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Sir Thomas Wyatt's iambic pentameter is a crucial juncture in the history of English meter.  His 

translations of Petrarch's sonnets introduced the form within which Surrey, Sidney and 

Shakespeare worked out the constraints that came to define the dominant English iambic 

pentameter, requiring one syllable in each of ten metrical positions and disallowing stressed 

syllables of polysyllabic words in weak ones. The form of Wyatt's own iambic pentameter, 

however, remains something of a mystery.  

Kiparsky (1977) argues that in lines like those in (1), alignment of word boundaries with foot 

boundaries in the metrical template licenses exceptional allowance of stressed syllables of 

polysyllabic words in weak metrical positions: 

 

(1) a.  The longe love, that in my thought doeth harbar,  (IV, 1) 

                   w      s          w      s     w  s          w          s      w     s 

           \/              \ /          \/                 \/               \/ 

b.  There is written her faier neck rounde abowte  (VII, 12) 

         w     s     w   s    w      s       w        s       w     s 

                           \/          \/          \/               \/               \/    

 

More traditional views of Wyatt's practice, however, lacking clear assumptions about 

constituency, hold that such lines lack an expected initial syllable, and have an extra unstressed 

final syllable, or have an extra unstressed syllable before a mid-line caesura and lack a syllable 

after one, but have all stresses properly aligned:     

 

(2)  a. ø The longe love, that in my thought doeth harbar,   

    w   s      w       s        w    s   w        s          w        s   <>       

            b.  øThere is written her faier neck rounde abowte   

     w    s    w      s   <>  w     s      w        s       w     s  

 

Neither metrical analysis has any direct parallel in Petrarch's own practice:  there, neither the 

unstressed syllable in the tenth metrical position of (1a) nor the missing syllable of the first in 

(2a) would be allowed.    Rather, Wyatt's early editors speculate that the possibility that his 

Formalizing Nothing. Conditions on Empty Positions in Music and Verse 
 

Kristin Hanson* 

 

Metrics, Music and Mind 
 

Linguistic, Metrical and Cognitive Implications in Sung Verse 
 

(Rome, 23-25 February 2012) 
 



  

sonnets might have been set to music, and been based on sonnets which were set to music, 

might help account for the difficulties in his lines which these analyses seek to address:  "what 

appears discrepant in reading a ... sonnet disappears when it is set to music " (Foxwell 1913). 

In this paper I do not propose to resolve the controversy about Wyatt's metrical practice in its 

own right.    But I do want to try to give some substance to comments like Foxwell's.   Although 

little of the relevant music has been preserved, there is some; and elements of both analyses in 

(1) and (2) find interesting analogs in settings of Petrarch's sonnets to music that Wyatt might 

have encountered.  A setting by Romano of Petrarch's sonnet 134, for example, "Pace non trovo", 

translated by Wyatt as "I fynde no peace" (XXVI), had been published by Petrucci in 1514; and 

in that setting initial stressed syllables are often preceded by rests, and final stressed syllables 

initiated between beats rather than on them: 

 

(3)   Pa                     ce non tro     vo, et  non     ho da far guerra  

                *     *     *     *     *     *     *     *    *    *    *    *    *    *    *    *    *    *    *  

                *           *            *            *          *          *         *          *          *         * 

                *                         *                       *                     *                     *   

 

Such considerations show how different constraints on matching stress and allowing empty 

positions can be in the two media.   At the same time, however, they also show how they may 

be related:  for example, the initiation of the final words of lines on weak beats but before many 

empty ones allows ample room for lengthening, a form of prominence in its own right.   

 


