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         INTRODUCTION 

 Because It Rhymes    

     Th e Gutenberg era, the era of rhyme, is over. 
  —DONALD  DAVIE   1     

  that fuddy-duddy device of end-rhyme 
  —PAUL COLLINS   2     

  Most intellectuals will only half-listen. 
  —NAS   3      

 WE LIVE IN A RHYME-DRENCHED era. Rhyme fl ourishes 
in advertisements, tabloid headlines, and aphorisms. Nearly 
all forms of popular music, including country-and-western, 
rock, pop, punk, soul, and, most notably, hip hop, rhyme. 
Rhymes fi ll our lives, crowded with idiosyncratic echoes and 
associations, both intimate and shared, as rhymes fi nd each 
other in playgrounds, bedrooms, and on the Internet. Th e era 
of rhyme seems over to those who only half-listen. I propose 
we open our ears and rediscover an amazing rhyming culture. 

 Consider the following list: 

     ta-da Tears for Fears tea tree teeny peeny teeny-weeny 
 teepee 
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teeter-totter telltale     Temporary Contemporary tent 
 event 
Texas Exes Tex-Mex thigh high think pink  thinktank 

thin’s in, but fat’s where it’s at   4        

 Harryette Mullen’s abecedarian “Jinglejangle” documents 
rhymes; it does not invent new ones. It consists of ten pages, 
all organized according to alphabetical sequence and rhyme. 
Th e list gives the impression it could continue forever. Th is 
stanza, for instance, ranges widely. It includes erotic arousal 
and sexual humiliation, innuendo and insult, fl eshly come-
liness (“fat’s where it’s at”), and emasculating put-down 
(“teeny-weeny”). It rhymes the thin and the fat, as well as the 
adult and juvenile, food and music, the bodily and the intel-
lectual (“thinktank”). Its musical geography encompasses 
England, home of the 1980s pop band whose name report-
edly truncated the psychologist Arthur Janov’s description of 
his primal scream method, “tears as a replacement for fears,”   5    
and the American South, where George Strait crooned, “All 
my ex’s [ sic ] live in Texas/And that’s why I hang my hat in 
Tennessee.”   6    Th e rhymes recall other rhymes; one example 
generates the next. For instance, the Canadian hip-hop art-
ist Drake honors Strait’s rhyme, “All my exes live in Texas/
Like I’m George Strait”; Drake carries it across genres as 
well as nationalities and races.   7    In this respect, “Jinglejangle” 
resembles the website “Pentametron,” whose algorithm 
charts rhymes that diff erent Twitter user accounts make, 
re-tweeting fi ft een to twenty couplets daily.   8    When Mullen 
read draft s of the poem, she asked the audience for sugges-
tions, some of which she incorporated into later versions. 
Th e poem continues this project; it documents our culture’s 
propulsive desire to rhyme. 
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INTRODUCTION  |   3

 To understand contemporary rhyme, we must listen care-
fully and widely. Over the course of this book, I will examine 
legal and political documents, novels, poems, and lyrics from a 
number of forms of popular music. Together they suggest the 
technique’s far-reaching force and underappreciated sophis-
tication. At a time when expert readers periodically lament 
poetry’s marginality, these examples confi rm the great range of 
rhyming activity at work in our culture.   9    Th ese everyday rhymes 
demand greater study and less condescension. Accordingly, 
my analysis seeks to encourage more scholarly work on both 
neglected texts and the broader underlying issues: for instance, 
how rhyme functions within and across specifi c musical and 
literary genres, not just in individual artists’ works, and how it 
operates in the popular culture, not just in the most prestigious 
forms of print-based poetry.   10    In this respect, I hope my work 
might clarify opportunities for future scholarship to pursue. 

 Th e most daring, inventive, and conspicuous contem-
porary rhymers, though, necessarily demand the bulk of my 
attention. Hip-hop artists dominate the contemporary art of 
rhyme; they remain most alert to the resources that the cul-
ture and the language provide. Th e eff ects they achieve are 
nothing short of astonishing, showing how thrilling rhyme 
can be, how sexy and appalling. For this reason, most of this 
book concentrates on their work—more specifi cally, the 
kinds of rhymes that hip-hop artists favor: doggerel, insult, 
and seduction. Th is attention to particular kinds of rhymes 
acknowledges both individual and collective achievement, 
as artists draw from and revise shared techniques. To clarify 
this accomplishment, I also will review the rhymes’ history 
and current uses. Th e last chapter will return to the ques-
tion of hip hop’s relation to the most prestigious forms of 
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4   |   RHYME’S  CHALLENGE

print-based poetry, considering what a younger generation 
of American print-based poets has learned from hip hop’s 
achievements.   11    

 Hip hop has accomplished so much in rhyme partly 
because its practitioners hold a particularly useful attitude 
toward it, one at odds with that of most contemporary 
print-based poets. Th is diff erence extends beyond the strik-
ing fact that virtually all hip hop rhymes, even in languages 
that lack strong traditions of rhyming poetry, whereas the 
vast majority of contemporary poetry in English does not, 
even though the language enjoys a strong history of rhyming 
verse.   12    In this respect, Japan off ers an illuminating example. 
Japanese hip hop, two scholars report, “has come to adopt a 
notion of rhyme even though there is no basis for it in tra-
ditional Japanese poetry.”   13    While hip hop defi nes rhyme as 
essential to the art, contemporary American poetry and lit-
erary criticism typically see rhyme as optional, if not unap-
pealing. Contemporary American print-based poets rarely 
rhyme and, when they do, they generally do so unobtrusively. 
Th ey favor less overt rhyming gestures; for instance, they 
seldom use consistent end rhyme, a visible method of orga-
nizing a poem around the technique. Th e few exceptions—
most prominently, Frederick Seidel, the Irish-American 
Paul Muldoon, and, less consistently, Mullen—almost defi -
antly depart from the literary norm:  to borrow a scholar’s 
description of Muldoon, each might be called “a maverick 
of rhymes.”   14    

 Specifi c attitudes underlie both sets of practices and 
views. Hip hop possesses a specifi c confi dence in rhyme at 
odds with American literary culture’s general skepticism. 
Much contemporary poetry criticism repeats a certain tru-
ism: in Donald Davie’s sweeping phrase, “the era of rhyme” 
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“is over.” Th is idea has grown familiar enough for novelists 
to parody it.   15    A character in Tobias Wolff ’s  Old School  rants:

  Rhyme is bullshit. Rhyme says that everything works out in 
the end. All harmony and order. When I  see a rhyme in a 
poem, I know I’m being lied to. Go ahead, laugh! It’s true—
rhyme’s a completely bankrupt device. It’s just wishful think-
ing. Nostalgia.   16     

 Disappointed that his poem did not win the school prize, 
the schoolboy blames the judge, Robert Frost, a visitor to 
the prep school, and lashes out at the kind of poetry Frost 
writes. “I mean, he’s still using  rhyme ,” the student grum-
bles, italics underscoring his incredulity and contempt ( OS , 
44). According to this view, rhyme condemns any poet 
who employs it. It both marks and encourages falsehood. 
Archaic and morally reprehensible, it perpetuates out-of-
date values.   17    

 Set in 1960 and published in 2003,  Old School  shows how 
certain arguments recycle and persist. Th e novel looks back 
at an earlier era, while glancing knowingly at the contempo-
rary poetry scene. Such arguments hardly ended in 1960. As 
if explicating the student’s rant, Matthew Zapruder recently 
declared, “Indeed, nowadays there’s simply no way to rhyme 
and not sound a bit out of time. Our world is too wary and 
conscious of the diff erent space rhyme and meter create.”   18    
Zapruder’s language remains more measured than the school-
boy’s. Both, though, share a similar belief. Rhyme, they insist, 
cannot escape a particular fate: it always sounds “out of time.” 
It cannot bear the pressure of contemporary reality. 

 Such assertions are hardly new; in broad terms, they 
might be called “modernist.” Canonical Anglo-American 
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Modernism did not abandon rhyme; rather, it recraft ed the 
technique. Consider, for instance, the opening lines of T. S. 
Eliot’s “Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”:

   Let us go then, you and I, 
 When the evening is spread out against the sky 
 Like a patient etherised upon a table.   19      

 In a famous reading, the midcentury American poet John 
Berryman claimed modern poetry began with the third 
line. Berryman called the opening couplet “a nice rhyme—it 
sounds like other dim romantic verse,” then noted, “[T] he 
third line proves that the author of the fi rst two lines did not 
mean them.”   20    In Berryman’s language, the author did not 
mean the opening rhyme or, to be more precise, meant it to 
convey a jarring force, a diminishment or destruction.   21    Th is 
strategy proved immensely infl uential; it introduced into 
English what the scholar Daniel Albright calls “a Modernist 
style of rhyming,” “a strain of brittle rhyme.” Citing “Prufrock” 
as well as Ezra Pound’s “Hugh Selwyn Mauberley,” Albright 
notes that in such works “rhyming is read as a retreat, a 
cowering before modern life. In some sense both Prufrock 
and Mauberley are personifi cations of rhyme itself, of passé 
modes of writing poems.”   22    

 In 1915, such ideas proved groundbreaking; nearly a 
century later, they inadequately describe a changed state of 
the art. More recent dismissals of rhyme as old-fashioned 
and nostalgic face a certain irony; they themselves sound 
old-fashioned and nostalgic. To add to the confusion, cer-
tain recent defenders of rhyme simply reverse the oppo-
nents’ terms, instead of off ering a more precise assessment. 
“When you rhyme,” insists Glyn Maxwell, “you’re somehow 
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engaging with something that’s older than you are, that’s 
older than your history, that’s older than anything you really 
understand or experience.”   23    Mentioned three times in one 
sentence, rhyme’s alleged “oldness” serves as its main virtue. 

 Directly challenging both sets of assumptions, hip hop 
dramatically fuses two artistic commitments:  rhyme and 
an intense focus on the contemporary moment. Hip hop 
is “about what’s current,” declares Jay-Z, “what’s happening 
right this second.”   24    In a characteristic strategy, hip-hop art-
ists rhyme the most conspicuous conditions and symbols of 
contemporary life:  its products, technologies, and person-
alities. Instead of using rhyme to maintain distance from 
contemporary culture, hip-hop artists regularly use the tech-
nique to evoke the era’s distinctive features. Th eir rhymes 
couple new infl ections, objects of desire, and horrors: rhym-
ing “heaven” with “911” (the Porsche sports car) or “9/11” 
(the date of the terrorist attack), “Halle Berry” with “very,” 
“Ferrari,” or “honorary.”   25    Th e nearly endless eff ects include 
the poignant, disconcerting, menacing, charming, attractive, 
and repellent. Th eir rhymes name fi gures of the moment. 
Th e odder the name sounds or the more arresting the con-
nection it introduces, the greater its appeal. A master of this 
technique, Eminem several times off ers the grotesque ant-
onym rhyme, “Jeff rey Dahmer” and “Dalai Lama”; he also 
more lightly couples “naughty rotten rhymer” and “Marty 
Schottenheimer.”   26    In another name-rhyme, Kanye West 
mixes the ephemeral and the eternal: “Th e way Kathie Lee 
needed Regis that’s the way I need Jesus.”   27    Hip hop’s dizzy-
ing rush to rhyme the present shows how quickly a cultural 
moment rushes into the past. West’s couplet mentions two 
talk-show hosts whose names may soon grow as unfamiliar 
as that of Marty Schottenheimer, a football coach, especially 
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because all three celebrities subsequently retired from 
the jobs that made them famous. As in the rhyme Mullen 
records, the “Contemporary” is always “Temporary.” 

 Th ese ambitions inspire a set of rhyming conventions, 
replete with risks and opportunities. Such procedures depart 
from familiar models. “In the ‘June Book’ I  made ‘breeze’ 
rhyme with ‘trees,’ and have never forgiven myself,” con-
fessed Wallace Stevens. “It is a correct rhyme, of course—
but unpardonably ‘expected.’ ”   28    Nearly two centuries earlier, 
Alexander Pope objected to the same rhyme for the same 
reason; he ridiculed poets who used “still expected Rhymes”:

   Where-e’er you fi nd the cooling Western Breeze, 
 In the next Line, it whispers thro’ the Trees; 
 If Chrystal Streams with pleasing Murmurs creep, 
 Th e Reader’s threaten’d (not in vain) with Sleep.   29      

 Th is rhyme persists because it so neatly serves a traditional 
subject and imagery. Just as nature remains one of lyric poet-
ry’s great concerns, the one-syllable rhyme couples two of its 
stock images, “breeze” and “trees.” Th e rhyme perpetuates a 
rather bland literary history. 

 Hip hop’s briefer, more frenetic development inspires 
a diff erent rhyming vocabulary and style. Its artists favor 
timely references and multisyllabic rhymes as conspicuous as 
their subjects. Instead of hiding it, they emphasize the com-
petitive nature of artistic technique. To off er the best rhyme 
is to own the object of desire. 

 As a demonstration of this principle, luxury cars remain 
a cliché of hip-hop rhyming. Countless artists, for instance, 
have rhymed “Lexus.” Eye-Ku off ers a triple rhyme, “We’ll take 
a spin in a Lexus you can chill for dinner and breakfast/Long 
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