“Traditional and Theatrical Scansion (Drdft)
Ina Centaur

Scansionis a systematic method of reading poetry as iéshmusic, i.e., you're looking at its structure to
figure out its rhythm (and dynamics) and hovstandit. Theatrical scansiofis the art of divining
meaning based on a mix of scansion and interpoet&i figure out the best way piay it.

Traditional Scansion

Before we move onto theatrical scansion, I'm gdimgive a brief review afraditional scansionDon’t
let the vocabulary weigh you down; they'll beconaumal to you shortly. Traditional scansion is utef
for analyzing both poetry and prose. It puts yghtiat the foundational level of languagtie-way
language controls the soundBhat’s a rather intimate place to be with languatis a good place to
discover things. It also helps you find the besy tearead something out loud.

Preliminaries

The first thing you do in scansion is to count tlaenber of syllables. (Though, there’s a chance you
might change your count after interpretation, arying to make a line have the same number of
syllables as other lines. More on that in latetiees.)

Counting the Syllables

How do you count the syllables, well, the sentéthet's begin with meter,” has six syllables. Sylle®
are not to be confused with words, since some woagte multiple syllables. | guess you can say each
that each syllable corresponds with a different emsent of your lips. Using our music analogy, thirfik
each syllable as a “note of sound.” Similar to geraf music, which can be held out long ilegatoor
short and bouncy istaccatg you can stress (or emphasize) each syllabler€liffyy to create variation in
tempo.

Single Word Examples
1. The word “Car” has one syllable. The word “wordé@hasonesyllable.
2. The word “ambidextrous” pronounced “am-bee-dex4tdasfour syllables.
3. The word “supercalifragilistic” pronounced “su-pati-fra-gi-lis-tic” haseight syllables.
e Try counting the number of syllables in this onedvo
“supercalifragilistixpialidocious”

Line Examples
1. “The center cannot hold,” has syllables. Similarly, Caeser’'s famou¥,eni, vidi, vicj” is also
six syllables.
2. “Of many moons, and infinite stars,” haise syllables.
3. “To be, or not to be, that is the question,” adiubaselevensyllables. Similarly, the next few
lines in those famous existential words by Hamled Aaveelevensyllables, “Whether ‘tis nobler
in the mind to suffer / The slings and arrows dfageous fortune.”

Feet — The Grouping of Syllables and the Fundamenit&nit of Rhythm

A feet is a division of stresses, typically jusbter three syllables, although, | believe the harelc
linguists have also coined up terms for four, fisig, (and more) syllable feet! (In the music anglog
they’re measure marks—although, poetry is a It fesmal.)
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Words can have syllables stressed or unstresseiNMzold the syllable of a word marked to be
stressed, and put a separating / between feetirBintroducing the names of different feet, welwge
“da” for unstressed andUM” for stressed. They're general, and you can doctap them out or beat
them out on a snare drum.

Names for Some Common Feet

An easy way to remember the common feet is to rdmeemhat there are only two common rising feet:
theiambicand theanapest There are two “monotone” beats, fharhic (think pyrrhic victory—nothing
to be proud of, so da da) and sppndedwhich sounds excited and totaljyM DUMY).

* lambic daDUM

o Example: Tde/ or not / tobe
e Trochaic DUM da

0 Example:Lambda
e Pyrrhic: da da

o Example: Lala
 SpondeeDUM DUM

* Anapestda daDUM

Dactyl DUM da da

Names for All Variations of 3-Syllable Feet
We've mentioned the anapest and dactyl above.tBerte are other ways to combine stresses in three-
syllable feet. Here is the full list of all 8 vatians:
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e Tribach da da da

* Anapestda dabUM

e Amphibrach daDUM da

* BacchiusdaDUM DUM

e Dactyl DUM da da

e Amphimacer Cret: DUM daDUM
e AntibacchiusDUM DUM da

* MolossusDUM DUM DUM

Reading
The music analogy of feet is rhythm and/or dynamtesi can read a line of poetry in a monotone, but
still maintain stresses. You can also choose tchasipe your stresses with dynamics.
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Meter — A Measure of Feet Per Line

Now, let’'s go ontameter, which is basically justounting the feet per linenddivining the mode number
of meter type in a stanzéNote, for some words, there may be some intéygrambiguity in
determining its syllable count, which might charige meter.)

Names for feets per line
The formal names for meters consist of numericafixes that count the number of feet per line. Heee

some common ones:
Monometer: One feet per line.

Example:

Caeser’s famous “l came / | saw / | conqueredtisi@ly an (iambic) monometer if you versify
it:

Vini,

Vidi,

Vici

Dimeter: Two feet per line.
Note:Notto be confused with diameter and circles.

Example

This is a subjective example, as it can be analizether meters. I've chosen to analyze it in
terms of dimeter, since it brings out a sort of pgo-round “ring-around” stress. Hear it as you
try reading it (try saying the bold syllables loud)

Ring around / therosy
Podketsfull / of posies
Ashesashes / wall fall down.

Trimeter: Three feet per line
Tetrameter: Four feet per line
Pentameter: Five feet per line
lambic pentameter a.k.a. blank verse
Hexameter: Six feet per line
a.k.a. the Alexandrine meter
Dactyl hexameter is often used in Latin poetry

Uniformity in meter?
You've probably heard of iambic pentameter, espgaidth regards to Shakespeare. A typical starfza o
verse has variations in meter, so a passage o refShakespeare might not be uniformly in pentamet
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but as long as most lines are in pentameter, wa thb entire thing as pentameter. (These variaizoa
often used as a “spoken beat,” that is, an empbdsechange in flow.” We'll discuss this in the next
section.)

Theatrical Scansion
Theatrical scansioruses the basics you've learned from traditionahson, but is more liberal in that
you're allowed to interpret and “re-stress” wor@séd on your interpreted reading.

Interpretation

Let’s begin with the most dramatic example. Letswgth King Lear’s “Never, never, never, never,
never”. Voicing the line in iambs would sound mocgrect to English-speaking people, but what if you
have a French Lear, who says it likeDvddV ?

lambic pentameteNEver, NEver, NEver, NEver, NEver.
Trochaic pentameteneVER, neVER, neVER, neVER, neVER.
Mix: NEver, n&/ER, NEver, n&/ER, NEver.

As you can see, you've added depth (albeit notbnagd!) to the character just by changing the ersigha
(A French Lear would certainly be different thanEanglish Lear! A mix of the two, might create atsafr
crazy split personality in Lear.)

Typically, though, interpretation imuchmore subtle. For example, you can read this liomTwelfth
Night Act 1, Scene 5 as a mix of different feet or pusries of spondees.

Mix: “I see/ whatyou /are:you/ aretoo proud.”
Spondees:|“see/ what you / are: you / are too proud.”

Try it out; they sound rather different. The fisstunds very rhythmic and regular, with a bacchius
emphasis on “too proud.” The spondee sounds stitedoroken, very staccato. Now, try applying
emotion to each. Just as how in the previous Leamele, the French trochaic variation can only sboun
comic in English, the spondee version would soundenexasperated or even constipated. In contést, th
is what Viola says to Olivia after she had (ratiweogantly) inventoried herself, after Viola had
eloquently tried asking her to leave a copy oftheauty (an heir). In more colloquial English, Viola
might have said,You... you... are too proudrhus, the first line seems a better fitnmelding meaning
with the stresses

“Missing Syllables” to Mark Time

With poetry plays, the syllable counts often hedoi yime the speech of characters. They're kindkef |
clockwork between characters. Character one’s spigsaround 4/10 of a circle, and character two’s
cogs take it the rest of the way, the other 6/18 oifcle. Sometimes, they're clearly marked wjtaang,
as in this example:
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In Act 1, Scene 5 ofwelfth Nightwhen Olivia falls in love with Viola (after Violhas told
Olivia how she'd love her in her “master’s flameQlivia follows “the fate of the syllables,” and
says her first line immediately to finish the 1Qinbof Viola's finishing line.

Viola: But you should pity me.
Olivia: You migid much.

Often, there’s ambiguity. For example, Olivia’'s hme is six syllables, “What is your parentage?”
Viola's next line is a perfect 10-syllable pentaereOlivia’s line can be said with either a spaetbe or
a space after. If Olivia waits the pace of 4 sydlabshe could be interpreted as if she’s gathdrang
thoughts from having fallen in love with Viola ihd previous line. Or, she could be in silence while
finding reason for rejecting her love by asking fugrher parentage. (Or another reason to affirm he
love.) If she says it immediately, it could be fashie’s trying to hide the transparency of her lovehat
previous line. This would give some space afterawdod Viola to gather her thoughts for her nexejin
which she has to say carefully to not reveal tlgttzat she’s actually a girl (and not from arotnede!).

Eleven or more syllables in a Pentameter?

When there are (or can interpreted to be) more titresyllables in a line, those lines can either be
contracted down or used to emphasize a dramatiaingeathey're often the black sheep in entire
passages full of perfect 10-syllable pentameter.

Contracting Down
In Act 1, Scene 1 ofwelfth Night Orsino gives his famous “music be the food oklospeech.
One line there is often contracted down, with ‘Spiead as one syllable, “Oh Spirit of Love,
how quick and fresh art thou.”

Non-Ten Syllable Pentameters as “Spoken Beats”

Hamlet's famous existential speech is actually etesyllables: “To be or not to be, that is the
guest(ion).” (However, | have also heard it beiageéd into a ten-syllable line, “To be or not tq that is
the que’ion.”Thatsounded weird!) The extra syllable is classifiscgkdher anasculineending if it's
stressed or feminineending if it's unstressed. Feminine endings aeapfor questions, as they make
you sound naturally uncertain. Masculine endingsgarod for commands or clear-cut changes. The
eleventh (or twelfth or higher) syllable in a pantder is also the world’'s most elegant soapbox-hd t
the way you formulate your line to express thatefth syllable can serve to express something
emotional, and a change your character’s speeghassage. The extra syllable can be seen as a fspoke
beat,” though you might not pause, but there’s gbrmdramatic effect that can be conveyed (usaally
change).

Caesura
We'll end with the caesura, which is a break inriiddle of a line of poetry. This is usually markeith
a period, exclamation mark, or semicolon. As inyho



