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Mr Wieland’s guide to poetic form: Metre

1.   Number of stresses/feet in a verse  
Different from the German terms, in English a noun denotes the number of stresses in a verse and the 
adjective tells us the type of metrical foot: 

English term: iambic pentameter

German term: fünffüßiger Jambus

The number of feet corresponds to the greek numbers: Number of feet Term used
2 dimeter
3 trimeter
4 tetrameter
5 pentameter
6 hexameter
7 heptameter
8 octameter

2.   Types of metrical feet  
There are lots of different metrical feet. Stresses are usually marked with a ∪ or an X for an unstressed 
and a  ⁄  for a stressed syllable. The most common are the following:

Metrical 
foot

Stress 
pattern

Example 
(bold printing and/or underlining is used to show the stressed syllables)

Iamb
(iambic, 

adj.)

x  / Tetrameter:
'Twas brillig, and the slithy toves
Did gyre and gimble in the wabe. (Lewis Carroll, 
Jabberwocky)

Pentameter:
To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield. (Alfred 
Tennyson, Ulysses)
Shall I compare thee to a summer's day? (William 
Shakespeare, Sonnet 18)

Heptameter:
I s'pose the flats is pretty green up there in Ironbark. (A. B. 
Paterson, The Man from Ironbark)

Trochee
(trochaic, 

adj.)

/  x Perhaps owing to its simplicity, though, trochaic meter is fairly 
common in children's rhymes:

Peter, Peter pumpkin-eater
Had a wife and couldn't keep her.

Often a few trochees will be interspersed among iambs in the same 
lines to develop a more complex or syncopated rhythm. Compare 
The Tyger by William Blake:

Tyger, Tyger, burning bright
In the forests of the night
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Dactyl
(dactylic, 

adj.)

/  x x An example of dactylic meter is the first line of Henry Wadsworth 
Longfellow's poem Evangeline, which is in dactylic hexameter:

This is the / forest prim- / eval. The / murmuring / pines and 
the / hemlocks,

(The first five feet of the line are dactyls; the sixth a trochee.)

A modern example is the Beatles song Lucy in the Sky with  
Diamonds:

Picture your self in a boat on a river with
tangerine tree-ees and marmalade skii-ii-es.

(Written in dactylic tetrameter, the verses of the song have the rhythm of a waltz. 
The word "skies" takes up a full three beats.)

Anapest
(anapestic, 

adj.)

x x  / Because of its length and the fact that it ends with a stressed syllable 
and so allows for strong rhymes, anapaest can produce a very 
rolling, galloping feeling verse, and allows for long lines with a 
great deal of internal complexity. The following is from Lord 
Byron's The Destruction of Sennacherib:

The Assyrian came down like a wolf on the fold
And his cohorts were gleaming in purple and gold
And the sheen of their spears was like stars on the sea
When the blue wave rolls nightly on deep Galilee.

3.   The effect of metrical feet  

To make one thing clear right from the start: No, you will not get a general formula that lets you identify 
the effect of metre here. Poetry does not work like a dictionary – you can’t just look something up and 
know what  it  is  about.  However,  here  are  some ideas  to  help  you  think  about  why a  poet  chose  a 
particular rhythm.

Usually the different rhythms and their stress patterns influence the subjectively felt “speed” of a poem. 
Feet that end in a stressed syllable like the iamb or the anapest feel slower than those starting in a stressed 
syllable (trochee and dactyl). But also, this can change depending on the poem, as a dactyl or an anapaest 
can be used to create a rolling rhythm, like horses galloping. 

It is important to say that very few poems would ever conform to a perfectly regular metrical pattern. The 
effect of that would be very boring indeed: imagine being restricted to using only iambic words, or trying 
to keep up a regular trochaic rhythm. Poets therefore often include trochaic or anapestic or dactylic words 
or phrases within what are basically iambic lines, in order to make them more interesting and suggestive, 
and to keep normal pronunciation. Here is a brief example from Shakespeare to show you what I mean. I 
have chosen a couple of lines spoken by Rosalind in As You Like It, Act 1, scene 2, and have marked this 
first version to show you the basic iambic metre:

If you say the lines out loud in this regular way you can hear that the effect is very unnatural. Here is one 
way the lines might be scanned to show how the stresses would fall in speech (though there are other 
ways of scanning them):
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It must be emphasised that there is no need to feel that you must try to remember all the technical terms I 
have been introducing here (however, the more you know, the better). The purpose has been to help you 
to become aware of the importance of rhythmic effects in poetry, and it can be just as effective to try to 
describe these in your own words. 
The thing to hang on to when writing about the rhythm of a poem is that, as the famous poet Ezra Pound 
put it, “Rhythm MUST have meaning. […] It can't be merely a careless dash off with no grip and no real  
hold to the words and sense, a tumty tum tumpty tum tum ta”. 

There are occasions, of course, when a tum-ty-ty-tum rhythm may be appropriate and have meaning: 
When Tennyson wrote “The Charge of the Light Brigade”, he recreated the sound, pace, and movement 
of horses thundering along with the emphatic dactyls of “Half a league,  half a league,  half a league  
onward / Into the valley of death rode the six hundred” (note again how some syllables were left out or 
added). 
But for a very different example we might take a short two-line poem by Pound himself. This time there 
is no fixed metre: like much twentieth-century poetry, this poem is in ‘free verse’. Its title is “In a Station 
of the Metro” (the Metro being the Paris underground railway), and it was written in 1916:

Here you can see that the rhythm plays a subtle part in conveying the meaning. The poem is comparing 
the faces of people in a crowded underground to petals that have fallen on to a wet bough. The rhythm not 
only highlights the key words in each line, but produces much of the emotional feeling of the poem by 
slowing down the middle words of the first line and the final three words of the second.

4.   But what if there is no metre? – A sidenote on free verse  

As mentioned in the paragraph above, many contemporary poems (20th century and onwards) have no 
fixed metre. That, however, does not mean that they don’t have a meaningful rhythm, as is proven by 
Pound’s “In a Station of the Metro”. This form is called “free verse”.
This is a term describing various styles of poetry that are written without using strict meter, rhythm, or 
rhyme, but still  recognizable as poetry because they use complex patterns of one sort or another that 
readers will perceive to be part of a coherent whole.
The American poet Robert Frost remarked that writing free verse was like "playing tennis without a net", 
meaning that there is still structure, but you are less confined in expressing yourself as a poet.

Sources:
Some passages are my own, others were unabashedly stolen from these web pages:

• http://www.homeschoolacademy.com/docs/samples/Language%20Arts%201105.pdf
• http://openlearn.open.ac.uk/mod/resource/view.php?id=216332
• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Category:Poetic_form
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