Demystifying Prosody
English Poetical Forms I: Metrical Feet
Eric Nye

Duple Meters
1. Iambic: short-long, signified ~ " as in: (unrhymed iambic pentameter: 5 feet per verse:

blank verse)
T6 bé or no6t t6 bé: that is thé question:’

Wheéthér 'tis noblér in thé mind to suffér (first foot inverted as a trochee: see below)
Thé slings and arrows of outrageous fortiine, (feminine endings: see below)
Or t0 take 4&rms against a séa of troublés,

And by 6pp6sing énd thém? (Shakespeare)

The extra final unstressed syllable (the 11" in the line) is called a feminine ending. Lines ending
with a regular iamb are said to have a masculine ending, as in the following stanza of 4 lines:

Theé carféw t6lls thé knéll 6f parting day (heroic quatrain: pentameter rhymed abab)
Thé l6wing hérd wind slowly 6'er thé 1éa,

Thé plowman homeward plods his wéary way,
And léaves thé world t6 darknéss and to mé. (Thomas Gray)

2. Trochaic: long-short, signified '~ as in:

Wheére thé quiét-c6loured énd 6f évening smiles, (trochaic hexameter: 6 feet per verse)
Miles and miles (catalectic dimeter: see below)

On the s6litary pastiires whére our shéep (masculine rhymes)
HAlf-asléep

Tinklé homeward thré' thé twilight, stray or stop
As théy crop-- (Robert Browning)

Notice the elision of the second syllable in “evening.” Earlier poets would have written
“ev'ning.” Trochaic tetrameter is intrinsically sublime (as in Latin Dies Ira or Stabat Mater):

Doéuble, déublé, t6il and tréublé, (notice that “fire” is disyllabic)
Firé barn and caldron bubble. (Shakespeare)

When the final trochee is truncated by removing the short syllable, as in the case with
Browning, above, we are left with catalectic lines and masculine rhymes:

Tygér! Tygér! burning bright (a quatrain of catalectic trochaic tetrameter)
In thé forésts 6f the night, (rhymed aabb)
What immoértal hand or éye (“eye/symmetry” constitute an off-rhyme)
Could frame thy féarfil symmétry? (Blake)

Notice the extra syllable in the final line. Is it still catalectic, or is it a regular iambic tetrameter
line? To answer this we must dig into the sense of the poem.

'Some would prefer to scan this: T6 bé or n6t to bé:|| that is thé question. Emphasizing
the caesura (marked ||) in the center, this inverts the fourth foot from an iamb to a trochee.



Triple Meters
3. Anapestic: short-short-long, signified © ~ " as in:

Thé Assyrian came down like thé wolf 6n the f6ld, (anapestic tetrameter)
And his c6horts wére gléaming in puarplé and gold;

And theé shéen 6f théir spéars was like stars on the séa,

Whén thé blue wave rolls nightly 6n déep Galilée. (Byron)

Much English comic verse embodies anapestic meter, like T. S. Eliot’s Old Possum’s Book of
Practical Cats (1939), Dr. Seuss’ The Cat in the Hat (1957):

Theé stin did no6t shine. (a headless line: see below)
It was tbo weét to play.
SO we sat in thé hbuse
All that cold, cold wét day. (“Dr. Seuss™)

and limericks since Edward Lear:

Thére wés a young man from Japan

Whose liméricks névér would scén. (end-stopped line)
Wheén wé 4sked why this was,
Hé réplied "Tt's béciuse

I always try t6 fit as many syllablés into6 theé last 1ine as 1 p6ssibly can.” (Anonymous)

A line lacking a syllable in the first foot, as lines 1 and 2 here, is said to be headless.
4. Dactylic: long-short-short signified '~ ~ as in this catalectic dactylic hexameter verse:

This is thé féorést priméval. Thé marmiring pines and thé hémlocks,
Béardéd with moéss, and in gdrménts gréen, indistinct in thé twilight,
Stand like Druids of éld, with vobicés sad and prophétic (Longfellow)

Greek elegiac verse consisted of a line of dactylic hexameter followed by one of dactylic
pentameter. The rhythm is waltz-like and found in song lyrics such as:

Pictiire your sélf n a bbat 6n a rivér with (enjambed or run-on lines)
Tangérine trée-ées and marmalade skii-1i-€s. (Beatles)

The double-dactyl poses an especially tight form:

Hintérland, huntérland
Cédric D.” Révérand
Couldn't” bé présént to
Answer his phéne.

Léaving this méssage, he,

Supérsarcastically,

Trusts you'll récord at the

S6und of the tone. (Reverand)



Other Feet
5. Spondaic: long-long signified * " asin:
Gbod strong thick stapéfying incénse-smoke! (Browning)

Spondees are usually found nestled in a line with other feet. They have the effect of forcing a
pause and emphasis.

Be near me when my light is low, (iambic tetrameter)
When the bl6od créeps and the nérves prick. . . (Tennyson)

Or, from the poet who devised what he called sprung rhythm and marked his own verse:

No wonder of it: shéer plod makes plough down sillion (there are another two or
Shine, and blue-bleak embers, ah my dear, three unmarked spondees here)
Fall, gall themselves, and gash gold-vermilion. (Hopkins)

Accentual Syllabic vs. Strong-stress Meter

Since the 14™ C English verse has scanned in the terms above. But earlier verse counted only
strong-stressed syllables, ignoring the number of light-stressed ones. Lines were divided into
hemistichs with a strong caesura (||) between each and further marked by alliteration:

With winding hérns || winter htinted

in the wéeping woods, || wild and rathless;

sléet came slashing || and slanting hail

from glowering héaven || gréy and sunless,

whistling whiplash || whirled by témpest.

The floods were fréed, || and fallow waters

swéeping séaward, || swollen, angry,

filled with fl6tsam, || féaming, tarbid,

passed in timult. || The témpest died. (Tolkien)

Like Tolkien’s poetry in Lord of the Rings (1954-55), Coleridge’s medieval-gothic Christabel
(1816) revives this form, each line possessing four strong stresses but varying in total syllables
from four to twelve. Gerard Manley Hopkins takes the approach even further in the practice of
what he called sprung rhythm:

I cAught this mérning moérning's minion, king- (enjambed)
dom of daylight's dAuphin, dapple-ddwn-drawn Félcon, in his riding
Of the roélling level undernéath him stéady air, and striding
High there, how he ring upon the réin of a wimpling wing
In his écstasy! then 6ff, off forth on swing,
As a skate's heel sweeps smoéoth on a bow-bend: the hurl and gliding
Rebuffed the big wind. My héart in hiding
Stirred for a bird, — the achieve of, the méstery of the thing! (Hopkins)

Free Verse: see “prose.” Robert Frost: “like playing tennis with the net down.”
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