
Principles of Metrical Theory 
 
Most poems are composed to be read aloud, since the pleasure they give is essentially 
connected with the rhythmic organisation of their linguistic medium. This holds true 
not only for traditional poetry, but also for most kinds of free verse. In order to 
understand how a poem can best unfold its rhythmic potential, we must analyse its 
language with regard to those features that are perceived as rhythmically relevant. 
However, there is no rhythm before the experience of rhythm. Language structures 
may only then become rhythmical, if we recognise their temporal regularity. In 
English, this recognition is made possible through the principle of isochrony 
according to which linguistic stresses in spoken speech tend to be distributed at 
perceptually equal intervals. When rhythmising language, we exploit the isochronous 
principle. It is patent that the process of rhythmisation is much aided by a regular 
alternation of stronger and weaker stresses, whereas irregular accentual patterns 
require temporal compensation in order to retain equal stress intervals. Since language 
is not rhythmical in itself, some of its features need to be regularised before we can 
respond to its rhythm. The linear form of verse signifies that this rhythmic 
regularisation is highly desirable, if not mandatory. 

Metre reflects the rhythmic organisation of a poem by subdividing it into units 
which are rhythmically interrelated. A reader willing to give expression to poetic 
rhythm in performance normally accounts for three kinds of metrical characteristics: 
contrastive features, grouping structures, and grouping relations. A metro-rhythmic 
movement is first initiated by some recurrent linguistic contrast, usually between 
weaker and stronger stresses, from which the reader derives, in a process of 
metrication, the clear opposition between metrical stress and metrical non-stress. The 
continuous flow of metrical elements is then segmented into linear or syntactic units 
of metre, before the internal structures of adjacent units are compared with each other. 
Though presented here as a sequential bottom-up process, the metrical analysis of a 
poem follows up all steps simultaneously, because only the integration of all 
metrically relevant components makes the metre. Poetic rhythm is best illustrated by a 
metrical pattern obtained from the mutual interplay between the above characteristics. 
If a metre exists independently of any contrastive features as it is merely defined by 
the number of syllables per line, the impact of such a metrical design on the actual 
rhythms of an English poem is barely noticeable. To be sure, a pure syllabic metre 
does exert some influence on our perception of rhythm, because the boundaries of 
lines affect the ways in which we respond to the rhythmic potential of stress patterns; 
but the effect is minimal compared to the rhythmic immediacy of accentual structures. 
Thus, in order to explain the rhythms of a poem written in linear syllabics, we need to 
assume the existence of an additional, stress-based metre. 

While the establishment of a metrical pattern is often fairly straightforward in 
traditional poetry, the rhythms of less conventional verse, notably free verse, cannot 
always be unequivocally metricised. More than any regular metre, the metrical 
structure of free verse depends on the simultaneous co-operation of all metrically 
relevant factors. None of these factors is invariable; but their variability is restricted 
by their need to negotiate mutually the various possibilities of producing, in a 
concerted way, the rhythmically best stress pattern. In free verse, syntax is generally 
responsible for the delimitation of a metrical unit, while lexical stress furnishes the 
accentual raw material, whose shape is, then, refined under the influence of metro-
rhythmic idealisation. Yet, in addition to their interdependence, these factors are also 
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conditioned by linear and semantic considerations, as well as by the various 
constraints of contextual suitability. For an ideal structural metre aims at variational 
continuity in that each metrical unit depends for its rhythmic effectiveness on the 
immediately preceding stress pattern and, at the same time, constitutes a metrical 
norm for the immediately following stress pattern. Owing to the possibility of 
different rhythmic interpretations, free verse rhythm is often governed by a metrical 
potential rather than by one irrefutable stress pattern. 

The various assumptions and presuppositions necessary to establish a free verse 
metre play an important role in metrical theory, because they highlight those 
operations which a theoretical account of conventional metrics usually takes for 
granted. In a Popian pentameter, for instance, there is no need to pay special attention 
to the relation between adjacent metrical units since the line constitutes an invariable 
grouping factor; and the regular alternation of stress and non-stress throughout a 
poem does not invite emphasis on the significance of metro-rhythmic anticipation. 
These aspects are, however, indispensable in the metrication of free verse, where a 
metre can only emerge as the result of a compromise between the exigencies of 
language and our desire for rhythmic regularity. Although the more even distribution 
of linguistic stresses in traditional poetry facilitates the process of metrication, the 
principles underlying the establishment of a metrical pattern are the same as in free 
verse. For a theory of metre to yield genuine insights into the workings of poetic 
rhythm, it must closely link up with the rhythmically relevant features of language; 
but at the same time it must also reach beyond that level in order to seek the source 
from which the rhythms of a poem seem to have sprung, or at least find the ideal 
structure into which these rhythms can be resolved. Without conflating the metre and 
its linguistic realisation, the metrist is required to mediate constantly between the 
abstract concept of a metrical pattern and the concrete facts of a poem on the page. 
The medium to perform this task is the voice. Its intonational flexibility can be 
exploited to read a poem in an idealised rhythmical manner without spoiling the 
meaning. How important such test reading is in metrical theory will soon become 
obvious. 

From the reader’s point of view, a written verse text is being transformed by 
means of a human voice into an utterance, the actual performance of the text. This 
process of transformation involves a set of cognitive variables, for the mental 
comprehension of which metrical analysis must go beyond the firm ground of 
concrete givens and construct a theoretical framework that will link the starting point 
of the process of transformation with its end. Repeated test readings enable us to 
advance gradually from the visual image of a graphemic text to the acoustic event of 
its rhythmic recitation. We first draw from the words and phrases on the page their 
implied phonological pattern of prose rhythm. Although this inference cannot be said 
to be wholly unequivocal, its range of possible fluctuations is sufficiently narrow to 
allow their collective integration. In an additional theoretical step, we may describe 
the implied prose rhythm. This description, governed as it is by morpho-syntactic 
rules, does not only account for the accentual undulations but also covers rhythmic 
phrasing within sentence structures. It concludes the operations at the level of 
syntactic prose rhythm (S). The resulting linguistic stress patterns provide the basis of 
metrication. Their shape is, however, randomly irregular, except where grammatical 
attribution triggers off a stress shift that enhances the alternation between stronger and 
weaker stresses: take, for example, the numeral “thirteen”, which in predicative use 
receives word-final stress, whereas the attributive use in phrases such as “thirteen 
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women” demand word-initial stress. At this stage in the process of transformation, 
rhythm can be said to exist in statu nascendi because its full potential will not emerge, 
until the discrepancy between the linguistic stress patterns and our desire for rhythmic 
regularity has been bridged by the establishment of an underlying metre. 
 Whether at the level of syntactic prose rhythm (S), or at the level of metre (M): the 
analysis of accentual structures in English verse hinges upon the syllable as their 
smallest unit and on the way in which these units are differentiated by emphatic 
stress. The numerous shades of syllabic prominence are brought about by the variable 
combination of four phonological features: pitch, loudness, duration, and quality of 
sound. These correlates of stress are extremely important when it comes to 
establishing or maintaining a metrical pattern against the differing accentual givens of 
language. A sequence of syllables is characterised by a continuous change in stress 
intensity from one syllable to the next. There are, then, hardly two adjacent syllables 
between which we could not perceive an accentual difference, so that the mere 
distinction between relatively weaker and stronger stresses entails, at level M, a 
binary contrast of metrical stress and metrical non-stress. This relative stress principle 
reflects directly the rhythmic impression made by the continual modulation of 
absolute stress. Thus, in general, sequences of three or more metrical stresses are 
comparatively rare, since a stress between two other stresses tends to become 
metrically unstressed, and a non-stress between two other non-stresses tends to 
become metrically stressed.  

 As we translate the rhythmic potential of syntactic structures and linguistic stress 
patterns into their appropriate metrical equivalent, we are constantly aware of the 
theoretical level on which we operate, even though test reading maintains the 
simultaneous presence of all three levels - syntactic prose rhythm (S), metre (M), and 
realisation in performance (R). This simultaneity of operational levels is as important 
as their theoretical differentiation, since a metrical stress pattern cannot be established 
before the poem is actually being read. Each test reading provisionally anticipates the 
poetic performance, and thereby interconnects not only the three levels S, M, and R, 
but also links the concrete facts of the visual poem and its acoustic sounding with the 
abstract edifice of metrical theory. The pivotal function of test reading is pointed up in 
the following diagram: 

 
level: syntactic rhythm metre recitation 
 S  M R 
 prose rhythm described ideal/ applied metre described actual performance described 
abstract prose rhythm implied ideal/ applied metre assumed (possible performances) 
  test reading  
concrete verse text  actual performance 
 visual  acoustic 
 

Further details of this schema, such as the distinction between an ideal and an 
applied metre, will be fully explained below. 

Metre represents that idealised rhythm which the reader of verse is able to 
experience as underlying beat in an actual performance. Despite the fact that any 
accentual pattern at level M is somehow related to an accentual pattern at level S, 
there is no need for the metrical pulse to always coincide with linguistic stress, nor 
does stress intensity in recitation always form part of the metre. Compare, for 
instance, the opening lines of Whitman’s “Lilacs”: 
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When lilacs last in the dooryard bloom’d, 
And the great star early droop’d in the western sky in the night, 
I mourn’d, and yet shall mourn with ever-returning spring. 
 

In the following metrication, “X” denotes metrical stress, while “x” stands for 
metrical non-stress; numbers indicate metrical units, and vertical lines mark subunits: 
 

(1) xXxXxxXxX 
(2) xxXxXxX|xxXxXxxX 
(3) xX|xXxX|xXxxXxX. 
 

In line 2, the first noun, “star”, is linguistically stressed, but not metrically, because 
the rhythmisation of three successive beats is particularly awkward in a metro-
rhythmic context characterised by fairly regular alternation between metrical stresses 
and metrical non-stresses. Although the relative stress principle facilitates a demotion 
of the lexical emphasis on “star”, the word need not be accentually weakened in a 
rhythmic performance of the line. For metre is primarily recognised by its 
isochronous pulse, so that a phonological stress between two metrical stresses is 
perceived as metrically unstressed. This holds true even for monosyllables that 
require, because of their semantic significance, a stronger linguistic emphasis in 
performance than their equally stressable neighbours. A case in point is the auxiliary 
“shall” in the third line, which contrasts the future tense of the verb “mourn” with its 
preceding past tense form. In a recitation, the auxiliary may be rendered at the same 
time metrically unstressed and semantically prominent, if we utilise the possibilities 
of vocal stress modulation, which are inherent in the constitutive stress features. Thus, 
“shall” could be made to stand out phonologically by using pitch and duration as a 
means of accentual emphasis, whereas the adjacent metrical stresses - “yet” and 
“mourn” - would have to be based on loudness and intensity. This is how test reading 
controls the process of reconciling a desired metrical pattern with the specific needs 
of poetic meaning. 

Since the form of Whitman’s “Lilacs” is free verse, syntax generally determines 
the metrical grouping. Note that, in the above metrication, each metrical unit 
coincides with a line of verse only because the linear boundaries are also syntactically 
conspicuous. The quality of a grouping structure depends on metrical stress 
distribution within the unit as well as on the relation between the accentual patterns of 
contiguous units. In free verse, this relation may be described in terms of metrical 
stress pattern variation: generally, we can say that a variational structure is 
rhythmically most effective if it is based either on equal stress number, or on the 
repetition of essential features of stress pattern gestalt. In conventional poetry, on the 
other hand, the relation between metrical units is characterised by the recurrence of 
linear structures: at level M, each line tends to have exactly the same underlying 
alternation of metrical stress and metrical non-stress. Variation occurs primarily with 
regard to the linguistic implementation of a particular metre. Although, theoretically, 
traditional verse is clearly distinguished from free verse by its invariant use of the line 
as metrical unit, there are, in practice, many poems that cannot be categorised 
unequivocally. Metrical theory, however, should be applicable to all forms of verse; it 
should allow a transition between the metrics of free verse and the metrics of 
conventional poetry by stipulating that, as soon as the number of metrical stresses per 
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line is apparently constant, metre seizes on linear rather than syntactic structures for 
the organisation of its stress patterns. 

A metre is ideal if it is lineally regular. Whenever linear regularity cannot be fully 
established, as in free verse, our metro-rhythmic efforts will result in an applied 
metre. The distinction between these two metrical modes, ideal and applied, becomes 
important when we metricise traditional verse in which some linear patterns deviate at 
level M from the vast majority of metrically regular lines. However, regularity of a 
metre does not necessarily imply metro-rhythmic smoothness: an ideal metre may 
exactly correspond to the linguistic pattern of a syntactic prose rhythm, but its 
derivation from the language features in a verse line may also require a large amount 
of ingenuity on the part of the metrist. By “ideal metre” we mean the regularity of a 
stress pattern at level M, not its straightforward linguistic realisation. Only if all test 
readings fail to produce the intralinear and interlinear regularity of a perfect stress 
structure do we speak of an applied metre, where the metrical pattern is still likely to 
retain some of the characteristics that distinguish the ideal metre. Thus, in the context 
of iambic pentameter, for example, we may come across lines which differ from the 
metrical norm in any feature out of the following three: five stresses per line, 
decasyllabicity, and regular alternation between metrical stress and metrical non-
stress. Although a line may occasionally have none of these attributes in common 
with the dominant metre, there is no such thing as an unmetrical line, since the 
rhythmic experience does not stop, but changes, with the occurrence of an irregular 
stress pattern. 

An ideal metre functions as metrical prototype against which can be measured both 
the variety of its possible linguistic realisations, and the deviant linear stress patterns 
of an applied metre. Although there is a clear distinction between the two metrical 
modes, the question whether the language of a verse line should be test-read to yield 
an ideal or an applied metre is not always easily solved. Much depends on the 
rhythmic quality of a metre, on the presence or absence of rhyme and enjambment, 
and on the disposition of the metrist. It should be emphasised, here, that this 
disposition is not identical with the concept of delivery design; we merely wish to 
acknowledge the fact that the ability of metrists to push test reading to its linguistic 
extremes is variable. While test reading finds the metrically most effective rendering 
of a line, it does not necessarily represent the artistically best performance. Its role in 
metrics is, however, crucial because it enables us to obtain a fairly accurate view of 
the metrical complexity of a line. A rhythmic potential cannot be adequately assessed 
in terms of metro-linguistic matches and mismatches, but requires that we make 
sufficient use of the possibilities of vocal modulation in reading. Intonational 
alternatives arise not only from a rigorous application of the relative stress principle, 
but also from the self-perpetuating force inherent in the perceptually isochronous 
rhythmisation of language. The temporal aspect of metre is highly significant as it 
makes possible a performative reading in which the metrical demotion of a prominent 
syllable need not be linguistically reflected. 

The metrication of the Whitman-lines discussed above has given a first idea of the 
way in which test reading controls the metrical structures even in free verse. We will 
now examine a few lines of blank verse that do not immediately conform to the 
regular stress pattern of iambic pentameter. The examples are taken from “Andrea del 
Sarto” by Robert Browning: 

 
And the low voice my soul hears, as a bird (l. 124). 
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Despite linguistic obstacles, this line should be metricised in the ideal mode: 
 

xXxXxXxXxX. 
 

In the opening noun phrase, introduced by a conjunction (“And the low voice”), the 
two words of the first half (“And the”) bearing weak stress contrast with the two 
words of the second half (“low voice”) with strong linguistic emphasis. While there is 
then no doubt as to the accentual relation between these two halves, the question of 
syllabic prominence within each half remains linguistically undecided. The issue is 
provisionally settled by the relative stress principle in connection with the metrical 
context of iambic pentameter: ideally, in both halves, the first word should be stressed 
to a lesser degree than the second. At this point, however, test reading is needed since, 
in the binary metrication of the phrase, the accentual relation between the article 
(“the”) and the adjective (“low”) runs counter to linguistic expectation. If we raise the 
pitch of our voice as we utter the latter word, but use stress intensity for its adjacent 
monosyllables, we may without difficulty maintain syllabic prominence in a metrical 
non-stress position. Alternatively, this task of signalling linguistic emphasis could, 
and perhaps should in this case, be produced by changing the quality of the voice, for 
such a reading would actually perform lexical meaning. By way of contrast, compare 
the result of a metrication based only on the line’s linguistic stress pattern: the 
accentual sequence xxXX|xXX|xxX, it is true, would retain the major characteristic of 
iambic pentameter, five metrical stresses per line, and thus represent an applied metre 
that partly matches the context in which it appears, but its irregular stress pattern 
would have a disruptive effect. The applied metrication might well be preferable, if 
the above line were part of a free verse poem. 

In blank verse, as in other regular verse, the ideal metre clearly takes precedence 
over an applied metre. The expected rhythmic consistency of an underlying stress 
pattern strongly urges the realisation of that rhythm in performance. As we test-read 
an obstinate linguistic structure into conformity with a uniform metre, we invariably 
pay attention to each single syllable and its function in the rhythmic organisation of 
the line. It is probably fair to say that, while a listener perceives a straightforward 
metrication as rhythmically most effective, the performer’s focus on rhythm increases 
as the establishment of an ideal metrical pattern becomes more difficult. The 
following examples need to be metricised in the applied mode: 

 
Holds the trees safer, huddled more inside (l. 43), 
Rightly traced and well ordered; what of that? (l. 95), 
I regret little, I would change still less (l. 245). 
 

Line 43 resembles metrically line 124. Only that, here, the accentual relation between 
the first and second syllables is not indifferent but clearly pronounced in favour of the 
first. We metricise, therefore: XxxXxXxXxX. The “trochaic inversion” at the 
beginning of the line occurs so naturally in iambic pentameter that its corresponding 
linguistic stress pattern can be regarded as metrically rather unobtrusive. When such a 
structural change becomes necessary somewhere in the middle of the line, as in line 
95, the result at level M strikes a more jarring note: XxXxxXxXxX. Yet, even if the 
common pattern of XxxXxXxXxX is easily established, it might be rivalled by a 
rhythmically strong variation requiring a different accentual structure. A case in point 
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is line 245. Although the context of iambic pentameter leaves no doubt as to the 
intended metrication, there are good reasons for an alternative metro-rhythmic 
interpretation: the line’s skilfully varied syntax, in which the first clause - consisting 
of subject, verb, and adverbial- is echoed by a second clause of the same structure, 
suggests a similarly parallel rhythmisation. Thus, as part of a free verse poem, line 
245 would most effectively be metricised xxXXx|xxXxX. 

Line 196, too, resists being test-read against an underlying ideal pentameter: 
 

Give the chalk here - quick, thus the line should go! 
 

This would easily be metricised as XxXxX|XxXxX (with a syntax-governed stress 
pattern repetition in the second half), were it not for the metrical context. In order to 
reduce the number of stresses to five, we demote the first syllable and obtain: 
xxXxX|XxXxX. A metrication that tried to avoid the accentual clash in the middle of 
the line would result in a semantically unwarrantable stress pattern. Although it is not 
impossible, from a linguistic point of view, to assign metrical stress to the place 
adverb (“here”) rather than to the preceding noun (“chalk”), and thereby to facilitate 
metrical non-stress on the otherwise prominent monosyllable “quick”, the nominal 
demotion cannot be justified because the word “chalk” carries new information of 
great importance. In a similar way, the next example demonstrates how contextual 
meaning can restrict the metrical possibilities of a verse line: 
 

That Cousin here again? he waits outside? 
Must see you - you, and not with me? Those loans? 
More gaming debts to pay? you smiled for that? 
Well, let smiles buy me! have you more to spend? 
      (ll. 220-223). 
 

Here, the semantic contrast between the friend or lover (“That Cousin”, “he”) and the 
I-narrator of the monologue, Andrea del Sarto (“me”) determines our choice of a 
metrical structure in line 223: since the juxtaposition of these two characters requires 
that their linguistic representations stand out phonologically, the fifth syllable (“me”) 
invariably attracts stress. It is impossible for test reading to do justice to such 
semantic emphasis without stressing the personal pronoun metrically. Thus, despite 
the relative ease with which the ten monosyllables of line 223 would comply with the 
ideal pattern of iambic pentameter if considered separately, a metrical realisation of 
the line is best represented by the applied pattern xxXxX|XxXxX. 

The metrically most awkward line in Browning’s “Andrea del Sarto” not only 
frustrates any attempts at maintaining the structure of the ideal iambic pentameter, but 
complicates even the establishment of an applied metrical pattern: 

 
“Live for fame, side by side with Agnolo!” (l. 130). 
 

Decasyllabicity and five lexical stresses seem to favour the equivalent of a pure stress 
metrication, XxX|XxXxXxx. However, this straightforward solution is rendered 
doubtful by the possibility of ending the line in the regular accentual alternation 
required by iambic pentameter, that is, with the tenth syllable metrically stressed. 
Since statistical analyses show that the pentameter line is most rigid in the linguistic 
realisation of its final ictus, one would not want to gratuitously tamper with a possible 
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metrical stress on the tenth syllable. But if we accept the unproblematic promotion in 
the name “Agnolo”, which of the previous lexical stresses should be demoted to 
preserve the number of metrical stresses per line? It is clear that the central semantic 
role played by the noun “fame” disallows the demotion of its lexical stress. This 
leaves us with two possibilities: we may consider either the first or the fourth syllable 
to be metrically unstressed, and thus we metricise xxX|XxXxXxX or XxX|xxXxXxX, 
respectively. Whereas the former metrication has the advantage of deviating from the 
metrical ideal only in the first three syllables of the line, the latter can boast of 
demoting a semantically less significant word and, at the same time, avoiding a 
metrical stress clash. Whichever alternative we choose, the resulting pattern at level 
M has only few characteristics in common with iambic pentameter. 

While the metrication of line 130 involves the comparison of different applied 
metres, the following two lines call for a decision between the possibilities of an 
applied or ideal metrication: 

 
Four great walls in the New Jerusalem (l. 261), 
And autumn grows, autumn in everything (l. 45). 
 

A natural reading of line 261 would result in a five-stress metrication, either purely 
tonic, XXX|xxXxXxx, or, to a certain degree, syllabo-tonic, XxX|xxXxXxX. Yet, the 
semantic potential of the line renders an ideal metrication desirable. The pentameter 
pattern, xXxXxXxXxX, would then emphasise the greatness of the four walls - an 
emphasis which is supported by the context since the four walls are intended to be 
covered by the great painters “Leonard, Rafael, Agnolo and [Andrea]” (l. 263). To 
sustain the ideal iambic pentameter in line 45 must be considered more difficult, 
because the metrically recalcitrant word is a disyllabic noun, whose linguistic stress 
pattern cannot be reversed. Still, it is not altogether impossible to test-read the line 
against the metrical background of xXxXxXxXxX: in order to perceive the first 
syllable of the repeated “autumn” as metrically unstressed and the second as 
metrically stressed, we must rely on the isochronous urge of metre and on the 
immediate metrical context. As it is clear that the preposition “in” remains unstressed 
at level M, the preceding second syllable of “autumn” may be metrically stressed in 
relation to its direct successor. The first syllable of “autumn” would then become 
metrically unstressed only because it disagrees with the temporal distribution of 
metrical stresses. In a test reading, this syllable could be made prominent through 
special intonation, producing for syllables 5 to 7 the overall linguistic stress contour 
123 rather than the more natural pattern 132 (where “1” denotes primary, “2” 
secondary, and “3” tertiary stress). Whether this performative tour de force for the 
sake of maintaining the ideal metre should be preferred to a more natural test reading 
remains, however, highly doubtful: the applied metrical pattern xXxX|XxxXxX, it is 
true, asks for temporal compensation between the clashing stresses of syllables 4 and 
5, but this required pause is syntactically justified and, therefore, metro-rhythmically 
unobtrusive. 

The above examples demonstrate that for a metrical theory to illuminate poetic 
rhythm, it must differentiate on level M between an ideal and an applied metre. This 
differentiation allows the metrist to keep track of his or her rhythmic experience 
without conflating the theoretical levels of prose rhythm and metre. Neither should 
theory prevail over practicability, nor should the importance of an actual reading be 
emphasised at the expense of a clear-cut theoretical framework. For a metrical 
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concept which is utterly detached from the event of a metro-rhythmic recitation must 
be considered as unsatisfactory as a performance-based approach whose idiosyncrasy 
denies the general validity of any findings. The principles of metrical theory proposed 
in this essay combine the advantages of a strong theoretical foundation with the 
benefits of a rhythmic experience in test reading. While test reading enables the 
metrist to sense poetic rhythm in the temporal and, if possible, structural regularity of 
a metrical pattern derived from the not always pliable language material of verse, the 
distinction between an ideal and an applied metre permits of an adequate description 
of the rhythmic sensation at an abstract level. An ideal metre emerges as the 
equivalent of an ideal rhythmic pattern, and can be sustained in the tentative 
performance of a verse line. An applied metre, on the other hand, falls short of a 
lineally uniform structure, but reflects the best-possible regularisation in test reading 
of the metro-rhythmic features of a poem. Thus, it is patent that the metrication of 
traditional poetry is generally based on an ideal metre, such as the iambic pentameter 
whereas free verse can only be metricised in the applied mode. 

With regard to metrical complexity - that is, the extent to which the stress patterns 
on levels S and M of a given metrical unit disagree - an ideal metre permits of a 
greater deviation from its corresponding prose rhythm than an applied metre, because 
of its stronger rhythmic momentum. If, however, an applied metrication becomes 
necessary in the context of an ideal metre, the complexity of that line is characterised 
not only by the discrepancy between its linguistic stress pattern and the underlying 
metrical structure, but also by the way in which this applied metre differs from the 
predominant ideal metre. Since the realisability of a metre depends on the variable 
ability and willingness of the metrist to perceive an intrinsic metrical pulse in reading, 
there are often alternative possibilities of applied metrication. These alternatives 
require the support of a metrically sound argumentation which is bound to discuss in 
particular any notional or contextual influence of an ideal metre. In this manner, 
metrical theory may yield truly insightful results. 


