
Classical Metres (Graeco-Latin) 

 

The classical metres were inherited from Classical Learning and bear Greek names reflecting that origin. They were 

easily adapted to English poetry but the question was always open whether they were really part of the performance of 

English poets — that is to say, a natural part of the poetic language. In fact, English poetry derives its major impulse 

from the Stress System which assigns an equal number of stresses to each line (or parallel lines) in a stanza (or stanzas). 

In addition, much of English poetry obeys the law of Syllable-Count. Thus that the ‘iambic pentameter’ which is very 

largely used by Shakespeare in all his plays, is a ten-syllable line with variable stresses, no verse-rhymes and run-on 

sentences. Usually the metre is iambic: ‘See yonder light that through the window creeps ...’ This is arguably no more 

than measured prose—but it does share with all English poetry the use of stress as the main form of speaker-realisation, 

whether in reading, recital or on the stage. In the famous line, ‘To be or not to be ...’, Shakespeare achieves a powerful 

effect of emphasis by swapping the normal iambic ‘foot’ for a trochaic one, but obviously any speaker will distribute 

the stress correctly on the basis of the meaning and without reference to the classical metres.  

 
 

 


