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Language is rich, and malleable. It is a living, vibrant 
material, and every part of a poem works in conjunction 
with every other part—the content, the pace, the dic-
tion, the rhythm, the tone—as well as the very sliding, 
floating, thumping, rapping sounds of it. 

The Line 

T H E FIRST OBVIOUS DIFFERENCE between prose and 
poetry is that prose is printed (or written) within the 
confines of margins, while poetry is written in lines that 
do not necessarily pay any attention to the margins, 
especially the right margin. 

The word verse derives from the Latin and carries 
the meaning "to turn" (as in versus). Poets today, who 
do not often write in the given forms, such as sonnets, 
need to understand what effects are created by the turn-
ing of the line at any of various possible points—within 
(and thus breaking) a logical phrase, or only at the con-
clusions of sentences, or only at the ends of logical units, 
etc. 

This subject—turning the line—is one that every 
poet deals with throughout his or her working life. And 
gladly, too—for every turning is a meaningful decision, 
the effect of which is sure to be felt by the reader. This 
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is so whether the poet is working in metrical forms or 
in free verse. 

Discussion of the line, its power generally and the 
specific parts of that power, is best undertaken through 
an examination of the metric line, so that is how we will 
begin. 

Length and Rhythm 

Begin by considering (absorbing) the following four 
facts. 

1. In metrical verse, each line of the poem can be di-
vided into feet, and each foot into stresses (syllable 
sounds), to reveal the overall rhythmic pattern. 
2. The process of dividing a line into its metrical feet 
and each foot into its individual parts is called scansion. 
3. An iamb, or an iambic foot, is one light stress followed 
by one heavy stress. °" 

EXAMPLE: Upon 

4. Five iambic feet strung together create an iambic 
pentameter line. w v ' "' w ' ~' 

EXAMPLE: Upon I those boughs | which shake | against 
| the cold, . . . 

(William Shakespeare, Sonnet LXXIII) 

The iambic pentameter (five foot) line* is the most 
widely used line in English metrical verse. This is the 

*Other metrical lines, metrical feet, and the symbols used to indicate 
them, are given in the boxed material. 
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sonnet line; it is the line of Milton's Paradise Lost, of 
Shakespeare's plays and sonnets, of Wordsworth's The 
Prelude. It is also the line of many American poems, 
including many of the poems of Robert Frost. 

Metrical Lines 
1. A one-foot line is called monometer. 
2. A two-foot line is called dimeter. 
3. A three-foot line is called trimeter. 
4. A four-foot line is called tetrameter. 
5. A five-foot line is called pentameter. 
6. A six-foot line is called hexameter. When it is a 

pure iambic line, it may be called an alexandrine. 
7. A seven-foot line is called heptameter. 
8. An eight-foot line is called octameter. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

Metrical Feet and Symbols 
iamb: a light stress followed by a heavy 
stress. " ' 
trochee: a heavy stress followed by a light 
stress. " w 

dactyl: a heavy stress followed by two light 
stresses. 
anapest: two light stresses followed by a heavy 
stress. ~ " ' 
spondee: two equal stresses. — 
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Here are a few pentameter lines that may be familiar 
to you: 

Forlorn! | the ver|y word | is like | a bell . . . 
(John Keats, To a Nightingale) 

Shall 11 compare | thee to | a sum|mer's day? 
(William Shakespeare, Sonnet XVIII) 

The shattered wa|ter made | a mis|ty din. 
Great waves | looked o|ver o|thers 

com|ing in, . . . 
(Robert Frost, Once by the Pacific) 

Bright star! | would 11 were stead|fast as | thou 
art— 

(John Keats, Bright Star! Would I 
Were Steadfast as Thou Art) 

Here are some tetrameter (four foot) lines, each con-
taining four light and four heavy stresses: 

I wan|dered lone|ly as | a cloud 
That floats | on high | o'er vales | and hills, . . . 

(William Wordsworth, I Wandered Lonely . . .) 

In Xan|adu | did Ku|bla Khan 
A state I ly plea | sure-dome | decree: 

(Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Kubla Khan) 
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Whose woods | these are 11 think 11 know. 
His house | is in | the vil|lage though; . . . 

(Robert Frost, Stopping by Woods 
on a Snowy Evening) 

Though the difference in length is only a single foot, 
pentameter and tetrameter are two quite different 
things. In the tetrameter lines there is a sense of 
quickness, spareness, even a little agitation, which is 
not evoked in the five-foot lines (which are full, but 
not over-full, without obvious pressure in any direc-
tion). 

The trimeter (three foot) line can evoke an even 
more intense sense of agitation and celerity: 

The whis|key on | your breath 
Could make a small boy dizzy; 
But 11 hung on | like death: 
Such wal|tzing was | not easy. 

(Theodore Roethke, My Papa's Waltz) 

On the other side of the five-foot line lies the hex-
ameter or alexandrine (the first line is of course pen-
tameter; the second line is the alexandrine): 

Awake! | arise! | my love, | and fear|less be, 
For o'er | the south |ern moors 11 have | a 

home | for thee. 
(John Keats, The Eve of St, Agnes) 
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How important this choice of line length is! Its effect 
upon the reader is simple, reliable, and inescapable. 

The pentamenter line is the primary line used by 
the English poets not for any mysterious reason, but 
simply because the pentameter line most nearly matches 
the breath capacity of our English lungs—that is, speak-
ing in English—and thus it is the line most free from 
any special effect.* It fits without stress, makes a full 
phrase, and leaves little breath at the end. It gives off, 
therefore, no particular message. It is, one might say, 
the norm. 

All deviations from the norm do, however, emit 
messages. Excitement of all kinds, with its accompa-
nying physical and psychic tension, "takes our breath." 
Any line shorter than pentameter indicates this. The 
reader is brought to a more than usual attentiveness by 
the shorter line, which indicates a situation in some way 
out of the ordinary. Tetrameter can release a felt agi-
tation or restlessness, or gaiety, more easily and "nat-
urally" than pentameter, and so on. 

For when the prevailing mood is one of confidence 
and leisure, we take the time for length and breadth, 
going into details, nuance, even anecdotes perhaps. We 
might set a match to a pile of leaves, for example, and 
stand back and describe what happens in this manner. 
But when something is critical, painful, even worrisome, 
we have no time for such inessentials—should the bon-

*Of course even if this is so there must quickly have come into being 
historical and cultural influences as well—that is, once the pentameter 
line was established, and great works created in it, other poets coming 
along would naturally think to model their poems upon such a mighty 
form. 
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fire leap beyond our control, we would run from it, 
shouting the single word "Fire!" as we go. 

The longer line (longer than five feet) suggests a 
greater-than-human power. It can seem by its simple 
endurance—beyond ordinary lung capacity—grandi-
ose, prophetic. It can also indicate abundance, richness, 
a sense of joy. Underlying whatever freight of language 
(statement) it carries, it emits a sense of an unstoppable 
machine. 

Robinson Jeffers's long lines often resonate with the 
feeling of prophecy, as does much of Whitman's work. 
Ginsberg's energy is often cradled appropriately in the 
lavishness of long lines. 

In metrical verse, the lines may be all of the same 
length (number of feet), but in many cases the pattern 
includes lines of varying length, thus complicating the 
whole mechanism. The stanza (discussed in detail be-
ginning on p. 60) generally used by Emily Dickinson (it 
is also the stanza form of the Protestant hymn, of much 
of Samuel Taylor Coleridge's The Ancient Mariner, as 
well as many other lyric poems) places a tetrameter line 
first followed by a trimeter line, then again a tetrameter 
and a trimeter. The foot (with occasional exceptions) is 
iambic, and frequently the phrasing holds through a 
two-line segment, as follows: 

It was I not Death, | for 11 stood up, 
And all | the Dead, | lie down— 
It was | not Night, | for all | the Bells 
Put out I their Tongues, | for Noon. 

(No. 510) 
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Even in this four-line passage, one can begin to no-
tice the many elements working toward the tone of 
intensity so common in Dickinson's poems. A tetram-
eter line, agitating in itself, begins the piece. The 
tension is increased by cutting the length of line two 
by a foot and also by concluding the phrase begun 
in line one within this shorter span. Then, a sim-
ilar two lines: tetrameter and trimeter again, creating 
another single phrase. The repetition, so frequently 
a device of pleasure, here evokes claustrophobia, a 
sense of ritual—a terrible formality. One is reminded 
of Dickinson's own phrase: "After great pain, a for-
mal feeling comes—" (from No. 341). Also, of course, 
the sounds of the words are at work, and the simi-
larity of line-end sound (down / noon), and the breath-
lessness of the dash. Everything, that is, is at work 
toward the effect of the piece—nothing is static, or 
neutral. 

Constancy 

The reader, as he or she begins to read, quickly enters 
the rhythmic pattern of a poem. It takes no more than 
two or three lines for a rhythm, and a feeling of pleasure 
in that rhythm, to be transferred from the poem to the 
reader. Rhythm is one of the most powerful of pleasures, 
and when we feel a pleasurable rhythm we hope it will 
continue. When it does, the sweet grows sweeter. When 
it becomes reliable, we are in a kind of body-heaven. 
Nursery rhymes give this pleasure in a simple and won-
derful way. 
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This quick response to the prevailing rhythmic pat-
tern is true of "free" verse as well as metrical verse, 
even though the pattern in free-form poems is less math-
ematically measurable than it is in metric verse. 

Beginning writers need to remember how potent 
these patterns are. Rhythm underlies everything. Put 
one word on a line by itself in a poem of otherwise 
longish lines and, whether you mean it to be or not, 
it has become a critical word. All attention is drawn 
to it. It must mean something very important to be 
placed where it breaks the rhythm with such a slap and 
crack. 

Alter the line length or the established rhythm 
when you want to, or need to, or choose to, to change 
the very physiological mood of the reader. Change 
the line length or rhythm arbitrarily, or casually, and 
you have puzzled and sensually irritated the reader— 
thrown him from his trance of interest and pleasure. 
And if pleasure is not an important function of the 
poem, why, I ask, did Wordsworth mention the word 
"pleasure" forty-two times in his Preface to Lyrical 
Ballads? 

Of course when I speak of rhythm I don't mean a 
rhythm so strict or metronomic that it merely repeats 
itself exactly. Remember, language is a living material, 
full of shadow and sudden moments of up-leap and 
endless nuance. Nothing with language, including 
rhythmic patterns, should be or can be entirely exact 
and repetitious, nor would we like it if it were. Which 
brings us to the next subject, the necessary variations. 
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Variation 

Lines of good poetry are apt to be a little irregular. A 
prevailing sense of rhythm is necessary, but some vari-
ation enhances the very strength of the pattern. The 
singsong poem is a dull poem.* Variation wakes us up 
with its touch of difference, just as a cadence of drums 
in a marching band keeps two things going at the same 
time: a strict and regular beat and a few contrapuntal 
accents, flourishes, even silences. This liveliness keeps 
us interested and "on our toes." Within the poem, ir-
regularities may occur for the sake of variation; they 
may also occur because of stresses required by the words 
themselves, for accuracy, for emphasis, etc, 

In addition, there may well be some variation be-
tween the way / read a line of a poem, and the way you 
read it. Neither of us has to be wrong; we may both be 
within the bounds of the reasonable. Perhaps it is partly 
this individual inflection with which each of us reads a 
poem that creates a personal bonding to it. It is a sit-
uation far more complicated, and interesting, than one 
in which only right or wrong is possible. 

Look again at one of the lines offered as an example 
of iambic pentameter. 

Forlorn! | the ver|y word | is like | a bell 
(John Keats, To a Nightingale) 

*But there is always the miraculous exception to the rule. Stopping by 
Woods on a Snowy Evening was written in regular iambic tetrameter— 
all sixteen lines, all sixty-four metric feet of it. Nuance and inflection 
provide the only variety. 
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In this line the regular pattern of iambic feet is scanned 
"correctly." And yet a reader of the line would surely 
make heavier stresses on the words "forlorn" and "bell" 
than on the words "very," "word," or "like," though 
each of these words too has a heavy accent. Clearly there 
are differing degrees of heavy and light stresses, under 
the rules of simple sense. 

But there are lines in which clarity simply isn't 
brought forth sufficiently by this method of charging 
the light and heavy stresses differently. There are oc-
casions when something more definite is called for. Con-
sider these three lines from Mr. Edwards and the Spider: 

On Windsor Marsh, I saw the spider die 
When thrown into the bowels of fierce fire: 

s . v-< 

But who | can plumb | the sink|ing of | that 
soul? 

(Robert Lowell) 

In the third line, the iambic pattern calls for a light 
stress on the word "that" in the final foot. But this makes 
no sense; the word itself, its meaning in the poem, calls 
for a heavy stress. Moreover, it seems entirely unac-
ceptable to do anything in terms of pattern or sense with 
"soul" than to give it, too, a heavy stress. 

There is accommodation to this kind of necessity; 
it is called the spondee. Two stresses, of equal weight, 
can replace the iambic foot in order to take care of 
compound words, such as "heartbreak," "breadboard," 
etc.—and at any time that logic or design calls for it. 
Thus the third line from the Lowell quotation can be 
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scanned as follows, and the phrase "that soul" be made 
more readable: 

On Windsor Marsh, I saw the spider die 
When thrown into the bowels of fierce fire: 

But who | can plumb | the sink | ing of | that 
soul?* 

And consider one more line, that restrained outburst 
from Keats: 

Bright star! | would 11 were stead|fast as | thou 
art— 

The opening line of Keats's sonnet might also call for 
some spondee replacement of the iambic pattern. I say 
"might," for here is a case where it is difficult to say 
that anything is right, or wrong. One could scan the line 
as it appears in the beginning of this chapter, indicating 
regular iambs. Or one might indicate a spondee at the 
beginning of the line, so as to put equal weight upon 
"bright" and "star": 

Bright star! | would 11 were stead|fast as | thou 
art— 

*The first line of this three-line passage is easy: straight iambs five times 
over. Line 2 I offer to the reader for his or her own entanglement and 
pleasure; "fierce fire" of course calls for the spondee, but what is one 
to do with "bowels," and anyway is "bowels" one syllable or two syllables 
here? I have my idea of it; readers will learn a lot by determining what 
they think about it. 
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Additionally, one might prefer to read the word "stead-
fast" without lightening the second syllable, and so that 
foot also could be scanned with a spondee: 

Bright star! | would 11 were stead|fast as | thou 
art— 

Or, one might actually feel that, in this extraordinary 
line, any light stress causes a loss of the personal and 
immeasurable longing of the whole,* and so scan it as 
follows: 

Bright star! | would 11 were stead|fast as | thou 
art— 

I have explained previously why the pentameter part of 
the iambic pentameter line is the most widely used line 
in the English language—because its length matches the 
breath capacity of our lungs. The iambic foot has wide 
currency for a similar "natural" reason. It is the para-
mount sound in any string of English words, thus it is 
the most fluid, the most uncontrived sounding meter. 
Phrases falling naturally into the iambic pattern are no-
ticeable in every kind of writing. Compared to it, any 
other meter, in fact, sounds "composed"—not unlike 
one of those snapping flourishes of the drums. 

*Also, it is easy to see that any change from the regular pattern causes 
a disturbance along the rest of the line—now it is clear that the light 
stress on "thou" has become awkward, and that foot by itself at least 
would require a spondee, had I not elected at this point to scan the 
entire line with spondees. 
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This is the opening line of Mending Wall by Robert 
Frost: 

Something 
wall, . . 

there is | that does | n't love | a 

The first foot of the line is the opposite of the iambic 
foot—the heavy stress comes first and is followed by a 
light stress. This is called a trochee. It is a wonderful 
and forceful way to begin a line.* It can be used any-
where within a line also, replacing an iambic foot. Or, 
it may be the prevailing line, as in this familiar passage 
from Shakespeare's MacBeth: 

Double, double toil and trouble; 
Fire, burn; and, cauldron, bubble, 

Another meter, which can replace the iamb or the tro-
chee, or may be used as the prevailing pattern, is the 
dactyl. The word happiness is a dactyl—one heavy stress 
followed by two light stresses. Dactyl comes from a 

*You may have noticed and wondered about the initial trochee foot 
in passages quoted on the previous pages. One appears in the pas-
sage quoted from Blake, another in one of the passages quoted from 
Keats. 

It is fascinating to see when Frost uses the iamb to begin a poem 
and when he chooses the trochee or dactyl. More often than not he uses 
an iamb when the poem begins with narration, and a trochee or dactyl 
(the more formal, "composed" sound) when the poem starts with dia-
logue. Often in these poems the first word is a person's name or a place 
name. See The "Witch of Cods, Death of a Hired Man, A Hundred Collars, 
etc. 
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Greek stem meaning finger—one long finger bone fol-
lowed by two short finger bones. 

Here is a well-known example of the dactylic pat-
tern, from the poem Evangeline: 

This is the | forest pri|meval. The | murmuring 
| pines and the | hemlocks, 

Bearded with | moss, and in | garments | green, 
indisltinct in the I twilight, 

Stand like | Druids of | eld, with | voices | sad 
and pro|phetic, . . . 

(Henry Wadsworth Longfellow) 

And here is an example of dactylic meter used within 
a poem whose pattern is not at all constant, but changes 
from one kind of metric foot to another, elevating and 
intensifying the poem's tone and meaning: 

Let lov|ers go fresh | and sweet | to be | 
undone, 

And the | heaviest | nuns walk | in a pure | 
floating | 
6~f dark I habits, I 

keeping their | difficult | 
balance. 

(Richard Wilbur, Love Calls Us 
to the Things of This World) 

The anapest is the opposite of the dactyl, two light 
stresses followed by a heavy stress. It is fairly uncommon. 
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And yet you see it used in the preceding quotation, and 
here are two lines that are probably familiar: 

For the moon | never beams | without bring | 
ing me dreams 
Of the beau | tiful Ann | abel Lee; 

(Edgar Allan Poe, Annabel Lee) 

It is important to remember that all of these meters 
are terms for rhythmic patterns. They may be "pure" 
or they may have some variation and be "impure." Nurs-
ery rhymes are full of "impure" anapestic and dactylic 
lines—they use the metric patterns, but tend to end 
each line with a single heavy stress, as in 

"Hickory I dickory I dock. I The mouse I ran 
up I the clock." 

Consider the interior of the metrical line; there is a 
particularly effective device that can break into the es-
tablished tempo of the line, thereby indicating—almost 
announcing—an important or revelatory moment. It is 
called the caesura. It is a structural and logical pause 
within and only within the line, and usually, but not 
always, within a metrical foot itself, 

The pause is not counted as part of the metrical 
pattern. 

Forlorn! | the ver|y word | is like | a bell 
(John Keats, To a Nightingale) 
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In his exceedingly thoughtful essay about this poem,* 
Archibald MacLeish suggests it is here—at this very 
point—that the poem turns and the speaker determines 
not to follow the magical bird, but to return to earthly 
matters. 

The way in which different poets use the caesura is 
almost a signature of their poetic style. In the four lines 
by Emily Dickinson previously quoted (see p. 41), a 
sense of hesitation, even claustrophobia (her breath-
lessness, her anxiety, as indicated by the short phrases), 
is heightened by the momentary but definite grip of the 
commas that hold back the last part of each line for just 
an instant, as if, in each case, they required a second 
push. 

The caesura is useful not only where emotion is 
amassed, but in such lines as these, which set a con-
versational tone, at the beginning of West-Running 
Brook: 

"Fred, where is north?" 

there, my love. 
The brook runs west. . . ." 

North? North is 

(Robert Frost) 

There is an uncounted stress. It is the final light stress 
of words that rhyme on double syllables. An example 
appears in the quotation from Theodore Roethke's 
poem My Papa's Waltz (see p. 39), in which there is an 

*Archibald MacLeish, Poetry and Experience (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 
I960), pp. 173-99. 
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extra light syllable in the final foot of line 2, and again 
in line 4, deriving from the second syllables of the rhym-
ing words "dizzy" and "easy." Such an extra light stress 
within a final foot is commonly called a tag and is not 
counted as part of the metrical pattern. 

But the matter of rhyme is properly a subject of the 
following section. 

The Beginning of the Line 
and the End of the Line 

The most important point in the line is the end of the 
line. The second most important point is the beginning 
of it. 

More poems begin with iambic meter than any other 
construction. The mood is relaxed, invitational—natu-
ral. Robert Frost would begin to read a poem so directly 
after making a personal remark, and the iambic line was 
so natural, that it was sometimes difficult to tell just 
where his "talk" ended and the poem began. 

When a poem does begin with a heavy stress (spon-
dee, trochee, or dactyl in metrical verse), it immediately 
signals to the reader that something dramatic is at hand. 
Something different from ordinary speech. 

We all know what rhyme is. 

When the stars threw down their spears 
And water'd heaven with their tears, 
Did He smile His work to see? 
Did He who made the lamb make thee? 

(William Blake, The Tyger) 
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The similarity of sound at the end of two or more lines 
creates cohesion, order, and gives pleasure. Obvious 
rhyme is meant to be noticed and to please. In fact, the 
mood of rhyming poems is often lighthearted.* 

The rhyme occurring on the words "spears" and 
"tears" is called true rhyme. It is also a masculine rhyme: 
the words rhyme on a single stressed syllable. 

When the words are not true rhyming words (like 
pot and hot) but almost rhyme (like down and noon in 
the Emily Dickinson quotation on p. 41) it is called off-
rhyme, or slant rhyme. And feminine rhyme uses words 
of more than one syllable that end with a light stress, 
as in "buckle" and "knuckle." The rhyme on lines 2 
and 4 of the Roethke stanza (p. 39) is an example of 
both slant rhyme and feminine rhyme. 

Feminine endings tend to blur the end rhyme. So 
does slant rhyme. Masculine and true rhyme endings 
are forthright. And masculine true rhymes with words 
ending in mute sounds are the most emphatic rhymes 
of all—they slam the gate shut. Consider the last stanza 
of Frost's poem Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening 
(p. 25). 

The repetition of lines, or the use of a refrain line, 
is a source of enjoyment. Both evoke the old pleasure 
of things occurring and reoccurring—rhythm, in fact. 

After a repetition or a refrain, the reader, given the 
pattern clue that the next lines are obviously going to 
be different, is prone to listen to them with more than 
ordinary attention. 

*But not always. You can't get more serious than Blake. 
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Turning the Line 

Always, at the end of each line there exists—inev-
itably—a brief pause. This pause is part of the motion 
of the poem, as hesitation is part of the dance. With it, 
the poet working with metrical verse can do several 
things, as indicated above. In addition, apart from the 
length of line and the requirements of the meter, the 
poet must decide where within the phrase itself to turn 
the line over. 

The writer of nonmetrical verse also has this end-
of-the-line pause to work with and can choose among 
various ways of handling it. Say the writer chooses to 
make the line self-enclosed. A self-enclosed line may be 
an entire sentence, or it may be a phrase that is complete 
in terms of grammar and logic, though it is only a part 
of a sentence. In such a case—in Ezra Pound's poem 
Salutation, for example—the pause works as an instant 
of inactivity, in which the reader is "invited" to weigh 
the information and pleasure of the line. 

When, on the other hand, the poet enjambs the 
line—turns the line so that a logical phrase is inter-
rupted—it speeds the line for two reasons: curiosity 
about the missing part of the phrase impels the reader 
to hurry on, and the reader will hurry twice as fast over 
the obstacle of a pause because it is there. We leap with 
more energy over a ditch than over no ditch. 

Turning the line, in free verse, is associated not only 
with the necessary decision at each turn (since the poem 
is not following any imposed order), but it also has much 
to do with the visual presentation on the page. Free 

Salutat ion 
EZRA P O U N D 

0 generation of the thoroughly smug 
and thoroughly uncomfortable, 

1 have seen fishermen picnicking in the sun, 
I have seen them with untidy families, 
I have seen their smiles full of teeth 

and heard ungainly laughter. 
And I am happier than you are, 
And they were happier than I am; 
And the fish swim in the lake 

and do not even own clothing. 
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verse came into fashion just as the availability of books 
was becoming widespread, and the practice of reading 
poems with one's eyes, and listening to them silently, 
was taking precedence over the oral tradition. The pat-
tern on the page, then, became the indicator of pace, 
and the balance and poise of the poem was inseparable 
from the way the line breaks kept or failed a necessary 
feeling of integrity, a holding together of the poem from 
beginning to end. The regular, metrical line gave as-
sistance to a listener who sought to remember the poem; 
the more various line breaks of the "visual" poem gave 
assistance to the mind seeking to "hear" the poem. 

Conclusion 

No two poems will sound exactly alike, even though 
both are written in, say, iambic tetrameter rhyming 
couplets. Every poem has a basic measure, and a con-
tinual counterpoint of differences playing against that 
measure. Poems that do not offer such variations quickly 
become boring. The gift of words—their acute and utter 
wakefulness—is drowned in a rhythm that is too regular, 
and the poem becomes, instead of musical, a dull and 
forgettable muttering. 

On the other hand, the poem needs to be reliable. 
I cannot say too many times how powerful the tech-
niques of line length and line breaks are. You cannot 
swing the lines around, or fling strong-sounding words, 
or scatter soft ones, to no purpose. A reader beginning 
a poem is like someone stepping into a rowboat with a 
stranger at the oars; the first few draws on the long oars 
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through the deep water tell a lot—is one safe, or is one 
apt to be soon drowned? A poem is that real a journey. 
Its felt, reliable rhythms can invite, or can dissuade. A 
meaningful rhythm will invite. A meaningless rhythm 
will dissuade. 


