




















are complicated, it is easy to miss a fifteenth structure (when n = 4) and to be

tricked into supposing you have encountered a Catalan sequence. The numbers

are called Bell numbers after Eric Temple Bell, who published a lot about

them. They count the partitions of n elements. For example, the number of

rhyme schemes for a stanza of n lines is a Bell number. A quatrain has fifteen

possible rhyme schemes. A 14-line sonnet, if convention is thrown to the

winds, can have 190,899,322 (the fourteenth Bell) distinct rhyme schemes. But,

you may object, who would write a sonnet with a rhyme scheme such as

aaaaaaaa aaaaaa? Allowing a word to rhyme with itself, James Branch Cabell

conceals just such a sonnet (each line ending with “love”) in Chapter 14 of

Jurgen (Grosset and Dunlap, 1919). I would guess it no accident that Cabell’s

14-line poem starts as the fourteenth paragraph of Chapter 14.

Figure 131 shows how Bell numbers count the rhyme schemes for stanzas

of one line through four lines. Lines that rhyme are joined by curves. Note that

not until we get to quatrains does a pattern (No. 8) require an intersection.

Joanne Growney, who worked this arrangement out in 1970 for her doctoral

thesis, calls the schemes that do not force an intersection of curves “planar

rhyme schemes.” Bell numbers count all rhyme schemes. Catalan numbers are

a sub-sequence that counts planar rhyme schemes.

The Bell sequence is No. 585 in Sloane’s Handbook. But the Bells chime

another story that we must postpone for a future book.

CATALAN NUMBERS  •  263

Figure 131 How Bell numbers count rhyme schemes








