
 
Linguistics 103 
Language Structure and Verbal Art 
Practice Problems: Identifying and Analyzing Different Meters 
 
Examine the six poems given to you on the following pages.  
Then answer questions a-d: 
a.  For each poem, decide if the meter is strict iambic, strict trochaic, strict anapestic or 

loose iambic.   
b.  Provide grids for any two lines in each poem to demonstrate your analysis.  
c.  Determine the number of feet per line and if there is a recurring pattern of foot 

counts.  
d.  Show why the meter you have chosen is superior to an alternative choice. (In the case 

of trochaic meters there may be no real argument against a strict iambic 
interpretation.)  



How pleasant to know Mr. Lear 
 
How pleasant to know Mr. Lear!  
      Who has written such volumes of stuff!  
Some think him ill-tempered and queer,  
      But a few think him pleasant enough.  
 
His mind is concrete and fastidious,  
      His nose is remarkably big;  
His visage is more or less hideous,  
      His beard it resembles a wig.  
 
He has ears, and two eyes, and ten fingers,  
      Leastways if you reckon two thumbs;  
Long ago he was one of the singers,  
      But now he is one of the dumbs.  
 
He sits in a beautiful parlour,  
      With hundreds of books on the wall;  
He drinks a great deal of Marsala,  
      But never gets tipsy at all.  
 
He has many friends, lay men and clerical; 
      Old Foss is the name of his cat;  
His body is perfectly spherical,  
      He weareth a runcible hat.  
 
When he walks in a waterproof white,  
      The children run after him so!  
Calling out, “He's gone out in his night-  
      Gown, that crazy old Englishman, oh!”  
 
He weeps by the side of the ocean,  
      He weeps on the top of the hill;  
He purchases pancakes and lotion,  
      And chocolate shrimps from the mill.  
 
He reads but he cannot speak Spanish,  
      He cannot abide ginger-beer:  
Ere the days of his pilgrimage vanish,  
      How pleasant to know Mr. Lear!  
 
  — Edward Lear 
 
 
 



Provide, Provide 
 
The witch that came (the withered hag) 
To wash the steps with pail and rag, 
Was once the beauty Abishag, 
 
The picture pride of Hollywood. 
Too many fall from great and good 
For you to doubt the likelihood. 
 
Die early and avoid the fate. 
Or if predestined to die late, 
Make up your mind to die in state. 
 
Make the whole stock exchange your own! 
If need be occupy a throne, 
Where nobody can call you crone. 
 
Some have relied on what they knew; 
Others on simply being true. 
What worked for them might work for you. 
 
No memory of having starred 
Atones for later disregard, 
Or keeps the end from being hard. 
 
Better to go down dignified 
With boughten friendship at your side 
Than none at all. Provide, provide!  
 
  — Robert Frost  



 
    Sympathy  
 
    I know what the caged bird feels, alas!  
          When the sun is bright on the upland slopes;  
    When the wind stirs soft through the springing grass,  
    And the river flows like a stream of glass;  
            When the first bird sings and the first bud opes,  
    And the faint perfume from its chalice steals —  
    I know what the caged bird feels!  
 
    I know why the caged bird beats his wing  
            Till its blood is red on the cruel bars;  
    For he must fly back to his perch and cling  
    When he fain would be on the bough a-swing;  
            And a pain still throbs in the old, old scars  
    And they pulse again with a keener sting —  
    I know why he beats his wing!  
 
    I know why the caged bird sings, ah me,  
            When his wing is bruised and his bosom sore,—  
    When he beats his bars and he would be free;  
    It is not a carol of joy or glee,  
            But a prayer that he sends from his heart's deep core,  
    But a plea, that upward to Heaven he flings —  
    I know why the caged bird sings!  
 
  — Paul Laurence Dunbar  
 



Ah Sun-flower  
   
Ah Sun-flower! weary of time,  
Who countest the steps of the Sun;  
Seeking after that sweet golden clime  
Where the traveller’s journey is done;  
 
Where the Youth pined away with desire,  
And the pale Virgin shrouded in snow,  
Arise from their graves, and aspire  
Where my Sun-flower wishes to go.  
 
  — William Blake  
 
 
 
 
 
The Maldive Shark 
 
About the Shark, phlegmatical one,  
Pale sot of the Maldive sea,  
The sleek little pilot-fish, azure and slim,  
How alert in attendance be.  
From his saw-pit of mouth, from his charnel of maw,  
They have nothing of harm to dread,  
But liquidly glide on his ghastly flank  
Or before his Gorgonian head;  
Or lurk in the port of serrated teeth  
In white triple tiers of glittering gates,  
And there find a haven when peril’s abroad,  
An asylum in jaws of the Fates!  
 
They are friends; and friendly they guide him to prey,  
Yet never partake of the treat — 
Eyes and brains to the dotard lethargic and dull,  
Pale ravener of horrible meat.  
 
  — Herman Melville  

 



The Owl and the Pussy-Cat  
 
I.  
 
The Owl and the Pussy-Cat went to sea  
    In a beautiful pea-green boat:  
They took some honey, and plenty of money  
    Wrapped up in a five-pound note.  
The Owl looked up to the stars above,  
    And sang to a small guitar,  
“O lovely Pussy, O Pussy, my love,  
    What a beautiful Pussy you are,  
      You are,  
      You are!  
   What a beautiful Pussy you are!”  
 
II.  
 
 Pussy said to the Owl, “You elegant fowl,  
    How charmingly sweet you sing!  
 Oh! let us be married; too long we have tarried:  
    But what shall we do for a ring?”  
 They sailed away, for a year and a day,  
    To the land where the bong-tree grows;  
 And there in a wood a Piggy-wig stood,  
    With a ring at the end of his nose,  
       His nose,  
       His nose,  
     With a ring at the end of his nose.  
 
III.  
 
“Dear Pig, are you willing to sell for one shilling  
    Your ring?” Said the Piggy, “I will.”  
So they took it away, and were married next day  
    By the Turkey who lives on the hill.  
They dined on mince and slices of quince,  
    Which they ate with a runcible spoon;  
And hand in hand, on the edge of the sand,  
    They danced by the light of the moon,  
      The moon,  
      The moon,  
    They danced by the light of the moon.  
 
  — Edward Lear 


