
Some would prefer to scan this:  To- be!  o-r no! t to- be! :|| tha! t -is the- qu! est-ion.  Emphasizing1

the caesura (marked ||) in the center, this  inverts the fourth foot from an iamb to a trochee.

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)

To- be!  o-r no! t to- be! : tha-t i!s the- qu! est-ion:  1

Whe! the-r 't-is no! ble-r i!n the- mi!nd to- su! ffe-r (first foot inverted as a trochee: see below)
The- sli!ngs a-nd a! rro-ws o-f o-utra! geo-us fo! rtu-ne, (feminine endings: see below)
O! r to- ta-ke a! rms a-ga! inst a- se!a o-f tro! uble-s,
A-nd by!  o-ppo! s-ing e!nd the-m?  (Shakespeare)

The extra final unstressed syllable (the 11  in the line) is called a feminine ending.  Lines endingth

with a regular iamb are said to have a masculine ending, as in the following stanza of 4 lines:

The- cu! rfe-w to! lls the- kne! ll o-f pa! rt-ing da! y (heroic quatrain: pentameter rhymed abab)
   The- lo! w-ing he! rd w-ind slo! wly- o! 'er the- le!a, 
The- plo! wma-n ho! mewa-rd plo! ds h-is we!ary- wa! y, 
   A-nd le!aves the- wo! rld to- da! rkne-ss a!nd to- me! . (Thomas Gray)

2. Trochaic: long-short, signified  ! - as in:

Whe! re the- qu! ie-t-co! lo-ured e!nd o-f e!ven-ing smi!les, (trochaic hexameter: 6 feet per verse)
Mi!les a-nd mi!les (catalectic dimeter: see below)

O! n the- so! l-ita! ry- pa! stu-res whe! re o-ur she!ep (masculine rhymes)
Ha! lf-a-sle!ep

Ti!nkle- ho! mewa-rd thro! ' the- twi!l-ight, stra! y o-r sto! p
A! s the-y cro! p-- (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 Iræ or Stabat Mater):

Do! uble-, do! uble-, to! il a-nd tro! uble-, (notice that “fire” is disyllabic)
Fi!re- bu! rn a-nd ca! ldro-n bu! bble-. (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:

Ty!ge-r! Ty!ge-r! bu! rn-ing bri!ght (a quatrain of catalectic trochaic tetrameter)
I!n the- fo! re-sts o! f the- ni!ght, (rhymed aabb)
Wha! t -immo! rta-l ha!nd o-r e!ye (“eye/symmetry” constitute an off-rhyme)
Co-uld fra!me thy- fe!arfu-l sy!mme-try! ? (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.



Triple Meters

3. Anapestic: short-short-long, signified - - ! as in:

The- A-ssy! r-ian ca-me do! wn l-ike the- wo! lf o-n the- fo! ld, (anapestic tetrameter)
A-nd h-is co! ho-rts we-re gle!am-ing -in pu! rple- a-nd go! ld;
A-nd the- she!en o-f the-ir spe!ars wa-s l-ike sta! rs o-n the- se!a,
Whe-n the- blu! e wa-ve ro-lls ni!ghtly- o-n de!ep Ga-l-i le!e. (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):

The- su! n d-id no-t shi!ne. (a headless line: see below)
-I t wa-s to! o we-t to- pla! y.
So- we- sa! t -in the- ho! use
A- ll tha-t co! ld, co-ld we-t da! y. (“Dr. Seuss”)

and limericks since Edward Lear:

The-re wa! s a- yo-ung ma!n fro-m Ja-pa!n
Who-se li!me-r-icks ne!ve-r wo-uld sca!n. (end-stopped line)

Whe-n we- a! sked why- th-is wa! s,
He- re-pli!ed "-I t's be-ca!use

-I  a! lwa-ys try- to- f-it a-s ma!ny- sy-lla-ble-s -into- the- la! st l-ine a-s -I  po! ss-ibly- ca!n.” (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:

Thi!s -is the- fo! re-st pr-ime!va-l. The- mu! rmu-r-ing pi!nes a-nd the- he!mlo-cks,
Be!arde-d w-ith mo! ss, a-nd -in ga! rme-nts gre!en, -ind-isti!nct -in the- twi!l-ight,
Sta!nd l-ike Dru! -ids o-f e! ld, w-ith vo! ice-s sa!d a-nd pro-phe! t-ic (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:

Pi!ctu-re yo-ur se! lf -in a- bo! at o-n a- ri!ve-r w-ith (enjambed or run-on lines)
Ta!nge-r-ine tre!e-e-es a-nd ma! rma-la-de ski!i--i i-e-s. (Beatles)

The double-dactyl poses an especially tight form:

Hi!nte-rla-nd, hu! nte-rla-nd
Ce!dr-ic D.- Re!ve-ra-nd
Co! uldn't- be- pre! se-nt to-
A! nswe-r h-is pho! ne.

Le!av-ing th-is me! ssa-ge, he-,
Su! pe-rsa-rca! st-ically-,
Tru! sts yo-u'll re-co! rd a-t the- 
So! und o-f the- to! ne. (Reverand)



Other Feet

5. Spondaic: long-long signified  !  ! as in:

Go! od stro! ng thi!ck stu! pe-fy! -ing i!nce-nse-smo! ke! (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 blo! od cre!eps and the ne! rves pri!ck . . . (Tennyson)

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

No wonder of it: shéer plód 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 onlyth

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 wi!nding hórns  || wi!nter hu! nted
in the we!eping wóods, ||  wi!ld and ru! thless;
sle!et came sla! shing || and sla!nting ha! il
from glówering he!aven ||  gre!y and su! nless,
whi!stling whi!plash  || whi!rled by te!mpest.
The flóods were fre!ed, ||  and fa! llow wa! ters
swe!eping se!award, || swóllen, a!ngry,
fi!lled with flótsam, ||  fóaming, tu! rbid,
pa! ssed in tu!mult. || The te!mpest di!ed. (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 ca!ught this mórning mórning's mi!nion, ki!ng- (enjambed)
dom of da! ylight's da!uphin, dapple-da!wn-drawn Fa! lcon, in his ri!ding 
Of the rólling level underne!ath him ste!ady a! ir, and stri!ding 

Hi!gh there, how he ru! ng upon the re! in of a wi!mpling wi!ng 
In his e!cstasy! ! then óff, off fórth on swi!ng,

As a ska! te's heel sweeps smóoth on a bów-bend: the hu! rl and gli!ding 
Rebu! ffed the bi!g wi!nd. My he!art in hi!ding 

Sti!rred for a bi!rd, – the achi!eve of, the ma! stery of the thi!ng! (Hopkins)

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