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Greek and Latin Metre 111

The Dactylic Hexameter: Greek

- o0 efapeTpos Lat. hexameter = Six feet / pétpa / pedes of dactyls (—v), the last a spondee or
equivalent, since a final short is treated as a long because of the natural pause (breuis in longo).

- A stichic metre (oTixo1, ‘rows’) that can be repeated ad lib. without a closing formula.

- The ‘biceps’ (two shorts: --) of each foot can be replaced by a single long (‘contraction’) to create a
spondaic foot (——); the first element (‘princeps’) of each foot must always be long.

- Spondees are rare in fifth foot (just over 5% in Homer) and relatively rare in third foot.

- 6 Homeric lines are entirely spondaic, e.g. IZ. XXII1.221 Yuxnv kikAnokewv TTatpokAnos SeiAolo.

Some Homeric Openings:

niad A1 Mnwiv aeide, Bea, TInAniadew  AxiAnos

Odyssey a 1: - AvSpar ot Evvete, Mouoa, TOAUTPOTOV, OS HAAS TTOAAG

Hymn to Hermes 1:  EpUMV Upvet, Mouoa, Atos kol Matados uiov

Batrachomyomachia 1.~ APXOUEVOS TPTNS oeAldos xopov tE "EAikcvos



Caesurae:

The hexameter was not divided into two halves (3 + 3 feet), perhaps because of the rhythmical tedium
that would ensue. Instead, word division within feet (caesurae) was required to separate the line at one
(or more) of the three following places:

(1) After the first long (longum) of the third foot (‘penthemimeral caesura’): e.g. II. I.1:
Mnviv aei8e, Bea, | TinAniadecs  AxiAnos
This is typically known as the ‘strong’ or ‘masculine’ caesura.
(i1) After first short of biceps (-v), i.e. after trochee (—~), of third foot: e.g. Od. 1.1:
"AvSpa pot gvveme, Mouoa, | ToAITpoTOV, OS5 HaAS TOAAG

This is typically known as the ‘weak’ or ‘feminine’ caesura. Note, however, that (ii) is
slightly more common than (i), occurring with the approximate ratio 4 : 3. Almost 99% of
Homer’s lines have (i) or (ii).

(i)  After first long of fourth foot (‘hepthemimeral caesura’), if third is undivided: Od. IX.19:

ei’ *Oduceus AcepTiadns, i os moct Sohotciv

This ‘strong’ fourth-foot caesura is rare: 1.4% in Iliad; 0.9% in Odyssey; 2.2% in Hesiod.

- Elision can occur at, i.e. over, the caesura.

- The caesura was generally avoided after prepositives (definite article, prepositions, ko, N8, aAAa) and
before enclitics and postpositives (8¢, yap, UEV, av)

In connection with the discussion of caesurae we should mention a place
at which word-division within feet was exceptionally rare:

After the first short of the biceps of the fourth foot: e.g. Od. V.272:

TTnAtados T’ ecopdvTa kol oe | SuovTta Bowdtnv

This latter tendency is known as ‘Hermann’s Bridge’. It is violated only
once in about every 550 Homeric verses.

/.. ) \ / 5 ’ ) [ / o N 9
Nnides eoTe peTpeov, @ TeuToves™ oux O HEV, Os 6’ ou.

Mavtes, mAnv 'EPMANNOZ - 6 8 “EPMANNOX o¢podpa TeuTcov.

The Germans in Greek | Are sadly to seek; | Not five in five score, |

Gottfried Hermann (1772-1848)

But ninety-five more: | All; save only HERMANN, | And Hermann’s a German.



Diaereses:

Whereas the caesura is word division within the foot, diaeresis is word division between feet, i.e. at
metrical boundaries. A few tendencies may be observed:

Word division is comparatively rare:

(1) at the end of the third foot: e.g. Od. 1.3:
TOAAQV 8’ avBpcdTov 186V | GOTEX KOl VOOV EYVGD.

(i1) after a spondaic fourth foot (because of the so-called bucolic diaeresis, see below; so-called
Naeke’s Law), e.g. Od. 1.14:

voudn motvi’ épuke KoAupad, | Sia Beccov

(ii1) it was yet rarer after a spondaic fifth foot (so-called Meister’s Bridge), e.g. //. X1.723:

eyyubev ' Apnvns, obi petvapev H@ Stav

Bucolic diaeresis:

A particularly favoured diaeresis (with a sense pause) was after a dactylic fourth foot, e.g. 1l. I1.76(-7):
TTOl 0 Y’ @S elTwV kaT’ ap’ efeTo" Tolol & AveEoTN
NeéoTwp

More striking is a case such as //. VIL.212, where standard morphology has been rejected in order to
secure this favoured cadence:

uetS10wv PAooupoliot mpoowmoct: vepbe 8¢ Toooiv

N.B. TpOoowWTao! not TPOOWTOIS < TPOCWTTOV

This particular pause became especially common in later writers, particularly those of a pastoral or
bucolic nature (whence its modern name). Cf. Theocritus /dyll 1.1-6:

c 4 \ ’ \ < 7 I /7 ’
adu Tt To Yibupiopa Kol o TITUS, Gl TTOAE, TNVA,
o \ ~ ~ 4 € \ \ \ /7
O TMOTI Tals Tayaiol yeAtodeTal, adu O¢ kol Tu
ouplodes peta TTava To SeuTtepov &BAov atrolaT).
al Ko TAVOS EA) keparov Tpayov, alyo Tu Aaq

1 s 5 / ~ ’ > \ ~
ol ka 8’ alya Aafn Tnos yepas, €5 Te KATAPPEL

O XIHOPOS * XIMGPG 88 kKaAov KpEas, E0Te k* apeAEns.



Complete hiatus:

After long vowels:

Because of digamma, e.g. Od. 1.16: AN oTe &M Il €Tos fABe TePITAOUEVCOV EVICUTOV

but extended elsewhere, e.g. 0d.121:  avTiBec I OduoTi Tapos Ny yolav 1kecBat

After short vowels:
Because of digamma, e.g. Od. 1.248: TOGOOI UNTEP’ EUMV HVAVTAL, Tpuxouat 8¢ Il oikov

but extended elsewhere, e.g. Od. VIL6: Tjutovous eAuov eofnTa Te Il Eadepov elow

Epic correption:

A final long vowel or diphthong in hiatus before a word beginning with a vowel or diphthong can be
shortened for the sake of metre (necessarily this occurs in one of the two shorts of the biceps). E.g.:

¢

~ b /7 \ ”\ 4 4
0d.1.17: TG ol emekAwdoavTo Beol oikovde veeobat

0d.123: Alblotras Tol SixBa Sedalatal, EoXaTOl AVSPVY

Some other scansional oddities:
‘Lengthening’ of final short syllables (typically limited to the first syllable of each foot):
Od. VIIL.238: XGIOUEVOS OTI G° OUTOS GVT|P EV Oy VI TOPOCTAS

Od. X.141:  vauloxov &s Aipeva kal Tis Beos nyspoveuey

Initial liquids (p A), nasals (4 v) and sibilants () can prolong the final short open vowels of preceding
words. This is either because they were sometimes prolonged in pronunciation, or because of their earlier
linguistic form (in many cases: p- < *sr- / wr- ; V- < *sn- ; g- < *sm- ; A- < *sl-). Sometimes apparent
‘lengthening’ arose because of the prosodic influence of the digamma (F), long since lost:

Od. XII1.116 UueEls 8 oukeTt koha pebieTe Boupidos ahkns

Lengthening metri causa:

Many metrically intractable words were given an artificial scansion in order to fit the constraints of the
line, e.g. aBavaTos should scan wwvs but the first o was artificially lengthened to allow choriambic

scansion (—vvo);

also, e.g., akapaTos, Sloyevns, evootyatos (for ev-), TTptapidns, USAT! etc.



A (possible?) pre-Mycenaean relic:

Juxn & ek pebBecov mrapevn  Ai1doode BePrikel

OV TOTHOV Yoowaa, AiTols” avSpoTnTa Kol RNy (1. XV1.856-7 = XXI1.362-3)
avSpOoTNTa must scan wv—v to make metre, yet the first (short) a precedes v-8-p L

A possible solution? Hypothesised Proto-Gk (pre-c.1500 B.C.) form a-nr-ta-ta with syllabised » (before
the epenthesis of d for pronunciational reasons).

Alternatively, could nasal + liquid (here vp-) once be pronounced together?

Unnerving metrical irregularities at line beginning:

Opening trochee: /1. XXI11.493: Alav ' |Sopgvel Te, Kakols, ETEl OUSE EOIKE.
Opening iamb: Od. IV.13: £TTel O TO TPATOV EYEIVOTO IS’ EQOTEIVTV.
Opening tribrach: Od. X11.423: emiTovos BePAnTo, foos pivolo TeTeEUXs.

Some have thought that these occasional irregularities bear witness to the early (pre-)history of the
hexameter, when it was the fusion of two early metrical cola (related to the glyconic), both of which
allowed some metrical freedom at their beginnings.

The later hexametric tradition:

The hexameter was used as the regular metre for epic literature, didactic, bucolic, wisdom poetry, hymns,
oracles and more mundane purposes. As the hexameter developed, although its linguistic content
remained informed by the Homeric poems, certain metrical features were tightened up: by the Hellenistic
period, a caesura in the third foot was essential, the weak caesura being even more favoured than in
Homer, and elision over the caesura being phased out. The frequency of hiatus was reduced; Hermann’s
Bridge was rarely broken, and Callimachus, the most refined hexameter poet, never broke Naeke’s Law.

We can talk about precious things, like love and law and poverty: these are the things dactyls mean. (Morrissey)

Why not scan the following (Od. X1.593-8)?

\ \ ’ 9 ~ ’ 7 Y
kol Unv 21oudov elGEIS0V KPaTEP GAYE EXOVTO
Aaav BaoTtalovTta mEAWpPIoV audoTEPNTIV.
T) TOl O UEV OKTPITTTOUEVOS XEPGIV TE TOGIV Te
A& aved cdfsoke moTi Aodov: aAX’ oTe peANol
v < ’ ’ 2 ) /7 4
akpov uTepBoléely, TOT ATTOCOTPEPAOKE KPOTIS

aUTIS EmelTo TESoVSe KUAIVSETO Aaars avadns.



