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PREFACE 

In the past few decades, the debate on prosody has assumed the character of a 
dialogue between two opposing schools. On the one hand, there are those who 
base their theory on the most probable reading of a line of verse by a speaker 
of the language and scan the verse accordingly. This approach, by allowing the 
stress contours of the language to prevail and adjusting the pattern of the meter 
to accommodate them, is incompatible with a conception of poetic "rhythm" 
as the tension resulting from a situation in which the meter and the language 
are at odds. For the proponents of such theories of prosody, the performance 
of the text and its meter are one and the same thing; that is, if meter and lan-
guage are equated, then no possibility exists for a discussion of rhythm based 
on the notion of conflict between the two. For English prosody, a leading 
proponent of what is commonly called performance-oriented prosody is North-
rop Frye (as outlined in his Anatomy of Criticism),! whereas the performance-
oriented theories of Andreas Heusler (as presented in the three volumes of his 
Versgeschichte)2 dominate the discussion of prosody for German verse. Both 
Frye and Heusler rely heavily on a system of timing and musical terminology 
to express their performance guidelines, and, as is shown in (1) below, their 
scansion procedures can be used to establish at least three different readings 
for a single halfline from the Nibelungenlied, each of which has a legitimate 
claim to validity in the context of a performance theory: (Frye has never 
addressed himself to the prosody of the Nibelungenlied. The scansions oppo-
site his name are included only to demonstrate his system of musical notation 
and its relation to the time values of Heusler's notational system.) 

(1) da wir da schouwen miiezen 1511,33 

a) 
Heusler: 
Frye: 

da 
x 

U -

wir da / 
x x 
J — J -

schouwen * 
X x 
J J 

mue-
/ 

zen 
s 
X A 

^ f c 

b) 
Heusler: 
Frye: 

A 
2 » 

da wir da / 
X u u 

J «T3 

schouwen r 
X X 

J J 

miie-r zen 
X A 

J 'C 4 * • T. 
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c) 
Heusler: 
Frye: 

da wir 
u u 

2 J~~3 

da 

J 

schouwen 
X X 

J J 

miie-

J 

zen 
X A 
J t̂ 

4 " 

The non-performance prosodist would object to the notion that a single line 
of verse could be scanned in several ways,4 as in ( la-c) above, and would point 
out as a particular weakness of such an approach the fact that, once Heusler 
and Frye have completed their scansion, they have little else to say about the 
verse. 
Opponents of Heusler (or Frye) will insist that the prosodist make a fundamen-
tal and essential distinction between the abstract metrical pattern, on the one 
hand, and the linguistic characteristics of the verbal material, on the other. 
Their opposition to performance-oriented theories stems from a belief in the 
necessity of this distinction, and, as W. K. Wimsatt and Monroe C. Beardsley 
emphasize,5 the non-performance prosodist is convinced that the meter is an 
enduring quality of the verse which can not be changed f rom performance to 
performance or from reader to reader. Since the non-performance prosodists 
consider the meter to be an abstract pattern to which the verbal material can 
only partly conform, they view rhythm, as elucidated by Victor Zhirmunskij 
below, as the product of a conflict between the absolute demands of the 
metrical pattern and the imperfect realization of these demands by the 
language material: 

There is thus no pure rhythm in poetry just as there is no pure symmetry in painting. 
Rhythm exists as the interaction of two things: the natural characteristics of the verbal 
material, and the compositional law of alternation, which is incompletely realized, owing 
to the resistance of the verbal material.6 

My investigation, as the title indicates, will deal with the prosody of the 
Nibelungenlied. Specifically, for reasons which will be discussed at a later 
point, the study will concentrate on Manuscript B of the text ,7 for which a 
computer-generated concordance has been prepared to aid in the scrutiny of 
the data. The investigation will adopt a stance opposite to that of Heusler. 
The goals will be descriptive, drawing, in a general way, on the theoretical 
assumptions and methodology of the Russian Formalists, that is, their view 
of meter as an abstract pattern and their sense that the task of the prosodist 
lies in a description of the relation of the language material to that abstract 
pattern. In typical Formalist fashion,8 I shall align the Nibelungen data against 
a grid and attempt to analyze them in terms of the distribution of various 
linguistic phenomena or categories across this positional frame of reference. 
My special concern will be the cadence configurations of the Nibelungen half-
line. In this respect my study, in its methodological orientation, is consistent 
with that of all previous researchers. The results will be largely of a statistical 
nature, and the presentation will proceed f rom cruder to more refined levels 
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of distinction, that is, from lower to higher orders of approximation to the 
verse structure. 

I wish to express my gratitude to the Office of Research and Advanced 
Studies at Indiana University for its financial support and, especially, to Ron 
Tschudi for his assistance with the computational work involved. I am indebted 
to Professor Frank Banta, Professor William Shetter and Associate Professor 
James Poag for their careful reading and useful comments. In particular, I am 
grateful to Associate Professor Karl Magnuson. Without his perspicacity and 
encouragement, this study would not have been possible. 

NOTES 

1 Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (Princeton, 1957), pp. 251-55. 
2 Andreas Heusler, Deutsche Versgeschichte (Berlin, 1925-29). Subsequent references 
to this work will be included in the text with volume and page numbers in parentheses. 
3 Helmut de Boor, ed. , Das Nibelungenlied, 20. Auflage (Wiesbaden, 1972). Subsequent 
references to stanza and line numbers will be based on this edition. 
4 This statement is not intended as a rejection of the concept of metrical ambiguity, 
but rather as a rejection of the performance-oriented prosodist's notion that almost all 
lines of verse are, in some detail of the performance, metrically ambigous. My under-
standing of metrical ambiguity can be demonstrated by the construct below in which 
the verbal material readily accepts the two different scansions given, that is, one can 
scan the line either as iambic pentameter or as dactylic tetrameter: 

* since hfs own sister he would not defend 
* sfnce his own sister he would not defend 

Lines of this type (i. e. , where the verbal material of the line, in isolation, supports a 
scansion according to more than one abstract metrical pattern) are, in a fundamental 
sense, metrically ambigous, but this concept of metrical ambiguity bears little resem-
blance to the potential ambiguity which the performance-oriented prosodist sees in 
almost every line of verse. 
5 W. K. Wimsatt, Jr. and Monroe C. Beardsley, "The Concept of Meter: An Exercise 
in Abstraction," PMLA, 74 (1959), 587-88. 
6 Victor Zhirmunskij, Introduction to Metrics, ed. E. Stankiewicz and W. N. Vickery 
(The Hague, 1966), p. 21. 
7 Das Nibelungenlied und die Klage: Handschrift B, ed. K. Bischoff and H. M. Heinrichs 
and W. Schroder, Deutsche Texte in Handschriften, 1 (Koln, 1962). 
8 Zhirmunskij refers to several studies which use this methodology. See in particular 
p. 48ff. and p. 74ff. 





I. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

For most of the past half century the theories of Andreas Heusler have domi-
nated research in the field of MHG prosody. New handbooks present the high 
points of his theories to students; new editions put his theories into practice. 
With reference generally to performance-based prosody, Wimsatt and Beardsley 
have found the primary difficulty to be the strong element of subjectivity.1 

In the case of Heusler's work, however, the problem of this subjectivity is 
greatly intensified by the fact that the language to which he addressed him-
self is no longer spoken. Moreover, there is the further difficulty that perfor-
mance-oriented theories of prosody tend to obliterate the distinction between 
meter and linguistic actualization. The contours of the language and any in-
herent prosodic ambiguities serve as the basis for the scansion and yield, pre-
dictably, a variety of patterns for any single segment of verse. For the perfor-
mance-oriented prosodist the meter of a verse text is in a state of continuous 
flux. A single line invites as many scansions as there are possible performances 
of the line and, if carried out rigorously, a performance-based determination 
of the meter can result in a view in which no two lines of the text have pre-
cisely the same metrical pattern. 
The above is not intended to suggest that constants play no role in Heuslerian 
theory. Central to Heusler's understanding of verse structure is the notion of 
the recurrence of linguistic stresses in equal time intervals, a concept most 
commonly (though not by Heusler) referred to as isochronism: "Belauschen 
wir die Ordnung, das Gleichmass. . . ein wenig genauer, so hören wir: von 
Hebung zu Hebung sind gleiche Abstände: wir erwarten die nächste Hebung 
in einem bestimmten Zeitpunkt" (1,17). Given Heusler's dependence upon 
the concept of isochronism in his basic definition of meter, it is perhaps not 
surprising that he turned subsequently to the time values of traditional musical 
notation to illustrate his theory. He even provided a table with his own signs 
to represent the time values of musical notes, from the whole note all the way 
to the sixteenth (I, 33-34). To make certain that the reader takes these time 
values literally, he drew the analogy between the reading of a poem and the 
playing of a violin with a metronome (1,46). Heusler was convinced addition-
ally that the four-stress line constituted the natural Germanic verse unit (II, 74), 
a conviction, as we shall see, which had far-reaching consequences in other 
parts of his theory of MHG prosody. 
In this introductory chapter, I shall discuss what I consider to be the major 
shortcomings of Heusler's theory of MHG prosody and his widely accepted 
view specifically of the Nibelungen stanza. Heusler's theory has had partic-
ularly unfortunate consequences whenever it has been "applied" in the pre-
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paration of editions of MHG texts. For this reason, I shall devote some space 
in a later section of this chapter to an investigation of the amount and kind of 
metrical editing present in the edition of the Nibelungenlied prepared by Helmut 
de Boor. 

1. Pre-Heuslerian Theories of MHG Prosody 

In order to place Heusler's views in their proper perspective, it is necessary to 
discuss briefly the work of two important scholars before him, Karl Lachmann 
and Karl Bartsch. Lachmann was the first to propose an integrated theory of 
MHG verse,2 and most scholars of the 19th century adhered strictly to his pre-
cepts. In his theory Lachmann subscribed, with certain exceptions which we 
shall discuss later, to a principle of strict alternation, that is, the idea that metri-
cal stress and unstress (in Lachmann's terms Hebung and Senkung respectively) 
must alternate and that their linguistic actualization must be monosyllabic. 
(In this study, positions of metrical prominence will be called metrical stress 
and metrically weak positions of the pattern will be called metrical unstress.) 
As an exception to this principle, Lachmann provided for two consecutive 
positions of stress (with no intervening actualization of unstress) under certain 
well-defined conditions. He described the collision of metrically stressed 
syllables simply as the omission of a Senkung between two Hebungen (only 
later was this configuration called beschwerte Hebung) and proposed, in gene-
ral, that contiguous stresses may occur on any two consecutive syllables so 
long as the first has primary word stress and is a long syllable. There are several 
qualifications to this generalization, but by far the most important is the one 
dealing with disyllables: if the second syllable of a disyllabic word contains 
<e>, then contiguous stresses can be accepted only on the condition that the 
following syllable also contain <e>. (Although it may seem strange, the use 
here of the grapheme is in accord with Lachmann's concept. He did not specify 
sounds which could be represented by a single phone or phoneme, but rather 
all sounds represented by the grapheme <e>.) For the Nibelungenlied, this rule 
would allow a beschwerte Hebung in halfline 2,4: vil verLIESEN DEN lip, but 
prohibit a similar scansion in halfline 17,3: wie LIEBEMITleide, because in 
this case the monosyllable mit following potential contiguous stresses does not 
contain <e>. 
Lachmann, although he advocated in general the monosyllabicity of stress and 
unstress, provided one rule which allows two syllables in unstress and a second 
rule which allows two syllables in stress. For metrical unstress he stipulated 
that both syllables must contain <e> and have only a single consonant between 
them (e. g. , leiDETE, luTE GEnuoc)\ for stress he required that the first syllable 
be a short syllable with primary word-accent and that the second contain an 
<e> (e .g . , UBER ir, UBELgenuoc). Lachmann did not consider these rules 
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exceptions to his fundamental principle of monosyllabic stress and unstress, but 
understood them rather as situations in which two syllables had the metrical 
value of a single syllable. In practice, Lachmann's rules accept the scansion in 
(la) below with two syllables in stress and also the scansion in ( lb) with two 
syllables in unstress, while rejecting, in spite of the similar language material, 
the scansion in ( lc) which would put two syllables either in stress or unstress: 

( la) er BADETsich in dem bluote 100,3 
( lb) sus enDETE sich diu hohzft 689,4 
(lc) von wannen ir, edel Sfvrit 106,2 

Lachmann's rule for disyllabic unstress is violated in ( lc) by the presence of a 
grapheme other than < e > in one of the potential syllables of unstress (i. e . , 
Ir), and his rule for disyllabic stress is violated in ( lc) by the presence of a long 
syllable initially (i.e., WANneri). The frequency of "unacceptable" halflines 
such as ( lc) above suggests that Lachmann's rules for disyllabic stress and 
unstress are much too restrictive, and indeed, they forced him into frequent 
metrical editing. In his volume of notes on the Nibelungenlied,3 for example, 
Lachmann used these two rules to suggest numerous metrical emendations and 
on this basis even declared whole stanzas to be corrupt. 
Lachmann's rules for the beschwerte Hebung cadence and disyllabic stress or 
unstress were accepted for a long time as absolutely valid. Karl Bartsch was the 
first to propose a change which later found general acceptance. Although 
Bartsch followed Lachmann's general guidelines on primary word-stress and 
long initial syllable for the beschwerte Hebung, he took issue with Lachmann's 
qualification of this rule for disyllables,4 that is, Lachmann's contention that 
disyllables with the grapheme < e > in the second syllable can only qualify as 
beschwerte Hebungen if the following unstressed syllable also contains <e>. 
Bartsch could not understand why Lachmann focused attention on the first 
unstressed syllable following the beschwerte Hebung. He contended that the 
presence or absence of < e > in the unstressed syllable following the beschwerte 
Hebungcould have little effect on the relationship of the contiguous stressed 
syllables to one another. For Bartsch it was this relationship of the first stressed 
syllable to the second stressed syllable in the beschwerte Hebung cadence which 
was most important, and thus, he departed from Lachmann's theories on this 
point and formulated a less constraining rule for the beschwerte Hebung: con-
tiguous stresses are possible whenever the linguistic stress of the first syllable 
is equal to or greater than that of the second syllable. Bartsch demonstrated 
this rule with a scansion of halfline 17,3 which Lachmann's rule does not 
accept: wie HEBE MIT leide. (Actually, Lachmann's emphasis on a weak un-
stressed syllable following a beschwerte Hebung seems to indicate that he in-
tuited a fundamental principle of prosody. Karl Magnuson and Frank G. Ryder, 
in their recent article "The Study of English Prosody: An alternative Proposal," 


