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METER is the basic rhythmic structure of a verse or lines in a verse. Many traditional verse forms require a specific verse meter, 
or a certain set of meters alternating in a particular order. You use meter when you are writing a piece of poetry. 

SCANSION is the method or practice of determining and (usually) graphically representing the metrical pattern of a line of verse. 
You use scansion to describe or annotate a piece of poetry. 

PROSODY is the general term for the study and the actual use of meters and forms of versification. 

 
English  formal poetry is 
accentual-syllabic 

both number of accents and number of syllables are measured using “feet.” ” This is the metrical 
scheme most used in English. 

 
Foot type Style Stress Pattern Meter # feet Meter # feet 

iamb iambic Unstressed+Stressed Monometer One Foot Pentameter Five Feet 

trochee trochaic Stressed+Unstressed Dimeter Two Feet Hexameter Six Feet 

spondee spondaic Stressed+Stressed Trimeter Three Feet Heptameter Seven Feet 

anapest anapestic Unstressed+Unstressed+Stressed Tetrameter Four Feet Octameter Eight Feet 

dactyl dactylic Stressed+Unstressed+Unstressed     
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SOME METRICAL EFFECTS: 
 
Samuel Johnson’s The Vanity of Human Wishes 
   x    /       x    /       x         /    x     /    x      / 
Yet hope not Life from Grief or Danger free, 
   \      /       x       /      x     /     x  /         x      / 
Nor think the Doom of Man revers’d for thee. 
    /       x   x     /   x         /      x    /      x        / 
Deign on the passing World to turn thine Eyes 
  x       /      x      /       x      /   x    \   x     / 
And pause a while from Letters to be wise; 
     /       /         x     /     x         / x        /    x   / 
There mark what ills the Scholar’s Life assail, 
    /     /    x       /       x     /  x     /     x      / 
Toil, Envy, Want, the Patron and the Jail. 
    /     /  x         /   x      /      x         /   x    / 
See Nations slowly Wise, and meanly Just, 
  x    /   x       / x     /      x    /  x     / 
To buried Merit raise the tardy Bust: 
 x        /       \      /  x      /      x   /   x   / 
If Dreams yet flatter; once again attend, 
   \        /   x        /     x       /x  /x      / 
Hear Lydiat’s Life and Galileo’s End. 
 

Shakespeare's 129th Sonnet: 

Th’expense of spirit in a waste of shame 
Is lust in action; and till action, lust 
Is perjur‘d, murd'rous, bloody, full of blame, 
Savage, extreme, rude, cruel, not to trust; 
 

Karl Shapiro’s poem Mongolian Idiot: 

At thirty-five he squeals to see the ball 
Bounce in the air and roll away.  
 

The pattern of accented syllables in those lines is: 

 

at THIRty-FIVE he SQUEALS to SEE the BALL 
BOUNCE in the AIR and ROLL aWAY. 

From George Herbert’s Love (III) 
 
Love bade me welcome. Yet my soul drew back  
                              Guilty of dust and sin. 
But quick-eyed Love, observing me grow slack  
                             From my first entrance in, 
Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning, 
                             If I lacked any thing. 
 

From John Donne’s Sonnet 14 
 
BATTER my heart, three person'd God; for, you  

As yet but knocke, breathe, shine, and seeke to mend;  

That I may rise, and stand, o'erthrow mee,' and bend  

Your force, to breake, blowe, burn and make me new.   
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A guide for starting to write in meter 

1. Decide beforehand which meter the poem will be 
in (e.g. iambic pentameter, anapestic tetrameter) 
and write in conformity with that. Don’t just 
launch into a poem hoping the rhythm will carry 
you along. 

2. If you decide to write in formal verse keep to the 
rules (i.e. the meter and the rhyme scheme) you 
have decided on – otherwise it becomes a vague 
form of free verse. 

3. Don’t restructure your syntax into something 
unnatural just so that it fits the meter. 

4. Write in discernible or, at least, comprehensible 
English. In other words, don’t just miss out parts 
of a sentence when they don’t seem to fit the 
meter. 

5. Establish your meter first, and then deviate from 
it to create texture. Then return to it to give a 
feeling of completeness. 

6. Practice writing in strict meter, before 
introducing metrical effects. And don’t deviate 
from the meter unless you are creating a 
particular effect. 

7. Don’t write poetry in musical rhythm; write in 
poetic meter. Formal poetry is much stricter than 
free verse, rap or songwriting, where the rhythm 
is the dominant force. 

8. Don’t be satisfied with your first attempt. Revise 
the poem. Check the meter. If necessary, rewrite 
lines so that they conform to the meter. 

9. Once you have enough proficiency in meter, 
less effort will be required to create good 
poetry, because you will begin to deal with meter 
by instinct rather than conscious effort. However, 
always revise your poems to check for metrical 
anomalies or unwarranted deviations from 
meter. 

Free Verse 

1. In order to write GOOD free verse that does not simply 
become prose, you should master meter first. Most of the 
effects that you create in formal poetry by counterpointing 
meter, and deviations from that meter, can be used in free 
verse.  

2. So, essentially, a good free verse poet should also be 
proficient in the forms of poetry – meter and rhyme. 

3. The techniques for modifying a set meter can be used in 
free verse to bring out texture in a poem and to create 
effects that enhance the words, for example:  

a. setting up a meter 
b. letting a line run on,  
c. pausing in places,  
d. lengthening a line,  
e. having an abrupt stop,  
f. concatenating strong stresses to create a rhythmic 

pattern.	
	

 
Rhythm helps to give heightened emotion, increased excitement, 
dignity, solemnity, light-heartedness, speed, languor, or 
whatever particular effect the poet is aiming at. The sole 
criterion that the critic should have in mind when studying the 
rhythm of a poem, is the effectiveness of that rhythm in 
sustaining its share in communicating the emotional impression 
which the whole poem is intended to make. That is its function. 
 
An indifferent poet is dominated and limited by the particular 
metrical pattern that he is using: his verse is, in consequence, 
monotonous, jog-trot and mechanical. A great poet imposes 
the strength of his own imagining and thought on the metrical 
framework of his poem, varying his patterns by changes in 
stress, letting his lines run on, pausing here, lengthening a 
line there, yet always retaining the metrical basis of his lines 
and stanzas, and so securing a discipline for his work, a form 
without which there can be no great art. 
 
 
For more on meter: 
1. PRINCETON ENCYCLOPEDIA OF POETRY AND 

POETICS edited by Alex Preminger 
2. THE BOOK OF FORMS – A handbook of Poetry by 

Lewis Turco 
3. THE CRITICISM OF POETRY – S.H. Burton 
4. THE POETRY HOME REPAIR MANUAL – Ted Kooser 
5. THE MAKING OF A POEM – Mark Strand & Eavan 

Boland 
6. A POET’S GUIDE TO POETRY – Mary Kinzie 

7. HOW TO WRITE A POEM: A BEGINNER’S GUIDE, by 
Sean O’Neill 

	


