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Evgeny Kazartsev 

abstract
This article offers a comparative study of how iambic verse was realized dur-
ing the early modern era. The focus is on the “rhythmic freedom” of verse as 
well as on the linguistic and historical determinants of that freedom. Special 
attention is devoted to omissions of metrical stress and the development 
of differences in the rhythmic profile of the English, Dutch, German, and 
Russian iamb. The study investigates the link between the average number of 
syllables in the rhythmic words of each language and the degree of strictness 
in the realization of metrical structure. The results we have obtained give 
grounds for considering that the length of words is not—as scholars have 
previously thought—the decisive factor in allowing verse to free itself from 
its metrical bounds. A comparative analysis of identical types of versifica-
tion in different languages allows us to view this issue quite differently. It 
frequently turns out that not the linguistic but the historical conditions of 
creating of the new versification have the decisive influence on the nature 
of the interaction between meter and language.

keywords: metrics, Dutch, German, Russian

The Problem

It is generally accepted that the characteristics of a given language—includ-
ing the nature of its prosody—comprise one of the most important factors 
in determining the forms that the poetry written in that language may 
take. Moreover, many scholars believe that the role of language is decisive 
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in the creation of poetic rhythm and sometimes of meter as well. Thus, 
for example, many consider verse rhythm to result from the interaction of 
meter and language, claiming that deviations from the meter, omissions of 
metrical stress (pyrrhics), or nonmetrical stresses (spondees or the shift of 
stress from a strong metrical position onto a weak one) occur as the result 
of a “conflict” between language and meter. Without disputing the overall 
significance of language in the composition of verse, in this article I will 
present data that casts some doubt on the “absoluteness” of the role that it 
plays in creating the rhythmic structure of poetic speech.

The focus here is the influence of language on verse in early examples of 
iambic verse, which was established first in England, then in the Netherlands, 
later in Germany, and still later in Russia. A key question is why the rhyth-
mic structures of verse in these various countries differ despite its having 
the same meters, and to what extent this difference has been conditioned 
by language itself.

To explore this issue it has been necessary to analyze the various lin-
guistic parameters that have influenced the creation of verse rhythm. The 
resulting data, which is too extensive to present fully in a single article, has 
been described elsewhere.1 While the results have pointed to the important 
role that language plays in the creation of rhythm, they nonetheless also 
indicate that in certain cases its role was limited by other factors, some of 
which will be discussed below. Our particular interest here will be language’s 
influence on the degree of rhythmic freedom in verse.

Much research has been devoted to studying deviations from meter; 
however, with rare exceptions, this work has been carried out on the poetry 
of a single national verse system. Statistical study of the topic is virtually 
nonexistent. This article presents an attempt at investigating the rhythmic 
freedom of verse, using examples of early English, Dutch, German, and 
Russian iambic poetry and subjecting the omissions of metrical stress to 
statistical analysis. It turns out that in various traditions, despite their shared 
metrical structure, the frequency of such omissions varies significantly. The 
question that arises is to what extent do the features of the language deter-
mine the degree of rhythmic freedom in a particular verse system?

The Beginnings of Syllabo-Tonic Versification

In the second half of the sixteenth century in northern Europe—first in 
England, then in the Netherlands—we see the development of what came 
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to be called syllabo-tonic verse, a method of versification based on the 
alternation of frequently and infrequently stressed positions, or in other 
words the alternation between what we know as strong (S) or weak (W) 
positions—for example, in iambic verse, where the even positions are strong 
and the odd positions weak. Syllabo-tonic versification, in which iambic 
verse predominated, emerged triumphant over the greater portion of the 
European continent already during the early modern era. The outstanding 
works of Shakespeare, Vondel, Goethe, and Pushkin were composed in 
iambs. During the seventeenth, eighteenth, and beginning of the nineteenth 
centuries, iambic verse was considered to be the most up-to-date type of 
versification. The iamb would serve as the primary metrical scheme:

Come líve with mé and bé my lóve
  W   S   W    S W  S   W S

And wé will áll the pléasures próve2

W    S  W  S  W    S W      S

In England, writers turned first and foremost to the iambic pentameter (with 
5 S-positions)—less often to the iambic tetrameter (with 4 S-positions), which 
appears in the example above from Christopher Marlowe. Meanwhile, in the 
Low Countries (first in the south, in Brabant and Flanders, later in what is now 
Holland proper) iambic tetrameter and hexameter (with 4 and 6 S-positions) 
appeared. By the beginning of the seventeenth century, the iamb gained total 
supremacy and for all practical purposes forced out purely syllabic and tonic 
verse. Later, in the 1620s and 1630s, the iamb began to appear in the poetry 
of other northern European nations. First, due to the influence of Dutch 
syllabo-tonic models, it was adopted within German versification, and by the 
mid-seventeenth and early eighteenth century it found its way into Scandinavian 
literature. Slightly later, roughly by 1740, through the example of German poetry, 
the iamb gains preeminence in Russian versification as well.

What is unique here is that Russian poetry adopted syllabo-tonic verse 
much earlier than did other Slavic traditions. It appears that this could be 
explained more by historical factors than by the particularities of Russian 
prosody: as a result of the changes brought about by Peter the Great’s reforms, 
Russia became part of the northern European cultural sphere, in which, at the 
time, this form of versification dominated. The breakthrough to the Baltic, 
and the contacts first of all with German culture and literature, anticipated 
the Russian poetic reforms of the eighteenth century. The Russian language, 
with its flexible and expiratory stress, turned out to provide excellent material 
for the development of iambic versification. Before these reforms, however, 
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the dominant form in Russian literary verse during the seventeenth century 
was syllabic versification,3 which was influenced by Polish poetry; folk songs 
meanwhile exhibited accentual (tonic) verse with a strong tendency toward 
trochaic rhythms.4 In all likelihood, had there been no such reform, the 
situation might have long remained the same—after all, the language itself 
did not preclude either literary syllabic or folk tonic verse.

Thus the Russian iamb emerged not from the linguistic particularities of 
the Russian language itself, but as a result of the reform of Russian versifica-
tion,5 brought about in large part by the work of Russian scholar and poet 
Mikhail Lomonosov, who was influenced by German poetry in general and 
by Johann Christian Günther in particular. Here we will not examine in detail 
the reasons for the emergence of this metrical form, the iamb, in Russian verse. 
The factors were not essentially linguistic; the Russian iamb was born out of 
particular historical circumstances. Rather, we are interested in the rhythmic 
“freedom” of Russian verse: why does it so frequently omit metrical stress, to 
what degree is this phenomenon related to the language, and to what extent 
does the Russian iamb differ from its predecessors in other languages?

It is possible that not only the metrical, but also the rhythmic quality of 
Russian verse was predetermined not by the language, but by the historical 
conditions under which syllabo-tonic versification arose.

Main Features of the German and Russian Iamb

It is important to note that the Russian iamb quickly acquired the features 
that distinguish it significantly from German verse. One of the main struc-
tural differences is the increased use of the so-called pyrrhic foot, which occurs 
as the result of omitting stress on the S-position in an iambic line: “Um von 
Eugén Bestánd zu lérnen,” Aus Mörsern und Cartháunen kráchen (German); 
“Blazhénstva náshego prichína,” “No krótkaya Ekaterína” (Russian).6

There are very few omitted metrical stresses in German verse, whereas in 
Russian they are quite frequent, usually appearing in more than 70 percent of 
the verse lines. As a result, iambic lines in German are generally fully stressed, 
whereas in Russian most are missing at least one metrical stress. The sharp 
contrast between the Russian and German iamb, which occurred despite 
the genetic link of the former to the latter, has attracted extensive attention 
on the part of scholars. Unfortunately, the prominence of this phenomenon 
has resulted in researchers paying little attention to the particular features 
of iambic verse in other languages. Two odic stanzas written by Günther 
and Lomonosov illustrate this distinction:
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Günther7 Lomonosov8

Ha, sínckt dein Hóchmuth schón so tíef? Tebé, o mílosti Istóchnik,

Du schérzest óder hást vergéßen, O Ángel mírnykh náshikh lét!

Wie gráusam néchst dein Méineid ríef, Vsevýshnii na togó pomóshnik,

Als wóllt er úns von wéiten fréßen. Kto górdostiu svoéi derznét,

Wie stímmt dein dórt verméßnes Schréyn Zavídia náshemu pokóiu,

Mit díeser Démuth überéin? Protív Tebiá vosstát’ voinóiu;

Ja, Nóth macht óft Gebéth aus Flüchen. Tebiá Zizhdítel’ sokhranít

Ja, já! Dein Hérz und áuch dein Mónd Vo vsékh putiákh bespretknovénnu

Sind béid an éine Zéit gewóhnt, I zhízn’ tvoiú blagoslovénnu

Und zéigen sích nur zum Verkríechen.9 S chislóm shedrót tvoíkh sravnít.

It is important to stress that the stanzas differ stylistically. Günther’s verse is 
characterized by its expressive style, slightly less elevated than the style of verse 
developed by Lomonosov. However, despite its lower style the German iamb 
differs from the Russian in the greater purity of its metrical realization. In fact, 
the alternation of S- and W-positions in Günther’s verse is, in the majority of 
cases, supported by metrical stresses, whereas in Lomonosov’s verse such stresses 
are frequently omitted. The German poet omits metrical stresses only in the 
last line; thus 9 of the 10 lines are fully stressed.10 In contrast, in Lomonosov’s 
verse all four metrical stresses are realized only in two lines, in the second and 
in the last; the rest of the eight lines contain pyrrhic feet.11 The stressing in 
both the German and the Russian examples is typical and characteristic of the 
rhythmic qualities in each. In other words, although the meter is identical in 
the two examples (iambic tetrameter), its prosodic realization is significantly 
different: the rhythm of the German tetrameter is strongly dictated by the 
meter, whereas in Russian the iamb is less restricted.

It has long been observed that in the Russian iambic tetrameter the 
number of lines containing pyrrhic feet can reach 70–75 percent, of the 
total and sometimes even more. In the verse of German poets, as a rule, 
the frequency does not exceed 40 percent. According to data provided by 
Taranovsky, pyrrhics occur in 25 percent of the lines in the German iamb.12 
Therefore, the distribution of so-called pure iambs and lines containing 
pyrrhic feet in Russian verse form a negative correlation with German. In 
Russian, 25 percent of the lines may be fully stressed and 75 percent partially 
stressed (i.e., containing pyrrhic feet), although the average frequency of lines 
containing pyrrhics in Russian verse is usually 72–73 percent.13 However, in 
German verse, where the proportion is typically the reverse, such a ratio is 
practically impossible.
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As was mentioned above, the differences between the German and 
Russian iamb have attracted the attention of many researchers and led to 
the hypothesis that this difference is determined by a linguistic factor—
specifically, the contrasting average lengths of German and Russian words. 
In terms of the number of syllables, Russian words are longer than German, 
which increases the possibility of omitting metrical stresses.

In fact, according to estimates by Nikolai Chernyshevskii, the average 
length of a rhythmical word14 in Russian prose is 3.2 syllables.15 Data provided 
by Mikhail Gasparov indicates that the average varies between 2.6 and 3.9 
syllables, depending on the era and style of the work.16 Our calculations, 
which are based on Russian prose from the first half of the eighteenth century, 
whose rhythm is closest to that of Lomonosov’s early iambs,17 show that the 
average syllabic length of Russian words at the time was 2.9. For German 
of the same era the average word length was 2.6 syllables.18

Therefore, the average length of Russian phonetic words for this period 
is slightly greater than that of German: on average just 0.3 syllables. But could 
this relatively small difference be the reason for such a significant difference 
between Russian verse prosody and German? Does this linguistic factor, the 
average syllable length of the word, play a decisive role in determining the 
frequency of fully stressed lines?

In order to answer this question it has proved helpful to consider the 
systems of versification in other languages and cultures where iambic verse 
arose earlier than it did in German and Russian. Thus we have analyzed the 
development of the verse systems in English and Dutch poetry from the second 
half of the sixteenth and the first half of the seventeenth century. The examina-
tion was carried out in reverse chronological order: Dutch poetry was studied 
first, followed by an analysis of English verse. The historical circumstances 
determined this sequence. As was mentioned earlier, the chief topic of previous 
research has been the relative absence of rhythmical restrictions on Russian 
verse in comparison to its predecessor, German. Therefore, it was important 
to analyze the German iamb in comparison to its earlier predecessor, in Dutch 
poetry, and only afterwards to take a closer look at the English iamb.

The Dutch and German Iamb

The results of this research have shown that, although the Russian iamb 
that appeared under the influence of German verse soon acquired rhythmi-
cal freedom, the German iamb that was “imported” from the Dutch verse 
turned out to be much more conservative than its original source. Whereas 
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the verse of German authors is characterized by a small number of pyrrhic 
feet, neither Flemish nor Dutch authors allow for such an abundance of fully 
stressed lines as appear in German poetry. Dutch verse exhibits an almost 
complete parity between purely iambic lines and those containing pyrrhic 
feet, albeit with a very slight preponderance of fully stressed lines, which 
comprise 55–58 percent of the total, while partially stressed lines account 
for 45–42 percent.19 Thus the Dutch iambic tetrameter, which served as the 
model for the German, observed alternation of W- and S-positions less 
strictly than its borrower. German verse, despite its genetic relation to Dutch 
poetry and the similarity of the German language to Dutch, turned out to 
be very different from its Western counterpart.

How can we explain the difference in rhythm between Dutch and 
German verse? We could well infer that it is determined by the difference in 
word length—that stresses are left out in Flemish and Dutch iambic verses 
much more frequently because Dutch words are longer than those in German. 
However, this hypothesis turns out to be quite unlikely, for Dutch words are 
shorter than German: the average Dutch word contains 2.5 syllables, while 
in German the corresponding figure is 2.6 syllables. Therefore, Dutch and 
German, closely related languages, are similar in this regard. Why then is the 
verse rhythm in these languages so different? Why does the Dutch iamb have 
significantly fewer restrictions than the German? Apparently the number of 
syllables per word does not determine the level of rhythmic freedom in poetry. 
In all likelihood, the reason for the difference should be ascribed to the origins 
of each poetic tradition and to the manner in which it creates verse.

Comparison with English Verse

Our research produces unexpected results regarding English verse, in which 
iambs appeared much earlier than in Dutch, German, or Russian poetry. It 
is generally believed that English words are short, that in the majority of 
cases they contain one syllable.20 If we take into consideration not graphic 
words, but phonetic (or rhythmical) words, as we did for Dutch, German, 
and Russian verse (rhythmic words being the “bricks” from which verse 
is constructed), the average syllable length of the English word does not 
appear to be so short: 2.4 syllables. Granted, this figure is lower than in 
Dutch, German, and, above all, Russian. Despite this fact, the number of 
fully stressed iambic lines in English verse is significantly lower than in 
Dutch and dramatically lower than in German. In certain cases, the ratio 
of pure lines to lines containing pyrrhic feet in British iambic tetrameters 
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at the end of the sixteenth and beginning of the seventeenth centuries is 
nearly the same as the proportion that is observed in Russian verse, with 
33 percent fully stressed iambic lines and 67 percent of the lines omitting at 
least one metrical stress.21

Comparing the frequency of lines with deviations from the meter 
caused by the omission of metrical stresses—that is, comparing the degree 
of rhythmic freedom in English, Dutch, German, and Russian verse—yields 
the following picture:

Thus Figure 1 shows that, by the parameter we have been investigating, the 
most “unfree” among the verse systems we examined is German; Dutch, 
with its almost equal numbers of fully stressed and non–fully stressed lines, 
is more free, while the most free turns out to be Russian, and English follows 
close behind it.

To sum up, the shorter English words did not make English iambic 
verse more heavily stressed than German or Dutch; although English rhyth-
mic words contain fewer syllables than Russian, this factor did not have a 
significant influence on the level of rhythmic freedom in English poetry: 
British iambic verse is as free as Russian. There are reasons to believe that 
in the early English iamb the percentage of fully stressed lines varied. As a 
result, the relationship of lines that are fully and not fully stressed does not 
always correspond with the data from James Bailey that is presented here. 

figure 1:  level of rhythmical freedom.
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While this issue requires further study, on the basis of the data from Bailey 
and Gasparov (see notes 21 and 34), it is clear that on the whole the British 
iamb, like the Russian, prefers lines with omitted metrical stresses. That is not 
the case for Dutch or German, but it is typical for Russian.22 Why is this the 
case? The main reasons accounting for the percentage of fully stressed lines 
do not involve the characteristics of the language, that is, word length, but 
rather reflect other factors, particularly the origins of the verse tradition—that 
is, the historical conditions under which syllabo-tonicism came into being.

Historical Conditions

English syllabo-tonic versification emerged from syllabic verse with lines of 
eight and ten syllables, which was adopted from French poets. As a result, in 
the development of English iambic verse instead of meter determining rhythm, 
rhythm gradually led to the development of meter. In the sixteenth century, 
the majority of English poets who wrote iambic verse viewed tetrameter and 
pentameter as syllabic verse of eight and ten syllables, respectively. The gradual 
tendency to place stress on even syllables led to the iambic alternation of weak 
and strong positions, thereby creating iambic verse.

Not coincidentally, English iambic verse, on the whole, displays mainly 
masculine endings. A feminine clausula, with an additional syllable after the 
eighth or tenth syllable, also existed, but was less common in early iambic 
verse. This generally “masculine” structure of the poetry was due to the fact, 
in keeping with the syllabic foundation of English iambic verse, the number 
of syllables, not feet, determined the line.

Together with its connection with syllabic verse, English verse’s 
natural alternation between more and less frequently stressed syllables 
gives rise to the characteristic traits of English syllabo-tonic poetry. It is 
important to distinguish the syllabic and tonic characteristics of this verse 
by their essence and the nature of their appearance. The predominance of 
the masculine clausula—and therefore masculine rhymes—is related to 
its syllabic characteristics. In contrast, its tonic characteristics include the 
placement of stress on W-positions, the increased use of nonmetrical stress, 
and, importantly for this study, the frequent absence of stress on S-positions. 
It is precisely these tonic characteristics that create the distinctive rhythmic 
freedom of English iambic verse.

These characteristics of English syllabo-tonic verse, having been formed 
historically, evidently appear as well in later examples of English poetry. The 
poetry did not attempt to move away from these characteristics, but cultivated 
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them as expressive tools. Apparently, at a certain stage in the development 
of iambic verse, these characteristics became a part of the English system 
of versification; they were, in some sense, “remembered” and with some 
modifications passed down from one generation of poets to another.

Thus the rhythmic freedom of English verse is not due to the syllabic 
length of English words, but to its exceptionally free development in going 
from rhythm to meter. There was no artificial reform of its versification, but 
only a gradual evolution that resulted in iambic verse.

Furthermore, the theoretical understanding of English syllabo-tonicism 
lagged behind poetic practice. Iambic verse was written at the end of the 
fourteenth century (Gower, Chaucer), and later, following a period of tonic 
loosening during the fifteenth century. Iambic verse reappeared and became 
firmly established in the sixteenth century (Wyatt, Surrey, Spenser, Marlowe, 
Jonson). However, the first attempts to characterize the new type of verse 
theoretically were made only in the seventeenth century. Nonetheless, even 
at the beginning of the eighteenth century in versification handbooks (for 
example, that of Edward Bysshe) it was still supposed that English poets 
wrote in syllabic verse, and that verse was based on the number of syllables, 
not feet.23

If in English verse practice essentially outpaced theory, then in Dutch 
verse the two advanced hand in hand. Although in the second half of the 
sixteenth century Dutch iambic verse, just like its English counterpart, arose 
independently and to a certain degree spontaneously (as well as partially on 
the basis of French syllabic verse), Dutch attempts at a theoretical character-
ization of this type of versification appeared soon thereafter, already during 
the period from the 1570s to the very beginning of the seventeenth century. 
This versification was almost immediately perceived as syllabo-tonicism.24 It 
is illustrative that both Flemish and Dutch poets, practically from the very 
beginning, violated the constant syllable length of syllabic verse, introducing 
feminine rhyme alongside masculine.

The early theoretical characterizations of the new versification led to 
the urge to “purify” iambic verse. As a result, the many nonmetric liberties, 
which appeared arbitrarily in Dutch verse just as in English verse, tended to 
be avoided. For example, it became impermissible to shift stress from a strong 
to a weak position, or to omit stress frequently on the line’s strong positions. 
For this reason, in Dutch verse the percentage of lines employing a pyrrhic 
foot fell from 60 to 70 percent in the earliest verse to about 45 percent. The 
predominance of fully stressed lines, which on average comprise 55 percent 
of all lines, became a marker of Dutch poetic rhythm. This may not be 
large majority, but this shift toward the use of “pure” iambic lines became a 
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measure of the “purity” of Dutch syllabo-tonic verse. This feature helped to 
maintain the impression of verse as iambic. The slight preference for “pure” 
iambic lines in Dutch tetrameter appeared around 1600 and with slight 
variations remained in place throughout the seventeenth century. It can still 
be encountered in verse composed at the beginning of the eighteenth century.

In contrast to English and Dutch verse, German syllabo-tonicism did 
not evolve, but came about as a revolutionary change under the influence 
of a foreign model, Dutch verse. Martin Opitz accomplished this reform 
in the 1620s and 1630s. From the start, Opitz developed his own theory for 
the new type of versification. Therefore, German poets followed an already 
established metrical model as well as a ready theory. Theory, in this case, 
outpaced practice. The status of iambic verse, due to its association with the 
classical tradition, also played an important role in this process.

Therefore, the German tetrameter already from the start had a much 
lower frequency of lines with pyrrhic feet, approximately 25–30 percent, than 
either Dutch verse or especially English. In general, this “pure” realization of 
iambic verse characterizes German poetry, and to the extent that it turned 
out to be the most strict, it is the “ideal” embodiment of iambic models. 
German iambic verse practically never exhibited lengthening or shortening 
of lines, nor the shift of stress to weak positions, nor a high frequency of 
pyrrhic feet. The clear preponderance of fully stressed lines, which frequently 
reach the level of 70–75 percent, is established in German tetrameter from 
the very beginning of its development, becoming its characteristic feature 
throughout the entire seventeenth and beginning of the eighteenth century.25

Russian iambic verse, like German, was revolutionized through the 
influence of a foreign influence: that of German. And here theory, first 
developed by Vasilii Trediakovskii and then by Mikhail Lomonosov, to a 
certain extent anticipated poetic practice. The status of the meter was again 
supported by its association with classical poetry, and was further strength-
ened by the influence of German instances with their strict metrical model 
and its “ideal” prosodic embodiment.

All of these factors evidently influenced the demand for “purity” of meter, 
which was advanced by Lomonosov in his “Letter on the Rules of Russian 
Versification” in 1739: “I regard as incorrect and unconstrained those verses 
where pyrrhic feet appear in place of iambs and trochees”—and later: “Pure 
iambic lines, though difficult to compose, with their slightly rising tone 
magnify the nobility, splendor, and elevated quality of the material.”26 For 
this reason, the degree of “purity” in the meter’s realization during the early, 
experimental period of Russian iambic verse from 1739 to 1743 was reasonably 
high. Sometimes it corresponded to the level of German verse—most clearly 



693L A N G U A G E  A N D  M E T E R

in 1743, when the proportion of fully stressed lines approached 75 percent. 
And sometimes, as in the middle of 1741, this figure significantly surpassed 
German verse, with 96 percent of the lines containing no pyrrhic feet.

Though variations in the percentage of fully stressed iambic lines con-
tinued to occur in Russian poetry for a long time, the high frequencies of 
such lines were not maintained: they occur only during the early period of 
its development. Already by 1745, the strict rhythmic realization of meter 
began to break down, and in its place, there began a quest for a new, more 
acceptable relationship between fully stressed lines and lines containing 
pyrrhic feet. The number of lines with pyrrhic feet grew sharply, and by the 
1750s reached the level that has become customary for Russian poets, close 
to 70 percent.

Thus, Russian iambic verse, at least for its founder, Lomonosov, did 
not immediately become “free.” Liberation from the restrictions of meter 
occurred gradually; however, about ten years from the beginning of this form’s 
development in Russia a more or less clearly defined ratio of “pure” lines to 
those with pyrrhics became established, resulting in a clear preponderance 
of the latter.

This rhythmic freedom developed not only and not even primarily 
due to the length of Russian words. Indeed, as has already been discussed, 
a versification as “pure” as that in Germany had practically been created at 
the earliest stage of Russian syllabotonic verse. And the Russian language 
did not preclude this from happening. Furthermore, Lomonosov was not 
hindered from creating works of substantial artistic value despite adhering 
to a “pure” form of iambic verse. For example, Lomonosov wrote the ode “. 
. . On the Name Day . . . of Peter Fedorovich,” in which 75.7 percent of the 
lines were fully stressed, much like the proportion in Günther’s ode on Prince 
Eugene. Similarly, the first Russian spiritual ode, “An Evening’s Reflection 
on God’s Greatness,” is a masterpiece, and in it 83 percent of the lines are 
fully stressed lines, a typical percentage for the German spiritual odes of 
Günther, which likely served as models for Lomonosov.

Considering these features of English, Dutch, and German verse, it 
seems reasonable to conclude that the frequent deviations from meter in 
Russian iambic verse arose not due to linguistic difficulties, but due to the 
historical conditions surrounding the formation of syllabo-tonic verse.

The most significant of these conditions was likely that the poet 
Alexander Sumarokov originated a freer realization of iambic verse, which 
arose in parallel to Lomonosov’s strict line. Sumarokov maintained that, at the 
beginning of his career, he did not know any versification theory, but acquired 
an understanding of it over the course of long practice. Rather, already at 
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the start he wrote verse in an “easy-flowing manner,”27 which permitted the 
frequent omission of stress on strong positions. Sumarokov from the very 
beginning allowed pyrrhic feet to predominate over pure iambic verse: in 
1740, a substantial portion of his lines, 66.7 percent, contained pyrrhic feet, 
later rising to 71–73 percent in certain works.28 This manner of composing 
verse, an alternative to Lomonosov’s, moved from practice to theory, so 
that it was neither restrained by meter nor based on German verse; thus 
to a great extent it determined the fate of Russian iambic poetry. Still, the 
“liberation” of Lomonosov’s verse occurred not so much under the influence 
of Sumarokov, as is commonly believed,29 but as a result of Lomonosov’s 
own experiments with verse, as well as in connection with changes in the 
conditions of versification.30

Conditions of Versification

In the study of Slavic verse, verse rhythm is frequently studied in comparison 
with prose; the rhythm of prose acts as linguistic foil to the observed rhythm 
of verse. Prose excerpts provide the basis for creating rhythmic dictionaries, 
which show the distribution of types of rhythmic words. These statistics 
are then used to construct probability models for a particular meter, such as 
iambic verse. Each of these language models is structured in accordance with 
a certain set of conditions for forming verse. These conditions are defined 
by the particular approach to creating the verse line. The models show the 
distribution of rhythmic structures that would occur if these conditions 
were met.31 Then, the “theoretical iambs” (the models) are compared with 
actual verse; the results of these comparisons can then be analyzed. There 
are three main language models of meter, which differ depending on the 
“level of freedom” found in the technique used for creating verse.

1.	 The first-level model (Model-1) is called the “model of independence,” 
which corresponds to the simplest technique and freest way of building 
the first line. In this model, rhythmic word choice is carried out inde-
pendently and sequentially from the beginning of the line to its end.

2.	 The second-level model (Model-2) is the “model of dependence.” 
It corresponds to a more restrained and technically complex way to 
create the line. Here, word choice depends on the word’s position in 
the line and the rhythm of surrounding words, and can be done either 
sequentially, from beginning to end, or can deviate from this order.
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3.	 The third-level model (Model-3) is the strictest type of “model of 
dependence” and is also technically the most complex, where word 
choice not only depends on the word’s position and the rhythmic 
context, but is never conducted sequentially, instead starting at the 
beginning or end of the line and then continuing in the middle of 
the line.

Comparing these models with actual verse shows that examples of English 
tetrameter from the period we have been studying best correspond to 
Model-1, while Model-2 fits Dutch verse, and German verse is best rep-
resented by Model-3.32 Evidently, the rhythm of English iambic verse is 
formed in the freest framework, while verse formation in Dutch occurs 
within a stricter framework and German in the strictest of the three (see 
Table 1A–C).

table 1: The Rhythm of Northern European Verse and Its Models33

S-Position I II III IV Fully Stressed 
Lines

A

English iamb 0.680 0.814 0.689 0.945 0.329

Model-1 0.844 0.726 0.696 0.945 0.346

B

Dutch iamb 0.928 0.796 0.855 0.980 0.579

Model-2 0.923 0.818 0.839 0.983 0.586

C

German iamb 0.906 0.913 0.888 0.978 0.700

Model-3 0.921 0.913 0.880 0.973 0.708

The data of Table 1A show that the parameters of the verse and Model-1 
somewhat differ at the beginning of the line34 due to the alternating tendency 
typical of English iambs, which results in an increased stressing of the second 
ictus in comparison not only with the third, but also with the initial ictus. In 
the verse, as compared to the model, there is a kind of partial redistribution of 
the stressing on the first and second strong positions. Nevertheless, the rhythm 
for the second half of the line, as well as the percentage of fully stressed lines, 
are quite well predicted by Model-1. Table 1B and C show that in Dutch and 
German verse the distribution of metrical stresses and the frequency of fully 
stressed lines are quite well predicted by Models-2 and 3, respectively.
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As for the Russian iamb, Lomonosov evidently switched from the 
strictest to the freest type of versification over the first decade of his poetic 
career. His iambic verse at the beginning of the 1740s resembles Model-3 
(the same type of model that best describes German verse). In the second 
half of the 1740s his verse transitions to a different, freer technique, which 
evidently persists during Lomonosov’s mature period, from 1750 on. As a 
whole, the rhythm of the mature period is best predicted by Model-1.35 
This model (the same type of model that corresponds to English iambic 
poetry) also describes Sumarokov’s verse throughout his entire creative life 
(see Table 2D–F).

table 2: The Rhythm of Russian Verse and Its Models36

S-Position I II III IV Fully Stressed 
Lines

D

Early 
Lomonosov 
iamb

0.979 0.900 0.871 1.000 0.757

Model-3 0.894 0.797 0.721 1.000 0.430

Model-3 
(recalculation)

0.955 0.914 0.881 1.000 –

E

Mature 
Lomonosov 
iamb

0.931 0.745 0.546 1.000 0.274

Model-1 0.782 0.613 0.451 1.000 0.113

Model-1 
(recalculation)

0.942 0.738 0.543 1.000 –

F

Early 
Sumarokov 
iamb

0.939 0.783 0.589 1.000 0.333

Model-1 0.782 0.613 0.451 1.000 0.113

Model-1 
(recalculation)

0.979 0.767 0.565 1.000 –

The data of Table 2D–F indicate that, strictly speaking, the percentage of 
fully stressed lines in the Russian iamb is not predicted by language models 
of meter. During the early period, the level of stressing most likely reflects 
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that of German poetry (as we recall, fully stressed lines account for 75 percent 
in German verse and 75.7 percent in Lomonosov’s poetry).37 That is why 
Russian verse was “too iambic” in the beginning. However, in spite of the 
fact that the early iambs differ from the model due to their higher overall 
percentage of stressing, in the relative distribution of metrical stresses the 
verse and Model-3 are similar: it is as though the verse copies the model, 
but with higher stressing (see Table 2D).

But if one recalculates the model taking into account the stressing of 
actual iambic verse, the data for the model and the verse practically coincide. 
This gives reason to suggest that at the early stage the conditions for creat-
ing verse were rather strict, close to those that correspond to the model of 
the third type. However, the level of full stressing was most likely externally 
determined, by German verse.

A brief explanation is due on the method of recalculation employed. 
The model was recalculated using the average lack of stress in the verse, 
that is, the average quantity of omitted metrical stresses. This method, as 
a rule, is applied in analyzing models of dependence and verse. In general, 
there are two methods for determining the interrelationship of the data in 
a model and in verse: (a) recalculating the model using the average stress-
ing in the verse; and (b) recalculating the model using the average lack of 
stress. A recalculation using the average stressing in the verse is carried 
out as follows. The average frequency of stresses on the ictuses (except for 
the last ictus) in the verse is divided by the analogous figure in the model, 
then the probability of each nonfinal ictus in the model is multiplied by the 
coefficient that is obtained. The recalculation for the average lack of stress 
is carried out in the same way as that for the average stressing, except that 
in each case the figure used is not that for the frequency of stresses but for 
the frequency of their omission. By subtracting the frequency of stresses on 
an ictus from one, we obtain the frequency of their omission (for further 
details, see Marina Krasnoperova, Modeli . . . 55, 69–70).

Beginning in 1745, a search for an acceptable proportion of pure and 
pyrrhic lines takes place in Lomonosov’s verse, and a new level of full stress-
ing is established (27.4 percent on the average). The corresponding level of 
full stressing already appeared in the odes of 1745–1750. It is clear that an 
acceptable proportion of pure and pyrrhic lines was found experimentally: 
Lomonosov first lowered, then raised the level of full stressing until he had 
found an optimal proportion. It is also possible that this level could have 
been established due to the change in versification technique: the iambs 
of this time correspond, to a certain extent, to a model of the second type 
constructed from the vocabulary of Lomonosov’s prose. This model predicts 
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the corresponding frequency of fully stressed lines in verse (model—0.276, 
verse of this period—0.270). Model-2 (whose stressing profile is 0.859, 0.657, 
and 0.654), on the whole, competes with Model-1; however, the data of the 
recalculated Model-1 are closer to the rhythm of the verse than to the initial 
parameters of Model-2.

On the whole, the model of the first type, adjusted for the higher 
stressing of poetic texts, best fits the mature period of Lomonosov’s iambs.  
A recalculation of the model using the texts’ average stressing gives data very 
close to that of the actual verse (Table 2E).38 The rhythm of Sumarokov’s 
early iambs is obviously similar to that of the mature Lomonosov’s verse 
and is described by the same model (compare the data in Table 2E and F).

In all likelihood, the prosodic framework, as reflected in these 
models, had a significant impact on how freely iambic verse could be 
realized in various languages. However, each framework, in turn, was 
likely determined by historical factors surrounding the establishment of 
syllabo-tonic verse.

Conclusion

The results of this study lead to a somewhat paradoxical conclusion: evi-
dently, not only verse meter but also its rhythm is determined not so much 
by linguistic but by historical factors, and it is historical, rather than lin-
guistic, differences that influence the rhythm’s characteristics. In any case, 
the data do not support the hypothesis that the degree of freedom in the 
prosodic realization of meter is conditioned by language. Apparently, the 
syllabic length of phonetic words is not a decisive factor in determining the 
percentage of fully stressed lines.

Indeed, the average number of syllables in English, Dutch, and 
German rhythmic words differs only slightly; however, English, Dutch, 
and German iambs diverge significantly in terms of their rhythm: English 
iambs are the least restricted and German the most restricted, while 
Dutch iambs occupy a mid-position between English and German. The 
development of syllabo-tonic versification in England, The Netherlands, 
and Germany has different histories. English and Dutch tetrameters 
largely developed independently and spontaneously; in their evolution 
they advanced gradually from an iambic rhythm to meter. On the other 
hand, in Germany they were borrowed as an “already made” product and 
evolved in the opposite direction, from meter to rhythm. Apparently, 
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these differences influenced the “choice” of technique for creating the 
verse line. Thus, there are reasons to suggest that historical conditions and 
versification technique determined the differences in the ways in which 
the iambic metrical model was realized in different languages.

The Russian iamb apparently experienced the basic phases of northern 
European syllabo-tonic versification during its brief initial period of 
development. Notably, the Russian iamb passed through these phases in 
the reverse order: from the strictest “German phase” to the least restricted 
“English phase.” This circumstance most likely predetermined the resul-
tant similarity between the realizations of the Russian and English iambic 
tetrameter. Therefore, even though Russian words are longer than those in 
English, Russian and English iambs turned out to be similar in regards to 
the frequency of omitted metrical stresses. This circumstance also supports 
the suggestion that the decisive factor here lies not with word length but 
with the historical conditions under which syllabo-tonic versification and 
versification technique have been formed.
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482–96) and for Model-3, derived from German prose (see Historian und Geschicht Doctor 
Johannis Fausti. Handschrift aus der Herzog-August-Bibliothek Wolfenbüttel (1580) HAB 
92 Extravagantes (Cod. Guelf) [History of Doctor Johannis Fausti. Manuscript from the 
Herzog’s August library of Wolfenbüttel (1580)] see also Das Faustbuch, nach der Wolfenbüttler 
Handschrift. Philologische Studien und Quellen [The Faust-book, after the Wolfenbüttler manu-
script. Philological studies and sources] (Berlin: Schmidt, 1963), 31–36). The model is generally 
very similar to German verse of this period (see Evgeny Kazartsev, “Zum Problem” 15–16).

34.	This was also noted by Gasparov, who compared English verse of a later period (the 
nineteenth century) with the parameters of an analogous model, see Mikhail Gasparov, 
“A Probability Model of Verse (English, Latin, French, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese),” Style 
21, no. 3 (1987), 327–28; 348.

35.	This was first noted by Taranovsky, then was studied in detail by Krasnoperova.
36.	Table 2D contains our data for Mikhail Lomonosov, “Oda na den’ tezoimenitstva Ego 

Imperatorskogo Vysochestva Gosudaria Velikogo Kniazia Petra Fedorovicha 1743 goda” 
[“The ode on the Name Day of the Grand Prince Pyotr Fedorovich of 1743”], Polnoe sobra-
nie sochinenii Mikhaila V. Lomonosova. 8 [The Full Collection of Works of Mikhail Lomonosov] 
(Moscow–Leningrad: Nauka, 1959), 103–10. The Model-3 is based on the vocabulary in Vasilii 
Trediakovskii, Ezda v ostrov Liubvi [The Trip to the Love Island] (St. Petersburg, 1730). For 
Table 2E and F, the verse data are taken from Taranovsky’s Table 2 (see note 12), while the 
data for the model are from Aleksandr Prokhorov’s model, which was used in Krasnoperova’s 
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studies of Lomonosov poetry; see Marina Krasnoperova, Modeli lingvisticheskoi poetiki: ritmika. 
[Models of Linguistic Poetics. Rhythmics.] (Leningrad: Leningrad State University Press, 1989), 79.

37.	For more detail, see Evgeny Kazartsev: “On the history” 393.
38.	An analogous recalculation was made by Krasnoperova, who had shown that not only the 

stressing profile, but also other parameters of rhythm in Lomonosov’s odes of 1745–1764 can be 
obtained, after certain transformations, from the model of the first type including the frequency 
of fully stressed lines (theoretical calculation: 0.296, real verse: 0.274). See Marina Krasnoperova, 
Modeli. 55–56; 80 and Marina Krasnoperova, Osnovy rekonsruktivnogo modelirovania stikhoslozhe-
nia (na materiale ritmiki russkogo stikha) [Theory of Reconstructive Simulation of Versification (for 
Russian Verse Rhythmics)] (St. Petersburg: St. Petersburg University Press, 2000), 142.






