
Poetry Ear-Training: Finding the beat 
 
1. Break the line into syllables: 

The | fal | con | can | not | hear | the | fal | con | er 
2. Use your ear. Stressed syllables are usually louder or emphasized, and they are 

often said more slowly.  
3. Use your brain. These rules usually apply:  
$ Multi-syllabic words have fixed accents (as opposed to one-syllable words, whose 

stress may vary according to context).  
$ The accent in multi-syllabic words falls on the root of the word, not prefixes or 

suffixes: 
$     Slów | ly.  Re | ác | tion  in | vís | ible 
$ English (as opposed to foreign) multi-syllabic words are more likely to  have the 

stress earlier in the word than later. 
$ For mono-syllabic words, nouns and verbs are much more likely to be stressed than 

articles, prepositions,  and other short words.  
4.  Feel your chin. It drops more for accented syllables than those without accents.  
5.  If there are words you are unsure about, leave a question mark above them for now.  
6.  Mark all the syllables you know are not accented with a .  
7.  Determine the dominant meter of the first 3-4 lines. You can do this by a process of 

elimination:  
a.  if each stressed syllable is usually followed by a single unstressed syllable, the 

meter is either iambic or trochiac.  
$   If the lines usually begin with an unstressed syllable and end with a 

stressed syllable, they are iambic.  
$   If they usually begin with a stressed syllable and end with an 

unstressed syllable, they are trochaic.  
b.  If each stressed syllable is usually followed by two unstressed syllables, the 

meter is either dactylic or anapestic. Though it probably doesn’t matter which, 
dactyls are much more common in English (see item 3 above). Dactylic lines 
often begin with an unaccented pickup syllable stolen from the end of the 
previous line :  

    
  O | whére are you | gó ing? said | Réad er to | Rí der 
   
  That | vá lley is |  fá tal when |  fúr nac es  |  búrn 
8.  Once you know the dominant meter, use the metrical contract to determine the rest 

of the stresses. Read the lines aloud, overemphasizing the stresses and beating time 
until you hear the rhythm in your head. This will tell you how to say the syllables you 
aren’t uncertain about. For example, taken in isolation, a line like this one from 
Yeats’s “The Second Coming,” with its string of monosyllabic words, would be hard to 
scan:  

 
  The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere 
 

However, once the primarily iambic meter of Yeats’s “The Second Coming” is 
established, we know to read it 

 
  The  blóod |  dimmed  tíde |  is lóosed, |  and é |  vry whére 
 
 
 

 



From McEvoy, Shakespeare the Basics 

Rhetorical Figures  Definition  Examples (mostly from Shakespeare’s Julius 
Caesar) 

Alliteration  Repetition of Consonant Sounds  “This was the most unkindest cut of all” 

Anadiplosis  Repetition of a word at the end of 
a line or clause at the beginning of 
the following line or clause 

“The noble Brutus/Hath told you that Caesar 
was ambitious./ If it were so, it was a 
grievous fault/ And grievously has Caesar 
answered it.” 

Anaphora  Repetition of a word at the 
beginning of a succession of lines 
or clauses 

And do you now put on your best 
attire?/And do you now cull out a holiday?/ 
And do you now strew flowers in his way/ 
That comes in triumph over Pompey’s blood? 

Asyndeton  Piling words, phrases, and clauses 
together without conjunctions 

“Speak, strike, redress!” 

Hypallage  A kind of reversed pairing when 
one element of each pairing is 
traded for an element in the other 
pair 

Our gayness and our gilt are all besmirched/ 
with rainy marching through the painful 
field.” (Henry V) 

Hendiadys  One idea is expressed through two 
similar nouns 

“You have some sick offense within your 
mind,/ Which by the right and virtue of my 
place/ I ought to know of” 

Parison  A sequence of phrases with similar 
structure 

As Caesar lov’d me, I weep for him; as he was 
fortunate, I rejoice at it; as he was valiant, I 
honor him; but as he was ambitious, I slew 
him. 

Paromasia  Words with similar sounds but 
different meanings put in 
opposition 

Now is it Rome indeed, and room 
enough,/When there is in it but one only 
man. 

Ploce  Repetition of a word in the same 
line or clause 

I did mark / How he did shake – ‘tis true, this 
god did shake. 

Antithesis  Words set up in opposition to 
each other in nearby lines or 
clauses. Related: chiasmus‐‐ 
literary scheme in which the 
author introduces words or 
concepts in a particular order, 
then later repeats those terms or 
similar ones in reversed or 
backwards order. It involves taking 
parallelism and deliberately 
turning it inside out, creating a 
"crisscross" pattern. 

I come to bury Caesar, not to praise him 
 
Better a witty fool than a foolish wit.  

Hyperbole  Exaggeration  Why, man, he doth bestride the narrow 
world/ Like a Colossus, and we petty men/ 
Walk under his huge legs 

Personification  Attributing Human Qualities to 
nonhuman things 

And as he pluck’d his cursed steel away, / 
Mark how the blood of Caesar followed it/ As 
rushing out of doors to be resolved/ If Brutus 
so unkindly knocked or no.  



Metaphor  An implicit comparison  Poor man! I know he would not be a wolf/ 
but that he sees the Romans are but sheep.  

Tricolon   A climax of three words or 
phrases 

Who is here so base that would be a 
bondman? If any, speak for him I have 
offended. Who is here so rude that will not 
be a Roman? If any, speak for him I have 
offended. Whno is here so vile that will not 
love his country? If any, speak for him I have 
offended.  

 

Evolution of Blank verse:  

Kyd:  

Where Spain and Portingal do jointly knit  

  Their frontiers, leaning on each other's bound,  

  There met our armies in their proud array: 

  Both furnish'd well, both full of hope and fear,  

  Both menacing alike with daring shows,  

  Both vaunting sundry colours of device,  

  Both cheerly sounding trumpets, drums, and fifes,  

  Both raising dreadful clamours to the sky,  

  That valleys, hills, and rivers made rebound,  

  And heav'n itself was frighted with the sound. 

Marlowe:  

The stars move still, time runs, the clock will strike,  

The devil will come, and Faustus must be damn'd.  

O, I'll leap up to my God!  Who pulls me down?  

See, see, where Christ's blood streams in the firmament!  

One drop would save my soul, half a drop: ah, my Christ!‐‐  

Ah, rend not my heart for naming of my Christ!  

Yet will I call on him:  O, spare me, Lucifer!  

Where is it now? 'tis gone: and see, where God  

Stretcheth out his arm, and bends his ireful brows!  

Mountains and hills, come, come, and fall on me,  

And hide me from the heavy wrath of God! No, no!  

Then will I headlong run into the earth: Earth, gape!  

 O, no, it will not harbour me! 
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KING CLAUDIUS  
 

    Though yet of Hamlet our dear brother's death  

    The memory be green, and that it us befitted  

    To bear our hearts in grief and our whole kingdom  

    To be contracted in one brow of woe,  

    Yet so far hath discretion fought with nature  

    That we with wisest sorrow think on him,  
    Together with remembrance of ourselves.  

    Therefore our sometime sister, now our queen,  

    The imperial jointress to this warlike state,  

    Have we, as 'twere with a defeated joy,--  

    With an auspicious and a dropping eye,  

    With mirth in funeral and with dirge in marriage,  

    In equal scale weighing delight and dole,--  
    Taken to wife: nor have we herein barr'd  

    Your better wisdoms, which have freely gone  

    With this affair along. For all, our thanks.  

    Now follows, that you know, young Fortinbras,  

    Holding a weak supposal of our worth,  

    Or thinking by our late dear brother's death  

    Our state to be disjoint and out of frame,  

    Colleagued with the dream of his advantage,  
    He hath not fail'd to pester us with message,  

    Importing the surrender of those lands  

    Lost by his father, with all bonds of law,  

    To our most valiant brother. . . . .  

     

    And now, Laertes, what's the news with you?  

    You told us of some suit; what is't, Laertes?  
    You cannot speak of reason to the Dane,  

    And loose your voice: what wouldst thou beg, Laertes,  

    That shall not be my offer, not thy asking?  

    The head is not more native to the heart,  

    The hand more instrumental to the mouth,  

    Than is the throne of Denmark to thy father.  

    What wouldst thou have, Laertes?  
 

LAERTES  

 

    My dread lord,  

    Your leave and favour to return to France;  

    From whence though willingly I came to Denmark,  

    To show my duty in your coronation,  
    Yet now, I must confess, that duty done,  

    My thoughts and wishes bend again toward France  

    And bow them to your gracious leave and pardon. . . . .  

 

KING CLAUDIUS  

 

    Take thy fair hour, Laertes; time be thine,  

    And thy best graces spend it at thy will!  
    But now, my cousin Hamlet, and my son,--  

 

HAMLET  

 

    [Aside] A little more than kin, and less than kind.  

 

KING CLAUDIUS  

Comment [ 1]: Throughout this scene, compare 

the measured, balanced diction and regular meter 

of Claudius with the accelerating speech and 

syncopated, uneven meter of Hamlet. 

Comment [ 2]: macrocosm / microcosm 

Comment [ 3]: antithesis 

Comment [ 4]: paradox 

Comment [ 5]: antithesis 

Comment [ 6]: antithesis 

Comment [ 7]: alliteration 

Comment [ 8]: hendiadys 

Comment [ 9]: alliteration 

Comment [ 10]: Note repetition of “Laertes…” 

Comment [ 11]: Parison. Note analogies 

associated with eating.  

Comment [ 12]: metonymy 

Comment [ 13]: this whole section is an 

example of anadiplosis or symmetrical reversals.  

Comment [ 14]: hendiadys 

Comment [ 15]: hendiadys 

Comment [ 16]: hendiadys 

Comment [ 17]: Anadipolosis.  

Comment [ 18]: antithesis 

Comment [ 19]: alliteration, antithesis 



 
    How is it that the clouds still hang on you?  

 

HAMLET  

 

    Not so, my lord; I am too much i' the sun.  

 

QUEEN GERTRUDE  
 

    Good Hamlet, cast thy nighted colour off. . . .   

     

 

HAMLET  

 

    Ay, madam, it is common.  
 

QUEEN GERTRUDE  

 

    If it be,  

    Why seems it so particular with thee?  

 

HAMLET  

 
    Seems, madam! nay it is; I know not 'seems.'  

    'Tis not alone my inky cloak, good mother,  

    Nor customary suits of solemn black,  

    Nor windy suspiration of forced breath,  

    No, nor the fruitful river in the eye,  

    Nor the dejected 'havior of the visage,  

    Together with all forms, moods, shapes of grief,  
    That can denote me truly: these indeed seem,  

    For they are actions that a man might play:  

    But I have that within which passeth show;  

    These but the trappings and the suits of woe.  

 

 

Comment [ 20]: implied metaphor 

Comment [ 21]: Pun 

Comment [ 22]: Metaphor (implies she didn’t 

understand his last one, or didn’t hear it).  

Comment [ 23]: Anaphora, Parison 

Comment [ 24]: Asyndeton 

Comment [ 25]: hendiadys 



BEATRICE  

 

    Kill Claudio.  

 

BENEDICK  

 

    Ha! not for the wide world.  

 

BEATRICE  

 

    You kill me to deny it. Farewell.  

 

BENEDICK  

 

    Tarry, sweet Beatrice.  

 

BEATRICE  

 

    I am gone, though I am here: there is no love in  

    you: nay, I pray you, let me go.  

 

BENEDICK  

 

    Beatrice,--  

 

BEATRICE  

 

    In faith, I will go.  

 

BENEDICK  

 

    We'll be friends first.  

 

BEATRICE  

 

    You dare easier be friends with me than fight with mine enemy.  

 

BENEDICK  

 

    Is Claudio thine enemy?  

 

BEATRICE  

 

    Is he not approved in the height a villain, that  

    hath slandered, scorned, dishonoured my kinswoman? O  

    that I were a man! What, bear her in hand until they  

Comment [ 1]: Note the repetition throughout 

the scene of the word “man.” 

Comment [ 2]: Anaphora 

Comment [ 3]: Antithesis 

Comment [ 4]: antithesis 

Comment [ 5]: Asyndeton 



    come to take hands; and then, with public  

    accusation, uncovered slander, unmitigated rancour,  

    --O God, that I were a man! I would eat his heart  

    in the market-place.  

 

BENEDICK  

 

    Hear me, Beatrice,--  

 

BEATRICE  

 

    Talk with a man out at a window! A proper saying!  

 

BENEDICK  

 

    Nay, but, Beatrice,--  

 

BEATRICE  

 

    Sweet Hero! She is wronged, she is slandered, she is undone.  

 

BENEDICK  

 

    Beat--  

 

BEATRICE  

 

    Princes and counties! Surely, a princely testimony,  

    a goodly count, Count Comfect; a sweet gallant,  

    surely! O that I were a man for his sake! or that I  

    had any friend would be a man for my sake! But  

    manhood is melted into courtesies, valour into  

    compliment, and men are only turned into tongue, and  

    trim ones too: he is now as valiant as Hercules  

    that only tells a lie and swears it. I cannot be a  

    man with wishing, therefore I will die a woman with grieving. 
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Comment [ 7]: Asyndeton 

Comment [ 8]: Tricolon 
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