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Russian lambic Tetrameter:
The Evolution of Its Rhythmic Structure

Sergei Liapin*

Abstract: To characterize the rhythm of stresses in a line of Russian iambic tetrameter,
a frequency profile is often used, i. e., a diagram of the occurrence of real stresses on
all feet (ictuses) of the verse line. This article discusses in detail one of the mechanisms
that enables the speech factor to influence the formation of the stress profile. It is
shown that in Russian iambic tetrameter of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
the high frequency of stresses of the second ictus is explained by the fact that the
beginning of the line more often than not coincides with the beginning of a sentence
or clause, and the Russian syntagma is more frequently stressed in the middle. And
vice versa, wherever the frequency of enjambments increases, the second ictus is less
frequently stressed, because the beginning of the syntagma moves to the middle of
the line. Considering the above, the author attempts to characterize the peculiarity
of the rhythmic structure of Russian iambic tetrameter in synchronic and diachronic
aspects and reveal some major large-scale trends such as the growth of the rhythmic
diversity of poetic texts.
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In order to study the rhythm of stresses in verse (and the rhythm of Russian
iambic tetrameter in particular), we must first distinguish between versifica-
tion tendencies proper (expressive rhythm) and the external causes that affect
the accentual pattern of the line. The strongest external factor is the speech
factor. We aim to assess the significance of its influence on the formation of
the accentual pattern of verse.
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Let us begin with an example. In 1975, James Bailey analyzed the iambic
tetrameter of Konstantin Sluchevsky. Here is Bailey’s main conclusion:

The stressing of Slu¢evskij’s narrative verse is exceptional for the middle of the
nineteenth century because the second ictus has been weakened to 88.2% so
that there is a near leveling of the first two ictuses (Bailey 1975: 95).!

Contrary to Bailey’s assertion, his discovery is no exception. One need only
compare our data relating to Russian lyroepic verse of the middle and late
nineteenth century with the data provided by Bailey (1975) and Taranovsky
(1953) — see Table 1.

Table 1. Stress profile of 19th-century Russian iambic tetrameter

Ictuses
1 2 3 4 Total lines
19th-century lyroepic verse? 81.6% | 84.3% | 49.9% | 100% 3,450
Sluchevsky’s narrative poems 84.7% | 88.2% | 44.4% | 100% 3,712
19th century (Taranovsky’s data) | 82.1% | 96.8% | 34.6% | 100% 18,445

As we can see, the situation is actually the opposite: the second ictus in
Sluchevsky’s narrative poems is even more frequently stressed than in the
narrative poems of the second half of the nineteenth century in general.
Consequently, Bailey’s pioneering study transforms the traditional view of
the structure of nineteenth-century Russian iambic tetrameter.’ There are sev-
eral reasons for the discrepancy between Bailey’s data and Taranovsky’s data.
The main one is Taranovsky’s subjective choice of poetic texts for examination;
he excluded from consideration works whose structure did not correspond to

! In Sluchevsky’s narrative verse “the difference between the first ictus and the second ictus
is only 3.5%” (Bailey 2004: 151).

2 This row contains our data (we examined the poems of Nikolai Nekrasov, Apollon Maikov,
Yakov Polonsky, and Karolina Pavlova - see Appendix I).

> Representative data on nineteenth-century lyrical poems are still lacking (in Taranovsky’s
statistics the post-Pushkin period is represented almost exclusively by astrophic narrative, i. e.
lyroepic verse). Our analysis of control samples taken from Polonsky’s lyrics confirms the con-
clusions drawn from the material of lyroepic verse (see Appendix II).
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his (erroneous, as it turns out) views on the rhythm and evolution of Russian
iambic tetrameter (Liapin 2016).

It is also symptomatic that Sluchevsky’s lyroepic verse differs significantly
from his lyrics (Bailey 1975). Let us compare two twelve-line samples, one a
lyrical poem by Sluchevsky (left) and the other a fragment from his narrative
poem (right):

Hér, He ot Bcéx mpepny6exéHui e e

A n nonrIHe oTpermén! B ycampbe mrym u cymaroxa;
Ho Bcé cBo6OgHeI cépyitia réHmii Takoro B Hé nepenondxa
OT BCéXx 0OBSI30K U TIETIEH. He némusar. Ot Havdma gHs (111)
IToBcrony cTyK 1 6eroTHS;
Brepgnéer BcsiKast yCIOBHOCTD, YK CKOIIBKO pa3 3alll/IH ITONIOBHA
MenbudeT cMBICT B m0006i1 60pb6é... VI momapbs — B3IIAHYTH Ha JOM:
B nymé Beniikas roTOBHOCTD Kak 6yzet cpénan B HEM mpuém?
CB060HOIT 6KITH caMOil B ce6é; Opua Map#st XxTafHOKpOBHa,
ITo BUpRY, mpéaBAa, HO CBOE
VI B 3r011 Ip4B/E — He CTAIABOCTD, Mcnémuuna. Ona peuria, (111)
He npdspHblit 3BYK KpacuBBIX CI0B, Yro6sl Llapst B goMy est
A BOIBHON MBICIV BETMYABOCTD Brinde BpéMsa oKpy>xuo!

ITop m13rOM BCEX 3eMHBIX OKOB... e e

In the astrophic narrative poem, sentence length varies considerably more
freely than in the lyrical poem, which is divided into quatrains. Therefore, the
boundaries of a syntagma in the narrative poem diverge from the bounda-
ries of a verse line more often than in the lyrical poem. The non-coincidence
between the syntactic segmentation of the text and the verse segmentation
leads to an increase in the number of enjambments (run-on lines), which
is accompanied by an increase in the number of syntactic pauses within a
verse line (often marked with punctuation marks). Elsewhere (Liapin 2016),
I demonstrated that, in run-on lines, rhythmical Form III of iambic tetrameter
(v=v—v=u=(v), with stress omitted at the second ictus) is more frequent, as
is the case with the example above. This effect is explained by the fact that the
beginning of the line more often than not coincides with the beginning of a
sentence or clause, and the Russian syntagma is more frequently stressed in
the middle. Wherever the use of enjambment increases, the second ictus is
less frequently stressed because the beginning of the syntagma moves to the
middle of the line. As a result, the frequency of stresses on the second foot
decreases. In such cases, we can effectively single out the speech factor and
assess its influence on the structure of verse.
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2.

Let us now compare two four-foot-iambic narrative poems written by Nikolai
Nekrasov in the 1850s, “Unfortunates” (“Neschastnye”) and “V. G. Belinsky”
(see Fig. 1). Svetlana Matyash showed that these poems differ significantly in
the use of enjambments: 8.5% in “Unfortunates” and 12.9% in “V. G. Belinsky”
(Matyash 2017: 37, 57; data revised in comparison with Matyash 2001: 174,
180). The stress profiles of these two poems are quite different. According to the
nomenclature proposed by Taranovsky (2010: 413), the poem “Unfortunates”
belongs to the “A type” profile (the second ictus is more frequently stressed
than the first ictus), whereas the poem “V. G. Belinsky” belongs to the “B type”
profile (the first ictus is more frequently stressed than the second ictus):

100%

"Unfortunates"

"V. G. Belinsky"

50% |~

1 1 1 1
1stictus 2nd ictus 3rd ictus 4th ictus

------ - “Unfortunates” 85.2%  93.1% 41.7% 100%  “A type”
—@®— “V.G.Belinsky” 86.6% 85.6% 44.9%  100% “B type”

Figure 1. The stress profiles of “Unfortunates”and V. G. Belinsky” by Nekrasov

The data on “V. G. Belinsky” (these data are missing from Taranovsky’s statis-
tics; for another example — Karolina Pavlova’s “Quadrille” - see Appendix I)
refute the idea that the “B Type” profile was impossible in the mid-nineteenth
century, as Taranovsky claimed: “[...] in epic poetry after 1820 [...] a new two-
peak inertia of Russian iambic tetrameter [‘A type’] developed [...]. It is because
of this that none of the later poets of the nineteenth or twentieth century
returned to the one-peak rhythmic inertia of the eighteenth century [‘B type’]”
(Taranovsky 1953: 338; 2010: 328-329).
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If we include only lines without internal punctuation marks in the statis-
tics, the stress profiles of both poems will be similar, and both will belong to
“A type” (Fig. 2).

100%

50%

1 1 1 1
1stictus 2nd ictus 3rd ictus 4th ictus

------ - “Unfortunates” 85.0%  90.0%  33.1% 100% “A type”
—@®—  “V.G. Belinsky” 83.4%  86.9%  38.4% 100% “A type”

Figure 2. The stress profiles of “Unfortunates”and “V. G. Belinsky”: lines without inner
punctuation

The same effect is observed in speech-based modeling of Russian iambic
tetrameter. We took a portion of Ivan Goncharov’s prose, “Oblomov’s Dream,”
as our material. If we include in the statistics all the segments of this text that
fit into iambic tetrameter, then the model stress profile will look like Fig. 3.

100%

all iambic
segments

50% |~

1 1 1 1
1stictus 2nd ictus 3rd ictus 4th ictus

Figure 3. The stress profile of four-foot-iambic segments in Oblomov’s Dream
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But, if we select lines without internal punctuation and compare the two result-
ing profiles, we get the same correlation as in real verse: all the model lines
together make up a “B type” profile, but the model lines without internal
punctuation belong to “A type” (Fig. 4).

100%

all iambic
segments

segments

50% |~

without punctuation

e
| | | |
1stictus 2nd ictus 3rd ictus 4th ictus
------ |, 66.7% 71.4% 41.3% 100% iambic segments without
internal punctuation “A type”
—@— 773% 67.2% 45.3% 100% all iambic segments “B type”

Figure 4. The stress profile of four-foot-iambic segments in “Oblomov’s Dream”:
all model lines vs. model lines without internal punctuation

Here are the first ten model lines (lines with punctuation marks are in the
right column, and lines without punctuation marks are in the left column):

671aroCITIOBEHHBIN YTOMOK
Oné HaBOAUT TONIBKO IPYCTh
TAK HE3aMETHO MCYe3deT

U TSDKETO eMy CMOTPETD

U BépKaT B CTpAXe U TOCKE

I'mé mp1? B xakOit 671arocioBéHHbIIN
TaM MOPs, HET BBICOKUX TOP

OIUH U TOT K€ CTOH, OHI

KaK OCY>KI¢HHBIE, YHEIIO

TaM, K&KeTcs1, Hanpotus, omke  (I11)

Therefore, the stress profile of a verse line does not enable us to reveal all the
relevant features of the accentual structure of the poetic text, nor to distinguish
and identify the factors that influenced the formation of this structure.
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3.

To understand, even at first approximation, how Russian iambic tetrameter
was formed and how it evolves, it is necessary to take into account all its

rhythmical forms in their changing proportions. We will start with several

illustrative examples, which nevertheless provide an outline of the structure
and evolution of Russian iambic tetrameter.

Figure 5 presents rhythmic diagrams for both of Nekrasov’s narrative

poems, which we have already examined. The distribution of seven rhythmi-

cal forms* is similar in both poems, and the aforementioned difference in the
frequencies of Form III (the result of enjambments) does not affect the rest of
the rhythmical curve.
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Figure 5. Distribution of rhythmical forms in “Unfortunates”and “V. G. Belinsky”

Fig. 6).

The distribution of rhythmical forms of iambic tetrameter in Aleksandr
Pushkin’s narrative poems is not much different from that of Nekrasov’s (see

4

v—uSuZus

The forms (as described in Shengeli 1923: 139-141) are as follows: I v=v=2u202(v),
(u)’ 111 u_‘u_u_’u_'(u)’ v u_‘u_'u_v_'(v)’ AV V_V_u_’u_‘(u), VI v—vzo—u=
VII v2o—v—v=(v), and VIII v—v—v—v=(v). In Russian classical verse the last ictus is always
stressed. Forms V and especially VIII are exceptionally rare.

/(u)>
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50% [~

Pushkin, narrative poems
Nekrasov, "Unfortunates”

-\ Nekrasov, "V. G. Belinsky"

Figure 6. Distribution of rhythmical forms in Pushkin’s narrative poems as compared

n

to Nekrasov's “Unfortunates”and “V. G. Belinsky”

The distribution of rhythmical forms of Russian iambic tetrameter changes
dramatically only in the twentieth century. To illustrate this, we examined Ivan
Elagin’s poem “Naplyv” (“Dissolve”, 1979-82). The poem’s extremely eman-
cipated verse (see Liapin 2016) knows no restrictions — other than those of
natural common speech - in the use of rhythmical forms VI and VII (in which
two schematic stresses are skipped). See Fig. 7.
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50% Pushkin's poems
Nekrasov, "V. G. Belinsky"
Pushkin's poems gin, "Dissolve"
Elagin, "Dissolve"
lNekrasov, "V. G. Belinsky"
- ‘Pushkin's poems
1 | 1 | 1 | 1 | N
I Il 1l v ' Vi Vil Vil
I II 11 v v VI VII  Rhythmical forms
30.8% 54% 85% 489% — 6.2%  0.2% Pushkin’s narrative poems
293% 5.6% 69% 49.0% — 92% —  Nekrasov’s “Unfortunates”
263% 52% 12.9% 459% — 82% 1.5% Nekrasovs “V. G. Belinsky”
10.1% 5.4% 147% 32.6% — 25.6% 11.6% Elagin’s “Dissolve”

Figure 7. Distribution of rhythmical forms in Elagin’s “Dissolve”as compared to
Pushkin’s narrative poems and Nekrasov's “V. G. Belinsky”

>«

Here are two revealing poetic fragments, one from Pushkin’s “Poltava’, the
other from Elagin’s poem “Dissolve”

Pushkin:

... Tuxa ykpdnnckas HOUb. v
[Tpospauno ué6o. 3Bé3ab1 OIEITYT. I
CBoéit ;peMOTBI TPeBO3MOUb v
He x64er BO3ayx. YyThb Tpenéuryr I
CpebpicTbIX TOTIONENT IMCTHL v
JIyH4 cIIOKOITHO C BBICOTEI v
Hap Bénoii-1]épkoBbio cusiet v
VI NBIIIHBIX TETMAHOB Cajbl v
U crapsiit 34MOK 03apsieT. I\Y
VI tix0, TXO BCE KPyroMm; I

Ho B 3dMKe mémot u cMATEHDE. v
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B opuéit u3 6ameH, mog oKHOM, v
B rn1y66xoM, TSOKKOM pasMmbllUiéHbe, IV
OxoéBan, Kouy6éit cupnt 1
VI mpauHO HA He6O ITIANAT. v
3ayTpa kasHb. Ho 6e3 6053Hu 1A%
OH MEBICIUT 00 Y)KACHOII KA3HN; 111
O >X3HU He >KanéeT OH... 111
Elagin:

...Mp1 BoIesxanu u3 Yukaro, VI
A mbxer 65ITh, u3 Konoroma, v
M3 Knesa, n3 Marapgdna. VII
U, xak B aTaKy U3 OKOIIa, VI
Kupancs Bérep us opara v
W HaneTan Ha HAC HEXKJAHHO. 11
MpbI Bbieskanu n3 Ynkaro. VI
Hac 6pU10 4éTBepo B MalnHe. v
ToT méupb O6bIT HEM TTOCTENHUM rdma. |
[loccé 6enéno, kak bGymara, 1A%
Crosiia 3SUMHASA ITOTO[Ia, v
Ho cuéra ué 6p110 B IOMIHE. v
Ho mamATh He maéTt MHe CITYCKY, 111
[Tepecrasnsier TO 1 31O II
ITo c66cTBEHHOMY IPOU3BOITY. VII
(BoT mo AHpéeBCKOMY CIIYCKY VI
Munt CkGpoit moMoIIH Kapéra v
ITo Hanpasnénuio x Ilogdny.)... VI

Elagin’s iambic tetrameter reflects something quite usual for twentieth-century
Russian verse, i. e., thythmic diversity that is evident in the frame of a sin-
gle poetic text. By contrast, we can clearly see the more uniform rhythm of
“Poltava’, typical of the nineteenth century®.

5 Compare the frequencies of the lines with two omitted schematic stresses:

Pushkin’s narrative poems 6.4%
Nekrasov’s “Unfortunates” 9.2%
Nekrasov’s “V. G. Belinsky” 9.7%

Elagin’s “Dissolve” 37.2%
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4,

Rhythmic diversity is an autonomous and aesthetically significant feature of
verse. It can be described using entropy, a measure that was recently intro-
duced into scholarly parlance by Andrei Dobritsyn (2016). The higher the
entropy, the more diverse the verse rhythm. We have calculated the values of
this parameter for Russian iambic tetrameter of the eighteenth, nineteenth,
and twentieth centuries. The material used was Mikhail Gasparov’s data on
nine poets of the eighteenth century®; our data on nineteenth-century lyroepic
(narrative) verse (see Appendix I) with the addition of figures for the lyrical
verse of Tiutchev, Fet, and Polonsky’; and data on Elagin’s “Dissolve” with the
addition of G. S. Smith’s data on twentieth-century lyrics (1945-68: Korvin,
Piotrovsky, Klenovsky, Morshen, from Smith 2002: 253, 259). Figure 8 illus-
trates the gradual increase in the diversity of Russian iambic tetrameter, and
the stability of the trend suggests this is an evolutionary process.

Kholshevnikov's speech-based norm

1.50 20th c.
19th c.

18th c.
1.25

rhythmic diversity

1.00

Entropy as a measure of rhythmic diversity
18thc. 19thc. 20thc. Speech-based norm
1.34 1.48 1.57 1.63

Figure 8. The growth of rhythmic diversity of Russian verse

“Oblomov’s Drean’, all model lines 24.3%
“Oblomov’s Drean’, lines without internal punctuation 31.7%

¢ Lomonosov, Sumarokov, Vasily Maikov, Kheraskov, Vasily Petrov, Derzhavin, Kostrov,
Nikolev, Kapnist (Gasparov 1982).

7 Tiutchev 1844-73 (Taranovsky 1953), Fet’s Vechernie ogni (Evening Lights, 1842-92)
(Shengeli 1923), Polonsky 1871-90 (Liapin 2016).
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It is significant that the level of rhythmic diversity continuously approaches the
speech norm first established by Vladislav Kholshevnikov (cf. Liapin 2016).
This fact agrees with the observations of Andrei Kolmogorov, who noted “the
tendency to maximize the use of all means of language within the limits pre-
scribed by meter and some additional restrictions” (Kolmogorov 2015: 201).
We must, however, make an important clarification. The limit to which verse
tends is not the purely stochastic norm determined by the so-called “theo-
retical” (i. e., language-based) model of verse, but the natural speech-based
norm, determined by the complex semantic-syntactic relations that arise in the
flow of coherent speech. This is clearly seen when comparing the two models
based on their proximity to real verse. To measure it, the “relative entropy”,
also known as the Kullback entropy or the Kullback-Leibler divergence and
described in detail by Dobritsyn (2016), is most suitable (see Table 2).

Table 2. The divergence of the distribution of rhythmical forms in verse from the
modeled (language-based and speech-based) distribution of the same forms

18th c. 19th c. 20th c.
Kholshevnikov’s model (speech-based norm) 0.31 0.18 0.05
Stochastic model (language-based norm) 0.31 0.24 0.10

In the eighteenth century, verse is equally distant from both models. But by
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, its “entropic distance” from the speech
norm formed by that time (see Liapin 2016) was much smaller than the diver-
gence between verse and the language-based stochastic model. These data
require further elaboration.

5. Conclusion

The traditional picture of the evolution of Russian iambic tetrameter, formed
under the influence of Kiril Taranovsky’s studies, does not stand up to an
objective analysis of the poetic texts of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
The influence of extra-rhythmical factors such as the frequency of enjamb-
ments and the stanzaic structure of poetic texts on the formation of verse is
comparable to the rhythmic tendencies proper. The identification of these
rhythmic tendencies in the evolution of verse requires both the bracketing of
external factors (such as speech factors) and a detailed analysis of the accen-
tual structure of each poetic text and each homogeneous group of texts. The
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stress profile of the poetic text does not reflect some essential features of verse
rhythm; in particular, it does not reveal the main trend in the evolution of
Russian iambic tetrameter - the constant increase in its rhythmic diversity,
which is due to the tendency of verse to approximate to the natural speech
norm. In this type of verse, the proportions of rhythmical forms are deter-
mined not by specific laws, but by the general regularities of the unfolding of
coherent speech.?

Appendix |

Russian lyroepic (narrative) iambic tetrameter of the nineteenth century (post-
Pushkin period)

Rhythmical forms I 1I 111 v A% VI VII Total
lines

Ap. Maikov’s “Two 34.0% 9.4% 11.1% 36.7% — 7.8% 1.1% 371

Worlds”, pt. 1

Nekrasov’s 224%  83% 11.5% 44.8% — 13.0% — 192

“Tishina” (“Silence”)

Nekrasov’s “V. G. 26.8% 52% 12.9% 45.4% — 8.2% 15% 194

Belinsky”

Polonsky’s “Fresh 23.3% 10.3% 11.6% 40.9% — 10.6% 3.3% 604

Legend”, pt. 1

Polonsky’s “Fresh 22.7% 9.3% 132% 41.1% — 104% 3.3% 674

Legend’, pt. 6

K. Pavlova’s 253% 9.4% 19.8% 329% — 105% 22% 764

“Quadrille”

Ap. Maikov’s “Two 36.3% 7.8% 10.8% 37.2% — 6.6% 14% 651

Worlds”, pt. 2

All poems 27.4%  9.0% 13.6% 385% — 9.5% 2.2% 3450

8 Translated by Igor Pilshchikov and Lydia Roberts. The author is grateful to Andrei Dobrit-
syn, Larisa Liapina, Mihhail Lotman, and Igor Pilshchikov for fruitful discussions of the themes
relevant to this article.



20 Sergei Liapin

Appendix |l

Stress profile of Russian iambic tetrameter after 1840

Ictuses

1 2 3 4 Total
lines

19th-century astrophic lyroepic verse ~ 81.6% 84.3% 49.9% 100% 3450
Polonsky’s lyrical astrophic poems  79.3% 86.5% 47.6% 100% 208
poems, 1840s-1850s  granzaic poems  73.4% 96.0% 42.7% 100% 124
Sluchevsky (James  astrophic poems 84.7% 88.2% 44.4% 100% 3712

Bailey’s data) lyrical poems®  83.4% 95.9% 43.7% 100% 3745
Ictuses
1 2 3 4 Total
lines
Tiutchev (1844-73) 77.9% 90.8% 41.2% 100% 1594
Nekrasov’s “Unfortunates” (1856) 85.2% 93.1% 41.7% 100% 894
Mei, “Blind from Birth” (1855) 79.8% 97.7% 30.9% 100% 223
A. K. Tolstoy, “John Damascene” (1859)  87.0% 98.4% 37.3% 100% 546
Fet, “Sabina” (1857?) 84.8% 95.1% 35.3% 100% 244

The data provided in the second table are taken from Taranovsky (1953), whose
statistics Bailey (1975) also used."

°  Bailey’s data on the lyrical poems of Sluchevsky are, most likely, based mainly on stanzaic
poems (prevailing in Sluchevsky).

10" The preliminary results of this study were presented at the Quantitative Approaches to
Versification conference (Prague, June 24-26, 2019), see Liapin 2019. Unfortunately, in this
publication, where Taranovsky’s data are discussed, a fragment (marked here in italics) was
omitted in the following phrase:

“[...] [new data for the second half of the 19th century], and especially concerning longer
narrative poems of the second half of the 19th century in addition to earlier narrative poems
and shorter lyrics taken by Taranovsky, may be important for the whole picture of Russian
iambus development”.

As a result, the meaning of the sentence changed significantly.
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