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Rhythm and Rhyme





	


All poems have structure which can be divided roughly into rhythm and rhyme.  





Just as the music we listen to has rhythm or beat, so, too, does language and, therefore, poetry.  The terminology  we use to identify certain rhythm patterns is a bit strange but not difficult to understand.





We first start with what is called a “poetic foot,” which is usually made of two or three syllables.  





Here are the two-syllable feet.





The iamb has this beat:   ( (   .  This means that the second syllable is accented or stressed, but the first syllable is not.  The word “today” is iambic because we stress the “day” syllable, but not the “to” syllable. 





Here’s a whole line of iambs:





I want to run and jump and sing/ I will not rest for anything.





A trochee is the opposite of the iamb.  It has this rhythm pattern:  ( (  .  Notice that the first syllable is accented or stressed, but the second syllable is not.  A good trochaic word is “daily” because the “day” gets the stress, but the “ly” does not.





How’s this for a line of trochees: 





Tell me not in mournful numbers





or, to quote Shakespeare . . .





Double, double toil and trouble





Now on to the three-syllable poetic feet:





First is the anapest with this rhythm pattern:    ( ( (  .





An example is the word intervene.  Say it aloud and you’ll hear stress on the last syllable but not the first two.





An anapestic line?





I am master of all I possess





The opposite of the anapest is the dactyl. Far from dinosaur ancestry, this poetic foot has this rhythm pattern:   ( ( (  .





A good example of a dactyl is yesterday because the accent is on the first syllable only.





A whole line of dactyls is difficult to write, but here’s a start:





Tenderly, tenderly spoke the crazed shoe salesman








Now on to measuring poetic feet.  A long time ago, the word meter meant “measure of.”


Penta is Greek for “five.” If we add “meter” to the end of penta, we get “pentameter” which means “measure of five.”  If we have five iambs in a row, we have “iambic pentameter.” 





Back to Shakespeare:





Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?  (depends on the weather!)





Say the line aloud and try to exaggerate the accents.  This is the rhythm pattern you can uncover:








Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?  





Five iambs, right?  Thus, hence, ergo Iambic pentameter.





Here are other measure words:





dimeter (two feet), trimeter (3),  tetrameter (4),  pentameter (5),  hexameter (6), heptameter (7),  octameter (8)








Let’s talk about rhyme and rhyme scheme for a bit.





Most poems have rhyme.  Usually rhyme occurs when poetic lines end with similar sounds, a quality somehow pleasing to our ear.  Music and song employ rhyme most of the time.  Take, for example,  these lines from a Johnny Rivers song:





People say I’m the life of the party


Because I tell a joke or two.


Although I may be laughin’ loud and hardy,


Deep inside I’m blue.





Check out the end rhyme.  We have party rhyming with  hardy as well as two rhyming with blue.





We mark the rhyme scheme of a poem by using the alphabet.  The first line’s ending sound is given the letter “A.”  Any similar ending sounds in that poem also are given the letter “A.”  The next new end-of-the-line sound is given the letter “B,” the next “C,” and so on.





Johnny Rivers’ lines would have the rhyme scheme of A,B,A,B.   See?





Try to determine the rhyme scheme of the following:





In American Lit we toss and turn


To understand the great unknown


Throughout the class, some seeds are sown


That grow to plants that we can learn.





Journals come and journals go


But the lectures just go on and on


We watch the clock and wait till dawn


Or at least until we think it’s so.





Not great poetry but definitely the rhyme scheme of A,B,B,A  C,D,D,C  See?
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