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HOW TO WRITE ENGLISH VERSE.
By FREDERICK LANG BRIDGE, M.A., Author of “ Sent Back by the Angels.”

PART III.
ANAP.ESTIC AND DACTYLIC VERSE.

“ ThR Assÿ I rï/a)n eftme down I like thé wôlf I 
on thë fold, I

And bis cô I hurts wëre glêam I lug In pür-l 
plë ând gold, ||

And thë shêen I ôf thëir spêars I was like 
stars I fin thë sêa I

Whën thë blue I w5ve rolls night I ly on 
deep I Galilee. ” ||

This is a good and characteristic example of 
anapæstic verse. The line and the stanza 
alike represent the anapaest in its most popu­
lar if not in its most favourable English 
form. An anapaest, as the scansion above 
has already signified, consists of two short 
syllables followed by a long one - - -. Ana­
paestic verse has long lost its popularity. For 
a brilliant period, under the spirited auspices 
of Messrs. Scott, Byron, Moore, Campbell 
and company, it might almost be said to 
dominate the lyric and short narrative poem. 
Who does not know and admire “ Young 
Loch invar ” and “ Tamburgi," and “ The 
Meeting of the Waters ” and “ The Irish 
Harper” ? Down to the period when Words­
worth's influence had thoroughly leavened the 
literary instinct of England, the anapaest had 
things pretty much its own way. It was swift 
and gay and nimble : it gave of its own mo­
mentum a swing which the writer might 
vainly have sought to inspire : its beat was so 
firm and mechanical that once set in motion 
even imbecility, ignorance and a bad ear could 
hardly fail to maintain it. But its excellences 
were also its weaknesses. It was monotonous, 
wearisome, inflexible. The ordinary writer 
had it under no better control than had Goose 
Gibbie the heavy charger of Lady Margaret 
Bellenden. It had a hard mouth, and it 
carried the rider with grievous bumpings into 
all sorts of awkward places. I doubt if Ten­
nyson ever wrote an anapæstic line. Words­
worth did venture once or twice to tread the 
anapæstic measure : and a sad dance he was 
led. It carries meditation as a w ild ass carries 
a basket of eggs. Matthew Arnold, Swinburne, 
Morris, Patmore, Rossetti—1 cannot recall its 
use among the later men. Robert Browning 
did furnish one memorable example of anapæstic 
verse—as it should not be written :—

“ Xëck bÿ nêck, I stride by stride, I never 
châng I lug our place.” || 

on such wise goctli the simple dromedary— 
whose misfortune it is—when he is in particu­
larly high spirits—to jolt his rider asunder.

At the present moment then, be it remem­
bered, the once fashionable anapæst is under 
a cloud. 1 doubt if lie will ever emerge. But 
you must know all about him, and be able to 
manage him all the same ; for though no 
longer served as a joint, he still contributes 
his elements to the stock of English verse.

The difficulty of writing anapaests resides in 
the paucity of syllables truly short. Think of 
the destitution which could make a writer 
accept stride as anything but a very long syl­
lable. Three consonants (one of them an j) 
to start with, then a resolute vowel, and after 
that a consonant with a mute sound, adding at 
least to the length of the syllable as read.

Schleickt: if Browning had written ill 
German, with a light heart he would have 
made a short syllable of that. Verily he would, 
bless his godlike brain and his elephantine car. 
(By the way, elephants are more musical than 
I was allowing : they all perform a little on the 
trumpet.)

Another stumbling-block to the modern 
anapæstic bard is the prevalence of little

words. It takes practice and some natural 
gift not to kick dissonance out of those loose 
stones. The more monosyllabic the more 
vigorous the verse will l>e ; but the verve will 
be won at the price of the music. Browning's 
lines are a splendid specimen of powerful nar­
rative : the very scramble of the verse adds to 
the breathless effect of the whole effect. Une 
might have thought even the ungainly short 
syllables a part of the intention, had he re­
served them for such an effect as this. But 
he scrambles and shambles under Juliet's w in­
dow—in his new pumps—quite as badly no 
when he runs over cobble stones to mount his 
stout galloper Roland.
“ Jüànï I 15, bëhfild I In vfilù I mînoüs white, I

Lëfinô I ra thë beau I tlfül, ml slly bright ! ’’||
There ! That is a fair sample of anapæstic 
run. The slightest clogging of consonants : 
the clearest and softest vowel sounds : the 
sharpest clink of the long (or accented) syl­
lables—these make up the ordinary excellences 
of the verse.

The anapæstic stanza is frequently written 
with rhymes in the alternate lines :—
“ Wë mav roam I through this world I like 5 

child I at ft feast. !
Who büt sips I of a swêet, I 5nd then 

flies I tfi thé rest ; ||
And when pleâ I sûre bëgins I tô grfiw düll I 

In thë East,
Wë mây fir I dër oür wings, I 5nd be 

fiff I tfi the West.” ||
That is not a favourable example of Tommy 
Moore’s skill as a lyrist. The lines hop, 
instead of flowing, by reason of the excess of 
monosyllabic words. Then the rhymes have

Îjuite a curiosa infe/icitas—an elaborate in- 
clicity. They all fizz and sputter with sibi­

lants—a terrible defect in lines meant to be 
sung. Furthermore, the vowel e, especially 
when long as in east, shuts up the mouth, and 
the voice is squeezed out as juice from a reluc­
tant lemon. And, yet once more, the almost 
identity of the sound in the two pairs of 
rhymes confuses and worries the ear.

One of the chief pleasures of verse is the 
contrast of the alternate rhymes.

Notice the gain in clearness and in charm 
which belongs to these lines by the same hand. 
They represent the most popular of all ana* 
ræstic stanzas :—Four anapaests in the odd 
ines ; three anapaests in the even lines.
“ It is I not while beau I ty and yoüth I are 

w thine ôwn, I
And thy cheeks I ünprôfaned | by a tear, || 

That thë fer I vfiur and faith I fif â soul I 
may be known I

Tfi which time I will but make I thëe 
mfire dear.” ||

Here there is still too much suggestion of an 
agile wooden leg, but the rhymes are vastly 
better. Short anapæstic lines are hardly fit for 
anything but comic verse. Their bumpiness

“ Yofl may rfimp I 
If yfiu like ||

On 5 cômp- I 
ëtënt bike.” ||

But here is a passable stanza :—
Alternate rhymes : 2 anapæsts in each line. 

“ Dfi I sleep, I dfi I drêam, I 
Dfi I wôn I dër and dfiubt ; ||

Afe things I wh5t thëy seem, I 
Or are vis I iùns 5bfiut ? || •

• I take the liberty of omitting the last two lines of 
the stanza.

I hope that what I am now to say has 
been anticipated by all my readers. In the 
third line tnere is an irregularity. The ana­
paest has one short syllable docked—is in fact 
not an anapaest « « - , but an iambus v -.

Exactly. That independence is not a laxity, 
but the assertion of a principle. The first foot 
of an anapaestic line n variable. All that it 
wants, in fact, b a long syllable, or, let us say, 
an accent.

I do not mean to say that there is absolute 
licence in the matter, but under the govern­
ment of a good and practised car this opening 
foot may stand :—

Beginners should never make experiments : 
metrical, like other liberties, are dearly w on.

If mÿ rëa I dër» will fôl I low 5s well I as 
thëy can I

This iâr I from ëlàb I orate met I rival 
plan, ||

Sôon I thëy shall mût I ter, fir lôud I ly 
ëxclâim, I

Dactyl fir I anapæst ! I what’s In 5 I name ? || 
Pause and consider. In that last line we 

have raised a point of some importance.
A dactyl is, individually and separately, an 

anapæst turned upside down. Instead of two 
shorts and a long « « -, it is & long and two

“ StïH for 511 I slips fif liërs, I 
Une ôf Evë’s I family. ||

Wipe those pfior I lips of hërs I 
Oozing sfi i clammily.” ||

That is a sample of pure dactylic verse, and 
pure samples are few. The English accent is 
not dactylic, and the difficulty of maintaining 
it is proved by the quotation. Except family 
and clammily there is not a good dactyl in the 
four lines. All the rest are either lumbering 
or forced. And yet Hood was a master of 
every metrical resource, and that poem, “ The 
Bridge of Sighs,” has always been considered 
one of bis finest metrical acnievements.

As a rule, not a dactyl but a long syllable 
ends the line in so-called dactylic verse :—
“ Warriors and I chiefs ! should thé I shaft fir 

thë I sword ||
Pierce mô In I leading thë I host ôf thë I 

Lord.” ||
That is the characteristic dactylic verse. If 
a rhyme lie introduced in the middle of the 
line—a difficult introduction to bring about— 
the long syllable still comes where it did :—

“ lake hër üp I têndërlÿ, I 
Lift hër with I care, ||

Fàshifin’d sfi I slëiulërlÿ,
Young and sfi I fair.” ||

Here is an example of dactyls, written with 
rhymes only in the even lines. It will be 
noticed that there is a singular effect of con­
tinuity, and also an atmosphere of wildness 
and desolation. Of course the sense has most 
to say to this. Still the metrical movement is 
an essential element in their effect, and upon 
that movement the substitution in the even 
lines of a trochee (-v) fora long syllable (-) 
has a potent influence : —

“ Where by thë I mârîshës I 
Bôomëth thë I bittëro, ||

NickSr thë I soulless fine I 
Sits with his I ghïttërn —1|

Sits Incfin I sôlâble, I 
Erïendiëss ând I foelëss, I 

Wailing hïs I destiny— I 
Nïckâr thë I sôullëss.”||


