Homer: the lliad William A. Johnson

The Homeric Hexameter (contd.)

Pauses (Caesura and Dieresis)

Because the Dactylic Hexameter is a long line of verse, there is a tendency towards a
pause, usually very slight, somewhere in the middle of the line. This pause, which is
very frequent but does not occur in ever line, is called the principal caesura (since
caesura in Latin means “cutting” and this is the spot where the verse is cut in half for the
purpose of a slight pause).

To avoid a monotonous rhythm, the doidoi (i.e. the singers in the Homeric tradition)
preferred not to split the line exactly in half. A pause after the end of the third foot is
therefore rare.

Instead, the @aoidoi would typically pause in one of the syllables immediately adjacent
to the halfway point. Attention to this caesura can help you read the hexameter for two
reasons.

1) It gives you a place where you can pause and take a breath within the
long line.

2) It allows you to think of the hexameter as two shorter, more
manageable units.

The caesura is marked with a double vertical bar (usually || or " is used with the
standard fonts available for typewriters and word processors.)

Take as an example the first line of the lliad.

|l

MA-viv G-e1-0e Be- @ [nN-An-i-d-ew  A-XI1-Af-0G

Strictly speaking, there is a caesura both before and after the word 6ed. But the
principal caesura will usually be the one closest to the middle of the line. You can
readily see that a slight pause after 8ed makes good sense in terms of the meaning,
and facilitates the reading of the line.
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There are three very common positions for the caesura, as indicated in the following
schemata. But remember: not every verse has a caesura! The phenomenon is common
but my no means universal.

(1) “Masculine caesura of the third foot” (very common)

(2) “Feminine caesura of the third foot” (most common)
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(3) “Masculine caesura of the fourth foot” (not uncommon)

Occasionally, the poet will pause between feet rather than within the foot. This is known
as dieresis. But, as we have already noted, the break after the third foot is avoided.
Somewhat common is a break after the fourth foot.

(4) “Bucolic dieresis” (because a favorite of bucolic poets)

For dramatic effect, the poet will sometimes pause at an unusual spot in the line. Good
examples are found in the second and fourth lines of the lliad (see the next page),
where the strong enjambement of ouAouévnv (2) and fpwwv (4) is followed by a
sense pause. The proem is unusual in having two enjambed lines in so brief a compass.



Example, lliad 1.1-7:

MA-viv &-€1-0€ Be-& TMN-An-i-G-8£w A-XI-AR-0C

00-Ao-pé-vnV, i pu-pi” A-xai-olc &A-ye~ ¥-On-Ke,

TOA-AGG & (-Bi-poug Pu-x&g “A-i-d1 TTpo-i-a-yev

N-pW-wv, aD-TOUG B& €-AW-pI-a TED-XE KU-VET-OIV

ol-w-vol-ai 1€ d&I-Ta, AI-0¢ & é-Te-Agi-€-T0 Bou-An,

[— _~| [— _I [—

£¢ oL dN T TTPW-Ta  dI-0-OTH-TNV €-pi-Cav-TE

i—Tps—'i'—B_ng 1€ X-vag Xv-0pWV  Kal di-0¢ A-XIA-AcUG.
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masculine caesura
of the third foot

unusual masculine
caesura of the
second foot

masculine caesura
of the fourth foot

unusual masculine
caesura of the
second foot

feminine caesura of
the third foot

feminine caesura of
the third foot

masculine caesura
of the fourth foot



