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Annomayun. CTpyKTypuUpOBaHHbIE aKyCTHUECKHE (POPMBI, TaKUe KaK CTHX, OpaTOpCKasi pedb
U TIECHS, MOTYT PacCcMaTpHBaThCs Kak (popMuUpyrOIne KOHTUHYYM C €CTECTBEHHBIMH YCTHBIMHU
BBICKA3bIBAHUSMU MU IUCbMEHHON peublo. McnonHseMsble TEKCThbI, KOTOpPBIE NPOU3HOCATCH,
JNEKIIAMUPYIOTCS ¥ TIOKOTCS, MOTYT Pa3JIMYaThCs IO CTEIICHU 3aIIOMHUHAEMOCTH U CIIOHTAHHOCTH.
[IpoBoaMMOE paHee UCCIEN0BAHNUE KIIECEHHOCTUY, KOTOPAs SIBISIETCS. KPUTEPUEM KOMIIETEHTHOCTH
CTUXOTBOPHOTO TMEPEBOJA, pacIIMpsAeTcs, BKIO4Yas B ce0s MOHATHE «PIMabeTbHOCTHY.
Teopetnueckuii 0030p M CpaBHEHHE WM3MEHEHH, MPOMCXOAUBIIMX B AHIIMHCKOH M PYCCKOH
M033UU B TEUEHUE MOCTIEIHUX BYX CTOJIETHM, 3aBEPIIAIOTCS KPATKUM 0030pOM TBOPUECTBA TPEX
COBPEMEHHBIX POI-UCIIOJHUATEIEH, MUITYIIUX HA AHIIMKACKOM, MCIIAHCKOM M PYCCKOM SI3BIKaX.
I'nnoresa U30XpoHUH, IPEAIIOIAraIOIIasl, YTO BBICKA3bIBAHUS TATOTEIOT K BDEMEHHON OpraHU3aluu
B CETMEHTHI, BOCIIPUHUMAEMBIEC KaK PABHbIC WM YKBUBAJICHTHBIE 110 JJIMTEIbHOCTH, OLICHUBACTCS
IIPUMEHUTEIBHO K aHNIMMCKOMY U PYCCKOMY SI3bIKAM Ha IPUMEPE ITPOEKTA, TOCBAILEHHOIO IEPEBOY
CTUXOTBOPEHHMS PyCCKOTO 1mo3ta Muxaunsa JIepMOHTOBA Ha AHIIMHUCKUH SI3bIK; B paMKaX JaHHOIO
MPOEKTa OPUTMHAJIBHBIA U NIEPEBEIEHHBIN TEKCThI UCIIOJHAKOTCS HA OIUH U TOT K€ COYMHEHHBIN
(hOHOBBII My3bIKATBHBIN TPEK, 3ByUaIHil B OTHOM U TOM e TeMIe. B mocie X uccieaoBaHusx
M30XPOHMM YEJIOBEUYECKOTO S3bIKa B OCHOBHOM HCIIOJIB3YETCS aHAJIUTHUYECKUN/IMINPUYECKUI
IIOJIXOJl, OCHOBAHHBII HAa €CTECTBEHHBIX JIMHIBUCTUYECKUX KOpIIycaX. B To e Bpems CyliecTByeT
aJIbTCPHATUBHBIM CUHTETUYECKUN IOAXOJ, KOTOPBIM 3aKJIHYaeTCsi B OLEHMBAHUM IIOTOKA
UCIIOJTHEHUsI CTPYKTYPUPOBAHHOTO TEKCTa, JAEKIAaMUPyeMOro Ha (OoHE PUTMUYHOTO TpeKa
C TOCTOSIHHBIM TEeMIIOM. B cTarbe 00CYXIaloTCsl BOIIPOCHI, Kacaroluecs Ipolecca MepeBosa,
B KOTOPOM JIeJIA€TCs IOTBITKA COXPAHUTh PUTMHUYECKUH U (PPa3e0IOTHIEeCKH XapaKTep OpUTrHHAA.
OnwuceiBaeTcs MPOLIECC UCTIOTHEHMSI «PAMOBBIX» I€KJIaMallMi PYCCKOTO OPUTMHajla U aHIIMICKOTO
NepeBeIEHHOTO TEKCTa Ha O/IMH M TOT e COYMHEHHBIN (DOHOBBIN Tpek. CpaBHEHHE PUTMUUECKUX
0COOEHHOCTEH PYyCCKOTO U aHIIMHCKOTO S3bIKOB AT OCHOBAHME JIs TATbHEHIIIEr0 NCCIIeI0BAHNS,
a TaKKe CIYKUT UCTOYHUKOM MH(DOPMAIMH ITPH MTOJTOTOBKE TEKCTOB, BHITOIHSIOIINX PA3INYHbIE
KOMMYHUKaTHBHbIE (YHKIUH, TOMOTas TMpeAcKa3aTh UX 3alOMHHAEMOCTh U 3((EKTUBHOCTH
B IIPUBJICYCHUN BHUMAHUS ayIUTOPHH WA COOECETHUKOB.

Kniouesvie cnoea: cuHTETMYECKAsh M30XPOHUS, CTUXOTBOPHBIM MEPEBOA, €CTECTBEHHOCTb
peyeBoro 1MoToka, (ppaseonorus, IECEHHOCTb, PINAOETHLHOCTh, OCTPOTA BHICKA3bIBAHHS

Jna yumuposanus: busutt T. Pudma u panadenbHOCTh: CHHTETHYECKAs H30XPOHHS B PYCCKOM
Y QHTJIMHCKOM SI3bIKax Ha mpumepe nos3uu JlepmonTosa // [Ipobiaembl My3bIKkanbHOM Hayku / Music
Scholarship. 2022. Ne 3. C. 87-108. (Ha anrn. s13.) DOI: 10.56620/2782-3598.2022.3.087-108
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Introduction

As part of the ongoing Global Village
Bard programme of practical collaborative
work investigating relationships between
languages and cultures, I report on an
encounter with /831-go IYUNYA 11 DNYA
[1831, on the 11th Day of June], an early
poem written by Mikhail Lermontov. This
project involved a translation of the text
into English, musical collaboration, and
two performances of the text in the original
and translated languages, respectively,
involving other performers, visual artists,
etc.

In addition to practical creative
collaborations, the Global Village Bard
programme structures investigations into
theoretical questions about translation,
textual performance and intercultural
communication. For example, in my
previous published research I investigated
the concept of singability as a criterion for
competent verse translation by the example
of a project of translation of Schubert’s
song cycle Winterreise from German into
English, the resultant translation of which
was performed and recorded along with
Schubert’s original accompaniment as
performed by classically trained pianist
Alexander Polyakov. In evaluating the
choices made during this attempt of
translation and performance, readers were
invited to consider the extent to which it
had been successful, or whether different
choices would have produced a more
singable result [1].

In the present work, the concept of
singability is extended to include the
rappability of texts recited against a
musical and rhythmic background having
a constant number of beats-per-minute’,
as exemplified in the popular music genre
of rap. While singability and rappability
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used as criteria for verse translation are
related concepts, some key differences
will be discussed. The research involved a
collaboration between the present author,
producer Andrey Bokovikov and composer
Nikita Nikitin, along with other performers,
technicians and visual artists, resulting in
my performances of the English translation?
and original Russian text’ of Lermontov’s
poem [831-go IYUNYA 11 DNYA to the
same composed musical background track.

Research questions

1. To what extent are the rhythms of
a. the Russian language and
b. the English language
describable:
1. according to stress timing
i1. according to syllable timing
iii. according to mora timing?

2. Does strong isochrony help explain
the singability of a song or the rappability
of a poem?

3. Is Derek Attridge’s concept of beat
prosody (“rhythm in English poetry is
realised by the alternation of beats and
offbeats”) as applicable to Russian as to
English?

4. Are all texts equally rappable? If
not, what are the factors that make a text

rappable?

5.Is a rappable text necessarily
singable? Is a singable text necessarily
rappable?

6. If poetry is memorable speech, what
are the features of poetic speech that make
it more memorable than other forms?

Hypotheses

1. Sung, rapped and spoken Russian,
just like English, is strongly isochronic,
i.e., accurately describable in terms of the
regular alternation of stressed and unstressed
syllables against an underlying (felt) beat.
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2. In either Russian or English, a
rapper’s flow, a singer’s musicality and the
oratory skills of a successful public speaker
are characterised by the skilled handling of
the essential tension between the syllabic
structure of a text and its phraseology as
expressed by stress patterns and moraic
constraints.

3. Although the accurate mapping
of stressed syllables onto the perceived
beats (or off-beats®) is essential to flow,
musicality and oratory, an equally
important role is played by the distribution
and articulation of unstressed syllables
(or their constituents) into the temporal
spaces between these stressed syllables
and the larger grouping of the so-formed
rhythmic units (feet) into phrases, as
well as various compensatory techniques
(e.g., reduction) to account for the breaths
and phrase structure.

4. The amount of attention paid by the
audience or interlocutor to a rapper, singer
or speaker is affected by the perceived
presence of the underlying beat, whether
this is made explicit in the form of the
background track, the musical arrangement
or any other audible cue (hand clapping,
foot tapping, lectern thumping etc.), or
is implicit in the shared communicative
space.

The Theoretical Background
and Review of the Literature

The question of rhythm in language has
long fascinated linguists and translators
of poetic texts from one language to
another. The memorability of classical
and civilisation-foundational texts such
as the epic poetry of Homer, which in an
oral culture would have originally been
performed from memory, can be assumed
to have depended on the aspects of their
rhythmic and melodic structures, including
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the crucial factor of rhyme. Significantly,
these criteria also apply to verse translations
deemed competent®, whether from Ancient
Greek to Latin or from (modern) Russian
to English.

The explosion of the scholarly interest
in English prosody during the 19th
century derived much of its terminology
from Latin scholars, for whom the same
considerations had arisen more than two
millennia earlier. However, although
comparable issues arise when trying to
describe the prosodic characteristics of
texts translated within the realm of modern
languages, the terminology and concepts
appropriated from classical Latin are not
always best suited for the task.

Empirical approaches towards
describing the prosodic features of
languages have benefited from a number of
recent technological innovations, including
the widespread availability of large
databases (corpora) of linguistic material,
having both written and audio forms, as
well as the development of conceptual
and analytical tools, such as the pairwise
variability index (PVI)’, beats-and-binding
phonology® and computational music
analysis (CMA)’. Due to the assumption of
the linear passage of time built into such
empirical descriptions, the regularity (or
otherwise) of linguistic events occurring
against such a temporal background — i.e.,
isochrony — becomes of particular salience.

Evolutionary and biological approaches
to signal processing in the animal and
human kingdoms have also formed a basis
for recent research into isochrony [2]".
Referring to the “conspicuous oscillation
around the classical homeostatic steady
state”, Glass and Mackey apply the concept
of isochrony in the context of everyday
health and clinical practice to refer to
fluctuations around an equilibrium''. Fitch
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suggests that isochrony is “not a fundamental
component of musical rhythm. Rather, it is
a probable (but not inevitable) interaction
of the pattern extraction and entrainment
components of the ‘rhythm faculty’,
driven by a desire for group coherence
and predictability”'?. In researching the
phenomenon of consciousness and related
parameters such as attention, Crick and
Koch propose the influential theory that
an important mechanism underlying
biological consciousness may comprise
oscillations of “neurons firing in semi-
synchrony” at a frequency varying between
around 40-70 Hz" [3].

Here we may pause to consider the
relationships between different linguistic
forms. While Abercrombie and others have
argued for a close connection between the
rhythms of speech and verse!?, this position
has been the subject of much debate and
criticism. In contemporary linguistics it
1s often assumed that spontaneous spoken
language takes priority over the written
and other more structured forms derived
therefrom. However, this assumption
may be challenged. For example, the
“spontaneous’ spoken language of children
appears to be informed by learnt patterns
inherent in nursery rhymes, songs and
other rhythmic forms disseminated meme-
wise from material provided by parents,
teachers and peers'”. Moreover, the process
according to which a speech community’s
“natural” language is constantly enriched
by phraseological resources having
an explicitly 1isochronic or metrical
component continues throughout adult
life. Nobody who has attended school or
worked in an office can doubt that his or
her peers’ everyday language has been
significantly influenced by advertising
jingles, catch-phrases, popular songs or
rap. Although under-researched, comic
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timing is widely understood to be one
of the main factors in the successful
delivery of linguistic content experienced
as humorous'¢. Just as Pushkin’s verse is
widely credited with having profoundly
influenced the development of the modern
Russian language, so it is impossible to
imagine English without the influence of
Shakespeare’s iambic pentameter. In his
famous essay, George Orwell identified
the various “abuses” that may result from
the erroneous belief that “language is
a natural growth and not an instrument
which we shape for our own purposes™!’.
Thus, a continuum can be identified on
which a nursery rhyme or rap song has at
least some important rhythmic elements
in common with a Schubert /ied or one
of Shakespeare’s sonnets, as well as with
“natural” or spontaneous speech.

During the period from the Italian
Renaissance'® to contemporaneity, a great
deal of scholarly research into the rhythm of
language (prosody) and poetry translation
has been conducted in different languages,
resulting in a number of useful theoretical
concepts that complement the empirical
approaches used to analyse spoken, recited
and sung language.

We may consider the Golden Age
of Russian poetry, whose outstanding
figures included Alexander Pushkin
and Mikhail Lermontov, as having been
significantly inspired by European poets —
especially Byron — and therefore centrally
involving the act of verse translation.
How could otherwise Byron have been so
profoundly influential on these two great
Russian poets, for whom English was
at best a fourth language (after Russian,
French and German)? Whether read in
Russian translation, via a third language
(e.g., French) or in the original English,
the legend of Byron and his poetry was
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transmitted with considerable rapidity into
the Russian cultural sphere. This was not
only because of the wild rumours about
his exploits that were swirling around
Europe, but also in the sense that poets
like Pushkin and Lermontov were able to
“hear” his ironic poetic voice transmitted
across a linguistic boundary.

One of the possible vectors of such a
transmission consisted in the translations
of Byron made by Vasily Zhukovsky,
referred to by Pushkin as “a genius of
translation” and by Korney Chukovsky as
“the greatest Russian translator”, as well
as those undertaken by Ivan Kozlov, Vasily
Verderevsky and others. As shown by Nina
Diakonova, there is also a sense in which
much of Lermontov’s work can itself be
seen as a kind of free translation of works
written by other poets, especially Byron®. In
any case, the extent to which it is possible to
“hear” a poet’s “voice” in another language
has implications for the possibility of poetic
translation per se: if the original poetic voice
1S not transmitted, the translation cannot be
considered to be successful?!.

While continuing to be cross-fertilised
from the verse forms developed in other
languages, as well as in reference to the
Golden Age that preceded it, the early 20th
century Silver Age of Russian poetry may
be contrasted with the contemporaneous
trends in English poetry, which were by
then becoming increasingly dominated by
non-metrical or “free” verse. The poets of
the Silver Age, such as Alexander Blok,
Nikolay Gumilyov, Sergey Yesenin, Osip
Mandelshtam, Anna Akhmatova, Marina
Tsvetaeva and Vladimir Mayakovsky,
though formally innovative, tended to
express their ideas in explicitly metrical
forms, including end-line rhymes?®.

Although the Silver Age continued
into the 1920s, the execution, suicide
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or exile of many of its major exponents
saw its replacement by officially
sanctioned socialist realism, as well as
the diversification of such successful
poets as Chukovsky and Samuil Marshak
into less politically dangerous activities,
such as children’s poetry and literary
translation, which was accompanied by
a significant development of the theory
of poetry translation. While a free-verse
movement did emerge in 20th-century
Russian poetry [4], its exponents do not
generally arouse the same interest as their
Silver- and Golden Age forebears.

A significant development in later 20th
century Russian poetry occurred as part
of the Soviet bard phenomenon, of which
Vladimir Vysotsky was to become the
most prominent figure. Here, an ostensibly
amateur cultural movement, having at one-
and-a-half million enthusiastic members
[5], largely dispensed with the notion of
publication (and concomitant censorship),
fulfilling a cultural role that had earlier
been the function of published poetry
in form of lyrical and socially critical
songs, typically performed at unofficial
gatherings around campfires or in private
apartments — and in some cases recorded
for distribution and posterity on reel-to-reel
tape recorders (magnitizdat). This cultural
phenomenon can be seen to have emerged
from the song repertoire associated with
the Great Patriotic War?}, which continues
to perform an important memorialising
function with respect to the vast number of
Soviet soldiers and civilians who perished
between 1941 and 1945.

Meanwhile, in English-language poetry
the modernist moment would divide poetry
into two quite distinct directions, which
may be broadly characterised as free verse
and song. Although the “sprung rhythm”
of Gerard Manley Hopkins, whose
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precedents may lie in the “strong-stress
Anglo-Saxon alliterative measure”, has
been referred to as “rigidly isochronous”,
at the same time it has been seen as part of
the tendency towards free verse*, of which
Walt Whitman is perhaps the best-known
exponent. While continuing to refer to the
metrical forms, the major 20th century
English-language poets and theorists, such
as W. B. Yeats, Ezra Pound, T. S. Eliot
and W. H. Auden, also developed and
problematised the tendency towards free
(generally non-metrical and non-rhymed)
verse. Auden’s famous definition of poetry
as “memorable speech” saliently raises
the question of what makes poetry more
memorable than non-poetic speech®. For
example, certain public speeches appearing
in political contexts, such as Winston
Churchill’s war speeches (We shall fight
on the beaches), Martin Luther King’s /
have a dream and Barack Obama’s (clearly
derivative) Yes, we can!, use the rhythmic
resources of the English language to create
a powerful — and memorable — rhetorical
effect.

Although popular song maintained its
popularity throughout the 20th century
(and art song remained artistic), from the
early 1960s singers-songwriters, such as
Leonard Cohen and Bob Dylan, staked
out a preeminent position in the English-
language metrical verse, not only in terms
of their widespread popularity, but even
to the extent of Dylan receiving the 2016
Nobel Literature Prize “for having created
new poetic expressions within the great
American song tradition”?®,

In the present day, despite having been
well-established for several decades since
its emergence in the African-American
subculture during the 1970s, rap music?’
shows no signs of losing its popularity
or immediacy, even challenging the pop
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song (presenting lyrics sung to an explicit
melody) as the dominant contemporary
poetic and vocal musical form. It is
interesting to consider whether the
exigency, popularity and increasing cultural
centrality of rap music are the result of the
rhythms of its lyrics being closer to spoken
and heard natural language forms than, for
example, song or written/read poetry.

Rappers (or “emcees”) are commonly
assessed by rap fans in terms of their
“flow”, 1.e., the unique approach to phrasing
according to which any individual rapper
may be instantly recognised. In Flow:
The Rhythmic Voice in Rap Music, Mitchell
Ohriner observes that rappers often provide
autological reference to flow in their flows,
sometimes even calling the attention of
their listeners “in the lyrics themselves”
that they are about to “flip the flow,” for
example, “by drastically changing the
number of syllables in each line”. Ohriner
identifies the main parameters describing
such flows and changes within them in
terms of “syllable duration, position of
rhyme, the durations that separate rhymes,
and the durations that separate accented
syllables™?.

Interms of the textual status ofarap song
within discourse analysis [6], while some
rappers assert that their rapped utterances
are produced spontaneously (“free flow”),
even extemporaneous rap performances
clearly rely on a stock of previously
memorised rhymes and phrases®, while
some of them are apparently constructed
around fully memorised (and thus
essentially unchangeable) texts. Although
it is not easy to verify the private truth
behind the claimed spontaneity of rap
performance, there is general agreement
that rap cannot be considered as equivalent
toa “poetry reading”: if a performance were
to involve direct reading from a text, then
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it would no longer be uncontroversially
describable as “rap’°. Moreover, since the
only “authorised” source of rap texts stems
directly from the mouth of the rapper
him- or herself, any written forms become
conventionally limited to the amateur
transcriptions posted by fans in online
forums, which, while varying in their
presentational approaches, tend to lack
formal elements, such as punctuation or
even sentence structure. Such an emphatic
focus on the ostensible spontaneity and
close relationship of rapped flows with
natural language is congruent with the
central artistic value of “keeping it real,”
often asserted (by the rappers themselves).
On the basis of such circumstantial
evidence, it can be inferred that rap is
generally perceived by rappers and their
fans to be closer to natural, “authentic” or
spontaneous speech than other forms such
as song or written/read poetry.

An Overview
of Three Contemporary “Rap” Artists

In order to clarify the meaning of
“rappability,” a concise overview of
three contemporary artists (“rappers” or
“emcees”) working within the recognised
popular music genre of “rap” is presented.
While this overview is necessarily brief,
it is hoped that more detailed examination
of the English, Spanish and Russian flows
of these rap artists will form the basis of
a future research project.

Nas

Released in 1994 to coincide arguably
with the peak of creativity in the rap /
hip-hop genre, Nas’ debut album ///matic
1s widely referenced as being profoundly
influential on subsequent developments.
Thesonofjazzand blues musician Olu Dara,
Nas has released a total of 14 innovative
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studio albums, which span a wide range of
musical and lyrical themes. While reliant
on the conventions within the Black hip-
hop genre in which references to themes
such as gang violence, drug dealing, sexual
exploitation of women and conspicuous
displays of material wealth are practically
obligatory, Nas’ coherently philosophical
lyrics are also informed by a sensitivity
to wider literate and musical sources. For
example, in his Book of Rhymes (2002)*! he
muses on the hit-and-miss creative process
(“No, this rhyme is weak’) that synthesises
experiential material collected during real-
life struggles (at the time of writing, he was
taking care of his dying mother), while in
Bridging the Gap (2015), a duet performed
with his father, which superimposes a hip-
hop polyrhythm onto a classic blues riff,
he presents an impressive synthesis of the
musical influences underlying the rap /
hip-hop genre (“Bridging the gap from the
blues, to jazz, to rap / The history of music
on this track™).

Immortal Technique

Born in 1978 in a military hospital in
Lima, Felipe Andres Coronel would later
become known as the Peruvian-American
hip-hop artist Immortal Technique. After
serving a jail sentence for assault, he
developed his flow in the underground “rap
battle” (freestyle rap competitions) scene
in Harlem, New York. Identifying as Black
(and thus “licensed” to use the “n-word”),
his ancestry includes Amerindian and
European, as well as African elements.
Strongly influenced by revolutionary
literature and values, Immortal Technique’s
complex lyrical compositions reveal
a coherent, philosophically informed
worldview. Although his best-known rap
songs, such as Dance with the Devil and
Industrial Revolution, are performed in
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English, his flows also feature Spanish,
whether in a track’s entirety (Golpe
De Estado) or interspersed with English
(No me importa).

Krovostok

Krovostok is a contemporary Russian
rap group comprising Anton Chernyak
(Shilo), Dmitry Fain (Feldman) and
Sergey Krylov (DJ Polutrup). Formed in
Moscow in 2003, the group is known for
its violent and overtly sexual thematic
content, its creative use of the proscribed
Russian slang, mat [obscene language],
and references to the criminal gang culture
that sprang up especially during the 1990s
following the collapse of the Soviet Union.
Despite the ostensibly low forms of the
Russian language featured in Krovostok’s
lyrics, of which mat is a central feature,
their oeuvre as a whole has an unmistakably
literary quality, which is traceable through
the blatnaya pesnya [criminal underworld
song] of Vysotsky and his contemporaries,
as well as the general character of
chernukha [black humour] that pervades
much of post-Soviet cinema and literature,
while also referring to literary precedents
e.g., in Dostoevsky, Lermontov and Gogol.

Theoretical Discussion

Formulations of the Isochrony Hypothesis

Although there are many — in some
cases, conflicting — formulations of both
weak and strong isochrony hypotheses*
[7], we shall define isochrony here as
the tendency of human beings to impose
a perceptual rhythmic grid onto spoken
and heard utterances, divisible and
multipliable in principle by 2, 4, 8 etc.,
as well as permitting other regular sub-
groupings such as triplets, providing a
means by which such utterances may be
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audibly decoded into meaningful language.
Although in natural speech, any isochronic
grid generally remains unstated (various
bodily gesticulations may, however, refer
to such a grid), it is still, according to some
stronger isochrony hypotheses, present
in principle. Conversely, speech content
presented in more synthetic linguistic forms
like vocal music, metrical poetry and rap is
fundamentally reliant for its intelligibility,
memorability and exigency on the explicit
formalisation of an isochronic grid.

The rap genre is particularly interesting
for examining the various forms of the
isochrony hypothesis since, although a rap
song is generally felt to resemble natural
language more closely than a sung vocal®
or written/read metrical poetry, the beat
— and, therefore, the isochronic grid — is
made explicit. Therefore, a relevant — albeit
subjective — question comes up concerning
the extent to which an individual rapper’s
flow resembles natural speech.

Methods

As part of an investigation into the ways
in which isochrony structures the Russian
and English languages, the poem /831-go
IYUNYA 11 DNYA written by the Russian
poet Mikhail Lermontov was translated
into English by the present author.**

In terms of accentual-syllabic metre,
Lermontov’s poem is characterised by the
quantity and alternations of its stressed and
unstressed syllables, which are organised
into metrical feet, the overwhelming
majority of these consisting of iambs. The
stanzaic structure of the Russian poem
combines the two quatrains of a heroic
rispetto, in which the first four pentameter
lines have alternate masculine ending
rhymes (abab), while the succeeding four
lines consist of pairs of (also masculine)
rhyming couplets (ccdd). As consistent



Mpobnembl MysbikanbHOW Hayku / Music Scholarship. 2022. Ne 3

with its formal roots in Italian poetry, the
total number of syllables comprising each
line in the original poem is strictly fixed
to ten. Since its 32 stanzas are comprised
of 8 lines each, the poem has 256 lines
(2560 syllables) in total.

As described in an earlier conference
report [8], an attempt was made to preserve
the formal character of the original text in
terms of its phraseology, iambic pentameter
and rhyme scheme. However, after some
consideration, the decision was taken to
privilegenatural sounding phrasesby varying
the number of syllables per line, including
the use of hypercatalexis®, anacrusis*® and
acephaly?’. This can be justified in terms of a
response to Lermontov’s characteristic and
extensive use of enjambment and caesura,
which already constitute a significant
development of the heroic rispetto beyond
its classic (Italianate) form.

Once the English translation was
completed, it was memorised by the
translator (and author of the present article).
Through the process of memorisation, key
aspects of its rhythmic structure emerged
to form the basis of a specification® for a
commissioned musical background track,
which was composed by Nikita Nikitin
(Ekaterinburg, Russia). In addition to
this quantitative specification, various
leitmotifs were identified in the text and
colour-coded to demonstrate the thematic
composition®. In particular, an identified
motif associated with “boy”, which both
begins (the poet’s own boyhood) and
ends (the stranger from a foreign land
who sits by the poet’s graveside) the
poem, would become the main musical
theme (subject) of the composition. The
composed background track additionally
features an authentic field recording of
Russian Orthodox church bell ringing
(kolokol'nyy zvon) conducted at the Church
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of St. Seraphim of Sarov in Ekaterinburg,
which forms the second part of the
instrumental section in the music, as well
as highlighting various textual references
to “the heavenly”.

Figure 1 depicts a schema of the poem’s
basic rhythmic structure using standard
Western musical notation. Here, the iambic
pentameter (de-dum, de-dum, de-dum, de-
dum, de-dum) 1s made explicit by the use of
measures with a 3/2 time signature in which
most non-rhymed syllables are represented
by quavers, and rhymed syllables — by
crotchets, while the stressed (beat-aligned)
positions are defined by the beginning of
each group of four quavers or the crotchet
representing an end-line rhyme. Although
some attempt has been made to depict
phrasing nuances, e.g. by representing
reduced (short-duration) syllables with
semiquavers and dotting (increasing
duration by one and a half times) the quaver
with which this semiquaver is paired
(i.e., either the one preceding or succeeding
it), as well as positioning breaths either
in the rest following the rhymed crotchet
syllable or in the mid-line caesura
representing the extrametrical phrase end,
it is obvious that this form of notation does
not comprehensively describe either the
rhythm of the original Russian text or that
of its English translation. Nevertheless,
the schema was useful in informing the
process of musical composition, as well as
serving as a means of defining departure
points for subsequent refinements.

Here it should be acknowledged that
the 3/2-time signature already represents
a significant departure from the rap
genre: nearly all contemporary rappers
work in 4/4 measures corresponding to
line structures that refer to what could
be described in traditional prosody
as 1ambic (or trochaic) tetrameter.
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mongst those in - stants, but, like
9 - TH - MH MFHO - BeHb - A - MH, HO
8
dream wi-thin could ne-ver find - re - lease.
MHMP, He Mor ObITb H - MH 0 - Mpa - YeH.

peace,
COH,

Fig. 1. Basic rhythmic structure of the poem’s first stanza
in original Russian and English translation using the adapted standard Western musical notation
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Nevertheless, in the absence of a rule
prohibiting the use of iambic pentameter
in recitations described as “rap,” it was
necessary to determine a time signature
that would allow this poetic measure to
be represented for musical purposes.

In order to compare the rappabilities of
the translated and original texts, the same
composed background track was then
used to structure recitations from memory
(“rap songs”) of the original Russian and
translated English texts, respectively.
Here, by the analogy of singability
(as in the previously mentioned example
of the translation of Winterreise performed
to Schubert’s music), rappability can
serve as a criterion for evaluating a
poetic translation when the translated
and original texts are performed against
the same composed background track.
For the Russian recitation, the original
intention had been to involve a native
Russian speaker. However, while the
outcome of such a collaboration would
probably have been more aesthetically
pleasing to a Russian audience, this would
have resulted in a loss of syntheticity,
since a Russian performer is more likely
to be unconsciously influenced by the
conventions of the practice of Russian
poetry recital. Thus, the decision by the
non-native author of the present article
to recite the Russian text himself better
served the purpose of the investigation into
synthetic isochrony as evaluated according
to criteria of perceived “naturalness.”

In the attempt to produce natural
sounding flows in Russian and English
that reconcile what Coventry Patmore calls
“the conflict between the law of the verse
and the freedom of the language,” with
each aspect being “incessantly, though
insignificantly, violated for the purpose
of giving effect to the other™, syllables
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appearing in stressed positions in the texts
(primarily at the phrase level, secondarily at
the word level) were aligned with the beats
(or, in the case of syncopations, off-beats)
defined by the imposed isochronic grid. To
achieve this alignment, it was necessary
to define the important stressed positions
in the words and phrases of the text, as
well as to determine the positioning of the
breaths. By definition, all breath positions
coincided with the end of one phrase and
the beginning of the next one.

However, having aligned the stressed
syllables with beats or off-beats, the
problem of interpreting accurately (whether
descriptively or performatively) the
isochronic distribution of other syllables
and their constituents into the available
remaining time intervals became nontrivial.
Due to the complex interaction of phrases
and their internal stress patterns (which
are also inherent to language perceived
as natural) with the imposed metrical
logic, including end-line rhyme, caesurae,
enjambment and end-stopping (and, in
the English version, also hypercatalexis,
anacrusis and acephaly), as well as physical
constraints such as the necessity to take
breaths between phrases, the rhythmic
structure of both versions becomes
considerably more complex than suggested
in the description “iambic pentameter.”
Therefore, in attempting to account for
such complexities arising in the context of
performance, it will be necessary to refer
to a number of compensatory techniques in
musical, prosodic and phonological terms,
as well as invoking emerging concepts
pertaining to a rapper’s flow.

Compensatory  techniques  derived
from music theory include syncopation,
i.e., the displacement of regular accents
normally associated with beats to off-
beat alignment*', and rtuplet substitution,
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by which means a group of one or more
syllables (notes) that might be expected
to coincide with beat and/or off-beat
positions are substituted with a different
number of syllables. Here, while the most
commonly used among such substitutions
is the triplet, resulting in groups of three
syllables (notes) that span the same number
of beats or off-beats as single-syllables,
duplets (2) or quadruplets (4), more
“exotic” polyrhythmic groupings such as
quintuplets, sextuplets and septuplets are
also possible*’. While some standard vocal
techniques associated with singing, such
as melisma and vibrato, cannot be used
in natural-sounding rapped recitations,
other techniques such as holding a note
(extending a syllable) for a longer duration
can be used as part of a natural sounding
flow. Indeed, syllables appearing in end-
line rhyming positions practically demand
such lengthening®. Again, although sung
melody is not a feature of rapped vocal
performances, expressive changes in pitch
concomitant with the emotional contours
of a phrase (which are arguably more
widely featured in natural Russian speech
than in English) can be used to good effect.
Like singing, rap uses techniques, such as
legato (smooth articulation of passages)
and staccato, where the attack and decay
times of consecutive note (syllable)
envelopes are shortened while increasing
the sustain level to emphasise vocalic
peaks. Finally, variations in dynamics from
ppp (pianississimo) to fff (fortississimo)
can be used to create an intimate and tender
mood or emphasise prominent syllables
and emotions (such as anger) associated
therewith.

Techniques derived from prosodic
theory include substitution of a metrical
foot other than the prevailing foot of the
series, e.g., of an iamb by a trochee, which
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may be used to articulate a stress anomaly
in the text (e.g., wrenched accent). The
need to align the main phrase-level stresses
with beats (or, in the case of syncopation,
off-beats), as well as creating spaces for
necessary breaths at phrase ends, and
incorporating such phrasal alignments into
line and metrical structure, may also be
described in prosodic terms.

Techniques describable in phonological
terms include those associated with the
distribution of non-stressed syllables
between beat-aligned syllables, which, due
tosyntheticisochrony constraints, generally
involves the temporal compression of such
non-stressed syllables according to the
phonological principle of reduction.

Rigorous analytic  methods for
accurately describing a rapper’s flow are
in the process of being developed* [9;
10]. Such descriptive techniques, which
informed the analysis presented here, will
form the basis of future research.

Performance in English

The performance of the translated
version of Lermontov’s poem took place
at the Belinsky Library, Ekaterinburg, on
9 December, 2019. It was accompanied not
only by the composed soundtrack, but also
by a sand animation video specially created
by the Moscow-based artist Ekaterina
Sheffer”. A small audience (=40 people)
consisted of native Russian speakers, most
of whom also had a high level of second
language competency in English. The
text was recited entirely from memory. In
general, despite the performance not being
in their mother tongue, the attention of the
audience was held over the =17 minutes
duration of the performance. This can be
attributed to the visual sand animation
element, the accompanying presence of
original subtitles (Lermontov’s Russian)
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and the quality of the musical composition,
as well as the exigency of the vocal
performance itself.

Performance in Russian

The poem was performed in the
original Russian version (written by
Lermontov) to the same composed musical
background track and using the same sand
animation visual element at an event held
at the Kamerniy Teatr (Chamber Theatre)
in Ekaterinburg on 26 January, 2022
attended by an invited audience of around
70 people*. This second performance
featured additional theatrical visual,
movement and lighting elements under
the direction of Evgeniy Zayev, including
a dance performance by Valeria Kudrina.
As with the earlier English performance,
the entire Russian text (256 lines) was
recited from memory.

For the non-native Russian-speaking
performer, the process of committing the
text to memory to facilitate its performance
was a nontrivial exercise. Not only was
it necessary to accurately recall all 2560
syllables from memory and articulate
them against a strict tempo, but at the
same time, a number of arising articulation
problems had to be resolved in terms of
producing a reasonably “natural” sounding
performance. While a non-native speaker
cannot, of course, hope to approach a
native speaker in terms of naturalness of
articulation, with coaching from the latter,
it was possible to iron out the most glaring
violations of Russian euphony.

Figure 2 depicts a schema used to define
syllable-stress and phrase-breath patterns.
Each word is broken into syllables using
hyphens. Naturally-stressed syllables at
the level of words are indicated by an acute
accent. These word stresses were allocated
using the RussianGram online resource’

and any anomalies checked with a native
speaker. Each phrase is additionally
defined as having a single main stress
(bold italic) and up to two secondary
stresses (bold black). Breaths coinciding
with phrase endings are indicated using
the pilcrow symbol 4. While some of the
phrase and phrasal-stress determinations
are subjective, they were checked and
agreed with a native Russian speaker
as being congruent with Lermontov’s
probable intention.

Mo-$ ay-ma, st mOM-HI0, C IET-CKUX JIeT
Yy-0éc-no-ro uc-ka-na. g S mo-omn

Bce 0-0ouib-111¢HB-5 c6€-Ta, § HO HE CBeT,
B k0-TO-poM s MU-HY-Ta-MH JHIIB KW, §
U Te MrHO-BEéHB-5 OBI-JTU MYK TIOJ-HBI,
U Ha-ce-n5i1 Ta-AH-CTBEH-HBI-€ CHbL

S 3-t-Mu Mrao-Bénb-s-mu. § Ho com,
Kax mup, He Mor OBITh I-MU O-Mpa-4éH.

Fig. 2. Syllable-stress and phrase-breath schema

Distinctive features of reduction in Russian
(lenition, consonant clusters)

One challenging aspect of Russian
pronunciation for foreigners is the need
to distinguish adequately between lenited
consonants (or the final sound of a
consonant cluster) and those consonants
that should end with a hard sound. Lenition
(softening) of consonants is achieved in
Russian through palatalisation (raising the
middle of the tongue towards the roof of the
mouth) and represented orthographically
by the lenited consonant either being
followed by a soft vowel (e, é, u, 10, ) or by
the soft sign (»). In addition to palatisation,
the vowel sounds that perform this leniting
function may also be somewhat fronted
relative to their non-leniting counterparts
(3, 0,61, ), a).®
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For a non-Russian attempting to
distinguish between minimal word pairs
such as mbut (“passion”) and meuth (“dust”),
it is tempting to consider the lenition
of the /1/ consonant to /lj/ as involving
the “addition” of the semivowel /j/ and a
consequent increase in the amount of time
required for its articulation. Moreover,
although the Russian letter # is generally
treated as representing a semi-vowel
equivalent to the English letter y in “yet”,
unlike English y, Russian # generally
appears in syllable coda position following
a vowel. Thus, e.g., the difference in
pronunciation between pyccku and pyc-
ckuti may also be conceived in terms of
the “addition” of the /j/ sound to the end of
the final syllable, implying longer duration
and/or compensatory reduction. Similarly,
since native Russians distinguish between
consonant-vowel (CV) syllables where the
consonant is lenited solely by a soft vowel
and those where it is lenited by both a soft
sign and a soft vowel, it can be hard to
distinguish betweene.g. -1z /-uws, -pro/poio,
-me/-mve (all of which occur as syllabic
minimal pairs in the recited text) without
the latter “double-lenited” syllables being
auditorily lengthened as compared with
their “single-lenited” equivalents. While
some of these examples involve elision
(i.e., the replacement of u with soft sign »,
which is analogous to the elision apostrophe
used in English versification conventions®),
in other cases, such “elisions” appear to have
become a permanent feature of the language.

Reduction in Russian Consonant Clusters

Like other Slavic languages, Russian
phonotactics are well-known for permitting
a wide variety of consonant clusters in
which more than one consonantal sound
1s combined e.g., in the onset of a CV
syllable or the coda of a VC syllable.

While not generally considered in moraic
theory as contributing to syllable weight,
it seems clear that syllables containing
consonant clusters (CCV, CCCV, CVCC,
etc.) will either require more time for
their articulation than equivalent syllables
containing an unclustered consonant, or
some other part of the syllable will have
to be reduced in compensation. Assuming
strong stress isochrony, if such reduction
is not carried out within a particular
syllable, it will require to be compensated
in neighbouring syllables appearing in
the same rhythmic unit. For example, the
CCCV syllable meno- appearing in the
word menosenue will either require more
time for its articulation than the CCV
syllable muo- in the word muozo (and more
again than the CV syllable mo- in the word
mooicem) or reduction will apply to the
vowel o and/or any or all of the u, 2 and #
constituents of the men cluster.

From a non-native perspective, some
Russian consonant clusters seem more
resistant to reduction than others. For
example, in the pronunciation of ostensibly
single-syllable words like suxpw or orcusns
(CVCC), where the final cluster constituent
is a palatalised sonant, it can be challenging
to avoid articulations that imply more than
one syllable. Other clusters such as -ucme
in 6e3ymcms, despite forming the CCCC
coda of a VCCCC syllable, are easier to
articulate as a single syllable due to the
sonant m effectively merging with the
syllable nucleus, while nonsonants ¢, m and
6 are easily combined into a single sound
in the coda. Likewise, the appropriate
reduction of palatalised nonsonant clusters
such as -cmw forming the coda of the single-
syllable word cmpacms (CCCVCC) does
not appear to be particularly challenging.

Some phonotactic issues are also
manifested in collocations such as
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cywecme 3emHvix, where, in order to
smoothly articulate all four syllables, it
is necessary to pronounce the two words
“as one”. Here, the two middle syllables
connected by liaison -wecme__3em-
can be felt to form a single cluster cms3,
whose appearance in a single word
would however be forbidden by Russian
phonotactic rules. Finally, since Russian
distinguishes phonetically between single
and double consonants as represented
in orthography, it is necessary, for
example, to articulate the double /n/ sound
in  6o3eviwennvix as having a longer
perceived duration than the single /n/
sound in cepebpansiii, thus requiring
compensatory reduction elsewhere in the
syllable, word or phrase.

Comparison of Stress Articulation
in Russian and English

Although the question of how stress
accents (prominences) are articulated
(marked) by speakers of different languages
has been quite extensively researched?, the
tremendous complexities involved in such
studiesmeansthatnocomprehensive system
for describing this fundamental linguistic
parameter has yet been developed. In many
languages, including Russian and English,
stressed syllables can be acoustically
distinguished from non-stressed syllables
by means of differences in pitch, phonation
(mainly volume, but other modifications
such as glottalisation are also possible
in some languages [3]), duration or any
combination of these three factors. One
hypothesis worthy of examination is that
languages (like English) in which iambic
rhythms predominate are more likely to
use increased syllable duration to indicate
stress, whereas languages more influenced
by trochaic rhythms (as some researchers
claim Russian to be®!) are just as likely to

have short stressed syllables. However,
direct comparisons of prominence marking
between languages are not easily drawn.
For example, one significant difference
between English and Russian prosody
is the characteristic use of vowel length
(in moraic terms, syllable weight) by the
former to distinguish between minimum
pairs (cf. life’s a bitch / life’s a beach),
whereas no such distinction exists in
Russian.

Differences in Russian and English
intonation (including stress marking)
have also been the subject of a number
of comparative studies®>. One of the most
obvious of these differences consists in the
use in Russian of significantly elevated pitch
on the stressed syllable of the queried word
to indicate a question, whereas English
tends to use interrogative particles for this
purpose. Since the complex question of how
other emotions and moods are acoustically
marked in both languages is beyond the
scope of the present article, we will limit
ourselves here to a consideration of how
word- and phrase-level stress affects the
rhythm of the recited text.

Reduction of Vowels and Consonants
in Russian and English

Both Russian and English are
commonly cited as examples of stress-
timed languages™, meaning that isochrony
is more likely to be perceived in the
recurrence of stressed syllables occurring
in words and phrases rather than syllables
per se. Since in such languages the number
of non-stressed syllables appearing
between their stressed counterparts is in
principle arbitrary, a logical consequence
and observable feature of stress timing
consists in the characteristic reduction of
such non-stressed syllables. From a beat-
prosodic (synthetic isochrony) perspective,
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Attridge shows that in English an increase
in the number of unstressed syllables
uttered within the same time frame
preserves the “natural rhythms of the
language [...] at least until the number of
nonstresses demands the introduction of a
secondary accent™*,

Results and Discussion

In the course of translating Lermontov’s
poem [831-go IYUNYA 11 DNYA into
English, as well as commissioning a
background track, recording and performing
the translated version and then evaluating
the rappability of the translation and
original text by recording and performing
the original Russian version to the same
background track, a number of hypotheses
concerning the rhythmic structures of
English and Russian were investigated.

In the Russian recitation, where phrases
and poetic lines coincided with each
other (out of 256 lines, 95 coincide with
full phrases, while 161 are affected by
caesura and enjambment), the effect was
generally smoother and the emotional
temperature somewhat lower (calmer).
Where extensive use of enjambment and
caesura created antagonisms between
phrase and poetic line, a more jagged
diction and higher emotional temperature
(more agitated) resulted. This tendency
was further developed in the English
version as a consequence of the decision to
employ additional rhythmic features such
as hypercatalexis, anacrusis and acephaly.

From the translation, performance and
audio/video recording processes described
in this study, it was found that the rhythms
of Russian and English may be described in
terms of stress-, syllable- and mora timing.
However, in both languages, stress timing
seems to capture more salient features than
syllable- or mora-timing approaches.

Since both forms are describable in terms
of the imposition of a perceptual rhythmic
grid onto spoken and heard utterances,
the concept of strong isochrony appears
to be equally applicable to the singability
of a song and the rappability of a poem.
Although fascinating, the question of the
naturalness of such forms as compared
with spontaneous spoken language remains
largely subjective. However, this question
may be more thoroughly examined in
future research involving a statistically
significant number of survey participants.

Derek Attridge’s concept of beat
prosody (“rhythm in English poetry is
realised by the alternation of beats and
oftbeats™), although applicable to Russian,
does not appear to be realised as strongly
as in English. On the basis of coaching and
feedback, the classic “sing-song” sound
of English, in which stressed syllables
regularly alternate with their unstressed
counterparts, apparently sounds rather
unnatural to a Russian native speaker’s
ear. In Russian, prominences at the level of
the phrase seem to override the tendency
to alternate stressed and unstressed
syllables. In other words, a recitation that
excessively “smooths out” such phrasal
prominences into a “sing-song” alternation
characteristic of English will not sound
authentically Russian.

The rappability of a text, whether in
English or Russian, seems to depend on
the presence of metre and repeated patterns
of sound at the levels of phrase and line,
which is generally perceived as “rhyme.”
While poems, song lyrics and rap texts
(and, to a lesser extent, political speeches)
all appear to have this feature in common,
it would seem to be an even more central
feature of rap texts than of the other forms.
The fact that rap performances must in all
cases be produced from memory further
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supports the idea that such formal features
are integral to texts considered to be
rappable.

Conclusions

The described research project, which
involved the translation of an early text
by the Russian poet Lermontov, as well as
the commissioning of a background track
to support the recital of translated and
original texts, confirmed the hypothesis
that sung and rapped Russian, like English,
is strongly isochronic®. In Russian and
English, a rapper’s flow and a singer’s
musicality can be characterised by the
skilled handling of an essential tension
between the syllabic structure of a text
and its phraseology as expressed by stress
patterns and moraic constraints. Although
the accurate mapping of stressed syllables
onto felt beats is essential to flow and
musicality, an equally significant role is
played by the distribution and articulation
of unstressed syllables into the temporal
spaces between these stressed syllables
and the larger grouping of the so-formed
rhythmic units into phrases, as well
as various compensatory techniques
(e.g., reduction) to account for breaths and
phrase structure. The attention paid by an

audience to a rapper or singer appears to
be affected by the perceived presence of
an underlying beat made explicit in the
form of a background track or musical
arrangement.

An empirical examination of the
question of the perceived “naturalness” of
such performances, whether in Russian or
English, turned out to be beyond the scope
of the present study. In future research,
this problem may be considered by means
of a statistically significant representative
sample of native speakers in the respective
languages. Addressing this question may
in turn influence the design of empirical
studies based on audio (natural) spoken
language corpora to consider the related
question concerning the extent to which
strong isochrony also applies to spontaneous
spoken language and oratory, i.e., whether
the exigency of a speech is affected by the
perceived presence of an underlying beat,
whether this is made explicit in the form of
an audible cue or is implicit in the shared
communicative space.

On the basis of the research, it may
also be speculated that languages such as
Russian and English tend to become more
tolerant of polyrhythmic phraseological
constructions over time.
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