
Old English verse forms cheat sheet  (this is the flipped version; there's also a vertical version) 

Lines, verses, lifts, dips, half-dips, hypermetrical lines 

• Each line has 2 half-lines (verses); each verse has at least 4 syllables, and can have more: 

 

beor.na bēah.gi.fa (verse 1)  and his brō.þor ēac (verse 2) 

 

• Each verse has 2 rhythmic stresses known as lifts (= /).1 Dips are rhythmically unstressed 

syllables (= x): 
 
  /   x  /    x  x    x    x    /  x  / 
beor.na bēah.gi.fa    and his brō.þor ēac 

 

• Half-lifts (= \) are semi-stresses — 2nd half of compounds, "heavy" endings like -līce: 

 
/    x   \    x  /         /  \   x        /     \  x 
eal.dor.lan.gne tīr     Scyl.ding.as     heofon.lī.ċe 

 

• Occasional hypermetrical lines have extra lifts (3+3 or 3+2).  

 
 /  x x     /  x   / x      x  x  /   x    /  x  x /  
hālġe of  handum þīnum;   forþon hēo þē  hrōðra oftīhð 

 
 

Alliteration patterns 

Alliteration is on the stressed syllable; unstressed prefixes (be-, ge-, etc.) are ignored. 

 

AA AX (basic) 

AX AY  
XA AY (rare) 

AB AB (crossed, rare — often for "momentous" moments) 

AB BA (transverse, rare — for "momentous" moments) 
 

Never: 
AA AA 

XA XA 
 

 

What can alliterate 

• consonant with [like] consonant, but: 

• c with ċ 
• g with ġ 

• sċ only with sċ 

• sp only with sp 

• st only with st 

• vowel/diphthong with (different) vowel/diphthong 

• h is sometimes ignored 

 

 
1 A stressed syllable within a word is not necessarily a lift within a verse. 

Syllables and syllable weight; resolution 

• Vowels. Syllables are based on vowels (be.bēo.dan is based on e, ēo, and a). 

• Syllablification. To split words into syllables, work backwards from the end of the word. 

Go until there's an impossible consonant cluster e.g. forþ-gang (þgang is impossible). 

• Light (open) syllable: Ends in short vowel/diphthong; can have 1 consonant: 

 

sċip, sċi.pu, he.re, we.ge.na, eo.te.nas, ġie.fu (light except nas in eotenas) 

 

• Heavy (closed) syllable: Ends in long vowel/diphthong or has vowel + 2 or more 

consonants: 

 

bān, land,  heor.te, un.friþ, bēa.gas, swēord, bearn (all heavy except te in heorte) 

 

• Usually only heavy syllables take stress. 

• Stress can be on a light syllable; it then “fuses” with the syllable that follows (resolution). 

In that case the fused syllable isn’t a dip: 

 
 /   x   /     x           /   x   /  x  x 

byr.num we.re.de     (Not byr.num we.re.de) 

 

• Resolution cannot occur immediately following another lift: 

 
  x   x  /   /  x 

hwæt wē Gār-De-na    (De is light, but no resolution) 

 

 

Stress morphology; anacrusis; stress rules 

• Stress words (always stressed): nouns, adjectives, infinitives, participles, long adverbs, 

"heavy" pronouns (ġehwelċ). 

• Particles (can be stressed, depending on syntax): finite verbs, demonstratives (hēr), 

personal pronouns (þū), demonstratives w/o noun (sē, þæt), subordinating conjunctions 

(siþþan, þonne). If at start of clause, not stressed; elsewhere might be stressed. 

• Proclitics (typically not stressed): prepositions, demonstratives before a noun (se mann), 

possessive pronouns (mīn), coordinating conjunctions (and, oþþe). If preceding a stress 

word, not stressed; elsewhere might be stressed. 

• Anacrusis: Unstressed syllables that precede the first stress: 

 
 x   x   /   x   /  x 
þæt wæs Cēo.lan su.nu 

 

• In a verse with stress word + particle, the stress word is stressed regardless of word order. 

• With 2 stress words, alliteration is on the leftmost word; stress can occur on the rightmost. 

• Non-stress words can be stressed if they're displaced from their normal word order. 
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