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The Rhythmic Structure of The Tales of Belkin and the
Peculiarities of a Poet’s Prose

Evgeny Kazartsev

In the 1920s, Georgy Shengeli and Boris Tomashevsky did pioneering work
on the thythms of Pushkin’s prose in connection with his poetry. Thereafter
it became common for theorists of verse to examine the prosody of poetry
against the background of prose. In such studies, the rhythm of prose was
almost always understood as a monolithic, neutral linguistic background
against which the distinctiveness of verse could be measured. However,
artistic prose is not necessarily rthythmically neutral.!

If, for example, we take Pushkin’s prose and compare the “The Queen
of Spades” (1833) with the Tales of Belkin (1830), the rhythmical variation is
so great that one could easily come to the conclusion that these works were
written by different authors (see table 1).2

This research was partially supported by RGNF grant no. 15-04-00331 and by the
Academic Fund Program at the National Research University Higher School of
Economics (HSE) in 2015, grant no. 15-09-0272. The present article also includes some
results of my work from 1994-95, supervised by Marina Krasnoperova. I would like to
thank Barry Scherr for numerous valuable consultations during my year at Dartmouth
in 2012-13 and Michael Wachtel for translating this paper.

1 This has been noted by scholars such as Mikhail Gasparov, Marina Krasnoperova,
and Yuri Orlitsky (see references).

2 In this essay, I use the conventional term rhythmical dictionary (ritmicheskii slovar”) to
describe the distribution of rhythmical (phonetic) words in a text and their relative
frequency. Rhythmical words are simply a cluster of syllables linked by a single
stress. For example, the sentence “Kaxas-To TanHCTBEHHOCTE OKpYXaaa ero cyAnGy;
OH Ka3a4cs PYCCKMM, a HocHA uHOCTpaHHoe MMa” (from Pushkin’s “The Shot,” the first
of his Tales of Belkin) is divided into ten such clusters Kaxds-mo | maiincmsennocmy
I oxpyxdaa | e2d | eydvby; | on xasdaca | pjccxum, | a nocia | unocmpdunoe | tima.
In such calculations, proclitics and enclitics (prepositions, conjunctions, monosyllabic
pronouns) count as part of the stress-bearing word to which they are linked. The
following types of rhythmical words can be distinguished: monosyllabic, such as dom
(L1); bisyllabic with a stress on either the first or second syllable: ¢ ddme (2.1) and domd
(2.2); three-syllable words with stresses on any of the syllables: crpduan (3.1), 32 ddmom
(3.2), na domyf (3.3); four stresses, with the various possible positions of accentuation:
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Table 1. Rhythmical Dictionary of The Tules of Belkin and “The Queen. of Spades

Word Tules of Belkin “Queen of Spades”
1.1 0.060 0.086
2.1 0151 0.154
2.2 0.185 . 0.177
3.1 0.074 0.072
3.2 0.151 0.146
3.3 0.083 0.094
4.1 0.008 0.013
4.2 0.080 0.075

4.3 0.089 0.083
4.4 0.018 0.016 -
5.1+5.2 0.012 0.016
5.3 0.037 ' 0.026
5.4+5.5 0.025 0.022
6.4 0.009 ’ 0.008
Others 0.018 0.012
Sum Total 5150 5325

The rhythmical dictionaries of these works clearlgl' tcii}ffer. ti?glw’g;i
i i :tv arises even though we know that these
impression of heterogeneity : e e apart
i hor and even written only a ¥ :
indeed by one and the same aut g e e iy in
it i i frequency of monosyliablc
From Table 1 it is obvious that the ‘ o the
in i i less than in “The Queen of Spades.
the Tales of Belkin is considerably _ - In e
t, whereas in latter they are
former they account for only 6 perce'n , e e oxds (e,
in the Tales of Belkin the frequency of 1
e oo o the s h as auTaTh (2.2) and Hapy>KHOCTS (3.2),
with stress on the second syllable} such as 2 HHocT O
“ f Spades” they are only J2p
reaches almost 34 percent. In “The Queen‘o y g in
ds with stress on the last sylla .
he frequency of three-syllable wor \ |
Ilezrly gigheg as is the frequency of four- and ﬁve-. syllab?e words with s;tirae;sl;s
at the beginning (&1, 5.1, and 5.2) and other multisyllabic words, espeh ) i
Ft:lhose beginning with a number of unstressed syllables. It turns out that 1

i i Domocéd (4.4), and so on with
i 4.1), domdwnee (4.2), domouddypt (4.3) ot s S
izﬁftﬂﬁ;;il(wgrds" of more syllables, e.g. 0M08AZDEABYTL (5.4), ¢ domoxossdixamu (6 )
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“The Queen of Spades” the stress falls rather frequently either at the end or
the beginning of a word, while the opposite occurs in The Tuales of Belkin, where
the stress is more likely to fall in the center. Here there are more words of the
type 3.2, 4.2 and 4.3, 5.3, and 6.4. On the whole, the variation between these
dictionaries is statistically significant using a ¥? test, as the observed 2 for the
distribution (59.4) is greater than the critical value* Thus we can see that these
works are thythmically heterogeneous.

In her studies of rhythm in prose, Marina Krasnoperova has shown that
the statistical data of the dictionary of “The Queen of Spades” is very close to
a series of rhythmical dictionaries of classical and contemporary prose. She
used this text to determine the so-called probability standard for rhythmical
(phonetic) words in the Russian language and in Russian prose (Krasnoperova
2004, 22-24). It turns out that “The Queen of Spades” corresponds to this
standard, but The Tales of Belkin do not. This can most likely be explained
by certain poetic tendencies in the Tales, i.e, by the heightened frequency of
“lambic” words and words with a stress in the middle. Put differently: there
is a preponderance of words that would easily fit into the rhythmical scheme
of binary meters. It is possible that in the Tales—which were written earlier
and were after all Pushkin’s first completed work in prose—the poet had not
completely overcome the influence of verse; he had not yet become a prose
writer in the full sense of the word. He succeeded in doing so only three years
later, when working on “The Queen of Spades.” Thus we might say that “The
Queen of Spades” is “pure” prose, the prose of Pushkin the prose writer,
whereas The Tales of Belkin remain the prose of a poet.

In the prose of a poet, then, poetic practice manifests itself in certain
thythmical patterns. This occurs unconsciously, even when the poet writes
completely ordinary prose, not so-called “rhythmical prose” It is hard to
imagine that Pushkin intentionally worked on the rhythm of his stories,
trying to align them with the rhythms of his verse in the way that later poets
such as Andrei Bely and Marina Tsvetaeva did. Yet the thythm of the Tales
nonetheless differs from the “standard” rhythm of artistic prose and seems to
reflect the tendencies of verse.

Despite the attention of verse theorists to the problems of prose, the
thythmic structure of poets’ prose has not been sufficiently studied. It is not
known if different poets’ prose rhythms are homogeneous and it is not clear
how poets’ prose differs from the prose of “pure” prose writers. A study of
this question should not be limited to a single work, a single author, or even a

4 - e o .

To analyze the statistical significance of a distribution using Pearson(s ¥2 test, we
refer to tables of the X2 critical values, the size of which depends on the number of
Darametare heino ramnarad frallod PAoorooce Af fFraadnr\ TE tha nhearaad 42 srnlian ie
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single epoch. For this reason we have chosen to compare the prose of .Th;giﬁz
of Bgelkin with the rhythmically neutral prose of poets (?f va‘nou; Ilae;no (1-363)
historical novel The Silver Prince by Aleksei Konstantinovich Tols oy1 ¢ to;
the novel The Petty Demon by Fedor Sologub (1892—190123, za:ndlﬂ'ge. ngo;z Shl(zn’s
i i —55). All of these works (includin:
Zhivago by Boris Pasternak (1945
Talt:st)lgareiimilar in that the authors were poets who rwionetk‘rlteles.:r:;rol’fL };1;;)122
i i t to bring it closer to verse.
without making any conscious attemp . ot
i i he poets were trying to write "p ‘
words, in all of these instances t were e "pure” prose.
’ i i istribution of rhythmical wor
Let us begin by comparing the dis ;
workse under %:onsideration. For this purpose we (:1:eateid]l a 55(1)18311r }:;:E;iczl
in si Belkin) of approximately
texts (close in size to The Tales of : : thmical
inni On the basis of this corpus, w
ds from the beginning of each text. asi -
ch::]r:xputer program to generate the rhythmical dictionaries (see table 2).

Table 2. The Rhythmical Dictionaries of Poets’ Prose and the
Probability Standard of Russian Words

hki Probability
Word I)1'.;“:11esm A.Tolstoy  Sologub Pasternak Standard®
11 0.060 0.078 0.065 0.054 0.062
2.1 0.151 0170 0.135 0.170 0.15
2.2 0.185 0.195 0167 0.163 0.17?)
31 0.074 0.070 0.078 0.069 0.07
3.2 0.151 0.148 0.179 0.152 0.15%
3.3 0.083 0.100 0.088 0.077 0.091
41 0.008 0.008 0.011 0.011 0.013
4.2 0.080 0.067 0.069 0.079 0.071
4.3 0.089 0.074 0.102 0.084 0.09
4.4 0.018 0.015 0.015 0.018 0.0:113
5.145.2 0.012 0.010 0.013 0.016 0.029
5.3 0.037 0.027 0.034 0.038 0.0 .
5.4+5.b 0.025 0.018 0.021 0.029 0.029
6.4 0.009 0.008 0.011 0.012 0.00
Others 0.018 0.011 0.012 0.027 0.013
Sum Total 5150 4522 5802 5434

A comparative analysis of the data in table 2 reveals the heterogezne;;% c:g
the rhythmic dictionaries of these poets’ prose, with an observed )2 (248.
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greater than the critical value (58.1). In this case, the ¥2 value captures the level
of variation of each dictionary from the average distribution of rhythmical
words, treating the entire sample (i.e., the prose excerpts of each of the four
authors) as a single text and comparing each concrete text to it as a part to the
whole.

As a result the differences among the texts turn out to be significant. Yet
the particular divergence of The Tules of Belkin is considerably less than all
the others and not significant (x2=16.4); after it comes Sologub’s Petty Demon
(x*=64.2), then Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago (x2=79.9) and finally Tolstoy's The
Silver Prince (x*=87.7).

The particularly small and insignificant divergence of Pushkin from the
general dictionary testifies to the exceptional position of his prose inregard to
that of the other authors. It can be said that the rhythmic structure of Tales of
Belkin is the closest to all of the prose texts under investigation when taken as
a whole. This can perhaps be explained by the role of Pushkin'’s dictionary as
foundational in the thythmical dictionary of the other works, whose greater
divergences can be explained by the individual particularities of each of the
authors.

It is a scholarly commonplace that Pushkin’s language forms the basis
of the confemporary Russian literary language. However, it is by no means
obvious that the same can be said on the level of thythm. It is not clear that
Pushkin Jaid the foundation of the rhythmical dictionary of Russian prose.

Nor are we prepared to make such a claim, since this would require a much
broader study of the rhythm of Pushkin’s prose and that of other authors. We
may nonetheless hypothesize about Pushkin’s influence on the development
of the rhythms of poets’ prose. Our material allows us to test such a hypothesis
on various levels.

Having been unable to ascertain a general homogeneity among texts of
the prose of poets on our initial investigation, we move on to another level and
raise the question of the homogeneity of these four dictionaries and ordinary
prose. To do this we can compare each dictionary with the probability
standard of the thythms of the Russian language. Interestingly, the prose of

all four poets differs significantly from the probability standard, for which the
critical x* value is equal to 23.7. (If we compare the probability standard with
the dictionary of Pushkin ¥2 = 67.7; in the case of Tolstoy x2 = 78.9, of Sologub
X* = 624, of Pasternak %2 = 162.9)) This indicates that the prose of a poet has
distinctive rhythmic qualities when compared with ordinary prose.
The divergence of The Tules of Belkin, though less than in the other cases,
is nonetheless significant, which is hardly unexpected. It turns out that
Pushkin’s thythmical dictionary is not the same as that of Russian prose.
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Thus, our hypothesis about Pushkin’s influence in this case can be viewed as
a distinctive phenomenon of a poet’s prose.

According to the data of table 9, the dictionaries of poets’ prose differ
from the probability standard by the increased frequency of words with a
#harmonic” stress (e, with the accent falling either at the center or towards
the center of the word). This is precisely the peculiarity that we observed
carlier in The Tales of Belkin (in contrast io “The Queen of Spades”). This would
appear to be one of the distinctive features of a poet’s prose. Looking more
closely at the dictionaries of Pushkin, Sologub, and Pasternak we see clearly
how frequently word types like 3.2, 4.2, 4.3, 5.3, and 6.4 occur. In the prose
of Aleksei Tolstoy, if compared to the probability standard, we can observe
a preponderance of short words (monosyllabic, bisyllabic, or trisyllabic) and
a decrease in the incidence of longer words. This is quite typical of spoken
Russian, which is abundantly present in this novel. In contrast, in the
aovels of Sologub and especially Pasternak, the frequency of short words
(in comparison to the probability standard) is smaller, whereas the quantity
of long words is greater. In the dictionary of Pasternak there is also a much
greater frequency of rhythmical words with a long unstressed anacrusis, such
as Gecnosopdmte, neped cosmérnuxom. It may be that in this increase of long
words a more general process is manifest, which reflects the broader evolution
of poets’ prose. We have in mind the development of the “prosaicization”
of poetic thythm characteristic of Russian verse in the first decades of the
twentieth century (Taranovskii [1956] 2010, 367-97).

This section of our investigation thus reveals that the rhythmical
dictionary of a poet’s prose differs from the dictionary of “pure” prose even
when the texts under investigation differ significantly among themselves.
These differences, one may assume, reflect the individual poets’ proclivities.
There are grounds for assuming that Pushkin’s thythmical dictionary served
as a model for the prose dictionaries of the other poets. The rhythmical
dictionaries of Pushkin, Sologub, and Pasternak are particularly close in their
tendency towards harmonic placement of stress, which can be viewed as
typical of verse. At the same time the rhythmical tendencies also reflect time
of composition, since twentieth-century poets display a preference for long
words when compared to nineteenth-century poets. '

The next step in our analysis occurs 1ot on the level of the dictionary, but
on the syntagmatic level, on fragments of prose that resemble verse. We are
concerned here with the excerpts of a prose text whose structure corresponds
to the iambic tetrameter so widely used in Russian verse. We refer to these
excerpts as “occasional jambs” (sluchainye iamby). For the purposes of analysis

S iAnnA mmlw thace iambic fragments that contain eight or nine
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Table 3. The Frequency of Occasional lambs

Rh?;‘r“':lical Pushkin A.K. Tolstoy Sologub Pasternak Lev Tolstoy
I 0.107 0.160 0.125 0.080 0.112
I 0.066 0.105 0.080 0.070 0.056
I . 0199 0.270 0.030 0.235 0.270
v 0.378 0.230 0.270 0.250 0.202
Vv 0.000 0.010 0.000 0.010 0.000
VI 0.179 0.145 0.165 9.250 0.293
vl 0.071 0.080 0.060 0.105 0.067

A comparison of the datain this table shows the heterogc‘ar‘leity of the ;;xgts

nder consideration, X% = 38.6, which is greater than the critical va}uef (28.9).

E l i i i h sample from a

n pairs, whereby eac
However, when we do comparisens 1 s, whe - samm ,
poet’s prose is set against a sample from a “pure pr?se wr1ter,.1tgt1;)$sh i?n
i i itical value (11.07). In comparin
at in all cases ¥ is below the cri A (11.07 i

:i:ith L. Tolstoy this indicator is of borderline significance ¥2=11.01, thereafter

the distinction lessens:

A. K. Tolstoy — the prose of L. Tolstoy x> =89
Sologub — the prose of L. Tolstoy x*=6.9
Pasternak — the prose of L. Tolstoy X* = 3.0

s gl essming o U S e s
]::;;iozil;eg’:l cff th}: iﬁ;ih‘;t:;tructufe of po‘ets’ pfrziee wrlatld'm f;f;?:gﬁ::;ﬁ
e e ass o comec hat he poeti prediections o
) gi‘]rf‘iziote:;ze;eiftl eic;teacllsi;l $§9§?§1ﬁ?§§£f;li’ﬁiﬁzn fc;;? E"Iil/'c liss ;fﬁ;:ialﬁ;
e e O ines wih e “pyrhic” on he second oo

i { 1 War and Peace (in
e e e o, 19 fm'rcrll Khllir‘c.‘lietsga::c’(frlr 'I?;; }Eisz?‘%eelkinagoindde almost
Ishevnikov 1983, 139). Incidentally, her
I::ﬁ?:ily with those of the present study (the second column of table 3 above).

R At wmnnes (W amartesy 1908, 61) we found some confirmation that thpi
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(form IIT) decreases. The incidence of form VI (with “pyrrhics” on the first
and penultimate “feet”) is likewise rather high. These qualities of Pushkin’s
prose rhythms seem to reflect the law of regressive accentual dissimilation
operative in the poetry of his era, the so-called alternating tendency in the
placement of stress in verse? It is noteworthy that this tendency is not found
to such a pronounced degree in either A. K. Tolstoy or Sologub. Nonetheless,
in the occasional iambs of Pasternak we can discern an echo of the Pushkinian
tendency; as in Pushkin the frequency of forms IV and VI is increased, while
the first (fully accented) form drops noticeably.??

The close connection of Pasternak and Pushkin is especially noticeable
in the rhythmic profile of their occasional iambs, of the placement of stress in
the conventionally strong positions in these “jambs.” Let us look at the stress
profile of the occasional tetrameters in the prose of our poets (table 4).

Table 4. The Stress Profiles of Qccasional Iambs

Syllable Pushkin A. K. Tolstoy Sologub Pasternak
2 0755 0.740 0.755 0.670
4 0.730 0.640 0.640 0.650
6 0.372 0.545 0.505 (.380
8 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000

Though in all cases these results show a ring structure (whereby the
second and eighth syllables receive the most stress and the fourth and sixth
noticeably less), it is nonetheless evident that in Pushkin’s “lambs”—in contrast
to those of A. K. Tolstoy and Sologub—the stress on the fourth syllable is
remarkably frequent, almost as frequent as the stress on the first “foot.”! The

? See Taranovskii 2010, a Russian translation of his book first published in Serbian in
1953,

0 The Pushkinian tendency of alternating weak and strong ictuses appears in
Pasternak’s prose, despite the fact that in his verse he avoids—or represses—it
(Kazartsev 1998, 60). In the first two decades of the twentieth century Russian verse
displays the so-called process of prosaicization, whereby the rhythmic profile of
verse comes close to the natural thythm of the Russian language and the alternating

tendency disappears almost entirely (Taranovskii [1956] 2010, 367-97, first published
in Serbian),

I should be noted that in earlier studies, when we compared occasional jambs to
theoretical iambs (to a linguistic model that predicts the thythmic profile of verse in

[aln o Vo ETE U Y TR PPN ¥ X
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same phenomenon can be found in Pasternak. In compa‘rison fo ktk‘;(-:‘l o’;h:::
i k’s occasional iambs is remarkably 10W.
oets, the average stress in Pasterna : : o
1Iilonetheless the stress profile of Pushkin and Pasternak is remarkably similaz,
of. the chart below:

0s 7
0.8 - , /
07 ‘\\ /

0.6 \\ /

0.5 \V /

0.4

03

0.2

0.1

2 4 s ’
—wpushkin ~ —~=Pasternak

While numerically different, the ratio of pyrrhic feet .onlthe ftlrsdt a?iasle;‘%ri
i i les) in both poets is almost identical.
ictuses (i.e., second and fourth syllab '
it turns( out that there is an equivalence between Pusher'l and Pasternak not
only in the second, but also in the first part of their versehkt; Er?;elz syx}tgg;:

i i ternak’s Zhivago to The taies of beucin.
This suggests a close connection of Pas . ki
On yet iiother level, then, we find support for the hypothesis of Pushkin’s
i t's prose.

fluence on the rhythm of another poe
" To sumimarize, our investigation indicates that the prose of a Poet, ever;
one not attempting to write “thythmical prose,” represents a spec_lal tygeb?
prose in which the thythm is influenced by prior verse prﬁctlce.llt is Er;)mathz

—or do not try—to liberate themselves it
that most poets are not able—or i rom 1
iti . “The Queen of Spades” seems {0

influence of verse when writing prose . . ‘
;are exception to this rule. In The Tales of Belkin Pus‘shl.un was still beholder:: ttlc:3
his verse, as evidenced on the level of rhythmic dictionary as we?l as fo?h :
syntagmatic level of the “iambic” fragments. The thythmic profile of thes

T 3 . i ~ltasnats chlrane and weak ictuses (Kazartsev 1998, 57). T}}is
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occasional iambs reflects the alternating tendency of the Russian poetry of
Pushkin’s day, Comparative analysis suggests that the rthythms of The Tales
of Belkin influenced the development of Russian poets’” prose, both in their
rthythmic dictionaries as well as in the iambic fragments. There is strong

reason to believe that Pasternak’s prose in Zhivago was especially influenced
by the rhythmic structure of Pushkin’s occasional iambs.
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