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Blank verse is made up of several unrhymed (or "blank") lines of iambic pentameter (a 
standard poetic meter consisting of five iambic feet, with each foot containing two 
syllables—the first unstressed and the second stressed). It's a very common format for 
poetry and drama in English, as well as Italian and German. Alfred Tennyson, Robert 
Browning, John Milton, Christopher Marlowe, William Wordsworth, John Keats, Percy Bysshe 
Shelley, and Robert Frost all experimented with blank verse. The most famous writer of 
blank verse, however, is Shakespeare, who used it in the majority of his plays.  
 
When reading blank verse, you may notice that not every line conforms exactly to the 
iambic pentameter pattern. This is because the best writers of blank verse learn to capture 
the rhythms and tensions of regular speech by occasionally shifting the stressed syllables. 
The infinite possibilities for tweaking blank verse help to produce a broad range of emotion, 
energy, and expression.  
 
• = Sometimes the caesura, or natural pause, will unexpectedly fall in the middle of a line 

instead of at the end. For example,  
 
 I love this course. I'm learning so much stuff 
 about the way that Shakespeare used to write.  
 
• = Another common trick is to divide a single line of iambic pentameter between two 

different speakers, creating a fast-paced sense of dialogue: 
 
 LOIS:   I don't believe. 
 CLARK: Oh yes, I'm Superman. 
 
 
• = As an alternative to blank verse, two lines of iambic pentameter can be rhymed to form 

a heroic couplet:  
  
 I got so bored with blank verse all the time 
 That this time I decided I would rhyme. 
 
Heroic couplets were favored by authors such as Chaucer, Alexander Pope, John Dryden, 
and Byron. Shakespeare would often slip heroic couplets into his blank verse, taking 
advantage of the rhyme to emphasize a point or close a scene.  
  
When quoting lines of blank verse, you should treat them just like any other lines of 
poetry by using quotations marks and a slash (/) to indicate line breaks. For instance, from 
Shakespeare's Twelfth Night (act 1, scene 1, lines 1-3): "If music be the food of love, play 
on. / Give me excess of it, that, surfeiting, / The appetite may sicken and so die."  
 
If you're quoting more than four lines, you should use an indented quote instead, 
reproducing the line breaks directly on the page. For example, again from Shakespeare's 
Twelfth Night (act 1, scene 1, lines 4-7): 
  
 That strain again! It had a dying fall. 
 O, it came o'er my ear like the sweet sound 
 That breathes upon a bank of violets, 
 Stealing and giving odor. Enough; no more. 


