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Hexametrica is a tutorial designed to provide a basic understanding of the most common poetic meter, the dactylic hexameter. Furthermore, the tutorial is geared toward intermediate Latin students who are reading Vergil. Nevertheless, readers of Ovid or Catullus, e.g., or even of Homer may use these pages to their advantage.
What follows is not a complete discussion of hexameter verse, but a utilitarian guide to the first principles of recitation.  As such, some liberties have been taken for the sake of clarity;  but with these principles in mind, students should be able to approach with some confidence the daunting prospect of reading Latin epic aloud.
Hexametrica is divided into three units. The first, Rhythms, introduces the fundamentals of meter. The second, Scansion, deals with the science of breaking down hexameter verses into feet. The third, Recitation, is centered on oral scanning and delivery. A Glossary rounds out the site; all technical vocabulary is defined here (although terms are defined throughout the site).
The text is supplemented with audio files. Whenever possible, click an ear icon ([image: image1.png]


) to hear the audio supplement.
If you have any questions or comments, please email Prof. Dan Curley, the webmaster of this site.
Welcome to Rhythms, the first unit of the Hexametrica site. In this unit you will read about the following:
· the tradition of dactylic hexameter verse, 
Before plunging into the technical details, a few introductory words are in order.  Greek and Latin poems follow certain rhythmic schemes, or meters, which are sometimes highly defined and very strict, sometimes less so.
From the time of Homer—the composer of the Iliad, the oldest surviving Greek poem—epic poetry was recited in a particular meter called the dactylic hexameter.  It is fair to say that the dactylic hexameter defines epic: it is impossible to conceive of an epic poem not composed in hexameters.  The hexameter rhythms, when heard, signal that the poem being recited is an epic of some sort.
It is true that in Homer's era, epics were more sung than recited, to the accompaniment of a lyre.  However, this was not the practice in Vergil's day, when the spoken word was preferred.
	The word dactylos is Greek for "finger" (and for "toe" as well, which picks up on the notion of  feet).  The dactyl is therefore a snippet of rhythm that resembles, at least aurally, a finger.
A dactyl has the following rhythmic shape: one long syllable (or [image: image2.png]


), which represents the long phalanx (bone) of the finger, plus two shorts ([image: image3.png]


), which represent the two short phalanges.  Figure A will illustrate the concept better than any further remarks. 
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	Figure A. The finger-like shape of the dactyl.

	 

	 

	In rhythmic terms, the two short syllables are equivalent in tempo to the long syllable, just as in music two half notes equal one whole note (or two eighths equal one quarter, and so on).  In recitation, the dactyl usually sounds like "dum-diddy," with "dum" equal to [image: image5.png]


, and "diddy" to [image: image6.png]


. 

	The dactyl serves as the basic rhythmic unit, or metron, of hexameter verse. The word hexameter also derives from Greek and essentially means "six metrons (or, to be precise, metra) in a row."  In other words, a single epic verse consists of six successive dactyls, as Figure B shows. 

	 

	 

	[image: image7.png]A4 Q

dum-diddy dum-diddy dum-diddy dum-diddy dum-dicdy dum-dum

metron /foot thesis arsis anceps





	 

	Figure B. Idealized hexameter verse.

	 

	 

	Observe that the final metron is technically not a dactyl.   Its second syllable is called the anceps (Latin for "two-headed"), which is noted either as [image: image8.png]


 or [image: image9.png]


.  No hexameter verse ends in [image: image10.png]


;  in its place one finds the anceps, which is either short or long—it does not matter.  In fact, for purposes of recitation, the anceps is always treated as long to fill out the line.
A more common word for metron is foot, the idea behind this term being that a line of metra marches past one's ear during recitation.  The long syllable, which is the first half of the foot, is called the thesis (Greek for "putting down") because the foot is imagined as touching the ground;  the two short syllables are therefore called the arsis (Greek for "lifting up"), the half in which the foot is raised up...for the next "footstep." 

	A poet composes a hexameter verse by placing words into the metrical scheme wherever they best fit. One potential problem is that not every word has one short syllable, let alone two. What to do, then, with words that have only long syllables? 
The answer is that the meter must become more flexible. Specifically, the poet, at his or her license, may replace (or contract) the pair of short syllables in the arsis with (or into) a long syllable: [image: image11.png]


 for [image: image12.png]


. The foot is no longer a dactyl, but a spondee: [image: image13.png]


 for [image: image14.png]


. 
The term spondee derives from the Greek spondê, which means "libation". Spondaic feet, because of their stately, "dum-dum" rhythm, often occurred in songs at solemn drink-offerings.  
The opposite of contraction is resolution, whereby the poet breaks up a long syllable for two shorts. Every foot in a hexameter verse, therefore, has the potential to be either a dactyl or a spondee.  Figure C illustrates this notion. 
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	Figure C. Idealized hexameter verse, with contractions and resolutions.

	 

	 

	Note that the fifth foot is depicted as a pure dactyl.  This is not to say that it may never be a spondee, but that it is rarely spondaic—only when the poet desires (say) some kind of solemn effect. 


You know that each hexameter verse consists of longs and shorts. Here are three basic rules for determining whether syllables are long or short:  
· A short syllable contains a short quantity vowel, such as the nominative singular ending of the first declension: nauta.
  
· A long syllable contains a long quantity vowel, such as the ablative singular of the first declension: nautâ.
  
· A long syllable may also contain a diphthong, or two vowels pronounced together, such as the genitive singular of the first declension: nautae.  (The -au- in nauta is also considered long under this rule.)
In all of the above examples, the syllables are short or long by nature, and must be remembered as such during the scanning process.
Here are some general rules for select vowels and syllables:
· A final -o, -i, or -u is usually long by nature. 

common exception: the final -i in tibi and mihi, which may be either short or long as the meter requires. (The first -i- in both words is always short.) 
· A final -as, -es, or -os is usually long by nature. 
common exceptions: Greek proper names and other Greek words taken directly into Latin.
· A final -a or -is is often short by nature. 
common exceptions: -a in the first declension ablative singular is always long, as is -is in the first and second declensions ablative / dative plural.
· A final -e is usually short by nature. 
common exceptions: -e in the fifth declension ablative singular; -e on adverbs formed from second declension adjectives. 
· A final -us is usually short by nature. 
common exceptions: fourth declension genitive singular, and nominative / accusative plural (but not fourth declension nominative singular).
· A final -am, -em, or -um is always short by nature.
There is a final rule that often circumvents the need for memorizing vowel quantities:  
· A vowel is considered long by position when directly followed by two consonants, whether in the same word or beginning the subsequent word.  

For instance, if the nominative nauta immediately precedes the verb scit, the final -a becomes long for the purpose of filling out the meter: nautâ scit. (The word is still nominative, of course.)  
This rule is not ironclad, as certain consonant combinations—like -cr, -pr, and -tr—will not always "make position."
Some important points.
· The consonant -h- is not usually considered a full consonant, and will not cause a vowel to make position. For instance, in the phrase tenet haec ("she understands these things"), the syllable -et in tenet is short, not long.
· The consonants -x- and -z- make position all by themselves, since they are actually double consonants (-ks- and -ds-, respectively).
· The combination -qu-, which is pronounced -kw-, just as in English, is treated as a single consonant, and never makes position. Furthermore, the -u- never receives a long or short mark during scansion, as is the practice for consonants. 
· The vowel -i- is sometimes considered a consonant, usually when it begins a word and is followed by a vowel. In such cases, e.g. Iuno, the -i- is pronounced as an English -y- (which, recall, is likewise sometimes a vowel, sometimes a consonant). 
A good rule of thumb is to find a derivative from the word in question: if the -i- becomes a -j- in English (e.g. Juno > Iuno), then it is a consonant, and may help another word make position. Furthermore, the -i- in question should not receive a long or a short mark.
	Below is the first line of the Aeneid, scanned according to the preceding four rules (Figure D). 
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Figure D. Scansion of Aeneid 1.1.

	 

	Note that the theses of feet one and two are long by position.  All other syllables are either long or short by nature. 
Note also that divisions between feet do not necessarily correspond to those between words.  For example, it takes an entire word (arma) plus part of another (vir-) to comprise the first dactyl.  Still, the last foot (oris) is all contained within a single word.


Drawing a line between feet often means drawing a line between syllables.  arma virumque cano, for example, is broken up as arma vi | rumque ca | no.  But why not arma vir | umque can | o?  
For the answer one must remember the basic rules for syllabification, or dividing words up into their syllables.  
· Syllables are usually divided between a vowel and a single consonant:  vi-rum, not vir-um.
  
· When a vowel is followed by two consonants in the same word, the divison comes between the consonants:  ar-ma, not arm-a or a-rma.
The exception to the second rule is with a vowel followed by a stop (a consonant formed by complete air blockage, e.g. t, d, p, b, k, g) plus a liquid (a consonant that can be prolonged, e.g. l or r).  
So patres divides as pa-tres, not pat-res.  A stop-liquid combination, furthermore, will not always "make position" for a vowel:  the -a- in patres, for example, scans as short, not long. 
Likewise the combination -qu-, which is treated like a single consonant for the purposes of scansion. A syllable division is always placed before the -q-, never between the -q- and -u-.
	The contraction of dactyls into spondees provides a certain flexibility, allowing more opportunities for word placement within a verse. Further flexibility comes though a process called elision (> Lat. "knocking out"). 
The first rule of elision is as follows: 
· A final syllable ending in a vowel may be omitted from the meter before a word beginning with a vowel (or an h-). 
EXAMPLE: nauta est is three syllables. Because est begins, and nauta ends, with a vowel, the final -a is elided or "knocked out," leaving two syllables: nauta est (pronounced "now test").
Note that rule #1 states that the syllable may be omitted: it need not be. The term for deliberate avoidance of elision is called hiatus (> Lat. "gap").
There is a second rule of elision:
· A final syllable ending in the letter -m may be omitted from the meter before a word beginning with a vowel (or an h-).
EXAMPLE: nautam est becomes nautam est ("now test").
Figure E illustrates both rules at work within Aeneid 1.3: 
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Figure E. Scansion of Aeneid 1.3, elisons marked. 

	Within every verse comes at least one opportunity for a brief pause. This pause, or caesura (> Lat. "cut") often accompanies a break in the sense, i.e. between two ideas or clauses. 
A caesura appears in the middle of feet, in one of two places: 
· either between the thesis and the arsis (strong caesura), or 

· within the arsis itself, between the two shorts (weak caesura).
Figure F illustrates the strong and the weak caesurae:
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	Figure F. Strong and weak caesurae. 

	 

	 

	Most verses have two or more caesurae. The principal caesura marks the most obvious pause in the sense, and is usually in the third foot (although it often appears in the second and fourth feet as well).
Figure G shows all possible caesurae in Aeneid 1.1.
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Figure G. Caesurae in Aeneid 1.1.

	 

	As you can see, there are no less than five caesurae in this line. The principal caesura is in foot three, marking the pause between the main clause arma virumque cano, and the relative clause qui primus ab oris Troiae. 

	You may have observed that in dividing up a verse into feet, the divisions must often be made within the words themselves, so that the boundaries between feet rarely correspond to the boundaries between words. When the end of a foot also coincides with the end of a word, the resulting division is called a diaeresis (> Gk. "division"). 
A diaeresis differs from a caesura in two respects. First, it occurs between, not within, feet. Second, it does not necessarily mark any discernible pause in the sense. Figure H shows these differences at work. 
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	Figure H. The diaeresis and principal caesura of Aeneid 1.1.

	 

	 

	Again, the caesura clearly marks the sense-pause between cano and Troiae, while the diaeresis—even though it marks a division between the fourth and fifth feet, as well as between qui and primus—shows no pause in the sense. So, why bother to mark a diaeresis at all?
The answer is that a division like the one shown in Figure H is perceived as a distinct metrical unit with a life of its own. In other words, primus ab oris ends the verse with a very recognizable "dum-diddy dum-dum" (or "shave and a haircut"), a rhythmic snippet made all the more recognizable by the fact that primus begins a new foot.
The diaeresis between feet four and five, such as the one above, is called the bucolic, after the Greek boukolos, "herdsman," because the dactylic poetry of herdsmen was famous for "shave and a haircut" line endings. 


Thus far the readings in the audio files have been very mechanical: strong theses followed by light arses (DUM-diddy), all in strict tempo. They must be so for the sake of theory.
In practice, however, the hexameter verse is much more resilient and allows for some license on the reader's part: pauses, for example, or quickening of tempo can lend great dramatic effect.
In fact, there are points in every line where strict meter will not do. These tend to come at the beginning of a line, when the stress placed upon the thesis conflicts with the natural accentuation of a word.
For example, arma virumque cano in Aeneid 1.1; cano is naturally accented on the first syllable: CA-no. But observance of the meter requires the unnatural pronunciation ca-NO, which would have made any good Roman cringe. 
Note, however, that meter and nature combine toward the end of the line. After the fourth foot in 1.1, following the bucolic diaeresis, primus ab oris (PRI-mus ab O-ris) reads both metrically and naturally. 

	Here is an example of recitation in action. Figure I offers the first seven lines of the Aeneid in full scansion. Follow the meter as you listen to the sound file.
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Figure I. Full scansion of Aeneid 1.1-7.

	 

	The reading is that of Professor Robert Sonkowsky of the University of Minnesota.
You will note first and foremost his painstaking attempts to recapture authentic Latin pronunciation. For instance, urbem in verse 5, which sounds as if it ends in a nasalized -n.
But beyond sheer vocal pyrotechnics, note Sonkowsky's loosening of the meter: his short syllables are indeed short, but are not always of even tempo. Furthermore, although he pauses for caesurae, he rarely offers full pauses at the ends of verses. Rather, he tends to read sentence by sentence: at the end of verse 2 he proceeds directly to litora in 3, which is the object of venit in the previous line.
(This brief recording is made available online by kind permission of Professor Sonkowsky and Jeffrey Norton Publishers, Inc. The recording is taken from Sonkowsky's Selections from Vergil, a two-cassette volume in Norton's Living Voice of Greek and Latin Literature series.) 


As you begin to transition from scanning on paper to scanning ex tempore, you will doubtless feel daunted by the task. But remember, even the Robert Sonkowskys of the world had to start somewhere.
It is better to read mechanically at first, just to get a sense of the rhythm. In time, the ear becomes more discerning, and one's readings become more sensitive and sophisticated. The key, of course, is practice.
· Labor omnia vicit (Vergil, Georgics 1.145). 
After exploring this unit you will be ready to look at lines of actual Latin hexameter in detail.

	What follows is a list of terms used throughout Hexametrica. Each word is linked to its first appearance in the site.

	blank

	anceps
> Lat. "two-headed." The final syllable of a hexameter verse, anceps can be either long or short, noted either as [image: image26.png]


 or [image: image27.png]


. 

	 

	arsis
> Gk. "raising up." The second half of a dactylic foot or metron, in which the foot is imagined as lifting up for the next thesis.

	 

	bucolic diaeresis
The diaeresis between the fourth and fifth feet, after which a "dum-diddy dum-dum" ([image: image28.png]
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) line ending follows. > Gk. boukolos, "herdsman," since the dactylic poetry of herdsmen was famous for such line endings.

	 

	caesura (pl. caesurae)
> Lat. "cut." A division between words that occurs within a foot. Caesurae are of two kinds: strong and weak. There may be many caesurae in a line; but there will usually be only one principal caesura. Caesura is not to be confused with the diaeresis, which occurs between feet. 

	 

	contraction
The substituting of a long syllable ([image: image31.png]


) for two shorts ([image: image32.png]


). The opposite of resolution. 

	 

	dactyl
A metron that resembles, at least aurally, a finger (> Gk. dactylos). A dactyl has one long syllable plus two short syllables: [image: image33.png]


.

	 

	dactylic hexameter
The most common meter in ancient poetry. A verse composed in dactylic hexameter consists of six (hex > Gk.) dactyls in a row.

	 

	dactylos
A Greek word meaning "finger" or "toe."

	 

	diaeresis
> Gk. "division." A division between words that also occurs between feet. The bucolic is the best known diaeresis. Not to be confused with the caesura, which occurs within a foot.

	 

	diphthong
> Gk. "double-sound." A pair of vowels (such as the -ae- in nautae) that are pronounced as a single syllable. English example: the -ea- in "beat."

	 

	elision
> Lat. "knocking out." The practice of omitting certain syllables during scansion. A final syllable ending in a vowel (or the letter -m) is normally elided before a word beginning with a vowel (or an h-).

	 

	foot
Another term for metron. Every hexameter foot has two parts, the thesis and the arsis.

	 

	hexameter
A verse of poetry consisting of six (hex > Gk.) metra in a row. The term is sometimes used as shorthand for the dactylic hexameter itself. 

	 

	hiatus
> Lat. "gap." The deliberate avoidance of elision. Occurs only rarely.

	 

	liquid
A consonant, such as l or r, whose pronunciation may be extended without stoppage. The opposite of a stop.

	 

	meter
> Gk. "measure." A meter is a distinctive rhythmic pattern used for a particular genre of poetry. Dactylic hexameter, for example, is the meter of epic poetry.

	 

	metron (pl. metra)
A rhythmic unit that can be repeated in a verse or series of verse. The dactyl is the basic metron of the dactylic hexameter. 

	 

	nature
A determining factor for vowel quantity. Vowels are either naturally long or naturally short. That is, the Romans pronounced them as such, having learned to distinguish their sound during the course of acquiring Latin. See below on position.


	 

	position
A determining factor for vowel quantity. A vowel that is naturally short becomes long when followed by two consonants. In such cases the vowel is said to be long by position (or to "make position").
Vowels followed by a stop-liquid consonant combination rarely make position.

	 

	principal caesura
The main caesura in a line, usually marking not only a division between words, but also a pause in the sense. Normally appears in the third foot, but may also appear in feet two and four.

	 

	quantity
Quantity refers to the length of a vowel or syllable, either long or short. In theory, long syllables take longer to pronounce, the ratio being one long syllable per two shorts.

	 

	resolution
The substituting of two short syllables ([image: image34.png]


) for one long ([image: image35.png]


). The opposite of contraction. 

	 

	scan (scanning)
To scan a line of poetry is to follow the rules of scansion by dividing the line into the appropriate number of feet, and indicating the quantity of the syllables within each foot.
A line of dactylic hexameter is properly scanned when divided into six feet, with each foot labelled a dactyl or a spondee.

	 

	scansion
> Lat. scandere, "to move upward by steps." Scansion is the science of scanning, of dividing a line of poetry into its constituent parts.

	 

	spondê
> Gk. "libation." Spondaic rhythms, because of their stately, long rhythm, often occurred in songs at solemn drink-offerings. 

	 

	spondee
· Gk. "spondê." A spondee fills the same metrical space as a dactyl, except that the arsis has a long syllable instead of two shorts: [image: image36.png]


.
· 

	 

	stop
A consonant (such as t, d, p, b, k, g) whose pronunciation requires complete stoppage of airflow. The opposite of a liquid.

	 

	strong caesura
A caesura that occurs between the thesis and the arsis of a foot. Compare the weak caesura.

	 

	syllabification
The process of dividing a word up into the proper number of syllables. Unlike English, all Latin words have as many syllables as vowels or diphthongs.

	 

	thesis
> Gk. "putting down." The first half of a dactylic foot or metron, in which the foot is imagined as touching the ground. It will lift up again during the following arsis. 

	 

	weak caesura
A caesura that occurs within the arsis of a foot (i.e. between the [image: image37.png]


). Compare the strong caesura.


