluding chapter on “Puée Tonic versification", Victor.
Zhirmunskij sketches a little history of the rejection of the strict
metrical guidelines set down by Lomonbsov and the experimentation
that was leading to the emergence of the dol'nik. Introduction to \
Metrics, trans. C.F. Brown, (The Hague: Mouton, 1966}, pp. 196-208.

6. None of Belyj's colleagues such as Brjusov or any of the Formalists
seem guilty of ideologically misreading actual linguistic elements, ,
unlike the unfortunate Marxist critic Frike who tried to explain
\ ) free verse "by references to the rhythms of the capitalist cﬂty“.
See Erlich op. cit. p. 145, '

&
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7. e.g., op. cit. p. 43. When scanning a passage from Childe Harold,
’ Unbegaun gives one polysyllabic word seconddry stress for the sake

‘ of the metre, but denies another polysyllabic secondary stress foﬂ
. the same reason -

Gr1ev1ng lf aught inanimate e' er grleves

inanimate
\ ovér the ufretirning brave, -- alés!
g. ! Zhirmunskij, p. 37. T

\

9. Ibid, pp.37-48.

lo. Erlich, p. 37.

11. Zhirmunqkij mentions VostoRov, Samsonov, Klassovskij, and Perevlesskij,
all of whom had studied the frequency of pyrrhics before Belyj. p. 36.

t ‘.

12, See Ibid, pp.37-38. )
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&

13. Unbegaun, pp. 18-20. ‘ .

14. Nabokov in his Notes\and zhirmunskij, passim. Freeman in his
"Primes of Metrical Style", Language and Style, I (1968), 63-101,
in footnote 34.

A

15. Quoted in Victor Erlich, "Russian Poets in Search of a Poetics" .
Comparative Literature, IV (1952), p. 6l. y :

™

16. Zhirmunskij, p.'72. \ ’ ;
17. 1bad, p. 73.

18. oOne could also call the first scansioh an example of pyrrhic substi-
tution, which is another way of denying the significance of the ,
metrical abstraction (here iambic). The predilection for inconsistencies

is apparent.

' |
19. 1In fact Belyj's Symbolist colleague Brjusov also objected to Belyj's
" arbitrary selection of one component on which to base his thecry.
See Erlicﬁ, p. 38.

20. 1Ibid, p. 2l6. . ' /

21. Boris Eichenbaum, in Russian Formalist Criticism; trans. and ed.
Lee T. Lemon (University of Nebraska Press, 1965) p. 110

EESIERT S UL

22, See William E. Hawkins, "Slavic Formalist Theories in Literary Scholarship",
Word, 7, No. 2 (1951). The Formalists attempted to carve out the
language of lit®rature from the "prevailing eclecticism of literary :
theory. Such eclecticism had lead to the study of literature by a | ;%
nunrber of different disciplines, philosophy, psychology, sociology, i
philology, cultural history, etc., each of which, imposing its methods i
on literary scholarship, had found that literature was only a reflection’ -
‘ of its own content." pp. 177-178. e
4
b

23, See Hawkins, loc. cit.

24. Jurij Tynjanov. "Rhythm as the Constructive Factor in Verse® in
Readings in Russian Poetics trans.- M. Suino, ed. Ladislav Matejka and
Krystyna Pomorska (Cambridge: M.I.T. Press, 1971) p. 135 n.

-

25. see Hawkins, op. cit., p. 182. \

26. Erlich, p. 216.
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35.

36.
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See Pomorska. op. cit. 119-122. Fo; the “sound" principle, see p. 78.

For example, see Zhirmunskij's reply to Cudovsky where he maintains
the need for a metrical scheme. op. c¢it., p. 63.

Osip Brik, "Corntributions to the Study of Verse Language" in
Readings in Russian Poetics, ed. Ladislav Matejka and Krystyna Pomorska
(Cambridge: M.I.T. Press, 1971)'pp. 117-125, p. 1l18.

zhirmunskij, p. 34.

I am basing my distinction on the fact that Zhirmunskij divides his
chapters into those on metrical topics and those on prosodical (pho emic)
topics. In fact he even)calls part of the chapter on prosody "ProZody
and Metries" op. cit., p. 119. It is possible Nabokov is playing

on this word too, sincé his "prosody" is definitely more Russian than

it is English, though one yets the opposite impression from his foot-
notes. In English, in general the two words are completely inter-
changeable. However, W.K. Wimsatt notes that at present in English

the word "prosody" does, in fact, kave a linguistic, connotation as
distinct from "meter" or "ver51flcat10n". The fact that "prosody"

has been taken over by linguists,may suggest how influential the work

of the Russian Formalists has been in modern studies of meter, See
Wimsatt's
Versification (New York: M.L.A., New York Uﬁlver51ty Press, 1972L
p. xix.

\
And this would include for example the work of Nabokov or Halle and
Keyser, though neither gives the slightest indication of being aware
of the work of the other. See Chapter III.

Zhirmunskij, p. 149. I \
Seel zhirmunskij's classes of stress according td' grammatical type
pp. 99-112. CE. Nabokov's classes in his Notes, pp. 73-74.

Erlich, p. 218. \

See his influential "On Czech Verse" where he showed Russian versifica-
tion to be based on stress, Greek on quantity, Serbo-Croation on pitch
and so why each required different interpretations of metre, loc. cit.
Also, in his"Comparative’ Slavic Metrics" he similarly defines the

growth of '"Macedonian" and "Bulgarian" versification as rooted in the
disappearéhce of pitch and quantity in favour of stress, though the
stress takes different lexical form in each, the former being constantly
on the penult or antepenult sylla@ie, the latter "free". -

"A Note on the Terms of Versification, Verse, Meter, Prosody",
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38.

39.

40.

-42.

43.

44.
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47.
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49.
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51.

Cf. the perfectly reqular anapest from the same poem -

"T am lord of the fowl and the brute."
|

!
Robin Kemble, Alexander Blok (The Hague: Mouton, 1965} pp. 114-144.
See note 3 to my Introduction.

Sengeli proposed the widespread existence of secondary stresses in
Russian binary and ternary metres on phonological grounds, so that
%ven the single anapest or dactyl would have a secondaxy stress.
See Zhirmunskij, p. 115. , \

See Kemble, p. 121, i.e. the insignificance of secondary stresses
compared to English or German verse.

Kemble, p. 123. ~

Zhirmunskij, p. 119.

\
Kemble, p. 143.

Ibid, p.130.

|

Zhirmunskij, passim, But especially "RUSSi?n verse as compared

with German and Romance", pp. 80-87. |

Nabokov reveals his true, and very thorough, knowledge of modern
Russian criticism in another translation which he did. In the
notes to his version of Lermontov's A Hero of our Time (New York:
Doubleday, 1958) he refers to an "admirable Russian commentator",
Tomashevsky, who is one of the Russian Formalists, p. 209 n.

In Russian|it exists as early as Tre iakovskij (see Kemble, p. 116).

In English Paul Fussell and Enid Hamer make extensive use of the
foot, though Saintsbury says the pyrrhic foot is "very doubtfully

found in English" in his Manual of English Prosody (see the glossary).

Unbegaun,”p. 35.
Zirmunskij, p. 82.

Ibid, p. 85.
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52. Unbegaun, pp. 43-44, I would like to point out that like Nabokov,

Unbegaun does not acknowledge that these facts were first revealed ks

N by the Formalists. Unlike Nabokov, he does make mention of them
in his bibliography. Troubetzkoy (Prague School actually), ,}
Zhirmunskij, Tomasevsky, Jakobson are a’few of the ones cited. |

;;f
o

53. See Enid Hamer,' The Metres of English Poetry, Sth/ed. (1930; rpt.
London: Methuen, 1969) pp. %59-278. ‘

| 54. Unbegaun,kp. 5%. . . .

55. Zhirmunskij, p. 67.

\ | | \

56. See Kemble, p. 60 n.

57. For a thorough discussion see the introduction of Mme. Jarintzov's %:
book where she shows the overwhelming advantage the Russian rhymster ‘y*
has over his English counterpart. Russian Poets and Poems . ' #g
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1917). o l u o

58. See Zhirmunskij, pp. 130-132. ‘
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59. 1Ibid, p. 66. |
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.
CHAPTER III

THE ENGLISH CONTEXT

\

» -
t

References to English prosodists in the Notes are as negligible
as they are to Russian ones. Only two prosodists are named - Saintsbury
and Bridges (pp. 20-21) - and only because both have touched on the
A . |
question of "tilts“.!" This is hardly surprisiné since even without the
in#iqhts of the Russian critics the displacement of accent onto metrically
r % ‘ weak positions is one of the most well recognized modulations in all
' é English verse. Nabokov is merely quibbling when hé finds this an

occasion to object to terms such as "récession of accent" or "equivalence"

/

instea? of his "reverse tilt" or “Luplex tilt". At other moments

VI Jpeer .

Nabokov does not even bother to cite the &riter or describe the theoretical

Y

\

\) l background ‘of English terms he finds similarly disagreeable, such as
"hovering accent", "wrenched accent" (p. 20),l or "quantity" and

! “gsubstitution" (p. 4). In the case of the latter two, no reference is

“

E really necessary as the terms are generally used to indicate notions about

metrical feet and reflect the Graeco-Roman ideas about verse which ‘have

@

% \ always been the tradition in English. Nabokov is hardly giving a source

A , , ¥

3 > \\ (even of contempt) away when he calls such terms "traditional nonsense". .
v b
\ In view of the work of the Russians, Nabokov's stance as an -

i original revisionist of Lrosody does have some truth when it comes to o7

- o Ao«
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1

English studies, if none when it comes to Ru%sian ones. This is\simply
bgcause the English fixation on the classical foot system is largely
irrelevant to the Russian rhythm/metre approach Nabokov has adopted.

V]

Thus he is not under an obligation to-make reference to English prosodists;

1

and it would be odd if he did, considering the fact that he does not
review any Russian ones. In Russia, the rather latg arrival ofK%etrical
verse and the immediate recognition of its suitability to the linguistic
:

base of word accent perhaps enabled Russian theorists to avoid classical
orthodoxies and to Aistinguish much sooner between the metre as a formal
eﬁtity (h.e., the foo£ in principle) and its phonological realization.
English, with its much earlier exposure to classical influence, has been
burdened with strict adherence to metrical scansion and with confusion

between Latin linguistiL quantities and its own linguistic accents. \

Omond, in his comprehensive history of English metrical theory to the

. early part of this centurﬁ, suggests that ﬂhomas‘sheridan (1775) was the

first Englighman to realize that accent was the "master key" to English
prosody.2 Apd not until Coleridge is there an intuition (still not
prop;rly understood according to Omond at his own time) that omission of
accent in the ictus could be a normal part of verse.3 Otherwise, there
is a great assortment of peculiar ideas about English quantitativT verse
or about strictly observing the number of syllables in a line in imitation

of classical metres. When Omond concluded his survey he could still

see no end' to the English muddle:

IRERERREASe g o mnre F
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yoo ' what then is the upshot of the whole matter? This, :
‘ for certain: that we have as yet no established ' -
system of prosody. Much analytic inquiry has '
yielded no synthesis authoritative and generxrally
accepted. It is a strange fact, so late in the
history of our literature; Greek metrists would have
viewed it with surprise. That the synthesis will
come is surely past question. When it does ¢ome,
I suspect it will be found less and not more complex
) - 7 than its many predecessors. It will not come on .
lines of Greek prosody. Our syllabl#s do not directly )
express time, are not regarded by us primarily as ¥
measures of time; any attempt to prove that they do so
in our ordinary verse must fail, and any attempt to make
( them do4so in verse of novel pattern seems to me ill-
judged.
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It would be as pointless for us as it was for Nabokov to
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summarize errors in the‘history of English prosody when the whole purpose

a

TTof the rhythm{metre apdroach is to break with the concepts of the past.

N W s e T T

Even Saintsbury, when he came to write his massiveghistory of English N
. |

A
prosody (1908), saw how the doctinaire nature of the debates in prosody

l

had lei& most terminology derid of sense; thus he chose to describe

1
! °
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APPSO a2y o5
B
s 2 e fosia

N

verse in very simple, if theoretically useless (by his own admission)

words - e.g., "octosyllabic" or "decasyllabic" lines instead of the more

. : 5
connotative "tetrametres" or'bpentametres".
Vd

What is very intereéting\ﬁowever, is the recent emergence of .
a, new English prosody in the work of Halle and Keyser (1966)6. Their
prosady fulfills Omond's expectation - it bropo;es a methodology which is
gsimple and yet takes in£5 account all the probleﬁs of traditional scansions;

and it unequivocally posits lexical accent in and of itself as the linguistic

basis of English verse. Halle and Keyser's prosody is of great relevance

.to-thokov's too, for they accomplish their end of taking an essentially

v

rhythm/metre approach to English verse. .
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‘ A \( .
\ 7y It is pogsible that Halle and Keyser have been influenced in
’ \ Q a very general way by the Russian Formalists;7 they begin with linguistic

\ premises and reject scansioi by feet; but one, unlike Nabokov (pr

b .
Zhirmunskij) they are not attempting to be comparative and do not juxta-

\ '

. i pose Russian rhythms with qulish ones; and two, they go much deeper in
their reworking of the concept of metre. Nabokov.or Zhirmunskij maintains

N\
feet as the component of the metrical background. Halle and Keyser, .

while recognizing the importance of a formal background in metrical verse,
N
do away with feet entirely and replace them with their own metrical

Y
7
¢

formula. This formula has its own unique‘logic for dealing with warious

\

rhythmic possibilities in a consistent way. Their "correspondence
' x’?:

rules" which connect the abstract metrical pattern to its linguistic

} "actualization" are much more well defined than the matching of an iambic
s pattern, for example, to the actual series of word accents in a line.

\ Halle and Keyser haQe posed a most seriouslchéllenge to the
” community of English metrists, calling fofth the resistance of Wimsatp,
for instance.8 What is significant apout this debate is that the rhythm/
netre disfinction itself (i.e., the fact that Halle and Keyser define

metre fer the outset as an abstraction) or the attention to lexical accent,

is not the point of contention. Curiogusly, it is their unrivalled con-

\ sistency in handling all the awkward deviations, exceptiéns, equivalences,

'

etc. in one theoretical swoop that makes En&lish“metrists,‘so used to

- “-

enduring these inconsistencies as poetic licence, balk.

f\
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The publication of Naboko;'s Notes antedates that of the
Halle and Keyser theory of prosody by two yearsi *  We know the Notes
caused hardly a stir amongst English metrists, and when it did get a
response it remained mostly unintelligible (whether positively or
negatively so). An understan&ing of thé Russian theoretical background
clarifies the Notes complétely but its position in Eﬁglish metrical theory
is now determingd as much by Fhe work of Halle and Keyser aélby the English
¥eader's ability to follow NaboTov's argument.

| 'On the one hand, Halle and Kefser's breakthrough gives the

rhythm/metre approach a new and important legitimacy in English. Nabokov
attempted to instate a similar theory inﬁo English prosody; thus he deserves
to be recognized as a participant in the contemporary debates in English
prosody. On the other hand, it is doubtful Nabokov would find the total
elimination of the foot convincing, or that he would exchange his concept
of “modwlation“for'ﬂalle and Keyfer's main critical objective, which 1is to

e

distinguish "metrical" (conforming‘to their rules) from "unmetrical" liqes
. y T &

of verse. Nabokov is oblivious to any "meta-theoretical” issues, he

goes only as far as necessary to make comparisons between Pushkin and

Y]

English poets. . Yet if his text is to make any }Aal contribution t&

’

English prosody it mus£ be seen against Halle and Keyser's theory which
is the most\yell déveloped version of the' rhythm/metre approach abplied
to English-verse. . Nabokov is not authorizedlsimply by virtue of having
an affinity w#th their work. A look at Halle and Keyser's conclusions

i

about the structure of English verse and th?ir/concernsuwith particular

Vo N4

i
" problems provides a context for the last of $he three prosodic aspects

\
(i.e., Russian, comparative, English) of Nabokov's Notes.

L
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In conformity with what we know already about the rhythm/
metre approach, Hallé and Keyser present their théOﬁg@ag a means of ,
overcoming the inconsistencies of the usual metrical scansions. Such o
scansions often lead to lines of mixed feet in Engiish (just as logaoedic
scansion was commo# in Russian scansion before Zhirmunskij's solutién).
The most typical "deviations" in English are - kl) weak accent in the
ictic position, or “"pyrrhic" substitution; (2) abutting accents or
"spondees"”; (3) the inversion of the first foot in iambic lines, "trochaic"
substitution; (4) the inversion of a‘médial foot in an iambicrline,
"trochaic" again; (5) extra weak syllables at the end of a line, or the .
dropping of the first weak syllable at the beginning of a line; adjustment
in the number of syllabfgs could also include forms of elision (synaloepha,
apocopation) or diaeresis.

Halle and Keyser identify the foot as the flaw in a system

5

whi%h produces . so many recurring irregularities. As Nabokov has said.

RCOES

too, the foot is only an abstract entity, it does not actually account

3 R,

¥
>
A
¥
k]
R

A
5

for the pattern of word accents in a line of poetry ekcgpt where that

pattern is totally regular. Happily much poetry is irregular, thus the

|
foot\causes more problems than it helps to solve. "The difficulty arises

the fact that the standard theory expresses allowable deviations in

v

| .
terms of feet. (In fact, it is only in this domain that the entity foot

from

. i 9
plays a significant role.)" Thus Halle and Keyser decide to abolish
the foot entirely, even as the formal definition of the line, and substitute
their own abstraction of weak-strong positions., f reproduce their rules

. :
for iambic pentametre here in its revised form.lo

L
| I

By "stress" Halle and

*
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Keyser mean the stress of the word, not stress in the sense of ictus.
I
N

a) Abstract Metrical Pattern ' H

e

(W) SWSWSWSWS (x) (x)

\ where each x position may only be occupied by an \ .
unstressed syllable and where elements in parentheses ’
may be omitted.

N v

b) Correspond@nce Rules ‘ £

g P AT ARG T

1) A position (S or W) corresponds to either a single
syllable, or a sonorant sequence incorporating at most o«
two vowels (immediately adjoining one another, or 3
separated by a sonorant consonant). E

Definition: when a stressed syllable is located between ~ !
two unstressed syllables irn the same syntactic
constituent within a line of verse, this

E,

syllable is called a stress maximum. \ %

| ¥

. 2

ii) stressed syllables occur in S positions and in all S —\ o
positions % 1 \ %

\ !:0

or stressed syllébles accur in S positions but not necessarily %

inhall S positions.
13 Il

=3t

.
.
R

or f‘ stress maxima occur only in S positions, but not necessarily

~ in all S positions.
.
Lines of verse in iambic pentametre which do not follow these rules are
the| only deviations; The simplest sortsof deviation, the dropping or
addiﬁg of syllables and/or elision, are obviousiy‘solved by\the abstract
metrical pattern itJelf and rule (b)(i). For example, these lines'

from Chaucer,
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£ |
' Twenty bookes clad in blak or reed A. Prol. 294
(W) S W S W S W § W S

o, Sélamon, wys ané richest of richesse E. MCH. 2242
W S W SW\SWSW 8 (x)

It seems to me that the question of elision or truncated or lengthened
lines 1s not of major consequence as long as we recognize that poets,

; in #earch of ideals of syllabic conformity, expanded or contracted the

pronunciation of words to fit lines, such as the diaeresis in Kyd's

And he that would not strain his conscience Spanish Tragedy III,iiJ,B

’

or the elision practised by Milton (to which Bridges devotes a full third

B L .
g -

RN

of his study, demonstrating how carefully Milton measured his lines),

R SR

T T b

I

% | They summfd their Penns, and soaring th'air sublime P.L. vii, 421
# }

Halle and Keyer have sgmply given linguistic expression to elision as
| .

e

a means of assrgning syllables to their matri#al positions whether the

i s

elisions were vocalized or not in actual recitations, though they are

A
contradict historical evidence of the prevalent speech

\
pattern. But since not many readers who study poe#ry do, Halle and-Keyser

A careful not to

i $ .
- .

are really trykng to break down the rigid one to one(correspondence of foot

unit and syllable which tends to prbvokL more irregularities in metrical

11

scansion. ‘Nabokov, I must_say, is extremely careful and open in his
{ 9 .

scansion though he continues to count positions in Terms of foot divisions

N

.
\

x
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\

(or semeia). In fact he mentions the need to take elision especially
@

into account in scanning Milton in his example from "L'Allegro" {(p. 56).
Nabokov does not define elision in any way except to show a few examples
of it (pp. 30-32), and obviously he doeé not consider it a barrier between
English and Russian poetry (where it does not exist). I would agree;

if one is flexible in measuring out whatever the metrical unit happens
A -
to be (and this is all Halle and.Keyser intend to emphasize) there are

more significant aspects of verse to consider.

[N
AR

If we turn to the rules in (b)(ii), we see that in the case

'
v

of the more problematic deviations which hsually call for the introduction
of mikxtures of feet Halle and Keyser argue that most of these deviations
can be normalized, thereby implying that lineﬁ which truly break the

metre arxe-a rare occurrence. It is just that the previous’ imprecision
in the desc;ith¥n of verse has ldad metrists to think (even expect)

the opposite.

' The first rule states that stressed syll%bles occur in every S
position and this would simply be the most reqgular line in the old

y p
taxonomy, e.qg. \

/ 4 7 / 7
From thence a length of burning sand appears Crabbe, "The Village"
w S W S 1 S W S W. S )

V'd P4 / 4 /
The things, we know, are neither rich nor rare Pope, "Epistle to
W S W 5 W s W S W s Arbuthnot"
/ 4 V4 /’/ /7 -
The curfew tolls the knell of parting day Gray, "Elegy"

W S W 8§ W S W S W s

R

i W am, KWL
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These lines can fit easily into any system and consequently are not of
much prosodic interest.

The next case in which stressed syllables occur in S positions

.

3

orly but not in all S positions takes us back to the discovery of "stress
in principle" of the‘Formalist, or Nabokov's "scuds" (or the ancient
pyrrhic substitution). It is imteresting to note two things about this
particﬁlar case in the context of Halle and Keyser's theory. Firstly,
the distinction between the abstract metrical pattern and the actualit§

of the syllable(s) which occupies the metrical position is so well defined
from the outset that this case is more of an auxiliary feature of the
fheory than a basic discovery (which it was to the Russians). Secondly,
the critical Fmportance of this case is less th;n in the caseg involving
"stress maxima" because one,\it does not solve as many cases A deviation
as the "stress maximum" does (in fact it concerns only "pyrrhiis") and two,
it is considered to be a minor stylistic feature compared to the use poets
make of "stress maxima". Donald Freeman, fo; example, has emgioyed the
Halle-Keyser theory of prosody as a theory ‘of poeFic style.12 and in doing
so he finds that the number and the distribution of "stress maxima" give

a reliable, consistent, means of describing the work of individual poets
or even periods of poetry. Another extremely interesting point is that
Freeman likens his computationsjto the sort of work Andrei Bélyj did with
omié;ed stresses.l3 Freeman no doubt means the‘grébhic method Belyj
is credited for, not the erroneous usage he eventually made of it which
confused rhythm with metre.again.

All ;his, of course, has great

- imﬁlica ions for Nabokov's prosody since he finds "scuds" to be most

v
iy

o]
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significant in English poetry (their significance in Russian poetry is
)
undeniable), especially when computed in a Belyjian fashion. Examples

~

|
of this case are familiar enough,

7/ ’ 4 Vg
And leaves the world to darkness and to me Gray, "Elegy"
W S @ W S W S W S W S
4 . 4 ’ 7 . {
Are driven, like ghosts from an enchanter fleeing Shelley, "Ode to
W s W S W S W s ; S (x) the West wind"

‘\
I might add that the case of weak accents in metrically strong pbsitions
has been noted by metrists before in a way that suggests that they too
realized it was a typical feat$re of English, meaniné it was not cohsidered
‘ \

a contravention of the metre. Bridges, for example, posits a whole

category in Milton as "Variety in the Number of Stresses” and shows this

e . o , X . . . 14
variation i1n different positions in the line and in different combinations

e.q. .
Serv'd only to discover sights of woe ' P.L. i, 64
A Dungeion horrible, on all sides round i, 61
Transfix us to the bottom of this Gulfe i, 329

N

Verrier, who made a phonological study of English verse (1909),Jalso
recognizgg the frequent occurrence of wea%gned ictic positions (which
coincidentﬂy he called les fortes, as opposed to the other positions he

called les faibles).l§ . .

N }

’
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Thus Nabokov is not wrong (or, fo; that matter, the first)
to focus on this case. However, what qeparates the earlier metrists
from the Formalists or Halle and Keyser (who use Bridges as a point of
departure) is that a rhythm/metre theory relates all cases of "modulation"
or "actualization” (Halle and Keyser's term) logically to each other,
shéwing how each is part of a system that can be used to‘characterize
metre(s) consistently; this approach does not simply itemize variations.
Nabokov obviocusly attempts a systematic approach when he says things

\

like "tilts" (inversions of stress) are a sub-class of "scuds" (omissions
of stress) (p. 18). And éhis is why Ae tdo grinds his ax on Bridges

for calling a tilt a "recession of ;Ecent" which, of course, goes against
the rhythm/metre distinction\since accents have no fixed places to begin
with, only the ictus and 1ts counterpart do. The question that remains
open however, is whether Nabokov's prosody is actually systematic in a

way that accounts sufficiently for all .cases of modulation in English

metres, or whether the case of weakly accented ictuses in English is a

good starting point. S
For Halle and Keyser, as I suggested above, it is not. Their
major innovation lies in théuconception of the "stress maximum". This

concept finds its role in the third rule of section (b) (ii) which covers
all lines not covered by the first two rules. This would be &il the
remaiﬁing so-~callead "déviations", i.e. inversion of the first or a medial
foot (trochees) or abutting stresses (spgndees). As the rule stateé,

for these 1lin€s to be truly unmetrical a stress maximum would have to fall

“
|

L ]
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~
1n a weak position; and since stress maxima occur only wﬂen a syllable

is clearly stronger than its two adjacent syllables within the same

syntactic constitu@nt, abutting stresses or inversions of stress are by

definition acceptable actualizations of the metre. For example, where
<Q
there is an inversion of stress at the beginning of a line, ,

/ . '
Batter my heart, three-person'd God, for you Donne, Holy Sonnet {4
W S W S . W S W S W s

there is no weak stress before the first stress so the first stress cannot
be a strgss maximum, thus it cannot constitute a violation of the metre.

Similarlyl, within the line
|

\
A

Vg 7/
The Millere was a stout carl for the nones Chaucer, A.Prol.1l.545
W S 1) S W S W S W S (x)

| ,

"carl" is adjacent to a stress on one side, from "stout", and again it
<
[

'
‘

is not a stress maximum, nor a violation of the metre.
’ §pondees are not violations for the same reason; abutting
stresses mean that a stress maximum does not occur. This precludes
\
spondees from ever being violations. Thus Pope's well known cguplet,
which is full of spondees, is a perfectly regular iambic line.
When Ajax strives some rocks vast Qeigbt to throw

The line too labours, and the words move slow,

\
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An unmetrical line which does contain a stress ma%imum in
1

a weak position would be, I ‘ ’
3

How many bards gild the lapses of time Keats
W sw 8 W' 8 W s W s

i \
"lap" is stronger than both its neighbouring syllables. Similarly,

.

From hence your memory death cannot take Shakespeare, Sonnet 83
W S W SWS Vﬂ S W S ‘ °
or ~
'with sword of wit, giving wounds of dispraise Sidney, "Astrophel and
W S W s W B W S W S Stella"” 10, 10

| -

In all the examples above I have simplified Halle and Keyser's
scansion so thit the particular prosoéic aspect in question\would be
presented clearly. Obviously mpre than one aspect. at a time could be
at work in a single line| In tXis 1line from Yeats' "After Long Silence"
a full scansion shows reduction of one syllable, omission of a stress
in two strong positions and the neutralization of abutting stresées (i.e.,
no violation by stress maxima), yet the line as a whole is considered
perfectly metrical,

Speech after long silence: it is right
(W) s W s 'w S w S W S

|

The main point of Lhe theory (as of the whole rhythm/metre approach) is

T A

v
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that there are a number of ways of actualizing a

are compatible. This compatibility is not only

w e teoarn |

b
|
metre all of which

fashioned in a logical

way, by showing the consistency with which the differences can be Qandled,

v

it proves the fallacy of ,calling this poetic potential "deviations” from

the idealized metrical pitterningaof stresses, for the ideal is nthing

but a formal definition of monotony.

«

The reason Halle and Keyser believe that the first duty of any

|

theory of prosody is to differentiate a variety of metrical lines from

the odd\cése which is truly unmetrical (and not just a richer expression

of the metre) is their belief in the reader's intuitive tompetence to tell

]

"good lines from bad cnes in any case. Their theory gives greater.range

to the reader's intuition than a purely metrical

criterion of stress maximum may seem to permit almost any varia&ion in

description. The

the metre but in fact when a line is singled out as truly unmetrical ‘the

reader can sense the difference; a foxrmal description of verse in terms

of feet could never achieve thig result in a reliable way.

Nabokov's concerns (as with most metrists) are remote from the

higher philosophical issues of prosody Halle and Keyser pro;ose. But

as the most developed rhythm/metre formulation of English prosody, the

Halle-Keyser theory indicates specific prosodic points which all other
1

versions of the rhythm/metre approach must consider. ﬁirstly, the

occurrence of weaknesses in the ictic position is seen as a valid but

relatively minor factor in Englisﬁ. Secondly,

the term "gpondee" may

be misleading but the fact of abuttiﬁ% stresses in English remains and

’
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st be taken into account. This is equally true for displacements
of stress. Thus the most significant factor in Endlish verse ig_ﬁhe
’ *,“

occurrence of totally distinct strong stresses (stress maxima) for only

———

they are capable of causing real irregularity iA English metre; or [ o
|

conversely, they project tthmost salient stylistic feature when they .

o g+ A I

occur in positions which do not violate' the metre (this is Freeman's

N insight) .

f v N

i

/’ 1 In a sense, the work of the Russian Formalists foreshadowed

——

these conclusions for in comparision to their own verse they quicQ}y‘

1

A i
noted the greater flexibility and levels of stress in English. Iﬁ was

-y

only to be expected that English theory would have to come to terms with

‘ ) this; and this would include Nabokov too, once he decided to comment on

. English rhythms.
N
| “ |

*
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1. These two terms are also quoted by T.S. Omond as belonging to
( { ’ an Amerigan metrist, Professor Gummere, from his Handbook of Metres
: (1885). Se? T.S. Omond, The English Metrists (1921, rpt. New York:
Phaeton, 1968) p. .210. - .

Y
t

w : 2. See ibid, pp. 80-82. omond is Aeferring to Sheridan's "Lectures on
' I the Art of Reading", but here too accent is nonetheless still referred

to consonantal and vowel lengths. Sheridan also supported the idea

of mixed feet in a line. \

3. Ibid, pp. 116-118. Coleridge was actually talking about writing
‘accentual verse, based only on a count of four stresses, without
specific arrangement,per line. Omond interpréts this for Coleridge d
as the discovery that poets writing metrical verse are permitted to
use a weak syllable in place of a strong one. '

4. Ibid, pp. 226-267.

5. George Saintsbury expresﬁft his complete!indiffergnce to the "accent
man"” or the "stress man" /etc. almost immediately. See his Higtory
of English Prosody, 2nd‘’ed. (1923; rpt. New York: Russell and Russell,
1961), I, p. 1ll. Throughout his work|, Saintsbury deliberately
rdlegates all matters of prosodic "doctrine" to appendices and

"interchapters"”. g J/,____v ‘
G. This theory was first proposed in “Chaucer and the Study of Prosody".
: College English, 28 (Dec. 1966} pp. 187-219. It should be-noted.
that they chose Chaucer because he is the official starting point of
the most prevalent English metre, the iambic pentametre; but their
theory applies throughout the history of metrical poetry and their
rules could be modified for trochaic and other metres as well. For
instance, see Keyser s "0ld English Prosody", College English, 30,
(1969) pp. 331-356. i

7. Jakobson is a colleague of Halle's ap@ Halle is sufficiently acquaintei
with Russian linguistics to have written The Sound Pattern of Russian,

(The Hague: Mouton, 1959). However, Halle and Keyser cite only the
Danish metrxst Otto Jespersen who first branded the foot an outright
"fallacy* (1900). .

8. See W.K. Wimsatt. "The Rulé and tle Norm: Halle and Keyser on
Chaucer's Meter". College English, 31 (May 1970) pp. 774-788.

'
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9. % Mdrris Halle ahd Samuel Keyser. "The Iambic Penta%eter" in

\ Versification, ed. W.K. Wimsatt (New York: M.L.A., New York University
‘\} - , ™ Press, 1972) p. 222. \ e
¢ . , ' . ) S
t g 4 v oo . PO.\ 1bid," pp. 223-224. This is the third version since 1966; there was
N . one other in 1971 published in the May issue of College English and
entitled "The Study of English Prosody: An Alternative Proposal”.
’ . Each version simplified the previous one. ’

4
11. Saintsbury‘for example, ends up with monosyllabic-or trisyllabgc feet
when scanning jambic pentametres. See op. cit., passim.

3

. \ :
‘ 12. See Donald Freeman "On the Primes of Metrical Style". Language and

4 - 3 ' style,’I (Spring 1968) pp. 63-101.
o N ' Yo "
, 13.  Ibid, note 34. ~ 4

*

\

‘ .- 14. Robert Bridges, Milton!s~P}ksody final ed. (1921; rpt. Oxford:
g T Clarendon Press, 1965) p. 39.

I -

o 15. Paul’'Verrier, Essai sur les principes de la metrigue anglaise.
. ", (Paris: Librairie Universitaire, 1909), I, pp. 150-152.
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CRITIQUE OF NABOKOV'§ THEORY OF PROSODY- /
L! "I,
e \ '
ﬁ: 1 1}
£ Nabokov begins his discussion of prosody on the joint ;

assumption thét English|students of ‘prosody can benefit from the work

of Russian theorists and that the verse of both languages can be treated

on a comparative basis. Eugene Onegin is the c¢convenient place for

DR

4

RIS 50 o), MR

v ' ) this synthesis to occur. In principle we can have no objection to

e

Nabokov's attempt to realize his opinion in the form of an original

e e

taxonomy . ‘We know that the poetLry of each language shares the same

R

basis, a hierarchy of accents* and the same metres. Even the choice
of metre under discussion for the most part, the'iambic tetrametre, is
fair game. Pushkin has put it to impressive use in Russian, but

Saints?ury considers the metre to be the oldest, and one of the richest,
¢ b

in English too. In fact, Nabokov selects some of Saintsbury's

“y

favourites - e.g., the Keats, the Marvell, the Morris (which 'Nabokowv )]

{ 24
gseems to choose as if in spite of Saintsbury, see p.| 68) and others.

N h

All the conditions seem most favourable for Nabokgv. | In order to assess

the Notes we shall have to disrupt this harmony somewhat and treat the

o

three mingled aspects of the text ~ the Russian, the cc:»mparative, the

English - each in turn.

* Nabokov uss?s, "accent" with reference £o the word, "stress” in reference ‘
to metre. To avodd confusion I will follow his terms throughout.

»
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Belyj is the only theorist who receives even a token of
recognition from Nabokov. However it is clear that Nabokov has
absorbed the methods and conclusions of Belyj's critics too.  The ‘

]

"scud" may originate with Belyj's awareness of the role of omitted
stresses in Russi;n verse, but Nabokov uses the scud to maintain the
difference between the feet as abstract entities| each with'its unique
ictus in principle, and the syllables which coincide with them. This
distinction was not pursued by Belyj who grew more interested hg the
problem of omitted stresses itself than in its relation to a single
metrital form. Thus, Nabokév parts com£any with Belyj very quickly
and partakes of the Formglist theory which followed. This is evident
ih Nabokov's ow; graphic method. He calls it a_"modification of Be;yj's N
s&stem of notation" (p.42). ' Similar to Belyj, Nabokov's graphs enable ,
him to plot modulations thropghout a poem, vertically and horizontally,
which is a valuable descriptive techniq;e (particuiarlypin Ruséian where
scuds may follow a very rggulé; pattern, e.g., EBugene Onegin; Four, IX,V
Notes p. 68). Unlixe Belyj, Nabokov scans modulations by scud or

foot, not individual syllable. This means that each notated meodulation

is th?oretically related to the others. The various ﬁinds of tilts are !

T -

defined as a sub-class of scuds and they are identified by the same sign.

Scuds, in tufn, are a sub-class of feet, i.e., those whose ictus does not

TR

receive a lexical accent. This attempt at.logical consistency~is more

in line with the rhythm/metre approach than it is with Belyj's geometric

~

to the\/daﬁnition of metre than Zhirmunskij was.  He’ apva’nces the idea

.

, N :
spe\cﬁlqtions. . In fact, uat“:kov is probably more formal when it comes i
- ' i
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. (1 R .
: k ¢ of stress in principle by refining it into a more integrated view of
the metre as a whole; he does this to such a degree that the metrical

*

: apstraction not only permits prosodic* description (i.e., separate .

treatment of the phonological properties in a line of verse), it contri- L.

butes to the overall accuracy of his taxonomy. He accomplishes this

¢ ' by working in the following order. 5
N
\ First he redefines feet in the way we have discussed in Chapter I,- i

i.e.,he begins by assuming one and only one ictus which always exists in

principle and which is accompanied by either one or two depressions. ] R

. ’ ’ ' v
ghis is stated as an axiom,, and we see immediately that metre has been
¢ \ , .
-divorced from its phonological realization or "rhythm"; an iambic foot in %

theory is only ictus and depression, not until practice does accent enter.

As I suggested, this seems odd to the English reader at fﬂrst, though
from a Rudsian point of view Nabokov is plaiing with a foregone conclusion.

Actually Nabokov initiates Lhe reader in the simplest way since it is

[N

more important to accept this distinction from the outset than to question

°

its tomplicated ;origin.
The origin of the'disgénctiop, je saw, rests upon a twofold
linguistic r;alization; one, thiﬁ irregularities were An inebitabl% aspect
" of verse for(;honologigal reasonsl- that is, that langua?es ;Eapt to metrical
_ séhemeg in a variety of ways; and two, that this could, in fact, be the

. source of a better and more consistent description.of metrical verse. Hence

Zhirmunskij's systematic breakdown gf metres into phonolagical tendencies.

* For a description of prosody, as opposed to metrics, see Chapter II,
flootnote 3l. ' o .
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Working in reverse order, Nabokov turns immediately to the

cause of the ththm/metre‘distinction {pp. 9-13) after having noted

i

the theoretical |conclusions (p. 8), i.e., scuds (Formalist omission of

1

streéss), and ti%ts (Formalist displacement of stress). The rationale

for Nabokov's taxonomy is familiar phonological data - the freguency with

which weak mono%yllabic words (articles, prepositions, etc.) or secondary

1

accents in polyqyllabic words (even less significant in British than in

American parlancde) occur in ictic positions in English; similarly in
4

Russian, where t%ere is pot even_ the bother of discdssing the secondary

accents. ThiJ accounts for all scuds,v - . Intermediate accents in |
| . 7]

.

English (Eypermqtrical stresses) are to be counted as full stresses in

-

the metre (p. 10).

1

At this point Nabokov seems to improve on the Formalists'
analysis. He does not pursue the phonological argument directly as
Zhirmunskij did by conti;uing to classify modulations as further phonor
logical tendencies against a constant metrical background (é.g., fewer
omissions of stress 'in tefnary metLes, the tendency in English to displace
the stress as opposed to.omitting it,'eﬁc.). Instead, Nabokov uses the
scud, which has been defined joinily as a metrical and phonofbéical Enit
(as ictus and phonalogically weaker syllable) as the building plock for
all subsequent prosodic analyéis., Thus displacements of stress or
"éilts" are seen not only as a phonoﬁogical probability within the metre,

. . : '

but like scuds, as joint metrxical and phonological entities. In fact,

the tilt is formally deriw from the scud baecause. all tilts (V-) contain
x 5
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This leads to greater critical refinement because the phenomenon\

of displacement has been given a formal content by the metre itself with-
out weakening the formal integrity of the metre. We can speak of tilts
that a;e;%y definition, the same but ich are phonologically different,
just as we }can speak of met‘x‘*es which 4re abstr‘actlig the same but which

are rhythmicaily different. Nabokov illustrates)the kinds of tilts

with a mock quatrain. \

Deep in the night on mountain steep, split tilt strong, weak monosyllables

 park inaccessible and proud, short tilt strong monosyllable, weak

‘ secondary accent

Guarded by dragons, castles sleep, duplex tilt disyllabic word with

accent on f£irst syllable

1

0 v
Terrible stars abQve them crowd. Jlong tilt trisyllabic wordiwith accent

on first sylllable.

Thus far, Nabokov has furthered the specificity and taxonomic
c;:nsfstency of the rhythm/xqetre approach. Fhonological insights are
used not just to separate rhythms from a metre but to separate rhythm
from rhythm more accurately. For example, Tennyson {(p. 65) follows tk;e

general English tendency to displace the accent but specifically in the

' form of split tilts.’ Furthermore, the theoretical link between|tilts

a.r'\d scuds pr;vides %qual accuracy in overall terms. Every rhy ic
factor (whfther tilt or scud) contributes to thl general sense of ;\\odulation
in a metre. The importance of this was demonstrated by Halle and Keyser.
Nab:)kov captures: this fact in his Belyjian-style graphs which plot modula-

2 \
tions ¢ollectively so that the rhytr\xmic complexity of the poem is evidenced.

| ' .

-~
z
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Thus Prior (pp. 59-60) shows very little complexity even in the "most .

modulated passage" from "An Epitaph". °
i Thus far Nabokov has formalized the rhythm/metre approach much -
more than his predecessors. He tries to sharpen the relationship of

¢ the rhythm and the metre by focussing it into a group of combined

Pl

"rhythmica—metrical" entities which are the virtual components of verse.

& Ty S T

In Nabokov's prosody, lines are literally \made up of scuds, tilts and

3

regular feet; each of these prosodic particles contains a metrical and

e e

) a linguistic component. This is certainly a genuine theoretical effort -,
* i

K . l
: which yields a taxonomy of the b%:st sort. . In knowing what to look for ) ‘
in metre (i.e.,modulations) and why they exist (i.e., the phonology of the

language) an attempt can be made \at a complete description. The "long

tllt" may He the rarest kind of tilt (which never occurs in Russian

iambics, p. 25) but it obv10usly deserves its mention in the con]te\xt of

\
'

\ -
such a project. \ \ . L )

I

Regardless of whether or not Nabokov says anything new about

Pushkin's verse (and it is dubious that he Poes, except for an assortment
\ .

of witticisms), he is carrying on a theoretical task that began with Belyj's
own studies of Pushkin. This is the purely Russian aspect of the Notes.

bjabokov 's taxonomy gives us yet another rhythm/meLre ‘solution to prosody,
\ N
. and one that attempts to go one step better in accuracy and cons1stency.
. ° /

However it remains to be seen whether or not a more formal breakdown of

phonological tendencies into a series of new metrical coinponents succeeds.
N

The background of the Russian theory, so implicit in Nabokov's work, has

. T | e

'
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N

played a great role in determining his taxdnomy. However the taxonomy “

-

does not reach its full development at this early stage of definition

{up to p. 20), but in its application to comparative problems and English

stages it reveals the weakness of its
A X
formal sophistﬂcation. .

In the very centre of the text (pp. 50-51), there is a summary -

3
of the differences between Rus'sian and English modulations of the iambic

i

\ ' .
tetrametre. The six conditions that are listed make pointed contrasts.

Some of these are ¥traightforward, such as elision which exists only in
\

)

English, or feminiﬁr rhyme which is a much greater feature of Russian

verse. The major'differences are defined in Nabokov's own terms but '

a
they do not offer any insights that are not contained in Zhirmunskiij's-
previous work. The monosyllabic nature of English as opposed to the
more polysyllabic Russian (with its absence of secondary accents) had v

already 1ed:Zhirmunskij to see omission of accent more as a property of w

4
A

~ ‘ )
Russian metres than of English cnes. Nabokov echoes this view wheT he 4
\ )

\

says, "scudless lines predominate over sgcudded ones", and "sequences of

oo T
L INN

scuds are never very long" in English. In RJssian it is precisely

[

i

the reverse situation.

i

,0' ~
. Nag5kov’s conclusions are rather disayﬁa nting, for we fiow expect

. . \
more accuracy from his descriptions, without which the earlier theoretital

\
-

exercise would be in vain. There is some indication of greater detail

- ”

in condition three,

a

which states that English scuds are "frequently associated

with weak monosyllables, [and] duplex tilts", whereas in Russian, scuds are

Pal
2
1

/| ' \

2




associated yith unaccented long words and duplex tilts are exceptional.
This too disappoints, however. Zhirmunskij had also stated that in
binary metres Russian poets avoid létting the strong accent of disy;lagic
or bolysyllabic words fall in a metrical dep;ession since this would
constitute a displacement of stress; the l;ss strong mcgosyllabic words
which create only hypermetrical streSses are permitted. This accounts
for éhe absence of the duplex tilt (involving disyllabib words) in
' ‘ Russian. Earli;r, Nabokov said that short and split tilts are "as
natural a modulakion in Russian as they arxe in Endlish, but occur less
fréquently" (p. 21). This conki;ms his agreement with Zhirmunskij
since these tilts concern the shifting of st;eés by monosyllabic words.
&

N N 7
Further consideration of the comparative facts moves us from

, ] <

R N

disappointment to crificism. In Formalist terms\ the most significant

\

e difference between English and Russian verse was t*at the former tended a

B g

o

T more often to displace the stress while the latter kended to omit the

L
\ °

} . . .
\stress; this, for the same phonolcogicall reasons as above. ' Nabokov is

obviously in accord with this comment since even in his terms English
o

has a greater. frequency of tilts than has Russian. ' However, his very .

°

formal refinement of each modulation leads"him to call attention more to

the 1ndlvidual species of modulatlon (i.e., whether"it is a duplex t11t

or 81mp1y a scudy\etg.) than to the generlc phonologlcal deference
between_a line of Russian verse and a line of English verse. Herﬁ Nabokov
is ;imply following his apprbach.to its logical end; éhe phonologicgl

> ' element hasfbeén ipcorporaﬁéd directly into his prosodic terminology }in a

most specific way. IThua he turns to the particular instance rather than

” e ] N '

s
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to the general phonological tendency. Comparing scuds to scuds should t

not be the point in the above comparison, but it is for Nabokov. The .

better comparison would be English tilts to Russian scuds, reflecting v

the phonological nature of each. In a later comparison his point of ;

v [4 . 3
&

2

view leads to an actual confusion of English and Russian.

i

\‘ -

On pp. 78-79 Nabokov makes a direct comparison of three lines

v

of Russian verse to three lines of English. The context of the com-

parison is a discussion of differences ip scudding in ternary metres.
Here Nabokov is arguing the theoretical applicability offhis taxohomy

!
to forms of verse other than the iambic tetrametre he has been concen-

trating on all along. However the conclusions he reaches on these pages
A

3
put all the previous work into serious doubt and suggest a fundamental

\

error in a prosody that unites phonological and metrical aspects into a

single, taxonomy. \\\
the

’ . In the first case we have these two lines juxtaposed, with

RO

' \,

following scansions.

R ST

’

E 4 - K
g 1) None too prosperous but not a pauper

4 R P k4 ‘
ﬁ Nezazhitochniy, no i ne nishchiy

v

First Nabokov calls these lines anapestic (obviously with an extra-,

metrical syllablg which is permissible after the finai accent) with scuds

on "but" and "no" as indicated (=). In Nabokov's terms this would

cal

q

account entirely for the)p;osodic nature of both lines. The two unequi\
N
accents in each line allow us to-make out two anapests per line; the absdnce

A}

ﬁqa \ of a strong accent in the central portion of the line can be rationalized \

. ' ( as a weakly accented ictus of the middle anapest, or a 'scud. )

\ ) \\ \
j B
I
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{ Since modulations are bound to occur in texnary forms of

. verse as much as in 11/)Q'nary forms, Nabokov seems justified in extending
his method to the above cases, where indeed a series of weakly accented
words occupy the middle part of two lines of verse. };ut does Nabokov
offer the Best explanation of this "rhythmic” phenomenon in ternary

¢ metres? = If prosody is a matter of using terms which immediately combine
metrical facts ';vith phonological ones, which is what we kndw the scud to

mean, then Nabokov's description works. From a formal point of view he

_—
has fitted bpth lines to his taxonomy. The line is thus composed of three
&

consistent "rhythmico-metrical" units which conform to the phonology of

@

the line. Thus we finish with ( wu<[wvy-| vv < ) for both Russian

aglld English. ‘
) |
At this point Nabokov jovially makes a point of ceontradicting
! 1

himself in the text and thereby exposes his own taxonomy to criticism. He

¢ ¢ -
SaYSr\"Incidentally, as AVery poet knows, 1) can also-be scanned as trochaic

pentametre (with a scud on '-rous' and a semiscud on both 'None' and 'not')";

or abstractly put the line becomer (= U-{U-V:'U:W where (+ ) is the semi~

o

scud, or intermediately strong stress usually noted as a full accent by
Nabokov (as he stated above).

e Although this makes®prosodic nonsense by changing one metre

i

into another at a whim, it is notI surprising to see Nabokov come’ to this

1

|

conclusion. Either scansiTn expresses a formal consistency in that either

N -

«

. .
binary or teranary foot divisions are used plus an attempt to render the

phonological contrasts by scudding ir‘ the appropriate p&ace(s) . As with

[

\ Vo

o

e,
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the general comparison of Russian to English verse above, this equation
of one metre to another from one language to another stems from attention

(

to an individual modulation, rather than an overall phonological
consideration. '

In one sense Nabokov is correct to point out modulations on
phonological grounds and to see them as an inherent property of verse.

This is the insight of the rhythm/metre approach. It is questionable

whether or not prosodic analysis is improved by casting the modulation

"independently in metrical and phonological terms. In the English line

above, everything hangs on the syllables "ous" and "but" which are both

weak and which adjoin. In the case of the Fernary metre "but" is
, scudded and "ous" is in a metrical depression. In the case of a binary
trochaic metre it is the reverse; "ous" is the scud and "but" is the

metrical depression. Either possibility is valid as a modulation in tﬁe

context of a general metrical pattern, but not as a formal axis which then_

defines the rest of the metre, depending on the metrical component of the
modulation itself. The latter is in effect how Nabokov is using the scud

here; and he repeats the procedure twice again.

N / ’ , %
2) Lived opulent}y but not wigely
4

/ - 4
! Roskoshestvoval, no ne mudro , .
1 \
which is termed an amphibrach or "An iambic tetrametre (with two adjacent

scuds in II and III*, '-lent' and 'but')". This again turns the rhythmic

. * The Roman numeral refers to the number of the foot.

. - s »
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factor of several weakly accented |syllables in a row into alternate
]

s

kinds of scuds, dependlng on which metre is used to formally define the
X
ictic position. Similarly, ' ,
E4 - 4
3) Sorrowful but not submissive

4 - <
[ Gorestniy, no ne pokorniy

w \

2NN

which is either a dactylic trimetre or a "trochaic tetrametre <Vith
l \

N

scuds also in II and III, '-ful' and '‘not')".

.

In Russian or in English verse a series of five syllables in a
row in a ternary metre is not likely to run without\a strong or at least

an intermediate stress even if the stress must come from a word that is

'

weakly accented in everyday speech, e.g., "but" or Lecondary accents in
a polysyllabic word (line 2). The point about sdch weak accents in

verse, as the Formalists have shown, is that they are capable of being

b

stressed more or\less. It is the strong accents in language with their
distinct sfrength which are the serious proso@ic problem if they should jh&\
occur in metrical depressions, i.e., the question of the displacement of

stress. Nabokov refuses to adm%t even an intermediate strong stress in

these lines and this leads him to make up either binary or ternary scuds

v

out of the very same syllables.

411 .

There is further contradiction in‘his scansion in the fact .

that he shows himself to be fully aware of the posibility of hypermeLrical

\

stresses in line 1. This, after all, is what he is making use of whenh

s

qe goes from calling "None too pros-" -an anapest, and "none too prosper"

Y

two trochees (the first being semiscudded). ' Similarly, with "not a pau-"
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as an anapest and "not a pauper" as two ttfochees. . "Not" and "none"

I1f Nabokov , o o -

v ‘;

can vary in strength, thus they are hypermetrical.
. J .
obviously recognizes this' (and rightly so) why, then, does he fail to see .

an intermediate Ftress on "but", especially since the stress is

)

Wf more
I

o2

¢

phonologicél necessity in the weak centre of the line?

zhirmunskij's“énalysis found the o¢currence of hypermetrical N

)
]

O vt K e §5 O Pt WRE

“'stresses to be most significant in distinguishing binary from ternary

metres in Russian. In English, hypermetrical stresses were seen to,

e de

v

always exist to some extent owing to the more monosyllabic nature of the

PR

language. Interestingly, Nabokov switches from bin§ry to ternary metres
\

" \ ,
with reference to the'English lines only. Thus he is exploiting the

most vulnerable phonological aspect of these lines, i.e., their hyper- J

metrical stresses which can be fitted either to binary or ternary feet. .

G TR e s e o o ot e

Ay
However, once again this is to construct a system of.specific .cases of
M !}- . "
modulation - either several scudded binaries or one scudded ternary in .

. s ! x

each liﬁe - without 4iving a proper theoretical explanation' of-the
modulations. Once we considexr the prevalence’othypermetéical stresses
in English verse as a phonological tendency, Nabokgv's formal exercises

appear pointless. It would be of more serious consequence if Naﬁokov
. . .

hall’ tried to equate Russian binaries and ternary metres in the samé way,

v (though his unqualified juxtaposition of the Engli§h and tpe_Rnssian lines, -
' (

may lead the reader to believe the same possibility ex;stﬁ. in Rusaian,

t e . '
., with its more definite hierarchy of accents, one caqﬁot be so.playful with
- ' G ‘
hypermetrical stresses. L8 e
: o $
1 ot " 1’
d ~
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" Obviously Nabokov's scuds have no c;itical value when it comes
to characterizing metres on a comparative basis. Curiously, Nabokov
began the discussion of the three sets of lines by noting that scudded
feet are "zomparatively rare” in, ternary metres.'; We know that this is
true of the modulation the'scud is meant to represent, i.e. omitted

stresses, which doyoccur less frequently in ternary metres in both Russian .

|
and English. waever, the fact that N;bokov finds the scud to be a
means of equating binary and ;ernaxy metres confirms our argument - he is
clearly less interested in pursuing modulations in an overall systematic
way than in drawing prosodic. analysis to the individual instance, which ’
he is nontheless capable of doing with sensitivity to the rhythm. The
basis and the purpose of his attention to rhy'thm take on a different
meaning now.

Nabokov's'prosody neither contradicts nor contributek to what
has been said before about comparative differences betweén Russian and

English versification. His taxonomy attempts only to refine these

differences into a comprehensive set of related pros&dic elements which

- ) | [

can be consistently employed. But if the theore;ic#l intention is not
to give a better account of modulgtion qua metre but rather to turn the #
. o

instances of moduiation into equivalent metres, what we have is a theory
of imitation or translation., This does seem to be the case with
Nd?okov's method. The metrical components he inserts directly into the
discussion of modulation at first offer more accurate description but
ultimately they become an excuse fqr playing with substituti?ns which lead

1 . i
to the production of analogous lines of Russian and English verse. In '
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starting with the point of modulation where the two metres are most

likely to diverge, Nabokov finds a way of brinéing them: even more

1

closély together. This may be a skillful techniéue for translating

verse but it éoes not‘make for good prosody.

l 'If we.reéurn to zhirmtinskij's analysis of English‘and Russ%én
metres we see that binary and ternary metres are actually‘verQ unlike each
other Qhonologiﬁally. First of all, in English or Russian, the omission

, A : s 7 , -
criterion is thought to beé useless in a discussion of ternary metres.. In

English,_stress'is hardly omitted in pinary much less ternary metres. In
Russian an omitted stress would constitute too much of’'a gap between .
accents.’ Nabokov, in a contraf& mannér, begins with the assumption of a
hscudded foot, or one with an oﬁitted stress, This may have formal meaning

N
in terms of the ictuses he chooses to posit but it obviously blurs the

phonological reality of the lines. . .

Thus far Nabokov has only obscured matters, he has not seriously
grred. Thg f;ct;ipat he transforms English ternary metre into binary-
metre only corroborates the facts, i.e., the instability of English ternaxy
metre, the frequency pf hypermetrical stresse?, the uselessness of omission

of stress (or scuds) aX a reliable criterion in Englisg. " His general

remarks on Russian and English are not as instructive as tgey could be but

1

they a}e all right. All in all, his comparative method shows that his

refinement of the rhythm/metre approach is directed toward the specific

=

modulation rather than the general character of the rhyhhm. His pro%édyf

Ay

leads more to the mimicking of rhfthms than to a systematic phonological

!
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breakdown. Sinfel the scud contains a metrical and a phonological

component, and since it is the pivotal term for the clasLification of

.t \

all modulations in his taxonémy, Russian ;rhythn\s can 'be equated to
English ones and vice versa simply by following the formal expression

X
of the rhythm. By the formal expression, I mean that scuds in one line

y

correspond to scuds in another, and the same with tilts. Obviously

this ﬁan be done consistently and accurately because the modulation is

so well defined; the achievement of this definition, we saw, was the

theoretical task of Nabokov's prosody.I This accomplishment I would call
|
a translator's theory of proscdy (and a rather good one) because it solves

specific problems 1n comparing English to Russian metres.

)

Nabokov began his work on prosody in the context of his work on

L 4
~

a translation but he does not suggest that he is limiting himself tq
translators' problems'in prosody. The Notes project a full-scale
methodology under the guise of a modest intention, i.e., to teach English

readers a little bit about Pushkin.

i £
PEpeRRE L Ak e A

-

was not a verse translation this appendix on prosody is somewhat remedial
. o
and thus /it stands apart from his actual translating work (which was first
: /

and foremost concerned with semantics and, in fact, was wri‘\\tten against the

~ i

Even so, and even if kronically, the
\

Unfortunately

whole genre of verse translation)}.
formality of his theory serves metrical translation best.

Nabokov wished to go further and he subjects himself to more sexious

| “

clriticisms in doing so.

As a comprehensive prosody the formal aspect of

/

-

Since his translation of Eugene Onegin

T
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-his taxonomy eventually leads to a contradiction of phonological facts.

The proof of this lies in his analysis of English metre. It is unsatis-
factory not because it obscures the characteristics of English rhythms but because
it uses formal definitions of modulation in a way that denies their phono-

1

logical nature. ”

In his detailéd rebuttal to critics of his Eugene Onegin
(Encounter, FéQ;uary 1966) Nabokov replies to Edmund wilsonis attack on
his/prosody. Wilson has reinFr;duqad "the Qietched old muddle” ﬁabokov
had cleared up because Wilson "fussily iputs back the 'secondary accents'

, and 'spondees'" where Nabokov had shown "they do not belong". Wilson
did ind;ed misundgrstand the theoretical basis of the Notes (as I mentioned
in the Introduc§ion and thé first chapter) but that was because the rhythm/
metre approach was so foreign to English readexs. Wilson speaks of
Sshakespeare or Milton as "manipulat%ng other kinds of feet", or calls the
scud a "secondary accént" without realizing it also maintains the ictuse
in principle. However, is Wilson incorrect for holding to the existence
of secondary acce;ts or abutting accents (spondees) in English verse?
Surely not. If Halle and Keyser show that even a rhythm/metre theory must -
account for these linguistic phenomena in English then it must be Nabokov
who has‘gone astray.

Let us take the guestion of spondees first. All spondees are \
“faﬂse sponéees" according to Nabokov, but because this conclusion is not {

so obvious to English prosodists he spends a specific section (no. 5, PP- .

27 = 30) on the matter.  The difference between a true and a false épondee

| , /
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comes down to a quesgtion of form, not of acc’:ent.{ In metrical verse |

— , \

: > ) 1] 3 v K] \ ”
where the line is divided into ictuses and depressions we cam have (V-)

B

or (-: J ). Nabokov a&mits these are "not infrequent". Sﬁppbsedly,
abutting accents thus defined are different from abutting accents in

cadential verse where the position of the athent in the line is neutral Lo
L N ' ! A

N LN (Ve

(“7), or whare ,caesuras or pauses are likely to intercede between strong’

stresses. Nabokov composes a few more mock metrical lines to illustrate

v

this argument (incidgnta.lly taking a swipe at his detested dramatic

o

realisxﬁ) .

"Good God !" Blanche uttered slowly: "Good ... S

"Rise! Risel" I loudly cried to her .,..

: : N M ) 2 / Id ty 14 ’ rs
He goes on to describe their only logical rhythm as v—-u=v=v¢=) VU=VU-v=vu~-
o

and says, "The force of the/}/metre sorts o;xt the monosyllables\ in a certain,
iambic way, and it would be sheer lunacy on the theorist's part to see

'Good God' and 'Rise! Rise' as spondees... In whatever way they are

pronounced, they belong to the metre." Either Nabokov is joking or we

only wish we had an ear as subtle as his. If there is any theoretical
lunacy,; here it consists in going from metre as an abstraction which can
help to describe rhythms, to metre as the makex of rhythm. As Bridges
once said, if accents make metre, one cannot ask metre to make accents.
In fact it is aroun/d this area of the text that Nabokov often
‘p_uts things in a confused way . For example, of '{duple;: reversé tilts”

he says, "Metrically, the iambic foot is stro’nger than the trochaic word;
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dictionally, the -iambic word is Tore self-conscious,‘and thus stron?er,

£han the trochaic foot" (p. 20). This probébly means that as in the

case* of spondees, an iambic tendency always wins out i1n Englash verse;

but whatever Nabokov means one wonders when words suddenly became "iambic"

or "trochaic". No doubt Nabokov 1s merely being metaphorical with his

language. However, formal analysis of rhythm is tottJring towards

formal prescription here. . . ,
Nabokov is right in seeing that a syntactic break, which in effect

puts a pause into a metrical line, smoothes out the phonological disruption

a spondee can create. Thus in

Pity, if you have a heart, pretty Nancy Brown

the syntactic break neutralizes the abutting accents. This was shown

tod by Halle and Keyser who noted that any truly disruﬁtive modulation has

¢
o

to occur completely within the same syntactic constituent. JBut that

does 'not mean that if there is no syntactic break the ictus, just because
it is the ictus, will add more weight to one syllable than another.

Either an ictus is a metrical concept which defines a metrical position or,
as in traditional modes of scansion, it expresses the word accents directly
wherever they occur. It cannot be both. Halle and Keyser, realizing
that English béosody shduld concern itself with the most cogent accentual
problems, the language being éo full of shades of accent anyway, avoid
going in the same direction as Nabokov, towards inaudible distinctions.

If an iambic pattern can preju§ice us when it comes to spondees, wh&\not

also with scuds? |




96

4]
' /
Clearly, a formalized spondee is no solution to this modulation

!
in English verse. Halle and Keyser's work indicates that abutting

.

accents mﬁst be recognized as a valid modulation in English.

§
, Nabokov is still striving for a consistent way of handling the

modulation. He is trying to be as accurate as possible too, to the

actual sound of the modulation; but at this point his formal approach

s

{
fails. His need to combine the abstract foot with the actual lexical

v

accents in a direct way leads to phonological errbr: As far as Nabokov
is concerned his treatment of the spondee is the end of the matter.

’

‘Believing that he has shown that his taxonomy is perfectly capable of

handling modulations which are spondees as well as modulations caused by

b
¥

weak accents, he feels free to concentrate on modulations which are more

L
o

relevant to comparisons with Russian, such as tilts and scuds. Spondees

are naturally less frequent in Russian, aga@n because of its more poly-*

|
syllabic nature. I

This adds negligence to error.. The question of strong accents

| N\

is of greater importancL to English rhythms than weak ones.  Yet Nabokov's
scansions of English iambic tetrametres exclude reference to spondees.,

Wilson calls attention to spondees in two lines Nabokov uses in illustration

N

of scuds on p. 16
A

" ¢

I

On the bald E?reet breaks the blank day . Tennyson
To a green Thought in a green Shade ' Marvell

I3

- .

and in terms of ﬁnglisb metre these are indeed the most significant rhythmic
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factorL in the lines. Nabokov ignores these moduldtions completely .

~

. ' (éfter all, they are "false"), and focuses on-the eight other words as

‘examples of purelscuds. This is virtually turning English prosTdy

upside down. Once again we see how Nabokov elevates the specific

modulation at the expense of the overall rhythmic fendency. .Except that

T

here, he cannot excuse his scansi or pretend consistency by resorting

’

to the formality of his terms. scudded ternary foot may be divided

'
.

. into one or more scudded bina feet if there is a minimuﬁ of strong
accents in the line (that is merely a question of frivolity) but where
therg is a concentration of strong accents the tgxonomy that defines a
scud properly does not necessarily define a spondee as well. To

‘Wilson's examples I might add all the following ones, none of which is

’

o+ referred to by Nabokov in his section devoted to "English modulations™

(no..9, pp. 51-69): In a pef;erse manner, each of these lines 1s
. * N 1

“* qotatea ds perfectly regular while Nabokov goes after the less significant

* modulations, or scuds, in each excerpt

.

To ern his Cream-bowle duly set, Milton

| . Y

Had we but World enough, and Time Marvell

(this line surely merits at least a tilt if not a spondee, but Nabokov
does not note anything here, refusing to comment on spondeés "even when

so top heavy as to border on the split tilt" p., 54)

TERe

%

P
A
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Pox on't! the iast was ill enough Cotton ’
Then -~ all at once the air was still, ... v WOrdSWOréh
\ i
But see! where'er the hailstones drop . .
- L3
This, too, sinks after many a league - Byron \ )
’ Twice holy was the Sabbath-bell, Keats '
' - y
Calm and deep peace in this yide air Tennyson

-

In this last line the spondee is fo;ced to give way to the split tilt

( at the beginning; the only time Nabokov allows for more than .one modulation /

/ is when modulations include scuds. Compared to Halle and Keyser's o

scansions this makes out English rhythm to be terribly simplistic by
suppressing most of the accentual' potential of the line.

The question of the secondary accents of polysyllabic words or

n )

i the intermediately strong accents of certain monosyllabic words is not '%f
g given a satisfactory analysis either. We know these accents are less j;i
! problematic than strong accents since they only produce hypermetrical . /ii
. N ° . . ‘s
} ﬂ stresses. Theréfore they always blend into the metre more or less. ) g
é‘ \ Nonetheless this does not mean they do not add a great deal to the rhythm }
: of English verse. We know, in fact, that they are one of the most

typical features of our verse. Trese relatively weaker accents, simply

X

- because they are so flexible, can be easily manipulated by Nabokov within
g( his taxonomy. Obvighsly the word "scud" was chosen as a term by Nabokov
y ' :

3 because oft its connotation of lightness and delicacy. However Nabokov's

classification of the modulat s caused by intermediate accents in

English tends more to dampen their ality than enliven it.
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In the first place, hypermetrical stresses are barred from

ternary metres, for much the same reasons that spondees were kept out
of binary ones, i.e., the Ufo'rmal sonditions set down by the foot. The
two depressions contained in a ternary foot suddenly make raom for the '

occurrence of two weak accents where the single depression in a binary 1

foot did not. Thus "Disyllabic tilts in ternaries are not associated with

coincide with two adjacent depressj;ohs. The| disyllable is practically

neutralizeé into pyrrhic¢. Their occurrence is common." (p. 79). Their

English, but it ig hard to see why hypermetrical stresses should be

pyrrhic¢s in one case and tilts in another. Phonologically, the opposite

would make more sense. The fewer dominant sgtresses in ternary lines

give much greater opportunity for the existence of hypermetrical stresses.
!

The formal elimination of hypermetrical strxe¢sses tends to flatten the
rhythm of the line instead of describing itis modulating effect. Thus

t

this amphibrachic line from Woxrdsworth's “The Reverie of Poor Susan® is

i

!scanned by Nabokov as follows (p.; 79) - R

z L X4 ‘ 4
The one only dwelling on earth that she loves

« s

"Only" is the key word. Nabokov suggests that the stronger accent on
r Ve

the fir,‘st syllable is ocompletely neutralized in this 1line. Hy:éver, in .
/ f

’

the following line from the Tennyson ‘excerpt (p. 65), "c:}ly/"/is allowed

e -
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l': . ’ &
to express itself phonologically, presumably because the line is §§

. =

composed in binary metre. ' In this case 'through"” is the word that

i N
\

gets neutralized. 7

R

4

i,

\ / ’

I

y L e
W ' And only through the faded leaf

&

g
- FL

N . \ .
/ A
The question of ‘weak accents\xg binary metres makes up the

g -
&

ST

&

tre in the Notes (pp. 54-67).

\

\,

T

mggt elaborate Qnalysis of EnJlish me
3 hS

LY

., !
» Twenﬁx excerpts of fourteen lines each. covering major poets from Surrey

»

3 ! | i

to qu%is, are examined for their patterns of 5€Ud$' Of course the %g

E H

o

Earlier,

:!j:

TR 8

verseSxan\generally found to be less scudded than Russiian ones.

N

Nabokov had\mgnﬁioned Fhat even in specific cases of schdding, an Eng
NS

lish

N

scud differs fg? .a Russian one. The latter is truly an omitted accent,

while in English "the petrical stress of a scudded foot is not ‘omitted',

/

woxd..." (p. 13). Ellsewhere, when referring to the "minor/boetry" of

T.S. \Eliot, Nabokov crdates another of his clever boetic\mo?k-ups to show

B ST

/ the sami\differencekpe ween Russian and English. ;

]
“ ; .,

. am thinkifig of T.S. Eliot's "Mr. Eliot's Suﬂday“Morning Service"
which beging with the (apparently, jocular) line: "Polyphilo=- N
. . proS&Q;Fiv ." This, of course, can be (but never has been) '

1 duplicated /in Russian; e.g., 'polupereimenovat' (which means
= % "To tendhg‘comphgtely" and illustrates thé additional metrical
feat, impossible in English, of obtaining three scuds in a row
instead of the scud, semiscud, accented stress-scudded terminal

e of the English example). 5 )
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enough to the occurrence of weak accents in ictic positions in En‘qlish

iambic tetrametres, Nabokov suggests something of the rhythm of Russian
8 1

tetrametres. Scansions such as these are typical.

weak My lady! at that word no pang Morris

monosyllabic ' /
word The watch-fires in the distance sparkling Byron

weak To hear such mortifying stuff Swift

secondary

accent " Call Fire and Sword and l_)_g_solati‘ygn Butler

1

. _ ; ;
However, this tells us very little about the character of English i

modulations in itself. We know from the work of Halle and Keyser

]
1

and the Russian Formalists that the displacement of stress and/or , -

v A aas

-

/
hypemTtrical stresses are the key modulating factors in English verse.

Coy Nabokov has chosen excerpts which are more well scudded -than
™

e G oW -

most. } In the two hundred and eighty lines he \scaﬁs he finds one hundred
-~

and twenty-three examples of scuds. If we break down the modulations \ !

we find that only twenty-three ofﬂthese are unequivocal' tilts, i.e.l, a i

nlodulﬂ'atmion involving a|displacement of stress or a hypermetrical stress !

in a depression. Th;, rest of the scuds gxpress nothing more than the

i

frequency of rel‘a‘tively insignificant secondary accents or weak mono-
syllables in ictuses. Moreover, out of the ,t;enty-three tilts only
three are not tilts in the first foot of the iambic (one in the Prior
excerpt, line 90, and two in the Shakespeare, lines 1l and 14). Thus

the significance of displaced stressas is reduced further since they




C 0 - |
~ merely evidgnce the familiar old trochaic inversion, at the head of

the line, already one of the most familiar modulations in the history o{
Engl?%h prosody. '
’ . t

We have a}ready concluded that Nabokew is more concerned with

the specificity of his taxonoﬁy than with the general character of rhythm.

.

Thus we find no cause for additional criticism of the uninstructive
o / . ‘ |

; results of his little survey. It obviouély seryves to help him make an

x \ i

’ analogy between Russian and English metres by showing the application of. ‘
th7/§ame prosodic elements o both. For Nabokov, the distinction between

thFir rhythms comes down to a question of the proportions of their con-

e

v ‘ sth@uent elements, not their respective phonological tendencies. However,

ot |

. e o R S
we do flnq‘cause once more to criticize the formal eémphasis in his dis- -

AP PO

)

cussion of individual sorts of modulations which overlooks essential

v

phonological facts.
' Nabokov says his taxonomy will be applied to English in the

¢ following way - -
., ’ & '

.

In all diagrams, a scudless foot is designated by an O

and a scudded one by an X. Semi,-scuds, (such as the word

"when") are treated as regular beats. Duplex tilts are v
italicised in the text ... split tilts... are not italicized. |
False spondees ... are not marked in the diagrams, even

when so top heavy:.as to border on the split tilt... (p. 54).

The neglect of the spordees has already been di ssed. | As

for "semi~-scuds", these refer to intefmediaée‘accents in the ictus;
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the same sort of accent would be a hypermetrical stress if it occurred -

o

in a metrical deéression. The fact that Nabokov decides to gount them

] § . as if they were full accents suggests that he is trying to isolate only

'; . those modulations which are unambiguous. In other words he wantL to \
show a very high degree of accuracy in his scansions. This approach
J v is perfectly valid. These intermediate accents are indeed more likely .
E to tend towards a full accent than a very weak one. ﬂhus Shakespeare's I
B 3 ‘ N ' ‘f‘—«
2
Bd£ when she saw my woeful state
|
. Y R
p ¥ . . .
“.“is scannhed as a regular iamhic tetrametre. %here is no problem here,

] r ) 5 o
just as there is no theoretical problem if the ictus should happen to N
contain a weaker accent either. » Xg

~ S,
i
The difficulties only begin to emerge with the classification g
. -

8
12

of the tilts, where a full or intermediate accent falls in the metrical

depression. Here the need for accuracy is much greatersthan in the
l
cases of modulation which concern the ictus only. ‘Nabokov 1is well
: . , ,
7 ' aware of this. Although scuds affect the balance of the foot as a

whole, this is "especially" true of tilts (p. 13); and this, in turn, is
especiall§ true of English verse. In English verse it makes all the -
difference whether the accent in thL depression is strong enough to upset
the metrical pattern or is simply a common hypermetrical stress which adds

to the rhythm of the line. The need to carefully draw a distinction

between the two was one of the things that led Halle and Keyser to develop
L8 . J\,\ t .
the concept bf the stress maxima. We remember that their theory demon-

strated that violations of the metre are caused solely by the'unequivocall

°
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Ltrong accent of a syllable in a metrical depression (or analogously, N

one of their "weak positions") in comparison to its neighbouring syllables.

Otherwise a strong syllable in a metrical depression is part of the
modulation of the line (spondaic or trochaic if orle of its neighbours is
strong, or simply trochaic if it is at the beginning of the line).

The problem we have with tilts, however, stems from the formal

. ! . . ! :
linkage between a strong accent or an intermediate accent in the depression,

and a constant |companion weak accent in the ictus. Nabokov's definition
i

of a tilt always includes the fact phat it is also a variation of the scud.

We know that the;é definitions are the logical basis of his whole taxonomy.
Tﬁeoretfbally, this puts hypermetrical stresses and displaceﬁents of stress
oA the same leggl in English prosody. Each is relatively sgronger than
the singie adjoining scudded syllable which is the only standard used to
identify them. Fortunitely for Nabokov, his dangerously one-sided view

\ '

of a displacement of stress is protected by the fact that the overall .

N

number of scuds in English is minimal (especially if one counts“iﬁth;méﬁiate .

accents in the ictus as full stresses, as Nabokov does). Thus the’ risk

s ’ -

]
of defining a tilt' as a modulatié% when ﬁn fact it may be a stregs’ maximum

in a metrical depression is minimal. Halle and Keyéer's own findings

<

&
~

corroborate this by showing the rarity of true violations in a metre.

Nabokov's formal definition of tilts benefits from this pronologica}-aspect

. ~N
of English metre but it makes no theoretical provision to guard against it.

In principle, any tilt could fall into this trap if it were to occur between

. A5
two scudded ictuses. This lends Nabokov's classification of tilég a slightly

reckless character as it goes blitheiy off in search of.more scuds. N

| o |

\

2
x
-
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~ The difference between a split tilt and a duplex tilt is a

%

14

matter of style only,&gg\both are reﬁlly only "trochaic" or "spondaic"

'

modulations in the context of Halle and Keyser's theory. Yet Nabokov,

[

whose neglect of the general phonological tendencies in English leads ,
AN

him to pursue the subtle rather than the signﬂficant, makes a great point
of distinguishing them. Even the phonological content of the two is

treated in a reverse manner.

N

’ Duplex tilts, which afl less phonologically ambiguous because

they comprise disyllablic words, are italicized, e.qg. :
Welcome my long-lost love, she said, Cowper

the purpose of the italicizatilon is no doubt to suggest the fact that
these tiltg”are extrémely rare in Russian and so reflect something

particularly English. However, split tilts, which are more amb iguous
because they concern adjoining monosyllabic words,(aze not italicized.

\

In many cases the "X" which denoteg a modulation in a line is insufficient

" to| inform us whether we are meant to peyé;ive a simple scud or a tilt.

For example, .

~

14

And, thinks to play her/in the fire surrey
’ ¢ R ~
¢ ) Ere the first Cock his Mattin rings Milton
/ e
Or, at the woxst, as we brush'd through Cotton
Such as do build their Faith upon Butler
1
' 4
j. Y
S
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Not all are ambiguous of course; I believe these "X's" clearly refer

to split tilts. : . .
Love, on whose influence I relied Cowper
Thirst|of revenge, he powerless will Coleridge
A sun beam in a winter's day Dyer
’ Doth follow night, who, like a friend Shakespeare . !

Qutside of his discussion of English modulations, earlier in the text,
Nabokov does make an attempt to describe a kind of .tilt that trespasses
' from modulation to metrical violation; this is the reverse tilt. This

\

tilt consists of the unaccented ictus of one foot followed by the accented
\ ‘

gepression of the following foot. It also comes in split and duplex

varieties. I quote only the English versions from the Notes (pp.|26-27).
and after the whole‘way was mute

This is the split sort - "The" falls in the ictus, "whole" in the following

depression. -

In memory of him I suggest drinking

This is the duplex sort where "sug~" falls in the ictus of one foot and

"-gest" in the depression of the next. |

This analysis of displacement of accent is an improvement

)

because it has chances of isolating ﬁ stress maximum in a metrically weak

position. Theoretically it is no more advanced than tilts which are

|

described in the context of a single foot, except for the fact that Nabokov

e

[
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states that reverse tilts are objectionable, which is a possibility. . :

b
b Here they are still defined on the basis of the adjoining scudded ictus, %%
but since this ictus is outside the foot where the violation is actually gz

to occur, the following ictus is left open to'potential scudding too. ‘g

In the two above cases the sécond ictus is accented,thus there are no 5

stress maxima. However, at the bottom of p. 27 in a footnote, another ;;

' would-be e;amp%e of ; reverse tilt is actually the only example of a %

) &

|
stress maximum in a metricallT weak position in the Notes.

! Therefore let us drink unto his memory.

TR

All told, Nabokov's prosody when applied to ﬁnglish is best at

Hag
e

5

pinpointing the weakest accents in the ictus. However these accents
' | s

_

are niither the most important aspect of English rhythms nor a good

o et
EA

theoretical premise for English prosody if they lead to the denial of

..ﬁ
LR
S R

abutting accents, hypermetrical stresses in ternary metres, or a poor

AN
theory of English's most significant rhythmic factor, the displacement

e
EX

of accents. Scuds are best at rendering Russian rhythms in English
especially in "full" English lines, i.e. lines which are composed of

minimum of words as is often the case in Russian verse. Some of the

A
most well-scudded iambic tetrametres in English are

‘

i

. . ‘
Infallible Artillery Butler
Interinanimates two soules Donne [ .
. Influences of a year Cotton
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However, in terms of rarity, Coleridge wins out.

~ ’ ’ ’ ’

Fantastic Passions! maddening brawl!

N

/
Herg we have the unscudded full line in English.
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Conclusion v

Nabokov's Notes on Prosody was intended for the English reader.

Its main contribution to English prosody consists in its hnderlying
theory.  The rhythm/metre approach is still very new in English prosody.
The work of Halle and Keyser provides a thorough version in English but

Y

in many ways their theory is less accessible to most prosodists than

Nabokov's, although Nabokov's has been less publicized. Nabokov's
prosody is a valid contribution to the extent it makes English prosodists

v ,
Q\,aware of the foot as an abstract entity. His attempt to treat English

f
\

metre in the most consistent fashion and to put description in terms of
"modulation" rather than "replacement" or "substitution"” of feet help to
move English prosody in the right direction. N

At a more sophisticated level, the problem with his prosody is
its tendency to rest on the specific instance of modulation rather than
the rhythm as a whole. His modification of his Russian predecessors'
theory limits the usefulness of his prosody to a very special%ged méthod

for comparing the rhythms of Russian and English metres to each other.

I would call this method a "translator's" theory of prgsody. We have

,
'
t
'

seen how this methog fails to account for several phonological aspects

of English rhythm but it produces excellent results whenever Nabokov
wishes to mimick a Russian modulation in English. Here are a few
instances: each set of lines shows the Russian, then the metrical trans-

. lation as it appears in the Notes, followed by the semantic translation

-

%
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from Nabokov's "literal" translation of Eugene Onegin.

. 4 / /. *
Eight: xvii: 3 (p.tg2)_Kak? iz g}dshl stepnih seleniy.

4 ; How? from the depth of prairie homesteads

" What? From outback steppe villages.

3

N 4
Seven: xvii: 10.(p.22) Kiy na bil'yarde ot dihal...

cue on the billiard did repose -

a cue reposed‘upon the billiard

/ . ] ’
Three: v: 14 (p. 26) I posle vo ves' put' molchal... .

and after, the whole way was mute -
and henceforth the whole way was silent

»

etc., especially on p. 75. The scud naturally serves this mode, of

\
\

imitation\perfectly. It gives Nabokov a vehicule for scanning Russian
reliablys since Russian is so scudded, and juggling weak monosyllabic
words or secondary accents into the corresponding positions in the English
lines, now that the%e positions are very well defined.

Readers who are acquainted with Nabokov's fiction know of his
fondness for ?etaphors of shadows and mirrors. Perhaps this is a way
to see his prosody too. He finds a way of mirroring the rhythm of
Russian lines of verse with English ones; but in strictly English terms,
the scud is only a shadow of the major rhythmic factor in English (i.e.,

the strong! stress). -
1
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I have not discussecf' the laj; section of the Notes (no’. 13,

k’ "cv

“
RN

pp. 82-95) which!is on rhyme because, as Nabokov says himself, rhyme
‘is not really "a component of metre." There are a few other things
in the Notes which are not a part of metre either. They simply reflect J

Nabokov the writer at his wily best. It is hoped that readers of the

text will notice the mock sonnet form which exemplifies every possible

/" combination of scud in English in a sequence of fourteen lines; or that
///// Nabokov's mention of a revised Russian script of the future, which would
! \ join consonagptal prepositions to the mother word, is illustrated by
| v-dushe, "in the soul"; and finally, that his comment on Pushkin trans-
' ’ lating English poems with the original "en reggrd" refers to the French .

paraphrasts who were the:source of all English poetry in Russia at

‘ Pushkin's time. There is more, but as Nabokov says of rhymes, "all Y

cannot be listed.” g
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