
An Acrostic Royal Family in Heroic Lines

Heroic couplets are a form of accentual-syllabic prosody composed
of rhyming couplets of iambic pentameter.  I know; that's a mouthful!
Here's what that means:

Each line of iambic pentameter  is composed of five metrical "feet,"
each composed (ideally) of two syllables, alternating unstressed and
stressed.  (Like in Shakespeare's line from Romeo and Juliet: "He jests
at scars who never felt a wound." buh-BUM, buh-BUM, buh-BUM,
buh-BUM, buh-BUM).

However, most practitioners of this form in period (Chaucer and
Shakespeare included) occasionally used "catalexis" (docking  the last
unaccented syllable in the line, for a total syllable count in of nine),
"clipped" or "acephalous" lines (in which the first metrical unit is docked,
again resulting in a syllable count for the line of nine), and/or
"hypermetry" (adding a syllable to a line for a total syllable count of
eleven--technically this renders the line "hendecasyllabic", but that way
madness lies). This can lead to verse with a slightly less polished but
more natural feel.

So, long story short, we have pairs of lines, each one with nine
(clipped  or catalectic line), ten (acatalectic line), or eleven (hypermetric
line) syllables, and the pairs of lines rhyme with each other.  The rhyme
keeps changing from one pair to the next.  All good?

This form was a favorite of Geoffrey Chaucer's.  His extensive use of
heroic couplets in his Canterbury Tales influenced other poets, and led to
them becoming one of the major forms for medieval narrative verse
(poems that tell a story).  Although today the term "heroic couplet" is
reserved for verses of "closed" lines (in which each idea ends neatly at
the end of each line), this is due to the post-period use of the form by
John Dryden and Alexander Pope.  Chaucer's use of the form was looser
and more playful, allowing for occasional enjambment (the practice in
which an idea or statement starts on one line but may run onto the next,
with the following idea picking up from that point).



Each of these poems is an Acrostic, which means that the first letter
of each line can be read vertically to reveal a message, possibly the
identity of the subject of the poem, as I have done here. Others might
name the poet, their patron, or invoke the blessing of a saint.  Acrostics
can be found in the books of Lamentation, Proverbs, and the Psalms in
the Hebrew Bible (although translations into English erase them), and
were even used to encipher secret communications during the
Renaissance (usually in letters, not in poems, which made spotting the
game much less likely!)

A period exemplar:

Whan that Aprille with his shoures soote,
The droghte of March hath perced to the roote,
And bathed every veyne in swich licóur
Of which vertú engendred is the flour;
Whan Zephirus eek with his swete breeth
Inspired hath in every holt and heeth
The tendre croppes, and the yonge sonne
Hath in the Ram his halfe cours y-ronne,
And smale foweles maken melodye,
That slepen al the nyght with open ye,
So priketh hem Natúre in hir corages,
Thanne longen folk to goon on pilgrimages,
And palmeres for to seken straunge strondes,
To ferne halwes, kowthe in sondry londes;
And specially, from every shires ende
Of Engelond, to Caunterbury they wende,
The hooly blisful martir for to seke,
That hem hath holpen whan that they were seeke.

~Geoffrey Chaucer, General Prologue, The Canterbury Tales, 1387.
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