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1. Introduction

Poetry is essentially an expression of feelings. Ability to feel is a human trait. We all have feelings. However, ability
to express the feelings in a manner that other people can identify and relate to those feelings requires artistic
skills. That is what distinguishes a great poet from the rest of us. It is not really possible to pinpoint a precise
system or algorithm that would raise a piece of text to the higher level of a good poem. However, certain rules of
structure and composition have been developed over the years that can make a text rhythmic and lyrical, which
are important ingredients of poetry.

In this article my attempt is to share my personal understanding of the craft of poetry with the readers of
Kaavyaalaya. This article is based upon some books and magazine articles that | have been reading over the years.
Since | am writing all this by memory, | cannot give specific references to what | write here. Even some of the
technical terms that | have used, may not be authentic or universally accepted. Readers should consult a more
professional and scholarly book for properly learning the craft of poetry.

Presumably all languages have their own system of rules or structure for poetry. My subject matter of interest in
these articles is limited to Hindi poetry. | will talk a little bit about Urdu poetry because of its intimate relationship
with Hindi poetry. | have given various examples in these articles for the purpose of illustration. All the examples
are written in Devanaagree (Hindi) in order to avoid a possible distortion in the meaning caused by Hindi written in
Roman script. | have quoted most of the example poems by memory, which is prone to errors for which |
apologize.

At the outset, | thank Vani Murarka for many useful discussions that helped significantly in writing this article and
for her editorial help in preparing the manuscript. A preliminary version of this article was presented at the
Kaavyaalaya poetry group on Facebook in the year 2012.

1A. The lay out of the article

This article is in parts as described below:
Part 1: (this one) Structural Units of a Poem

Part 2: Maatraa (HTAT) or the meter of poems — for dehled and Baleg poetry —i.e. poems that follow a clear
rhyme and rhythm. These are perhaps the most important ingredients of the craft of poetry.

Part 3: Maatraa (HTAT) or the meter of poems — for H@aﬂr_(-r poetry (i.e. free verse)

Part 4: Urdu poetry



1B. The craft and the art of poetry

Hindi KaavyaShaastra (i%’é hIcYATET -the craft of Hindi poetry) is a very technical, very advanced, and huge

topic. | can only give a glimpse of the system. Moreover, excellent treatise on KaavyaShaastra in Hindi have been
published. Hindi KaavyaShaastra has very precise, very rigorous rules for poetry that it inherited from Sanskrit and
has many dimensions. Still, it allows a lot of flexibility as we will see later.

KaavyaShaastra actually means the science or the system (in the engineering sense) of poetry. There are two main
aspects of KaavyaShaastra — KaavyaShilp (T[T , the craft of poetry) and KaavyaKalaa (shlcd<hell, the art of

poetry). In this article series, | am going to discuss KaavyaShilp. The craft of poetry is important but it is obviously
the art that is the heart of poetry. Perfect craft can make a poem good but it is the art of poetry that makes a
poem great. The art of poetry is necessarily subjective and individual like other fine arts for which no rules can be
defined. Maybe someday | will also share my own thoughts about the art of poetry in a separate article.

The craft of Urdu poetry, being relatively recent, appears to be somewhat limited as compared to Hindi poetry.
Both Hindi and Urdu poems can be tukaant (@T#Ti?f T BElag) or the so called atukaant (Hﬂaﬁlr_d).
Atukaantkavita is usually called mukta-kavita HFd HTAdT (free verse) or aazaad-nazm (37TSITGaTe#) in Urdu. Both
mukt-kavita and aazaad-nazm are relatively recent - essentially a late 20th century development. In Hindi it has

become very common now. In Urdu, perhaps Noon Meem Raashid was the first one to write aazaad-nazm (¥ #IT

gAY 313?{3# UTH ). It is still not very common in Urdu.

A poem by definition is singable (3) or at least hummable (ST ﬂﬂ?lﬂ'l'iﬁ' ST Ha ).That is almost the only real
tangible difference between verse (9¢d) and prose (3T ). Every poem must be singable or hummable, be it mukt-
kavita or chhandobaddh. This requires a poem to have two essential characteristics- laya (eI or meter) and gat

(T T ’ZEI’T-T, in English - rhyme). These concepts are analogous to the corresponding concepts in Indian music.

Laya is the rhythm and corresponds to maatraa in music as in tabla. | will write about the maatraa count in part 2.
For the time being, take it just as a measure of the length of the line and its rhythm.

Tuk (?fl'?) is the rhyme of a poem. In tukant poems, all rhyming lines must end at the same sound (or a letter, a
word or even a phrase). In addition, the rhyming lines must approach the last sound with identical ascent or
descent. If the lines in a tukaant-kavita end in a group of words (all lines ending with the same group) then the last
word preceding that group must rhyme. That is the meaning of?:l’a? ﬁl?»ﬂ?-ﬂ, which determines the gat or dhun. It
corresponds to raag in music except that in poetry it is not always prescribed in terms of known music raags and is
not limited to prescribed rules of Indian classical music. However, it does define the way one would recite the
poem. | will write something about the mukt-kavita later, but contrary to what some people seem to think, a mukt-
kavita must also be singable.



2. Structural Components of a poem

A poem consists of units. A unit consist of a sthaayee or 'tek' (FUTAT AT CH) , an antara (3T, a samaapti

(@HATTC) or closing line just like in Indian music. | have seen different words used for samaapti like Beglid

(chhandaant), which seems to be more appropriate. A long poem would consist of several such units but a short
poem may have only one unit. | will give illustrative examples a little later. A poem starts with the Sthaayee that
defines the mood and meter of the poem and is repeated after every unit. Sometimes a sthaayee is accompanied

by another line (&3 which, in general, is not repeated, but can be repeated for emphasis. It is also possible to

have a sahyogee of samaapti. The rule is that sthaayee and sahyogee must rhyme with each other.

Antaraa, in general, does not rhyme with the sthaayee but samaapti must rhyme with the sthaayee. The laya or
maatraa of all the parts of the unit - sthaayee, sahyogee, antaraa, and samaapti must be the same. It is OK to have
a sthaayee which does not have the same number of maatraas as the poem but it should be, preferably, an even
fraction of the main maatraa count. This allows the stahaayee to be repeated or introducing a pause that is

covered by the tabla without losing the 'sum' (8#) of the beat. The structure of a unit is quite flexible. It may or

may not have a sthaayee, sahyogee, or samaapati. | will come to these exceptions later. In fact one major
exception is Tulsidas' RamcharitMaanas.

The units are units of repetition that set the overall rhythm of a poem. Repetition of a unit, as also in music, gives
periodicity to a poem. Periodicity is a characteristic of music and makes the whole rendering of a poem effective
and lyrically pleasing. A unit can consist of just the antara or a set of antaraas without sthaayee. The antara

consists of a chhand (&¢). A chhand in Hindi can have various forms- dohaa (&TgT), chaupaayee (Eﬁ‘ql'é'), savaiyaa
(H'a??lT) etc. It can be dwipadee (E[ﬁ'qa - two lines), Tripadi (TAYET - three lines), Chatushpadi (ﬂ@“qa - 4 lines),
Panchpadi (9I9ET - 5 lines), Shasthpadi (QW - six lines), Ashtpadee (3TSCUET - eight lines) etc. Chhands of

seven or more than eight lines are also acceptable but do not seem to be very common. All the lines should rhyme
with each other, or follow a periodic pattern of rhyming. In fact periodicity is an essential element of rhyming. In
the adhunik-kaal (modern era), it is also a practice that in chatushpadee, first, second, and fourth line will rhyme
but the third line may not rhyme with the other three. It seems to be an impact of Urdu poetry to which | will come
back later.

In spite of the rigorous rules, there is a considerable amount of flexibility in Hindi poetry. The structure of poetry as
defined above is not really rigid. A unit can be without a sthaayee. For example, in RamcharitManas, a unit is a

doha (or sorath TR) plus 8 chaupaayees. In practice, people add a sthaayee in the form of what is known as

'samput’ (HTEE) - a chaupaayee that is read after each dohaa. People also add sthaayee like "Jai SiyaaRaam, Jai

jaiHanumaanaa". They look like just religious expressions but if you note carefully, they are in the same rhythm
and play the role of the sthaayee. A poem can be just a collection of dohas like those of Kabir, and many other
poets of that time, but each doha follows the same laya or rhythm of maatraas. Even though the tuk of each doha
may be different, they follow the same raag or dhun.

A poem can be just one unit like written by Surdas, and Meeraa but they have a sthaayee. One characteristic of
doha, that was imported into Urdu poetry is that each doha is a couplet that contains a complete statement and
each doha can be independent. You can see that in dohaas of Kabir and Rahim.



Many other variations were introduced in the 20th century by top poets like Pant, Nirala, MahadeviVarma. Every
variation brought its own charm. The important thing is that the variations were in the structure of units. We
suppose the flexibility is consistent with the tradition of intellectual freedom in the Hindu Indian culture that
accepts and respects the creativity of intellectuals (but that is another topic). Apparently the only unbreakable rule
is the rule of maatraa and dhun. The rules of laya and gat (dhun) are always obeyed because they add the
characteristic charm to poems. Once again we wish to emphasize that the rules of laya and gat also apply to mukt-
kavita.

3. Examples

I will give two examples to illustrate the structure of poetry. The first example is the great poem ‘Jhansi kee Rani’
by SubhadraKumariChauhan. The structure follows the system perfectly.

(Sahyogee)
gool gLaTal & Hg gHA gell ot AN

(Sthaayee- repeated after every antara)

ga o FEe g dr S areh T oy

(Antara)
ST T, Fle; TWI §H FheTol FRA T,

Tg T SfeleTel ST Fadaar fa=Tr,
g1 9 STagr, ofdl Heas HT AR B,
g AcATTT e, e el & O S

(Samaapti)

O AR o & g1l o e 3ifAe et o

(Sthaayee- repeated. Sahyogee may also be repeated for emphasis)

g TS HalGT g ar ST arelr e AT

Note that sthaayee, sahyogee, and samaapti all rhyme with each other - kahaaneethee,raanee thee, nishaanee
thee). Here sahyogee precedes sthaayee which is allowed. Antara is a chatushpadee with all four lines rhyming
with each other - bhaaratvaasee, avinaasee, phaansee, and jhaansee. The above is one complete unit and the
whole poem consists of several such units.

Incidentally, it is said that in the original poem, the fourth line of the antara was "E’T HFSHTT %%?T, e aar
T iﬂ%’ Quﬁ'l" . However, the publisher got too frightened of the local British officers at the time of publication
and changed the words "FGHTd [T to "HGHTAT [doTd" without the poet's approval. It may be true because
"HEATAT fasTa" does not fit very well with the intensity of the anger of the poet in the closing lines.



As a second example, consider the following beauty by Jaishankar Prasad:

o Il H $elaT <o, A ATah € €|

5T el & aPR a8y,

HFR & Flel H I,

el UH AT FHgdl 8 df Plagel I AR
o Tl H{ AT S, M Alfdh dR €|

In the above "o Tel 313? ..." is sthaayee. The antara is a dwipadee- consisting of two lines - "I GG I
and "3FSX & el #...".Samaapti is "fIRTel UH HAT...". Note that in 'tuk' every line finishes at 're' and the

preceding letter/ascent "dhee" in "dheere" rhymes with each line- 'nee' in avanee. Some amateur poets do not
follow this rule that deprives the poem of its lyrical charm.

Another thing to note in Prasad’s poem is that antara is not a complete sentence. The sentence is completed only
by including the sahyogi. o/ Aol & PR &Y, 37 & FEAT & IR, HST VT HAT FHgdl & dof
aﬁ?»ng?r #Fr 31@elr . In ‘Jhansi kee Rani’, each antara is a complete statement. Such liberties are acceptable in the

structure of poetry.
4. MuktKavita

Mukt-kavita is of course free from the structure described above. | will not discuss the details of mukt-kavita here
but | would like to emphasize that mukt-kavita must also have some kind of rhythm and pattern. Many poets
ignore this requirement at the cost of the charm of the poetry. As a model for muktkavita, you can read
DharmveerBharti'sKanupriya. Some portions of this lovely poem are available on Kaavyaalaya. A long poem such as

this one, necessarily has a structure of units. | will quote one piece here:

3, TAF, M9, Serdr

T gl &, <Ieiel, AYEET Heforldl il g

Hq WX K g,

3R # fohcem =g o o JFER U Sk 38T AT
€ UgT I ST IH HARAT & A

I SIgY H A AH IR F JH Gl B!

39 Tt q& 39 aR o 3 &

g siferdt @ feh fohdel &X A 9 & & w®
geId ST d 3aH HIIT for

JFER ATY A AR @l

¥ d99 et Al o9 -

H g M|

In fact the poet does repeat the line "main nahee aayee" in some stanzas and uses it as the sthaaye for emphasis.



5. Self-practice

As an exercise for self-practice, | invite you to consider the following two poem snippets to identify the structural

components sthaayee, antaraa etc. One is the classic poem “Is Paar Us Paar” by Bachchan. The other, relatively

less known poem is “Lo Wahi Hua” by Dinesh Singh. One demonstrates the structure outlined above quite

accurately. The other demonstrates the use of structure as well as the artistic innovations allowed in Hindi poetry.

39 9R, T Y & A &1, 39 IR o ST FAT g

Ig die 3ed g a9 & Fo a Ferar sha &,

STERT BT FE AT HS AMeh AT Sl FaA 1,
gl o1 % &I Pelall T F G FATell FhaeT

TH SF AR & AT A AT Tl &l &,
3 9R HY Sglll HT 3TAR o S FT g
39 R, O Y & A &, 38 U o S FAT g

a’ra'é‘rgmmwmgz
T QT 14T, AT T e

o & e geTs S,
IRHAT Y &g IS S,
36 T 99T, Yol gaT H -
aNZAT I T T &,
ST T +ACT, 1 W 8

B 3R 379 & I
fororelt gat & @< f g,

¢ AgT & gt 4,

33 @ a1 H 9§

" T o A T H
AT T G, 7 6 AW

In part 2, | will write about maatraa and meter of poetry.
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