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What Is Blank Verse in 16th-Century English Poetry?

Blank verse is a form of unrhymed poetry written in a regular metrical pattern,
most commonly iambic pentameter. It became one of the most influential and
dominant poetic forms in English literature starting in the 16th century.

] Origins in the 16th Century

-First Use in English: Introduced by Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey in his
translation of Virgil’s Aeneid around 1540, published posthumously between
1554-1557.

-Classical Influence: Inspired by Latin and Greek classical poetry, which did not
rely on rhyme, as well as the Italian versi sciolti (unrhymed verse.(

-Purpose: The aim was to emulate the dignity and gravity of classical verse
while preserving rhythmic structure without the constraint of rhyme.

[JFormal Characteristics

-Meter: Typically written in iambic pentameter (five pairs of alternating
unstressed and stressed syllables per line(

-Lack of Rhyme: Lines do not rhyme at the end

-Flexibility: Offers poets freedom in tone, pauses, and the flow of ideas
-Usage: Widely adopted in dramatic and narrative poetry, especially in
Elizabethan and Jacobean theater
Notable Examples

-Christopher Marlowe: Used blank verse in plays like Doctor Faustus

-William Shakespeare: Employed it extensively in his plays such as Hamlet and
Macbeth

-John Milton: Elevated the form in his epic Paradise Lost, giving it a grand and
philosophical tone
Literary Significance

-Blank verse became the dominant poetic form in English literature, especially
in drama and narrative poetry, due to its balance between rhythmic discipline
and expressive freedom.

-It is estimated that nearly three-quarters of English poetry has been written in
blank verse.



