
The way of talking about poems that we developed in our class­
rooms - beat prosody - is being used more and more widely in 
education and in literary criticism; this short introduction to the 
rhythms of English metrical poetry presents it in an easy-to-grasp 
form. Although there is no rhythm without at least some suggestion 
of meaning, and in a successful poem the two always work inseparably 
together, we will simplify matters by concentrating at the beginning 
on the most basic rhythms, and using made-up verse that has no 
pretensions at being richly meaningful poetry. (You will see, however, 
that questions of meaning enter very quickly into the discussion.) 
Later, when we have introduced the most important elements of 
meter, we shall broaden our discussion to real poems - some famous, 
some little known - and invite you to use what you have learned 
about rhythm to perform them, to perceive and enjoy rhythm and 
meaning working together, and to articulate your experience in the 
simple terms of beat prosody. Our focus is not on methods of analysis 
but on poems: on the many ways they stir, move, delight, soothe, or 
excite us, and on the part that regular but always varied rhythms play 
in creating their powerful appeal. 
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We all live with rhythms. In fact, we live in and through rhythms 
rhythms of walking, talking, breathing, swimming, writing. Whe 
our muscles are engaged in any continuous activity, they prefer t 
tense and relax rhythmically, in time to a regular beat. The songs\\ 
sing and the music we listen or dance to can move our bodies an 
linger in our minds because they use rhythms that arise from thei 
elementary pulses. Rhythms in poetry work similarly, from the nurse1 
rhymes we chanted as young children to the subtle language we he: 
in performances of Shakespeare. In this opening chapter, you will se 
( and more importantly hear and feel) how these basic rhythms, at tt 
heart of all metrical poetry, do their work. 

We'll start with four lines written in simple rhythms. 

First poem 

We won't talk of stress, 

We won't talk of feet. 

We'll talk about rhythm -

We'll talk about beat. 

There are more profound poems. But this one reveals in an uncon 
plicated way a principal point of our Introduction, that Rhythm i 
English poetry is realized by the alternation of beats and offbeat 
so it will be useful as we begin looking into ( and listening to) d 
way metrical poetry creates its rhythm, and the ways we hear tho 
rhythms. Sometimes a person will say, "There is only one way to he 
the rhythm in such-and-such a line." But another person may di 
agree. How can this happen? 
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