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ABSTRACT

'Poetry is form and permanent poetry is permanent form', says Paul Fussell. Form
has ever been one of the problems poets encounter when deciding to building their
poems. Views of traditional stanzaic forms reflect to some extent standpoint towards
authority, hierarchy, and history. Some poets wrote most of their verse in the
traditional stanza forms. Others favour more exotic forms. Others again, tried to
abandon established forms and create new ones.

This is not, I fear, a comfortable and easy study; none the less, it may be interesting.
It is essentially a catalogue of stanza forms of English Renaissance verse. It also
attempts to define what is meant by stanza, why it exists, and how it is used in
seventeen well-known poets of the English Renaissance: Sir Philip Sidney, Edmund
Spenser, Michael Drayton, John Donne, Ben Jonson, William Drummond, Robert
Herrick, William Browne, Christopher Harvey, George Herbert, Thomas Carew,
Edmund Waller, John Milton, John Suckling, Richard Lovelace, Abraham Cowley,
and Henry Vaughan. The catalogue also includes English madrigal verse 1588-1632.

The thesis is divided into eleven chapters. Apart from the first two, each of the
remaining chapters, falls into two main sections: theoretical, covering the general
history of the stanza form; practical, including a catalogue and appendix (notes) to all

poets.
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PREFACE

What follows is a catalogue, listing and describing the stanza forms used in English
by a selection of poets between the reformation of English verse at the hands of
Sidney and Spenser and the poets of the middle seventeenth century. Brief chapters,
introducing the various sections of the catalogue, deal with theoretical and practical
aspects of the stanza.

Recently, more intensive attention has been given to such matters by editors and
critics of poetry. The importance accorded in the nineteenth century to new or
revived verse forms was reflected at the time in the great prosodic studies of Schipper
or of Saintsbury. It is reflected in modern times in at least two major studies:
Brennan O'Donnell's 'Numerous Verse: A Guide to the Stanzas and Metrical
Structures of Wordsworth's Poetry,' Studies in Philology 86 (1989) and Dennis
Taylor's Hardy's Metres and Victorian Prosody (Oxford, 1988), both of which list
and describe the variety of stanzas employed by these poets. Properly the same
attention is due to the poets of the Renaissance. The focus here is not on a particular
poet or even an identifiable group of poets, and the interest is bound to be more
general; but I hope to have provided material in an accessible form for more detailed
studies of particular poets. The study of verse forms in this sense is not neglected.
The most recent anthology of English Renaissance poetry, The Penguin Book of
Renaissance Verse 1509-1659, edited by David Norbrook (1991) includes an index of
metrical and stanzaic forms, on the grounds that it will throw light on the period's
'interest in metrical experimentation' (p.857). And the importance of Sidney's
contribution is implicitly recognized in W. R. Ringler's edition of The Poems of Sir
Philip Sidney (1962) which had earlier included an index, rather differently organised
from the present one, of Sidney's metrical and stanzaic forms. My own
reintroduction of the material on Sidney, in a form compatible with the rest of the
material, acknowledges that same importance.

The real precedent for the present study is Ringler's Bibliography and Index of
English Verse Printed 1476-1558 (1988), the most ambitious attempt so far
undertaken to catalogue modern English poetry. As indicated by Ringler himself, it
complements work carried out by Carlton Brown and Russell Hope Robinson in their
Index of Middle English Verse (New York, 1943) but in more detail and with firmer
dating. It covers the years from Caxton until the accession of Queen Elizabeth I (or
the year of Tottel's Miscellany, 1557). The difficulties in the way of taking such a
comprehensive catalogue into the seventeenth century or even into the end of
sixteenth can be illustrated simply by indicating the disparity in the amounts of verse

ix



printed in the two major eras that the index covers--the late Middle English (1476-
1500) and the earlier Renaissance (1501-1558). The number of poems printed in the
first of these periods was 148 or 145,000 lines, while in the second it was 2,785 or
553,000 lines. The number of lines increases roughly fourfold, the number of poems
(shorter poems evidently being thought increasingly worth printing) increases almost
twenty-fold. Even the selection catalogued here for the later period covers more than
5000 poems, and the number of stanza units accounted for is in excess of that. Even
so, Ringler's work constitutes a comperehensive index, which this does not pretend
to be. He is therefore able to demonstrate that for example the bulk of the poetry
printed in the late medieval poetry is religious, and secular in the early Renaissance
period, thus confirming the shift from clerical to courtly culture. No generalisations
about the character of English culture are available from what follows.

The catalogue includes seventeen named poets of the later sixteenth and earlier
seventeenth centuries, and all the poems printed in Fellowes' collection of madrigal
verse. Longer poems using one stanza have in the main been excluded, and so have
couplet poems in excess of eight lines (except in such cases as will be explained in the
course of the work). The selection of poets is not entirely arbitrary. Two major
Elizabethan 'golden' poets are represented, and a handful each from the standard
groupings of earlier seventeenth-century poets: Spenserians, Donneans, and
Jonsonians. The distribution of preferences for given stanza forms tends to confirm
prejudices about where poets belong. Poems from the song books are catalogued as
representing contemporary selections of lyric verse, and as supplying evidence of
musical setting: any given stanza form appearing in a song book can be known to
have a tune.

A word on the arrangement of the catalogue is required, and warnings as to its use.
Stanza forms are arranged first in order of their length in lines and then alphabetically
by poet. Within that order, stanzas using single line-lengths--described as isometric--
are listed first, with priority given to the longer lines. Stanzas using lines of different
lengths--described as heterometric--follow in order of the number of different lengths
used. These different lengths are described as variables: a stanza consisting of mixed
hexasyllabic and decasyllabic lines is described as being of two variables. Within
each lesser category, stanzas are further distinguished by their rhyme scheme,
ordered alphabetically: aabb before abab.

For convenience of reference, it is assumed that the number of syllables in a line is
countable with some certainty (though this is not always the case). I do not wish to



contest the traditional metrical concept of feet, but the differentiation of feet is often a
matter of taste. Length in syllables is in any case a less contentious criterion of a
line's length. It is also the case, as Norbrook notes in defence of this method, that
poets in this period 'attempted to emulate in their poetry the more directly syllabic
procedures of Continental as well as of classical languages.' Ringler too uses syllable
count; his division of his listing into iambic and trochaic metres is only a mild
concession to the concept of the foot but one which would be seriously confusing in a
catalogue of this size and layout. The cue for the rhyme precedes the number of
syllables in the line, repeated in each case: decasyllabic lines are designated by a
subsequent number '10', octosyllabic by '8', heptasyllabic by '7' and so forth: the
primary variant of common measure is represented as a8b6a8b6.

Two major warnings are in order. First, the syllabic count for lines is ideal, so that
deficiencies in the realization of lines--when they can be so recognized--are recorded
in the appendix of notes belonging to the relevant stanza. For example, a stanza in
common measure which introduced a heptasyllabic line (a7b6a8b6) would not be so
recorded, but according to its assumed pattern; and a note would record the
deficiency. A corollary of this is that feminine endings to lines, whether used
systematically or not, are not included in the count. They are instead marked with
(7): a decasyllabic line with a feminine rhyme 'a' is represented as 'al0™', and not
as 'all’.

Secondly, a warning is due in respect of the number of lines in a stanza. The count
occasions difficulty in two distinct kinds of case, and particular difficulties are
sometimes explained in the introductory treatments of particular stanza units. At the
widest, both kinds of difficulties arise from an unavoidable problem in the definition
of the stanza. In listing stanzas as being of a given number of lines, I have adopted a
principle that is not strictly rational but intuitively convenient. A set of four couplets
is defined as an octet, and not as couplets at all; or the principle whereby a set of
triplets with linking rhyme (aabccb) becomes a tail thyme sixain is extended so that,
for example, the four introductory triplets of Herbert's The Church-Floore become a
stanza of twelve lines, or Vaughan's Resurrection and Immortality is classed as a
single stanza. Such cases are not always easy to detect. The other kind of difficulty
is cued. Many longer stanzas break into smaller recognisable components, in which
case they may be catalogued under their components. Poems consisting of stanzas of
different forms--described as heterometric--are listed under the various stanzas of
which they are composed. By an extension of this principle, longer pseudo-stanzas
are listed under the various components out of which they seem to be built. The

xi



arbitrariness of the decision is mitigated by the insertion of A, B, C, etc. after the
title, A, B, C, signalling the various stanza forms. And an appendix of heterostanzaic
poems makes clear which they are.

The following texts have been used. Omissions and inclusions are explained under
each poet's name.

William Browne (1592-1643?):

The Poems of William Browne of Tavistock, ed. Gordon Goodwin, 2 vols (London
1894). The number of poems included is 101, but the incidence of stanza forms
(explained by the inclusion of heterostanzaic poems) is 125. Excluded is Britannia's
Pastorals, but a lyric from Britannia's Pastorals appears classified under madrigals.
The line total for poems included is 4846. The full total for Browne's poems,
including Britannia's Pastorals, is 16521.

Thomas Carew (1595?-1639?)

The Poems of Thomas Carew, ed. Rhodes Dunlap (Oxford, 1949). Excluded are
Caelum Britannicum, and poems classified by Dunlap as of doubtful authenticity.
The number of poems included, and the incidence of stanza forms is identical at 130:
Carew has no stanzaically compounded poems. The line total of the 130 poems given
in the Poems of 1640, 1642, 1651 is 4032. The total for Carew's poems, including
the lyrical parts of Caelum Britannicum, is 4194.

Abraham Cowley (1618-1667)

The English Writings of Abraham Cowley, ed. A. R. Waller (Cambridge, 1905),
supplemented by the text of Poetical Blossoms (omitted from Waller). Excluded are
the Davideis, The Civil War, and the late Poems on Several Occasions. The number
of poems included is 152, but the incidence of stanza units is 228 (explained by the
inclusion of stanzaically compound poems). The line total of the 29 poems of
Poetical Blossoms (1633, 1636), the 84 poems of the Mistress (1647, 1656), the 24
poems of Miscellanies (1656), and the 15 Pindaric Odes (1656) is 7390; but the full
total for Cowley's poems, including Davideis, The Civil War, and Poems on Several
Occasions is 13080.

John Donne (1573-1631)

The Complete Poetry of John Donne, ed. John T. Shawcross (New York: Anchor
Books, 1967). Omitted are all couplet poems. The number of poems included is 132
poems, but one the inclusion of heterostanzaic poem raises the stanza unit total to
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133. The line total of the 58 Songs and Sonnets, the three Epithalamia, the 37 Verse
Epistles, the 35 Divine Poems and Metempsychosis is 5599; but the full total for
Donne's poems is 9243,

Michael Drayton (1563-1631)

The Works of Michael Drayton, ed. J. William Hebel, 5 vols (Oxford, 1931). The
number of poems included is 314, but the incidence of stanza units raised to 399 by
the inclusion of 62 stanzaically compound poems. The line total for Drayton's poems
is 60103.

William Drummond (1585-1649)

The Works of William Drummond of Hawthornden, ed. L. E. Kastner, 2 vols
(London, 1913). Excluded are the songs in Cypresse Grove, and The Entertainment of
King Charles. The number of poems included is 462, and the number of stanza units
raised to 469 by the inclusion of 4 stanzaically compound poems . The line total is
8540, and the full total for Drummond's poems, including the lyrics in Cypresse
Grove, and The Entertainment of King Charles, is 8987.

Christopher Harvey (1592-1653)

The Complete Poems of Christopher Harvey, ed. Alexander B. Grosart (London
1874). Excluded is The Learning of the Heart (which is in couplets). The number of
poems included is 103, but the incidence of stanza units is 154, the large discrepancy
explained by the occurrence of 74 stanzaically compound poems. The line total for
poems included is 5004, and the full total for Harvey's poems, not much more, is
5118.

George Herbert (1593-1633)

The Works of George Herbert, ed. F. E. Hutchinson (Oxford, 1941). Excluded are
The Church Militant, and poems classified by Hutchinson as Doubtful. The number
of poems included is 177, but the incidence of stanza forms is 186 (explained by the
occurrence of 9 stanzaically compound poems). The line total for poems included is
5641, but the full total for Herbert's poems, including the Doubtful Poems, is 6069.

Robert Herrick (1591-1674)

The Poetical Works of Robert Herrick, ed. L. C. Martin (Oxford:, 1956). Excluded
are the the Additional Poems and all couplet poems in Hesperides except where they
can be construed as couplet stanzas. The number of poems included is 608, but the
incidence of stanza units is 629 (a discrepancy explained by the occurrence of
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stanzaically compound poems). The line total for catalogued poems is 11342 , but the
full total for Herrick's poems is 13088. The only marginal discrepancy is explained
by the high incidence of single couplet poems.

Ben Jonson (1573-1637)

Ben Jonson, Poems, ed. Ian Donaldson (Oxford, 1975). The Epigrams are excluded.
The number of poems catalogued is 131, but the incidence of stanza units is 147. The
discrepancy is explained by the occurrence of stanzaically compound poems. The line
total of Jonson's 133 poems of the Epigrams, the 15 poems of The Forest, the 90
poems of the Underwood, the 50 poems of Ungathered Verse and the selection of 26
Songs and poems is 7842. Some Jonsonian madrigals from the song-books, not
included by Donaldson, appear classified under madrigals.

Richard Lovelace (1618-1658)

The Poems of Richard Lovelace, ed. C. H. Wilkinson (Oxford, 1930). The number
of poems included is 104, but the incidence of stanza units is 148. The discrepancy is
explained by the occurrence of stanzaically compound poems. The line total for
Lovelace's 60 poems of Lucasta, (with Aramantha, 1649), and the additional 44 from
Lucasta Posthume (1658) is 4564.

John Milton (1608-1674)

The Poems of John Milton, ed. by John Carey & Alastair Fowler (London, 1968).
Excluded are Paradise Lost, and all poetry not in English, Comus (non-lyrical parts),
Samson Agonistes and Paradise Regained. The number of short poems included is
68, but the incidence of stanza units is 81. The discrepancy is explained by the
occurrence of 6 stanzaically compound poems. The line total for included poems is
2710.

Philip Sidney (1554-1586)

The Poems of Sir Philip Sidney, ed. William A. Ringler, Jr. (Oxford, 1962). The
number of poems included is 290, but the incidence of stanza units is 300. The
discrepancy is explained by the occurrence of 6 stanzaically compound poems.
Omitted are Ringler's Other Poems and Unclassified Poems. The line total for
Sidney's poems is 9337. Poems in quantitative metre are included. Ringler's
Appendix lists poems differently described.

Edmund Spenser (21552-1599)
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The Poetical Works of Edmund Spenser, ed. Ernest De Selincourt, 3 vols (Oxford,
1910). Volumes 2 and 3 are devoted to The Faerie Queene. The number of poems
included is 128, but the incidence of stanza units is 158. The discrepancy is
explained by the occurrence of 4 stanzaically compound poems. The line total to
Spenser's poems included here is 12260.

John Suckling (1609-1642)

The Works of John Suckling: The Non-dramatic works, ed. Thomas Clayton (Oxford,
1971). The number of poems included is 93, but the incidence of stanza units is 97.
The discrepancy is explained by the occurrence of 2 stanzaically compounded poems
(described below). The line total for Suckling's 32 poems of Fragmenta Aurea
(1646), the 45 poems of Last Remains (1651) and the additional and early poems is
2301.

Henry Vaughan (1622-1695)

The Works of Henry Vaughan, ed. L. C. Martin, 2 vols (Oxford: 1914). Excluded is
the poetry in prose works, the translated poems printed in pp. 661-664, and one
poem of uncertain authorship. The number of poems included is 235, but the
incidence of stanza form is 290. The discrepancy is explained by the frequent
occurrence of stanzaically compound poems. The line total for Vaughan's included
poems is 10438.

Edmund Waller (1606-1687)

Edmund Waller, The Poems (1645), Scolar Reprint (Menston, 1971). The number
of poems included is 38 but the incidence of stanza units is 44 (explained by the
presence of stanzaically compound poems). The many couplet poems are excluded.
Waller's later poetry, even more predominantly in couplets, is excluded altogether.
The line total for poems included is 2510.

The English Madrigals of 1588-1632:

English Madrigal Verse 1588-1632, ed. E. H. Fellowes, 3rd edn. revised by
Frederick W. Sternfield and David Greer (Oxford, 1967). Excluded are the poems
which can be found under poets listed above. The number of poems included is 1621,
but the incidence of stanza form is 1682. The discrepancy is explained by the
occurrence of stanzaically compound poems. The line total in the Madrigals is
20164.

XV



Chapter One

Stanza: Introduction

I

'Come, more; another stanzo. Call you 'em stanzos ?'
(Shakespeare As You Like It 11.v.16-17)

Many readers fail to see the significance of form in poetry. They regard it as
something chosen at random. They prefer content to form, neglecting the association
of the two. The serious poet is one who thinks more about form than other elements
of his craft. Ultimately, the choice of any particular form will determine what the
poem achieves. This is why we find Davenant and Dryden setting the reasons behind
their choice of the interwoven quatrain, the first for Gondibert, and the latter for
Annus Mirabilis, Davenant says in the Preface to Gondibert

I shall say a little, why I have chosen my interwoven Stanza
of foure, though I am not oblig'd to excuse the choice; for
numbers in Verse must, like distinct kinds of Musick, be
expos'd to the uncertaine and different taste of severall Eares.
Yet I may declare that I beleev'd it would be more pleasant to
the Reader, in a Worke of Length, to give this respite or
pause, between every Stanza (having endevor'd that each
should containe a period) then to run him out of breath with
continu'd Couplets.  Nor does alternate Rime by any
lowlinesse of cadence make the sound lesse Heroick, but rather
adapt it to a plaine and stately composing of Musick; and the
brevity of the Stanza renders it lesse subtle to the Composer,
and more easy to the Singer; which in stilo recitativo, when
the Story is long, is cheefly requisite. 1

Davenant exhibits a very exact concern for his reader. His conception of the rhetoric
of Gondibert is located in the choice of stanza. In turn, Dryden in the 'Account'
prefixed to Annus Mirabilis explains his choice of the same stanza just as exactly, but
his motives are different. He is particularly alert to the difficulty of writing in
stanzas.

I have chosen to write my poem in quatrains, or stanzas of
four in alternate rhyme, because I have ever judged them more
noble, and of greater dignity, both for the sound and number,
than any other verse in use amongst us ... The learned
languages have certainly a great advantage of us, in not being
tied to the slavery of any rhyme ... But in this necessity of our
rhymes, I have always found the couplet verse most easy ...
for there work is soonest at an end, every two lines concluding

1. Sir William Davenant, Gondibert, ed. by David F. Gladish (Oxford, 1971), p.17.



CHAPTER ONE

the labour of the poet; but in quatrains he must carry it further
on, and not only so, but to bear along in his head the
troublesome sense of four lines together. For those who write
correctly must acknowledge that the last line of the stanza is to
be considered in the composition of the first. Neither can we
give ourselves the liberty of making any part of a verse for the
sake of rhyme, or concluding with a word which is not current
English, or using the variety of female rhymes, all which our
fathers practised; and for the female line they still use it
amongst other nations: with the Italian in every line, with the
Spanish promiscuously, with the French altemately...2

A similar difficulty can be noticed elsewhere,

[Both Virgil and Spenser] make hemistichs (or half verses),
breaking off in the middle of a line. I confess there are not
many such in the Fairy Queen; and even those few might be
occasioned by his unhappy choice of so long a stanza. Mr
Cowley had found that no kind of staff is proper for a heroic
poem, as being all too lyrical.3

The stanza of Gondibert is probably as famous as the stanza of Gray's Elegy which
was borrowed through Hammond's Elegies. John Young writing in a culture that
favoured the couplet estimates the difficulty merely tiresome. He is alert to its praise
by Dryden but argues against the authority of James Hammond's Elegies for it:

Yet of this measure it may be said with truth that it brings with
it no momentous accession to the powers of English
versification. It possesses all the imperfections of blank verse,
acquired with all the labour of rhyme. The coincidences of
terminating sound, by being alternate, admit of an interruption
by which they are either lost, or found at the expense of a
greater labour than the gratification they bring: and the stanza,
by being limited to a certain definite compass, either forces the
poet to end his thought abruptly, or to eke it out with
supplemental and expletive matter, always weakening
expression, and rarely concealing distress.4

2. John Dryden, Of Dramatic Poesy and other Critical Essays, ed. George Watson, 2
vols (London, 1962), I,pp. 95-96. Hereafter this edition is cited as Watson.

3. Watson, I1,p.248.

4. Gray's own Observations on English Metre notes its use by Surrey, Spenser,
Gascoigne, Dryden (and he knew it was used by Sir John Davies in Nosce Teipsum.
See The Works, ed. John Milford (London, 1843), V, pp.225-260 and especially
p-245. The hostile criticism of the Elegy is in John Young, Criticism of the Elegy
(Edinburgh, 1810), p.7.



CHAPTER ONE

No matter how interesting a poem may be, it can have little effect upon the reader if
it is not presented in a form which is itself impressive. The shape of the poem
determines the meaning.

Responding to the form of a poem is an art in itself; 'it is not less difficult', says I.
A. Richards, 'than the art of grasping its content'; 'to attend to the form' says
Abercrombie 'is always to attend to the most important aspect of the meaning of
poetry'.3

The word 'form' in itself is a rather general one: it can refer, of course, to every part
of a poem's structure; in meaning this, it becomes, however, indistinguishable in its
sense from the word 'content'. Though not an end in itself, the technique of the
poem, so to speak, is a reference point that provides us with a specific language in
which to develop our analysis of the poem. Form, in this light, must not be seen as a
fixed set of rules and structures: no matter how inflexible the form may appear, an
imaginative poet will always seek to develop and examine all areas of poetic potential,
and form is also open for such experimentation.

In order to talk about form, we have to separate it from the content and think in terms
of what gives poetry its particular pattern. Looking at a certain piece of poetry, the
first thing that appeals to our eyes is the shape of the poem, that is the stanza form.

In poetry the line unit is used sometimes singly and continuously (as in blank verse);
but most commonly in a group of lines usually held together by rhyme. These group
of lines are called stanzas or strophes which is the larger unit of which the whole
poem is made. Héublein says 'the poetry of a people does not begin with the line but
with the stanza' which goes with other stanzas or strophes to make up a poem.6 The
stanza is the larger unit of which the whole poem is made.

When Virgil's Aeneas commemorates a safe arrival he leaves a song (carmen) on a
captured shield:

Aeneas haec de Danais Victoribus arma
(Aeneid, 3.288)

5. These two quotations are cited in Robin Skelton's, Poetry (London, 1963), p.90.
6. Ernst Haublein, The Stanza (London, 1978), p.1.
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The song is a single line. English will not normally tolerate this except, perhaps, in
mottoes, in devices. Thus, Sidney offers a single burlesque hexameter in the New
Arcadia: 'Miso mine owne pigsnie, thou shalt heare news o' Damaetas'. But this is
rare. When Florio has occasion to translate single lines of Latin verse, he regularly
turns them into couplets. So, 'Nascentes morimus, finisque ab origine pendet’
(Manilius) becomes:

As we are born we die; the end

Doth of th' original depend.
(Essays of Montaigne 1.19)

II

'Come, more; another stanzo. Call you 'em stanzos ?' (Shakespeare, As You Like It
II.v.16-17). Shakespeare's Jacques is uncomfortable with the word 'stanza'. It
entered the English language (from Italy) in the sixteenth century as a synonym to the
traditional 'staffe’.” The new expression soon became almost the sole term in this
sense, while the native term was almost abandoned. Terms like sonnet, rondeau, and
the like referring to specific fixed forms remain in use. The abstract notion of stanzas
is more difficult.

The name is a fruitful one, if difficult. In its place of origin (Italy) it comes from a
word meaning 'station’, 'room’, or 'stopping place'. The Greek equivalent 'strophe’,
on the other hand, means 'turn’: at the end of a strophe one turns, and perhaps repeats
the same conditions; or one may simply rest before going on to something different.
The connotation of the romance word is quite different. It connotes regularity,

.... Horace is of the more bounded fancy [than Pindar], and
confines himself strictly to one sort of verse, or stanza, in
every ode.8

The stanza has a fixed form, that is the corresponding lines of each stanza will be in
the same metre and will rhyme, if there is rhyme, in the same pattern.

Stanzas are conceived of as apartments, like those in Italian Renaissance palaces,
arranged continuously, of the same size, of obvious shape. This recalls the Arabic

7. M. Donker & G. M. Muldrow, Dictionary of Literary Rhetorical Conventions of
the English Renaissance (Westport, 1982), p.211.

8. Watson, II,p.31.
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bait, literally 'house': lines are well arranged to contain the various elements of
verse, just like the house including its various members.9

In this light, the stanza could be defined as a group of lines (verses) shaped in such a
way that every group could be sung to the same tune. This is important in early
Italian theory.10 The stanza here consists of a limited number of verses together with
a fixed disposition of rhymes and metres. The whole can be repeated indefinitely.
This generally means that every stanza in the same piece has the same number of
lines, each line has the same number of syllables as the corresponding line in each
stanza.

However, when there is a variation on the form of the stanzas which make up a
poem, they are generally of such a kind that the variant stanza could still be sung to
the same tune as the others by repeating a line or more of the same tune. Of course
some verse is composed to be set to music, but most, never intended to be sung, was
composed in the form of stanzas and gained some song-like quality by being set in
that arrangement or shape.

When a stretch of blank verse or heroic couplets, for example, is divided into quite
irregular sections, like paragraphs in prose, these sections would rather be called, by
analogy, verse paragraphs. Where this tendency is particularly strong, as in narrative
and descriptive poetry, the paragraph is often indicated by a spacing between the lines
of the unit. But this is not the issue here, though there has been a controversy
associating rhyme with politics, where blank verse (represented in this case by
Paradise Lost) has been aligned with republican assertiveness and rhyme and stanza
with all the ‘irrational and luxurious panoply' of monarchy and aristocratic
hierarchies.1l What concerns us here is the stanza forms from couplets onwards.

9. Walt Taylor says that the word, 'stanza', meaning ‘house', and its metrical
application is Sicilian, so used under Arab influence. See Walt Taylor.' Arabic Words
in the English' in SPE Tract No XXXVIII, (Oxford, 1934), p.597. In the Arabic
Lisan al-'Arab the term means both a line (two hemistiches) of verse and house. The
analogy is elaborate: metrical features are called 'pegs' 'robes' and 'beams'. In
Arabic they also say 'a built poem', as in Latin 'carmen condere'. See Lisan al-
‘Arab.

10. Dante De Vulgari Eloquentia, 2.9. Among English theorists, Campion is
especially attracted to the musical value of verse, but he demotes the importance of
the stanza.

11. See David Norbrook reviewing Tom Paulin's Faber of Political Verse in London
Review of Books, 24 July, 1986. For the ensuing debate between him and Craig
Raine, see issues of 18 September, 9 October, 20 November, 18 December, 1986.
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In her commentary upon Womans Constancy and The Apparition, Helen Gardner
states that in these two poems 'Donne abandons couplets and stanza form for the
verse-paragraph. I do not know of an English precedent'.12  In fact Donne has
written madrigals and he is certainly not the first in English to do so.

I
The strophic forms in English Renaissance accentual poetry have always been
composed of rhymed verses, although there is a great variety as regards rhyme
scheme and the number of syllables and lines. Many definitions are available, but it
is convenient to begin with a dictionary definition:

A group of lines of verse (usually not less than four),
arranged according to a definite scheme which regulates the
number of lines, the metre, and (in rhymed poetry) the
sequence of rhymes; normally forming a division of a song or
poem consisting of a series of such groups constructed
according to the same scheme. Also any of the particular types
of structure according to which stanzas are framed.

(OED sv 'stanza'l)

The definition of the stanza in the OED is a standard one and it is inclusive of all the
major characteristics of the stanza. It is also applicable to all formulas of all periods
and perhaps of all verse. This does not necessarily mean that attitudes towards the
stanza are the same; on the contrary, there are different concepts of poetic form,
reflected in the differences between the various poets.

Though the term stanza here is restricted to verse forms of four lines onwards, other
definitions, such as the one in Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics include
'such simple patterns as the couplet' in the range of stanzas. I shall return to the
problem of the couplet and the tercet later.

Iv
George Puttenham's Art of English Poesie (1589) is well known. Puttenham's
treatment of the stanza is important, and affords a good summary of notions of
prosody and versification in the period.

Norbrook is the first anthologist of Renaissance verse (Penguin Book of Renaissance
Verse, 1991)to record stanza patterns.

12. John Donne, The Elegies and the Songs and Sonnets, ed. by Helen Gardner
(Oxford, 1965), p.166. See the chapter on the ode below.
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Staffe in our vulgare Poesie I know not why it should be so
called, vnlesse it be for that we vnderstand it for a bearer or
supporter of a song or ballad, not vnlike the old weake bodie,
that is stayed vp by his staffe, and were not otherwise able to
walke or to stand vpright. The Italian called it Stanza, as if we
should say a resting place: and if we consider well the forme
of this Poeticall staffe, we shall finde it to be a certain number
of verses allowed to go altogether and ioyne without any
intermission, and doe or should finish vp all the senteces of the
same with a full period, vnlesse it be in some special cases, &
there to stay till another staffe follow of like sort: and the
shortest staffe conteineth not vnder foure verses, nor the
longest aboue ten, if it passg that number it is rather a whole
ditty then properly a staffe. 13

Like the OED's, Puttenham's stanza is not shorter than four lines, but while
Puttenham's maximum is ten, the OED has no limit. However, Puttenham's
definition is a precise one, and it covers both native and foreign traditions of stanzaic
construction.

In the event Puttenham's bias is to native conception of the stanza. The grouping of
lines into a unit of between four and ten lines serves to give form to the constituent in
a poem which would otherwise degenerate into incoherence. It is the visible support
of the syntax. The Italian conception he borrows has quite different emphasis.
Puttenham does not take stanza to mean 'room' which would allow a conception not
very different. He takes it to mean a 'resting place': the stanza simply marks the
limit of what is tolerable. This is not an important conception of the stanza outside
exotic forms such as the canzone or the Pindaric odes.

In English vernaculars of this period rhyme is the chief determinant of the stanza.
Apart from the