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Abstract

This study aims to investigate the problems of perception and description of
rhythm in English poems by Nigerian undergraduate students. The
examination scripts of 200 third-year undergraduate students of English
language in Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife, Nigeria, were scrutinized
and their responses to some questions pertaining to rhythm in the stylistics
course analyzed. The problems identified in the study include: (a) lack of
proper understanding of the concept of rhythm and its application, (b)
communication distance between the poet and the analyst and (c) lack of
knowledge of relevant poetic conventions, periodic styles and peculiarities
and innovations of individual poets. The study concludes that for a proper
mastery of the concept of rhythm and its application to take place, students
have to learn and understand the essential categories, viz, stress, syllable,
foot and metre and also be familiar with some conventional patterns
pertaining to the periodic and individual styles in poetic discourse.

Introduction

If you were to ask a final year Nigerian undergraduate student of English
language to analyze an English poem freely, the rhythm would most probably
be the last feature he/she would describe. Barring inadvertent
misconceptions and the tendency for superficial analysis, the average student
would very likely attempt a description of the lexical meaning and then a
little bit of syntax. An above-average student may venture to describe some
apparent phonological features such as alliteration and rhyme scheme.
Only the excellent students would be bold enough to attempt a description
of such features as stress, syllable, foot and metre. Given a free hand,
students would try to avoid any task that is set on the use of rhythm in the
poem or, at best, wander off point.

Rhythm is that aspect of English language usage, which the Nigerian
speaker has found most difficult to understand. Indeed, it is the crux of the
matter when scholars (Banjo, 1979; Amayo, 1986) talk of the supra-
segmentals being ‘the final hurdle that majority of speakers of English as a
second language never manage to cross.” Yet, not only is rhythm the feature
that gives spoken English its characteristic accent (Amayo 1986:318), itis
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hese categories by taking into consideration the

for example, describe t
packground of Nigerian learnezs. But the authors are concerned with stress

and rhythm and intonation in spoken English. There {s thus also the need to
link these categories to the analysis of literature, specifically, in this instance,
poetry. According to Chapman (1973),suchan explication must take into
consideration the category metre. This is because rhythm is deliberately
used to create a regular and recurrent pattern in a literary composition,
quite differencly from ordinary speech. In this paper, there is the need to
adopt a descriptive framework that presents thythm in a straightforward
manner, in categories that can gasily be understood, so that students can
apply them to literature confidently. It is also expedient at this juncture to
exclude rthose minute details that may complicate the description and lead
1o confusion. The relevant categories for discussion of rhythm in this regard
are the syllable, stress, foot and metret. We shall explain them briefly,
giving relevant information from existing literature.
A syllable is a group of phonemes uttered with one breath pulse. The
English syllable has the structure (C)V{(CJ, which indicates that it has a
single obligatory vowel, an optional number of one to three consonants
preceding the vowel and also an optional number of one to four consonants
afrer the vowel. A syllable is either accented or unaccented. An accented
syllable is more prominent than its neighbours, by means of any or all of
four factors: stress (loud) pitch (high), quality (strong) and quantity (long),
while the unaccented syllable tends to have weak and obscure qualities.
Stress is a suprasegmental feature of utrerances, which applies not to
individual vowels and consonants but to whole syllables. A stressed syllable is
pronounced with a greater amount of energy than an unstressed syllable.
Features of loudness, high pitch and strong breath pulse and time duration
further characterize the former. English is called a stress-timed language,
which implies that stressed syllables have the tendency to ocecur at relatively
regular intervals with or without unstressed syllables coming within the
intervals. In connected speech, stressed syllables occur in ‘content’ words or
‘open class’ items (nouns, lexical verbs, adjectives and adverbs) while ‘form’
words or ‘close set’ items (determiners, auxiliary verbs, prepositions and
conjunctions) do notcarry stressed syllables. In the example below; the vertical
sign indicates stress, while the horizontal sign indicates lack of stress:

Bl |~——] ==l l=1—
Mary and George specially want to §o LOMOITOW.

The foot is referred to as the ‘rhythmic group’ because it carries the
stress patterns of the language. It has a salient element that is located in the
stressed syllable and the weak element that is located in the unstressed
syllable(s). The salient element, i.e. a stressed syllable, is the essential
element of the structure of the foot. This salient element is always at the

beginning of the foot in linguistic terms, but may not be necessarily so in |

metrical terms (Berry 1977:79).2 For example, in linguistic terms, the
sentence in Ex. 1 above has six feet and the stress patterns in the feet (i.e.
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(Ex. 3‘a-¢ here demonstrates a misconception of rhythm as riymes
#poetic thyrhm can be seen ina poem, ithas to do with the sounds
heard when reading a poem. 1t could beat the end of each line'—
end rhyme.
*The rhythm has 1o do with the way in which the words of the line
are ending. This could be quatrain (sic) which will be ABAB, which
means the words rhyme alternately’
=ptonation has a lot to contribute to poetic thythm, it is referred
10 as rises and falls in pitch voice.' (Intonation rather complements
rhythm to achieve meaning in poetry.)
*Foot is when there are unstressed and stressed syllables in a poem
and this has different types anapest, dactyl, rrochee and iambic.’
(The first part of the definition is loose and not specific enough.)
*Jamb means one stress syllable followed by an unstressed syllable
.. (The exact opposite is the case.)
#The syllabie is the boundary that words can be segmented after
they have been pronounced. A syllable is segmented before a stress
can be realized, e.g. boundary —boun + dary’ (The description in
the first sentence can also refer to a sound or, even, a morpheme.
The second sentence is not comprehensible.)
*A]1iteration can also be used to achieve poetic rhythm, it is the
repetition of the same consonant sound i a sentence. Then there
could be the repetition of vowel sounds’ — assonance.

#Poetic rhythm: thishas to do with the sounds in a text. That s, its |

musicality. Such poetic rhythm are (sic) refrain, assonance,

alliteration, etc.

a(i) Who has seena witch

Neither you nor {

—| l
But when a child dies suddenly

A witch is passing by

The analysis above does not propetly identify the syllables and stress patteIns.
An analysis based on linguistic rules of stress placement will fook like this:
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Who has seen a witch?

Neither you nor |
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Another major problem that is envisaged here pertains to the concept of |
emphatic stress. Although closed set items are normally not supposed to be |
stressed in unemphatic speech, according to linguistic rules, it is common \
knowledge that emphatic stress is a common feature of everyday speech \
and writing. While contextual chues make it much easier for listeners to |
interpret utterances with emphatic stress in speech, there are severe |
constraints with respect to written texts, especially poetry. Poets may decide |
to emphasize form words in their poems for special effect. From the ‘l
perspective of emphatic stress, the analysis suggested in Ex 4 ‘aii’ aboveis |
controversial. For example, the stress on ‘who’ may be disputed by some
analysts because it is a relative pronoun. Similarly, some analysts may |

prefer to stress ‘you' and ‘T in line 2 of the example, even though they are |
pronouns. A poet may also decide to emphasize the conjunction ‘But’inline |
3 or the preposition particle by’ on the last line of the stanza. Any change |
in stress placement in respect of the above creates a change in the rhythmic |
pattern and, consequently the interpretation of the poem. |

Chapman (1973:92-93) gives a few examples where emphatic stressis |
used by poets for metrical prominence to indicate strong negation, |
exclamatory appeal or contrast between a verb used successively in positive |
and negative form, which is commonly found in speech: \

|
\
l
|
\
l
\

Ex.5 | | | |
a. No,no, gonot to Lethe, neither twist —(Keats Ode to Melancholy)

| | | |
b.  And I am black, but O, my soul is white (Blake, The Little Black
Boy) ‘

c Tobe ornot to be, that is the question. (Hamlet, 11-I)
|

Lack of Adequate Background Knowledge on Poetry |

It is observed that the knowledge of poetic traditions, language conventions |
and peculiar style of individual poets can enhance the ability of students to |
analyze poerns more efficiently and the lack of this knowledge may sometimes |
prevent effective analysis. A lot of discussions about literary (or poetic) l
traditions can be found in existing literature (Crystal, 1969; Patridge, 1971) |
on the subject. Analysts might need to be familiar with information about \
the days of rigid classical prescriptivism and accentual metre of Old English |
poetry which had depended ona fixed number of stresses in each line, with ‘
considerable freedom in the number of unstressed syllables, the alliterative \
metre of the medieval period, the iambic pentametre (with rhyme or in

blank verse) of the Elizabethan period, the variation in metrical patterns in |
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with Shelley, Spenser 4 drme (six-beatline), in diff“th particular rhythmijc | This study has observed that, for various reasons, Nigerian undergraduate |
use of the sprung rh yt}il Byron (Turner, 1970) ;r ent forms, is associated | students have not been able to master and apply rhythm properly in the |
associated with the syn m (clustering of mones; 1 Oéj Kins is noted for the 1 analysis of poetry. This is in spite of the fact that this feature is foregrounded
poet could avoid duﬂnescolfatEd rhythm, Even Chaf;ca ic feet), and Eliot js | in many poems. When faced with the task of describing rhythm, students |
19 $ Dy using the rhythms o com;g had advocated that :( either avoid it or confuse it with several other phonological features such }
Lastly, changes in pron on speech (Chapman f as rhyme, alliteration, repetition and intonation, which may serve to support \‘
caution on the part of th unciation and spellings over ;‘ it in the analysis. ' : |
trisyllabic in Shakespeare analyst. For example, the pe“"(fs alsowarrant | For proper mastery of the concept and its application to take place, |
Chaucer wrote: ‘Un-to h efs time, but it now has’tw0 W;)rd question’ was ‘ students have to learn the essential categories, Vig, SUess, syllable, foot and |
made a syllable in his t'ls aire fresshe lady May’, ¢’ Syllables. Also when | metre, in a straightforward manner and also learn some conventional |
1me. » € In‘faire’and ‘fresshe’ | patterns pertaining to the periodic and individual styles in poetic discourse. |
A Sample Ana lysis of a p ' Teachers also should not neglect the teaching of rhythm in the classroom \
aFoem? ‘ and that, whenever possible, the teaching and/or analysis may be supported |
INDICTMENT AND SUMM ; with carefully recorded cassettes for poems, which should be made available :
IONS (PART I) — DENNIS B | in the market. |
The sounds begin again; RUTUS \ Having thus mastered the concept and use of thythm, a lot of lost ground }
the siren in the night ’ at FCT P } has to be covered in respect of description of the rhythm of English poetry, |
the thund 8 ] | especially, with focus on poems written by Africans. Just as it has been t
nder at the door i ‘ possible in previous studies to describe, on the one hand, the rhythmic |
the shriek of nerves in ai — | ——— \' patterns of British and American poets in English and, on the other hand, ;
Then the keening ¢ pain. S QU - ; the idiolects of poets and the register or dialect of African poetry in lexico- |
of fac i € crescendo o i ' ‘ structural and sociolinguistic terms, it should also be possible to describe }
es split by pain o s ‘ the rhythm of English poems written by Africans. Thus, it is hoped that in |
the wordless, endless wail e | o f e | the nearest future, one should begin t© hear of the patterns of thythm in the :
only the unfree kn — e e | poems of, for example, Wole Soyinka, Lenrie Peters and Dennis Brutus, |
ow. ’ ! and, indeed, of the poetic thythm of African literature. |
Importunate as rain — |
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er the sirens, knuckles, bo = [y o |
my sounds begin again » DOotS, ——— ] =] Notes |
1. Somescholars may consider it essential to include intonation here asa |
ave deliberately avoided it at this point, |
3-2-2-3; \
Stanzal 2333, 2-3-33 : . dol
. Stanza 2 - written poetry by some features oflanguage, e.g. punctuations. Besides, |
Evidence is provided for th . Stanza 3 regularity of stress patterns in poetry can be described separately from |
gfgtalale' iardnbic trimetre rh;trnglcalit}’of the poern by the regu the use of rise and fall in pitch tunes to indicate grammatical and |
rganized in di » OCcasionally i ar occturrenc attitudinal meanings. ‘
visible, not Mthfsfgrfgitnways stylistically, 'rhg’ ;ggﬁ;sp ersed with two fee(: 2. Caldwell and Hergrings (1996) have observed that textbook, i.e. |
that may contribute to ti'Other Phonological and lexience of this pattern is linguistic’, rules would enable us to describe only a fraction of intonation |
Is musicality, co-structural featyres choices made in language as a whole. This observation is equally true
of the description of metric patterns in literature. Further background |

knowledge of stylistic choices in the relevant genres is essential. ‘
|
|
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3. Once again, we offer a neutral description here for illustrative purposes,
A more personal interpretation may yield different patterns from the
above, which may also require that elaborate explanations are made
concerning the preferences. Leech (1969:118) recognizes the instabil; ty
of the rhythmic structure of English that makes it difficulr to have a
‘ves-or-no’ analysis. He further asserts thus:

We have to acknowledge that the ambivalence of division inrg
single measures or double measures sometimes suggests conflicting
accounts of the same line of verse.
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