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Abstract: This article discusses the most important results and materials presented 
at the Verse Studies section of Gasparov Lectures 2007–2019, an annual conference 
held in Moscow every April since 2007 in memory of the prominent Russian scholar 
Mikhail L. Gasparov (1935–2005). It aims to present the current state of affairs in 
Russian verse studies, to sum up some of their recent achievements, to identify the 
main controversies that act as their growth points, and to highlight the most promis-
ing areas of current research into versification. 
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1. Introduction

On April 13, 2020, the greatest Russian verse scholar of the twentieth century, 
Mikhail Gasparov (1935–2005), would have turned 85. His colleagues – verse 
scholars, literary historians and classical philologists – planned to celebrate 
this date during the sessions of the Gasparov Lectures, a conference held every 
April since 2007 in memory of the eminent scholar. Like most other public 
events around the world, Gasparov Lectures 2020 were cancelled due to the 
pandemic, along with their Verse Studies section, a central discussion forum 
for topical issues in Russian verse studies in recent years.1 However, we can 
take advantage of this forced hiatus, to assess the progress made by Russian 
verse studies in the 15 years since Gasparov’s passing.

The following survey is based on materials from the Verse Studies section 
of Gasparov Lectures 2007–2019 (see Belousova 2009; Golovastikov 2011a, 
2011b, 2013; Polilova, Levashov 2013; Polilova 2014; Polilova, Levashov 2016, 
2017; Polilova 2018; Polilova 2019; Polilova, Skulacheva 2021). It aims to pre-
sent the current state of affairs in Russian verse studies, to sum up some of 
their recent achievements, to identify the main controversies that act as their 
growth points, and to highlight the most promising areas of research. Some 
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of the results presented and discussed here has already been published (in 
such cases, we provide the respective references). However, for various rea-
sons, a substantial part of them has hitherto not taken shape in the form of 
books or individual articles. This is true of some of the most topical issues and 
hypotheses, discussions, critique, and debates that revolve around them. We 
will devote particular attention to this invisible side of the academic process.

Despite the variety of topics and approaches to verse studies presented at 
the meetings of the Gasparov Lectures that we will outline here, for most of 
their participants, the unifying research platform is represented by inductive 
statistics and probability-based analysis elaborated in the classical studies by 
Andrei Belyi, Boris Tomashevsky, Sergei Bobrov, Kiril Taranovsky, Andrei 
Kolmogorov, and Mikhail Gasparov himself. Therefore, the object of analysis, 
the conceptual apparatus, and the methodology are common to scholars of 
different generations working with a variety of verse material. An important 
feature of this research tradition is its historiographical nature manifested in 
researchers’ attention to the works of the pioneers of verse studies and the theo-
retical and methodological principles formulated in these works (with varying 
degrees of accuracy). Another characteristic trait of present-day Russian verse 
theory is its constant striving for a systematization of its conceptual and ter-
minological apparatus. It seems fair to say that Russian verse studies develop 
cyclically, re-actualizing and problematizing their legacy at every stage. Today, 
the entire conceptual baggage inherited from formalism and structuralism is 
subject to such re-actualization. This even applies to some research strategies 
that had been, it seemed, completely abandoned (for example, there has been 
a revival of interest in “tactometric theory”, see below).

Anticipating our conclusion, one can say that – thanks to the revision of 
everything that had been done – Russian verse studies are gradually breaking 
out of a strategic impasse; the feeling of “all has been said and done” turned 
out to be erroneous.

Gasparov’s tetralogy (Contemporary Russian Verse. Metrics and Rhythmics, 
1974; An Outline of the History of Russian Verse, 19841, 20002; Russian Verse 
in Commentaries, 19871, 19932, 20013, and An Outline of the History of 
European Verse, 19891, 20032, translated into English as A History of European 
Versification, 1996); see also Italian, 1993, and Czech editions, 2012), in the 
opinion of many scholars and general readers, has become a manifesto of the 
completeness of the edifice of Russian verse studies. In 1995, at the opening 
of the Slavic Verse international conference in Moscow, Gasparov himself said 
something of the kind and urged verse scholars to “think of expanding the 
discipline’s field of vision, establishing a structural link between verse phe-
nomena as such and those belonging to other levels within the structure of 
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the poetic work, its phonetics, grammar, style, and semantics”, since “the tra-
ditional four areas of verse studies (metrics, rhythmics, rhyme, and stanzas) 
are already so well-developed, that new revolutions are not to be expected 
there any time soon”; therefore, “[our] research methodology has already been 
elaborated, and now it is but a matter of time and capable graduate students” 
(the talk was revised into an article Gasparov 1996b: 5). This line of thinking 
was matched by Gasparov’s own research strategy embodied by his books 
Metre and Meaning (1999) and Articles on Verse Linguistics (2004; co-authored 
with Tatiana Skulacheva).

Not all researchers, however, were ready to agree with Gasparov. In the 
introduction to his fundamental article “The European Metrical Fund of 
Russian Poetry of the 18th–20th Centuries”, Mihhail Lotman argued:

[...] the author [i.e. Lotman] is far from assuming that the main problems of 
Russian versification have already been solved [and that] all that remains is 
to clarify some details, examine (using a well-established methodology) the 
material that has not yet been examined, and resolve some secondary issues 
concerning theoretical aspects. It seems that the situation is almost entirely the 
opposite. (Lotman 1995: 259)

Lotman was echoed by Maksim Shapir:

There is no denying that the achievements of Russian verse studies are indeed 
impressive, but the overwhelming majority of them are related to verse history 
(although here, too, there has recently been a tendency towards a radical revi-
sion of a whole series of ideas which until recently seemed unshakable [...]) [...] 
In the field of theory, the situation is much less favourable: with but a little exag-
geration one can say that there still exists no theory of verse as a single scholarly 
discipline. (Shapir 2000: 76)

Lotman and Shapir proposed their own projects of a more general theory: 
Lotman, using the optics of generative metrics (see for example 1995, 1998, 
2000), and Shapir (2000, 2015), developing the ideas of Russian formalists 
and structuralists (Yuri Tynianov, Maksim Kenigsberg, and Roman Jakobson). 
Shapir, who was among the most ardent partisans of quantitative verse studies, 
also wrote on the limitations of “exact” methods in verse theory (Shapir 2005; 
English translation: 2019); the article sparked a debate, already after Shapir’s 
death (see Gladky 2007; Pertsov 2009).

It is with Shapir’s name that the most remarkable controversies of the turn 
of the millennium are associated: e. g. regarding his hypothesis about the role 
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of Empress Elizabeth’s first name (Elizavéta / Elizavét) in the evolution of the 
rhythm of Lomonosov’s iambus (i. e. involuntary and inevitable pyrrhic feet), 
and regarding his theoretical project (Shapir 2000: 9–128, 131–160). Lotman’s 
generative approach provoked neither direct objections nor direct support 
in the Russian verse scholars’ community in the 1980s and 1990s, but was 
acknowledged by Gasparov in his typology of versification systems presented 
in Gasparov 1989 (1996a) and paved the way for the reception of the genera-
tive approach by Russian verse scholars of the new generation.

The mid-2000s became a sad milestone in the history of the Russian verse 
studies. Gasparov’s death was followed by the sudden and premature demise 
of Maksim Shapir (1962–2006), and, four years later, of Marina Krasnoperova 
(1940–2010), the creator of the theory of reconstructive simulation of versifi-
cation. These losses significantly changed the academic landscape of Russian 
verse studies. In 2010, the scholarly discipline in question, orphaned and lead-
erless, celebrated its centenary jubilee (since the publication of Andrei Belyi’s 
Symbolism).

At the 2010 international conference Russian Verse Theory: Centennial Results 
and Development Prospects, organized in Saint Petersburg by the students of 
Vladislav Kholshevnikov (1910–2000),2 scholars demonstrated the traditionally 
high standards of individual research and, at the same time, noted the need to 
systematize the accumulated material, revise the existing conceptual apparatus 
and present the results of their research in a form accessible not only to domain 
experts, but also to linguists, literary scholars, as well as students (Tverianovich 
2011: 254). They also spoke of the need to create an academic history of Russian 
verse, a project yet to be launched. No terminological systematization has been 
achieved so far, although various groups of researchers have begun to work in 
this direction (Pilshchikov 2017a; English translation: Pilshchikov 2021a).

In recent years, independent verse scholars and a number of verse study 
groups have been active in Russia, as well as several university seminars: 

1) at Saint Petersburg University, led by Elena Khvorostianovа, a student of 
Vladislav Kholshevnikov (through their efforts, a two-volume metrical guide 
to the poems of several Russian poets was published; see Khvorostianovа 
2008–2013), 

2) at the Russian State University for the Humanities (which hosts several 
projects on the linguistics of verse), led by Tatiana Skulacheva, 

3) at Orenburg State University, led by Svetlana Matiash, and 

2 See the conference proceedings (Bogdanov, Khvorostianovа 2010).
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4)  at the Higher School of Economics, led by Evgenii Kazartsev, a student 
of Marina Krasnoperova. 

There are also two informal associations: a group of colleagues and former 
students of Maksim Shapir (including the coterie of contributors to the journal 
Philologica, 1994–2014) and Vladimir Plungian’s group who are developing 
the Poetic Subcorpus of the Russian National Corpus. 

In 2013, Vadim Baevsky died, and 2016 saw the death of Aleksandr Iliushin 
who had led seminars on poetics and verse theory at Smolensk State University 
and Moscow State University, respectively. Since 2010 (with some interrup-
tions), the Vinogradov Institute of the Russian Language of the Russian 
Academy of Sciences (Moscow) has been hosting the Centre for Textology 
and Verse Studies (in 2019 renamed the Centre for Linguistic Textology and 
Computer Linguistic Verse Analysis) headed by Nikolai Pertsov. The Centre 
opens the floor to regular discussions of issues in the analysis of poetic speech.

2. Gasparov Lectures 2007–2019: participants and topics

At the turn of the millennium, before the birth of the Gasparov Lectures, only 
one regular verse studies conference had been held in Russia, the Slavic Verse 
triennial (since 1995), organized after Gasparov’s death by Tatiana Skulacheva 
(the most recent proceedings: Prokhorov, Skulacheva 2009, 2012; Skulacheva 
2017a, 2017b). The emergence of a new annual conference changed the rhythm 
and atmosphere of verse scholars’ meetings: whereas at Slavic Verse researchers 
tried to present the results of large and completed projects, Gasparov Lectures 
offered ample opportunities for discussing materials in a “work in progress” 
mode and allowed for longer discussions. Gasparov Lectures differ from Slavic 
Verse in their more “parochial” format, with most of the participants being 
researchers from Moscow and Saint Petersburg.

Since 2007, the number of speakers has grown from 7 to 27 (in 2019). 
Over the years, the range of topics discussed has expanded as well. In addi-
tion to research within the framework of traditional sections of verse studies 
(metrics, rhythmics, stanzas, comparative metrics, linguistics of verse, poetic 
syntax, phonics, verse semantics, etc.), now participants present and discuss 
talks devoted to quantitative and automated methods in the study of text, the 
psychology and neurophysiology of perception as applied to verse, the acoustic 
analysis of recited poetry, etc. 
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The distribution of talks by topic (see table below), hard as it is to unequivo-
cally assign some talks to one group or another, reveals certain important 
tendencies. 

Table 1. Distribution of talks by topic (the Verse Studies section of Gasparov Lectures, 
2007–2019)

Rhythmic typology 22
History of Russian verse 18
Digital methods and computational tools for 
linguistic and prosodic analysis of verse 16

Rhythmical effects, expressive features of rhythm 15
Comparative metrics 15
Linguistics of verse 14
Analysis of individual poetic texts 13

Research methods of studying verse
11  

(5 featuring mathematical or 
formal approaches)

Underresearched non-Russian systems of 
versification 8

History of verse studies 7
Verse semantics 6
Stanzas 5
Recited poetry 5
Rhyme and euphony 5
General verse theory 3
Poetic syntax 3
Metrical prose 1
Other 12
Total 179

As apparent from the table, there has been little to no discussion on general 
verse theory. In the 13 years, there have only been three talks of this type, all 
featuring analysis, criticism, or interpretation of Shapir’s theory of verse (talks 
in 2007, 2008, 2017). The issues of rhyme, sound organization of verse, and met-
ric repertoire have been of marginal interest to the participants. Most scholarly 



146 Vera Polilova

activity seems to have revolved around rhythm factors and the development 
of a rhythmic typology of “non-classical” metres (i.e., non-syllabotonic / non-
syllabic-accentual metres), mainly the so-called dolnik and taktovik (meters 
with a variable length of the inter-ictic interval in a verse line). In dolniks, 
the amplitude of variation of inter-ictic intervals equals one (the inter-ictic 
intervals can be either monosyllabic or disyllabic). In taktoviks, the amplitude 
of variation of inter-ictic intervals equals two (the inter-ictic intervals can be 
monosyllabic, disyllabic, or trisyllabic) (Liapin, Pilshchikov 2015: 60).

A large group of talks classified as “Comparative metrics” has also dealt 
mainly with issues of rhythmic organization of texts in various languages, 
and those dealing with the analysis of individual poems were often focused 
on their rhythmic peculiarities (the commonest methodology consisting in 
the investigation of texts’ rhythmic features in their complex interaction with 
the author’s style, genre and composition). The number of talks on the verse 
linguistics has also been stably high. Among other topics of undying interest, 
one might highlight the development of computer analysis tools.

Below, we give a description of the results presented over the years at the 
Gasparov Lectures, related to the following research areas: 

1) rhythmic typology and the study of rhythmical effects, 
2) studies of the rhythm of the Russian iambic verse, 
3) analysis of poetic syntax. 

In addition, we will summarize the discussion of general verse theory that saw 
no major breakthroughs, but is particularly illustrative of the set of contem-
porary theoretical premises used by Russian poetry scholars.

Most of the talks, as can be seen from the table, were predictably devoted 
to various issues of the history of Russian verse, but a general account here 
is hardly possible, given the extreme variety of topics. Suffice it to mention 
special talks dedicated to the verse of seventeenth-, eighteenth-, nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century Russian poets, such as Simeon Polotsky, Aleksandr 
Sumarokov, Mikhail Lomonosov, Evgenii Baratynsky, Kornei Chukovsky, 
Vladimir Pozner, Velimir Khlebnikov, Joseph Brodsky, Konstantin Balmont, 
Marina Tsvetaeva, Anna Akhmatova, and many others. Among this multitude 
of talks, particular mention should be made of Svetlana Matiash’s fundamental 
study of Russian free iambic verse in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
culminating with the publication of a dedicated monograph (Matiash 2011).
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3. Talks and discussions

3.1. Verse Theory

As mentioned above, issues of general verse theory were discussed in connec-
tion with Shapir’s theory of verse. It is based on the conception of verse viewed 
as a system of pervasive compulsory paradigmatic segmentations, which struc-
ture the texts’ additional fourth dimension (in addition to the speech, linguistic 
and semiotic dimensions) and act as a unifying factor for segments that are 
sometimes strikingly different from each other in their length, grammar, and 
semantics (Shapir 2000: 36–75, 81–83; see also Belousova, Polilova 2015). 
According to Shapir, verse segmentations are compulsory because they are 
pre-ordained by the author’s will, which is objectively expressed and cannot be 
ignored by the recipient; furthermore, they are consistent and paradigmatic: 
they form the rhythmic units belonging to the same level which are corre-
lated with one another as variants of a single invariable. Shapir formulated 
his concept gradually, analyzing the theoretical works of poetry scholars of 
the 1920s (noting ideas which would corroborate his new theory),3 interpret-
ing unusual verse forms and criticizing his contemporaries’ and predecessors’ 
definitions and formulations (in particular, Boris Bukhshtab’s theory of double 
segmentation (Bukhshtab 1973: 110–111) and Tomashevsky’s and Gasparov’s 
definitions, according to which verse is “artistic speech phonically divided into 
relatively short segments which are perceived as comparable and commensu-
rable” (Gasparov 1972: 197; 2001 [1993]: 6). The discussion of Shapir’s theory 
was partly conditioned by its polemical presentation: for example, Sergei 
Kormilov, in 2008, devoted his talk at the Gasparov Lectures to the defense of 
Gasparov’s formulations (“Where Shapir Was Wrong in Criticizing Gasparov’s 
Theoretical Postulates as a Verse Scholar”), while Igor Pilshchikov and Nikolai 
Pertsov (“On Shapir’s Concept of Verse”, 2007) and Anastasia Belousova (“On 
Shapir’s Concept of Verse Paradigmatics”, 2017) used Shapir’s theory to explore 
texts that were usually thought to elude analysis in the framework of verse 
studies.

These talks and discussions have repeatedly raised the issue of the psycho-
logical component of the distinction of verse vs. prose. Shapir himself was 

3 Shapir’s definition of verse is most closely related to Maksim Kenigsberg’s conjectures on the 
nature of verse, as well as to Jakobson’s definition of the poetic function (Shapir 2015: 346–383, 
389–394): “The poetic function projects the principle of equivalence from the axis of selection into 
the axis of combination. Equivalence is promoted to the constitutive device of the sequence” 
(Jakobson 1960: 358).
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inclined to draw the boundaries as rigorously as possible, and the reliance 
on the reader’s individual perception was not part of his phenomenological 
stance. Nevertheless, contemporary scholars of verse believe that such reliance 
is latently present in his theoretical constructs (Dobritsyn 2007: 503–505). 
Suggestions were made as to using a psychological experiment in the more 
difficult cases (for example, free verse or “feigned prose”, mnimaja proza), 
when the definition of the invariant, and indeed the very answer to the “verse 
or prose” question, is unclear. Tatiana Skulacheva believes that Shapir and 
Gasparov attempted to define the same thing, namely, “a concept, intuitively 
felt but still not amenable to a strict linguistic description, that implies a psy-
chological equality or balance between verse lines (Gasparov), reminiscent 
of the equality of members of a paradigm in language (Shapir)” (Skulacheva, 
Buiakova 2010: 38 fn. 1).

It can be said that, at present, we see maintenance of the status quo in 
Russian verse studies: many scholars prefer not to delve into general theoreti-
cal issues at all, others remain faithful to Gasparov’s definitions, while a third 
group (primarily Shapir’s closest colleagues and students who have attended 
his verse study seminar) rely on the provisions of Shapir’s theory, often recog-
nizing the need of a further clarification and development of his logic.

It seems that, in recent years, the most productive research has been not in 
the field of the theoretical definition of verse as such, but in the development of 
constructive (i.e. practical) definitions of the constituent elements of Russian 
verse: versification systems, poetic metres and their specific varieties, and 
poetic rhythm and rhythmical types of specific metres (see Pilshchikov 2017a, 
2021a). The search for constructive definitions of the phenomena involved in 
Russian verse have primarily developed in connection with practical tasks, 
such as the automatic diagnostics of verse metre and the automatic recognition 
of rhythmical forms (ibid.; compare Pilshchikov, Starostin 2015).

3.2. Rhythmic Typology. Classification of Metres

Multiple talks have been devoted to the classification of Russian metres and 
versification systems, the material employed usually consisting of samples 
of non-classical (i.e., non-syllabic-accentual) metres of the Symbolist poets, 
as well as Joseph Brodsky’s versification, so far defying a strict versological 
description and causing significant difficulties and disagreements in the inter-
pretation of its individual specimens.

Time and time again, and from vastly different positions, the participants 
discussed the problem of distinguishing between different types of dolniks; 
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between dolniks and taktoviks; taktoviks and mixed metres; free dolniks 
with unstressed ictuses and taktoviks; and — last but not least — taktoviks 
and dolniks “formed on the basis of binary metres” (with a predominance of 
monosyllabic iner-ictic intervals), which are uncommon to Russian poetry, 
unlike the more common taktoviks and dolniks “formed on the basis of ter-
nary metres” (with a predominance of disyllabic iner-ictic intervals),4 as well as 
questions of the genesis of all these verse types. In 2014, Sergei Liapin devoted 
a special talk to the confusion reigning in current Russian verse nomenclature 
(“Evolution of Gasparov’s Concepts of Dolnik and Taktovik”). In 2015, Kirill 
Korchagin presented a talk on Gasparov’s concept of “a dolnik on the basis of 
binary metres” and discussed the peculiarities of this metre. Having analyzed 
the texts most likely to fall into the category of dolniks based on binary metres 
extracted from the Poetic Subcorpus of the Russian National Corpus, he found 
that they failed to demonstrate a sufficiently stable rhythmical type (poems by 
Leonid Martynov, Sergei Petrov, Igor Chinnov, and others). Tsvetaeva’s dolnik 
on the binary (iambic) basis, possibly related to the German dolnik, were 
examined and allocated to a special group in Liapin’s 2013 talk “Russian Hemi-
iambs and their European Analogues”; the ad hoc term “hemi-iambs” was 
suggested based on a 40% concentration of iambic lines in Tsvetaeva’s dolnik 
poems (Liapin, Pilshchikov 2015: 73–77). In her 2017 talk, Vera Polilova spoke 
about the practical impossibility of using Gasparov’s accepted definitions to 
distinguish unambiguously between dolniks with skipped ictic stresses, on the 
one hand, and taktoviks, on the other. She also proposed to no longer count 
Konstantin Balmont’s experimental rhythm (the so-called “interrupted lines”, 
preryvistye stroki) among 4-ictus taktoviks; she demonstrated that this type of 
verse was built on hemistichs of classical binary and ternary syllabic-accentual 
metres (Polilova 2017).

The typology of three principal types of the three-ictus dolnik by Russian 
poets introduced by Gasparov (“Esenin’s type” with predominant forms I and 
III, “Gumilëv’s type” with predominant forms III and II, and “Tsvetaeva’s type”, 
in which forms III and V prevail, see Gasparov 1968: 100–102; 1974: 241–242) 
was also refined on the basis of a corpus-dependent approach. Thus, in 2016, 
Aleksander Levashov spoke about his research into Sergei Esenin’s three-ictus 
dolnik, conducted jointly with Liapin, Igor Pilshchikov, Alexander Prokhorov, 
and Anatoly Starostin. The researchers used a corpus-dependent approach to 
distinguish between dolniks and ternary metres and demonstrated the fal-
laciousness of the view that Esenin’s dolnik is a transitional metrical form 

4 Gasparov’s terms: “dol’niki na dvuslozhnoi osnove” and “dol’niki na trekhslozhnoi osnove”.
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between ternary metres and “Gumilëv’s” and “Tsvetaeva’s” more formalized 
types of dolnik (for preliminary results see Pilshchikov, Starostin 2015: 100–
101). Levashov and Liapin achieved important results in the study of Brodsky’s 
dolnik: in a series of talks (2010, 2012, 2013), elements of a new metric classifi-
cation of Brodsky’s texts were presented, based on rhythmic analysis, splitting 
apart some poetic forms previously lumped together. In particular, a separate 
metric type was identified, the basis of which is a line consisting of two seg-
ments of a three-ictus dolnik (Dk3 + Dk3; i.e. segmented dolnik, see Liapin 
2011). Brodsky created it in the late 1960s and used it in all his subsequent 
oeuvre (that is, for more than a quarter of a century).

Yuri Orlitsky worked on the problem of the distinction between Brodsky’s 
so-called “free blank accentual verse” and vers libre (his 2008 talk; see Orlitsky 
2012). In 2014, Levashov and Prokhorov conducted a new statistical study of 
the samples of unrhymed accentual verse identified by Orlitsky, analyzing 25 
of Brodsky’s poems in terms of inter-stress interval distribution statistics. The 
researchers determined the correlation coefficients for different types of inter-
stress intervals and identified two groups of poems. The first group includes 
texts, in which mono- and disyllabic inter-stress intervals prevail, whereas 
0- and 3-syllable intervals are avoided (in this group, 4- and 5- syllable inter-
stress intervals are allowed, as well as 6- and 7-syllable intervals which are, 
however, rare). In the second group, the number of 0- and 3-syllable inter-
stress intervals avoided in the first group is greater. It turns out that the poems 
that fall into different groups are also chronologically remote from each other 
(see Levashov, Prokhorov 2016).

In discussions of “non-classical” (i. e. non-syllabotonic) metres at the 
meetings in various years, a frequent point of argument was the possibility 
of skipping metrical stresses in strong positions and determining the place 
of these unstressed ictuses (and indeed the very possibility of talking about 
ictuses in the dolnik and taktovik). In his 2017 talk “‘Beyond the Dolnik Verse’: 
Unstressed Ictuses and Extra-schematic Stresses in Russian Accentual Verse”, 
Igor Pilshchikov proposed to use the concept of ictus (and therefore metre) 
when analyzing not only dolniks and taktoviks, but also accentual verse. For 
a number of colleagues, Pilshchikov’s very idea verged on absurdity. Many, 
following Gasparov, consider accentual verse to be purely tonic, that is, one 
where the range of fluctuations in the length of the inter-stress intervals is so 
great that it eliminates the very opposition between weak and strong posi-
tions. Pilshchikov believes that even in accentual verse (e.g. Mayakovsky’s), 
the “interaction between rhythm and metre” is preserved, that is, there exist 
both extrametrical (extra-schematic) stresses on metrically unstressed syl-
lables and unstressed ictuses – the fact which actually was never denied by 
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Gasparov, who, however, preferred to refrain from far-reaching conclusions 
on the subject (see Pilshchikov 2021b; compare Pilshchikov 2017b, a follow 
up talk at Frontiers in Comparative Metrics 3 in Tallinn).

Another question raised more than once is that of the applicability of the 
concept of caesura to non-classical verse. When interpreting various poets’ 
non-classical metres, researchers are faced with the fact that verse lines tend 
to be divided into two halves. It is not entirely permissible to refer to these 
metres as “caesuraed” according to the established Russian terminology; in 
Russian verse theory, a caesura is defined as a constant word boundary at a 
certain position of the line (usually after a specific foot). In the non-classical 
texts under consideration, the syllable length of the line is not constant and, 
accordingly, the position of the word boundary fluctuates (causing inconsist-
ent augmentation or truncation). For such a caesura-like word boundary, the 
term “quasi-caesura”, proposed by Vadim Semenov (2010), gained immedi-
ate traction. Kirill Korchagin proposed the concept of “derivational caesura” 
in his talk “Dolnik and Caesura: Stating the Problem” presented at the 2011 
conference and in the unpublished PhD thesis Caesura in Russian Verse from 
the Eighteenth Century to the First Quarter of the Twentieth Century (2012). 
This term refers to the so-called “derivational model” of accentual verse devel-
oped by Vladimir Plungian and Kirill Korchagin himself (Korchagin 2020; see 
also Semenov 2013). From the point of view of this theory, specific lines of 
dolnik-like and taktovik-like texts are viewed as derived from some regular 
and conventional syllabic-accentual pattern by way of transformation. In a 
follow-up discussion on the issue of the caesura, it was also noted (Levashov, 
Liapin) that an exclusive application of the notion to syllabic-accentual verse 
is not entirely reasonable: Gasparov had already applied this term to non-clas-
sical Russian verse, such as Russian galliambs (2001 [1993]: 144; cf. Dobritsyn 
1993: 307).

A more exhaustive idea of Plungian and Korchagin’s approach to the dolnik 
can be obtained from Korchagin’s 2017 talk (“The Dolnik as a Static Object 
and a Dynamic Procedure: The Tactometric Procedure and Mikhail Gasparov”, 
see Korchagin 2020). The essence of the proposed approach can be reduced to 
the distinction between three entities: 

1)  the basic (initial) metric structure, 
2)  the real (observed) metric structure, 
and 3) the rules of the transition from (1) to (2). 

Methodologically, this approach does not differ from most of the models 
adopted in conemporary linguistics (the only difference being the mate-
rial). Accordingly, it is proposed to regard the dolnik as “a dynamic entity”. 
According to Korchagin, this understanding is also close to Gasparov’s ideas: 
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if one can speak of a dolnik on the binary or ternary basis, then there is an 
implicit set of procedures enabling the transition from an iambic/trochaic/
dactylic/anapaestic/amphibrachic line to a corresponding dolnik line. These 
procedures transform syllabic-accentual verse into dolnik by means of: 

1)  syncope, the elimination of the syllable in the weak position of the foot 
(creating a “leimma”, in Georgii Shengeli’s terms, i.e. (usually) a trans-
formation of a disyllabic interval into a monosyllabic one in a line of 
ternary metre); 

2)  reduction of the syllable in a strong position with the loss of the ictus 
occupying that position; 

3)  reaccentuation; 
4)  extension of the foot; etc. (see Korchagin 2017; also Plungian 2005, 2014 

etc.). 
This approach is close to generative metrics and revives the reasoning of 
the “tactometric theory” proposed by Aleksandr Kviatkovsky in the 1920s 
(Korchagin 2020). Lively debates took place during the discussion of this talk 
and other contributions with a similar approach to the problem of verse forms 
with a fixed number of ictuses and a fixed diapason of variation of unstressed 
syllables in the inter-ictic interval (for example, Plungian’s 2010 talk “‘Nochami 
edet skvoz’ zybkij son’ [‘Rides Through a Fluid Dream at Night’]: On the Metrics 
of Igor Chinnov’s Poem”). In particular, Sergei Liapin and Marina Akimova 
spoke of the frequent impossibility of an unambiguous choice between a 
binary or ternary basis for a specific dolnik text; moreover, a “dynamic” or 
“derivational” interpretation makes it impossible to create a rigorous rhythmic 
typology: instead of working with the real rhythmical structure of a text, the 
researcher is urged to search for its deeper structure which is unknown in 
advance. It remains unclear to other scholars of verse how to limit the number 
of procedures. Discussions on these issues have not been reflected in articles 
published in recent years.

In 2018 Liapin proposed another approach to dolnik (“On the Problem 
of the Poetic Description of the Russian Dolnik”). He explained the popular-
ity of the dolnik in the twentieth century and its gradual transformation, in 
Gasparov’s words, into the “sixth classical Russian metre” (Gasparov 2000 
[1984]: 308), by the fact that this metre is constructed with emphasis not 
only on the two-syllable and three-syllable foot (i.e. the dolniks on the binary 
metre basis or ternary metre basis) but also tetrasyllabic feet (paeans) and 
pentasyllabic feet (hyper-paeans). According to Liapin’s assumption, dolnik 
is a special form of syllabic-accentual verse, and many dolnik texts should be 
regarded as poems based on a pentasyllabic rhythm. As a striking example of 
such verse, Liapin analyzed the lines of Tsvetaeva’s Perekop (1928–29). They are 
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akatalectic and, therefore, a pentasyllabic inertia is clearly perceptible in them. 
According to Liapin, without considering the phenomenon of tetrasyllabic and 
pentasyllabic feet, it is impossible to understand the evolution of the Russian 
dolnik, and its rapid establishment in the metrical canon is bound to remain 
an insoluble mystery, just like the failure of its development in the nineteenth 
century. Arguably, the dolnik on the pentasyllabic basis crystallized gradually. 
It emerged in folk poetry, then evolved in Koltsov’s experiments with a hyper-
paeanic metre (“penton III”, a pentasyllabic line/foot with a stress on the third 
syllable) and eventually flourished in the poetry of the Acmeists, who suc-
ceeded in combining the existing trends and launched the “metro-rhythmical 
wave” that is characteristic of the modern Russian dolnik.

A review of the talks presented at Gasparov Lectures on the issues of rhyth-
mic typology shows unequivocally that the non-classical Russian metres – the 
dolnik, the taktovik and accentual verse – have not yet been adequately inves-
tigated. The nomenclature Gasparov proposed in 1974 underwent significant 
(but not explicitly articulated) changes in his subsequent works but it does 
not allow for a consistent description of contemporary diversity of Russian 
non-classical metric forms.

Obviously, the recourse to computer-aided statistical analysis, especially the 
use the corpus-statistical approach, has led to important results, but there is still 
much to be done in the identification of relevant metric features. The available 
statistical data needs to be expanded, which will definitely help make the exist-
ing definitions more precise, yet, at the same time, will hardly solve all of the 
problems, as data gathered without relying on a working hypothesis often turns 
out to be useless (as is the case with the existing studies of Brodsky’s or Balmont’s 
poems, where statistics collected without a clear understanding of the rhythmic 
structure has for years obscured the visibility of hemistichs and impeded an 
accurate analysis of the rhythm, which lead to incorrect metric interpretations).

To sum up, practical work in verse studies should go hand in hand with 
theoretical work. When analyzing verse, it is necessary to identify its rhyth-
mical impulse, while a mere accumulation of data concerning stressed and 
unstressed syllables in a line is insufficient.

3.3. Research into Russian Iambus. Criticism of Taranovsky’s 
Autonomous Rhythmic Laws. Issues in verse modelling

In the case of Russian non-classical metrics (implicit and a-posteriori metrics, 
to quote Mihhail Lotman 2008), the data accumulated over a century are not 
the result but rather the beginning of research. Surprisingly enough, studies of 
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classical Russian metres, allegedly by now explored “inside out”, have revealed 
new facts, especially as regards their rhythm.

First of all, even the most meticulously prepared statistics do not create an 
objective picture by themselves, since the sample analyzed may not be repre-
sentative. The rhythm is influenced by many factors: the genre characteristics 
of the text, its length, the stanzaic form, the number of enjambments, and 
the part-of-speech content of the lines. Each of these parameters affects the 
obtained results, and, with data from different texts combined, a distortion 
and averaging of the results inevitably occur.

Liapin’s 2015 talk “On the Failure of the ‘Autonomous Laws of Versification’” 
criticized Taranovsky’s law of “regressive accentual dissimilation” and outlined 
an alternative conception of the rhythmic development of Russian iambic 
tetrameter from the eighteenth through the twentieth centuries. Liapin’s key 
claim was that alternating rhythm emerged as a consequence of the syn-
tactic features of rhythmic forms III and VI of Russian iambic tetrameter 
(xXxxxXxX(x) and xxxXxxxX(x)).5 He presented the development of the metre 
as a chain of successive revolutions: 

1)  the rejection of full stress in Mikhail Lomonosov’s verse; 
2)  elimination of Form III, unusual for a colon with final stress (in Russian, 

it is more frequently stressed in the middle), due to Ivan Krylov’s rejec-
tion of inversions; 

3)  the actualization of Form VI in Vasilii Zhukovsky’s verse, 
and 4) the final transition to “natural” syntax and the corresponding 

rhythm in Vladislav Khodasevich’s iambs. 
In 2015, Levashov presented additional arguments in favour of changes 

in the frequency of four-foot iambic Forms III and VI being caused by the 
rejection of inversions at the turn of the nineteenth century. A year later, 
Liapin presented new evidence in favour of the view that Russian iambic 
tetrameter was governed not by special verse laws, but by general speech 
tendencies. According to Liapin’s data, in twentieth-century verse, compared 
to nineteenth-century verse, the frequency of rhythmic Forms III, VI, and 
VII increases at the expense of Forms I and IV. At the same time, the fre-
quency of Forms VI and VII grows proportionally, so that we can classify the 
rhythm profile as neither N-shaped nor U-shaped. Liapin also noted that the 
distribution of rhythmic forms is identical both in twentieth-century verse 
and in random iambic lines generated by the Yandex Autopoet online robot 
that creates poetry based on users’ search queries. According to Liapin, this 

5 For the accepted classification of rhythmic Forms see, for example, Dobritsyn 2016: 36.
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is how the process of convergence of iambic verse with natural speech was 
completed – the process that had been ongoing for three centuries. In other 
words, Liapin continues, the basis of the evolution of the rhythm of the iambic 
tetrameter from the eighteenth to the twentieth century lies not in the tran-
sition from a U-shaped rhythm to an alternating N-shaped form, but in the 
consistent convergence of this poetic metre and everyday speech habits (the 
results of this study are summarized in Liapin 2016 and 2020). Objections to 
Liapin’s claims were raised in Mikhail Lotman’s talk “Are There Autonomic 
Laws of Verse Rhythm?” presented at the Tallinn-based conference Frontiers 
in Comparative Metrics 3 (see the abstract Lotman 2017 and the subsequent 
publication Lotman 2019), frequented by many Gasparov Lectures regulars. In 
the ensuing discussion, Liapin accepted some of Lotman’s counter-arguments, 
which he then stated explicitly in his later publications.

Thus, in recent years, a completely new account of the history of the 
development of the rhythm of the most popular Russian iambic metre was 
proposed. Evidently, it will be a while before it is properly comprehended and 
accepted by the academic community. The discussions following the talks on 
Taranovsky’s rhythmic laws have been invariably lively: some of the listeners 
fully accepted the revolutionary conclusions, while Alexander Prokhorov and 
Evgenii Kazartsev firmly disagreed with them and voiced their objections. 

Ultimately, the disagreement centres around the question as to the principal 
cause of Russian iambic tetrameter’s rhythmic evolution from the “eighteenth-
century rhythm” to the “nineteenth-century rhythm” (has it evolved from verse 
rhythm towards natural speech rhythm or vice versa). Another issue is the 
kind of data that should be taken as the reference standard for “neutral” verse 
rhythm, i.e. a language-based model (Tomashevsky-Kolmogorov), a speech-
based model (Kholshevnikov), or a model based on cognitive reconstructive 
simulation of versification (Krasnoperova).

The language-based model of verse (also known as the “theoretical-proba-
bilistic” model) is computed by multiplying the “linguistic” probabilities of the 
words (or phrases unified by one stress) that fit in a line of a particular metre 
and particular length (this probability is defined by the sum of all possible com-
binations of rhythmic words/phrases in the metrical design). The speech-based 
model is defined differently: syntagmas (phrases with one or more stresses) that 
fit in a line of a particular metre and particular length are extracted from prose 
(they are called sluchajnye iamby, “random iambs”, or samorodnye iamby “native 
iambs”). Marina Krasnoperova developed a model based on the principle that 
the choice of each rhythm-forming element (rhythmic word/phrase unified by 
one stress) in a verse line depends on its metrical position and rhythmic context 
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(Krasnoperova 2000: 99–101; etc.; Krasnoperova, Kazartsev 2011; Kazartsev 
2014; 2017: 129–133; 2019; 2020 etc.).

The challenge of comparing the results of the rhythmic analysis of specific 
texts with those of the different approaches and comparative data interpreta-
tion seems to be one of the most important issues in modern verse studies. 
The theoretical foundations and the very practice of the formation of these 
models should remain subject to discussion and mutually interested criticism.

4. Conclusion

Based on our review of the talks and discussions that have taken place at the 
verse studies section of Gasparov Lectures, we can single out the domains that 
are most popular today among Russian researchers and have shown the most 
promising results:

• Creation of a new paradigm for the description of the rhythm of Russian 
iambic tetrameter

• Rhythmic typology and the study of Russian non-syllabotonic 
versification

• Study of various aspects of the meaning of poetic forms (verse 
semantics)

• Analysis of the relationship between verse and language: rhythm and 
poetic syntax

• Comparative metrics
The first four directions of research were outlined above as succinctly as pos-
sible. The current state of affairs in comparative metrics in Russia will be 
described in a special paper.6

The study of Russian verse is an endeavour that unites researchers of several 
generations and academic schools from all over the globe. Scholars of Russian 
verse continue to make a significant contribution to this collective effort. The 
diversity of viewpoints, objects of research, methods and techniques is brought 
together by a shared underlying scholarly tradition.

What Russian verse studies lack today are new recapitulative book mono-
graphs that would take into account and summarize the results of the recent 
decades. The appearance of such works could help curb the inevitable trend 
toward “atomization” observable in scholarly research in the field and in 

6 See Igor Pilshchikov, Vera Polilova. Comparative Verse Studies in Russia and Beyond (in 
press).
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general. In addition, among the traditional subfields of verse studies, euphony 
stands out as the most needy of further development (Georgii Vekshin is the 
only researcher persistently working in this area today; see, for example, 
Vekshin 2006 and 2012). The contradiction between the fundamental sig-
nificance of this aspect of poetic speech and the extreme paucity of ongoing 
studies is particularly striking.7
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