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Meaning and Cadence

Lesson 1

Words to Know

cadence (k6då éns). The rhythmic, musical sound of poetry.
modulations (mäj¬ é l6å shénz). In music, changes in pitch or key.

What is a poem?
Every discussion of poetry must grapple with

what poetry is. Many definitions of poetry have
been offered, and new ones are constantly formu-
lated. The variety of definitions indicates the diffi-
culty of nailing down this form of literature.
Rather then constructing an airtight definition,
let’s look at a series of statements about poetry.

Poetry is an expression.
“Thy mercy, O LORD, is in the heavens;
And thy faithfulness reacheth unto the clouds.
Thy righteousness is like the great mountains;
Thy judgments are a great deep:
O LORD, thou preservest man and beast”

(Psalm 36:5, 6).

Meaning is the essence of all expression.
Poetry, being an expression, has meaning. In other
words, all poetry says something. Modern poets
have downplayed meaning and emphasized poetry
as an art form. How a poem is written, they con-
tend, is more essential to poetry than what a
poem says. But poets who whack away at a poem’s
meaning are cutting the very throat of poetry. The
artful nonsense of the twentieth century is still
nonsense, and that very nonsense undermines the
value of the form. We don’t need to speculate very
long to consider what someone 3,000 years from
now would think of our modern art (or someone
from 3,000 years ago, either). Any art form that
glorifies meaninglessness eventually loses its
value.
What a poem says, then, is basic to its endur-

ing value. The above lines from Psalm 36 have
gripped the hearts of God’s people for nearly three
millenniums because they say something that con-
tinues to be relevant—God is great!

Poetry is compact in its expression.

The English poet Robert Southey once said, “It

is with words as with sunbeams—the more they
are condensed, the deeper they burn.” Good
poetry is condensed, and good poetry burns. The
compact nature of poetry highlights meaning.
Every word is charged, every line is high voltage.
One of the delights of poetry is rereading it and
discovering new meaning in the subtlety of the
words and sounds and form of the poem.
Many poetic devices are used to create multi-

level, interlocking meaning. Here are several
common ones:

Simile: A comparison between two things,
using like or as.

“The words of a talebearer are as wounds”
(Proverbs 18:8).

Metaphor: A direct comparison between two
things.

“The Lord is my shepherd” (Psalm 23:1).

Paradox: A seeming contradiction.

“Answer not a fool according to his folly,
Lest thou also be like unto him.
Answer a fool according to his folly,
Lest he be wise in his own conceit”

(Proverbs 26:4, 5).

Personification: Portraying nonhuman
things as having human qualities.

“Doth not wisdom cry?
And understanding put forth her voice?
She standeth in the top of high places,
By the way in the places of the paths”

(Proverbs 8:1, 2).

Onomatopoeia: Using words whose sounds
suggest meaning.

“Let the sea roar, and the fulness thereof”
(Psalm 96:11b).

Each of the above lines of poetry could be
expanded into paragraphs of explanation. The
meaning is packed into a few tart words, however,
and we can savor those words for a long time.
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Poetry has cadence.
Poetry, more than any other literature, is

expressive of our emotions. It laughs, it cries, it
shouts, it mourns, it comforts, it scorns, it rages,
and it worships. In expressing these feelings, the
words and lines of poetry usually have some sort
of rise and fall in sound and in rhythm, an almost
musical ring. This is cadence. The music of poetry
is not always pleasing. Sometimes it disturbs us
with its dissonance and modulations.
The cadence of poetry is usually dependent on

the sound of the words. To experience poetry
properly, therefore, we normally need to read
poetry (or hear it read) aloud.

Praise ye the LORD.
Praise God in his sanctuary:
Praise him in the firmament of his power.
Praise him for his mighty acts:
Praise him according to his excellent greatness.

Praise him with the sound of the trumpet:
Praise him with the psaltery and harp.
Praise him with the timbrel and dance:
Praise him with stringed instruments and organs.
Praise him upon the loud cymbals:
Praise him upon the high sounding cymbals:
Let everything that hath breath praise the LORD.
Praise ye the LORD.

–Psalm 150

Two other poetic devices can add to the
cadence of poetry. The first is alliteration—the
repetition of initial consonant sounds.

The high and holy One.
So sang the sweet psalmist of Israel.

The second poetic device that adds to cadence
is assonance—the repetition of vowel sounds.

I will cry unto my God. (long i sound)
Cry aloud, shout! Sound the loud trumpet!

(a% sound)

Complete these activities.

1. List the three statements that describe poetry.

2. Complete this statement: “Meaning is the of all expression.”

3. Tell what happens when poets downplay meaning.

4. Write the quote from Robert Southey that helps to describe poetry.

5. Identify each of the following poetic devices.

a. “I am the bread of life.”

b. All the trees of the field shall clap their hands.

c. He who saves his life shall lose it.

d. The devil walks around as a roaring lion.

e. The roar and boom of the storm terrified the
disciples.

6. Define cadence:
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Design

Lesson 2

Words to Know

anapest (anå é pest). A metrical foot having two unaccented syllables followed by one accented syllable.
dactyl (dakå tél). A metrical foot having one accented syllable followed by two unaccented syllables.
feminine rhyme. A rhyme of two syllables, the last of which is unaccented.
foot (f%t). A unit in verse meter including an accented syllable and its attendant unaccented syllables.
iamb (8å am). A metrical foot having one unaccented syllable followed by one accented syllable.
masculine rhyme. A rhyme occurring in an accented final syllable.
rhyme scheme. The arrangement of the rhymes in a poem.
slant rhyme. A rhyme in which the two sounds are similar but not perfectly rhymed.
trochee (tr9å k7). A metrical foot having one accented syllable followed by one unaccented syllable.

The examples of poetry in this LightUnit so far
have been from the Bible. Hebrew poetry is rich
in meaning and cadence. It also has design.
In Psalm 150 on page 3, for example, the

Hebrew begins and ends with the word
Hallelujah, translated Praise ye the Lord. This is
called a hallelujah psalm. Also notice the begin-
ning and ending of Psalms 146—149. Psalm 150
also has the pattern of beginning all but one line

with the Hebrew word halal (praise). Other
Hebrew poems in the Bible are set up in acrostic
form, based on the Hebrew alphabet.
Unfortunately, much of this kind of design in
Hebrew poetry is lost in the translation to
English.
The greatest design in Hebrew poetry, however,

is a design in thought flow. There is rhythm and
rhyme in ideas more than in sound.

��

Write your own example of each poetic device.

7. simile:                                                                                                                                       

8. metaphor:                                                                                                                                    

9. paradox:                                                                                                                                      

10. personification:                                                                                                                          

11. onomatopoeia:                                                                                                                          

12. alliteration:                                                                                                                                  

13. assonance:                                                                                                                                   

Do this activity.

14. Read Psalm 150 to your class (or you may choose another poem if your teacher prefers). Try to
read expressively. Ask your classmates to jot down the things they remember about your poem.
Then discuss the merits of the poem you read.
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Traditionally, English poetry has had a pattern
of rhythm based on accented and unaccented syl-
lables. There are four kinds of poetic feet: 1. the
iamb (da DAH, as in awake); 2. the trochee
(DAH da, as in Bible); 3. the anapest (da da
DAH, as in evermore); and 4. the dactyl (DAH da
da, as in wonderful).
In metered poetry the poet chooses a particular

poetic foot that establishes the rhythm pattern of
the poem. Each line then has a set amount of feet;
the number determines the meter—two feet
(dimeter), three feet (trimeter), four feet (tetrame-
ter), five feet (pentameter).
A poet chooses the combination of foot and

meter that best suits his purpose. One of the most
common meter-foot combinations (usually
referred to as the metrical pattern or just the
meter) in English poetry is iambic pentameter.
Most of Shakespeare’s sonnets and parts of his
plays, for example, were written in iambic pen-
tameter. 
Poets also have used rhyme to create design.

God Is Love
God is love, His mercy brightens a
All the path in which we move; b
Bliss He forms, and woe He lightens; a
God is light, and God is love. b

– J. Allen

In these four lines the first and third lines
rhyme, and the second and fourth lines rhyme.
The letters to the right of each line show the
rhyme scheme: abab.
Notice at the close of the first and third lines

that both the accented and the unaccented sylla-
bles rhyme. This is called feminine rhyme.
When only the final syllables rhyme (as in the sec-
ond and fourth line), the rhyme is called mascu-
line.
Look at the masculine rhyme in lines 2 and

4. The words are move and love. The spelling of
these words indicates a rhyme, but the actual
sound of the two words differs slightly. This is
called slant rhyme, or imperfect rhyme. 
What is the meter in the poem “God Is Love”?

Each line begins with an accented syllable fol-
lowed by one unaccented syllable. This is trochaic
rhythm (DAH da). (The last unaccented syllable is
missing in lines 2 and 4.) There are four feet in

each line, so the meter is trochaic tetrameter.
Rhythm and rhyme have contributed much to

the cadence of English poetry. Accomplished poets,
however, believe rhythm and rhyme should be
used only as support to the sense of cadence
rather than as the primary factor in cadence.
They will purposely break the rhythm in places
because too much rhythm and rhyme make the
poem sound like a nursery rhyme. Poets who
write serious poetry generally do not want the
effect of lighthearted chant.
Some poems follow a design that structures the

entire poem. A sonnet, for example, is a fourteen-
line poem written in iambic pentameter. Different
kinds of sonnets have different kinds of rhyme
schemes. A limerick is a five-line fun poem with a
rhyme scheme a a b b a. Lines 1, 2, and 5 are
anapestic trimeter; lines 3 and 4 are anapestic
dimeter. Usually limericks are classified as light
verse rather than poetry, but some limericks are
more serious in their humor than others. 
While we are discussing meter, here’s a limer-

ick that may help us:

A decrepit old gasman named Peter,
While hunting around his gas heater,

Touched a leak with his light;
He rose out of sight—

And, as everyone who knows anything about poetry
can tell you, he also ruined the meter.

– Anonymous

The humor of this limerick, of course, rests in
the double meaning of the word meter.

Lesson 2



Answer these questions.

1. What is a hallelujah psalm?                                                                                                            

2. What design is found in Psalm 150?                                                                                                   

3. In Hebrew poetry, where is the rhythm?                                                                                  

4. What was the metrical pattern of Shakespeare’s sonnets?                                                            

5. How many lines does a sonnet have?           

6. How many lines does a limerick have?            

7. What is the rhyme scheme of a limerick?                              

8. Why do poets sometimes purposely break the rhythm of metered poetry?                                   

Complete these activities.

9. List the four poetic feet.

                                                                                                                            

                                                                                                                            

10. List four meters.

                                                                                                                            

                                                                                                                            

11. Name one of the most common metrical patterns in English poetry.

                                                                  

Define these terms.

12. feminine rhyme:                                                                                                                             

13. masculine rhyme:                                                                                                                          

14. slant rhyme:                                                                                                                                   

Study this poem and answer the questions.

The Eagle
He clasps the crag with crooked hands; The wrinkled sea beneath him crawls;
Close to the sun in distant lands, He watches from his mountain walls,
Ring’d with the azure world, he stands. And like a thunderbolt he falls.

– Alfred, Lord Tennyson

15. What is the metrical pattern used in this poem? (foot and meter)                                                  

16. What is the rhyme scheme?                                              
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17. In which line do you find alliteration?                          

18. What simile is used in this poem? 

19. In which line is personification used?                        

Write a limerick. You may use the opening line given 
or write one of your own.

There once was an ant on a hill . . .       

20.                                                                                                                                               

LOOKING BACK . . .

Match the terms from the list with their definitions.

alliteration   metaphor   onomatopoeia   cadence   assonance   paradox   personification   simile

21.                                  the rhythmic, musical sound of poetry

22.                                  a comparison saying something is something else

23.                                  words that sound like their meaning

24.                                  giving human qualities to nonhuman things

25.                                  a comparison using like or as

26.                                  a seeming contradiction

27.                                  the repetition of vowel sounds

28.                                  the repetition of initial consonant sounds

What is poetry? Complete the descriptions.

29. Poetry is an                                  .

30. Poetry is                                  in its expression.

31. Poetry has                                  .

7

Lesson 2

��



Answer these questions.

1. What is the title of the poem?                                                                                                            

2. Where does the title appear?                                                                                                         

3. Where is the period in this poem?                                                                                                         

4. What punctuation appears in the last line?                                                                               

5. In what direction does fire move?                                                                                                     

6. Does the poem read better if read from bottom to top?                                                                  

7. How does the shape of the poem contribute to its meaning?                                                               

8. What are the colors mentioned in this poem?                                                                                
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Free Verse

Lesson 3

Until the twentieth century, most serious poets
in America wrote metered poetry. In the nine-
teenth century, however, some poets began to
break away from traditional form. Walt Whitman,
for example, wrote poetry that disregarded line
length and meter. Whitman was not accepted or
recognized in literary circles until later when
more poets began breaking tradition.
Poetry that does not follow a set meter is called

free verse. In writing free verse, the poet tries to
allow the poem to give itself form rather than
forcing the poem to fit a predetermined form.
This sounds simpler, and for most writers, free

verse is easier to write than metered poetry. Right
there, however, is a subtle danger. In writing free
verse, the poet is tempted to write down his
thoughts as they come and believe they are auto-
matically in their best form. Thus, “free” easily
becomes undisciplined and thereby cheap.
With its break from conventional rhythm and

rhyme, free verse is also more quick to break from
other traditions—grammar, punctuation, spelling,
spacing, etc. The motivation to “do as you please”
no doubt has produced much of the free verse in
our century. But many writers have learned the
hard way that free verse cannot be free in the
undisciplined sense or it produces chaos, not art.
True art is the product of discipline.
One especially important discipline in writing

free verse is line length. Metered poetry lays out

line length like neat city blocks—every four or
every five feet, whatever the meter designates.
With free verse, the length of the line is up to the
writer, and the writer had better have a good
sense of where to put the stop signs.
Another important discipline in writing free

verse is an element of poetry we studied earlier—
cadence. Poetry is a language of imagery and
rhythm. And although free verse does not have
regular meter, it must have cadence—the come
and go of sound and thought, a musical heartbeat
in its words and lines that sets it apart as poetry.

And shimmering up in quivering waves of heat.
In yellow golden white hot hungry tongues

Flaming up and flickering apart
In solid orange-red sheets
And shooting upward

Turning
Turning evil red
Black-hot char

On a warm gray bed,
Fire

– John Coblentz

To appreciate this free verse, read it several
times. Ask yourself what you observe. The ques-
tions that follow will help you, but don’t rush to
them until you have given yourself the challenge
and pleasure of discovering as much as you can
about the poem’s meaning and construction 
yourself.
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Answer these questions.

11. What poet began writing free verse in the nineteenth century?                                                     

12. What is the poetic danger in writing free verse?                                                                                               

13. In what six ways does free verse break from the traditions of metered poetry?

                                                                                                                                          

                                                                                                                                          

                                                                                                                                         

14. What two disciplines are particularly important in writing free verse?

                                                                                                                                          

15. What is pattern poetry?                                                                                                                   

16. Why is free verse seldom memorized?                                                                                           

17. Which statement is more correct?            

a. Another name for free verse is pattern poetry.

b. Pattern poetry is one kind of free verse.

LOOKING BACK . . .

Identify the poetic feet. 

¬
(( (( ((        

¬18. a.                               tractor c.                               on the floor
((    

¬ ¬
((((

b.                               along d.                               glorify

Identify the meters.

19. a.                               five feet c.                               two feet

b.                               three feet d.                               four feet

9. How do the colors in the poem correspond to the shape of the poem?                                          

10. What metaphor is found in the second line?                                                                                   

This kind of free verse is called pattern poetry.
The written shape of the poem corresponds to the
subject. Not all free verse is pattern poetry, but
pattern poetry is a form of free verse that can be
enjoyable both to read and to write.
Free verse has entrenched itself in modern

poetry so securely that it is not likely to soon go
away. Its preservation depends largely on books,
however; for although free verse is popular, its
lack of meter and rhyme makes it more difficult to
memorize than the excellent metered poetry of
the past.

Lesson 3



Complete the sentences.

20. The arrangement of rhymes in a poem is called the                                                           .

21. In                             rhyme, both the accented and unaccented syllables rhyme.

22. In                              rhyme, only the final syllable rhymes.

23.                           rhyme is when two words look like they should rhyme but do not.

24. A fourteen-line poem written in iambic pentameter is a                               .

25. A five-line anapestic poem with a rhyme scheme of aabba is a                               .

26. A hallelujah psalm begins and ends with “                                                                   .”

27.                           poetry has regular rhyme and rhythm;                                   poetry is a 

form of                           verse, which breaks from conventional rhyme and rhythm.

28. One of the most common meter/foot patterns in English is                                         .
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Review and Quiz 1

Lesson 4

Prepare for Quiz 1 by following this checklist:

� Make sure you know the Words to Know.
� Review the Looking Back sections.
� Review the exercises you did in Lesson 3.

Tell your teacher when you are ready to take the quiz.


