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You’re a Poet and You Don’t Know It.  Seriously.  

Rhyme, Rime, and Rhymez Galore

Cullen P. Wade

There are a handful of scenes that virtually anyone can recognize from his or her childhood.  A lucky few quips, catchphrases and observations, through cultural dissemination, manage to burrow themselves a curious niche in the common consciousness.  These trivial old chestnuts can span generations, uniting disparate geographical, ethnic and age groups in a scattershot constellation of universally recognizable moments.  

One of these can occur anytime, anywhere: whenever someone, by happy accident of language, constructs a sentence or two that sports a spontaneous, unintentional rhyme—let’s say, “I was on my way to work, and I got rear-ended by some jerk.”  If he is being attentive, the listener will invariably respond, “You’re a poet and you don’t know it.”

I’ll admit, the little comment is as flippant as it is common, but it reveals a few interesting things about most people’s instinctive assumptions regarding poetry.  First, that meter, prosody, lineation, and all other elements of form are unessential—what makes one a poet is his ability to string two like-sounding words together with some impression of sense between them.  A piece of writing may embody no elements of poetry other than rhyme, but upon hearing it read aloud, the average person will identify it as a poem.  More subtly, the quip reveals an important criterion of rhyme in poetry: that it seem effortless.  Unrehearsed.  This seemingly simple issue becomes more complicated in light of the fact that, though each generation of poets has evolved its own standards for what this kind of effortlessness entails, the basic blueprint was drawn in seventeenth-century England.

One very modern genre with a significantly different perspective on the use of rhyme is the area of Hiphop lyricism, which on the academic map is still at an ample remove from conventional poetry.  In a previous paper (“Multi-Syllabic Rhyme in Hiphop and Poetry”), I concluded that poetry and Hiphop are, for now, irreconcilable on the issue of multi-syllabic rhyme.  But the problem goes deeper than rappers’ gleeful use of “Nashers”: it is the brash braggadocio of Hiphop that jubilantly calls attention to the rhymes in rap lyrics—the last thing any rapper wants is for his rhymes to appear accidental.  It is this central difference, along with Hiphop’s overall slash-and-burn approach to cultural norms—which I explained in the other paper—that drive a wedge between the orientation and values of the two genres.  Though it features rhyme, rhythm and line breaks, Hiphop lyricism proves itself nearer in spirit to satire than conventional poetry.  Yet as a student of both, I cannot help but feel betrayed by poetry academia’s recent cold shoulder towards rhyme.  I join George Szirtes in being weary of those who claim that “Rhyme, form, and all other such devices are agents of closure, and closure is the mark of repressive, authoritarian societies.”
  Though I have acquired the single-malt taste for free verse, it can still feel empty for lack of exciting rhymes.  It’s the rap fiend in me coming out.  But before looking more closely at the Hiphop issues, it is important to understand the historical precedents for and attitudes toward the allure of like sounds in English-language poetry.  

The origin of the word “rhyme” is obscure.  Its immediate antecedent is the Old French rime, which carried the same meaning it does today, but also served as a synonym for verse.
  Beyond that, the word might as well have been plucked in flawless form from the firmament, or sprung full-grown from Zeus’ forehead armed with sword and shield.  

The favorite theory of yesteryear was a branch line from the Latin rhythmus, rhythm.  Other than convenience, there is meager support for this claim, as is the case for current suspicions of a Germanic source meaning “number,” which comes from the same Greek root as “arithmetic,” plus or minus a few detours.
  Even from a lay-person’s non-semantic point of view, the idea that “rhyme” should have its roots in counting and math simply does not ring true.  

Whether the word’s origins are overgrown by the vines of eons or it simply dropped out of the sky is an open question, but the latter scenario seems somehow appropriate—somehow fulfilling.  After all, one would imagine that, at the first utterance of the first rhyme in the world’s first language, the listener would—had he the words to do so—have responded, “You’re a poet and you don’t know it.”  

During the seventeenth century, rime was still a synonym for poetry as well as denoting like-sounding words.  In both capacities, it was often given the full formal treatment with an uppercase R, a reflection of its unearthly aspect.  It was even upheld as an entity in monographs by impassioned poets like Samuel Daniel, who wrote A Defence of Rime in 1603.  

English rhime became a verb in 1660, just as Milton was beginning Paradise Lost, now famous for refusing to rhyme.  Note the added h—poetry, like most children, can be charming and frustrating at once.  How slowly can things move?  The Chambers Dictionary of Etymology, as of 2003, lists the spelling rime as having been “generally displaced” by rhyme, but stops short of suggesting out-and-out obsolescence.
  The spelling change reflects the aforementioned false etymology related to “rhythm,” which in retrospect is attractive enough to seem inevitable.  The two concepts have so strong an association that a linguistic connection feels practically syllogistic.  It is a testament to the splendor of language that the two words should sound so alike yet be unrelated.  That “rhyme” and “rhythm” are themselves an askew yet irresistible slant rhyme illuminates the oldest tenet of Rime: that pure rhyme is a resonant accord between sound and meaning.

Ancient poets, like Homer and Virgil, did not rhyme.  The non-rhymed epic tradition was well-entrenched in England until the fourteenth century and Geoffrey Chaucer, the land’s first great poet, who adhered in tone and subject matter more closely to primal folk traditions than to the staid formality of his classical education.  Thus the rhymed couplets of his Canterbury Tales, which recall the times before written language when rhymes served as mental hooks, constantly propelling the story forward and reminding its teller of the next line.  This is a tradition that would continue even up to the hobo songs of early 20th-century America.  

In deference to Chaucer, Rime’s sixteenth-century defenders promoted the “symphonie” of the old Anglo-Saxon mono-syllables as the soul of rhyme.
  But beyond the aforementioned holdover from oral storytelling, poets were beginning to evolve a deeper understanding of what gave rhyme its power.  The best-prized rhymes were what Hugh Kenner later called “‘normal’ rhymes, these rhymes that seem to persuade us that they inhere in the workings of the normal mind. They are usually monosyllabic, and their meanings are in traditional accord.”
  Some of the more obvious “normal” rhymes include high/sky, down/ground, breath/death—those overused Tin Pan Alley rhymes, or as Anne Ferry says, words that agree “in sound, in syllabic structure, in metrical accent, and in closeness of lexical meaning.”
  Ferry sums up the rhyming concerns of sixteenth-century poets as a “focused interest . . . in bonding like-sounding words by harmony among their various features, to create verses that might be perceived as reflecting the divinely given orders of nature and language.”

Some parallels are now becoming clear between these seasoned ideas and the aforementioned overarching aesthetic of rhyme in poetry: to seem effortless.  Without a doubt, those sixteenth-century poets saw their efforts as fulfilling this criterion—they took pains that their rhymes might seem ordained by God.  Such is the model that poets follow to this day, allowing of course for a more secular linguistics.  Where rhyme is concerned, what followed those powdered-wig debates is little more than refinement.  The die was cast in the seventeenth century.  Even modern rhymes like Ferry’s favorite example, love/of, which break the rules of denotative or connotative accord, still value the quality of unforced ease that appealed to the old masters.  There is a lurking dishonesty in all this, as Hugh Kenner points out: 

Rhyme on any scale . . . is sure to be a pencil-and-paper exercise. There will be lists of possible rhymes to use; there will be strike-outs and second thoughts; blanks will be filled in later, parts will get rearranged, and the poet who understands his job will not leave off till the product of all this contrivance looks as though it could not conceivably have been otherwise, perhaps even as though it might have been spontaneous.
  

It is this kind of illusory transparency, at least in its conventional form, which Hiphop challenges.

The first object of Hiphop lyricism was to encourage crowds gathered at DJ parties to dance.  The MC, or rapper, began as a humble servant to his DJ, acting as a go-between for the focused DJ and raucous crowd.  But Hiphop was founded on a spirit of competition: so delinquent youth could channel their aggression into non-violent contests like graffiti wars and DJ or breakdancing battles.  So it was inevitable that MCing (rapping) would eventually become a competitive sport.  When this occurred, the primary object of any MC’s lyrics was to convince the crowd how skilled a rhymer he was—and by contrast how feeble his opponent.  It is considered very bad form for a poet to call attention to his skills—to pull the reader out of the poem by crying, “Look at me!”  In Hiphop, it is par for the course.  

It was the relentless competition for the freshest verse that, in part, fuelled MCs towards constructing rhymes ever more unconventional, improbable, and left-field-proceeding.  This ever-demanding climate paved the way for rappers like Mos Def to concoct sometimes-shocking rhyme pairs:


Official b-boy gentleman, long-term, never the interim

Born inside the winter wind, day after December 10

These simpletons, they’re mentionin’ the synonym for feminine

Sweeter than some cinnamon on Danish rings by Entenmann

Rush up on adrenaline, they get their asses sent to them.







--from Black Star’s “RE:DEFinition”

Often, MC duels were pitched battles, and improvised—the combatants rhyming “off the top of the head” in what came to be known as freestyle.  For poetry’s attitude on this, I defer to the perceptive Kenner: “Improvised rhymes are almost sure to be trivial,” he writes, “because the part of the mind that runs ahead will be too preoccupied with foreseeing rhyme-words to concern itself much with the shape of what is being said.”
  That, any loyal Hiphop fan would say, is precisely the point.  What greater demonstration is there of one’s facility with language than the ability to produce spontaneous, precisely-rhymed poetry, in rhythm, that maintains a coherent message or theme (usually self-aggrandizing)?  Poetry values illusory spontaneity, Hiphop values real spontaneity.  From this, we can extract Hiphop’s overall attitude about rhyme, freestyled or written: rhyme is any Hiphop lyric’s raison d’etre.  Here it is amusing and important to note that, just as seventeenth-century poets saw Rime as an entity, rappers often refer to their craft—which includes content, delivery, vocal tone, rhythm, breath control, dynamics, not to mention that spectral muse called flow—simply as “rhymin’.”  Hiphop proceeds outward from the rhyme, rather than inward toward it.  As Kenner said, the brain reaches ahead for the rhyme words and builds the content around them.  The appeal of rap is the MC’s ability to integrate such incongruous elements as ostentatiously rhymed speech and content meant to be taken seriously.

One of the tragedies of mass media’s love affair with Hiphop is that the phrase “keep it real,” once a meaningful affirmation, has been bled white and thrust into the vernacular of any American who owns a television.  Hiphop has always demanded that its artists and followers be true to their roots and persons, and present an honest depiction of reality, warts and all.  Given this supreme value, it’s no surprise that Hiphop rejects poetry’s notion of behind-the-scenes toil toward the illusion of spontaneity.  “Why pretend?” Hiphop says.  “If you’ve got it, flaunt it.”  The average rapper wants his audience to think about all the time and elbow grease he put into his rhymes, or, if he’s freestyling, about how clever he is.  Poets fear that showy technique will distract the reader from the essence of the poem; rappers feel that it is part of that essence.  Of course, Hiphop has never been strictly realistic: the genre thrives on exaggeration, and its multi-syllabic rhymes may be seen as grotesque distortions of “normal” rhymes—like deformed pearls.

Of multi-syllabic rhymes, a staple of Hiphop seldom employed in poetry, Lawrence Schimel writes: “Rhyming three or more syllables always has a strong effect because it makes terribly apparent the fact that these words are intentionally rhymed.”
  It is precisely this that draws rappers to these rhymes.  As far as Hiphop is concerned, the more conspicuous the author, the better.  The Schimel quote comes from an essay on light verse—he is arguing that multi-syllable rhymes are suited only for humorous poetry.  I would never go so far as to call Hiphop humorous (though it often is), but in its love for all things improbable and baroque it abuts a close relative of comedy: satire.  Kenner writes, “A satirist works with chaos . . . the satirist’s occasion is unsatisfactoriness.”
  Hiphop as a genre of satire seems to fit.  Rappers flaunt their rhymes’ “unsatisfactoriness.”  They scream to the world, “These words are not “normal” rhymes, but I’ll rhyme them anyway!  Forget moon/June and high/sky, I’m going to rhyme ‘door locks’ with ‘Clorox’ and ‘four blocks’ and ‘sore cocks!’”        
Ultimately, the divide between poetry and Hiphop is due to different sets of values.  The poet is the unseen hand that guides the reader deftly through his work—like composers who score movies, his goal is to go unnoticed.  The rapper is far too egotistical for that—he proudly advances himself as the focal point, at times overshadowing the music itself by sheer force of personality.  There will never ever be a modest, self-effacing rapper.  

It is easy to see the two approaches as diametrical.  This, like all generalizations, is embarrassingly glib for not taking into account the fingerprint-like diversity of people who write poems and make rap music.  Nor does it consider that members of the Hiphop generation are starting to enter the crusty upper floors of poetry’s ivory tower, and wanting to crack a window.  I do believe, however, that the conflicts I’ve explored here will be significant impediments to any real integration of the two—if Rime wills that such a marriage be.  

It strikes me that, though I have written a paper about monumental differences between two disciplines I cherish, it is their mutual component that remains most immediate.  On the strength of Rime alone, there is a real chance that the poetry academia will one day muster the cheek it takes to turn to the Hiphop world and say, “You’re a poet and you don’t know it.”  I am sure of this: if it does come to pass, in the fashion of time, it will naturally happen through passion for Rime.
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