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OCR Anthology for Classical Greek AS and A Level: 2026–2028
Iambic Trimeter Scansion 

Introduction 
Since there was not quite enough room in the published anthology to include a detailed explanation of scansion, including how to determine the length of syllables, I have included in the online materials a more detailed explanation, encompassing what is provided in the anthology, as well as an expanded and more in-depth discussion. It is hoped that this will help students scan any iambic trimeter texts with confidence. 

Iambic Trimeter 
All tragic dialogue is written in metre. This means that the lines have a rhythm to them, making them poetry rather than simple prose. The metre of tragic dialogue is iambic trimeter, because this is the metre which is supposedly closest to human speech patterns. The lyric metres used by poets vary and are more complex than the iambic trimeter; the entire prescription of Sophocles’ Electra, however, (except line 77) is in the iambic trimeter form. At A Level, there is the expectation that candidates should be able to scan lines of iambic trimeter; scansion is also useful in studying a play to see how the playwright has sped up or slowed down the lines of characters, as well as for the reading aloud of the Greek. Therefore, there follows a description of the scansion of iambic trimeter. 
The basic unit of an iambic trimeter is called an iamb, consisting of a short (∪) and a long (−) syllable. This is called a metrical foot. 
|∪ −| 
Two iambs make up an iambic metron. However, the first syllable of the iambic metron can be either short or long: 
|∪ −|∪ −| or |− −|∪ −| 
Three of these metra make up a complete line of iambic trimeter. In the following example, the syllable at the beginning of each metron is marked with ͝– to show that it could be either short or long: 
|͝− −|∪ −| |͝− −|∪ −| |͝− −|∪ x| 
Note that the last syllable of the line is marked with ‘x’; this is called an anceps, and it means that the syllable can be short or long but is always treated as if long because it is at the end of the line. You can leave this as an ‘x’ in your scansion. Although there are three metra, there are six feet (the foot being a single iamb). 
This rhythm could become monotonous over hundreds of lines, and so the playwright had the choice to ‘resolve’ feet. A long syllable could be replaced by two short syllables on the grounds that they were metrically equivalent. This produced variety in the form of the following metrical feet: 
Anapaest: |∪ ∪ −| 
Tribrach: |∪ ∪ ∪| 
Dactyl: |− ∪ ∪| 
An anapaest can only appear in the first foot. A tribrach can appear in any of the first five feet. A dactyl can only appear in the first, third or fifth foot. Due to the difficulty of Greek names, however, an anapaest could appear anywhere in the line except the sixth foot as long as it was contained wholly within a Greek proper noun. It is very unlikely that a line will contain more than one resolved foot. 
Resolved feet are not all that common in tragedy, so you will not meet difficulties very often. The best thing to do is to count the number of syllables in a line before you start scanning: if there are 12 syllables, then there are no resolved feet; if there are 13 syllables, then you have a resolved foot. 
Each line also contains a caesura, which is a brief break in the line. This occurs in the third or fourth foot and is always at the end of a word. A caesura is usually marked with //. 
Below are the first three lines of Sophocles’ Electra with the scansion above the lines. Notice that the second line starts with a resolved foot to accommodate the name of Agamemnon. 
|− −| ∪ −| |− −| ∪// −| |− −| ∪ x| 
ὦ τοῦ στρατηγήσαντος ἐν Τροίᾳ ποτὲ 
|∪ ∪ −| ∪ −| |− // −| ∪ −| |− −| ∪ x| 
Ἀγαμέμνονος παῖ, νῦν ἐκεῖν’ ἔξεστί σοι 
| ∪ −| ∪ −| |− // −| ∪ −| |∪ −| ∪ x| 
παρόντι λεύσσειν, ὧν πρόθυμος ἦσθ’ ἀεί. 

Determining Long and Short Syllables 
The long and short syllables in Ancient Greek are quantitative; therefore, it is the length of the syllable itself which determines long or short. This differs from modern English poetry, which determines rhythm based on stress. In some ways, this makes Greek syllables a little easier to detect as long or short, since some vowels are 
naturally long, and others are naturally short. Below is a brief explanation of how to determine if a syllable is long or short. 
A syllable will contain a vowel or combination of vowels (diphthong), but it is also important to look at the consonants which come after the vowel. A diphthong is a combination of vowels which is pronounced as one syllable (e.g. αι or ου). A vowel can be long either by nature or by position. 

By Nature: 
Vowels are long by nature if they are: 
· One of the long vowels of the alphabet: η or ω 
· A long version of one of the following vowels: α, ι or υ (this can only be determined through knowledge of the pronunciation of the Greek word) 
· Any diphthong (although note exception below) Exception: when -οι and -αι appear at the end of a verb person ending, they are usually short (e.g. παύομαι has an ending which is short: -αῐ) 
· Any vowel with an iota subscript (i.e. ᾳ, ῃ or ῳ) 
· Any vowel with a circumflex accent (i.e. ᾶ, ῆ, ῖ, ῦ, ῶ) 

By Position: 
Short vowels (including ε and ο, and the short versions of α, ι and υ) are naturally short, but can be made long by their position. This happens if: 
· They are immediately followed by two or more consonants, regardless of whether the consonants are in the same word or two different words (although note exceptions below) 
· They are followed by a so-called double consonant: ζ, ξ or ψ 
The reason behind this is that the time taken to pronounce the double consonant effectively draws out the quantity of the syllable; the vowel is still pronounced short, however. 
The exception to the two or more consonant rule above occurs where a so-called mute consonant (i.e. β, γ, δ, θ, κ, π, τ, φ or χ) is accompanied only by a so-called liquid or nasal consonant (i.e. λ, μ, ν or ρ) within the same word. The vowel is always lengthened if the two consonants occur across two words or if there are three or more consonants. If the combination of mute and liquid/nasal occurs within one word and no other consonants, then the vowel can be treated either as long or short, as needed by the metre. In Greek tragedy, it tends to be treated as a short vowel, but this is certainly not always the case. The combinations involved in this exception are as follows: 
· βλ, βρ 
· γλ, γρ 
· δλ, δρ 
· θλ, θμ, θν, θρ 
· κλ, κμ, κν, κρ 
· πλ, πν, πρ 
· τλ, τμ, τν, τρ 
· φλ, φν, φρ 
· χλ, χν, χρ 
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The general advice with scansion would be to: 
· Count the syllables (this determines if you have a resolved foot or not) 
· Mark any clearly long syllables (either by nature or position) 
· Fill in the remainder of syllables according to the rules provided above. 

Example: 
Provided below are the first 7 lines of Electra’s monologue from lines 254-260 of Sophocles’ Electra. They are firstly provided with no annotation for you to practise your scansion; on the next page, an annotated scanned version of the lines has been provided for you to check your own. 
αἰσχύνομαι μέν, ὦ γυναῖκες, εἰ δοκῶ 
πολλοῖσι θρήνοις δυσφορεῖν ὑμῖν ἄγαν. 
ἀλλ’ ἡ βία γὰρ ταῦτ’ ἀναγκάζει με δρᾶν, 
σύγγνωτε. πῶς γὰρ, ἥτις εὐγενὴς γυνή, 
πατρῷ’ ὁρῶσα πήματ’, οὐ δρῴη τάδ’ ἄν; 
ἁγὼ κατ’ ἦμαρ καὶ κατ’ εὐφρόνην ἀεὶ 
θάλλοντα μᾶλλον ἢ καταφθίνονθ’ ὁρῶ; 
|− −| ∪ −| | ∪ // −| ∪ −| |∪ −| ∪ x| 
αἰσχύνομαι μέν, ὦ γυναῖκες, εἰ δοκῶ 
| − −| ∪ −| | − //−| ∪ −| | − −| ∪ x| 
πολλοῖσι θρήνοις δυσφορεῖν ὑμῖν ἄγαν. 
|− −| ∪ −| |− // −| ∪ −| | − −| ∪ x| 
ἀλλ’ ἡ βία γὰρ ταῦτ’ ἀναγκάζει με δρᾶν, 
| − −|∪ −| | ∪ // −|∪ −| |∪ −| ∪ x| 
σύγγνωτε. πῶς γὰρ, ἥτις εὐγενὴς γυνή, 
| ∪ −| ∪ −| |∪ −| ∪ // −| |− −| ∪ x| 
πατρῷ’ ὁρῶσα πήματ’, οὐ δρῴη τάδ’ ἄν; 
|∪ −| ∪ −| |− // −| ∪ −| |∪ −| ∪x| 
ἁγὼ κατ’ ἦμαρ καὶ κατ’ εὐφρόνην ἀεὶ 
| − −| ∪ −| | ∪ //−| ∪ −| |∪ −| ∪ x| 
θάλλοντα μᾶλλον ἢ καταφθίνονθ’ ὁρῶ;
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