
“A Musical Instrument” (1860; 1860) 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning      Rhyme 
          Scheme Syllables 
 
What was he doing, the great god Pan,      A  9 
Down in the reeds by the river?      B  8 
Spreading ruin and scattering ban,     A  8 or 9 
Splashing and paddling with hoofs of a goat,   C  10 
And breaking the golden lilies afloat   5 C  10 
With the dragon-fly on the river.       B  9 
 
He tore out a reed, the great god Pan,       A  9 
From the deep cool bed of the river:     B  9 
The limpid water turbidly ran,      A  9 
And the broken lilies a-dying lay,    10 D  10 
And the dragon-fly had fled away,       D  9 
Ere he brought it out of the river.       B  9 
 
High on the shore sat the great god Pan,      A  9 
While turbidly flow’d the river:      B  8 
And hack’d and hew’d as a great god can,   15 A  9 
With his hard bleak steel at the patient reed,    E  10 
Till there was not a sign of a leaf indeed      E  11 
To prove it fresh from the river.       B  8 
 
He cut it short, did the great god Pan,       A  9 
(How tall it stood in the river!)    20 B  8 
Then drew the pith, like the heart of a man,    A  10 
Steadily from the outside ring,      F  8 
And notch’d the poor dry empty thing      F  8 
In holes, as he sat by the river.        B  9 
 
“This is the way,” laugh’d the great god Pan,  25 A  9 
(Laugh’d while he sat by the river,)     B  8 
“The only way, since gods began     A  8 
To make sweet music, they could succeed.”    E  9 
Then, dropping his mouth to a hole in the reed,     E  11 
He blew in power by the river.     30 B  8 or 9 
 



 
          Rhyme 

Scheme Syllables 
 
Sweet, sweet, sweet, O Pan!        A  5 
Piercing sweet by the river!      B  7 
Blinding sweet, O great god Pan!     A  7 
The sun on the hill forgot to die,      F  9 
And the lilies reviv’d, and the dragon-fly  35 F  11 
Came back to dream on the river.       B  8 
 
Yet half a beast is the great god Pan,    A  9 
To laugh as he sits by the river,      B  9 
Making a poet out of a man:      A  9 
The true gods sigh for the cost and pain, --   40 G  9 
For the reed which grows nevermore again      G  10 
As a reed with the reeds in the river.    B  10 
 

Ovid, Metamorphoses 1. 689 ff (trans. Melville) (Roman epic C1st B.C. to C1st A.D.) : 
"Once there lived on the cold mountainsides of Arcadia a Naias, who among the Hamadryades Nonacrinae (of 
lofty Nonacris) was the most renowned. Syrinx the Nymphae called her. Many a time she foiled the chasing 
Satyri and those gods who haunt the shady copses and the coverts of the lush countryside. In her pursuits--and 
in her chastity--Syrinx revered Ortygia [Artemis]; girt like her she well might seem, so easy to mistake, Diana's 
[Artemis'] self, were not her bow of horn, Latonia's [Artemis'] gold. Indeed she was mistaken. Pan returning 
from Mount Lycaeus, crowned with his wreath of pine, saw Syrinx once and said--but what he said remained to 
tell, and how the scornful Nympha fled through the wilderness and came at last to Ladon’s peaceful sandy 
stream, and there, her flight barred by the river, begged her Sorores Liquidae (Watery Sisters) to change her; 
and, when Pan thought he had captured her, he held instead only the tall marsh reeds, and, while he sighed, the 
soft wind stirring in the reeds sent forth a thin and plaintive sound; and he, entranced by this new music and its 
witching tones, cried ‘You and I shall stay in unison!’ And waxed together reeds of different lengths and made 
the pipes that keep his darling’s name." 

 


