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ABSTRACI' 

Nabokov's translation of Pushkin's Eugene Oneg~n (1964) led 

him to composF an appendix on prosody. The append~x was.pub1ished 

ii 

soon after ~n its oWï edition, entitred Notes on Prosody . Thê Notes 

èla~med to provide a way of improving tradition~l modes of scansion. 

This thes}s attempts an account and eva1uation of Nabokov's contrib~tion. 

Chapter l describes the way he reworks the concept of the 

"foot" and makes a distinction between rhythm and metre. ~a1ter II 

revi~ws the origin of this approach in the work of modern Russian 

theorlsts and summarizes their previous findings. Chapter III concen-

trates on the work of Halle and Keyser who ~pp1y a simi1ar theory of 

prosody ta English verse. 
• 1 

Thelr workl sets expectations for the rhythm/ 

metre theory in English. Chaptar IV is a critique of NaboRov's prosody , 
\ 

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

be à modification of the wbrk of his RUSSlan predecessors~j This modifi-

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

.... 
it do es provide valuable criticism of flaws which are inherent in the , 

strictIy matricai m~thod of scansion. Ultimate1y, his prosody is shown 

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

contemporary English prosodists. 
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RESUME 

Nabokov fait une traduction de Eugene Onegin de pushkin en 
'1 

1964 qu~ l'~nduit à composer un appendix sur la prosodie. Une publica-

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

parait peu après. Ces "Notes" ont pour but d'améliorer les modes 

trad~tionnels de la scansion. Ma thèse se propose d'odfrir un compte 

rendu complet autant que possible ainsi qu'une évaluation de la contri-

bution de Nabokov au domaine de la prosodie. 

Le pr~mier chapitre décrit en quelle manière Nabokov retravaille 

le concept du "pied" et établit une distinct.ion entre le rhythme et la 

mesure. Le second chapitre traite de l'origine de cette a~proche dans 

les travaux des théoriciens russes modernes, et résume levrs découvertes 

antérieures. Le troisième chapitre se concentre sur les travaux de 

Halle et Keyser; ces derniers appliquent une théorie de la prosodie au 

vers anglais similaire à celles des théoriciens russes. Leurs travaux 

préparent le·' champ pour .la théorie "rhythme/mesure" anglaise. Le quatrième 

chapitre est une critique de la prosodie Nabokovienne à la lumière des 

1 
deux chapitres precédents. En fait, sa prosod~e est une modification 

des théories de ses predécesseurs qui ne sied pas la description de la 

mesure anglaise. Néanmoins, il offre une critique importante des 

défauts inhérents à la methode m~trique de la scansion. Finalement, ma 

th~se sugg~re que la prosodie Nabokovienne peut servir les interêts des 

traducteurs beaucoup ~lus que ceux des prosodi~tes anglais contemporains. 
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INTRODOCTION 

Nabokov's NotJs on Prosody first appeired as the second 

, 
volume tr~slation of appendlX to his four 

. l 
Eugene Onegln. It wa~repr~ted almost 

and' cornmentary on Pushkln's 

lmrnediately in two separate 

l1ttle editl0ns 1- one with the flrst appendix (on pushkin' s dubious 

Afr.ican ancestry) and one without; bath editions had sorne minor 

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

the first, which was completely submerged ,in the overall (and often bitter) 

, 
controversy surroundlng Nabokov's translatlon ot Pushkln's poetry itself. 

Almost evefi 'revlewer who readily questioned the odd diction of the trans-

1atlon orthe extravagant conunentary gave the Notes, which were a propor-

" 
tl0nalty smal1 part of the whole work, à proportionally small mention, but 

genera11y in inviting terms,. Christopher Ricks, in the NeJ Statesman 

(Dec. 25, '64) said, "The 1100 l'age appendix on prosody animates tha,t éorpse 

of a topie and seems to me to break important new ground in ltS deflnitlon 

and Eng1ish instances ,(wittily ehosen)." Ernest J. Sirnmons, in the 

1 

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

of prosody" ; 
\ 

similarly; Robert Conquest in Poetry (June '65) suggests 
\ 
1 

that "the sound and penetrating appendix on pr08~y deserves a·mueh wider 

readership •.• " 
'\' 

2 
There are many instanqes of s?ch 1005e journa1istic g1088es, 

yet serious students of prosody have not:' responded even th9u9h the Notes 

, 
is now included in scho1arly bibliograp~ies on the subject and is listed 

) 

\ 
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as one of th~ four major Anglo-Russian comparat1ve stud1es in contemporary 

3 
prosody. It 15 sad to 

fact that the Notes is in 

think that thi~neglect poss1bly stems from the 

the form of an (appendl.x, supposedly bound to 

the work on Pushkin which 09casioned t~em and no more. This is the 

v1ew Paul Fussell takes, who has spent three pages (two more than most) 
1 1 

criticizing them l.n Encountet magaz1ne (April '65). Mr. Fussell has 

written on the history of Engll.sh prosody and should know better. At 

least two signif1cant works on English prasody, Robert Br1dges' Milton's 

''prosody and Tyrwhitt' s essay on prosody in his edit10n of Chaucer, 41 

had a slmllar origin. 

(Encounterl Ma) '65) -

Nabokov was quite to the point in his reply 

"I am glad Mr. Paul Fussell has nothing against 

my notes on prosody provided they remain attached to a work of repelling 
1 Q 

length and limited appeal. l am amused by ~is ob]ecting to them when 

publ1shed in the form of a separate easily available little volume. ,,5 

It is true that Nabokov is modest in his prosodical lntention, 

claiming ~o provide no more than lia ~ew tpings that the non-Russian student 

of Russian literature mus,t know in regard to Russl.an prosody in general 

alld to ~ugéne Onegin in particular" (p. 4). But that only reflects how 

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

tetrarnetres (Pushkin's Russian ones and a cross-sectlon of English ones) 

and primarily with one aspect of the metre, the place of weak stresses. 

What is not so apparent i6 the underlying theoretical basis for his comparison, 

or why he should even propose to write a ~axonomy that is applicable ta metrical 

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

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

1/', 
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r text he claims his prosody could be apphed to pentametres, trimetres, 

and ternary forms of verse as weIl (p. 76). 

It lS perfeetly'valld for Nabokov to limit himself to a specifie 

category of metre for the sake of describing Pushkin' s tetrametres, that is 

no ground to doubt his methods, but Nabokov should ha1rdlY be surprised if 

English readers mis~nterpret the theoretical lmport ,of the Notes when he 

fails to present the theoretleal context in which he lS working. He states 

at the very outset,· in his s\ction on "prosodies" that RUSSlan theorists 

have Ï'klne good work, but that\ English treatments of the iamb, and parti­

eularly the tetrametre, are not "even remotely acceptable to a studej of 

prosody" (p.3). Yet, of the English school only Saintsbury and Bri~es 

are mentioned at aIl (and then only in a deprec~ting way), while And ei Belyj 

is the only Russian Nabokov admits h~ has bodrowed from, at the same irne 

disclaiming any real influJnee because he has not read Belyj since his 

youtl;l (p. 14). It, is ironie that the specificity of the Notes, WhlCh 
, , 

certainly a strong point, should be cause for attack by critics such as 

Il d . 6 
Fusse or E mund Wllson, while many of the favourable comments are base 

on 'the assumption that Nabokov ls being 50 original, which is very doubtful 

the case when one has looked at some of the previous Russian work in 

comparative prosody. 

Professor Gersehenkron of Harvard has written what is probanly 

the most scholarly review of Nabokov's Eugene One91n (but again does not 

go into any detail on the prosody). Interestingly, he makes a similar 
• 1 

objection ta the commentary as a whale. He 'admires Nabokav's punctilious 
" 
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"Nabo~ov's inability to suppress any bit of information 
br1ngs into the pages of the Commentary one John Metschl 
who, in 1928, in describing an Amer~can collect1on of 
firearms, missp~lled the make of pistaIs that happened 
to be used in One9in's duel; we are favoured with a very 
plausible reason for the misspel1ing (III, 39).,,7 

But he says, 
1 

"Nabokov does not 1ike to give credit where credit i5 due ... " 

"Very unfortunately, this is true of the Conunentary as a whole. 
A couple of times Nabokov says contemptuous1y 'as is known 
to Russian commentators' (l, 30 and 136), which is quite 
inappropriate, because he would have to repeat the phrase 
a hundred times, were he to poi?t out every bit of kn9wledge 
and every suggestion that he has gleaned from others. In 
general, his references to his predecessors, un1ess designed 
to criticize thel.r shortcomings, are ve.ry sparing indeed. ,,8 

1 propose to give Nabokov's prosody the examination which is 

aîready overdue in ·"the following manner.' Chapter I·~.ill charaLterize. 

hiS, approach to verse in general terms. Chapter II wi11ldiSCUSS the 
\ 

Russ\an contèxt of his prosody. Thi~ conten is perhaps the mast 
\ 

crucià~ aspect ,of the Notes since the Russian approach is very different 1 

\ 
from th~jEnglish one and it has already had success in comparative studies 

with Eng'\iSh verse. 

\ 
evidence ~hat he was 

1 

Nabokov has borrowed heavily from it and there ls 

we11 acquainted with the work of the literary critics 

who fo11owed Belyj (see my footnote 47 to chapter Ir~ . This work was 

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

1934 circa) 1 but reference will also be made to post-Formalist studies rl 

such as Boris Unbegaun (1956), another one to whom Nabokov momeJtari1y 

refers (p. 23) though his work i8 de!?cribed as "frankly compilatory", and 

1 

1Îl-.m~I.JIIIIII.'~Z~h~="jE~t~:m~.~~§~l~"~~'~~_~s~±s~_·~_~_~ ______________ __ 
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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 dismiss~l pf 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 irt Russian verse (e.g., elisiqn, secon~ary accents). If 

Nabokov's meth~d is truly comparatiye we must see h~W fairly he treats 

. these }ifferences. oAlso, current theoretical revisions in English prosody 

which\are sim~lar to the Russian approach, but which concentrate only on 

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

context of NabokQv' s prosody. 
.-", 

Chapter IV will be a detailed critiq~e of 

"\ 
the~, prepared by the first three chapters~ 

• 1 
In this ehapter,I intend 

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

on a modern Russian theory of, metre; however,'Nabokov is truer to his 

objective than he might have wished because he applies the Russian method 
, 

in a partial way only. His notes are thus a good trans~ator's model for 

comparative prosody sinee he focuses on the s~lient features of Pushkin's 

verse which can be mimicked and formalized in ,~nglish versi but he cannot 

claim to have corrected or solved a number 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 prosody. English prosody has undergone profoun~ 
9 changes recently, notably in the work of Halle and Keyser. Much of 

this work has been under a Russian influence. l propose that Nabokov's 

N.otes are akin to the general cr1tical tendency, and as such the text i9 

a valid contribution, albeit a rather ,limited one. 
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Notes -
Alexandr Pushkin, Eugene One9in. Translated wi~h a Commentary by 
Vladimir Nabokov: 4 Vols. (New Y~rk:Bo11ingen Foundation 1964) . 

See my bib1iography under the heading "reviews"., Any reference to 
the Notes On Pl'Osody among them waS a' pos'itive but sup.erficial dne. 

See the English bibliography by Rae Ann Nager in Versificatioh: 
Major Language Types,'.\ed.,'W.K. Wimsatt (New York: Mogern Language . 

, 

Associatïon. New York University Press, 1972) pp. 204-217'1 NabokoV-­
,is listE\d on p. 206, item no. 23. The three others listed are: 

'\ Robin Ke.ib1e, "English and Russiqn Versification. A General comparison" 
• in his Alexander Blok: A study 1n 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 Zhirmunskij, Introduction to,Metrics: The 
Theory of 'Verse (The Hague: Mouton, 1966) transe C.F~ Brown (Org. pub~ 

"" Leningrad 1925). \ 

Bridges' book is a sma1l classic 'in the field and' developed from an ~ 
appendix he wrote to an edition of Parad~se Lost for the\Clarendon 
Press. In fact, in the final editlon of his study whi~h was published 

\ 

by Oxford (1921) as a separat~ work on its own (~ike Nabokov's) he 
devotes an appendix to the history of this appendix. T.S. omond in 
The Ènglish Metrists (1921, rpt. 'New York Phaeton, 1968)p. St), considers 
Tynorhitt's "Essay upon his Lang,uage and Versificatioll;" to be a major 
work of Eng1ish 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". 

5. Nabokov i~, of course. referr'ing to the 1964 edition published by 
Princeton 'University Press. ' AIl subsequent reference in the thesis 
will be to this l,edi"tion unless otherwise noted, and will be- noted 
'direct'ly within the text of the thesis. 

\ 

, , 
6., wilson's attack Ca two-pager this time) appeared in N.Y~R. of Books, 

15 July, 1965 and is reprinted as "The Strange Case 01\' pushki~ --;;nd 
Nabokov" in A Window on Russia (New York:Farrar, Strauss Giroux, 1972) 
pp. 220-221. Wi1son's discussion of substitution of feet and spondees 
shows that, 11ke Fussell, he has missed the essentia1 aspect of Nabokov's 
notes simply becÀuse the Russi~n approach Nab~kov took has no use ,for 
such Eng1ish borrowings of classical concepts . 
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Alexander Gerschenkron, liA Manufactured Monument?" Modern Phi'lology 
63, (May • 66), 337-347, p. 345 n. 

8.' loc. cit. 

9. W.K. ~imsatt, in his excellen't introduction to Vers'ification (M.L.A., 
1972), P." xix, mentions how modern prosody has ,been changed by phonetic, 
studies, something initiated by the Russian Formalists. wellek and 

, War~en too, describe the impact of the Russian studies in their 
1 Theory of Literatu:te, 2nd ed. (1942, rpt. New York: Harcourt, 1955), 

pp. 159-162. The who1e issue will be tpken up in the actual 1 

discuss~on of Nabokov's theory. 
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ŒAPTER l 

NABOKOV' S PROSODY: GENERAL REMARKS 

The second topi~of the thirteen which ~omprise the Notes on 

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", "faIsé pyrrhics", "tilts" and "scuds" -

the heart of Nabokov' s new taxonomy. 

Feet are used in two ways by NfbokOV. In the first way, JabOkOV 

follow5-th~ customary means of distinguishing metricai verse, based on 

a foot system, from cadent~al or syllabic verse. It is only proper for 

hirn to isolate his field of inquiry, metrical verse, sinee he intends to 
, 

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

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

50 prevalent that it wouid be pedantic t~make these distinctions, save 

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

situating his comparison within these trad1tions when he describes in 

detail how unmetrical the syIIabic French Alexandrine is (p. 6). 

Once in the metricai context, the foot undergoes swift and 
,"- ..,. 

consequential redefiniti~n which i5 the way it i5 to be used in Nabokov's , 

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

objected to the wording, such as Wilson's protestation of "semeian for 
'> 

2 
parts of the foot, wi,thout realizing that the more accepted classical 

"-
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words SU ch as "iamb", "trochee", "dactyl" êtc. have just bean given new 

meanings tao. The key paragraph is this 

The metricai system .•• is based fîrst of aIL on a 
regular recurrence of rhythm within a line of 
verse, in which foot stress tends ta coincide 
W1.th ,.accent (word stress), and nonstréss wlth 
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) 
one of which is stressed by the metre but not 
necessarily by the syliable of the ward cOlncidlng 
with lt. This stressed division 1.S cailed the 
ictus, wbile the unstressed dlVis1.ons are called 
depressions. Mathematicaily, only [ive kinds 
of feet can gxist: the iamb, the trochee, the 

'anapest, the amphibrach, and the dactylo 
(p. 67; my emphasis). 

we cAn extract several principles from these remarks: (1) The higher 

, 

frequency and patterning of stresses, characteristic of metricai verse, 

ls generally tefmed the rhythm; it is not described ~ priori in a 

'metrical way as iambic pentametre, iambic tetrametre, anapebtic and 

the Iike (in fact, on p. 29 Nabokov speaks about usi~g the "dominant 

rhythm" to decide the m~tre of specifie lines that arr arnbiguQus). 

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

between the word accent of syllables and the ab9tract ictuses of a 

metrieal formalism. "Feet" describe this rhythm insofar as there is a 
\ 

recurrence of similar intersections between the strong ~yllables and the 

~~'-\formallY defined strong ,places t:hroughout th; line(s), but this is merèly 

Il 
~-~ "nomenclatorial hancHe" (p. 5). Feet are not meant ta stand con junc-

tiyeiy for the interaction as 

(3) Thus, not eve~ foot will 

a whole, they are only half of it. 

have a lexically strong $yllable in its 

ictus (see my emphasis ,&bove) but it will still have an ictùs in the 

• 

" 

, 
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1· 

sense 'of a stress in princip le ,even 

,the depression (weak place). (4) 

if not fulfilled or fulfilled in 
[ 

~very foot must have arte and Dnly' 

one stress in princlple. ~hus there is no such thing as a pyrrhic .. 
foot (no stress), or a spondee (two stresses). 

Generally speak~ng, this mode of analysis which se~rat~s the 
\ 

acbual sequence of'word accents from the theoretical sequence of ictus es 

and maps their ~ntersection can be called the "rhythm/metre" approach. 1 

It has been touched on by English prosodists ln the past and expan8ed by 

the most recent English prosodists (see below Chapter III), but ta most 

Engllsh students of prosody lt must appeàr awkward and over-lndulgent. 

Conversely, in Russian analysis it is an accepted and highly elaborated 

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

English student, l will venture 1:;0 say that he has been ruthlessly brief 
" 

'but faithful to a system which is, in fact, mQre elegant and simple than 

the strictly foot approach. 

The crux lies in how each approach treats of variations, or 

irregularities in the metrical line, and it is no surprise to see Nabokov 

turn immedi~tely ta problematic metrical pases after paving' stated hlS 

These samples from the Notes are aIl in strict conformity, 

whe one chooses to describe them as iambic t trametres, or regularly 

rec rring coin,cidences of accent and ic;tic posi lon; in such cases 

a ~t dard metrical notation u , holds. 

,60 \ 

j 
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Surrey (p. 8) 

oJ , ... / '" .- " 
\, 

2. Of Humber would complain. l w6uld Marvell (p. 58) 
Group A 

v , 
Il 

, , 
v , , 

,,<~ 

3. 'When Faînting Nature calI 'd for ëud Johnson (p. 61) 

\ 

" ., , 
" 

, 
Il ., 

" / 
4. The little _ village looks forlorn -Tennyson (p. \15) 

( 
The difference between th~,)rhythm/metre mode and the solely m~trical 

, " 
mode, and their notation, lS that the former'provides for the inevitable 

l ' 
"modulation" (Nabokov)' of the basic pattern and can descri,be these' 

<l 

, 
modulations consistently, whereas the latter does not and cannot. 

Compare the following lines from the sarne poems. 
1 -

\1 1 oJ l'" ,,l' 
, 1 

5.' Ana thinks to play he in the fire < Surrey (p. 55) 
, . 

6. 
t,J 1 1~ ~ / ~// 

Thiné Ey~s, and on'thy Forehead'Gaze Marvell 
Group B 

"' 
7. .., '., l " .v / 1 Offic10US, lnnocent, Slncere Johnson 

"I-v ., / .. l' 
8. In lovellness of perfect ~eeds Tennyson 

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 an 

ictic position. Metrists have long been aware of this, and oth~r common 

deviations, and have descrfbed them in strictly rnetrical terms as the 

replacement of one foot by another; in these cases a pyrrhic foo~ for an 

\ 

iamb, producing a metrical scansion such as v/lv/lu"lv"" for lines 5 and 7, 
1 

This in effect disqualifies these 

Il 

.-

" . 

J. 
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ll.nes as iambic and suggests that they are "rnixed" - i. e., composed of 

more than one kind of foot. 

Nabokov 1 S approach considers groups A and ,B bath ta be iambic 

tetrarnetres from a metrical point of view in that the- bred~rninant pattern 

of stresses in the various poerns and their individual lines is such for 

purposes of classl.ficatl.on (and ~t is this assurnptl.on of a rnetrl.cal 

"background" whl.ch allows Nabokov to select the examples he does, in 

l.ambl.C tetrametre, in thè first place). ,However, the two groups are 

rhythrnically different, which is theoretically permifsLble accordihg to 

rules two and three above. Nabokov's notation takes this into account. 

The lines in group B contain what Nabokov calls "scuds" ("false pyrrhics") 
1 

and are notated rnetrically as iambs, with depression and ictus v- , but 

al~o accentually according to the actual strength of the syllables whl.ch 

occupy the metrical positions. Thus l~nes 5 and 7 are scanned as 

or scudded in the third foot; sirnilarly, lines 6 and 8 \!1re scudded 

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 ~thod of scansion also deals consistently with another 

common modulation in English verse which Nabokov calls "tilts" ("'talse 

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

1 • 

. 1.: , 

, , -

, ' 
,1 
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. . . / the occurrence of an accent 1n a metr1cal depress10n v- in the more 

a ~ 

trad1t10nal scansions this would call f~r"i;.he introduction of yet another 

foot, a trochee, into the line. To take an e1ementary example aga1n, 

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

.... 
11ne and iambs in the rest. 

/ v 
Like as the f1y that see'th the flame,' Surrey 

\ 
Nabokov's scansion, recognizing that the poem as a whole is essentia11y 

iambic, projects the abstract metrica1 pattern as a constant but notes 

this line as another kind of modulat1on. 

, 1 l '1 "1 /1 U - >J- \1- II-

/' 
Tilt 

, 

\ 

Working in tande~the tilt and the scud qU1ckly 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 

passage from Spenser's Shepheardes Çalender to be the on~'one which 

3 
n,reruses iambic scans1on" 

That nource of vice, this of insolencie, 

Lulled the shepheards ii such securitie, 

That not content with loyall obeysaunce, 

Sorne gan to gape for greedie gouv~rnaunce, 
\' 

And match thèrn selfe with rnighty potentates. 

1\ll u /1'" vI "''''1'' / Lovers o~ Lord s~ip and troublers of states. 

" . \ 
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" ~, Here we have troche'ê, iarnb, pyrrhic, trochee, iamb aU together. IfI 

adapt Nabokov's prosody~to pentametre in thlS case, l would still call 

thlS line iamblc ln the sense that it belongs to a poem which is clearly 

w~itten in that metre but note that it contains several modulations, all 

of which are logically compatible ln that my scansion' and theory allow 

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

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

"denotes a 'comblnation of unaccented stress and accented depression, -
E~ 

instead of the expected ~ v or - Il ,and may coincide with any even-

. 

/ 
U , 

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

is a scud tilted in reverse" 

" u-
r' 

TilT 

p. 19). ",,,,. ,The new scanSlon goes 
~ 

Furthermore, l could refin~ upon Hamer's regular lines without damage 
" ,( 

1 

to the concept of the metre by noting that,1 the third foot of the first line 

is scudded, and the first and seSb~~ 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 

tilts (we just passed by the "reverse" b.~';lnd) l'and they can be used in a 

variety of ways to study characteristics of different metres. l have 

only represented the most basic forros to provide an outllne of the difference 

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

1 
l " 

1 
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c1ash"most cogently, i.e., he definition of the foot, 'and hence where 

the English reader is most likely to go astray, evèn at the outset. 

This was, in fact, the ca e with Paul Fusse1l, one of the most orthodox 

of metrists who has a pe chant for seeing lines as mlxed. He refers 

to the Notes as an overelaboratl0n of the simple fact of pyrrhic 

. '. 4 substltutlon. Wé have just seen that neither the pyrrhic foot ner 

metrica1 substltuti~n has anything to do with Nabokov's prosody though in 

lso1ation the scud does resemble the pyrrhlc foot in that both descrlbe 

a weaîness where we expect a strong accent ln the metrical pattern. 

On the other hand, simp1y streamlin'ing an aWkward prosodlca1 

system of notatioh by feet, by separatlng accent signs from metrlca1 signs 

is hardly an occasion to compose a whole taxonomy, much less an appendix 

, 
on the subject, even lf it ~$ more senslble and accurate. Implicit in 

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

way "feet Il is) is anottier profound Russian borrowing, which is that prosody 

is very much a question of phonology, lf only basic phono1ogy. Nabokov 

actually refers to this question when he scoffs at the "old-fashloned" 

mlxed foot approach -

Only a blunt ear can perceive in iL [a duplex tilt] 5 
any "irregularity of meter", and only an old-fashioned 
pedant would treat it as the lntrusion of another 
species of "me ter . In English poetry, its carefree 
admission by poets, especially in the beginning of 
the iarnblc lines, is owing partly to the comparative 
scarcity of such words in English as conforrn to the 
regular iambic foot and partly to accents in English 
~ords nO~b~f~g so 
ln, say, RUS!31~n. 

strong and exclusive as they are 
(p. 20) 

1 

Î 

1 
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This, in effect, posits a ~ why modulations in metrical verse occur 

and why syllablc values should be separated from ldeal mètrical ones, 

as Nabokov did at the beginning of hlS discuss10n. It lS only in the 

most self-conscious attempts to follow a metrical ideal that the strength 

of 'each syllable wl11 coincide perfectly with the ,posltions of the, ictus 
\ '. 

and depression. Such verse is often monotonous (WhlCh ~ay be an ass1et 
\ 

if one is attempting satire or burlesque) 1 it usually occ~rs when poets 

: strive to lmitate the rules of classical po~try (where the whole foot 

system originates), such as ir'Sackville and Norton or in Johnsonian ideas 

6 
about elasslcal decorum (of Johnson's poetry, Nabokov says it contains 

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

values can obviously be expected ta conflict with metr1cal ones from t1me 

ta time, and rather than deny this linguistie fact, as lS the classically 

oriented metrist's wont, Nabokov, like the Russians who flrst began 

looking at verse phonologically as weIl as aesthetically, sees in this a 

pleasurable balance between metrical rule and rhythmic reality: 

As with aIl modulation in iambic meter, the beauty of 
tilt yand this cou14 apply equally to ltS converse, the 
scud) which is such an admirable and natur~l portion of 
Engl1sh iambic pcntameter, and giv~s such allure to the 
rare Unes in which Russian poets luse it, lies in a 
certain teasing quality of rhythm, in the tentativo 
emergenee of an lntonation that seems in total opposition 
ta the dominant metre, but acJtuaIly owes its s,ubtle magic 
ta the balance it tends to achieve between yieiding and not 
yielding - yielding to the metre and still preserving its 
accentuaI voiee. (p. 20) 
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uch heady. appreciation of rhytbm is worthy of a follower of 

1 
Belyj as we shall see when we come to a f~ll discussion of the Russians' 

work. Earlier in the text Nabokov addresses the 1ssue'directly in the 

context of his discussion of the scud when he g1ves a phonological 

account of its existence, "When in verse a weak monosy~labic word (L,e., 

not accented in speech) or a weak syllable of a long word happens to 
• --'v, 1 1 

coincide wi th the stressed part (ictus) ~f -~' ff'0t, there results a 

modulation that l term a "sèud" (p. 9). 

In many place'S in the text Nabokov details phonolog1.cal aspec;ts 

of Eng11sh and Russian to show how they produce d1.fferent rhythms in the 
, 

sarne metre (tetrametres alnost e'xclusively) • Again, l will rdserve 

~comment on these remarks until the Russian comparative findings which are 

based on the same idea and antedate Nabokov's havè been discussed. How-

ever, if we turn back to ~he exarnples of scuds above, we can see several 

instances of the weak monosyllables and secondary accents in polysyllable 

words oq:=upying an 1etuS: example 5 - the word "in"; example 6 - the word 

"on" i exarnple 7 - the las~ syllable of "innocent" (only the first syllable 
1 

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

example 8 - the last syllable of "loveli.ness", and the word "of" in the 

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/roetre approach 

to scansio~ and the application of phonologie al tacts in explanation of 

.' 
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lOf ~ow metricai verse works (i.e., its tendency t~ modulate). This 

accd«nts for'Nabokov's mode of analysis with its treatment of the metre 

as ~ idea~ pattern of a~alogous rhythms in ,a group, particularly in the 

,concept o,f the foot as stressed in principle if not always by the coin-

cidence of a strong syllable. This mode produces a more consistent 

the rhythm (if 

continues to make use of feet either simply to describe 

a~{ the lines areregular) or more importantly, in the 
1 .. 

casés of modulation, as the çackground which relates aIl modulations 

(tilts, scuds) to each other. In fact"Nab'okov considers 'all tilts to 

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

(p. 18) the accent is displaced anto the "depression" position. 

l have omitted a great deal which, follows from' these premises 

but'I have said enough, to assert that Nab,okov's prosody is derived from 

a Russian system ~hich he has kindly abstracted withoutpothering to 

establish his references. These references _are estabUshed in the 

'" , 
following chapter where we'can trace the origin of this sort of prosody 

" , h t 

and summarize the 'relevant comparative finiings, not aIl of which Nabokov 

has elaboi~ted. 

If l may (sInee th'ere- is really not much ehoice of critics who 

have challenged tPe ~ to 30y significant degree) ~ refer to Fussell 

JI ' 1 
a last time as the English foil to Naookov the Russian intruder, to raise 

a minor objection to Naboko~'s app~oach whieh should be cleared away, 

t' 

.. , 

1" '. 

~~'!1:: ~ 
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Fussell complains, 

\ 

To be told by Nabokov of the In Memori~ bxtrac~ 
that '1 have chosen this as a parti~ularly br~lliant 
example ~f scudding (based mainly ory monosyllables 
and partly owiryg ta the repetition of a specifie 
split tiltL'/s ta have the rhythm described but not "­
inlerpret~~ . (Encounter, April 1965, p. 72) 

./ " 

'~---- \ 1 ' 

There fs a school,of pro~ody which believes that interpretation i5 the 

philOso~hica~. dut Y of prosody and Fussell's writings are definitely of 

this sort - he is constantly showing the thematic purpose of pyrrhics 
:If_c' 

7 
and spondees. No doubt prosody can contrrbute to an undergtanding'of 

of "N~okoV' s repl~ which precedes the, point about interpretation because 

ohis remark on Il accidentaI" confïrms that prosody is a matter' of coincidence 

o~ syllabic .cc~nt.and metri~al p.tter~ (it i~ccident., mer.'y in :he 

sense that scuds and tilts cannot be predicted tho~h they are bound ta 

\ oceur). 

The presencl or absence,of scuds in a "iven pa •• a~ 
may often be accidentaI but only a philistine can assert 
·that the accidentaI is, "undiscussable". If Mr.' Fussell 
is puzzled by my having haa to inve~t terms for new or 
unfamiliar concepts, it only means that he has not under-
stood IllY explanations and examples. The purpose of my 
li~t~e investigation was to describe (not to 'interpret') 
cert;.~in aspects of verse structure. (Encounter, May 1965, 
p. 92}:-; 
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Notes 

For example, the syIIabic experiments of poets 'such as Bridges, l " 
Moore, and sorne of Auden's poems or the accentual-attempts in Y~ats' 
"Why ~hould Not Old M,e,n Be Mad" or Coleridge's "Chr~stabel". In 
Russian, modern accentuaI verse ernerged with the dol'nik as 
exempl~fied by Blok. 

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

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

window on Russia (New York: Farrar, Straus 1972), p. 220. 

~Enid Hamer. Metrks of English Poetry. London: 
Methuen, 1969), p. 47. 

Fussell 1!Irites, ','And yet for all its admirable energy and bustle and 
,for all iots welcome gaiety, Nabokov' s demon'stration leads exact'l~ to 
this small. point - that Pus!").kin is a master of pyrrhic substitution." 
Encounter, "April 1965, p. 76. t!j 

The duplex tilt is one of four varieti~s of the tilt, (see Notes, p. 8). 
re'consists of a disy11abic word accented on the first syllable in 
ordinary speech ... " found in an iambic position, e.g., Nabokots 
mock poetic line, "Guarde~ by dragons, castIes sleep." 

"Sackville and Norton's Gorhoduc (1565) is composed in a' "rigorously, 
regular" metre with 0" littie or no variation" (Fussell). Johnson' s 
ideas about prosody are in a preface to his dictionary (1755). "He 
makes syllabic uniformity the basis and idea1." See T. S. Omond 
.The English Metrists, 2fld ed. (1921, New York: Phaeton, 1968), pp. 54-56. 

See his Poeti~e'tre and Poetic Form, (New York: Random House, 1965). 
passim. à 

8. On& of the most interesting aspects of the Notes on Prosody is how 
full it is of mock poétic examples that Nabokov composes ta illustrate 
prosodical principles '(e.g., as in footnote 5,above) implying that 
"sense" !:las virtually npthing to do with his analysis. Even more 
te11ing, is the discrepâncy between lines from Pushkin that he translates 
in the oontext of the Notes as opposed ta the context of his own 
translation itse1f, to~h the Notes are ap~nded. "For exampIe, on 
p., 22 he translates the Russian P ~Qbol' stltel' niy obmàn as "dri~Ks 
irresi~tible dece1t" sa that the pattern'of accents is identical in 
the two 1ine8. ' Yet he says he has bent the meaning of the Russian ' 
line when translating fo qet this match; "imbibe the ravishing 

'illusionl" would be semantically closer but metrically tao far apart. 
It is the second translation whiqh he actually uses in his Eugene Onegin 
text. l will Tetarn ta this fdature of the Notes in Chapter IV when 
l discuss it'as a translator's theory of prosody . 
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• 1 ., ., CHAPTER II 
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i 
~ 

~ THE RUSSIAN CONTEXT 

i 

t,r 
i' 

I 
t 

Nabokov makes only a single concession in his discussion of 

prosody to the Russian theorists he c1aims are sa superior to their 

English counterparts. In a note to page 480 he uses his own ana1ytic 1 

mbtaPhor "seud" to say of Andrei Be1yj 1 s work of 1910 (meaning his 

Simvolism) that it "found in scudding a separative agez:1t to distinguish 

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

Belyj IS work occurs dùring a "revival of poetry in the first two deeades 

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

of the time which was abundant and full of controv~rsy (especial1y Beljy's). 

Otherwise, Nabokov devotes only two sections in the Notes ta 

aspects of Russian' verse alone - section 7 (pp. 33-46) on "The Origin~tion 

of Metrica1 Verse in Russia", and section 10 (pp. 69-76) on "Counts of 

Modulations in Eûgene Onegin" - the rest bf the sections are either on 

compara~ive questions of English' and Russian versification, or solely on 

1 

English verse. If the pas,k is truly "untheorizing", and if the point of 

~e Notes is supposedly to describe pushkin's verse, then Nabokov's 
, ' 

selection of topic~ and his relative attention to them must certainlf.//look 

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 

Ct,I. 

\ 
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the who1e point of the'~ is covered sa brief1y and in such a condensed 

way in section 10 s~nce the English reader is incapable of judging it and 

it is no doubt familiar to the Russian readér already. 

This ls aIl the more puzzling considering that Nabokov's prosody 

is given greater legitimacy (but not necessari1y total sanction) in the 

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

revi'ew of the history of Russian Letrical verse is similarly of no scho1ar1y 

value to the Eng1ish or Russian reader •. It can be of use only in the 

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

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

... ·"\!!ighteenth century in Russia with the work of Trediakovsky (1703-1769) 

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

Eng1ish will caver unequal metrical histories. 

âut histarically tao, Nabokov seems determined to avoid thearet;cal , / , 

issues even when they present themselves. For examp1e, Lomonosov's / 

"Letter about th~ Ru1es of Russian Versification" (1739) sent to th~ademy 
" 

of Sciences in St. Petersburg i5 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 "Hot;inian Cdr" which Lomonosov 

attached ta his letter as' ~.illustratian of his poetics. Nabokov says 

this i5 the first Russian poem "deliberately composei in iambic tetra-

metres". Of eoursl it is important for Nabokov td point out the 
o 

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

a signifieant theoretical point about metre here tao. 

- -

L 
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Unbegaun (l~56), who is not so dedicated to the ex~stence of the 

scud, refers to the linguïstic d~scovery made by Lomonosov in his letter. 
1 

1 
Lomonosov recognized that the accent of the Russ~an language was more 

suited to the composition of metrical verse than the' syllabic kind of 

verse Russians were then writ~ng in imitation of Polish verse (where it was 

suited to the weaker Polish lexical accent). Lomonosov "appealed to"the 

only sound principle: nameiy,that vers1fication should be adapted to the 

natural resources of Russian and should know nothing inconsistent with 

them. He declared himself in favour of binary as well as ternary. 

- -

" . 

1 
metrEjs." , 1 

My point is simply that where the phonological issue in Russian 

prosody has raised istelf mom~ntarily as a princ~ple Nabokov chooses to 
l, 

skip over it and treats the "Hotinian Ode" in an implicit phonological way 

by showing the appearance of the unheeded scud during the clumsy birth of 

Russ~an metrical verse. 

This chapter is concerneà with the early twentieth century issues 

in Russ~an prosody. A look at this work will not only enable us to assess 

Belyj's role ~n Nabokov's prosody but aiso the development of the rhythm/' 

Metre approach and the first ~erious 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 Opojaz 2 
studies when it defined rhythm as metrical varia-

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

modern scholars to ~ome to this conclusion. ,,3 It i5 Nabokov's source 



--

, 

, \ 

and the.context which gives his prosody an immediate relevance to prosodists 

today who are continuing to promote the Russian system. In Qrder td 

gather thel,1.mportant material from this period l will concentrate on re-

viewing the evolution of the prosodic theory and summar1.zing its compara-

tive conclus1.ons on English and Russian verse. The applicat1.on of these 

conclus~ons to N~okov's prosody will be discussed in Chapter IV. 

One of t~e difficulties 1.n discuss1.ng the rhythm/metre theory 

is that it was conceived from the first {n multiple ways. This was due 

to the radical atmosphere and historical commot1.on under which it grew. 

Belyj's influential discoveries about lhe Russian iambic 

tetrametre (in his Simvolizm, 1910) established a new empirical bas1.s for 

the prosody which fo1lowed but it was no less an occasion to promote 

metrica1 devjat1.on for the purposes of Symbolist verse mak1.ng. By the 
1 fi l, 

time of his Rhytbm as Dia1ectics (1929) metre "is scornfully referred to" 

-as the 'sc1erosis of tissue' while rhythm [deviation from the norml 1.S 

described glowing1y and vaguely as the 'principle of metamorPhosisl and 

4 
growtq'. " S1.mi1ar1y, Zhirmunski]'s Introduction to Metr1.cs (1925), 

" 
which 1.S a fundamenta1 exposition of the Formalist approacbt (and a 

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

accentua1 forro of verse which had come 1.nto prominence, notably in the work 

, of Blok) as a forro of metrical. "de- canonization". 5 

These controversies are relevant to the methodologies that were 

proposed, not because they seemed to adversely prejudice the actua1 

6 
analyses, but to the degree they show an ~rbitration between the rhythmica1 

- -
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and the metrica1 factor in poetry. The independenc~ of the two 

categOries":an no longer be JlgnOred, it is simply that lhe question of 

how ta mediate the two factors remains open. 
'1/ 

Indeed, Unbegaun's 

authorl~ative text Russian Versification (1956) discusses speèifically 

rh~thrnic factors (phonetlcs, syntax) apart from rnetrical ones (e.g., 
.;. J' 

a~~c±uslS, caesura) and he gives what is probably the most evenly 

ba1anced view of how they cooperate differently in binary or ternary. 

metresi but evên 50, in practice he must make sorne arbitrary decision 

, f h" 7 tao, glvlng pre erence to ope or the ot er ln scanSl0ns. 
-~ ! 

Since no rnetre s ould be expected to be absolutely regular -

1 1 \ 

that would m~ke/ poetry e reme1y monot~nous - the concept of rhythm was 
t> 

real1y an atte~Pt to ex Iain wh] ~eVia~ions do occur and ta redefine their 
/ 

role in verse: 

1 

\ 

To simply define a break in the rnetrica1 pattern 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 
1 • 1 

difficult thing to explain without either resorting to an assu~ption of 

poetic error or b1ithe1y acc~pting the inconsistency of the taxonorny. If, 

on the other'hand, the phonology and the grammar of a given language are 

taken into account, deviations 1F longer appear :as rnetrical contradictions 

but rather as adaptations of the language ta 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 tqeory of modulation. In tracing the stages of this 

shift from the work of Belyj to the graduaI breakup of the Formalists 
; . 

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

\ 
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tradltronal metrical problems and the emergence of sorne new problems 
1 

(I.e., the question of mediation mentioned above) WhlCh constitute the 

centre of conte~porary prosody. 

"Andrei Bely] uses the term rhythm ta designate the SUIn total 

of deviations from the metrieal scheme." S But as ZhirmuAski] points 
, 

out in his analysis of Belyj,9 the negative connotatIons in the term 

"deviation" indicate nothing more than a remnant from the terminology 
" 

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

eoncern, aside from the promotion of the Symbolist tenet of rhythm as 
"'f. 

spirit, was ta show the variety of modulatiops within a given matrical 

scheme. "8elyj demo~strated by ,eans of ainstaking rhythmical 

analysis, that even a seemingly 'regular' erse, sueh as Pushkin' s iambic 

tetrametre, cannot dispense with metricai interruptions; time and again 

one finds ln Pushkin 'half-stresses' whe e one is lead ta expect full 

metrical accents. These departures from the scheme, insisted Belyj, 

are tao frequent ta be regarded as exceptions .. They constitute too 

organic a part of the actual rhythmical flow of many poetic masterpieces 

\to be discussed as oceasional, formaI deficiencies. ,,10 Belyj was ,not 

the first ta note the high frequency of, deviations, 11 but he was the 

first ta study this systematieally, by graphie and st~tistical methods. 

Thus, Befyj deduces stress is most frequently omitted in.the sixth syllable 
1 c, 

in the iambic tetrarnetre on the whole (in fact, 40-60' of the time) , while 
, • 1 

stress is omitted on the,fourth syliable more specif~cally in the eighteenth 

century, and on the second syllable in the nineteenth century.12 

" 

. , 
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l only quote these genera~izations to giJe sorne idea of the 

potent methoddlogy BelYJ instlgated. Without doing away with the 

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

accurate description of vèrse structure is possible. One only has to 

1 

look at Unbegaun' s comparative discussion of ei'ghteenth to twentieth 

b 13 th' . fumb ft century lnary metre, Wl lts computatlon 0 n ers 0 s resses ln 

th~ li ne and their combinat ions to realise the lasting lmpact of Belyj's 
\ 

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

thlS approach in the "preference of sorne authors for a par~icular 

combination of stresses ... " (Unbegaun). 

Today, wherever we see stylistic criticism being exercised in 

" 
positional terms (i.e., where the major stresses in a particular perlod's 

1 
or poet's verse tend to fall) , sorne acknowledgement to Belyj is only 

1 

proper. Thus critics as far apart as Nabokov, Zhirmunskij, and presently 

14 ~I Freeman (who ~s thé most stricjly based in linguistics) aIl take Belyj 

as the precursor of their own separate theories. 

Belyj, of course, was far from moderate ln his application of 

this insight and quickly turned his method into a mystical sort of geometry 

of verse. Or as Zhirmunskij puts it, Belyj fargot that graphical repre-

sentation was merely an auxiliary device and proceeded to describe the 

pa~tern of omissions as "roofs", "squares", "diamonds", these being un-

i f f th ' . h 15) consc ous pre erences 0 elr respectlve aut ors. The basic 

tabulation of omitted stresses continues ID other critics such as Unbegaun 

decorative 
or Nabokov, but needless to say, Belyj' s f'.. configurations have noü 

been pursued with similar interest. 

," 
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BelYJ's approach does, however, touch on a crucial theoret~cal 

question. The ability ta draw up dist~nct graphs clearly still depends 

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

A few liAes from P~hkin"'s onegi~ which have been "faithfully" translated 

by ïabOkoy 
l , \ 

Belyjl..type 
1 

can help to illustrate. l am juxtaposing a simplified 

. 
graphie scansion to each line, like the one Nabokov uses in 

his Notes (passim) wh~ch shows rhythmic variation (X) by foot, not syllable. 

The examples are, of course, in iambic tetrametre: 

,. " " 1) l vozbuzhdat' ~ulibku dam xooo 

and to ,provoke the ladies smiles 

2) Sred 1 m6dnih i 'sta~ihnih z~l OXoo 

in mOdérn and ~n anciént halls 

3) 
l' ,1 1 

Zaretsk~, nekogda buyan ooxo \ 

Zaretski, formerly a rog~e (Notes p. 75) 

Each line has one foot whe're the stress is weaker and that is 

all that is 'required to distinguish it as a "rhythmic" expression of the 

iambic pattern. Rhythm thus becomes a 

a quasi-phonological basis (in the s~nse 

justifièation 
1 

\ 
that onlr two 

of dev~ations on 

kinds of stress 

are studied), but once the variation in metre is 'Iseen, Belyj is satisf~ed 

ta describe this in metrical terms. In other words, verse is described 

logaoedically, aS,composed Qf various kinds of feet within a single lirte. 

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

foot for an iambic foot, but Belyj's termi~ology also makes use of paeons, 

1 

,; 

\ 
\ 
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spondees, trochees, cretics and tribrachs, to c1assify these variations 

16 
as the "metres of classical lyric poetry". , The polemical intention 

behind this is obviouSi Belyj wants to promote violations in order to 

wage an,attack on literary correçtness, but Zhirmunsk1j points out the 

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

def1nition of metre in the l1ght of the new understanding of deviation. 

The logaoedic term~nology of the most recent Russian 
metrical theory [i.e., Belyj) is based on a confusion 
of the concepts of rhythm ~d metre. The foot is not 
really an element 1n the actual ~honetic rea11zat1on of 
the line and consequently does ndt be10ng to the province 
of "rhythm"; it is an abstract unit of repet1t1on, a 
pattern of a1ternation established in the metrical scheme 
and applied only in relation to the metre of the poem. 
For th1S reason the line '1 kl!njalsJa neprinufdénno' 
Wh1Ch has only two stresses, on the second and eighth 
syllables - is Just as mu h a representat10n of the 
1ambic tetrametre w1thin

l 
e context of Evgenij Onegin 

as a line w1th four stresse: 'Moj djàdja s~yx ééstnyx 
pr~vil ••• '. With1n the metr , the foot is a regularly 

\ recurring sequence of strong nd weak syllables - in the 
,1 iambic metre, for instance, th strong syllable follow-
\ing regularly the weak syllable If, however, we 
\introduce the principle of "repl cernent" and identify 
Ithe foot with the actual elements of verse rhythm, the 
result 15 "mlxed" Iverse, composed f varlOUS disyllabic 
and tetrasyllabic feet, the alterna ive of which in any 
one line or 1n a s~quence of lines i not conditioned 
by any regular periodicity. Hence t é familiar - and 
wholly erroneous - conclusion that the ~ sian iambic 
line can be "made up" of any disyllabic (0 - tetrasyllabic) 
feet ••• arranged in any arder, and that the s -called 
"iambic" metre exists only in "school metrics"... But 
the principal error of these authors lies in their 
transferring the corcept of "foot",the element of metre, 
to the actual rhythm of the line.,,17 ~ 

\ 
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\ . 

Bely]'s radicalism thus unfortunately transforms a sound 

methodological principle lnto a poor theory of metre. what Zhlrmunski] 

is really critlcising is only the latter; as we noted above, success-

ful fOrmUtatlons, which maintain a clear distinction between rhythm and 

metre, have followed from Belyj's work. In fact it lS qUlte arguable 

that the worth of the succeeding theories is dependant upan thelr 

abillty to isolate the rhythmical factor from its metrlcal' cohtext, 

. / 
Belyj goes fallaciously from 'a critique af the "school metric,s" way of 

using replacement to define "deviatian" ti hiS discovery of modulation 

of the metre, back ta an even more intensive replacement mode. This 

" apparently circular discovery cantains a few more complexlties though, 

. 
than can be explained away simply by referring to Belyj's ideology. , 

.~ 

Granted Belyj failed ta distinguish metre from rhy,thm in his 

terminology, it is nonetheless true that the princlple of omitted stress 

yields a notation that appears to resemble a metrical notation (i.e1, 
. 

feet) - the pattern is composed of only two diacritical 5igns, one for 

ward accent and one for its absence. It is obviously analogous to an 

atstract metrical notation of stressed positions and unstressed ones. 

For example, the first line t'rom Nabokov' s text could bl represented with 

a superimposed foot divi~slon (meter) and the lexical accent signs (rhythm) 

in this way: /--I-~/-!I-!/ (thlS is the usual ieans of representation 

Unbegaun uses) or, the first two iambic feet (which are rhythmically 

different) could be grouped as one paeon follo~d by the two remaining 

1 , , 18 
iambs: ----1--/--1 • 

\ 

The first case is preferable to the second for 
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all the theoretical and praetical reasans given by Zhirrnunskij, l only 

wish ta point out the need for a very [elear definition of the relation 

of rhyth~ to metre ~f one ~s working on the basis of a single criterion, 

i.e., omission of stress and thus in binary terminology. For if it 

is confusing and erraneous ta equate word-accentOwith mettical-stress 

this does not neeessarily imply thlt the principle of omission itself 

( 
~s a weak criterion. Unbegaun, in fact, makes ]UdlCious use of omission 

'.l 
ta descrlbe different verse forms (see below) . But it was more or less 

19 
the omlssion principle the Formalists who fol10wed BelYJ objected ta. 

In doing 50, they sought to characterize verse in a rnuch deeper sense 
~ 

as pure euphonie rnodulatl0n and so revised the entire concept of 

;'If the Formalists weJe less 'militant 1 than was Belyj 

rnetre. 

in their eonceptual frarnework. 
V 

Not on1y did they push beyond the 

li~its of traditional verse study in focussing on such problems as verbal, 
1 

orchestration and phrase melody. [sic] Moreover, in thelr rhythrnical 

analyses of Russian poetry they questioned the usefulness of the Key 

~ 20 
concept of Graeco-Roman prosody, that of 'foot' Il The Forrnalists' 

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 th~ir 

, aesthetic function (hence his geametry). Eichenbaurn, in his compre-

hensive essay "The Theory of the Formal Method" makes the Forma1ist 

\ 
1 
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divergence clear (if not j condescending). 

"The work of Andrei Belyj (who discovered the è'omplete 
sound picture thqt champagne makes when poured\from 
a bottle into a glass in two lines of Pushkin, and 
who also discovered the 'naisamene'ss of a hangavèr' 
in Blok's repetition of the consonantal cluster rdt) 
were qu~te typical. Such attempts ta "explain" 
alliteration, bordering on parody, required a rebuff 
and an attempt to produce concrete evidence showing 
that saunds in verse exist apart from any connection 
with ~magery, that they have an in~ependent oral 
function. "21 '" r "" 

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

exposing the interpretivè (or non-empiricall nature of previous studies,22 
1 

, the Russian Formalists' were zeaJ"ous and productive. It is beyond our 

. 
scope to survey the totality of their work. However, one methadological 

princip le constantly underlies their analyses; that is to define species 

of language according to their fu~ction and their particular organization 

of basic linguistic elements (lexical t 'PhOr010giCal,! morphological, 

syntactic).23 Verse then, is treated as a distinct forro of language; 

!rhythm is its dominanta, or the main property which disti~guishes it 

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

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

• • in the field of versification that the Formalists made their "most 

,impressive contribution." But it is also their advanced attention to 

so many factors in language which 1s 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 ~:x;ancais:, ses moyens 

1 
d'expression, s01 harmonie, because Grammont does not isolate rhythm 

" ,. 

.~_.I 
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o 

from its semantic role" and '50 rhythm lOis given beforehand, functions 

which it" has in general speech 

24 
ness) ." If this criticism 

activity (emotionality and communicative-
j 

, .. 

seems valid in terms of Formalist theoryj 

it~ Objec'J 
1 

of attack is relatively clear-headed compared ta the compo- / 

sitions of rhythm the F'ormalists themselves developed out of the totality 

of linguistic elements. Zhirmun5kij POSit5 a phonologieai confliet 

between the general metricai pattern and the prosodie pattern of eonversa-
• "1 

-~ 

tiona~ speech" ( a reasonable starting point, in my opini~n, and' solid 
1 -

ground for comparative prosody as weIl); put Osip Brik "demonstrated 

the existence of fixed syntaetic forms in verse (sueh as inversion of 

'verb and subject)"; Eichenbaum "showed the union of the euphonie and 

1 

semantie sides of verse, joined through sy'ntax"; Tom~§evskY "declared 

that the funption of poetic ,rhythm ••. i5 the disposition of expiatory 

25 energy in the limits of a single wave in the verse", In contrast to 
1 

Belyj's 'm~ssing accents' Tôma~evsky would prefer to'speak of nothing 

more definite than a "dlythmièal impulse" wh:i,.ch tends to let othe stress 
'0 

1 26 fall on even syllab es. 

Rhythm seen as pure modulation of sound ls obviously mueh more 

the case in al! these critics than it was in Belyj. To most of these ' 

wii~ers the line of verse has subsumed the foot Js the measure of versei 

it i~ doubtful whether one cou Id even properlY speak of a "metrical" 
~" 1 

theory in this eontext. At this point one either accepts rhythm (in aIl 

manifestations) as the absolute of verse or one chooses to reserve the 
tJ 

notion of metre and se~_lhat modifidations oeeur when the study of language 

• 

( 



-
T ...... l'"'~~_~ ....... ___ ,_ ., •• w 

C, 
" 

< ' 

o 

" ~ ... __ ........ ~ ........ ,_ -....,1"'i"""I> ~ __ .,........,.. ......... -.I"."" C,...""* ,(~I .-l'f'y.<$H 

34 

( 

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

this thesis which is not concerned per ~ with the Formalist doct~ine 

but with Nabokov who does m~{n~ain f metrical approach) that the second 

course is the better one. Syllabo-~ccentual (metrical) theory is 

clearly of 'no use with certain forms of poetry, such as sOrne modern forms 
•• 

of free velSe (RusSian and English) or any cadential verse .• As we 

o 

suggested earlier, part of the theoretical impetus of the Formalists 
" 

arose from thelr polemical si'tuati&n or out of their alliance with the 

Fu~ürist movrent (which emphasized pure sound in verse) .27 , However, 
, • , 1 

at Ieast two major figures in the Formal~st sbhool, Zhirmunskij and ,. 
Jakobson, chose to reexamine the specifie question of traditional metrical 

\ \ 

description in the light of linguistics rather than dismiss it outright.
28 

They'thereby sawothe need to acknowledge sorne metrical principle if one 
Il 

is to properly study a great deal of extant verse. 

In this sense, the questions pos~d by the Formalist~ can be 
" 

grouped around two aims - (1) the search for a more accurate description 
, , 

of whàt constitutes a stress, considered jointly as the interplay of 

Iinguistic accent and 'the convention which establishes expectation asrto 

1. 
~'" 
" 

where stresses will faii (i.e., position of the ictus), and (2) a recJassi­

fica~ion 0t the components of \metre in ,structural terms ~n order ~o attempt 

a more consistent desc~iption of the diff~rent types of syllabo-accentuai 

,verse (e.g. l, ternary vs. binary metres) an~ the kinds of modifications 

which are particular to each. "Bath these aima have implications for 

anytthoery of prosody which attempts to be comparative and 50 are touch­

stones for a critique of Nabokov. 
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In rejecting Bel~j's bina;y approach to stress as tao rigid 

the Formalists sought to increase ~he accuracy of scansion by recog-

nizl.ng the' ictus ,as only a "stress in principle" (Zhirmunskij). That 

1 

" 

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

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

\ ,whioh th~re is no such thing as str~ssed or unstrl1ssed 5yllables bU,t 
, 

( 

only stressable and unstrassable ones, had bee~ ignored... Strength 

.3 , 
is not an inherent property of a given syllable; rather ~t is the 

'J 

effeot gained by reShaPiîg 

impulse or another.,,29 

the syllable in accordance with one rhythmic 

The possibility of metr,ical anarchy is obviously great here 

unless one has alteady stopped worrying about feet altogether and 50 is 

indifferent to where or whether the stresses fall oonsistently. 

Zhirmunskij offers a different solution, however. He conceives prosody 

(as opposed to metrics) as the study of WhicJltypes of words can have 
\ 

variable stress and which cannot. Here we have ân extremely sharp 

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

éases where a,word violates the metrical norm - because its inherent 

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 
val~er than Empires, and more slow (Marvell) 

from those cases where a word with a weak linguistic stress either does \, 

\, 

/ 
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not actualize the metre (Belyj' s discovery of omission) _or constitutes 

, " 
a hypermetrical (or supplementary) st~s~ which does not violate the 

overall metrical pattern of the line and may be read with more or less 

emphasis depending on the context, e. g., Milton 1 s "Sole reignil1g holds 

the tyran~ of Heav'n" where the second stress in "tyranny" is weaker 

in comparison to the first and may be considered an omission; or his 
, 

"Rocks, cave!i, lakes, fens, bogs, dens, and shades of dea1!h" where the 

iambic pattern is really only clear 1n the last four words (co~trast1ng 

minor conjunetion and preposition to the ~tronger nouns) but where o 

"caves", "Fens", "dens" ean be read hypermetrically 'if only to give sorne 

iambic "rhythm" to the line as" a whole. 

Rhythm is thus redef1ned by Zhirmunskij as deviation from the 

metrical scheme in two pr1nciple ways - "by the omission of metrical 

accents and by the supplementary stressing of syllables ~here there is 

theoretically no metrieal accent. ,,30 This sort of "prosody" (in the 

sense Zhirmunskij uses the term
31

) represents,a major theoretical advance 

which subsequent crities cannot ignore. At onc~ it furthers the empirical 

study of metre by refining the description of kinds of stress in verse 

"language" but more importantly it does 50 without sacrificing stylistics 

(the individual modulation foun4 i,n aIl yerse) or metrical standards 

(defining which lines cpntain true deviations and which do not). 

The implication for comparative metrics is perhaps greatest of 

aIl and one sees in Zhirmunskij's work an immediate attempt to compare 

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

/ 
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\ 

metrists in the light of hi~ system (passim). -It lS no longer 

sufficient ta note formaI similarities such as the fact of RUSSlan or 

Engllsh 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 nct simply for adopting a 

metrlcal system he discovered in Ger-rnany, but with discovering a fact 

about accent ~n the Russian l?Dguage which made it more conducive ta 

syllaba-accentuaI verse than cadential verse. 
r 

Modern studies of versification have yet ta refute the Formalist 
i 

imperative to be more aware of the linguistic factorj thel problematic 

~ issue now 11es in the application of the prosody itself and it is there 

the relation between differen~ metrical concepts and use of metre in 

different languages is decided. Even though we can correlate many 
, .. 

metrists because they have properly understood the subtleties of the 

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

32 
approaches. To see the cause of this we must go back ta Zhirmunskij's 

prosody. 

'1 
We note that the theory of prosody propased by Zhirmunskij 

yields three metrical factors, or three interpretations of how variations 

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

of the omission of metrical stress~s, the hypermetrical stressing of 

33 metrically weak syllables, ahd displacement of stresses." The ,classi-

fication, indeed the existence, of each modulation depends on the empirical 

examiïation of the strength of the syllable where the modrlation~ccurs. 

" 
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This we consider to be the major innovation set forth in the work of 

the Formalists. Beyond this, their ?roader concerns with a science 

of language avers tep the study of metre or seek to abollsh its 

usefuiness, l.e., there are only phonemes, not syllables. Within our 

scope only three degrees of stress are needed' ta )udge the disposition 

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

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

34 
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 rlght to argue that 
1 • 

"prosody •.. mus t be 1 oriented 1 not toward phonetlcs, that is, the phys lcal 

and physiological description of speech sounds, but toward phonemics, 

which examines the speech-sounds sub specie of their linguistic function 

that i5, their capacity for differ,entiating word-meanings.,,35 But this 

has really ta do with the sort of success Jakobson had in showing the 

versification of different languages ta be based on different linguistic 

potentials,36 his u~e of "semasiological" factors in verse as a general 

criterion however, m~y be brilliant but it' is perfectly irrelevant to us. 
.;,. 

It doe5 not concern the main theoretical principle with wh~oh we are 

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

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

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

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

satisfy the comparative prerequisite. 
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The crucial point, then, of the F9rmalist d1scovery of 

Il stress in principle" is that i t shows that the same metre can consist 

1 1 

of varlOUS rhythmic possibllities. In other words, 1t can be shown, 

for example, that an omitted stress (weakening1the stress of metrically 

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

line -

37 
l am monareh of aIl l survey (Cowper) 

is logically eonneeted but still capable of being aecurately differentiated 

from a hypermetrical stress ln the s~e kind of met~e (here a tetrametre, 

however) 

From the blood-bedewed val lies and mountains of France 
seeithe Genius of Gallic invasion advance! 

(La sainte ~otine) 

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

three kinds of stress instead10f his two (providi~g only an omission 

eriterion) but also in the deeper recognition of. the m~tre as an abstract 

unit y (not the logaoedic jumble of all "replacement" theories) . 

Even later' students of the Russian Formalists have failed to 

see the significance of the th~oretieal distinc1ion, probaJlY because 

it is contained in sueh a mixture of competing formulations within the 

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

. [. 
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f .) d 38 b of the work 0 RUSSlan metrlsts an their,English counterparts, ut 

over1ooks the essential distinction between the metre as an inviolate 
\ 

abS1raction and the prosodical deduction of modulations from there on. 
1 

Thi's ~s aIl the more disturbing since his work is considered to be one 

- ~ 
of the best representations of a comparat1ve English-Russian prosody. 

Instead, he takes the prosodical factor too literally (so it is not 

1 40 
surprlslng ~hat he chooses to work from Sengeli's intensa theory, 

probably the most subtle 1nterpretation of stress which appeared at 
\ 

1 

time, and one which Zhirmunsklj rejected precisely on that giound) and 
\ 

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

'-1ine), badly fracturing the basic metrical component: 

.. 

( 

,What counts is not how the stress of the syllable 
coinciding with the metrica1 ictus (ersis) compares 
wlth other such sy1lables in the 1ine, but how it 
compares with the other syllable (in tr~ple time, 
two syllables) in lts own foot (thesis). In other 
words: "There is no necessity for a uniform degree 
of stress; it is sufficient if the arsis is (orl is 
capable of being made) slightly heavier than th~ 
thesis." This the intensa theory enables one ,to do, 
and'it is therefore not surprising ta find that 
zhlrmunskij has no socner raised -the objection men-

Itioned above41 than he himself invokes the the ory of . 
the intensa to explain the stronger second syllable 

_. 

in the "pyrrhic" in (basically) iambic verse and the 
stronger first syllable in the "pyrrhic" in (basically) 
trcchaic ~.42 

However, -in the passage Ke le is referring to, 1 Zhirmunskij i6 considering 
\ 

hypermetrical stresses in elation to omitted stresses (and immediately 

we see the need to keep in mind the triple axis of nis prosody which 

Kemble misses) as a pros~ cal refLnernent but he does not suggest a 

new 
~?"' 

~
ric~al structure - ~/ 

// 

/ 

.. ~// 
" 

_ c 
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In both cases, however, [pyrrhic in a trochaic or 
an iambic Ilne] the customary sequence of ligh~ 
and heavy stresses, or of llght and heavy syllAbles, is 
preserved. Thus the cases of so-called "omltted 

'stress" or "supplementary st1ess" are, in fact, to 
be considered as cases in wh~ch 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 "ars is/thesis" breakdown of a foot, almost 

a?y prosodical reading'is possible, and we wonder if Kemble's ~esp~ct 
.-

for prosodical categories does not create too great a violation of the 
\ 

necessary metrical principle. Hé writes of cases" of the inversion 

of, stress -

Where'the first (of the two in question) establishes 
predominance - for whatever reason - over the second 
syllable, then that first syllable' e,stablishes itself 
in the arsis of the first foôt (the thesis of which 
is the preceding compensatory pause [~l which the 
stress in the first syllable instinctively entails) 1 

the (orfginal) second syllable thus becomes the first 
syllable in the thesis of an anapestic second foot, 
viz. X-/uu-/ ... 44. 

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

'of inversion to one of "anisosyllabic" substitution (L e., inserting 

a pause, changing the uniforrn tirne pattern between syllables) . For 

," " v 
, .- Il " " .. , 

HIS sil/ver skin/ laced with/ his gold/en blood ------. 
. 1 

" 1 
" " "tJ 1 1 01 , 45 he po,sks His sil/ver skin,/:{ laced/ with his gol/den blood. 

J/ 
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Obv~ously aIl cases of trochaic substitution èan-be similarly 

rat~onal~zed by the insertion of a pause before th~'trocnaic foot, 

breaking ~t ~nto two parts of two different feet. Whatever the 

value as a "reading" Kemble' s anisosyllabism may have, i t is tao ad hoc 
1 
1 

to be a sound metrical theory. 
\ 

The Formalists' /insight is made ta 

verge on pure rhythm again and would thereby lose lts sharp delimitation 

of omission, displacement, and hypermetrical stresses vis à vis a 

metrical formalism. The tendency to over-rate the prosodical f~tor 
is not solely the enthusiasm of linguists. The real significance of 

" 
the cr~tlc's work lies in his ability ta make use of the three criteria 

in arder to characterize ~etres, not do ingeniously away with them. 

This task has its own complexities to which we turn now. 

The ?iscussion above points out one essential factor in the 

relation of prosody to metrics, which is simply that the former finds 

it~ theoretical role in the context of the latter. 
\ 

An ! prJ.ori 

analysis of the relativity of stress in general is damaging ta the study 
\ 

of metre to the extent it bursts the three main classes of "deviations". 

These three classes are already excellent prosodical criteria for the 

analysis of syllaba-accentuaI verse, re~ember~ng however that they are, 

in fact, extra-metrical criteria derived -from tlle most lignificant 

"rhythmic" factor in the language, syllabic stress. Metrics, once it 

\ 
has freed itself from ,~'replacement" theories whe"re the concept of the 

foot is made to do all the descriptive work, is primarily a taxonomy of 
\ 

- -

" 
l 
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varlous rules or norms of syllabo-accentual verse (e.g., iambie, 

dacty hc, etc...). It is thus an abstract premlse, not a descriptive 

methodology, and short of noting such secondary rnetrical features as 

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

ing the "strong" and "weak Il positions of the particular metre ln questlon. 

Prosody, on the other hand, "is precisely a descriptive method which can 
1 

produce thoroughly systematie results where (1) its classifications of 

stress are tenable, .and (2) where the sarne metn.cal formalisrn is belng 

used. These two conditions permit the theoretical possibihty for a 

1 1 

comparative prosody of Russian and English versification (and German tao). 

Bath languages have strong/weak accents which have led to similar 

\ 

rhythrnicai variations, at least sinee the lnception of the syllabo-

accentuaI prlnciple in Russian when they aiso shared similar metres. 

Proof of thislanalytical possibility 

themselves (notably Zhirrnunskij) who 

is found in the work of the Formalists 

were quick to make comparative studies 

of Russlan and English (and German again) adaptations of the same metre. 46 

1 

Nabokov's attempt at an Anglo-Russian comparative prosody is 

thus hard1y original yeb he makes no reference to previous work of the 

sort, save for Belyj 's system; 47 however, his concerns are much more 

in line with the Formalists' prosody than Belyj's. This is evident \when 

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

repeats in different forro. 

\\ 
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'. 



\ -

/ 

"~'O " 

--

'.-

44 

B~nary metres are the most lcommon in Rusfian and English. 

In the pre-Forbalist sca~sions wh~re only two levels of stress were 

recorded, the "pyrrhic" foot covered aIl deviat~ons caused by weak stress. 

Theoretically, then, there was no difference,between a pyrrh~c subSt1tu-

tian in the third foot of this iambic line from pushkin -

/ / 1 
On v pervoy yunosti svoey 

~d a pyrrh1c substitution in the third foot of a iine from Charles Cotton's 

The New Year 

So smiles upon us the first morn 

Scansions applying the pyrrhic foot to Russian and English abound 

48 
in the work of metrists of bath languages. The Formalist discovery 

that the single criterion of omission of stress was lnsufficient 
( 

characterize any verse led Zhirmunskij ~o re~ise the meaning of 

to 

pyrrhic 

substi~ution in hinary/verse, with implications for Russian and English. 
1 

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

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

syllabic words and given the frequency of polysyllabic words generally. 
, , 

Thus in fhe tri -sy llabic "yunosti" ~ above, /there 15 no secondary stress, 

and sinee three syllables must neeessarily take up more than one bi~ary 

foot, the opportunity for omissions o} stre;s is ~reat. Monosyllabic 

weràs whieh are generally weakly stressed in Russian such as enelitics, 

preclitics, and ether minor grammatiea~ ferms, are furth~r inducements. 

- .. 

j 
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This, of course, _s~ggests,nothing about metrical regularity itself, the 

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

concern only the rhythmic actualization. The theoretical insight lies 

in using prosody ra deduce that Russian binary roetre will show a tendency! 

~o omit stresses. Sa strong, yet 50 simplJl, is this argument that i t 

seems to have prodded Unbegaun to piek up 'this particular Formalist thread 

and clefine' the practice of Russian binary met'rel cO~Pletely on this basis 

(he uses the tarm "strong syllables" ta, refer to metrical positions not 

lexical accent); l quote -

1. 

2. 

3. 

,1 

Omission of stress in strong syllables if a word is 
spread over more than one foot and would incur more 
than one ~trers, 

Omission of stress on strong syllables when these 
oecur in certain words, sueh as prepositions, 
conjunctions and particles which are usually 
unstressed. 

Omission of stress on certain monosyllables and 
disYllables, such as adverbs and various kinds of 
pronoun, which are normally unstressed, but whi'ch 
in cert~in'circumstances can be given stress. 
These circurnstances are generaliy deterrnined by the 

. meaning. 49 0 

From here he ultimately 9ge5 ~~ to decide that the only consistent 

metricai P9sitions in binary verse are the weak positions, omission 

belng so common in the strong ones. Thus an unmetrical linJ, 
'- ' 

one with a true deviation from the metrical norm, has a lexical • 
accent in a ~eak metricai positi~. In an abstract iambic 
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1ine the violation would apPf~r thus --/s-/--/--/ the strong &yIlablé 

(s) in the second foot violat es the weak position. 

zhirmunskij made a comparative discovery 

of stress was the salient factor in Russian binary 

as well. If omislsion 

metbe, it was displace~ 
ment of stress or hypermetrical stress in Eng1ish binary metre. Taking 

. ( , 

a similar point of departure, English we see, is a much ~re monosy1labic 

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

linbwili be monos'yllabic bU~ will Jarry more stress than other mono­

~yllabic words. Al~O, English pOlysy11abic words contain secondary 

stresses-unlike Russian ones (though more sa in American pronUnciatlon 
! 

that in British). It seems then that the existence 9f a "pyrrhic foot 

was a compound error in English metrics, firstly on formaI gr6unds and 

second1y because i~ has much less probability 'of real~y ~curring. 

Zh~rmunskij sa~s 
[) 

The rhythmic structure of the binary metres is in 
English poetry mueh freer and more varied -
especially in the most frequently used metre, the 
iambic pent!ametre' (drarna and epic) • It ïs true 
that the omission oLstresses ("pyrrhics"), is not 
eharacteristic of English m&tres; her.e one should 
speak, as in the Germanie languages in general, not 
so much of omission ~s of weakening of the metrical 
stress. 50 \ 

zhirmun~kij feels justified in giving a hypermetrica1 stress ta weakly 

accented worfs which fall on the metrically 

indicated. 

, 
1 

strong positions 1 have 
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Nor serv'd it to relax their serried files 
\ ' 

His Ministerk of vengence and pursuit 

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

ZhirmunsJ:dj goes on, "But especia1ly charact-e,ristic of English iarnbs 
, 

is the extensive use they make of displacement of stress." Examples 
j 

of this are provided for every foot except the last -

lst {oot ~ with Nature's teardrops as 'they pasS.r. 
• 

(Byrdn) 
'-:', ' 'f! 'i·"" 

2nd foot The eye winks at the nand, yet let that be (Shakespeare) 

3rd foot Into the hall sta22erl'd his visage ribbed 
1 

(Tennyson) 

The general conclusion "'is that "Russ~an verse departs from the scheme 

principally in the nwnber ofi stresses \IComissions}, English 'ln their " 

, 51 
arrangement (displacement)." And again, Unbegaun echoes the very 

sarne thing in his comparison of English and ,ussian binary m~tres 

"In English, words are even shorter thanl in German, and 
long words normally have a secondary st~ess. It follows 
that the removal of stresses in English is ~ess common 
than in Russian. But' the abundance of monosyllables in 
the English vocabulary often means that significant mono- '1 
syllables follow one anotoer", e~ch of them bearing its 
semantic stress. The result is that in English verse 
weak syllahles (again, a metrica;L. term for weak position] 
may rece~ve a stress, disYllablès as weIl as monosyllables .•• 
A compar[son of the three systems shows' that German binary 
verse s~ays closest to the scheme. Russian verSe deviates 
from it1by the ~umher oflstresses, an~ Engli~h by their 
distribution. n5{2 1· 

The same prosody can be'used tb characté~ize ternary metres 
<. ! 

too. But just a few choice observations a~e relevan~ owing to the 

fact that ternary verse has "thrived" (NabokoV) in RusS1à (th?U9h less 
1 
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than binary) while it has only mushroomed in the margin of the English 
, . 
tradition. The amphibrach hardlY'~Kists in English (Swinburne's 

<... '\- 1 

Dolores"is usually trotted,out as the only pure example); in Russian 

ft .. has i:S ~nique Plice be~ide 

anapest and dactyl in English 

anapestic an~ ddctylic metres. The 

" 
are eithe~subje~t tQ erratic shifts in 

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

-
is not surprising con,sidering the effects the poly /mono- syllab ic ratios 

h~ve on binary verse. . ' If English is prone to shift the stress when 

it has only to maintain one-syllable long intervals of w~ak str~ss, it 

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

Russian, on ~e ~ther hand, can take ldvantage of the clearer stress in 
\ 

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

As a prosodie c~~egory, the omission factor has practically no rol~, to 

play, obviously, in èither versification. It may ~istinguish Russian , , 

, from English binary metres, but omission is rarely possible in Russian 
c , 

" 

ternary metre except possibly in the first foot. The explanation is 
1 

simpl~, " ..... the threat'of a hiatus of five syllables ensures the preser-

\ (J 1 vation of stress in ternaxi verse. Al~ the sarne, this threat does not 

1 
hang over the firet foot of a da<;?tylic line. In fact, the r~moval of 

.. 
,the ~itial stress w9uld produce a sequence of ~ only three unstr,essed 

\ 

~ 

which as has been shown, is extremelY frequent in binary syÜables, 

however, 

. 
: ' 

, The regular fulfilment of the strong metrical position does, 
1 . , • 

permit the emergence of a grlater number of hypermetrical str~sses 

. .:. 
\ ' 54 
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Thus the hypermetrical factor plays the main prosodical role 
( 

in the analysis of ternary verse. How~ver, it must be noted that , 
1 

unlike English whieh is always slightly hypermetrical (and thus this 

, criterion serves only to distinguish it from Russian rhythms but does nat 
\ 

have any great qritical value ~ Engl±Sh metres) , the role of hyper-

metrical stress in Russian is ~are delicate. The strict hierarchy of 

~-
stress in Russiàn polysyllables implies that hypermetrical stresses can 

i 
\ oceur only in monosyllabic words in binary metre, for the weakness of 

the monosyllabic stress precludes the ward from having enough we~ght to 

make it into an actuat displacement of stress. ('The weak syllable of a 

polysyllabic word, we remember, ls treated as an omission) . Thus; , 

Zhirmunskij says a hypermetrical stress in a binary line sucti as, 
~ 

/ l' ," /' , 
Dni pozdne] oseni branjat obyknovenno 

ls possible because the first word Js iweaker in comparison to the dominating 

stress of its neighbouring polysyllabic. 
/ 

But something like, "Radosti 

; • Il 1 1 1~1 / 

,~ .•• i5 not, for it constitutes a displacement as it begins with,çhe 

unequivocal stro~g stress of a poly~yllabic in a weak metfical [position. 

,In ternary metres however, the regular'expectation of a strong 

1<1 
stress in the metrically strong positions permits strong accents in 

metrically weak positions, e.g. -

le 
", , / 

00190 snilis' mne vopli rydanij tvoix 

) "". , , 
Okrutu~' ja togda g?r'koj sladost'ju raz or, ~ .' 

'e 

.. 
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Of these lines Zhirmunskl.j says l "that in tlernary metres the ~hythmical 

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

is mu ch more strongly felt than in 1.ambic or trochaic metres, and the 
1 

, ., ,,55 
metrical stress generally overshadows the supplementary stress... . 

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

" 
syllabic in ternary verse) exist in Russian to one in English (where 'it 

simply l.ndicates the general lack of omiSSion~IIO_f stress as a rhythmic 

fact). \,1 . 
Th~ treatment of displaced stresses als~ seems ta he slightly 

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

~~ical violation and in principle it permits the differentiation of 

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

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

. accentuaI ver~ification }-I~~h Trediakovsky, it has been a habit to treat 

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

l'ine which covers everything from the flrst stress ta tlle last stress 
/ 

inclusive, (c) ending, i.e., ev~rything from the last stress of the line 

" ,,,56 onwards, aga1.n 1.nclus1.ve. These are realiy secondary metrical 

5 truct ures,' Endings in RU5sian are easy ta isolate because the potentia~ 

for, and frequency of, feminine and dactylic rhymes is 50 high, unlikè 

l ' h 57 Eng 1.S . This has to do again with the more polysyllabic nature of 

" the Russian 1angua~e and the fa ct that it is more inflected. Opening~ 

of the line in bath languages often deviate (I cite the fami1iar trochaic 

inversion,again) and sa they too might weIl be classed seaprately. In 

• 
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structural terms, the Russ~an mode can be used to define binary and 

ternary "f~ilies" - zhirmunskij simply takes iambic metre to be trochaic 
1 

1 

metre with constant one-syllable anacru~is and then proceeds to solve the 

E~glishman's problem of the amphibrachic line with reference to Byron 

l h . d 58 a ong t e same ~ ea. 

This is mostly a formaI exercise, but if the same structural 

categories are applied to displacements of stress, the tendency is ta 

look upon them in a more normative w,ay. Thus 'Zhirmunskij classifies 

al! displacements of stress in the !first foot as insignificant - "Besides 

the first foot of the most diverse metres - not only Russian verse but 

1 

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

certain degree 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 rnovement can be said ~o have 

59 
begun. " 

similarly 

~ule. 

By the same "syntagmatic" logic, unmetri~al lines could be 

normalÎlz~d s~nç:e they 1 are e~cept~ons which prove the stanzaic 

Theoretically, the matter cornes down to a critical opinion and 

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

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

reading Russian criticism though we need not Ireach the same pracfical 

conclusions. 

My survey of the Russian Formalists' contribttions to prosody 

finds has' been ratîer circumspect. Iit was necessary and t\9ir comparative 
1 

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

-
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( 
, 1 

discoveries about linguistics ~d its applica~ion to poet~cs which 

enveloped it. Nabokov follows very closely the approach w7 have 

described, bu~ he does so without acknowledging his,predecessors or -
the conclusions they 

1 

first reached. However, as far as we are concerried, 

it is not a question of suggesting sources for Nabokov as much as seeing 

whether or not Nabokov improves or faiis short of the major points we have 

reviewed, both in his methodology and in h~s comparison of Russian and 

English. At least in 1945 when NaboJov composed his poem An Evening of 
, 1 

f , 
Russian Poetry, he seems to have thought pretty mu ch the same things about 

Russian and English verse as we have noted -
1 

"Is your prosody like ours?" 

~ 

1 
t 

WeIL, Emmy, our pentameter may seem 

f . .' '" ' . f . Id to ore~gn ears as ~ ~t cou not rouse 

the limpliambus from its pyrrhic dream; 
1 

But close your eyes and listen to the Line. 

The meLody unwindsj the middle word , 
{ 

Î 
is marvelously long and serpentine: 

you hear one beat, but you have also heard 

the shadow of another, then thelthird 

touches the gong, and then the fourth one sighs 

• 1. 

" 

\ 
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We might subtitle this stanza "(])de on a Hypermetrical Stress"; 

Nabokov certainly recognizes (and clearly tries'to mimic) the difference 

the polysyllabic "serpentine" lexicon of Russian makes to the English 
\ 

ear which he ars only weakened (pyrrhic) iarnbuses instead of the sound of 

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

scholar of the Fifties (when he first began the translation of Pu~hk~n 

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

. ' 

, :1 

\ ' 
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Boris Unbegaun. 
p. 11. 
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Notes 

Russian versification.(OXfOrdf Clarendon Press, 1956) 

The name of the Forma1ist group in St. Petersburg in 1916 circa and 
\ short for "Society for the Study of poetic Lariguage". II: included 

people 1ike Shlovski, E]xenbaum, Brik. 

3. Krystyna pomorska. Russian FOnnali\st Thoery and Its Poe tic Arnbiance~ 
(The Hague: Mouton, i96,8) pp. 30-31. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

Victor EHich. Russian Formalism. (The Hague: Mouton, 1969) p. 38. 
Ij 1 

In his conc1uding chaptler on "pu~e Tonie Versification" 1 Victor, 
Zhirmunskij sketches a little history of the rejection of the strict 
metricai guidelines set Idown by Lemonbsov and the experimentation \ 
\that was leading to the emergence of the dol'nik. Introduction te 
Metrics. trans. C.~. Brown, (The Hague: Mouton, 1966), pp. 196-208. 

None of Belyj' s colleagues s\uch as Brjusov or ,my of the Formalists 
seem guilty of ideo1ogica11y misreadifig actual 1inguistic elements, 
unlike the unfortunate Marxist critic Fri~e who tried ta explain 
free verse "by references to the rhythms of the capitalist c~ty". 
See Erlich ~. cit. p. 145. 

7. e.g.,~.~. p. 43. When scanning a passage from childe Harold, 
Unbegaun gives one p01ysy11abic word secondary stress for the sake 
of the metre 1 but denies another polysyllabic secondary stress f04 
the sarne reason -

Gri~ving if aught ina~imate e':r gri:ves 
ov~r the unretJ'rning br~ve, ~làs! 

8. Zhirmunskij, p. 37. 

9. Ibid, pp.,37-48. 

10. Erlich, p. 37. 

11. zhirmunskij mentions vos toRov , Samsonov, Klassovskij, and perev1esskij, 
all of wham had studied the frequency af pyrrhics bef~e Belyj. p. 36. 

, , 

12. See Ibid, pp. 37-38. 
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13. unbegaun, pp. 18-20. 

14. Nabokov ln his Notes and Zhirmunskij, passim. Freeman in his ---" "Primes of Metrical Style", Language and Style, l (1968), 63-101, 
ln footnote 34. '. 

15. Quoted in yictor Erlich, "Russiàn Poets in Search of a Poetics" 
Comparatlve Literature, IV (1952), p. 6L. 

16. Zhirmunski), po' 72. 

17. Ibld, p. 73. 

18. One could also calI the first scansio~ an example of pyrrhic subStl­
tution, which is another way of denying the signifipance of the 
metrical abstraction (here iambic). The predilection for inconsistencies 
is apparent. 

19. 

20. 

In fact Be1yj's Symbo1ist co11eague BrJusov a1so objected 
,- arbitrary selection of one component on which to base his 

See Er1ic~, p. 38. 
l 

Ibid, p. 216. 

1 

ta Be1yj·s 
theory. 

1 

21. Boris Eichenbaum, in Russian Formalist Criticismi trans. and ed. 
Lee T. Lemon (Uniyersity of Nebraska Press, 1965) p. 110/. " 

22. See William E. Hawkins, "Slavie Formalist Theories in Literary Scholarship", 
Word, 1, No. 2 (1951). The Formalists attempted to earve out the 
language of lit't=rature from the "prevailing ec1ecticism of literar;y 
theory. Sueh eclecticism had lead to the study of litera~ure by a 
number of different disciplines, philoso~hy, psychology, sociology, 1 

philology, cultural,history, etc., each df which, imposlng its methods 
on literary scholarship, had found that literature was only a reflection' 
of its own content." 0 pp. 177-178. 

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 Pornorska (Cambridge: M.I.T. Press, 1971) p. 135 n. 

25. See Hawkins, op. cit., p. 182. 

26. Erlich, p. 216. 
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1 • 
27. See Pomors'ka. op. dt. 119-122. For the "sound" principle, see p. 78. 

28. For example, see Zhirmunskij 's rep1y to Cudovsky where he maintal.ns 
the need for a metricai scheme. °E· cit. , p. 63. 

29. Osip Brik, "Corttributions to the Study of Verse Language" in \ 
Readings in Russian Poetics. ed. Ladislav Matejka and Krystyna Pomorska. 
(Cambridge: M.LT. Press, 1971), pp. 117-125, p. 118. 

30. Zhirmunskij, p. 34. 

31. l am basing my distinction on the fact that Zhirmunskij divides'his 
chapters i~to those on metricai topl.CS and those on prospdical (pho~emic) 

33. 

34. 

topics. In fact he even Icalls part of the chapter on prosody "Pro~ody 
a,nd Metrics" op .• cit." p. 119. It is posslble Nabokov is play ing 
qn this word too, sineE! his "prosody" is definl.tely more Russian tnan 
it is English, though one gets the opposite impression from his foot-
notes. In Eng1ish, in genera1' the two words are completely inter-
changeable. However, W.K. Wimsatt notes that at present in English 
the ward "prosody" 'does, iIt fact, nave a lin9uistic 1 connotation as 
distinct from '\meter" or "versification". The fa ct that "proso/(ly," 
has been taken over by 1ingul.sts.may suggest how influential the work 
of the RUSSl.an, ForIfi'alists has been in moder~ studies of mete7 ~ See 
Wimsatt 's "A Note on the Terms Qf VerSifl.C~tion, Verse, Meter, Prdsodyl/, 
Versification (New York: M.L.A. 1 New York U iversity Press 1 1972), 
p. xix. 

And this wou1d inc1ude for example the work of Nabokov or Halle and' 
Keyser, thoug~ neither gives the slightest indication of being aware 
of the work of the other. See Chapter III. 

zhirmunskij, p. 149. 

seel Zhirmunskij 's classes of stress according t& grammatical type 
pp. 99-112. Cf. Nabokov' s classes in his Notes, pp. 73-74., 

35. Erlich, p. 218. 

36. See his inf1uential "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, lac. cit. 
A1so, in his "Comparative' Slavic Metrica" he similarly defines the 
growth of \"Macectonl.an" and "Bulgarian" versification as rooted in the 
disappearahce 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 sy11alJ1e, the latter "free". ' 
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37. \ Cf. the p~rfectly regular anapest from the sarne poem -
"I am lord of the fawl and the brute." 

Il 
38. Robin Kemble, Alexander Blok (The Hague: Mouton, 1965) pp. 114-144. 

39. See note 3 ta my Introduction. 

40. Senge'li propased the widèspread existence of secondary stresses in 
Russian binary and ternary metres on phonalog1cal grounds, 50 that 
~ven the s1ng1e anapest or dacty1 wou1d have a secondary stress. 
See Zhirmunskij, p. 115. ' 

41. See Kemble, p. 121, i.e. the 1nsignificance of secondary stresses 
\ compared to English or German verse. 

·42. Kemb1e, p. 123. 

43. zhirmunskij, p. 119. 

44. 

45 • 

46. 

47. 

48. 

\ 
Kemb1e, p. 143. 

Ibid, p.130. 

1 
Zhirmunskij, passim. But especia11y "Russian verse as compared 

1 

with German and ROl,nance" 1 pp. 80-87. 1 

Nabokov reve~ls his true, and very thorough, know1edge af modern 
Russian critlcism in anather translation which he did. In the 
notes ta 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 ear1y as Tre4i~kovskij (see Kemb1e, p. 116). 
In English Paul Fussell and Enid Hamer make ex~ensive use of the 
foot, though Saintsbury says the pyrrhic foot 1S "very daubtfully 
found in English" in his Manual of English prosody (see the gloss'ary) • 

49. Unbegaun,~p. 35. 

~50.' zirmunskij, P. 82. 

51. Ibid, p. 85. 
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52. 

53. 

54. 

55. 

58 

1 1 

Unbegaun, pp. 43-44~ l would like to point out that like Nabokov, 
Unbegaun daes not acknowledge that these facts were first reveal~d 
by the Formalists. Unlike Nabokov, he does make mention af them 
in his bibliography. Troubetzkoy (Prague School actuall~) , 
Zhirmunskij, Tomasevsky, Jakobson are a few of the ones cited. 

, , 1 

See Enid Harner,\ The M~tres of English Paetry, 5th ed. (1930; rpt. 
London: Methuen, 1969) pp. 259-278. 

Unbegaun, l p. 53. 

Zhirmunskij, p. 67. 

56. ?ee Kemble, p. 60 n. 

57. For a thorough discussion see the introduction of Mme. Jarintzov's 
book where she shows the overwhe1ming advantage the Russian rhymster 
has over his English counterpart. Russian Poets and Poems 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1917). 

58. Se~ zhirmunskij,l pp • 130-132. 

59. Ibid, p. 66. 
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• 
QiAPT~R III 

THE ENGLISH CONTEXT 

.. 

References to English prosodists in the Notes are as neglfgible 

h R · \ as t ey are to USSlan ones. On1y two prosodists are named - Salntsbury 

and Bridges (pp. 20-21) - and only because bath have touched on the 

1 
question of "tilts". ," This is hardly surprising since ,even without the 

in~lights of the Russian critics the displacement of accent onto metrically 

weak positions is one of the most weIl recognized modulations in aIl 

English verse. Nabokov is merely quibbling when hJ finds this an 

occasion ta abject ta terms such as "rdcession of accent" or "equivalence" 

insteaf of his "reverse tilt" or "Lplex tilt". At other moments 

Nabokov does not even bother ta cite the Jriter or describe the theoretical 

background 'of English terms he finds similarly disagreeable, such as 

"hovering accent", "wrenched accent" (p. 20), 1 or "quantity" and 

"substitution" (p. 4). In the case of the latter two, no reference is 
\ 

rea11y necessary as the terms are generally used to indicate notions ab0it 

metrical feet and reflect the Gr~eco-Roman ldeas about verse which nave 

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

(even of contempt) away when he calls such terms "traditional nonsense". 

In view of the work of the Russians, Nabokov's stance as an 

original revisionist of brOSOdY does have sorne truth when it comes ta 



M 

" 

" , 

-..,. 

1 

, 

o 

(, 

60 

English studies, if none when it cornes to Rusfian ones. This is 'simply 

b7cause the English fixatio~ on the classical foot system is largely 

irrelevant to the Russian rhythrn!metre approach Nabokov has adopted. 

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

and it would be odd if he did, considering the fact that he does ~ot 

review any Russian ones. In Russia, the rather latb arrivaI of betrical 

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 distingUiSh much sooner between the metre as a formaI 

entity (~.e., the foot in principle) and its phonological realization. 

English, with its mu ch earlier exposure to classical influence, has been 
( 

burdened with strict adherence to metrical scansion and with confusion 

between Latin linguisti1 quantities and its own linguistic accents. 

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

early part of this century, suggests that ~omas'Sheridan (1775) was the 

first Englis,hman to realize that accent was the "master key" to English 

2 
prosody. And not until Coleridge is there an intuition (still not 

properly understood according to Omond at h~s own time) that omission of , 

3 accent in the ictus could be a normal part of verse. Otherwise, there 

is a great assortment of peculiar ideas about English quantitativj verse 

or about strictly observing the number of syllables in a lihe in imitation 

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

see no end1to the English muddle: 

\, 
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What then ls the upshot of the ~hole matter? ., This, 
for certain: that we h~ve as yet no established 
system of prosody. Much ana~ytic inquiry has 
yielded no synthesis authoritative and generally 
accepted. Tt ii a strange fact, so la~e in the 
histary of our literature; Greek metrists would have 
viewed it with surprise. That the synthesis will 
c?me is surely past question. When it does come, 
l suspect it will b~ found less and not more complex 
than its many prede1cessors. It will not come on 
lines of Greek prosady. Our syllabl~s do nat directly 
express time, are nat regarded by us primar~l~ as 
measures of time; any attempt to prove that they do sa 
in our ordinary verse must, fail, and any attempt to make 
them do so in verse of novel pattern seems te me i11-
judged. 4 

It weuld be as paintless for us as it was for Nabokov to 
1 

summarize errars in the history of English p~osody when the whole purpose 

: ~ of the rhythm1metre ~p~roach is to break with the concepts of the pasto 

Even saintsbury, when he came to write his massiveqhistory of English 

. " 

(1 
\ 

prosody (1908), saw how' the doctinaire nature of the debates in!prosodY 

had 1ef~ most terminology de~oid of sense; thus he chose to describe 

v,erse in very simple, if theoretically useless (by his own admissio'n) 

words - e.g., "octosyllabic" ~r "dec~syllabic" lines instead of the more 

, 5 
connotative "tetrametres" or ''pentametres''. 

/ 

What i5 very interesting\ 'however, is the recent emergence of , 
a,. new English prosody in the work of Halle and K~yser (1966) 6. Their 

prosody fulfills Omand's expectation - it propos~s a methodolo~ which is 

simple and yet takes into account all tha problems of traditional shansions; 

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

basis of'English ve~se. Halle and Keyser's prosody is of qreat rel~vance 

ta ·N~okoV'S tao, for they accomplish thair end of taking an essentially 

rhythm/metre approach to English verse. 
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1 

It is possible that Halle and Keyser have been influenced in 

a very general way by the Russian Formalists;7 they begin with linguistic 

premises and reject scansioA by feèt; but one, unlike Nabokov tor 
, 

Zhirmunskij) they are not attempting t~ be comparative and do not juxta-

pose Russian rhythms with E1glish oneSi and two, they go much deeper in 

their reworking of the concept of metré. Nabokov,or zhi~unskij maintains 

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

while recognizing the importance of a formaI background in metrical verse, 

" 
do away with feet entirely and replace them with their own metr.ical 

formura. This formula has its own unique logic for de~ling with various 

rhythmic possibilities in a consistent way. 
(~ 

Their "correspondc.nce 

rules" which connect the abstract metrical pattern to its linguistic 
1 

"actualization" are much more weIl defined than the matching of an tarnbia 

\ 

pattern, for exarnple, to the actual series of ward accents in a line. 

Halle and Keyser have posed a most serious'challenge to the 

cotnmunity of Englis~ ~trists, calling forth the resistance of Wimsat,~, 

, 8 
for instance. What i8 significant about tQis debate is that the rhythm! 

metre distinction itself (i.e., the fact that Halle and Keyser define 

metre frdm the outse~ as an abstraction) or the attention to lexical accent, 

i8 not the point of contention. Curlously, it i9 their Unrivalled con-
1 

sistency in handllng aIl the awkward deviations, excePti~ns, equivalences, 

- -
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, 1 

The publication of Nabokov's Notes antedates that of the 

. 
Halle and Keyser theory of pro50dy by two years.' we know the Notes 

c~used hard+y a stir amongst Enqlish metrists, and ~hen it did get a 

response it remained mostly unintellig±bl~ (whether positively or 
~ 

negat1vely 50). An understanding of the Russian theoretical background 

clarifies the N6tes completely but its position in English metrical theory 

is now determined as much by the work of Halle and Keyser as by the English 

reader's ability to follow Nab0I~V'S argument. 

'On the one hand, Halle and Keyser's breakthrough gives the 

rhythm/metre approach a new and important legitimacy in English. Nabokov 

\ 

attempted to instate a similar theory into English prosodYi thus he deserves 

to b~ recognized as a participant in the contemporary debates in English 

prosody. On the other han?, it is doubtful NabOkov would find the total 

elimination of the foot convincing, or that he would exchange his concept 

of "modtlation" for Halle and Keyser'-g main critical objective, wh~ch ~s to 
"..­

dist1nguish "metrical Il (conform~ng. to their rules-) fX:O~ "unmetrical Il li1es 

of verse. Nabokov is oblivious to any "meta-theoretica,l" is~ues, he 

goes only as far as necessary to make co~parisons between Pushkin and 

Enqlish poets. , Yet if his text is to"make any rJal contribution t~~ 

English prosody it must be seen against Halle and Keyser's theory which 

is the most~ell d~velope~ version of the'rhythm/roetre approach applied 

to English-verse. Nabokov is not authorized simply by virtue ~f having 

an affinity w~th their work. A look at Halle and Keyser's conclusions 

about the structure of English verse anà th~ir'concerns\with particular 
\ ' 

, v 
\ 

'problème provides a context for the last of ,the three prosodic aspects 
\ 
\ 

(i.e., Russian, comparative~ English) of Nabokov's~ • 

.. 
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In conformity with what we know already about the rhythm! 

metre approach, Hall~ and Keyser present their thèo~as a means of 

overcoming the inconsistencies of the usual metrical scansions. Such 

sqansions often lead to lines of mixed feet in English (just as logaoedic 

scansion was cornrnor in Russian scansion before Zhirrnunsk1J's solution). 

The most typical "deviations" in Eriglish are - (1) weak accent in the 

icti'c posi~ion, or "pyrrhic" substitution; (2) abutting accents or 

" spondees" i 
1 . 

(3) the inversion of the first foot in iambic lines, "trochaic" 

substitution; (4) the inversion of a medial foot in an iambic line, 

"trochaic" againi (5) extra weak syllables at the end of a line, or the 

dropping of the first weak sy11able at the beginning of a 1ine; adJ us trne nt 

in the nurnber of syllables could also include farros of elision (synalaepha, 

apocopation) or diaeresis. 

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

whidh produces,so many recurring irregularities. 
1 

As Nabokov has said, 

too, the foot is anly an abstract entity, it daes not actually account 

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

patt\e~n i,s totally regular. Happily much poetry i5 irregular, thus the 

1 \ 
foot\ causes more problerns than it helps to solve,. "The difficulty arises 

from itAe fact that the standard theory expresses aiiowable deviations in 
\ 

terrns of feet. 
-. 

(In fact, it 15 only in thi5 domain that the entity ~ 

plays a significant raIe.) ,,9, Thus Halle and Keyser decide to abolish 

the foot entirely, even as the formaI definition of the lin~l, and substitut~ 

their own abstraction of weak-strong positions.\ II 
(

10
) 

for iambic pentametre here in its revised forro. 

\ 
\ 

reproduce their rules . 
By "stress" Halle and 

- -
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1 

Keyser mean the stress of the word, not stress in the senSe of ictus. 

a) Abstract Metrical Pattern 

(w) SWSWSWSWS (x) (x) 

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

b) Correspondence Rules 

1) A position (5 or W) corresponds to either a single 
syllable, or a sonorant sequence incorporating at most 
two vowels (immediately adjoining one anothrr, or 
separated by a sbnorant consonant). 

Definition: when a stressed syllable is located between 
'. 

two unstressed syllables in the sarne syntact:ic 
constituent within a line of verse, this 
syllable is called a stress maximum. 

ii) stressedosyllables occur in 5 positions and in aIl S 
~s~~ns ~ 

or stressed sylldbles occur in S positions but not necessarily 
in" al! S positions. 

~ . 
~~ or! stress maxima occur only in S positions, but not necessarily 

~r in aIl S positions. 
l 

1 
l ' Lines of verse in iambic pentarnetre which do not follow these rules are 

thelonl:Y deviations. The simplest sorts of deviation, the dropping or 

adding of syllables and/or elision, are obviousiy 'solved by\the abstract 

metrical pattern itJelf and rule (b) (i). For example, these lines 

from Chaucer, 

1 . 
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- -

~ 
< • .. 
" " ~, ,', 

'f , 
'11 

" 
\ .. 
,1 . 
" 
~ ., 

. \ . ..! 
); 
Iv 

;~ 

1 
i 

f 
i 

1 

1 
( 
; , 



h 
) 

--

1 

o 

66 

'l'wenty bookes clad in blak or reed A. Prol. 294 
(W) S W S W 8 W S W S 

0, Sàl~, wys an1 richest of richesse E. MCH. 2242 

W S w S W \8 W S W 5 (xl 

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

in Search of ideals of syllabic conformity, expanded or contracted the 
1 

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

And he that would not strain his conscience Spanish Tragedy rrI,iil,8 

or the elision practised by 

of his study, demobstrating 

Milt~n (ta which Bridges devotes a full third 

how carefully Milton measured his lines) , 

They summ'd 
! 

their Penns, and soaring 'th 1 air sublime P.L. vii, 

Halle and Keyslr have 
'., 

simply given linguistic expression to elision as 
1 

a means of aSSrgning syllables to their metrifal positions whether the 

elisions ~ere ~I ocalized or not ~n actual recitations, though they are 

careful not to contradict historical evidence of the pre~alent speech 

421 

1 

pattern. BU~ since not many readers who study poe~ry qo, Halle and-Keyser 

are really try~ng to break down the rigid one to one/ correspondence of foot 

unit and syllable which tends to provok~ more irreg larities in metrical 

scansion. t1 'Nabokov, r must,say, i5 extremely ca fuI and open in his 
1 ~ 

scansion though he continues to count positions in of foot divisions 

- -

, . 
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In fact he mentions the need to take elis~on especially 

'" into account in scanning Milton in his example from ilL 1 Allegro" (p. 56). 

Nabokov does not define' elision in any way except to show a few examples. 

of it (pp. 30-32) f and obviously he does not cons'ider it a barrier between 

English and Russian poetry (where it does not exist). l would agree; 

if one is flexible in measuring ou~ whatever the metr~cal unit happens 
~ 

ta be (and this is afl Halle and,Keyser intend to emphasize) there are 

more significant aspects of Vf:'rse to consider. 

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

1 

of thr more problematic deviations which usually call for the introduction 

of mi\tures of feet Halle and Keyser argue that most of these deviations 

can be normalized, thereby implying that lines which truly break the 

metre are'a rare occurrence. It is just that the previous' imprecision 

in the desc~iPtJ~n of verse has lèad metrists to think (even expect) 

the opposite. 

The first rule states that stressed syllables occur in every S 

position and this would simply be the most regular line in the old 

taxonomy, e. g. 

/, 1 

From thence a length 
W S W S 

/ / 
The things, we know, 

W S W S 

/ 1 

The curfew tolls the 
W S W S W 

,,- / ,,-
of burning sand appears 

W S W S w' S 

1 1 1 

are neither ri ch nor rare 
W S W S W S 

/ 1 l ' 
knell of parting day 

S W S W S 

, 1 

Crabbe, "The Village" 

Pope, "Epistle to 
Arbuthnot" 

Gray, "Elegy" 

- .-
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These linesi ean fit easily into any~ system and consequently are not of 

much prosodie interest. 

The next case in which stressed syllables oceur in S positions 

~ but not ,in .ill. S positions takes us baek to the diseovery of "stress 

in principle" of the 'Formalist, or Nabokov' s "scuds" (or the aneient 

pyrrhic substitution). It i9 interesting to note two things about this 

particular case in the 'context of Halle and Keyser's theorY. Firstly, 

the distinction between the abstract metrical pattern and the actuality 

of the syllable(s) which occupies the metrical position is so weIl defined 

from the outset that this case is more of an auxiliary feature of the 

theory than a basic discovery (which it was to the Russia~s). Seeondly, 
" 
the oritical Î'mportance of this case is less than in the case1 involving 

l , 

"stress maxima" because one, \t does not solve as many cases o~ deviation 

as the "stress maximum" does (in fact it concerns only "pyrrhi1s ll
) and two, 

it is considered to be a ~inor stylistic feature compared to the us~poets 

make of "stress- maxima". Donald Freeman, for example, has employed the 

Il h f d h li .. ' 1 12 d' d' Ha e-Keyser t eory 0 Proso y as a t eory of poe
l
_1c st Y e r an 1n 01ng 

50 he finds thatl 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 

Freéman likens his computations Ito the sort of work Andrei B~lyj did with 

\ 13 \' , ' 
omitted stresses. ~reeman no doubt means the graphie method Belyj 

is ere~.ted for, not the erronèous usage he eventually made of it whieh 

CO~fu.e rhythm witb metra again." AH this, of course, has gr.at 

impliea ions for Nabokov' s prosody since he finds "seuds" to be most 

J, 

- "4' 
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significant in English poetry (their significance in Russian poetry is 
1 

undeniable), especia11y when computed in a Belyjian fashion. 
o 1 

Examp1es 

of this case are farniliar enough, 

" " " 
,. 

And leaves the world to darkness and to me Gray, "Elegy" 
W S W S W S W S W S 

, 

1 
, 

" " 1 
Are driven, like ghosts from ~ enchant~r fleeing Shelley, "Ode to 

W S W S W S W S S (x) the West Wind" 

l might add that the case of weak accents in metrica11y strong positions 

has been noted by metrists before in a way that sugge?ts that they too 

, . 
realizedlit was a typical feature of English, mean~ng it was not considered 

1 \ 

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

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

" 'ff ,.. h ' d'f i' 14 var~at~on ~n d~ erent pos~t~ons ~n t e line and ~n ~ ferent comb nat~ons , 

e.g. 

Serv'd only to discover sights of WOB 

Î Dungeion horr~, on all sides round 

Transfix ~ the bot tom of this Gulfe 

P.L. i, 64 

i, 61 

i, 329 

Verrier, who made a phonological study of Eng1ish verse (1909), la1so 

recogniz~d the frequent occurrence of we~ened ietie positions (whieh 

coincident~y he called les fortes, as opposed ta the other positions he 

15 
called les faibles). , 

,1 

1 

1 

. . , 
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Thus Nabokov is not wrong (or, for that matter, the f1rst) 

to focus on this case. However"what ~eparates 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 aU cases of "IOOdulation" 

or "actualization" (Halle and Keyser's teI"fll) logically to each other, 

showing how each is part of a system that çan be used to characterize 

metre (s) consistently; this approach does not simply itemize variations. 

Nabokov obviously attempts a systematic approach when he says things 

like "t11t\''' (inversions of stress) are a sub-class of "scuds" (omissions 
/ '-

of stress) (p. 18). And this is why he tQo grinds his ax on Bridges 

for calling a tilt a 'J:~essJon of accent" which, of course, goes against 

the rhythm/metre distinction since accents have no fixed places to begin 
\ 

with, only the ictus and ~ts counterpart do. The question that remains 

open however, is whether Nabokov's prosody is actually systematic in a 

way that accounts sufficiently for allocases of modulation in English 

metres, or whether{he case of weakly accented ictuses in English is a 

good st~rting point. 

For Halle and Keyser, as l suggested ~ove, it is not. 

major innovation li~S in thLonception of the "stress maximum". 

Their 

This 

concept finds its role in the third rule of section (h) (ii) which covers 

aIl lines not covered by the first two rules. 

remaining so-calleci "d~viationsll, Le. inversion 

\ 
foot (trochees) or abutting stresses (spondees). 

This would be ~~l the 

of the first or a medial 

As the rule states, 

for these lin~s to be truly unmetrical a stress maximum wouid have to faii 
1 

l, 
." 

" ,e 
l; 
.~ ~\ 

,~; 
....,.,... 
'~g{ 

li 

" 
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"-
~n a weak position; and since stress maxima occur only w~en a syllable 

is clearly stronger than its two adjacent syllables within the sarne 

syntactic constituënt, abutting stresses or inversions of stress are by 

definltion acceptable actualizations of the metre. For example, where 
<) 

there îs an inversion of stress at the beginning of a line, 

1 
Batter my heart, three-person'd Gad, for you Donne, Holy Sonnet t 't-
wsw s .W S W S W S 

there is no weak stress before the first stress 50 the first stress cannat 

be a str~ss maximum, thus it cannat constitute a violation of the metre. 
\ 

Similarly\, 
" 

within the line 

\ 
'" '" The Millere was a stout carl for the nones Chaucer, A.Prol.I.545 

W S W S W S W S W S (x) 

"carl" is a9jacent to a stress on one side, from "stout", and again it 
l ' 

is not a stress maximum, nor a violation of the metre. 

Spondees are not violations for the same reasonj abutting 

stresses mean that a stress maximum does not occur. This precludes 
\ 

spondees from ever being violatio'ns. Thus Pope's weIl known couplet, 

which is full of spondees, is a perfect1y regu1ar iambic 1ine. 

1 

When Ajax strives sorne rocks vast weight ta throw 
The 1ine tao labours, and the words rnove slow. 

1 

; 

~. 

,
~. 
" 

r 

, 
\' 



( 

j 

• 

72 

An unmetrical ~ine which does contain a stress ma~imum in 

a weak position would be, 

How many bards gild the lapses of time Keats 
WSW S W'S WSW S 

"lap" is stronger than both its neighbouring syllables. Simitarly, 

From hence your memory death cannot take 
W S W SWS , S W S 

or 

"With sword of wit, giving wounds of dispraise 
W S W S Ws W SW S 

Shakespeare,. Sonnet 83 

Sidney, "Astrophel and 
Stella" 10, 10 

scansion 

In all the examples above l h~ve simplified Halle and Keyser's 

so thJt the particular prosodie aspect in question would be 

\ 
Obviously presented clearly. 

a_t work in a single linej. 

mfre 

In tJiS 'line from Yeats' nAfter Long Silenèe" 

than one aspect·at a time could be 

a full scansion shows reduction of one syllable, omission of a stress 

in two strong positions and the neutralization of abutting stresses (i.e., 

no violation by 5tre~s maxima), yet the line as a whole is considered 

perfectly metricàl, 

Speech after long silence: it i5 right 
(W) S W S . W S W S W S 

The main Point of Lne theory (as of the whole rhy~m/met~e approach) i5 

" , 

, . 
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h 

that there are' a number of ways of actualizing a metre aU of which 

are compatible. This compatibility is not only fashl0ned in a logical 

way, by showing the eons1stency wlth which the differences can be handled, 
1 

it proves the fallacy of ~calling this poetic potentlal "deviations" from 

the idealized metrical plttern~ng,of stresses, for the ideal is noJhing 

but a formaI definition of monotony. 

The reason Halle and Keyser believe that the first dut Y of any 
1 

theory of prosody is to differentiate a variety of metrical lines from 

the odd, case WhlCh is truly unmetrical (and not just a richer expression 

of the metre) is their belief in the reade~'s intuitive Competence to tell 
J 

, good lines from bad ones in any case. Their theory gives greater"range 

to the reader's intuition than a purely metrical descriptlon. The 

eriterion of stress maximum may seern to permit almost any variation in 

the metre but in fact when a 1ine is singled out as truly unmetrical 'the 

reader can sense the difference: a formal description of verse in terms 

of feet eould never achieve this result in a reliable way. 

Nabokov's concerns (as with most metrists) are remote from the 

o 

higher philosophieal issues of prosody ~al1e and Keyser propose. But 

, as the most developed rhythm/roetre formulation of English prosody, the 

Halle-Keyser theory indicates specifie prosodie points which aIl other 
• 

,versions of the rhythm/metre approach must consider. ~irstly / the 

occurrence of weaknesses in the" ictic position lS seen as a Xalid but 

relatively minor factor in English. Secondly, the term "spondee" may 

" be misleading but the fact of abutting stresses in English remains and 

;' 

/-

" 

/ 
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1 i, 
~ust be taken into account. This is equally true for dispIacements 

a 

of stress. Thus the mos~ significant factor in En5Jlish verse 3:=- the 

"" occurrence of totally distinct strong stresses (stress maxima) for only 

they ,are capable of causing real irregularity irl English metre; or 
1 

conversely, they project thJ most salient stylistic f~ature when· they 

oceur in positions which do not violate'the metre (this is Freeman's 

insight) • ' 

In a sense, the work of the Russian Formalists foreshadowed 

these conclusions for in comparision to their own v,ers~ they qUickty, 

'" , 
noted the greater flexibility and levaIs of stress in English: It was 

1 

only to be expected thqt English theory would have to come to term~ with 

thisi and this wouid include Nabokov too, once he decided to comment on 

English rhythms. 

" , 

• c 
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t 
Notes 

The5e two terms are also quoted by T.S. Omond as belonging to 
an Ameriçan metrist, Professor Gommere, from his Handbook of Metres 
(1885). sef T.S. amOnd, The English Metrists (1921, rpt. New York: 
Phaeton, 1968) p. ,2~0. 

\ ~ 
See ibid, pp. 80-82. Omond i5 ~eferring to Sheridan's "Lectures on 
the Art qf Reading", but 'here too accent is nonetheless still referred 
to consonantal. and v~wel lengths. Sheridan also supported the Idea 
of mixed feet in a line. 

~I pp. 116-118. Coleridge was actually talking about writing 
accentual verse, based only on a count'of four stressas, without 
specifie arrangement,per line. Omond interpréts this for Coleridge ~~ 

~s the discovery that poets writing metrical verse are permitted to 
use a weak syllable in place of a strong one. 

Ibid, pp. 226-~67. 

l " 
George Saintsbury expres\ej3 his complete.indiffer~nce to the "accent 
man" or the "stress manl~/etc. almo'st irnmediately. See his History . 
of Eng1ish prosody, 2nd ed. (1923; rpt. New YorK: Russell and Russel~, 
1961), l', p. 11. Throughout his wor~l, Saintsbury deliberately -
ralegates all matters of prosodie "doctrihe" to appendices and 
"interchapters" • 

~, 
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 metrica] poetry and their 
rules could be m~dified' for trochaic and other metres as welle For 
instance, see Keyser's "Old English Prosody", Co11ege Eng1ish, 30, 

(1969) pp. 331:-'356. 

Jakobson is a colleague of Halle's aotl Halle ls' sufficiently acquainte~ 
with Russian li~guistics to have written The Sound Pattern of Russian. 
(The Hague: Mouton, 1959). However, Halle and Keyser cite only the 
Dagish metrist Otto Jespersen who first branded the foot an ou~right 
"fallacy" (1900). 

See W'"K. Wimsatt. 
Chaucer's Meter". 

, JI . 
~'The Rule and e Norm: Halle and Keyser on 
College English, 31 (May 1970) pp. 774-788. 
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1 

Morris Halle <ilid Samuel Keyser. "The lambic pentaJneter" in 
Versification, ad. W.K. Wimsatt (New York: M.L.A., New York University 

'II' Press, 1972) p. 222. , 
./; 

Ibid," pp. 223-224. This is the third version sinee 1966; there was 
bne other in 1971 pub1ished in the May~sue of College Eng1ish and 
entit1ed "The Study of Eng1ish Prosody: An Alternative ProposaI". 
Each version simplifi~d the previous one. 

, 1 

saintsbu~' for example, ends' up wlth monosyllabic'or trisy1lable feet 
when seanning lambic pentametres. See op. eit",passim. 

\ 

See Donald Freeman "On the Pfimes of Metrieal style". Language and 
Sty-le, -l (Spring 1968) pp. 63-101. " . .' \' 

13. Ibid, note 34. , 
14. Robert Br~dges~ Milton~s"p#bsody final,ed. (1921; rpt. Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1965) p. 39. , 

15. Pau1'Verriet , Essai sur les principes de la metrique anglaise: 
(Paris: Librairie Universitaire, 1909) 1 I, pp. 150-152. 

\ 

~; 

\ 

\ ' 
/-' 

, II 

.,9 

0 

•• 

. ' 

'. 

.fi 

. \ . . 
\ . 

... 
> • ~ 

.. w 

, \ . 
,r - '" 

, 

'\ 

1 -

t. 

. 
,", 

'1 

, , 

\ 

il 

Q 



p; 

1 
~. , 
, 
• 
~ 

\ 

1 

• 

ŒAPTER IV 

CRITIQUE OF NABOKOV' P THEORY OF PROSODY, 

" ' 
" 

Nabokov begins his discussion of prosody on the joint 

a~sumJ?tion that Englishlstudents of.prosody can benefit from the work 

of Russian theorists and that the vérse of both languages can be treated 

on a comparative basis. Eugene Onegin i5 the convenient place for 

this synthesis to occur. In principle we can have no objection to 

Nabokov's attempt to realize his opinion in the form of an original 

taxonomy. 'We ~ow that the ~etb of each language shares the same 

basis, a hierarchy of accents· and the sarne metres. Even the choice 

of metre under discussion for the most part, the' iambic tetrametre Î is 

fair game. pushkin has put it to impressive use in Russian, but 

saintsbury considers thë metre to be the oldest, and one of the richest, 
1 ( , 

in English too. In fact, Nabokov selects some of saintsbury's 

favourites - e.g., the Keats, the Marvell, th~ Morris (which'Nabokov 

1 8eems to choose as if in spite of Saintsbury, see P.\68) and others. 

AlI the conditions seem most favourable for ~abok9v. , In order to assess 

·the ~ we shaH qàve to dis::upt this harmony somewhat and treat the 

three mingled asPEJcts of the text - the Russian, the comparative, the 

English - each in turn. 

* Nabokov uses, "accent" with reference to the word. "stress" in, reference , 
co .-th. '.ro avoid confusion l will follov hia tems throughoU1;. 

--
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• 
, 
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Belyj is the only theorist who reeeives even a token of 

recognition from Nabokov. However it i5 elear that Nabokov has 

absorqed the methods and conclusions of Belyj's critics too. The 

"scud" rnay originate with Belyj 1 s awareness of the role of omitted 

stresses in Russian verse, but Nabokov uses the scud to maintain the 

difference between the feet as abstract entities\, each with' its unique 

ictus in principle, 

distinctlon was not 

and the syllables which coincide with them. This 

pursued by àelyj who grew more interested kQ the 

problem of omitted stresses itself than in its relation ta a single 

metri1:al form. Thus, Nabokov parts com~any Wi~h Belyj very quickly 

and partakes of ,the Form~list theOry\Whieh followed. This i5 evident 

ih Nabokov's own graphie method. He calls it a "modification of Belyj's 

system of notation" (p.42). \ Similar to Belyj, Nabokov's graphs enable 

him to plot modulations throughout a poem, vertically and horizontally, 

! ~ 1 r " 
which i8 a valuable descriptive technique (particularly in Russian where 

seuds may follow a very regular pattern, e.g., Eugene onegini Four, IX, 
, '" 

Notes p. 68). Unli~e Belyj, Nabokov seans modulations by scud or 

foot, not individual syllable. \" This means that eaoh notated modulation 

is thtoretically related to the others. The v~rious ~inds of tilts are 

defined as a sub-class of scuds and they are identified by the sarne sign. 
, . 

Seuds, in turn, are a sub-class of feet, i.e., those whose ictus does not 

receive a lexical accent. This attempt at.log~cal consistency~is more 

i\ine with the rhythm/metre approach than it is with Belyj 1 s geometric 

.pJcUl~tions. . In fact, uJbltov is probably BIOre fOrJllal when it comes 

te ~~efinition of _tre than ZhiXUl'W,lSkij was. He"edvances the ide. 
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Oflstress i9 principle by refining it into a more integrated view of 

the metre as a whole i he does this ta such a degree Ithat the metricai 

" abstraction not only permits prosodic* description (i.e., separate 

treatment of the phonological properties in a line of ve~se), it contri-

butes to the overali accuracy of his taxonomy. He accomplishes this 

by working in ~he following order. 
'\ 

First he redefines feet in the way we have discussed in Chapter l,' 

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 depresslons. 

"-
... This is stated as an a,xiom,o and we see inunediately that metre has been 

1 
·divorced from its phonological realizatlon or "rhythm" 1 an iambic foot in 

th~ory i5 only ictus and depression, not until practice does accent enter. 

As l sU9gested, this seems odd to the Eng1ish reader at flrs~, though 
, 

from a Russian point of view Nabokov is playing with a foregone conclusion. 

Actually Nabokov initiates the reader in the simplest way since it is 

more ~mportant to accept this distinction from the outset than to question 

its tomplic~ted~origin. 

The origin of the 'dis\inctiop, ,e saw, rests upon a twofold 
\ , 

linguistic realizationi one, tha\ irregularities were an inevitabl~ aspect 
• '1 \ ... 

of verse for phono1ogi~al rea~ons - that is, that languages adapt to matrical 

scheme9 in a vàrlety of waysl and two, that this could, ~n fact,'be the \ 

source of a better and mor~ consistent description. of metrical verse. Dencé 

Zhirmunskij's systematic bfeakdown ~f metrea into phon~1ogica1 tendencies. 

• For 'a descri~tion qf prosody, as oPp08&d to metrics, aee Chapter II, 

tootnote 31. 

" 
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Warki~q in reverse arder, Nabokov turns immediate1y to the 

cause of the rh thm/metre'distinction (pp. 9-13) after having noted 

, l "-
the theoretical conclusions (p. tI), i. e.! scuds (Formalist omission of 

, 

stress), and ti ts (Formalist displacement of stress). 
1 

The rationale 

for Nabokov 1 s t xonomy is familia~ phonological data - the frequency with 

which weak' mono yllabic words -(articles, prepositions, etc.) or secondary 

accents in poly yllabic words (even less'significant in British than in 

American parlan ictic positions in Englishi similarly in 

-
Russian, where ere is ~ot even.tpe bother of discussing the secondary 

accents. ThiJ accounts for all scuds 1 \1 - Intermediate accents in 

English_ (~perm~trical stresses) are to be counted as full stresses in 

the metre (p. 10). 

At this point Nabokov seems to improve on the Form~lists' 

analysls. He does not pursue the phonologieal argument direetly as 

Zhirmunskij did by continuing to elassify modulations as further phono~ 

logieal tendencies ag~inst a constant metrical background (~.g., rewer 

omissions of stress lin te~nary metles, the tendency in English to displaee 

the stress as opposed to.omitting it, etc.). Instead, Nabokov uses the 

scud, which has been defined joi~tly as a metrical and phonolb~ical unit 

(as ictus and phonological~y weaker syllable) as the building block for 

al! subsequent prosOdie analys"is., Thus displacements of stress or 

"til~s" are séen not onl~ as a phono1ogical probability withi~ the metre, 

but like scuds, as joint matrical and phonologica~ entities. I~ fact, 

the tilt 18 formally deri~ from the seud because.all tilts (:~) conta in 
o 

. a scud (".). 

, " 

,1 ,c,,., 

., 
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This leads to greater critical refinement becaus~ the phenomenon 

f ' 1 ' th l " th ' o d~sp acement has been glven a formaI content by e metre ~tself w~ -

out weakening the formal integrity Ofie metre. We can speak of tilts 

that ate,~ definition, the sarne but ich are phonologically different, 

just as we can speak of met~es which re ab~tr~ctly the sarne but which 

are rhythmically different. Nabokov illustrates\the kinds of tilts 

with a mock quatrain. 

Deep in the night on mountain steep, split tilt strong, weak monosyllables 

Dark inaccessible and proud, ~hort tilt strong moposyllable, weak 

secondary accent 

Guarded by dragons, castles sleep, duplex tilt disyllabic ward with 

,1 

Terrible stars ab~ve them crqwd. long tilt 

accent on first syllable 

trisyllabic word.~:ith ac~ent 
on first SXÎ1able. 

Thus far, Nabokov has furthered the specificity and taxonOmie 

eonsfstency of the rhythm/~etre approach. Phonologieal 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 the 

.. general English tendeney to displace the accent bùt specifically in the 

form of split tilts. Furtherf"ore, the theoretical link between\ tilt!! 

~d souds pr~vides ~ual accuraay in overal1 terrns. Every rhyttfic 

factor (wh ether tilt or scud) contributes to th1 general sense of ~dulation ... 
in a metre. The importance of this was demonstrated by Halle and Keyser. 

Nebokov cavtures this fact in his Belyjian-style graphs which plot modula­

tions collectively so that the rhythmic complexity of the poem is evid~nced. 
\ 

-" , . 
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~ 
Thus Prior (pp. 59-60) shows very little complexity even in the "most 

modulated passage" from "An Epitaph". 

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 

"rhythmic<}-metrical" entities which are the virtual components of verse. 

In Nabokov's prosody, lines are literally made up of scuds, tilts and 
\ 

regular feet; each of these prosodie particles contains a metrical and 

a linguistic component. This, is certainly a genuine theoretical effort 
Il 

Bort . l[n knowing what to look for wj"lich yields a taxollomy of the bfst 
in metre (i.e.,modulations) and ~hy 

language) an attempt can be ~de \t 
,they exist (i. e ., the phonology of the 

a complete description. The "long 

,tilt" may ~e the rarest kind of tilt (which never occurs in Russian 

iambics, p. 25) but it obviously deserves its mention in the conbe'xt of 
1 , 
\ 

such a project. 
: . 

Regardless of whether or not Nabokov says anything new about 

Pushkin's verse (and it is dubious that he ~oes, except for an assortment 
, l ' 

of witticisrns), 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. 

JabOkOV'S tax9nomy gives us yet ~ther rhY~m/mehre 'Solution'to prosody, 
\ 

and one that attempts to gO one step better in ac~racy and consistency. 
1 

/ 
However it remains to qe seen whether or not a more formal breakdawn of 

phoD~logical tendencies ,into a seri~s of new metrical ~omponents succeeds. 

"-
The background of the Russian theory, E!,o implicit in Nabokov' s work,' has 

1) : 
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played a great role in determining his taxdnomy. However the taxonomy 

does not reach its full development at this early stage of d~finition 

(up to p. 20), but in its application to comparative problems and English 

'poetry. unfortunately, at thesel stages it reveals the weakness of its 

-\ 1 

formal sophist~cation. 

In the very centre of the text (pp. 50-51), there is a summary 
r, 

of the differences between RUs~ian and English modulations of the iambic 

\ 
tetrarnetre. The six conditions that are listed make pointed contrasts. 

Sorne of these are ~traightforwa~d, such as elision which exists only in 
. 1 

English, or femini~e rhyme which is a much greater feature of Russian 

verse. The major1differences are defined in Nabokov's own terms but 

they do not of~er any insights that arelnot contained in Zhirmunskij's-

previous work. The monosy11abic nature of English as opposed to the 

more polysyllabic Russian (with its absence of secondary accents) had 

already led ,Zhirmunskij to see omis s,ion of acc~nt more as a property of 

Russi~n rnetres than of English ones. Nabokov echoes this vie~ whel he_ 

says, "scud1ess 1ines predominate over scudded ones", and "sequences of 

scuds are never very long" in Eoglish. In R~ssian it is precisely 

the reverse situation. 
\ 

Nab~~V'S conclusions are rather disay6ô~nting, fo~ we now expect 
~ 

more accuracy ~r9m his descriptions, without which the earlier theoret~bal 

- \ 
exerclse ~ould be in vain. There ls sorne indica~ion of greater detail 
'. Il . '. ? 

in condition three, 1 which states that English scuds are "frequently associated 

wlth weak monosyllables, [and} duplex tilts", whereas in Russian, ,scuds are 

.1 
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1 

associated with unaccented long words and duplex tilts are exceptional. 

This too disappoints, however. Zhirmunskij had also stated that in 
, 

binary metres Russian poets avoid letting the strong accent of disY,llabic 

1 

or polysyllabic words fall in a metrical depression since this would 

constitute a displacement of stress; the less stronq monosyllabic words 

which create only hypermetrical stresses are permitted. This acco'unts 

for the absence of the duplex tilt (involving disyllabic words) in 

Russian. Earlier, Nabokov said that short and split tilts are "as 

natural a modulak~on in Russian as the y are in English, but occur less 

frequently" (p. 21). This con~irms his agreement with Zhirmunskij 

since these tilts concern the shifting of st,re,ss by monosyllabic words. 
f& 

Further consideration of tpe comparative facts moves us from 
p ..: 

disappointment to criticism. 1\ Formallst terms\ the most significant 

di~ference between English and Russian verse was t~at the former tended 

more often to dis place the stress while the latter ~ended ta omit the 

\ 
\stress; this, for the sarne phonologica~ reasons as above. \ Nabokov is 

obviously in accord with this comment since even in his terrns English 

has a greater,frequency of tilts than has Russian. , However, his very 

formal ref1nement of each modul'ation leads him to call attention more to 

the individual species of modulatio~ (i.e., whether~it is a duplex tilt 
~ ~ 1 

or simply a scud~etc.).than to the generic ph~nological dtfferenee 

between.a line of IRussian verse and a 1ine of English verse. Her, Nabokov 

i5 simply followin9 his approach to its logiêal end; the PhonOl09iCll 

element hasfb8èn ~corporated directly tn~o'hiS prosodie termino~ogy in à 

rnost specifie way. Thus he turns to the particular instance rather than 
1 

.. 
\ ... 

1 
1 



1 

e­
l 
1 
/. 

85 

r":"\. 

to thé general phonological tendency. Comparing scuds to scuds should 

not be the point in the above comparison, but it is for Nabokov. The 

better comparison would be English tilts to Russian scuds l reflecting " 

the phonological nature of each. In a later comparison his point of 

view leads to an actual confusion of English and Russian. 

On pp. 78-79 Nabokov makes a direct comparison of three lines 

of Russian verse ta three lines of English. The context of the com-

parison is a discussion of differences iq scudding in ternary metres. 

Here Nabokov is arguing the theoretical appli~ability of Ihis taxonomy 

to forros of verse other than the i~ic tetrametre he has been qoncen-

trating on aIl along. However the conclusions he reaches on thes~ pages 
\ 
\ 

put aIl the previous work into serious doubt and suggest a fundamenta~ 
\ 

\ error in a prosody that unites phonological and metricai aspects into a' 

single,taxonomy. \ 

In the first case we have these two lines juxtaposed, with the 

tol10wing scansions. 

1) " None too prosperous 
_1 

but not a pauper 
.:. ,(Î_ 

Nezazhltochniy, no 
, 

i ne nishchiy 

First Nabokov calls these lines anapestic (obviously with an extra-. 

" 

metric~l syllabl~ which ia permissible after the final accent) with seuàs 

on "but" and "no" as indicated (-). In Nahokov'slterms this would 

\ 

aecount entirely for the 1 Pfosodic ~ature 0: both 1ines. The two \,uneqUi~ea,l 

accents in ~açh line allow us to-make out two anapests per line; the abs 'nee 
! 

\ of a strong accent ln th~ central portion of the 11ne can be rationalized 
\ 

accented ictus of the micldl. anapest, or a ·scud. 

- . 
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Since modulations are bound to occur in ternary forms of 

verse as much as inp~nary forms, Nabokov seems justified in extending 
Il 

his method ta the', above cases, where indeed a series of weakly accented 

words occupy the middle part of two lines of verse. But does Nabokov 

offer the Best explanatian of this "rhythmic" phenomt=!non in ternary 

metres? ' If prosody,' is a matter of using terms which irnrnediately combine 

metrical facts with phonological ones, which i5 what we kn~ the scud ta 

me an , then Nabokov' s description works. From a formal point of view he 
\ 

has fitted ~oth lines ta his taxonomy. The 1ine is thus composed of three 

consistent "rhythmico-metrical" units which conform ta the phonology of 

the line. Thus we finish with ( IIU..! lull-

1 

for bath Russian Il''.!. 

~d English. 

At this point Nabokov jovially makes a point of contradicting , 

himself in the text and thereby exposes his own taxonomy ta criticism. He 

says, \ "Incidenta11y, as J'very poet knows, 1) can alsoebe scanned as trochaic 

pentametre (with a scud on '-rous' and a semiscud on both 'None' and 'not') "i 

• "" Il''''' or abstractly put the line becomer (-II~ - ... .,-~ where (.) is the semi-

scud, or intermediately strong stress usually noted as a full accent by 

Nabokov (as he stated above). , , 

Aithough thts makes~prosodic nonsense by changing one roetre 

into another at a whim, it i5 not surprising ta see ~abokov come' to this 
i 

conclusion. Eit~~r scanSirn expresses a formaI co:sistency in that eithe~ 

binary or teERary foot divisions are used plus an a~tempt to render the 

phonologi~al cont~a9ts br scudding ir the approp~iate p~ace(s). As with 

1 
\ . 
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the general eomparison of Russian to English verse above, this equation 

f h f i". o one metre to anot er rom one language to another stems from attent~on 

to an individual modulation, rather\than an overall phonological 

eonsiderati-on. 

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/rnetre approach. It is questionable 

whether or not prosodie analysis is'improved by casting the modulation 

independently in metricai and phonological terrns. In the Eng~ish line 

above, everything hangs on the syllables "ous" and "but" which are both 

weak and which adjoin. In the case of the Fernary metre "tmt" is 

, scudded and "ous" is in a metrical depression. In the case of a binary 

trochaic metre it i9 the reverse 1 "ous" is the 5 eud and "but" is the 

metricaI 
1 . 

depress~on. Either possibility i5 valid as a modulation in th~ 
1 

context of a gener~l met~ieal pattern, but not as a formaI axis which then, 

defines the rest of the metre, depending on the metrical component of the 

modulation' it5e~f. The latter is in effec~ how Nabokov 

here; and he repeat5 the procedure twice ag~in. 

l , 

2) Lived oPulentfy but not wisely 
1 _ f 

Roskoshestvoval, no ne müdro 

is using the seud 

which i5 termed an amphibrach or "An iambic tetrametre (with 'two adjacent 

* " seuds i.n II and III , '-lent' and 'but')". This again turns the rhythmie 

* The Roman numeral refers ta the n1Jlllber of the foot.' 
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factor of several weakly accented Isyllables in a row into alternate 
! 

kinds of seuds, depending on which metre is used to formally define the 

" ietie position. Similarly, 

" ;' - - ~ 3) Sorrowful but not submissive 
, , 

Gorestniy, no ne pok;rn1Y 

\ ~ " l ' 

which is either a dactylic trimetre or a "trochaic tetrametre (with 
\ 

\ 
scuds also in II and III, '-ful' and 'not 1 ) ':,. " j, 

In Russian or i~ English verse a series of five syllables in a 

row in a ternary metre is not likely to run ~ithout\a strong or at least 

an intermediate stress ev en if the stress must come from a word that is 

weakly accented in everyday speech, e.g., "but" or beCOndary accents in 

a polysyllabic ward (line 2). The point about sJch weaR accents in 

verse, as the Formalists have shown, is that they are capable of being 

stressed more or less. It is the st;~ng accents in langUag:~th their 

distinct strength which are the serious proso?ic problem if they should 

occur in metrical depressions, i.e., the question of the displacement of 

stress. Nabokov refuses to admit even an intermediate strong stress in 
! 

these lines and this leads him to make up either binary or ternary scuds 

out of the very sarne syllables. 

There ls further contradiction in<hls scansion in the fact 

that' he shows hlmself to be fully aware of the posibility of hypermehrical 

stresses in line 1. This, after al!, 15 what he 15 maklng use of whe'h 

~e yoes frOID calling "None too pros-" ,an anapest, and "none too prosper" 

two trochees (the first beiny semiscudded). Similarly, with "nCit a pau-" 

fI .. 
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\, , .. 

as an anapest and "not a pauper" as two ttochees. "Not" and "none" 

can vary in strength, thu5 they are hypermetrical. 
1 

If Nabokov 

obviously recognizesthis ' (and rightly sol why, tnen, does he fail to see 

an intermediate rtress 

phonologic~l necessity 

on "but", espeèially sinee the, stress is 1f 

in the weak centre of the Hne? 

more 

, 1 

zhirmunskij's,ànalysis found the oCcurrence of hypermetrieal 
, 

'-'stresses ta be most significant in distinguishing binary from terniiry 

metres in Russian. In English, hypermetrical stresses were seen ta, 

always exist ta sorne extent owing ta the more monosyllabie nat~re of the 

language. Interestingly, Nabokov swl.tches from binr-ry to' ternary metres 
\ 
\ 

with reference ta the'English lines only. Thu5 he 15 explo1ting'the 

most vulnerable phonological aspect of these lines 1 i. e. 7 their hyper-;, 

metrical stresses which can be fitted either ta binary or ternary feet . . 
, 

However, once again this 15 ta construet a system of. specifie ,cases of 
~ 

modulation - either severai scudded bin.ries o,r one seudded ternary il1 

ea~h H1e - without Jiving a proper theoretical explanatioi;' of "the 

'modulations. Once we e,onsider ~he prevalenee lof Jhypermetfieal stresses 

in English verse as a phonologicai tendency, Nabokqv's formaI ~xercises 

appear pointless. It WOUld
J 

be of more serious con~equence if N40kov 

haii' 'tried to equate Rusl3ian binaries and ternary metres in the samê way 1 

'though his unqualified juxtaposition of the English and the Russian line,9o . ~ 

may lead the reader ta believe the sarna pOssibility ex~sts. in Russian, 
r-

I with (its more definite hièrarchy of accents, one call~tlbe $'~,Pb:(fUl with 

hypermetrical stresses. 

1 _ 
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Obviously Nabokov's scuds have 'no critical 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 "comparatively rare" int ternary matres.', ~e knçw that this is 

true of the modulation the seud is meant to represeQt, i.e. omitted 

stresses, which do~ccur lessfrequently lin ternary metres in bath Russian 
1 > 
and English. However, the fact that Nabokov finds the seud to be a 

means of equating binary and ternary metres confirms our argument - he is 

clearlY less interested in pursuing modulations in an overall systematic 

way than in drawing prosodie, analysis to the individual instance, which 

he is nontheless capable o~ doing with sensitivity ta the rhythm. The 

basi's and the purpose of his attention to rhythm take on a different 

meaning now. 

NabOKoV'S prosody neither contradicts nor contributep to what 

has been said before about comparative differences betwe~n Russian and 

English versification. His taxonomy att~mpts only to refine these 

differences into a comprehensive set of related proso~ic elements which 
,$ \ 

can be consistently èmployed. But if the theore~ictl intention i9 not 

to give a better account of modul.tion qua metre but ràther to turn the 
"'-. . 

instances of modulation into equivalent metres, what we have i5 a theory 

of imitation or tran~lation. This does seem to be the case ~ith 

N~OkOV'S method. The metrical components he inserts directly into the 

~iscussion of modulation at first offer more accurate description but 

ultimately they become an excuse f~r playinq with substituti~ns which lead 
'\ ' , 

to the production of analogous lines of Russian and English verse. 

1 

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 bringin~ them'even more 

CIOS~lY togethet. rhis may be a skillful technique for translating 

vers~ but it does not.make for good prosody. 

If we,return to Zhirmfinskij's analy~is of English and Russian 

metres we see that binary and ternary metres are actually 'verY unlike each 

other ~honologically. First of all, in English or Russian, the omission 

,If 1 criterion is thought to be use!ess in a discussion of ternary metres. In 

English, stress'is harqly omitted in ~inary much less ternary metres. In 

Russian an omitted stress would constitute too much of'a gap between 

accents." Nabokov, in a contrary manner, begins with the assumption of a 

scudded foot, or one with an omitted stress. 
.... 

This may have formal meaning 

in terms of the ictuses he chooses to pos~t but it obviously b1urs the 
1 

phonological reality of the lines. 

Thus far Nabokov has only obscured ~tters, he has not seriously 

erred. Th~ factcièat he transforms English ternary metre into binary~ 

metre only corrbbora the facts, i.e., the instability of English ternary 

metre, the frequency hypermetrical stressef' the uselessness of omission 

of stress (or scuds) a 

remarks on Russian and English are 

criterion in Englisf' 

not as instructive ~s 
1 

, His general 

they could be but 

'. 
they are all ~ight. AIl in aIl, his comparative method shows that his 

refinement of the rhytnavmetre approaeh is directed toward the specifie 

modulation rather than the general charac~er 01 the rhythm. His profOdY? 

> -leads ~re to the mi.icking of rhythms than to a systematic phonological 
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breakdown. Sinr~ the 

component, and since it 

scud contains a metricai and a phonologicpl 

i5 the pi votaI term ~'?r the clasiificat~on lOf 

aIl modulations in his taxonomy, Russian ~hythms can ,be equated to 

English ones and vice versa simply by following the ~ormal expression 
) 

of the rhythm. 8y the formaI expression, l mean that scuds in one line 
1 

correspond to scuds in another, and the same with tilts. Obviously 

this ian he done consistently and accurately because thè modulation is 

so weIl defined; the achievement of this definition, we saw, was the 

theoretical task of Nabokov' s prosody. 
1 

This aceomplishment l would calI 
1 

a translator's theory of prosody (and ~ rather good one) because it solves 
, , 

specifie problems in comparing English to Russian metres. , 

Nabokov began his work àn prosody in the' eontext of his work on 

a translation but he does not suggest that he is limiting himself tQ 

translators' problems'in prosody. The Notes project a full-seale 

methodology under t,he guise of a modest intention, Le., to tea,ch English 

, 

readers a little bit about Pushkin. sinae his translation of Eugene Onegin 

was not a verse translation this appendix on prosody is somewhat remedial 
tI 

and thus!it'stands apart from'his actual translating work (which was first 
l, 

and foremost concerned with semantics and, in fact, was wri~ten, against the 
\ ' 

whole genre of verse translation). 
\ 

1 

Even so, and even it lronically, the 
\ 

formality pt his the ory serves metrical translation best. Unfortunately 

Nabokov wished to go further and he subjects himself to more serious 
1 

driticisms in doing 50_ As a comprehensive prosody the formal aspect of 
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,his taxonomy even,tually 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. JI 

In his detailèd rebuttal to crities of his Eugene One9in 

(Encounte'r 1 Fe~ruary 1966) Nabokov replies to Edmund Wilson 1 s attack on 

hisl prosody. 
, 1 

Wilson has reinfroduced "the wretched old muddle" Npbokov 

had cleared up beeause Wilson "fussily Iputs baek the 1 secondary accents 1 

, and 1 spondees '" 'where Nabokov had 'shown "they do not belong". Wilson 

did ind~ed misun<;ldrstand the theoretical basis of the ~ (as l mentioned 

in the Introduction and thé first chapter) but that was because the rhythm! . ' 

metre approach was so foreign to English readers. wilson speaks of 

Shakespeare or Milton as "m.,.nipulating other kinds of feet" 1 or caUs the 

scud a "secondary accènt" without realizing it also maintains the ictus~ 

in principle. However, is Wilson incorrect for holding to the existence 

of secondary accents or abutting accents (spondees) in English verse? 

SU'rely 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 question of spondees first. ALI spondees are 

1 
"fa]se spondees" according ta Nabokov. but because this conclusion is not 

50 ObViOUS to English prosodists he spends a specifie secti~n (no. 5, pp. 

27 - ~O) on the matter. The difference between a true and a faise ~pondee 
Il 1 
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,1 

1 

comas down to a question of forrn, not of actent.[ In metricai verse 
l' 

" where the line is divided into ictuses and depressions we can have (II":,,) 

, 1 
or (-"). Nabokov admits these are "not .infrequent". SupposedIy, 

abutting accents thus defined are diff~r~nt from abutting accents in 

cadential verse where the position of the a~cent in the line i5 neutral , l' 

1 
1 / ' 

( //) , or where ,caesuras or pauses are likely to intercede between strong,' 

stresses. Nabokov composes a few fuore mock metricai Iines to illustrate 

this argument (incidentally taking a swipe at his detested drarnatic 
<t 

realis~). 
, \ 

"Good God 1.'" Blanche uttered slowly: "Good .. ,' .. 
"Rise 1 Rise 1" l loudly cried to her .; •. 

He goe5 on to describe their only logical rhythm as " " ~, " 1 , , 
1./- I/-V- 1/- 1 1.1-11- v- 11-

and says, "The force of thejljmetre sorts 0rt the monosyllables, in a certain, 

iambic way, and it would be sheer lunacy on the theorist's part to see 

'Qood God' and 'Risel 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 rnetfe as an abstraction which can 

help to describe rhythms, to metre as the maker of rhythm. As Bridges 

once said, if accents make metre, one cannot ask metre to make accents. 

In fact it is aroudd this area of the text that Nabokov often 

puts things in a confusèd way. For example, of '~duplex revers~ tilts" 

he says, "Metrically" the iambiC; foot is stro~ger than the trochaic word; 

- -
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dictionally, the 'iambic word is more self-conscious, and th us stronger, • 
than the trochaic foot" (p. 20). This prob'ably means that as in the 

case'of spondees, an iarnbic tendency always wins out ln Engllsh verse; 

but whatever Nabokov means one wonders when words suddenly became "iambic" 

or "trochaic". No doubt Nabokov lS merely being,metaphorical with his 

language. However, formal analysis of rhy~hm is tottJring towards 

formaI prescription here. 

Nabokov is right in seeing that a syntactic break, which in effect 

puts a pause into a matrical line, smoothes out the phbnologlcal disruption 

a spondee can create. Thus in 

Pit y, if you have a heart, pretty Nancy Brown 

the syntactic br~ak neutralizes the abutting pccents. This was shown 

toô by Halle
l 

and Keyse~ who noted that any truly d'isruP~ive 

to occur complately within the sarne syntactic constituent. 

modulation has 

But that 

as in traditional modes of scansion, it expresses the ward accents directly 

wherever they occur. It cannot be bath. Halle and Keyser, realizing 
~/ 

that English prosody Shquid concern itself with the most cogent accentuaI 

problems, the language b~ing sa full of shades of accent anyway, avoid 

going in the sarne direction as Nabokov, towards inaudible distinctions. 

If an iambic pattern can prejudice us when i t comes to spondees, why'flot 

also with scuds? 

, " 
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Clearly, a forma11zed spondee is no solution to this modulation 

t 

in English verse. Hal~e and Keyser's work indicates th~t abut~i~g 

accents mp~t be recognized as a valLd modulat1on in English. 

~ 
Nabokov is still striving for a consistent way of handling the 

modulation. He is trying to be as accurate as possible too, ta the 

actuat sound of the modulation; but at this point his formaI approach 

( 
fai~s • His need to combine the abstract foot with the actual lex1cal 

accents in a direct way leads to phonological error. As far as Nabokov 

is concerned his treatment of the spondee is the end of the matter. 

! 
r'Believing that he has shawn that his taxonomy is perfectly capable of 

handling modulations which are spondees as weIl as modulations caused by 

weak accents, he feels free to concentrate on modulations which are more 

relevant to comparisons with Russian, such as tilts and scuds. Spondees 

are naturally less frequent in Russian, aga~n because 'of its more P?lY-' 

syllabic nature. 

i9 of 

This adds negligence to error., The question of strong accents 

greater importanJ~ to English "rhythms than weak ones., Yet Nabokov' s 

scansions of English iambic tetrametres exclude reference ta spond~es. 

Wilson calls attention to spondees in two }ines Nabokov uses in illustration 

of'scuds on p. i6 
1 

On the bald ~treet breaks the blank day 

To a green Thought in a green Shade Marvell 

1 
and in terms of Englisb metre these are indeed the most significant rhythmic 

,,' 

... 

/' 
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factor~ in the llnes. Nabokov ignores these modul~tions completely 

( 
(after aH, they are "false"), 

pure Iscuds. 

and focuses on-the eight other words as 

examples of This is virtually turning English prOSjdY 

upside down. Once again we See how Nabokov elevates the specif1c 

modulat10n at the expense of the overall rhythmic tendency. ,Except that 

here, he cannot excuse his SC2nSi ~r pretend consisten~y by resorting 

to the formality of his terms. scudded ternary foo~ may be divided 

into one or more scudded bina feet if there is a minimum of strong 
, 1 

accents in the line (that is merely a question of frivolity) but where 

there is a concentration of strong accents the t':::xonomy that defines a 

scud properly does not necessarily def~ne a spondee as well. Ta 

IW~19an's examples l might add aIl the following ones, none of which i5 . 
referred to by Nabokov in his section devoted to "English modulations" 

(no •. 9, pp. 51-69): In a pe~erse manner, each of these Ilnes lS 

~ notated cls perfectly règul~r while Nabokov goes after the less significant 

modulations, or scuds, in each excerpt 

To ern his Crearn-bowle duly set, Mi,lton 

Had we but World enough, and Time Marvell 

(this line surely rnerits at least a tilt if not a spondee, but Nabokov 

does not note anything here, refusin9.to comment on sponde~s "even when 

50 top heavy as to border on the split tilt" p. 54) 

'-, 
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) 
Pox on'tl the last was ill en~ugh Cotton 

Then - aIl at once the air was still, wordsworth 

But seel where'er the hailstones drop 

, 
This, too, sinks after many a IE1ague - Byron 

\ 
Twice holy was the Sabbath-bell, Keats 

Calm and deep peace in this wide air Tennyson 

In this last line the spondee is forced to give way to the spl~t tilt 

at the beginning; the only t1me Nabokov auows for mor~ th an ,one modulation 

is when modulations include scuds. Compared to Halle and Keyser's 

scansions this makes out English rhythm to be terribly simplistic by 

suppre~sing most of the accentual'potential of the line. 

The question of the secondary accents of polysyllabic words or 

the intermediately strong accents of ce!tai'n monosyllabic words is not f' 

given a satisfactory analysis either,. We know these accents are less 

problematic than strong accents since they only produce hypermetrical' 
o 

1 
stresses. Therefore they always blend into the metre more or less. 

1 
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. ~ese relatively weaker accents, simply 

because they are so flexible, can be easily manipulated by Nabokov within 

his taxonomy. Obvitusly the word "scud" was chas en as a term by Nabokov 

because 0& its connotation of lightness and delicacy. However Nabokov's 

classification of the modulat interrnediate accents in 

English tends more to dampen than enliven it. 
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In the first place, hypermetric~l stresses are barred from 

ternary metres, for much the sarne reasons that spondees were kept out 

of binary ones, 1. e., the ,formaI pondi tions set down by the foot. The 

two depressions contained in a ternary foot suddenly make room for the 

occurrence of two weak accents where the sin\le depression in a binary 

foot did not. Thus "Disyll"abic tiits in t rnaries are not associated with 

iCUdS (as they are in binaries), since, as a ready mentioned, they 

coincide with two adjacent depress~ons. Th disyllable is pract1cally 

neutralize8 into pyrrhic. Their occurrence . s conunon." (p. 79). Their 

occurrence is equally cOlll11\on in bina,ry metres o\o{ing to the nature of 

English, but it i9 hard to see why hypermetri al stresses should he 

pyrrhiès in one case and tilts in another. , Phonologically, the opposite 

would make more sense. The fewer dominant tresses in tern~ry lines 

give much greater opportunity for the existe ce of hypermetrical stresses. 

The forma,l elimination of hypermetrical str s;ses tends to flatten the 

rhythm of the line inS'tead of describing its".modulating effect. Thus 
1 

this aIllphibrachic lirie from Wordsworth 1 s '''The Reverie 0lf poor Susan ri is 

Iscanned by Nabokov as follows (Pi 79) 

, , 1 1 
, 

The one only d';elling on earth that she loves 

"Only" is the key.word. Nabokov suggests that the stronger accent.-6O 
/ 

/ 

/ 

/ 

the fir;st syllable is oompletely neutralized in this line. Hrver, in 

the following line from the Tennyson -excerpt (p. 65). 7~is a11.,...d 

// \ . 
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., 

express itself phono1ogica ly, presumab.ly because the Hne i5 

1 \ 

The question of 'we1ak accents \n binary metres makes up the 

~~t e1aborate'~a1ysls of En~lish me~re in the Notes (pp. '54-67). 
\ \ \' 

.. en~ excerpts ~ fourteen lines each. cov~ng m~jor poets from Surrey 

to Mct~4-s, are ex 'ned for their patterns of scud",. ~Of course the "1 \\ 
verses' ar~ generally found to be less scudded th~ Rus~1an ones. Ear1ier, 

, ~ 

Nabokov had~e~lioned fhat ev~n in specifie cases of sc dding, an Eng1ish 
"-, 

seud differs fro'.a R The latter is tru1y an omitted accent, 
\ 

stress of a seudded foot is not 'omitted', 
. i 

ut merely not trodden the unaccented syllable of the bassing 

wo d ••• " (p. 13). E, è~here, when referring ta the Hrninorretryll of 

another of his clever Poetic, mo?k-UPS ta 
1 \" 

T.S. \iot, Nabokov show 

1 

the s~ differenc~e ween Russian and EngHsh. / 

/ 
/ 

\ 
:l\am thinki 9 of T.S. Eliot's "Mr. Eliot's Suriday'Morning Service" 

'\ 

wh.1,fu!begin with the (apparently, jocu1ar) line: "Polyphilo-
prog itiv." This, of course, ean be (but never has been) 
duplic ~ed in Russiarl Je. g., 'polupereimenovtft' (which means . 
"To ren. compiJetely" and illustrates the additional metrical 

"-feat, impossible in English, of obta1ning three scuds in a row 
instead of the seud, semiseud, accented' stress-scudded terminal 
of the English examp-le) • 

, 
Therefore, what 15 actually presented in the ex~ples of English 

seuds ls an imitation of Ru sian seuds. In calling our ~ttent1on often 

\, 

\, 
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.. 
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, 
enough to the occurrence of weak a~cents in ictie positions in E~glish 

iambic ~etrametres, Nabokov sugges~s something of the rhythm of Russian , 

tetrametres. 

weak 
monosyllabic 
word 

weak 
secondary 
accent " 

Scansions such as these are typical. 

My lady 1 ~ that ward no pang Morris 

The watch-fires in the distance sparkling Byron 

To hear such morti~ing stuff Swift 

CaU Fire and Sword and ~solatiV Butler 

However, this tells us very little about the character of English 

modulatiofts in itself. We k~ow from the work of Halle and Keyser 

and the Russian Formalists that the displacement of stress and/or 

1 
hype~trical stresses are the key modulating factors in English verse. 
'll 

'L Nabokov has chosen e'xcerpts which ar~ more weIl scudded ,than -, 
most. -. .. J In the two hundred and eighty lines he ,scans he finds one hundred 

and twenty-three examples of scuds. If we break down the modulations 

~ . 
we find that only twenty-three of these are unequivocal tilts, i.e., a 

~ulrtion invo1ving a!disPlacement 

in a depression. The rest of the 

of stress or a hypermetrical stress 

scuds express nothing more than the • 1 

frequency of relatively insignificaht secondary accents or weak mono­
~ 

syllables in ictuses. Moreover, out of th~ Lwenty-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 Il and 14) • Thus 

the significance of displaced stressès ls reduced further since they 

1 .' 
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merely evidence the familiar old trochaic inversion.at ~he head of , , 

the line, already one of ,the most familiar modulations in the history o~ 

Eng{i~h prosody. 
! • 

We have ~lready concluded that Nabokey is more concerned with 

the specificity of his taxanomy than with the general char acter of rhythm. 

Thus we find no cause for additional criticism of the uninstructive 
/ 

results of his little survey. It obviously ser:,:ves ta help him make an , 

analogy between Russian and English metres by showing the application of" 

thr";"" prosodi~ elements ,to both. Por Nabokov. th. distinction bet" •• n 

th~ir rhythms cOmes down t? a question of the proportions of their con-

st1~uent elements, not their respective phonologicai tendencies. However, 

we do find cause once more to criticize the formaI ~phasis in hi~ dis-
--'\..." ' 

cussion o{individual sorts of modulations which overlooks essential 

phanological facts. 

Nabokov says his taxonamy will be applied ta English in the 

, following way -

.. In aIl diagrams, a scudless foot is designated by an 0 

and a scudded one by an ~. semi-scudsr(g~Ch as the word 

I·when") are treated as regular beats. Duplex tilts are 

italicised in the text Split tilts ... are not italicized. 

False spondees ..• are not marked in the diagrams, even 

when sa top heaVYlas ta border on the split tilt ... (p. 54). 
,< 

"'. nagleet of th •• ~ ••• ha. a~r .. dY been difssed. As 

for "semi-!!Icuds", these refer ta intermediate 'accents in the ictus, 

" 

• 
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, 
the same sort of accent would be a hypermetr~cal stress if it occurred 

in a metrica! ae~ression • The fa ct that Nabokov decides to ~ount them 

as if th~y were full accents sugg~sts that he is trying to isolate only 

those modulations wh~ch are unambiguous. In other words he want~ to 

show a very high ~egree of accuracy in his scansions. This approach 

is perfectly valide These intermediate accents are indeed more likely 

to tend towards a full accent than a very weak one. ~hUS Shakespeare 1 s 

atth 
1 

whën she saw my woeful state 
\ 

~\ 

". 
~here is . ,'1.s scanhed as a regular ia~.ic tetrametre. no problem here, 

f' 
just as there is no theoretical problem if the ictus should happen to 

contain a weaker accent either • ... 
The ~ifficulties only begin to emerge with the classification 

of the tilts, where a full or intermediate accent falls in the metrical 

depression. Here the need' for accuracy is much greaterothan in the 
j 

cases of modulation wh~ch Goncern the ictus only. 'Nabokov is well 

aware of this. Although scuds affect the balance of the foot ,as a 

whole, .this is "especially" true of tilts (p. 13) 1 and cllis, in turn, is 

\ 

especially true of English verse. In English verse it makes aIl the 

difference whether the accent in thb depression is strong enou~h to upset 

the metrical pattern or is simply a common hypermetrical stress which adds 

to the rhythm of the line. The need ta carefully draw a distinction 

between the two was one of the thin~s that led Halle and Keyser po develop 
.'j) 

the concept of the stress maxima. We remember thattheir theory demon-

strated that violations of the metre are-caused solely by the' unequivocally 

. 
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• 
Istrong accent of a syllable ,in a ~tdcal depression (or analogously, 

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 lspondaic or trochaic if orle of its neighbours is 

strong, or simply trochaic if it is at the beginning of' the Hne). 

The problem we have with tilts, however, stems from the formaI 

1 
linkage between a strong accent Or an intermediate accent ih the depression, 

and a constantlcompanion weak accent in the ictus. Nabokov's definition 

of a tilt always includes the fact that it is also a variation of the scud. 

We know that these definitions are the logical hasis of his whole taxonomy. 

Theoret~ally, this puts hypermetrical stresses and displacements of stress 

on the sarne level in English prosody. Each is relatively stronger than 
" 

the single adjoining scudded syllable which is the only standard used to 

identify them. Fortun~tely for Nabokov, his dangerously one-sided view 

of a dis placement of stress is protected by th~ fact that the over~ll , 

nUJIIQer of scuda in English is minimal (especially if one cou:n~S" ~àt,è,.rm~iq,te 

accents in the ictus as full stresses, as Nabokov does). Thus the'· risk 
~ 1 

of defining a tilt' as a modulatio~ when Ir fact it may be a streas'maximum 

in a metrical depression ia minimal. Halle and Keyser's own findinga 

corroborate this by showing the rarity of true violations in a metre. 

Nabokov's formal ~efi~ition of tilts benefits_from this ,pÎonologiCat·aspect 

" of English metre but it makes no theoretical provision to gUard ag~inst it. 

In principle, any tilt could fall into this trap if it were to oecur between 

~ 
two scudded ictuses. This lends Nabokovls classification of tilt~ a slightly 

reckless character as it goes blithely off in search of ,more scuds . 
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The difference between a split tilt and a duplex tilt is a 
, 1 

matter of style only" as both are really only "trochaic" or "spondaic" 
~;. 

modulations in the context of Halle and,Keyser's ~heory. 'let Nabokov, 

whose neglect of the general phonological tendencies in English leads 1 

..... ' 

him to pursue the subtle rather than the Si9o~ficant, makes a great point 

of di5tinguishing them. Even the phonological content of the two is 

treated in a reverse manner. 

! Duplex tilts, which less phonologically ambiguous because 

they,comprise disyllablic words, are italicized, e.g. 

Welcome my long-lost love, she said, Cowper 

the purpose of the italicizat~on 15 no doubt to suggest the fact that 

, l ' 
these tilts1are extremely rare in Russian and so reflect something 

particularly English. However, split tilts, which are more ambiguous 

because they COncern adjoining monosyllabic words, ,are not italicized. 

In many cases the "X" which denotes a modulation in a 1ine is insufficient 

toi inform us whether we are meant to 'pe~eive a simple scud or a tilt. 

For example, 

l, 
1 

And,thinks to play her/in the fire 

Ere the first Cock his Matti~ rings 
1 
Or, ,At the worst, as we brush 'd through 

Such as do build their Faith upon 

Surrey 

Milton 

Cotton 

Butler 

- -
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Not aIl are ambiguous of course; l believe these "X's" clearly refer 

to split tilts. 

Love, on whose influence l relied 

Thirsdof revenge, he powerless wi~l 
" 

A sun beam in a w~nter's day 

Doth follow night, who, like a friend 
1 . 

Cowper 

Coleridge 

oyer 

Shakespeare 

Outside of his discussion of ~nglish modulations, earlier in the text, 

Nabokov does make an attempt to describe a kind of.tilt that trespa5ses 

1 from modulation to metriçal violation; this i5 the reverse tilt. This 
\ 
tilt consists of the unaccented ictus of one foot followed by the accented 

"depression of the following foot. It also cornes in IsPlit and duplex 

varieties. l quote only the English versions from the Notes (pp" \ 26-27) . 

and after the whole way was mute \ 

This ls the split sort - "The" falls in the ictus, "whole" in the following 

depression. 

In memory of him l sugqest drinking 

Thfs ls the duplex sort where "sug- j
, falls in the ictus of one foot and 

"-gest" in the depression of the next. 

This analysis of displacement of accent is an improvement , 
1 -1 

because it has chances of isolating ~ stress maximum in a metrically we~ 

position. Theoretically it is no more advanced than tilts which are 

described in the context of a single foot, except for the tact that Nabokov 
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states that reverse tilts are objectionable, which is a possibility. ' 

Here they are still defined on the basis of the adjoining scuddedl ictus, 

but sinee this ictus is outside the foot where the violation is aetually 

to occur, the following ictus is left open ta potential scudding tao. 

In the two above cases the sécond ictus is accented,thus there ar~ no 

stress maxima. However, at the bottom of p. 27 in a footnote, another 

would-be exampte of a reverse'tilt is actually the only example of a 

\ 

st,ress maximum in a metriCallr weak position in the Notes. 

Therefore let us drink unto his memory. 

AlI told, Nabokov's prosody when appiied ta English is best at 

pinpointing the weakest accents in the ictus. However these accents 

are n~ither the most import~t aspect ~f En91ish rhythms nor a good 

theoretical premise1br English prosody if they lead ta the denial of 

abutting accents, hypermetrical stresses in ternary metres, or a paor 

" theory of English's most significant rhythmic factor, the displacement 

of accents. Scuds are best at rende ring Russian rhythrns 

especially in "full" English lines, i.e. lines which are 

minimum of words as is often the case in Russian verse. 

-most well-scudded iambic tetrametres in English are 

, 
Infal~ Artillery 

Interinanimates two saules 

Influences of a year 

'Butler 

Donne 

Cotton 

in EngliSh\ 

composed of 

Sorne of the 
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terms of rarity, Coleridge wins out. 

, 1 1 , 
Fant:astic Passions 1 mâddening ~rawl! 

the unscudded full li~e lin English. 
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Conclusion 

NabOkOi'S Notes on Prosody was 

Its ma1n contribution to English prosody 

intended for the English reader. 

consists in its underlying 

theory., The rhythm/metre approach is still very new in Englis~ prosody. 

The work of Halle and Keyser provides a thorough version in Eng11sh but 

in many ways their theory is less accessible to most prosodists than 

Nabokov's, although Nabokov's has bean less publicized. Nabokov' s 

prosody is a valid contribution to the èxtent it makes English prosodists 

,,/ 
", aware of the foot as an abstract en(t1ty. His attempt to treat English 

metre in the most consistent fashion and to put descr1ption in terms of 

"modulation" rather than "replacement" or "substitution" of feet help to 

move English prosody in the right direction. 

At a more sophisticated level, the problem wlth his prosody is 

its tendency to rest on the specifie instance of modulation rather than 

the rhythm as a whole. His modification of his Russian predecessors' 

theory limi~s the usefulness of his prosody to a very specialized method 
<> 

for comparing the rhythms of Russian and English metres to each other. 

l would call this method a "translator's" theory of prlSodY. We have 

seen how this method 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 Rus sian , then the metrical trans-, 

lation as it appears in the ~, followed by the semantic translation 

Q 
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from Nabokov' 5 "li teral" trans lation of Eugene Oheg1.n. 

1 1 1 l , , 
Eight: xvi],: 3 (p. 22) Kak? iz glush1. stepn1.h seleniy" 

'" -

How? from ~e depth of pr~1.rie homesteads 

, What? From outbaek steppe villages. 

( ,/ , 
Seven: xvÜ: IO,(p.22) K1.y na bl.l'yardeotdihal. •. 

eue on the billiard did repose 

a eue reposed" upon the billiard 

Three: v: 14 (p. 26) 
/ l' 

l posle vo ves' put' molehal ••. 

and after, the whole way was mut,' . 

and heneeforth the whole way was silent 

etc., espeeially on p. 75. The seud naturally serves this mode, of 

i . " im tat1.on perfectly. It gives Nabokov a vehicule for scanning Russian 

reliably~ ,sinee Russian is so scudded, and juggling weak monosyllabic 

\ 
\ 

\ 
\ 

, ~ 

words or secondary accents ~nto the corresponding positions in the English 

lines, now that thefe positions are very weIl defined. 

Readers who are acquai~ted with Nabokov's fiction know of his 

fondness for metaphors of shadows and rnirrors. 
i 

Perhaps this is a way 

to see his prosody too. He finds a way of mirrbring the rhythm of 

Russian lines of verse with English ones; but in strictly English terms, 

the scud is only a s,hadow of the major rhythrnic factor in English (Le., 

the strong:stress). 
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l ~~~e not discusse~ the la~ section of the Notes (no. 13, 

pp. 82-95) whichiis on rhyme because, as Nabokov says himself, rhyme 

ois not realJ.y "a component of metre." There a~e a few other things 

in the Notes which are nQt a part of metre either. They simply reflect 

Nabokov the writer at h~s wily best. It is hoped that readers of the 

text will noticè the mock sonnet forro which exemplifies every possible 

1 
// combination of scud in Engll.sh in a sequence of fourteen lines; or that 

,/ Nabokov' s mention of a revised Rps",an script of the future. which would 

1 
\ join conson'Wtal prepositions to the mother word, is illustrated 'by 

v-dûshe, "in the soul"; and finally, that his comment on pushkin trans-

lating English poems with the original "en regard" refers to the French '" ~ 

paraphrasts who were the: source pf ail English poetry in Russia at 

Pushkin' s time. There is more, but as Nabokov says of rhymes, "aH 

cannot be listed." 
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