FOREWORD
OUT of the seeming chaos of conflicting opinion that has
enveloped the study of English prosody, order at last begins to evolve itself. The deplorable lack of agreement
among prosodists as to the very fundamentals of their
science has led the sceptically inclined to a not unjustifiable
questioning with regard to the propriety of dignifying as
science the mass of writing concerned with phenomena
about the nature of which so great an amount of uncertainty has prevailed and still prevails. That, through a
long period of years and with ever increasing earnestness
and skill, a large number of scholars have kept untiringly
at work upon the solution of prosodic problems, is of itself
occasion for encouragement and for congratulation, not for
discouragement. The most remarkable aspect of the situation, when one considers the rather crude methods of investigation that have until comparatively recently been
the only ones possible, is that from so marked a disparity
of opinion as has prevailed an astonishingly large amount
of truth has been brought to light. Almost every one who
has approached the subject in a spirit of conscientiousness,
and not of mere slavish imitation, has been able to contribute something of value to the gradually increasing quota
of knowledge, even though in many instances his contribution has seemed to be at variance with the precepts of
all established schools.
The chief difficulty has lain in the unusual breadth of
the field. Too frequently each writer has fixed his attenV
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tion exclusively upon those particular acres which could
be seen from his own little rise. Where the range of vision
has been sufficiently broad to include the areas covered by
other inquirers, they have formed themselves into a school
and have taken up the cudgel against all who did not see
as they saw. This type of partizanship has led to great
activity; but it has not always made for open-mindedness.
Often it has been the means of obscuring more truth than
it has revealed. The time has now come when quite a
number of prosodists are prepared to see that the light
does not rest exclusively within the keeping of any individual or of any one group. Facts can be brought together,
sometimes from the most unpromising sources, and their
correlation so established as to effect a synthesis that does
not involve a compromise. This can be accomplished
more readily by a qualitative than by a quantitative
method of procedure, — not so much by a tabulation of
data as by a judicious weighing of the facts already at hand.
"The use of prosody," says Professor J. B. Mayor,1 "is
to supply a technical language by which to describe each
specimen of verse brought before us, to distinguish the
different kinds of verse, and to establish a type of each,
with reference to which existing varieties may be compared,
and finally to state the laws of composition which have
been observed by those whom the world recognizes as
poets. Then from this we may draw practical rules of
art for the use of the poet or the reader." Fortunately,
the poets before beginning to write have never waited for
the prosodists to formulate the rules of poetic art. Guided
by the verse of their predecessors and by their own good
taste, they have written. It has remained for the prosodist to reformulate his rules time and time again in order
that they might meet the demands of an ever broadening
1

Transactions of the Philological Society, 1873-4, p. 624.
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conception of art. Where the rules have not been sufficiently elastic, the rules, and not the verse, have had to go
by the board. The function of the prosodist is to describe
and to interpret, — not to make rules, but to say what
rules the poets seem to have followed. As critic he can
praise or condemn, — not, however, on the ground of precedent, but upon the more comprehensive basis of whether
or not a given production follows the natural and artistic
trend of its genus.
"In a subject like prosody," Professor Mayor continues,
"there is danger of confused treatment, arising from its
connection with history on the one hand and aesthetics on
the other. There are thus three views which may be taken
of it: [first,3 . . . the purely scientific, or logical; secondly,
the historical, which brings in the succession of time, and
traces the growth of one form out of another; thirdly, the
aesthetic, or subjective, which adds criticism to statement
of fact, and points out beauties and defects in the various
metres, or in the manner in which they have been handled.
It is of great importance that the first view should be kept
clear of the other two, that an antiquarian yoke, for instance, should not be laid upon the readers and the writers
of the present, and their verses be denied to be metrical
at all, or else twisted and mangled to suit the usage of five
centuries ago; just as the modern sentence might be condemned as ungrammatical because it could not be explained
on antiquarian views of syntax."
In my attempt to avoid most effectively the pitfalls into
which so many prosodists have stumbled, I must say at
once, that, although I consider both the historical and
the aesthetic methods of the highest importance and of
indispensable value in establishing a comprehensive view
of the subject, and that, although I shall use them wherever they can make plainer the path I have chosen, never-
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theless, it is the purely scientific, or logical, method I
purpose to follow, (1) because it offers the most satisfactory
solution of a large number of existing problems; (2) because, in consequence of recent investigations by psychologists and physicists, much invaluable material is for the
first time available, which must be interpreted upon some
broad, general principle before it can influence our conception of the poetic principle; (3) because, through the
application of the results of these experiments to prosodie
problems, quite a number of questions which until now have
been in abeyance can at last be answered definitely and,
I hope, finally; (4) because, unless certain facts are placed
before them at this time, the workers in the fields of historical and aesthetic prosody may find themselves in need
of knowledge, a lack of which may occasion them considerable delay in solving their own particular problems.
I do not pretend to present any fact hitherto unknown.
Whatever value this contribution may have, rests, I believe, in the bringing together of a large body of material
until now undigested. Many of the propositions herein
set forth are the result of independent conclusions reached
at a time when there was only my own judgment to support them. Since experimental psychology has now given
validity to these opinions, I do not hesitate to present them
as facts and to add in their support the weight of such other
authority as I have been able to collect.
I regret that it is impossible for me to publish at this
time a complete bibliography of the enormous number of
books, pamphlets, and magazine articles relating to the
prosodie problem. Such a bibliography would be a volume
in itself. I am glad, however, to be able to append to this
dissertation a few works containing full, though not complete, references to the important contributions to the subject. If the drudgery of others whose interest shall tempt

Unauthenticated
Download Date | 11/18/19 12:16 PM

FOREWORD

ix

them to rework the ground I have covered can thus be
lightened in any wise so as to give them more time for
constructive thought upon vital issues, I feel that they,
too, will recognize the debt of gratitude due the compilers
of these bibliographies.
CARY F. JACOB
UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA,

June 1, 1917
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